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Summary of the Dissertation

Although various government measures have been introduced to deal with
Japan’s declining birthrate, there is still no concrete solution. Bearing in mind the fact
that nearly 90% of Japanese people want to “(someday) get married and have children,”
this thesis focuses on why people cannot get married and have children, despite the
desire to have a child. In particular, instead of focusing only on “post-marriage
reasons,” such as economic factors and work-life balance issues, as in previous studies,
the thesis explores “pre-marriage/pre-pregnancy reasons,” such as couples’
matchmaking and dating processes. The novelty of the theoretical framework lies in the
elucidation of these issues. The survey method is ethnographic-based fieldwork
centered on participant observation and face-to-face semi-structural interviews. The
fieldwork area is Tokunoshima in Kagoshima Prefecture, which has the highest birth
rate in Japan. Discussing the relationship between love, marriage, and childbirth in
Tokunoshima suggests that there are human connections that provide opportunities for
men-women interactions, and that “having children” has positive social implications for
both men and women. It was clarified that people’s willingness to become pregnant and
give birth is maintained at a high level. Of course, Tokunoshima is also characterized by
having an environment that supports child-rearing, such as support from grandparents
and local help, both materially and mentally. It turned out that having children is the
driving force behind the high fertility rate, considered an additional motivation to work
hard and to make a living.



The discussions developed in the thesis are summarized for each chapter as

follows.

Chapter 1 Low fertility in Japan

The author analyzes the problem of the declining birth rate in Japan from a
unique perspective by referring to impactful literature and the government’s
countermeasures against the declining birth rate. He divides the reasons why pregnancy
and childbirth are difficult into “before” and “after” marriage and clarifies and discusses
the fundamental problems. It has long been pointed out that the main factor behind
Japan’s low total fertility rate, which is below the replacement level, is not the low
fertility of married couples, but the high rate of never-married people. The view that
treats high rates as ‘premarital reasons’ in terms of the encounter and dating process has
been overlooked until now. In addition, women themselves continue to desire the so-
called “Showa marriage” (a marriage that emphasizes men’s economic power based on
the division of labor), which is creating a mismatch in the marriage market due to the
current decline in men’s economic power. Furthermore, one of the reasons why
marriage (and pregnancy and childbirth) is less likely to occur is that there is little
positive action to promote heterosexual interactions between men and women, even
though it is based on the ideology of romantic love. Based on the above, the chapter
analyzes that beyond economic and political reasons, the maintenance of an idealized
image of a love marriage that does not match reality is, more importantly, preventing

marriage and, in turn, childbirth.

Chapter 2 Deconstruction of Romantic Love Ideology

The chapter deconstructs what the romantic love ideology is, and examines love and
marriage as a social construct while relying on literature in the fields related to
anthropology such as philosophy, psychology, sociology, and history. In Western history,
marriage has a functional role, and the link between love and marriage is recent. Modern
love is also linked to individualism-based consumerism. Regarding Japan, the number of
children born out of wedlock is very low (about 2 percent) indicating that marriage is

often viewed as a premise for having children.

Chapter 3 Introduction of the fieldwork: Tokunoshima island
This chapter is about the geographic and historical background of
Tokunoshima, where fieldwork was conducted. Tokunoshima is part of the Amami

archipelago but has developed a complex social identity influenced by Taiwan,



Okinawa, and Kagoshima. In addition, after World War II, under American occupation,
there was a sense of psychological and economic distance from the “mainland.” In this
ambivalent context, Tokunoshima exhibits a distinctive demographic and cultural aspect
compared to the mainland. For example, the high total fertility rate, the divorce rate, and
the remarriage rate are among them. On the other hand, demographic trends common to
the mainland, such as an aging population, can also be seen. The economy is certainly
weaker than on the mainland, and jobs available on the islands are predominantly

agricultural and low-skilled.

Chapter 4 Fieldwork and Methodology

This research results from about five months of fieldwork on Tokunoshima
(preliminary research in 2019, main research from August to November 2021, and
additional data collection in March 2022). A total of 49 (29 female, 20 male) recorded
in-depth semi-structured interviews and 9 discussion sessions were conducted during
the fieldwork. The minimum age of participants was 21 years, and the maximum age
was 74 years, 29 were married, 17 were unmarried, and 1 was a widow. The age at
which the first child was born ranges from 16 to 40. The average number of children is
2.1, which is lower than the island average, but this is thought to be due to the inclusion
of several immigrants from outside the island in the sample. Snowball sampling was
used to recruit participants, but a special effort to ensure that the profile of the people
interviewed was dispersed in order to secure informants as diverse as possible. In this
chapter, the author also analyzed the influence of the surveyor’s own attributes, a
Japanese-speaking white young male. Invited to events such as snorkeling, BBQ, and
bullfighting, and being introduced to a part-time job harvesting sweet potatoes, he was
warmly received by the islanders. This is due to the kindness of the islanders towards
“foreigners”, but it is also because of the home environment in which he grew up (his
mother with Vietnamese roots and is relatively working-class). A difficult aspect of the
study was conducting interviews with men who tended to be rather quiet or joking

around.

Chapter 5 the kodakara Island: The Presence of Children as an Essential Aspect of
Tokunoshima

In this chapter, the author analyzed interview data to investigate the meaning of
the phrase, “kodakara” or “Children are treasures,” which is often said in Tokunoshima
when it comes to the high birth rate. First of all, Tokunoshima is said to be an

environment where it is easy to raise children. This is reflected in the remarks



repeatedly seen in interviews that, for the people of the island, children are the meaning
of life, and it is because they have children that they are able to “live a decent life (be
able to work hard).” Even though they do not have strong economic resources to raise
them, they still consider having children the priority before thinking of material issues,
in what the author calls the “nantokanaru spirit.” In other words, children are treasures,
and that is why they focus their lives on them. The author also found that becoming a
mother early after graduating was an alternative life and career path for women who
realistically had a narrow range of options after high school. Furthermore, regarding
men, having many children is expected by local communities and peers as an expression
of masculinity, and having many children is internalized by informants as evidence of

masculinity.

Chapter 6 Romance, Marriage, and Gender Relationships in Tokunoshima

In Tokunoshima, there are many cases of so-called “bullet marriages.” This chapter
discusses the vital link between love and family formation. On the island, love that does
not lead to a marriage is considered “goalless,” and it became clear from the stories of
the women that love is not the goal itself, but functions as a tool for marriage and the
formation of a family. Therefore, couples who actively used contraception during their
studies stopped using contraception after graduation. It turns out that children act like
cement that holds young couples together. In addition, even in an island environment
where ideal conditions to date are not met, islanders go on dates that still meet the
conditions to promote romance, such as night drives. The author points out that young
people access dates that result in sexual intercourse, pregnancy, marriage, and childbirth
through dating. However, it is also true that family formation triggered by “bullet
marriage” is “gambling,” and the life stories of early marriage, divorce, and remarriage
are not only about the strength of the connection between love and pregnancy/marriage
but also about vulnerability of the connection between pregnancy and the aftermath.
Furthermore, regarding the encounters between men and women that lead to romance in
the first place, the author argues that the introduction of potential romantic partners is
facilitated by the classmate network, which is influenced by the fact that there are two

high schools on the island.

Final Chapter Conclusion
In the conclusion, the author discusses the reasons why the hurdles to marriage
are high on the mainland from five perspectives based on the research results obtained

from fieldwork in Tokunoshima. In Tokunoshima, close human relationships provided



by classmates and local networks are the underlying reason why romantic relationships
are likely to occur. Secondly, despite the lack of glittering dating places and dating ways
compared to the city, dating methods that facilitate romance are devised in the local
context, and the process of deepening romantic relationships from encounters is
substantial. Finally, it can be pointed out that the high fertility rate is maintained as a
result of the goal being to lead to marriage and children, rather than considering love as
a means for itself. There are many aspects that make it difficult to apply the
Tokunoshima case directly to the mainland, but the author thinks it can be used as a

reference case in other rural areas.

Summary of the Dissertation Evaluation

The oral defense of Mr. Sonny Renaud Sully Bardot was held on Thursday,
January 12, 2023, from 1:50 p.m. for approximately 2 hours and 20 minutes. The oral
defense was conducted online using Zoom. The dissertation committee consisted of three
ICU faculty members: senior associate professor Yoshie Moriki (anthropology, main
advisor), professor Etsuko Kato (anthropology), and associate professor Olivier Ammour-
Mayeur (literature).

In the defense process, Mr. Bardot first explained the outline of the entire thesis
and the highlights of the results using PowerPoint slides for about an hour. This was
followed by a question-and-answer/comment session by each committee member.

First, Professor Kato said that Mr. Bardot conducted research from a holistic
perspective without “romanticizing” Japan, which foreign researchers tend to do when
conducting research on Japan. She then asked questions about the relative lack of mention
of social differences and disparities in the islands in the thesis as a whole. In addition,
regarding the observation that the concept of kodakara is one of the factors in DV, she
asked whether the essential factor of domestic violence was rather a patriarchy and
masculinity. In addition, it was pointed out that there was a factual error regarding
Japanese history, and advised him to check it. In response to these questions, Mr. Bardot
replied that he made efforts to diversify the attributes of the informants as much as
possible. The committee also discussed the possibility that the lack of access to people
who did not remain on the island contributed to the homogeneity of the data. As for the
concept of kodakara, he gave a supplementary explanation while referring to the footnote
that describes the relationship with the patriarchy.

Professor Ammour-Mayeur expressed a positive view that the draft was

sufficiently revised and the text was satisfactory, so there were no serious questions to



ask. He then questioned the analysis result that children are the “cement” of couples, and
about the high divorce rate on the island. He also advised that it would be important to
compare the results of this study with those of other regions in Japan regarding the
prospects for future research. Concerning the relationships between children as the
cement of couples and the high divorce rates, with the opinion of the chief examiner who
has actually visited the fieldwork, it was discussed that the expression “children as cement
(as a bond that formalizes the couple’s relationship)” is the step to marriage, it does not
necessarily correspond to an event that bond the couple for a lifetime.

Finally, Professor Moriki commented that the entire paper was able to develop
an effective story to explain the high fertility rates on the island and that the paper was
completed with originality. As for the question items, she asked about intentions of
specifically discussing work-life balance in conclusions as it was not particularly
mentioned earlier. In addition, regarding the fact that the closeness of the classmate
network guarantees the ease of “encountering” on the island, she pointed out that the close
human relationships between men among them and women among them that continue
after graduating from high school may be an important factor.

After Mr. Bardot’s departure from zoom, the three members of the committee
held discussions and unanimously concluded that this thesis was sufficiently worthy of
the conferment of a degree (Ph.D.) (with an “A” as evaluation). First, this paper discusses
the relationship between the birth rate and love/marriage from a unique perspective, using
Tokunoshima as a case study. This research is of high academic and social significance
that also gives suggestions to other regions. The concept of “romantic love”, which has
not been discussed much in the field of demography, was particularly original in that it
was used as a tool to decipher the demographic phenomenon by decomposing its contents
from various perspectives. In addition, Mr. Bardot’s ability to build rapport with research
subjects, which is an important point in ethnographic research, goes beyond the advantage
of fluency in Japanese and is highly commendable. It is clear that Mr. Bardot has patiently
built a relationship of trust with the people of Tokunoshima, despite the fact that the
research was conducted in the midst of the corona crisis and there were many difficulties.
As described in the thesis, the attitude of objectively assessing one’s own demographic
attributes is also an important aspect of future fieldworkers’ qualities.

As the final draft submitted in September last year had been sufficiently revised
to satisfy all committee members, the committee unanimously approved the doctoral
dissertation. In addition, the committee as a whole highly praised Mr. Bardot’s continuing
efforts to show his scholarship as an investigator and his sincerity toward the research

subjects throughout the investigation and expressed his full potential to play an active



role as an independent researcher in the future. In the preparation of the final manuscript
and data, the committee decided to make corrections to the form, style, and format of the

manuscript, including errors, pointed out by the reviewers.



