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Figure 6.2: American Parents’ View of their Relationship with their Children

—

JAPANESE PARENTS’ VIEW OF CHILDREARING

In chapter 5, I discussed that participant parents in Japan and the United States used
cognitive processes in different ways to describe childhood experiences with their parents. I also
discovered that parents in the two countries shared unique cognitive processes when looking at
their relationship with their children; therefore, I will demonstrate Japanese parents’ approach in
this section. Examples of questions that I asked during the interview to understand how parents
saw their children were: What kind of person do you want your children to be? What do you do
to encourage the children to be like that? How do you spend time with your children? Are there
any concerns about raising children?

When Japanese fathers and mothers described their relationship with their children, they
did not draw a sharp line between themselves and their children. Instead of having the approach
that parents were the teachers and children were the students, Japanese parents viewed that

parents and children as both teachers and students, depending on the situation. In other words,
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parents and children learned from each other and grew up together in Japanese parents’ mind. In
addition, Japanese parents, compared to American parents, tended to talk more about how gender
differences (i.e., parents and children) played a role to construct parenting philosophies and

practices. In the following section, I will discuss two variables that emerged from my analysis of

the interviews.

Children will Learn from Parents

When fathers and mothers in Japan discussed parenting experience with their children,
the main focus of attention was on how much their children learned from their parents rather than
how much parents influenced their children. In a way, the consequences were similar in that
children learned adequate skills to live as social beings; however, the processes used to
accomplish this goal were not the same. In Japanese parents’ mind, parents were guides who
showed children the right direction. It was up to children to decide how much they learned from
their parents, and up to the parents to do their best to demonstrate the right way to live. For
example, Kengo said:

Kengo: I would like to be the guide. I want to be the guide for him until he gets
older.

Interviewer: Can you be a bit more specific?

Kengo: I think that he will grow up seeing how I live ... For example, types of
jobs, how to use money, how to relate to people ... I think that he will
learn what to do by watching how I am doing all those. I especially feel
that way recently. My way of speaking influences him a lot. As I said
earlier, I feel that I have to show him examples until he can solve
problems. If I think about it now, my parents did that, too. Well, I don’t
really think too seriously about it. But I want to be an example for him as
much as my parents did for me.
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Kengo raised three interesting ideas. First, he said that he wanted to be “the guide” for
his son. I asked him to describe his answer in detail because I wanted to understand exactly what
he meant. Then Kengo said he must be a good example because his son would learn from the
things he did and the way he acted. Instead of verbally teaching his son, Kengo tried to direct his
son through perceptions (of types of good jobs, ways to handle money, and social skills).
Second, Kengo mentioned the timing he would focus on being his son’s guide (“until he can
solve the problem”). Kengo said that he wanted to be a guide “until he [his son] gets older.” I
was going to ask how old was old enough for Kengo to stop being a guide, but then he continued
talking about types of job, usage of money, and interaction with others. These were not the kinds
of things that four- to six-year old child would learn from his father. Stated differently, Kengo
saw that there were various aspects of life that his son could learn from Kengo over time.

LaRossa and Reitzes (2001) discussed how the culture of childhood in the United States
became more chronometrical over time, as scholars and pediatricians increasingly talk about
child development on year-by-year bases or month-by-month basis (i.e., when children should
start talking, eating solid foods, and walking). LaRossa and Reitzes (2001) explained that
chronometrical childhood emerged due to various historical forces; one of which was
industrialization. Both adults and children were considered to be part of the workforce in an
agricultural society; as a result, the distinction between childhood and adulthood tended to be
more blurred. Industrialization encouraged people to move from rural agricultural life to factory
work in a city. Children were less likely to be part of the labor force; as a result, the idea of
“modern” childhood emerged.

In the wake of industrialization, children were more likely to be protected under the law

and expected to have specific rights as members of society. Emergence of the new ideology
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such as “modern” childhood provided the idea that adults (protectors, workers) and children
(protected) belonged to the separate groups. Second, parents became more aware of children’s
physical, emotional, and intellectual development due to medical advancement such as pediatric
medicine and developmental psychology. Many parenting experts advised parents what
“normal” child development should be; therefore, parents were pressured to follow what to do
and when to do for their children. Third, emergence of the complex school system (e.g., public
school vs. private school) put an emphasize on IQ. As a result, parents and school teachers
became more aware of children’s cognitive development in order to classify children according
to their age and intelligence. These historical forces not only changed the pace of children’s life
but they also created power dynamics between parents and children because parents were
expected to be a gatekeeper for their children’s development.

Although the patterns were not identical, industrialization, medical advancement, and the
development of school system also occurred in Japan over time. I agree that some aspects of
Japanese children’s development are chronometrically examined (i.e., physical and intellectual
development); however, participant Japanese fathers and mothers were less likely to talk about
their children’s learning process during the course of parenting at least when their children were
four- to six-years old.

Lastly, at the end Kendo said, “I want to be an example for him as much as my parents
did for me.” He learned about life from watching his parents, and he wanted to do the same for
his son. His way of thinking could be interpreted as not very positive because Kengo’s father,
Kengo himself, and his son might select similar lifestyles instead of doing better over the
generations. In Chapter 5, I said that competition generally was not the Japanese parents’ focus

when they were thinking about the relationship with their parents. It appeared to be the same
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when Japanese parents thought about the relationship with their children. Masaharu’s narrative
explained this point. He worked about 50 hours a week as a sales representative. Although he
spent only a limited time with his son during week, he did volunteer to be a coach of his son’s

baseball team so that he could share time and interest with him. I asked what being a parent

meant.
Masaharu: What are parents? I guess they are someone who shows children a life
path.
Interviewer: What do you mean “life path”?
Masaharu: So, I tell him what is right and wrong based on my beliefs. I don’t mean
to enforce him, but I want to let him know. Well, that’s my ideal. (laugh)
Masaharu’s response was very comparable with Kengo’s. When parents said, “I want to
teach my child how to ...,” the direction was one way, from parents to child. Participant

American fathers and mothers tended to use this view during the interviews. Masaharu and
Kengo’s views were different because the teaching was reciprocal. Parents provided knowledge,
but the children also needed to be involved to select the given information. The different views
of the parent-child relationship between Japanese parents and American parents could be
supported by child developmental study. For example, Azuma (1994) examined how mothers in
Japan and the United States helped children to accomplish various tasks. She found that
Japanese mothers alluded to children’s mistakes (e.g., “Why don’t you try again?” “Are you
sure?”’), and encouraged them to find the solutions. In contrast, American mothers were more
likely to explicitly tell their children they were wrong (e.g., “It is wrong.” “Not that.”). Although
her study was on mothers, I saw the same patterns in my interviews with fathers. Japanese
fathers were more likely perform the role of guide, and American fathers were more likely act

like teachers.
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Yuji also talked about his parenting beliefs by using an example. Yuji and his wife
Kanako were raising two sons. Yuji was a government employee, and Kanako was a school
teacher. Although both did a significant amount of household chores and childcare, Yuji’s
mother lived with them so that she could watch their two sons until Yuji and Kanako came home
from work.

Interviewer: What are parents?

Yuji: What are they? Someone who watches over children?
Kanako: That’s exactly what I thought about.
Yuji: I just watch what he does and if he did something wrong, then I say,

“Wait.” As long as I can see what he is doing, I let him be free. If he said
he wants to go somewhere and it is okay with me, then I will say, “Go.” If
I think it is bad, then I just say, “Wait.” I think that is enough.
Yuji was not really illustrating how he would handle the situation when his son decided to go
somewhere. Instead, he was trying to explain that this was the way he interacted with his son. It
could be about the types of school or job his son wanted to select and/or the ways his son
socialized with others. Yuji was less willing to make decisions for his son. He wanted to help
his son to make better decisions by giving him a signal to think about bad decisions again.
Many Japanese fathers and mothers said they wanted to “watch over” their children. I
was curious about how they stated this, so I asked for details whenever Japanese parents used the
phrase. Each parent used different examples to explain their point but all shared the idea that

they wanted to “watch over” children as Naoko and Hiroshi described:

Interviewer:  You said earlier that you want to watch over your child. Can I ask what
you mean by that?

Hiroshi: Right. I am not sure how to explain because it is about the future. 1 guess
that I will say and do things for him to a certain extent, but other than that
I just stay back and watch what he does.
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Naoko: Let him think about it.

Hiroshi: Right. I don’t want to be overprotective. So, I watch him from behind
and help him if it is necessary.

When Japanese fathers and mothers thought about raising children, they tended to focus
on children’s lives in a large context. Japanese parents were less likely to wonder whether they
were making the right decision on each step because there were multiple paths to reach the same
goal. Their perspective was in contrast to American parents who tended to believe that every
decision had to be right because it led to the next step which ultimately led to reaching the goal.
Just like Kanako and Yuji, Naoko and Hiroshi did not focus on a specific incident or behavior as
an example; instead, their explanations were very general.

It could be difficult for people who preferred to communicate in more direct ways to
understand what Japanese parents were trying to do. Either way, Naoko and Hiroshi were also a
couple who wanted to relate with their child in a reciprocal way. Naoko and Hiroshi, as well as
other Japanese couples, did not view good and bad as polar opposites or belonging to two
categories; instead, they looked at things as a continuum from extremely good to tremendously
bad. As long as their child’s behavior or decision was at an acceptable level based on their
standards, Japanese parents tended to make peace with it. Therefore, Japanese fathers and
mothers expressed less control over their children’s life.

During the data analysis, I discovered a unique pattern among Japanese mothers’
narratives. Although Japanese mothers agreed with the idea of being a guide and wanting their
children to learn from them in general, they were more aware of gender roles during the course
of childrearing. I provide two examples here. Shizuka was the mother of two girls and one boy.

She was a stay-at-home mother at the time of the interview. Because the focal child was one of
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her daughters, the interview was mainly about that child; however, Shizuka articulately discussed
her gender role expectations of all of her children.

Shizuka: People often point out that girls and mothers are the same gender. Boys
see mothers as an eternal girlfriend. I don’t know what to say, but my
daughter and I are like rivals. But when I raise her, I want her to watch
what I do. If she was a boy, then I would want him to watch his father
well.

Interviewer: What makes you think so?

Shizuka: Well, they have to live like that anyway. I would like them to learn the
basics from us.

Interviewer: Is there anything specific that you want your daughter to learn from you?

Shizuka: Daily routine. For example, boys can walk around naked in the
house, but girls ... should be shy to do that.

Shizuka also took the position of guide as a parent; however, she classified types of
behavior she wanted her daughters and son to learn from her or their father. In her mind, certain
behaviors were gender specific and that learning and following gender role expectations help
children to have an easier time in society; therefore, Shizuka tried to optically socialize their
children about gender roles on what girls can do and cannot do. Mika was another example.

Mika: I want him to look up his father. I want him to think about how to live as

aman. I want him to ask his father if he faces a challenge, but decide
what to do himself.
In Mika’s mind, there were at least two categories of lives: as a man and as a woman. Although
she gave her son the freedom to make decisions, Mika wanted her son to think about things from
a man’s perspective.
Due to various historical forces such as economic changes, legal changes, and the

feminist movement especially after World War II, Japanese values have become more gender

egalitarian over time (Mita 1985; Robins-Mowry 1983). Gender role attitudes of Japanese men
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and women became more egalitarian particularly since the 1970s (Prime Minister’s Office 1988),
and women’s educational attainment and employment rate increased (Azuma and Ogura 1984).
However, Suzuki (1991) reported that Japanese women still highly value the roles of women at
home (e.g., wife and mother) more so than do American women. In the same study, she pointed
out that Japanese women and American women shared unique approaches to find a role model.
Japanese women were much more likely to seek a female role model. American women tended
to not to consider gender as a main concern to identify a role model; their role model could be a
male or female.

Living in an individualistic culture versus collectivist culture might explain the difference.
For example, if woman lived in collectivistic culture such as Japan, it is harder to ignore the
relationship to others to define their identities and roles. Therefore, once Japanese women are
married and have children, they are more likely to stress the roles of women (wife and mother)
and seek the female role model. Even if Japanese women wanted to be business oriented, they
are more likely to find female role model who did well in the business field but also performed
good mother and wife role at home. In a recent study, Yanagihara (2007) noted that Japanese
mothers still ran the household even though they had a full-time job, and Japanese fathers who
participated in her study spent just 37 minutes a day with their children on average which is one
tenth of how much mothers spend time with their children. In contrast, in an individualistic
culture like the United States, one would select the role model who made her happy as an
individual. A woman might look up to a person who was highly educated and business oriented,
regardless of gender, if she found happiness in it because one’s construction of identity was less

likely rely on the relationship to others.
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Finally, some Japanese mothers did not express the importance of control or power over
their children’s lives. The following are two examples. Shoko was the mother of a daughter and
son. She and her partner lived outside of the city with in-laws (her partner’s parents).

Shoko: Well, what I can do is just to raise him. Ah ... it really ... children grow
up themselves. It’s not like I “raise” her ... I let her know good and bad
things, but she grows up regardless.

If we took what she said literally, it sounded almost as if she was neglecting her daughter.
(“Children grow up themselves. It’s not like I ‘raise’ her ... she grows up regardless.”) We
should not assume, however, that she did not do anything for her daughter. During the interview,
I saw Shoko interacting quite a bit with her children. She provided snacks and listened to the
children’s stories patiently. Shoko explained the interview to them and told them to say “hello”
to me.

There probably were two reasons that Shoko explained childrearing the way she did.
First, Shoko was one of the parents who believed the main role of parents was to be the guide for
their children. Because she was the supporter rather than the teacher, she did not feel much
pressure to lead her daughter’s life, but would stay back and be proud of her daughter’s
development. The second point was the composition of her family’s household. As I mentioned
earlier, Shoko lived in a three-generation household, which meant that there were four adults
(grandfather, grandmother, father, and mother) who took care of the children. The family ran a
business from home; therefore, all four were in each other’s presence most of the time, even
though they were working. If there were four adult family members at home (and all get along
well), the weight of childcare on the mother was lessened because all could share tasks, even if
the tasks were not evenly distributed. Shoko could be under less pressure, causing her to feel

more relaxed about childrearing. Although it was true that among participant parents, Japanese
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fathers and mothers presented less control over their children’s life, cases similar to Shoko were
decreasing. Makino (2006) reported that 24 percent of Japanese families lived in three
generational household in 2003 compared to 54 percent in 1975. The three generation household
thus is less common in Japan now. Parents, especially mothers, are the main care givers for
children; as a result, today’s mothers may express more control over children’s life than

yesterday’s mothers might have.

Parents and Children are Linked

Another variable I want to discuss here is how fathers and mothers in Japan viewed the
relationship with their children and interacted with them. As I described in Figure 6.1, Japanese
fathers and mothers located their children very close to them in their minds. Based on my data
analysis, there were three main ways to illustrate their views. I want to explain the first approach
with the narratives of Kenji and Hitoshi. During the interview, Kenji said, “my hobby is my
family.” He truly enjoyed spending time with his partner and son, and he described that the three
of them were always together on Sunday. The following conversation was about a childhood
memory with his mother.

Kenji: My mother used to take me to X city when I was young. I loved going to
the toy store in the mall.

Interviewer:  Yes, there are two big malls.

Kenji: Exactly. Iused to watch the trains and stuff. My mother took me.
Interviewer: Do you remember it well?

Kenji: Yes.

Interviewer: Why do you think you remember it well?
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Kenji: Well, I loved it. That’s why I take my son to do the same. I assume that
he likes it because I liked it. It may be for selfish reasons though.

Kenji talked about this memorable event with his mother, and then said he tried to do the same
for his son. He went to the toy store not because he still enjoyed it, but because he remembered
how much he enjoyed it as a child and believed his son would feel the same. Kenji added to this
point that, “It may be for selfish reasons,” but Kenji saw his son’s position from the view of his
own childhood. In addition, he focused on feelings associated with the event rather than
consequences of whether it was educational or not.

Hitoshi also paid attention to having common emotions with his daughter. He worked 50
hours a week for a moving company.

Hitoshi: I don’t want to sit still. I want to keep doing something. That’s why I go
places with her.

Interviewer: O.K. So, one reason is that you want to do something. Do you want to do
something for her by going places?

Hitoshi: I don’t think about much, but I think ... If I enjoy it, I think she enjoys it
as well.

During the interview, Hitoshi was a little apologetic because he did not remember much about
the childhood experiences he had with his parents. Therefore, Hitoshi focused on present
situations, unlike Kenji’s remembered events, but Hitoshi also believed his daughter would enjoy
something if he did. Again, Hitoshi’s focus was emotion. Later on the interview, I asked
Hitoshi where he often went with his daughter. He answered that he and his daughter loved to
go to amusement parks when he had the chance.

It was not only emotional states that the Japanese parents viewed as close to their
children. Hiroshi, for example, understood that he and his son taught and learned from each

other. Because he saw that the relationship with his son as reciprocal, he did not create a rigid
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boundary between parents and child. Hiroshi was comfortable suggesting that he and his son
grew up together.

Hiroshi: Well ... I... Ilook after him until he grows up ... teaching what

good and bad things are. Once he knows how to distinguish, I want
him to do it in his way. But until then ... I want to enjoy and grow
up together with him. I would like us to grow up together.

Asami and Masaru were another couple who also suggested that they grew up with their
child. They were raising one girl and two boys. Although Asami and Masaru were not the
youngest parents I interviewed in Japan, they became parents at the youngest age among the
Japanese respondents. Masaru was shy during the interview, but he and Asami looked at each
other often to confirm each others’ opinions. The impression I received from their interactions
was that Masaru and Asami communicated well on a daily basis to do well as younger parents.

Asami: It may not be the answer to the question, but I can do anything for my

daughter. I never felt that way before. Once I became a parent, I realized
how much I can do and I understand that my parents also did their best for
me.

Interviewer: When do you feel so?

Asami: For example ... maybe it’s how parents should be, but when I am really

tired and my daughter wakes up. I feel unhappy, but I still do things for

her even though I am exhausted.

Masaru: Well, I kind of feel like we grow up with the kids. It may be because we
are still very young ...

Asami: I agree.

There were two interesting points in the conversation. Asami said, “I can do anything for
my daughter (the focal child of the interview).” Based on the way she said it, she did not draw a
boundary between things she did for herself and for her daughter. She also pointed out the

timing, saying she had never felt that strong a bond before she became a parent. Then, Masaru
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added that he and Asami also grew up through raising children because they learned how to be
patient and sacrifice their own needs for their children.

Third, Japanese parents tended to talk about their children as a part of them. For instance
Kasumi said:

Kasumi: I also think that parents are absolute. You know, we start to understand
during adolescence that parents make mistakes. Although they are wrong,
we can forgive parents. If someone else did it, we wouldn’t forgive. But
we can forgive if it is our parents. I think it probably is the same for
children. I forgive my children because they are mine.

In Kasumi’s mind, there were good things and bad things done by her parents or children and
things done by others. Kasumi said, “I forgive my children because they are mine.” She
probably assumed that her parents were like that, so Kasumi also forgave her parents in return.
She was mentally classifying two groups of people: the in-group (parents and children) and the
out-group.

Finally, Masaru described how his identity changed once he became a parent. He was a
government employee. His work schedule varied depending on seasons. He usually worked 40
hours a week, but he was at work over 60 hours a week during busy times. Masaru loved
outdoor activities. He enjoyed running, biking, and swimming. One of his dreams was to do

these with his son once the son became a little older. He said:

Masaru: It is not the same if my child is here or not. I didn’t know before he was
born, but I feel that I am alive because of him.

Interviewer: When do you feel that way?

Masaru: Well, I think I feel like that every day. If he wasn’t here, I wouldn’t have
to work. It is a bit extreme example though.

For Masaru, his son was a part of him because he said, “I feel that I am alive because of him,”

and he felt that way every day. Then, he added, “If he wasn’t here, I wouldn’t have to work.”
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Parents often said they worked so the family would survive, especially the children. It probably
was true if we considered the commitment they had to make for the job. The idea was not totally
correct, however, because individuals have to work to support themselves. What Masaru was
probably trying to say was that he worked extra hard for his son’s well-being; as a result, his
selfhood was greatly influenced by his son. To summarize how Japanese fathers and mothers
viewed the relationship with their children, they tended to locate their children very close in their
mind such that parents and children had a reciprocal link and would teach and learn from each

other.

AMERICAN PARENTS’ VIEW OF CHILDREARING

When American fathers and mothers talked about their children, they tended to draw a
sharp line between themselves and their children to specify individual roles in the relationship.
For example, parents were seen as teachers and children were students. Fathers and mothers in
the United States constructed parenting beliefs and practices based on these ideas. Two variables
helped to explain American parents’ approach to the relationship with their children. In the

following section, I will provide examples from the interviews.

Parents’ Influence over Children and Timing

When American fathers and mothers described their parenting experiences with their
four- to six-year-old children, they tended to focus on the importance of timing and the influence
of parents over children’s moral, value, and personal development. Parents and children were
viewed as two different categories of family members, and it was assumed that the parents would
be the ones to decide what and how to teach their children. Control over the children’s learning

was direct from parents to children (see 6.2).
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Matt, for example, was father of daughter and son. He worked about 50 hours a week in
the legal field. Although he had limited contact with his children during the day, Matt reported
he was involved in his children’s life when he was at home. Matt was also very conscious about
his daughter’s academic and social advancement and he said:

Interviewer: Do you [Matt and Jane] talk about your daughter?

Matt: Absolutely, but we talk about schooling and whether we are making the
right decisions. We talk about what kind of scheduling or events and we
talk about her a lot. We both think that parenting is the number one
priority and right now is the most critical time because this is the time that
is most moldable.

The message Matt was trying to convey was very common among the American parents |
interviewed. Three reasons may be help to explain why. First, Matt said, ... we talk about
schooling and whether we are making the right decisions.” The decisions that a father and/or
mother make today (e.g., whether their child goes to a private school, public school, or parochial
school) would lead to decisions they may have to make tomorrow (e.g., the kinds of friends with
whom their child interacts, the elementary school to which their child goes). Because American
parents viewed that one mistake might lead their daughter to the totally different path, they
seemed to emphasize the importance of everyday decision-making regarding their children’s
lives. During the interviews, Japanese parents also said they thought about what was the best for
their children (i.e., types of school, friend). But they were less likely to stress the idea that every
decision counts for their children’s future, seeing different routes to take to reach the same goal.

Second, Matt said, “... parenting is the number one priority and right now is the most
critical time because this is the time that is most moldable.” In this sentence, he was talking

about the importance of timing when teaching children life lessons. He believed that the four- to

six-year-old time frame was the “most moldable” because a child interacted with limited groups
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of people who were usually known through his or her parents, and learned various life lessons
through parents and acquaintances. Once his daughter went to school for a longer hours, she
would talk to more people and learn values with which her parents might not necessarily agree.
Thus, Matt was trying to mold his daughter’s life views during this early time. American parents,
in other words, seemed to cut their children’s life course more precisely than Japanese parents
did. American fathers and mothers tended to insist on the importance of children’s age; however,
Japanese fathers and mothers were less likely to talk about what they currently should do

because of their children’s age.

Third, Matt categorized priorities into parenting and non-parenting activities. According
to him, parenting activities were more valuable than other priorities. Giving a rank of
categorizations (e.g., types of task, groups of people) was often done among American parents
during the interviews.

Similar to Matt, Katherine emphasized timing and her influence over her daughter’s
development.

Interviewer: O.K. Then how about meaning of a parent for you. What does it mean for
you to be a parent?

Katherine: We both talked about, but now is the time — until he was 30 and I was 27,
no you were 33 — to do our own things. Poured into ourselves and once
they came into our lives, it’s now our duty and responsibility to pour as
much as we can because the time we can influence her is so limited ... If I
have any ... My goal that ... what I want for my child is ... I want to have
influence over her. I don’t want to lose influence over her. I want to be
able to influence her.

In her mind, Katherine classified time as before or after she became a parent. Until she had her
first child, she focused on her life; but Katherine’s center of attention shifted to her child after
becoming a parent. Katherine said that it was not just her life but life as a couple with her

partner that changed after becoming a parent.
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According to Zerubavel (1997), we have different ways to reckon time. For example, the
way we use calendars or clocks to refer to happenings can be called standard time-reckoning
frameworks because everyone knows exactly when things occurred (i.e., “my life changed when
my daughter was born at 2 a.m. on April 2, 2005”). In contrast, Katherine used social dating
frameworks which is the method of reckoning time when a couple recalls an event to describe
temporal change. (Levine refers to this as “event time” in contrast to “clock time” [Levine 1997].)
Katherine explained how she and her husband started their collective life as parents since the
birth of their first daughter. In this case, transition was more events oriented than telling me the
exact date and time of their transformation. During the interviews, couples often used social
dating frameworks or event time such as “when our daughter started to go school” and “when we
moved to the new house.” Each event may not have significant meanings on the calendar or
other people, but participant parents used incidents as symbolic of their transition as a couple.

The age of the child was also important to her when Katherine discussed timing.
According to her, there was a time limit during which she and her partner could influence their
child’s life. Although she did not specify when the cut-off point of a child’s influential age was,
it was clear that she categorized a child’s development based on whether she could influence it or
not. It is also important to note that Katherine’s categorization might directly affect her parenting
style and interactions with her daughter. During the influential time, Katherine might emphasize
teaching her daughter certain things (i.e., morals, manners), and then she might shift the way to
influence her daughter later by focusing on different aspects of life.

Roger provided a comparable view of his relationship with his son. Roger and Susan (his

wife) were telling me about some parents of their daughter’s friends. According to Roger and



112

Susan, some parents did not seriously take parental responsibility. I asked what they thought the
responsibilities of parents were. He said:

Roger: We as a family try to sit and have dinner together, even if it’s frozen pizza. We
sit around the table, so I need ... there is no need ... my son has no right or
expectation of privacy. If I think that he is doing something and it is going to not
benefit or get him in trouble, I am allowed to go look at his room. My
responsibility is to keep him straight so that he does know right and wrong. He
will be on the right track.

Although he participated in his son’s life by sharing hobbies and attending his soccer
matches, Roger set a clear boundary between him and his son. He said, “my son has no right or
expectation of privacy” and “my responsibility is to keep him straight.” Evidently, the father had
more power and influence over his son’s life in Roger’s mind as well. The direction again was
liner from father to son.

Another interesting point was that participant American fathers and mothers expressed a
sense of control over their children’s life that I did not witness as much during the interview with
Japanese parents. I found the pattern very interesting because stereotypical Asian parents’
images were authoritative (“do as I say”’) and American parents were often described as parents
who were friendly and allowed children to negotiate the deal. It could be due to the age of
children in my sample. Parents of older children might have responded differently. In any case,
American fathers and mothers were more likely to emphasize the importance of control over
children than did fathers and mothers in Japan. American parents tended to explain that good
parents were the ones who supported children’s development based on social, medical, political,
and moral expectations. American parents might pay more attention to controlling their

children’s life due to their perception of danger. Crime rates (e.g., abduction, gun accidents) are

much higher in the United States, compared to Japan; consequently, American parents might feel
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stronger needs to be in control to protect their children. Good parents, in their mind, needed to
be in control.

According to Nisbett (2003), being able to control situations is an important aspect for
Americans because it relates to their mental health and self-esteem. If that is the case, expressing
a sense of control over their children’s life relates to American fathers’ and mothers’ self-esteem
as a parent. Losing control over their children means viewing oneself as an incompetent parent.
Nagashima (1973) also discussed how American individuals often assume that speakers are
responsible for convincing listeners. In other words, speakers needed to clearly state the
expectations and rules to lead listeners to understand the situation. When parents were dealing
with children, parents were expected to exercise their full capacity to make their children follow
what they said because it was the parents’ responsibility as speakers. Thus, cultural expectations
in an individualistic culture might influence the perception of the relationship between parents
and children.

Taylor, another father, grew up as a gifted child. He skipped two grades, so he was
always the youngest child in his class and among peers. He recalled his childhood, mentioning
that he had some challenges because he was physically smaller and unable to participate in
certain events. For example, he wasn’t allowed to wrestle with classmates in gym class and he
had a hard time dating during high school because girls did not want to date a younger boy. As a
result of his experience, Taylor was very conscious about age-appropriate things in his
daughter’s life.

Taylor: I'don’t know ... I can’t speak for folks across the board. But I think it is
one of those things where my deep fear is that, as parents, if [ were to try
to empower someone who doesn’t have the skill or maturity to make
rational decisions at this point of time, I will be doing a disservice to them

because I am putting them in a position to fail. So, I think that regardless
of social, political beliefs, you really need to provide structure for these
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years and you can do whatever you want while their teenagers and raise
whatever you want to after that. But, at this point of their life, they are
children still. They don’t know what boundaries are and I always tell
Courtney, but the scariest thing for me isn’t the drug dealer or serial killer
but teenagers, because a teenager is large enough and physically big
enough. They can do stuff. Shoot things and that, yet they don’t have
mental maturity to understand the true consequences of what they can do.
That makes them more dangerous. So, that’s why to me it’s more
important to provide so much structure at this point and set boundaries so
that when they get past a certain age or maturity level, you can take off. So,
we are very conservative about what we let them do.

When Taylor talked about what he needed to do for his daughter, he said, “ ... if I were to
try to empower someone who doesn’t have skill or maturity to make rational decisions at this
point of time, I will be doing a disservice to them because I am putting them in a position to
fail.” He was aware of (classifies) what his daughter could do and could not do at this age;
consequently, he decided to focus on age-appropriate lessons and activities for her. Similar to
Matt, Taylor seriously questions decisions he made because he believed his present actions on
behalf of his daughter would make her a responsible teen. In other words, he believed that every
choice needed to be made wisely because one bad decision could lead a child down the wrong
path. This might be due to Taylor’s view that life and events were either a success or failure.

Lillian was a mother who shared similar views to Taylor’s. Lillian was a stay-at-home
mother. She said that she liked creative activities, and decorating the house was one of her
interests at the time of the interview. Lillian also said that time went very fast and that she did
not have moments to complete projects because she was driving around the city for her son’s
activities. Thus, she was conscious about her son’s needs, and decided on what she should focus
on to take care of him in each stage of development.

Interviewer: What are parents?

Lillian: First thing comes to my mind is huge responsibility. I think it shifts in
different ages. When they were born, keeping this individual alive and
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taking care of needs, clean, and feed. When he starts to get older, how to
keep them, how to teach them, how to walk, read, how to engage with
other kids and now ... he is six. Now it shifted again. How to keep him
safe and how do I encourage him in what he wants to do and how do |
feed him because he is always hungry, you know. Everything.

Lillian’s son was six years old and just started to go school. Although there were other
people who could encourage and help her son discover what he wanted to do, such as school
teachers and peers, Lillian found it very important to manage “everything” for her son. Thus,
many American respondents were very conscious about the timing and control of their children’s

development and accomplishment. Stated differently, American fathers and mothers tended to

see their children’s life chronometrically.

Parents and Child are Separate Entities

In the previous section, I discussed how American fathers and mothers interpreted what it
meant to raise four- to six-year-old children. The way American parents related to their children
was similar to a teacher-student relationship. This section further explains American parents’
mental map to see the relationship with their children. I begin the discussion by using Isabella
and Matthew’s narrative because it sums up what most American fathers and mothers told me on
this subject. Matthew and Isabella recently moved to a suburb looking for a better school for
their children. Matthew worked as a consultant which required him to take many business trips
from two weeks to two months at a time. Although he had to be away from home, Matthew
clarified that he was coming back home on weekend to spends time with children. Isabella was a
stay-at-home mother during week, but worked as a nurse on Saturday and Sunday. She was also

actively involved in children’s school activities. Isabella told me that she often worked as a
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volunteer at their children’s school, which, for her, was very important because she could learn
what was happening at the school (i.e., what children talk about, how teachers do their work).

Interviewer: Well, I now like to ask you as a parent. What does it mean for you to be
parent? You saw your parents and you are parents now. What do you
think it [being a parent] is for you?

Matthew: Well, we just try what’s best for kids. Always do what’s best for them.
Like we moved because we wanna be in a good school district. You look
at what kinds of car because of safety issue. You look at, you know,
where we are ganna eat because what they can eat or not.

Isabella: And whether it’s a kids-friendly environment, you know. If a restaurant
considers for that. So, we are watching their best interests.

Matthew: Right. Everything is always them first and we are second. That’s just
how it is.
Isabella: Right, we always put them first.

Isabella and Matthew had a four-year-old daughter and a two-year-old son. The focal
child for this interview was their daughter; however, it was difficult for them to think about the
two separately. During our conversation, Isabella and Matthew raised three interesting ideas.
First, it was clear in the narrative that Isabella and Matthew classified their family member into
two groups, Isabella and Matthew as parents and their children (see Figure 6.2). In Chapter 5, I
discussed how Westerners tended to categorize things and demonstrated how American fathers
and mothers classified the generation of parents to talk about the relationship with their parents
(e.g., parents of my parent’s generation vs. parents of my generation). Similar to that, Mathew
and Isabella were using classification to exhibit their relationship with children. Although they
could have talked about groups based on gender (e.g., mother and daughter vs. father and son),
they used age (adults vs. children) as a marker to set the boundary.

How they prioritized these groups was the second fascinating point. After they created

categories of family members, Isabella and Matthew weighted the importance of attention to
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each group’s needs. According to Isabella and Matthew, their children’s needs came before
taking care of their interests. The father said, “Everything is always them [children] first and we
are second. That’s just how it is.” For Matthew, parents and children belonged to two different
groups, and parents should satisfy their children’s needs first all the time. In Matthew’s mind,
this was not just the best but the only way parents were supposed to relate to their children.

In actuality, there are various types of parenting beliefs and practices based on time
period, social class, racial/ethnic backgrounds, and religious beliefs. For example, Lareau (2003)
compared parenting styles between middle-class parents and working-class parents, and found
that two groups of parents tended to have diverse views for what was best for their children.
Middle-class parents practiced a concerted cultivation parenting style, in which parents
organized their children’s daily schedule to foster children’s talent and personalities that were
necessary to successfully survive in contemporary western capitalist society. For example,
parents might identify children’s talents (i.e., music, art, sport), and encourage them to
participate various activities (i.e., piano lessons, painting classes, soccer games) to foster their
abilities. Parents who practiced concerted cultivation were more likely let their children
negotiate with them (i.e., how many carrots they have to eat on their plate), and parents tended to
treat their children as small adults who have a power to discuss certain issues with adult
members of society. On the other hand, working-class parents tended to use an accomplishment
of natural growth parenting style, in which parents allowed children to grow freely due to their
time and economical constrain. Children were less likely take extracurricular lessons. After
school, children decided how to spend their time and with what to spend it. Parents who

practiced accomplishment of natural growth were less likely to allow children to negotiate deals;
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instead, they encouraged their children to follow adult’s orders. Both groups of parents loved
their children and tried to do their best, but their approaches to raise children were very different.

Historical time is another barometer to compare parenting practices. In agricultural
societies, children worked in the fields with their parents and were considered laborers. Children
were also expected to take care of various household chores. Such activities were considered as
good for children for educational reasons (Zelizer 1985). Parents also were more demanding and
strict, compared to how today’s parents are. Thus, the best parenting style could be diverse,
depending on the historical periods.

In Matthew’s and Isabella’s mind, there was only one way for being a good parent, which
was to prioritize their children’s needs all the time. Everything that parents did had to be in the
best interests of children. They reified such parental expectation “as if they were something else
than human products-- such as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or manifestations of divine
will” (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 89). According to Berger and Luckmann, understanding the
process of role reification is important because how people reify role expectations is related to
their behavior. Using Matthew and Isabella as an example, they always checked whether places
(e.g., restaurant) they visited as a family were child friendly because Matthew and Isabella
accepted it as true that this is what parents must do. Although Matthew and Isabella were
juggling between work and home life (i.e., Isabella took care of children during the week and
Matthew took care of children during the weekend), they could still afford to have a lifestyle that
one parent could stay at home for children. If they were dual earner working-class parents, it
was very difficult for them to keep up with the expectations. Thus, their family status influenced
the way they view how parenting should be.

Andrea raised similar points as Isabella and Matthew, said:
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Andrea: As a parent, I really think that you are the boss. You are the parent, not a
friend. Idon’t and can’t ... I don’t get people trying to be their friends. I
mean I want to have a friendly relationship with my children and I want
them to feel comfortable coming to me, but I want always for them to
know that [ am mommy and we are in charge. So, we can talk about it and
you can raise your voice, but we will make an ultimate decision and that’s
the way it is going to be. Istill think that parents have to be that way.
In Andrea’s mind, a parent was “the boss” who had an ultimate power over a child’s life and the
children followed orders. Stated differently, they belonged to different categories: leaders and
followers. She said she wanted a friendly relationship with her children, but not a friendship. In
addition, Andrea wanted to make sure that her children shared the same perspective (parents are
the decision-makers and children do what they are told). Ultimately, she believed this was the
best way to raise children, so Andrea incorporated it into her parenting beliefs and practices.
Isabella, Matthew, and Andrea’s views were not the only way parent-child relationships
were described among American parents. In the following examples, I introduce different ways
American parents classified family members and focused on fostering their children’s well-being.
Erica and David did not express power dynamics between them and their son; instead, Erica and
David emphasized that their son should find his own individuality. Both of them worked at the
same university as professors. Erica told me that they tried to travel at least twice a year so that
their children could be exposed to diverse cultures. One of the questions that I asked them was
“What do you think are the important personal characteristics for your child?” The following
narratives were the excerpts from the conversation.

Erica: Self-reliant. Self-security.

David:  Ithink it is to have the ability to think and act and make the choice that is the

right one. Not just what’s right for parents and society, but I want him to have
the knowledge to make a decision and be happy with it.
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Erica:  [Ithink it’s more self-security rather than independence. I mean, rely on your
own decisions. You feel secure about your own individuality and individual
decisions.

In David’s mind, there were various kinds of decisions a person made in life: 1) to please parents,
2) to fulfill social expectations, and 3) to make you happy as an individual. He wanted his son to
have the skill to determine what he wanted and how he should approach it to get there. Erica
agreed with David that she wanted that her son to fulfill his needs and find ways to satisfy his
goals. This parenting view meant Erica and David saw their son as an individual who could
make his own life path. Although both were willing to support him, Erica and David did not
stress their power over their son’s life.

Some parents discussed their struggle between letting their children find their
individuality and wanting to influence them. In the following conversation, Brad and Mary
talked about how they were socializing their daughter about religion. Brad and Mary were
raising one daughter. Brad worked full-time as a show director, and he loved to read books.
Mary used to be a school teacher, but she decided to become a stay-at-home mother after giving

a birth to their daughter.

Brad: I worry about religion and our daughter because I was raised in a Catholic
household and I worry about how she is growing up. I mean about religion.

Mary: We don’t go to church unless we are visiting family, and if we are visiting
family and we go. I think everything ... if we visit family, we come to church,
but I would like ... I don’t necessarily want her to grow up without religion. I
don’t consider myself religious. I think that I grew up going to church and I
don’t think that I am atheist, sort of agnostic or not practicing. But I would like
her to have certain knowledge about religion. So, we just need to figure out
how to do that. I am less concerned. I do want her to have experience.

Brad: Which is interesting that I am a writer and English language and Shakespeare
and you know ... I certainly believe it is hard to transmit to someone six years
old about the distinctions and lay out ...
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Mary: No, you can just talk about what people believe in and the tricky part is “What
do you believe?” To answer that question is ...

Brad: I don’t think that she personally believes in it right now. Iam so
uncomfortable with the political and cultural ramification of raising [children

under] Christianity ...

Mary: I think there is a certain control you have over your child. You can guide them
and hopefully they come back. You know. I am just saying I am less afraid.

Mary started out talking about her religious experiences, and said that she wanted to provide her
daughter the opportunity to choose her own religious beliefs or how to practice religion by
providing various experiences and knowledge. In a way, Mary was a little more relaxed than
Brad, saying she hoped her daughter would decide to approach religion similar to her beliefs;
however, Mary was fine if her daughter did not follow her because her daughter had her own
individuality.

On the other hand, Brad was struggling. Although Brad theoretically understood that his
daughter should be able to choose what she believes, he was not comfortable thinking about the
possibility that she could choose something opposite to his religious beliefs. He worried about it
a great deal because Brad wanted to influence his daughter regarding religion but it was also
important in his view of parenting to allow her to have her own individuality. Other American
parents also articulated similar struggles that Brad expressed.

Based on the previous studies on parenting, American parents stressed fostering their
children’s individuality so that they could make their own choice. Nisbett (2003) discussed that
many American mothers strongly hoped their children to act independently; therefore, they
constantly expected their children to do their own things by asking them their choice (e.g., would
you like to have orange juice or apple juice? do you want it in a cup or a glass?). Middle-class

parents who Lareau (2003) observed also let their children negotiate with adults in daily lives
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(e.g., “Do you want to explain to your doctor how your stomach feel?”) so that they learned to be
assertive even in adult circles. Their challenge emerged when fathers and mothers tried to
balance cultivating children’s individuality and their strong sense of control over their children.
As I talked earlier, having a sense of control related to many Americans’ self-esteem. However,
fathers and mothers needed to let their sense of control go if they would like their children to
have own individuality to make their decision; thus, American parents might face challenges in
between two important cultural expectations.

In this chapter, I discussed how fathers and mothers in Japan and the United States
viewed the parent-child relationship, and how they interacted with their children. By using
examples from the interviews, I demonstrated how Japanese parents and American parents
looked at their relationships with their children. The next question that I want to uncover is
couples’ view on their partnership as parents. How did parents in Japan and the United States

construct parenting philosophies as a couple?
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CHAPTER 7

“WE ARE A TEAM BY ACCOMPLISHING GEDNER ROLE EXPECTATIONS” VS.
“WE ARE A TEAM BASED ON EQUALITY”

In the previous chapter, I compared and contrasted how fathers and mothers in Japan and
the United States viewed their relationships with their children. While I was analyzing the data
about the parent-child relationships, another variable emerged: parents’ views on the relationship
with their partners. Because participant parents lived together (either legally or socially married)
to raise their children, fathers and mothers discussed how they approached their children as a
couple.

How did Japanese couples and American couples divide household chores and childcare
duties? How did parents see the gender relationship with their children (e.g., father-daughter,
father-son, mother-daughter, and mother-son)? How did couples view their partnerships once
they become fathers and mothers? I discovered that fathers and mothers in Japan and the United
States used different cognitive processes regarding these questions as well; as a result, their
answers were very diverse.

In this chapter, I will illustrate how Japanese parents and American parents saw their
relationships with their partners while raising four- to six-year-old children. Stated differently, I
will talk about how American and Japanese fathers and mothers construct the meaning of
“couple” to interact with their children. Figure 7.1 and figure 7.2 illustrate the mental map of
Japanese parents and American parents when discussing their partnerships during the course of

childrearing.
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Figure 7.1: Japanese Parents’ View of their Partnership
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Figure 7.2: American Parents’ View of their Partnership
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During the data analysis, the usage and meaning of the pronoun “we” became interesting
because who parents classified as “we” shifted often during the interview. For example,
Japanese and American parents may be talking about “we” as a family, or father and child, or
mother and child, or parents and child. How did parents use the term “we” during the course of
parenting? How did fathers and mothers interpret the foundation of partnership? When did they
use “we” as a couple to interact with their children? The answers to these questions were very
different between Japanese parents and American parents.

Japanese couples tended to use the term “we” most to refer to mother-child and/or father-
child relationships when discussing parenting. At the same time, Japanese mothers tended to
explain to me that they were trying to teach their children the role of their father; therefore, father,
mother, and children could share the similar views as a family, as Figure 7.1 shows. For
example, Japanese mothers often said that they tried to remind their children that their fathers
were respectable hard working individuals so that fathers’ existence would remain in children’s
minds even if fathers were absent at home due to their busy work schedules. By so doing,
mothers and children became “we” who share the same view on fathers. In addition, Japanese
couples did not highlight equality as the foundation of partnerships. Although the parents
worked as a unit and divided tasks between them, who did what seemed of little concern if they
could function as a family. In contrast, American fathers and mothers were more likely to
address the importance of equality in their partnership. Even if couples practiced traditional
gender roles (e.g., father is the breadwinner and mother is the homemaker), during the interview
many couples explained to me that they made that decision together. Additionally, American

parents often viewed the father and mother as a unit against their children, stressing the idea that



126

“we” (father and mother) needed to be on the same page to effectively interact with the children,

as Figure 7.2 demonstrates.

JAPANESE PARENTS’ VIEW OF THEIR PARTNER

In Chapter 6, I discussed how Japanese fathers and mothers viewed the relationship with
their children. Japanese parents tended to see this relationship as reciprocal, so that parents and
children taught and learned from each other. Did this mean Japanese parents’ childrearing
approach was focused on father-child and mother-child units? How did Japanese parents relate
to their children as a couple?

I found that Japanese couples tended to construct their partnership based on a division of
labor by gender roles. At least among the 24 heterosexual Japanese couples I interviewed, ideas
about “being fair” or “being equal” were not the main concern when raising four- to six-year-old
children. Instead, Japanese fathers and mothers tended to seek harmony in the partnership. I do
not mean to say that American couples did not care about harmonious relationships or that they
equally divided household chores and childcare between fathers and mothers. Even if they said
they shared equal amount of duties, what they said was usually not the same as what they did.
The point is that many American couples tried to convince me how they equally divided chores
based on fairness and equality. Japanese couples did not say equality was important aspect in
their partnership. Instead, Japanese fathers and mothers explained to me that they were more
likely to divide their parental roles based on gender role expectations (e.g., father takes
disciplinarian role, mother takes comforting role) so their children could experience both. In the
following section, I will discuss two variables that emerged from the data to illustrate Japanese

parents’ mental map when describing parental partnership.
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Accomplishing “Gender Role Expectations” is Key for the Relationship

When Japanese parents talked about childcare activities, they were less likely to focus on
physical tasks such as how they divided cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry; instead, they paid
attention to emotional duties. For instance, Japanese fathers and mothers discussed who should
take the authoritative disciplinarian role and who would provide comfort for the children.
Yoshimi was a good example. She was raised in the traditional Japanese home where her father
was the breadwinner and took an authoritative role, and her mother was the stay-at-home mother
and took nurturing role for the family. Her ideal parents were the traditional authoritative father
and the kind mother, just like her parents.

Yoshimi: I talked to [my father] when I faced big challenges like choosing college
or jobs. Other small things ... I talked to my mother. We talked at the
kitchen. When my mother does not know what to say, my father came in.
So, basically my father is the one with authority and my mother did small
things for us. I think that would be good. I mean ... I want to become like
my parents. But my husband is very good at the small things, so he may
be doing both.

Interviewer: What do you mean “small things”?

Yoshimi: Like discipline. I don’t pay attention to many things. For example, I tend
to let her go even if she hasn’t finished eating or I am not good at making
her sit until she finishes eating.

Yoshimi’s parenting style was positively influenced by her parents because she saw them as
model parents. What I want to point out here is that Yoshimi was not only observing how her
father and mother uniquely interacted with her, she also analyzed how her father and mother
coordinated the role to communicate with their children. As a result, Yoshimi viewed two
categories of roles. One person took care of big issues, such as considering children’s school or

career paths. The other person supported the children’s development by teaching them manners.

For her, the key to successful parenting was to divide the roles between father and mother.
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Kanako also tried to construct her ideal parental partnership based on memories of her

father and mother.

Kanako: My mother didn’t say much. She probably was thinking a lot of things,
but she didn’t put them in words. Big things like selecting schools and
stuff, it was more like they talked together and my father told us what to
do. It was like that. We sort of do the same.

According to Kanako, her father was vocal and her mother was quiet, especially when family
discussed important issues. Although her father and mother might have talked together, it was
her father who showed more authority to her than mother. Kanako observed that her father and
mother intentionally structured their partnership so Kanako would experience the authority and
respect of her father. Then Kanako said she and her partner followed the footprint of her parents.
It was not only Japanese mothers who believed in the division of labor based on gender
differences of parents. Japanese fathers also expressed similar ideas.

Kengo: My father never yelled at me over my grades for example. My mother had
a lot to say. I think that my father consciously didn’t say much because
my mother was saying a lot. When I think about it, I feel that is what I
should do for my child. It’s difficult, though.

Kengo also recalled how his father and mother coordinated their parental partnership and used
them as role models. What was interesting was Kengo’s interpretation of his parents’
communication styles. He remembered his father and mother using different approaches to
interact with him. His father was rather quiet, while his mother was talkative and wanted to
express her thoughts. I was not sure why they were so, but Kengo believed his father
deliberately became quiet in order to balance the parental roles.

Gender equality was not the main concern for Japanese parents; instead, it seemed they

saw gender difference as inevitable when living in Japanese society. For example, Satoshi and

his partner lived in a three-generation household (Satoshi’s parents, Satoshi and his partner, and
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their children). Because the family ran a business at home, Satoshi was often at home, allowing
him to participate in his children’s lives more. Satoshi noted that he was going to PTA meetings
and taking his children to camps because he wanted to make sure his children understood that
their father did the best he could with them. Satoshi answered my question, “How do you divide
childcare and household chores?”:

Satoshi: We don’t really divide chores. Whoever can do, will do. It’s not like
women should do this and men should do that. I think men and women
pay attention to different things.

It appeared Satoshi supported gender equality because he said, “It’s not like women should do
this and men should do that.” But then he continued to say, “I think men and women pay
attention different things.” Unless he was really conscious about gender equality and went
against gender-expected behaviors, Satoshi was more likely to believe in a cognitive division of
labor where men and women see the world differently and fathers and mothers socialize children
differently. His view perpetuated a gender-specific approach.

In the case of Masanori, the roles between father and mother were also clearly divided.
Masanori and had a son. The family was very active, traveling to many places and social events.
Masanori’s parents were very traditional: the breadwinner father and the stay-at-home mother
who spent her time and energy on Masanori and his younger sister. The following was his
answer to the question, “What do you think are the roles of father and mother to raise your son?”

Masanori: If Yuki was working, it isn’t that different, but ... what can [ say? Ah ... 1
think that it’s a father’s role to take social responsibility or financial
responsibility for family, and a mother takes care of the household. It
doesn’t matter whether the kids are boys or girls.

He also added:

Masanori: My mother used to help me to do homework ... maybe until middle-
school.
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Interviewer:  She sat with you? Is that what you mean?

Masanori: Right.

Interviewer: Do you want to do this for your son?

Masanori: Well, that’s what I want my wife to do.
I was not sure if he was joking because he smiled after he said this, but later Yuki told me that
Masanori had a list of things that he expected her to do as a mother, which was based on his
recollection of his mother. Doing homework with children, organizing family pictures, and
spending much time with children were some examples of what was on the list. Yuki said that it
was challenging to accommodate his requests at the beginning of their marriage because she was
not raised similarly; however, she added that she wanted to do her best to make Masanori happy.
Thus, Masanori and Yuki also followed stereotypical gender role expectations.

Hidetoshi and Masako also did not pay much attention to the equality in their partnership;

instead, they seemed comfortable taking the breadwinner and the home-maker gender roles,

respectively.
Hidetoshi: Do we divide childrearing? Yes, we do. I depend on my wife for
everything. (laugh)
Masako: Well, it’s not your fault because of time. He helps me when he does not

have to go to work. I think that is fine.
Hidetoshi: But you don’t ask me to do anything particular.
Masako: We both do them together when you have time.
Based on the conversation above, neither father nor mother complained about their division of

labor as long as each satisfied her /his roles which are based on gender specific.

Mothers Keep Working Fathers’ Existence Alive at Home

In the above section, I discussed how Japanese fathers and mothers viewed the parental
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partnership. The division of labor, based on gender or personality, was key to constructing a
harmonious parental partnership. How then did parents relate to their children? If their
relationship was not based on equality, what were the ways they communicated with their
children?

Scholars who study Japanese families have suggested that fathers and mothers construct
unique relationship with their children. Although gender relationships and women’s social status
have changed in Japan over time, due to increasing number of women’s higher education and
labor force participation, researchers repeatedly have found a distinctive pattern in the last
several decades. For example, almost 50 years ago, Vogal (1963:212) conducted ethnographic
observations of families in Japan and concluded that “father is treated in many ways as a high-
status guest in the home, a welcome, friendly, and even jovial guest, but one who stands on the
periphery of the intimate circle of a mother and children.” Even in the survey conducted by the
Japanese Broadcast Corporation in 1980 revealed that 80 percent of Japanese men and 74 percent
of Japanese women agreed with the statement that “If a husband and wife disagree on something,
the husband should make the final decision.” In contrast, 40 percent of American men and 34
percent of American women supported the same statement (NHK Hoso Yoron Chosajo 1980:
53). Thus, Japanese, more so than Americans, tended to feel more comfortable with the idea of
elevating fathers’ position at home. Befu (1986) also discussed that Japanese mothers and
children often shared a strong bond which was very unique compared to American families
which emphasized the conjugal partnership in raising children. Similar to the above point, Ishii-
Kuntz (1999:38) discussed that Japanese children often hold favorable images of fathers, even

though they have limited interactions with fathers due to long working hours, because “mothers
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maintain the psychological presence of father by reminding children of fathers’ provider role.”

My research also offered examples of this point, and variations of the division of labor at home.

Masako’s narrative included various points that many Japanese mothers mentioned:

Masako:

Well, because I spent a lot of time with my mother, she is the basis of how
a woman is for me. Whether it is good or bad, she is my basis. My father
spoiled me because my mother was very strict ... He was strict about
money, but he played with me and cooked for me. That is why I seek that
kind of father’s image in my husband. If we had a boy, I want my
husband to teach our son about life as a man. I have heard about how his
father raised him. His father was very strict and told him not to make girls
cry. I want him to be like his father. But if our daughter says something
negative about her father, I will correct her. I believe that it is a mother’s
fault if a daughter looks down on her father. I mean ... If a mother looks
down on her husband or says things like, “Don’t marry to someone like
your father” to her daughter, she looks down her father. My mother never
said bad things about my father. My father was not perfect at all, but she
didn’t say anything. I saw her doing so I learned that’s something I
shouldn’t do. Kids spend more time with mothers so that they will listen
to what mothers say. Because I spend more time with her, I have an
advantage. That’s why I shouldn’t say . . . Besides, my husband can’t stay
at home that much because of his job, he usually comes home at 1 am and
goes to work at 8 am. He doesn’t have much time to spend time with her.
He doesn’t have regular day offs ... sometimes once or twice a month.
That is why I let him buy her anything and let him take her places.

In Masako’s mind, gender played a big role in explaining the relationship between

parents and children. For example, she believed that she learned how women (mothers) should

behave from her mother. As a parent, Masako was also trying to pass down to her daughter

norms that were the guidelines of how a good mother should think. Masako and Hidetoshi did

not have a boy. If they had a boy, she probably would have wanted Hidetoshi to teach him

norms about what and how men (fathers) were supposed to think and act just like his father did.

Another very interesting point Masako made was the close relationship between a mother

and child. According to Masako, her perspectives and evaluations of Hidetoshi transferred to her

daughter’s mind. She relied on rules of remembrance to teach her daughter what to remember
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and what to forget about her father. Therefore, it was extremely vital that she express her respect
and gratitude for Hidetoshi, especially since he was often away from home working. Masako
took it as a personal failure if her daughter disrespectfully talked to her father. The discussion
was interesting because Masako took on more responsibility raising the children. Hidetoshi’s
presence was lacking due to his work conditions; however, the children’s perspectives on their
father’s involvement might not be the same because Masako constantly reminded father’s
presence.

There are other examples. For example, Yuki said:

Yuki: I think that eventually he will come not to listen to me . . . I mean I will
discipline him, but I want his father to be the ultimate person to make him
listen. His father doesn’t have to say much most times, but . . . [ also want
to show him that I respect his father. Then he will respect his father as
well. I sometimes hear that kids will look down on their fathers if their
mothers behave so. I want to keep telling him that his father works for us.
I want him to understand that.

Yuki repeated that she intentionally taught her son that he should remember that his father was a
great and respectable person who worked hard for the family. In the way, she did not have to
believe that her partner is a good father; however, it was Yuki’s role as a mother and partner to
make sure that the father’s positive image remained in son’s mind.

Naoko and Hiroshi approached their partnership like Yuki and Masako did. Naoko and
Hiroshi had a small grocery store outside the city. Because there were a limited number of stores
in town, they tried to open the store six days a week; as a result, Hiroshi worked long hours that
restricted him from spending much time with his son. They said:

Naoko: It’s not about who does what, but ... we can eat and buy clothes because

his father works for us. Without him working for us, we can’t live like we

do. I often teach him that.

Hiroshi: Right. Let him know ... when I get paycheck.
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As a couple, Naoko and Hiroshi tried to keep Hiroshi’s existence alive at home even though he
was often absent as well.

To summarize Japanese couple’s view on parental partnership, participant Japanese
fathers and mothers seemed comfortable dividing household chores and childcare duties based
on gender role expectations. As long as Japanese couples formed harmonious parental

relationship to function as a family, equality and fairness tended to be less of a concern.

AMERICAN PARENTS’ VIEW OF THEIR PARTNERS

In Chapter 6, I showed how the relationship between American parents and their children
was similar to teachers and students. The power relation was in one direction from parents to
children. However, I started to wonder how I might be able to explain the power relationships
among three family members (father, mother, and child). Did fathers and mothers communicate
with their child as a couple? How did fathers and mothers keep a sense of partnership? How did
the gender of parents and children play a role when interacting with each other?

I learned that American fathers and mothers, unlike Japanese fathers and mothers, tended
to approach childrearing as a couple. The ideal parenting style among American couples was
that the father and mother were a team and taught their child. When American fathers and
mothers formed a partnership, they were very conscious about equality and fairness between
each other. In addition, keeping a sense of a romantic partnership was often discussed by
participant parents in the United States, although none of Japanese couple mentioned romantic
relationship during the interviews.

This is also supported by previous studies. In the United States, the conjugal tie is the
main union in the house even after children arrive (Befu 1986). Quinn (1982) conducted a

conversational analysis of 11 couples’ interviews to examine how husbands and wives used the
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term “commitment” in American marriage. She found that participant couples often said that
commitment was based on promise, dedication, and attachment. Moreover, couples believed that
commitment should be lasting, equally shared, brings mutual benefits, compatibility, and so on.
Quinn’s study emphasized the importance of partnership in American marriage. In the studies of
Stryker and Burke (2000), and Reitzes and Mutran (2002), scholars examined how stable marital
or premarital couples talk about their identities. They found that three quarters of their
participant couples emphasized the centrality of couple identities in addition to other identities

such as friend and coworker.

Being “Fair” is the Foundation of the Relationship

What happens when couples become parents? Cowan and Cowan (2000) found that there
were five alterations in individual’s and couple’s life after the transition to parenthood: (1) a
person began to reconsider the construction of one’s identities, (2) the division of labor changed
between husband and wife, (3) a person started to have a new relationship with their parents
(grandparents of couples’ child), (4) a person or a couple readjusted their relationships with their
friends and coworkers, and (5) a couple learned a balance between a parenting partnership and a
romantic partnership.

The parents I interviewed were raising four- to six-year-old daughters and sons; therefore,
parents had to pay attention to their children to keep them safe - - feeding them, washing their
clothes, taking them places, and planning for their future. To run their daily routine smoothly,
American couples said that they tried to work together as a couple even though it might not be a

fifty and fifty arrangement.
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For example, Jane and Matt were raising a daughter and son. Jane was a stay-at-home

mother and Matt was usually at home for family dinner except during business trips about two

days out of a month. I asked them how they divided child care.

Jane:

Matt:

Interviewer:

Jane:

Interviewer:

All:

Matt:

Jane:

He does alot ... ah ... but

I try as much, like night time readings and stuff, and routines during week.
On the weekend, I try to spend as much time with them so that she can do
her personal stuff. So, we do definitely divide things.

O.K.

But he does a lot. He does baths and other bed-time duties every night. I
feel it’s a good thing for the kids because they haven’t seen him all day.
They want to see him, so.

Then what are your jobs?

(laugh)

Everything else 24/7.

What do [ do? Usually he gets dishes started after dinner, so I clean up the

kitchen, and packing lunch for the next day and feeding pets, cleaning
house, doing laundry that I finished half way done, kind of things.

There were several interesting points in the conversation. First look at how Matt

classified his daily routines. For Matt, there were parenting duties that he did during the week

and weekend. During the week, he took care of the children’s night-time routines. What Matt

did over the weekends included his children’s day-time routines. Because he worked during the

weekdays, he was unable to take care of the children’s day-time routines during those days. He

said, “I try as much ... so that she can do her personal stuff. So, we definitely divide things.”

Matt acknowledged that Jane did more child care since she did not work outside the home;

however, he tried to do as much to be fair to Jane as a partner. Although Matt believed spending
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time with children was good for his children, at least from this conversation, Matt’s focus was on
being a good partner for Jane.

How about Jane? Jane’s center of the attention was a little different. Jane said, “I feel
it’s a good thing for kids because they haven’t seen him all day. They want to see him, so.” For
Jane, Matt’s participation was meaningful for their children. Yet Jane gave Matt a lot of credit.
She repeatedly emphasized that, “Matt does a lot.” Either way, it was important for both Matt
and Jane to evaluate their parental partnership based on their sharing childrearing duties.

Megan and Raymond also expressed the significance of fairness. Megan and Raymond
had twin boys. Megan was a homemaker and Raymond worked in the field of television
broadcasting. Although he spent a significant amount of time for work, he mainly worked at
home which allowed his sons to see him. The following conversation was their answer to my
question about the division of childcare.

Megan: We share everything together.

Raymond: We try to.

Megan: Everybody cooks, everybody do laundry, everybody clean, everybody ...
Raymond: You do more laundry though.
Megan: Sure, but it’s not ... I mean they contribute to the chores and he does more

mechanical things [such as changes light bulbs and cuts grasses] that |
don’t know about. But generally it’s not clearly divided.

Megan and Raymond talked back and forth about whether they equally shared household chores,
although the differences in their opinions might be based on their perspectives and how they
determined what things were equivalent.

Erica and David also mentioned equality, but they introduced a unique approach that

turned out to be a very common way of sharing household chores among American couples.
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David: Do we divide chores? No, we don’t divide them because we ... both have
to take care of house. Who wants to cook all the time?

Erica: Yeah, I think it’s more ... something like he will cut the tree and I don’t
do that.

David: Or clean the toilet.

Erica: Right. I will be like “ah ...”

David: So, it’s more function of our personalities.

First, David said that “Both have to take care of house. Who wants to cook all the time?” In
David’s mind, he contributed equally to family life. Without disagreeing with David, Erica
proposed the perspectives that there was some division of labor between the two of them. Then
David observed that such division of labor was based on each other’s personality. What he
meant was that duties were not divided based on gender. Although personalities were often
associated with gender because men and women are socialized to have certain personal
characteristics (i.e., boys are expected to be physically and emotionally strong, assertive, and
disorganized, and girls are expected to be physically and weak, emotional, and organized), it was
less contentious to say who does what was based on one’s personalities rather than explicitly talk
about gender differences.

In the previous section, I discussed that American couples often claimed their partnership
was based on equality; however, it did not mean they evenly divided and shared the household
chores. Jane and Matt, Megan and Raymond, and Erika and David were good examples to
demonstrate how the division of labor at home was done mostly by mothers; however, all three
couples rationalized how they distributed various works to stress fairness. Braun, Lewin-Epstein,
Stier, and Baumgartner (2008) summarized that couples used three approaches to legitimate their

views of equality in partnership during the course of childrearing: (1) time availability (see also
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Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, and Robin 2000; Kalleberg and Rosenfeld 1990; and Davis and
Greenstein 2004), (2) resource dependence (see also Brines 1994; Bittman, England, Sayer,
Folbre, and Natheson 2003), and (3) gender-ideology (see also Lavee and Katz 2002). Jane and
Matt, for example, used time availability approach. Based on this approach, one may point out
an inability to contribute an equal amount of household chore duties due to long hours of work
away from home, and say that he/she would contribute more if he/she had more time at home.
Matt was unable to spend time at home, but he legitimatized the equality by saying that he
contributed household chores and childcare as much as he could when he was at home. Thus, he
used a time availability approach.

The narrative of Megan and Raymond was an example of resource dependence. This
approach looked at the power relationship between spouses. If one held more resources (i.e.,
making more money), then a partner was expected to do more work at home. Raymond had a
high income as a vice president of the company. Megan was a stay-at-home mother. Although it
was not clear how Raymond and Megan viewed their power dynamics in above narratives,
Megan explained to me during the interview that she would like to make financial contribution to
the family once their children became older. On the other hand, Raymond seemed fine with the
current situation that he was the breadwinner and Megan was a home-maker. Thus, Megan gave
him credit and legitimatized their division of labor even though Raymond suggested that he did
less than what Megan did because Megan did not have financial contribution.

The third approach that a couple used legitimatized their contribution to household chores
based on gender-ideology. By using this method, a couple may say that the division of labor is
based on gender role expectations such as a male is the stronger gender so that he would do

physical labor such as moving and changing car oil, and a female would be good at nurturing
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tasks such as cooking and cleaning. In my U.S. sample my sample, I did not find any couples
who clearly followed gender-ideology to divide parenting practices. This might be due to
participant couples’ religious backgrounds, educational levels, and social classes. I might have
found couples who decided who did what at home based on gender role expectations if my
sample included a more diverse set of couples.

Susan and Roger was another couple who made sure they did not run their household
based on the gender roles; instead, they said they made a mutual decision based on their
personalities. Susan and Roger were raising a son and daughter. Their daughter was the focal
child for the interview. Susan was a stay-at-home mother, but she recently started to go back to
school to complete her bachelor’s degree. Roger worked full-time, but he could be home for
dinner most days. During the interview, Susan and Roger talked about when they first became
parents. Both were working at the time. Roger took two weeks paternity leave so he could stay
with Susan after giving birth to their son. Susan explained that Roger asked her if she wanted
him to stay at home to take care of their baby so she could go back to work, but he changed his
mind three days later:

Susan: Oh yeah. He is like, “I couldn’t do that.” That’s why we decided. So, I
don’t know, I mean that I want her to know that choosing that option still
is a lot of work. It’s not easy giving up a lot of things like socially,
financially, and things change, but that doesn’t make it a bad decision.
But she [her daughter] needs to know that. She has got other options
rather than staying at home. She can do it for a while and continue to
work or whatever or so.

Roger: She had a job. She was taking care of kids. That was a choice we made
together. You know, that is the one thing that I want to make sure that my
daughter will understand. That was a choice we made together to try to do

appropriately. That’s not something I told Mom that “You are staying at
home.” That’s not the way it is.
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According to Susan, they decided she would stay at home to take care of the children
because Roger could not do it; they said his personality did not fit the role, though he did offer to
be a home-maker. Roger explained, over and over again, that they talked about who would stay
at home with the baby and made a decision together. He clarified that he did not make Susan to
take that option; therefore, they negotiated based on things other than gender role expectations.
Susan also made clear that her decision to become a home-maker was hard because she lost her
social life and financial power; therefore, her life choice was also courageous. In minds of Susan
and Roger, working outside home and staying at home to parent belonged to different categories
of parenting duties; in addition, they perceived a home-maker as powerless. I also noticed that
parents often emphasized gender equality when they were talking about their daughters rather
than sons by saying that they wanted their daughter to know that they could have options.
However, none of parents in either country encouraged their sons to be homemakers.

Finally, Katherine’s narrative explained a different way to focus on a partnership:

Kathrine: As much as I pour, for kids, a lot of time and energy and all of my

resources, I do have in my back and front of my mind that our relationship
is too important for not to let it fail. For not let our intimacy go. As easy
it is for us to be too tired to be intimate for one another, both of us find the
time and make the time to not that get away from us.
Katherine viewed two types of relationships. One was her relationship with her children. The
other was her relationship with her partner, which she described as a romantic and intimate
partnership rather than a parental partnership. She remarked that she and her partner had to
intentionally focus on their romantic relationship. American couples who participated in the

interviews also tended to agree about the importance of intimate partnerships, although none of

Japanese participant couples even mentioned it.
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We Work Together as a Unit to Raise Children

In the previous section, I demonstrated how American fathers and mothers interpreted

and constructed their partnership when raising children. For them, gender equality was the basis

of a healthy relationship. Also, we could say that American fathers and mothers had a strong

sense of working as a couple. How did they incorporate these ideas during the course of

childrearing? How did they interact with their children?

Lillian and William’s case provide a good example of what I found. The following are

excerpts from what they said when I asked then how they divided household chores.

William:

Lillian:

William:

Lillian:

William:

Lillian:

William:

It changes. We were together for a long time before we married and got
married and had children. When we had a child, the nurse gave us

advice ... 3Cs. Clear, consistent, and concise. As long as you follow this,
you are fine.

What is that to do with division of labor?

Right. The point is that I realized it’s between us. That’s the biggest
problem.

You are right.

Right. We need to communicate and be clear about him. I also see tons of
adults saying, “What did you tell him?” Even simple things.

Right. Like making a dinner.

Right. Then we start arguing. We need to talk to each other so that we are
clear. Otherwise, kids are like, “What is going on?

Lillian and William had two children, a girl and a boy in that order. As I described earlier,

William was very aware of being a good father. He participated in his son’s soccer team. He

took the disciplinarian role at home. Also, William was a good storyteller. In the conversation,

he made the point that the relationship between the father and mother needed to be clear,

consistent, and concise. In other words, William believed the father and mother had to
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communicate well so they were always on the same page. The father and mother could not be
confused on what they were doing when interacting with their children. In a way, he was also
expressing the importance of parental partnership in raising children (see Figure 7.2). Father and
mother belonged to the same island of meaning (i.e., teacher, leader) and their children belonged
to the different island of meaning (i.e., student, follower).

Similarly, Katherine and Josh wanted their children to see that the father and mother were
working together. Katherine was a stay-at-home mother, but she was heavily involved in many
volunteer activities. Josh worked more than 50 hours a week as a construction manager. His job
required a long commute, so he was leaving home early in the morning and coming home around
7 pm. When I asked how they were dividing childcare duties, Katherine jokingly said she did
everything before Josh came home and gave him the children to do the rest of their daily routines,
such as brushing teeth and tucking them into bed. Then she added:

Katherine: No, not to escape. But the same story that I don’t want to escape. I don’t

want them to see me finding a time for me to escape from them. I want
them to see me wanting to have a family. I want them to see he and I
are . . . .

Josh: Working together.

For them, the important thing was to let children know that their father and mother were working
together as a unit to raise them.

Other parents also discussed that they approached childrearing as a couple in a more

general sense. For example, Brad and Mary said:

Brad: We talk about everything, constant analysis. You know. What was her
day and how she is growing and setting our goals and trying to ...

Mary: Yeah. I agree.
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Brad emphasized their parental partnership by saying, “We talk about everything,” and “setting
our goals.” Mary agreed. Thus, American couples tended to stress the idea that constructing
parental partnership based on equality and fairness was healthy and meaningful to raise their
children.

In this chapter, I talked about how couples in Japan and the United States viewed the
parental partnership. To summarize, Japanese fathers and mothers tended to see their parental
partnership as based on the gendered division of labor. In the United States, couples tended to
emphasize equality and fairness as a basis of their parental partnership. In the following chapter,
I will discuss the fourth theme that emerged from the data: parents’ views on individuals in a

society.
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CHAPTER 8

“INTERDEPENDENT CHILD” VS. “INDEPENDENT CHILD”

In Chapter 6, I demonstrated how fathers and mothers in Japan and the United States
viewed their parental partnership and how it affected interaction with their children. Although
Japanese couples and American couples displayed diverse forms of parental partnerships,
couples in both countries said that their parenting goals were based on social expectations in
their societies. Parents emphasized the importance of teaching skills that would help their
children survive and be happy. For example, parents would teach children how to hunt if they
lived in a society where hunting was the best way to stay alive. In these parents’ minds, good
hunting skills would be the most vital aspect of stable and happy life for their children’s future;
therefore, they would foster these skills in their children. Since hunting was not the main focus
of contemporary life in Japan and the United States, what were Japanese and American parents
seeing as important aspects to living happily as a member of society? This is the question I will
discuss in this chapter. As I mentioned earlier, there are many cultural differences between
Japan and the United States; however, what is necessary to understand is parents’ interpretation
of their cultures. Through my research, I learned that fathers and mothers in Japan and the
United States shared diverse views on their children’s futures.

During the interviews, I asked parents, “What kind of person do you want your child to
be?” To answer the question, Japanese parents and American parents searched for personal
characteristics necessary for success and happiness in their societies. One might assume that
Japanese and American parents’ answers were different because Americans lived in an
individualistic culture and Japanese lived in a collectivist culture, or their answers would be

similar because both countries were industrial capitalist societies. How parents symbolize
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success in society determines the aspects of their children’s lives they attempt to foster, causing
them to approach parenting differently. Thus, deconstructing parents’ meanings is important to
understand how parenting styles are socially constructed.

Figure 8.1 illustrates how Japanese parents saw individuals in a society, whereas Figure
8.2 illustrates how American parents’ view of individuals in society. For Japanese parents,
individuals cannot survive without others. Stated differently, fathers and mothers in Japan
stressed the view that harmonious interdependency was the key for one’s success and happiness.
At least once during the interview, almost all Japanese parents mentioned that being able to
understand others’ feelings was a very important characteristic as a member of society because
they tended to view society as an aggregate of individuals who helped each other. For Japanese
fathers and mothers, individuals would not be able to succeed if they were unable to get along
with people around them. Therefore, Japanese fathers and mothers told me that they tried to
cultivate their children’s ability to get along with people.

Many American parents, in contrast, hoped their children would be independent, self-
sufficient human beings because they believed these characteristic were fundamental to
becoming a productive member of society. American fathers and mothers placed a great deal of
weight on the importance of education for a number of reasons, but most of all to find happiness
because they believed higher education would lead to finding a good job that would sustain a

stable lifestyle.
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Figure 8.1: Japanese Parents’ View of Individuals in Society
w
m

Figure 8.2: American Parents’ View of Individuals in Society
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JAPANESE PARENTS’ VIEW OF IMPORTANT SKILLS IN SOCIETY

In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, I discussed how Japanese parents tended to focus on the
interdependency to talk about a relationship. For example, the parenting styles of Japanese
fathers and mothers were modifications of their parents to a great extent. Japanese parents tended
to form a reciprocal relationship between themselves and their children because they believed
parents and children taught and learned from each other. When Japanese fathers and mothers
constructed their parental partnership, they also depended on each other. At least among
participant parents for this research, the gendered division of labor was not seen as negative.
Japanese parents tended to see fathers and mothers as having different roles, so that inequality
was expected but not their main concern in the parental partnership. Then, how do Japanese
parents see the relationship with non-family members in society? That is the question I will
discuss in this section.

From the data, I found that Japanese parents valued the idea that members of society
should help each other. Because people taught, learned, and supported each other in society, it
was very important for Japanese parents that their children understood others’ feelings and cared
about others. For Japanese parents, it was these skills that were keys to surviving in society and
becoming happy individuals. Two variables emerged from the data to explain the views of

Japanese fathers and mothers which I will talk in the following sections.

“Being Able to Understand Others’ Feelings” is Most Important
Regardless of parents’ gender and children’s gender, many participant Japanese parents
agreed that they wanted their children to be able to understand the feelings of others. Being able

to empathize and sympathize was the most important value in Japanese society; therefore,
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Japanese parents believed children could be successful in the future if they were able to

understand other’s feelings. I will discuss this in more detail through several narrative excerpts.

The first example is Hidetoshi. Hidetoshi and his partner lived with their two sons in a

small city. He said:

Hidetoshi:

Interviewer:

Hidetoshi:

I hope that my son will be a thoughtful person and be able to understand
others.

Why do you think so?
Well, it is because we don’t live alone. We all are related to one another,

especially if you live in a small city like here. I think that relationship is
important. That is why.

During the interview, Hidetoshi told me about the situation in their town where everyone knew

each other. The town sometimes functioned as a family. For example, people often got together

for barbecues and planned various events for children. They had their own baseball teams for

adults and children. People found jobs through other people. Because of such close

relationships with neighbors, it was essential that people get along with others. It might be okay

if you were the only one who suffered from not getting along with your neighbors; however,

your family usually faced challenges as well because they were more likely to feel

uncomfortable participating in community activities or lose job opportunities. Thus, Hidetoshi

wanted his son to have the ability to get along with others as a member of society.

Similar to Hidetoshi, Masaharu emphasized the ability to understand situational contexts.

Interviewer:

Masaharu:

So, it is important for you to be able to understand other people’s feelings.
I understand what you mean, but my understanding may be different from
yours. Can I ask why you think it is important?

People can’t do anything by themselves. Because there are many people,
our lives are constituted. So, I guess that we can’t do anything by
ourselves. That is why it is important to understand other people’s
feelings.
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In Masaharu’s mind, there was no classification between helpers and the helped. People
supported each other, and that was how society functioned. If you were not aware of others’
feelings, you did not know how to help, or you did not even know if others were looking for help.
People who lived in a society such as Japan were expected to understand other’s needs without
verbal communications. Their relationships were also reciprocal. If you help others, then others
would be willing to help you when you needed support. Thus, being able to understand others’
feelings was a cognitive norm for the basic building block of a give-and-take relationship.

For Shun, the skill of taking others’ positions was an indispensable characteristic for
human beings. Shun and his partner was raising a son and daughter. His daughter was the focal
child for this interview.

Shun: I want her to be a kind person.

Interviewer:  What kind of person is kind?

Shun: Someone who would protect weaker persons. I mean, someone who

understand other people’s pain and recognize bad things are bad things. It
is common sense, but there are not many people who can be like that.

Interviewer: What makes you think so?

Shun: Well, for example, there are parents who complain about the greeting at
school lunch. There are mothers who say, “We are paying for lunch,” and

313

“Why does my child have to say “‘itadakimasu’”? I think it is nonsense.
Don’t say things like that. That is nonsense. It is a common sense. You
need to be able to understand that.
In Japan, people say “itadakimasu’” before they start eating. The term does not have a direct
translation in English. In a way, “itadakimasu” means multi-dimensional. It includes a sense of

appreciation toward the food, farmers, and servers. The term has a connotation of modesty.

People often learn to say it when they are very young; therefore, people automatically say it at
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the table. In many cases, the Japanese do not find the practice religious; instead, they see it as
good manners.

Interviewer: Can I ask why you think people should be able to do that?

Shun: Right. I think it is a minimum matter to live as a human being. If you are
born as a human being ... you can speak, you have a brain, and you can
judge. That is why I want her to be a kind person. I mean that being kind
is basic. If I think about it, it is even funny to say, “I want her to be a kind
person,” because it is something you have to be in the first place. But I
want her to be a person who understands common sense.

First, Shun said he wanted his daughter to be a kind person who would be able to understand
other’s feelings and distinguish morals. Then, Shun talked about some parents of his daughter’s
classmates. According to Shun, the mothers complained that the school made their children say
“itadakimasu.” Because they were paying for their children’s lunch, the food was not given, so
they believed the children were entitled to eat without such modesty. Shun thought that the view
was cognitively deviant (Goode 2008) that these mothers’ view of the world was against what
was expected in Japanese society. He did not appreciate the conflict because he did not see the
necessity of the argument. One explanation for Shun’s feelings was that he was less likely to
perceive sharp boundaries among/between people. Who was more superior or powerful than
another was not his focus. He did not see the competition in the situation; therefore, Shun did
not understand why the mothers were upset over “iradakimasu.” For him, the mothers’ actions
made other people feel badly because it destructed social order, and therefore the mothers were
unkind.

Many Japanese fathers and mothers said they wanted their children to be able to

understand others’ feelings because if children know what bothers people, they do not cause

people trouble. Every time parents mentioned this, I asked them to clarify what they meant by



152

“causing people trouble.” I was curious to know the types of behavior that Japanese parents

consider trouble-making. Let’s look at Sanae’s answer:

Interviewer:

Sanae:

Interviewer:

Sanae:

You said you don’t want him to do unforgiving things. What kinds of
things are unforgiving?

Things that cause people trouble.
For example?

For example? I think that I don’t want him to do things that make other
people uncomfortable or sad. It’s not about breaking a law.

Sanae described two types of behavior that potentially caused people trouble: one was to “make

other people uncomfortable and sad,” another was to break the law. For her, the focus was the

feelings of others rather than breaking the law. Of course, we could hurt others’ feelings by

breaking the law. In fact, many laws were created to protect people from harm; however,

Sanae’s focus was more on the feelings of others during daily interactions. Shizuka shared very

similar view with Sanae. She said:

Shizuka:

Interviewer:

Shizuka:

Interviewer:

Shizuka:

I want her to be cheerful.
What do you mean by “cheerful”?

Right. Free from all cares and do what she wants. Of course, within
limits. She shouldn’t cause people trouble.

In your perspective, what things cause people trouble?

I guess ... things that make people feel bad. For example, a person who
cuts in line is lacking in common decency. I don’t want her to do such
things. Something is okay if she believes that it is a good thing to do, but I
don’t want her to do obviously wrong things.

Shizuka’s focus was also the feelings of others. Common sense and social order were important

to keep for Shizuka as a social being. In some sense, the parents I described above discouraged
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their children from being unique and different because that could easily cause conflict and make
others feel uncomfortable.
Some Japanese working fathers said that they wanted their children to learn
how to speak English so they could understand more people’s feelings in the global society. For
example, Kengo worked in a factory where many Brazilian immigrant workers were working.
He said:
Kengo: I work at a factory and have many Brazilian coworkers. Well, they don’t
speak English ... it is hard to communicate with each other. That is why I
think it is good to be able to speak English.
Interviewer: Do you have many foreign coworkers?
Kengo: Yes.
Interviewer: How do people communicate with each other? Do you have interpreters?
Kengo: No. Some of them can speak broken Japanese. We communicate through
them. I think that it is nice to be able to communicate with people who are
not Japanese.
I want to point out a contradiction in Kengo’s narrative. Although his coworkers were Brazilians
who spoke Portuguese and that was why he felt the importance of learning a second language,
Kengo wanted his daughter to learn English specifically. During the interview, I asked him why
he chose English rather than Portuguese. His answer was that he wanted to learn Portuguese, but
he saw English as a more versatile language for his daughter to learn in social settings. In
Kengo’s mind, there was no distinction between natives (Japanese) and visitors (immigrants). In
addition, he seemed not to care about the power relationship between them. For example, he
could complain that the Brazilian workers were not learning Japanese; instead, he was almost

apologetic for not being able to speak Portuguese. Satoshi raised a comparable point:

Satoshi: I would like to let [my daughter] take English lessons.
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Interviewer: How come?

Satoshi: How come? Idon’t know. I justthought it is not good if she can’t speak a
little English.

Interviewer: In what occasions? You know? I am just curious.

Satoshi: Ah ... you know, if you go overseas today, you can communicate in
Japanese. But at the same time, there are many people who speak English
to communicate in Japan. I feel bad when I can’t respond to them in
English. So, I thought being able to speak English, you know, daily
English, would be nice.

Satoshi did not work with immigrant coworkers, but he recognized that there were many
immigrants/visitors in his surroundings; as a result, he felt that the Japanese also needed to reach
out to them for help.

I do not mean to say that the majority of Japanese perceive immigrants as Kengo and
Satoshi do. In fact, the Japanese are not always kind to immigrants. Tsuda (2009), for example,
reported that some Japanese held cultural and social class prejudices against immigrant because
Japanese have not been exposed to diversity. Therefore, Kengo and Satoshi’s views were very
unique and should not be generalized as a population. According to Tsuda (2009), the numbers
of immigrant workers have been increasing in Japan due to rapid expansion of economy to fulfill
the Japanese labor supply since the late 1980s. Among immigrants, the largest group are South
American nikkeijin (Japanese descendants who grew up outside of Japan), and over 330,000
South American nikkeijin reside in Japan. One of the Japanese cities where I conducted
interviews has many factories (e.g., Yamaha, Kawaii, Honda, Suzuki); as a result, a large number
of Brazilian immigrants reside in the city to work for these factories. In recent years, the city

created the first Brazilian elementary school in Japan. Because participant parents tended to

have more chance to interact with immigrants, their views could be very unique.
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and Mika’s narratives.

Sachiko:

Interviewer:

Sachiko:

Mika:

Interviewer:

Mika:
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to introduce some mothers’ understanding of the world. Consider Sachiko

Right. I want him to get along with everyone.
Why do you think so?

I think that there are people who just want to get along with certain groups
of people, but I want him to be liked by as many people as he can. That
way, he would be able to live better. It is not just at school, because you
can’t survive well if you don’t get along with people at work.

*

I want her to be a likable person. I want her to have very good friends
who she can get along with for a long time.

Why do you think so?

I think ... it is important to be independent, but I also think she can enjoy
and have a good experience by going places with friends. Having good
friends enriches life, I think. I don’t think being a loner is a bad thing
though.

For Sachiko and Mika, being able to understand others’ feelings and have good friends were the

essential qualities for their children to survive and to have happy lives. In their minds, the

interrelationship was the main focus; as a result, the power relationship regarding who did better

than the other was not

young.

a major concern in their children’s everyday life, at least when they were

Education is Not a Symbol for Success

Almost all Japanese fathers and mothers stated that being able to understand others and

get along with others were the keys for success and happiness for a social being in Japan. In

Japan, the term education mama is often used to describe mothers who are enthusiastic about

their children’s educational achievement even when children are very young. These mothers
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would not mind investing their money, time, and energy to provide intellectual stimuli for their
children. Knowing the phenomenon of education mama, I wondered how participant Japanese
parents viewed their children’s education. From the data, I found that Japanese parents were less
likely to put emphasis on their children’s education, at least while their children were four- to
six-year olds. In the case of Masako, for example, there was no direct relationship among higher
education, a good job, and a stable life. Masako said:

Masako: I want him to learn skills to survive. He is a boy. It would be very nice if
he could use his talent for work, and his talent makes contributions to
society or to help others. That is ideal. I hope he can live like that.

Interviewer: Okay. Can I ask what you mean by “skills to survive”?

Masako: I would say ... I want him to have knowledge to live in terms of money
and social status, especially after he finished school. It is not about higher
education. I want him to have skills to be able to see opportunities and to
make good judgments. It’s important to learn how to do it since he is still
young, otherwise he won’t be able to make a good choices in life. So, I
want him to store that kind of knowledge.

Although her definition of survival skills was a rather abstract concept, Masako clarified that
survival skills did not come automatically with a diploma. In other words, higher education was
not a symbol of success or stability for Masako.

Other parents compared and contrasted what made their children happy. In their minds,
kids who had many friends were more likely to be happier than smart kids. In a way, they talked
about these as two categories of children’s personal characteristics. If they had to select one over
the other, many Japanese parents ranked having many friends before education. For example,

Daisuke said:

Daisuke: I want him to be able to get along with many people. I think it is fine as
long as he has an average education.

Interviewer: What do you mean by “average” education?
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You know, just in the middle or even upper lower level among his peers
would be fine. As long as he is not extremely below the average, I am fine.
Instead of being a smart kid in school, I want him to become a person who
can get along with people.

Okay. Can I ask what you mean by “get along with people”?

Sure. Having many friends is one example. There are kids who get
stressed out from friendship now. I think they are trying too hard to get
along with others. Of course, everybody is different and you feel stress to
a certain extent. But I think that stress can be reduced depending on how
you see situations and he can learn it while he is still young. I want him to
learn how to get along with others without feeling much stress.

For Daisuke, conformity was the key to getting along with others; therefore, he wanted his son’s

education to be in the middle, rather than very good or extremely bad, because either one placed

his son in a deviant group.

Toshihiko also mentioned that he was happy as long as his son earned “average grades at

school.” Toshihiko taught at a middle school. During the interview, he told me various issues

that his students were facing. Some problems were familiar ones (e.g., dating) and other issues

were serious (e.g., attempted suicide). Although his son was much younger than his students,

Toshihiko’s parenting beliefs were influenced by his daily interaction with his students.

Interviewer:

Toshihiko:

Interviewer:

Toshihiko:

What do you mean by average?

It means ... as long as he can do what he wants to do. For example,

I want him to have a goal. Say ... I want to become this, that is why I
need to go to this school in this town. He doesn’t have to go to the top
school. Also, I want him to be healthy.

Why do you think so?
Right. Iteach in a middle school. I see many kids and think that kids who

are able to understand others’ feelings and get along with others are much
better than smart kids.

As a teacher, Toshihiko interpreted that kids who have many friends were much happier than

smart kids who focused on study.
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The importance of education was sometimes talked about in the context of children’s
gender. Some parents really wanted their daughters to have skills to understand others’ feelings
instead of having a college diploma because these parents believed girls would be happier by
fostering behavior. For instance, Shoko and Masaharu said:

Shoko: I agree. You don’t need education once you finish school.

Masaharu: Right. There are many unhappy educated people. I think she will be
much happier if she learns manners, etiquette, and femininity. So, I want
her to be happy rather than smart.

Shoko completed two years at a liberal art college, and Masaharu graduated from four years
college in economics; however, higher education was not a symbol of success for them,
especially for their daughter. To summarize, Japanese fathers and mothers tended to expect their
children to learn conformity because they believed that children’s life would be richer and

happier if they could get along with others. For that matter, Japanese parents were less likely to

encourage their children to be unique and stand out from the crowd.

AMERICAN PARENTS’ VIEW OF IMPORTANT SKILLS IN SOCIETY

In the chapters 5, 6, and 7, I looked at how American parents tended to see their
relationships with their own parents, children, and partners. I found that American fathers and
mothers were less likely to focus on interrelationships to construct their parenting beliefs and
practices. For instance, American fathers and mothers were more likely to construct their own
parenting styles different from their own parents, and want to exceed their own parents’
parenting approach. From American parents’ view, the parent-child relationship was similar to
that of a teacher and student. Parents taught children; thus, the direction of their relationship was

one way from parents to children. American fathers and mothers more likely stressed the
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importance of equality in a partnership to raise children; therefore, they were less likely to value
interdependency. How did American parents’ see individuals in society? How did persons in
the United States see their relationship to other members of society?

Nisbett (2003) discussed that Westerners tend to say that the individuality and
independence are the important personal qualities whereas East Asians are more likely
emphasize the ability to depend on each other to create harmony of the group. I also found that
participant American parents saw one’s individuality and independence were the best qualities
for their children to survive and be happy. In their minds, being independent and having
individuality were two different categories of personal aspects. Being independent was often
associated with individual’s financial ability; consequently, American parents used higher
education as a symbol of reaching that goal. On the other hand, American fathers and mothers
said that persons who had individuality knew exactly what they liked and were not afraid of
being different from others. Because an independent person who had her/his own individuality
did not depend on other people, she/he had much power or control over her/his own life. When
American parents talked about the relationship among/between people, they tended to see that
there were two groups of people: leaders and followers. If they were asked to select one over the

other, American parents were more likely to choose the leader category.

“Independence” is the Most Important Personal Characteristic

America is an individualistic culture where persons’ physical, emotional, and financial
independence are highly valued to become a productive member of society (Markus and
Kitayama 1991; Nisbett 2003; Rubin and Chung 2006). Many researchers studied how these

cultural expectations influence parenting styles. Kohn (1987) and Triandis (1989), for example,
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suggested that American parents tended to highlight self-reliance, independence, and creative
behavior; ultimately, parents encouraged children to be assertive individuals. Befu (1986),
Bornstein, Azuma, Tamis-LeMonda, and Ogino (1990), Bornstein, Tal, and Tamis-LeMonda
(1991) also added that American mothers anticipated children’s early mastery of verbal
competence and self-actualization which support one’s independence. The parents I interviewed
in the United States also often agreed that these were important personal characteristics;
therefore, they encouraged their children to develop them.

What was going on in American parents’ mind when they determined what they want
their children to foster? American fathers and mothers pointed out that they expected their
children to find their individuality. In their minds, there were two groups of people.

One category included people who did not stand out in the crowd because they preferred
social conformity, so who they were and what they did were not unique. The opposite category
of people believed in an individual’s uniqueness and did not shy away from being noticed in the
group. American parents wanted their children to be the latter group of individuals. One
interesting finding was that American parents also tended to stress the development of
individuality more when their children were girls. For example, Roger and his partner (Susan)
were raising a boy and girl. As I described in Chapter 7, they were very aware of gender
equality in their partnership. They were also cognizant of gender when raising their daughter
(the focal child of this study). During the interview, the couple often suggested that they tried to
instill in their daughters the importance of gender equality. The following was one example.

Roger: No, I don’t. I guess with my son ... I guess I don’t say it that much

because what is understood is that you can go and do whatever you want
to do. A lot of times, I would just ... we’d be planning and she is like, “I
can’t do it because I am a girl,” and I am like, “You can. It doesn’t matter

if you are girl. You do whatever you want and do.” I find myself saying
that to her more. I said that to her, but I don’t say that to my son because
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traditionally boys can do whatever they want to do. But if she tries to say
something like, “I’m a girl” or “Girls can’t do that” you know, and then I
always make that point like, “Yes, you can.” I don’t want her to be like
that. I want her to be that role and want her to make her own life and
make her own decisions. If she wants to take that role, and then that’s fine.
But that’s not going to be predetermined.
In Roger’s mind, there was a boy’s world and a girl’s world. Boys were allowed to do whatever
they wanted; in contrast, what girls could do was generally limited. Because boys had more
options, they had more chances and control over their lives compared to girls. Roger tried to
counteract this idea. He wanted his daughter to have many options; therefore, he taught his
daughter not to follow gender stereotypes. The ultimate goal for Roger was to encourage his
daughter to be an independent person.
It was not just fathers who encouraged daughters regarding gender equality. Many
American mothers did, too. For example, Mary and her partner had one daughter. Mary said:

Mary: I think that I am aware as her mother of wanting to raise a strong daughter.
Kind of independent, not boxing in any gender roles sort of things. That’s
more mother-of-a-daughter kind of things.

Interviewer: Can I ask what you mean by independence?

Mary: Let’s see what I mean by it? Sort of ... Maybe self efficient, or could be a
leadership type of thing, and confident and sociable. You know not
needing someone to define her. (laugh)

Similar to Roger, Mary focused on fostering skills that will enable her daughter’s independence.
Not following gender stereotypes of female was a symbol of being an independent person. What
was interesting was that it was often daughters who were encouraged to abandon gender
stereotypes. There were some parents who taught their sons to cook and clean. These tasks were

often categorized as feminine household duties; however, parents did not necessarily understand

these as feminine tasks. For them, being able to cook and clean was one aspect of being
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independent. In addition, Mary said “as her mother ...” and “That’s more mother-of-a-daughter

kind of things.” She categorized that raising an independent woman was a mother’s role.

Although American fathers and mothers wanted their children to be independent so they

did not have to depend on others, parents also understood that the relationship with others was

inevitable in society. When American parents explained the relationship with others, they tended

to view those relationships as between two categories of people: the leaders and the followers. If

the relationship among/between people was unavoidable, then American parents preferred their

children to be the leaders. Excerpts from Mary and Brad’s narratives illustrate the views of

American parents.
Interviewer:

Mary:

Brad:

What kind of person do you want your child to be?

Right. What I’d like her to be is tolerant ... people have many different
experiences and backgrounds, but I also think that kind of like a leadership
in school, you know, rather than exclusive in terms of socially with her
school. T don’t know what to explain. Can you elaborate?

I agree, so I would elaborate on that. For example, I remember very
specifically when I was in 4 grade, maybe ten years old. [ had a strong
personality in class and a group ... a little group was formed and there was
a boy the other kids didn’t like and I really fought for him regardless he
wasn’t funny, he wasn’t handsome, or any good at sports. I remember my
parents really reinforcing how they were proud of me that I included him
in sports. There is a certain leadership role that a lot of times are
necessary to be kind of in school social situations. So, we already started
to discuss with her in terms of taking a leadership role. So, I think that’s
very much a part of it.

First, Mary said that she wanted her daughter to be able to understand people’s feelings because

we lived in the diverse society, and then she mentioned the leadership skill. Brad elaborated on

Mary’s point that being able to understand others’ feeling was a required ability to take

leadership. For American parents, the social relationship tended to have one direction: from the

rescuer to the rescued. Obviously, the rescuers were the independent ones and the rescued were
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the dependent ones. Thus, when American parents saw the relationship in the society, they
preferred their children to be the independent ones.

Many American parents also stated that they wanted to encourage their children to have
their own individuality. Megan and Raymond said:

Megan: Strong family values ... that one notion is that taking care of your brother
and family and be aware of others. I think that is important.

Raymond: But still they ... I want them to have freedom. Try new things, think
outside the box. Don’t be afraid to be different from others.

Interviewer: How would you encourage this?
Raymond: If they want to go to school wearing shoes on the wrong feet, that’s okay.
Do that. Wear mismatching socks; put spikes on your hair. Do. I want to
paint my face. Paint. Don’t be afraid to do things. Look different and be
different.
Megan was raised by Greek immigrant parents in the United States. At the beginning of the
interview, she told me that the family was the main focus of her family because of her Greek
cultural background. Megan’s narrative in the conversation also explained her background. Then,
Raymond added that he wanted his son to have freedom, which means to have creative thinking
and not being afraid of following those thoughts. For him, the creative person was unique and
good. On the other hand, the person who did similar to others was not creative and, thus, boring.
It was a hierarchal classification of people’s personal characteristics.
In this section, I illustrated the characteristics as a member of society most important for
American fathers and mothers who were interviewed. How can individuals attain such

characteristics? In the next section, I will demonstrate American parents’ answers to that

question.
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Education is a Symbol for Success
Although American parents wanted to socialize their children to be independent
individuals, there were limitations. Four- to six-year-olds could not cook, could not go places
alone, and could not make important decisions regarding things such as their schooling; therefore,
many American fathers and mothers suggested that they made these everyday decisions for their
children’s futures. American parents especially stressed the importance of education for their
children’s futures. For these parents, “education” and/or “a diploma” was a symbol of success.
Their answers were consistent across all groups of parents (father-daughter, father-son, mother-
daughter, and mother-son). In some cases, the idea was based on personal experiences. Susan
was the first example of this. She recently went back to school to complete her bachelor’s
degree. She said:
Susan: So, I don’t know from that perspective . . . [ don’t know . . . education is just
really optional. I think ... Had I been a male, and then I wouldn’t have dropped
out first place. I had to, and then, end of discussion. I don’t know for girls. 1
think it is. But I don’t know anymore because I think about my daughter. I don’t
want that to be an option. I want her to do whatever she wants to do, but I want
her to have a degree.
She first stated that college was an option for her daughter. Then, she recalled when she took a
break from school and realized that she would have had to finish the degree if she were a man.
After thinking about how gender played a role in her lack of educational attainment, Susan
concluded that she wanted to insist her daughter have a degree. In her case, higher education
was a symbol of the gender equality.
Matthew also talked about the importance of education using his own experiences.
According to Matthew, he left college once and returned a year later.

Interviewer: What made you change?

Matthew: Well, it’s just maturity.
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Interviewer: Maturity. Was there any specific event or something?

Matthew: I mean, I just decided that I didn’t wanna be a garbage man for the rest of
my life or working at McDonald’s. I always worked one or two or three
jobs. So ... and it wasn’t just where I wanted to be when I am 40, you
know? Get where you wanna be. You need a college degree. Most
college degrees, well you don’t do what you got the degree for. You gotta
have it, and I’d rather have it. I want her to have it.

Matthew then added later on:

Matthew: Well, at this point, we encourage her to go to school. I mean, we will
encourage her to go to college. We have a college fund for her. Well, it’s
a plan. (laugh) That’s the plan. Obviously, she still has to plan and she
can say not to go. But that degree, regardless what to do, opens a lot of
doors that can’t open before.

In his mind, there were two types of jobs. One group included jobs that did not require higher
education, such as garbage collector or fast food restaurant worker. For him, these jobs were
younger people’s jobs; therefore, he did not mind doing these jobs when he was younger. Then,
he realized, as he “became more mature,” there was another category of jobs that required a
college degree. His observation was that people did not necessarily use the knowledge they
gained in college in their eventual career; however, having the diploma changed the kind of job
one could get and provided more opportunities for life. For Matthew, a diploma symbolized
maturity, a professional job, success, and happiness.

Kelly and Duane had a similar perspective. Both graduated from prestigious colleges and

had professional jobs.

Kelly: I want her to be a kind and caring person and also go to college and get a
good job.

Interviewer: Why do you think so?
Kelly: Because so much you can learn through education. So much. We know

that there are a lot of stupid people going to college (laugh) but just being
there for four years, then you get so much out from there.
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Duane: And more opportunities. Right.
Kelly: Yeah. You can’t get a job without a college degree.
Duane: You can still go to college and work at pizza place. That’s fine, but the

other way around is rare.
The way that Kelly and Duane mapped out an individual’s life course was interesting to analyze.
In their minds, the consequences of higher education went like this: College — experiences and
knowledge — diploma — opportunities — good jobs — higher income — stability — happiness.
Although Kelly said, “there are a lot of stupid people going to college,” the diploma brought
them opportunities to get a good job. Duane also stated that people with a diploma have options
to either work at a corporation or at a pizza place, but people without the diploma only have the
second option. The point to be made here is that we can see how American parents’ view was
one direction. There was the possibility that people cannot obtain a good job even with the
highest diploma because of other factors, such as their personality and social skills; however,
American parents were less likely to focus on that. Consequently, many American parents found
importance in higher education, although the pattern emerged because most participant parents
were middle-class families.

Lareau (2003), who compared parenting styles between working-class parents and
middle-class parents, discovered that parenting styles are related to parents’ social class.
Working-class parents let their children make their own after school schedule. One reason was
that these parents could not afford transportation and extra curriculum expenses. In contrast,
middle-class parents orchestrated their children’s daily activities so that they could foster
children’s academic, musical, and physical talent. Although not many participant parents did not

seem to organize their children’s daily schedule to an extent that children were taking multiple
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lessons a day, many mothers were stay-at-mothers who were driving around the town for their
children’s educational and social activities, similar to Lareau’s (2003) demonstration of typical
middle-class families. A different pattern may have been found with a more diverse sample.

Just like the parents I discussed above, Raymond believed going to college provides
knowledge and job opportunities. What was interesting was that Raymond also shared a
corporation’s perspective about diplomas.

Megan: I don’t think you can underestimate the importance of education for any
purpose. So, the more educated they are, the better for me.

Raymond: Yeah, two purposes are . . . one, you really become an age that you are
exposed to you didn’t realize and you relearn the history. You learn things
over again. So, you become a more rich person in college. Second reason
is, you just, it’s just hard to get anywhere without a degree. It doesn’t
mean that you are smarter by having that paper, but that’s the fact. I work
at “A” company and if you don’t have a college degree, then you aren’t
hired. That’s it. If you have three hours short and go back and finish them,
we will interview you. It doesn’t have to be a communication major, but
they want to know that you are an individual who is committed enough for
four years of school.

According to Raymond, a corporation viewed a diploma as a symbol of commitment. A
company was not looking at intelligence; instead, they saw a hard-working personality in the
diploma. By having the diploma, you could be in the category of people who were considered to
have a good work ethic; in contrast, if you did not have a diploma, you were seen as someone
who lacked the qualities to be effective in the workforce.

The last example is Nadia’s view on children’s higher education. She presented what

education symbolized for her in a very fascinating manner.

Nadia: Ah ... maybe it’s for mothers, but a lot of pressure to make sure that your
kids are better than others. The end result is if they went to the right
college. You know. The decision that I am making this month about
preschool is going to be the right decision to send her to go to the right

college so that she can make enough money to survive. You know, I hate
that feeling of competitions.
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Interviewer: Where do you think that pressure comes from?
Nadia: I don’t know. Maybe other mothers, but I think that they also feel from
other mothers. So, I don’t know ... maybe it’s a part of this culture. But I
don’t like that feeling.
In the passage, Nadia said that children’s higher education was important because it also related
to the evaluation of mothering skills. If children went to a prestigious school, it showed that they
had smart and supportive mothers. She was already feeling the pressure to send her daughter to a
good college, even though her daughter was only four years old. Based on her observation, the
phenomenon applied to mothers. In fact, several mothers hinted to pressures similar to that
Nadia describe; however, none of the fathers I interviewed expressed that they felt evaluated by
their children’s education.

To summarize how American parents viewed individuals in society, they tended to see
that individuals who were financially and emotionally independent were successful because they
could have more control over their own life as well as others. American fathers and mothers also
tended to emphasize the importance of education because it would open the door for success.

Thus, American parents incorporated these beliefs to construct their parenting beliefs and

interacted with their children.
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CHAPTER 9

CONCLUSIONS AND THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

How do fathers and mothers in Japan and the United States learn and internalize their
everyday events, interactions, and past memories to incorporate these things into their parental
philosophy? How do Japanese and American parents construct the meaning of “parent” as a
social being? To uncover the answers to these questions, I conducted 48 conjoint interviews
with Japanese and American couples raising four- to six-year-old children. Through the research,
I learned how and why fathers and mothers in Japan and the United States are similar and/or
different in terms of their parenting beliefs and parenting styles. As a result,  now have a better
understanding of parenthood in two nations. I also have a better understanding of how fathers
and mothers in Japan and the United States strive, in their own unique ways, to ensure their
children’s happiness.

This research was strongly inspired by Nisbett’s (2003) study of the different thought
processes of East Asians and Westerners, as well as my personal experiences from living in both
Japan and the United States. Although extant literature, including Nisbett (2003), discusses the
notion that people in Japan and people in the United States tend to think differently, my research
is not just a simple application of such studies for three main reasons. One, we could anticipate
the differences between thought processes of fathers and mothers in the two countries; however,
we could not know exactly how diverse their constructions of parenting beliefs were without
examining different aspects of parenting processes. To fully understand why parents behave the
way they do, it is necessary to directly explain the cognitive worlds of the parents. For example,

I described the interview settings in Japan and the United States: Japanese parents let their child
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stay in the same room where we were having the interview, whereas American couples sent their
child to her/his room so that we could focus on the interview. After analyzing the data, the
reasons why parents in the two nations did so were not simply a matter of culture (i.e., Japanese
parenting styles vs. American parenting styles). Based on my research, I add the clarification
that Japanese fathers and mothers tended to feel comfortable to be interviewed in front of their
child because these fathers and mothers were more likely to see their child as a part of them. In
contrast, American parents created a spatial boundary by sending their child to the next room
because they were more likely to view a separation between parents and children, as I illustrated
in Chapter 6. Similarly, Japanese couples might feel more natural to let their child sit between
them in a movie theater because their concept of “we” is less rigid than that of American couples
who often used the term “we” to refer to the father and mother as a unit. This may help to
explain why American fathers and mothers could be more likely to sit together, as I discussed in
Chapter 7. Thus, my research demonstrated how culture and cognition together create family
relationships.

Second, this study emphasized the importance of debunking commonly shared views and
beliefs about family relationships (i.e., intergenerational relationships and parental partnerships).
By using cognitive sociology as a framework for this study, I try “to promote greater awareness
of our cognitive diversity as social beings,” and operate on the assumption that “[the] more we
become aware of our cognitive differences as members of different thought communities, the
less likely we are to follow the common ethnocentric tendency to regard the particular way in
which we ourselves happen to process the world in our minds as based on some absolute
standards of ‘logic’ or ‘reason’ and, thus, as naturally or logically inevitable” (Zerubavel

1997:10). Even though there are multiple ways to describe what good/bad parenting styles are
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and who good/bad parents are across the globe, we tend to support what we think is logical. As a
result, we sometimes blame parents who are raising children under different environments,
conditions, and logics. This study was intended to extend the current theories pertaining to the
cognitive “logic” of family relations.

Third, the cross-national analysis of parents’ cognitive processes ensured the importance
of developing sophisticated comparative research methods in the future. Conducting cross-
national research can be challenging due to the limitations of researchers’ language barriers and
cultural understandings--limitations that scholars have often talked about. I want to add the
consideration that researchers need to be aware of the diverse cognitive processes of their sample
populations. To fully examine the relationship between causes (i.e., independent variables) and
effects (i.e., dependent variables), researchers should consider the potential influence of these
three factors: interpretation of language, cultural traditions, and cognitive processes.

In Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, I discussed variations of the views of Japanese parents and
American parents that influence the construction of parenting beliefs and practices. Overall, the
parents' constructing of parenting beliefs and practices basically depended on how they thought
about for four analytically distinct relationships: (1) their relationship with their own parents; (2)
their relationship with their children; (3) their relationship with their partner; and (4) their
relationship with others in society. Whereas parents from both nations similarly mentioned each
of these four aspects, the cognitive processes of fathers and mothers in Japan and those of
American parents were different when they described each relationship. The participant couples
were homogeneous in terms of family composition (i.e., heterosexual couples raising at least one

child who is four- to six-years-old), educational background, class, country of origin, and age.
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Yet it was hard to ignore the distinctive ways in which Japanese parents and American parents

viewed the world to construct their parenting beliefs.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Table 9.1 illustrates an overview of my findings. In The Geography of Thought: How
Asians and Westerners Think Differently ... and Why, Nisbett (2003) discussed how different
religious, geographic, and historic backgrounds created the practices of collectivism in East
Asian countries (Japan, China, and Korea) and individualism in Western countries (with specific
focus on the United States). He also demonstrated the patterns of cognitive processes that East
Asians and Westerners exhibit. East Asians, for example, tend to see things in a holistic manner,
in which various aspects influence occurrence of an event. According to Nisbett (2003), it is
hard for East Asians to think without considering social contexts. In contrast, Westerners tend to
understand things in a linear way (i.e., event A leads to event B which, in turn, leads to event C).
The thought process of Westerners tends to be more narrowed and direct because social contexts
are of less concern to explain an event.

By living in a collectivistic society and an individualistic society, respectively, Japanese
parents and American parents learn to interpret and internalize past events and their relationships
with others. I analyzed parents’ cognitive worlds by using Zerubavel’s (1997) six cognitive acts
as a framework of my research. As a result, I discovered that there are four aspects that
influence the construction of parenting beliefs and practices. Ultimately, I found that Japanese
parents and American parents create their beliefs in a distinctive manner.

In previous chapters, I discussed each point (i.e., how parents see their relationship with

their parents, how parents see their relationship with their children, how parents see their parental
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partnership, and how parents see their relationship with others in a society) by using excerpts

from the interviews. In the following sections, I want to recapitulate these points to clarify the

overall picture of the findings.

Table 9.1: Differences in Parental Cognition between Japanese and American Parents

Japanese Parents

American Parents

The Relationship with their
own Parents

Focusing on social contexts of
parents

“Parents are my mentor”

Focusing on parents’
personality

“My parents are examples of
who I do not want to become
as a parent”

The Relationship with their
Children

Children will learn from
parents

Parents and children are linked

Wanting to influence and
control children’s life

Parents and children are
separate entities

The Relationship with their
Partner

Gender role ideology is the
foundation of the relationship

Mothers keep working fathers’
existence alive at home

Being “fair” is the foundation
of the relationship

We work as a unit to raise
children

The Relationship with others
in a Society

“Being able to understand
others’ feelings” is the most
important personal
characteristic

Education is not a symbol for
success

“Independence” is the most
important personal
characteristic

Education is a symbol for
success

Parental Beliefs and
Practices

Manufactured through
Reciprocal Relationships

Manufactured through Self
Motivation
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The Relationship with their Own Parents

One of the aspects that influenced the construction of parenthood among participant
parents was the relationship with their own parents. Although fathers and mothers in both Japan
and the United States talked about how interaction with their parents influenced the formation of
their parenting beliefs and practices, the cognitive processes to interpret and internalize their
experiences varied between Japanese parents and American parents.

The findings support Nisbett’s (2003) explanation of popular cognitive processes of East
Asians. Japanese fathers and mothers tended to evaluate their parents’ parenting skills based on
various social contexts (e.g., busy work schedules); as a result, they often found excuses for their
parents’ wrongdoing (e.g., not being able to spend time with family). At the same time,
participant parents in Japan paid greater attention to processes (e.g., the amount of effort their
parents made to spend time with children) than to consequences (e.g., whether their parents
actually spent time with children). Because Japanese fathers and mothers tended to focus more
on the social contexts and processes, they were more likely to give their parents credit, talking,
about their parents as mentors to guide their own parenting.

What about American parents? The analysis revealed that American fathers and mothers
tended to use a linear explanation to discuss their parents’ parenting skills. For instance,
participant parents in the United States tended to ignore social contexts; instead, they paid great
attention to their parents’ personalities to evaluate their parenting behavior. The key, for
American parents, was whether their parents actually spent time with them or played their
favorite sports with them, rather than whether they tried hard to spend time with them under busy
work schedules or physical separation due to divorce. Thus, American fathers and mothers

tended to be more critical in evaluating their parents.
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My cross-national comparison supported the idea that how parents interpret and
internalize their relationships with their parents has more influence on their construction of
parenting beliefs than the kind of relationship they had with their parents. In addition, our
thought processes are greatly related to the culture that we identify with. Culture and cognition

together create family life.

The Relationship with Children

The way participant fathers and mothers in Japan and in the United States internalized
social expectations and roles of parents were another aspect that influenced the construction of
parenthood. Acknowledging this fact is especially important because the way that parents view
the roles of parents and children directly relates to the way that parents interact with their
children.

Japanese participant parents tended to say that the parent and child can both teach and
learn from each other. In other words, a parent can take the role of teacher or student, depending
on the situation. Even though children are often seen as powerless beings who are just learning
to become members of society, Japanese parents still emphasized the fact that they can learn
from their children. The direction of the relationship, in other words, was reciprocal for Japanese
fathers and mothers rather than consistently one-directional from parents as teachers to children
as students. At the same time, Japanese parents tended to view their children as an extension of
themselves by saying things like “we grow up together” and “my child must be enjoying it if I
am enjoying it.” Such perspectives support Nisbett’s (2003) findings that Japanese (East Asians)

pay attention to the social contexts and thus stress the importance of reciprocal relationships.
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In contrast, American participant fathers and mothers tend to believe that parents are
teachers and children are students, regardless of the situation. To accomplish the role of teacher,
parents are expected to coach their children well so that children can go through the appropriate
developmental stages. It is a parent’s responsibility to shape who their children are, especially
when children are young. Therefore, American parents expressed a strong sense of control over

their children’s lives.

The Relationship with their Partner

I interviewed heterosexual couples who were legally married and living together to raise
their children; therefore, the couples’ parental partnerships were often discussed during the
interviews. To acknowledge their understanding of the parental partnership was an important
aspect used to capture their parenthood experiences because it explained how they view the roles
of father and mother. By comparing narratives of parents in Japan and the United States, |
discovered that Japanese parents and American parents used different cognitive processes to
view parental partnerships during the course of child-rearing. There were two main examples
that explained their diverse perspectives: (1) the way they used the term “we” to talk about
family members, and (2) participant parents’ internalization of gender roles in a family.

The word “we” can be used in many forms to talk about family members, dependent
upon the situation. It can refer to “a father and a mother who share the parental partnership.”
“Father and child” can be “we,” just as “mother and child.” Among Japanese participant couples,
the term “we” was often used to refer to the “mother and child” unit as opposed to a relationship
involving the father. I also discovered that the method they used to divide family members was

related to Japanese parents’ observation of gender roles. Japanese fathers and mothers tended to
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clarify the distinction between the father’s role and the mother’s role. Their approach was akin
to a structural functionalist approach, with the implication that each family member has his or
her own functional role within the family. The father takes an instrumental role, which is to be
the breadwinner, disciplinarian, and authoritative figure for the other family members. The
mother plays a more expressive role, in which she is the main caretaker for her family (Parsons
1964). Japanese mothers tended to believe that teaching children about their father’s greatness
was one of the tasks needed to accomplish an expressive role. Mothers, especially those whose
partners worked longer hours, stressed the importance of teaching their children to appreciate
hard-working fathers. Although these mothers had financial support, they interacted with their
children as if they were single mothers by caring for the child at home. Because participant
fathers and mothers in Japan interpreted and internalized cultural expectations of fathers and
mothers as such, mothers were willing to team up with their children to share the views of fathers.
Consequently, Japanese couples used the word “we” often to refer to the mother and child
relationship. Japanese fathers and mothers were also more likely to find their expected roles in
family settings (social contexts) and the tasks that they were assigned.

American couples conversely used the term “we” more often to refer to the father and
mother unit. To apply Nisbett’s discussion (2003) on American’s linear view of the world, it is
reasonable to assume that the teachers (the father and mother) should be on a separate team than
the children. Nisbett also pointed out that westerners are more likely to emphasize equality or if
they are working with other people as a team. Whether or not American fathers and mothers
actually teamed-up in the parental partnership based on equality and fairness, American couples

tended to stress the idea that the father and mother should work together as equal partners to
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interact with their children. This view may have “made sense” to the American parents, but it is a

culture bound view.

The Relationships with Others in the Society

During the interviews conducted for this study, fathers and mothers in both Japan and the
United States said that they hoped that their children were happy. I then asked “what is
children’s happiness?” Japanese parents and American parents had different answers to this
question. In addition, I discovered that their definition of children’s happiness influenced how
these fathers and mothers viewed their relationships with others in a society.

For Japanese parents, the ability to understand others’ feelings and respond to them is an
important personal characteristic of humans as social beings. In a way, participant parents
expected their children to be aware of social contexts. Japanese fathers and mothers also
believed that such awareness skills aided their children’s happiness. A person who does a great
job of understanding others makes a good helper for people; consequently, others are more likely
to help this person in the instance that they need support. Depending on the situation, one can be
powertful (the helper) or powerless (the one in need of help). Living in collectivistic culture, as
Nisbett (2003) described, fathers and mothers in Japan tended to say that helping one another is
the key to sustaining human relationships. One of the fathers even said that “one may be able to
find and keep a job if he or she can get along with people even without special skills and higher
educational degree.” It could be said that the Japanese parents’ view that understanding others’
feelings can lead to happiness also shows a form of linear thinking. In fact, it is not. In Japan,

people and situations are more likely to be thought of as different and unique in each interaction.
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Therefore, individuals are expected to be flexible by considering people’s varied emotions and
thoughts and also considering varied social contexts.

Fathers and mothers in the United States seemed to agree that being independent (e.g.,
physically, emotionally, and financially) makes an individual happy within a society; therefore,
these mothers and fathers tried to encourage their children to become independent beings.
According to American parents, having a degree (e.g., college diploma) was essential to
becoming an independent person because it can lead to finding a good job, one which provides
financial security and self-worth. Similar to what Nisbett (2003) explained, American parents’
views on human life tended to be linear: education leads to a good job, which leads to financial
security, which leads to emotional security, which ultimately leads to happiness. For fathers and
mothers in the United States, each step was clearly defined and expected.

Comparing and contrasting the cognitive processes of how parents in both Japan and the
United States viewed individuals in a society clarified the reasons to explain the great emphasis
placed on education of children even when they are young, as well as Japanese parents’

eagerness to teach social skills to their children.

PARENTAL PHILOSOPHIES AND PRACTICES: MANUFACTURED THROUGH
RECIPROCAL RELATIONSHIPS VS. MANUFACTURED THROUGH SELF
MOTIVATION

In the above sections, I summarized the way fathers and mothers who live in diverse
societies use different cognitive lenses to interpret their everyday experience during the course of

childrearing. The center of discussion in this section is to talk about the characteristics of
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parental beliefs and philosophies that were created by parents in Japan and the United states who
share unique mental processes.

Japanese fathers and mothers tended to believe that their parenting beliefs and
philosophies were greatly influenced by the interaction with other people. What they believe
changed over time through the interaction with their own parents and children; therefore, their
parenting beliefs were not static. Instead, they tended to feel comfortable saying that they were
still learning to build their parenting beliefs through their everyday interaction with other people
and experiences. At the same time, Japanese parents tended to view what parents can do for
children to have certain limitations. Fathers, for example, have multiple roles (e.g., parent,
partner, worker, and friend); as a result, fathers cannot devote all of their time, emotion, and
energy for their children. The important goal for Japanese parents was to do their best while they
are with their children. Their creation of parenting beliefs and philosophies thus tended to be
passive; parenting beliefs and philosophies were manufactured through the reciprocal
relationship with other people.

On the other hand, American fathers and mothers tended to claim that their inner hopes to
become an ideal parent crafted their parenting beliefs and philosophies. Parents in the United
States tended to believe that they have an absolute power and responsibility over what kind of
parents they are and/or will become. To achieve the goal, parents should identify the types of
personal characteristics that they need to obtain, and seek to keep such personalities regardless of
their social conditions (e.g., work schedules, difficulties of marriage). Thus, their construction of

parenting beliefs and practices tended to be active: 1 create my parental beliefs and philosophies.
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THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

By analyzing the cognitive worlds of 24 Japanese couples and 24 American couples, I
sought to understand how culture and cognition construct concepts of parenthood. This study
further explains the social construction of parenthood by linking the mind with the behavior of
parents within a specific social structure. Parents in Japan and in the United States tend to
interact with their children differently because fathers and mothers interpret various aspects of
their life in unique ways as social beings living within certain cultures (i.e., collectivist and
individualist). Simultaneously, this research extends the sociological importance of previously
established findings. For example, cross-national comparisons of parents’ narratives help to
clarify the reasons for certain family phenomena, such as “intensive mothering” (Hays 1996) and
gender inequality, as well as shed light on the issues centered on the low fertility rate in Japan.
This study further raises questions about how family scholars should approach parenting research

in an increasingly interconnected world.

Intensive Mothering and Fathering

In The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, Hays (1996) discussed the ideology of
“intensive mothering.” Intensive mothering refers to “a gendered model that advises mothers to
expend a tremendous amount of time, energy, and money in raising their children” (Hays 1996:
x). According to Hays (1996), American society puts too much pressure on mothers to negotiate
the roles of a good worker and a good mother. In the workplace, mothers are expected to be
“ruthless” to survive in a competitive business environment. At the same time, mothers are
expected to be kind and selfless with an ability to pour in as much affection as needed for

childrearing.
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Lareau (2003) also talked about the intensity of childrearing practices among middle-
class families in the United States, though her focus was not only on mothers. Lareau referred to
the parenting styles of the middle-class parents as “concerted cultivation.” Parents who follow
this style of parenting try to devote a large amount of time, energy, and money to their children.
Both fathers and mothers feel responsibility to find and develop their children’s potential. To
achieve this goal, parents drive children to before-school-and-after-school extracurricular
programs (i.e., piano, soccer, swimming lessons). Lareau found that, even in day-to-day
interactions, middle-class parents treated their children as small adults by patiently reasoning
with them and teaching them negotiation skills. To become a successful parent, the middle-class
parents were expected to do quite a bit.

In studies of Japanese families, Honda (2008) similarly discussed the phenomenon of
mothers who pour lots of energy, time, and money into their children’s education. Children’s
success is often measured by mothering skills; therefore, Honda argued that some Japanese
women feel a tremendous amount of pressure to do well as mothers to the point that they harm
their own emotional and physical stabilities.

Without a doubt, the social expectations of parents are increasing in both Japan and the
United States. How do mothers in both countries deal with the situation? Which group of
mothers is more likely to struggle in managing these social expectations? The answer is not
simple, of course, because human emotions are hard to measure. Additionally, as I demonstrated,
mothers in Japan and mothers in the United States interpret and internalize the course of events
differently. However, it is relevant to mention that the cognitive processes of American mothers
may cause them to feel more social pressure than Japanese mothers feel. American mothers

generally consider themselves the teacher and their child(ren) the student; as a result, one of their
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main messages was that they did not want to lose control over their children. It seems as if
American mothers feel they cannot make any mistakes in raising their children. In contrast,
Japanese mothers understand their situations as “we (both the parent and the child) teach and
learn from each other.” Japanese mothers appear to have an easier time accepting mistakes
because they allow themselves to be considered a learner.

Comparing fathers in Japan and fathers in the United States similarly suggests how
society’s control over their cognitive worlds has an impact their fatherhood. For Japanese
fathers who are trained to view their relationships with their own fathers as reciprocal,
fatherhood is not a competition about which generation of fathers is better than the other. As a
result, Japanese parents tended to view their fathers as their mentors. In contrast, American
fathers tend to see their relationship with their fathers as a game of sorts. They compare
themselves with their fathers to determine which of them is better. To classify themselves as
better, they sometimes denigrate what their fathers did, while accentuating what they see as their
own positive traits.

There should be no implication that Japanese parents are more “laid back™ than American
parents; there are multiple issues that mothers and fathers in both nations go through. In fact,
being a parent is challenging, regardless of the country of origin. The point is that the cognitive
processes of Japanese parents and American parents are influenced by cultures (i.e., collectivism
and individualism), which, in turn, influence the cognitions of fathers and mothers. Thus, future
researchers should examine the link between culture and cognition to fully understand the impact

of culture on family life.
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Gender Equality/Inequality

One of the goals of this study was to examine how gender has an impact on family
relationships; therefore, I compared and contrasted the cognitive processes of fathers and
mothers, as well as parents who are raising daughters and sons. Although the difference between
parents’ national backgrounds and cultural backgrounds divided the patterns of cognitive
processes between fathers and mothers in Japan and in the United States, cross-national
comparisons of parents’ cognitive worlds brought to light some gender issues in Japan.

The low fertility rate in Japan has been the center of attention since 1987, which was
when the fertility rate dropped to 1.57 children per woman. Because low fertility rates
potentially caused various other issues (e.g., aging, labor force, economy), the Japanese
government started to take action. In 1999, the government held a national campaign that
promoted fathers’ childcare involvement by using the slogan, “A man who doesn’t raise children
can’t be called a father” (Ishii-Kuntz, Makino, Kato, and Tsuchiya 2004, Ishii-Kunz 2003, and
Kagayama 1999). The Japanese government thought that women might consider having more
children if they received more childcare assistance at home from their partner. The campaign,
however, did not help to increase the fertility rate.

From the findings of this study, I would assume that Japanese mothers may not be in
need of childcare support from the fathers as much as the Japanese government believes.
Although increasing women’s higher education and employment indicate that Japanese women
are seeking gender equality (see also Osawa 1988, Retherford, Ogawa, and Matsukura 2001, and
Shirahase 2007), participant Japanese parents tended to follow the gender ideology of fathers
taking a more instrumental role (i.e., breadwinner, disciplinarian, authoritative figure) and

mothers playing an expressive role (i.e., taking care of household chores). Fathers and mothers
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in Japan thought that being able to show a division of labor between genders was good for their
children because children could then perceive and experience both sides. If Japanese couples
supported an equal gender division of labor at home similar to the way American couples
support it, fathers’ childcare assistance might mean that mothers would consider having more
children. In the absence of that, greater father involvement is not necessarily going to lead to

Japanese couples deciding to have more children.

Globalization and Parenthood

The findings from cross-national studies about parents’ cognitive processes underscore
the importance of understanding families in a global context. Fathers and mothers in both Japan
and the United States belong to different cognitive traditions, norms of focusing, and rules of
remembering; therefore, parents in Japan and the United States interpret and internalize the
world in different ways. For example, Japanese parents and American parents evaluated the
divorce of their own parents differently. Japanese parents were more likely to consider the
various reasons and processes as to why their parents had to divorce. As a result, Japanese
fathers and mothers tended to be more forgiving and understanding about their parents’ divorce
(at least during the interview). In contrast, American parents tended to pay attention to the fact
that their parents indeed divorced. For them, the reasons for why parents had to divorce were
outside their focus. Thus, the parental divorce has a different impact on the construction of
parenting beliefs for parents in the two nations. In addition, the way parents determine their
relationship with their children after divorce could vary, depending on whether the couple is
Japanese or American. American couples, who see the father and mother as a team against the

child, are more likely to consider and/or expect equal parental participation after the divorce.
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However, sharing parental duties after a divorce would be challenging for Japanese couples
because of the strong bond that had been created between mother and child. To an extent,
divorced Japanese fathers could have a difficult time interacting with their children.

Issues such as parental divorce are associated with the way one approaches marriage and
family. We can likely find parenting books on a range of issues, such as child discipline, sex
education, divorce, and remarriage. These books are circulated worldwide and introduced in
each nation by being translated into various languages. In fact, many American parenting books
are translated into Japanese so that Japanese parents can learn parenting skills from them. For
instance, Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care and More Magic Words of Parenting by Dorothy
Law Nolte were originally published in the United States but are also popular child-rearing
books in Japan. Books that offer parenting advice are created to support parents. In addition,
learning about parenting skills from other cultures expands parents’ knowledge bases, mentalities,
and views. However, the advice and suggestion that make sense to American parents may not
make sense to Japanese fathers and mothers; consequently, international parenting books can be
a source of confusion at times. Acknowledging the existence of the different cognitive processes
should be the responsibility of family researchers, parenting experts, and media producers (e.g.,
publishers) so that they can be extra sensitive to and supportive of the parents who are seeking

assistance.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The findings reported here are based on interviews with Japanese fathers and mothers
who lived in relatively small cities. It is possible that Japanese parents who live in a large city,

such as Tokyo, would offer different views than those that were presented here. In addition,
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participant Japanese couples were similar in terms of their social class, which may have
restricted the diversity of views that were expressed. Future research should examine the
cognitions of Japanese parents across a range of settings and social classes. The same can be
said of the American couples, who were drawn from a large Southeastern city and a small
Midwestern city. Their social classes were also similar. Future research with other couples from
different parts of the United States and social classes would help to further illustrate the
processes presented here.

All of the couples that participated in this study were heterosexual couples who live in
the same household to raise their children. From the interviews I conducted, I discovered how
social structure (i.e., collectivism, individualism) influences parents’ cognitive processes to
construct parenting beliefs. However, there are many single fathers and mothers, and gay and
lesbian individuals and couples raising children. There are also Asian parents raising children in
the United States. How do these parents view the world? Are their cognitive processes similar
to those of the participant couples in this study? Is it a matter of national and cultural
backgrounds that strongly impacts parents’ cognitive processes rather than family structure?
Answers to these questions will extend the literature of how culture and cognition construct
family life.

Finally, I want to clarify the goal of my research to encourage more researchers to
conduct cross-national qualitative studies to decipher cognitive processes. Many scholars have
discussed how people who live in different cultures (e.g., collectivism vs. individualism) think
and/or behave differently to point out the influence of cultural systems. When researchers report
their findings, they often talk about people in dichotomous terms (e.g., East Asians are this way,

but Americans are that way). To a certain extent, my research findings were similarly presented.
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However, one of the main goals of my study was to examine the complexity of our mental
processes by closely analyzing what fathers and mothers in Japan and the United States were
thinking. In doing so, for example, I discussed how the gender of parents and children may
influence thought processes, and implied that some Japanese and American parents think
similarly. The sample's size and characteristics restricted, to some degree, my ability to illustrate
diversity within each group. Further cross-national research on the cognitive processes of fathers
and mothers under various cultural systems hopefully will go beyond, and perhaps build on, what
I have been able to do, and contribute to our understanding of culture, cognition, and parenthood

in the world’s homes.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW GUIDE



Culture, Cognition, and Parenthood in Japanese and American Home
Saori Yasumoto

Interview Schedule

March 17, 2008

I. Demographic Information
For Mother:

1. How old are you?
2. What is your race/ethnicity?

3. What is your occupation?
Professional

Managerial

Clerical

Sales

Service

Agriculture, forestry, or fisheries
Craft/operation

Armed forces or security
Homemakers

Other

PR e a0 TR

4. What kind of work do you do in this occupation?
5. How many hours per week, on average, do you work at this occupation?

6. What is your education?
less than high school
high school

some college
college graduate
graduate degree
other

S e

7. What was your total income before taxes for 20067
0-$19,999

$20,000-$39,999

$40,000-$59,999

$60,000-$79,999

$80,000-$99,999

$100,000-119,999

$120,000 or higher

Refused

S e a0 o
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For Father:
1. How old are you?
2. What is your race/ethnicity?

3. What is your occupation?
Professional

Managerial

Clerical

Sales

Service

Agriculture, forestry, or fisheries
Craft/operation

Armed forces or security
Homemakers

Other

PR e a0 TR

4. What kind of work do you do in this occupation?
5. How many hours per week, on average, do you work at this occupation?

6. What is your education?
7. less than high school
8. high school
9. some college
10. college graduate
11. graduate degree
12. other

7. What was your total income before taxes for 20067
0-$19,999

$20,000-$39,999

$40,000-$59,999

$60,000-$79,999

$80,000-$99,999

$100,000-119,999

$120,000 or higher

Refused

S e a0 o
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For Couple:

1. How long have you been married?

2. How many children do you have? Please list gender and age of your children. This may
include stepchildren and children from previous marriage.
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II. Parenting Questions

1.What was your family structure when you were 4 to 6 years old?

2. Who raised you?

3. What are the kinds of things that your parents did for/with you when you were young and you
want to do for/with your child?

What are the kinds of things that your parents did for/with you when you were young and you do
NOT want to do for/with your child?

What are the kinds of things that your parents did NOT do for/with you when you were young
and you want to do for/with your child?

4. What are the kinds of lessons you took when you were young and want to encourage your
child to take? Why?

What are the kinds of lessons you took when you were young and do NOT want to encourage
your child to take? Why?

What are the kinds of lessons you did NOT take when you were young and want to encourage
your child to take? Why?

5. What kind of person do you think your parents wanted you to be? Why do you think so? Can
you provide examples?
a. Did your parents expect you to have a certain job when you become adult?

b. Did your parents expect you to have certain characteristics, such as to be strong
or kind?

c. Did your parents encourage you to go to college?
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6. What kind of person do you want the focal child to be? Why? Can you provide
examples?

a. Do you expect the focal child to have a certain job when s/he becomes an adult?

b. Do you expect the focal child to have certain characteristics, such as to be
strong or kind?

b. Will you encourage the focal child to go to college?

d. What kinds of things did you expect the focal child to learn by this time?

7. What does it mean for you to be a parent? (All of the following may apply; i.e., parents may
indicate more than one.)

a. responsibility

b. emotional satisfaction
c. burden

d. joy

e. other

Probe for variety of meanings

8. What does it mean to have a son? What does being a father/mother of a son mean?
What does it mean to have a daughter? What does being a father/mother of a daughter mean?

a. Do you think raising a son is no different than raising a daughter? Or do you
think raising a son is different than raising a daughter? Why do you think this
way?

b. Do you think you would act differently toward the focal child if s/he were the
opposite gender? Why do you think this way?

c¢. Do you think there are differences between being a father and a mother of a son?
Do you think there are differences between a father and a mother of a daughter?
Why do you think this way?

d. Are there certain things a father should do with and do for a son? Are there
certain things a mother should do with and do for a son? Are there certain
things a father should do with and do for a daughter? Are there certain things a
mother should do with and do for a daughter?
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9. When spending time with the focal child, what sort of things do you do? (All of the following
may apply; i.e., parents may indicate more than one.)

a. We have meal together

b. We talk

c. We watch the same TV program

d. I teach about housework or do housework together
e. We play sports or I teach sports

f. We do hobbies together or I teach hobbies

g. Other

Probe for variety of activities

10. What is it like to be a parent in the 2000s?

a. Do you think parents in the 1950s were different from or similar to you? How
so?

b. Do you think parents in the 1970s were different from or similar to you? How
so?

c¢. Do you think parents in the 1990s were different from or similar to you? How
s0?

11. While raising your child, do you have any concern or problems about issues, such as: (All
of the following may apply; i.e., parents may indicate more than one.)

a. Education expense

b. Our house is too small

c. I don’t spend enough time with my child
d. Having a child and a job is difficult

e. Child’s health

f. Child’s safety

g. Bully

h. Other

Probe for variety of concerns and problems.
12. Do you divide parenting in your household? If so, how?
13. How often do the two of you talk about the focal child? What do you generally talk about?

14. Are there additional questions you think it important for me to ask?
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ARE YOU A MOTHER OR FATHER WHO IS RAISING FOUR-TO-
SIX YEAR OLD SON?

If you are, can you participate in my research?

I am a Ph.D student at Georgia State University. I am studying about how
parents in the United States and Japan think about meanings of parenting,
and seeking couples who may be able to participate in my research.

If you can participate in the research, I would like to have a face-to-face
interview with you to talk about how you think about parenthood. The
interview will last about an hour to two hours. All interviews will be
confidential and will be held in places and times convenient to you.

To see if you qualify, please contact Saori Yasumoto at 404-413-6532 in the
Sociology Department at Georgia State University or syasumotol@gsu.edu
Each participant will be asked to sign an informed consent form, and will
receive a copy of the informed consent.

Thank You
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Georgia State University
Department of Sociology
Informed Consent

Title: Culture, Cognition, and Parenthood in Japanese and American Homes

Principal Investigator: Dr. Ralph LaRossa
Saori Yasumoto

I. Introduction/Purpose:

You are asked to participate in a research about how parents in Japan and the United States who
are raising four-to-six year old child think about parenting. You are being asked to participate in
the study because of your experience as a parent. The interview will take one to two hours. You
have the right to ask any questions to clarify the interview. About 48 couples will be involved in
the study.

II. Procedures:

If you decide to participate in the study, you will have a face-to-face interview to talk about how
you think about parenthood. You will only interact with the student principal investigator. You
and the student principal investigator will agree upon the time and place of the interview. The
interview will last from one to two hours. If necessary, a follow-up interview will be scheduled.
The follow-up interview will also last between one and two hours.

I1I. Risks:

There are no predictable risks to participate in this research. Although answering questions about
sensitive topics might make you feel a little uncomfortable, you may ask to pause or stop
interview if you feel distressed. Risks are not more than in a normal day.

IV: Benefits:

There are no direct benefits by participating in this study, but the information about how parents
think in Japan and the United States may provide the knowledge about how culture and parents’
cognition are related.

V. Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal:

Participation in research is voluntary. You have the right to refuse to be in this research. If you
decide to be in the research and change your mind, you have the right to drop out at any time.
You may skip questions or discontinue participation at any time. Whatever you decide, you will
not lose any benefits that you are otherwise entitled. After completing the interview, you are not
obligated to provide additional information, or to participate further in the project.

VI. Confidentiality:

We will keep your records private to the extent of the law. After the interviews are transcribed,
the tapes will be erased. We will use a pseudonym for all names during the study. Your name
and other facts that might point to you will not appear when we present this study or publish its
results. The findings will be summarized and reported in group form. You will not be identified
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personally. Data will be stored in computer and I will use protected passwords to reach the data.
Printed data will be stored in a cabinet or draw that can only be opened with a key. Only Saori
Yasumoto will have direct access to the data. There will be occasions when Saori Yasumoto and
her advisor, Dr. Ralph LaRossa, will review the interview transcripts together.

VII. Georgia State Disclaimer and Contact Person:

If you have questions about the study, or believe you have suffered any injury, you may contact
Dr. Ralph LaRossa at 404-413-6507 or Saori Yasumoto at 404-413-6532. Your personal
physician will make arrange for appropriate management and treatment for any physical or
psychological injury resulting from this study. Georgia State University, however, has not set
aside funds to pay for this care if something should occur. Call Dr. Ralph LaRossa at 404-413-
6507 if you have questions about this study.

If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant in this study, you may
contact Susan Vogtner in the Office of Research Compliance at 404-413-3513 or

svogtnerl @gsu.edu.

IX. Copy of Consent Form to Subject:
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep.

If you are willing to volunteer for this project, please sign below.

Subject Date

Subject Date

Student Principal Investigator Date
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APPENDIX D
TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC OF CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS
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Table 1: Demographics of the Characteristics of the Respondents

Japanese Americans
Age
(Father) 25-29 (2) 25-29 (2)
30-34 (10) 30-34 (5)
35-39 (7) 35-39 (5)
40-44 (2) 40-44 (8)
45-49 (3) 45-49 (4)
25-29 (2) 25-29 (4)
(Mother) 30-34 (10) 30-34 (4)
35-39 (9) 35-39 (7)
40-44 (2) 40-44 (8)
45-49 (1) 45-49 (1)
Race and Ethnicity
(Father) Japanese (24) White (20)
Black (3)
Asian American (1)
(Mother)
Japanese (24) White (23)
Black (1)
Education
(Father) High school (9) High school (1)
Junior College (3) Some College (1)
College (10) College (17)
Graduate School (2) Graduate School (5)
(Mother) High school (10) High school (0)

Junior College (10)
College (3)
Graduate School (1)

Some College (5)
College (15)
Graduate School (4)
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Japanese Americans
(Frequency Distribution) (Frequency Distribution)
Occupation
(Father) Sales (10) 42% Sales (6) 25%
Teacher (1) 4% Teacher (1) 4%
Government Employee(1) 4% | Government Employee(1) 4%
Manufacture (5) 21% Manufacture (1) 4%
Professional (7) 29% Professional (15) 63%
Homemaker (0) 0% Homemaker (0) 0%
(Mother) Sales (6) 25% Sales (4) 17%
Teacher (2) 8% Teacher (1) 4%
Government Employee(0) 0% | Government Employee(0) 0%
Manufacture (1) 4% Manufacture (0) 0%
Professional (0) 0% Professional (5) 21%
Homemaker (15) 63% Homemaker (14) 58%
Income
(Father) ¥0-199,9999 (0) 0% $0-19,999 (1) 4%
¥200,0000-399,9999 (4) 17% | $20,000-39,999 (2) 8%
¥400,0000-599,9999(13) 54% | $40,000-59,999 (7) 29%
¥600,0000-799,9999 (5) 21% | $60,000-79,999 (4) 17%
¥800,0000 or more (2) 8% $80,000 or more (10) 42%
(Mother) ¥0-199,9999 (21) 88% $0-19,999 (17) 71%

¥200,0000-399,9999 (2) 8%
¥400,0000-599,9999 (1) 4%
¥600,0000-799,9999 (0) 0%
¥800,0000 or more (0) 0%

(1 US dollar = 97 Japanese yen)

$20,000-39,999 (1) 4%
$40,000-59,999 (3) 13%
$60,000-79,999 (1) 4%
$80,000 or more (2) 8%

Years of Marriage

1-4 years (1) 4%
5-9 years (21) 88%
10-14 years (2) 8%

1-4 years (2) 8%
5-9 years (11) 46%
10-14 years (11) 46%

Numbers of Children

1 @) 17%
2 (12) 50%
3 (7) 29%
4 (1) 4%

1 (9) 37%
2 (12) 50%
3 (3) 13%
4 (0) 0%




