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The Analysis of Multicultural 
Policies by Regional Governments 
in Japan
Yuki Yamada

Author’s Note
Yuki Yamada is a senior student in the Global Studies Program. His es-
say “The Analysis of Multicultural Policies by Regional Governments in Ja-
pan” was submitted for the Global Studies Capstone Seminar under the supervi-
sion by Professor Satoko Horii at AIU. His interest is in migration and refugee studies, 
especially focus on integration policies at local community. After studying integration of 
refugees and ethnic minorities in Czech Republic, he became interested in migration pol-
icies in rapidly diversifying Japan, leading to this analysis of Japanese multiculturalism.

Introduction
The number of registered foreigners in 

Japan was 2,829,416 as of June 2019, show-
ing 3.6 percent growth from the previous 
record as technical trainees and foreigners 
with work-linked visas increase (Ministry of 
Justice, 2019). Another factor leading to fur-
ther growth is the amendment of immigration 
law that took effect in April 2019, allowing 
blue-workers with certain linguistic and vo-
cational skills to work in 14 industrial fields 
with serious labor shortages. The government 
planned to provide residence permits for five 
years to a maximum of 345,000 foreigners in 
the next five years (Obe, 2019). Despite such 
constant influx of foreign residents, the gov-
ernment does not recognize them as “immi-
grants” because they are temporary residents 
expected to return. However, this diverts 

from the international definition that con-
siders labor for a definite term as migrants 
(Okina, 2020). This gap has created a com-
plicated reality where foreign residents who 
could be fit into categories of migrants are 
residing without much discussion on migrant 
reception policy. The only national guideline 
would be “The Regional Multicultural So-
ciety Promotion Plans,” which emphasized 
the necessity of promoting multicultural 
communities where members with diverse 
backgrounds live together as community 
members by recognizing cultural differences 
and building an equal relationship. It guides 
local municipalities to comprehensively pro-
mote multicultural policies based on national 
guidelines (Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communication, 2006). However, the prob-
lem is it assigns a task of migrant integration 
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to local municipalities, while the government 
itself does not show its stance on migrant re-
ception. Under this situation, how to pursue 
multiculturalism would be up to local mu-
nicipalities, which could lead to the regional 
difference in how the idea is implemented. 

Another issue is the Japanese tendency 
to regard foreign residents as “labor force” 
rather than “community members.” Ac-
cording to a survey, over 80 percent of re-
spondents consider foreigners to be signif-
icant as labors, while those believe they are 
crucial as regional community remained 
20 percent (Nikkei, 2020). This implies the 
Japanese attitude of perceiving foreign resi-
dents as workforce rather than a member of 
society. This could be similar to the case of 
Germany, which confronts the reality that 
such a “myth of return” as unrealistic after 
the implementation of a rotation system of 
foreign workers (Miller, 1982). As repre-
sented in this case, focusing on short-term 
economic benefits and ignoring the socio-
cultural aspect of foreign residents could 
result in a social burden to the host country. 
Therefore, there is a necessity to reevalu-
ate foreign residents in Japan as “communi-
ty members” rather as “economic agents”. 

In order to address the two main prob-
lems, the researcher defines the following 
research question: How have the policies to 
incorporate foreign residents as “commu-
nity members” been implemented in Japa-
nese local municipalities under the idea of 
“multicultural coexistence”? This question 
aims to analyze how “multiculturalism” is 
interpreted differently by local governments 
and materialized as policies, and how those 
policies function to address the sociocultur-

al life of foreign residents. The case study 
of four Japanese local municipalities would 
demonstrate their understanding of multi-
culturalism and the outcome of their policies 
in achieving its original goals. This anal-
ysis is crucial in the current circumstance 
where those who could be regarded as “mi-
grants” are increasing without public discus-
sion. In the following chapter, the research-
er explains the concept of multiculturalism, 
and reviews the development of attitudes 
of the Japanese government towards for-
eign residents, followed by the analysis of 
multicultural policies by four local munic-
ipalities. In the final section, the researcher 
discusses the general characteristics of mul-
ticulturalism by Japanese local governments.

The Development of Multiculturalism in 
Academics and Practice

The Development of Multicultural Policies 
The concept of multiculturalism first 

emerged around the 1960s as a new approach 
to deal with ethnic differences within a state. 
Until then, states took more oppressive mea-
sures towards minorities, often resulting in 
assimilationist policies. On the contrary, 
multiculturalism accepts the existence of 
different ethnic identity as a legitimate el-
ement of society, and implements policies 
that recognize minority rights. Its main pur-
pose is to expand public understanding and 
assistance for the expression of minority 
identities and customs rather than just pro-
tect basic civil rights (Kymlicka, 2013). One 
key feature of multiculturalism is that it ac-
companies the process of revising laws and 
regulations to represent distinctive demands 
of minorities, and it is not limited to the uni-
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versal application of laws. Kymlicka (2013) 
characterizes multiculturalism as a “process 
of citizenization” (p.103) in which nation-
alism and civil liberalism interact with each 
other. From this perspective, multicultural-
ism stands for the idea of framing different 
claims with value of social liberalism rather 
than suppressing them and containing them 
into a homogeneous form of citizenship. This 
process consists of three elements: “effective 
political participation, equal economic op-
portunities, and social acceptance” (p. 104). 

From the 1980s, there was an ideolog-
ical shift in multiculturalism, and neolib-
eral multiculturalism emerged. Its goal is 
to incorporate ethnic identities into the in-
ternational market so that they could be 
used as social capital rather than focusing 
on “equality-seeking component of mul-
ticulturalism” (p. 111). 40 years after its 
emergence, there are some variations in ef-
fectiveness of promoting multiculturalism 
across countries. Kymlicka (2015) identi-
fies that multiculturalist policies that are not 
“connected to national unity, human rights, 
anti-racism, and citizenship” (p.25) often 
become unstable. In addition, with the rise 
of neoliberal multiculturalism, the inclu-
sion of both citizenship status and market 
status are also crucial in effectiveness of 
multiculturalist policies (Kymlicka, 2013).

The development of integration policies in 
post-war Japan

In Japan, the idea of introducing foreign 
workers was first discussed in the 1980s by 
the internationalization (kokusaika) initia-
tive. Its purpose was to develop an interna-
tional understanding of local residents, im-

prove the community’s international image, 
establish communal identity in international 
society, and promote local economy and in-
dustry (Ministry of Home Affairs, 1987). 
Due to the 1991 amendment of immigration 
law that allowed descendants of Japanese 
migrants in South America to come to Japan, 
the number of foreign residents in manufac-
turing areas of Japan increased rapidly. The 
necessity to deal with increasing foreign 
workers pushed local governments to imple-
ment their own measures to improve sociopo-
litical environment for them (Takaya, 2007). 

The Regional Multicultural Society Pro-
motion Plans encouraged local municipali-
ties to develop their own policy plans based 
on the idea of “multicultural coexistence”. In 
this guideline, “multicultural coexistence” 
would help “people with different nation-
alities or ethnicities recognize cultural dif-
ferences and establish equal relationship to 
live together as members of local commu-
nity” (MIC, 2006, p. 5). The government 
recognizes the necessity to implement pol-
icies that perceive foreign residents as com-
munity members and inhabitants on the na-
tional level, focusing on two policy areas. 
One is the assistance of communication to 
enhance foreign residents’ understanding 
of Japanese language and social systems. 
The other policy area is residence assis-
tance, including housing, education, medical 
care, and disaster prevention (MIC, 2006). 

In July 2012, the Alien Registration Sys-
tem was replaced by the Resident Registra-
tion System, which enabled local munici-
palities to comprehend basic information 
about foreign residents and provide munic-
ipal services. According to the survey as of 
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April 2016, 94 percent of prefectures for-
mulated multicultural coexistence plans. 
At the local municipality level, all govern-
ment-designated cities have announced 
their plan, while 45 percent of other munic-
ipalities have done so. Another characteris-
tic is that of municipalities with its share of 
foreign residents among its citizens beyond 
the national average, approximately 85 per-
cent have drawn their plans (MIC, 2017). 

Methodology
The review of the development of a mul-

ticultural approach toward foreign residents 
in Japan demonstrated the significance of 
local municipalities as providers of admin-
istrative services to foreign residents. There-
fore, the researcher conducted a case study 
of Japanese local municipalities to explore 
the understandings of “multiculturalism” 
and its influence on integration policies by 
local governments. The researcher stands 
on the perspective that the absence of cen-
tral policies encouraged local governments 
to individually deal with foreign residents, 
leading to the development of their own 
approach. At the same time, the research-
er expects the lack of recognition of “mi-
grants” by the national government leads 
to the limitation of multiculturalist policies 
that local governments can implement. As 
Kymlicka (2013) explains, multicultural-
ism academically includes the revision of 
laws about the process of citizenization, 
which would be difficult without recognition 
from the central government. Considering 
this reality, multiculturalist policies by lo-
cal municipalities would not be able to fully 
achieve citizenization, resulting in the dis-

parity between the concept and its contents. 
Four Japanese local municipalities were 

selected as a case study from the following 
categories: (1) a government-designated 
city with the highest rate of foreign popula-
tion, (2) a municipality other than govern-
ment-designated city with the highest rate of 
foreign population, (3) a municipality from 
members of Council of Municipalities with 
Large Migrant Population, and (4) a munic-
ipality with the highest rate of foreign popu-
lation and also a member of the Council. The 
distinction between government-designat-
ed cities and others would be important be-
cause the administrative and financial capa-
bility are different under the local autonomy 
law (MIC, n.d. -b). In municipalities with a 
higher proportion of foreign residents, is-
sues related to the foreign population would 
be prone to emerge as policy issues. There-
fore, through the analysis of their policies, 
the researcher aims to understand the gen-
eral trend in how the Japanese local govern-
ments interpret the concept of multicultural-
ism and materialize the idea into policy plans. 
In addition to these, the researcher chooses 
two municipalities from the Council of Mu-
nicipalities with Large Migrant Population 
because the analysis of their policies would 
be beneficial in understanding the develop-
ment of administrative approaches to foreign 
population by Japanese local governments. 

Based on these rationales, the research-
er chooses (1) Osaka City, Osaka (2) Wara-
bi City, Saitama (3) Hamamatsu City, Shi-
zuoka, and (4) Oizumi Town, Gunma as 
targets. During the selection process, the 
list of top 20 municipalities with a high pro-
portion of foreign residents published by 
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Local Administration Bureau (2019) was 
used for categories (2) to (4), and the com-
piled data by NLI Research Institute (2017) 
was used for category (1). From the next 
chapter, the researcher analyzes policies 
implemented by these four municipalities 
by using city websites and policy papers. 

The Review of Multiculturalist Policies by 
Local Municipalities in Japan
The Case of Osaka City, Osaka

Osaka City shares the highest propor-
tion of foreign population among govern-
ment-designated cities. As of 2019, there 
were 145.857 foreign residents in the city, 
sharing 5.3 percent of the total population. 
Among the foreign residents in Osaka, the 
majority (44.8 percent) are Korean nationals, 
but this percentage continues to decline as the 
number of other nationalities increases. The 
shares of Chinese and Vietnamese nationals 
have been rapidly increasing in the last de-
cade, contributing to the further diversifica-
tion of ethnicities there (Osaka City, 2020). 

The city is known as a municipality with 
a large number of Korean nationals whose 
rights were severely suppressed under the 
assimilationist policies of the Japanese gov-
ernment (Okano, 2006). In order to protect 
the rights of non-Japanese nationals, the first 
guideline was formulated, in which (1) pro-
tection of human rights (2) realization of a 
multicultural society, and (3) participation in 
local society were assigned as goals. It was 
revised in 2002 to include detailed interna-
tionalization policies, such as assistance to 
exchange students, interaction programs to 
nurture international awareness among citi-
zens, and further distribution of information 

(Osaka City, 2004). In the template for the 
new Osaka City Multicultural Guideline, the 
city sets a goal to realize multicultural soci-
ety in which diverse values and cultures are 
recognized, and no one would be disadvan-
taged based on their nationality, ethnicity, 
gender, or origin. To achieve this goal, the 
guideline focuses on four areas: (1) protec-
tion of human rights, (2) a society where ev-
eryone can live safely (3) respect for diverse 
values and cultures, and (4) diversity as a 
means to create an attractive city (Osaka City, 
2020). Based on these, Osaka announced the 
main direction of their multiculturalist pol-
icies. As for language assistance, it aims to 
strengthen the skills and knowledge of office 
workers, reflecting the increasing nationali-
ty of foreign residents. In addition, they are 
planning to distribute more information by 
social networking services so that foreign 
residents themselves can share information 
through their network. In the field of educa-
tion, the city recognizes the necessity to es-
tablish a comprehensive system of Japanese 
language classes in order to meet the grow-
ing demand. Even though the classes are or-
ganized mainly by volunteers, it is becom-
ing difficult to handle their capacity, and the 
government seeks cooperation with other or-
ganizations (Osaka City, 2020). This demon-
strates the limitation of local-level programs 
that are dependent on local volunteers. 

One feature of Osaka City is its emphasis 
on the protection of human rights as one of 
the goals. The revised policy guideline aims 
to guarantee equal treatment between nation-
als and non-nationals in social security ser-
vices, residence, and employment. It focuses 
on the elimination of discrimination based on 
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nationality in those fields, by implementing 
its own programs and also collaborating with 
the prefectural government and other related 
sectors (Osaka City, 2020). Such emphasis on 
protection of human rights could be under-
stood as the influence of its history of dealing 
with Korean national residents, which facil-
itates the recognition of equality among na-
tionalities. From this case, the situation sur-
rounding the largest ethnic group that resides 
in the area for a relatively long period could 
be one factor that influences the understand-
ing of multiculturalism by local officials.

The Case of Warabi City, Saitama 
The foreign population of Warabi City 

was 8.90 percent of the total population as 
of 2018, which was the 10th highest in Jap-
anese municipalities. As for the national-
ities of foreign residents, Chinese are the 
majority, followed by Vietnamese and Ko-
reans. Southern Saitama has been the pop-
ular residential area for foreign residents 
for several reasons, such as geographic 
closeness to Tokyo, relatively moderate liv-
ing costs, and historical background as ar-
eas with Korean nationals (Sankei, 2020). 

The city has not formulated its original 
policy guidelines for integration of foreign 
residents, but it is currently working on the 
first version of Warabi City Multicultural 
Policy Guideline (Warabi City, 2020). Even 
though they do not have specific guidelines, 
they provide assistance for foreign residents 
to solve troubles between Japanese and for-
eign residents. For instance, to encourage 
foreign residents to follow the regulation 
regarding garbage collection, the city of-
fice prepares leaflets written in five languag-

es, and provides oral explanation in easier 
Japanese (Fujisaka, 2019). Another issue 
is the education of children with foreign 
backgrounds. As of 2019, the city has the 
highest rate of foreign students enrolled in 
elementary and junior high school in Saita-
ma Prefecture, and there are many students 
lacking basic Japanese language skills. For 
their smoother communication, the city ed-
ucation center provides special language 
classes, and also consigns the prefecture 
to allocate teachers specialized in Japa-
nese language to elementary and junior high 
schools (Fujisaka, 2019; Warabi City, 2019). 

In order to support programs by munici-
palities, Saitama Prefecture formulates new 
guidelines to promote multiculturalism at 
the prefectural level. It defines multicultural 
society as a society where everyone, includ-
ing foreign residents, can exhibit their abili-
ty as community members. By overcoming 
three main obstacles (language barrier, in-
stitutional barrier, and psychological barri-
er), it aims to vitalize local society with the 
social participation of foreign residents. 
As for the linguistic barrier, the prefecture 
provides opportunity to learn Japanese lan-
guage and distributes information regarding 
municipal services in multiple languages 
and easier Japanese. Furthermore, it tries to 
solve the institutional barrier in education, 
medical care, or accommodation by offer-
ing information in multiple languages and 
cooperating with other related sectors. With 
regard to psychological barriers between the 
locals and foreign residents, the prefecture 
considers the Olympics as an opportunity to 
encourage mutual understandings and social 
participation by foreign residents. In addi-
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tion to the assistance for foreign residents, 
the prefecture attempts to advertise itself in-
ternationally and support universities and 
businesses to accept exchange students and 
highly skilled foreign professionals (Saita-
ma Prefecture, 2017). From these policies, 
the emphasis on foreign residents as poten-
tial participants to vitalize the local com-
munity and economy could be suggested. 

The prefecture defines its role as formu-
lating policy plans for multiculturalism and 
plays a complementary part to implement 
wider range of policies. It also functions as an 
intermediary to connect local municipalities 
and other actors, such as national government 
and educational institutions. With support 
from the prefecture, municipal governments 
are expected to formulate guidelines and pro-
vide administrative services to foreign resi-
dents as the closest service providers (Saita-
ma Prefecture, 2017). Therefore, prefectural 
governments are indispensable actors for rel-
atively smaller municipalities as providers 
of complementary policies and intermediary 
between the national and local governments.

The Case of Hamamatsu City, Shizuoka
Hamamatsu City underwent the in-

flux of foreign workers to deal with the 
labor shortage in manufacturing sectors 
from the late 1980s. At the end of 2018, the 
foreign population was 24,336, approx-
imately three percent of the population. 
As for the nationality of foreign residents, 
Brazilians, whose number is highest in Ja-
pan, is the majority, while the ethnic com-
position is becoming diverse with an in-
crease of Asians (Hamamatsu City, 2018). 

With the necessity to deal with its foreign 

workers, the city has been actively engag-
ing with other municipalities as the leading 
municipality dealing with the coexistence 
with foreign residents. One of the programs 
was Council of Municipalities with Large 
Migrant Populations, established in 2001. It 
consists of municipalities with large “new-
comer” populations, and aims to share their 
programs and provide policy proposals for 
the national and prefectural government 
(Council of Municipalities in Large Migrant 
Population, 2001). Such cooperation across 
municipalities could be a strategy to supple-
ment the lack of national policies. It would 
also be a way to pressure the central govern-
ments to revise the legal framework and pro-
vide unified policies to reflect the reality of 
increasing cultural diversity at the local level. 

In 2012, the city announced the first ver-
sion of Hamamatsu Intercultural City Vi-
sion in which “city development utilizing 
diversity” was identified as the main pol-
icy initiative. In addition to programs to as-
sist foreign residents, the city aims to create 
new cultures and vitalize the region through 
cultural diversity brought by these residents. 
This was revised in 2018, and the following 
three areas were selected as targets: “pro-
motion of activities of foreign residents in 
local communities”, “cultivation and sup-
port of future generations”, and “creation of 
safe and secure society” (Hamamatsu City, 
2018, p.15). By focusing on these areas, 
Hamamatsu’s Intercultural City Vision at-
tempts to create “an intercultural city built 
together that continues to create and grow 
based on mutual understanding and respect” 
(p.17). As represented, the idea of an inter-
cultural city has been an important concept 
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in its policy-making process. In fact, the city 
became the first Asian city to join the Inter-
cultural City Network led by the Council of 
Europe in 2017, and researched the city of 
Barcelona, one of the leading intercultural 
cities. In the revised guidelines, the city em-
phasizes the similarity in the approach taken 
by the two cities, such as “foreign residents 
are important partners in city development”, 
“creation of new community values deriving 
from the cultural diversity”, and “respect for 
rights and fulfillment of obligations” (p. 14). 

Based on these policy goals, this vision 
implements programs to include foreign res-
idents as community members and utilizes 
cultural diversity to create new community 
culture. One of the key areas is the integra-
tion of younger generations by providing 
proper school education and career opportu-
nities. For instance, the city has established 
“Hamamatsu Model” to eliminate the cas-
es of school refusal among foreign residents 
by cooperating with related organizations. 
The municipal offices conduct guidance on 
entrance to schools, oversee the latest sit-
uations of school attendance, and consult 
with families with children who refuse to 
go to school. In addition, the city also pro-
vides language assistance and counselors 
to encourage foreign students’ adaptation 
(Council of Local Authorities for Interna-
tional Relations, 2014). Cooperation among 
different sectors organized at the city level 
could be regarded as one of the character-
istics of integration policies in Hamamat-
su City that contributes to its effectiveness. 

Another feature would be the incorpo-
ration of foreign residents as the providers 
of support to other members and function as 

bridge builders between Japanese and for-
eign residents. For instance, the city orga-
nizes programs to introduce some foreign 
residents as role models for others through 
media and events. In the field of job oppor-
tunities, the city cooperates with other or-
ganizations to organize career seminars for 
high school students in which young workers 
with a foreign ethnic background would in-
troduce their own experience (HICE, 2019). 
Through these programs, local residents 
and foreign youths are able to recognize re-
al-life examples demonstrating how for-
eign residents are inhabiting the community 
as residents and how they pursue their life.

The Case of Oizumi Town, Gunma 
Oizumi Town has been known as the ex-

ample of municipalities dealing with mul-
ticulturalism for a long time. Among the to-
tal population of 41,987, approximately 19 
percent is made up of foreign residents as of 
2019 (Oizumi Town, 2020). The Brazilian 
population is the majority of the foreign pop-
ulation, but there is an increase in influx from 
Asian countries, such as Nepal and Vietnam, 
as exchange students and technical trainees, 
making ethnic composition more diverse. 

The formation of Brazilian town in this 
region began after the amendment of immi-
gration law in 1991 to solve the labor short-
age. Although they were supposed to engage 
in short-term labor, they resided longer than 
expected. As the settlement trend became 
clear, how to incorporate foreign residents 
who lack knowledge of Japan as commu-
nity members was an urgent task (National 
Association of Towns and Villages, 2007; 
Oizumi Kankou Kyoukai, 2018). Reflect-
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ing this issue, the town implemented a wide 
range of programs and is now regarded 
as a model for other municipalities aim-
ing to establish a multicultural community. 

In the field of language assistance, the 
town focuses on providing information nec-
essary for living in multiple languages by hir-
ing staff members who can communicate in 
other languages, and publishing Portuguese 
brochures to announce information. Cultural 
Interpreter Project is an advanced program 
whose purpose is to realize the smooth distri-
bution of accurate information in their native 
language and to regard foreign residents as 
community members who actively partici-
pate. It appoints foreign residents as cultural 
interpreters who would distribute informa-
tion announced by the town to their friends 
and acquaintances. This contributes to the 
distribution of accurate information through 
community networks, and nurturing of multi-
culturalist awareness among both foreign and 
Japanese residents (MIC, n.d.-a). As demon-
strated in this project, Oizumi Town provides 
programs that encourage foreign residents to 
participate as inhabitants who would create 
the community together with other members. 

Another feature is that Gunma Prefecture 
provides comprehensive multiculturalism 
policies. In the latest version of their guide-
line, the prefecture aims to change its former 
recognition of foreign residents as “those 
who need assistance” and utilize the diver-
sity of foreign residents as a way to vitalize 
and globalize the region (Gunma Prefecture, 
2018). In 2020, it announced the revised 
“Gunma Model,” which aims to establish a 
multicultural prefecture where both Japa-
nese and foreign residents can collaborate 

and build a sustainable society. It consists 
of three main pillars: smooth and proper ac-
ceptance of foreign labor, the establishment 
of a new multicultural prefecture, and a so-
ciety where Japanese and foreign residents 
can make the fullest use of their talents. 

Based on these guidelines, the prefecture 
plays a key role in supporting local munici-
palities to deal with multiculturalism. For 
instance, at One-Stop Consultation Center 
for Foreign Residents of Gunma, counsel-
ors in five languages are available in case of 
problems in municipal offices. In addition, 
there is a Volunteer Medical Interpretation 
system in which registered interpreters in 11 
languages trained by the prefecture would 
accompany foreign residents to medical in-
stitutions in order to overcome language 
barriers (Gunma Prefecture, 2020). These 
actions at the prefectural level allow each 
municipality to recognize the direction of 
policies they need to take, and share their re-
sponsibilities and burdens to provide more 
comprehensive services to their residents.

Discussion and Conclusion
The review of four local municipalities 

suggests some similarities and differenc-
es in how each local government interprets 
multiculturalism and formulates their own 
programs. All municipalities have formu-
lated their integration policy guidelines 
for foreign residents either at the munici-
pal (Osaka City and Hamamatsu City) or 
prefectural level (Warabi City and Oizu-
mi Town). The target municipalities have a 
higher proportion of foreign residents and 
relatively a long history of dealing with eth-
nic diversity, which might encourage the lo-
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cal governments to accept the existence of 
foreign residents as community members. 

Their understandings of multiculturalism 
were based on the definition provided by the 
Ministry in 2006, but there were some dif-
ferences. All municipalities recognize the 
necessity of cooperation between Japanese 
and foreign residents, but one characteristic 
was their intention to utilize cultural diver-
sity in the community to vitalize the region, 
demonstrating the neoliberal interpretation 
(Kymlicka, 2013). This could be associated 
with the population decline and aging society 
in the majority of the Japanese municipalities 
today. In fact, all municipalities referred to 
the declining population and labor shortage 
as the background information, suggesting 
their motivation to perceive increasing cul-
tural diversity as a potential solution to the 
population problems in the region (Gunma 
Prefecture, 2018; Hamamatsu City, 2018; 
Osaka City, 2000; Saitama Prefecture, 2017). 
Based on this understanding of multicultural-
ism, all the municipalities offered basic assis-
tance, such as the provision of information in 
multiple languages, so that foreign residents 
could get used to the Japanese regulations 
and institutions. Furthermore, in three mu-
nicipalities (Osaka City, Hamamatsu City, 
and Oizumi Town), the local governments 
are beginning to recognize foreign residents 
not only as targets of assistance but also as 
active participants in the community. These 
measures suggest that social acceptance and 
equal economic opportunity, which are two 
of the three elements of citizenization (Ky-
mlicka, 2013), are addressed to some extent. 
On the contrary, none of the municipalities 
referred to the political rights of the foreign 

residents, demonstrating the difficulty of 
achieving full citizenization of foreign resi-
dents in the community and the necessity of 
national-level policies. Despite such limita-
tions of local-level policies, they suggests the 
significance of Japanese local governments 
as the direct provider of administrative ser-
vices to foreign residents and a coordinator 
to seek actions from other related organiza-
tions, including those within educational in-
stitutions and the private sector. Moreover, 
prefectures assume a complementary role to 
organize cohesive policies as a whole region 
and support areas that each municipality is 
struggling to address, especially for small-
er municipalities. Another important role of 
prefectures and municipalities is to function 
as an intermediary of local communities and 
the national government by delivering pol-
icy proposals at the prefectural or municipal 
levels. Therefore, it could be suggested that 
the lack of national-level migrant integra-
tion policies became the factor that pushes 
local municipalities to actively promote mul-
ticultural policies and collaborate with other 
actors to enhance policies at a higher level. 

In addition to these similarities, the 
comparison of multicultural policies also 
demonstrated some variations in which as-
pect of multiculturalism each municipality 
emphasizes. For instance, Osaka City rec-
ognizes the protection of human rights of 
its foreign residents, which are introduced 
as the requirement for stable multicultural 
policies by Kymlicka (2015). The city has a 
long history of dealing with discriminatory 
practices toward Korean nationals, suggest-
ing that the ethnic composition of the re-
gion is one factor that influences the munic-
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ipality’s understanding of multiculturalism. 
One notable point is that Hamamatsu City 

introduces interculturalism as an ideal, and 
it also strengthens the connection with other 
intercultural cities. According to Kymlicka 
(2016), considering interculturalism and mul-
ticulturalism as interchangeable could be a 
problem because multiculturalism assumes 
the revision of concepts and practices of na-
tionhood by the central government, while 
interculturalism often remains within the lo-
cal level. With the absence of national-level 
policy, it might be plausible that integration 
policies by Japanese local municipalities 
would become closer to interculturalism rath-
er than multiculturalism. Therefore, it would 
worth observing the direction other Japanese 
municipalities would trace as they formu-
late or revise their integration policies and 
how it would affect other local governments. 

From these findings, this research con-
cludes that the absence of national policies 
increased the role of local municipalities as 
promoters of multiculturalism in Japan. Each 

local government formulates its own policies 
reflecting the ethnic composition and history 
of ethnic diversity in the community. They 
also play a major role in organizing collab-
oration with other actors and functioning as 
an intermediary between local communi-
ties and the national government to realize 
higher-level changes. These approaches to 
multiculturalism could be useful in recog-
nizing foreign residents in the area as “com-
munity members.” At the same time, the 
lack of national-level policies becomes an 
obstacle in achieving citizenization, which 
was the original purpose of multicultural-
ism, and the fields of policies are often lim-
ited to social acceptance and employment 
opportunity. Since this research was con-
ducted by bibliographic survey, the sourc-
es were limited to official documents and 
secondary sources released on the munici-
pal websites. Therefore, for future research, 
using interviews to the municipal officials 
or fieldwork would be beneficial in access-
ing the latest and more in-depth information. 
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Abstract
Approximately 700,000 ethnic Koreans reside in Japan, and there are about 70 Ko-
rean schools to educate 8,000 students in Korean language, history, and culture. Al-
though the schools have served to forge their ethnic identity since the foundation, the 
Japanese government, in 2012, decided to exclude Korean schools from a tuition aid pro-
gram, whereas it is available for other foreign schools. This paper provides a critical analy-
sis of the government’s decision, explaining why the Japanese government has histor-
ically maintained its hard stance on Korean schools. To look further at the heart of the 
issue, the subsequent research examines the public’s understanding and perceptions about 
the current situation of Korean schools. With the result of the research, I concluded that the 
Japanese government should foster public awareness of the issue and reverse the decision 
on the condition that the transparency of the curriculum at the schools will be increased. 
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Introduction
If you step into the school, the student life 

resembles just about that of any other high 
school in Japan: in a history class, students 
are silently completing worksheets with text-
books; a female teacher is so enthusiastic to 
keep wandering around the classroom with 
a big smile on her face; at break, a few fe-
male students are, with excitement, chatting 
about handsome boys in the hall; once class-
es ends, they take turns on cleaning duties as 
stated by a chart that assigns a role to each of 
students; after school, some of them rush to 
club activities such as dancing, band perfor-
mance, and playing sports. The only signifi-
cant difference is that on the wall hung two 
portraits of the former North Korean leaders, 
Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong-Il (Flore, 2018). 

Despite the striking similarities, the 
school is not at all the same as other schools 
in Japan; it is a Korean school in Japan. Es-
tablished by ethnic Koreans in Japan, there 
are approximately 70 schools from elemen-
tary school to university throughout Japan, 
with estimated 8,000 students in total (Keck, 
2013). They are the descendants of those 
with family origins from Korea, but they are 
not what we imagine Korean people are. Ac-
cording to Flore (2018), a student of Korean 
schools remarked that “at home, his family 
speaks Japanese, cooks Japanese food, and 
listens to Japanese music, but at school he 
is required to speak Korean, wear tradition-
al Korean clothes, and participate in certain 
Korean cultural practices” (para.4). Undoubt-
edly, they identify culturally as Japanese 
and familiarize themselves with lives in Ja-
pan, although they hold Korean ethnic roots.

As multiculturalism of Japan has been 

cultivated in the wave of the increased glo-
balization, the significance of education that 
allows children to learn and maintain their 
identity and values has been magnified, es-
pecially for ethnic minorities. In fact, more 
and more local governments, nongovern-
mental organizations, and researchers are 
making significant efforts to transform con-
ventional education policies into more inclu-
sive ones (Tokunaga, 2017). Korean school 
is, of course, within a part of the movement. 
Yet, the reality is completely different: on 
the contrary, now, the Korean schools are 
in an existential crisis. According to the Ja-
pan times (2017), one of the largest Korean 
schools, located in Osaka, was closed down 
in March 2018, as they “had its funding cut 
off by the central and other governments” 
(para.1). To comprehend why multicultur-
al education is difficult to realize for chil-
dren of Korean enclaves in Japan, this pa-
per will mainly focus on the government’s 
symbolic decision about Korean schools in 
2012. Through the thorough analysis, this 
paper also aims to unveil the complexity of 
the issue and highlight hidden inconsisten-
cy between two conflicting values: human 
rights-based education and political deci-
sions reflecting on national security and pub-
lic understanding. To discover a meaningful 
solution, the subsequent primary research 
section will try to explore possibilities of 
striking the right balance between them as 
well.

Literature Review
The Ongoing Debate over The Tuition Sup-
port Program for High School Education

In the wave of growing demand for 
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free higher education, in 2010, the govern-
ment of Japan launched a program “Tuition 
Waiver and Tuition Fund Support for High 
School Education.” According to the Min-
istry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology (MEXT) (2010), the tuition 
support program aims to “substantially pro-
vide an equal educational opportunity for 
all” (para. 1), supporting low-income house-
holds with a high school student irrespective 
of whether the school is national, public or 
private. More notably, because the tuition 
aid program began in response to the glob-
al trend of exempting tuition fee for high 
school, the coverage was limited not only 
to Japanese schools. Among the beneficia-
ries of the program are foreign schools in 
Japan, such as international schools and oth-
er ethnic schools. Considering that foreign 
schools fall under the category of “miscella-
neous schools” authorized by local govern-
ment, it was a landmark decision to extend 
the coverage to children with different ed-
ucational backgrounds (Nakajima, 2011). 

Despite the original intention to in-
crease educational opportunities, Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe decided to exclude 
Korean schools from the tuition program in 
2012, while the program covered other for-
eign schools designated as miscellaneous 
schools (Press, 2018). Nationality does not 
account for the decision because other for-
eign schools such as Brazilian and Chinese 
schools are still eligible for the program. Nat-
urally, the decision to exclude drew sharp 
criticism from inside and outside Japan. For 
example, the Committee on Economic, So-
cial and Cultural Rights raised its concern 
that the exclusion of Korean schools from 

the tuition waiver program can constitute 
discrimination (LAZAK, 2014). However, 
still to this day, the Japanese government has 
clung on the decision. What makes the gov-
ernment take a strong stance against Kore-
an schools in particular? As well as delving 
into the historical background of the Korean 
schools, this paper will pinpoint what is be-
hind the government’s decision and reveal 
the essence of the issue with critical views. 

For ethnic Koreans in Japan, the history 
of Korean schools is a chronicle of oppres-
sion and endurance. During Japan’s 35-year 
occupation of Korea, “hundreds of thou-
sands of ethnic Koreans were brought to Ja-
pan as forced labors or migrants” (Buerk, 
2010, para. 8). Even after the end of the 
second world war, as many as 600,000 eth-
nic Koreans ended up staying in Japan due 
to the subsequent Korean War, which left 
them stateless in the former colonizer Ja-
pan. Labeled as the unwanted legacy of the 
colonial era, they had to live tough and de-
prived lives; nonetheless, they never relin-
quished the hope of eventually repatriating 
to their homeland (Ryang, 2016). Despite 
the hard oppression of the ethnic educa-
tion by the Japanese government during this 
timeframe, the first Korean schools were es-
tablished as early as in 1948, serving to re-
claim the Korean culture by teaching their 
children their ethnic identity, language, his-
tory and culture (HURAK, 2017). In the de-
cades since, Korean Schools received sup-
port from Chongryun, or pro-Pyongyang 
agency in Japan, so most of the schools 
became affiliated with Chongryun, con-
sequently taking sides with North Korea. 

Ironically, the very relations between the 
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schools and North Korea drove themselves 
into a corner. Over the decades, North Korea 
is a source of fear, anxiety and fury for Jap-
anese people. As well as repeated nuclear 
tests and rocket launching, the revelation of 
the abduction of Japanese citizens by North 
Korean spies has reinforced antipathy to-
ward North Korea. The Minister of MEXT 
stated that “it is not possible to expect peo-
ple’s understanding for Korean schools at 
this point considering the fact that the ab-
duction issues have not seen much progress 
and that the school’s intimate relationship 
with Chongryun has an influence on their 
education content, human resources, and fis-
cal policy” (LAZAK, 2014, p.24). In fact, 
a poll demonstrates that more than 70% of 
Japanese people feel fear for North Korea 
as a military threat, and it is perceived as a 
much more dangerous country than any oth-
er neighbor (The Genron NPO, 2019). Such 
public distrust of North Korea might rein-
force a notion that Korean minorities should 
submit to the unfairness. Furthermore, since 
“Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has taken an 
avid interest in resolving” the abduction is-
sue, the government has maintained a hard 
stance on North Korea, with the result that 
the students of Chongryun-affiliated schools 
were excluded from the tuition aid program 
amid increasing tensions between North Ko-
rean and Japan (Keck, 2013, para. 8). In this 
sense, by hindering pro-Pyongyang schools 
from gaining financial support funded by 
taxpayers’ money, the Japanese government 
might be trying to showcase the determined 
effort to solve the abduction issues, there-
by receiving broad backing of the public.

Also, the content of the education itself 

caused suspicion. Ken Kato, the director of 
Human Rights in Asia, mentioned that stu-
dents at the schools are ideologically brain-
washed; there are two portraits of past North 
Korean leaders, Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-
il, at the front of the classroom; female stu-
dents have to wear school uniforms made 
of modified Korean traditional dress; and 
the students annually go on a school trip to 
Pyongyang (Ryall, 2019). The curriculum 
at the schools, thus, is considered as indoc-
trination with pro-Pyongyang ideology, so 
“many Japanese still view the schools with 
extreme suspicion and claim they are used to 
develop spies for Pyongyang” (Keck, 2013). 

It is understandable that the Japanese 
government condemn North Korea for in-
tentionally increasing the military ten-
sion in East Asia, and that Japanese people 
have held strong hatred against the author-
itarian regime. However, critics must ask, 
is it really justifiable that children should 
be to blame for North Korea’s tyrannies? 
From the perspective of human rights-
based education, it is not reasonable to 
deny ethnic education for political reasons. 

Moreover, according to Nakajima 
(2011), the main reason for choosing Kore-
an schools is to provide a safe environment 
where children do not have to struggle with 
identity conflicts. Nakajima conducted in-
terviews with parents whose children at-
tend Korean schools because it is essential 
to approach this issue “without paying too 
much heed to the political discourse.” The 
result shows that seeking and maintaining 
ethnical identity is a genuine wish for all 
people, and therefore Korean schools in Ja-
pan can be seen “not as simply the product 
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of indoctrination, but rather more as part of 
process of self-decolonization that Kore-
ans in Japan opted for” (Ryang, 2016, p.6).

The aforementioned discussion artic-
ulates the gap between the government’s 
standpoint and critiques, providing the his-
torical backdrop of the Korean School and 
the real voices from parents whose children 
attend the schools. This issue is very like-
ly to be discussed too simply as a matter of 
North Korea; therefore, the perspectives 
from the students in the middle of this is-
sue may be abandoned in many cases. In 
fact, few polls on this issue have ever been 
taken in the context of education, not na-
tional security. Since the government’s ob-
stinate stance of this issue is based on what 
they call public opinion, it is important to 
re-analyze public understanding and per-
ceptions about this issue from another per-
spective. Thus, my research section will 
take an online survey on how Japanese peo-
ple perceive this issue, and will explore 
possibilities of finding a realistic solution. 

Methodology
Guiding Question

To find the heart of the issue of the Ko-
rean schools in Japan, I conducted an online 
survey that aimed to measure the public’s 
understanding and perception about the is-
sue in Japan. Hence, the guiding question 
of my primary research was: how do peo-
ple in Japan understand the issue related to 
Korean schools in Japan, and how do they 
perceive the treatment of Korean schools 
on the part of the Japanese government?

Settings and Participants
Since the focus of this research was to 

analyze how not only Japanese people but 
other nationals who have residence in Japan 
consider this issue, the target group was Jap-
anese nationals and those who have had edu-
cation in Japan for three years or more. It is 
important to include other nationals who had 
education in Japan as well as Japanese na-
tionals, as this issue is closely related to such 
minorities as are not categorized as Japanese 
people but pay tax for the government of Ja-
pan. There were 78 participants in total, com-
posed of 51 females, 26 males and one person 
who did not want to share gender. I received 
63 responses from people in their twenties, 
followed by 12 teens or younger, two partic-
ipants in their forties and one in their fifties. 
As many as 95 per cent of the participants 
are graduates from Japanese high schools, 
including technical schools, while the rest of 
them graduated from international schools 
in Japan, or high schools located outside Ja-
pan. All the surveys were conducted volun-
tarily and anonymously with Google Form.

Data Collection
In order to reach as many participants as 

possible, the survey had been posted on Face-
book for a week, from 2. July to 9 July. Of 
eight questions in the survey, seven are mul-
tiple choice and one is open-ended. Although 
I speculate that many of the participants are 
AIU students or graduates, there are some 
participants from other educational institu-
tions because this survey was posted not only 
in AIU community but also in an intercollege 
community whose members joined United 
Nations Youth Volunteer program in 2019. 
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Findings: Public’s Acknowledgement of Ko-
rean Schools in Japan

Since there are only about 70 Korean 
schools throughout Japan and they are rare-
ly featured in daily news in Japanese (Na-
kajima, 2011), I assumed that many people 
do not even know about the fact that Ko-
rean schools exist inside Japan. Howev-
er, the survey demonstrates that over 40 
percent of the participants knew about the 
schools in advance, and moreover, around 
35 percent chose “I heard a little bit about 
it.” Since some details of the Korean School 
were provided in the survey before the 

questions, it can be speculated that those 
who fall into this option had known the ex-
istence of the Korean schools in Japan but 
had not known much about the schools, 
such as the issue of the exclusion of Kore-
an schools from the tuition aid program. In 
other words, taking into consideration 21 
percent of the participants who answered 
that they did not know about the Korean 
schools, the overall result implied that about 
one in two people did not understand the to-
day’s bleak situation of the Korean schools.

The Overview of The Public Reaction to The 
Government’s Decision

Another focus of this survey was to as-
sess the public perceptions about the govern-
ment’s decision to exclude Korean schools 
from the tuition aid program in 2012. Thus, 
I set a Likert-scale question that measures 
the extent to which participants support 
the government’s treatment of the Korean 
school (1/Agree - 5/Disagree). The chart be-
low shows to what extent the participants 

support the exclusion. Overall, the result un-
derscores how controversial the issue is: As 
many as 61.3 % of the responses are between 
scale 2 to scale 4, which clearly implies that 
many participants did not totally agree or 
disagree with the government’s decision 
and had difficulties taking a strong position. 

Despite the debatable result, it is safe to 
say that the number of the cons exceeds that 
of the pros. Specifically, while the pros (scale 
1 and scale 2) account for 35.9 %, the cons 

Figure 1: The public’s acknowledgement about Korean Schools in Japan
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(scale 4 and scale 5) account for 52.6 %. This 
suggests that although some proportion of 
people uphold the government’s decision, 
the majority is against what the government 
is doing now. It is of importance to reiterate 

the gap between the public opinion and the 
reality, as the official rationale of the decision 
is because it is impossible to expect Japanese 
people to approve of providing financial sup-
port for Korean schools (LAZAK, 2014).

Argument/ Discussion
The General Overview of Public Opinions 

about Possible Solutions
The main objective of the survey was to 

find what the participants think the Japanese 
government should do regarding the govern-
ment’s decision to exclude Korean schools 
from the tuition aid program. As a result, 
while only 21.8 % of the participants think 
the Japanese government should maintain 
the decision, as many as 73.1% of the partic-
ipants think the Japanese government should 
extend the coverage to Korean schools with 
or without a certain condition. Furthermore, 
38.5 % of the participants answered that the 
Japanese government should reverse the de-

cision completely, which marked the high-
est proportion of all the choices. The overall 
result is remarkable because this data points 
out that around three-quarters of people feel 
something needs to be done by the govern-
ment in order to improve the current situ-
ation of the Korean schools. Considering 
that nearly 90% of the participants think 
that educational opportunities to learn one’s 
own culture, history, and language should 
be guaranteed regardless of national origin, 
race or creed (Appendix A, Question 4), it 
would be fair to say that many participants 
cannot ignore the concerns over the viola-
tion of rights to education in the status quo.

Figure 2: The public’s understanding about the current situation of the Korean schools
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Figure 3: The public opinions about possible solutions

• The Japanese government should maintain its decision to exclude Korean schools from 
the tuition aid program (21.8%)

• The Japanese government should extend he coverage to Korean schools on the condition 
that the curriculum wil be reviewed (26.9%)

• The Japanese government should extend he coverage to Korean schools on the condition 
that the subsidies will reduced (7.7%)

• The Japanese government should reverse the decision, providing equal opportunities for 
students in Korean schools (38.5%)

• Others (5.2%)

According to my secondary research, 
the government decided to exclude Kore-
an schools from the tuition support program 
because it is not possible to gain public con-
sensus of providing subsidies to the Kore-
an schools (LAZAK, 2014). As mentioned 
briefly in the finding section, however, the re-
sulting data clarifies the fact that the govern-
ment’s policy is estranged from the public’s 
opinion. Although approximately one in five 
people are in favor of the government’s deci-
sion, the number of those who hope for other 
alternative solutions is much larger by about 
50 %. Comparing the secondary research 
with the result of the survey, it is clear that 
the rationale for the government’s decision 
is not valid, and therefore the government 
should reshape its policy toward the Korean 
schools from consideration of human rights.

The Relationship between Understandings 
and Positions

That said, it is an overly simplistic view 
to insist that from the result, the government 
should overturn the decision to exclude Ko-
rean schools from the tuition aid program, 
thereby offering them full financial support 
unconditionally. In fact, Figure 2 illustrates 
the difficulties in getting it settled once and 
for all, and no less than 35.9% of the partic-
ipants agree with the government’s deci-
sion, if anything. Besides, it can be assumed 
that a large proportion of the participants 
were AIU students in their teens or twen-
ties (Appendix A, Question 2), and that they 
tend to think more of ethical diversity than 
the general public of Japanese people. In 
that sense, the overall rate of those who are 
against the government’s decision might 
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be biased from this environmental reason. 
More notably, by analyzing the correla-

tion between the acknowledgment of the is-
sue (Figure 1) and the perceptions about the 
government’s decision (Figure 2), it turned 
out that of the 17 participants who did not 
know about the Korean schools, 12% of them 
answered in favor of the decision; of the 27 
participants who knew the existence of the 
schools but did not appreciate the issue vis-
à-vis the schools, 29% of them answered in 
favor of the decision; and of the 34 partic-
ipants who had good knowledge about the 
Korean schools, 50% of them answered in 
favor of the decision, while 32% of them 
answered in opposition to the decision. In a 
nutshell, the better people understand the 
issues related to the Korean schools, the 
more likely they are to support the govern-
ment’s decision. Although I do not mean to 
prioritize each opinion according to their 
understanding, it is noteworthy that the 
background knowledge had a significant in-
fluence on whether they agree or disagree 
with the government’s decision to exclude 
Korean schools from the tuition aid program. 

A Possible Solution
The thorough analysis reiterates the 

need for striking the right balance between 
the pros and cons, as opposed to simply 
judging which is wrong. In an open-end-
ed question of the survey, some participants 
claimed that this survey missed the point 
because the decision by the Japanese gov-
ernment is a matter between states, not a 
matter of human rights; however, I would 
say, such a view itself overlooks the heart 
of this issue. This is because the problem is 

how we should deal with the gap instead of 
sticking to a single perspective. In reali-
ty, there are many Korean students who lost 
opportunities to learn their own identity be-
cause of the finding slash from the Japanese 
government and local governments. Yet, 
at the same time, it is also true that near-
ly half of the participants did not disagree 
with the government’s decision (Figure 2).

In order to bridge the gap and make a 
possible compromise, it is essential to exam-
ine the reasons why the participants agreed 
with the government’s decision. Accord-
ing to the primary research, many answered 
that they agreed with the government’s de-
cision because they suspected that Korean 
schools indoctrinate students in pro-Pyong-
yang ideology. That is, the major reason 
why they think the schools do not deserve 
the subsidies is its curriculum. Although 
teachers and administrators of the Korean 
schools claim that the biased curriculum has 
been revised in recent years and “now stu-
dents even learn some South Korean histo-
ry” (para.7), the truth has not come out yet, 
and therefore, many people still regard the 
Korean schools as suspicious (Keck, 2013). 

With these facts in mind, if I make a few 
suggestions, the first implication would be 
to increase the public awareness of the Ko-
rean schools and the related issues. As Fig-
ure 1 demonstrates, the proportion of those 
who did not appreciate the issue accounts for 
over 50 %, which clarifies that people have 
few opportunities to know about the histor-
ical backdrop and the current situation of 
the schools. By teaching students about the 
schools in Japanese schools, more and more 
people will be aware of the issue, with the 
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result that the public understanding of the 
Korean schools is deepened. Another impli-
cation is to promote the interaction between 
the schools and the Japanese society, while 
guaranteeing the preservation of the eth-
nic education. Back in the 1950s to 1970s, 
the primary purpose of Korean schools was 
to prepare their children for eventual reset-
tlement to Korea, but that is not the case to-
day. Ryang (2016) reported that the majority 
of ethnic Koreans in Japan have “no inten-
tion of repatriating either to the North and 
the South” (p.9), for most of them have al-
ready realized that “North Korea was a land 
of material shortage and political repres-
sion” (p.8). That being the case, it is neces-
sary that Korean schools show efforts to ac-
climate themselves to the Japanese society 
by engaging in civil societies. For example, 
several Korean schools in Kanagawa pre-
fecture conducted school tours for Japa-
nese citizens so that the participants better 
understand what Korean school is like and 
what students learn there (Ishibashi, 2018). 
By increasing transparency of its adminis-
tration and curriculum, the Korean schools 
will be acceptable for more people, which 
eventually leads to a change in the govern-
ment’s stance on the schools. Hence, on the 
condition that the Korean schools follow the 
two recommendations, which are based on 
the primary research, I believe that the Jap-
anese government shall include the schools 
as recipients of the tuition support program. 

Conclusion
This paper has sought to identify the rea-

son why the Japanese government has main-
tained its hard stance on Korean schools with 
a special focus on the symbolic decision to 
exclude Korean schools from the tuition aid 
program in 2012. Specifically, while present-
ing important background information, the 
secondary research captured the framework 
of the issue and synthesized key arguments 
from multiple perspectives. The following 
primary research addressed a burning ques-
tion: how do people in Japan understand the 
issue related to Korean schools in Japan, 
and how do they perceive the treatment of 
Korean schools on the part of the Japanese 
government? The result articulates the huge 
gap between the government’s rationale and 
the public perceptions, albeit the complex-
ity of the issue was reaffirmed. In the dis-
cussion section, this paper provided a pos-
sible scenario with two suggestions derived 
from the secondary and primary researches, 
as well as arguing the importance of strik-
ing the right balance between the pros and 
cons. Through conducting research on this 
topic, I could develop my understanding of 
ethnic Koreans in Japan and their circum-
stances. Arguably, there is no such a thing 
as an easy solution, but I sincerely hope that 
the Japanese society will be more tolerant of 
various ethnic educations, and the Korean 
schools will become a foothold for bridg-
ing between Japan and Korea in the future.
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Question 4. Do you think that educational opportunities to learn one’s own culture, history, 
and language should be guaranteed regardless of national origin, race or creed?
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Question 6. To what extent do you support the government’s decision to exclude Korean 
Schools from the tuition aid program? Please answer on the scale of 1-5 (Agree – Disagree). 

Question 7. Why do you think so in the question 6? Please answer the reason. 
(Below are the extracts of the answers for the question No.7.)

• I think it’s responsibility for government to pay attention to the poor
• I generally believe in the education being most important aspect in life, and governments 

should assure this. However, I do understand that the government must use their assets 
to tackle other political issues.(in this case, the asset would be the school and the 
children)

• Even though each country have their own interpretation of history, all of the children 
including both Japanese and Koreans have to be provided equal opportunities and 
access to the education. And also, I do not understand why the prime minister Abe 
pointed out only Korea as inappropriate target of the tuition support program. China has 
also controversial issues with Japan in terms of historical interpretation. It is insufficient 
to state that the Korean school should not be included in the tuition program just because 
of the the abduction issues.

• I understand it is not fair and against racial equality but part of our income ( taken away 
as taxes) are used to support the schools. The people who go there are not responsible 
for the issues between Japan and North Korea but still the school is conducted under the 
belief that is strongly rooted in the country and it can give the future generations the idea 
that what their government is doing now is acceptable, which in some cases not. Giving 
financial support mean that indirectly the Japanese government is supporting the belief 
which is causing trouble for Japan.

• As long as there is no gov oversight, the schools should not get access to tuition 
programs as North Korean ideology is antidemocratic and North Korea is still a hostile 
state. With balanced curriculum encompassing North Korea culture, language, etc. but at 
the same time objective and rational assessment of the contemporary North Korea, then 
these schools should get gov support

• If those students are Japanese citizens, they ought to have the right to enjoy the same 
benefits that the Japanese government gives to its people.

• Because educating and bringing up the students in schools have nothing to do with the 
conflict between the two nations

• I understand that the prime minister really concern about the political relationship with 
North Korea but children learning at the Korean schools have right to know their mother 
country and its culture in the country, and to acquire the same educational support with 
Japanese children.
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• The Japanese government should maintain its decision to exclude Korean 
schools from the tuition aid program (21.8%)

• The Japanese government should extend he coverage to Korean schools on the 
condition that the curriculum wil be reviewed (26.9%)

• The Japanese government should extend he coverage to Korean schools on the 
condition that the subsidies will reduced (7.7%)

• The Japanese government should reverse the decision, providing equal 
opportunities for students in Korean schools (38.5%)

• Others (5.2%)
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Media Representation:
White People in Japanese 
Television Advertising
Moena Akiyama 

Author’s Note
Moena Akiyama wrote this essay in the ENG150 Advanced Research Writing course. Her 
major is Global studies (Transnational Studies), and she is especially interested in the field of 
media studies. She chose this topic because she learned that Japanese television advertising 
tends to overrepresent Whites among foreigners and because she wished to discover wheth-
er advertising affects Japanese viewers’ stereotypical perception of foreigners as being White. 

Keywords: Media representation, Japanese advertisements, stereotypes, foreigners, race

Abstract
This study focuses on the issue of racial imbalance on the representation of foreigners in 
Japanese TV advertisements, and how it affects the viewers. Although there are several con-
tent analyses on foreigners in Japanese ads, there was a lack of empirical evidence on how 
such ads affect the viewers. As the number of foreigners is increasing in Japan, understand-
ing how media representation of foreigners affects the viewer is becoming more essen-
tial. Therefore, the survey examined how TV advertisements affect people’s perception 
of foreigners and how people are aware of the biased representation of foreigners on TV 
ads. The results showed that people who often watch Japanese television have a higher ten-
dency to categorize foreigners as White people. Also, the majority of participants are aware 
of the overrepresentation of  Whites on TV advertisements. Overall, the researcher concludes 
that Japanese TV advertisements might affect people to generalize foreigners as Whites.
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Introduction
Foreigners in Japanese Society

“How often do Japanese people interact 
with foreigners?” When the NHK Broad-
casting Culture Research Institute aimed to 
find the answer to this question, 51% of their 
2,751 random Japanese respondents said 
they have never interacted with foreigners 
(Eiraku, 2019). Since the Japanese popula-
tion has been declining for nine consecutive 
years from 2010 to 2019 (“Japan’s popula-
tion,” 2020), the Japanese government has 
been trying to support the shrinking work 
force and the aging population by inviting 
foreign workers through establishing a new 
visa system. After this system was introduced 
in 2019, foreign workers in Japan have aris-
en for 13.6% in over a year (“Record,” 2020). 

Even though the number of foreigners 
who come to Japan is increasing annual-
ly, most Japanese people are left to count on 
the information provided on the mass media 
to learn about foreigners. Mass media is the 
technology used to reach a mass audience 
such as newspapers, magazines, television, 
and radio (Cambridge dictionary Press, n.d.). 
Since mass media can reach many viewers, 
the image of foreigners they deliver can in-
fluence how the general Japanese public un-
derstands about foreigners. Japanese people 
will have more opportunities to communi-
cate with foreigners shortly, so it is essential 
for Japanese citizens not to misjudge for-
eigners based on their image on the media. 

However, advertisements tend to over-
represent White people and generalize 
foreigners as Whites. According to Sezer 
(2019), Japanese advertisements use White 
people in no less than 14% of its advertis-

ing, while the demographic percentage is 
only around one percent of its non-Japanese 
population. For instance, a Japanese adver-
tainment company cast a White American 
woman for a commercial for “Trivago,” a 
booking website, but neighboring countries 
like Korea and China employ Asian actors 
as their representative (“Trivago,” 2017). 
In addition, the Japanese airline All Nippon 
Airways (ANA) aired a controversial “rac-
ist” commercial in which a Japanese actor 
wore a fake nose and blond hair to play a for-
eigner (Gander, 2014). This advertisement is 
just one of the cases in which Japanese me-
dia have generalized foreigners as Whites. 
Among many media outlets, television is the 
dominant medium in the Japanese advertise-
ment industry (“Advertising expenditures,” 
2019). Even though there is an increase in 
Internet use among the younger generation, 
television viewing is still the most popular 
medium among Japanese in general (“TV 
Still,” 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to un-
derstand how television advertisements rep-
resent foreigners and how they impact the 
Japanese viewer’s image towards foreigners.

Literature Review
A complex background and multiple 

arguments are surrounding Japanese com-
mercials and their representation of for-
eigners. This section will analyze how the 
representation of foreigners in Japanese 
commercials affect viewers by focusing on 
the racial diversity in Japanese broadcast-
ing advertisements, reasons why Japanese 
advertisements tend to overrepresent White 
people, and the types of media effect. Re-
searchers have argued that Japanese media 
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overrepresent White people over other rac-
es because of Japan’s history with Western 
countries and because of their colonial past 
(e.g., Prieler, 2010; Yamada 2016). When 
the racial hierarchical idea reached Japan, 
Western-based beauty standards excelled as 
well (e.g., Darling-Wolf, 2004). Today, the 
overrepresentation of White people and con-
temporary Japanese beauty standards are 
affecting each other. While there are many 
types of media effects, some of the essential 
ones that relate to the overrepresentation of 
White people are mentioned in this section.

Types of foreigners in Japanese television 
advertisement

Michiko Yamada, a media expert at Ai-
chi University, examined foreign elements 
in 1,606 television advertisements in terms 
of European written and spoken words, for-
eigners, and foreign locations and scener-
ies (2016). The results showed that 284 ad-
vertisements (17.7%) featured foreigners. 
Among advertisements that depicted foreign-
ers, commercials featuring only White people 
were seen the most (109 ads or 38.3%). None 
of the advertisements showed only Black 
people, whereas six ads (2.1%) showed both 
Blacks and Whites. Japanese celebrities and 
foreigners appeared in 44 ads (15.5%), 48 
advertisements (16.9%) showed Japanese 
and foreign non-celebrity people, and 18 ads 
(7.0%) showed people who are other than 
White, Black or Japanese. Besides, Prieler 
(2010) also analyzed racial groups in Japa-
nese broadcasting advertisements featuring 
people. The result showed that among 2557 
samples, White was the dominant group of 
people shown the most (365 ads or 14.3%), 

followed by Blacks and East-Asians (52 ad-
vertisements or 2.0% each). 22 ads (0.9%) 
showed foreigners other than White, Black, 
or East-Asians. From the results of these two 
research pieces, we can conclude that White 
people are dominantly represented among 
other ethnic or racial groups. Then what 
are the reasons behind Japanese commer-
cials having to overrepresent White people?

Causes of Overrepresentation
Some researchers have claimed that the 

Japanese commercial’s overrepresentation 
of White people is derived from the Japa-
nese perception of themselves and Japan’s 
colonial history (e.g., Hambleton, 2011; 
Prieler, 2010; Yamada 2016). Hambleton 
(2011) states that television commercials 
overrepresent White people because portray-
ing foreigners who are ethnically different 
from Japanese people helps construct Jap-
anese identity. This “cultural nationalism” 
tactic draws almost exclusively on compar-
ison with the outside world, especially with 
the West. Also, Prieler (2010) stated that 
during the U.S. occupation in the 20th cen-
tury, Japanese people adopted Western ide-
ologies, including the racial hierarchy. It 
can be argued that the adoption of White su-
premacy and Western countries’ dominance 
over Japan and Japanese colonizing history 
made Japanese people feel inferior to West-
ern people and superior to those from Africa 
and Asia. Similarly, Yamada (2016) explains 
that Japan’s loss in World War II made Jap-
anese people perceive the U.S. as a “new, 
rich, advanced society” (p. 2), which lead 
to the U.S. lifestyle being admired by the 
Japanese public. Yamada (2016) also stat-
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ed that “Having a foreigner in an advertise-
ment represents foreignness which, in turn, 
is indicative of Western culture and countries 
that Japan admire (pp. 2-3).” This historical 
event and the connotation of non-Japanese 
as a role to define Japanese identity could 
be the cause of an advertisement company 
preferring White people over other races. 

The racial hierarchy was not the only ide-
ology introduced to Japan after World War 
II but a new beauty standard was also intro-
duced. Darling-Wolf (2004) found that the 
Japanese beauty standard shifted from hav-
ing traditional racially Japanese features (al-
mond-shaped single-lid eyes and small nos-
es) to racially-White features (rounder eyes 
with double eyelids and taller noses) after 
World War II. Having pale skin is also con-
sidered attractive in Japanese society today, 
which seems to be another case of a West-
ern-based beauty standard. However, it is 
also true that this beauty standard has a long 
history since the Nara Period (AD 710–94). 
Even though pale skin has been a symbol of 
Japanese beauty, many Japanese advertisers 
use White models to promote skin-whitening 
creams and use them as an example of people 
with beautiful skin (The Fair, 2013). In 2019, 
a Japanese noodle company Nissin aired a 
controversial commercial in which Naomi 
Osaka, a tennis player who is half-Haitian 
and half-Japanese with dark skin, was de-
picted in the animation with pale skin and 
White facial features (McCurry, 2019). This 
case suggests how Japanese people normal-
ize White features over other racial features. 
Given that Western society influences Jap-
anese beauty standards, we can conclude 
that White people’s overrepresentation can 

supplement this influence of Western-based 
beauty standard on Japanese culture. None-
theless, this beauty standard in contemporary 
Japan may play the role of advocating ad-
vertisers to use White people or White-fea-
tured half Japanese models more frequently.

Media effect 
The tendency to overrepresent White 

people affects not only Japanese females, 
but also foreigners and how the public per-
ceives them. Some of the most significant 
impacts of mass media are on cognition and 
behaviors of the viewers (Potter, 2012). What 
people have watched in the media becomes 
their knowledge about something they can-
not learn from experience, which influences 
their cognition. Frequent representations of 
Whites can lead to the generalization of for-
eigners as White, while people from China, 
South Korea, and Vietnam account for the 
majority of foreigners living in Japan (Ya-
mashita, 2019). Also, the media can even in-
fluence how people behave. When Japanese 
people are unfamiliar with ethnic minori-
ties due to underrepresentation, they might 
treat those people differently than others. 
Baye McNeil (2018), an African American 
writer living in Japan, wrote a column about 
how he has empty seats around him on the 
train because Japanese people avoid sit-
ting next to him. Media is not the sole cause 
of this kind of discriminatory action. But 
their subtle stereotyping of foreigners as 
White is one reason, and it is a critical issue 
to discuss. While there are several analyses 
on the race of foreigners in Japanese com-
mercials or research on the complex back-
ground and multiple arguments surrounding 
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Japanese commercials and their represen-
tation of foreigners, empirical research has 
not been conducted by many researchers.

Methods
Guiding Questions 

To find out how television viewing hab-
its affect people’s perception of foreigners, 
and if people are aware of the biased repre-
sentation of foreigners, I conducted an online 
survey targeting Japanese people. I asked 
multiple questions to participants based on 
my guiding questions: How does television 
viewing habits affect Japanese people’s per-
ception of foreigners? How aware are Japa-
nese people of the stereotypical representa-
tion of foreigners and overrepresentation of 
White people in Japanese advertisements?

Setting and Participants
All of the participants in this survey 

identified as Japanese. This survey started 
by asking general demographic informa-
tion about the participants’ age, gender, and 
asked whether they have experienced living 
abroad for more than a year. Among the 55 
respondents, 40 were female, 13 were male, 
and two identified as “Other”. In terms of 
age, there were ages ranging from 15 to 45, 
where 78% of the respondents were ages 
between 19 and 21. About 33% of respon-
dents have lived abroad for more than a year, 
and 67% of them have never been overseas.

Data Collection
I posted this survey online on 2 July, 

2020, for a duration of six days. There were 
six sections and 13 questions in total (see Ap-
pendix A). There were five multiple-choice 

questions, four linear-scale questions, and 
four short answer questions. The first sec-
tion asked about the general information, and 
the second section asked about media view-
ing habits. In the third section, participants 
were asked to watch an advertisement from 
ANA in which a Japanese male disguised as 
a foreigner by wearing a fake nose and blond 
wig. Under the link to the video, there was an 
open-ended question asking for their opin-
ion about the video. In the fourth and fifth 
sections, I asked about their views of Whites 
as a stereotype for foreigners, and the ratio 
of White people and non-White people they 
see in Japanese advertisements. In the last 
section, I showed data from a research con-
ducted by Yamada (2016) indicating that the 
percentage of White and non-White people 
in Japanese commercials were eight to two, 
and asked for their reaction towards this data.

Findings
Television viewing habit and perception of 

foreigners
To investigate my first guiding question, 

“How do television viewing habit affect Jap-
anese people’s perception of foreigners?” I 
compared the results of participants’ media 
viewing habits and living abroad experience 
with their responses for question number 
eight “When you hear the word “foreign-
er,” what kind of racial group do you imag-
ine?”(see appendix A). To analyze the short 
answers, I categorized the responses into 
five tiers: American/Westerners, Whites, 
Whites and others, non-Japanese, and oth-
ers. Others include answers which does 
not indicate either White, Westerners, or 
non-Japanese. The short answer question’s 
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overall result indicates that there is a strong 
correlation of Whites as foreigners among 
respondents. About 75% of respondents 
used the word White or other words such as 
Whites or Americans, which are often as-
sociated with the image of White people in 

Japan. There was no difference in the type 
of answer among different genders. Since 
the majority of age ranges were from 19 to 
21, it was difficult to determine how people 
of different ages are affected by the media.    

Experience of living abroad and perception 
of foreigners

When considering the Japanese percep-
tion of foreigners, I hypothesized the experi-
ence of living abroad would affect how peo-
ple categorize foreigners. From the result of 
the survey, it is visible that people who have 
lived abroad for a year tend to categorize 

foreigners as non-Japanese more than those 
who have not lived abroad for a year. How-
ever, White is the dominant category for de-
scribing foreigners among both groups. The 
experience of living abroad might change 
the perception of foreigners, but its signifi-
cant effect was not discovered in the survey. 

Figure 1
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Figure 2

Figure 3

Foreign media and perception of foreigners
Foreign media is another factor that af-

fects the perception of foreigners among 
Japanese people. My hypothesis was people 
who often watch non-Japanese media tend to 
describe foreigners as people with a variety 

of race. However, the result was that people 
who regularly watch foreign media tend to 
generalize foreigners as White, and people 
who do not often watch non-Japanese media 
tend to describe foreigners in various ways.   
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Figure 4

Figure 5

Note. In this graph, people who often watch foreign media indicates people who chose the 
answer 4 or 5 for question no. 4

Note. In this graph, people who often watch foreign media indicate people who chose the 
answer 1 or 2 for question no. 4
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Resent Japanese television viewing habit and 
perception of foreigners

In my hypothesis, Japanese people who 
often watch Japanese television will have 
a more certain stereotype of foreigners as 
White. According to the survey, about 52% 

of people who regularly watch Japanese TV 
used White or synonyms to describe for-
eigners. Therefore, there might be a strong 
correlation of how Japanese television af-
fects the viewers’ stereotype of foreigners.

Figure 6

Figure 7

Note. In this graph, people who often watch Japanese television indicates people who chose 
the answer 4 or 5 for question no. 6

Note. In this graph, people who do not often watch Japanese television indicates people who 
chose the answer 1 or 2 for question no. 6
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Foreigners in television advertisement and 
perception of foreigners

People who often see foreigners on tele-
vision advertisements tend to categorize for-
eigners in words that is not associated with 
Whites, American/Westerners or non-Japa-
nese (others), while people who do not often 
see foreigners did not categorized foreigners 
other than White, American/Westerners, or 
non-Japanese. However, categorizing for-
eigners as White or American/Westerners 

was the dominant answer in both groups. 
In the second section of the survey, there 
was a question asking whether participants 
had ever watched Japanese television dai-
ly. Only about seven percent of participants 
have answered “No,” and there was no sig-
nificant difference in how they describe for-
eigners, so there were no significant data 
which illustrate the correlation between Jap-
anese television viewing habits in the past 
and how people perceive foreigners today.

Figure 8

Figure 9

Note. In this graph, people who often see foreigners on TV advertisements Japanese 
television indicates people who chose the answer 4 or 5 for question no. 7

Note. In this graph, people who do not often see foreigners on TV advertisements Japanese 
television indicates people who chose the answer 1 or 2 for question no. 7
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Awareness of stereotypical content
To find the answer to my second guiding 

question; “How Japanese people are aware 
of the stereotypical representation of foreign-
ers and overrepresentation of White people 
in Japanese advertisements?”, I asked par-
ticipants what they thought about the video 
they watched in the previous section. As a re-
sult, 37 out of 54 responses included a criti-
cal comment on the stereotypical content or 
mentioned about the stereotype of foreigners. 
I also asked what do they think of the depic-
tion of a Japanese man wearing a fake nose 

and blond wig. About 60% of participants 
answered to questionable or very problemat-
ic but about 30% of participants responded 
to not problematic or not problematic at all. 
These results indicate that people are aware 
of the stereotypical depiction of foreigners, 
but there were diverse opinions on whether 
such depiction is problematic or not. In ad-
dition, having White features such as hav-
ing pale skin and blond hair is commonly 
recognized by participants as a stereotype 
of foreigners in Japan (see appendix B).

Ration of White and non-White
In the fifth section of the survey, I asked 

what participants think is the ratio of White 
people and non-White people in Japanese 
commercials, which only features foreign-
ers. About 76% of participants answered that 
they believe the proportion of White people 
is higher than non-White people. In the last 

section, I introduced data showing that the 
actual ratio of White and non-White people in 
Japanese is eight to two. I asked their reaction 
towards this data, and most participants com-
mented that they were not surprised by the 
data. The results indicate that many Japanese 
people are aware of the overrepresentation of 
Whites in the Japanese TV advertisements.  

Figure 10

Note. In this graph, people who often see foreigners on TV advertisements Japanese 
television indicates people who chose the answer 4 or 5 for question no. 7
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Figure 11

Discussion
 The primary research investigated two 

main points. The first one is how does televi-
sion viewing habits affect Japanese people’s 
perception of foreigners. The second one is 
how aware Japanese people are of the ste-
reotypical representation of foreigners, and 
overrepresentation of White people in TV 
ads. The study results showed that Japanese 
people who often watch Japanese televi-
sion tend to generalize foreigners as Whites. 
As the secondary research revealed, Japa-
nese advertisements tend to overrepresent 
White people among other ethnicities due 
to its historical and ideological background. 
This evidence indicates that Japanese ads af-
fect Japanese viewers to have the stereotyp-
ical perception of foreigners as White due to 
their imbalanced representation of foreigners. 

Although the primary research suggests 
that people who often watch Japanese tele-
vision tend to identify foreigners as White, it 
would be misleading not to acknowledge that 

Japanese TV is not the sole cause of stereo-
typing foreigners as Whites. As the different 
answer patterns appeared between people 
who have lived abroad and have not lived 
abroad for more than a year, personal experi-
ences other than media viewing habits affects 
people’s perception of foreigners. As expect-
ed, among people who have lived abroad 
for more than a year, the number of people 
who described foreigners as “non-Japanese” 
was greater than those among who have not 
lived abroad. Still, categorizing foreigners 
as Whites was the dominant answer in both 
groups. This result indicates that regardless 
of studying abroad experience, Japanese peo-
ple have a strong correlation with foreigners 
as White. In addition, there were different 
answer patterns between people who often 
watch foreign media and those who do not. 
Contrasted with my hypothesis, the result 
showed that people who often watch for-
eign media tend to generalize foreigners as 
White. Nevertheless, majority of people in 
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both groups generally had the stereotype of 
foreigner as White. Even though Japanese 
television viewing habits are not the sole 
cause of stereotype, the result of this research 
indicates a possible connection between 
Japanese television advertisements and 
how people generalize foreigners as White. 

Furthermore, as mentioned before, peo-
ple who often watch foreign media tend 
to generalize foreigners as White. This re-
sult might suggest that people tend to watch 
Western media often, and thus their image 
of foreigners is strongly associated with 
White people. However, not being able to 
identify where the foreign media comes 
from limits what the result indicates. It is 
because foreign media could mean any me-
dia from outside of Japan, such as American 
media, Chinese media, or Brazilian media. 

This research revealed that, despite the 
media viewing habits or living abroad expe-
rience, participants generally have stereo-
typical images of foreigners as White. Also, 
over 90% of participants agreed that having 
a White feature is the stereotype of foreign-
ers in Japanese society (see appendix B). This 
result could instigate other researchers who 
are interested in the field of Japanese society 
to investigate the causes of this stereotype 
among Japanese people. Furthermore, this re-
search also revealed that the majority of par-
ticipants are aware of the overrepresentation 
of Whiteness in Japanese TV ads. This sig-
nifies that people pay attention to what they 
see on advertisements and it becomes their 
cognition. As expected, the majority of par-
ticipants expressed that they think the stereo-
typical depiction of foreigners in the TV ad-
vertisement is problematic. However, some 

of the participants showed that they do not 
believe it is problematic at all. It will be inter-
esting to conduct further research to examine 
what causes different stances on this matter. 

Additionally, as media have a long-term 
effect, people inevitably perceiving things  
today are affected by their media viewing 
habits in the past. It would be interesting to 
investigate the correlation between television 
viewing habits in the past and how people 
perceive foreigners today. Also, most partic-
ipants in this study were university students, 
so researching a wider age range will allow 
researchers to compare whether the effects of 
television viewing habits differ among peo-
ple of different generations. Furthermore, 
the majority of participants in this study were 
students at a small liberal arts university in 
Japan in which students study in English and 
participate in study abroad. Therefore, this 
study does not represent the general Japanese 
people around the age of 20. If we conduct 
this research to students at other universities, 
we might receive a different kind of result, 
but it will give more general information. 

Conclusion
This paper began by addressing how Jap-

anese people are in a situation where they 
will have more opportunities to interact with 
foreigners. Even though most foreigners in 
Japan are from neighboring Asian countries, 
there is a racial imbalance in how television 
advertisements represent foreigners. While 
previous researchers have addressed how 
Japanese TV ads prefer White people, there 
was a lack of empirical evidence on how 
such advertisements affect the viewers. The 
study assessed whether Japanese television 
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ads affect people’s perception of foreigners 
and whether Japanese people are aware of 
the stereotypical representation of foreigners 
and the overrepresentation of White people. 
The result indicated that people who often 
watch Japanese television tend to catego-
rize foreigners as White. Also, the research 
shows that regardless of living abroad expe-
rience or foreign media viewing habits, there 
is a strong tendency among Japanese people 
to generalize foreigners as White. The ma-
jority of respondents are aware of stereotyp-
ical representation and overrepresentation 

of foreigners in Japanese ads. To further 
understand this subject, researchers should 
conduct this research on the larger popula-
tion of television media viewers and assess 
its effect on people’s perception while con-
sidering other possible factors. Nonetheless, 
this study discovered that there is a connec-
tion between Japanese TV commercials and 
their influence on people’s perception. As 
more foreigners are coming to Japan, it is 
better for Japanese corporations to include 
more diversity in their TV advertisements. 
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Abstract
The paper researches the phenomenon where bilinguals act differently depending on the 
language they use. Researchers claim that there is a source for this shift. There have been 
two theories regarding this matter, the personality theory and the attitude theory. An on-
line survey was conducted on 32 compound bilinguals at a small liberal arts universi-
ty in Japan to determine the shifting source in them. Despite the personality theory be-
ing denied in several aspects of the attitude theory, the primary research showed a strong 
tendency towards the personality shift. Nevertheless, with further research and reassess-
ment of the research results and personality constructs, a third shifting source emerg-
es. In the end, with more room to discuss my findings, this paper concludes that the shifting 
source is due to the emotional connection to language; thus, the shifting source is emotions.
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Introduction
“Ambitious” and “passive,” this is the 

exact comment I received from one of my 
friends. She mentioned how she feels like 
talking to different people when the language 
differs. No matter how confusing this may 
appear, my personality also usually varies, 
depending on the language I speak. This in-
consistent behavior is not only an issue of 
my own. It turns out that many bilinguals 
suffer from their self-contradictory actions: 
Noam Scheiber (2014) claims, “My Hebrew 
self turns out to be much colder, more ear-
nest, and let’s face it, less articulate.” Schei-
ber even mentions that he has quit talking to 
his daughter in Hebrew anymore because of 
this. Instead, he finds himself talking in En-
glish because he is much more “patient and 
understanding” (Robb, 2014). These mis-
matching evaluations within a single person 
are considered as a mystery of bilinguals.

Today, there are conflicting ideas about 
this mystery. Some researchers claim that the 
change observed in bilinguals is a change in 
the personality – “the difference in character-
istic patterns of thinking, feeling, and behav-
ing” (American Psychological Association, 
2019). On the other hand, others believe that 
the shift is a change in attitude – “a mental 
and emotional entity that characterizes a per-
son” (Lloyd, 2018). These two terms may 
seem ambiguous; however, there are distinct 
features for each term. Personality, which de-
scribes the qualities of a person, is used to de-
fine the person. It is complicated and hence, 
challenging to change. To be precise, person-
ality is usually introduced as the “Big Five 
Personality,” constituted of the five main per-
sonality traits: openness, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism 
(Lim, 2020). Contrarily, attitude is the opin-
ion or worldview one holds towards some-
thing or someone. Compared to personality, 
attitude is “prone to change;” it is heavily 
dependent on personal experience. In short, 
attitude is a part of the personality (Lloyd, 
2018). An example of attitude affecting one’s 
personality is an individual who prefers 
peace and calmness would hold a passive at-
titude in group discussions. As a result, that 
individual may be regarded or mentioned as a 
person with high agreeableness and patience.

In the year 2020, when more and more at-
tention is paid to globalization, there seems 
to be a range of citizens we tend to miss out 
on, bilinguals. This paper focuses on these 
people who deserve more acknowledgment 
of their personality when it comes to its im-
pact on their spoken language. This paper 
presents two arguments regarding the shifting 
source of bilinguals, personality and attitude. 
To determine the real shifting source of bi-
linguals, a survey was conducted to hypoth-
esize that “the shifting source in bilinguals 
is attitude.” Then, with the possible causes 
of each shift explained, the paper illustrates 
and analyzes the primary research, which was 
conducted among bilinguals, undergraduate 
students on the main island of Japan, Hons-
hu. In the end, with the preliminary studies 
and primary analysis, this paper concludes 
by inducing the shifting source of bilinguals.

Literature Review
Introduction to the Two Theories

There are two main theories dis-
cussed regarding this shift in bilinguals: 
personality theory and the attitude theo-
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ry. Concisely, the former theory claims 
that the shift is in the personality, while 
the latter claims the shift is in attitude. 

Possibility of Different Sources
Cherry (2019) mentions that personality 

is composed of countless aspects. “Consis-
tency, psychological and physiological con-
structs, behavior, and expressions” are some 
of the aspects that make up one’s character. 
Attitude is indeed a significant aspect that 
takes up many parts of the personality; how-
ever, the other factors cannot be ignored. 
Considering that there are such vast num-
bers of aspects of personality, different theo-
ries can be found other than these two theo-
ries. Nevertheless, until today, no researcher 
claims that other factors could be the shift-
ing source. Hence, this literature section will 
only discuss the two theories, personality 
theory and attitude theory, due to the amount 
of evidence and claims they hold. This paper 
explains the two theories, personality theo-
ry and attitude theory, and compares the two 
theories to determine my opinion. These two 
theories helped me to construct my hypothe-
sis for the primary research to be conducted.

What is the shift? – Personality Theory
Personality is a mixture of “character-

istics or qualities” each individual possess-
es. These qualities exist in “varying lev-
els;” however, the primary quality stands 
out as the individual’s personality (Lloyd, 
2018). For instance, an individual with 
high agreeableness may not always be re-
garded as a “kind person.” If the individu-
al shows extremely low extraversion, their 
personality could be “introverted,” rather 

than kind. Some researchers claim that per-
sonality is the factor shifting in bilinguals. 
This shift is said to be due to the language 
syntax and grammar, and the brain struc-
ture of bilinguals. Chalari (2013) states that 
the Greek grammar and syntax, which po-
sitions verbs in the beginning and estab-
lishes massive information in those verbs, 
make Greeks “loud and interruptive.” On 
the other hand, the German language plac-
es the verb of the end and makes Germans 
“logical” (Johnson: Do different languag-
es confer different personalities? 2013). In 
such ways, language syntax and grammar 
could be a factor of altering personality. 

Another claim is that the age acquir-
ing the language affects personality. Dmy-
tro Grybach (2019) argues that compound 
bilinguals1 are likely to have dual person-
alities. The age they learn the language is 
when their brain is “plastic,” which allows 
the right hemisphere to perceive “emotion-
al aspects.” Hence, compound bilinguals 
adopt an “emotional connection” with the 
language, ultimately “developing a distinct 
character” in each language (Grybach, 2019). 
On the other hand, subordinate bilinguals2 

activate the “left hemisphere” of the brain. 
This portion controls the “logical and ratio-
nal thinking,” which drives them to “ratio-
nal and systematical approaches” for each 
language. (Grybach, 2019). According to 
neurologist Joy Hirsch, compound and sub-
ordinate bilinguals prove their brain activa-
tions are slightly different (Chatterjee, 1997). 
Hirsch suggests that the subordinate and 
compound bilinguals’ “speech-processing 
areas” are activated differently; hence, she 
states that the language-acquiring age is cru-

1 Individuals that learn two languages from their birth. They usually have several linguistic codes.
2 Individuals that acquire the second language at a later stage in life. It only has a single linguistic code.
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cial to bilinguals’ minds (Chatterjee, 1997). 
Lastly, in connection with the lan-

guage-acquiring age, “fluency” is an essential 
factor that cannot be ignored when consider-
ing the shift in personality (Buckby, 2016). 
A teacher from D’Angon Academy for Lan-
guage Acquisition mentions the “vulnerabil-
ity” of the bilinguals in each of the languages 
affects their communication (D’Angon Acad-
emy for Language Acquisition, 2013). They 
suggest that bilinguals’ confidence in using 
the language affects their speech perfor-
mance, ultimately changing their personality.

What is the shift? – Attitude Theory
An English and Spanish instructor from 

D’Angon Academy for Language Acqui-
sition believes that personality is not the 
shifting source of bilinguals. They state that 
this is because a personality shift would be 
too unhealthy and massive. All bilinguals 
would be diagnosed with a multiple person-
ality disorder, in other words, dissociative 
identity disorder (DID) (D’Angon Acade-
my for Language Acquisition, 2013). Cleve-
land Clinic (2016) mentions that people 
with DID experience depression, amnesia, 
and even hallucinations from the significant 
shift in personality. Bilinguals are not re-
porting any of these symptoms, and they in-
stead claim that the change is indeliberate. 
Thus, the attitude shifting would be a some-
what more appropriate change in bilinguals. 

Additionally, Sylvia Chen and Michael 
Bond (2010) used the Big Five Inventory 
personality test and observed the shift in per-
sonality, to strengthen the attitude theory. In 
this research, 76 Chinese-English compound 
bilinguals who study at Hong Kong Univer-

sity were to assess their personality from 
a scale of 1 to 5. According to the Big Five 
Inventory personality test, the individuals re-
ceived results of their personality in the five 
aspects: openness, consciousness, extraver-
sion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. The 
personality tests were conducted in both lan-
guages, Cantonese and English, with some 
terms open in between. Surprisingly, the 
results showed a mere difference of 0.124 
in the criteria (Chen & Bond, 2010). The in-
significance of this difference of 0.124 was 
confirmed through research conducted by 
Robinson, who performed an identical test 
on monolinguals (Grosjean, 2020). Mono-
linguals were to assess themselves twice 
through the Big Five Inventory personality 
test. The results showed that the mean differ-
ence between the two tests on monolinguals 
was 0.45, approximately four times larger 
than the counterpart of bilinguals’ test results. 
These two experiments, conducted by Chen 
and Bond, and Robinson, proved that the 
personality shift in bilinguals is merely noth-
ing. Researchers conclude that the shift in 
bilinguals experience is a change in attitude, 
due to the switch itself being insignificant.

Comparison of Two Theories
Overall, the previous argument claims 

that personality change occurs in bilinguals, 
while the current argument claims the atti-
tude to be the changing source. Research-
ers who believe the prior claim suggest that 
language (grammar and syntax), the lan-
guage-acquiring age, and fluency are the 
factors of the shift in personality. Converse-
ly, researchers state that a personality shift is 
too significant, and the Big Five Inventory 
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test results justify the shifting source as the 
change in attitude. The personality theory 
appears less compelling compared to the at-
titude theory. Nevertheless, the evidence for 
the attitude theory merely proved the shift-
ing source not to be personality; there were 
no reasons for the source to be the attitude. 
However, despite the lack of clarification, 
I believe that the shift in bilinguals is the at-
titude and not the personality. The personal-
ity theory is based on thought-evidence, and 
the attitude theory seems to hold strong ev-
idence that denies the possibility of the per-
sonality theory. For investigating the actual 
shifting source in bilinguals, I conducted an 
online survey. The hypothesis is that “bilin-
guals shift is a change in attitude.” Through 
primary research, the survey will verify 
which the actual shifting source is, personal-
ity or attitude. Additionally, if the hypothesis 
is correct, it will support the attitude theory 
with substantial evidence. In the following 
section, the methodology for my primary 
research conducted among 32 compound 
bilinguals will be described and analyzed.

Methodology
Guiding Question

As mentioned in the literature review, 
both claims arguing for the shifting source 
to be either attitude or personality show in-
competent aspects and compelling sides to 
their arguments. To figure out the real shift-
ing source in bilinguals, I conducted an on-
line survey for bilinguals. The study con-
stituted two questions based on the guiding 
question: Which is the real shifting source 
in bilinguals, either personality or attitude?

Settings and Participants
As mentioned earlier, all participants in 

this research were students at a small liber-
al arts university in Northern Japan. All of 
the participants are bilingual, mainly com-
pound bilinguals. The majority of com-
pound bilinguals were Japanese-English 
bilinguals, while some spoke Spanish or 
Portuguese instead of Japanese. The online 
survey ensured the participants’ shift by ask-
ing whether they genuinely recognized their 
change. With this question, the participants 
who answered “yes” were the ones answer-
ing the next section. This procedure nar-
rowed down the participants to 22 from 32. 

Data Collection
The survey was available for one week, 

from the 2nd of July to the 9th of July, 2020. 
There were two sections to this survey; the 
first section was a yes or no question, and 
the second was a multiple-choice section. 
The first section would narrow down the 
type of bilinguals, specifically to bilinguals 
who experience the shift. In this section, the 
participants were narrowed down to 22 par-
ticipants from 33. From the 22 participants, 
the survey inspected the shifting source by 
setting a multiple-choice question. This 
online survey, which enabled a large sam-
ple to be collected, was conducted entire-
ly anonymously and described what sort of 
shift the bilinguals genuinely experience.

Findings: Higher Accuracy of the Partici-
pants

The first section of the survey ques-
tioned whether the participant recognized 
the shift in themselves. This is due to the 
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inaccuracy of the term “compound bilin-
guals.” With this question, the compound 
bilinguals who experience the shift were 
narrowed down. Throughout the inves-

tigation, 22 respondents answered to no-
tice their change in each language; this 
amounts to 69% of the total respondents.  

Finding the Actual Shifting Source
The second section was only answered 

by the participants who answered “yes” to 
the previous question: in other words, only 

the compound bilinguals that recognized the 
shift in themselves continued in the survey. 
This second section was a multiple-choice 
question. The 22 participants were to choose 
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whichever situation in which they experi-
ence the change in switching in language. 
Seven choices were available, out of which 
four options were traits of personality: ex-
traversion, openness, patience, and agree-
ableness. The other three options, change 
in evaluations, political opinion, and value, 
were characteristics of attitude. Amongst 
all of the seven changes, extraversion tran-
sitions were observed the most, recording 
18 bilinguals. Secondly, the shift in open-
ness was discovered with 14 people experi-
encing it. The third frequent response was 
the shift in their evaluations; 11 bilinguals 
claimed to experience this shift. The next 
two traits were both personality aspects, 
the change in patience, and agreeableness. 
However, these two aspects had fewer re-
sponses of seven and six people respectively. 

In short, the top five trait shifts that were 
observed were mostly changes in personal-
ity traits; other than the difference in eval-
uation, all four aspects were personality 
changes. Hence, many responses suggest 
that the shift amongst compound bilinguals 
is a shift in personality, rather than attitude.

A Third Possibility
Also, to this survey, there was another 

section that showed interesting results. De-
spite the survey being fond of the personal-
ity shift theory, some comments from the 
respondents indicated a different possible 
result. Some respondents’   answers in the 
free comment section included some words 
like “My values do not change,” which de-
nied the possibility of attitude shifting. 
Moreover, the comments displayed how the 
majority of bilinguals believe that the shift 

is in personality. Many comments, such as 
“I feel there is a difference in my personali-
ty,” were observed throughout the survey. 
Hence, the additional comments, likewise 
the multiple-choice results, also suggest-
ed that the personality is the shifting source. 
However, some comments were mention-
ing a change in the “volume of their voice 
and the number of jokes.” These shifting 
traits are considered as significant fac-
tors of neither personality nor attitude. 

In the next section, this paper analyzes 
these responses further on what the shifting 
source is. The respondents’ altering sourc-
es, such as their patience and extraversion, 
will be used to suggest whichever shift is 
occurring among bilinguals. At the same 
time, the additional comments that support 
neither theory will be discussed in detail.

Discussion
A Third New Source 

Overview of the Discussion – A New Third 
Source

Through the primary research on 32 bi-
linguals, the results described the personal-
ity theory to be valid. There is a more defi-
nite possibility for the personality theory 
to be correct than the attitude theory. The 
majority of bilinguals responded that the 
shifts were in aspects such as extraversion 
and openness. However, this result slight-
ly contradicts the claims of the researchers. 
The researchers who believed in the attitude 
theory claimed that the personality theory 
could be denied because the shift in person-
ality is too immense. Their claim is based on 
the concept of attitude being merely a part 
of the personality. In other words, if there 
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is a personality shift, there would also be 
a shift in attitude present. To be more con-
cise, there is some shift in personality due 
to some source that is not an attitude shift.

For these reasons, the possibility of 
a different source, other than personali-
ty and attitude, cannot be denied. Thus, I 
would like to suggest a possible different, 
third new source that may be a candidate. 
This section examines the possible sourc-
es, analyzes and reflects them with the re-
sult of the primary research, and finally 
concludes by detecting a possible shifting 
source. This discussion section will main-
ly reassess the survey results, display the 
possible third shifting source, and final-
ly come to decide the source by analyzing.

What Could the Shifting Source Be? – Look-
ing Back at the Results

As defined, personality is composed of 
the “characteristic patterns of thinking, feel-
ing, and behaving” (American Psychological 
Association, 2019). It is an enormously com-
plex part of human beings; Cherry (2019) 
also mentions that personality is composed 
of countless aspects. To be specific, the ex-
amples of such aspects are “consistency, 
psychological and physiological constructs, 
behavior, and expressions” (Cherry, 2019). 

To determine the candidates for these 
aspects, I will reassess the respondents’ ad-
ditional comments. First, the additional 
comments which mention the personality 
shifting are excluded for higher accuracy. 
As a result, the remaining comments men-
tion traits that were neither a personality nor 
an attitude trait. The majority of these addi-
tional comments mention how the “volume 

of voice,” “number of jokes,” and “amount of 
gestures” differ depending on the language.

With the definition and constructs of 
personality and the comments from respon-
dents, the third new source is thought to be 
either behavior or emotion. Due to the com-
ment traits being mainly striking character-
istics, behavior, “an organism’s activities 
in response to external or internal stimuli,” 
was determined (American Psychological 
Association, 2019). Behavior is easily ob-
served, and identifiable; an example of be-
havior would be a baby “crying” for 2 hours 
(Project IDEAL, n.d.). Next, emotion, the 
“complex reaction pattern,” was chosen be-
cause the individuals’ “expressed behavior” 
can become emotion (American Psycholog-
ical Association, 2019). Massive and con-
tinuous expressions of a behavior can be 
considered an individual’s emotions; behav-
ior can become an emotion. For instance, a 
baby crying for two hours may be “sad” be-
cause of neglect. Emotions are constituted of 
six basic emotions: happiness, sadness, fear, 
disgust, anger, and surprise (Cherry, 2020)

Behavior or Emotion?
Behavior could be a possible source re-

sponsible for the shift in bilinguals. Indeed, 
the “jokes” and “gestures” observed in bilin-
guals are traits of behaviors, and the “voice 
volume” is determinate on behavior as well; 
all traits are dependent on how much that 
behavior is expressed. Hence, the behav-
ior may change when bilinguals change the 
language they use. Nevertheless, emotion 
may be a more reliable source than behavior 
because emotion directly causes behavior 
(Baumeister et al., n.d.). Researchers sug-
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gest that emotion is a “causation” of behav-
ior (Baumeister et al., n.d.). For instance, 
anger could cause one to fight, love might 
make one more active, and fear might cause 
an individual to scream and run. This theo-
ry is quite well-established in psychology; 
some researchers claim that behavior is the 
“proper function” of emotions (Baumeis-
ter et al., n.d.). If emotions are the cause of 
the behavior, the shifting source would 
not be behavior; the emotion that causes it 
should be assumed to be the shifting source. 

According to Hiebler-Ragger et al. 
(2018), human emotions form personal-
ity; to be specific, the primary emotions 
form personality. There is a secure link be-
tween personality traits and primary emo-
tions; such examples are extraversion 
and agreeableness being related to emo-
tions such as “care” and “playfulness.” 
On the other hand, negative emotions like 
fear and sadness are tightly related to neu-
roticism (Hiebler-Ragger et al., 2018). 

Bilinguals are said to experience priming, 
which “one stimulus influences” how people 
respond to a “subsequent stimulus,” when 
they change the language they use (Johnson: 
Do different languages confer different per-
sonalities? 2013). For instance, a bilingual 
may feel “closer” or “at-home” with one lan-
guage they use, while the other language may 
prime the feelings of “school” or “work.” 
This emotion that primes with the secondary 
languages could be affecting the bilinguals, 
ultimately, slightly affecting the personality. 
Also, it was previously mentioned that bilin-
guals are thought to establish an individual 
emotional connection with each language. 
Grybach (2019) mentions that compound bi-

linguals establish “emotional connection” 
with each language, which makes them create 
“distinct personalities.” This mechanism of 
bilinguals and how the emotional connection 
with language create a “shift” in bilinguals. 

Emotions are directly related to person-
ality, moreover, is the source of causation 
of behavior. On the other hand, the behavior 
is merely considered as a degree of expres-
sion. In short, behavior cannot be the shifting 
source because emotions control behavior. 
Additionally, emotions are strongly related 
to personality; thus, the emotional connec-
tion with language is likely to be the source 
of bilinguals’ shifting. As we reflect this to 
the primary research results, the third source 
being emotion could be explained clearly.

Summary – What is the Shifting Source?
Overall, the shifting source in bilinguals 

cannot be precisely determined; however, 
the possible shifting source could be de-
fined. Through primary research, the results 
showed that the personality was shifting. 
Nevertheless, due to the attitude having a 
mere shift, other sources that affect person-
ality cannot be denied. When this possibility 
is considered, the suggested shifting source 
could be emotion. Emotions are directly 
related to personality and even formulate 
personality (Hiebler-Ragger et al., 2018).

Furthermore, emotional connections 
are believed to develop distinct characters 
for each language. Emotional priming is 
also considered a cause of bilinguals’ shift 
in the two languages (Johnson: Do differ-
ent languages confer different personali-
ties? 2013). Ultimately, it may be possible 
that the emotional shifting is causing the 
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personality of bilinguals to shift slightly.

Conclusion
In summary, this paper looked into the 

shifting source of bilinguals, whether it is 
personality or attitude. The two major the-
ories, the personality theory, and attitude 
theory, each provided abundant evidence 
despite the psychology field being unex-
plored. To figure out the shifting source in 
bilinguals, a primary research study was 
conducted among 32 bilinguals at a small 
liberal arts university in Japan. The result 
suggested that another third source that af-
fected the personality shift was present. 
Due to the unexpected results, the author 
reassessed the results. The construct of per-
sonality and additional shifting-symptoms 
in bilinguals were analyzed, and the re-
searcher concluded the possibility of the 
third source, emotion. In short, the possible 
shifting was emotion due to the emotional 
priming and connection that bilinguals had.

Finally, I would like to mention that 
this finding of the bilinguals’ shifts being 
emotion is a significant discovery from cur-

rent research. Considering the symptoms 
of bilinguals during the shift, it is some-
what “exaggerating” to say that there is 
a change in personality. Hence, although 
the personality shift is observed, it could 
be said that the emotional connection and 
priming bilinguals hold towards each lan-
guage affects their personality in the end.

Further research on this topic could pro-
vide bilinguals with more assurance of what 
the source is. With a more in-depth analysis 
of each construct of personality, analysis of 
these constructs and symptoms in bilinguals, 
and the reevaluation of bilinguals’ observa-
tions, there could be more accurate results 
of the shifting source. Today, where there 
is a limited amount of knowledge of the hu-
man brain, it is difficult to conclude whether 
the shift is emotional. However, this paper 
has proved that there are new possible as-
pects that could be explored in bilinguals; 
further research may look into the emotional 
connection and priming that bilinguals have. 
The comparison with monolinguals and the 
wonders of psychology could take us to an-
other more profound discovery in bilinguals.
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Appendix A

Results of the survey

1. Do you recognize the shift in yourself? (It can be either pointed out by others or autono-
mously perceived) (32 responses)

• People who feel the shift – 22 people
• People who do not feel the shift 10 people

2. What sort of shift do you recognize out of these situations below? Please try and ask 
yourself, “When I change the language I use, do I feel…” (Out of 22 people)

• Difference in extraversion – 18 people
• Difference in the openness – 14 people
• Difference in the evaluation of something/someone – 11 people
• A difference in my political opinion – 2 people
• A difference in patience – 7 people
• A difference in my personal values – 5 people
• A difference in the agreeableness – 6 people

3. If you have any other additional comments, please write it here.
Respondent 1

A lot of people say that they can be more open and aggressive in English than Japa-
nese, but in my personal view, because of the nature of Japanese, I sound more ag-
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gressive as a person when I am speaking Japanese. Because generally Japanese is a 
fuzzy and indirect language, when I try to communicate the same things or express 
myself in the same way in Japanese I appear more aggressive, both to myself and to 
others. On the other hand, when I speak English I appear more soft spoke and under-
standing because the nature of English has a stronger tolerance to direct or self ex-
pressive language. This may seem counterintuitive but I think it makes sense.

Respondent 2
Additionally, the volume and note of my voice changes, and my emotions become 
easily sent on my words. My speaking speed and the amount of gestures change as 
well. However, in my case, the evaluations and values generally do not change.

Respondent 3
I speak English and Japanese.

Respondent 4
I become more aggressive and straightforward in Spanish.

Respondent 5
My values do not vary depending on the language. However, the voice volume, tone, 
use of manners, and the amount of jokes differ.

Respondent 6
My voice changes.

Respondent 7
I speak three languages and in each language I feel there is a difference in my person-
ality.
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Abstract
This paper aims to investigate the EU’s foreign policy towards Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 
that is adopted under the name of “development cooperation” and clarify how it exem-
plifies the dependent structure between the EU and SSA. As a theoretical framework, 
the dependency theory is addressed in order to analyze how the theory corresponds to 
the EU’s development initiatives in SSA. The paper begins with explaining the concept 
of development cooperation and the dependency theory. Then, it analyzes the EU’s de-
velopment policies in SSA, focusing on two policy fields: financial aid and trade, and 
examines how the EU’s initiatives sustain a dependent structure. In the last part, it crit-
ically discusses EU-SSA relations through the theoretical framework. The paper rais-
es the alarm at today’s “development cooperation”, which gives a critical insight into 
the approach to the development challenges in SSA as well as other developing regions.
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Introduction
Development cooperation is one of the 

most significant concerns for the interna-
tional community today. It is necessary to 
support some parts of the world that need 
special assistance to achieve commonly held 
ambitions in the world such as peace, stabil-
ity, and sustainable development. Sub-Sa-
haran Africa (SSA), which consists of 48 
countries with diversity, is considered the 
least developed region in the world. The 
European Union (EU) is one of the influen-
tial actors who provides multidimension-
al supports to SSA because of its strong 
and strategic connections with the region.

Despite a considerable amount of aid 
and support from outside, why are a lot of 
developing countries, especially SSA, still 
suffering from poverty, inequality, and other 
pervasive problems associated with underde-
velopment? Moyo (2010), in her book “Dead 
Aid”, insists that the aid is far from promot-
ing growth but makes developing countries 
poorer and delays their economic progress. 
Akomolafe (1994) and many dependency 
theorists, moreover, question the Europe-
an approach to SSA, arguing that European 
countries maintain Africa’s underdevelop-
ment through their egoistic policies and ex-
ploitation, which make developing coun-
tries dependent on the developed countries.

As described above, there is a continuing 
debate on the contradictions in international 
development cooperation. While some re-
searchers assume that the underdevelop-
ment of SSA is attributed to internal prob-
lems such as poor leadership, others argue 
that external influences such as the structure 
of global economy and development aid lay 

at the basis of the problems. Under the con-
troversial circumstances of development 
cooperation, a question will arise: How can 
the dependent structure be observed in the 
EU’s initiatives for development coopera-
tion in SSA? This paper will explore an an-
swer to this question by looking at the EU’s 
development policies in the SSA. The re-
search leads to better understandings of the 
external factors that constrain development 
in developing countries, as well as clarifies 
the root causes of a huge development gap 
among countries. It adopts the dependen-
cy theory in analyzing the implication of 
“development cooperation” on the hypoth-
esis that EU’s initiatives in the two policy 
fields: aid and trade sustain the dichotomy 
between developed and developing coun-
tries and reproduce the dependent structure.

First, the paper explains the conceptual-
izations and theoretical framework, depen-
dency theory. Then, it analyzes two policy 
fields of the EU and its influences on SSA 
by examining how the dependent struc-
ture can be viewed in the policies. Last-
ly, the paper critically discusses EU-SSA 
relations on development cooperation.

Conceptualization —Development and 
Development Cooperation— 

Although there is no universal defini-
tion of the multidimensional concept of de-
velopment, this paper considers the broader 
conceptualization of development. It defines 
development as “multidimensional under-
taking to achieve a higher quality of life for 
all people”, referring to the UN Agenda for 
Development (UN, 1997). Regarding the 
multidimensional meaning of development, 
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it is worth remarking that Marxian notion of 
development is conceived as “the ability of 
the people to exploit, manipulate and con-
trol their physical environment, as well as 
themselves and other individuals outside of 
themselves … for the betterment of every-
body and that of humanity” (Jeffry, 2013, 
pp. 117-118). Sumner (2008) also states, 
“development as a dominant discourse of 
Western modernity”, suggesting that devel-
opment has been a mechanism for the pro-
duction and management of the Third World 
through the imposition of the Western eth-
nocentric notion of development (p.14). 

The paper uses the term, “develop-
ment cooperation” to refer to any mea-
sure designed specifically in favor of 
developing countries’ development, in-
cluding resource transferring, interna-
tional trade, or climate negotiations fo-
cused on support for developing countries.

Dependency Theory 
—Theoretical Framework —

Dependency theory had developed in the 
late 1950s as a critical reaction to the conven-
tional approaches to development, modern-
ization theory. Modernization theorists con-
ceive underdevelopment as something that 
has an internal origin (Jeffry, 2013). They 
argue that developing countries could also 
develop if they follow the phases that devel-
oped societies went through (Turhan, 2018). 
In response to this theory, dependency theo-
ry argues that the process of development in 
the global economic periphery is conditioned 
by growth in the core countries (Vernengo, 
2009). In other words, the underdevelopment 
in developing countries is the result of the in-

corporation of the Third World into the cap-
italist world system dominated by the West-
ern industrialized countries (Jeffry, 2013).

Dependency Theory considers the reason 
for underdevelopment is exploitation (Tur-
han, 2018). The underdeveloped countries 
produce primary commodities, which are ex-
ploited by the developed capitalist countries. 
In contrast, those developed countries pro-
duce manufactured goods for themselves as 
well as the periphery countries (Baran, 1957, 
p. 142, as cited in Turhan, 2018). Since the 
primary goods are low-priced compared to 
manufactured goods, core countries deprive 
the periphery countries of a chance to build 
up an accumulation of capital, forcing them 
to remain underdeveloped (Baran, 1957, pp. 
142–143, cited from Turhan, 2018). More-
over, the promotion of an export-oriented 
plantation system in large parts of the periph-
eral world accelerates the need for imports of 
other luxury manufactured goods, fling the 
peripheral countries into the dependent struc-
ture (Vernengo, 2009). Besides, there is also 
a structuralists’ point of view, which states 
that the international division of labor formu-
lates the world structure in which industrial-
ized countries always benefit from interna-
tional trade, whereas it always works against 
underdeveloped countries (Turhan, 2018).

In short, there are three common char-
acteristics that most dependency theories 
share: international system as a core-pe-
riphery1 dichotomy, emphasis on external 
forces of developed countries to develop-
ing countries, unequal relations between 
those two sets of states (Jeffry, 2013). This 
structure exists in various forms, includ-
ing economics, media control, politics, fi-

1 Core countries usually include so-called developed countries such as Western Europe, the United States, and  
East Asia. Peripheral countries refer to so-called developing countries, and usually include regions such as Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America.
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nance, culture, and other dimensions of 
human development. The dependent struc-
ture can be observed in reality with the fol-
lowing characteristics: when the politics 
over-rely on the donor countries via finan-
cial support; when the local markets in the 
dependent states over-rely on the import and 
export from the dominant countries; when 
the unequal relationship is generated in di-
plomacy as well as in negotiation processes.

EU’s Development Cooperation in SSA
This chapter discusses two main pol-

icy fields of the EU in SSA: financial aid 
and trade. These policies are implemented 
under the name of “development coopera-
tion” that usually aims at promoting devel-
opment of SSA. Indeed, the policies seem 
to be brilliant efforts to deal with the de-
velopment challenges in SSA. However, 
the policies can actually maintain and re-
produce the dependent structure, and can 
also reflect the EU’s multiple interests.

Financial Aid – How the Aid Reproduces 
Further Dependency –

Aid refers to the financial transactions 
either in the form of loans or grants that are 
made or guaranteed by one government to 
another (Ukpong UA, 2017). It is a form of 
assistance directly from a government (bi-
lateral aid) or indirectly from financial in-
stitutions or multilateral assistance agen-
cies such as World Bank (multilateral aid) to 
other countries in need (Ukpong UA, 2017). 
Foreign aid can be defined as any transfer of 
public funds that meets two criteria: its objec-
tive is noncommercial, and the interest rate 
and repayment period for borrowed countries 

are softer than commercial terms (Ukpong 
UA, 2017). Since the establishment of aid 
in the Breton Wood system in 1944, foreign 
aid has been significant development coop-
eration as well as the instruments of foreign 
policy by advanced societies to strengthen 
their connections with developing countries.

The EU and its Member States are the 
largest donors to the African continent. Ap-
proximately 20 billion euros of development 
aid is directed to Africa in a year, and around 
20% of the aid is managed by the European 
Commission (The Africa-EU Partnership, 
n.d.). Among multilateral donors to Africa, 
EU Institutions are the second-largest donor 
after the World Bank. The amount of aid is 
about 27 times larger than UNDP and IMF 
between 2015-2017 (OECD, 2019). More-
over, looking at the top ten bilateral donors 
by share of aid to Africa, nine out of ten are 
EU countries (OECD, 2019). In 1957, the 
first European Development Fund (EDF) 
was established. EDF is the main instrument 
for providing EU aid for development coop-
eration to the former colonies, such as ACP2 

countries (Sicurelli, 2010). The current EDF, 
which runs from 2014 to 2020, includes 
30.5 billion euros in total (Venturi, 2016).

Although the massive influxes of aid 
can be an excellent support for the devel-
opment of SSA to a certain extent, those 
funds may sustain or even reproduce 
the dependent relationships by making 
SSA ensnared into debt distress, aggra-
vating the corruption, and taking control 
of the region through conditionalities.

Aid as a Debt Distress
Although the interest rate of develop-

2 The ACP is a grouping of African, Caribbean and Pacific states with which the EU has a special relationship. 
ACP includes 79 countries (48 Sub-Saharan African countries, 16 Caribbean countries, 15 Pacific countries).



74

ment aid is set to be extremely low, the enor-
mous amount of the fund that SSA receives 
can lead to substantial debt obligations. One 
in three SSA countries are said to be in debt 
distress, and about 30 African countries 
spent more on debt payment than they did 
on public healthcare in 2019 (Debuysere, 
2020). Akomolafe (1994) claims that year 
after year, Africa is sending more than $10 
billion to Euro-American banks and gov-
ernments for the payment of interest on the 
aid. Many African countries use more than 
half of their whole budget for debt servic-
ing, instead of combating poverty, famine, 
and many other urgent issues in the region 
(Akomolafe, 1994). In this way, the effects 
of debt burdens in SSA go beyond the finan-
cial hardship and result in a humanitarian cri-
sis, maintaining the region’s dependence on 
further assistance from developed regions.

Aid as a Promotion of Corruption
A large amount of aid can be one of the 

factors to further the corruption that has al-
ready been widespread in SSA, which would 
enlarge inequality within the country and 
hinders economic growth in the region. Ly-
ons (2014) argues that foreign aid means the 
promotion of corruption and dependence. 
As proof, Lyons (2014) points out the appar-
ent correlation between the increase in the 
amount of aid and the corresponding increase 
in corruption in Africa. Moyo (2010) gives a 
deep insight into the aid to SSA: Receiving 
a long-term and low-interest loan or dona-
tion means, for African countries, retaining 
a lot of natural resources. In other words, it 
promotes corruption and dispute, and un-
dermines national savings as well as invest-

ments for business activities (Moyo, 2010). 
There was a case that the former president 
of Zaire (the former Democratic Republic 
of the Congo) was estimated to misappro-
priate the $5 billion, which is comparable to 
the total external debt of the country, only 
for private purposes (Moyo, 2010). Donors 
have also recognized that financial transfer 
to SSA may often result in an inefficient out-
come and reproduce dependency; thus, they 
have been encouraging good governance and 
economic management in the form of con-
ditionality, which will be explained below.

Aid as Way to Control SSA – Conditionality –
Conditionality is the use of conditions 

usually imposed by international financial 
institutions or donor countries when they 
provide financial aid, including loan or debt 
cancellation. The conditions are intended 
to improve political and economic environ-
ments in the recipient countries. For exam-
ple, privatization, devaluation of the national 
currency, democratization, and liberalization 
are often included in the conditionality (Uk-
pong UA, 2017). The EU’s development 
aid is often subjected to conditionality such 
as democracy, human rights, good gover-
nance, and the rule of law (Zamfir, 2017).

In particular, the EU has become an es-
sential partner of Africa in election obser-
vation to promote democracy, and most Af-
rican countries have received EU missions 
(Zamfir, 2017). Nevertheless, whether these 
tools of democracy assistance lead to politi-
cal reform or good governance remains ques-
tionable. Pemunta (2018) argues that EU’s 
election assistance and observation in Cam-
eroon have been on an ad hoc basis without 
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providing an institutional framework that 
regulates elections. Thus, there is no sustain-
able democratic transition, but Cameroonian 
authorities held multiparty elections tempo-
rarily to evade the Western interventions (Pe-
munta, 2018). This situation may stem from 
the EU’s over-emphasis on elections and de-
mocratization based on Eurocentric views.

Pemunta (2018) further states that con-
ditionality on democracy can be viewed 
as the EU’s tool for interventions to Afri-
can states to pursue its security or econom-
ic interests, where the effectiveness of aid 
conditionality is compromised. Besides, 
economic conditionality, such as trade lib-
eralization, can also embody the asymmet-
ric relationships between developed regions 
and developing regions. This may reflect 
the donor’s intention to obtain easy access 
to the market to SSA, which would lead to 
the exploitation of resources. Hence, con-
ditionalities associated with aid lead to 
maintaining SSA under the substantial in-
fluence of the EU, making it difficult for 
SSA to break off the dependent relations. 

To sum up, the dependent structure 
seems to be sustained through financial aid 
in three forms, as described above. There 
is the fact that 85% of the financial aid was 
used for unproductive purposes, which was 
not intended (Moyo, 2010). Although inter-
national donors had recognized the risk of 
aid diversion already in the 1940s, an enor-
mous amount of financial support has been 
continuously provided, even though many 
countries infringe on conditionality (Moyo, 
2010). This suggests that the outcome of the 
aid and conditionality are seldom regarded as 
important in reality (Moyo, 2010). As Lyons 

(2014) states, aid needs to be changed into 
the form of trade, and the EU needs to build 
the equal partnerships with SSA to encourage 
its independent development by strengthen-
ing its economy through international trade. 
Yet, does the EU-SSA trade truly and equita-
bly promote SSA’s economic development?

Trade – How the Trade Policies Maintain 
Dependent Structure – 

European trade policy towards devel-
oping countries can be originated in the late 
1950s as the framework of the relationship 
between the EC and former colonies of Eu-
ropean countries (Sicurelli, 2010). Since 
then, the EU’s economic ties with African 
countries have gone through several chang-
es, along with the regulations of GATT or 
WTO. The EU offers various schemes to 
SSA, mainly under the EU-ACP relations, 
and most of the policies put “development 
cooperation” as a top priority and objective. 
Indeed, promoting free-trade and eliminat-
ing tariffs seem to be the ideal initiatives to 
support economic development and smooth 
integration of SSA into the world economy. 
Nevertheless, three overlapping schemes ex-
plained below include controversial aspects, 
which leads to sustaining the dependent 
structure, often characterized as neo-colo-
nialism. The trade policies and agreements 
also embody the EU’s self-interest.

Generalized Scheme of Preferences (GSP)
One of the dominant and contradictory 

trade policies of the EU is the Generalized 
Scheme of Preferences (GSP). GSP is based 
on the principle of non-reciprocity and de-
signed to provide the developing countries 
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with low-tariff or tariff-free access to the 
European market (Sicurelli, 2010). The re-
vision of the GATT provided this norm in 
1979, and its member states are given a free 
hand to draft a preference scheme for devel-
oping countries and decide countries and 
products that are eligible for that scheme 
(Sicurelli, 2010). Although the name of 
the policy includes ‘general’, it remained 
quite ‘selective’ in both country and prod-
uct coverage (Holland, 2002, p. 145, as cit-
ed in Sicurelli, 2010). To be specific, it was 
not implemented to all developing coun-
tries; and it was focused only on trade in the 
manufacture and industrial goods that most 
of the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
cannot efficiently produce. In addition, it 
did not cover all products in the agricultur-
al sector, which is the most sensitive sector 
for the economies of developing counties.

In 2006, the revision of GSP, called GSP 
plus, entered into force. It provides addi-
tional market access to developing countries 
under the condition that they implement or 
show the progress of ratifying 27 interna-
tional conventions related to human rights, 
environmental protection, and good gov-
ernance (Sicurelli, 2010). This may indeed 
give a great incentive to LDCs to incorporate 
a list of conventions required to receive the 
special treatments for exporting the prod-
ucts. Yet, once a country is granted GSP plus, 
the EU is eligible to monitor the beneficiary 
country to ensure that the country abides by 
its commitments. This monitoring is liable 
to result in de facto political intervention in 
the country, enabling the European coun-
tries to control the region for their benefit.

Everything but Arms (EBA)
Everything but Arms (EBA) is a new 

system of tariffs established in 2001 as a 
part of the EU’s GSP. The scheme provides 
the LDCs with full duty-free and quota-free 
access to the EU market for all products ex-
cept for arms (Sicurelli, 2010). This trading 
scheme aims at encouraging the development 
of LDCs. However, contradictorily, EBA had 
been temporarily excluded three goods from 
duty-free access into the EU market: banan-
as, sugar, and rice (Sicurelli, 2010). Since 
the establishment of EBA in March 2001, 
duty-free access to bananas, sugar, and rice 
was postponed until January 2006, July 2009, 
and September 2009, respectively (Sicurelli, 
2010). Those three products are essential for 
SSA, where they enjoy the advantage, but the 
removal of tariffs proceeds slowly and gradu-
ally or not at all (Sicurelli, 2010). In contrast, 
the EU pushed for the rapid removal of tar-
iffs and non-tariff barriers in manufactured 
goods, where it enjoys the most advantage.

Non-tariff barriers exist under the am-
biguous WTO laws, which include, Sanitary 
and Phytosanitary Standards (SPS)3, Tech-
nical Barriers to Trade (TBT)4, and Rules of 
Origin Agreement5 (Sicurelli, 2010). It re-
mains unclear that to which extent the gov-
ernments apply those regulations without 
unnecessary barriers to trade. Thus, criti-
cisms arose among developing countries be-
cause they tend to impose lower standards 
for imports compared to developed societies 
(Sicurelli, 2010). The EU also adopts strict 
rules of origin and bureaucratic hurdles in 
the regulations of EBA, which further limit 
the exports of LDCs (Brown, 2005, as cited 
in Sicurelli, 2010). Moreover, even if the EU 

3 SPS is a right to adopt the standards to protect food safety as long as they do not constitute unnecessary barriers 
to trade.

4 TBT is technical regulations and procedures to guarantee if the requirements in technical standards are fulfilled 
such as labeling regulations.

5 Rules of Origin Agreement (1994) provides the criteria to define where the product was made.
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does not impose those barriers, it spends 58 
billion euros per year to subsidize European 
agricultural producers (Sepos, 2013). Under 
the circumstances, ACP countries’ products 
cannot compete with European ones, result-
ing in a situation where the EU exports back 
surplus agricultural products originated in 
SSA, which reproduces SSA’s trade deficit 
as well as undermines its local production.

Sepos (2013) argues that this trade re-
lationship can be regarded as ‘exploitation’ 
due to the extensive use of tariffs and sub-
sidies by the EU in its agricultural sector to 
eradicate the only remaining competitive 
advantage, namely cheap agricultural prod-
ucts, that developing countries have over EU 
producers. On the other hand, from the EU’s 
perspective, a lot of lobbies who don’t want 
to increase the import of agricultural prod-
ucts from SSA make it difficult to change its 
trade policies. Even among EU institutions, 
there are differing views on market access 
and development cooperation, which leads 
to its internal inconsistency (Sicurelli, 2010).

Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) 
and Trade Negotiations

The EPAs have been one of the most con-
troversial issues in the EU-SSA relations of 
the 2000s. Sicurell (2010) states that while 
African regional organizations and govern-
ments express supportive attitudes for the 
EU’s attempt to integrate African econo-
mies in the global economy, African leaders’ 
feedbacks to specific aspects of the EPAs 
have been cautious and skeptical. Africa 
has been insisting that EPAs should not un-
dermine the process of economic integra-
tion in Africa. Yet, it is assumed that under 

the reciprocal trade under EPAs, intra-Af-
rica trade will be reduced by about 16%; in-
stead, the imports from the EU will take the 
place of intra-regional exports (AU, 2007, 
as cited in Sicurelli, 2010). Such reduction 
of intra-Africa trade will not promote and 
strengthen economic integration in Afri-
ca; rather, it reinforces the asymmetric trade 
structures. Sepos (2013) explains SSA must 
implement policies to expand exports and 
break off the monoculture economy to sus-
tain economic growth. Accordingly, trade 
preference can play an important role, but 
most EPAs do not consider the nature and 
structure of African domestic economies 
and adopting Eurocentric policies instead.

The asymmetric relationships between 
the EU and SSA can also be seen in the ne-
gotiation process of EPAs. When it comes to 
trade with the EU, SSA countries are under 
conditions of dependence and asymmetry, far 
from autonomy or democracy (Sepos, 2013). 
In the process of EPA negotiations, ACP of-
ficials indicate that the EU forced the Afri-
can states to negotiate with smaller regional 
groups so that the EU would dominate the ne-
gotiations. The EU, moreover, sets the agen-
da and controls the content as well as the pace 
of the official talks, including EPAs (Sepos, 
2013). Furthermore, since SSA countries are 
in a weak standpoint in the governance of 
global financial institutions, such as the IMF 
or WTO, the policies and opinions of the EU 
and the US dominate the rules of these in-
stitutions (Sepos, 2013). These asymmetric 
relations in the negotiations can be the driv-
ing reason that SSA countries are compelled 
to agree and sign the unequal agreements.

To sum up, the unilateral initiatives of 
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the EU on trade policies and agreements with 
SSA would never be said to be practical or 
helpful for the development of SSA. Even 
though the Cotonou Agreement6 (2000) con-
tains normative objectives and declarations, 
such as “equality of the partners and owner-
ship of the development strategies (Art. 2)” 
and “dialogue shall be central to their part-
nership and cooperation relations (Art. 2)” 
(Sepos, 2013), it is far from achieving or 
even trying to achieve those goals. Thus, the 
EU’s trade policies can maintain a core-pe-
riphery structure by making SSA econom-
ically dependent on the EU. Besides, the 
EU’s dominant approach to EPAs and other 
trade negotiations implies that the beneficia-
ry countries have almost no power to negoti-
ate but are coerced to ratify the agreements.

Findings and Discussions 
– Intentional and Inescapable Structure of 

Dependency –
The dependent structure can indeed 

be identified in both policy fields: finan-
cial aid and trade, which leads to main-
taining the asymmetric relations be-
tween the EU and SSA. However, the 
factors that reproduce and construct the 
structure are different in characteristics. 

Regarding the financial aid, the funds 
from the EU can reproduce the dependent 
structure in three ways: imposing debt bur-
dens, promoting corruption, and adopting 
ineffective conditionalities. It is revealed 
that aid can lead to the underdevelopment 
of SSA. One of the factors of this contradic-
tion in development aid can be attributed to 
the donors’ egocentric approach to the aid 
receivers, including the EU’s self-interest to 

maintain close connections with former col-
onies and to keep them under the sphere of 
its influence. There is the fact that the inde-
pendence of African countries was achieved 
with substantial financial help from former 
empires. Therefore, aid is one of the tools 
for many European countries to mix up their 
altruism with egoism based on strategic geo-
political control (Moyo, 2010). However, 
there might also be another factor: A firm 
belief and misunderstanding of the donors 
that the aid will always help development. 
Moyo (2010) points out that many devel-
oped countries believe aid is the first priori-
ty to support Africa’s development based on 
the successful experience of the Marshall 
Plan in Europe, even though the situation is 
completely different in SSA; while the Eu-
ropean countries had fundamental political 
systems and financial infrastructure after 
WW II, these are not the case in SSA. Cibian 
(2011), moreover, argues that development 
failures in SSA are inherently related to the 
donors’ misunderstanding of the receiving 
countries. The EU fails to understand SSA 
governance and social realities, leading to a 
mismatch between aid policies and local so-
cial realities (Cibian, 2011). Hence, the aid 
reinforces SSA’s dependency by continu-
ing financial transactions either for pursuing 
donors’ interests or for believing in a myth 
of aid, which are gathered to undermine the 
effectiveness of financial aid. Besides, aid 
can indeed benefit some countries with good 
governance, or ironically a handful of Af-
rican elites, but not the majority citizens. 
Considering this fact, African leaders might 
also be contributing to aid’s ineffectiveness. 
Thus, these factors of dependent structure in 

6 The Cotonou agreement is the framework for EU relations with ACP countries adopted in 2000. It is the most 
comprehensive partnership agreement with 79 countries, including 48 from SSA.
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financial aid suggest that the actors, such as 
the EU and SSA leaders, can play a crucial 
role in combating the dependent structure.

On the other hand, regarding the trade 
policies embodied in GSP, EBA, and EPA 
negotiations, the dependent structure can be 
perceived in the initiatives of the EU in SSA. 
Yet, the characteristics of such structure are 
partly different from those of the aid. In the 
EU-SSA trade relations, there is an asymmet-
ric exchange of products, whereby the EU 
provides the SSA with manufactured goods 
in exchange for primary commodities such 
as crops and natural resources. These trade 
relations lead to exploitation and continu-
ously undermine SSA’s local economies. The 
factors that create this dependent economic 
structure can be twofold: The strategic pol-
icy implementations of the EU to pursue its 
economic benefits and an inevitable econom-
ic structure as a result of global capitalism. 
The former perspective is similar to that of 
aid regarding the EU’s self-interest. It can be 
exemplified in the trade distortions by the EU 
through unfair regulations, including tariffs, 
quotas, discriminatory transportation, sub-
sidies, and asymmetric negotiations. The es-
sential features of this economic structure are 
its link to the structure during colonialism. 
Considering the historical background of the 
strategic policy implementations by the EU, 
this economically dependent structure might 
be embedded in the EU-SSA relations much 
longer and more profoundly than the aid. On 
the other hand, the latter perspective is based 
on the structuralist approach in the dependen-
cy theory, in which the unequal exchange of 
products explained above is attributed to the 
international division of labor under the ex-

panding capitalism. In other words, the de-
pendent structure created through trade is an 
inevitable and unavoidable consequence of 
the expansion of global capitalism. For in-
stance, the self-interested policies of the EU 
can partly be unavoidable because the EU 
also needs to develop its economy by maxi-
mizing benefits. It might appear to be incon-
sistent with the former viewpoint of the EU’s 
self-interest, but both factors can contribute 
to the construction of the dependent structure.

To conclude, the dependent structure 
is reproduced in different ways from both 
policy fields. The continuous asymmet-
ric structure and the EU’s self-interest can 
be conceived in both policy fields, where-
as the characteristics in the factors that have 
formed the dependence are different. The 
analysis in two policy fields revealed that 
the dependent structure comprises two as-
pects; one is that the EU intentionally, for 
its self-interest, or mistakenly creates the 
structure; another is that the global capi-
talism unavoidably forms and sustains the 
structure. Both intentional and inevita-
ble characteristics of this dependent struc-
ture, thereby, make its extremely difficult 
for SSA to escape from the dependency.

Concerning the theoretical framework, 
the dependency theory corresponds to the 
EU’s foreign policies towards SSA to a great 
extent. As discussed above, SSA is financial-
ly and economically over-relying on support 
from the EU, and the region is also placed in 
unequal relations with the EU. These char-
acteristics apply to the significant elements 
of the dependency theory (See Chapter 3). 
In a contradictory manner, the initiatives 
of the EU to develop SSA actually under-
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mine its growth and sustain the dependent 
structure. “Development cooperation” is not 
and must not be seen as a benevolent, high-
ly moral, and ethical standard in its deal-
ings with the developing world; rather, it is 
necessary to be considered more as busi-
ness-like activities regarding the intentions 
behind them. It can be the development co-
operation itself that hinders the develop-
ment of SSA and other developing countries.

Conclusion
The paper discussed the EU’s initia-

tives in development cooperation in SSA by 
examining two policy fields: financial aid 
and trade, in order to identify how the de-
pendent structure can be viewed in the poli-
cies. The research revealed that both policy 
fields of the EU reproduce the dependent 
structure in different ways, which leads 
to maintaining the core-periphery dichot-
omy and the underdevelopment of SSA. 
Thus, EU-SSA relations can significantly 
correspond to the dependency theory. This 
implies that a considerable development 
gap among states and underdevelopment 
in certain regions in the world may also 
be attributed to the dependent structure 
reproduced by the dominant countries.

Since the dependent structure is creat-

ed both intentionally by the EU’s interests 
and inevitably by global capitalism, it is dif-
ficult to break off the asymmetric relations 
of “development cooperation”. Therefore, 
a strong international norm that imposes 
external pressures to alter the fundamen-
tal structure may be necessary. A significant 
milestone in successful development co-
operation would be a shared understanding 
of the international community that halting 
unnecessary development assistance can 
also be a form of practical development co-
operation. Besides, the noteworthy chal-
lenge for the international community would 
be to find a new form of global capitalism, 
where developing countries can equally 
harmonize with other advanced countries.

The paper includes several limitations in 
source selection and a range of the research. 
Since it is secondary research, it cannot 
reach the real intentions of the actors. The 
academic articles and books might be bi-
ased and comprises some extreme opinions, 
though the paper uses the source from both 
European and African authors. Also, the re-
search focus was limited to two policy fields, 
which might not be adequate. Thus, for fu-
ture research, the other policy fields such as 
security, environmental negotiations, and 
immigration issues need to be considered.
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Is Future Health in Air?
The Association between Ambient 
Air Pollution and Low Birth 
Weight in India
Miri Taniyama

Author’s Note
Miri Taniyama wrote this paper for her Global Business capstone seminar. She has 
been interested in public health in developing countries since she was younger, which 
made her decide to write about it for her seminar paper. She hopes that reading this pa-
per will generate interest and awareness of public health or lives in developing countries. 

Introduction
The third goal of the United Nations’ 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
which deal with “health problems includ-
ing maternal and newborn health issues” 
(Aminu, n.d.), is to “ensure healthy lives 
and promote well-being for all at all ages” 
(United Nations [UN], n.d.). One of goal’s 
targets is to reduce the number of deaths and 
illnesses from air, water, and soil pollutions 
(UN, n.d.). According to the World Health 
Organization (n.d.), every year, air pollu-
tion kills an estimated seven million people 
worldwide. The negative effect of air pollu-
tion on health cannot be ignored, especial-
ly for infants, the most vulnerable group. 
Thus, numerous researchers have investi-
gated the adverse relationship between pre-
natal exposure to ambient air pollution and 
birth outcome around the world. Wang et al. 

(1997), Lee et al. (2007), and Wu et al. (2018) 
found that exposure to pollutants during the 
third trimester of pregnancy is an import-
ant factor contributing to low birth weight. 

India is one of the most polluted coun-
tries in the world. Chainey (2015) report-
ed that 13 of the 20 most polluted cities in 
the world were in India in 2014, with the 
Indian cities of Delhi, Patna, Gwalior, and 
Rajpur ranking as the top four in the rank-
ing by World Health Organization (WHO). 
It ranked approximately 1600 cities in 91 
countries according to their concentrations 
of Particulate Matter 2.5 (PM2.5) and Par-
ticulate Matter 10 (PM10), referring to par-
ticles less than 2.5 and 10 micrometers in 
diameter, respectively (Chainey, 2015). 

Despite India’s severe air pollution, only 
a few papers have investigated the associa-
tion between ambient air pollution and birth 
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outcome, and the handful of existing papers 
have targeted only a limited number of pol-
lutants. Thus, studying the effect of indoor 
air pollution in India seems warranted. This 
paper aims to reveal the association be-
tween prenatal exposure to ambient air pol-
lution, including various pollutants, during 
the third trimester of pregnancy and infants’ 
low birth weight (< 2500 g) throughout India.

Literature Review
A considerable number of research-

ers have tried to reveal the association be-
tween air pollution and low birth weight as 
an adverse outcome. Sram et al. (2005) and 
Sun et al. (2016) conducted meta-analyses 
of previous papers related to this topic yet 
most of the included papers focused on only 
one or a few pollutants in a specific district 
or city. Especially in India, the author could 
not find any papers investigating a variety 
of toxicants and their effects country-wide. 

The major pollutants included in analy-
ses are fine particulate matters with a diam-
eter of less than 2.5 microns (PM2.5) or less 
than 10 microns (PM10), nitrogen dioxide 
(NO2), and sulfur dioxide (SO2). The most 
targeted pollutant is PM2.5, which can pene-
trate lung tissues and cause cardiovascular 
and respiratory diseases as well as lung can-
cer (WHO, 2018). Sun et al. (2016) found 
that birth weight would be reduced by 15.9 
g (95% confidence interval [CI]: -26.8, -5.0) 
with an increase of 10 µg/m3 of PM2.5. Wu et 
al. (2018) determined that cumulative mater-
nal PM2.5 exposure during the 27th through 
33th gestational weeks caused lower birth 
weight by an estimated 137 g. Another com-
mon pollutant included in research is PM10, 

which also penetrates and sticks to the in-
side of the lungs (WHO, 2018). Balsa et al. 
(2016) studied the association between PM10 
and low birth weight, although they did not 
find statistically significant results, nor did 
Huang et al. (2015). Two additional major 
toxicants are SO2 and NO2, whose concen-
trations are often highest in urban areas in 
low- and middle-income countries, trigger-
ing negative health outcomes such as asthma 
and reduced lung functions (WHO, 2018). 
Wang et al. (1997) examined the relation-
ship between maternal exposure to SO2 and 
birth weight in Beijing, China. They found 
an estimated 7.3 g in birth weight for every 
100 μg/m3 increase in maternal exposure to 
SO2 during the third trimester (Wang et al., 
1997). Lee et al. (2007) also found an ad-
verse relationship between SO2 and NO2 
exposure during the third trimester and low 
birth weight. Furthermore, Huang et al. 
(2015) indicated that a 10 µg/m3 increase 
of NO2 is associated with a 13.78 g (95% 
CI: -21.12, -6.43) reduction in birth weight. 

Although these researchers have inves-
tigated ambient air pollution’s influence 
on low birth weight, few such studies have 
been conducted in India. Moreover, the pa-
pers exploring the association between air 
pollution and low birth weight mostly con-
sider indoor, not ambient, air pollution. Bal-
akrishnan et al. (2018) investigated the effect 
of PM2.5 on low birth weight in the state of 
Tamil Nadu, India. Their results show that 
a 10 µg/m3 increase of maternal PM2.5 ex-
posure was associated with a 4 g decrease 
in birth weight (Balakrishnan et al., 2018). 
However, these researchers only consid-
ered the effect of PM2.5.in a specific location, 
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meaning it might be difficult to generalize 
the finding to the entire country of India. 
Therefore, by combining a nationally rep-
resentative household survey and a variety 
of pollution data across many cities in In-
dia, this paper will present more robust ev-
idence regarding the association between 
ambient pollution and low birth weight.

Materials and Methodology
Materials

This study utilized the birth record 
data from India in 2015 and 2016, as pub-
lished by the Demographic and Health 
Surveys (DHS), and air quality data orig-
inally published by the Central Pollu-
tion Control Board (CPCB) of India. 

The DHS Program (n.d.), funded by the 
U.S. Agency for International Development, 
has collected nationally representative data in 
more than 90 countries since 1984. The pur-
pose of this program is to use the collected 
data for better policymaking, program, mon-
itoring, evaluation, and additional efforts, 
and it disseminates the data for free to peo-
ple who obtain appropriate permission from 
The DHS Program. The program conducts 
a survey every 4 to 6 years to monitor indi-
vidual respondents’ data so that researchers 
can accurately study long-term effects. Al-
though the program offers a variety of survey 
types and topics, the author used the standard 
DHS Survey of India in 2015–16, which in-
cluded 1,315,617 individual samples from 
all over the country. The data included in 
this analysis are females’ birth records with 
the date of birth, the infant’s birth weight, 
maternal age, and pregnancy duration. 

Additional data used for this research 

came from the daily Air Quality Data in In-
dia for 2015–2020, which the author ac-
cessed via kaggle.com and originally from 
the CPCB of India. Because the open data 
in CPCB do not match the designated time 
and area of The DHS Program data, the au-
thor utilized the data from kaggle.com (Vo-
pani, n.d.), which included 12 air pollutants: 
PM2.5, PM10, nitric oxide (NO), NO2, any 
nitric x-oxide (NOx), ammonia (NH3), car-
bon monoxide (CO), SO2, benzene, tolu-
ene, and xylene. The data on these pollutants 
came from 25 cities: Ahmedabad, Aizawl, 
Amaravati, Amritsar, Bengaluru, Bhopal, 
Brajrajnagar, Chandigarh, Chennai, Delhi, 
Ernakulam, Gurugram, Guwahati, Hyder-
abad, Jaipur, Jorapokhar, Kochi, Kolkata, 
Lucknow, Mumbai, Patna, Shillong, Talcher, 
Thiruvananthapuram, and Visakhapatnam. 

Dataset
 In this research, the author combined 

The DHS Program data and the air quali-
ty data. After combining and organizing the 
data, 516 samples were identified in seven 
cities (i.e., Bengaluru, Chennai, Delhi, Hy-
derabad, Lucknow, Mumbai, and Patna) 
from 2015–2016. The following subsections 
discuss the characteristics of the sample. 

Study Area 
The 516 samples came from Ben-

galuru (1.94%), Chennai (3.10%), Del-
hi (65.50%), Hyderabad (3.10%), Luc-
know (23.96%), Mumbai (1.74%), and 
Patna (1.55%). These are relatively large 
cities. Delhi, the capital city, accounts 
for the largest proportion of the data.  
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Participants
The study cohort included women who 

resided in the defined area and gave birth 
during 2015 and/or 2016. In India, some 
newborns are officially registered and oth-
ers not. In this sample of 516 mothers, the 
birth weight of 270 infants came from of-
ficial documents whereas the remaining 
246 came from the mother’s own memory. 

Methodology 
Following the findings of Wang et al. 

(1997), Lee et al. (2007), and Wu et al. 
(2018), this paper focused on the effect of 
maternal exposure during the third trimes-
ter of pregnancy. To examine the relation-
ship between exposure to air pollutants (i.e., 
PM2.5, PM10, NO, NO2, NOx, NH3, CO, 

SO2, benzene, toluene, and xylene) during 
the third trimester and birth weight, the au-
thor constructed three exposure variables: 
mean level of the pollutant for 90 days be-
fore delivery, mean level of the pollutant 
for 60 days before delivery, and mean lev-
el of the pollutant for 30 days before deliv-
ery. This study considered the last 3 months 
of gestation as the third trimester of preg-
nancy because The DHS Program consid-
ers the gestation period based on the unit of 
months, not weeks. Therefore, the exact start-
ing date of the third trimester is ambiguous. 

This study used a linear regression mod-
el, in which the dependent variable is the 
infant’s birth weight and the main indepen-
dent variable is the exposure to a pollutant. 
Identification is expressed in Equation (1).

The main independent variable is a vari-
able combining pollutant (p) and period 
(i)—namely, 90 days, 60 days, or 30 days 
before delivery. The control variables are 
the infant’s gender (1 if male and 0 if fe-
male), mother’s age at delivery, and preg-
nancy duration; these variables are includ-
ed in the regression analysis. Because of 
the limitation of the data, the mother’s age 
could not be separated into several cate-
gorical variables. Wang et al. (1997) used 
season as an attribute variable. However, 
India is too big, meaning each state has dif-
ferent seasonal features; thus, it was not fea-
sible to include season variables in the model. 

Table 1 presents the characteristics of the 
sample variables. The right column shows 
the number of observations for and the per-
centages of low birth weight and gender. For 
the birth weight, maternal age, and gesta-
tion age (noted as pregnancy duration in the 
model), the average and standard deviation 
(SD) are provided. The overall mean birth 
weight was 2,754.66 g (SD = 560.30), and 
the rate of low birth weight (birth weight < 
2500 g) was 20.16% (104 out of 516) in this 
sample. Table 2 summarizes the pollutant 
variables with the number of observations, 
percentage, mean, and standard deviation. 
The mean value was used in the analysis. 

	 	 Ypi	=	βpi*Xpi	+		Sex	+	Age	+	PregDuration	+ε	 (1)	
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Results
This study sought an association be-

tween ambient air pollutants and low birth 
weight of infants and simultaneously com-
pared the effect size of each air pollutant. The 
data included 12 pollutants: PM2.5, PM10, 
NO, NO2, NOx, NH3, CO, SO2, O3, ben-
zene, toluene, and xylene. However, the 
analysis revealed that only PM2.5, PM10, 
NO, and NH3 showed statistically signif-
icant results at the 5% significance level. 
The following sections explain the regres-
sion results of the four individual particles.

PM2.5

Table 3 shows the negative correla-
tion between the mean level of PM2.5 and 
birth weight. Panel A indicates that a 1µg/
m3 increase of PM2.5 during the last 3 
months before delivery leads to a 1.061 
g (95% CI: -1.968, -0.154) lower birth 
weight. Meanwhile, Panels B and C pres-
ent the results for the mean level of PM2.5 

for 60 days and 30 days before delivery, re-
spectively. They are not statistically sig-
nificant because, at the 5% significance 
level, the p-value is over 0.05 for both.
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PM10
Table 4 Panel A illustrates the relation-

ship between exposure to PM10 during 
the last 3 months before delivery and birth 
weight (p-value = 0.008). With every 1 

unit of PM10 increase, the birth weight 
decreased by 1.051 g (95% CI: -1.822, 
-0.281). Meanwhile, the average level of 
PM10 for 60 days and 30 days showed no 
significant results (see Panels B and C).

NO
NO showed a significant effect on the 

birth weight (see Table 5). As indicated in 
Panel A, during the last 3 months of pregnan-
cy, a 1 µg/m3 increase to NO exposure for 
the mother led to the infant being born with a 

2.687 g (95% CI: -5.133, -0.241) lower birth 
weight than it should be. As with the two pre-
viously discussed pollutants, the p-values for 
the mean level for 60 days and 30 days did 
not show significance (see Panels B and C).
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NH3
NH3 also demonstrated a statistical-

ly significant and negative correlation with 
birth weight, as shown in Table 6. Panel A 
indicates that, with a p-value of 0.021, a 1 
µg/m3 increase of mean exposure to NH3 

during the last trimester decreased the in-
fant’s birth weight by 6.096 g (95% CI: 
-11.254, -0.939). On the other hand, Panels 
B and C indicate no statistically significant 
effect of exposure to NH3 on birth weight 
for 60 days and 30 days before delivery.
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NO2, NOx, CO, SO2, O3, Benzene, Toluene, 
and	Xylene

The remaining pollutants considered in 
this study did not show any statistically sig-

nificant results at the 5% significance level. 
Table 7 summarizes the correlation coeffi-
cients of exposure variables for NO2, NOx, 
CO, SO2, O3, benzene, toluene, and xylene.

Table 7 
Correlation coefficients for NO2, NOx, CO, SO2, O3, Benzene, Toluene, and Xylene

Note: a 90, 60, and 30 represent 90 days, 60 days, and 30 days before delivery. b Standard 
error (SE)
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Discussion
Overall, the results support the hypoth-

esis that higher maternal exposure to pol-
lutants—specifically, PM2.5, PM10, NO, 
and NH3—is associated with a low birth 
weight. The average level of exposure 90 
days before delivery was found to be rel-
evant, whereas the mean level for 60 days 
and 30 days did not explain a significant re-
lationship with birth weight. These results 
seem consistent with the results suggested by 
Wu et al. (2018). By creating three-dimen-
sional images (see Appendix 1), they found 
that maternal exposures to PM2.5 during the 
27th–33th gestational weeks were signif-
icant for low birth weight (Wu et al., 2018). 
Although their findings were suggested for 
only PM2.5, assuming the full gestation-
al period to be 40 weeks (10 months), the 
27th–33th gestational weeks correspond to 
around the eighth month, which is around 
90–60 days before delivery. As the cur-
rent study showed significant results for the 
90-day average but not for the 60-day aver-
age, there must be an exposure window be-
tween 90 and 60 days before giving birth. 

Furthermore, the author successfully 
demonstrated that NH3 had the most signifi-
cant impact on low birth weight compared to 
other pollutants. Corresponding to a 1μg/m3 
increase, the effect sizes of NH3, NO, PM2.5, 
and PM10 were -6.096 g, -2.687 g, -1.061 g, 
and -1.051 g, respectively. The magnitude of 
NH3 is almost twice that of NO and six times 
that of PM2.5 and PM10. Sram et al. (2005) 
compiled past research about ambient air pol-
lution and birth weight; however, no single 
study found an effect of NH3. One possible 
reason for the unique results in this analysis 

related to NH3 is the small size of the sample.

Limitations
This research faced various limita-

tions, including missing data, omitted vari-
able bias, and the endogeneity of the model. 
First, missing data were dropped through the 
cleaning process, so the data were limited, 
which could have affected the results. The 
main data used in this study were retrieved 
from The DHS Program’s survey of India 
from 2015–16, which contained 1,315,617 
samples. However, only 259,469 of these 
samples included the birth weight variable. 
Moreover, children’s birth dates were indis-
pensable for this analysis, but only 243,555 
samples included information on the ex-
act birth year, month, and day. Thus, after 
cleaning the data at this point, only 20% of 
the original data sample remained. Final-
ly, the 243,555 samples included only 1,340 
samples with birth records from 2015 and/
or 2016. In addition, regarding the air qual-
ity data, the original data included the daily 
level of pollutants in each city; nonetheless, 
each city had data for only one point on each 
day, meaning each city had a monitoring 
station used to collect the data. Therefore, 
if some data were missing for a long period 
for any reason, the corresponding birth sam-
ple could not be utilized in this research. 
Ultimately, combining The DHS Program 
data with the air quality data left 516 sam-
ples, so the author could utilize only 0.04% 
of the tremendously large DHS dataset.

 Second, the most important poten-
tial source of bias in the results was the mea-
surement of exposure to pollutants. The air 
quality data from the CPCB of India includ-
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ed the daily level of pollutants monitored in 
a station in each city. Although this research 
considered data from large cities (i.e., Benga-
luru, Chennai, Delhi, Hyderabad, Lucknow, 
Mumbai, and Patna), only one monitoring 
station provided date from each city. More-
over, there was no geographical information 
about the stations, so the author could only 
combine individual birth records with the 
unit of the city, without regard for the dis-
tance between the monitoring station and 
individual residences. As a result, exposure 
to pollutants could not be precisely mea-
sured as some mothers’ houses were closer 
to the monitoring station than others’. There-
fore, this research could only identify the ef-
fects of a range of exposure to birth weight. 

Finally, the existence of omitted vari-
ables and the endogeneity of pollutant vari-
ables cannot be denied. This study used a 
linear model that included the infant’s gen-
der, maternal age at delivery, and gestation-
al duration in months as control variables; 
however, the tables in the Results section 
had very low R-squared values, which meant 
that other variables not explained in the 
model could have influenced the results. Al-
derman et al. (1987) investigated maternal 
exposure to CO and its effect on low birth 
weight, concluding that the results includ-
ed the impact of both outdoor and indoor 
air pollution, which happened in the current 
study as well. At the same time, the main in-
dependent variable used in this research was 
endogenous. Regarding the endogeneity is-
sue, Jayachandran (2009) successfully re-
searched the impact of air pollution on fetal, 
infant, and child mortality in Indonesia. Us-
ing the massive wildfire that occurred in late 

1997 as a natural experiment and referring to 
the 2000 Indonesian Census, she was able to 
measure the impact of ambient air pollution 
relatively accurately (Jayachandran, 2009). 
On the other hand, the current case study in 
India was not able to be connected with any 
natural event causing air pollution; thus, the 
main independent variables were endogenous 
and possibly changed the research results.

Conclusion
This paper sought to reveal the relation-

ship between ambient air pollution during 
the third trimester and low birth weight in 
diverse areas in India. An association was 
found for PM2.5, PM10, NO, and NH3 for 
90 days before delivery but not for 60 days 
or 30 days. These results are consistent with 
several studies conducted in other coun-
tries, such as Wu et al. (2018). The current 
research also successfully compared the ef-
fect sizes of pollutants and determined that 
NH3 had the most significant impact on birth 
weight, followed by NO, PM2.5, and PM10. 
This finding is unique as popular pollutants 
examined in studies focused on a similar 
topic are PM2.5, PM10, NO, NO2, and SO2. 
However, the current study faced several lim-
itations, such as a small sample size due to 
missing data and the cleaning process, an im-
precise measurement of pollutant exposure, 
omitted variable biases, and endogeneity. 

Kim et al. (2017) insisted that children 
are likely to recover almost completely from 
the pollution effect as they grow, and Bue’s 
(2019) results indicated that, in the long 
run, prenatal health conditions and those 
of the first 6 months of life do not have ef-
fects on cognitive and education outcomes. 



94

The results of these two papers suggest 
an important question: Even if air pollu-
tion affects infants’ birth weight, once they 
are born and grow, will the prenatal expo-
sure have a significant impact on the chil-

dren’s future health in the long term? Fur-
ther research should consider both short- and 
long-term outcomes while accounting for 
the limitations identified in this analysis.
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Abstract
The author uses prefectural data on automobile gasoline usage and Social Capital measure-
ments to describe the relationship between Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) and Social 
Capital using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression. For Social Capital measurements, pre-
fectural data on hours spent on social life and volunteer work from 2011 and 2016 is used. 
A decrease of one hundred liters of gasoline usage per year is associated with approximate-
ly 0.8 hours per week increase in volunteer work. TOD is associated with Social Capital. 
Moreover, a thousand-person per km2 increase in population density is associated with one 
more hour of time spent on social life per week. Therefore, attraction and concentration of the 
population can be the channel through which TOD increases Social Capital. Finally, the au-
thor suggests curving the cost of cheap and short transportation to increase activity improv-
ing neighborhoods, based on analysis obtained from supplementary transportation cost data. 
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Introduction
Suburbanization, first acknowledged 

in papers in the 1910s, was accelerated by 
the spread of automobiles in the 1920s in 
the US where ills of concentrated industri-
al cities were prevalent (Modarres & Kirby, 
2010), seeking for supposedly greener and 
safer self-contained neighborhoods (Jacobs, 
1993). Similarly, in the rest of the world, 
the phenomenon coincided with the spread 
of automobiles in the 1960s in Europe, and 
the 1970s in Japan (Kishii, 2019). How-
ever, the attempt to create such neighbor-
hoods, dubbed sometimes as Garden cities, 
has neglected the values of the liveliness of 
a community that a variety of land-use and 
street life brings. The importance of this as-
pect of a community, “reinvented” by Jacobs 
and later coined “social capital” by Putnam 
(Putnam, 1993), has inspired developers to 
think twice about traditional development 
around train stations. One such promising 
candidate is Transit Oriented Development 
or TOD. This research is aimed to answer 
the relationship between these two concepts. 
In other words: Is increase in TOD asso-
ciated with an increase in Social Capital? 

Transit Adjacent Development (TAD) 
is a traditional development type focused 
around connecting a hub station and subur-
ban areas via intercity railways. In each of 
those cities, privileged few live in walking 
distance to stations; however, the rest typi-
cally rely on automobiles. This type of de-
velopment created less populated streets in 
neighborhoods that felt less secure to walk 
and therefore less attractive; hence, the vi-
cious cycle continues. The initial scarcity 
of building types other than residences was 

much worse later, leaving monotonous res-
idence “deserted.” However, it is under-
standable that people head to suburbs, given 
the cities’ skyrocketing housing price (also 
caused by commercial centered monoto-
nous neighborhood plans) and ever-wors-
ening pollution, congestion, and other ur-
ban problems, intrinsic to car-based society. 

On the other hand, transit-oriented devel-
opment (TOD) aims to reduce car usage, in-
crease walkability by providing high-quality 
public transportation, and provide walkable 
zones characterized by its mix of land us-
age. The Japanese government exemplifies 
a “Compact City” plan, focusing on revital-
izing rural cities by introducing function-
al city centers and curtailing the cost of liv-
ing sparsely to tackle depopulation, aging 
and risky concentration in Tokyo (Masuda, 
2014). Toyama’s high-quality public trans-
portation, Strasbourg’s traffic zoning and 
shared platform among buses and trams, and 
the concentration of administrative function 
in Misato-machi, Akita exemplifies success-
ful Compact cities. TOD has been modified 
to suit rural to urban areas (CAO, 2014).

In fact, research shows that TOD has 
been environmentally and economical-
ly successful (Kumruzzaman et al., 2004). 
However, the increase of social capital fol-
lowed by an increase of Happiness is an-
other way TOD can contribute to human 
well-being. social capital is included as a 
factor in Coub-Douglas based production 
function (Agnitsch et al., 2006). Consequent-
ly, social capital is beginning to be mea-
sured by the government, at least in Austra-
lia (General Household Survey, 2002,) UK, 
and Canada (Wood and Giles Corti, 2007). 
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TOD is similarly challenging to measure, 
though recent development in challenging 
filtering of TOD from TAD has shown that, 
residents of TODs indeed have shown a sig-
nificantly higher level of trust and reciproci-
ty and connections with neighbors compared 
with residents of TADs (Kumruzzaman et al., 
2004). This has motivated the author to fur-
ther explore evidence of attributes of TOD 
such as walkability and mixed land-use in-
creases in social capital. It is also interest-
ing to observe TOD-ness and social capital 
measured by different data available.  Fur-
thermore, the researcher hopes to observe 
the increase of happiness associated with the 
increase in social capital to ultimately as-
sess the validity of the assumption that the 
increase of social capital caused by TOD is 
any good. In this paper, the author will pro-
vide an OLS regression analysis for the re-
lationship between TOD and social capital.

This paper is organized as follows. 
Section two describes literature relat-
ed to the TOD and  social capital. Sec-
tion three explains the data and meth-
odology the author used to answer the 
research question. Section four details the 
results, and section five concludes the paper.

Literature Review
Measuring Social Capital

Although there is no consensus on the 
definition of social capital, much has been 
discussed in social science since Putnam 
(1993) presented it as the third capital. Tools 
and machines are capital that improves 
productivity of labor and hence wellbe-
ing, but capital is not limited to physical 
capital. Education and training are exam-

ples of human capital which also increas-
es productivity. Similarly, Coleman (1990) 
and Putnam (1993) argue social structure 
is an important determinant of productiv-
ity.  (Routledge and von Amsberg, 2002). 

Social capital is defined as network 
norms, and trust that facilitate coordination 
and cooperation (Putnam, 1997). An underly-
ing principle assumption made in this paper 
is that a society with higher levels of social 
capital experiences more rapid growth be-
cause of this coordination and cooperation, as 
other researchers on TOD and social capital 
do (Kumruzzaman et al, 2014, Utsunomiya, 
2016). However, the (causal) relationship be-
tween social capital and economic growth is 
unclear. Putnam (2000) argues that the fail-
ure and success of the Italian government is 
explained by social capital and that the de-
cline of social capital in the US in the 20th 
century led to some economic measures. On 
the other hand, Miguel et al. (2005) found 
industrialization in Indonesia increased so-
cial capital, but that initial social capital did 
not predict subsequent economic growth. 
Both findings are derived from a single na-
tion and careful interpretation is recom-
mended. Not only growth but relation with 
labor mobility is critical. As Kranton (1997) 
points out, social capital is undermined by 
extensive labor mobility. In other words, 
individuals no longer engage in long-term 
reciprocal relationships that nurture com-
munity under perfect mobility. While so-
cial capital is essential input for economic 
growth, economic growth may destroy social 
capital. In order to examine this, Routledge 
and von Amsberg (2003) developed a mod-
el of social capital and growth that predicts 
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social capital comes with a cost. That is, an 
increase of social capital is at the expense 
of fewer trade opportunities. Furthermore, 
social capital requires less mobility (a hu-
man rights infringement in the first place!) 
and more inequality, even though welfare 
may increase (Routledge and von Amsberg, 
2003). Apparently, the benefit of social capi-
tal in economics has not reached consensus.

Kumruzzaman et al. (2014) have posi-
tively associated TOD in Brisbane, Austria 
with social capital, which was measured by 
participation in networks, reciprocity/al-
truism, trust, social norms, the commons, 
or pooled community resources, and civic 
engagement. Utsunomiya (2019) have also 
positively associated TOD with social cap-
ital. To be more precise, the researcher took 
as the measurement of TOD, the frequency 
of community bus use (community buses, 
hereafter), the number of cars per capita (car 
ownership hereafter), and population density 
of prefectures in Japan. The researcher posi-
tively associated measurement of social cap-
ital such as trust and reciprocity with com-
munity buses, and negatively associated trust 
and reciprocity with car ownership, but found 
no significant evidence in participation.

Based on the past studies, the author 
gathered data from a Survey on Time Use 
and Leisure Activities (STULA) study in Ja-
pan, which although not focusing on TOD, 
proposes ways to measure social capital by 
exploring the possibility of using said STU-
LA. STULA surveys how people spend time 
outside of work. It gives time spent for par-
ticular activities such as volunteering by 
various subgroups including residents of a 
prefecture. The study suggests using vol-

unteer in STULA as a proxy of social capi-
tal, while also considering the use of NHK’s 
data similar to STULA, and Social Strati-
fication and Mobility Survey (SSM). SSM 
asks participants questions such as “Do you 
put importance on the contacts with oth-
ers and widening your human relationship 
in your daily life?” to identify social capi-
tal (Takashi & Akiyoshi, 2002). However, 
the survey is old and conducted only once 
every ten years. It is also common to use 
general trust from the Nationwide Survey 
of the Japanese National Character con-
ducted by The Institute of Mathematical 
Statistics. This has been used across coun-
tries, so Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994) 
were able to find differences in the level of 
trust across two cities in different countries.

In terms of international comparison, 
STULA is comparable to HETUS (Harmon-
ised European Time Use Surveys), which 
is widely available in the EU and in line 
with the OECD guidelines (Takashi & Aki-
yoshi, 2002). The author uses STULA be-
cause recent data (2011 and 2016) is avail-
able and data is organized by prefecture.

Measuring TOD
Main measurement of Transit Orient-

ed Development (TOD) in this paper is car 
ownership and population density. The au-
thor will provide supplementary evidence 
on the relationship between cost of transpor-
tation and social capital as well. The intu-
itions for each measurement are as follows. 
Walkability is a great concern for TOD. In 
various ways, such as by suspending cars 
in city centers, or separating roads for auto-
mobiles and pedestrians, TOD aims to make 
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areas more walkable. For trips of longer dis-
tances, TOD tries to achieve better access to 
public transport. Therefore, TOD enables 
people to travel on foot or by public trans-
port rather than cars. Previous findings on 
pedestrian-oriented neighborhoods found 
they have more perceived sense of communi-
ty than auto-oriented neighborhoods (Lund, 
2003). First, car ownership is negatively as-
sociated with TOD, because cheaper, more 
efficient public transport would reduce the 
necessity of owning cars. Next, population 
density is positively associated with TOD 
because less car parks enable denser accom-
modation. As TOD is associated with such 
measurements about places, the research-
ers used some of these measures as a proxy 
of TOD-ness in this research. The TOD-
ness is then associated with the level of so-
cial capital to answer the research question.

Relationship between 
TOD and Social Capital

Transit Oriented Development (TOD) re-
verses suburbanization. In the 1920s, in the 
US, industrial cities were suffering from too 
much concentration. Rising rents, pollution, 
and bad access to green areas became city 
workers’ common concern. People’s demand 
for more spacious, affordable, and green res-
idences in the outskirts rose. Mass motoriza-
tion, defined as the vehicle ownership of 200 
per 1,000 persons reached at the same time, 
played a significant role in de-concentration. 
The city plan was reshaped accordingly, for 
this movement was considered both an eco-
nomic and quality of life benefit to individu-
als (Modarres & Kirby, 2010). In Europe and 
Japan, cars became popular at a similar lev-

el in the 1960s and 1970s, respectively, and 
thus suburbanization followed at the same 
level. However, growth in the suburbs led to 
a hollowing out of city centers, and Ameri-
can cities experienced depopulation and in-
creasing crime rate. Seeing this so-called in-
ner crisis, European countries later restricted 
cars entering city centers like Essen in the 
1960s, and made clear the place is for pedes-
trians. Modern light-rail-trains, especially the 
success of once-abolished-Light Rail Train 
(LRT) in Strasbourg, enforced the idea that 
urban public transport is relevant. (Kishii, 
Yajima, and Nakano, 2019, CAO, 2014). 

Recent studies conducted in Japan 
have an extra focus on aging and depopu-
lation. Also, since the 2011 disaster when 
residents in some towns and villages were 
forced to evacuate in separate regions, peo-
ple have come to think of (re)construction 
of local transportation as a means to bond 
and bridge people and society again in the 
course of reconstruction. Researchers con-
cluded that after Toyama LRT was built, the 
elderly participated more in activities, and 
the young drove less (Utsunomiya, 2016).

In the meanwhile, the concept of social 
capital has been developed in the field of 
community development. Putnam (1993) 
defined it as “features of social organiza-
tion, such as networks, norms, and trust, that 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for 
mutual benefit” (p1-2). Along with physi-
cal capital and human capital, social capi-
tal enhances individual productivity, but is 
the attribute of the whole community and 
not of any specific members (Sobel, 2002).

TODs are defined with the magni-
tude of multiple indexes mentioned later 
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in comparison with Transit Adjacent De-
velopments (TAD). Therefore, research-
ers can derive TOD-ness of a particular 
area. In short, density is correlated with 
consumer amenities, and cities facilitate 
social interactions, but it is not so simple 
as density also being correlated with so-
cial capital (Glaeser and Gottlieb, 2006).

Since then, TOD has been implemented 
and assessed. Economic and environmen-
tal effects are evident, but results measured 
with social capital are scarce, except there 
are Kumruzzaman et al., (2014). A major 
achievement in distinguishing TODs from 
Transit Adjacent Developments (TADs), 
which was difficult without using cluster 
analysis of indexes such as Public transport 
accessibility level (PTAL), net residential 
density, and land-use diversity, was marked 

(Kamruzzaman et al., 2014). Though the de-
velopment of social capital was primarily 
influenced by the self-selection effect, indi-
viduals who lived in TODs had a significant-
ly higher level of trust and reciprocity than 
those who lived in TADs. Surprisingly, some 
independent environmental factors, such as 
PTALs (Public Transportation Accessibil-
ity Level) associated with TODs, had a neg-
ative association with connectedness, and 
trust and reciprocity. Dempsey et al. (2012) 
in UK and Glaeser and Gottlieb (2006) in 
US found a similar result, where some fac-
tors of TOD decrease interaction of residents, 
although TOD has a positive impact on so-
cial capital as a whole. Therefore, merely 
improving one or two aspects of TOD, such 
as PTAL, does not increase social capital.

Data and Methodology
Table 1 Summary statistics
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This section is organized as follows. 
First, data on Social Capital is described. 
Then factors of TOD are discussed. Last-
ly, the methodology of this research is ex-
plained. Data on factors of social capital 
can be obtained from “Survey on time use 
and leisure activities” by Statistics Bureau 
(2013, 2017). They conduct surveys on how 
much time people spend on certain activities 
in their free time in Japan. The survey has 
been collected every five year since 1976, 
and in 2016 more than 0.2 million people 
participated. The researcher extracted pre-
fectural data on how much time people spend 
per week for volunteerism and social life. 
On average people spent 4 hours volunteer-
ing and 17 hours taking part in social life, 
and standard deviation were 1.04 and 1.76 
respectively. Volunteering includes clean-
ing communal areas, procurement of aid for 
disaster areas, participation in community 
events, participating in transport safety activ-
ities, labor, political, or religious campaigns, 
and voting. It also includes PTA activities, 
but excludes participation in some commu-
nity events such as festivals because they are 
categorized in other sections. Volunteering in 
organizations (18.4%) and without organi-
zation affiliation (7.9%) are included. These 

organizations include self-governing bod-
ies (11.6%), volunteer oriented “clubs and 
circles” and “civic organizations” (3.6%). 
In our research into the Kumamoto Earth-
quake in 2016 and following, we found an 
increase of time spent on volunteer work in 
Kumamoto (8.4% higher than average) and 
in Kyushu that might be relevant and dif-
ficult to control. Social Life includes visit-
ing, inviting visitors, having conversations 
with one another (in person and over phone 
or mail), and inviting and being invited to 
weddings and funerals. It includes eating 
and drinking for socializing but excludes 
dining in and out, as well as having meals in 
school or the workplace. According to Saka-
moto (2010) summarizing research in social 
capital in Japan, social capital is declining 
in recent years through decline in social net-
works or participation but not in trust and 
reciprocity. Therefore, although trust is one 
of the most important aspects of social capi-
tal, as discussed, in Japan, volunteerism and 
social life is the more suitable measurement.

Data on TOD include car usage and pub-
lic transport accessibility level and popula-
tion density. First, instead of car ownership 
that Kamruzzaman et al.(2014) use for their 
study, data on the amount of gasoline spent 
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for automobiles was used. The gasoline 
spent for automobiles (except cargo carriers 
and buses) per person was the least in Tokyo 
with 149.84, and the highest in Tochigi with 
509.30 L per year per person in 2018. The 
average and the standard deviations were 
331.77 L and 70.62 in 2018 and 332.31 L 
and 81.03 in 2016. This paper proposes the 
amount of gasoline usage for private automo-
biles except bus, cargo carriers, and special 
use cars (e.g. police cars, ambulances, con-
struction vehicles). The data was collected by 
MLIT (2018) from a sample of 9600 people, 
within the range of 7 days or 1 month from 
April 1, 2016.  Each prefecture collected a re-
port card with initial and ending date of the 
report, and record on the odometer plus gas 
intake at respective time points. In this re-
search, the amount of gasoline usage for pri-
vate automobiles per person (kl/person) is 
analyzed, which is the total gas consumption 
divided by the population of the prefectures.

Kumruzzaman, who conducted study in 
Brisbane (2019) and Utsunomiya in Toyama 
(2016) and Kobe (2019), used PTAL (Pub-
lic Transport Accessibility Level). Kumru-
zzaman and Utsunomiya obtained detailed 
and tailored city level data for each city, but 
comparable data across prefectures was re-
quired for this study. The accessibility index 
indicates the transportation accessibility of 
certain destinations from an arbitrary start-
ing point. MLIT is working on prefecture 
level Accessibility Index. The researcher 
was able to find PTAL for only some desti-
nations. Here, it is suitable to suggest setting 
hospital as a proxy for general accessibility, 
for it is a critical destination for residents, and 
compared to the restaurants, commercial fa-

cilities, and city-halls, it is less likely to have 
mere concentration as the explanation when 
it might correlate with social capital. In oth-
er words, accessibility to restaurants for ex-
ample, is directly connected to some of the 
factors of social capital, such as occurrences 
of dining out with friends, relatives, spouse, 
or family, etc. This is not ideal because the 
effect of TOD on social capital is wrong-
ly measured by, in this example, proximity 
to restaurants, rather than general increase 
in usability of public transport. This is not 
the researcher’s intention. Furthermore, for 
comprehensive understanding of transpor-
tation accessibility, the accessibility index 
makes use of generalized cost theory. Gen-
eralized cost includes public transport ser-
vice variables such as time spent for travel, 
fee, and comfortability of travel, in mone-
tary terms. It is necessary to note that the in-
dex is not pointing directly to the time con-
sumed to arrive at the destination, but, it is a 
relative index about the usability of the area.

Finally, the researcher will conduct two 
OLS regression analyses based on the model, 

Yi = β0 +  β1Amount of Gasi 

+  β2Population Densityi + ɛi

where, Yi is the level of social capital mea-
sured by hours per week of Social Life or 
Volunteer, β0 is the constant, β1 Amount of 
Gasi is the amount of gasoline spent for au-
tomobile except cargo carriers and buses, per 
person in prefecture i, β2 Population Densityi 

is the population density in prefecture i, and 
ɛi is the margin of error. Regression analysis 
assumes that data are linear. However, the 
researcher was not very comfortable with 
the model, as described in the next section. 
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Table 2 Correlation analysis of data
Only displaying significant figures. **Significant at 1% level, *Significant at 5% level

However, this was the best available data, 
so the research was conducted nevertheless.

Supplementary analysis exploiting the 
cost of going to the nearest hospital is the 
proxy for public transport accessibility lev-
el (PTAL). The model for OLS regression is:

Yi = β0 + β1Initial fee for ridei 
+ β2Yen per kiloi + β3Minimumi  
+ β41st Quartilei  + β5Mediani

where Yi  is the social capital measured 
in days of participating in local improve-
ment activities, Initial fee for ridei is ini-
tial fee for ride in prefecture i, and Yen 
per kiloi is the monetary cost of travel di-
vided by distance, and the following five 
variables are respectively quartile cost of 
travel of going to the nearest hospital in 

prefecture i. Intuitively, minimum cost re-
fers to walking while maximum cost re-
fers to long distance travel such as train, 
but any combination of modes is possible.   

To justify the use of this data, the author 
conducted a correlation analysis. Accord-
ing to Pearson’s correlation analysis, social 
life and amount of gasoline, as well as pop-
ulation density have significant and strong 
to very strong correlation, as shown in the 
table. Amount of gasoline have significant 
and weak negative relationships, which sug-
gests the amount of gasoline is a valid mea-
surement for TOD. The author believes 
the amount of gasoline is a better measure-
ment than car ownership because the data is 
more granular and reflects actual mileage.
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Results
First, a person’s correlation analysis 

shows that “amount of gasoline spent for 
automobiles, except cargo carriers and bus-
es” and “time spent on social life” have sig-
nificant negative relationships (p=0.004). 
As we saw earlier, this can be explained by 
the very strong negative correlation between 
“amount of gasoline” and “population densi-
ty,” which is significant at a one percent level. 
Our goal is to isolate urbanity from “amount 
of gasoline” to see public transport decreas-
ing car usage and increasing social capital.

The researcher found that the amount of 
gasoline spent for automobiles, except cargo 
carriers and buses per person have no signif-
icant correlation with social life; however, 
the population density was significant and 
positively associated at a one percent level, 

as shown in Table 2. In other words, a thou-
sand person per km2 increase of population 
density is associated with one more hour of 
time spent for social life per week. There-
fore, the increase of social life is possibly at-
tained by higher population density, but not 
through decrease of car usage. However, the 
R squared is 0.284, suggesting the limitation 
of the model due to the missing variables. 
The author still believes the model is durable, 
since the null hypothesis that the all the vari-
ables have non-significant relationship with 
the dependent vatiable, is rejected with the 
F value of 0.000243. In any case, this is con-
trary to the hypothesis that the increase of so-
cial capital can be explained by the increase 
in TOD, which promotes the use of public 
transport rather than private automobiles. 

Next, the author found a significant and 
negative relationship between the amount 
of gasoline spent for automobiles, except 
cargo carriers and buses per person, and 
volunteer hours, as seen in Table 4. The in-
terpretation is, a decrease of one hundred 

liters of gasoline usage is associated with 
an approximately 0.8 hours per week in-
crease of volunteer work. The R squared 
is 0.0831, suggesting the limitation of the 
model. Surprisingly, a thousand person / 
km2 increase of population density would 

Table 3 Regression: Time spent for Social Life (Hours per Week) and Amount of Gasoline 
Spent (L)
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be associated with decrease of volunteer 
work by 0.3 hours per week. This suggests 
lower social capital in urban areas as Put-
nam (1993) maintained. The model showed 

rough linearity with the F-value of  0.0557. 
Therefore, the author consider the model 
durable, however the limitation of the mod-
el requires improvement for further studies.

Social capital measurements social life 
and volunteerism are significantly and pos-
itively associated with population density. 
This is not consistent with other studies that 
reported lower levels of social interaction in 
high density areas in the UK (Dempsey et al, 
2002), and lower level of social participa-
tion in the US (Glaeser and Gottlieb, 2006). 

Third, the researcher found that an “ini-
tial fee for a ride” was positively and signifi-
cantly associated with “time spent per week 
on local improvement activities” as seen 
in Table 5. This also suggests a negative re-
lationship between TOD’s effort to lower 
transportation cost versus the effect on get-
ting people to participate in local activities. 
The researcher found that, the “least expect-
ed cost of using public transport when going 
to hospital” was significantly associated with 
“times spent per week on local improvement 
activities.” Furthermore, it is interesting to 

look at what part of the cost is significant. 
In other words, should the effort to decrease 
transportation cost be made to lower the ini-
tial fee, maximum fee, yen per kilo, or me-
dian? Apparently, a unit decrease of “first 
quartile of the cost of getting to the hospital” 
is associated with an approximately 50 min-
utes per week increase of “local improvement 
activities.” A unit here includes expected cost 
including time, monetary and opportunity 
cost, which is summarized as having a mean 
of 24.52 and a standard deviation of 5.73. 
Thinking about light rail transportation or 
community buses, which are cheap short dis-
tance forms of public transport, improvement 
on public transport for cheap short distances 
may enhance participation in local activi-
ties, probably because cheap short distance 
public transport directly encourages social 
participation when improvements are made.

Table 4 Regression Time spent for Volunteer (Hours per week) and Amount of gasoline spent 
(L)
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Table 5 Regression Volunteer work for improvement of neighborhood and Cost of transport

Conclusion
The researcher found evidence that the 

increase of TOD is associated with a high 
level of social capital. However, the result 
is mixed between various ways to measure 
TOD and social capital. On the one hand, 
there is no evidence that when people spend 
less on gas for automobiles, social life in-
creases.  However, an increase of population 
density is positively and significantly asso-
ciated with social life. A thousand people per 
km2 increase of population density is associ-
ated with one more hour of time spent on so-
cial life per week. Therefore, attraction and 
concentration of the population can be the 
channel through which TOD increases so-
cial capital. On the other hand, the researcher 
find evidence that the amount of gas spent is 
negatively and significantly correlated with 
volunteerism. In the meanwhile, population 
density was negatively associated with vol-
unteerism. TOD as a means to increase social 
capital requires careful control of this nega-
tive effect observed by concentration. The 
economic impact of this effect is a decrease 
of one hundred liters of gasoline usage per 
year is associated with approximately 0.8 

hours per week increase of volunteer work. 
Lastly, an initial fee for public transport is 
positively and significantly associated with 
local improvement activities, casting doubt 
on TOD’s ability to reduce transportation 
costs. However, improvement on cheap short 
distance transport such as LRTs and com-
munity buses are advised, given a decrease 
worth one fifth the standard deviation of the 
“first quartile of the cost of getting to hospi-
tal” is associated with a 50 minutes per week 
increase of local improvement activities.

The model used is insufficient to cap-
ture the relationship between TOD and so-
cial capital, and the researcher suggests two 
improvements in the methodology. First, 
more data on one measurement can be col-
lected from different periods, such as 2011 
and 2016. This will allow more credible 
results. Second, causality cannot be estab-
lished from the OLS regression. There are 
many causality problems we can address. 
For instance, is high social life caused by 
high density or the other way around? Also, 
does high population density decrease vol-
unteers in Japan? These are interesting re-
search questions to investigate in the future.
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Abstract
 Akita prefecture is the least populous area in Japan (Mock, 2019). In Akita, residents 
suffer a shortage of access to life necessities and medical services. There are two main rea-
sons for depopulation: migration to urban areas, and an aging society (Mock, 2019). Conse-
quently, Akita’s communities and economy have shrunk year by year. As a result, residents 
are not satisfied with their lives. On the other hand, the number of people who migrate to the 
countryside is increasing (Obikwelu et al., 2017). They seek for well-being in rural areas.

In this way, there is a gap of recognition towards rural life. This research inves-
tigated factors that affect people’s subjective well-being in depopulated Akita. From in-
terviews with the professional and the public worker, it became clear that there are no fixed 
factors, and all people seek their fruitful life regardless of their residences. It is the conse-
quence of the Japanese social structure. From the result, the researcher discussed three de-
terminants of the sense of subjective well-being; individualism and collectivism, the center 
and periphery, and residents and non-residents. In rural areas like Akita, related populations 
can contribute to the reconstruction of attitudes towards residents’ subjective well-being.
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Introduction
The word bumpkin means “a person 

from the countryside who is considered 
to be awkward and stupid” (Cambridge 
University Press, n.d.). Similarly, in Ja-
pan, the Japanese term inaka-kusai literal-
ly means the stink of the countryside, but it 
actually means rustic and unsophisticated 
(Electronic Dictionary Research and De-
velopment Group, n.d.a). These terms im-
ply urbanites’ lofty attitude towards rural 
residents. At the same time, there is a sharp 
contrast between life in metropolitan ar-
eas and non-metropolitan areas. Historical-
ly, nations have developed with a focus on 
cities. On the other hand, rural areas have 
been regarded as the periphery of the nation.

In Japan, behind urban areas such as To-
kyo, rural areas are facing a harsh situation. 
Low fertility rates and long life expectan-
cy result in depopulation and the low rate of 
the working-age population aged 25 to 64. 
(The Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division, 2019, pp. 26-
30). Furthermore, depopulation causes social 
issues in the community. Takeo and Dormi-
do (2019) reported that rural areas face the 
decline of local economy and inaccessibility 
to social services, because of the aging so-
ciety and outflow of young people seeking 
urban opportunities (paras. 4-13). As coun-
teracts, the national government promotes 
regional revitalization and a new concept 
of so-called related population who have 
a relationship with a specific region and the 
possibility of settlement (Mizuho Research 
Institute, 2019, pp.11-13). The revitalization 
of rural areas can be the key to the develop-
ment of Japan. Also, Japanese people start to 

focus on beneficial lifestyles in the country-
side. Therefore, now is the time to discuss the 
future of rural areas, the periphery of Japan.

Akita, a prefecture in northeastern Ja-
pan, is a countryside area at the forefront 
of depopulation (Takeo & Dormido, 2019, 
para. 4). The prefecture is the least populated 
area in Japan, and it is estimated that Akita’s 
population will become less than one-fifth 
of the current population within 80 years 
(Mock, 2019, pp. 245-247). As depopula-
tion progresses, the problems that residents 
in Akita face will be seen all around Japan. 
Comprehending the lifestyle of people in 
depopulated Akita will lead to figuring out 
the preferable lifestyle for Japanese peo-
ple in the future. This research will focus on 
the lives and subjective well-being of Aki-
ta’s depopulated communities. This section 
assesses the factors of depopulation, prob-
lems in Akita, and the potential of rural ar-
eas, with the analysis of previous researches.

Literature Review
The causes of depopulation

Young people in Akita leave their home-
town, seeking jobs and educational oppor-
tunities. The Department of Planning and 
Promotion (2020) of Akita prefectural gov-
ernment reported that 59.2% of migrants 
are aged 15 to 29, which means one-fifth of 
the population in this age left Akita; they 
left Akita because of their occupations or 
education (pp. 6-8). Also, Akita has a low-
er percentage of the population from out-
side prefectures (the Department of Inter-
national Relations, 2017, pp. 21-23). Those 
data imply that many young residents mi-
grate from Akita. A prime reason for migra-
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tion is that Akita has fewer opportunities 
for attractive jobs and higher education, 
even though Akita places first in the aca-
demic score of the National Achievement 
Test in elementary school students (Mock, 
2019, pp. 245-247). The young popula-
tion, aged 15 to 34, is the driving force 
of a community, but Akita does not have 
enough of them due to the outflow to cities.

Behind the tendency of outflow from 
rural areas to urban areas, there is the con-
centration of industry and ideology encour-
aging young people to relocate to Tokyo. 
Since the 1960s, the government has estab-
lished a Tokyo-centered industrial hierar-
chy for economic growth (Sugimoto, 2014, 
pp. 71-72). With the concentrated offices, 
firms, and stores, urban workers can com-
municate efficiently and productively in 
time and cost. As a result, the Japanese econ-
omy has grown significantly, but it makes 
a gap in wages between the center and pe-
riphery. Furthermore, mass media indus-
tries in Tokyo have centralized information. 
They have promoted the idea that Tokyo 
is the “coolest” place where smart young-
sters live, and in contrast, rural citizens are 
uncool and unsophisticated (Mock, 2019, 
pp. 256-257). It causes the gap in ideolog-
ical status between regions. To reduce these 
disparities in income and status, rural resi-
dents migrate to metropolises. That is why 
migration to urban areas is a reasonable 
and inevitable choice for rural youngsters.

Social issues in Akita
In terms of problems, Akita is in a nega-

tive cycle of depopulation and shrinkage of 
the economy. The outflow of the population 

has caused the decline of local industries. 
As a result, young residents have left Akita 
to work at more fascinating and developing 
companies in cities. Mock (2019) discuss-
es the decline of primary industries com-
prising fisheries, forestry, and agriculture, 
which were the leading industries in Aki-
ta, rich in natural resources (pp. 248-254). 
These workers have had difficulty earning 
enough money to meet their basic expenses. 
Furthermore, such a shrinkage has acceler-
ated due to the aging population. By 2025, 
when members of the so-called “Dankai” 
generations, who were born during the ba-
by-boom between 1947 and 1949, turns 75, 
it is estimated that the rate of the population 
aged over 75 will rise significantly (Kajita 
et al., 2016, p. 431). With this growth rate, 
the shrinkage of the economy will prog-
ress, as youngsters continue to leave Akita.

Moreover, in Akita, the social well-be-
ing and personal well-being of citizens in 
communities do not improve. The aging so-
ciety surges in demand for social welfare 
services, including medical ones. Neverthe-
less, these facilities are also suffering from 
chronic labor shortages, and citizens lose 
access to them. Kudo and Yarime (2012) 
researched communities in Yurihonjo, the 
municipality located in the southern Akita. 
From their research, it becomes clear that 
residents in remote areas far from the cen-
ter of the municipality are dissatisfied with 
“transportation and access,” “education em-
ployment,” and “health” (Kudo & Yarime, 
2012 p. 503). These communities are in dan-
ger of extinction. Additionally, residents are 
not satisfied with Akita’s current situation, 
especially about the depopulation and de-
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clining industries (Miyamoto & Watanabe, 
2017, pp. 347-349). In these current situ-
ations, it is getting more difficult to main-
tain community and residents’ well-being.

The possibility of rural areas
Even in such challenging situations, 

there is a potential advantage in Akita. Jap-
anese social structure makes an imbalanced 
population density. Population concentra-
tion in Tokyo brings residents a productive 
lifestyle, but it has the risk of fatal damage 
from disasters and potential consequences 
(Brasor, 2020, para. 4). An urban lifestyle 
also leads to a miserable life due to con-
gested environments like packed trains or 
long commute times (Sugimoto, 2014, p. 
72). In contrast, there are potential benefits 
to the countryside. Non-metropolitan cit-
izens can have a life with abundant nature 
and substantial connections to the communi-
ty (Takeo & Dormido, 2019, paras. 21-23). 
Especially for urban dwellers, a quiet and 
relaxed life in the natural environment is at-
tractive, and they are fascinated by the lower 
cost of living and products (Obikwelu et al., 
2017, pp. 79-80). Considering that, Akita, 
one of Japan’s most typical rural areas, has 
more opportunities for a beneficial lifestyle.

More and more people have focused on 
such benefits. The number of people who 
migrate to the countryside is slightly in-
creasing, seeking their well-being (Chan-
dran, 2019, paras. 32-36). Such migration 
to rural areas is called an I-turn. In addition 
to I-turners, the number of U-turners, who 
return to their hometown from metropo-
lises, is also increasing. I-turn and U-turn 
movements contribute to the increase of the 

population of rural communities. The pop-
ulation structure of Akita has a specific fea-
ture. The percentage of U-turners in Akita 
is 34.8%, which is the third-largest rate of 
Japan (the Department of International Re-
lations, 2017, pp. 21-23). In Akita, urban 
experiences of U-turners and migrants have 
played significant roles in local communities. 

Furthermore, the number of outsiders will 
increase due to the I-turn movements. With 
these rural revitalization trends, both nation-
al and local governments encourage urban 
dwellers to be more interested in the country-
side. However, as a counter measure against 
depopulation, the regeneration policies of 
non-metropolitan areas have not effectively 
increased the population (Kajita et al., 2016, 
pp. 431-432). In these cases, the migration 
without any preparation seems difficult for 
urban dwellers. Deguchi et al. (2020) report 
the importance of non-residential populations 
like tourists. They spend money on their trav-
els, which can connect to the revitalization 
of the local economy (pp. 92-93). Howev-
er, they cannot solve the depopulation prob-
lem because they will not relocate. There-
fore, the government has tried to multiply 
the number of non-residential populations 
with more profound relationships with com-
munities. They are called related population, 
who have the possibility of migration in the 
future (Mizuho Research Institute, 2019, pp. 
11-12). They can be the leaders or operators 
of community development from outsiders’ 
perspectives. Akita prefectural government 
also tries to approach potential migrants.
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Subjective well-being of residents and mi-
grants

In this way, Akita suffers from reduced 
community and economy because of its de-
population caused by aging-society and 
the outflow of youngsters. The situation 
seems inevitable due to the structure of Jap-
anese society. Residents face social prob-
lems, and they are not satisfied with them. 
On the other hand, in this circumstance, ur-
banites migrate to the countryside and find 
their well-being in rural areas, fascinated by 
potential benefits. There is the gap of per-
ception of well-being in rural lifestyle, be-
tween indigenous residents and migrants.

Well-being is a vague term, so this pa-
per defines it as subjective well-being. Die-
ner and Diener (2009) defined subjective 
well-being as the person’s self-evaluation, 
which consists of self-esteem, income, and 
life satisfaction (p. 71). To clarify the cur-
rent situations of these three elements will 
lead to clarifying the subjective well-being 
of residents. Miyamoto and Watanabe (2017) 
researched subjective well-being in Akita 
and pointed out the lack of life satisfaction 
(p. 351). They analyzed negative factors for 
residents, but the recognition gap shows that 
there must be a benefit that fascinates in-
creasing I-turners. In these circumstances, it 
is significant to investigate Akita residents’ 
subjective well-being at the leading edge of 
community extinction. It is also arguable 
whether outsiders or revitalization policies 
of local and national governments, includ-
ing the approach for related population, can 
contribute to their subjective well-being.

Methodology
Guiding Questions

To clarify the factors of subjective 
well-being in Akita residents, the research-
er investigated people who are tackling de-
population problems at Akita. The guiding 
question of the research was: “What factors 
affect people’s fruitful life in shrinking, de-
populated communities in Akita?” In this 
question, the phrase, a fruitful life, means 
the state that people can keep not only liv-
able accessibility to livable medical sup-
ports and necessities but also their subjec-
tive well-being. Also, the researcher focused 
on the difference in factors of well-being 
between urban dwellers and people in the 
countryside. Such differences led to finding 
out the role of outsiders or related popula-
tion for the subjective well-being of them-
selves and residents in local communities.

Setting and Participants
For this study, the researcher selected two 

people as participants. The first one is Pro-
fessor Ayumi Sugimoto, Associate Profes-
sor at Akita International University (AIU). 
Her field of expertise is environmental gov-
ernance, memory in rural communities, and 
fieldwork education. The researcher asked 
her because she is a Professor of Commu-
nity Studies at AIU, who offered informa-
tion from multiple academic perspectives. 
Also, she was not born in Akita, so that she 
has the viewpoint of an outsider who mi-
grated to Akita. The researcher also inter-
viewed Mr. Masakazu Sato, a public worker 
in Ugo, a municipality in southeastern Aki-
ta, and a member of a non-profit organiza-
tion working for “related populations” men-
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tioned above. The purpose of the interview 
is to gain additional information and cases 
of promoting rural relocation and related 
population. Participants told the research-
er elements of subjective well-being in Aki-
ta, based on their experiences in their jobs.

Data Collection
The researcher interviewed both par-

ticipants on July 3rd, 2020. In the inter-
views, there were eleven open-ended 
questions about their works and current sit-
uations in Akita, based on the guiding ques-
tion “What factors affect people’s fruitful 
life in shrinking, depopulated communi-
ties in Akita?” (See Appendix). The inter-
views were conducted and recorded via 
ZOOM, the online video chat service. In 
the interviews, the researcher and partic-
ipants used their first language, Japanese, 
to prevent misunderstanding. By the day 
before the meeting, the researcher sent de-
tails of the research and interview questions.

Findings
In the interview, the two interview-

ees discussed Akita’s current situation and 
the significance of elements in subjective 
well-being. As a problem, residents do not 
meet enough of the requirements for sub-
jective well-being: self-esteem, income, 
or life satisfaction. However, there are 
several intangible benefits that rural resi-
dents receive. Also, there are severe gaps 
in ideology toward well-being between 
regions. In Japan, such gaps have been 
created since the 17th century, and Japa-
nese people have changed the concept of 
well-being. In this situation, such gaps and 

general trends in well-being are under re-
consideration. Related populations and rural 
migration contribute to these movements.

The history of Japanese social structures
Professor Sugimoto analyzed the current 

situation around depopulation in Akita from 
a historical perspective. Relationships be-
tween center and periphery are seen in feu-
dalism since the Edo period, which began 
in 1603. There was a system of centralized 
power, business, and politics. The resulting 
concentration Japan had developed contin-
ued and accelerated since the 1960s. With 
the change, all people chose and tried to be 
prosperous, and they migrated to the center. 
In other words, this structure and ideology 
has been historically constructed since the 
17th century. Professor Sugimoto empha-
sized that depopulation is the compensation 
for citizen’s choices, and such problems are 
essential to distribute budget to and formu-
late policies for in the countryside. There-
fore, depopulation problems should be con-
sidered not only in the countryside, but as 
complications of the Japanese social struc-
ture and the shift of attitudes toward richness.

Benefits	and	difficulties	in	a	traditional	rural	
lifestyle 

Interviewees pointed out local traditions 
and communities as specific characteristics 
in Akita. They emphasized that those features 
affect residents’ life positively and negative-
ly. The most significant factor is their strong 
cultural identity with close relationships be-
tween residents. Mr. Sato confirmed that 
people communicate based on tangible and 
intangible legacies, such as resources, tra-
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ditional knowledge, or stable connections 
between residents, inherited from genera-
tion to generation. Also, Professor Sugimoto 
pointed out these legacies affect their daily 
lives. With a stable connection among resi-
dents, they have a harmonious life in an or-
derly manner. On the other hand, it is diffi-
cult for outsiders to receive the same benefit 
because it is constructed with traditions and 
social ties in communities. Mr. Sato insist-
ed that they tend to be stereotypical and sta-
tus-oriented. Also, Professor Sugimoto felt 
the exclusivity toward her as an outsider. 

The roles of outsiders and related population
Even though people from other commu-

nities are regarded as strangers and outsid-
ers, they are essential for the development of 
shrinking communities. Especially, related 
populations have significant roles for the re-
vitalization of communities and the improve-
ment of residents’ lives. Professor Sugimoto 
pointed out the necessity to shift community 
mobility from closed to open. The mobili-
ty will protect the community from shrink-
age, and the non-residential population will 
play essential roles in the community. Also, 
Mr. Sato defined related populations as fans 
of the resources in the area. They visit and 
buy local products. Also, in Ugo, the lo-
cal government provides opportunities for 
communicating with local high school stu-
dents. Fans of the community can have an 
impact on the local economy and education.

Discussion
Considering the interviews and second-

ary research, Akita residents tend to be dis-
satisfied with their lives. There is no definite 

factor to improve their subjective well-be-
ing. Some people are fascinated by rural 
life because they seek something to raise 
their self-esteem or life satisfaction, the el-
ements of subjective well-being, just as 
rural residents seek these elements in me-
tropolises. There are differences and gaps 
of recognition toward rural lifestyle be-
tween regions and residents. It is because 
the sense of subjective well-being is per-
sonally constructed with the ideology in the 
regions. There are three possible determi-
nants of such points of view: individualism 
and collectivism, the center and periphery, 
and residents and non-residents. Those de-
terminants are not problems in Akita, but 
distortions of Japanese social structure.

Individualism and collectivism
In Japan, opposite thoughts are co-exist-

ing, and they affect citizens’ ideology. Histor-
ically, Japanese society was collectivistic, but 
Western individualism has spread with Amer-
icanization and industrialization after World 
War (Ogihara, 2017, pp. 5-6). The mixture 
of individualism and collectivism can distort 
people’s sense of happiness. Individualism 
and industrialized societies value individual 
success in finance; in contrast, collectivism 
and traditional societies value harmony in 
the group (Ogihara, 2017, p. 4). As a result 
of its conflict and fusion, each citizen might 
have had different values of happiness. Sub-
jective well-being consists of self-esteem, 
income, and life satisfaction, which depends 
on subjective values (Diener & Diener, 2009, 
p. 71). Such a difference in value causes sev-
eral perspectives towards rural life between 
residents and outsiders. Therefore, whether 
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a rural lifestyle is fruitful or not depends on 
people. Nevertheless, this discussion is based 
on the premise that people can have enough 
access to daily necessities, medical support, 
and social services. There is a need to help 
rural residents suffering the lack of them.

The center and periphery
Japanese society has developed with the 

system of centralization of functions and 
population. From a macro perspective, the 
problem is the gap between the central and 
rural areas of Japan. The national govern-
ment tends to focus on metropolises and ig-
nore the countryside (Sugimoto, 2014, p. 
71). Nevertheless, similar disparities can be 
seen in Akita. This gap can affect the differ-
ent sense of subjective well-being between 
areas in Akita, as Kudo and Yarime’s (2012) 
research suggests (p. 496). There is a re-
markable gap of opportunities and ideology 
between central Akita and the periphery of 
Akita. For example, residents have less op-
portunity for higher education or jobs in the 
peripheries (Mock, 2019, pp. 254-256). Fur-
thermore, prefectural governments distribute 
budget mainly to the economic and politi-
cal center of the prefecture. This focus can 
lead to the well-being of those in the center. 
However, for residents in peripheries, this is 
unfair treatment. Small municipalities like 
Ugo do not have enough budget for enough 
public services or innovative policies. 

Residents and non-residents
Those disparities of services can change 

due to the commitment of non-residential 
populations, especially related populations. 
With the mobility and openness of commu-

nities, the related populations might partic-
ipate in community activities. Historically, 
residents and non-residents are completely 
divided, but the border between them is am-
biguous. Such interaction can benefit all 
stakeholders of communities. Professor 
Sugimoto indicated that affirmation from 
outsiders could be connected to the rise of 
residents’ self-esteem. Also, related pop-
ulations can reflect their life as residents 
in the community. There must be friction 
of ideologies, but related populations and 
residents could reconstruct their lifestyle 
from conflicts into a more holistic one. The 
relationships between residents and relat-
ed populations could rebuild a more satis-
fying community where every stakehold-
er can keep their subjective well-being.

Limitations and further research
As a limitation of the research, there can 

be several biases both in primary and sec-
ondary research. The number of participants 
interview is limited, and there must be se-
lection bias and participants’ assumptions 
in the interview data. Interviewing work-
ers and officials in the national government 
could provide other perspectives. In addi-
tion, in the interview, Professor Sugimoto 
explained that depopulation should not be 
analyzed as the problem only in rural ar-
eas. However, the secondary research be-
fore the interview treats the problems of 
depopulation as rural issues. Therefore, sec-
ondary research has a data selection bias. 
The research of Japanese social structure 
is required to investigate the topic more.

Also, this research did not include social 
change due to the pandemic of COVID-19. 
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The discussion in this research is based on the 
premise that Akita is depopulated. However, 
it is estimated that the Japanese government 
encourages relocation from metropolises to 
non-metropolitan areas to reduce the risk of 
the epidemic (Brasor, paras. 4-5). If the re-
location is accelerated and overpopulation 
results, potential problems will occur, such 
as environmental issues due to the overuse 
of private vehicles. Considering these prob-
lems and possibilities, the ideology or poli-
cies for rural areas will change, and depopu-
lation will become more complicated. There 
is room for future researches on this topic.

Conclusion
This research investigated residents’ 

lifestyle in Akita with the research question 
“what factors affect people’s fruitful life 
in shrinking, depopulated communities in 
Akita?” There is no fixed factor, but specif-
ic features of the rural community, such as 
community ties, local traditions, or the nat-
ural environment, can be sources of subjec-
tive well-being. Also, the openness of com-
munities with related populations will be 
an opportunity to reflect their lives as well. 

In Akita, people suffer depopulation and 
shrinkage of the local economy and com-
munities because of the compensation for 
the centralized structure of Japanese so-
ciety, constructed historically. This struc-
ture also has affected citizens’ concept of 
happiness and well-being. People tend to 
seek something they do not have for be-
ing satisfied with their lives. This tenden-
cy depends on individuals, but their sur-
roundings are significant determinants. 
Especially in rural areas, the collaboration 
of indigenous residents and non-resident, 
related populations can reconstruct a sense 
of well-being. Practical collaboration meth-
ods are under the discussion by govern-
ments and are worth researching further.

The Japanese term Ningen-kusai means 
“full of human traits,” even though it liter-
ally means the stink of people (Electron-
ic Dictionary Research and Development 
Group, n.d.b). The term indicates that not 
only bumpkins, but also all people have some 
stink. People have been seeking a lifestyle 
full of subjective well-being. Such endless 
exploration is a very human activity, and 
Akita can be the most suitable place for that.
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Appendix

Interview Questions
Interview 1: Professor Ayumi Sugimoto

Q1: What brings you to live and work in Akita?
Q2: Do you have any difficulties living or working in Akita? When do you feel happy in 
       Akita?
Q3: Do you feel like you have a fruitful life? Why do you think so?
Q4: From your courses and my research, it becomes clear that depopulation in Akita is due to 
       the Japanese social structure, which centralizes the function to urban areas. Also, ag
       ing-society affects depopulation. Are there any other reasons that you know of from mul
       tiple geographical, historical, or economic perspectives?
Q5: How Does depopulation affect residents’ life? What are the current problems which resi
       dents face because of depopulation? 
Q6: What problems do you predict that can happen in Akita in the near future because of 
       depopulation?
Q7: Regarding these issues, are there some unique characteristics only in Akita or rural areas? 
       How do those characteristics work? Do they are positive or negative?
Q8: From your perspective, do you think people in Akita can keep their fruitful life now?
       (The definition of fruitful: Sense of fulfillment and standard life with enough support)
Q9: Do you have anything to comment on my research questions?
Q10: Do you have any solutions for the shrinkage of the community?
Q11: In Japan, “Related Population” is promoted by the government. What do you think 
         about it? Can this project help rural areas?

The researcher asked additional questions based on the responses of interviewee.
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Interview 2: Mr. Masakazu Sato

Q1: What are your relationship with Ugo town? Why are you decided to work in the Town 
       office?
Q2: Do you have any difficulties living or working in Akita? When do you feel happy in 
       Akita?
Q3: Do you feel like you have a fruitful life? Why do you think so?
Q4: What are the current problems that residents face because of depopulation?
Q5: What problems do you predict that can happen in the near future because of depopula
       tion?
Q6: Regarding these issues, are there some unique characteristics only in Akita or rural areas? 
       How do those characteristics work? Do they are positive or negative?
Q7: Do you think people in Akita can keep their fruitful life now? If so, how do they live? If 
       not, what services or systems do they need in order to achieve their well-being?
       (The definition of happy: Sense of fulfillment, standard life with enough support)
Q8: Your project focuses on “Related Population.” How does your project help rural areas?
Q9: Do you think “Related Population” can make residents’ life happier?
Q10: Do you have some difficulties with your project?
Q11: Do you have any comments or suggestions for my research?

The researcher asked additional questions based on the responses of interviewee.
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Abstract
Throughout Japan’s rich history, many traditions and rituals have been passed down to us to-
day. However, due to modernization of society, the problems of discrimination against wom-
en began to surface in Shinto traditions. It has become a question as to whether these sexist 
rules are what Shintoism stands for, or merely the values of male supremacy reflected upon 
religions. Experts suggest religion and politics reflect upon each other and say if gender equal-
ity is achieved on one side, the other will follow. Other experts suggest that although these 
sexist rules exist, it is unlikely for them to change without significant public pressure.  By 
tracing back to the origin of Shintoism beliefs, there were some interesting findings. Wom-
en served as influential figures and illustrated as powerful goddess in Shintoism in ancient 
Japan; however, they were degraded as more patriarchal values began to set in Japan. In my 
primary research, I surveyed how young Japanese university students saw the sexist rules 
and observed whether people feel there should be changes made. I found that although most 
participants recognized the rules as discrimination against women, they were split in opin-
ions of whether those traditions should be preserved and passed on the way they are now. 
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Introduction
Overview of Japanese traditions and society

The sun begins to set, and excitement 
grows among the audience and the perform-
ers as they all wait to hear the first blow of 
the whistle. When the sound echoes through 
the hot, humid summer air, the rhythmical 
music from the drums and flutes take over; 
the annual Kanto Festival has begun. All 
at once, the Kanto poles are lifted, and the 
bright lanterns light up the streets. Howev-
er, as the performance carries on, we begin 
to notice that only men are holding up the 
Kanto poles. Regardless of whether women 
are physically able to hold the pole up, there 
is a strict rule which bans women from even 
touching or stepping over the poles. Simi-
larly, there are other traditions seen as a dis-
criminatory act against women in Japan. 

Some see these issues from the religious 
and traditional aspects and emphasize that 
traditions should be kept and be passed on 
(Sumo wrestling, 2018). Others see them 
from political aspects and point out that 
these oppressions are caused by social and 
political beliefs of male supremacy and are 
merely disguised and justified in the form of 
sacred traditions. (Rich, 2018). Matters as-
sociated with religion are often some of the 
most complex and often avoided topics to 
discuss because of their sacredness (Alba, 
2019).  Of course, overgeneralizing these 
issues and accusing all Japanese traditions 
to be sexist causes misunderstanding of Ja-
pan’s history and culture (Yoshida, 2018).  
However, the problems of religious dis-
crimination against women are bound up in 
the unclear origins and history of the rules. 
Without understanding the purpose or the 

values that Shintoism holds, the reality of 
women’s oppression in religion will forev-
er be an unsolved problem in modern times.

Furthermore, in Japan, gender inequality 
or male-dominated society has caused wom-
en to be submissive in fulfilling their duty as 
a “good wife,” including household chores 
such as cooking, cleaning, and child-rear-
ing. (Cozy, 2013). According to The Global 
Gender Gap Index (2020), Japan ranks 121 
out of 153 countries on the list. In the pre-
vious year of 2018, Japan ranked 110 out 
of 149 countries (World Economic Forum, 
2018). This data shows that Japan’s rank-
ing on gender equality is lowering instead 
of heading towards improvement. From 
these data, it can be said that Japanese cul-
ture still holds on to their old-fashioned be-
liefs. The reluctance of change in the soci-
ety may be reflecting religious oppression 
on women in Shinto traditions and rituals.  

Here, I will examine whether reli-
gious discriminations reflect political 
and patriarchal beliefs, and the way peo-
ple think of these problems. Explicitly fo-
cusing on Shinto traditions, I will trace 
back to what these traditions and reli-
gious beliefs have at their foundations.

Literature Review
Man-Made Rules for “Sacred” Traditions: 

Imperial Household Law
Religions are known to be “smeared with 

so much sexual discrimination” (Yoshida, 
2018, para.8). What is more, some Japanese 
traditions that discriminate against women 
are said to be man-made rules reflecting pa-
triarchal beliefs in society. One of Japan’s 
most controversial topics can be seen in the 
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Imperial Household Laws. Changes made to 
this law during the Meiji era banned women 
from succession to the throne, even when fe-
male Emperors were seen in history (Taylor, 
2019). This rule has been strictly kept to this 
day, and last year, Japan welcomed its new 
Emperor. Further flaws to the law surfaced 
when Empress Masako was not allowed to 
participate in one of Emperor Naruhito’s en-
thronement ceremony rituals because of the 
Imperial Household Law.  However, a wom-
an politician in the cabinet of Prime Minister 
Abe was accepted to view the enthronement 
for the first time in history (Rich, 2019).  
This questions the legitimacy of the rule, 
since the law prohibits the Empress from at-
tending because of her sex, not her status.

Although the ritual is considered re-
ligiously “sacred,” as the change to this 
rule in the Meiji era suggests, the rules re-
stricting women’s Imperial members from 
attending are politically made. This im-
plies that religious discrimination is in-
deed a reflection of social inequality (Bar-
ber, 2012). However, society’s response to 
these male-dominated beliefs is beginning 
to change. According to a survey, 82% of 
the respondents voted for supporting wom-
en’s succession to the throne (Nearly 80% 
in Japan, 2019). This number shows that 
people are willing to change “sacred” tra-
ditions and back the idea that “Religion’s 
endorsement of male supremacy is inconsis-
tent with 21st-century values of social justice 
and gender equality.” (Alba, 2019, para.9).

Man-Made Rules for “Sacred” Traditions: 
Sumo Wrestling

Other controversial traditions can be seen 

in Japanese national sport Sumo. The rule 
states that women are prohibited from enter-
ing the dohyo, the sumo ring, based on reli-
gious belief from Shintoism, which considers 
women as “unclean” or “impure” because of 
menstrual blood (Yoshida, 2018). When the 
news of a woman forced out of the dohyo to 
save a man’s life was broadcast on the news, 
it caught the attention of many people both 
domestically and internationally, which led 
to questioning the appropriateness of this sort 
of discrimination in traditions in modern so-
ciety (Rich, 2018). From a modern society’s 
point of view, this limiting act on women is 
considered sexism to the public’s eyes. Espe-
cially from Western ideas, this type of tradi-
tion that openly discriminates against women 
is considered outdated and said to symbolize 
society’s values on gender equality (Barber, 
2012). From the idea that social inequality 
reflects cultural inequality, experts believe 
that public pressure towards these organiza-
tions is necessary for change (Barber, 2012).

Shinto Myths 
Shintoism is considered to be the founda-

tion for Japanese culture and lifestyle (Shin-
to, 2009), tracing back to one of Shinto’s 
holy books, “Nihon-shoki,” which illustrates 
a powerful “sun goddess” called Amatera-
su. She is said to be “the most important de-
ity in the Shinto religion, and ruler of Taka-
ma no Hara (the High Celestial Plain), the 
domain of the kami or spirits” (Cartwright, 
2012, para.1). Because the Japanese impe-
rial family is thought to be the descendants 
of this goddess who represents an influen-
tial female figure, people can say that the 
Shinto religion itself does not have a strong 
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sense of degradation towards women’s value. 
Perhaps Shintoism’s strong emphasis 

on “purity” makes the religion vulnerable 
against patriarchal beliefs in society. In Shin-
toism, the meaning of “impurity” is associat-
ed with diseases or death (Religions, 2009). 
Furthermore, many traditions and festivals 
that are seen in Japan originate from the act 
of praying for a good harvest because Shin-
toism is well-known as religion based on the 
faith of worshipping nature (Hirai, 2019). 
The Akita Kanto Festival is one example. 
When we trace back to the festival’s origin, 
it is to get rid of evil spirits during midsum-
mer and pray for a plentiful harvest for rice 
and crops (Akita Kanto Festival, n.d.). This 
explanation fits the purpose of getting rid of 
impurity. However, when women are only 
permitted limited roles in the festival, such 
as playing the flutes or drums, the mean-
ing of “impurity” begins to shift. The local 
people explain that women ban rules come 
from a myth that says the Kanto pole rep-
resents male genitals, and touching them 
will make women “sexually” impure, which 
is why women are banned from the festival. 
These myths are often passed down oral-
ly and are rarely found in the form of writ-
ing. The explanation of this myth cannot be 
found on the Akita Kanto Festival’s official 
website. This questions whether the justifi-
cation of discrimination against women seen 
in this festival should be valid. However, 
people directly involved in these traditions 
seem to hold a strong position on preserv-
ing the traditions that have been passed on to 
them and state that this rule will not change.

Change of Concept of “Purity” in Shintoism
The values of women’s sexual purity are 

majorly reflected through Miko or shrine 
maidens in Shinto temples. They are said to 
be one of the most religious and politically 
powerful figures back in ancient Japan (Da-
vies, n.d.). However, as women, “sexual pu-
rity was essential,” and they were expected 
to be virgins (Davies, n.d., para.6). Howev-
er, now, women do not have to be virgins to 
become a Miko, and the traditions or roles of 
Miko have drastically changed since ancient 
times. Now, most Miko found in Shinto tem-
ples are merely considered assistants to the 
priest, and most of them are young part-time 
workers in universities and have no religious 
ties to Shinto (Davies, n.d.). The tradition-
al and religious roles of Miko has faded to 
some extent as they do not hold such an in-
fluential role anymore. As seen in this case, 
“history shows that any religion that refuses 
to change dies out.” (Kremer, 2013, para.8). 
Most religions face a turning point in which 
they must choose to change to survive the 
changes in society. Since religion is deeply 
connected with politics, some experts point 
out that as more women begin to thrive in 
professional fields, we will see changes in 
religious discrimination (Barber, 2012). 

Change in Rules
The reality, however, is that Japanese 

traditions are still often reluctant to change 
even with social pressures, from a strong 
belief that their traditions and rituals are an 
essential aspect of Japanese culture that has 
been passed on from ancestors. They are 
considered as something highly spiritual. 
Moreover, the continuation of enthusiasm 
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towards the tradition may be why associa-
tions are reluctant to change. For example, 
the Japan Sumo Association is known to keep 
its rules despite its several scandals because 
sumo still has sufficient numbers of both 
men and women supporters (Rich, 2018).  

Religions and Politics
To this point, I have repeatedly intro-

duced the close-knit relations between re-
ligion and politics. We can observe how 
much religion can strongly impact our lives. 
Statistics show that there are 89.5 million 
Shinto followers in Japan, making 70.4% of 
the total population (Iwai, 2017). Howev-
er, today, many Japanese people are not en-
tirely devoted to their religion, and often are 
unaware of what it stands for. That is why 
some experts are concerned that an “over-
simplification” of these sexist traditions can 
cause people to misunderstand the whole 
structure of Japanese values (Yoshida, 2018).

Uncertainty in Shintoism’s position 
as religion takes on women’s equality and 
misinterpretations of traditions may make 
a difference in how people approach tra-
ditional problems. One of the reasons that 
people rarely initiate change is because 
of “limited awareness of feminism in the 
country” (Sumo wrestling, 2018, para.19). 

In my primary research, I conducted a 
survey targeting domestic university students 
to hear the opinions on Japanese traditions.  
From there, I will proceed to explain what 
factors are needed to change traditional rules.

Methodology
Guiding Questions

As part of this study, online surveys 

were distributed to university students 
in Japan. Questions were structured to 
bring out answers that were genuine and 
based on prior knowledge of these prob-
lems. The guiding question of the research 
was as follows: how do younger gener-
ations perceive the relationship in reli-
gion and gender inequality? The questions 
were made to discover where young Japa-
nese university students stand on the prob-
lems of religion and traditions in Japan.

Setting and Participants
The survey was taken from July 1st to 

the 6th. There were 39 respondents to this 
study. Out of these respondents, 21 were 
male, and 18 were female. All respondents 
reside in Japan and hold a Japanese nation-
ality. The majority of the respondents with 
29 people were in their sophomore year in 
university: three people in freshman year, 
two people in junior, three people in se-
nior, and one listed as “other.” None of the 
participants are religiously affiliated. Sur-
vey respondents were recruited via LINE 
groups and direct contact with individu-
als. No specialized prior knowledge of this 
field was necessary, and participants were 
asked to answer based on their first-hand 
thoughts and experiences. The survey was 
taken anonymously through Google Forms. 

Data collection
In this study, nine questions were in-

cluded in the survey for the participants to 
answer. The first five questions were basic 
questions to attain information on partici-
pants’ gender, birthplace, grade, and religious 
affiliation. Some questions in the survey 
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were multiple-choice answers with the op-
tion of “other” where participants were able 
to type in their answers in case they did not 
find a suitable answer for them. In the sec-
ond half of the questions, a short explana-
tion of traditional rules regarding the sumo 
ring was introduced as an example to help 
participants to grasp an image of the on-go-
ing issues. Participants were asked to answer 
the questions from the range of “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree” on a lineage 
scale. The final question to this survey was 
also a multiple-choice answer where partici-
pants were asked to choose the best descrip-
tion that reflected their opinion. An “other” 
section was also provided for participants 
to write and express their opinion freely. 

Findings
To the question of “do you think gender 

discriminations seen in traditions (e.g., ban-
ning women on sumo ring) are justifiable?” 
21 out of 39 people answered that they either 
“disagree” or “strongly disagree” with justi-
fying religious discriminations against wom-
en seen in traditions. Moreover, out of these 
21 people, 11 were female, and 10 were male.

However, with a total of 21 male par-
ticipants, there were less than half that an-
swered against justification when looking 
from the bigger picture. On the other hand, 
out of 11 people who answered “strong-
ly agree” and “agree”, nine were male. In 
this case, males were the majority of re-
spondents supporting for justification of 
religious discriminations against women.

There is a fascinating twist when the 
question proceeds to number seven (in-
troduced in the beginning of this section), 

where we can see a shift in the participant’s 
position in the answers. 24 out of 39 partic-
ipants chose “strongly agree” or “agree” for 
this question. The typical flow that I have 
observed from the results was that people 
who disagreed with the justification for reli-
gious discrimination agree to the change for 
this question. However, six people, and sur-
prisingly, of which 4 were female, answered 
that they “strongly disagree” that traditional 
changes should be made with social chang-
es. On the contrary, 7 out of 11 people who 
supported justification for the previous ques-
tion answered that they support changes in 
traditional rules according to social values.

Lacking means to expand and elabo-
rate on what exactly “social values” are in 
this context, the results can be interpreted in 
several ways. One way to analyze this shift 
in position is to think whether these partici-
pants saw the phrase “changes in social val-
ues” as a positive or negative connotation. 
Suppose people held a positive image to “so-
cial values”. They will most likely choose to 
agree with the change because it meant that 
women and men are given equal opportunity 
in both religious and societal fields. More-
over, people who switched from justifying 
religion to supporting change may accept 
that traditions are indeed under the influence 
of society and that they should keep chang-
ing as the world surrounding it changes.

Discussion
Female	vs.	Male	on	Religious	Justification	

Before this survey, the hypoth-
esis that I had set up was that males 
would have more tendency to an-
swer to justify religious discrimination 
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while females would be more opposed. 
However, there were several findings 

that I found to be quite interesting. I ob-
served an equal amount of attention paid by 
both genders regarding this situation even 
when women were the ones who were put at 
a disadvantage in this particular case. How-
ever, when focusing on the numbers of males 
who agrees to religious discrimination, one 
way to analyze this result is by thinking from 
their position. From the past, men were of-
ten the dominating power both in religion 
and society. Therefore, these results may 
show that they were either unaware of the 
privileges they had as a male, or genuinely 
feel that there is no problem in these tradi-
tions and that it should be preserved. While 
some experts point out that Japan lacks fem-
inist movements (Sumo wrestling, 2018), 

when we focus only on Japan’s case, what 
may be lacking is the education of Shinto-
ism’s historical background to the people. 

Females, who are first-hand experiencers 
for these sexist rules, are more exposed to the 
unfairness of “sacred” traditions and will be 
more likely to hold doubt as to why they are 
put at a disadvantage. However, while Japa-
nese people often participate in traditional 
events and festivals, such as the Akita Kan-
to Festival or sumo wrestling, it is common 
for them not to have any religious affiliation. 
This can be observed in question 4, where 
all respondents answered “no.” Thus, with-
out the proper education of these matters, 
they may be more vulnerable to gullibly ac-
cepting that even traditions with discrimina-
tions against women are “sacred” traditions. 

It is crucial to educate children on what 
Shintoism as a religion stands for and what 
it represents. As covered in the literature 
review, many sexist rules are man-made. 
Therefore, it is essential to separate the 
two by showing how the traditions or rit-
uals that are said to derive in Shintoism are 
politically influenced. The current situa-

tion can be observed in the survey. Ques-
tion 8 was the only question where the 
most answered response was number 3 
(neutral/ it depends). There was no signifi-
cant tilt towards neither agree nor disagree. 
It can be said that people are confused or 
having trouble grasping this concept of 
political values infringed on traditions. 
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However, since I did not give an expla-
nation of what “political value” is, we can-
not be sure whether the responses can be 
interpreted as they are. Nonetheless, with-
out sufficient and accurate knowledge of re-
ligion and the traditions, we cannot expect 
any changes to be made in the rules no mat-
ter how unjust they may seem. Moreover, 
the organization that stands their ground on 
keeping controversial rules should have the 
responsibility to state where and when the 
rules were made under what social contexts. 

For further research, there is a need to 
ask participants whether they were ever 
taught about Shintoism values and wheth-
er they are closely associated with it. More-
over, some questions should be revised to 
provide a more precise explanation of what 
terms such as “political value” or “social 
value” mean in the context of Shintoism. 
Additionally, now that we are living in the 
21st century with different identities such 
as the LGBTQ community, it will be inter-
esting to observe how rules will be applied.

Conclusion
This paper introduced how sexist rules 

applied in religious traditions and sacred rit-
uals in Japan were found to reflect the social 
values of male supremacy in the past. It was 
clear that traditions were indeed influenced 
by the political system based on patriar-
chal values, as seen in the Japanese Imperi-
al Family and sumo wrestling. Other Shinto 

traditions are also passed down orally, and 
the origins of festivals are often not com-
monly known by people who are not close-
ly associated with them. However, these 
women ban rules are not sufficient enough 
to claim that Shintoism itself is a sexist reli-
gion because they have powerful female fig-
ures illustrated in old literature and myths.

Moreover, some core concept of “puri-
ty” was seen to be interpreted in different 
ways according to rituals. It seems that the 
vagueness of the term is the reason why Shin-
toism was vulnerable to be used in favor of 
patriarchal beliefs. Furthermore, as the sur-
vey shows, most Japanese university stu-
dents feel that these sexist rules should not 
be justified under the name of religion and 
should aim to change society. It is important 
to know where our “traditions” come from 
and think critically before accepting them.

Finally, we have to carefully think about 
how much we can intervene with issues re-
garding religious beliefs and traditions. 
These questions are never easy to answer 
but need  to be discussed more often in Ja-
pan. In order for Japan to achieve gender 
equality, both socially and religiously, the 
younger generation should take affirmative 
actions to understand Japan’s history and 
culture. When we are able to cultivate our 
own thoughts and opinions of these mat-
ters, perhaps we can move towards find-
ing the solution that satisfies everyone. 
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Appendix A

Survey Questions

1. What is your gender?
• Female
• Male
• Prefer not to say
• Other

2. Where did you grow up?

3. What year are you in?
• Freshman
• Sophomore
• Junior
• Senior 
• Other

4. Are you in any religion?
• Yes
• No

5. If yes, are there any disagreements that you have with your religion’s beliefs/values?
• Yes
• No 

6. Do you think gender discriminations seen in traditions (e.g. banning women on sumo 
ring) are justifiable?
• strongly agree
• agree
• it depends/ neutral
• disagree
• strongly disagree
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7. Do you think changes in religions/traditions should be made according to the values in 
society?
1. strongly agree
2. agree
3. it depends/ neutral
4. disagree
5. strongly disagree

8. Do you think political values in society reflect gender inequality in religions?
1. strongly agree
2. agree
3. it depends/ neutral
4. disagree
5. strongly disagree

9. What would be your reaction be if you were rejected in participating in something just 
because of your sex?
• It’s fair. It has been this way for a long time
• It’s unfair, but it is the way it is
• It’s unfair, this rule needs to change
• Other

Appendix B

Survey Participants Characteristics

Number of Respondents: 39
Range of Academic Year of Respondents: Freshman ~ Senior

Survey Participants Answer Summary
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from Education: 
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Abstract
The recent scandal of irregularities in the entrance examinations at renowned Japanese med-
ical universities shatters the notion of equal educational opportunity regardless of gender. 
Along with the exposure of the scandal, Japanese education is increasingly encouraged to re-
view its role as an entity to pursue gender equality and considered as one of the most criti-
cal sectors to advance the process toward equal society. Recent studies reveal the impact of 
hidden curriculums on students in the formation of gender roles and how traditional gen-
der roles, the “Ryosai Kenbo” concept, interfere with achieving gender equality. This re-
search aims to examine the influence of hidden curriculums further through a survey and in-
terviews and propose solutions to eliminate hidden curriculums from Japanese education. 
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Introduction
“Japan medical schools ‘rigged women’s 

results’”—this is a headline from BBC News 
on December 4, 2018 (BBC News, 2018). 
The article continued that nine Japanese med-
ical schools admitted that they manipulated 
test scores to reduce the number of female 
students because women leave the profession 
for childbirth and child-care (BBC News, 
2018). This scandal undermined the notion of 
equal educational opportunity and revealed 
how the education sector is “trying to ‘meet’ 
the demand” of the traditional job markets 
with “very patriarchal values – where men 
work and earn, and women stay home and 
take care of their children” (UNESCO Bang-
kok, 2019, paras.15&17). The traditional 
values based on the idea of men at work and 
women at home is called “Ryosai Kenbo” 
or  “Good wife, wise mother” and was creat-
ed at the end of the 1890s in Japan (Koyama, 
2012, p.184). Even though the concept has 
developed and changed as Japanese women 
gain power in society, the spirit of “Ryosai 
Kenbo” or traditional gender roles are still 
influential in Japan, making women engage 
in “dual labor” at home and working outside 
(Koyama, 2012, p.183). Due to the dispro-
portionate burden on women based conven-
tional gender roles, it is hard for women to be 
on the career track. Female employees tend to 
work as irregular workers, a flexible working 
style with low wages, to manage both roles as 
mother and employee (Nikkei, 2019). More-
over, women make up only 14% of employ-
ees in managerial positions in Japan, one 
of the lowest rates in G20 (ILOSTAT and 
OECD, 2019). Even from the internation-
al point of view, Japan still has a long way 

from eliminating gender inequality in the 
labor market. According to the Global Gen-
der Gap Report 2020, which shows “relative 
gaps between women and men” in four social 
factors, Japan ranked 121 out of 153 coun-
tries, especially low in political empower-
ment and economic participation and oppor-
tunities (World Economic Forum, 2020, p.4). 

Although gender roles prevail in many 
different areas of Japanese women’s lives, 
such as family, employment, or intimate 
partner relationships (Belarmino & Rob-
erts, 2019), education has essential respon-
sibilities because “it can either reinforce 
gender stereotypes, biases and discrimi-
nation or change and transform society to 
realize gender equality” (UNESCO Bang-
kok, 2019, para.13). “Gender discrimina-
tion exists in practice” in the Japanese labor 
market, and the education sector has to re-
alize the unhealthy collusive relationship 
with the labor sector and should challenge 
traditional “beliefs” rather than “contribut-
ing and reinforcing gender discrimination 
in the job market” (UNESCO Bangkok, 
2019, para.14&17). Education should be re-
garded as “the single best investment coun-
tries can make to build prosperous, healthy, 
and equitable societies” (UN, n.d., para.1). 

Literature Review: A Hidden Old-School 
in Present-day Japan 

The education policy of the Japanese govern-
ment

The Japanese government is regarding 
education as one of the crucial elements to 
achieve gender equality. In 2006, the gov-
ernment passed the new Basic Act on Edu-
cation, a foundation of Japanese education 
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based on the Constitution of Japan. The new 
act includes “fostering the values of respect 
for justice, responsibility, equality between 
men and women’’ as one of the five objec-
tives of education that are most critical in 
current Japan (MEXT, 2006, Chapter.1). 
Along with the implementation of the new 
act, the Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) 
revised the curriculum and textbooks of 
schools, aiming to create gender-equal soci-
ety (MEXT, 2006). However, even after the 
enactment of the new act, gender roles or 
bias are still prevalent in education through 
a “hidden curriculum” (Lee, 2014, p.40).

Hidden curriculums and the impacts on 
students

A hidden curriculum “consists of those 
learning states of a setting which are either 
unintended or intended but not openly ac-
knowledged to the learners in the setting un-
less the learners are aware of them,” and dif-
ferentiated from a school curriculum, which 
is “an explicit, conscious, formally planned 
course with specific objectives” (Martin, 
1976; Kentli, 2009, as cited in Lee, 2014, 
p.40). A hidden curriculum can be seen in 
“textbooks, a teacher’s use of language, stan-
dard learning activities, and the social struc-
ture of the classroom” (Lee, 2014, p.40). 
According to Odhiambo, “the hidden curric-
ulum relating to gender construction” is one 
of the essential aspects that need to be un-
covered because the hidden curriculum can 
influence learners’ “personal or cognitive 
development” and convey gender bias or per-
ception (2012, as cited in Lee, 2012, p.39). 
Moreover, young learners could miss the 

chance to prepare “for a more economically 
viable future founded on equitable social and 
economic participation” (Clark, 2016, p.6). 
Therefore, it is crucial to examine the hidden 
curriculum in education “to prevent students 
from developing gender bias and stereotypes 
about themselves and the opposite gender” 
(Lee, 2014, p.51). There are several factors to 
analyze in the hidden curriculum in Japanese 
education, including female representation 
in textbooks, female teachers in a leadership 
positions, or teacher’s words and actions. 

Hidden Curriculum A: Female representa-
tion in textbooks

Among the elements to analyze in the 
hidden curriculum in Japan are educational 
materials, mainly textbooks. Textbooks play 
a crucial role in Japanese education since 
textbooks should get approval from MEXT 
and have “institutional authority,” leading 
to “encourage students to attach great credi-
bility” (Lee, 2014, p.40). Although MEXT 
pays careful attention to female representa-
tion in educational material along with the 
new act, it seems that there is still prevailing 
gender bias against women in textbooks. In 
the English textbook (EFL textbook), wom-
en appear less often than men, which im-
plies “women are of less importance and 
are less-worthy of mention than men’’ (Lee, 
2014, p.51). Moreover, men are depicted 
with the association of physically demand-
ing activities, wealth, or wisdom, while 
women are represented in “family care, in-
door activity, or emotional fragility” (Lee, 
2014, p.51). Textbooks should have a “bal-
anced representation of men and women’’ 
because traditional and dominant gender 
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roles can be taught to students unintention-
ally and strengthen student’s “values and be-
liefs about gender identity,” which is difficult 
to unlearn in the future (Lee, 2014, p.51).

Hidden Curriculum B: Lack of female lead-
ership

Lack of female leadership in the educa-
tional field is another hidden curriculum that 
affects student beliefs about gender roles. 
Female teachers’ ratio in a managerial posi-
tion is only 18% even though female teach-
ers consist of about 50% in Japan (Nikkei, 
2020). Besides, “Japan has one of the low-
est shares of women in school leadership” 
in the world (UNESCO, 2019, p.20). Small 
numbers of female leaders in education can 
be a negative hidden curriculum because the 
setting gives an assumption that “men have 
more rights to act with authority” and rein-
force prejudice against female leaders (Usui, 
Rose, and Reiko Kageyama, 2003, p.116).

Hidden Curriculum C: Teacher’s words and 
attitude

Teachers’ words and actions also con-
tain hidden messages about gender roles, 
and teachers’ awareness or “sensitivity to 
gender issues” are related to the historical 
background of Japanese education (Nagat-
suka, 2014, p.13). Until around the middle 
of the 1990s, Japanese education was based 
on traditional gender roles, assuming that 
“the current and future student’s lives dif-
fer depending on their gender” (Nagatsuka, 
2014, p.17). Based on the idea, a home eco-
nomics curriculum was mandatory only for 
female students because “many women have 
a unique role in domestic life” (Nagatsuka, 

2014, 17). It is essential to analyze whether 
teachers have taken gender-segregated ed-
ucation or not because their “sensitivity to 
gender issues’’ can be affected by their ed-
ucational background (Nagatsuka, 2014, 
p.13). According to Nagatsuka, gender-seg-
regated education ended in 1996, and people 
who were 19 years old or more at that time 
can be categorized into learners who have 
only experienced gender-segregated edu-
cation (2014). Those people were 41 years 
old or more in 2018. According to my cal-
culation based on the School Teacher’s Sur-
vey by MEXT in 2018, teachers who are 41 
years old or more account for approximately 
63.6% in public elementary, junior, and high 
schools at the time of 2018 (MEXT, 2018). 
Nagatsuka stated that “there is a chance that 
these teachers lack ‘sensitivity to gender 
issues’ and have consciousness and quali-
ties that generate modern challenges,” and 
it is crucial to cultivate “sensitivity to gen-
der issues’’ in teachers to minimize the im-
pact of a hidden curriculum (2014, p. 20).

Existing studies and uniqueness of this re-
search 

Education plays a crucial role in realiz-
ing gender equality and should work against 
gender discrimination or traditional gender 
roles (UNESCO Bangkok, 2019). Although 
the Japanese government acknowledges 
and promotes the importance of education 
to achieve gender equality, the hidden gen-
der bias in educational materials remains a 
problem that requires a solution (Lee, 2014). 
Moreover, male-dominated settings in ed-
ucation reinforce the assumption of men’s 
authority and lack of understanding against 
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women’s leaders (Usui, Rose, and Reiko 
Kageyama, 2003). Japanese schools need 
teachers with developed “sensitivity to gen-
der issues” since teachers play a critical role 
in “shaping gender awareness and attitude 
in students” (Nagatsuka, 2014, p.13). The 
present research reveals the hidden curricu-
lums and the impacts on students from vari-
ous perspectives and calls for change. This 
research aims to analyze the impact of the 
hidden curriculums on the formation of tra-
ditional gender roles and propose solutions 
for eliminating conventional gender roles in 
Japanese education, which have not been in-
vestigated integrally in the current studies. 

Methodology 
Guiding Questions 

In order to gain insight into the research, 
I conducted a survey targeting students who 
have studied in Japanese educational institu-
tions based on my guiding questions: How 
do students think about gender equality in 
education, and what are the experiences that 
can affect their gender roles? In addition to 
the survey, I interviewed a professor in each 
Gender Studies and the Teacher’s License 
Program in AIU to get opinions from experts 
based on my guiding questions: How do ex-
perts evaluate Japanese education in terms of 
gender equality, and what are the solutions to 
eliminate the impact of hidden curriculums? 

Participants and data collection 
Survey 

The survey was conducted online us-
ing Google Forms for a week and was dis-
tributed inside and outside the AIU com-
munity. The survey consisted of two parts: 

general subject information and seven 
main questions. The general subject infor-
mation identified the participant’s school 
level and learning period in Japanese edu-
cational institutions. I collected responses 
from 51 participants. About 90% of partic-
ipants were university students, and 94 % 
of them have studied in Japanese educa-
tional institutions for more than ten years. 

Interview
1. I interviewed Dr. Chiba Kaeko, who is 

teaching Gender Studies and Japan Stud-
ies at AIU. The interview was conducted 
in English on ZOOM, asking Dr. Chiba 
about current gender issues and possible 
solutions for gender equality in educa-
tion.

2. I interviewed Professor Satoh Kenkoh, 
the head of the Teacher’s License Pro-
gram at AIU who has also served as prin-
cipal in three high schools in Akita. The 
interview was conducted in Japanese on 
ZOOM. I mainly asked eight questions 
asked about the Japanese educational sys-
tem and possible reforms in terms of gen-
der equality.

I received both professors’ permission for re-
cording the interviews to quote accurately in 
the paper.

Findings 
Survey Question 1: 

Many students think gender inequality is 
severe in Japan but not so much in education 

The first question asked participants to 
rate the seriousness of gender inequality in 
Japan from 0 (no seriousness and urgency) 
to 4 (high seriousness and strong urgency). 
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More than 86% of students rated the seri-
ousness of gender inequality at 3 or 4. The 
second question asked participants whether 
gender inequality is prevailing in Japanese 
education. 51% of participants answered Yes, 

while 33.3% answered No. Comparing the 
results of the first and second questions, some 
people think that gender inequality is se-
vere in Japan but not in the educational field. 

Survey Question 2: 
Many students have rarely encountered fe-
male managerial staff in their school life. 

Question four and five asked about the 
number of female school principals and 
year-head teachers that participants had en-
countered in their school life. About 95% 
of participants answered that they had met 
0 to 2 female principals in their school 
life, and about 77% for female year-head 
teachers. The results show that many stu-
dents do not have a chance to encounter fe-
male leadership in school life in Japan. 

Survey Question 3:  
Students show relatively high credibility in 

textbooks. 
Question six asked participants to rate 

the credibility of the information in the text-

books used in elementary, junior, and high 
schools from 0 (skeptical and no accep-
tance) to 4 (high acceptance). According to 
the responses, about 74.5% of people rated 
3 or 4, indicating their opinion about high 
credibility in the textbooks. On the oth-
er hand, for the last question asking about 
the credibility in the teachers’ words and 
actions, the responses were about evenly 
distributed through low to high reliability. 

The responses of two questions 
show that many students sense high 
credibility in textbooks, while their be-
lief in the reliability in teachers’ words 
and actions depends on the student. 
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Interview Question 1: 
Both professors emphasized a critical role 
of education for achieving gender equality. 

Both professors negatively evaluat-
ed the progress of gender equality in Japan 
and highlighted the impact of education 
on students. Dr. Chiba thinks that “the ac-
ademic education which we will receive 
from the school is getting better;” how-
ever, “indirect gender influence” in edu-
cation, such as lack of female principals 
is “very influential.” Dr. Chiba also men-
tioned that “In a lifestyle that kids see in 
everyday life, we still have clear gender 
roles. It will definitely affect children.” On 
the other hand, Professor Satoh stressed 
the responsibility of education by saying, 
“Japan should change from education.” 

Interview Question 2: 
Three common challenges in education 

that both professors pointed out 

Challenge 1: The generation gap between 
students and teachers

Professor Satoh stressed the differ-
ences in educational background between 

teachers and students. For old teachers, the 
past education that differentiated the gen-
der roles is “ingrained in the teacher’s mind 
and is difficult to change.” Professor contin-
ued by saying, “Old teachers can teach gen-
der equality based on the instruction, but 
students will not get the message because 
teachers do not understand the issue deep-
ly and lack convincing force.” Dr. Chiba 
also mentioned that “when old gentlemen 
were brought up as a child, that [separated 
gender roles] were a good social expecta-
tion.” As both professors highlighted, some 
older generations believe in traditional 
gender roles, which can be considered as 
a challenge for educating gender equality.

Challenge 2: Lack of student’s voice
Both professors stated that students’ 

voices should be reflected more in educa-
tion for achieving equality. Professor Sa-
toh said, “Older teachers have to learn 
from students, and schools should create 
an environment where students can raise 
their voice when they have a sense of dis-
comfort.” Dr. Chiba mentioned that “We 
should have more opportunity to hear from 
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a student’s point of view. Young voices can 
change conservative gender inequality in 
Japanese society.” Both experts empha-
sized the lack of opinions from the young 
generation and the need for their voices. 

Challenge 3:  Adhesion between education 
and the labor market

Professor Satoh underlined a misguided 
notion of modern Japanese education. Pro-
fessor said, “According to the Convention on 
the Rights of Child, Children are individuals 
with their rights. However, in Japan, children 
are treated as children who belong to adults. 
Adults manipulate children to meet their in-
terests through education. Education should 
not prevent students from growing but should 
develop their talent.” Dr. Chiba mentioned 
that “I think that the current education system 
is wrong. They [students] are more concerned 
about which university to enter” under the 
“academic career-based society. The educa-
tion system is not appropriate to let students 
think of what they really want to learn. They 
do not have time to think about it, and they 
only use the time for raising scores.” Two 
experts recognized the current education as 
following what society requires for children. 

Discussion
Student’s awareness of gender issues in edu-

cation 
Based on the survey results, it is pos-

sible to assume that Japanese students can 
be susceptible to the impact of hidden cur-
riculums under the current education. The 
reasons are relatively low awareness of 
gender inequality in education, high-lev-
el trust in textbooks, which can include 

biased representation of gender and lack 
of female leadership in their school life.

Possible solutions for eliminating negative 
hidden curriculums in education

There were three main problems that both 
professors brought up during the interview 
as the causes of the hidden curriculum and 
gender inequality in Japanese education (see 
Interview 2 in the findings). In this section, 
solutions for each challenge will be discussed 
based on interviews and additional research.  

Challenge 1: The generation gap between 
students and teachers

Solution: Raising awareness among teachers 
through training and active communication

To address teachers’ low sensitivity and 
lack of convincing force of gender equality, 
Professor Satoh raised training and active 
communication as a means to raise aware-
ness of gender issues among teachers. He 
stated that “Newly appointed teachers or 
managers should get training about gender 
issues. Moreover, the professor continued 
by saying, “it is also important to appreci-
ate and say what teachers feel and realize in 
everyday life. Students learn from the teach-
er’s words and actions. If teachers can show 
that they can exchange their opinion regard-
less of their gender without problems, stu-
dents can learn from their behavior.” There-
fore, the government should create detailed 
guidelines regarding teacher training about 
gender awareness. In addition, regardless 
of age or gender, teachers should active-
ly share their opinions, including on gender 
issues, so that teachers can educate them-
selves but also impact students indirectly 
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as a form of the positive hidden curriculum.

Challenge 2: Lack of student’s voice
Solution:	Reflecting	the	views	of	students	

Schools should provide students with an 
environment in which they can raise  their 
voices against a sense of discomfort in their 
school life. Dr. Chiba mentioned that schools 
should hear from students about “what they 
want to learn, how they want to improve, 
what kind of points of view that they want 
to contribute to education.” Professor Satoh 
stated that “Schools should put up posters 
about contact information of consultation ser-
vices for gender issues in a noticeable place.” 
It is indispensable to create an atmosphere 
of openness for students so that their voic-
es will be reflected. Moreover, teachers can 
learn and raise awareness and sensitivity of 
gender issues and minimize the impact of the 
hidden curriculum based on student opinions. 

Challenge 3:  Adhesion between education 
and the labor market

It is critical to make transforma-
tive change in education rather than 
waiting for social change to cut un-
healthy ties with the labor sector. 

Solution 1: Introducing a check system of 
textbook based on gender perspectives
Gender representation in textbooks is 

one of the critical factors of the formation 
of gender roles in students because of their 
significance as educational materials and 
high approval rates from students (see sur-
vey result: Question six). Educational ma-
terials should meet six criteria to achieve 
gender-equal curriculums: they should be 

“(a) inclusive, (b) accurate, (c) affirmative, 
(d) representative, (e) integrated, and (f) 
weave together the experiences, needs, and 
interests of both males and females” (Bai-
ley, 1992, as cited in Clark, 2016, p.7). The 
government should lead the process of text-
book making based on these criteria. More-
over, introducing digital technology is ad-
vantageous to check gender representation in 
textbooks that humans can easily overlook. 
Computer concordancing can analyze “the 
occurrences of a selected word or phrase, in-
cluding its frequency, location, and context,” 
which can “provide useful insights about 
how genders are represented” (Lee, 2014, 
p.42). The Japanese government can inte-
grate this technology into textbook making 
and minimize the impact of the hidden cur-
riculum transferred through biased textbooks.

Solution 2: Promoting parental leave for 
male teachers

Securing career pathways for women af-
ter having children is essential to opening 
up opportunities for female advancement 
in the field, and men’s participation is the 
key to achieving the goal. Professor Satoh 
stated the need for rules regarding parental 
leave. “The education board should set af-
firmative rules of parental leave for men to 
reduce the burden of women.” In the status 
quo, only 2.8% of male public school teach-
ers take parental leave, while female teach-
ers account for 96.9% (MEXT, 2018). The 
government has to set an affirmative solu-
tion, such as making parental leave manda-
tory for men, to reduce the burden of wom-
en and allow them to pursue both career and 
family. The solution could eventually lead 
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to an increase in female leadership and min-
imize the impact of the hidden curriculum.

Solution 3: Conducting a review of the per-
sonnel system 

Reviewing personnel systems to decrease 
the burden of management positions is nec-
essary to support teachers’ career and family 
in a compatible way. Professor Satoh stated 
that “For example, some schools introduce 
the positions of principal, deputy principal, 
assistant principal, principal teacher to share 
the work of management position.” Subdi-
viding work can provide teachers with the 
opportunity to pursue both career and fam-
ily affairs, which eventually leads to an in-
crease in the number of female leaders and 
minimizes the impact of the hidden curricu-
lum. Moreover, Professor Satoh identified the 
short tenure of school principals as a prob-
lem. “High school principals have only about 
two years in the office in general, which is not 
enough to introduce a drastic reform in the 
school. Ideally, the period of their service is 
about five years so that they can have enough 
time to make a change in their school.” 
Thus, it is essential to give enough time for 
educators working in a field to make a dif-
ference in the Japanese education system. 

 Conclusion
This research revealed the impact of hid-

den curriculums on the formation of conven-
tional gender roles and proposed solutions for 
eliminating hidden curriculums in Japanese 
education. The educational sector should take 
a lead role in creating a gender-equal society 
in Japan. However, the current school serves 
as a preparation period for students to satis-
fy the conditions for working in the conven-
tional and discriminatory labor market by 
shaping traditional gender roles in students 
and limiting opportunities through hidden 
curriculums. The Japanese educational sec-
tor has to realize the significant impact of 
hidden curriculums on students and make a 
transformative change in educational mate-
rials, teachers’ awareness, and the personnel 
system. Education should not take a pas-
sive role in society but should voice doubts 
about traditional norms and initiate necessary 
changes to achieve gender equality in Japan. 

This research was unique and nov-
el in terms of integrating various perspec-
tives of hidden curriculums and solutions 
based on real opinions from students or 
professionals. However, further research 
is necessary for the challenges and ob-
stacles of implementing the solutions. 
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Appendix B

Interview Questions 1 (Dr. Chiba Kaeko)
1. How do you evaluate the progress of gender equality in Japan? 
2. What do you think about the causes of deep-rooted gender roles in Japanese society? 
3. Do you think education is responsible for the formation of gender roles in students? 
4. How seriously do you think the impact of hidden curriculums on student’s perception of 

gender roles in Japanese school education? (female representation in the textbook, lack of 
female teacher in a leadership position, or teacher’s awareness of gender issues)  

5. Do you think gender perception that students get from school education lasts long in the 
future? If so, how? 

6. What do you think the cause of lack of female leadership, and what do you think the solu
tion for the issue? 

7. Do you think Japanese education should change to achieve gender equality? If so, how?
8. How should Japanese education change to achieve gender equality? Textbooks? Teacher’s 

awareness? The number of Female teachers in managerial positions? 
9. Do you think educating gender inequality can eliminate 
10. If gender education is included in the school’s curriculum, what can be the possible diffi

culties? 
11. Do you think students are susceptible to educational material or teacher’s actions or 

words?

Additional follow-up questions were asked depending on responses. 

Appendix C
Interview Questions 2 (Professor Satoh Kenkoh)

1. What had changed after the Japanese government implemented the new Basic Act on Edu
cation, which emphasizing gender equality? 

2. How seriously do you think about the impact of the hidden curriculum on student’s per
ception of gender roles in Japanese education? (female representation in the textbook, lack 
of female teacher in a leadership position, or teacher’s awareness of gender issue

3. Do you think gender perception that students get from school education lasts long in the 
future? If so, how? Do you think students are susceptible to educational material or teach-
er’s actions or words? 

4. Are there any programs or requirements for Japanese teachers to raise awareness of gender 
issues? 

5. What do you think about educating gender inequality in Japan? 
6. Do you think Japanese education should change to achieve gender equality?
7. If gender education is included in the school’s curriculum, what can be the possible diffi

culties? 
8. Do you have something that you keep in mind when you teach TLP for future Japanese 

teachers regarding gender awareness? 

Additional follow-up questions were asked depending on responses.
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The Conservation of 
World Heritage Sites and 
the Relationship with Local People 
— The Example of Shirakami-Sanchi

Eri Suenaga

There is a growing number of world her-
itage sites in Japan. On July 6, 2019, UNES-
CO (2019) registered the Mozu and Furuichi 
tombs in Osaka as World Cultural Heritage 
Sites, raising the total number of World Her-
itage Sites in Japan to 23. Since 2013, Japan 
has registered at least one new World Her-
itage Site every year. Some institutions are 
eager to attain the accolade of a heritage site 
because it can mean greater profits for the 
local sightseeing industry, and can therefore 
lead to a revitalization of the local area. Oth-
ers disagree with the desire for World Heri-
tage Site status because the conservation 
rules of the affiliated site are often very strict, 

and it can deprive local people of their peace-
ful and traditional lifestyle. Shirakami-San-
chi, the mountain range crossing Akita and 
Aomori prefectures, has been a target of 
these discussions since it was registered as a 
World Heritage Site in 1993. This registration 
may be a good prompt to preserve Shiraka-
mi-Sanchi at a national level and be a trig-
ger to raise benefits from the sightseeing in-
dustry, but its cost, the loss of the traditional 
lifestyle of local hunters there, the so-called 
matagi, who believe in the mountain’s god 
and have continued to coexist with nature 
for generations, seem to surpass its benefits.
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The registration of Shirakami-Sanchi 
as a world heritage site is considered as the 
cause of the loss of the matagi. Takeda (1972) 
defines “the matagi are hunters who live 
by old hunting traditions in the mountain-
ous areas of the northern part of Japan,” and 
states “hunting was generally conducted as 
a well-organized group hunt, observing tra-
ditional regulations, and the role played by 
each hunter as either a shooter or beater was 
strictly fulfilled”. They inherited their tra-
ditional life-style of hunting bears in spring, 
gathering edible wild plants and raising some 
crops in other seasons, from their ancestors. 
However, since the reinforcement of the pro-
tection of Shirakami-Sanchi was implement-
ed due to the registration as the World Natural 
Heritage Site, matagi began to be forced to 
abandon their hunting and become excluded 
from their way of life that depended on the 
mountains. It seems there is no need to ex-
clude them from their home nature because 
they are not destructive against nature; Ma-
son (2015) states, “the traditionally sustain-
able use by matagi does fit with several of the 
general sustainability principles”. But it has 
also been noted, that the lifestyles of former 
inhabitants in newly designated world heri-
tage areas commonly face government inter-
vention for the conservation of the area by 
being excluded from the area (Miller, 2013). 
To be precise, matagi are not defined as for-
mer inhabitants or native people there, but 
they have undergone an analogous struggle 
as such inhabitants as Shirakami-Sanchi’s 
longstanding traditional users for centuries.

The registration as the world heritage 
sites indeed contributes to the conservation 
of Shirakami-Sanchi to some extent. Shiraka-

mi-Sanchi is now famous for retaining the 
largest beech forest in Asia (Peters, 1997), 
but it once faced the danger of deforestation 
from the latter of the 1950s to the 1980s. In 
1955, the Japanese government implemented 
a policy named kakudai zourin seisaku, the 
policy for expanding afforestation. In con-
trast to its nature-friendly sound, this policy 
had the aim to remove natural beech trees that 
were not suitable as building materials and 
replace them with more useful ones for archi-
tecture such as cedar and cypress trees so that 
those cut tree could be utilized for construct-
ing new buildings as a part of post-war recov-
ery. Following this policy, the management 
bureau of forests in Akita conducted a large 
scale of a cut-off of natural beech in Shi-
rakami-Sanchi in the 1960s, and it directly 
caused the shrinkage of the forest in size from 
47,000 hectares to 16,000 hectares in the 
1980s (Yoshida, 2011). In addition to such 
a situation, there was a scheme for creating 
a path through the forest. According to the 
scheme, the path was planned to cross Aki-
ta prefecture and Aomori prefecture and the 
construction would require cutting the beech 
trees in the natural forest. A large number of 
local people countered against this scheme by 
establishing committees and argued the pre-
cise rarity of the natural beech forest and the 
importance of the forest in terms of erosion 
and flood control. Their voice ultimately re-
sulted in the registration of Shirakami-Sanchi 
as a World Heritage Site, and after the reg-
istration, the scheme for constructing a path 
through the natural forest was completely 
suspended, and the extent of the beech forest 
has recovered to 16,971 hectares (Ministry 
of the Environment, 2015). Also, the fame 
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of Shirakami-Sanchi as a World Heritage 
site has brought many visitors from various 
places. In 1993, the year Shirakami-Sanchi 
was designated as a World Heritage Site, the 
number of visitors to Shirakami-Sanchi was 
approximately 2,000,000, and this number 
increased and reached 3,750,000 in 2005, 
approaching to the double number of that in 
1993 (Yoshida, 2011). Thus, the local area 
around the Shirakami-Sanchi once planned to 
gain profits from the forestry industry, but it 
succeeded in gaining profits from sightseeing 
instead without destroying the natural forest. 

Once Shirakami-Sanchi was established 
as a World Heritage Site, many regulations 
and restrictions against entering the desig-
nated area were implemented to retain the 
environment, and matagi were also forced 
to follow those strategies conducted by the 
government that intended to eliminate human 
activities from the forest. However, it seems 
to have affected in the wrong way and rath-
er brought an unbalanced ecosystem. Since 
matagi have lived in the Shirakami area for 
centuries, they have been already incorpo-
rated in the ecosystem of Shirakami-Sanchi 
and therefore, the loss of matagi has con-
tributed to the collapse of the balanced eco-
system. One typical example that shows this 
collapse is the recent appearance of bears 
in cities. Matagi and bears have been con-
nected by a keen bargaining relationship. 
One of the reasons why matagi hunt bears 
in spring is that bears come out of hiberna-
tion as one in spring, and therefore one gun-
shot can implant human’s threat in all bears’ 
minds around there at once, which can pre-
vent bears from coming down to the human 
village. However, since matagi have been 

forced to quit this tradition, bears began to in-
crease their number and come out to villages 
and cities to look for foods because they do 
not regard humans as a threat to them. When 
I participated in a field trip for studying the 
culture in the forest and problems of the wild 
animal in Akita, I was able to have an oppor-
tunity to learn how the municipalities tackle 
this problem. Although municipalities have 
established strategies against those problems, 
it seems that their way to deal with the bears 
is not efficient because the officers from mu-
nicipalities try to capture a bear only when it 
appears in their city in summer, ignoring the 
full-fledged way done by matagi. This prob-
ably cannot adequately reduce the number of 
times bears appear in their city because other 
bears in the forest do not learn that humans 
can be harmful to them, and they should 
stay in the forest unless they come down to 
the city. The lecturer there, who supports 
matagi, complained, “officers of the munic-
ipality and government seem not to listen to 
us very much,” making a sad smile on his 
face. Thus, matagi culture has been not only 
excluded from the Shirakami-Sanchi but 
also prevented from participating in the pro-
cess of the conservation of Shirakami-San-
chi. This triggered the increasing number of 
bears appearing in the cities and also led to 
the deterioration of the approach for prob-
lems occurring in the forest environment. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, evaluating the example 

of Shirakami-Sanchi, we may be not able to 
assert that designating an area as the World 
Heritage Site does contribute to the conser-
vation of the target area. The authority as 



153

the World Heritage Site can indeed be bene-
ficially utilized to restrain other factors that 
can be obstacles for its conservation, and its 
fame can bring many profits to the area. As 
for the example of Shirakami-Sanchi, regis-
tration was the deciding factor to completely 
suspend the scheme to construct roads cross-
ing the target area and its fame has increased 
the number of visitors to Shirakami-San-
chi at a rapid rate and raised the profits from 
sightseeing. However, the conservation of 
Shirakami-Sanchi was focusing too much 
on its perfect isolation from human activi-
ties. Matagi have lived there and co-existed 
with nature in Shirakami-Sanchi for a very 
long period, but due to the reinforcement of 

the environmental protection there, matagi 
lost their traditional lifestyle and their voice. 
It eventually caused the collapse of the eco-
system there, and as a result, bears have be-
gun to come out to the cities. This example 
of Shirakami-Sanchi as a World Heritage 
Site helps us realize again that seeking an 
ideal way to protect nature is a highly com-
plicated issue because it requires us to con-
sider various factors including the lifestyle 
of local people in the target area. We need 
to continue to review and study what posi-
tive and negative effects natural protections 
have or had on the target areas and reflect the 
findings in the future conservation of nature. 
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