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The Changing Self Concept

Toko Igarashi

ABSTRACT

The literature review of the changing sense of self among postmodern
Japanese people was discussed from several aspects such as historical, social, fa-
milial, cross-cultural, and psychoanalytical ones. The rapid modernization and
internationalization would have been forcing Japanese people to redefine their
intrasubjective as well as interpersonal self.

KEY WORDS

Postmodern Japanese, Self, Modernization

Introduction

There have been several severe societal col-
lapses in Japanese culture. Once there was a
centralized, coordinated nation, balancing the
needs of political constituencies, industries, and
citizens'’, with the government serving as the
protector of the Japanese people, and located
at the top of the hierarchy. However, this rela-
tionship between protector and protected has
changed. There have been several scandals in
government and banking systems, for example.
The unlawful action of the Japanese govern-
ment regarding the Daiwa Bank's New York
office scandal was one of these®’. After conceal-
ing it for 64 days, the American authorities
were finally informed. Additionally, several
city banks have gone bankrupt in Japan.
Recently, after 7 vears of confrontations be-
tween AIDS and AIDS-related diseases victims
and their families, and the Ministry of Health
and Welfare and pharmaceutical companies
who allowed the use of contaminated blood
after such products were banned in the US and
Europe®, a settlement has been finally reached.
The government and the companies have pub-
licly apologized and accepted responsibility for
their mistakes, a rare thing in Japan. Many

victims and other people accepted this settle-
ment with feelings of disappointment, betrayal,
and rage. In addition, since the bubble econ-
omy began to break down in the beginning of
the 1990s, lifetime employment has been sha-
ken. Sender® wrote that Japan's citizens have
been victimized by their own system.

These social problems point out the Japanese
people's blind dependency, which was, and is
still, a prominent Japanese characteristic.
There is mutual dependency; the subordinate is
expected to be loyal to the superior, while the
superior is expected to nurture, take responsi-
bility, and have concern for the subordinate®.
These dynamics can be observed in social and
corporate settings as well as among family
members: a paternalistic practice. The philoso-
phy of Confucius emphasizes the obligations
and responsibilities to one's own groups such
as family, company, school, and country, and
role behavior is a means of self-actualization
for Japanese people®’. DeVos® stated that
Japan has traditionally been an ‘"other-
oriented" culture (p. 145). Takahashi” stated
that the Japanese tend to think of each group,
including professional groups, in family terms
and their relationships in any group become
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very special and emotionally invested. However,
the aforementioned social incidents demon-
strate the collapse of mutually dependent rela-
tionships. People are facing the loss of firm
structure and containment.

In addition, there has been increasing inter-
nationalism in Japan, which used to be a
highly homogenous country. In contrast, there
are numerous examples of conflicting phenom-
ena in postmodern Japanese culture such as so-
cial, political, child-rearing, family relation-
ships, and the culture itself. How the post-
modern Japanese people, who have been facing
the loss of a container/protector, deal with an
unexpected, unreliable social condition, and
how these conditions affect their psyche, are
important topics in understanding the post-
modern Japanese people.

Characteristics of Japanese Culture

Japanese culture is frequently called a "sha-
me culture" in contrast to Western culture's
"guilt culture"® for both positive (e.g., praise
in the public space) and negative (e.g., wrongs
done in the public space) situations, since in
both situations an individual is exposed to an
audience”. Kimura'” pointed out that Japanese
have a tendency to express guilt as a feeling of
shame at the horizontal interpersonal space,
which i1s different from Westerners' experience
of guilt at the vertical interpersonal space.
Kinston'" summarized the psychoanalytical
theories of shame compared to guilt, and
stated that "moves in the direction of self-to
object-narcissism are associated with shame,
while moves in the other direction result in an
awareness of the destruction produced whilst
in the object-narcissistic state and consequent
guilt" (p. 220). According to Kinston'” ?'®, who
focused on the duality of narcissism, "self-nar-
cissism refers to the self-representation,"? (p.
384) which integrates both good and bad parts
of self-images, and gives continuity and posi-
tive self value. In contrast, object-narcissism
refers to "a primitive object relationship in
which separateness is denied, the object is

destroyed and the emotional dependent needy
part of the person 1is deprived of support and
nourishment"? (p. 253).

Neki” focused on a socio-developmental
dynamic, the issue of dependence, and pointed
out that shame and guilt are two socially in-
duced controlling states employed by societies
to ensure employing appropriate means of con-
trol. He also pointed out the relationship be-
tween the guilt-shame and independence-
interdependence dichotomies: "behavior in most
primary (societal) groups is shame-conditioned
while some secondary-group societies emphasize
"9 (p. 8). Neki defined the primary and
secondary soclieties based on how much a coun-

guilt

try has been urbanized; for example, during
the 1970s, 80 percent of India, which Neki la-
beled as one of the primary countries, was
rural while 90 to 95 percent of the United
States and England was urban. Lebra” pro-
posed that "guilt i1s locked together with
introspectiveness or self-reflection for Japanese
people”" (p. 201). Minami™ pointed out similar
ideas, and stated that "the Japanese use the
mixed sense of guilt and shame in order to re-
duce an unsure sense of self" (p. 47). "Japanese
offer an apology very easily for the slightest
"9 (p. 205) which comes
from an other-directed social structure and

annoyance to others

family-like dependent relationships. Okonogi'®
connected this behavioral tendency to the rela-
tionship between Japanese parents and their
children, and pointed out that Japanese par-
ents expect their children's spontaneous apol-
ogy and accept it too easily, without providing
clear home training and structure which would
teach the children their responsibilities and the
consequences of their own behavior while
teaching them Japanese mutual dependency on
other people. Consequently, this causes chil-
dren's continuous behavioral problems.
Wagatsuma® pointed out that it is difficult
for Japanese to differentiate the ego ideal from
the ideal self, since the self-awareness of the
Japanese is fused with some concepts of ex-
pected role behavior which has been inter-
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M reviewed

theorists' definitions of the ego ideal and the
ideal self, and pointed out that the ego ideal
contains three concepts: "the ideal object, where
the child possesses an admired, idealized, and
omnipotent object" (p. 154); the introjection of
the good or desirable child from the external
world; and the ideal self. The ideal self is "a
desired shape of the self-the "self-I-want-to-be"
“(p. 152-153). Therefore, it would be difficult to
separate one's self from one's role in the cul-
ture, and they show a strong tendency to take

nalized and idealized. Sandler et al.

their occupational role as a meaningful and
significant one. In contrast, Japanese have a
much clearer boundary between the public and
private aspects of self as compared to Ame-
ricans'.

Problems in Family Dynamics

There is another problem concerning Japa-
nese children and adolescents. Ushijima™ sum-
marized the changing Japanese adolescents'
pathology from the view of object relations
theory between 1950s and 1980s. In the 1950s,
Tarjin Kyofusho, social phobia, was frequently
observed in clinical settings. The family dy-
namics system was "/e" system: "the unques-
tionable authority of the father, patriarchal
head of the family." Traditionally and still cur-
rently, marriage is not viewed as being for the
happiness of two people; continuity of house,
family name, and property of the lineage are
dominant ideas in Japan®’.

In the 1960s, there were numerous children
who refused to attend school, who developed
social and/or school phobia symptoms, and the
location of fear was between home and school
and/or society'™. The nuclear family, consisting
of a father, a mother, and children, rapidly in-
creased. The terms "my family" and "my home"
became popular, and also the new term "educa-
tion-focused mother (kyoiku-mama)' was
developed. These mothers focused on bringing
up more and more academically competent
children . Kojima® pointed out that Zkuy
Neurose child-rearing neurosis, began to get

attention during the 1960s.

In the 1970s came family/domestic violence,
anorexia, and depression. The style of the fam-
ily, called a "new family," changed, and the fa-
ther's involvement in child rearing was ob-
served.

In the 1980s, there were "[ime" bullies at
school, and violence at school. Ushijima'® de-
scribed the Japanese family dynamics as
houkai kazoku (family collapse). There was a
change in the mother's position in the family:
part-time working mothers, a movement from
housewives to career women, and kitchen
drinkers. The family, an important environ-
ment for children to develop their personality,
has been negatively shifting, especially since
the 1950s. Kiefer®” pointed out that the ex-
tended family has been used to serve as a
model for cooperative social groups throughout
history. In addition, the dependent mother-
child relationship has shifted to a teacher-
student relationship and an employer-employee
relationship, both of which functioned like a
family and supported the Japanese bureau-

2 The entire society functioned

cratic structure
like an extended family to support and take
care of each other. In contrast, the nuclear
family has provided a very limited number of
opportunities to show the child the above
model. Not only each individual's changes but
also the changes in the culture itself during
Japan's rapid modernization have created very
complex phenomena,

There is another issue in Japan, which is
also related to the above changes. The number
of suicides among upper grades of elementary
school to junior high-school children, especially
relating to "[ime" has increased continuously.
This socially unhealthy and unproductive phe-
nomenon might be related to the lack of ad-
justment to rapidly changing cultural and
social values. DeVos® emphasized that psycho-
logical structure is important to consider as
part of culture and socialization.
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Consequences of Modernization

Yang® reviewed cross-cultural literature in
order to clarify possible consequences of mod-
ernization, and pointed out that different kinds
of psychological characteristics might be differ-
ently affected by modernization. Therefore,
even if non-Western societies become industrial-
ized and modernized, some cross-cultural differ-
ences would exist: cultural-specific charac-
teristics. Yang® also cited research on Japa-
nese modernization and pointed out that some
psychological characteristics showed stability
instead of linear changes due to rapid industri-
alization, including increased urbanization, the
nucleation of families, occupational specializa-
tion, and "the emergence of a large, middle
class, white-collar population in the cities" (p.
63).

Abraham® pointed out that "the experience
of Japan, which modernized itself while main-
taining and utilizing premodern traditional in-
stitutions --- not only questions the notion of
the antithesis between tradition and modernity
--- but also rejects the unilinear assumption
underlying various models of modernization"
(p. 249-250). Marsella and Choi® proposed a
concept of "Fasternization” to describe cultural
transitions: an alternative pathway to moderni-
zation and economic, historical, and political
development in Hong Kong, Japan, Korea,
Singapore, and Taiwan. They pointed out prob-
lems with using the term "Westernization" and
"Modernization" based on the Western coun-
tries' development for these Eastern countries'
changes during the modern to postmodern pe-
riods. "Modernization does not coincide with
Westernization, and paths toward moderniza-
tion involve both uniqueness and diversity
among different countries according to their
socio-cultural tradition and their governmental

and business plans for modernization"® (p.
206).

The Concept of the Self
Historically, the idea of self has been a
bugbear for the discipline of psychology, and

there has been a disintegration of the concept
of self®. Hogan and Briggs™ approached the
understanding of self from socioanalytic the-
ory. They divided the self into the public and
the private self based on both biological and
environmental factors. The public self has two
aspects: the public reputation and the public
self-image, and the private self has at least
two meanings: the self-concept and the latent
self which includes the full range of talents
and tendencies including unconsciousness, be-
liefs, attitudes, and unexpressed emotions.

Freud® pointed out the similarity between
the process of civilization and the libidinal de-
velopment of the individual, and stated that
"sublimation of instinct is an especially con-
spicuous feature of cultural development; it is
what makes it possible for higher psychical ac-
tivities, scientific, artistic or ideological, to
play such an important part in civilized life" (p.
49). Freud's notion of civilization is based on a
biological point of view and ignores a complex
social process. Horney®™ integrated anthropo-
logical findings into psychoanalysis and stated
that "attitudes are to an amazingly high de-
gree molded by the conditions under which we
live, both cultural and individual, in-separately
interwoven. If we know the cultural conditions
under which we live we have a good chance of
gaining a much deeper understanding of the
special character of normal feelings and atti-
tudes" (p. 19).

Fromm® also objected to Freud's dichoto-
mous belief about man and society and Freud's
theory of sublimation from suppression to civi-
lized behavior. He emphasized that the individ-
ual remains virtually the same and becomes
changed only in so far as society exercises
greater pressure on his natural drives (and
thus enforces more sublimation) or allows
more satisfaction (and thus sacrifices culture).

Stern® wrote:

an overriding human need develops for
human-group-psychic-membership, that
is, inclusion in the human group as a
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member with potentially sharable sub-
jective experiences, in contrast to a non-
member whose subjective experiences
are wholly unique, idiosyncratic, and
nonsharable. One end of the pole is the
sense of cosmic psychic isolation, aliena-
tion, and aloneness, and at the other
end is the feeling of total psychic trans-
parency, in which no single corner of
potentially sharable experience can be
kept private (p. 136).

He continued that different societies could
minimize or maximize the need for intersub-
jectivity. "If a soclety were socially structured
so that it was assumed that all members had
essentially identical, inner subjective experi-
ences, and if homogeneity of this aspect of felt
life were stressed, there would be little need,
and no societal pressure, to enhance the devel-
opment of intersubjectivity. On the other hand,
if a society highly valued the existence and the
sharing of individual differences at this level of
experience, then their development would be fa-
cilitated by that society™ (p. 137).

It appears that Japanese people stand be-
tween the above two stances, and are seeking
their own comfortable and appropriate place.
However, if the culture has been providing the
safety and stability for the people and it be-
comes endangered, the containing and process-
ing functions collapse and it will be difficult to
restore them”. In particular, people recognize
their own sense of self when they face "non-
self""”. Kimura' emphasizes that the "nonself"
is not only other people, but also other people's
nonself areas, which he called "between an indi-
vidual and an individual" (p. 76). In addition,
the nonself exists in the self, and the self and
the nonself are always coexisting'®.

Conclusion

This article holistically focused on postmod-
ern Japanese people's several struggling situa-
tion: social, historical, cross-cultural, familial,
and psychoanalytical. It is not a simple task to
understand their sense of self, especially the
society itself has been shaking. Not only

consequences of modernization and internation-
alization but also the process of cultural
changes could force people to seek redefinition
of the self which would require to have a holis-
tic as well as phenomenological approach in
order to more fully achieve this task.
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