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Japan over the last century has changed drastically both
as a country and as well as a society. Japan having a |ong
hi story of about 2000 years has a lot of traditional culture
still present as well as the m xture of western culture. Being
an island country it was able to devel op an uni que way of
thi nking that could be only seen in Japanese people. The people
had a lot of pride for having their own style and hated to be
i nfl uenced by others. This so called pride was called “Yamato
Damai shii”, nmeaning the spirit of Yamato. |In nodern Japan many
people still believe that a true Japanese man should keep this
pride within hinself. Although now in the nodern days there
still are people who think like right wing nationalists, there
are a |l ot of people who have a different way of thinking as
well. Ever since Japan surrendered in Wrld War |1, Japan has
westerni zed and still is westernizing everyday until the present
day. Therefore the Japanese society as a whole is very diverse
in terms of the way they think and the way they function in
society. | believe that the Japanese society can be divided
into three major groups. The three groups being the old
generation, mddle aged generation, and the new generati on.
These three generations differ imensely in the way they think
and function in society. They were all brought up in different
envi ronnments which brings about the diversity. Although this
could be said to be true for any country, | think the difference
bet ween the generations in Japan is inconparable to any other
country. The westernizing of Japan by the U S. had such

tremendous inpact on each of the three generations that it has



changed t he Japanese society itself. Therefore when you want to
tal k about the Japanese society as a whole, | think one nust
look at it fromthree different perspectives.

The first group would be the ol der generation. This
generation would pertain to the people of ages of about over 60.
These people were the | ast generation of Japanese to have
experienced the war. Until the war, many of the Japanese stil
believed in the isolation of Japan as a nation and the hatred of
the foreigners was still present in the feelings to many of the
peopl e. However after surrendering, the Japanese were forced to
except the western culture and were forced to adapt to it.
Therefore their is a mxed feeling in the people of the ol der
generation form ng between the pride these people have and the
westerni zing that was occurring in Japan for nost of their life.
Anot her fact that concerns a |ot of the Japanese now is the
agi ng problem Japan being one of the top countries in the
world for having good |ife expectancy, is now being troubled by
it. There are too many ol d peopl e now and they are having
difficulties trying to get along in society. | would like to
i nvestigate how the ol der generation thinks of thenselves in
terms of how they function in society and what they expect from
it.

The next group would be the m ddl e age group. These
people pertain to the age of about 30 to 60. These people are
the ones who grew up in the westernizing days of Japan. However
they had parents believing in the traditional Japanese way of
thi nking. Therefore these people again came up with their own

way of thinking unique only to their age group. The m ddle age



group is the mpjor sustenance of the Japanese econony now. They
are the ones who made the economc nmiracle of Japan. The
guestion is, what notivated themto work so hard and what were
their m xed feelings towards how society should really work
bei ng squashed between the traditional Japanese style and the
westerni zing occurring right in front of their eyes.

Finally the | ast generation to consider is the new
generation. The age groups of about 30 and under. This is the
generation that has not experienced the war and the hard tines
of Japan. The sonmewhat |ucky generation is very westernized in
the way they think and have their own function in society as
well. The biggest problemthat they face is the | ack of
nmotivation that is present anbngst the new generation, not
knowi ng the hard times of Japan. WII| this generation be able
to maintain the econonmic status that Japan has kept, or will it
make the econony better with the westerni zed way of thinking
that they have acquired? Wiere is the Japanese soci ety heading
towards in the future? These are sone of the questions | would
like to answer. By exam ning each of these age groups, |
believe I will be able to present to you a good understandi ng of
t he Japanese society and where it is heading in the future.

The A d Generation

One of the problens the ol der generation has is the aging
pr obl em

The popul ati on of Japan is aging at a rate unnmatched
el sewhere in the world. By the beginning of the 21st
century, Japan will have an aged society, with an
extreme high proportion of elderly people and few
children at a level that no other country has ever
experienced.'



These ol d peopl e not being able to be productive to the country
are causing a problemand to put it in a very coarse way, are
creating a burden to society.

The Mnistry of Health and Welfare estimtes (1992)

that the ratio of people aged 65 and over in the

total population will continue to rise rapidly unti

t he year 2020, reaching about 28%in the 2040-2050

peri od before stabilizing at approxi mtely 25% "'
The peopl e who should be getting all the care and respect are
not getting it, while on the contrary they are being treated
li ke a bothersone aspect to the society. It is a sad fact that
many ol d people in Japan are ashanmed of thensel ves because they
cause problens to everyone. One mmjor difference between Japan
and the West is that children are obligated by |aw to provide
for their parents. According to a 1990 survey, a mpjority of
Japanese elderly said they would prefer to spend their wealth on
t hensel ves than to leave it to their children.

The National Survey on Family Planning reports that

in 1963, 80 percent of married wonen under 40

surveyed thought it a “good custoni or a “natura

duty” for children to support their parents. By

1996, only 47 percent thought it a good idea for

children to care for their parents."
In order to conpensate for this situation, the government has
post poned the mandatory retirenent until 65 and also is
devel oping a public pension systemthat will help pronote
enpl oynent for senior citizens. Although actions are bei ng made

to better the situation, the sad fact that elder people are a

burden to society still remains.



Anot her major factor to consider about the ol der
generation is that they were the | ast generation to experience
the war. The Japanese peopl e back then thought of thenselves as
bei ng the strongest nation in the world, but was shocked by the
atom c bonb that they were not. The U. S. had the Japanese
enperor announce on radi o so that every Japanese person can
here, that the Japanese had | ost the war. He al so was told to
tell the Japanese people that he hinself was not a supernatura
figure, but was an ordinary man not different from everyone
el se. The people were taught to face this sad fact in turn for
all the innocent lives that passed away fromthe bonbing. The
ol der generation wants to make sure to hand down to future
generations the strong wish that the tragic experience of the
atom c bonbi ngs shall not be repeated. Sone say that the reason
why Japan was able to cone back so strongly economcally after
t he devastating war was because of the tremendous shock these
peopl e had. They saw for thensel ves that they nust work hard to
get back on their feet. As a result, they were able to do so,
and were able to nmake Japan one of the top countries in the
worl d econom cally. However, the new generation can not relate
to this tragedy and a major concern nowis if they can keep up
the notivation the ol der generation had.

Many of the ol der generation people are still strong
beli evers of nationalism Although Japan | ost devastatingly to
the U.S., sone Japanese still think that they are the strongest
nati on and that they do not need the help of other countries to
get along. These people are obviously the ones who opposed to

the westernizing and the ones who formed the right w ng



coalition, the “uyoku”. A lot of the uyoku nmembers are Mafia
rel ated and many have strong connections with the Japanese
governnment. In 1987 former prime mnister Noboru Takeshita was
el ected as prinme mnister but later was involved in a scandal
that said he m ght have acquired the help of some uyoku nenbers
to get elected. Although not revealed in the public, we
Japanese know that many of the top executives in major

corporations have strong connections with the uyoku. A lot of

the ol der generation still are strong believers of nationalism
and still influence the new generation in these aspects.
However, due to the strong westernizing still taking place,

nunmbers of right wing nationalists are declining every year.
Hopefully one day there will be no nore nationalists and world
peace will cone. But until then, we nust understand that this
nationalistic belief is what kept Japan goi ng since the

begi nning of its history and that it is an inportant aspect of
t he Japanese cul ture.

The people of the old generation definitely were the ones
who experienced the hardest tinmes of Japan. However, with the
Yamat o Damashii the people all had within thensel ves, they were
able to get Japan back on its feet and even make it a big
econom ¢ giant. But unfortunately, due to the aging problem
these people are not getting the care and respect they should be
getting. But being a true man, these people do not want the
slightest bit of renorse. All they ask fromthe generations to
conme is for themto not make the sane nistake they had nade
whi ch killed many i nnocent |ives and was considered to be the

wor st tragedy of Japanese history.



The M ddl e Aged CGeneration

The next group that we nust consider is the m ddl e age
group. The first inpression | get when I think of mddle aged
Japanese is that they are very conservative. Indeed this is a
fact for many m ddl e aged people and contributes a lot to the
way they function in the society. A major problemthat the
m ddl e aged group is facing now is the childless problem

Not only are wonen marrying |later, but when they do
marry they are having fewer children. 1In the early
postwar years, the average Japanese worman gave birth
to four children. By 1989 the nunber of births per
woman had plumeted to 1.57. That set off a virtua
pani c anong the nmale political |eaders. Serious
attention was focused on the declining birthrate yet
t he average has continued to fall, reaching 1.43 in
1995."Y

The sole reason to why this is happening is due to the mddle
age group being conservative in their lifestyle. They know that
it would be costly to have a ot of children so they decide to
go conservative. However this conservative action is |eading
Japan to an aging society. But | wouldn't fault the m ddl e age
group to be totally wong. There is a major problemto the
Japanese society itself. It is the society that is putting a
limt to what the people can have. The standard of living in
Japan is way too | ow

When conpared with America, Japan’s GDP transl ates
into $3.62 trillion at the market exchange rate of
140 yen to the US dollar. This is $28930 for each
Japanese, not nuch different fromthe American figure
of $30, 150. But the market exchange rate is not the
right way to obtain dollar figures to conpare
standards of living between countries — it is heavily
i nfl uenced by external transactions. For this

pur chasi ng power parity (PPP) of the yen has to be
used. Based on the OECD s 1997 PPP of 169 yen,
Japan’s GDP per capita is only $23,810 — roughly

ei ghty percent of the US |evel. Yet, it is hard to



bel i eve that Japan’s living standard | ags behi nd t hat

of the United States by only twenty percent. The

i npressi on shared by many visitors from Arerica and

Europe — and by myself — is that the Japanese live a

much nore frugal, if not poor, life than indicated by

that differential.’

Al t hough nost Japanese know that their standard of living is
very low, surprisingly, nost Japanese are satisfied with their
status. | consider this to be a nmajor problemthough. The
peopl e must get nore aggressive and should demand nore. Wy do
the people have to sacrifice their own living to neet the
standards of the norm [If Japan is one of the top contenders in
the economc world, the sane nust be true for their standard of
I'iving.

Al t hough their conservative way of thinking could be bad,
it has al so hel ped the Japanese econony as well. Mst of these
m ddl e aged nmen are businessnen, referred in Japanese as the
sal aryman. They are the mmjor sustenance for the Japanese
economy. Japanese salarynen are referred to as the working bees
because they work so nmuch. They are very conservative and are
satisfied with their | ow standard of living, do not conplain a
single bit and work to support the famly. This is a typica
Japanese man. Very uni que but gives you a good understandi ng as
to how Japan was able to achieve its economc mracle. These
hard working m ddl e aged nen portray the typical Japanese man
and gives the world the inpression that Japanese nen are |ike
robots, who do whatever they are told to do no matter how snall
their return is.

Anot her major problemthat is haunting the m ddl e aged

workers is the “listra” problem Due to the econom c recession



in Japan after the bubble burst, many Japanese conpanies had to
restructure the conpany by firing some of their workers. A big
portion of them being the m ddl e aged workers who have no where
to go once fired. Some workers not being able to explain this
situation to their wives, spend all the day in a park near the
office pretending as if they had gone to work as usual. This
situation makes many of the m ddl e aged workers feel very
insecure and is definitely not a good factor to the econony.
The governnment nust conme up with plans to support these type of
peopl e nore.

This is also the generation in which many wonen in Japan
started expressing equality of sex. Ever since the westernizing
of Japan began after the war, the wonmen in Japan gradually
started to gain power in the society by expressing equal rights.
Until then, nen were superior beings and wonen had to listen to
what nen had to say. |In the older generation, this is stil

true in many cases and you see a |lot of old wonen very loyal to

their husband. In nodern Japan, nuch of this has gone.
Al t hough there still are very unusual situations in offices
whi ch can not be seen in any other country. |n Japanese

offices, there is a tendency for nen and wonen to create
separate worlds. Unlike in other countries where couples form
friendships, in Japan nmen hang out with nmen and wonen hang out
with wonen with little cross-group comruni cation. Top
executives very likely only know wonen as their w ves or those
who wait upon themincluding wonen staff nenbers. Whnen as
equal work partners is a concept beyond their famliar world.

Not only is this true in offices but many Japanese especially



the old and the m ddl e aged generation, have a tendency to form
a barrier between nen and wonen. A typical case seen in nany
Asi an countries.

| believe the m ddl e aged Japanese have had the | east
freedomin what they could do conpared to the other two
generations. They were given no choice but to work as hard as
they could to nake Japan a successful country. Many of the
people growing up at the time when Japan was very poor after the
war are satisfied with the |ow standard of |iving they have
because this is still better than the situation nost people grew
up in. However, | still strongly believe that these m ddl e aged
men coul d be nore aggressive in terns of trying to higher their
standard of l|iving because they have shown that they deserve and
are capabl e of demanding fromthe economc mracle that they
were able to achieve. The wonen were able to achi eve what they
want, and | believe that the men can too.

The New Gener ati on

The new generation has a very western way of thinking. M
bei ng one good exanple of this. | grewup in Japan all nmy life
for 18 years. M generation definitely has a different way of
t hi nki ng about society conpared to the other generation and we
have our own way of functioning in society. As heard in a
fanbus Japanese proverb, “The nail that sticks out nust be
pounded back in” the Japanese society always wanted soneone to
be the sane as everyone el se. Anyone unique in their own style
were treated as outcasts and not good to a community. However

it is afact that there is less and less of this everyday. Now



people believe in the Anerican proverb, “Only the squeaky wheel s
gets the oil”. Mre and nore individuality is being given
credit, and nowadays in order to become successful, one nust be
uni que fromthe others. This is a big change in the Japanese
society and is a feature only seen upon the new generati on.
However, this western way of thinking also brings upon
sone trouble as well. As you know, the Japanese people are
fanobus for their hard working ability. But their there is an
i ssue rai sed now saying that the new generation |lacks in
nmotivation to work. There was a consensus taken by young
Japanese teenagers asking what they want to be in the future.
In the 70°'s and early 80's, many teens wanted to be doctors,
| awyers and some occupation that has a high status. However in
the 90's their is a trend in that |less teens are wanting to be
sonet hi ng of high status. As | said before, the new generation
gives credit to the fact of having self identity, and don’t
believe in the fact that they nust be alike everyone el se and
that they should aimfor sonething high. That is why the
consensus shows that many of the teens in the new generation
want to have a contented life with the | east anount of work
possible. As long as they are happy they are satisfied. Whether
this will turn out to be good or bad we still do not know, but
is an interesting fact to consider when thinking of where Japan
could be heading in the future. WII| the new generation still
be able to maintain the econom c status Japan has kept for nmany
years with the |lack of notivation they have when it cones to

wor ki ng.



Anot her interesting fact to consider is the education
system of Japan. The education system had nany changes within
the | ast few decades and is still changing everyday. The
Japanese education system changed drastically froma mlitary
i ke system where students were treated like soldiers to a
western system where students are given respect and treated as a
human bei ng. Before students were educated at school and were
told that the school was right in whatever aspect and that the
students had to obey whatever the school said. But now, every
i ndi vidual is valued for their own thoughts and many schools are
adapting the western way of teaching. However there still are
sone schools where teachers think they are still the superior
over the students and force themto |learn many things. The
students oppose to this type of teaching and at tines students
try to get back at teachers and a very bad environnent could
formwithin a school. The crime rate of m ddle school and high
school students are increasing every year. There is stil
bel i ef anbngst students that students and teachers coul d never
get along but this way of thinking is gradually fading away as
wel | .

Concl usi on

The three different generations of Japan nake Japan a very
uni que country. They each have a different way of thinking and
what they expect fromeach other in society differ as well. Due
to the rapid westernizing of Japanese society after the war,
Japan has created a society where there are many different ways

of thinking anongst the different generation. Although Japan



was able to conme back strong econonmically after the war, the
gquestion still remains whether the new generation could keep up
this econom c status. The Japanese people value nore of the
i ndi viduality now than ever before. Being so international now,
peopl e wonder where the traditional Japanese way of thinking has
gone. The old generation always ask for the Yamato damashi
anongst all of the Japanese nen, but some of the new generation
peopl e don’'t even know what Yamato damashii is. \Wether this
new way of thinking is going to turn out to be good in the
future or could it ruin the Japanese society we still don't know
but is definitely sonething we should watch upon how it is going
to turn out.

| personally think that the nmost inportant thing the three
generations nust keep in mnd is the respect they nust give each
other. The old generation tend to | ook down upon the new
generation as being westernized and |lacking in the true Japanese
spirit while the new generation have no respect for the old
traditional ways of thinking. However, in order for Japan to
keep its status as a country, the new generation nust respect
the ol d generation for maki ng Japan one of the npbst prosperous
countries in the wrld after the devastating |loss in the war and
at the sane tinme the old generation nust rely on the western way
of thinking which is what hel ped Japan conme back to its feet.
Therefore the best possible direction the Japanese society
shoul d head is for the Japanese to have pride in their |ong
hi story as a country (have some Yamato damashii) but at the sane
time accept the western way of thinking that they were taught,

which is the key factor that hel ped and still is hel ping the



Japanese to be one of the npbst unique and interesting people in

the worl d.
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