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THESIS ABSTRACT 

 

This doctoral thesis is a study of western migrants to Japan. It examines the lives, the 

lifestyles, and the jobs of a varied group of westerners who choose to reside long-term in 

an Asian country. Through their experiences this thesis also examines aspects of modern 

Japanese society: history, belief, laws, business, cuisine, art, media, gender and identity. 

This thesis comprises two parts, both of which are extracts of longer works:  

 

The critical research project, The Accidental Migrants: British female migrants to Japan, is 

a qualitative oral history research project exploring the lives and experiences of a sample 

set of western migrants to Japan: British women. A group of 18 British women were 

interviewed and the critical project examines their migration narratives in three areas: 

gender, migration and identity, analysing their subjective experiences as women, as 

foreigners (gaijin or gaikokujin) and as British citizens. The extracts contained in this 

thesis comprise the first three chapters of a longer study. A further two chapters can be 

found in the appendix. 

 

The creative project, Gaijin: modern Japan through western eyes, is a work of cultural 

reportage documenting the lives and careers of a more diverse group of western migrants. 

It features an American who runs a Buddhist temple, a Liverpudlian who is Japan’s only 

professional foreign female rakugoka (comic storyteller), a British animal rights activist, 

the British founder of a 'Great British' baking school, an Australian singer who voices the 

character of a cartoon sushi on Japanese television, an American academic who 

uncovered Japan's biggest archaeological hoax, a British miso (fermented soybean) expert, 

and a Welshman who writes, produces and directs award-winning Japanese-language 

movies. There are also teachers, bar hostesses, wedding celebrants, singers, actors, 

models, and the multicultural members of Japan's oldest amateur dramatic society. The 

twelve chapters contained in this thesis comprise two-thirds of the completed book.  

 

Both are works of non-fiction. They are thematically similar, exploring issues of migration 

and transnational identities. But because different approaches were taken within the genre 

of non-fiction - one critical to be read by academic peers and the other a creative style for 

a general readership - the completed projects emerge as distinctive but complimentary 

pieces of work. The differences and similarities in the genres are examined in the thesis 
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THESIS INTRODUCTION  

 

Introduction 

 

This introduction provides an outline of the critical and creative works which together 

comprise this non-fiction doctoral thesis. It gives an explanation of how the two works fit 

together, and analyses the similarities as well as the differences that emerged during the 

research and writing processes. It concludes with a reflection on how they feed into each 

other, and a consideration of how they contribute to the non-fiction genre. 

 

The critical work, The Accidental Migrants: British female migrants to Japan, is a small-

scale qualitative oral history research project examining the lives and experiences of a 

sample set of western migrants to Japan: British women. A group of 18 British women 

were interviewed over a period of 18 years (this researcher lived and worked in Japan for 

14 years and compiled oral history interviews with a wide range of foreigners throughout 

this time, as well as during the doctoral process), and the critical project analyses their 

migration narratives with emphasis on three particular areas: gender, migration and 

identity. It asks why educated British women may seek to migrate, why they migrate to an 

apparently patriarchal society, how they experience their lives as foreigners (gaijin) and 

what impact this has on their senses of identity, as women and as Britons. The three 

chapters included in this thesis cover the women’s reasons for migration and their 

experiences in the Japanese workplace. (Due to thesis word limitations, a further two 

chapters are included in the appendix.)  

 

The creative project, Gaijin: modern Japan through western eyes, is a work of cultural 

reportage documenting the lives of a more diverse group of western migrants. Six of the 

women featured in the critical work appear in the creative, which also includes men and 

women from other western countries, particularly from the United States of America and 

Australia. The twelve chapters of Gaijin included in this thesis represent two thirds of the 

finished book. A further six chapters are in production with American and European 

subjects: a manga translator, a hot spring resort owner, a fashion expert, a kenbaku (sexual 

bondage) practitioner, a woman in a historical legal dispute with a Japanese airline, a trio 

of English language teachers who founded a publishing company, and a group of 

businessmen who organise sporting events for charity. Some of these gaijin are well-
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known in Japan but they were not chosen for this reason. They were selected because they 

have made a contribution to Japanese society, either by introducing elements of their home 

culture or by becoming expert in some aspect of the culture of their adopted country. 

 

The two works are thematically similar. Both are non-fiction and examine the lives of 

westerners in Japan. Both explore issues such as migration, alienation, assimilation, gender 

and identity. But because different approaches were taken within the genre of non-fiction – 

one critical to be read by academic peers and the other a creative style for a general 

readership - the completed projects emerge as distinctive but complimentary pieces of 

work. 

 

Outcomes and objectives of each project 

 

The creative work, Gaijin: modern Japan through western eyes, is a collection of 

interviews, written in the spirit of ‘new journalism’ and its successor, ‘new new’ journalism 

(as it has become known, see Boynton, 2005). New journalism emerged in the USA in the 

sixties and seventies, created by writers such as Truman Capote, Gay Talese, Tom Wolfe, 

Joan Didion, Terry Southern and Hunter S Thompson. Features of this style include in-

depth research often gathered over a long period of time, and the use of a more subjective 

style of writing with the author often featuring in the piece as a character. Today this form 

is known as longform or narrative journalism and is prevalent in magazine writing, the 

weekend supplements of newspapers and in online collections (longform.org and 

longreads.com). I chose this style for the creative work because I wanted to craft in-depth 

profiles of my creative subjects, spending as much time with them as possible and 

recording long ‘oral history’-influenced interviews. 

 

The critical work, The Accidental Migrants: British female migrants to Japan, is a small-

scale oral history project. A branch of social history, oral history is a field of study which, 

as with narrative journalism, employs the interview method to obtain data. It is regarded by 

oral history practitioners as a particularly powerful way to combat the situation of history 

being written by the winners. It is employed to record the testimonies of those who are 

often ignored by written history: minorities, refugees, the dispossessed, the working 

classes, and those without a written tradition or whose written archive has been destroyed 

through war or natural calamity. As women’s lives have often been viewed - by patriarchal 
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systems of government and society - as domestic and private (see Gluck and Patai, and 

Minister in Gluck and Patai, 1991 and also Kofman, 1999, pp. 270 on how earlier research 

on female migrants was limited to their roles in the private sphere), they have been less 

well-documented than the lives of men (particularly of public figures). Oral history 

interviewing is therefore well-suited to gathering data which can redress the imbalance in 

gender history. Oral testimony also gives history a face and allows for the telling of 

disparate stories and a range of voices. It records not only personal accounts of events but 

also how individuals felt about their experiences (both individually and collectively), and 

how they process their memories in the short and long-term. It allows space for both 

subjectivity and objectivity in the creation of history. 

 

I believed that conducting an oral history research project to run parallel to the creative 

project would allow me to make the fullest use of all the interview transcripts I had 

collected. With both projects using the interview method and analysis of transcripts to 

interpret the narratives of western migrants in Japan, I believed useful insights into the 

similarities and differences in the two non-fiction genres would emerge, which could 

influence and enrich both genres. 

 

Literature Review  

  

In order to situate the critical and creative works within their subject fields, I compiled a 

literature review of both academic papers on migration and non-fiction literature on Japan 

by western writers.  

 

In terms of critical studies on migration history, it was immediately obvious that research 

on the migration of women, particularly skilled women and white women, has been 

neglected in most previous migration research. Since the general assumption has been that 

women migrate solely as dependents of male migrants, research on female migrants – 

particularly solo female migrants - remains scarce, and the focus of research for very few 

researchers today ( Hardill, 1998: Hardill and MacDonald 1998: Eleonore Kofman, 1999, 

2000, 2005; Abdeslam Marfouk, 2009, 2017; Leonard, 2008). In the areas of expatriate 

studies and tourism studies too, women generally feature only tangentially as corporate 

wives and trailing spouses (Beaverstock, 2002, 2011). There are several important oral 
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history studies of skilled white migration, particularly studies of Britons who migrated to 

the Antipodes, (Hammerton and Thomson 2005, and Thomson 2011) however, although 

women’s stories are featured, the majority concern family migration. (Thomson’s 2011 

work, Moving Stories, does include the migration experiences of one unmarried woman.) 

On female migration to Japan, Napier and Taylor (1995, 1997, 2002) have produced the 

best work to date although this is now twenty years old and focuses primarily on American 

expatriates, both independent women and those who have been posted to Japan by 

multinational companies. A more thorough review of the available literature is supplied in 

the critical work, but it is clear that there is a dearth of published research on solo female 

migration, particularly the migration of skilled women (through education or training), and 

so I decided to concentrate on this area. 

 

Of literary (as opposed to academic) non-fiction works on Japan, several issues are 

apparent. Female authors are heavily outnumbered by male. Many works are written in the 

first-person. And there seems to be a slight bias in publishing books that may appeal more 

to male readers: works by male authors and on topics such as sports and war studies. The 

review below is not exhaustive but covers best-selling books on Japan for a general 

readership collected from lists on Goodreads, Amazon, and from British and Japanese 

bookstores. 

 

Within Japanese studies, non-fiction works for a general readership by non-Japanese 

authors tend be grouped into the following categories:  

 

In terms of books on history and current events (those which are considered more literary 

rather than academic and can be found in high street bookstores) Alex Kerr’s Lost Japan 

(1993) and Dogs and Demons (2002) continue to dominate. Japan Times journalist Jake 

Adelstein is known for his expertise on the Yakuza and crime (Tokyo Vice: An American 

Reporter on the Police Beat in Japan, 2009). Times Journalist Richard Lloyd Parry has 

written two books on Japan, one on the murder in 2000 of British bar hostess Lucie 

Blackman, People who eat Darkness: Love, Grief and a Journey into Japan’s Shadows 

(2012), and other on the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, Ghosts of the 

Tsunami (2017). Journalist David Pilling has had recent success with Bending Adversity: 

Japan and the Art of Survival (2014) on the Japanese economy. Since winning the 2010 

Costa Biography Prize for The Hare with Amber Eyes: a Hidden Inheritance (2010), 
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Edmund de Waal’s personal search into his family history, his love of ceramics and his 

interest in Japan has succeeded in attracting readers with little prior knowledge of the 

country. In works by women writers, Pat Barr’s The Coming of the Barbarians: a story of 

western settlement in Japan 1853-1870 (1967) and The Deer Cry Pavilion: a story of 

westerners in Japan 1868-1905 (1968) can still be found both on academic reading lists 

and on high street bookshelves. 

 

Notable books on the Japanese business world include Niall Murtagh’s The Blue-Eyed 

Salaryman: from world traveller to lifer at Mitsubishi (2005) and Exposure: Inside the 

Olympus Scandal (2012), Michael Woodford’s account of his short tenure as President and 

CEO of Olympus before turning whistleblower. Women writers do feature here with two 

well-known books: Laura Kriska’s The Accidental Office Lady: An American Woman in 

Corporate Japan (2011) and Amelie Nothomb’s translated work Fear and Loathing 

(2001), both about working as OL’s – office ladies - in large Japanese companies. 

Rhainnon Paine’s Too Late for the Festival: An American Salarywoman in Tokyo can also 

be included as it is the work of an expatriate at Hewlett Packard but, as with a number of 

books on Japan by women, it also covers the author’s domestic life. 

 

The American writer and historian Donald Richie (1924-2013) was the most-well known 

foreign authority on Japan, receiving awards in Japan and the United States for his 

expertise in numerous areas of Japanese culture, particularly cinema, art and style. A 

prolific author, his writing continues to dominate this field, and his works can be accessed 

via The Donald Richie Reader: 50 Years of Writing on Japan (2001) and The Japan 

Journals (1947-2004) (2004). With Richie’s death in 2013, American writer and scholar 

Donald Keene has emerged as Japan’s foremost foreign expert on Japan and equally as 

prolific. I have attempted to find a similarly-acknowledged female foreign expert but with 

no success. Perhaps only Isabella Bird, the nineteenth-century explorer, has attained the 

same recognition as an expert on Japan with Unbeaten Tracks in Japan (first published in 

1881), an account of her journeys into the Japanese interior. Nevertheless it should be 

noted here that the letters and newspaper despatches of Rudyard Kipling (see Letters of 

Travel (1892-1913)), writing for The Times (of London) about his two visits to Japan ten 

years after Bird, are more well-known because of his literary standing, as are the essays 

and translated Japanese folktales of journalist and writer Lafcadio Hearn, such as Glimpses 

of Unfamiliar Japan (1894) and Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange Things (1903) 
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published around the same time. 

 

Sports and other leisure books are dominated by male writers. The most well-known of 

these are Angry White Pyjamas: An Oxford Poet trains with the Tokyo Riot Police (1999) 

by Robert Twigger and Robert Whiting’s You Gotta have Wa (1989) about baseball. There 

is a plethora of books by male writers about samurai and martial arts. 

 

Possibly reflecting a traditional tendency to view women’s expertise as domestic and 

men’s as authoritative, male writers also publish more works on cuisine. Michael Booth’s 

works, Sushi & Beyond: One Family’s Remarkable Journey through the Greatest Food 

Nation on Earth (2009) and The Meaning of Rice: and other tales from the belly of Japan 

(2017) sell well both inside and outside Japan, featuring on both Japan-related and culinary 

bestseller lists. Sushi & Beyond has been made into a Japanese cartoon series. Women do 

feature in this category although the most successful books tend to be translated works by 

Japanese women. 

 

Women are better represented in travel literature, often as co-writers of travel guides. Much 

like Isabella Bird’s travel account, the cyclist Josie Dew’s books, Ride in the Neon Sun: a 

Gaijin in Japan (2001), and The Sun in my Eyes (2001) represent journeys into the 

Japanese heartland. Josie Dew is also a rare female voice in the sports/leisure writing 

category. However, this field continues to be dominated by male writers with works such 

as Will Ferguson’s Hokkaido Highway Blues: Hitchhiking Japan (2003), and Alan Booth’s 

The Roads to Sata: A 2000-Mile walk through Japan (1985), both revered travel books. A 

study of the English-language shelves in Japanese second-hand bookstores will always turn 

up at least one of them, left by previous travellers. 36 Views of Mount Fuji (1993) by Cathy 

N Davidson is often there as well, although it does not feature in either on either Amazon’s 

or Goodread’s bestseller lists, and most reviewers of this book on Goodreads are female 

suggesting that the book is bought and read predominantly by women. (It is acknowledged 

in publishing that while women read across the genders, men read predominantly male 

writers thus increasing the likelihood that male writers will sell more books and appear 

more frequently on bestseller lists.) Male writers also have the dominant share of books 

about spiritual journeys from David Chadwick’s Thank You and OK! An American Zen 

Failure in Japan (1994) to Pico Iyer’s The Lady and the Monk: Four Seasons in Kyoto 

(1991). 
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‘Japan, like Antarctica, does funny things to its visitors. Perfectly normal people return 

desperate to write up "unique" experiences.’ (James, 2007 online) So wrote a reviewer for 

the British Independent newspaper, and many of the above books - being first-person 

accounts - fit this category. A number of male writers, including several novelists who are 

not Japan experts, have also published first-person accounts of their trips to Japan. Novelist 

Peter Carey apparently spent less than two weeks in Japan (his account isn’t clear) and 

wrote an entire book about the experience, albeit a short one, Wrong about Japan (2004), 

which he later admitted was partially fictionalised. Japan through the Looking Glass 

(2008), (Professor Emeritus of King’s College, Cambridge) Alan MacFarlane’s account of 

six extended visits to Japan was slightly better received (at least by the Independent 

reviewer) but has been heavily criticised by Japan scholars for its lack of depth and 

erroneous viewpoints. In contrast, novelist Angela Carter lived in Tokyo for two years in 

the early 1970s but wrote no more than a series of non-fiction articles for magazines (and 

several short stories), one on her experience working as a Tokyo bar hostess. The reasons 

why male writers dominate first-person accounts could be two-fold. Firstly, (as the critical 

work will make clear) more men spend time in Japan, often on job-related postings which 

confer status and, in time, the assumption of a certain level of expertise. Secondly, having 

lived and worked in Japan in some professional capacity, these male writers may well have 

an easier time finding a literary agent to represent them. 

 

A substantial number of books by male writers emphasize the 'erotic' nature of Japan. ‘The 

extraordinarily evocative, at times erotic, story of an Englishman's discovery of Japan,' is 

the subtitle of John David Morley's book, Pictures from the Water Trade (1985). Simon 

May's first-person account of his tenure as British Professor of Philosophy at the 

University of Tokyo, Atomic Sushi: Notes from the Heart of Japan (2007) contains a 

chapter on a sex club where he writes: 

 

It's true that most Western visitors feel deprived of the real Japan if they don't 

encounter its shadowy side, its sex shows, where the cruder human instincts are on 

exuberant display. Even the most sober and upright foreigners feel short-changed if 

they haven't dipped a toe into such dark waters, if only as non-participating 

voyeurs. (May, pp. 95) 
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However, other than the observations by Angela Carter (who later stated that it was 

through her experiences in Japan’s patriarchal society that she ‘learnt to be a woman and 

become radicalised’, 1982, pp. 28), this was not the view of any of the female authors of 

books about Japan (nor of any of the women I later interviewed, some of whom worked on 

the fringes of Japan’s entertainment industry). Indeed, published works by female authors 

were exceeded by those by male authors in only two particular areas: bar hostessing and 

books about geisha. Chelsea Haywood’s book, 90-Day Geisha: My Time as a Tokyo 

Hostess (2007), describes her job hostessing at the same club from which British hostess 

Lucie Blackman disappeared in 2000, while Bar Flower: My Decadently Destructive Days 

and Nights as a Tokyo Bar Hostess (2008) by Lea Jacobson recounts her descent into 

alcoholism following nights of enforced drinking at a hostess club. They are accounts of 

the commercial side of the hostessing business and of the women’s experiences not as 

voyeurs but as objects of the male gaze. Geisha (1983) by Liza Dalby and Lesley 

Downer’s Geisha: the Secret History of a Vanishing World (2000), are both highly-rated on 

Goodreads and Amazon although they face competition from Arthur Golden’s novel 

(though based on interviews) Memoirs of a Geisha (1997) which Goodreads calls ‘a 

literary sensation and runaway bestseller’. Male writers seem to consume the Japanese sex 

industry, female writers may work in it and are therefore objectified by it. Sex sells, and it 

appears that there is – and has long been - a market for books on the Japanese erotic. 

 

One area where male and female writers appear in an equal ratio is in the category of 

general memoir (life writing) and autobiography, although it seems that more female 

writers are published by smaller publishing houses. Recent examples of these small press 

publications are Dorothy Britton's Rhythms, Rites and Rituals (Renaissance Books, 2015) 

on the life of an Anglo-American writer in Japan, and Tracie Slater’s The Good Shufu: 

Finding Love, Self and Home on the Far Side of the World (G P Putnam's Sons, 2015) 

about her life as the good ‘housewife’ of a Japanese salaryman. 

 

Many more memoirs are self-published. The self-publishing/small press/Kindle end of the 

memoir market is heavily male-dominated: For Fukui’s Sake: Two Years in Rural Japan 

by Sam Baldwin (originally published by Baka Books, 2011, and later CreateSpace 

Independent Publishing, 2012) and Tim Anderson’s Tune in Tokyo: The Gaijin Diaries 

(originally Wayward Mammal Publishing, 2010 and later AmazonEncore, 2011) are two 

recent examples. Women’s memoirs do feature but you have to actively seek them out on 



Susan Karen Burton 

 

  15 

 

self-publishing sites such as Kindle Direct and Lulu. Indeed, during my research trips to 

Japan I was handed copies of several self-published works and private memoirs on paper 

and on flashdrives. Some of the women authors had sought publication, others had not, 

apparently believing (or so they told me) that since women’s lives are limited to the 

domestic sphere they are of no interest to the reading public. This erroneous belief has 

been noted by gender historians (Minister in Gluck and Patai, 1991). Many of the works 

handed to me had been written not for publication but as private family heirlooms, an 

apparently more acceptable literary outlet for women along with scrapbooks, photograph 

albums and family recipe collections. 

  

Group biographies and books in the third person are exceptional in general non-fiction 

about Japan. John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946) which tells the story of six survivors of the 

atomic bombing, is considered to be an early example of new journalism writing. Although 

first published in 1973 and currently out of print, Ronald Bell’s The Japan Experience is 

still widely referenced, largely because it contains a rare interview with Angela Carter. 

Abroad at Home: the Contemporary Western Experience in Japan (2012) by Adam 

Komisarof is not creative non-fiction but a book of transcribed interviews. Books about a 

diverse group of migrants remain hard to find. Consequently, this aided my decision to 

write a 'group biography' rather than a single biography or a first-person account. 

 

As the above literature review suggests, Asia is represented through English-language texts 

predominantly from a white male point of view. In Orientalism Edward Said states that the 

male gaze has long defined and dehumanised Asia. Particularly through the 19th and 20th 

centures, the influence of male writers (Kipling, Forster and Conrad, for example) is 

apparent in the development of western attitudes towards Asia. French naval officer Pierre 

Loti’s semi-autobiographical account of his relationship with a Japanese ‘temporary wife’, 

Madame Chrysantheme (1888), is credited as being an inspiration for Puccini’s opera on 

the idealized Japanese female, Madame Butterfly. (Unlike Madame Butterfly however, 

Loti’s sulky ‘wife’ did not await his return. Apparently viewing him with veiled contempt, 

as soon as he paid her she hurried away to check that the coins were genuine, singing 

happily as she did so.) In recent years there have been attempts to restore women’s voices 

– both the colonial and the colonised -  to history of imperialism (for example, Chaudhuri 

and Strobel, 1992; Melman, 1992) but, as this thesis will show, Japan’s culture and 

apparent exoticism continues to attract more men than women to the country. 
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Consequently, more men will write about it. The domination of Japanese studies by male 

writers influenced my decision to concentrate on female migrants in the critical study, and 

to represent women equally in the creative work. In this way, I believed that I could 

undercut earlier representatons of Japan, and make a new and original contribution to the 

critical and creative fields of the non-fiction genre. 

 

 

 

 

Methodology  

 

Originally, it was my intention to interview as many westerners in Japan as possible on the 

assumption that everything I collected would form raw, objective data which could easily 

be used for either a critical work of oral history research or a book of cultural reportage. 

Since both are works of non-fiction on the same subject - the lives of foreigners in modern 

Japan - it was assumed that there would be few practical problems in adapting any data to 

suit each form.  This was not the case. Indeed, from the outset, the requirements of each 

form were so diverse that the research, and the collection and utilisation of data, had to be 

separated. 

  

Outliers vs Statistical Sampling 

 

For the creative work, I sought subjects whose migrant lives and experiences would make 

for an interesting work of reportage for a general reading public. I put no limit on gender, 

age, nationality, social class, year of arrival, or length of time in Japan. They simply had to 

have interesting stories to tell. ‘Interesting’ needs defining here. As the author, I initially 

defined an interesting story as one which comprised a sympathetic main character, an 

element of hardship (for the narrative arc) and, ultimately, an uplifting conclusion. As the 

work-in-progress found its way onto the desks of academic supervisors and agents, they 

added their own definitions which tended to be more focused. For example, I was advised 

to include a chapter on a male business person in Japan (to appeal to those frequent flyers 

who regularly do business in Asia), someone with a sports connection (to coincide with the 

Tokyo Olympics in 2020), and also a chapter on the sex industry since, as previously 

mentioned, sex sells. I have since added these chapters although they do not feature in this 



Susan Karen Burton 

 

  17 

 

thesis.  

 

I found the interviewees in various ways. Since the foreign community in Japan is 

relatively small (just under 2% of Japan’s total population and the majority of these are 

Asians and nikkeijin, descendants of Japanese emigrants - Statistics Bureau, 2018), I met 

several through friends, colleagues and former students. Film-maker John Williams and 

rakugoka Diane Orrett were introduced to me by academic colleagues. Temple Wife 

Rebecca Ikawa was an academic colleague; we both taught English at the same university. 

My secondary supervisor for this thesis, Simon Kaner, put me in touch with archaeologist 

Tom Keally. The television extra and part-time ‘vicar’ Chris Dixon was the friend of a 

former undergraduate student. Chris put me in contact with model ‘Jenna’ who passed my 

details to singer, Stuart O. Bakery founder Stacey Ward began a blog on her desire to run a 

home baking school in Tokyo. At the time - 2012 - I was living in west Tokyo and writing a 

blog of my own on academic life in Japan. We followed each other’s blogs and I later 

contacted her for an interview. Animal rights activist Elizabeth Oliver wrote to me after my 

article about Stacey appeared in the London Daily Telegraph. I had heard of Elizabeth; she 

is a somewhat notorious figure within the expatriate community in Japan. While visiting 

Elizabeth at her animal charity, she mentioned that she belonged to an informal group of 

expatriates known as the ‘Grumpies’, a member of which had recently closed his business 

and gifted ARK with containers and buckets. This was Tony Flenley, ex-president of a 

miso factory. I was aware of Tony as he had also featured in Michael Booth’s book about 

Japanese cookery, Sushi & Beyond. Indeed, many of the creative subjects can be described 

as figures with public profiles, predominantly as gaijin outsiders living in Japan. They 

have appeared on television, have gained a level of press attention, and those who work in 

the media and advertising can produce show reels and modelling portfolios. Most also have 

websites and Twitter feeds. Their lives and experiences make them singular figures within 

Japanese society – ‘outliers’ - and ideal subjects for longform journalism.  

 

But what made them ideal subjects for longform journalism made them problematic for a 

critical research paper. The subjects and their lives were too diverse. Other than being 

western migrants in Japan they had little in common. They were too disparate in terms of 

nationality, age, gender, social class, job, year of arrival and length of time in the host 

culture to form a coherent sample set. The narratives of their lives, their experiences, and 

their jobs were just too distinct to attempt any credible narrative analysis, and although 
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they were all native English speakers, there were too many national and regional 

differences as well as varying levels of L2 (second language) interference to attempt any 

linguistic or discourse analysis. (That is to say those who had lived for many years in Japan 

tended to infuse their speech with Japanese words and sometimes even adopted Japanese 

sentence construction when speaking English.) Whilst oral history is valued for its diverse 

and subjective accounts of the past, I could not attempt to claim that interviews with 12 

westerners of differing genders, ages and nationalities would yield a credible account of 

the lived experience of the gaijin in Japan.  

 

It was therefore decided to narrow the focus of the oral history research to one coherent 

sample set: British women who live or have lived in Japan for longer than two years. (Two 

years was fixed as the minimum term since the vast majority of foreigners in Japan appear 

to stay two years or less1.) The interview transcripts of six of the interviewees from the 

creative work were included: model Jenna Hughes, singer Emi Evans, animal rights 

activist Elizabeth Oliver, bakery founder Stacey Ward, rakugo performer Diane Orrett, and 

amateur theatre enthusiast Davina McFadyen. Their narratives were then supplemented 

with a further twelve interviews with British women. In total, my interviews with 18 

British women in Japan who live or have lived in Japan for longer than two years gave me 

a statistically coherent sample set which enabled me to generate enough data for a small 

qualitative oral history research project analysing their collective migration stories.  

 

Again, I found interviewees via the ‘snowball’ method, a sampling technique often used to 

find hidden populations though one which relies heavily on social networks. I interviewed 

one British woman and she introduced me to her friends and to social media groups, 

mostly Facebook pages for British migrants and migrant mothers’ discussion boards. Since 

these women are not public figures, the only background research I was able to do on these 

informants was through reading their social media posts however, by researching public 

online notice boards I was able to prepare for conversations on common discussion topics 

such as pregnancy, healthcare and schooling, topics which were not raised by subjects in 

the creative work. 

 

To prepare for the critical interviews, I supplied the British female interviewees with full 

details of my background, links to my website and previous publications, and an outline of 

the broad topic areas of the interview. This allowed them the opportunity to be assured of 
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my academic credentials and to give some thought as to what they might say in the 

interview, as well as to bring along any realia, such as photographs. It is also likely that, in 

some cases, they would have talked to friends whom I had already interviewed to get a 

more detailed idea of what the interview would involve. Additionally, information about 

my research project was posted on several social media notice boards, either by myself or 

by previous interviewees, which included details of the focus of my research.  

 

For the creative work, I offered similar details but these may not have been followed up by 

all the creative subjects. I had contacted them – or in some cases they had contacted me - 

because they had a story to tell. They were interested in that story being (further) 

publicised, and they were interested in my background insofar as it could assure them that I 

was a published writer. Before meeting, they already had a clear idea what would be 

discussed, and I was never asked (as some journalists are) to provide questions beforehand. 

 

The Interview Process: Question and answer interviews vs letting the story emerge 

 

The interview process for oral history research and for narrative journalism differs 

somewhat. This was one of the factors which made me realise that the projects had to be 

separated, and a distinct style of interviews prepared for each. 

 

One of the key features of narrative journalism is the length of time that writers spend with 

their subjects. Many notable longform pieces were crafted over several years. For his book, 

The Voyeur’s Motel (2017), Gay Talese corresponded with his subject, Gerald Foos, for 37 

years, making several visits to his subject’s hotel in that time. Hunter S Thompson 

travelled with the Hell’s Angels for a year before producing his book on them (1967). 

Although I had university classes to attend and a limited travel budget, I too made every 

effort to spend time with subjects. I walked (and continue to do so) with archaeologist Tom 

Keally, visiting museums and sites of archaeological interest with him. I stayed with 

Elizabeth Oliver at her animal refugee centre in the mountains north of Osaka (where the 

swifts roosting above my bed hampered my efforts to write up my research notes after 

dark). For the chapter on the Mornington Crescent bakery, I visited Stacey Ward many 

times (at the shop when it was being refitted, on opening day, and while she was teaching 

her classes), talked with customers queuing outside, attended her first ‘Bake Off’ 

competition, and watched her baking cakes for her Open Bakery days. Since I did the first 
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interviews for the creative work when I was studying for the master’s degree in Biography 

and Creative Non-Fiction, I have been visiting and spending time with some of the subjects 

since 2013, a period of five years. 

 

Longform writers often spend time with their subjects without conducting formal 

interviews. When Talese was commissioned to write a profile of Frank Sinatra the singer 

was unwell, rumours of his links to the Mafia were surfacing and his marriage to Mia 

Farrow was disintegrating. He was disinclined to sit down with a journalist. Instead Talese 

followed Sinatra around for three months, observing him in hotels, in bars and on stage. He 

also interviewed over one hundred of Sinatra’s friends and employees. ‘Frank Sinatra has a 

Cold’ (written for Esquire magazine in 1966) is reputed to be one of the articles which 

originated the new journalism movement. Talese uses cut-up cardboard shirt boards as his 

writer's notebook which he keeps in his jacket pockets, taking them out to scribble 

surreptitious notes in bathrooms and elsewhere away from the eyes of his subject. ‘I do not 

try ever in the presence of people to be taking a note,’2 he has said. Truman Capote didn’t 

take notes in front of his subjects either; in order to research In Cold Blood (1966) he 

claimed to have trained for two years to memorize conversations and to have 92 per cent 

recall3.  

 

Journalists have long relied on their reporters’ notebooks. The late Tom Wolfe, author of 

works of new journalism including ‘The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline 

Baby’ and ‘The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test’, claimed that the tape recorder was ‘for lazy 

people’4 and crafted his pieces from Gregg shorthand notes. Whilst reporters’ notebooks 

are considered to contain faithful records and quotations, many newspapers and journals 

will also use a team of fact-checkers. In these more litigious times journalists increasingly 

carry digital recorders, yet the recording of a longform interview tends to remain the 

choice of the individual journalist or writer. 

 

Spending time with my creative subjects also allowed me to let stories ‘emerge’ rather than 

constantly chasing them for answers and usable quotations, which I was seeking in critical 

oral history interviews. But my research differed in one major respect from that of Talese 

and other originators of new journalism. I always recorded everything. My creative 

chapters are based on extensive audio and video recordings. Whilst this resulted in hours of 

recordings which were not used in any specific way, as a whole, recordings of time spent 
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with subjects yielded a great deal of background information which informed my thinking 

and served to create a fuller picture of the subject. For example, hours spent chatting with 

Stacey Ward’s bakery students in queues and while tasting cakes at Bake Off events 

yielded useful information on the students’ views of Stacey, her bakery and their gender-

specific reasons for taking her classes. Since the creative work also examines elements of 

Japanese society I was able to link the female students’ desire to master British baking with 

the issues of female employment and of gender equality in Japan. 

 

Talese said that the heaviness of tape recorders limits the writer to work indoors5. This is 

no longer true. You can buy digital recorders in pens that fit into a breast pocket. I walked, 

ran, and climbed hills with Tom Keally with a small but powerful digital recorder clipped 

to my belt. An advantage of carrying a digital recorder was that I was later able to hear 

things that I had not picked up at the time such as birds, cars, music, other people chatting 

and sometimes Tom Keally himself who is a fast walker (and talker) and kept up a steady 

monologue while ascending hills and disappearing into forests. Since my recorder has an 

omnidirectional microphone it could pick up what he said even when I could not. And it 

did not stop me from taking notes at the same time. I took notes constantly and in front of 

my subjects, adding further notes each evening about the weather, the time, what subjects 

had been wearing, what their homes/cars/friends/pets looked like, and my overall 

impressions of the day. After asking subjects’ permission I also took photographs and video 

footage. No subjects objected to this, indeed, as ‘public’ figures who in most cases had 

been interviewed previously they seemed to expect it. Although photographs and video 

footage were for my own research, since more longform journalism requires accompanying 

photographs and sometimes even video, I could not rule out the possibility that I may use 

them at a later date. (All recordings and photographs have been kept, and release forms 

signed in case such a possibility should arise.) 

 

Surreptitious note-taking, or taking no notes at all, gives the longform writer a degree of 

artistic license which lies at the heart of literary non-fiction and differentiates the work 

from a standard piece of journalism or an academic work. Talese is vocal in his hatred of 

recording devices, calling them, ‘the worst thing that ever happened to serious non-fiction 

writing’6. 

 

I don't use a tape recorder ever for numbers of reasons. Mostly I don’t want the 
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first thing that comes out of a person's mouth. I like to go over it with them what 

they’re saying and try to refine what they’re saying.7  

 

This, Talese states, enables him to discover what is ‘going on in their heads’8. ‘Refining’ 

what a subject means and discovering what is ‘going on in their heads’, is certainly 

hampered by a digital recording of them saying something inexpertly, saying it over a 

period of days, saying it non-verbally through their actions, or saying something 

completely different. Artistic licence, finding the ‘emotional truth’ of a subject lies at the 

heart of narrative journalism but remains a problematic issue in academe. It was one of the 

major differentiating factors between the creative and critical works, and something I 

struggled with since as a historian I have been trained to support all my findings with clear 

evidence. In a creative work, this ‘evidence’ may have to be developed gradually or 

subtextually over the span of a narrative. 

 

My work as an oral historian has helped me to develop a very good aural memory but there 

is no possibility that I could recall everything that was said, and certainly not an exact 

quotation, after an entire day spent with a subject. Indeed, there were times when I thought 

I recalled an excellent quotation that on later transcribing the interview, I realised the 

subject had never in fact said. Equally, when I later played back and transcribed interviews 

(I fully transcribed all interviews) there were many instances when I heard things that I do 

not recall the interviewee saying.  

 

This is a gap that a writer of literature can work to his or her advantage. But it is not open 

to the oral historian. The work of the narrative journalist must be taken on trust while the 

findings of an academic must be proven with evidence. The creative succeeds or fails on 

the degree of faith the reader has in the credibility of the writer. But faith can be a fragile 

thing. It is now generally acknowledged (Voss, 2011) that Truman Capote fabricated at 

least one scene in his non-fiction novel, In Cold Blood (1966). Time will tell whether this 

will affect readers’ views of his work. But other writers have been fired from their jobs for 

fabrication: Stephen Glass fabricated in whole or in part 27 articles while working at the 

New Republic9, James Blair manufactured stories for the New York Times10, and Jonah 

Lehrer plagiarised and sometimes fictionalised articles for the New Yorker11. The apparent 

ease with which they were able to deceive their employers and readers for so long 

demonstrates just how much a longform journalist’s output is based on the reader’s trust in 
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their journalistic integrity. 

 

Many of the interviewing techniques that are commonplace in narrative journalism would 

be considered unethical for a work of oral history (and for a doctoral thesis). Until the 

availability of portable recording devices, it is true that oral history interviews were based 

on notes taken by the interviewer. And where interviewees are wary of being recorded, as 

in the cases of refugee stories or wartime testimony, notes are still taken. These days 

however as Paul Thompson, one of the founders of oral history studies in the United 

Kingdom, notes such a method may be viewed as ‘impressionistic’ (2000, pp. 232), being 

filtered through another’s notes and not readily quotable. (Yet ‘impressionistic’ could 

describe exactly what the longform writer is aiming for when seeking to understand what is 

‘going on in their subjects’ heads’.) 

 

In this age of iPhones and social media, few people are bothered by the presence of 

recording devices in oral history interviewing. Indeed, most interviewees would probably 

consider a project to be amateurish if their interview was not recorded or even videoed. 

Moreover, notes are generally taken in full view of the interviewee. This is because a key 

factor in the practice of oral history is the understanding that a ‘shared authority’ exists 

over the narrative, a co-ownership of the interview which gives equal agency to the 

interviewer and to the interviewee in how it is stored and disseminated.  

 

Legally, in any recording, the interviewer owns the recording but the interviewee owns 

their words. In oral history, permission to quote an informant is granted via a ‘release form’ 

which is signed by the interviewee and the interviewer. (In journalism, the granting of an 

interview is generally viewed as giving permission for the journalist to quote what the 

interviewee says without the need for legal documentation.) The issue of the release form 

was a contentious one for my doctoral research. I was told by a supervisor in the 

department of Literature, Drama and Creative Writing on no account to ask subjects in the 

creative work to sign a release form. Since the creative work was just that – a creative art 

form - it was mine alone. It was also suggested that I do not allow subjects to read their 

chapters before publication. This is standard journalistic practice; checking an 

interviewees’ quotations may hold up publication and is only done if the interviewee 

requests it. However, when I took the university’s ethics seminar – compulsory for all 

students undertaking fieldwork abroad – a representative of the ethics committee was 
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adamant that release forms must be obtained for both the creative and critical works. This 

dilemma highlighted the different ethical and legal issues involved in each project. It also 

led me to question my ‘positionality’: who or what I represented in the creative and critical 

works, and who ‘owns’ each work. This will be discussed further below. 

 

For the creative work, I carried out extensive research and prepared interview questions for 

every subject. Since all the subjects led very different lives, I tailored questions to 

interviewees’ lifestyles and experiences. I did not always ask all my prepared questions. I 

was guided by the subject’s narrative, their willingness to sit down and talk, or their 

preference to keep working (which was often the reason I was interviewing them) and let 

me accompany them. The critical work however required a conceptual framework, a 

hypothesis, and consequently a list of questions that all interviewees had to answer. Within 

oral history there are two schools of thought on interview technique (Thompson, 2000, pp. 

227): the structured question and answer session, and the free-flowing conversation. Most 

oral history interviews are a mixture of the two, allowing for a testing of the hypothesis but 

also permitting the interviewee to bring up new data that the interviewer may not have 

considered. Since I was compiling a work of collective memory, I asked all the 

interviewees the same questions and I took detailed notes during the interviews, partly in 

case the recording quality was later found to be faulty (this happened once when the 

batteries ran out) and partly because it meant that the interviewee did not feel compelled to 

make constant eye contact.  But I also allowed the interviewees to deviate from the 

structured interview when they had an interesting story to tell. An oral history interview is 

a shared interactive dialogue in which ‘control of the narrative shifts back and forwards 

between the interviewer and the interviewee’ (Thomson, 2011, pp. 319). Oral historian 

Alistair Thomson calls it ‘a conversational dance’ (2011, pp. 319). As long as all the 

research questions were eventually answered, I encouraged interviewees to dictate the flow 

of the interviews, bringing our conversations back on track if they went completely off 

topic. However, since the British women are not public figures (and most had busy 

schedules dictated by work and childcare responsibilities), I was not in a position to follow 

them around or spend more time with them than the one or two hours an interview would 

allow. Following an interviewee around is not standard oral history practice; the 

boundaries of an interview are clearly defined.  

 

Data analysis vs narrative arc 
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With interviews completed, I began the process of analysing the interview narratives and 

writing up the results. In the practise of oral history, individual stories are coded (either by 

hand or using qualitative data analysing software such as NUDIST or NVIVO) to reveal 

data which illustrates themes and commonalities. Research questions are answered, and 

hypotheses are proven or disproven. Findings form a collective narrative which is then 

related to a wider field to which the research will make a useful contribution. In the case of 

my research, I was seeking to convey a picture of life in Japan for the average solo British 

female migrant in the hope that it could contribute to the field of migration history, in 

particular the neglected area of women’s migration. 

 

For the creative work, my goal was to tell a unique story with a strong narrative arc. The 

interviewees I chose had interesting or bizarre tales to tell. Each chapter of the creative 

work told the story of one individual and I was seeking, not common themes or patterns, 

but reasons why this individual had led such a singular life and why he or she had chosen 

to lead that life so far away from their original home. I was not seeking to relate these 

subjects’ stories to wider aspects of Japanese culture but to reasons why they were outliers 

in comparison to other Britons. Consequently, thematic data that was useful for the critical 

work was not used in the creative. 

 

For example, the animal rights activist Elizabeth Oliver who rescues – and sometimes 

steals – abused and neglected animals has been arrested and interrogated by the Japanese 

police many times. Elizabeth’s experiences with the police are key to her narrative and I 

included her account of police interrogation techniques in the chapter, Elizabeth’s Ark, in 

the creative work. However, none of the other British women in the critical work had ever 

had dealings with the police. Indeed, they stressed how safe Japan is, and it was this that I 

included in the critical findings. 

 

Quotations were used differently in the creative and critical works.  In the critical work, I 

extracted recurring, common themes from the interviewees’ narratives and then selected 

quotations which illustrated these, such as comments about the reasons why the women 

migrated to Japan. Since I collected data according to shared experiences, I had a wide 

selection of quotations to choose from. This is what the French sociologist Daniel Bertaux 

(1981, pp. 37) terms a ‘saturation of knowledge’. For example, the title of the critical work, 
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The Accidental Migrants, conveys what many of the women actually said: 

 

[It was] a very on and off thing and basically it ended up being a total accident. 

(Fiona) 

 

I didn't leave on purpose. I left by accident, I would say. (Davina) 

 

My life is a series of accidents, I think. (Gail) 

 

But for the creative work, I selected quotations which highlighted the subjects’ uniqueness: 

their opinions, their speech patterns, lines which demonstrated their individuality. The 

archaeologist Tom Keally is a lively, humorous speaker. I selected quotations for his 

chapter which express this. For example, Keally tells a story of how his boss lost patience 

with his outspokenness. 

 

'One day he said, “They’re starting this excavation out in Hamada which is where 

you live. You can be director. Or you can shut up.” Oda knew which one I was 

going to choose. And shut up certainly wasn’t it.' 

 

The title of the chapter, ‘Bing, bing, bing – he’s finding artefacts!’, is also a Keally 

quotation, highlighting Keally’s storytelling abilities. Selecting quotations which helped to 

portray the characters’ individual personalities was important in the creative work although 

the quotations chosen were generally kept short, much shorter than those used in the 

critical work. Inserting a long quotation into a creative work is not considered good 

practice; it is the job of the writer to keep the reader invested in the story, and long or 

excessive quotations tends to impede the flow of the narrative. In the critical work, 

however, I used longer quotations whenever necessary in the service of answering my 

research questions. Oral history brings the past to life through the voices of those who 

lived it and, as much as possible, I wanted the voices of the British interviewees to be 

heard on the page. I was also conscious that, unlike the creative work, the critical was a 

work with shared authority, and the utilisation of longer quotations gives the interviewees a 

lively presence in what could otherwise be a rather dry academic paper. 
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The issues of shared authority and the confusion over the signing of release forms 

highlights a difference in my positionality in respect to the works. For the critical work, I 

contacted the British women as an academic conducting research, and the interviewees 

were aware that they could request anonymity. In giving agency to the interviewees I was 

mindful that I am sharing authorship with them. The findings are mine but the stories are 

theirs. One facet of shared authority is the practice of presenting interviewees with research 

findings and incorporating their feedback into the work. In justifying this practice, oral 

historians often refer to a key piece of research, ‘That’s not what I said: interpretive 

conflict in oral narrative research’ (Borland in Gluck and Patai, 1991), in which an oral 

historian and an interviewee disagreed over the analysis of a story the interviewee had told. 

In the critical work, I have incorporated feedback to a limited extent, presenting 

preliminary findings to British women whom I have interviewed more than once and to 

various groups of gaijin in casual unrecorded sessions. Due to word limitations in this 

thesis however, I have not included interviewee feedback in a dedicated section but plan to 

do so in future publications. In oral history practice, equal consideration is given to the 

interviewees’ views and opinions and to the academic’s analysis. 

 

For the creative section, I referred subjects to previous journalistic articles that I had 

written and made it clear that their stories would be published and their real names used. 

They were not able to request anonymity – it would have made no sense – although in one 

case a subject, the former bar hostess ‘Sophie’, did request it and I complied because she 

felt that her public comments, if made known, could affect her current career (and also her 

parents did not know of her hostessing work). I also removed other identifiable elements 

from the chapter (such as the names of the bars where she worked) but made it clear to the 

reader that I had done this. Several creative subjects requested to see the chapters before 

publication and I have agreed to do this although I have pointed out to them that this is for 

the purpose of fact-checking only. Their lives remain theirs, but my interviews and my 

chapters on them remain mine alone to edit as I wish. 

 

At this point, a consideration of my ethical stance towards the creative and critical works is 

necessary. It was obvious at the beginning of the projects that the two faculties (literature 

and history) who were overseeing my work expected a different ethical approach. For the 

creative work, as noted above, I was told not to ask my subjects to sign a release form, 

particularly a release form which provided space for them to add their own limitations or 
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provisos. Creative non-fiction is an art form, and I was well aware of possible limitations 

that could be placed on my art by offering creative subjects a release form to sign. 

However, the history department and university ethics committee insisted that release 

forms must be signed (or at least offered) to all participants in the creative and critical 

works. They are essential to good practice in oral history, and required by the academy for 

all doctoral fieldwork. While pondering my release form dilemma, I took into 

consideration the problematic issues experienced over the article, ‘The Duke in his 

Domain’, Truman Capote’s 1957 New Yorker profile of Marlon Brando which is 

considered a classic work of creative non-fiction. Capote obtained the interview under 

contentious circumstances; he told Brando about his unhappy childhood and, in return, 

Brando told Capote about his early years. Capote ‘memorised’ it, and then wrote his article. 

Before the article was published, it was sent to Brando who tried to have it pulled, claiming 

that he thought he and Capote had been having a private conversation. Although Capote 

had gone to Brando’s hotel suite for the purpose of interviewing him, he had not taken 

notes and he had not made it clear that the interview had begun. The article was published 

and Brando refused to be interviewed by Capote again. 

 

I did not want there to be any confusion as to when I was interviewing and when I wasn’t. 

As long as my digital recorder was running or I was taking notes, as long as I was talking 

to them or watching them work – as long as I was around, I was interviewing. And since I 

did not want there to be any argument over this, I offered release forms to all participants 

in the creative and critical works. (Not every subject in the creative work signed a release 

form – several said it was unnecessary since my interviews with them were recorded and it 

was therefore obvious that they had agreed to be interviewed.) As legal documents, release 

forms help to build trust. They demonstrate that I am an ethical researcher, a quality that is 

not necessarily required of a writer of creative non-fiction but one which, as a trained oral 

historian, I wished to convey. Secondly, I hope to remain on good terms with the creative 

subjects; many of their stories are still being lived, and I hope to interview many if not all 

of them again in the future.  

 

In the creative work therefore, I have been guided by the same ethical principles as for the 

critical work. This has extended to sending copies of finished chapters to subjects, 

primarily for fact-checking but it has given subjects the opportunity to request changes. To 

date, some have corrected errors but none have asked for other changes. In fact, some have 
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added more information which I was able to include. In two cases, I have – of my own 

volition - removed sections which, if left in, may have improved the narrative. In the Rent 

a Vicar chapter one of the celebrants made a fairly outrageous statement (equating the 

business of wedding ceremeonies to the business of dry-cleaning) but was happy to be 

named. Later, I met an ex-BBC journalist who had also written an article on a celebrant 

which, on publication, had resulted in the celebrant being fired. I therefore made the 

decision to remove the dry-cleaning statement from the chapter. I did not wish the 

celebrant to be fired (I wished him to continue informing me about the Rent a Vicar 

business) and the chapter was entertaining enough without it. I later spoke with a creative 

writing lecturer at the UEA who said that he would not have removed the quotation but I 

felt a duty of care to my subject (a duty which was heavily influenced by my oral history 

training) and am satisfied with my decision.  

 

In the second case, the animal rights activist Elizabeth Oliver regaled me with stories of 

illegal activities surrounding the rescue of animals from laboratories. She asked that I keep 

these stories out of the chapter but stated that she had documented them all and they would 

be revealed after her death. I was happy to comply since I too am an animal lover, I did not 

wish to her to be deported, and I was aware that, by maintaining a good relationship with 

her, I could write about these illegal activities at a later date – and perhaps gain interviews 

with other participants. Again I am satisfied with my decision. The narrative of the ARK 

chapter is about Oliver’s life and work of which the illegal activities play a minor part. 

 

  

The above differences between the two genres – oral history and cultural reportage – 

appear to demonstrate that the academic and the creative have little in common. In fact, as 

my doctorate progressed, I began to sense more commonalities than differences between 

the genres, to the extent that the two projects began to feed into each other in such a way 

that both projects were transformed. 

 

Similarities between the two genres 

 

At the interview stage, my time with critical interviewees was for the most part limited to 

one interview. However, in some cases, I did encounter them in social situations. Spending 

time in informal situations with informants has an academic equivalent - ‘participant 
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observation’ - which, although used more in ethnographical fieldwork, has a place in oral 

history. A resourceful oral history interviewer will take notes of the location of the 

interview, the appearance and personality of the informant, who else is present, and what 

realia is brought out. This I was able to do.  

 

And while I say that full recordings were made for both the critical and creative works, this 

did not include one facet of both interviews: the ‘doorknob confession’. It is well-known in 

both journalism and in oral history interviewing that interviewees may well offer the 

researcher more information after the recorder has been turned off. My interviewees did 

this regularly, while adding that it was ‘off the record’, believing that this journalistic 

phrase guaranteed that information given would not be used. (Although what they told me 

informed my thinking, I honoured their wishes and did not use ‘off the record’ information, 

even though I was told by several journalists that this is not journalistic practice – if 

someone agrees to an interview it is assumed that everything they say is on the record.) It 

gives credence to Talese’s view that recording devices and obvious note-taking may affect 

data collection and thus the quality of a piece of work. It also meant that I too had to take 

some surreptitious notes in toilet cubicles though, since this provided me with some of the 

most useful data (for the critical work) and the most juicy stories (for the creative), I was 

happy to do so. 

 

My training in oral history interviewing techniques also played a significant role in the way 

the interviews progressed and in the data I collected, not only for the critical but also the 

creative works. Whilst I may have been viewed as more of a ‘journalist’ to the creative 

subjects, I never acted like one, following oral history guidelines at all times. For example, 

I never asked a loaded or provocative question (such as the traditional journalistic example, 

‘Have you stopped beating your wife?’). I attempted never to ask a question in which the 

answer was suggested (such as ‘Did this make you angry?’) or could be answered by a 

simple yes or no. Questions tended towards vagueness (which is considered a very polite 

form of speech in Japanese and which all the subjects in this thesis seemed aware of and 

were comfortable with) such as, ‘Tell me about ….’ And ‘How did you feel about …’ 

Indeed, as interviewing with creative subjects progressed I became aware that I could stop 

posing any real questions at all, sometimes asking, ‘What should I know about this?’ or ‘I 

know nothing about this, what questions should I ask?’ I thought this might annoy some of 

the creative interviewees. It never did. It often led them to pose their own question and 
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then answer it which gave them a sense of control over our encounter. Using oral history 

techniques seemed to relax interviewees and consequently they said more and were happy 

to spend additional time with me. 

 

There were however a couple of hiccups. By the time I decided the critical work should 

focus only on British women, I had already interviewed several subjects for the creative 

work (for a master’s degree in creative non-fiction the previous year). The story of one of 

them, Stacey Ward, the founder of the Mornington Crescent bakery, I wrote as a feature for 

the British Telegraph newspaper. Prior to its publication, the sub-editor emailed me asking 

if Stacey was married. I checked my notes. I didn’t know. I had to email her and ask her 

which she was not happy about, since she (and I) felt that her marital status should have no 

bearing on her achievements or her story. In subsequent creative interviews I attempted to 

ask these more personal questions (questions which I always asked critical interviewees) 

which was not always easy. It took me two days to muster the courage to ask Elizabeth 

Oliver, the animal rights activist, if she had ever married or had children but I felt I needed 

to know in order to understand her relationship with animals, as well as why she had 

remained in Japan so long. 

 

Asking such questions was never a problem with the critical oral history interviews. I was 

a university professor; my questions were legitimised by my profession and by the 

academic nature of my project. As noted above, a set of research questions was devised for 

the critical work and every interviewee was asked these questions. (The creative subjects 

who had been interviewed before the beginning of the project were subsequently 

reinterviewed where possible or a supplementary set of questions emailed to them.) 

However, adopting a more vague, literary technique in the critical interviews also produced 

new data. ‘What questions should I have asked but didn’t?’ and ‘What would you like to 

talk about?’ generally resulted in fresh avenues of investigation, and going down these 

avenues, in the manner of a creative writer rather than an academic, allowed fascinating 

stories to emerge. The creative work was influenced by and, I believe, improved by the use 

of oral history interview techniques. Equally, data collected for the critical work was 

enriched by a more creative approach to interviewing. 

 

The articulation of the findings produced by the use of oral history techniques in both the 

critical and creative work appear to differ. In The Accidental Migrants, data on class, 
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family background, marital status and whether they had given birth, are relevant to the 

research findings and are explicitly stated and analysed. In Gaijin, unless they pertain to 

the narrative, they are not included. I did not embark on the creative work with a set of 

research questions; and it was not my intention to use the work as a means of presenting 

scholarly findings. But they are there. Nowhere in the chapter is it mentioned that 

Elizabeth is single and has never had children but, based on the narrative of Elizabeth’s 

founding of ARK and her dedication to animals, it can be surmised. The collection of more 

data is always useful in both critical and creative works. It is better to know something 

than to not know it. Whether it goes down in print or not, it informs one’s thinking.  

 

When writing up, I was also forced to re-evaluate my positionality. Whilst it is important to 

attempt to maintain objectivity within critical work, it is acknowledged within oral history 

that the gender, race, nationality, and class of an interviewer may affect the findings. I am 

an academic but, as a British woman who has lived long-term in Japan, I could also be 

perceived as an insider by the interviewees, and one who has experienced many of the 

issues the women raised. Indeed, I had to make a conscious effort to stop saying, ‘Tell me 

about it!’ when they brought up issues about the difficulties of being a foreign woman in 

Japan. In terms of the insider/outsider debate in oral history research I felt that as an insider 

the interviewees were more frank with me than they would have been with a white male or 

with a Japanese person of any gender. However, because I am an insider, I also nearly 

missed a key theme, the impact the interviewees’ gender on their migrant experiences. 

When discussing gender discrimination, harassment and criminality, I and my interviewees 

rolled our eyes together and admitted that these issues are, as one informant put it, ‘the 

usual’. Consequently, just as my interviewees did, I dismissed them.  For instance, I and 

my interviewees dismissed a range of criminal acts against us (stealing underwear, being 

groped on the subway) as the norm. It was not until I returned to England and coded my 

data that I realised how much of the interviews dealt with gender issues and how many 

women, whilst stating that Japan is a very safe country, had been the victims of a sexual 

crime. Consequently, I had to admit that my positionality as a fellow British woman who 

had lived long-term in Japan gave me an advantage in terms of what my interviewees 

might tell me but, at the same time, I had to be aware that I risked being blind to the 

obvious by making assumptions based on my own experiences. 

 

There was also more of an exchange of information than may be usual in an oral history 
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interview. I lived in Japan for 14 years and have a great deal of experience in many areas 

from legal issues to the best way to kill cockroaches. In some cases, I was asked as many 

questions by my interviewees as I asked them and I answered, thus placing us on a more 

equal, friendly footing. Consequently, although I rarely use ‘I’ within the critical work, my 

insider influence must be acknowledged. I appear in the work as an invisible interviewee. 

The academic began to become personal. Although I was guided by my data, my insider 

identity and assumed – and at times, real - subjectivity cannot be ignored. 

 

In the creative work however, I began to disappear. New journalism acknowledges the 

subjectivity of the writer who may appear as a character in their work and who is expected 

to voice their impressions and opinions. I started the project with this in mind, composing 

scenes in which I was clearly visible and audible. But my obvious presence began to 

deflect from the interviewees’ stories and, as the work is aimed at a general readership with 

little knowledge of Japan, I realised that explanations were needed to situate the 

interviewees within Japanese society. Although I had not originally intended to link their 

stories to wider themes, none of the interviewees lived in isolation and their experiences 

highlighted aspects of Japanese culture and society which needed to be conveyed to the 

reader. My subjective views and impressions were gradually edited out and replaced by 

more academic explanations, and the work itself changed from a work of new journalism 

to a more academic work of cultural reportage. I remain present not as a character in the 

work but as the author, visible through the literary choices I made such as the content and 

flow of the story, and the depiction of the main character. In this way, the critical and 

creative fed into each other; the academic became more personal while the personal 

became more academic. 

 

Perhaps the most surprising similarity I encountered was between the supposedly objective 

data of the critical research and creative journalism’s ‘emotional truth’. Oral history is the 

recording and interpretation of historical information gained by interviewing participants 

and eyewitnesses to historical events. Oral history may complement written evidence 

where it exists, although the strength of oral history is that in many cases other sources 

may have been destroyed or may have never existed (Grele, 2006). Oral history is not 

limited to interviews; it can include myths, songs and folklore – the traditional methods of 

preserving history particularly among groups with no written language - making it the 

oldest form of historical research. (Kathryn Shulze’s longform article on the Cascadia 
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subduction zone, ‘The Really Big One’ (Shulze, 2015), details Native American folklore 

stories of a great earthquake and flood which took place around the year 1700. 

Seismologists later corroborated this oral history with scientific data.) But like most 

historical sources it must be critically analysed. The human memory is not infallible, 

particularly many years after an event. Oral history interviews record a person’s memory 

of an event, but that may include their perceptions, their imagination, their feelings and 

emotions, ‘not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they 

were doing, and what they now think they did’ (Portelli, 1981, pp. 99-100). This is a 

quotation from oral historian Alessandro Portelli, whose book on ‘misremembering’, The 

Death of Luigi Trastulli and other Stories (1991 in translation), is now considered a key 

work on the critical analysis of oral history interviews. He states that ‘subjectivity is as 

much the business of history as the more visible “facts”’ (Portelli, 1981, pp. 100). Oral 

history interviews are records not of facts but of subjective recollections, and interviewees 

speak about their life stories: their experiences, their memories, and their beliefs as they 

see them at a particular moment in time, in their oral history interview. It is their own 

emotional truth. 

 

In terms of portraying ‘truth’, I treated both the critical and creative works in exactly the 

same way. I fact-checked my oral history interviews with the same thoroughness that I 

fact-checked the interviews in my creative work, cross-checking data and seeking to 

support their words with written evidence where possible. I also searched for the emotional 

truth in both the critical and creative stories, seeking to portray a more subjective view - 

individual feelings and emotions and beliefs. Indeed, for both works to succeed – as 

narratives and as oral histories - they each needed a balance of both a critical (fact-

checkable) truth and an emotional (subjective) truth. 

 

 

Related to this is the issue of narrative. Cultural reportage/creative non-fiction is the telling 

of a story with a beginning, a middle and an end, and my creative stories are written in this 

way.  Gaijin is a literary work (an art form) and the narrative arc of each story - where it 

began, how it progressed and where it ended - was mine, as author and owner of the work, 

to create as I wished. While I was certainly guided by my subjects, I was the one who 

crafted the narrative arc, who decided what to include and what to leave out – decisions I 

made for literary reasons: what would a reader want to know and how does this tell the 
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most interesting story. And yet the creative interviewees continue to live in Japan, to run 

businesses, to raise families and occasionally to have run-ins with the Japanese police. 

Their stories are not over, and their narratives may need to be revisited at a later date. 

 

The narratives of the British female migrants too are continuing. Since they may leave 

Japan and either return home or migrate elsewhere in the future, their lives are viewed as 

being in transition, their stories incomplete. Yet the British female migrants too told stories 

of their migrant lives as complete narratives with a beginning, middle and end: the story of 

how they came to be living in Japan, the story of how they met their husbands, the story of 

how they founded their businesses. As several oral historians have noted (Vansina, 1985; 

Thompson 2000; Thomson, 2011), in order to understand our lives we naturally craft our 

experiences not as open-ended random happenings but as performative narratives which 

we tell to our family and friends. As oral historian Alistair Thomson notes, ‘an event 

becomes a remembered and meaningful experience through narrative. Just as the historian 

plots the collective past as history, individual lives gain shape and meaning through the life 

stories we create about ourselves’ (2011, pp. 300).  

 

Writer Joan Didion concurs, ‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live … We live entirely, 

especially if we are writers, by the imposition of a narrative line upon disparate images, by 

the "ideas" with which we have learned to freeze the shifting phantasmagoria which is our 

actual experience’ (2005, pp. 195).  

 

As oral historians (Vansina, 1985; Thompson, 2000; Thomson, 2011) point out, no story-

telling exists outside a literary genre. Be it a story of high adventure, a tale of triumph over 

tragedy, or a sympathy-inducing sob story, narrative gives meaning to our experiences and 

assigns moral lessons to our failures. In cases where a group has misremembered an event 

because it falls outside an understandable narrative and misremembering the event makes it 

comprehensible, oral historians call this ‘symbolic truth’. Consequently, in the critical 

work I was sensitive to how the interviewees crafted their own narrative arcs, since this 

indicated how they made sense of their migration experiences. What I chose to include or 

to discard of their narratives was dictated by the contribution they made to answering the 

research questions. I made no attempt to craft any of the contributors as ‘characters’; I 

simply allowed them to speak through their narratives and particularly through their 

quotations. 
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Conclusion: non-fiction writing across the creative and critical forms 

 

The space between history (including journalism and literary reportage) and literature 

(both fiction and non-fiction) is contested ground fought over by historians, journalists and 

writers of literature. Two recent skirmishes provide excellent examples. Polish journalist 

and writer Ryszard Kapuscinski was the author of The Emperor (1983) a history of the 

downfall of Ethiopian ruler, Haile Selassi, as well as other works of literary reportage on 

Africa, Latin America and the Middle East. Once considered a contender for a Nobel Prize 

in Literature, he was criticised for taking the literary element of his work too far: claiming 

to have witnessed events when he was not present, implying he had befriended people he 

had never met (such as Che Guevara), and including erroneous details for the sake of 

crafting more elegant literary pieces. Kapuscinski responded that some of his works were 

meant to be allegorical but a biographer (Domoslawski, 2012 in English translation) 

concluded that Kapuscinski had crossed the line between journalism and literature, and that 

his work must therefore be considered fictional. A review of Domoslawski’s biography by 

the permanent secretary of the Swedish Academy, Peter Englund (2012), supported this 

assertion: 

 

The ‘literary’ in ‘literary reportage’ doesn't absolve you of your duty to the facts. 

Neither is it possible, in my mind, to see it as a sliding scale, in which you are able 

slowly to introduce droplets of fiction into a factual text until, at a certain point, the 

mixture transforms into pure fiction. No, once an element of fiction is introduced 

into a text everything immediately turns into fiction – maybe fiction with a strong 

resemblance to the real world, but still fiction. 

 

Kapuscinski carried two notebooks, one for noting facts that he used in his journalistic 

reporting and the other for writing the more impressionistic observations that he saved for 

his books, an interesting practice and one which suggests an awareness of the differences 

between his journalistic work and his literary writing. 

  

Svetlana Alexievich, author of Chernobyl Prayer (2016, in translation), Second-hand Time 

(2016, in translation) The Unwomanly Face of War (2017, in translation) and other works 

was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2015. Her books are collections of hundreds 
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of interviews she has carried out with ordinary people about traumatic events in Soviet 

history which would otherwise have gone unrecorded. They appear to be transcripts of oral 

testimonies, heavily edited to create a collective history. At first glance, they represent a 

form of oral history in which only the voices of the interviewees are heard. Within the 

literary genre, when a work consists solely of edited transcripts of interviews, this is 

sometimes termed, ‘An Oral History of …’ or ‘In their Own Words’. For example, 

‘Obama: An Oral History’ (2018) is collection of edited transcripts of interviews with 

people who knew or were influenced by the ex-president of the United States. ‘Lennon in 

his own Words’ (1980) is a compilation of his interviews. As there is little or no academic 

analysis and the author’s hand is visible only in the selecting and editing of the transcripts 

this is not considered to be oral history in the strictly academic sense.  

 

Alexievich’s win was initially viewed as recognition for writers working in the ‘sprawling, 

ill-defined world of “nonfiction”’ (Pinkham, 2016, online - a quotation from the New 

Republic magazine which highlights the current confusion over the genre) until it was 

revealed that her interview texts were often heavily edited and even rewritten. This in itself 

does not render her transcripts inadmissible as oral history. Hansard is a verbatim record of 

what is said in parliament, but it is edited to remove mistakes, repetitions and to give a 

comprehensible rendering in written format. Police notebooks contain scribbled notes of 

contemporaneous events later typed into statements yet these are admissible in court. But 

Alexievich chooses the most narratively interesting stories not the most representative and 

they are sometimes edited in such a way that the interviewee’s meaning is lost. Some 

stories even change between books or are attributed to different interviewees. She does no 

fact-checking, nor does she include any methodology or analysis in her work. We hear the 

voices of her interviewees but know little about them. Her works are not strictly oral 

histories and, it seems, not strictly non-fiction either. But then she does not claim that they 

are. She terms them polyphonic ‘novels in voices’ (Pinkham, 2016, online). And the Nobel 

is a literary not a history prize. Yet critics have suggested that, by simply editing interview 

transcripts, her works cannot be considered literary either, that ‘by seeking to straddle both 

literature and history, Alexievich ultimately succeeds at neither’ (Pinkham, 2016, online). 

Succeeding at neither was a risk in this thesis. The two part-works which comprise this 

thesis are the result of a tug-of-war between the creative and the critical, the literary and 

the historical. Yet working on them at the same time has allowed me to experiment with 

both forms, to test the boundaries of oral history and of literary non-fiction, and to produce 
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works which are distinctly separate from yet influenced by the other. 

 

Towards the end of the thesis writing-up process, I attended an event run by a literary agent 

where I was surprised to meet an academic from the same faculty where I was a doctoral 

student. The academic told me that she had become disheartened on learning that the 

average academic book is read by no more than seven people, and that she was planning to 

write a work of non-fiction in order to be read more widely. As an ex-academic myself, I 

could understand her feelings. In Gaijin, the purpose of presenting the culture and society 

of Japan not as an academic book or paper but as a creative work of non-fiction is to be 

published and read, not by seven of my academic peers but by a wider general reading 

public. Consequently, decisions made regarding the layout, the literary style and the 

content of Gaijin were determined by the requirements of the marketplace following 

discussions with my supervisor, with published writers and with agents. For example, I 

was told that, for the work to sell, it must include chapters on foreigners from a variety of 

countries, particularly the strong book-buying nations of the USA and Germany. A book 

only about British citizens in Japan would have a limited market and may therefore not 

appeal to an agent or to a publishing company. In order to appeal to all genders the book 

must include all genders which is another reason why I didn’t choose to write the creative 

work only about British women. Seeking out a diverse collection of people pursuing a 

wide variety of jobs and livelihoods would result in increased sales from readers interested 

in those areas. For example, although I met several other foreigners in Japan who have 

opened coffee or tea shops I did not write chapters on them, as I had already found Stacey 

Ward and the Mornington Crescent bakery. On an agent’s advice, the remaining chapters 

will profile men and women working in fashion, business, sports, English-language 

teaching, and manga translation. 

 

For Gaijin, I had no list of research questions to answer yet the book covers much the same 

themes as the critical work: alienation, assimiliation, identity and gender. They are just not 

always obvious, but woven into the fabric of the individual stories. Unlike the critical 

work, the creative chapters do not contain detailed answers or explanations except where 

necessary in support of the narrative. Whilst the critical work must fully answer the 

research questions, the creative, following the fiction-writing adage of ‘show don’t tell’, 

often leaves room of the reader to make up their own mind. 
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Gaijin is a work of entertainment, created to appeal to a wide, non-expert audience. Its 

rightful place is on the shelves of airport bookshops to be purchased by travellers heading 

east. My goal is not to lecture, but hold the reader’s interest. Yet its selling point is that it 

also informs, and it is the influence of the oral history approach that has contributed to this. 

As noted earlier, narrative journalism relies heavily on the trust that the reader has in the 

writer’s integrity – a trust which has on occasion been abused. But in adopting the ethics of 

oral history, both in the interviewing and in the analysis of those interviews, the work of 

creative non-fiction is strengthened by being grounded within a more scholarly framework. 

 

The creative work, Gaijin, began as a work of new journalism but it is doubtful that many 

new journalists would recognize it as such; it contains few obviously subjective views by 

the author, does not push the limits of non-fiction and it contains little that a fact-checker 

would find problematic. But it is a clear example of the new ‘new’ journalism, in that it is 

the kind of longform that can be read in magazines and journals. The new ‘new’ 

journalism, symbolised by writers such as Michael Lewis (Moneyball: The Art of Winning 

an Unfair Game (2003) and The Big Short: Inside the Doomsday Machine (2010) and 

other works) Malcolm Gladwell (Blink (2005), Outliers (2008) and others works) and 

David Grann (The Lost City of Z: a tale of deadly obsession in the Amazon (2009) and 

Killers of the Flower Moon: The Osage Murders and the birth of the FBI (2017) and other 

works) and others, tends to be more academic and well-researched than the new 

journalism. This seems due in part to the more rigorous fact-checking that now takes place 

in an increasingly litigious world (and after the journalistic scandals mentioned earlier) and 

also in answer to a reading public’s desire to read more scholarly works. (It may also be 

suggested that an increased interest in well-researched and documented stories is a reaction 

against ‘fake news’.) 

  

Gladwell, who reads academic journals to uncover subjects for his narrative journalism, 

terms his work (which fans describe as ‘Gladwellian’) ‘intellectually-engaged narrative 

non-fiction’12. Bringing my own academic background to narrative journalism has, I hope, 

enabled me to craft a work of non-fiction that is also intellectually engaging. 

 

The critical work is not for a general reading public but for my peers - all seven of them -, 

probably oral historians, Japanologists and migration studies experts. Unlike the general 

reading public, my peers will want research questions, hypotheses, and findings to be 
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clearly stated. The work must analyse and inform. And there will be the expectation that 

the work will be written in an academic style and using specialised terminology. However, 

because of the influence of the creative work, there are some subtle differences. 

 

In seeking a shared authority with my interviewees and in order that their voices could be 

clearly ‘heard’ within a written work, quotations in The Accidental Migrants are longer 

than is usual. The influence of literary oral biographies is evident here. Analyses of the 

quotations are provided but not to the extent that they overwhelm the interviewees’ voices 

– after all, they may have their own opinions, and the strength of oral history lies in its 

ability to embrace not only a factual truth of what occured (where it can be determined) but 

equally the subjective truth of how it is remembered. Including long quotations is not a 

particularly unusual practice in oral history although I believe I have included more and 

lengthier quotations than is the norm. At the other end of oral history practice, researchers 

use very short excerpts as evidence to support their argument in academic papers, with the 

voice of the researcher predominating. This is not what I want to achieve and I have not 

done this. Responses to this method have been interesting. My literary supervisor stated 

that he enjoyed reading the lengthy quotations. An ethnographer who kindly read part of 

the critical work preferred shorter quotations and more analysis. This suggests that an 

atypical approach to each discipline can produce positive results. 

 

The oral history work also contains little academic language, what my literary supervisor 

terms ‘campus trendy’ vocabulary. Throughout the writing process, he has continually 

deleted the word ‘liminal’ and I have continually put it back in. It remains. However, his 

dislike of the word ‘utilised’, which he regularly crosses out, writing ‘Ugh!’ in the margin 

next to it, I have acknowledged and replaced with ‘used’. Even at the level of the sentence, 

I sometimes felt conflicted about whether what I was doing was literary or academic. But I 

have attempted to write a collective oral history in a literary way, writing in a form and 

style that does not alienate non-specialist readers while still retaining the work’s academic 

integrity. 

 

Academic works are not generally available to the general reading public. Books are often 

published by academic presses and prohibitively expensive, while access to papers and 

journal articles is restricted behind a pay wall or by subscription. My more recent training 

and practice in the literary techniques of creative writing has produced, I hope, a more 
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readable work,  and one that in open access can be read, understood and enjoyed not just 

by other academics but by a general readership. At a time when academe is being criticised 

for its inaccessibility and academics censured for hiding in their ivory towers, critical 

works which are engaging as well as informative can only be a good thing.   

 

Academics consider critical research to be more scholastically rigorous than a literary 

genre. But as this introduction demonstrates, it’s all storytelling. Certainly, oral history 

exists towards the more nebulous – impressionistic - end of historiographical research, in 

much the same way that longform journalism sits precariously at the journalistic edge of 

creative writing. Oral history seeks evidence, creative non-fiction seeks the truth. Yet a 

comprehensive body of oral history evidence leads to a form of truth – either factual or 

symbolic -, while truth in creative non-fiction stands or falls on the quality of its checkable 

facts. And, as my two pieces of work demonstrate, there is a great deal of overlap between 

the two. 

 

‘The constructing and telling of both collective and individual memory of the past is 

an active social process, which demands both skill and art, learning from others 

and imaginative power.’ (Thompson, 2000, pp. 163) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Exact figures on the length of stay of foreign residents in Japan are difficult to locate but Jet Program 

statistics as an example, participant numbers drop sharply between the second and third years, from 

1,580 to 940 out of a total 5,1632. By the fourth year this number drops further to 454 then 283 in the 

fifth year. Figures taken from the Jet Program website at: http://jetprogramme.org/en/countries/ 

2 Quotation taken from a New Yorker interview with Talese. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ab0rt_QokBI&t=12s (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

3 Capote is reputed to have claimed this many times. There earliest mention of it that I can locate is in a 

1965 article about him in the New York Times, available at: 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/97/12/28/home/capote-million.html (Accessed 

                                                             

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ab0rt_QokBI&t=12s
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/97/12/28/home/capote-million.html
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on 25 July 2018). George Plimpton also refers to Capote’s claim in The New York Times of 26 August 1984: ‘It’s 

funny Truman used to talk about how he never used a tape recorder or notes or anything doing that book. But 

sometimes he said he had 96 percent total recall, and sometimes he said he had 94 percent total recall. He could 

recall everything, but he could never remember what percentage recall he had.’ 

4 Quotation taken from a 2018 article, Piece by Piece, by Elon Green in Slate magazine. Available at: 

https://slate.com/culture/2018/05/tom-wolfes-journalistic-legacy.html (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

5 Talese view on tape recording taken from a video interview with Talese for Big Think, ‘How the tape recorder killed 

journalism’. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZngoEXGpkv4 (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

6 Quotation taken from a video interview with Talese for Big Think, ‘How the tape recorder killed journalism’. Available 

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZngoEXGpkv4 (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

7  Quotation taken from a video interview with Talese for GQ magazine. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcIyUqoFGCk (Accessed 25 July 2018) 
8 Quotation taken from a video interview with Talese for Big Think, ‘How the tape recorder killed journalism’. Available 

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZngoEXGpkv4 (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

9 The best longform article on Stephen Glass can be read on the Vanity Fair website at: 

https://www.vanityfair.com/magazine/1998/09/bissinger199809 (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

10 Comment on Jayson Blair’s actions can be read on the American Journalism Review website at : 

ajrarchive.org/article.asp?id=3019 (Access on 25 July 2018) 

11 The story of Johan Lehrer’s plagiarism can be read in Jon Ronson’s 2015 book, ‘So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed’. 

12 Quotation taken from a C-Span interview with Gladwell. Available at:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zw_cmlvzwlI (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

https://slate.com/culture/2018/05/tom-wolfes-journalistic-legacy.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZngoEXGpkv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZngoEXGpkv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcIyUqoFGCk
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THE ACCIDENTAL MIGRANTS: BRITISH FEMALE MIGRANTS TO JAPAN 

 (Key words: Japan, gender, migration, British, expatriate, identity, narrative) 

 

Abstract 

 

Post-war Japan is a desired destination for many Britons. In the late 1960s, Japan became a 

popular stopover on the backpackers’ trail, a place to pick up easy work before moving on to the 

beaches of Thailand or Bali. Since the economic ‘bubble’ boom years of the 1980s and early 1990s, 

it has been an active recruiter of university graduates hoping to earn enough Yen to pay off student 

debts. And, despite a recession which is approaching its third decade, Japan remains an economic 

centre to which companies - financial institutions in particular - continue to post its key employees 

as expatriate managers with their trailing families. As a holiday destination, a place of graduate 

employment, and a major player in the global economy, modern Japan has increasingly entered the 

imagination of Britons. 

 

There are, however, few studies of British migrants to Japan and most of these focus on 

transnational elites, generally male expatriates and their families relocated to Tokyo on short-term 

postings. This oral history research paper explores the narratives of a different category of British 

migrant who is increasingly travelling to Japan – for tourism, for work, for marriage - and 

remaining there: British women. Through their subjective experiences, this study examines the 

processes of modern transnational migration, considering issues of gendered travel, gender issues 

in the workplace, and the renegotiation of migration identities, especially in terms of nationality, in 

this case, Britishness. It also adds to an emerging area of migration studies, that of white 

migration, particularly the recent movement of white migrants from West to East. 
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LIST OF INTERVIEWEES 

 

Interviewees from the Creative Work (6) 

 

Emiko Rebecca Evans: (From Nottingham) An undergraduate student at Leeds University she 

arrived in Japan in 2000 on a one-year exchange programme. She stayed on to follow a singing 

career and has sung on commercials, for product launches, on television drama soundtracks, in hotel 

lobbies and as a wedding singer. In 2008, she was hired to write ‘made up’ lyrics and to sing them 

on the Nier video game soundtrack. She is married to a Japanese man and is the mother of one. 

(Interviewed: 23rd September 2016 (by Skype) and 15th November 2017) 

 

‘Jenna Hughes’: (Real name not used at her request) A trained actress she met her Japanese 

husband while travelling in Africa and moved with him to Japan in 2002.  She now works as a 

gaijin talento – a foreign talent on television, in commercials and in movies. She has two children. 

(Interviewed: 9th April 2014) 

 

Davina McFadyen: (From Kent) A primary school teacher she decided to take a year out and 

moved to Tokyo in 2006 to work initially for eikaiwa B, then for an international preschool and 

later for World Family (a licensee of the Walt Disney Company) singing songs with children on the 

telephone and performing in travelling shows at Disneyland and throughout Japan. She is married to 

a Japanese man. (Interviewed: 26th May 2016) 

 

Elizabeth Oliver: (From Nottingham) After graduating from the University of Nottingham, she 

arrived in Japan by boat in 1965. She returned briefly to the United Kingdom to do an MA in Japan, 

then began teaching at Osaka Institute of Technology in 1968 where she remained for nearly thirty 

years. In 1990, she founded Animal Refuge Kansai, a charitable organisation which takes in stray 

animals and provides aid to animals in times of disaster. For her services to animal welfare and civil 

society, she was awarded an MBE in 2012. (Interviewed: 19th and 20th May 2016) 
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Diane Orrett: (From Liverpool) A graphic designer by trade she arrived in Japan in 1990 as a 

backpacker and stayed on, becoming first an English-language teacher and later training as a 

rakugoka, a traditional comic story-teller. She is currently Japan’s only foreign female rakugo 

performer and appears on stage, on television and on board cruise ships. (Interviewed: 11th April 

2014 and 20th November 2017) 

 

‘Sophie’: (Not her real name): Arrived in Japan in 2000 and spent over a decade working as a bar 

hostess and singer. She is married to a Japanese man and has a son. To ensure anonymity, 

quotations from her interview transcript have been used sparingly in this critical project. 

 

Stacey Ward: (From Stockport) Arrived in Japan in 2001 as a Jet Program participant and was 

posted to Saitama prefecture where she remained for the full three years. She then moved to Tokyo 

to work in marketing for an advertising start-up, and began writing a blog detailing her plans to 

open a little bakery in Tokyo. In 2014, she opened Mornington Crescent offering British home 

baking lessons and Open Bakery days. (Interviewed: 10th April 2014 and 3rd April 2015) 
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Supplemental Interviewees (12) 

(All names are pseudonyms.) 

 

Alison Brookes: (From Somerset) Graduated with an undergraduate degree in geography from 

Aberystwyth University and a master’s degree in teaching English as a foreign language from 

Portsmouth University. Previously worked for several years in public relations in London. Arrived 

in Japan in 2012 to work at a private English language teaching school in eastern Tokyo. Married to 

a Japanese husband and mother of one. Continues to work part-time at the language school. 

(Interviewed: 18th May 2016)  

 

Mary Carter: (From Blackburn) A graduate in French and music, she arrived in Japan in 1985 and 

worked at eikaiwa C in Tokyo, as well as taking on short-term contracts for other eikaiwa and for 

language testing and translation work for other companies. Leaving Japan in 1989 she went to India 

for a time but became mentally and physically unwell. She moved back to Japan and worked 

illegally on a series of tourist visas doing private teaching work for a year and a half before 

returning to the United Kingdom for treatment. She returned to work at eikaiwa B in London and 

then transferred back to Japan in 1991 where she remained until she married her British husband 

and moved back to the United Kingdom in 1997. She later gained a master’s degree and became a 

town planner. (Interviewed: 14th August 2004) 

 

Meena Cooper: (From London) A graduate with a master’s degree in women’s studies from the 

University of Bradford she arrived in Japan in 1994 to work at a satellite campus of her alma mater 

and later moved to a post at a national university. She stayed five and a half years before returning 

to the United Kingdom to complete a doctorate at the University of Kent which she began while in 

Japan, followed by periods lecturing in the Caribbean and the United States. During this time, she 

made several extended research trips to Japan in 2002 and 2004 and 2006, and then returned to take 

up another university post in 2008. She married an American service man and moved to the United 

States in 2010. (Interviewed: 19th February and 22nd March 2009) 

 

Rhona Ferguson: (From Scotland). Graduated from the University of Strathclyde with a degree in 

English literature and came to Japan in 2005 to work for eikaiwa B. After freelancing in various 

talento jobs, she became a news and weather reader at a Japanese media organisation from 2008 
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until 2013 when she left to help manage a family property business with her Japanese husband and 

his parents. Completed one master’s degree in Japan-related studies by distance learning at the 

University of Sheffield and another in creative writing. She is a mother of one. (Interviewed: 25th 

May 2016) 

 

Laura Freeman-Suzuki: (From Manchester) A graduate of Oxford University she came to Japan 

in 1992 on the Jet Program and worked for three years as a high school assistant language teacher 

(ALT). She remained in Japan gaining a Monbukagakusho government scholarship which funded 

her MA and PhD in Linguistics at a Japanese university. She is currently a tenured (senin koushin) 

lecturer at a university in the Kanto area. She is married to a non-Japanese man and is the mother of 

two children. (Interviewed: 2nd and 3rd May 2006) 

 

Alisha Harding: (From Nottingham) Graduated from Sheffield University and came to Japan in 

1993 on the Jet programme where she was posted to a junior high school in Nagano prefecture. 

After three years on the programme, she worked at eikaiwa’s D and then C for five years before 

moving into university teaching. She has lived in Japan continuously and is now a part-time English 

teacher, the wife of a Japanese steel worker, and a mother of two. (Interviewed: 11th November 

2004) 

 

Sarah McDonald: (From Manchester) Graduated from the University of Hull with a degree in 

English and history. After teaching in Switzerland for several years, she arrived in Japan in the 

eighties to work at a small private eikaiwa. She is now a teacher at Sacred Heart, an international 

school for expatriate children, and is married to the Japanese president of a non-Japanese company. 

(Interviewed: 2nd June 2009) 

 

Christine Notaro: (From Wales) Born in 1938, she graduated from the University of Wales and 

moved to Greece where she met her Japanese husband. She moved to Japan with him in 1965 and 

had six children. She is now a retired but continues to lecture on town planning and to work with 

her husband in the architectural firm they founded together. (Interviewed: 2nd April 2015) 
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Kaitlin O’Connor: (From Northern Ireland) Arrived in 2006 with her Irish husband's technology 

job. An IT graduate, she continues to run a technology company which necessitates regular travel 

outside Japan. (Interviewed: 14th November 2017) 

 

Fiona Richards: (From Reading) Graduated from the University of Manchester with a degree in 

textiles with management in 1990 and was posted to Fukushima on the Jet programme. Returned to 

the United Kingdom after one year to do a master’s degree in contemporary Japan at Essex 

University. Worked for a Japanese media company for five years in London and then returned to 

Japan in 1998 with her then-boyfriend, now husband. Since then she has worked for various 

Japanese and international news media organisations in Tokyo, first as a copy editor and now as a 

journalist. She and her husband have adopted a Japanese daughter. (Interviewed: 29th May 2016) 

 

Gail Steward: (From Hartlepool). Arrived in Japan in 1988 to work as a private language school 

teacher in Nagoya. Continued to move in and out of Japan while she gained a master’s degree and 

later a doctorate in political science. Now lives in Tokyo with her Welsh husband and lectures at a 

university in Kyoto. (Interviewed: 22nd June 2008) 

 

Karen Watanabe: (From Hampshire) Taught in China and then came to Japan for the first time in 

2001 to work at eikaiwa A and then eikaiwa D. Graduated from Leicester University and returned 

there in 2004 to do a master’s degree in TESOL and applied linguistics, before taking teaching jobs 

in the United Kingdom, Indonesia and Bosnia. Returned to Japan in 2008 to work for private 

university in eastern Tokyo. Met her Japanese husband briefly while he was working in England 

and they reconnected when she returned to Japan. Now married with one child she lectures part-

time at another university. (Interviewed: 28th May 2016) 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

 

This is a qualitative research project investigating the lives of a sample group of British women who 

have migrated to Japan and who remain (or have remained) there long-term: working, marrying, 

and raising children. Comprised of oral history interviews, it is an analysis of their subjective 

migrant experiences, and it asks a series of research questions: what push or pull factors have led 

these educated women to migrate? Why have they chosen to migrate to Asia and to an apparently 

strict, patriarchal society? How does their gender and their foreignness affect their migration 

experiences in the workplace, in daily life, and within the family? How have their self-perceptions 

altered as women, as Britons, and as ‘gaijin’ - a migrant identity imposed upon them by their host 

nation? What does it mean to be a modern ‘western barbarian’ (a historical Japanese term for 

European foreigners) in Japan? 

 

Although the sample set is small, this research is important for several reasons. Previous migration 

research has tended to focus solely on men, who are more likely to migrate for economic reasons. 

Such studies have generally assumed that women follow men as passive dependents (as spouses or 

other family members) or have ignored them altogether (Morokvasic, 1984, pp. 899). After some 

brief scholarly interest in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the prevailing view (Kofman, 1999 on 

migration to the European Union) seems to be that research on gender and migration is ‘frozen and 

stalled’ (Donato, Enriquez and Llewellyn, 2017, pp. 1). Yet according to the United Nations 

(United Nations, 2017), women comprise nearly half - 48% - of all international migrants and 

exceed the number of male migrants in 57 destination countries. In this paper I will consider a 

number of linked factors that compel women to migrate: an increasing sense of ambition in career-

minded women, a lack of career path for female graduates at home, continuing gender 

discriminatory practices in the workplace, the influence of male colleagues and partners, the 

cultural trend towards going abroad after graduation, and a greater acceptability of the idea of 

women travelling solo and for adventure. 

 

When female migrants are considered at all, research often focuses on women who migrate to find 

low-skilled work (as domestics, care workers, in the sex industry, as mail order brides) or in the 

context of human-trafficking. This is partly due to the assumption that women migrate for social 

and family reasons: to follow migrating men or to send money back home to family members. 

Consequently, in previous research on skilled migration. women have again been ignored (note 
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Kofman, 1999; Kofman and Raghuram, 2005, Marfouk, 2017). Moreover, the definition of a skilled 

profession has previously focused on science and technological jobs, areas in which men have 

traditionally dominated, while classing traditionally female professions, such as teaching and 

nursing, as low-skilled (Kofman, 1999, 2000). But an increasing number of female migrants are 

skilled and highly educated in both traditionally ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ fields of expertise and, 

in an effort to fully utilise their skills, are potentially more likely to migrate than men (Faggian, 

McCann and Shephard, 2007, Doucquier, Lowell et al, 2009). There is a ‘paucity of literature 

concerning professional and skilled women’ (Kofman 1999, pp. 273), and this paper will also 

address this issue.  

 

Japan is a patriarchal society. The World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap report (2017) 

ranks Japan 114th out of 144 countries in terms of gender equality, making it one of the worst 

countries for working women in the developed world. This researcher (Burton 2003) and Kelsky 

(2001) point out that a significant number of highly-educated Japanese women leave Japan in order 

to free themselves from gender inequalities, seeking educational and career advantages that they are 

unable to realise in Japan’s patriarchal society. What then motivates highly-educated British women 

to move in the other direction? I examine the jobs and workplaces of British female migrants to 

uncover their experiences working in 'white migrant' jobs, predominantly English-language 

teaching, and facing discrimination from an unexpected quarter, white males. However, in the long-

term, I point out that it is motivated British women - not white males - who seem to overcome 

greater obstacles and to succeed in their careers. 

 

This is also a study of white migration. Leonard (2008, pp. 47) states that, ‘White people … can 

move to new places with confidence and a sense of privilege not shared by people from other racial 

and ethnic backgrounds.’ Beaverstock (2002) and Leonard (2008) observe how white migration is 

predominantly male-led, (particularly in terms of overseas company postings of managerial elites). 

The lived experiences of white male expatriates are well-documented (for example, Leonard, 2008; 

Beaverstock, 2002, 2011; Walsh, 2007; as are the lives of white males in Japan, often by the white 

males themselves (for example, Baldwin, 2012; Murtagh, 2005; Woodford, 2014). The British 

women in this study are not male and they are not elites (and, although they are all British, not all of 

them are white). They migrated to Japan alone (or, in two cases, accompanying Japanese husbands 

and, in one case, accompanying a foreign husband) and their gendered experiences as white females 

differ from those of white males. In Asia, the white male is a commodified symbol of power and 
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authority (Bailey 2007; Stanley 2012). The independent white female is an anomaly, sometimes 

even to herself. 'A sense of privilege' may be apparent among the wives of the male expatriates but 

not among the women in this study. 

 

The decision to focus on British women in Japan is key to this migration study. The British in Japan 

occupy an interesting niche within white migrant communities worldwide. The legacy of the British 

empire has left settlements of Britons and their descendants in most countries of the world. Within 

Asia, India, Burma, Singapore, Hong Kong and Malaysia are all former British colonies. Many 

expatriate studies (Beaverstock 2002, 2011; Leonard 2008) concentrate on former British colonial 

outposts that continue to host large communities of British citizens in societies which are used to 

the enduring British presence, a presence which continues to enjoy many of the benefits of 

postcolonial life. Japan was never colonised. It was defeated and then briefly occupied by the Allies 

(predominantly the United States of America), and it is Americans, as members of the world’s first 

economic power, who dominate most white migrant communities today, including Japan. In 

contrast, the British community in Japan is small, and does not have to deal with issues arising from 

(nor the benefits of) the legacy of colonialism.  

 

Moreover, Japan does not welcome migrants. Despite a declining birth rate – 1.44 in 2016 

(Statistics Bureau, 2018), it enforces strict border controls and maintains a policy of rejecting nearly 

all refugee applications: approving only 20 in 2017 out of a total of 19,629 applications – a further 

45 were permitted to remain on humanitarian grounds (Ministry of Justice, 2018). Additionally, 

widespread xenophobia (a mistrust of and criminalising of foreigners), the influence of Nihonjinron 

(the belief that the Japanese are unique) and unequal laws for Japanese and foreigners (Morita 2017: 

Smith 2017) serves to deter many highly-skilled foreigners who may have initially sought work in 

the country. With a total population of 126,933,000, only 2% (2,382,822) are classified as 'foreign 

national residents', comprising foreigners on limited-term working visas and those with leave to 

remain indefinitely. Of these, the overwhelming proportion – 1,909,639 - are Asians, 234,213 are 

from South America, 66,043 are from North America, 59,183 are from Europe (including the 

United Kingdom, 13,626 are from Oceania, and 6,831 are from Africa. Britons make up 16,454 of 

the foreign resident population of Japan, a very small number (Statistics Bureau, 2018). 

 

Although this paper focuses on a small minority group, it adds to a previously neglected area of 

study, the migration of skilled white female migrants. It situates skilled British female migrants to 
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Japan within the context of white migrant communities worldwide and acknowledges how modern 

economic forces, advances in equal rights and gender equality but combined with continuing gender 

discrimination, propel more educated women to leave the United Kingdom and to relocate 

elsewhere. 

 

Methodology 

 

This qualitative, oral history research paper is based on an analysis of transcripts of interviews with 

18 British women ranging in age from 25 to 65 (at the time of interview), who have lived in Japan 

from between four to fifty years. Fourteen of the interviewees are Caucasian, one is of African 

descent, one is of Indian descent, and one has a Japanese mother. All were born and raised in the 

United Kingdom. Some of the women were interviewed once, others two or three times over a 

period of several years. Six of the interviewees also feature in the creative project Gaijin: Japan 

through western eyes. Recorded interviews were also carried out with other foreign women and 

with British men. Casual, non-recorded interviews were carried out with other foreign women either 

in groups or one-to-one. Some interviews were carried out – either recorded or casually - with 

foreign women who have chosen to leave Japan before the two-year minimum residential limit of 

the study. Casual interviews were carried out for two reasons: to help design a preliminary set of 

research questions and later, to test hypotheses, discuss findings and gain feedback. 

 

This study also benefits from participant observation. This researcher lived and worked in Japan for 

14 years: as an assistant language teacher in a Japanese high school (on the Japanese government’s 

Exchange Teaching programme), as a Monbukagakusho (Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology – also known as MEXT) scholar and as a tertiary lecturer. 

However, only one of the interviewees, Laura, was known to me before this study. We were two 

women who, along with 20 men (19 white males and one black male), took part in a Japanese 

government-sponsored scholarship programme. I am a Caucasian, tertiary-educated British woman 

with a doctorate in history and training in oral history interviewing techniques. 

 

Interviewees were contacted in various ways: through internet support groups, through their blogs, 

and using the snowball method. Women were interviewed who then passed my contact details to 

their British friends. Since some of the interviewees requested anonymity pseudonyms have been 

used for all names except for those featured in Gaijin. 
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Due to the lack of published memoirs, empirical data and other resources, oral history was chosen 

as the best method of research, with the researcher personally interviewing all the women in this 

study. Personal testimony highlights individual experiences but together these form a collective 

experience and what Bertaux (1981) terms a ‘saturation of knowledge’. Interviewees' answers are 

sometimes contradictory – no-one's migration experiences are all the same - and this study accepts 

and expresses that fact. I have taken an inductive approach (grounded theory), conducting free-

flowing interviews in order to be open to new – less gender-based and gender-biased – theories.  

 

Britons are a minority migrant group in Japan, and British women even more so. In any town or 

small city, it is likely that British women all know each other (hence the request for anonymity). As 

my academic colleague, Laura, noted: 

 

There are no British women. That’s the reason we were friends for so long because you were 

the only British woman I knew ... In my [Japanese] university there were a couple of British 

men and I was friends with British guys ... so it was just recently that I met this other 

woman ... and she was introduced by a Canadian friend and it was all these Canadians and 

this one British woman, and then I was British as well with all these Canadians but, yeah, 

there aren’t really any, are there? 

 

Consequently, although this study focuses on British women, many of the interviewees' responses 

refer to Caucasian/western foreigners in general.  

 

A note on the terms ‘white’ and ‘western’ is necessary here. Although these labels can be 

problematic particularly within the area of race studies, they are words that are commonly used 

within studies on English language teaching and by the British interviewees in this study. The 

Japanese word ‘gaikokujin’ (‘or ‘gaijin’ for short) translates as foreigner but is commonly used for 

white, western foreigners only. Asian foreigners, for example, are more likely to be labelled by their 

nationalities. ‘Gaikokujin’ covers several nationalities, predominantly Europeans, North Americans 

and Antipodeans. Apart from the Dutch, these were nationalities who were prohibited from entering 

Japan for 200 years until the 1850’s. They were termed by the Japanese ‘western barbarians’ and 

the term ‘westerner’ and the ‘West’ is still in common use today in Japan to describe and self-
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describe migrants from Europe, North America, and the Antipodes.  The word ‘expatriate’ is also a 

contested term but one commonly used in migration studies. Since all these words are commonly 

used in the available academic literature and by the interviewees, I have chosen to use them in this 

study. The term ‘white’ (and to a lesser extent, Caucasian) is also used by both Japanese and 

foreigners in Japan. ‘Whiteness’ and English-language ability are both high status attributes in 

Japan’s hierarchical society. Native speakers of English are paid considerably more than Japanese 

English-language teachers (Kubota, 2011), while language schools know that the presence of a 

white (preferably male) foreigner on the teaching staff attracts more students (Kubota, 2011, pp. 

484-485). The English language and whiteness are both romanticised and commodified terms in 

Japan and I therefore use them where necessary in this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2: GENDERED ROUTES TO JAPAN 

 

Introduction 

 

Until the mid-twentieth century, movement to another country was a decision with which one lived 

for a lifetime. Because of the expense and the distance, migration was often a one-way trip, and one 

fraught with dangers, including war, disease and starvation. 

 

After 1945, Britons began to migrate in greater numbers, seeking to escape post-war poverty, 

rationing and job shortages. Most migrated to the United States. Others sought new lives in 

Commonwealth destinations such as Canada and New Zealand where they assumed the British 

lifestyle endured. The 'Ten Pound Poms' who, due to age restrictions were mainly single people and 

those with young families, took advantage of an assisted passage migration scheme to relocate to 

Australia (Hammerton and Thomson, 2005). 

 

From the late sixties and seventies, the introduction of the jumbo jet brought an end to ocean-going 

migration and prompted the rise of cheap air fares. More people began to travel purely for pleasure 

and adventure. The cheap European holiday, to a beach in Spain or a club on a Mediterranean 

island, grew in popularity. 

 

In the nineties, Alex Garland's novel 'The Beach' (1996) and the subsequent Leonardo diCaprio 

movie (2000) helped to popularize youth travel, particularly to cheap Asian countries where a 

student grant or savings from a Saturday job went further. The idea grew that young people should 

gain life experience by doing a Gap Year or embarking on a big OE (Overseas Experience). 

Whether backpacking, hitch-hiking or inter-railing, going abroad had never been easier. 

 

In the present day, television shows such as Location Down Under and Homes in the Sun continue 

to fuel the desire for a life far away from grey days, a continuing recession, and rising property 

prices. In the twenty-first century, the desire to travel abroad for a few years or to move away for 
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good is open to those of any gender, class, and economic situation, and is a readily accepted option 

at any stage of life: post-graduation, for young families, in prime earning years, and in retirement. 

 

According to the United Nations (UN DESA 2018) an estimated 3,795,662 Britons – greater than 

the population of Wales - live abroad (United Nations, 2018 – figures for the year 2017). The top 

five destinations for Britons seeking to live overseas are, in order of popularity: Australia 

(1,351,806), the United States of America (748,206), Canada (624,411), Spain (308,872) and 

Ireland (278,040). Japan does not even make the top ten; there are only 16,990 Britons in Japan 

(according to the UN in 2017 – more -up-to-date Japanese government figures put the number at 

16,454 (Statistics Bureau, 2018)). So what forces compel British female migrants to move there? Is 

it economic considerations or dreams of a new lifestyle? Do they think they are migrating long-term 

or simply embarking on an adventure? Are they directed by push or pull forces of migration: are 

they leaving unsatisfactory lives in Britain or attracted to better situations in Japan? 

 

The main impetus appears, at first glance, to be work. Of the 18 interviewed, 12 arrived in Japan 

having already secured employment, namely English-language teaching jobs. Four of these were 

recruited straight out of university as assistant language teachers (ALT’s) on the Japanese 

government’s Exchange Teaching programme (JET). 

 

The Jet Programme 

 

Founded in 1978, the JET Programme is a Japanese government initiative which places native 

language speakers in Japanese schools as assistant language teachers (ALT's). Most ALT's are 

recent university graduates and no teacher training is required. Until 2007 there was a maximum 

renewal limit of three years. This has now increased to five years. 

 

In its heyday, during the late 1980s, the Jet Programme was ‘the largest single recruiter of British 

graduates after all branches of the British civil services combined’ (Chandler and Kootnikoff, 2002, 

pp. 18). There are currently (as of July 2018) 5,528 participants on the programme from 44 different 

countries. Around half – 3,012 - are from the United States and 413 are from the United Kingdom 



Susan Karen Burton    58 

 

(Japan Exchange and Teaching Program, 2018). The Jet organisation actively recruits from British 

universities, making recruitment presentations and posting on noticeboards. 

 

Fiona Richards graduated from Manchester University in 1990 with a degree in textiles with 

management. ‘I was probably heading for a job as a buyer in a department store or something like 

that. But I got distracted.’ At that time, Japan was the world's second economic power and, while 

studying management, Fiona heard a lot about it. ‘And funnily enough my then boyfriend had spent 

a long time in Japan and had raved about it. And I thought right, I'm going to go see it.’ She applied 

to become a Jet. 

 

Laura Freeman graduated from the University of Oxford in 1992 and immediately moved to Japan. 

 

When I was at university one of my really good friends was from Hong Kong – she was 

British but kind of expat family – and I went to visit her and I had a great time. And I 

thought, ‘Wow, Asia is exciting and exotic. I want to see more of it.’ And when I was in the 

last year of university I saw the advert for the Jet programme in the university magazine and 

I thought, 'Ooh.' 

 

Alisha Harding was alerted to the programme by a fellow student at Sheffield University who had 

already sent in an application. She suggested that Alisha apply too, because she felt she had 

qualities that the programme was looking for. At that time Alisha was studying hospital 

administration but, after an internship in a hospital, she realised she no longer wished to do this. 

 

I’d no idea what I wanted to do. So she said, ‘This job would be fantastic for you. You 

should try. They want people who are really outgoing,' [laughs] - loud - and so I applied for 

it and I got it. And that’s how I ended up in Japan. I had no sort of dreams or yearning to 

come to Japan, it just sort of happened that way. 

 

She arrived in 1993. 
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Eikawa – private language/conversation schools 

 

Seven other interviewees were recruited by eikaiwa, private language/conversation schools. The 

language school industry is the largest employer of native English-speaking foreigners in Japan, and 

remains the easiest way for an English-speaking foreigner to get into the country on a working visa. 

The top six chain language schools are (or were): Nova, ECC, Aeon, GEOS, Berlitz and Gaba. 

Many of the interviewees worked for a time at one or more of these schools. However, at their 

request, the actual schools will not be identified but referred to as eikaiwa A, B, C etc. 

 

Mary taught Japanese students at eikaiwa C in London.  ‘I thought, why am I teaching English to 

Japanese people in London when I could be doing it in Tokyo?’ She arrived in 1985. ‘I’d initially 

decided I’d give it three months and see how I went.’ 

 

Gail Steward answered a newspaper advertisement for a job at a small, private eikaiwa in the city of 

Nagoya in 1988. 

 

I first came here as an English teacher just after I graduated from college. I just wanted to 

live in a different country, and it was during the bubble economy and it was easy to get 

work. It wasn’t particularly Japan, I just wanted to live abroad and got the job and have 

been coming and going ever since. 

 

Originally from Manchester, Sarah McDonald came to Japan over twenty years ago with a degree in 

English and history from a British university, and a postgraduate teaching qualification. She took a 

job with a small, private eikaiwa which had been founded by a former student. 

 

Originally I was working in Switzerland and I was teaching there and I felt like a break 

from Europe … I’d studied Chinese history as part of my degree at university so I wanted to 

be kind of closer to China. So I came out to Japan with the idea of maybe visiting China. 
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Karen Watanabe also had previous overseas teaching experience. The year before she came to 

Japan she had been teaching in China which was, she says, ‘OK.’ She enjoyed travelling and her 

brother, who was at that time living in Singapore, suggested she try Japan where there were 

apparently a lot of jobs. The big chain language schools were advertising in the Guardian 

newspaper and Karen applied. She came to Japan in 2001 to work for eikaiwa A. 

 

In 2005, at age 23, Rhona Campbell had graduated from the University of Strathclyde with a degree 

in English literature, had back-packed around Europe and had returned to a waitressing job. She 

knew she wanted to go somewhere and considered applying to a postgraduate course in the United 

States until she saw the cost of the fees. She began job-hunting instead. ‘I was just trying to cast my 

net as wide as possible,’ she says. 

 

While I was looking for jobs, any kind of jobs, magazine jobs or whatever, on an alumni 

website I saw this, ‘Teach English in Japan.’ And I thought, well, that might buy me some 

time. 

 

She completed an online application which took only 15 minutes and she attended an interview in 

Glasgow the following week. She admits that if the interview had necessitated her travelling to 

London, she would not have bothered. Three months later, she arrived in Tokyo as an English 

teacher for eikaiwa B. It was she admits, the path of least resistance. ‘I just went with the flow, 

whatever came my way. I expected to be here for a year.’ 

 

Davina McFadyen loves travelling and had visited Japan on a ten-day holiday 13 years earlier. She 

enjoyed the food, the fashion and the history.  She returned home to her job as a primary school 

teacher but became increasingly frustrated with the 70-hour working weeks and the never-ending 

marking. 

 

After a few years of the teaching I was like, ‘Hold on, I'm working way too hard. This is 

going to spiral and I can't see the situation getting any better. So let's just have a one-year 

time out. Just relax a little bit, enjoy life, and do it in another country.’ I mean I could have 

gone to Europe. I speak French to quite a decent standard and wanted to become fluent so 

that would be the place to do it, but I thought, 'Ah, Japan's quite exciting. Let's see what 

happens.' 

 

In 2006, she took a job with eikawa B. 



Susan Karen Burton    61 

 

 

After completing a master’s degree in Teaching English as a Foreign Language at Portsmouth 

University in 2012, Alison Brookes taught at three language schools in London and Portsmouth 

where she worked with colleagues who had extensive experience teaching abroad. She too decided 

to go abroad for a year and teach. She looked at the Gulf states which offered high, tax-free salaries, 

and also at Italy and Eastern Europe. When she saw an advertisement for a job at a small, 

independent language school in Chiba, eastern Tokyo, she was open to the possibility because she 

had visited Japan in 2008 on a two-week holiday with the Girl Guides. 

 

I was looking for a job anywhere in the world basically and I saw an advert for a school 

here, so I thought, ‘That's great, I know this area. If everything goes horribly wrong, there 

are people I could get in touch with.’ 

 

She arrived in Japan in September 2012 to work for a small, private eikaiwa. 

 

Tertiary Education 

 

Eikaiwa teachers are predominantly recent graduates without postgraduate qualifications (although 

this is changing as competition for a dwindling number of jobs becomes fiercer). But to get a job at 

one of Japan’s 777 public or private universities or 341 junior colleges, postgraduate qualifications 

are necessary. Whilst several of the interviewees went on to forge careers in universities, only 

Meena Cooper was hired from outside Japan by a Japanese university. With a master’s degree in 

women’s studies, she was recruited to a satellite campus by her alma mater, the University of 

Bradford. 

 

I came to Japan in October 1994 and it was a very short process from thinking nothing 

about Japan to being here. A job literally came through the letterbox from my old university, 

and it said that they were looking for people to teach at their [overseas] campus ... So I just 

looked and it said ‘Japan’ and I thought, ‘Ooh, that’s interesting.’ That’s all. I actually 

wanted to go to Hong Kong, so I thought, ‘Well, Japan’s near enough,’ so I phoned and I 

applied … I didn’t think to learn Japanese, I didn’t think anything, I just thought, ‘I’m going 

out.’ 
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With Japanese Husbands 

 

Eleven of the 18 interviewees arrived in Japan to work and with working visas in hand. Of the other 

six, two arrived with Japanese husbands, two as tourists/backpackers, one with a British husband, 

and one as a university exchange student. All however, found work in Japan upon arrival. 

 

The two women who arrived in Japan as wives of Japanese men both met their Japanese husbands 

abroad. Christine Notaro has lived in Japan since 1965. With a degree in geography, in 1963 she 

quit her job in London and travelled by scooter to Greece where she worked at the office of an 

expert in human settlements. There she met her Japanese husband, a Harvard-trained urban designer 

who was spending a year in Greece before going home. They were introduced by her aunt who had 

been her husband's professor at Harvard.   

 

So I met my husband in Athens and, come August, he was going to be leaving to go back to 

Japan, and I decided I was going to leave Greece too. I had a job offer in London, a job 

offer in Edinburgh and I’d applied for a job in Cardiff and didn’t yet know the result. But 

instead I decided to get married and come to Japan. 

 

Jenna Hughes is a professionally-trained actress. She met her Japanese husband while travelling in 

Africa and moved to Japan with him in 2002. 

 

I met this little Japanese guy who didn't speak any English and we just sort of hung out and 

travelled for three months, and then I went back to London and then he came a month 

afterwards … [then I] popped over to Japan for a month, loved it … and I did actually get 

pregnant first which was great but it meant that I didn't want to work in theatre anymore, so 

therefore we decided to move to Japan. 
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Tourists/Backpackers 

 

Japan remains a popular destination for backpackers and Gap Year tourists. Two interviewees 

arrived in Japan in this way. 

 

After graduating with a degree in dairy farming in 1965, Elizabeth Oliver and two friends set out to 

travel to central Asia by train from Moscow. Elizabeth then travelled down to Hong Kong with the 

idea of going on to Australia. However, the week before she left England, she had attended a house 

party where she had met the CEO of a Japanese electric company who had given her his card and 

suggested that she look him up if she was ever in Japan. 

 

I went down through China to Canton, and then over to Hong Kong and in Hong Kong in 

the port there was a cargo boat which was going to Kobe and I was thinking, 'Well, do I go 

to Australia or whatever?' And I had this guy's name card in my pocket so I thought, 'Why 

not? Let's go to Kobe.' It took two days or something. Got to Kobe, rang him up and said, 

'I've arrived.' He couldn't believe it. And he was absolutely wonderful. He was my, kind of, 

patron, a fantastic guy. His family were great. I stayed with him and then I rented a little 

apartment in Nishinomiya. 

 

Japan is a much more expensive destination than it was in the 1960s and 1970s with the result that 

most travellers soon carry on to cheaper Asian destinations. One who stayed is Liverpudlian Diane 

Orrett, who arrived in Japan in 1990 with a backpack and map. 

 

I never had a plan, never ever had a plan. [I] left England with a one-way ticket to 

Australia, just went travelling around and then it was always like, ‘Well, where should I go 

now?’ … and [I’d] get a map out. ‘Oh, why not go there?’ So I thought, ‘I'll go to Japan and 

then figure out where I want to go after that.’ 

 

With a British husband 

 

In 2006, Kaitlin O'Connor and her husband were settled in Northern Ireland where he did contract 

work in computing and Kaitlin ran her own small technology company. 'He told me he was 
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perfectly happy with our life, that he liked the company that we were working for, that he liked our 

house, we'd just got a car on lease. Everything was great.' But then he saw a small online 

advertisement for computing personnel in Japan. They sold their house, gave their car to a friend 

and moved to Tokyo. 

 

Exchange student 

 

Emiko Evans is British-born with a Japanese mother. While studying at a British university, she 

came to Japan in 2000. ‘I came to Japan as an exchange student and I loved it so much and I started 

a band and I really wanted to have a go at music in Tokyo so I took another year out of university to 

just try and do music in Japan.’ 

 

Socio-economic status of interviewees 

 

What if, anything unites these women? Geographically, the interviewees come from all four 

countries in the United Kingdom: England (London, Manchester, Liverpool, Somerset, Hartlepool, 

Nottingham, Stockport,) Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

 

In terms of socio-economic status, Elizabeth Oliver and Christine Notaro are the only two with 

obviously upper middle-class backgrounds. Elizabeth Oliver was privately educated, and both 

graduated from universities during the 1960s, at a time when comparatively few women acquired a 

tertiary education. (In 1960, 16,851 men graduated with first degrees from UK universities and 

2,994 with higher degrees. In the same year, 5,575 women graduated with first degrees and 279 

with higher degrees (House of Commons Library, 2012). 

 

Most women came from families which could be described as either working or lower middle class. 

Kaitlin identifies as solidly working-class. ‘I grew up in a working-class part of Belfast. People in 

my family didn’t go to university. We didn’t stay in school past the age of 16.’ Others could be 

described as Gail describes herself - ‘middle class but from working class parents.’ Gail's mother 

was a teacher and her father worked for the Board of Education. They were the first generation of 

her family to go to university and brought her up to believe that she would too. Several mentioned 
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that their parents appeared to view education as a means of social advancement. Consequently, it is 

the pursuit of education and of fulfilling careers which seems to unite the interviewees. 

 

Lack of a clear career path for female graduates 

 

One unifying feature is that all the interviewees are well-educated; they all have university degrees, 

and some have master’s degrees which they gained either before arrival, in Japan, or during a 

temporary absence from Japan. Two hold doctorates. This is not so surprising since most of the 

women entered Japan on working visas and an undergraduate degree is the minimal requirement. 

The Jet programme generally requires a 2:1 degree or higher. 

 

From the 1970s, the Women’s Liberation Movement championed tertiary education as a way to 

achieve gender parity. In 1960, 5,575 women and 16,851 men graduated from university in England 

and Wales. In 1990, there were 33,866 female, and 43,297 male graduates. Since 2000, more 

women – 133,316 - have graduated from university than men - 109,930. Additionally, a British 

government (Blairite in the 1990s) policy of widening participation in higher education means that, 

in England and Wales, 40% of 18-30-year-olds now attend university (House of Commons Library, 

2012), and most of them are women.  

 

Possibly because of the increasing participation rates of women in higher education, all the 

interviewees come across as very ambitious and eager to achieve life goals. 

 

[When]I was a small child I had an idea in my head that I wanted to be a lawyer and a 

doctor and an actress and a singer and a writer, and as a hobby I'd done a lot of these 

things, the singing and the writing and I was very academic as well ... (Rhona) 

 

Some talked of recognising the increased opportunities for women as they were growing up.  
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I think growing up in the eighties when Margaret Thatcher was prime minister in the UK, I 

think I grew up in a place where you didn't really make those [gender] distinctions, women 

could do whatever they wanted to do. (Karen) 

 

Those who grew up after the 1970s talked of political changes, increased access to education, and 

the 'girl power' movement of the 1990s. They cited these reasons as their impetus to achieve all that 

they could. However, it was noticeable that few had any concrete ideas of what they wanted to do 

upon graduation. This was particularly apparent in the interviewees who had graduated in the 

eighties when women were increasingly expected to 'have it all', a fulfilling career and a family. 

Whilst they had been guided towards a university education by parents, schools and prevailing 

social change - and were optimistic that their educations put them on an equal career footing with 

men - they seemed unaware of how to achieve this. 

 

… I wanted to try and put all these things together to do some kind of job that excited me but 

I didn't know what that job was. I had no idea how to make the connection between what I 

wanted to do and what I could do and the chances and where to find them. (Rhona) 

 

Some hinted at a lack of self-confidence, particularly in comparison with male cohorts. Several 

talked of male classmates having clear ideas of their career goals and options and attending 'milk 

round' events (which intimidated many female students) where they were channelled into jobs at 

large companies and finance houses. Many of the interviewees searched, sometimes desperately, for 

jobs and accepted whatever they were offered. 

 

I think the application for [Jet] was much earlier than a lot of the milk round jobs so this 

was decided pretty early on in the academic year, so I didn’t have to worry about job 

hunting after that. So it was kind of a relief. (Laura) 

 

After graduating with a master’s degree, Meena recalls her desperation to find full-time work.  

‘You’re just seeing ‘full-time’. Japan – well, Japan’s a minor part. You’re seeing ‘full-time 

academia’. That was my thing. To be full-time and the title of lecturer. That’s it. You would take 

anything to get your foot in the door.’ 
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They were therefore open to the advertisements from Japanese schools and colleges who were, and 

to a lesser extent still are, pro-active in recruiting young, native English-speaking graduates. 

 

Previous studies of gendered migration (Marfouk 2017, and Doucquier, Lowell and Marfouk, 2009) 

suggest that highly-educated women are more likely to migrate than low-skilled women, while 

Faggian, McCann and Sheppard (2007) note that in the UK female university graduates more likely 

to migrate (regionally, within the United Kingdom) than male graduates. Bang and Mitra (2011) 

and Ruyssen and Salamone (2018) even suggest a direct correlation between gender bias and female 

migration. The implication is that women migrate to follow their career ambitions and ‘as a means 

of partially compensating for gender differences in the ease of accessing labour markets’ (Faggian, 

McCann and Sheppard, 2007 pp. 158). In this way, gender discrimination actively compels female 

graduates to migrate to regions where they perceive they may overcome – or at least temporarily 

side-step - gender biases in labour recruitment. The experiences of the interviewees in this study 

supports these findings and adds an extra dimension. Ambitious British women will migrate not 

only within the United Kingdom but outside it. But gender bias is not the only factor that took the 

interviewees abroad. 

 

Japan as a desired destination for men 

 

With the exception of Davina (who had visited Japan before on holiday) and Emi (who is half-

Japanese), none of the interviewees stated that Japan was a country that they had desired to visit, 

either for work or for pleasure. ‘I would have gone anywhere. It wasn’t that I wanted to come here.’ 

(Gail) 

 

But several mentioned that it was a desired destination for men and in some cases it was male 

friends or boyfriends who first mentioned Japan to them. As noted above, it was the influence of 

Fiona's boyfriend who 'had spent a long time in Japan and had raved about it' which had compelled 

her to apply to the Jet Programme. Rhona Ferguson had a ‘very intelligent’ flatmate who talked at 

length about Japan as a country he always wanted to visit and about his desire to learn the language. 

‘I was living with a male friend in Glasgow at the time I applied and he had been talking about 

going to Japan and I think that's probably what put the idea in my head.’ Whilst Rhona had no 
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doubts that her male flatmate would one day go to Japan, ‘I thought of it as somewhere that was so 

far beyond my grasp that I wouldn't be able to go and it annoyed me that he talked about it.’ 

 

While studying computing at university, Kaitlin's boyfriend (now husband) had interned for a year 

at a Tokyo company. She had visited him there and hated the whole experience, although they had 

returned several times since. 

 

He loved Japan, I didn't. But he did. And we'd been a number of times on holiday, in fact, 

we'd been that year – that was 2006 – and we'd been on holiday because we were here for 

our tenth wedding anniversary because he loved Japan and I thought it would be sweet - 

even if I wasn't as into it – to come back to somewhere that he really liked. But I can assure 

you that if anyone had said we would be living in Japan by the end of the year I would have 

laughed in their face. 

 

Japan seems to be a country that attracts western men more than western women. According to the 

Japanese 2010 Census (the latest year for which gender figures are currently available), the British 

resident population that year numbered 9,872 (Statistics Bureau, 2018). Of these: 

 

United Kingdom – foreign female residents: 2,488 

United Kingdom – male foreign residents: 7,384 

 

In comparison the figures for the United States were: 

 

United States – female foreign residents: 13,386 

United States – male foreign residents: 24,941 

 

There are almost double the number of men from the United Kingdom and the United States 

resident in Japan than women from those same countries. According to casual discussions with 

western men and judging by the number of books published by male writers, they often seem pulled 

to Japan by economic and cultural forces: from a desire to create wealth to an interest in martial 

arts, manga, anime or literature. One British man I spoke with on this subject recalled that when he 

arrived in Japan on the Jet programme, he went out for dinner with a group of six or seven western 

male colleagues and when they went around the table stating why they had come to Japan, they all 

answered, ‘to become a writer.’ The name of British writer David Mitchell has come up several 

times in conversation with westerners in Japan but few people – men or women – can name any 
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contemporary western female writers (for example, Isabella Bird, Angela Carter or Mo Hayder). 

(There are two books on the subject of foreign writers in Japan. Western Writers in Japan (Okada, 

1998) profiles 14 male writers who lived and wrote in Japan, and only one chapter on a female 

writer, Iris Murdoch who, although interested in Buddhism, never visited Japan. Japan through 

Writers’ Eyes (Ingrams, 2009) includes 16 female writers – 9 Japanese, 7 foreign – out of a total of 

88 writers. This supports the findings of the literature review that male writers are published far 

more than female. It also suggests that one legacy of male writers dominating works on Japan is that 

it continues to act as a draw to budding male writers today.) 

 

And of course, there are those men who have an interest in Japanese women. The dominant 

narrative of the submissive oriental women endures. To take just one (deliberately ironic) quotation 

from one of the many first-person accounts of their experiences in Japan by men: 

 

Like countless other gaijin confronted by delicious Japanese femininity, I was briefly and 

pathetically unable to resist the illusion that they might have detected in me the elemental 

masculinity that had so far eluded them, or that they had sensed a hidden promise of 

freedom and wealth that only a Western man could fulfil. (May, 2005, pp. 108) 

 

The author, Simon May, freely acknowledges that, few, if any, Japanese women ‘are Madam 

Butterflies who live to serve and submit in every conceivable way’ but the idea persists in the minds 

of impressionable men. Some international relationships naturally result in marriage which accounts 

for some of the disparity in figures. (In 2015, 44 British women married Japanese men, and 235 

British men married Japanese women. In the same year, 199 American women married Japanese 

men, and 1,127 American men married Japanese women - Statistics Bureau, 2018). 

 

Edward Said notes that Orientalism is an ‘exclusively male province … This is especially evident in 

the writing of travellers and novelists: women are usually the creatures of a male power-fantasy’ 

(Said 1978, pp. 207). For some male migrants to Japan, it remains the exotic Orient. 

 

Male migrants may also exert a strong pull force on other males. In his account of two years on the 

Jet Programme, participant Simon Baldwin acknowledges as much.  

 

At school in geography class, we had learned about ‘push and pull factors’ …. Japan had 

never been somewhere that I’d thought much about before, but one day a friend who had 

ventured there started sending me his stories. (2012, Kindle online) 
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In contrast, most of the interviewees gave little thought to where they were going. Before arrival, 

none of them spoke any Japanese and several would have been hard pressed to find Japan on a map. 

 

I knew absolutely nothing about Japan, I was completely ignorant. It was pre-internet days. 

I got the job and stumbled off the plane without a word of Japanese. (Gail) 

 

Nothing, Nothing.  I didn’t even know they had earthquakes.  (Sarah) 

 

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Really nothing. I didn’t even know where it was. (Alisha) 

 

Japan is a patriarchal society and one in which many western males envision a successful future. 

But Japan seems to hold fewer attractions for women, very few according to the testimonies of 

these interviewees. In terms of the push/pull factors of migration therefore, it seems obvious that 

whilst more men are pulled to Japan, women are more likely to be pushed. 

 

Youth culture of travelling for work and for adventure 

 

Although Japan was not a desired destination, the interviewees - like male friends and colleagues - 

did have an interest in travelling outside the United Kingdom. Rather than being pulled to a 

particular destination, most were primed by cultural mores to leave. Since the late eighties and early 

nineties, youth travel – the Gap Year, the Big OE (Overseas Experience), the graduation trip - has 

developed as a phenomenon similar to the popularity of the Grand Tour in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries (Grabowski, Wearing et al, 2017). Most of the women voiced an expectation 

that they would travel. ‘Yeah, when I graduated from college I thought that I would work and travel 

for a couple of years. That was always my plan.’ (Gail) 

 

I just thought this was a springboard to the rest of the world and I would do my year here 

and then I would travel and then I would go home and get a proper job and settle down. 

(Alisha) 
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Five of the interviewees, Mary, Sarah, Christine, Karen and Alison had worked abroad before 

coming to Japan. It was for them, simply another destination. ‘I love to travel anywhere so when the 

opportunity came up, I was like, yep, I want to do that too.’ (Alison) 

 

Three of the interviewees (Laura, Diane and Elizabeth) stated that their original plan was to reach 

Australia (Laura and Elizabeth have not yet ruled this out) but most had no particular destination in 

mind. But the interviewees also needed funds. And Japan was the country which offered a salary. 

 

I cast my net wide and that was the one that came back immediately. And was also going to 

take me out of the country which was a bonus. [Were you looking to leave the country?] Yes. 

I'd been backpacking in Europe and I'd had enough of Scotland. I wanted to go somewhere.  

(Rhona) 

 

Conclusion: Accidental migrants 

 

Certainly, the interviewees’ explanations of their decisions to migrate suggest the existence of a 

gender brain drain. They are skilled graduates, ambitious, eager to embark on fulfilling careers and 

expecting to benefit from changes in society brought about by the Women’s Liberation Movement. 

At the same time, they are placed at a gendered disadvantage, apparently given access to tertiary-

level educations which could lead to graduate careers but without much in the way of career 

guidance, and then seemingly unable to access - or wary of - traditional male recruitment markets 

such as the milk round. The OECD (2013) notes that globally ‘brain drain’ is more pronounced for 

women than for men. A study of 12 OECD countries found that the proportion of female 

international migrants in highly skilled occupations exceeds 36% in 12 countries. (See also 

Marfouk, 2017) Men dominate British graduate recruitment programmes (Daily Telegraph, 2016) 

but the Association of Graduate Recruiters points out that although there are more female graduates 

than male, more men are hired because they apply to graduate schemes in greater numbers than 

women (Daily Telegraph, 2016). They attribute this to the difficulty in attracting women to graduate 

programmes in the first place, noting that women seem to lack confidence at the hiring stage (BBC, 

2016) and do not believe that they will be offered the same career opportunities as men. The 

interviewees’ lack of confidence clearly emerges through the interviews along with the perception 

that male students were given access to opportunities that the women were never offered. 
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I thought I was really rubbish when I was at university so I thought my university career 

was well and truly over after I left university. I felt a bit thick, actually. I think if any one of 

my friends at university, if they said, which one of us is going to be an academic, no-one 

would have picked me. So I never thought I would be. (Laura – graduate of Oxford 

University, now a tenured professor at a Japanese university) 

 

It annoyed me that these smart people could do things that I knew I'd never be able to do. 

(Rhona – referring to her ‘very intelligent’ male flatmate) 

 

Moreover, most of the interviewees in this study are arts graduates, an academic field dominated by 

women and one which – unlike the sciences or engineering – does not lead directly into defined 

career paths. Rhona admits that after graduation she went backpacking and did waitressing while 

she, ‘tried to figure out what the hell you do with an arts degree.’ Their situation mirrors that of the 

increasing number of (generally male, middle-class) humanities graduates after the Second World 

War, a large number of whom became teachers because ‘entry to the other liberal professions … 

was still controlled by the public-school-Oxbridge-old-boy network.’ (Lodge, pp. 92 - in an article 

about the political background to the Kingsley Amis campus novel, Lucky Jim). The interviewees 

have also become teachers – in Japan. 

 

For several, the realisation that companies were not actively seeking their expertise, a lack of 

knowledge about the workings of graduate recruitment drives such as the milk round (a practice 

started in the 1960s to recruit universities’ mostly male graduates) and a perceived (or actual) bias 

by companies to hire male graduates, caused them to look for work elsewhere, sometimes with 

some degree of panic. And it was Japanese companies which benefited from this gendered, arts 

degree-qualified, brain drain.  

 

But work was not the only reason they migrated. They were also seeking to travel. The label 

‘lifestyle migrants’ (as defined by Benson and O’Reilly, 2009) also fits the interviewees. Unlike 

traditional labour migrants, lifestyle migrants are generally from the developed world, are relatively 

affluent, and are migrating either temporarily or permanently not necessarily because of extreme 

economic hardship but for a better quality or different way of life. Categories of lifestyle migrants 
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include retirees, seasonal migrants, and second homers, while reasons for migration include 

concepts such as seeking a ‘better quality of life, ‘escaping the rat race’ and ‘living the dream.’ The 

interviewees best fit into the category of ‘adventure migrants’: they migrated because migration 

enabled them to travel and to explore. ‘I just felt like an adventure,’ admits Sarah. 

 

Nevertheless, there is still a gender element to their lifestyle migration. In some cases, the 

interviewees chose to migrate because they were seeking to emulate male colleagues who seemed to 

travel so freely and to have already enjoyed opportunities working or studying abroad that the 

women had not. An internet search on the topic of women travelling solo throws up a plethora of 

websites on the dangers of foreign travel for women, newspaper accounts of women murdered 

abroad (including the murders in Japan of Lucie Blackman in 2000 and of Lindsay Hawker in 2007) 

and articles entitled, ‘Why is travelling alone still considered a risky, frivolous pursuit for women?’ 

(Bates, 2016). Adventure travel, particularly travelling solo, is still considered to some extent a 

male pursuit, at least judging by the number of travel books authored by men. But the interviewees 

ARE adventurous. Many have already worked overseas and even the two women who moved to 

Japan with Japanese husbands met them while they were travelling abroad (Christine in Greece and 

Jenna in Africa).  

 

In conclusion, Japan was not a desired destination for most of the interviewees. Highly-educated 

and ambitious but without the knowledge to convert qualifications into graduate jobs at home, they 

were pulled towards Japan by offers of work from pro-active Japanese recruiters. They saw their 

English-teaching jobs as stop-gaps while they paid off student debts and enjoyed travelling for 

pleasure. Japan was a temporary destination, a liminal space between graduation and embarking on 

their real lives and careers. Most interviewees believed they were taking a temporary absence from 

their home country in order to return better placed to find suitable graduate employment with 

newly-acquired marketable skills. These British women are in effect ‘accidental migrants’. 

 

[It was] a very on and off thing and basically it ended up being a total accident. (Fiona) I didn't 

leave on purpose. I left by accident, I would say. (Davina) My life is a series of accidents I think. 

(Gail) 
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CHAPTER 3: GENDER ISSUES IN THE WORKPLACE 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the interviewees' working lives and their gendered experiences in the 

workplace. Did the jobs for which they moved across the world live up to their expectations? What 

kinds of work did they do? What issues did the interviewees raise about their working lives? Did 

their workplace experiences differ from those of British men? 

 

British women are generally recruited by Japanese companies at the same level and to do the same 

jobs as British men however, their experiences in the workplace often differ from that of their male 

colleagues. They are more likely to encounter gender discrimination and sexual harassment. Such 

difficulties may suggest a reason why more western men than women remain in Japan. However, 

those women who do stay on appear take a more sanguine view of gender issues in the workplace as 

well as offering the opinion that, in the long-term, the Japanese workplace may offer more 

opportunities to western women than to western men. 

 

All the women in this study work or have worked in Japan. All but five of the interviewees (the two 

who married before arrival, the two who came as tourists, and Karen, who came with her employed 

husband and who is employed outside Japan) came to Japan for the purpose of work and holding 

working visas. 

 

Jet Programme 

 

Laura, Alisha, Fiona and Stacey were recruited upon graduation from university by the Jet 

Programme as assistant language teachers (ALT's). ALT's are placed in Japanese elementary, junior 

high or senior high schools and local government offices throughout Japan where they team-teach 

English-language classes with Japanese English-language teachers. Laura, Alisha and Stacey both 

remained on the programme for the full three years then allowed. They enjoyed their assignments 

and did not feel that they were treated differently from male colleagues. The Jet Programme also 
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enabled interviewees to participate in cultural events and to learn about Japanese society, so 

fulfilling their 'adventure' goals. 

 

In 1990, Alisha was sent to a junior high school in a small, country town with a population of about 

15,000 people in the mountains of Nagano prefecture. ‘I felt this was great for a while. This’d do as 

a temporary job and be a fantastic experience until – I don’t know – until I went home. I thought I 

would go home at that time.’ 

 

The annual JET salary is currently 3.36 million Yen a year (£24,625 in June 2018) (Japan Exchange 

and Teaching Program, 2018), rising to 3.96 million (£27,088) if the participant stays in post for 

more than four years. Return flights are covered by the programme and accommodation is provided 

with the participant often paying a subsidized rent. Like many of the interviewees, Laura, assigned 

to a high school in central Japan, was pleasantly surprised by Japanese salaries which were 

comparably higher than graduate salaries back home. Generous salaries were one factor which 

encouraged all the working interviewees to remain in Japan. 

 

At that time (1992) the pay for the Jet programme was much more than the pay for regular 

starting jobs in England. I remember trying to translate it - it translated to around £16,000. 

And at that time you could only get that much if you really were the best and the cream of 

the cream. … I remember a lot of my friends [in England] starting on £12-13,000. 

 

I hadn’t realised at the time how much money I would make because my maths is so bad I 

had worked out the exchange rates wrong. (Mary) 

 

Fiona was sent to Fukushima city. She also made good friends with whom she keeps in touch. 

However, she does point out that being sent into a culture about which you know nothing and 

whose language you do not speak can be very isolating. She quit the Jet programme after one year. 

 

The years before the Internet, before all the modern conveniences it was really lonely. So I 

think people now have a more easy time of it, you can be in touch with anybody any time 

and you can get hold of English reading materials. At that time I [inaudible] spoke only 

Japanese, so it was weird and isolating at times. (Fiona) 
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Fiona also voices a common complaint about the Jet programme, that ALT's, being untrained 

teachers, are underutilised in the classroom, and only asked to read passages from the textbook. 

‘Well, I wasn't really teaching most of the time. I was the human tape recorder, you know.’ 

 

You go there and they give you a book and say, ‘Read this,’ and the students repeat and then 

that’s it. So at first I was really, really disappointed and I just had very little to do. I was 

really bored at work. (Alisha) 

 

The Jet Programme’s website notes that its aim is to promote ‘internationalisation in Japan’s local 

communities’. Much of this is achieved simply by placing a foreigner in the local community, 

enabling young Japanese in particular to become used to seeing and interacting with a foreign 

person on a daily basis. This gives some idea of how foreigners may be viewed in Japan, as rare and 

temporary presences. For this reason, Jets are not required to hold teaching qualifications. They are 

also not permitted to teach alone but to team-teach only with a Japanese teacher. Consequently, the 

interviewees desires to gain useful skills were initially unfulfilled. However, for first jobs out of 

university the Jet programme was a culturally enlightening and lucrative posting, and the 

interviewees were unconcerned about the limited-term of the contracts since they assumed they 

would be returning home at the contract’s end.  

 

Eikawa 

 

During a decade of high economic growth in the 1980s, a period known as the bubble boom years, 

many increasingly wealthy Japanese travelled abroad for both business and pleasure. Studying 

English became a useful and fashionable way to spend salaries boosted by a strong Yen, and the big 

eikaiwa companies (Berlitz, Gaba, ECC, Nova, Aeon and Geos) actively recruited eager young 

graduates, particularly from the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United 

Kingdom, to teach their native language. Eikaiwa are still the largest employers of native English-

speaking foreigners in Japan. 

 

Alison, Karen, Gail, Rhona, Sarah, Mary and Davina were all recruited by language schools, 

generally from advertisements in British newspapers or online. Alisha and Laura moved to private 

language schools at the end of their Jet contracts. For those who worked at eikaiwa, their 

experiences were mixed, often paralleling Japan's economic fortunes. 

 



Susan Karen Burton    77 

 

For eikaiwa C, Mary taught in schools and in offices and wrote language tests for schools, both in 

English and in French. She was also able to take on private jobs with other language schools as well 

as freelance translation and transcription work. 

 

[Eikaiwa C] was a very useful basis for me. It offered a good salary, good flexibility in when 

you wanted to work – this was the mid-eighties of course, the boom – good location of 

classes, you had your choice of where you could work and if there weren’t any classes in 

one place you could travel to another. ...I also worked for quite a lot of other companies. 

 

Gail, arriving in Japan in 1988, also experienced eikaiwa teaching in the bubble years, and her story 

epitomises the experiences of young inexperienced graduates raking in lucrative salaries and 

enjoying themselves in the process. 

 

I hadn’t done any teaching before, well, a little bit of tutoring and stuff. It was teaching 

businessmen in companies and I basically used them as sources to learn all about Japan. Of 

course, I taught them English after a fashion as well. It was fun going out to all different 

companies, meeting different sorts of people. Because there was so much money floating 

around just at the end of the bubble, I taught a whole range of people from 16-year-old 

apprentices right up to top executives and I got a full range of people. 

 

In the nineties, the economic bubble burst. Japan fell into recession and entered its 'lost decade' 

(1991-2001) which has now reached a quarter of a century. Several eikawa have gone bankrupt 

either temporarily (Nova) or permanently (Geos), and those which survive are competing for 

smaller disposable incomes. Consequently, at some of the less reputable schools, working 

conditions have declined and training is minimal. Arriving in Japan in 2005 to work at eikaiwa B 

with no teaching experience and as a recent graduate, Rhona was given three days training, 'which 

need I say, is not sufficient.' 

 

It's conveyor belt English. They actually prefer you not to have Japanese, because you're not 

allowed to use it all in class … And obviously, the reason that they say it should be total 

immersion, I think, is so they can get less qualified teachers in. 

 

From 2001 to 2002, Karen worked in Osaka, for eikaiwa A, an experience she describes as 'hellish'. 
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She taught five days a week from 12 noon until 9pm without a break. She left at 10pm unless she 

was required to teach an after-hours class for a student who paid extra. Such working conditions 

affected teachers' physical and mental health. 

 

I was working in a box, in a room with no windows and really felt like I had come in to work 

on a conveyor belt, a production line in a country that I didn't understand and felt very 

isolated by that. (Rhona) 

 

I remember getting complaints once that I looked tired. At a lesson at nine o'clock at night. 

Sorry. My apologies. (Karen) 

 

Salaries and benefits have also been severely cut. At eikaiwa B, lessons are 40-minutes long with 

four minutes – two either side of the lesson - for lesson planning and student evaluation. The other 

twelve minutes of the hour are unpaid, which means that some teachers are then classed as part-time 

workers and so do not qualify for health or pension benefits (Japanese General Union, 2018). 

 

Teachers are encouraged to boost their salaries in various ways. The big chains often devise their 

own teaching 'method', generating a need for the students to buy the chain's dedicated textbooks. 

Teaching the school's method means less preparation for teachers, as they are provided with all 

teaching materials and are not allowed to deviate from them. For new graduates with little or no 

teaching experience, minimal training and inadequate preparation time, this can be a help. But 

several interviewees railed at the conformity of the process and what they believe is the reason 

behind it. Selling, be it lessons or books, is often a major part of an eikaiwa teacher’s job and 

supplements a salary of around 2,000 -2,500 Yen (£13.68-£17.10) per hour. 

 

[With A], if you sign on a new student you get a bonus. If you got a repeat student you get a 

bonus. I was getting loads of bonuses because lots of people were signing up. There were 

book campaigns twice a year and if you sold more books you got a bonus and I did very well 

the first time. The second time I sold nothing. (Karen) 

 

Eikaiwa students were originally ambitious, young professionals with disposable incomes and 

dreams of foreign travel and promotion. Since the recession, schools have redirected their attention 

to those who do not spend all their waking hours in the office: students, mothers and young 

children. 
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There was one little boy who cried for forty minutes solid. I think maybe he was four. And 

then they managed to sell lessons to the mother for the baby sister who was maybe a year 

and a half. And I'd have two of them. (Karen) 

 

Alison worked not for a large eikaiwa but for a small private language school which had a policy of 

recruiting teachers who were new to Japan and consequently, 'were not quite so cynical and worn 

down by the Japanese system.' 

 

Foreigners becoming ‘cynical and worn down by the Japanese system’ is a common complaint in 

eikaiwa teaching. It has transformed from a lucrative job with an ample supply of students to a form 

of zero hours contract with minimal training. Some foreign staff have begun to fight back. Nova, 

Berlitz and Gaba have all been the subject of lawsuits brought by disgruntled teachers. Prior to its 

bankruptcy in October 2007, Nova had been the largest single employer of foreigners in Japan (The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 2006), recruiting, at its height, 5,000 language instructors (and 2,000 other 

foreign nationals in other roles) half of whom it would replace each year, giving some idea of the 

rapid turnover in eikaiwa (General Union, 2018, and personal communication with an ex-Nova 

employee).  

 

Life in a foreign country combined with conveyor-belt jobs that were not what the interviewees had 

envisaged led to two becoming ill. Two were prescribed antidepressants and counselling, one of 

whom was temporarily repatriated back to the United Kingdom for treatment in a psychiatric 

hospital. Others took a different approach to relieving stress - they drank. Karen initially spent her 

free time with two other eikaiwa A teachers. 

 

Eventually it felt like they were somewhat alcoholic … I've heard other people say that it's 

quite common. I've heard other people say that English teachers who are here long-term end 

up as alcoholics. And I decided I didn't really want to become an alcoholic so I kind of had a 

brief period of not spending much time with anybody. (Karen) 

 

Eikawa teaching, like Jet, is a temporary option and one that most of the interviewees were eager to 

leave. One way to achieve this is to acquire a recognised language-teaching qualification such as a 

diploma in TEFL or CETLA, an MA in Linguistics, or by gaining a PhD. Several of the 

interviewees did this. Gaining a higher qualification also opens up other teaching avenues, 

particularly teaching in colleges and universities. 
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Working in Tertiary Education 

 

There are currently 777 universities and 341 junior colleges in Japan (Statistics Bureau, 2018). At 

the time of their interviews, Laura, Gail, Alisha, Maria and Karen were all working in Japanese 

universities, either full-time or part-time. Their experiences of teaching in tertiary education in 

Japan are generally positive. 

 

After the Jet programme, Laura taught at several eikaiwa while she took Japanese language lessons. 

She then won a Monbukagakusho (Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology – also known as MEXT) scholarship which allowed her to study – fully-funded – for 

her MA and later a PhD at a Japanese university. After graduating in 2002, she began teaching at a 

university in Tokyo and is now a tenured sennin kōshi, a full-time lecturer. In the United States, 

that's an associate professor. In the United Kingdom, it's a lecturer. Laura's schedule is a full one. 

 

I’m happy being an academic. I’m not so sure about the teaching situation though because I 

think I have too many classes at the moment. I have nine. [9 x 90-minute classes] And I think 

my teaching load is too heavy to be doing – because I have other committee work as well – 

to be able to do that and do my research as well. 

 

Gail studied for her PhD at the University of Chicago, moving in and out of Japan during this time. 

Upon graduation, she found a job at one of Japan's most prestigious universities. 

 

I think the luck of the gods was with me the day I got that job … I like it there a lot, I have a 

very low teaching load, very smart students, the graduate students are great, the undergrad 

courses [and] I have an army of supergood TA's (teaching assistants). 

 

Nevertheless, tertiary education employment is no more secure than the Jet Programme or eikawa 

teaching. Laura has tenure. The others do not. The history of foreigners working for Japanese 

universities is a controversial one (Hall, 1997 and Bueno & Caesar, 2003). From 1893 until 1983, 

foreign nationals could only be hired at national Japanese universities as gaikokujin kyōshi, foreign 

instructors on short-term 'temporary' or 'special' contracts (Hall, 1997). This has perpetuated the 

idea that foreign lecturers are 'guests'. In 2006, Shinichiro Noriguchi, a former professor of English 

at the University of Kitakyushu, stated that foreigners who remain in Japan longer than ten years, 
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‘tend to have adapted to the system and become ineffective as teachers’ (McCrostie and Spiri, 2008, 

online). The situation remains problematic. In 2013, a new Labor Contract law came into effect 

aimed at forcing companies to offer all temporary and part-time (defined as less than 35 hours a 

week or less) workers permanent contracts after five years (Rivers, 2013). However, this has left 

those without tenure - both foreigners and Japanese workers alike - in the precarious position of 

losing their contracts with no hope of renewal upon reaching their five-year limit. Since her 

interview, Gail's five-year contract has ended. 

 

Other work – moving on from English-language teaching 

 

I think for any foreigner here it's not easy to get a job if you don't want to teach English or 

be a teacher. Even if you go into banking, generally you're sent from abroad. You don't find 

a job here. So for women to search out a job must be pretty difficult unless you're 

bilingual ... I think the language is a big barrier to getting work. (Sarah) 

 

Because of the precarious employment situation for foreigners in Japan, particularly those in 

teaching (with limited-term contracts and declining benefits), most of the interviewees soon sought 

out other options. One important factor in the working lives of the interviewees is how often they 

move jobs. With Japan's strict immigration rules, unless you are married to a national, remaining in 

the country without a job is an impossibility. At the same time, unless they can achieve an 

extremely high level of written and spoken Japanese, most foreigners are limited in the jobs they 

can do and the companies that will hire them. The interviewees have done a wide variety of jobs, 

most with international connections or within the expatriate community such as working in 

international schools, in English-language related industries, as foreign extras and talentos 

(television 'talents') and working for other international media organisations. 

 

At the end of a difficult year at eikaiwa B, Rhona sought to move into talento work and signed on at 

several foreign talent agencies. She also answered an advertisement for a singer in Tokyo's 

Metropolis free magazine and began working in downtown clubs. She took on writing jobs at 

various English-language free papers, doing food and movie reviews. Through the Man-to-Man 

language lesson agency, she continued teaching one-to-one English lessons. Rhona's experience is 

typical of many who seek to find more permanent work in Japan. They tend to move from job to 

job, often on short-term, freelance contracts which are only open to foreigners, while seeking stable 

work that could enable them to put down some permanent (or semi-permanent) roots. Rhona was, 

as she freely admits, ‘just hustling.’ 
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You never know what you're going to get month to month but the English teaching was the 

thing that was keeping me ... but even that, if they decide, ‘Oh, I don't want lessons 

anymore,’ and you've been teaching them three times a week ... There was one guy I was 

seeing in Shin Okubo who had three, two-hour lessons a week and then one day he just said 

to me, ‘Oh, by the way, from next week I'm not going to be taking lessons anymore.’ That 

was my rent. 

 

She admits that living like this, ‘you don't know where your next rent cheque is coming from.’  

Freelancing however gave her good contacts, and, through someone she met while working as a 

seat-filler at the Japanese MTV Music Awards, she heard about a job with a Japanese media group 

and was hired as a news reader. Several of the interviewees have or have had jobs with media or 

news companies, businesses with overseas connections. Stacey Ward worked for a time for an 

internet start-up. Fiona now works as a journalist for an international media organisation. 

 

Many foreigners have at one time done some kind of talento work from acting as extras in 

television shows and movies, to modelling, or doing narration or overdubbing for Japanese shows 

which will be sold overseas. Jenna is a trained theatre and television actress. After moving to Tokyo 

with her Japanese husband, she signed with several agencies which specialise in foreign talent work 

and has enjoyed steady employment ever since. Being a gaijin (foreign) talento is obviously 

something only a foreigner can do, and the demand for blonde blue-eyed foreigners of either sex 

remains high. In her mid-thirties, tall, and with long, blonde hair (‘if I cut it it would restrict a lot of 

work’), she is in the 'mature woman group' and plays a lot of mothers in commercials for cars and 

household products, and business women in banking and insurance advertisements.  

 

Another option for foreigners is to find work within the English-speaking expatriate community. 

Sarah initially worked for a small language school run by a former pupil but, as a literature 

graduate, found the teaching ‘totally boring’ and ‘soul destroying.’ She swiftly moved on to teach at 

an international school - Sacred Heart - which educates pupils from over fifty countries who reside 

in the expatriate community, predominantly the children of embassy workers, those who work for 

international finance houses, and the airline industry. Sarah has taught high school English and 

history there for over twenty years. 
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Davina came to Japan with eikaiwa B and was extremely fortunate that her one-year contract ended 

just before it went bankrupt. In England, Davina had been a primary school teacher and so she was 

able move to her next job at a small pre-school for international students which she found much less 

onerous than her job in England. She then moved into an area that continues to employ a large 

number of foreigners, the media entertainment industry, although in Davina's case, this is 

entertainment and English-language teaching combined. She auditioned for and was hired by World 

Family, a licensee of the Walt Disney Company, singing songs with children on the telephone and 

performing in travelling shows at Disneyland and throughout Japan. 

 

The interviewees do a wide variety of jobs, both full and part-time and often at the same time. 

British men who arrive in Japan as English-language teachers also seek to move into other areas but 

they seem to have a few more options than women. Several of the women knew of men who had 

moved into two particular areas: banking and head-hunting. They did not know of any foreign 

women who had been offered jobs in these areas nor could this researcher locate any to interview 

for this research project. Kaitlin, who works in the technology industry, offers a suggestion as to 

why this could be. ‘I'm a foreign woman, so if you meet me the assumption is usually that I'm an 

English teacher’ (Kaitlin, who ran a technology company outside Japan). 

 

Whilst nearly all the British women initially entered Japan as English-language teachers, they 

sometimes encounter men who have arrived by a different route. They have been posted to Japan by 

their companies, predominantly finance, banking, and insurance multinationals. These men often 

arrive with their trailing spouses and children in tow (although due to economic considerations 

single professionals are increasingly being sent instead) on lucrative expatriate packages which 

cover the rent on a large apartment in the prohibitively expensive Hiroo area of Tokyo, fees paid at 

private schools for their children, and regular flights home for themselves and their families. This 

perpetuates the belief that men may enjoy higher status jobs while women are limited to teaching. 

Whilst there seems to be an expectation that western female migrants do traditionally 'female' jobs 

such as teaching and to a lesser extent, modelling and media work, male migrants are not pigeon-

holed in this stereotyped way and it does seem that some men who arrived in Japan as English-

language teachers may move more freely into other, more traditionally masculine, fields. Statistics 

from the Ministry of Justice indicate that the majority of British men in Japan are in the 30-44 age 

group while the majority of women are in the 20-34 age group (Statistics Bureau, 2018). This 

suggests one of two possibilities. That men stay longer (and grow older) and/or that men are 

arriving in Japan past the age of 30, with the possibility that they are not teaching English but have 
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been posted to Japan as expatriates. This researcher has found no statistic relating to British 

residents and professions but Beaverstock (2002, pp. 529) notes that the age range of expatriate 

elites in Singapore is 30-40 years old, which reflects their seniority within their companies. It is 

likely that both possibilities have some relevance. (The expatriate community will be examined 

further in the chapter on migration identities.) 

 

There is however one area of employment where foreign women are employed in greater numbers 

than foreign men: bar hostessing. ‘Sophie’, who is profiled in Gaijin (but who, due to her wish to 

remain anonymous, is not featured elsewhere in this critical work), worked part-time as a bar 

hostess for over a decade, pouring drinks, dancing and singing karaoke with Japanese salarymen. 

She cites hostessing as lucrative and enjoyable work but admits she was fortunate to work in a 

regular hostess bar (where she was the only foreigner), not one specialising in foreign hostesses. 

Whilst there are host bars and even butler cafes which employ a very small number of foreign 

males, they are rare outside Tokyo and this researcher could find no hosts or butlers to interview for 

this project. Most hostesses work illegally in the mizu shōbai – the night-time entertainment 

industry – and therefore do not appear in official statistics, moving in and out of Japan on three-

month tourist visas. Hostessing perpetuates the view that women’s work is naturally situated in the 

service industries, not in high-status jobs. 

 

Leaving and Returning 

 

Several of the interviewees resolved the problems of intermittent work and visa restrictions by 

coming and going from Japan over a period of years.  Indeed, nearly all of the single interviewees 

returned home for short periods between contracts but found themselves returning. Lack of money, 

lack of opportunities back home and the ease of finding work in Japan, all contributed to their 

return.  

 

Gail arrived in Japan in 1988 and stayed four years, then left to do a master’s degree in political 

science in the USA, came back to Japan, left again to do a PhD, returned on a Monbukagakusho 

scholarship, went back to Chicago to write up and submit, and then came back in 2001.   

 

I thought I was going to leave completely. I had only intended to stay here for a year, I 

stayed four and I thought it was time for me to have a different career. I thought I would be a 

lecturer in England or something or maybe the States. I had a boyfriend who is now my 

husband here so that was part of what brought me back. It was also financially you can 
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make so much money here in a couple of months, whereas I was working $10-type research 

assistant jobs in America. So I could come back and make some money and then go back 

and finish up. 

 

Meena’s experience was similar.  After five years in Japan, she left to complete a PhD. ‘Apparently 

I told my friends in 2000, “If I come back to Japan you have a licence to shoot me”.’ Yet she 

returned three times for significant periods to carry out research as well as taking teaching contracts 

in the Caribbean and the United States, before returning again to take up a lucrative university post 

in Japan.  ‘Japan was a fallback, it wasn’t that I wanted to go back there.’ 

 

After only one lonely year, Fiona left the Jet programme and embarked on a master’s degree. ‘And I 

thought I'd really had enough of Japan and wasn't really planning to go back at all but I got a job 

with a Japanese TV company in London and, unrelated to that, I met my husband in London who's 

Japanese.’ 

 

Karen worked in one eikaiwa from 2001 to 2004, returned to the United Kingdom, did a master’s 

degree, taught at several language schools in the United Kingdom and then returned to Japan to 

work at another eikaiwa in 2008. Mary did the same. Kaitlin travels regularly for her technology 

company.  

 

Even the interviewees married to Japanese men spend extended periods outside the country. Rhona 

goes home to Scotland to visit relatives two to three times a year for up to a month each time. With 

a new baby she envisages that these visits will increase. ‘And that really is sort of living in both 

places almost.’ Christine owns the family home in Wales which she rents out on Air BnB. She 

returns most summers to visit relatives and check on the house.  

 

The traditional narrative of migration endures, that one migrates and stays there. This narrative (as 

noted by Benmayor & Skotnes, 1994 and others) no longer encompasses the myriad of modern 

migration experiences. The ease and affordability of air travel allows modern migrants to become 

truly transnational: to maintain homes, social links, even jobs in more than one country while the 

scarcity of permanent jobs for foreigners and the strictness of Japan’s visa regulations encourages 

migrants to keep one eye on opportunities outside the country.  
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Gender issues in the workplace 

 

Teaching and some media work (modelling, advertising) are traditionally considered to be women's 

work (Kofman, 1999, 2000). This does not however mean that foreign women dominate these 

workplaces. Although the interviewees came to Japan to work similar jobs as British men, they 

soon discovered that they were treated very differently by their employers, by their male co-

workers, and by their students. 

 

Several of the interviewees noticed a gender bias towards white male teachers and voiced concerns 

that some white males were taking advantage of this in ways that would be considered unacceptable 

back in the United Kingdom. This is particularly noticeable in language schools. At eikaiwa C, 

Karen notes that one way to increase your salary is to be requested by a student. It soon became 

apparent to several of the interviewees that requests often had a gender bias with more Japanese 

females requesting male teachers, and with such requests sometimes leading to romantic 

relationships outside the classroom. 

 

Many language schools have a policy of non-fraternization, a rule which applies only to foreign 

nationals. In the early 2000’s, after six male Nova employees had been fired for violating this 

policy, two of them filed a legal complaint citing a violation of their human rights. Nova's response 

was that the policy existed to ‘protect both the teachers and the students from trouble, as they do not 

know each other's cultures and customs’ (McNicol, 2004). However, Bailey (2007, pp. 592) notes of 

his experience working for several eikaiwa, ‘socializing, it appeared, formed a critical part of a tacit 

contract between eikaiwa instructors and their students even when it directly contradicted official 

company policy.’. Bailey refers to this as a tatemae/honne (public facade/private truth) dichotomy. 

Although eikaiwa publicly prohibit such behaviour, they are privately aware that the apparent 

romantic availability of white males acts as a draw to female students. This led Karen to question 

the real purpose of certain language schools in Japan. As she notes wryly, ‘there's a fine line 

between, is this an English lesson or a slightly nicer version of a hostess bar?’  

 

But it was also noted that Japanese women could be equally predatory. 

 

I think a lot of the men who come here and work for Nova they kind of like that situation of 

the women paying for a male. Maybe it's not really fair to say that. That's generalizing and 

stereotyping and all those things.  ... there was a no-dating policy at Nova but the women 
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would slip them a note saying, ‘Let's break the rule.’ (Karen) 

 

Not that the interviewees were unaware or unsympathetic to Japanese women’s possible intentions. 

 

I think it’s the freedom of women. Women will look to the West still, and to some extent 

they’re probably right. I mean Japan has not equalled the West’s employment situation. And 

so I think the women do see the men as representing the West and they understand what it is 

for a woman to have aspirations and to be different. (Meena) 

 

Rivers and Ross (2013) note the dichotomous attitude towards race, particularly towards 

Caucasians, while Kelsky (2001) notes how the white male can represent an Occidentalist fantasy 

figure and agent of change for Japanese women, offering professional, romantic and sexual 

liberation. Bailey (2006), Kubota (2011), Stanley (2012) and Appleby (2013) support this assertion 

by noting how eikaiwa advertising actively fetishises the white male in order to attract female 

students to sign up for classes. ‘The Occidentalist sexualisation of the white, English-speaking 

western male reaches its apogee in Japan in eikaiwa,’ (2007, pp. 599) Bailey notes. 

 

Eikaiwa advertising is not generally aimed at Japanese males who are understood to work late and 

thus have little free time (Bailey, 2006, 2007). However, in the continuing recession, this is 

changing and the interviewees have also noticed some changes in the eikaiwa workplace. Eikawa 

must now seek to attract a wider range of students, and are increasingly targeting male workers, 

housewives and children. Karen believes that male students are just as likely to request female 

teachers as females to request males. When she moved from eikaiwa A to C, she was replaced by a 

male teacher and her male students complained. At eikaiwa C she noticed that as many men were 

requesting particular teachers, and they were requesting women. 

 

Many people will say that it is common for western men to date Japanese females but the 

opposite is not common. I've heard that many times. But in that [C] school there were a lot 

of female teachers in the 20 to 30 age range who were very interested in dating Japanese 

men. The men were requesting them and it was not the stereotype at all. It was the complete 

opposite if anything. 

 

This was not the experience of all the interviewees however. Most of those questioned about gender 

bias in eikawa teaching were quick to bring up the Charisma Man cartoon figure and to roll their 

eyes. The Charisma Man comic strip (Rodney, Garscadden, and Wilson, 2011), first published in 
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The Alien English-language expatriate magazine in 1998, follows the adventures of a geeky 

Canadian burger-flipper who moves to Japan and finds himself suddenly regarded by Japanese 

society - and by Japanese women in particular - as a man-god. One cartoon in the series depicts 

Charisma Man being offered a teaching job over two more highly-qualified foreign female 

candidates simply because he is a white male. ‘Can our hero defend himself against his arch-enemy, 

Western Woman?’ the cartoon jokingly asks. Yes, he can, because the white male is hired not for his 

expertise (for, except as a burger flipper, Charisma Man has none) but for his skill at attracting 

female students. 

 

The interviewees felt that white males were being given preferential treatment in other jobs as well. 

Jenna notes that in the media industry, foreign male talentos sometimes receive extra benefits such 

as vouchers for Soaplands (places where men are washed by naked women and where other sexual 

services are available). Most interviewees feel that white males enjoy increased status in any 

Japanese workplace where foreigners are recruited in numbers. This is one possible reason why 

more western males remain in Japan. But over time this leads to workplaces becoming male-

dominated spheres. This is particularly prevalent in (but not limited to) tertiary education, where 

long-term migrants tend to seek more secure and lucrative work. After two and a half years in 

Japan, Meena transferred to a national university. 

 

All the other foreign teachers were male and they were older men … only two who were 

foreign-married, all the others were married to Japanese women who had previously been 

their students. And these guys were on their second wives. (Meena) 

 

Meena did not socialise with her colleagues because they were in their fifties. Meena was still in her 

twenties – the age of their wives. When Karen moved to a job at a university in Tokyo she felt that 

men not only dominated the workplace but were treated more favourably. 

 

The other teachers, the situation, the atmosphere was very male ... I've never felt that being 

female in any way limited the choices that I could have and then I went there and suddenly it 

was like, OK, the men were the ones getting the promotions. 

 

Japanese universities are in fact male-dominated workplaces. In 2016, out of a total of 184,248 full-

time teachers working at Japan's 777 universities, 140,525 were male, 43,723 were female 

(Statistics Bureau, 2018). At two-year junior colleges out of a total of 8,140 teachers, 3,893 were 

males and 4,247 were female (Statistics Bureau, 2018) although it should be noted that a majority of 
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junior colleges offer two-year courses in subjects which are considered ‘feminine’ such as clerical 

and secretarial training.  

 

There are in fact very few foreigners working in Japanese education, and even fewer women. In 

2016, there were 7,735 full-time foreign lecturers in Japan. Of these, only 2,151 (27.8%) were 

women. More, 13,021 foreigners were designated part-time lecturers of whom 4,644 (35.7%) were 

women (Statistics Bureau, 2018). Foreign women are therefore competing for a very small number 

of tertiary jobs. 

 

As numerous studies on male privilege and the ‘old boys’ network’ show (Gamba and Kleiner, 

2001; Koike, 2010; McDonald 2011), men hire and promote other men, perpetuating the problem. 

Gail laughingly recounts her experiences job-hunting in a male-dominated work sphere. 

 

There was one school in Nagoya, I was offered some part-time teaching and I accepted and 

then they called me back and said, ‘We can’t hire you. It’s not sex discrimination. It’s just 

we’re all men here. So … got it?’ 

 

In her study of white Australian English-language teachers in Japan, Appleby’s interviewees noted 

that their marriages to Japanese woman were often viewed by Japanese companies as a prerequisite 

of being made permanent employees and/or promoted (2013, pp. 13); only then were they deemed 

respectable enough (not to attempt to date students), unlikely to leave the country and, with 

domestic arrangements covered at home, able to put in the long hours that a job in a Japanese 

company requires. (This applies equally to Japanese men. In Japan, it is through a full-time, 

permanent job and marriage that one becomes ichininmae – achieves full adult status (Cook, 2013.) 

One interviewee in Appleby’s study admitted that a foreign man with a Japanese wife would be 

more likely to be hired at a Japanese university than a foreign woman with equal qualifications. 

This, suggests Appleby, could amount to ‘complicit masculinity whereby white Western men are 

potential beneficiaries – however unintentionally – of male-dominated employment patterns in 

Japanese universities’ (2013, pp. 18). 

 

Laura feels that things are changing, for all women, both western and Japanese, (although she does 

suspect that male professors still give her more administrative work because she is a woman). 

 

I never felt that that was really an issue, although coming to the university and this 

department, I’m the first woman they’ve hired in 15 years or so, and they all hate the other 
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woman - she’s a Japanese woman. I think I’m the first foreign woman they’ve hired in the 

English department ... And I heard that they were refused some big research funding from 

Monbukagakusho because the ratio of men to women was so out of balance. Out of 20 

professors there was one woman for 15-16 years even though over 90 per cent of the 

students are women in this department which is English language and foreign studies. 

 

There are other factors at play. It has long been the policy of many Japanese colleges and 

universities to set an age limit of 35 on the hiring of foreign lecturers and of offering contracts with 

a limited number of renewals (Hall, 1997). Setting an age limit of 35 means that some women may 

not apply for jobs or may be unable to fulfil their contracts as they need to take time out to give 

birth. (This age discrimination is now illegal in Japan but since Japanese resumes must always state 

an applicant's date of birth it is not difficult to sidestep.) Moreover, unhappy working in male-

dominated workplaces, some foreign women choose to marry and to leave before the end of their 

contracts. 

 

OK, this was sexism, this was how you define that but certainly the women felt – a lot of the 

women would leave ... well, I did myself, I got married and I left rather than staying there 

for four years which is what my contract was. (Karen) 

 

In Japan, only 30 per cent of women return to the workplace after giving birth to their first child 

(Wingfield-Hayes, 2013). 

 

Meena, who was hired with three other single women under 28, wonders if she would have been 

hired at all if she had been married.  

 

Even though it was a university and supposed to be equal opportunities they asked me if I 

had family, children or a partner and I didn’t. I was single so I was just able to get up and 

go.   

 

Male domination of some workplaces also seems to encourage the kind of behaviour that is 

considered unacceptable, and indeed illegal, in the United Kingdom. Women encountering 

workplace harassment – be it power or sexual – from Japanese men is not rare in Japan and is 

suffered by both Japanese and non-Japanese women (Napier and Taylor, 1997).  Attempts by Shiori 

Ito to bring her accused rapist, a fellow journalist, to justice and the revelation that Tokyo Medical 

University has been systematically lowering female applicants’ scores are two recent scandals that 
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highlight how gender and power harassment remains institutionalised in Japan. But some foreign 

female lecturers note that they are also encountering it from an unexpected quarter, from foreign 

men. 

 

When I was working at [a university in Tokyo] I felt that there were [foreign] men that when 

they arrived were nice, decent kind of people that you could get on with. By the end of two to 

three years the jokes they're making, the things they're saying, they're just completely 

inappropriate. Sexist comments that if they were in an English-speaking culture the women 

would pull them up on it. And nobody was doing it in that environment. (Karen) 

 

Comments include sexual remarks about female students, about masturbation, and openly 

commenting on the breasts of a foreign professor who came to the university to present a paper. 

 

What is going on? Are they adapting or is it that a filter gets switched off? Maybe in the UK 

they'd make those comments in a pub when there were no women around, I don't know – 

after a few drinks - not in the middle of a work day when they were fully sober. (Karen) 

 

A ‘filter’ being switched off and foreign males adopting the kind of sexist behaviour that would see 

them warned if not fired in their home countries but remains prevalent in many male-dominated 

workplaces in Japan (at least for now) was remarked on by several interviewees. However, many 

interviewees were relatively sanguine about this gender inequality (less so about the sexual 

comments) because in many cases it is a short-term advantage. In the long-term, there is a tipping 

point. 

 

 

The Tipping Point 

 

The majority of western women complete their contracts and return to their home countries. More 

western men stay, and it is in remaining long-term in Japan that major differences in the life course 

for western men and women emerge. 

 

Initially, western men seem to settle into Japanese society much more easily than the British 

women: dating, marrying and finding long-term jobs. Marriage to a Japanese woman enables them 

to acquire a spouse visa which solves migrant visa problems. 
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I think often the male academics’ circumstances are a little bit different ... Because a lot of 

the men, if they’re western male professors, often they’ve got a Japanese wife so they’re very 

attached to Japan and it’s kind of easy for them to stay here for a long time. (Laura) 

 

But it is many interviewees' opinion that over time, due to a combination of migrant limitations and 

the stress of Japanese cultural expectations, life in Japan can become more difficult for western 

males. 

 

White guys especially have this impression that they are very attractive to Japanese women 

and so they could get any woman that they wanted and they're a bit cocky about it. But then 

if they stay here longer they realise that that's not necessarily the case and they become 

bitter and they kind of get stuck. (Alison) 

 

A widely-circulated newspaper article entitled ‘Spare a thought for the Western men trapped in 

Japan’ in the Japan Times newspaper (Garnova, 2015) explains this phenomenon. At the outset the 

article acknowledges that western men reap all the benefits of living in a patriarchal society (status 

and career opportunities), added to which they 'often attract a lot of Japanese girls', do not need to 

learn the language because their Japanese girlfriends/wives take care of everything, and they are not 

subjected to gender discrimination or sexual harassment. ‘Men have it easy – especially foreigners,’ 

the writer notes. But for many men it becomes a trap. And, notes the writer, ‘it's far easier for 

western men to be sucked into this trap than women.’ 

 

Despite the prevalence of many laws designed to promote gender equality, Japan remains a 

conservative, patriarchal society with strictly-enforced gender roles for both men and women 

(Assman, 2014). Japanese men are expected to be the breadwinners, to comfortably support a wife 

at home, and to raise and educate children through to university level (Cook, 2013). Yet at the same 

time their loyalty must remain to their companies to which they give regular unpaid overtime and 

are rewarded with pay raises and promotions matched to their seniority (Murtagh, 2005; Appleby, 

2013). Japanese salarymen are rarely at home to share housework or childcare responsibilities and 

are dissuaded (by threat of losing a promotion) from taking paternity leave (Assman, 2014). Only 

2.63 per cent of Japanese men do so (Wingfield-Hayes, 2013). 

 

Western men married to Japanese women, notes Garnova (2015) are also generally expected to 

conform to this Japanese work ethic. But at the same time they are discriminated against as 

foreigners. Due to skill and linguistic shortcomings, there are fewer opportunities for foreigners – 
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male or female - in the Japanese workplace. Even for those fluent in Japanese, there exists a glass 

ceiling for foreigners with Japanese companies denying them promotions, salary raises and other 

benefits (Garnova, 2015). Many find themselves stuck in low-paid language education jobs while 

they are surpassed in earnings by Japanese males whose salaries and promotion prospects increase 

with age. 

 

I think because the status, the Japanese stereotype of the man as breadwinner and when a 

western guy comes here and thinks, 'Well yeah, I should be the breadwinner too,' and then is 

not, that goes hard on them. (Alison) 

 

This is often compounded by the realisation that their home-based peers who so envied their easy 

Japanese lifestyles in their twenties have long surpassed them, ‘and your status is maybe not as high 

as your peers in your native country, in the UK or wherever’ (Alison). Yet returning home is 

generally not an option since with no skills other than English-language teaching they would be 

unqualified for anything other than entry-level jobs. And often, with children settled in Japanese 

schools, their wives may be loath to make such a move. 

 

Like many foreigners who arrived in Japan during the bubble boom years when Japanese schools 

were desperate for native English-language teachers, Charisma Man was unqualified for his 

language-teaching job. ‘They came at the right time. The moment when Japan was just going to 

accept anybody regardless of what their experience or training was,’ recalls Karen. That is no 

longer the case. Japanese are much more aware these days of the status and salary differences 

between an expatriate banker and an eikawa teacher (Appleby, 2013; Garnova, 2015). ‘A 

reputation for sexual promiscuity, and employment in a lowly regarded but ubiquitous 

occupation, potentially position Western male language teachers as the “white trash” of 

Asia,’ notes Appleby (2013, pp. 1)’. To the extent that the white male remains a global figure of 

power, authority and sexual dominance, he remains so in Japan. But not to the same extent. 

 

For women, the discovery that they are limited by their gender comes much earlier, upon 

graduation. Napier and Taylor (1997, pp. 213) note that women have traditionally been excluded 

from high status positions and power networks within western firms, so to experience the same in 

Japan is not the sudden shock that it may be for white males. British female migrants in Japan do 

not enjoy the instant benefits conferred on white males and must therefore struggle more at the 

beginning. In the long-term however, interviewees say that this can pay off handsomely. With no-

one to speak Japanese for them, nearly all the interviewees in this study made efforts to master the 
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Japanese language, often to JPLT (Japanese Language Proficiency Test) Level 1 or 2, the highest 

grades. 

 

Lacking status and opportunities for promotion in the workplace, women often seek to make their 

own ways outside it. Those who stay must adapt more quickly. ‘They've kind of got on with it. 

They've either started their own businesses, English teaching or whatever. They've adapted better’ 

(Alison). Several interviewees have earned further qualifications: Laura, Karen, Fiona and Rhona 

have gained masters’ degrees (one inside Japan, two outside and one by distance learning), and 

Laura and Gail have gained doctorates (one in Japan, one outside). 

 

Seemingly lacking the opportunities that men enjoy (men posted to Japan to work for expatriate 

companies and those who seek to move away from teaching) women seem also more likely to strike 

out on their own. The number of migrants who take up entrepreneurial activities or found their own 

businesses has been noted by researchers in other countries (Stone and Stubbs, 2007). Several 

interviewees have done this. After leaving the Jet programme, Stacey Ward founded a successful 

baking school, Mornington Crescent. Diane Orrett trained as a professional rakugoka (a comic 

storyteller), Emi Evans became a professional singer, Jenna is a professional talento, and Elizabeth 

Oliver founded an animal refuge and charity. Rhona and her Japanese husband established a 

property management company, while Christine and her husband founded an architectural business. 

Kaitlin ran her own technology company before arriving in Japan. 

 

Women have also begun to take advantage of the gender imbalances in the Japanese workplace. A 

recent government policy to promote 'womenomics’ (‘Creating a society in which all women shine’ 

- see Gender Equality Bureau, 2018) has led to some job advertisements openly stating that 

suitably-qualified women will be recruited over men, with universities keen to comply or risk, as 

previously mentioned by Laura, missing out on funding opportunities. 

 

Of course, foreign women too are subject to the constraints of defined gender roles in Japanese 

society, but this can be viewed either as a restriction or as a lifestyle option.  

 

Women have more flexibility. They can be the housewife which is acceptable in Japan or 

they can be a working person which is also fine, especially as they've got the get-out clause 

of being a foreigner. So it's more acceptable to be a working mother or a working single 

person and be older but not to have a high-level management job. (Alison) 
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Several women wished to quit or take a break from the workforce to raise families in Japan and 

found this to be more readily accepted than at home. (This will be examined further in the section 

on the gendered life course.) Having the option to take time away from the workforce is one that, in 

spite of the fledgling ikumen (child-rearing fathers) movement, most males in Japan do not enjoy 

(Mizukoshi, Kohlbacher et al, 2016). 

 

Women in Japan and recent developments in the feminist movement 

 

It should be pointed out that comparing their lives to those of British/western men was not 

something that the interviewees did naturally. Indeed, there were times when interviewees were 

asked about their lives in comparison with British/western men and struggled to find anything to 

say. Some don't even know any British men, most work colleagues are Americans, Australians or 

New Zealanders, and this was often the case in their social lives too. If they sought to compare their 

lives with anyone, it was with Japanese women and with other foreign women. 

 

They are particularly aware how fortunate they are compared to Asian women in Japan. Whilst 

statistics show that western men outnumber western women in Japan, the opposite is true for Asian 

men and women (Statistics Bureau, 2018). 

 

China - female foreign residents: 279,207 

China - male foreign residents: 181,252 

 

Korea – female foreign residents: 233,542 

Korea – male foreign residents: 189,731 

 

Philippines - female foreign residents: 115,358 

Philippines - male foreign residents: 30,592 

 

Thailand - female foreign residents: 22,882 

Thailand - male foreign residents: 6,834 

 

As noted by Sellek (2001), the combination a booming economy and a declining population (with 

concurrent shrinking workforce) has resulted in Japan looking overseas for migrant labour to carry 

out the ‘Three K’ jobs in Japan: Kitanai, Kiken, Kitsui (dirty, dangerous, hard). Asian female 

migrants are recruited for a variety of roles: nursing and care home work, and in the mizu shoubai, 
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the night-time entertainment industry in jobs such as hostessing and other sex-related work. Foreign 

males are largely employed as factory labour and on construction sites. It is worth noting that Asian 

female migration to Japan preceded the growth of Asian male labour migration (Sellek 2001) thus 

contradicting the traditional narrative that they follow males as dependents. Some female migrants 

were brought into the country as ‘mail order’ brides, a practice that the Japanese government has 

since taken steps to outlaw. Nevertheless, several of the interviewees had Asian friends and 

colleagues against whose experiences their own migrant narratives were judged. Kaitlin made Asian 

female friends at a Japanese language school. 

 

I met a woman who had married a man thirty years older than her, because she asked me 

that very odd question, ‘Is your husband around your age?’ Then I discovered that the 

women around me were all married to men who were much, much older. And for her, looking 

beautiful and behaving in a certain manner was incredibly important. That was part of her – 

almost like a contract with him. She told me that when she first arrived she cried every 

night. She came from China. She was a single mother and she wanted a better life for her 

child. 

 

Aware that not all women are treated equally in Japan led many interviewees to play down 

unpleasant situations (such as being groped on trains) or to dismiss incidents of sexism because they 

are endured by all women in Japan. Some of the interviews and discussions took place following 

the disclosures against the movie mogul Harvey Weinstein and the Japanese journalist Shiori Ito’s 

fight to bring her alleged rapist to justice, and interviewees pointed out that gender discrimination 

and sexual harassment exist all over the world with Japan being no different. 

 

 

It’s the same as everywhere else. I mean there’s so much pressure on women in any country.  

There’s a lot of gender stereotyping here, there’s a lot of gender inappropriate behaviour 

but that’s the same everywhere. (Gail) 

 

Indeed, because of the small number of western women in Japan and Japan’s dichotomous attitude 

towards race since its ‘re-opening’ in the 1850’s (for example, placing Euro-American societies at 

the top of the ‘ladder of civilization’, Japan in the middle, and Asians at the bottom - Rivers and 

Ross, 2013) Caucasian women seem less likely to be submitted to the kind of inappropriate 

behaviour that they may meted out to Japanese and Asian women. 
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As a western woman you're often kind of put on a weird pedestal. People admire you but 

they don't want to go anywhere near you, if you see what I mean. It's a really weird 

situation. (Fiona) 

 

As a Caucasian woman, Kaitlin notes she feels ‘separate’ from Japanese society. 

 

Because I am different here there are some things that have happened to me in America that 

I don't think would happen here. Because of that separation. I would find that if I was at a 

tech conference in America, I am propositioned by so many more men, probably at one 

conference more men than I've ever been propositioned by in Japan in general. The things 

that have been said to me as a woman in tech around the world are outrageous. … in 

France when I turned up I was turned away from the speaker's table. They said, ‘Surely your 

husband's speaking.’ [She was the keynote speaker.] I've had all sorts of things happen in all 

sorts of countries. (Karen) 

 

Adler notes that foreign female expatriates in high status jobs are so rare and highly visible that they 

are sometimes treated better by local companies and are more successful because of it. Local 

managers may agree to a meeting with a foreign female simply out of curiosity and will not expect 

her to assume the same cultural role as a local woman. This Adler terms the ‘halo effect’ (1994, pp. 

34-37). 

 

Another explanation for their dismissal of minor incidents of harassment and discrimination is the 

trade-off in other areas. Japan, as perceived by the interviewees, has a very low level of crime.   

 

 

It’s really easy to live here as a woman as you know, you can walk around any area at any 

time of night. In Chicago I just couldn’t live like that. You’re supposed to not go out after 

dark alone, you had to think about your safety a lot more than you do here. So you take it for 

granted. Once you get used to it you take it for granted how easy it is here but it really is a 

big boon. (Gail) 

 

I love that it's safe. My daughter can go to school [walking by herself] and I don't have to 

worry too much about it. And she can have more freedom as a teenager than I think she 

would have if we were living in London or somewhere. (Fiona) 
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As the interviewees point out, sexual harassment may be taken much more seriously in the United 

Kingdom but they wouldn't walk home alone through the streets of Britain late at night for fear of 

becoming a victim of a much more serious attack. Japan does indeed have a very low crime rate: a 

homicide rate of 0.28 per 100,000 population (362 homicides) in 2016 (compared to the United 

Kingdom’s rate of 1.20 (791 homicides) although it is interesting to note that Japan is one of only 

three countries (the other two being China and Hong Kong) where homicide rates are slightly 

higher for women then for men (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (NODC), 2013; 

Statistics Bureau, 2018).  

 

None of the interviewees have been victims of a serious crime in Japan although their definition of 

a serious crime should be qualified. Many of the interviewees mentioned that they had been flashed, 

groped, stalked, and had their underwear stolen from their washing lines. ‘My underwear was 

taken … which is the usual.  I was told it was going to happen and it did’ (Meena). The day I 

interviewed Meena I met up with her in the street and a man came up to us and commented on our 

appearance. But these are considered examples of the everyday behaviour meted out to women, not 

‘real’ crimes. 

 

It makes you really angry because you can't react. If you do then you know you're the one 

who's going to look bad because everyone else just sucks it up, so you should just suck it up 

too. (Rhona) 

 

Conclusion 

 

Most of the British interviewees generally arrived in Japan in the same way as many British men, 

having secured English-language teaching jobs with Japanese companies. However, many 

experienced a different workplace environment from foreign male colleagues – indeed, a negative 

workplace environment was sometimes caused by foreign male colleagues – and that, together with 

a lack of long-term job stability for foreigners and patriarchal views on women’s workplace roles, 

has prompted them to adapt to or to change their situations sooner than male colleagues, improving 

their skill sets and gaining further qualifications. In the long-term this leaves them better placed to 

adapt to changes in the workplace, changes which white males may find more problematic - a 

tipping point in their career aspirations. 

 

Women also have the advantage of scarcity. Having lectured in Japanese universities and having 

helped to recruit colleagues for teaching posts, this lecturer can confirm that any job advertisement 
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attracts applications from hundreds of foreign males but only a handful of foreign females. 

Consequently, foreign females face less competition for posts that universities are increasingly 

seeking to fill with foreign female workers. This researcher (Burton, 2003) noted that due to the 

large number of Japanese females seeking work in London, job advertisements always attract 

hundreds of applications from Japanese women but very few from men, and therefore can pay offer 

a very small salary. A similar situation seems to exist for white males in Japan. 

 

Women may also enjoy a greater degree of flexibility, having the option to leave the workplace and 

to raise families full-time. A degree of intransience and impermanence seems to suit many British 

women more than foreign men. Finding themselves somewhat alienated from regular recruitment 

channels back in the United Kingdom and then feeling ‘separate’ within Japanese society, leads 

many women to become extremely adaptable and resourceful. 

 

Since coming to Japan, that is one thing I will say, I have never once considered my 

situation, my work in Japan, a career and therefore I take what I can. In my family, I'm the 

main breadwinner but I still do not consider it creatively fulfilling or I don't consider there 

to be any career path. And yet I have been consistently working since I have been here. 

(Jenna) 

 

Women’s gendered experiences outside the workplace will be examined in the next chapter (which 

can be found in the appendix). 
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GAIJIN: JAPAN THROUGH WESTERN EYES  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

'All things considered, there are only two kinds of men in the world - those that stay at home and 

those that do not. The second are the most interesting.' Rudyard Kipling, who visited Japan in 1889 

and 1892 writing in Letters of Travel (1892-1913) (1920, pp. 47). 

 

On Friday 11th of March 2011 at 2.46pm, I was dozing on my sofa when my apartment began to 

judder. It was the spring holidays in Japan and I was spending a day out of my central Tokyo office, 

working my way through a pile of history journals that had accumulated over the academic year. 

Tsundoku, the Japanese call it, 'the act of buying books and not reading them'. As the pile toppled, 

hot, green tea slopped over the rim of my cup. I glanced at my watch and waited for the shaking to 

subside. 

 

Earthquakes are everyday hazards in Japan. You only have to look at the online seismic monitors. 

Slight tremors of magnitudes 1 or 2 go unnoticed daily. Quakes that you can feel occur once a 

month on average, sudden sharp jolts or minor tremors that ripple up through your frame like the 

'wavelet' setting on a Japanese massage chair.   

 

We are reminded of potential dangers by the municipal disaster administration wireless broadcast, a 

daily test of pole-mounted tannoys that local governments can call into operation in seven seconds 

to warn of landslides, typhoons, volcanic eruptions and earthquakes. (Some local governments also 

use the system to remind residents to separate their rubbish.) The '5pm chime' differs in each region 

but the most popular test is a tinny 30-second blast of a Japanese children's song, Yūyake Koyake, 

the Glowing Sunset. With the lyrics, 'The sunset is the end of the day, the bell from the mountain 

temple rings, hand by hand let's go back home together with the crows', it also serves to remind 

children that it is time for dinner, except that most of them are probably heading out to violin 

practice or abacus class or juku (cram school). 
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Many of us have also downloaded the free early warning apps onto our mobile phones. Services 

such as yurekuru cōru (Earthquake's Coming Call) and namazu sokuhō (Catfish Report) can give up 

to a minute's warning of an earthquake. Japanese mythology states that the cause of earthquakes are 

the thrashing tail of a giant underground catfish. 

 

Once a year, on the 1st of September (the date of the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, a 7.9 event 

which flattened half of Tokyo) staff at schools and businesses put on their hard hats, practice their 

evacuation drills, and test their fire-fighting equipment, while local governments leaflet the 

neighbourhoods with flyers reminding us, 'What to do when the catfish stirs'. 

 

After one minute, my apartment began to jolt and pitch. Books leapt from their shelves. Picture 

frames slammed back and forth on the walls. I got up off the sofa and began hunting for my camera, 

thinking I would record a video of this uncommonly long shake. As the room shook from side to 

side I stumbled around like a drunk, and felt the first stirrings of a motion sickness that would 

persist for a month. 

 

At the two-minute mark, my wooden floor began to ripple like water. In the kitchen, cupboard 

doors swung open. Plates and glasses smashed to the ground. Clothes hangers jumped on their rails 

in the wardrobe. Upstairs, a small window toppled out of its frame but I didn't realise until nightfall 

when I began to feel cold. 

 

At three minutes, the shaking suddenly intensified and the entire apartment building, all three 

floors, began to pitch. A heavy tape recorder crashed to the floor and my computer monitor 

collapsed. Looking out of the window I could see other buildings swaying back and forth. I fell 

down and scrambled under my table where I listened to a roar from the earth and a metallic grinding 

as buildings rubbed together in my overbuilt Tokyo suburb. This was the moment I realised that, in 

the next few seconds, I could die. 

 

After four minutes the earth briefly stopped heaving. In the silence, I could hear my breath, rapid 

and shallow. Then the local government switched on the tannoys and the earthquake sirens wailed. 



Susan Karen Burton   

 102 

 

To my historian's ears it was indistinguishable from a wartime air raid siren. I threw on a coat and 

ran down three floors to the street. 

 

Like most Tokyo spring days, it was cold but bright. I picked up a woman who had been thrown off 

her bicycle. The only thing we were able to say to each other was, 'Sugoi!' (Oh my God!). We were 

soon joined by housewives and the staff from the hairdressers next door. We all stood in the road 

and stared up at the electric and telephone cables flexing and stretching on their poles. Rows of 

bicycles collapsed. Tiles peeled off from apartment buildings and smashed in the road around us. 

The ground was still moving. And it did not stop moving for the next four days. Over that weekend, 

there were 200 aftershocks, some of them strong enough to send us running outside into the street 

again. We didn't speak much. We had seen the tsunamis rolling in all along the eastern seaboard. I 

heard one woman telling her friend, 'I called and called but there's still no answer.' At night, I lay 

under my table, fully-clothed and wide awake. And on the Monday morning, after a weekend 

without sleep, I turned on my television and watched an explosion blow the roof off a reactor at the 

Fukushima Dai-Ichi Nuclear Power Plant. 

 

With all of Japan's 54 nuclear power stations shutting down and the Dai-Ichi plant spewing 

radiation, blackouts were enforced to channel electricity to the disaster areas. The government 

urged jishuku (self-restraint or discipline): restaurants were deserted, street corner vending 

machines were switched off, and the pachinko parlours' neon lights were extinguished. As 

supermarket shelves emptied food was rationed, and some people did indeed wander round the 

aisles with dosimeters and geiga counters. With radiation emanating from the taps, local 

governments offered free bottles of mineral water to mothers with babies. The rest of us showered 

with our mouths closed. I went to my dentist with what I thought was a toothache and sat in a 

roomful of people all suffering the same. The dentist took an x-ray and told me that none of us had 

cavities. Our jaws were hurting because we were grinding our teeth at night. It was stress. Some 

women friends began to lose their hair. They were told that was stress too. After three weeks, the 

jaw pain subsided and my body began to sweat again, a function I had lost due to shock. 

 

The Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 was the fourth most powerful earthquake ever recorded 

on Earth1. A magnitude 9 rupture at the meeting of the Eurasian and Pacific tectonic plates, it set off 

a chain reaction down the eastern seaboard of Japan, destroying buildings, triggering tsunamis and 
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killing 18,000 people2. It caused the earth to shift on its axis, increasing its rotation and shortening 

the length of a day by a microsecond3. 

 

Many months later, the lights started to come back on. In this new post-disaster Japan, I began to 

seek out foreign friends, colleagues and people I knew of through the press, on television or through 

their blogs, to check that they had survived, that they were still in business, and that they were still 

in Japan. And this is when I decided to write about them. 

 

*** 

 

Japan holds a special place in the hearts and minds of many westerners. It is a country that nearly 

everyone wants to visit at least once in their lives. 

 

For some the land itself is the attraction. The Japanese archipelago stretches from the cool 

temperate island of Hokkaido in the north to the subtropical Ryukyu Islands in the south. In 

between, the land is mountainous and volcanic. There are sulphurous hot springs, Olympic ski 

fields and vast areas of woodland for ‘forest bathing’, a popular form of relaxation in Japan. The 

Japanese look to nature for their health and this is attractive to many westerners, whose idea of 

heaven is to sit seiza (kneeling) in a tea house overlooking a carp pond and to drink bitter Japanese 

tea.  

 

In Japan, the land and the spirit are linked. As the birthplace of Shinto, a doctrine which worships 

nature, and of many kinds of Buddhism, Japan also attracts those who seek spiritual solace, either 

by meditating in a remote mountain temple or by sitting in a Japanese garden of rocks and gravel 

and moss. As Alan Booth, author of the Roads to Sata: A 2000-mile Walk through Japan, observed: 

 

The entire area – some three hundred square kilometers – is sacred. There are shrines and 

temples dotted about the slopes, but they merely confirm the sanctity of the land. It is not in 

the shrines and temples that the gods live, but in the mountains themselves. (Booth, 1985, 

pp.103 – referring to the Three Holy Mountains of Dewa) 
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Others are drawn to Japan not by their minds but by their appetites. Tokyo has more Michelin-

starred restaurants than anywhere else in the world4, and Japan is the home of miso, tofu, katsu 

curry (curry with a pork cutlet), green tea, matcha (powdered green tea), Pocky (the chocolate-

covered sticks known as Mikado in the west), kaiseki ryōri (haute dining said to be the inspiration 

for nouvelle cuisine) and the kaiten (conveyor belt) sushi restaurant. The Japanese have even 

discovered a fifth taste, umami (savoury).  

 

For some, the appeal of Japan is not the ancient but the modern. The Japanese economy prospered 

from the eighties to the early nineties, a period of rapid economic growth known as the 'bubble 

boom' which was created by a rise in Tokyo land values. The Japanese economy overtook that of all 

other nations except the USA, enticing to its neon cities banks, finance houses and multinationals 

which sought to cash in on the strong Yen. At the same time, Japan's prosperity fuelled a worldwide 

spread of modern Japanese culture, from electronics to fashion, movies, literature and art. Although 

the bubble eventually burst and Japan has since fallen into a recession (its 'Lost Decade' – 1991-

2001 – now stretching to a quarter of a century), it continues to produce a vibrant pop culture and 

attracts young, hip foreigners, eager to trace it to its source - Akihabara in Tokyo, home of manga 

comics, anime, cosplay, video games, Hello Kitty and other objects of kawaī ('cute') culture. 

Meanwhile fashion students congregate on street corners in Shibuya and Harajuku and fill their 

Instagram pages with photographs of young Japanese in the clothes that western teens will be 

buying in six months’ time.  

 

Part of the allure stems from our western perception of the Japanese people: the overworked 

salaryman who falls asleep on the floor of the train, the industrious student who runs from school to 

juku in the hope of gaining entry to a high-ranking university, and those quirky characters who 

wander aimlessly through the works of writer, Haruki Murakami. And of course there are those 

western men who believe that true marital harmony can only be achieved with an obedient Japanese 

wife. One of the key concepts of the Tokyo 2020 Olympics is omotenashi, a word which translates 

as manners or hospitality. Japan as a nation is known for the extreme politeness of its people and 

the total diligence of its customer service. Westerners travel to Japan expecting to be welcomed like 

royalty.  
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Japan through western eyes is a mysterious nation. When the British writer Angela Carter won a 

travel award in 1972 she chose to spend it in Japan because it was 'outside the Western tradition, or 

outside the immediate experience of colonialism', 'absolutely and completely different' (Carter in 

Bell, 1973, pp. 23). From a western perspective, Japan seems to offer something intangible and 

almost out of reach: a fresh perspective, an alternative way of living, the opportunity to change in 

some fundamental way. The American writer and Japan expert Donald Ritchie wrote, 'For 

foreigners who come here Japan represents a kind of clean slate.' (Ritchie in Bell, 1973, pp. 38) and 

for some it symbolizes a rebirth, a new beginning.  

 

Perhaps it continues to fascinate because it is so hard to reach. It is a difficult place in which to 

spend a holiday unless you speak the language or travel on a package tour. And it doesn't welcome 

migrants: Japan's immigration policy is strictly enforced and it accepts very few refugees, only 20 

in 2017 out of a total of 19,629 applications (Statistics Bureau, 2018). Japan has a population of 126 

million, of whom less than 2% (around 2.5 million people) (Statistics Bureau, 2018) are legally-

registered foreign residents. Most of these are Asians: Chinese, South Koreans, Filipinos and 

Vietnamese, nations who have long maintained political, cultural and economic ties with Japan. 

There are also nikkeijin, the descendants of Japanese migrants to South America in the early 

twentieth century. There are currently around 130,000 westerners in Japan, the vast majority of 

them from the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia (Statistics Bureau, 2018). Most 

stay less than two years, residing on limited work contracts. But for 200 years, westerners couldn’t 

get in at all.  

 

From the sixteenth century, advances in ship building enabled maritime European nations to sail as 

far as Asia in search of ‘God, gold and glory’5. Arriving in Japan, they bought copper and silver, 

trading them for guns which upset the balance of power between regional fiefdoms. And they 

(predominantly Spanish and Portuguese priests) threatened to destabilize the rule of the Shogunate, 

the national military government, by co-opting the loyalty of the Japanese from Shinto and 

Buddhism to Roman Catholicism. The Shogunate reacted, massacring foreign missionaries and 

Japanese Christians, and throwing all foreigners out of the country. Although the Shogunate 

continued to allow trade with Chinese and Korean merchants, from 1638, except for a limited 

number of protestant Dutch who were permitted to trade from Deshima, a small island in the port of 

Nagasaki, Japan was closed to westerners. 
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For two and a half centuries, Japan repelled all western trade and diplomacy until the morning of 

8th of July 1853, when a fleet of four black ships under the command of American, Commodore 

Matthew Perry sailed into Tokyo Bay. Aware that if it did not comply with Perry's request to trade 

Japan would be forcibly prized open (as the British and other empire-builders were doing elsewhere 

in Asia), the Shogunate signed commercial treaties with the Americans and then with other 

Europeans nations. These 'unequal treaties' enabled western 'barbarians', (as the Japanese labelled 

them) to open treaty ports in Japan where they could enjoy the rights of extra-territoriality and 

lower import duties. Foreign settlements developed in five Japanese ports with a foreign concession 

in Tsukiji, central Tokyo. By 1880, in the Yokohama settlement there were between 500-600 

British residents, 200 Americans, 100 Germans, and a small number of French, Dutch and Swiss, 

working as merchants, sailors, shipping agents, consuls, doctors, journalists and missionaries (Barr, 

1968, pp. 101). 

 

The foreigners profiled in this book are the modern descendants of those early western 'barbarians'. 

They are not tourists. Many arrived with a pack on their backs and a return ticket in their pockets 

but something compelled them stay: a developing interest in Japanese culture, a desire to share 

culture from their homeland, the chance to pursue a goal, to chase a career opportunity, or to 

discover a purpose in life.  

 

Diane Orrett was headed to Australia until she discovered traditional Japanese arts and culture and 

became Japan's only professional foreign female rakugoka (traditional comic story-teller). Elizabeth 

Oliver says it was curiosity that brought her by ship to Japan but it is her empathy for animals that 

has kept her here and prompted her to found her animal welfare charity, ARK. American Rebecca 

Ikawa married into the culture and with her Japanese husband runs the Hoshinji Buddhist temple in 

Tokyo. American Tom Keally also married into the culture but he first arrived as part of the US Air 

Force, before retraining as an archaeologist and expert on Japan's Jomōn period of prehistory. 

Several others have also forged careers in Japan. Briton Stacey Williams founded a Great British 

baking school, introducing the Japanese to scones and flapjacks. Welshman John Williams is an 

award-winning writer, director and producer of Japanese-language movies. British singer Emi 

Evans found her voice in Japan, becoming the ethereal sound of several live-action game 

soundtracks. Tony Flenley spent a career selling miso (soybean paste) to the Japanese. There are 

also teachers, bar hostesses, fake vicars, singers, dancers and the multicultural members of Japan's 

oldest amateur dramatic society. 
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The gaijin plays a dual role in Japan, highlighting what is Japanese and what is not, what is uchi 

(inside) and what is soto (outside). In all but the busiest Tokyo streets the gaijin stands out. They 

may speak too loudly, take up too much space on the subway, forget to remove their toilet slippers 

when leaving the restroom. Sometimes their role as professional outsider disconcerts or embarrasses 

the Japanese, by pointing out differences in law or animal rights or academic thought. But at the 

same time through their interest in Japanese society, they help to reinvigorate and repopularise 

elements of the culture that may be considered old-fashioned or outdated. The gaijin is an agent 

both of change and of continuity. Japan is altered by their prescence, while the gaijin is transformed 

by their efforts to find a home in a foreign land.  

 

This disparate group of gaijin (foreigner or outside person) knows Japan intimately. They know 

where Japan lives up to western expectations and where it does not. With outsider viewpoints but 

insider knowledge, they share their knowledge and expertise, revealing Japan as a multifaceted but 

understandable nation. Through their lives and experiences, this book paints a vivid picture of 

modern Japanese society: its people, its history, its culture and its land. 

 

Every day is a journey, and the journey itself is home. (Matsuo Bashō, 17th
 
century poet, in a 

quotation taken from his prose and verse travel diary, Narrow Road to the Interior - Oku no 

Hosomichi in Japanese - 2006 edition, pp. 3.) 

 

*** 

 

(Exchange rates are correct as of June 2018.) 

1 Earthquake statistics taken from the United States Geological Survey Earthquake Hazards Program website at: 

https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eventpage/official20110311054624120_30#executive (Accessed 25 July 

2018) 

2 Figure taken from the Japanese National Police Agency website at: 

https://www.npa.go.jp/news/other/earthquake2011/pdf/higaijokyo_e.pdf (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

3 Information taken from the American National Aeronautics and Space Administration website at: 

https://www.nasa.gov/topics/earth/features/japanquake/earth20110314.html 

                                                             

https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eventpage/official20110311054624120_30#executive
https://www.npa.go.jp/news/other/earthquake2011/pdf/higaijokyo_e.pdf
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4 Tokyo has 234 Michelin-starred restaurants according to Michelin’s press release available at: 

https://www.scribd.com/document/365746423/Michelin-Guide-Tokyo-2018-Press-

Release#from_embed?campaign=SkimbitLtd&ad_group=66960X1516589Xcc8e78d7d1518f6a8ebe0fcbc48e7412&

keyword=660149026&source=hp_affiliate&medium=affiliate (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

5 This is a term used by historians to describe the impetus of various European country to expand overseas from 

around 1400. See entry at Encyclopedia.com at: https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-

social-sciences-magazines/gold-god-and-glory (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

https://www.scribd.com/document/365746423/Michelin-Guide-Tokyo-2018-Press-Release#from_embed?campaign=SkimbitLtd&ad_group=66960X1516589Xcc8e78d7d1518f6a8ebe0fcbc48e7412&keyword=660149026&source=hp_affiliate&medium=affiliate
https://www.scribd.com/document/365746423/Michelin-Guide-Tokyo-2018-Press-Release#from_embed?campaign=SkimbitLtd&ad_group=66960X1516589Xcc8e78d7d1518f6a8ebe0fcbc48e7412&keyword=660149026&source=hp_affiliate&medium=affiliate
https://www.scribd.com/document/365746423/Michelin-Guide-Tokyo-2018-Press-Release#from_embed?campaign=SkimbitLtd&ad_group=66960X1516589Xcc8e78d7d1518f6a8ebe0fcbc48e7412&keyword=660149026&source=hp_affiliate&medium=affiliate
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/gold-god-and-glory
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/gold-god-and-glory
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CHAPTER 1 -  

MORNINGTON CRESCENT IN NISHI AZABU: How a little British bakery succeeded in a Tokyo 

Suburb 

 

It’s Saturday morning in the upmarket Tokyo district of Azabu.  Above exit 6 of Azabu Juban 

subway station, the cars on the expressway roar east over the Nissin World Delicatessen towards 

Tokyo Bay. At street level, young professionals walk manicured dogs around the block and past 

Salon Hac which is attempting to attract an expatriate clientele with the claim, 'We will definitely 

make your hairstyle cool & beautiful with New York experienced stylist.' The high walls of the 

area’s numerous foreign embassies are patrolled this warm spring day by yawning Japanese police, 

while up the hill foreign families are gathering on the dining terrace of the Tokyo American Club, 

the members-only expatriate enclave. 

 

Three narrow streets back from the main road, the neighbourhood is quieter and more secluded. 

Housewives are hanging futons to air over the balcony railings of residential apartment buildings. 

The shutters have just gone up on the tatami maker’s workshop, revealing a tableau of yesterday’s 

work; woven rush matting has been clamped and trimmed over a wooden frame and partially sewn 

in place. Two completed mats, edged with red brocade, sit outside on a trolley, awaiting delivery. 

And around the corner in front of a white concrete building with a steamed-up window, a queue is 

forming. 

 

Underneath a small wrought iron sign of a Battenburg cake stand a queue of housewives, many 

wearing face masks against the cedar and cypress pollen to which many Japanese are allergic. 

(After the Second World War, the trees were planted in such large numbers that their pollen 

permeates the air throughout Japan from February until early summer.)  Japanese people rarely talk 

to strangers, but a lot of these women seem to know each other. As she scurries by to join the end of 

the line, one young mother with a baby strapped to her chest calls out, ‘Hayai! (You’re early).’ ‘I 

always come at 10.30,’ a woman with a designer pushchair calls after her. ‘If you come later, it’s 

impossible.’ The members of this queue seem well-off by Japanese standards. From Cath Kidston 

and Coach handbags they pull out their smartphones to kill time by playing Disney Tsumu Tsumu 

and Candy Crush Saga. 
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One young woman is elaborately dressed in a maroon-check kimono under a vermilion overjacket 

with a fan print design. Her tiny feet are encased in white split-toe tabi socks slipped into wooden 

sandals. Her hair has been pulled back into a bun which is held in place with a long metal pin. She 

is dressed for a tea ceremony or maybe a wedding, and she is carrying a large container wrapped in 

a caramel-coloured furoshiki (a wrapping cloth).  

 

At ten minutes to eleven, the women standing nearest to the shop’s extractor fan raise their heads 

and sniff. ‘What is that lovely smell?’ one asks. They lean in to inhale the rich aroma of cinnamon, 

nutmeg, cloves and ginger. ‘It’s the special English spice,’ another answers, knowingly. ‘For the hot 

cross buns.’   

 

At exactly one minute to eleven (Japanese are fastidious about time, especially when it relates to 

customer service), the people at the front of the queue begin a spirited countdown – 59, 58, 57 - 

and, when the door finally opens, the first dozen squeeze inside. There is no pushing. The rest, now 

numbering over 30, wait patiently in the street, calling out, ‘What is there today?’ The feeling is one 

of excited anticipation, like waiting to get into a nightclub. 

 

The shop is small, roughly 60 feet square. The kitchen area is walled with the same kind of long, 

white tiles that line the stations of the London Underground, while the black and white flooring 

suggests the chess squares in Alice through the Looking Glass. There is a small red oven and a large 

stainless-steel fridge-freezer, the top of which just skims the lower Japanese ceiling. Shelves are 

filled with Kilner jars of flour and salt, sets of scone cutters, mixing bowls, sieves, tea pots and 

caddies. A clock hangs from an ornate wall bracket on which is also suspended - according to 

cooking tradition to ward off fires - a freshly-baked hot cross bun.  

 

Separating the kitchen from the customer area is a wide counter topped with a glass divider to deter 

customers from reaching over. Instead they jostle to hold up their smartphones and capture the array 

of marble and glass stands on which sit today’s cakes and bakes. There are plain scones, butterfly 

cakes with lemon curd filling, Bramley apple crumble pies, coffee and walnut cake, Victoria 

sponge, sticky marmalade cake, Bakewell tart, and a fruity, marzipan-topped Simnel cake.  
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One housewife regular, who introduces herself as Ichiko, points to a basket of still-warm hot cross 

buns and tells me, ‘We made some of these in class last week.’ The queue moves slowly. Ichiko 

pulls her favourite book from a shelf, Peter Rabbit’s Cookbook by author, Sakuko Kitano, 

containing recipes inspired by Beatrix Potter’s stories (Appley Dapply Jam Tarts, Hunca Munca 

Rice Pudding). Others inspect the picture wall, trying to guess the famous Britons in higgledy-

piggledy frames. Few know Tony Hancock, Kenneth Williams, Alan Turing, Kate Bush, 

Morecambe and Wise, or Virginia Woolf. But they immediately recognise Benedict Cumberbatch. 

Along with Downton Abbey, Sherlock is a big hit in Japan. Ichiko muses about the shop’s name. 

She has heard that it is a popular British game and wonders aloud if anyone knows how to play it. 

No-one does.  

 

The girl in the maroon-check kimono gives her order to the assistant. Now the purpose of the 

furoshiki-wrapped container becomes clear. It is a giant Tupperware box. She is buying two of 

everything. As the assistant totals her order and takes the money, a pale, brown-haired woman in 

her mid-thirties picks up a pair of tongs and begins to fill the plastic container. All the while she 

chats with the customers, telling them the history of each type of cake, confirming the ingredients, 

and offering suggestions as to how to store, serve and eat each one. The scones should be eaten 

today with jam and cream but the hot cross buns will keep a day or two, and should be toasted and 

eaten with real butter if they can get it. (Japan suffers from regular butter shortages.) She sings the 

hot cross bun song with a little boy and his mother. She is open and friendly but talks quietly, and 

regularly clears her throat as if unused to speaking in public. Maybe she is tired. She has spent the 

last two days preparing and baking all the cakes and desserts for today’s Open Bakery. She is 

Stacey Ward, the British founder and owner of this little British bakery called Mornington Crescent.  

 

Stacey had been interested in Japan since she was a child growing up in Stockport and had watched 

a television programme about hanami, cherry blossom viewing. She’s almost too embarrassed to 

admit it but one of the main reasons she came to Japan was those confetti-pink blooms which 

reminded her of those that fell from the apple trees in her own garden. Stacey arrived in Japan in 

2001 on the Jet programme, the Japanese government’s exchange teaching scheme, and taught at a 

school in Saitama, north of Tokyo. After three years she moved into the city, mastered the language 

and began working at an advertising start-up. She enjoyed her life in Japan but, like many 

expatriates, she missed aspects of her home culture. In particular, she missed making her own cakes 

and puddings.  
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One evening in 2011, as Stacey walked home from work, she passed an empty shop. When she 

peered into the dark interior she had a sudden vision. ‘I could imagine it raining, looking out the 

window. I could imagine having a kitchen at the back and maybe, if I [gave] some lessons, that 

would help pay the rent,’ she reminisces. In a country where few people own ovens, and where a 

typical sweet treat is a slice of orange or a mochi rice cake, Stacey wanted to introduce the Japanese 

to British home baking. 

 

Stacey didn’t initially tell anyone about her idea. But she started a blog, detailing her preparations 

for finding and opening a small ‘space’ dedicated to British sweets and desserts. She began trying 

out British recipes and posting the results online. This is how I found her. 

 

One of the first puddings she wanted to make was a Bramley apple pie. The first Bramley tree was 

germinated from a pip planted by a young woman, Mary Ann Brailsford, in a garden at 73 Church 

Street, Southwell, Nottinghamshire in 1809. A genetic mutation, Bramleys have a lower sugar 

content than regular apples and an acidic taste which they retain on cooking. Unlike other cooking 

apples, their pulp boils down to a light, airy purée, a smooth filling for an apple pie, tart or crumble, 

or a tangy sauce to garnish a pork chop. Bramleys are the United Kingdom's favourite cooking 

apple. But where to find Bramleys in Japan?  

 

In recent years, a series of food contamination scandals have encouraged more people to buy boxes 

of fresh produce direct from farms. Ordered online, they can be transported anywhere in Japan 

within 24 hours by takkyubin, delivery services with 10 degree Celsius ‘cool’ trucks. A farm shop in 

Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost island, would sell Stacey a five kilogramme box of Japanese 

Bramleys, cash on delivery. Having never seen Bramleys in Japanese supermarkets, she wasn’t 

hopeful. But then a large white cardboard box with a map of Hokkaido and the word ringo (apples) 

written on the side, arrived at her door. Inside, carefully wrapped in Japanese newspapers, were 19 

perfect Bramley apples, blushing red. 

 

Bramleys are larger and heavier than the average apple, and uglier, being knobbly and misshapen, 

but with patches of blush where the sun hits their green skin. The Japanese Bramleys were even 
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larger than those from home. And they were beautiful: huge and polished with no bumps on them. 

Gift-giving, to clients, to teachers, to the boss, indeed to anyone by whom you wish to be treated 

favourably, is an important part of Japanese culture. Gifts ensure continuing patronage from 

customers, and good relationships with friends and neighbours. They are a way of expressing 

gratitude and a benign form of bribery. Gift packs of washing powder, instant coffee, cooking oil or 

noodles are always acceptable but a beautiful piece of fruit is expensive and highly prized. A 

perfectly round, gift-boxed musk melon retails at 20,000 Yen (£137 sterling or US$181). A single 

flawless apple, cushioned in a polystyrene foam net is 2,000 Yen (£13 sterling or US$18). That is 

why the Japanese don’t sell ugly fruit.   

 

Surprisingly, the apples were more tart than Stacey had expected, considering they had grown 

through Japan’s long, humid summers. Stacey did more research into Japanese Bramleys.  And 

that’s when she met the women of the Japanese Bramley Apple Fan Club.  

 

In 1989, Japanese apple producer, Minoru Arai, had made a trip to England and had eaten a slice of 

Bramley apple pie. So impressed had he been with the flavour that he decided to import Bramleys 

into his small home town of Obuse (population approximately 11,000) in the fertile prefecture of 

Nagano, two hours from Tokyo by Shinkansen (bullet train) and local train.  With the help of the 

British Royal Horticultural Society, he planted the first Bramley seedlings there in 1991. He hoped 

that by cultivating an exclusive brand - a product that other regions did not have - he could 

economically reinvigorate the area. To promote its unique taste, a loose network of local producers 

and housewives was formed to master traditional recipes and create new dishes for the Bramley. 

They have even produced their own Bramley recipe book featuring 27 new ways to eat a Bramley. 

These include Bramley and Tomato soup, Grilled Bramley with a Miso (fermented soybean paste) 

glaze, Bramley jelly, and the Bramley and cheese hot sandwich. 

 

In August 2012, five Bramley fans from Obuse, including its vice-mayor, made a pilgrimage to 73 

Church Street to visit the first Bramley tree, which is still alive and producing apples. There they 

were met by the BBC and by Celia Steven, great-granddaughter of the first man to market the 

Bramley commercially, nurseryman, Henry Merryweather.  They all posed for a photograph in front 

of the tree, the men wearing suits and ties, and Mr Arai sporting a flat cap. Said apple producer and 

fan, Hiroki Tomioka, to BBC Nottingham, ‘I'm so impressed, I nearly cried’ (BBC, 2012, online). 
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The year after their trip, the Japanese Bramley Apple Fan Club invited Celia to Japan as guest of 

honour at their 2013 ‘Buramuri wo tanoshimu kai’, (the gathering to enjoy Bramleys). Stacey was 

at that lunch. 

 

The three core fan club women, Kimi Mizuno, Sachiko Enomoto and Yumiko Fujiwara, are all 

members of the Kitchen Garden Club, a subgroup of the Royal Horticultural Society of Japan. 

They’d been very excited to taste a ‘sour’ apple, one that became creamy on cooking. But by 2006, 

the first wave of enthusiasm had worn off and there were no events to publicize. ‘No event, no life,’ 

sighed Mizuno. So they’d started a fan club website, inviting anyone who loved the Bramley to 

contribute. Says Mizuno, ‘When we found Stacey, we felt we wanted to know that person. And we 

hoped that Stacey could tell about Japanese Bramleys to the world.’ 

 

Stacey enjoyed spending time with the fan club women, because she recognised in them something 

that she greatly admired about Japan, that Japanese people are serious about what they love. ‘It’s 

not an otaku (nerd) thing but it’s kind of a passion, a compulsion,’ she notes. Whether it is bonsai 

trees or photography or jazz or manga comics, whatever Japanese people have a passion for they 

buy everything to feed their obsession, and they devote all their free time to practising and to 

understanding their passion, the more obscure or esoteric the better. Many Japanese sports, hobbies, 

and ways of belief are suffixed with ‘dō’, such as jūdō, kendō (bamboo sword fighting), shodō 

(calligraphy), sadō (tea ceremony) and bushidō (the way of the warrior). Derived from Taoism and 

later Buddhism, ‘dō’ means a ‘way’ of doing or a ‘path’ to follow. When Japanese take on a sport 

or hobby, they do so in the belief that they must follow it seriously, in the spirit of ‘dō’.  

 

The Bramley is a specialised market in Japan. Most Japanese people have never heard of it, 

favouring instead the dessert Fuji apple, a 1930’s cross-pollination of a Red Delicious and a 

Virginia Rawls Gennet (both American varieties). Undeterred, the women of the fan club continue 

to promote the Bramley, crocheting individual apple covers and crafting bamboo harvesting 

baskets. Stacey’s boyfriend teasingly calls them the ‘cult of the church of the Bramley Apple’. They 

are a serious bunch. Stacey is a serious person too. ‘I was always getting told growing up, don’t be 

so serious, just lighten up, and I think it’s why I love being here. I can be as serious as I like and it’s 

not a problem.’  
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But the women of the fan club needed Stacey too.  The view of many Japanese food connoisseurs is 

that the British lack a sophisticated palate. According to Nozomu Hayashi’s 1991 bestseller, ‘Igirisu 

wa Oishī’ (‘England is Delicious’ - the title is intentionally oxymoronic), they have no sense of salt, 

adding too much or none at all. They have no idea about texture, no sense of food on the tongue.  

 

The Japanese have fewer verbs than the English. What they use instead are more onomatopoeia for 

describing noises, actions, and feelings. Many of these relate to the sounds and textures of cooking 

and eating. When Japanese try a new food their expectations are high. Will that biscuit be karikari 

(dry and crunchy), paripari (crispy and crackly), or baribari (have a crisp snap)? And how will that 

gooey dessert feel in their mouths: purupuru (wiggly, jiggly), torotoro (rich and creamy) or 

fuwafuwa (light and fluffy)? 

 

On cooking, the Bramley becomes a light purée which Japanese people see as a failed pie, so the 

fan ladies looked to Stacey to be the expert, an outside voice to endorse and authenticate. Says 

Stacey, ‘I can imagine the disappointment when they’re expecting a crunchy piece of apple or at 

least some hagotae - resistance - and then they bite in and it just disappears into a kind of mush in 

their mouths. But if I say, “Actually, in England, we don’t mind and in my family in the UK, we 

used to have it like this,” then there are some people who are quite interested in that liberation.’  

 

The role of the expert, or senmonka, on international matters is one that foreigners have found 

themselves allotted to since 1852 when Japan, after two hundred years of isolation, opened to the 

West. But at the time her ‘little shop’ idea was born, Stacey had no culinary training or professional 

qualifications whatsoever. She just liked baking. Subsequently, she went on a one-week cooking 

holiday at Leith’s School of Food and Wine in London, and took a course in advanced level 

sugarcraft.   

 

To further promote the Bramley, the women of the fan club reached out to Peter Rabbit Cookbook 

author and British food enthusiast, Sakuko Kitano, who was drawn in by their enthusiasm. It was 

Kitano who engineered Stacey’s first sales opportunity, by introducing her to the owners of the 

Backerei Tokutaro in Yokohama who offered her a bi-monthly ‘English Baking Corner’ and put a 

sign in the window that read, ‘Stacey-san’s English Sweets – traditional products only!’ On 
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alternate Saturdays, Stacey would prepare a selection of baked goods, hang some handmade 

bunting, and await her Anglophile customers.  

 

Tokutaro proved a useful trial run for Mornington Crescent. Knowing how important wrapping and 

presentation are to Japanese people, Stacey initially pre-packaged each slice in a clear plastic bag 

which she sealed with a sticky label. But Tokutaro’s owner advised her to leave the bakes 

unwrapped, suggesting that they would convey the more yakitate (fresh from the oven) feeling that 

bakery customers expect. Another surprise was that her bestselling goods were the plainest: 

flapjacks and oatcakes - ‘brown’ baking. Tokutaro’s customers preferred treats that were soboku 

(rough, artless, artisan), simple, homely snacks that were unpretentious and a healthier alternative to 

the high-calorie choux cream and real gold sprinkles from the fancy French patisseries.  ‘Motto 

soboku tte mo ii desu yo. Motto motto,’ said the fan club women. More soboku is good. More, more.  

 

Stacey visited the Tokyo Business Entry Point (TBEP - now the Business Development Centre 

Tokyo), a free consultation service for foreign entrepreneurs hoping to set up a business in Tokyo, 

where two ‘kind gentlemen’ told Stacey how to go about obtaining a business permit from the 

Hokensho, the Department of Public Health.  

 

The gentlemen teased Stacey, claiming that she was ‘tapping the stone bridge before crossing it’ 

(‘Ishihashi tataite wataru’), in other words, moving too hesitantly.  But three years after that first 

seed of an idea, Stacey found her little shop, the corner unit of the white concrete building, the Casa 

do Namiki, a five-minute walk from Azabu Juban subway station. It had previously been a ceramics 

store and, before that, an obentō (lunchbox) shop. Stacey liked the area immediately because the 

neighbourhood, although part of the cosmopolitan area of Azabu where members of Japan’s 

expatriate community mix with wealthy Japanese, was more ochitsuita (calm and quiet) and the 

local people were friendly and curious about her project. The gentlemen of TBEP assured Stacey 

that she didn’t have to worry about paying protection money to the Yakuza, Japanese gangsters, 

since her shop would shut well before the nightclubs and hostess bars opened in nearby Roppongi. 

She quit her job at the start-up.  

 

She called her shop ‘Mornington Crescent’ after her love of the game of the same name from the 

Radio 4 comedy panel show, ‘I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue’. The locals soon shortened it to the more 
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manageable (for the Japanese tongue) ‘MonCre’.  For MonCre’s logo she chose a Battenburg cake, 

and she commissioned an ironmonger back home in Stockport to craft the sign which she had 

shipped over and hung from a bracket outside the shop, ‘olde’ English style.  

 

While western business guides insist that your company’s name and symbol should be clear and 

descriptive, Stacey chose the name and the Battenburg because both were a mystery to most 

Japanese people. Stacey knew that Japanese would be more interested in Mornington Crescent if 

they had to work a little to understand what it was about. Japan is an ‘accreditation’ society in 

which people feel a sense of fulfilment when they master something. Stacey felt that MonCre would 

attract more attention if it was ‘a bit enigmatic, a little bit of a puzzle to solve’, then people who had 

cracked the code would be more likely to go away and convey their new knowledge to their friends. 

It’s an extension of the idea of mastering your passion. And going one up amongst your friends by 

knowing something they don’t. 

 

Cracking the code also makes one an ‘insider’. Whilst this is prevalent everywhere in the world, in 

Japan being a member of a group – a family, a class, a company, a hobby group – is emphasised 

from the moment a child enters elementary school and is placed in their first ‘kumi’, their 

homeroom group. A salaryman will introduce himself as ‘Sony no Watanabe’, Sony’s Mr 

Watanabe, the company being more important than the individual. Stacey noticed the group ethic in 

operation at her Open Bakery days when people started bringing their own Tupperware. ‘They’re 

demonstrating the uchi (insider) and soto (outsider) thing,' notes Stacey. Because everyone else who 

just lined up, they’re like, “Oh, I didn’t bring Tupperware. I’m not in on the secret.” So I think the 

bringing of Tupperware is to be part of the club.'   

 

Stacey wanted MonCre to have a British appearance hence the London Underground tiles and the 

higgledy-piggledy picture wall. She also had the counter, sinks and tables raised in height to the 

British standard (74cm from the floor), rather than the Japanese (60cm), although the toilet 

remained at Japanese height for the convenience of the lower Japanese bottom. On the 21st April 

2014, the morning of her official launch, a Hokensho official arrived and granted her a business 

permit.  It had taken Stacey three years and five million Yen (£34,000 sterling or US$45,000) to 

reach opening day.  
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Tapping her way across that stone bridge had not been without setbacks.  Stacey had first walked 

past that deserted shop in September 2011, six months after the Great East Japan Earthquake. 

(Maybe it was no accident. The Fukushima disaster prompted many people to re-evaluate their 

lives.) As the Dai-Ichi nuclear power plant went into meltdown, the government urged people to 

observe jishuku, self-restraint, in order to preserve food and resources for the areas most affected by 

the disaster. Compounding food restrictions, people became concerned about the origins of all 

edibles in a way that had never bothered them in the days before they’d had to take a dosimeter to 

the supermarket. A lack of healthy cows and a managed economy which restricts imports caused a 

butter shortage which supermarkets attempted to overcome by importing more from France at 1,000 

Yen (£6 sterling or US$9) for 250 grammes. Then, in April 2014, there was a consumption tax hike 

from 5% to 8%. Not only did ingredients suddenly become more expensive but shop fitters 

hurriedly bought up all the tiles and gas appliances in Tokyo at the old prices just when the shop 

was being refitted. Nevertheless, as soon as Stacey’s website went live, people signed up for baking 

lessons. 

 

*** 

 

It’s Easter Sunday. A ceaseless rain is washing down the Azabu streets. Outside MonCre, a wire 

stand is tightly packed with those long umbrellas with curved handles that the Japanese believe all 

British people carry.  Inside, around thirty people, all but one of them women and two or three non-

Japanese, are shuffling excitedly around three tables on which sit the entries for the annual 

Mornington Crescent Great British Bake Off. Stacey is one of the judges. The other is Momo 

Yamaguchi, food writer and author of the Japanese-language books, ‘English Life and Snacks’, ‘A 

Tour of English Sweets’ and ‘To England to study Sweets’. She is wearing a Cath Kidson skirt in a 

double-decker bus print and green Hunter wellingtons. 

 

Today’s bake off entries have been carefully carried from home by Stacey’s students. Stacey offers 

half-day cooking lessons at 6,000 Yen per person (£41 or US$54), all ingredients included. She and 

a group of up to six students prepare British desserts and pastries, with Stacey teaching the students 

about the history and culture of the products as they mix, knead and stir. They all bake their sweets 

in the MonCre oven, and then the students take their finished dishes home to share with their 

families. Stacey teaches up to seven classes a week and many of her students are repeaters, signing 
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up again and again to make afternoon tea staples such as Lemon Drizzle cake, Victoria sponge, 

Scottish shortbread, carrot cake, crumpets, scones and, of course, Bramley apple pie and Bramley 

crumble cakes. Examples of these are now being photographed from every angle by fellow 

competitors and invited guests. 

 

With some students travelling from as far away as the southern island of Okinawa, Stacey also 

offers one and three-day intensive courses with lessons both morning and afternoon. She is happy to 

adapt her schedules to the great number of students who desire to become accomplished British 

home bakers, applying themselves with the same fervour they would give to becoming a champion 

Go player or training for the Tokyo marathon. But what does surprise her is the number of students 

who want to receive certificates for their efforts. Japan is still a society in which, due to pressure 

from male-dominated companies and a shortage of childcare facilities, women feel pressured to 

'retire' when they have children and are then unable to return to the workforce in any fulfilling 

capacity. The more ambitious seek out part-time and freelance opportunities such as teaching the 

feminine arts: kimono-wearing, ikebana and tea ceremony, or opening neighbourhood coffee shops. 

‘So if they’ve got [a certificate] - even if it doesn’t legally mean anything - that makes them look 

good in their business profile,’ notes Stacey. 

 

Sakuko Kitano is one of the guests today. Having originally travelled to England to study herbs, she 

came to love English food and traditions. She is the author of over a dozen Japanese-language 

books on English food and culture including: ‘A Tea-time Tour of Enjoyable English Sweets’, 

‘Agatha Christie’s Dining Table’, and ‘A Joyful Visit to English Country Life’. Just after Moncre 

opened, Kitano put Stacey in touch with Gretel no Kamado (Gretel’s Oven), the NHK Education 

television channel’s weekly food programme which was doing a profile on Nigel Slater and his 

stepmother’s recipe for Lemon Meringue Pie. Their broadcast was to be called, ‘English Top Chef 

Lemon Pie’ and they were looking for an English person to demonstrate Lemon Curd on camera 

and talk about what lemons mean to British people. Stacey was so nervous she cannot now 

remember what she said lemons mean to British people, but it was after the show was broadcast that 

queues started forming outside her shop on Open Bakery days.   

 

Stacey runs the Open Bakeries every other Saturday to give students and local residents the 

opportunity to buy British bakes. Japan does not have an oven culture and most Japanese homes are 
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not equipped with them, but visiting a friend or relative requires the taking of a gift to share. 

Delicate, handmade cakes from a French patisserie, boxed, beribboned and packed in dry ice are de-

rigueur among young professionals, but how much more discerning to take along the kind of sweets 

that are served on Downton Abbey.   

 

Of course, the fan club members are at the Bake Off today. Sachiko Enomoto is taking photographs 

with her Apple iPad for the fan club website. Kimi Mizuno is telling an interested group about the 

origins of the fan club. ‘And how often do you visit England?’ someone asks. ‘Oh, unfortunately, 

we’ve never been,' replies Mizuno. 'But we want to go some day and visit the tree.’ 

 

The bakes are tasted and judged, and the excited winners clasp their hessian MonCre goody bags 

and have their photographs taken with Stacey and Momo. In the queue for English tea afterwards, 

Momo Yamaguchi tells me that although many businesses try to compete with Tokyo’s French and 

Swiss patisseries by adding extras such as cream and sprinkles, Stacey has succeeded because she 

has kept her bakes soboku. But still she must be careful, Momo warns. Japan is known for its 

‘booms’. A fashion for a particular type of new or exotic food will momentarily grip the national 

‘group’. When Krispy Kreme opened its first shop in downtown Shinjuku in 2006, the store had an 

employee stand in the queue with a sign saying, 'The average waiting time from here is two hours'. 

At weekends, this stretched to four. But the next year the queue moved to Garrett’s Chicago 

popcorn shops. Booms eventually go bust. But by offering lessons, MonCre offers something more 

sustainable that other bakeries and patisseries do not: a way to gain knowledge and expertise, to 

actively participate in British culture in a way that buying a pre-packaged product cannot.  

 

British culture – fashion, music, the royal family, even the British education system - has always 

had its Japanese fans. British cuisine (due to its meat-heavy dishes and generous use of fat and oil) 

less so. British television shows like Red Dwarf, Rosemary and Thyme, Downton Abbey and 

Sherlock are as popular in Japan as they are at home. But in a BBC Worldwide survey (BBC 

Worldwide, 2015), only 4% of Japanese polled wanted to watch a British cookery show. And many 

large foreign companies (for example, Carrefour and Tesco) have spectacularly failed in the 

Japanese grocery market, the third largest in the world and notoriously difficult to crack.  
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Why then is Mornington Crescent so successful? When Tesco admitted defeat in 2011 (the same 

year that Stacey first had her idea for a 'little shop'), analysts agreed that they had not sufficiently 

understood Japan's cultural differences. Japanese food shops tend to be small-scale, community-

based businesses offering unique, high-quality products with excellent customer service. Stacey 

spent a long time researching her market, becoming expert in both British cakes and bakes and in 

Japanese culinary tastes. She has tapped into two important Japanese customs: gift-giving and 

taking tea, and has crafted her products to appeal to the Japanese aesthetic of soboku. With the 

support and advice of local culinary experts, such as Kitano and the fan club women, she has 

created a specialized product with a little bit of intrigue for the Japanese fans of British culture. And 

she has done it all from a little shop in a quiet back street in Nishi Azabu.  

 

*** 

The Mornington Crescent website is: http://mornington-crescent.co.jp/ 

Stacey’s blog can be read at: http://alittleshopinTokyo.blogspot.co.uk (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

Sakuko Kitano’s Japanese-language website address is: www.sakuko.com 

Momo Yamaguchi’s Japanese-language website address is: http://momoyamaguchi.blog.fc2.com/ 

The Japanese-language website of the Japanese Bramley Apple Fan Club is: 

http://blog.livedoor.jp/apple5555/  

The Business Development Center Tokyo’s website is at:  

http://www.seisakukikaku.metro.tokyo.jp/bdc_tokyo/english/top/ 

 

 

http://alittleshopintokyo.blogspot.co.uk/
http://www.sakuko.com/
http://momoyamaguchi.blog.fc2.com/
http://blog.livedoor.jp/apple5555/
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CHAPTER 2 - 

‘RENT A VICAR’: the role of the white man in Japanese wedding ceremonies  

 

The chapel is a small, white room with a vaulted ceiling and a stained-glass window, situated on the 

top floor of an international hotel. The guests, in formal black, sit patiently while a young woman 

plays a hymn on a small organ, its polished pipes reflecting the flickering lights of the electric 

candles. When the last note fades, the chapel doors swing open to reveal the couple, the groom in a 

white morning suit, the bride in strapless white satin with a froth of frills down the skirt. Her face is 

covered with a lace veil which reaches down to her waist. As a black gospel singer serenades them 

with a soft rendition of Ave Maria, the couple bow low to the congregation. They are seconds away 

from realising their ambition, to walk the ‘Virgin Road’ (the central, marble aisle of the chapel) and 

to be married in a Christian wedding ceremony.   

 

Waiting for the couple is Chris, an Englishman, dressed in a full-length golden gown with a silk 

stole. Tall and gaunt, he stands beneath a large, wooden cross, his long arms outstretched in 

welcome. As the bride and groom reach the lectern, he begins the ceremony by announcing their 

full names, which he has written on a post-it note in front of him. Then the congregation stands and 

sings hymn No. 320, 'What a friend we have in Jesus'. Most of the guests know the melody and they 

have the Japanese lyrics written on their order of service. Chris then reads from Corinthians 13:4, 

'Love is gentle, and love is kind …'  in both Japanese and English, ('The English is there to add a 

little bit of exotic flavour to it,' says Chris later.) and then the couple exchange vows in Japanese, 

answering, 'Hai, chikaimasu’ (I do).  

 

Next comes the moment the bride has been dreaming about all her life. She turns to the groom who 

lifts her veil and aims an awkward kiss at her lips. Kissing in public is not common in Japan (it was 

traditionally considered a precursor to sex and limited to the bedroom), but at a wedding ceremony 

it is viewed as the height of romantic love. To cover their blushes the couple have selected a 

swirling cloud of dry ice from the list of optional extras. Rings are exchanged and the couple sign 

the register. For this moment, they have chosen another extra; the gospel singer serenades the bride 

with, 'You are so beautiful'. 
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Chris prefers to use his own bible for the prayer because it's the right weight, size and it's black. 

'The Jehovah’s Witnesses gave it to me when they came to my house trying to recruit me,' he 

recalls. There are many foreign missionary groups in Japan. He calls the couple forward to the 

lectern, places their hands on his bible and covers them with his stole. Finally, Chris makes the 

kekkon sengen, the 'declaration' that the couple are now married. There is applause, and the newly-

weds turn to their guests and again bow low. Chris ends the service with a blessing, 'and that’s it, 

they’re out the door.' It’s all over in 17 minutes. As the couple are applauded down the aisle they 

are covered in another optional extra, the 'flower shower' (petal confetti).  

 

In the hotel's banqueting hall, the guests eat and the newly-weds change outfits several more times 

before they mime cutting a four-foot plastic cake which releases a cloud of dry ice. After dinner, the 

lights dim and, to the sound of a mournful J–Pop ballad, the couple hand bouquets of flowers to 

their sobbing parents, thanking them with all their hearts for their hard work and sacrifices. 

Departing guests are given gift bags containing a box of traditional sweets, a photograph frame and 

a commemorative hand towel. And the couple change once again and depart on their honeymoon, 

five days in Hawaii.   

 

There is just one small problem. Chris didn’t marry the couple. Chris isn’t a priest.  He’s not a 

pastor or a minister or a monk. He has no religious authority whatsoever.  He’s a 'rent-a-vicar'. 

 

The Japanese wedding industry, serving approximately 620,000 couples a year, is a multi-billion 

Yen business1. Whereas in the West a couple might hire a wedding planner, in Japan the whole day 

is organised by one-stop bridal companies such as Take and Give (T&G) Needs Limited (61 

wedding venues and 87 banqueting halls in Japan) or the Watabe Wedding Corporation (31 directly 

managed facilities in Japan and 15 overseas) who own purpose-built wedding 'guest houses', 

oversee the catering, supply rental gowns and tuxedos, book the wedding singer, and hire foreigners 

like Chris. With a continuing decline in the birth rate, these companies are now in competition with 

high-end hotels, holiday resorts and hospitality firms to offer couples the most romantic wedding 

ceremonies with the newest and flashiest extras. For example, the flower shower (now considered 

somewhat passé) is increasingly being replaced by the feather shower, the Mickey shower (confetti 

in the shape of Mickey Mouse) or the bubble ceremony in which the couple blow bubbles at the 

congregation. The speciality of the Mielparque Hotel in Yokohama (part of the Watabe 
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organisation) is the Electric Blue Cascading Champagne Tower2, where the couple pour liquid onto 

a six-tier high stack of champagne glasses and the liquid glows luminous blue as it fills the glasses 

one by one. 

 

The wedding most desired by brides is the Disney ceremony, either at Tokyo Disneyland or Disney 

Sea. The Disney Royal Dream wedding takes place in Cinderella Castle where 'your childhood 

dream of a princess wedding comes true as you spend the day in the magical, dream-like ambience 

of this wedding program'. For seven and a half million Yen (£51,000 or US$67,500), a couple can 

enjoy a banquet for up to 50 guests, wedding apparel (two sets each chosen from a range of Disney 

Princess costumes such as Cinderella, Snow White or Belle), location photographs (three poses), 

flower arrangements, flower shower, glass place cards, an MC (dressed as a page from Cinderella), 

and background music. And as a Program Privilege, 'Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse, Donald Duck 

and Daisy Duck will appear dressed up in formal attire at the wedding reception to wish the bride 

and groom all the best'. Alternatively, you can glide through Disney Sea in a Venetian gondola to 

your heart-warming reception where Minnie and Mickey preside over your cake-cutting ceremony 

while Chip’n Dale, 'add their touch of cheery antics'3. 

 

There is no end to the weddings a couple can choose but they all have one thing in common. None 

of them has any legal validity; they are simply parties. By the time the couple take their first steps 

down the Virgin Road, they may already be married. Some couples have been married for years; 

some even have children. 

 

To be married in Japan, a couple simply has to sign and submit a piece of paper, a kekkon todoke, or 

marriage registration, at their local ward or city office. Technically they both have to submit this 

document in person but it is not unknown for a family member to take care of the paperwork if the 

couple are too busy working. They may not even bother with a party; around a quarter of marrying 

couples have no ceremony at all, known as a nashikon4. This has occasionally led to abuses of the 

system. There have been cases where a jilted boy or girlfriend has forged their lost love’s hanko (an 

official seal used in place of signatures in Japan) on a kekkon todoke, and the other party has only 

discovered that they have been married without their knowledge when they try to marry somebody 

else.   
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The legal aspect of creating a marriage is a matter of filling in the right form.  But most couples still 

want to celebrate this right of passage in front of friends, family and co-workers. Especially co-

workers. A man’s promotion is often dependent upon his marital status. A married man can spend 

more time at the office while his wife takes care of the home, the children, and his ageing parents. A 

married man will become eligible for a posting abroad, either with or without his wife. And with 

women's career prospects severely hampered by gender inequality in the Japanese workplace, she 

can ensure her long-term financial stability. So couples marry. And the most popular ceremony in 

Japan is the Christian wedding ceremony. 

 

Japan is not a Christian country.  The Spanish and Portuguese who sailed to Asia in the seventeenth 

century were expelled from Japan when they threatened the military government’s rule with the 

higher authority of a Roman Catholic god. Only a small pocket of Christianity remained hidden in 

the Urakami district of Nagasaki, an area now famous as the epicentre of the atomic bomb blast 

which wiped out most of the remaining Christians in an instant. Today only 1% of Japan’s 127 

million population claim to be Christian, yet three-quarters of marrying couples (who decide to 

have a service) choose a Christian wedding ceremony in a wedding guest house or the chapel of a 

hotel (McCaul, 2006). Since the eighties, the white wedding has become the most popular 

ceremony for Japanese of all levels of society. Around 12% prefer a Shinto ceremony5 which, 

although presided over by a real priest, has no legal authority either. And Shinto ceremonies are not 

as popular with brides because they are only allowed one change of clothing, the traditional white 

kimono with a white hood to hide their 'horns', a symbol of the inherent evil nature of women.  

 

Gary is another rent-a-vicar. Shaven-headed and with a stern appearance, he wears a full-length 

black gown with a stole. He also carries an English bible. 'It’s a prop. It has Holy Bible written on 

the front.' He prepares well beforehand, typically arriving an hour and a half before the first 

ceremony and meeting with the organ player and the singers. 'Sometimes we have extra musicians 

like a harpist or we have cello or violin. Usually they’re Japanese,' he notes. 'The only time they’re 

foreign is if there’s a gospel singer and they’re usually African American.'  

 

Gary’s ceremonies last between 15 and 25 minutes. 'If they want a fast wedding, they’ll say, “Can 

you cut it short?”.' So the company removes a hymn or a prayer. Gary plays no part in designing the 

ceremony; he simply reads from a script given to him by the wedding company. The ceremonies are 
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mostly in Japanese; only the prayers are in English. There’ll be a couple of hymns. 'I’ve never heard 

of them in English. I know them as 3, 12 and 430. Whatever that might be.' At the end of the 

ceremony, Gary offers a non-religious message, 'I have a few stock messages, usually about love or 

about family or what being married means … sacrifice,' he says with a hollow laugh. 

 

Things go wrong all the time. With between 80 and 150 guests, couples get nervous. Sometimes 

they freeze. One time, the groom had a sudden explosive nosebleed. But Gary is prepared. 'I’m 

quite calm. I’ve been doing it for so long that I’m not the kind of person who panics.' He always 

keeps tissues in his pocket or under the lectern together with lozenges, a gel for his throat, post-its 

and pencils. There’s always crying. 'Sometimes friends or family cry when they see the bride,' he 

explains. 

 

With such strict time limits and a precise list of optional extras, there is little room for individuality 

but the ring ceremony is one part where the couple can stamp their own identity on the service, such 

as having children present the rings on cushions or having pet dogs scamper up the aisle with the 

rings tied to their backs. 'On one occasion, I had a remote-controlled car with the rings on,' recalls 

Gary, 'And from under the podium I had to hand the remote to the groom.'  

 

Gary is a RADA-trained actor who specialises in stage fighting. He came to Japan in 1989 to study 

Aikido. During the week, he’s an English-language lecturer, teaching 17 x 90-minute classes on 

various university campuses across Tokyo. At weekends he’s a rent-a-vicar, hired out to venues by 

the Tokyo Music Centre, the biggest talent agency in Japan. He can perform two to six ceremonies 

a day during the wedding seasons which are June, and September through November. 'I had no 

qualms from the beginning. I see it as an acting job,' he says. 'Something I could do very well. 

Something that pays very well.' Gary earns 14,000 Yen (£96 or US$126) per wedding and he’s been 

doing the job for ten years. 'We used to get tipped but we don’t any more. I still see little envelopes 

going to the photographer and other people but we’re missed out now.'  

 

During the eighties, the years of economic prosperity, bridal company staff would walk up to any 

suitable-looking white male and offer them money to 'marry' people. Now regulations have been 

tightened and most companies will only hire permanent residents, preferably those who hold spouse 

visas. Gary, a lapsed Catholic, married his Japanese wife in Florence, Italy. His wife and her mother 
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are both Catholic but they are unconcerned with his weekend work. 'They don’t really have a 

problem with it because they know it’s not real,' he says. 

 

Chris has no problem with it either. 'Since there is no legal or religious dimension to the ceremony 

itself I have no qualms about doing it on any level at all.' Chris arrived in Japan as a backpacker 

thirty years ago. He teaches English at two high schools, and is the lead singer/guitarist of a rock 

band called Edward’s Operation. For many years he also did talent work; he appeared on 

commercials and television shows as a foreign face. He got into the wedding business twenty years 

ago when there was a high demand for rent-a-vicars and he could do twenty to thirty weddings a 

weekend at a chapel in the Pan Pacific Hotel in Yokohama (since renamed the Yokohama Bay 

Hotel Tokyu). Now he’s down to three or four and is employed directly by one wedding company, 

Music Grace, which has its own chapel and banqueting hall in south Tokyo. He is paid 7,000 Yen 

(£47 or US$63) per ceremony. Additionally, when he started out, he also had to buy his own black 

gown, a cheap import from Korea. 

 

Chris is an atheist. When he married his Japanese wife in 1990 they had a Shinto ceremony at Meiji 

Jingu shrine in Tokyo and then a blessing at a Methodist church in the United Kingdom. 'I’m not a 

Christian so it didn’t have any religious significance for me … and obviously I’m not Shinto so 

both my ceremonies had a similar kind of meaning for me as [for] the Japanese in their ceremonies 

with me, I suspect.' Meaning they were nothing more than a tradition, a formality to enjoy or to 

endure.  

 

A few years ago, a reporter from the New York Times wrote that he and his kind are frauds (Brooke, 

2005). The Japan Times called them 'phoney as hell' (Dillon, 2006). The BBC quotes a genuine 

Japanese Christian priest as saying, 'It is a real problem for us. They are not genuine and they give 

us a bad name. It is important for the bride and groom to have a proper wedding and they’re not 

getting it from these fake priests' (McCaul, 2006). In fact, Chris and Gary were told by their 

employers that although their job title, bokushi, translates as 'priest', they are, in fact, 'celebrants'.   

 

Recently Chris’s wedding company arranged a 'tie-up' with the local Hase Baptist Church which 

issued certificates to all the celebrants. If anyone questions them they are supposed to answer, ‘We 

are attached to this church and therefore we have the right to conduct wedding ceremonies.' 
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Explains Chris, 'There is a general move to try and give some authenticity to the celebrants but, in 

my opinion, it’s pretty meaningless because the ceremonies themselves don’t have any real 

meaning. There’s no point in trying to pretend that we have some kind of authority or permission to 

do this.'  

 

In Japan, the whole 'celebrant' issue is rather nebulous. But if the ceremony itself is not a legal one 

and the couple know it, to what extent are Chris and his cohorts deceiving them? If a Japanese 

couple insist on being ‘married’ by a genuine priest, can their marriage really be ‘ordained’ by a 

Christian God if they themselves are not Christian? Indeed, if the couple aren’t Christian, what right 

have they to demand a genuine priest?  

 

White weddings became fashionable in Japan after the union of Prince Charles and Princess Diana 

was shown on television in 1981. With the ceremony broadcast worldwide, the Japanese were 

suddenly in a position to compare it with their traditional Shinto ceremony which celebrates the 

uniting of two families, whereas the Christian service is a declaration of a couple's love. The white 

wedding was considered exotic and sophisticated, and bridal companies were swift to borrow the 

Christian traditions of the walk down the aisle (the Virgin Road), the hymns, the prayers, the ring 

ceremony, the kiss and the signing of the register, without much thought as to the religious 

foundations from which they grew. Says Chris, 'It’s the archetypal form over content thing since it 

has no meaning whatsoever apart from it looks nice and she wants to wear a white dress.' Gary 

agrees. 'It’s the idea, the concept of “white wedding”. The image that they have.'    

 

Couples have the choice of a Buddhist, Shinto, Christian or secular ceremony (or none at all). With 

a growing demand for secular services worldwide, authorised celebrants may perform legally-

binding marriage ceremonies in many countries including Australia, the United Kingdom and in 

some states of the USA (where you can also become a celebrant by mail order). In Japan the secular 

ceremony or jinzen shiki hito mae is literally a 'ceremony before people' instead of 'before God'. 

Typically the couple will walk down the aisle and sign the register (though legally this is simply a 

guest book), and they may make speeches of thanks to the congregation. A secular celebrant may 

also be hired to oversee an exchange of rings. Chris says, 'I’d be quite happy to officiate at a totally 

secular ceremony and take the word “God” out of everything and not sing any hymns.' But he’s 

never been asked.  
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Couples are free to choose a Japanese celebrant, especially if they are concerned about the parts of 

the ceremony in English, but they rarely do. Says Gary, 'The whole thing is seen as a foreign kind 

of wedding so to have a Japanese celebrant would break the illusion of what they are doing.' Chris 

and Gary are both middle-aged, white males. They look the part of kindly, village curates and that is 

essentially the idea. Notes Chris, 'The point about me of course is that I’m white and so that adds an 

air of authenticity since obviously the image of it is “the West”.'  

 

The White Male is a commodified symbol in Asia, utilised as an image of desire and success in 

advertising, and to lend authority to corporate and academic settings. White males are seen by some 

Asian women as more desirable marriage partners than their own countrymen, while Asian 

businesses note the power of the white man to boost business. In China, for example, there is a 

fashion for hiring white men as fake partners at business meetings to bring an air of authenticity and 

make the company appear more international. Called 'white guy window dressing', in the Japanese 

wedding industry it is what the clients want and the bridal companies must provide. As one 

prospective groom notes, 'It would seem very unreal and fake if there was a Japanese person 

conducting the ceremony. Very shady actually' (McCaul, 2006). For this reason there are obviously 

no foreign female celebrants but they may find work as wedding singers.  

 

Another aspect of wedding window dressing is the chapels and churches situated in hotels, 

shopping malls and in the geihinkan (literally 'guest houses' but 'palaces' would be nearer the mark) 

with names like Arkangel and Anfelicion. Despite the stained glass windows, the pews, the altars, 

the organs, the hymn books and the abundance of crosses, these places are not consecrated. The 

geihinkan provide the chapel, the ballroom, the beauty room, the dresses, the catering, the flowers, 

the overnight accommodation, and the gift bags. The really good ones even have swimming pools. 

Whilst there are several hundred Catholic and Protestant churches in Japan, they don’t offer a one-

stop wedding service like this. 

 

The geihinkan, the mock chapel, the Princess dresses, the plastic cake, the dry ice, the prop bible 

and even Chris and Gary exist because of the importance to the Japanese of 'ritual', and of the value 

placed on the performance of cultural events in a society which is not religious in the western sense 

of the word. 'The Japanese like their ceremonies and their meetings and their formal occasions … 
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everybody assembling together and going through some form of ritual, the Japanese are particularly 

keen on that,' notes Chris. 'Look at their culture in general, they’ve got so many events and festivals. 

Culturally Japan is very, very rich. And I’m sure this just slots right in there.' A wedding, whether 

sacred or secular, is a symbolic ritual which publicly expresses a couple’s commitment to one 

another.  And to many Japanese, a declaration at a public gathering means so much more than a 

piece of paper from the town hall. As Chris says, 'I can understand that you would want to have a 

ceremony … it’s sad just to go down to your ward office and sign a piece of paper and that’s it.' 

 

What is more, Japan’s non-legal ceremonies can promote social change. Lacking any legal validity, 

the non-legal ceremony can circumnavigate the law where it lags behind modern mores. Gary has 

presided over a ceremony for a couple with Down’s syndrome; whilst legally unable to marry, the 

couple were able to publicly express their union through a non-legal Christian wedding ceremony. 

And in 2013 Disney hosted its first same-sex wedding when a lesbian couple were able to declare 

their non-legal union to the world with Mickey, Minnie and the Venetian Gondola ride (Tabuchi, 

2013). The mock Christian wedding ceremony is not about religion or legality, it’s about the public 

expression of a milestone in life. Chris agrees. 'I’m just providing a service. It doesn’t have any 

religious significance, the ceremonies are not recognised by any churches as having any religious 

validity, the law doesn’t recognise them as having any legal validity so if I can give them a 

memorable day, something they can look back on with fond memories and some nice photographs, 

then I feel that my job is done.' 

 

*** 

 

The Japanese-language Take and Give Needs website is: https://www.tgn.co.jp/ 

The Japanese-language Watabe Wedding website is: https://www.watabe-wedding.co.jp/ 

The Disney weddings website is: http://www.disneyweddings.jp/english/tdh/index.html 

1 Figures taken from the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare website at:  

https://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/database/db-hw/populate/dl/01.pdf (Access 26 July 2018) 

2 Various optional extras including the Electric Blue Cascading Champagne Tower can be viewed on Youtube at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yc5c50OOXNs (Bridal Fair at MielParque Yokohama Japan) 

                                                             

https://www.tgn.co.jp/
https://www.watabe-wedding.co.jp/
http://www.disneyweddings.jp/english/tdh/index.html
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/database/db-hw/populate/dl/01.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yc5c50OOXNs
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3 Quotation taken from the Tokyo Disneyland wedding website at: 

http://www.disneyweddings.jp/english/tdh/index.html 

4 The most recent statistics I can find for nashikon are from the Watabe wedding website at: https://www.watabe-

wedding.co.jp/library/pdf/corporate/ir/091006_AR_english.pdf (Accessed 26 July 2018 – Their source is the 

Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare but I am unable to find any other details from their site.) 

5 Percentages taken from Fact and Details website (which attributes its data to Recruit Co.) at: 

http://factsanddetails.com/japan/cat18/sub117/item617.html 

https://www.watabe-wedding.co.jp/library/pdf/corporate/ir/091006_AR_english.pdf
https://www.watabe-wedding.co.jp/library/pdf/corporate/ir/091006_AR_english.pdf
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CHAPTER 3 -  

'TEMPERAMENTALLY, I'M NOT A BRITISH FILM-MAKER': the Japan-based career of Welsh 

independent writer/director/producer, John Williams  

 

John Harford Williams1 is an award-winning film writer, director and producer. His first feature, 

Firefly Dreams was a coming-of-age story set in rural Japan. It reflected traditional Japanese 

cultural themes: the evil of the city versus the simple, honest ways of the countryside, a love of 

nature, and nostalgia for a way of life that is disappearing. Variety magazine declared it was, 

'astutely crafted … [with] strong human appeal and emotional resonance'2. Screen International 

called it, 'beautifully shot3'. The film won six independent awards, was voted best film at the 21st 

Hawaiian International Film Festival, and was the audience's choice for Best Dramatic Feature at 

the 12th Cinequest San Jose Film Festival in 20024. John himself was awarded Best 

Cinematographer5 by the Japan Society of Cinematographers, and was even nominated for best new 

director by the Director's Guild of Japan. But the movie would never have been made if the 

working-class Welshman had not moved to Japan. And John would probably still be teaching in a 

north London comprehensive. 

 

Born in 1962 and raised in a rural Welsh mining community, John was always a movie fan. When 

he was 14, BBC2 ran a late night Sunday slot showing foreign films such as Jean-Luc Godard's 

Alphaville (1965) and Akira Kurosawa's Dersu Uzala (1975) which he watched on his tiny black 

and white television. Aguirre, Wrath of God (1972) made such an impact on him that at school the 

next day he told his German teacher about it. That was directed by Werner Herzog, his teacher 

replied. 'OK,' said John. 'What's a director and how can I get that job?'  

 

John knew he wanted to be a film director. But he had no idea how to go about it and knew no-one 

who could help. 'Every time I asked people how they said, “Oh, no, you can't get that job, a country 

boy like you”.'  So he read French and German literature at Trinity College, Cambridge and took 

with him a 16mm Bolex that his father had bought for him. When he could afford the film, he made 

surrealist, experimental shorts. 
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Graduating in 1984, he thought that he could just knock on a few doors in Soho and get his first job 

as a runner. He was wrong. It was the year of the miners' strike and the Brighton bombing, the year 

that Thatcher's Conservative government ended its subsidisation of the film industry. In 1984, film 

production and box office takings fell to their lowest level ever6.  

 

John also didn't realise that the industry he was trying to break into was effectively a closed shop. 

Entry level jobs were given to those with connections, and nearly all skills were unionised. Recalls 

John, 'I had that feeling that I'm not going to get anywhere in this country because I am a country 

boy, and although I went to an elite university I'm still not of those people.'  

 

John found a job teaching French and German at a secondary school. In his free time, he went to the 

Everyman theatre in Hampstead where he saw Japanese films by Kenji Mizoguchi, Yasujiro Ozu 

and Kurosawa. He particularly enjoyed the wackiness of Ishi Sogo's black comedy, The Crazy 

Family (1984) and the strange humour of Juzo Itami's tribute to ramen noodles, Tampopo (1985). 

So when, in 1988, he saw a newspaper advertisement which suggested that he, 'Come and teach 

English in Japan', he packed his bags. 'I'd pretty much psychologically committed to not going back 

to Britain for quite some time.' 

 

John began teaching English with the Interac company in the central city of Nagoya. He had only 

been there for two weeks when, one morning, looking out the window of a restaurant, he saw a 

group of young men making a film in the street. They were students at the Nagoya University of the 

Arts. He spoke no Japanese and they spoke no English, yet he conveyed his desire to join them. He 

began by holding lights and carrying bags, all the while learning Japanese and receiving a film 

school education without going to film school. After a year he told them that he'd like to write and 

direct his own film and they in turn crewed for him.  

 

Nagoya's vibrant independent film culture was centred around Cinema Skhole, one of a chain of art 

house cinemas founded by controversial director Koji Wakamatsu7, primarily known for his sixties 

pinku (adult, generally sex) films and also for films with increasingly political messages. 

(Wakamatsu was killed in 2012 when he was hit by a taxi on his way home from a meeting about 

his next feature. It was to be a film about the Japanese nuclear lobby and Tepco, the owners of the 

Fukushima Dai-Ichi nuclear power plant.) Having rejected the studio system himself, Wakamatsu 
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was known to support young independent film-makers, and Cinema Skhole was the place where 

they could get a late night or Saturday morning slot and fill the theatre with their friends and 

colleagues. Skhole was managed by director/producer, Junji Kimata, who watched their films and 

gave his comments. 'He was very honest,' admits John. 'If he didn't like it, he said, “OK, you can 

show it but it's not a good film.” Or, “That was interesting but you should change the ending”.' John 

made three short 8mm films, two of which – to avoid translation issues and because he was going 

through a David Lynch phase - were dreamlike and without language, and one, Promises, which 

was a human drama about an American man who comes to Japan and tracks down his Vietnam 

veteran father's Japanese mistress. 

 

John included these films in his portfolio when applying to the film school at New York University 

and was delighted when he was accepted. Unfortunately, he was travelling in India when he 

received his offer and by the time he'd returned to Japan, they had given his place away. Initially 

devastated, he now says it was the best thing that ever happened to him. Back in Nagoya, at a 

meeting of Amnesty International, he met a group of Sri Lankan asylum seekers who persuaded him 

to fly there and make a documentary about the political killings and disappearances. John arrived 

shortly after the assassination of President Premadasa in 1993. He carried only a video camera and 

did his editing on a small two-deck machine but his documentary, Voices from Sri Lanka, was well-

received at Amnesty events. With his new-found interest in documentary film-making he took 

himself to the Yamagata Documentary Film Festival. One night, he was sitting in a sake brewery 

listening to a discussion between a Palestinian and an Israeli film-maker when he realised he did not 

want to go to America after all. Japan was a much more interesting place to make films. He thought, 

'Perhaps this is the only place I can make [films] because there's so much I like about this place and 

so much I want to say.' He decided to take the four million Yen (£27,500 sterling or US$36,400) he 

had saved for film school and make a feature in Japan. 

 

With gentō (magic lantern) shows already widely popular in Japan, the Japanese were ready for 

moving pictures. The first Japanese film (a ghost story called Bake Jizo or Jizo the Spook8) was 

made 1898, only two years after the arrival of Thomas Edison's Kinetoscope and the Lumière 

brother's Cinematograph. Japan has one of the oldest film industries in the world, and the fourth 

largest by number of films produced (after India, the United States and China) (UNESCO, 2016). 

John believes that the Japanese film industry succeeds because it is run like the American studio 

systems of the past. It is commercially-minded and quick to invest in other avenues for profit such 
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as multimedia, song tie-ins and merchandising. Many Japanese movies are adaptations of manga 

comics and best-selling books or have been adapted from the small screen to the big. Consequently, 

Japanese studios don't need to look to Hollywood for financing. Says John, 'The Japanese industry 

is a bigger industry and a more successful industry in terms of keeping Hollywood at bay, whereas 

the British film industry would pretty soon collapse without American money.' 

 

Japanese audiences also want to see their own culture reflected on film, and native film-makers 

know their nation's taste and preferences. More than half of Japanese films are anime, such as those 

created by Hayao Miyazaki's Studio Ghibli. Japan has a rich literary tradition of ghost stories and 

horror tales, a genre which Japan's earliest film-makers were quick to put onto celluloid, and which 

remains popular today with movies such Ringu (The Ring, 1998) and Ju-On (The Grudge, 2002). 

With Brother (2000), Takeshi Kitano (aka television's Beat Takeshi) has tapped into another 

traditional genre, the Yakuza or gangster movie. He has also explored jidaigeki or period dramas, 

with Zatoichi (2003), a remake of a long-running film and television series. Then there are pinku 

movies, idol movies (springboards for popular talents of the day), and kaiju (monster) movies of 

which the most famous is Gojira (Godzilla, from 1954).  

 

Americans too like movies which reflect their culture and its values. Since the 1950s, Hollywood 

has been remaking successful Japanese films in American locations and with American actors. The 

Kurosawa period epic, Seven Samurai (1954) was rewritten as the cowboy film, The Magnificent 

Seven (1960) while, in 2014, Godzilla appears not in Tokyo but in San Francisco.  

 

But the British do not seem to have this preference for home-grown productions. 'British people 

don't go and see British films,' says John. 'You look at the reports in Screen International. British 

people go and see American films.' Consequently, it is to Hollywood that British film-makers look 

for financing and for box office success. The British film industry would collapse without 

Hollywood, believes John. And they are largely unaware of the creativity and productivity of the 

film industry in Japan. 'I find sometimes when I meet people in the British film industry they're so 

narrow-minded. They've no idea that there's this other thing going on on the other side of the world 

that's bigger than they are. And it just happens to be in another language.' 
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John's feature, shot in 16mm, was a 70-minute comedy thriller called Midnight Spin (1996). It was 

the story of an American bar hostess having a bad night which gets steadily worse as she fails to 

understand Japanese culture and some of the characters she meets. The film was picked up by the 

Raindance Film Festival in London but John couldn't afford to attend as he'd spent the entire 

budget, plus two million Yen he'd borrowed from a friend.  

 

John realised it wasn't enough to make a film. He'd put all his time and energy into writing and 

directing his feature but had given little thought to its promotion or distribution. He'd been able to 

show his film in Nagoya and Osaka easily enough but cinemas in Tokyo weren't interested. 'I think 

a lot of film-makers don't think about that,' says John. 'They think the film is going to have a life of 

its own and even if it's very, very good it's really hard. Because it costs money to promote a film so 

you can make a really fantastic film and then it can just not go anywhere.' As well as being a writer 

and director, John realised he needed to become a producer as well. 

 

His next film was a full 100-minute feature. He raised 45 million Yen (£310,000 or US$409,500) 

from investors - fifty per cent Japanese financing, fifty per cent foreign. He set up a company, 100 

Meter films. And he drew up a festival and distribution strategy. The film was shot over six weeks 

at the height of summer (when John was on vacation from his teaching job) in the village of 

Horaicho, in the central Japanese prefecture of Aichi.  

 

Firefly Dreams (2001)9 is the story of 17-year-old Naomi, a teen tearaway who prefers hanging out 

with her friends in the bars and shops of Nagoya to attending school. With her parents' imminent 

divorce, she is sent away for the summer to help at a countryside ryokan (inn) run by her mother's 

sister's family. There she is tasked with looking after frail Mrs Koide, an old neighbour with 

creeping dementia whose deteriorating mind pulls her back to her wartime past and to a secret she'd 

rather forget. The two form a close friendship. 

 

Situated in a rural valley, Horaicho is a place that few Japanese know. Migration to the cities has 

left the area depopulated and unmodernised. The roads are narrow, the hills steep and dense with 

foliage, but there is a nearby hotspring resort, Yuya, and there are sweetfish in the river. John and 

his crew were welcomed by the local government and village community who offered them an old 

house in which to stay, while the Association of Ryokan Owners allowed filming in a nearby inn. 
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Mrs Koide's home was an abandoned wooden house in Horaicho village, possibly the former site of 

a historical cottage industry in Japan, silk production. On a location visit, John found spinning 

wheels and looms on the upper floor which in the nineteenth century would also have housed vats of 

silk worms while the family lived on the floor below. A scene in which Naomi pokes around the 

dilapidated interior, sliding open fusuma (paper) doors and lifting the lids of dusty chests and boxes, 

features an old globe and a mirror. John also found these items in the house and wrote them into the 

script. The globe symbolises Mrs Koide's world in her younger days, while the mirror expresses 

how Naomi and Mrs Koide, despite the generation gap, are mirrors for each other, transporting Mrs 

Koide back to her youth while Naomi, realising her own mortality, grows up. For John, the mirror 

also represents cinema itself and the way in which, on gazing into it, the flow of time is stopped, 

just as it is on celluloid. While making Firefly, John had in his mind the Horoshige ukiyoe 

woodblock print10 of people running across a bridge in the rain, a moment in time captured forever.  

 

But time does not stop, and John also acknowledges this. A scene in which Mrs Koide helps Naomi 

to put on a yukata, a lightweight summer kimono, made women in cinema audiences cry, evoking 

personal memories of being helped to dress for shichogosan, a coming-of-age festival for young 

people when they are dressed up and taken to the local shrine. In Japanese aesthetics there is a term 

for this nostalgia, mono no aware, literally the 'transience of things'. Mono no aware represents that 

feeling of deep sadness at the passing of time and the impermanence of all life. From the way the 

cherry blossom is blown away on the first strong breeze to the death of an aged parent, all are 

representations of mono no aware. (Cherry blossoms traditionally symbolise the beauty and 

fragility of life. For the few days each year that cherry trees produce their fragile, pink blooms, 

Japanese will enjoy hanami, 'blossom viewing' parties under the trees, drinking alcohol and singing 

karaoke. Ōka, meaning 'cherry blossom', was also the name given to the human-guided flying 

bombs which were utilised by the Japanese navy towards the end of the Pacific War in 1945. Pilots 

were sealed into the bombs on a one-way kamikaze mission.) Mono no aware is a feeling in which 

Japanese people love to indulge yet, despite it being a key scene in the film, John claims to have hit 

upon the significance of the dressing ritual by chance. 'I may have seen it in a film or something,' he 

admits. 

 

Because John was also the director and producer, he had final say on the actors hired. For his lead 

he chose Maho Ukai, a young woman with no acting experience. When she first auditioned he was 

hesitant because he didn't think she was acting at all - she didn't appear to be giving a performance - 
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but John wanted authenticity, and her natural style won her the part. His Japanese assistant director 

thought he had 'shot the film in the foot' by not hiring a more famous or conventionally pretty girl 

but two days into the shoot, he admitted that John had been right.  

 

The role of Mrs Koide was played by a 'national treasure', film, television and stage actress, Yoshie 

Minami11, who had begun her career in 1934 playing the male roles in the all-female Takarazuka 

acting troupe. She played a maid in Akira Kurosawa's, Ikiru (1952) and a geisha in Nigorie (1953), 

an adaptation of a novel by Meiji period (1868-1912) writer, Higuchi Ichiyō. Minami was an 

enthusiastic wine drinker and at dinner regaled John and the crew with stories of her life and career. 

Minami's memories of witnessing the bombing of Tokyo during the Second World War were 

written into the script as Mrs Koide's reminiscences. Born in 1915, Minami was 85 when she filmed 

Firefly Dreams. It was her last film role; she died in 2010. 

 

In creating a frame for Firefly, John was inspired by historical Japanese woodblock prints 

(mokuhanga) which play with light and shade. A scene in which Naomi talks with a delivery boy in 

the inn kitchen is framed in such a way that two-thirds of the shot, a darkened corridor in which a 

shadowy Naomi stands and smokes, is completely black while in the other third a boy carries a crate 

of empty beer bottles through a bright white kitchen. John believes that the problem with a lot of 

contemporary cinema and television in particular is that everything is shown.  'The beauty of 

traditional woodblock prints is not what is shown but what is left in darkness,' he says. 

 

In modern film, when a character walks out of frame, the scene generally cuts to that character in 

another place. In Firefly, when Naomi goes to the local hospital to pay her respects at the bedside of 

recently-deceased Mrs Koide, the camera and thus the audience are left waiting in the corridor. We 

are left to imagine what is occurring off-screen. 'It leaves space for imagination,' says John, 'and 

that's beautiful in woodblocks because you get a lot of off-screen space.' The partially obstructed 

view, the voyeuristic peak through the shōji (sliding paper doors), the shadow on the wall, are all 

elements that are commonly utilised in Japanese films. 

 

The film too is told in an oblique story-telling style. Not only must the audience imagine what could 

be happening off-screen but also what conversations may be taking place. At the inn, Naomi's aunt 

answers the telephone. The scene then cuts to a funeral, and the audience gradually becomes aware 



Susan Karen Burton   

 139 

 

that Naomi's father has committed suicide. Indirectness is a strong tradition in many Japanese arts.  

Haiku, for example, are about hidden not explicit meanings. They are messages in code. 

 

In another scene, Naomi and her relatives eat a meal without speaking. This so-called 'silent' cinema 

of long pauses and slow, meandering dialogue is a key feature of cinema Japanesque. Students of 

the Japanese language are often told that first you learn how to speak Japanese, then you learn how 

to not speak it. Subtlety and silence - not saying what can be surmised – are key facets of Japanese, 

where it is silence not words which facilitate understanding. Elements of non-verbal communication 

may include haragei, the concept of 'belly talk', of people communicating through their stomachs 

without the need for dialogue. Ishin-denshin is a shared understanding between two people without 

the need for words. This concept is also represented spatially, as 'ma' or negative space. The 

aesthetic of emptiness is a key concept in the Japanese art world. It is also a common idea among 

architects that when a westerner walks into a room, they see the things in that room while a 

Japanese architect will notice the space between those things.  

 

Although proficient in written and spoken Japanese, John wrote the script for Firefly in English, had 

it translated and then worked on it with the actors and even the locals in Horaicho. Observations, 

such as that of a ryokan owner who noted that guests didn't go out in the evenings any more but 

stayed in their rooms watching television, was written straight into a scene in which two of the 

characters discuss this whilst hanging out washing. But like the Japanese language itself, the 

dialogue in Firefly is sparing, with many moments of silence and space. Yet each scene is rich in 

sound: the electric hum of cicadas, the creak of tatami rush matting, and the soft crackle of a fire as 

Mrs Koide burns her old photographs.  

 

Even though Firefly Dreams appears very Japanese in style and content, John warns against 

'orientalising' cinematic techniques, of reading too much into a commonly-perceived dichotomy 

between East and West. He is sceptical of cultural explanations and cultural psychology, finding 

them in many instances to be clichéd. And he is quick to point out that many apparently Japanese 

techniques are also utilised by non-Japanese film-makers. A famous scene in Roman Polanski's 

Rosemary's Baby is used in film schools throughout the world to demonstrate the power of off-

screen action. Polanski shoots through a door but places the camera so that the audience cannot see 
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the figure talking on the other side. The effect causes the audience to lean to the right en masse in 

their attempt to see around the door.  

 

John also feels that much of the use of long pauses and of silence is a relatively recent invention in 

Japanese film prompted by directors such Takeshi Kitano who edit with a distinct off-beat rhythm, 

'almost like jazz'. Old Japanese studio films of the fifties were much faster. He notes too that all 

poetry, not just haiku, is codified, while 'space' is a key concept in art throughout the world. 

Although he is prepared to accept that, traditionally, space is constructed in a particular way in 

Japan and must therefore be shot differently on film, in reality, 'you certainly don't see it in people's 

living rooms these days. The theory is there but when you go to a friend's house, it's full of junk … 

there is no space between the things.'  

 

Nevertheless, a group of Sony executives who saw rough cuts of Firefly Dreams refused to accept it 

had been written and directed by a foreigner. And John doesn't believe he would have made the 

movie if he had remained in Britain. 'I don't think I would have attempted to make Firefly Dreams 

in Britain,' he admits. As a schoolboy in Wales, John loved poetry, particularly French poetry, but 

felt that it was considered 'funny' for a boy to admit to this. 'Where I came from it was like Billy 

Elliot. I went to school in a mining community and that goes quite deep in Britain.' John associates 

British films with a political realism (such as the works of Ken Loach) but he didn't want to have to 

commit to political socialist cinema just because he was working class. He feels temperamentally 

closer to more poetic directors such as Lindsay Anderson, Lynne Ramsay and even Mike Leigh. 

('He's a very similar director to Ozu in many ways.') Yet John feels that the very idea that you're 

trying to do something artistic in Britain throws you into being associated with the 'snobby middle-

class'. 'I wouldn't want to feel that what I was doing was just pretentious,' he says.  

 

Relocating to Japan gave John the freedom to make the films he wanted to make, films about 

society that are both imaginative and engaged. Japan, he believes, gives him 'a slightly bigger 

latitude to do things that are poetic.' Writing haiku is a national past-time in Japan, and if John 

admits to liking poetry, no-one calls him a 'ponce'. In Japan the idea of a metaphorical and 

philosophical cinema, a cinema of ideas, is more accepted than in Britain and having lived and 

worked in Japan for 25 years, John is now more 'at home' in Japan than he is at home. 'Because I've 

been in Japan so long temperamentally I'm not a British film-maker,' he admits. 
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'I hate this West/East thing as I think it's too simple, but there is a very specific undercurrent of 

Buddhist thought in Japan that underpins things without being self-evident and not being put in 

your face. It's just there. A quiet murmur. Those are things that keep me here.' 

 

After Firefly Dreams, he wrote and directed Starfish Hotel (2006)12 about a man searching for his 

wife, a surrealist film noir which taps into Japan's ghost story genre. It won best film at the 

Luxembourg International Film Festival, and the Sydney Film Festival called it 'handsomely stylish, 

hypnotically atmospheric and, no question, very weird indeed.'13 He wrote it after his traumatic 

move to the 'inferno' of Tokyo after his summer filming in the idyll of Horaicho. This was followed 

by Sado Tempest (2013)14, a science fiction film about a rock singer trying to escape from Sado 

Island in a reworking of Shakespeare's The Tempest, which also features Noh theatre and Taiko 

drumming. 

 

John still teaches, currently film production, translation and literature at Sophia University where he 

has been since 2001. He has largely turned 100 Meter Films over to a Japanese colleague, and has 

just completed his first short horror movie, The Creature in the Nakagawa Canal. An adaptation of 

Kafka's The Trial15 set in contemporary Tokyo is in post-production.  

 

Does John Williams have any regrets about leaving Britain? He says he would not have been 

unhappy if he could have stayed and found a way to become a film-maker, and he believes that 

opportunities for making films in Britain have expanded since he left, particularly with birth of 

YouTube and Netflix. But he has no plans to return. At the same time, he realises that it was not 

simply a question of departing but of actively following his interests. 'Something pulled me towards 

Japan, a kind of interest in the films I was seeing and the culture, and then something kept me here 

and it still keeps me here, this feeling that I really like so many things about Japanese culture and 

Japanese history and Japanese cinema.' In the 25 years he has lived in Japan, these interests have 

only increased. 

 

As for his career success, of being able to realise his childhood dream of becoming a director - and 

a writer and producer – he puts it all down to lucky breaks. 
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'I feel that I had a lot of lucky breaks that happened because I was here. I had that lucky break of 

being in Nagoya and meeting Kimata-san and had the lucky break of having friends in Nagoya who 

backed my projects, had the lucky break of making a Japanese film that got into festivals. So there 

were opportunities there I feel might have been more difficult in Britain. There might have been 

more doors shut in my face.' 

 

But surely, I counter, these are breaks that he himself engineered by putting himself in the right 

place, and of taking advantage of every opportunity that came his way? 

 

John considers. 'But again it's chance in a way because I don't think I would have done that in 

Britain. Had I seen somebody on the street, I wouldn't have gone up to a total stranger and said, 

“What are you doing? Are you making a film?” I would have thought, “Oh fuck it, those guys are 

making a film. I wish I could do that.” Whereas as a foreigner I can go and talk to them and just 

say, “Hi what are you doing?”' 

 

'Why as a foreigner?' I ask him. 

 

'I don't know.’ He considered for a moment. ‘Maybe because I'd just got off the boat so I felt like I 

could talk to everybody.' Being a cultural outsider gave John freedom to behave in an atypical 

fashion. It also gave him the impetus to act, to seek out a way to belong, to become an insider. It is a 

theme that repeats itself throughout this book.  

 

There is a Japanese saying, Tabi no haji wa kakisute ('Shame is cast off on a journey'). In John 

Williams' case, he seems to have cast off not just shame but also class and nationality. As a 

foreigner in Japan, he was able to distance himself from the limitations that held him back at home. 

In a new culture, he was quick to grasp all the opportunities that came his way. 
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'I like British cinema, but I'm just saying that I've found people there who think that Britain is the 

centre of the universe and it just makes me chuckle because if only you knew what was going on on 

the other side of the world.' 

 

*** 

 

The 100 Meter Films website is: http://www.100meterfilms.com/index_en.html 

 

The Japanese-language website for Cinema Skhole is: 

http://www.cinemaskhole.co.jp/cinema/html/home.htm 

 

 

 

1 William’s entry in International Movie Database can be found at: https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0930942/ 

2 Variety magazine quotation taken from 12 July 2001 review, available online at:  

https://variety.com/2001/film/reviews/firefly-dreams-1200469153/ 

(Accessed 26 July 2018) 

3 Screen international quotation taken from 19 July 2001 review, available online at: 

https://www.screendaily.com/firefly-dreams/406344.article 

(Accessed 26 July 2018) 

4 Award data from Firefly Dreams movie entry on IMDB website at: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0292004/d  

(Accessed 26 July 2018) 

5 Ibid. 

6 Data from BFI Screenline,  http://www.screenonline.org.uk/film/id/1394354/index.html and the K Cinema 

Association available online at: https://www.cinemauk.org.uk/the-industry/facts-and-figures/uk-cinema-

admissions-and-box-office/annual-admissions/ 

(Accessed 26 July 2018) 

7 The IMDB entry for Koji Wakamatsu: https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0906709/bio?ref_=nm_ov_bio_sm 

8 English-language information on the movie Bake Jizo is difficult to find. Try online at: https://reelrundown.com/film-

industry/The-First-13-Horror-Films-in-Recorded-History 

9 Firefly Dreams entry in IMDB is: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0292004/?ref_=nv_sr_1 

                                                             

http://www.100meterfilms.com/index_en.html
http://www.cinemaskhole.co.jp/cinema/htm
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0292004/d
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/film/id/1394354/index.html
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10 The Hiroshige ukiyoe woodblock print is called ‘Sudden Shower over Shin-ōhashi bridge and Atake. 

11 The IMDB entry for Yoshie Minami is: https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0590918/ 

12 The IMDB entry for Starfish Hotel is: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0798795/?ref_=nv_sr_1 

13 Sydney Film Festival review quotation from William’s own collection. Also available here:  

http://www.montecristoentertainment.com/filmreviews.aspx (Viewed 26 July 2018) 

14 The IMDB entry for Sado Tempest is: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2231040/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1 (Accessed 26 July 

2018) 

15 The IMDB entry for The Trial (Shinpan in Japanese) is: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5799948/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1 

http://www.montecristoentertainment.com/filmreviews.aspx
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2231040/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
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CHAPTER 4 –  

'BING, BING, BING – HE’S FINDING ARTEFACTS!': The career of American archaeologist, 

Charles Thomas Keally, and his part in Japan’s Early Palaeolithic Hoax  

 

In 1986, Tokyo-based archaeologists Shizuo Oda and Charles Thomas Keally published a paper in 

the Journal of the Anthropological Society of Nippon. It was a detailed analysis of the findings of a 

group of fellow archaeologists digging at several sites in north-eastern Japan. It was entitled, 'A 

Critical Look at the Palaeolithic and “Lower Palaeolithic” Research in Miyagi Prefecture' (Oda and 

Keally, 1986). The sites had been excavated in the late 1970s and early 1980s and the principal 

archaeologists, Michio Okamura and Toshiaki Kamata, had revealed that artefacts dating from the 

Lower (or Early) Palaeolithic Period had been unearthed at several of the sites. These finds were 

dated by the archaeologists at more than 110,000BC. This was a major archaeological discovery 

since no artefacts pre-dating the Palaeolithic Period (30,000-14,000BC) had previously been 

discovered in Japan.  

 

Oda and Keally had visited several of the sites, studied the lithics (stone tools), read all the reports, 

and discussed the discoveries with the principal investigators. They had attended several meetings 

and panel discussions, and an eight-hour symposium in which academics connected with the digs 

had proclaimed the national significance of the finds. But Oda and Keally were not convinced. And 

on the train back to Tokyo, Oda turned to Keally and said, 'We've got to write a paper.' 

 

The first thing they noticed was that the finds seemed inconsistent with the layers of dirt from 

which they had been unearthed. The geological strata of the sites consisted of varying layers of 

earth (humus, tephra, pumice) signifying Japan's volcanic activity over millennia. Three methods of 

dating had been carried out on the strata but the results had been inconclusive and the archaeologists 

had elected to choose the oldest dating figures. As Oda and Keally noted in their paper, 'Okamura 

and Kamata seem to select those dates that fit their purposes and ignore the remainder’ (Oda and 

Keally, 1986, pp. 346). Miyagi team geologists were also hesitant to date the layers because of the 

finds that were being extracted from them. For example, artefacts were being discovered in what to 

Oda and Keally's eyes was clearly pyroclastic flow (volcanic lava) strata. And as Oda and Keally 

pointed out, 'Humans do not normally live in the middle of pyroclastic flows' (Oda and Keally, 

1986, pp. 347-348) They concluded that, 'the dates being assigned to the geological strata by the 
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archaeologists disagree with the actual age measurements published by the dating specialists' (Oda 

and Keally, 1986, pp. 325). 

 

Secondly, many of the finds – potsherds, stone drills, blades, scrapers, axes and one clay figurine 

claimed by the team to be the 'world's second oldest animal figure' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 331) 

- were to Oda and Keally's eyes from a later period, the Jōmon. One stone drill that even the Miyagi 

archaeologists noted was 'a distinctly strange artefact for the Palaeolithic Period' (Oda and Keally, 

1986, pp. 345) was classified as Lower (Early) Palaeolithic despite, Keally noted, 'its obvious 

similarity to drills from the Middle Jōmon Period.' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 332) And how, asked 

Oda and Keally, do the team explain the lack of flaking debris and refittable artefacts (broken 

artefacts that can be pieced back together)? Flakes and chips from the manufacture and maintenance 

of stone tools should have been unearthed. They were not. Some of the finds did not seem to be 

artefacts at all but geofacts, in other words, stones.  The 'clay animal figure' observed Oda and 

Keally, 'actually looks like a wad of clay' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 345). They concluded that 'no 

proven artefacts of human origin predating 30,000 BP ('before present' defined as 1 January 1950 

for the purposes of radiocarbon dating) exist in Miyagi prefecture' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 325). 

'Several obviously Jōmon artefacts are being called Palaeolithic, [and] the oldest lithics are 

probably not artefacts' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 325). Oda and Keally declared that the team’s 

assertions to have discovered artefacts from the Lower Palaeolithic Period were 'based on flawed 

research and dubious claims' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 325).   

 

'Our conclusion is simple: nearly everything about the Miyagi Palaeolithic and “Lower 

Palaeolithic” is highly questionable. The dates being assigned to the entire Palaeolithic chronology 

there are quite unreliable, the oldest lithics do not appear to be man-made, and the research 

methodology leaves a lot to be desired.' (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 326) ... 'Furthermore, 

sensationalizing these very controversial finds in the press is unethical’ (Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 

325).  

 

Japan is a closed, hierarchical society. The Japanese academic system is a product of its culture.  

You don’t openly criticise your superiors. Students ally themselves with their professors and 

publicly espouse the same views. Conferences and papers, particularly in archaeological circles, 

serve only to present facts. There is little open debate and critiquing of another's work is rare. 
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Consequently, when the paper was published there was immediate uproar from the Japanese 

archaeological community. Leading archaeologists criticized Oda and Keally to their faces, telling 

them that they were wrong and that they should not have put such strongly critical statements into 

print. Keally was cornered by the head of the Bunkachō, the Agency of Cultural Affairs, Tatsuo 

Kobayashi who, fluent in English, was aware of the paper's blunt directness. 'He was literally 

frothing at the mouth, hollering at me about how we shouldn't have written a paper like that and we 

shouldn't have published,' remembers Keally. 'He was really, really angry.' Erstwhile friendly 

colleagues blanked him. Of Serizawa Chōsuke, a senior archaeologist and long-time proponent of 

the theory of an Early Palaeolithic Period in Japan, Keally states, 'As far as Serizawa is concerned, I 

ceased to exist from that day.'  

 

Oda was the motivating force behind the paper. Keally says, 'It sounded like nonsense to me so I 

never bothered with it.' Later, Keally discovered that Oda had attempted to publish his own paper in 

Japanese but that none of the journals would accept it because it ran contrary to the views of those 

at the top of the academic hierarchy, particularly of those in the Bunkachō. When the 

Anthropological Society agreed to publish a piece in English, Oda went straight to native English-

speaker Keally who, he knew from past experience, would not be afraid to state his opinions. And 

Keally, being a foreigner, was viewed as an outsider. 'They expect me to be a Martian. So when I do 

things that are strange they expect it but the Japanese have to stay in the system.' Except for Oda, 

recalls Keally, who was 'his own man' and something of an oddball. So says Keally, 'Two Martians 

got together and put the paper out.' They made an incendiary combination. J Edward Kidder Jr, an 

American colleague of both Oda's and Keally's recalls in his autobiography that Oda was well-

known for his 'direct and forthright manner' and that Keally's 'opinions were also usually public 

knowledge' (Kidder, 2013, pp. 251). Kidder remembers that the original language of the paper was 

'marginally abusive' (Kidder, 2013, pp. 251) but that he had modified it before publication.  

 

Nevertherless, Kidder wrote, 'it led to Oda being vilified and almost ostracized from the corporate 

body of archaeologists.' (Kidder, 2013, pp. 251) Shortly after publication, Oda came onto a site 

where Keally was digging and announced that he was not going to study the Palaeolithic Period any 

more. 'We already know everything,' Keally recalls him saying. Then Oda, a previously Tokyo-

based archaeologist, went off to work in the Japanese islands. Keally believes that Kobayashi had 

confronted Oda too and that Oda had thought it best to remove himself for a while. 'If Kobayashi 

didn't kill him first, he [Kobayashi] would probably have committed suicide,' Keally believes. 
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Aware of the furore their paper would create, says Keally, 'we had covered just about every 

argument that was against every argument that we were making.' Even so, Keally expected the 

Miyagi archaeologists to defend their work. He waited for a rebuttal but none came. Later he met 

Komata in a bar after an archaeological meeting and asked him why they had not responded. 

Komata replied, 'Because people who disagree with us we think are fools and we don't see any 

sense in fussing with fools.' Indeed, although it caused a great deal of heated discussion, because it 

was written only in English, Kidder believes the paper itself was not widely read (Kidder, 2013, pp.  

251), and could be easily dismissed. After the initial verbal backlash from the Japanese 

archaeological community they closed ranks and chose to ignore it. Kidder even suggests that the 

abrasive nature of the 1986 paper led other archaeologists to sympathize with the Miyagi team 

(Kidder, 2013, pp. 261), while directing their hostility at Oda and Keally for their heretical views 

which were an affront to national pride. Consequently, the paper was forgotten and its significance 

was only realised years later when the Japanese archaeological community was plunged into one of 

the biggest archaeological frauds of the twentieth century, comparable to those of the Piltdown Man 

and the crystal skulls of South America. 

 

One of the archaeologists on the Miyagi digs was a young man called Shinichi Fujimura.  A self-

taught digger, in 1981 he had discovered a piece of stoneware that was dated at more than 40,000 

years old, the oldest artefact then known in Japan. The discovery had made him famous. Keally 

considered him to be an 'arrogant, egotistical, slob' and ignored him. But Fujimura went on to 

become the most renowned archaeologist in Japan, lauded as the 'God Hand' (kami no te) for his 

unparalleled success in unearthing increasingly older artefacts that rewrote the history textbooks.  

 

Keally meanwhile continued his research at dig sites in the suburbs of western Tokyo where he had 

made his home. Though one of a very small group of foreign archaeologists working in Japan, he 

has always been the most outspoken, a result, he says, of his upbringing and military career. 

 

*** 
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Tom Keally was born in 1939 in Finleyville, Pennsylvania, and raised on a farm where he was 

taught to work hard by strict parents. Hating school and small-town life, Keally joined the military 

at 17, hoping to be assigned to mechanics. The air force posted him to the army language school at 

the Presidio in Monterey and turned him into a Russian linguist. Keally requested a posting to 

Germany, from where his paternal grandparents had emigrated to the US. They sent him to Japan. 

Twice.   

 

Japan in 1957 was America’s 'unsinkable aircraft carrier'1, its Asian base from which President 

Dwight Eisenhower could fight the Cold War; 1957 was the year the Soviets launched Sputnik, and 

the Strategic Air Command initiated a 24/7 nuclear alert. But Japan in 1957 was still largely an 

agrarian nation that had barely changed in hundreds of years. ‘In the middle of the twentieth 

century, I was seeing it almost as it was in the Edo Period (1603-1868),’ Keally recalls. On the bus 

ride from the airport, Keally saw farmers in conical hats and straw raincoats planting rice in the padi 

fields. People defecated upstream while women washed their clothes down river. Even the main 

highways were still dirt and gravel, in some places just ruts in the grass, the same narrow tracks that 

Keally's favourite poet, Matsuo Bashō, had walked three hundred years earlier. ‘Why did people 

with roads like this ever think to go to war?’ wondered Keally. 

 

In Tokyo on rest and recuperation, he witnessed the residual poverty of a defeated nation. Little kids 

ran up to him shouting, ‘Hey Joe, give me gum!’ while war-wounded in baggy white uniforms and 

with missing limbs begged on the streets, and used long chopsticks to eat directly from garbage 

cans.  

 

Keally was posted first to Misawa air station in north-east Japan to 6921 RGM (Radio Group 

Mobile), known as First Radio, a unit that did not officially exist. They set him to work as a ‘voice 

intercepting processing specialist’, capturing and transcribing Soviet Cold War communications, 

both radio and telephonic. 

  

Keally also spent nine months up at Wakkanai Air Station, 60 kilometres from Sakhalin Island, 

Soviet territory. Wakkanai, at the tip of Hokkaido and Japan’s northernmost town, was a fishing 

port and bar quarter for the local military. It was an isolated post where the wind roared down from 

Siberia and the snow fell sideways. He spent his working hours listening to the Soviets, and to the 

foghorn which echoed out to sea across the solid sheets of ice that choked the coast during the long 
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winter months. When the heating went out in the barracks Keally and his colleagues slept in their 

clothes and didn’t bathe. When the train couldn’t get through with powdered foodstuffs - milk, eggs 

and potatoes - they nearly starved.  

 

By the time of his second tour from 1960 to 1965, Keally, now an Airman First Class (A1C), flew 

reconnaissance missions in B47s, RB50s, and later C130s over the Sea of Okhotsk, north of Japan, 

an area claimed post-war by the Soviet Union. The RB50s had five radio positions: four for 

language and one for morse code. Keally and the intercept crew sat in the old gunner’s 

compartment aft of the wings where the only light came from the glow of the dial lights on their 

radios as they listened in to Soviet chatter. Sometimes, they’d get buzzed by Soviet planes: 

 

‘That’s fun. I love things like that. Scared everybody else but I thought it was great. It’s amazing 

how fast a six-engine jet bomber can get from 48,000 feet down to 20,000 feet. Under full power. 

And I have just put peanut butter on one side and jam on the other side when we go into minus 

gravity.’ 

 

The RB50s had two bubble windows - blisters - that protruded from under the plane. Recalls 

Keally, ‘I could get my whole head and shoulders out into it so it was truly an out-of-this-world 

view, and we came down over the Ginza-dori (the main entertainment district in downtown Tokyo) 

one night after dark about nine o’clock at probably no more than 500 metres. What a beautiful 

sight.’  

 

In 1966, after nine years and two tours of duty, Keally left the air force but decided to stay in Japan. 

He’d had met a local girl in a bar when he’d followed the sound of her laughter. They married and 

settled into post-war housing near his old airbase, Yokota, in western Tokyo. Around this time, the 

US government passed an amendment to the GI Bill which gave financial assistance to non-

combatant ex-military personnel, so Keally became a student at Sophia University in central Tokyo, 

picking up East Asian History and Western Philosophy but dropping the course on propaganda, ‘an 

absolutely disgusting subject.’ Keally had no time for liar and deceivers. Looking around for a topic 

for his graduation thesis, he wandered across the river from his neighbourhood in search of the ruins 

of the medieval castles of the feudal daimyo (lord) of the local clan. The walk changed the course of 

his life. 

 



Susan Karen Burton   

 151 

 

In September 1966, Typhoon Ida had swept through the Tokyo area, causing landslides and 

structural damage, wiping out crops, and killing 275 people. Keally had visited Ninomiya Shinto 

shrine several times previously, searching for the ruins of Ninomiya castle, although he has since 

surmised that it is probably half a mile away. Returning in the wake of the typhoon he noticed a 

group of amateur archaeologists excavating in the holes left by trees uprooted in the storm. Keally 

sat on a fallen trunk and watched them. Then one of them looked up at him and said, ‘Don’t just 

watch. Why don’t you join us?’ Keally got down into one of the trenches and began to dig. ‘There 

are certain things you don’t get too close to,' he says. ‘They are addictive.’ He changed his thesis 

topic to ‘The Jōmon Site at Ninomiya’. 

 

The Jōmon is a period of prehistory spanning 14,000BC-300BC. It supersedes the Japanese 

Palaeolithic, and much more is known about this period since Jōmon sites are numerous throughout 

Japan. At a small museum next to the shrine are displayed the Jōmon finds from Keally's first dig: 

mullers, querns and hammer stones for grinding grains and seeds, stone knives, scrapers and 

projective points for hunting, stone and clay weights for fishing, and reconstructed pottery with 

animal and human faces.  

 

In 1970 Japan was embarking on a programme of high economic growth. Cities were expanding as 

people migrated from the countryside in search of high-paying jobs. Returning to Japan with an MA 

from the University of Hawaii, Keally began working with Dr J Edward Kidder of Tokyo’s 

International Christian University and Shizuo Oda of the Tokyo Metropolitan Division of Cultural 

Affairs. They hired him as a contract field archaeologist working for private companies such as the 

Tokyo Highways Department, digging and documenting sites in the west Tokyo area before they 

were overrun by its creeping urban sprawl. Field archaeologists can gain valuable practical 

experience but moving from contract to contract means no job security or pension provision. 

However, at the same time, Keally was hired as a lecturer at his alma mater, Sophia.  

 

Oda and Keally generally worked well together although Keally was fast developing a reputation 

for being pugnacious and outspoken, an attitude of which Oda eventually tired. Keally recalls, 'One 

day he said, “They’re starting this excavation out in Hamada which is where you live. You can be 

director. Or you can shut up.” Oda knew which one I was going to choose. And shut up certainly 



Susan Karen Burton   

 152 

 

wasn’t it.' Over the next 11 years, Keally and his teams excavated 15 sites in western Tokyo, 

primarily Palaeolithic and Jōmon. 

 

In 1976 the Tokyo Broadcasting System made a documentary called, ‘The Blue-Eye Digging Japan’ 

in which a lean, bearded Keally explains a dig site to a group of dark-suited and bespectacled 

Japanese. They nod solemnly as Keally demonstrates how a stone axe head and a flint blade were 

used, a foreigner explaining Japanese archaeology to Japanese people. It was an indication of how 

Keally had grown to be respected as an archaeologist in Japan. And tolerated as a gaijin oddball. 

 

Over the course of his long career, Keally had slowly been coming around to the possibility of an 

Early Palaeolithic Period in Japan. More potentially 'early' finds were being discovered in regions 

outside the north-east including at a huge dig site not far from his own home in western Tokyo. This 

site had employed armies of diggers over many years before the land had been cleared for a 

commuter community called Tama New Town.  

 

*** 

 

On Sunday 5th November 2000, Keally picked up a copy of the national Mainichi Shimbun 

newspaper and noticed several photographs of Shinichi Fujimura, the God Hand, on the front page. 

The photographs, stills taken from a video recording, showed the now-greying 50-year-old 

archaeologist arriving at a dig site in Kamitakamori in north-eastern Japan at 6.18am on 22nd 

October. They showed him digging several holes in the ground. They showed him removing a 

plastic bag from his anorak pocket, selecting several artefacts from the bag and burying them in the 

holes. The final stills showed him covering them over and then stamping the earth back down with 

his wellingtons so that it looked undisturbed. Later in the day he returned to the site of which he 

was director and helped his team 'discover' those same artefacts2. Acting on a tip-off (from a fellow 

archaeologist, Keally later learned) two journalists from the Mainichi had installed hidden cameras 

and filmed Fujimura 'salting' the site (planting artefacts). When confronted with the evidence, 

Fujimura confessed, appearing at a press conference with his head bowed low in apology. His 

colleagues flanked him with their heads in their hands. 
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Just a week earlier, on 27th October, Fujimura's team had given a press conference announcing that 

new finds and remains of post-holes from the Kamitakamori site were estimated to be around 

600,000 years old. This would have placed Homo Erectus in Japan at the end of the ice age, the 

very early part of the Palaeolithic era, and would have necessitated the rewriting of global pre-

history. The nature of the lithics discovered also suggested that Homo Erectus in Japan was much 

more sophisticated than hominids in other parts of the world. The photographs of Fujimura planting 

had been taken five days before the press conference. Fujimura admitted that he had planted 27 of 

the 31 'finds' at the Kamitakamori site3. 

 

Looking back, Keally realizes he had seen him doing it years earlier when he'd made site visits to 

the Miyagi digs.  

 

‘I’d stayed overnight on the site and went out at nine o’clock with the rest of them. There was a row 

of people digging and they found one or two artefacts. And at about ten o’clock Fujimura comes 

bouncing in behind me, jumps down into the site right next to the other people – bing, bing, bing - 

he’s finding artefacts! Gee, that’s strange. They were digging there and didn’t find but one or two. 

Why is he suddenly finding all these things? He had to have been planting right in front of me.’  

 

Fujimura insisted that his planting had been limited to two sites, one in Kamitakamori and another 

on the northern island of Hokkaido, but the Japanese Archaeological Association carried out a two-

year investigation (Japanese Archaeological Association (JAA), 2004) and established that he had 

been planting at dig sites throughout his entire archaeological career, 186 before he was discovered 

including the sites that Oda and Keally had visited for their research paper. The planted artefacts 

had come from his personal collection of Jōmon Period lithics but planted in deeper 'Early' 

Palaeolithic strata. Some of his finds had been planted and 'discovered' more than once. A few were 

refittable artefacts, with one part buried at one site and the other several kilometres away. Some had 

been excavated already washed and with no signs of the encrustation that burial over time would 

have produced. Others displayed the marks of modern farm tools suggesting that they had been 

picked up from fields and road cuttings. Quite a few were nothing more than stones. Post-holes 

were found to be the remains of tree stumps. And of course, there were the finds that were 

discovered in areas of pyroclastic flow which, noted the Archaeological Association's report, would 

have been uninhabitable for humans.  
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Because many of the sites had been completely excavated, they no longer existed except in the form 

of research papers and site logs, and had in any case already been built over. But many of the logs 

recorded Fujimura's presence on site when finds of special interest had been unearthed. It then 

transpired that he had worked on many other sites not only in north-eastern Japan but throughout 

the country, invited by archaeologists because of his reputation and the increased funding his 

presence would attract. He had been a digger at the Tama New Town site. Even more damning was 

the realization that Fujimura had discovered not only new 'finds' but new 'sites', including 

Kamitakamori which he had 'discovered' in 1992 and for which he had been receiving funding ever 

since.  

 

And one more mystery was solved. Archaeologists had long wondered why some Early Palaeolithic 

tools were found in clusters of 3, 5 or 7 and had surmised, with a swell of nationalistic pride, that 

Japanese hominids had possessed the wisdom of early mathematical thought. This was simply 

another of Fujimura's deceptions. He had planted them like that. 

 

The final decision of the Archaeological Association was that Fujimura had compromised all 186 

sites on which he had worked. Fujimura had dug nearly every Palaeolithic site in Japan, and now 

every one of those sites was discredited. He had effectively destroyed the credibility of Palaeolithic 

archaeology in Japan.  

 

Why wasn't Fujimura's duplicity discovered sooner? In a piece written two weeks after the Mainichi 

exposé, Keally, who was interviewed repeatedly and asked to comment, stated, 'Fujimura is the one 

taking all of the blame for planting artefacts on the site, but I feel all of Japanese society, especially 

academia, and most particularly archaeology, is ultimately responsible.'4 Until the end of the 

Second World War, children were taught that the Japanese were a unique race descended from the 

Sun Goddess Amaterasu and that the Emperor was a living God. In the wake of defeat, there was 

great national interest in discovering the Japanese people's archaeological heritage, and this meant 

searching for the earliest signs of life on the Japanese archipelago. Some of this certainly carried 

nationalistic tones. In discussions after the publication of Oda and Keally's paper, Kidder heard a 

comment that although Early Palaeolithic artefacts uncovered in Japan differed from those in other 

parts of the world, this need not pose a problem since Japan was 'unique' (Kidder, 2013, pp. 252). 
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This is a probable reference to the study of Nihonjinron, the concept of the Japanese as having a 

national and cultural identity that differs from all other races (Dale, 2012). Japan's 'uniqueness' was 

subsequently given as the excuse when the archaeology proved problematic. 

 

Because of this national interest, archaeology in Japan is well-funded - both privately and through 

government grants - and large scale. In the USA and the UK, archaeologists may excavate only ten 

per cent of a dig site, often a series of test pits. Site data is collated and statistical analysis used to 

determine what the rest of the site is likely to reveal5. The Japanese do not rely on statistical 

analysis. If an area of archaeological interest is discovered, the entire site is excavated. Keally calls 

it 'strip-mining'. Big dig sites employ a lot of enthusiastic amateurs, many of whom acquire great 

expertise through years of digging. Keally employed housewives because they were more 

conscientious than retired salarymen and required less direction. Digging as an amateur is how 

Fujimura began his archaeological career. Until Keally picked up the Mainichi newspaper he had 

assumed Fujimura was a university professor because everyone called him 'sensei' (teacher) but this 

is probably because the other diggers held him in such high regard. In fact, he was not a university 

graduate and had no formal archaeological training. Until 1999, he worked for an electronics 

company and practised archaeology in his spare time. Fujimura, Keally believes, began planting 

because he wanted to be accepted and respected by the qualified archaeologists. Fujimura himself 

blamed his continuing deceit on the pressure of having to find ever older sites. 'I was tempted by the 

devil,' he said. 'I wanted to be remembered as the person who had discovered the oldest stoneware 

in Japan.'6 Discovering 'evidence' at Kamitakamori that the ancestors of the Japanese were in fact 

among the earliest and most sophisticated humans on earth was to the Japanese people a source of 

great national pride.  

 

Fujimura's finds also brought economic benefits to his home region of Miyagi which directed 

prefectural money to further archaeological research. Some of the sites on which he dug were 

designated as national historical sites by the Japanese government who also provided funding for 

the Tōhoku Palaeolithic Institute which Fujimura helped to found and of which he was deputy 

director. Tsukidate, where the Kamitakamori site was located, was benefiting from an increase in 

tourism. It had changed its town motto to, 'The town with the same skies viewed by early man'7. 
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Fujimura only succeeded in pulling off his deceptions for so long because so many people – the 

people of Miyagi, the archaeological community, the Japanese nation – had wanted it all to be true. 

 

In their 1986 paper, Oda and Keally criticised the use of the mass media to publicize the Miyagi 

finds before they could be evaluated. 'We deplore this use of the news media to mislead the public' 

(Oda and Keally, 1986, pp. 349). In truth, the mass media and the archaeological community had 

been working together for many years, with archaeologists revealing important new finds in return 

for publicity which generated public support for the preservation of the sites threatened with 

destruction for economic development. Media attention and the public's appetite for archaeological 

stories in all likelihood perpetuated the Early Palaeolithic Hoax, spurring on the archaeologists into 

announcing ever more sensational finds and making it even less likely that anyone would come 

forward to disagree.   

 

Fujimura was also protected by established academic practice which is based on traditional 

Japanese customs. Hideki Shirakawa, the head of the Japanese Government's Council for Science 

Policy observed, 'We were originally a farming country, so we would work together, as a group. 

That feeling still exists today. And that's why sometimes there is no proper peer review, or analysis, 

in science.'8 Fujimura was a popular member of the group. He had a reputation for dancing naked at 

after-work drinking parties and Keally remembers him appearing with a colleague at one event with 

pieces of string around their waists from which dangled handkerchieves to cover their modesty, 'and 

they're doing this sex dance, and the handkerchief fell off three or four times,' Keally remembers. A 

relaxed figure, Fujimura always seemed happy and this made him popular with his colleagues. The 

report of the Japanese Archaeological Association suggests that Fujimura had accomplices but none 

have ever come forward. His salting of the sites was crudely done and any competent archaeologist 

should have noticed recent disturbances in the surrounding soil. However, a colleague did point out 

that Fujimura's most significant 'finds' were discovered when he was digging alone. That and the 

fact that 90% of 'Lower Palaeolithic finds' in Japan were discovered by Fujimura9 should have 

caused some of his colleagues to question his success. Keally believes that at least one archaeologist 

who worked closely with Fujimura was aware or at least suspicious but chose to say nothing. 

 

The chairman of the Japanese Archaeological Association Ken Amakasu conceded that Japan's 

academic environment may also have played a role in the deception. ‘We need to examine...whether 
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enough information was disclosed and enough theories were exchanged among researchers with 

differing opinions concerning the new discoveries.’10 When the scandal broke, Hisao Baba, a 

palaeoanthropologist at the National Science Museum in Tokyo explained, 'In Japan, it is hard to 

criticize people directly, especially those in established positions, because the critique is taken as a 

personal attack.'11 

 

Of course, the 1986 paper contained no suspicion of salting. Oda and Keally's criticisms centred on 

poor methodology and lack of analysis. Oda thought the finds were wrong. He knew what types of 

lithics should be found together. Keally thought the geological dating was wrong. The finds were in 

the wrong place and at the wrong depths. The sites made no sense. Neither of them suspected that 

they made no sense because the finds had been planted. 'We missed the real problem. Because that's 

nowhere in the paper. There's no hint that we picked up on that.' Nevertheless, the paper has been 

cited as one of the few signposts that, had anyone bothered to follow it, just might have unmasked 

Fujimura before he rendered decades of research worthless.  

 

Museums across the country removed Fujimura's finds from display and school textbooks had to be 

rewritten. The professional reputations of many of Fujimura's colleagues were ruined, and another 

archaeologist and professor emeritus who was being pursued by the press for alleged irregularities 

at another dig site, hanged himself12. Fujimura spent two years in hospital with a psychological 

illness, was divorced by his wife, and reportedly cut off a finger in an act of Yakuza-style 

contrition13. 

 

Keally was interviewed extensively by the Japanese and international press until his retirement in 

2004. Now he keeps busy hiking, birdwatching, writing haiku and adopting rescue cats. He still 

speaks out against the establishment but these days it is for environmental causes, even protesting 

the noise pollution at his old place of work, Yokota Air Base. Over the years, Keally’s strong 

opinions have got him into trouble. He's been arrested three times for assault but never charged. 'It’s 

legitimate self-defence but I’m the foreigner so I always get hit first.’ Keally knows Oda used him 

to fight the closed academic system, something he could not do alone. He even admits, 'Oda never 

learned to see me as an individual, only as a foreigner.' But he has no regrets. As a foreign 'Martian' 

it was his role to say what his Japanese colleague could not. In fact, he still blames himself for not 

speaking out more in the intervening years.  
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*** 

At the time of writing, no artefacts pre-dating 30,000-40,000 BP have been discovered in Japan.

1 Although I am unable to find the origin of the term ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’ in relation to Japan it was commonly 

used by the American military during the Second World War to refer to Guam and later to the Japanese mainland. 

In 1983, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone referred to Japan an unsinkable aircraft carrier in the Pacific. 

2 A Japanese-language news video featuring the photos can be viewed at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iAAkuLVCu8 (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

3 An English-language news report of the story can be found at: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-

pacific/1008051.stm (Accessed 25 July 2018) 

4 Keally’s comment is taken from his website page: www.t-net.ne.jp/~keally/Hoax/pal-hoax-1.html (Accessed 25 July 

2018) 

5 Information on British archaeological methods provided by David Gurney, Norfolk County archaeologist, retired. 

6 Fujimura quotation taken from an article in Archaeology magazine, volume 54 Number 1, January/February 2001, 

and available online at: https://archive.archaeology.org/0101/newsbriefs/godshands.html 

(Accessed 25 July 2018) 

7 Tsukidate’s town motto came up in private discussions with archaeologists but it seems to be verified by an archived 

Japan Times article available at: https://www.trussel.com/prehist/news227.htm 

8 Quotation taken from the transcript of a 19 November 2001 Australian Broadcasting Corporation report available 

online at: www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/stories/s420235.htm 

(Access 25 July 2018) 

9 That 90 per cent of the finds were unearthed by Fujimura digging alone was stated by Keally. Confirmation of this 

can be found online at the Athena Review, (2002) Vol.3, no.2 available online at:  athenapub.com/japhoax.htm 

(Accessed 25 July 2018) 

10 Quotation taken from Archaeology magazine (January/February 2001) volume 54 Number 1, and available online at: 

https://archive.archaeology.org/0101/newsbriefs/godshands.html 

(Accessed 25 July 2018) 

11 Quotation taken from an article in Nature magazine (16 November 2000) volume 408, page 280, available online 

at: https://www.nature.com/articles/35042725 

12 For more on the suicide of Mitsuo Kagawa see Kidder (2013, pp 264). 

13 This has been reported by several sources including Hudson, Mark J. (2005) ‘For the people, by the people: post-war 

Japanese archaeology and the Early Palaeolithic hoax’ Anthropological Science, 113(2), pp136. (Accessed 25 July 

2018)  

 

                                                             

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iAAkuLVCu8
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/1008051.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/1008051.stm
http://www.t-net.ne.jp/~keally/Hoax/pal-hoax-1.html
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CHAPTER 5 -  

'WE'RE ALL GOING ON THIS LITTLE MAGICAL JOURNEY TOGETHER': the performing 

life of Japan’s only professional foreign female rakugoka  

 

The sharp strings of the shamisen three-stringed banjo, the wail of the shakuhachi bamboo flute and 

the beat of a kodō drum echo around the darkened auditorium. On stage, a row of golden panels 

reflect the footlights onto a raised dais of vermilion red. An assistant hurries over to arrange a 

cushion on the dais and to turn the page on a small wooden signboard. To applause, a slight figure 

in a deep purple kimono scurries over to the cushion, folds the kimono underneath her and kneels 

down. She places her hands in a V in front of her and bows low to the audience. She begins. 'Mina-

san, konnichi wa!' Hello everyone, she calls out cheerfully and the audience go 'ooh' and applaud. 

She continues in lilting Japanese. 

 

'Did you hear my introduction music?' she asks. 'It is the music of my home town.' There is a 

questioning murmur from the audience. 'Let's listen again,' she says and nods to the musicians off-

stage. The banjo, the flute and the drum strike up again, and the audience burst into laughter. They 

have recognised the tune. It is Yellow Submarine. 

 

Diane Kichijitsu ('Auspicious Day') Orrett is from Liverpool. She is Japan's only professional 

foreign female rakugoka (rakugo performer) and has been performing for over twenty years. A 

graphic designer by trade, she arrived in Japan in 1990 as a backpacker and liked it so much that she 

stayed, becoming an English-language teacher. One day, Diane received a telephone call from a 

friend who told her that a well-known performer, Katsura Shijaku II, would be appearing in Osaka - 

the central Japanese city where Diane was living - and was looking for a temporary foreign stage 

assistant. Diane had never heard of rakugo but when he told her she would be wearing a kimono 

and going on stage, she agreed.  

 

Rakugo is the traditional Japanese art of comedic storytelling, using mime, mimicry, 

impersonations, facial expressions and eye direction, anything that brings the story to life. Dialogue 

between two or more characters is often a major part of the tale and the rakugoka plays all of them. 
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Popular stories can feature ghosts, musical or theatrical interludes and sentimental themes, but they 

are all generally humorous in nature, and lead to the key moment of the story, the ochi or punchline.   

 

Some Japanese call rakugo 'sit-down comedy'. The rakugoka tells the story whilst seated on a 

zabuton (a large cushion), even when they are 'performing' walking and running. The rakugoka also 

carries two props: a sensu (a folding paper fan) and a tenugui (a cloth or towel) which can be used 

in imaginative and humorous ways. The fan, for example, can become a pen, a pair of chopsticks, or 

a set of clippers for trimming a bonsai tree, while the cloth lying flat in the hand can be a book, and 

rolled becomes a hot potato. The only limits are the rakugoka's skill and the audience's imagination.   

 

Rakugo probably dates back to the ninth century when Buddhist monks sought to make their 

sermons more entertaining (Brau, 2008). But it was only named rakugo or 'falling words', during 

the Edo (1603-1868) and Meiji periods (1868-1912) when the move to an increasingly urbanised 

society prompted upsurges in many comic art forms including comic verse, satire, and humorous 

story competitions. As rakugo grew in popularity, performances moved from street corners to 

teahouses and shrines, then to purpose-built theatres. Until the arrival of moving pictures in the 

1920’s, rakugo was the most common form of popular entertainment in the cities of Japan. This was 

in spite of – and probably because of - its somewhat anarchic and, at times, anti-authoritarian 

nature, which successive governments have tried to suppress. 

 

Before Shijaku's performance, Diane was shown how to walk on stage to turn over the cushion 

(diagonally and straighten out the fringes on the corner), how to carry on or remove a kendai (a 

table), how to turn the pages on the mekuri (the signboard with the names of the rakugoka on 

successive sheets) and how to carry away the rakugoka's haori (jacket). That evening, watching 

from the wings, Diane was transported back to her Liverpudlian childhood where storytelling relied 

on nothing more than imagination. ‘I thought, “It's so organic. It's nothing to do with technology. 

You're painting a picture in your own head. Why is this not famous overseas?”' 

 

In the last decade there has been a rakugo revival in Japan, partly motivated by a growing overseas 

interest. The rakugoka, Katsura Shijaku II was largely responsible for its introduction to foreign 

audiences, touring extensively with his 'rakugo diplomacy'. Shijaku invited Diane to the learn the 

basics of the art at his rakugo dōjō (training or gathering place). Viewing it initially as a hobby, she 
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was never a deshi (an official apprentice) but, encouraged by performers who wished to promote 

their art in the English language, she was 'kind of pushed up there' and started performing almost 

immediately. Says Diane, ‘I used to be super-shy in England. I would never get up on stage. I would 

be mortified if I had to read a line out of a book in front of my class, but I just found something in 

[rakugo] that I really loved. And going back to creativity – because I’m a graphic designer so I’m 

into being creative – you can use your imagination any way you like in rakugo. That’s what pulled 

me in.’ 

 

Although Diane had been preceded by one or two foreign male rakugoka, when she began there 

were no foreigners doing rakugo. ‘I was the only foreigner so I didn't have anyone to compare 

myself to – there was nobody there who was going through the same thing.' Some Japanese were 

against the idea of a foreign rakugoka. They said to Diane, ‘Foreigners will never understand the 

Japanese heart so you won't be able to do it.’ But years later, those same people were forced to 

congratulate her on her persistence. 

 

At first, she travelled and worked with other performers in group shows but increasingly she found 

she was being asked to perform alone, to tell humorous stories of cross-cultural misunderstandings 

and the misadventures of foreigners in Japan. People began to buy tickets to see her perform. 'And 

that's where it all changed and I realised I wanted to take it seriously,’ she says.  

 

One of Diane's favourite modern stories is 'Wonderful Japan', about a naïve foreigner visiting the 

country for the first time and encountering different people and situations. He is delighted to be 

handed free packets of tissues (a popular marketing tool in Japan as the tissues have advertising 

flyers tucked inside the plastic packets) and is amazed by taxi doors which open automatically. 

Then he mangles the Japanese language and hugs the people, to their embarrassment. (The Japanese 

don't hug.) Diane saw this story performed on her first evening working with Shijaku. She later 

rewrote it to encompass her own gaijin experiences. ‘That's a popular story. The Japanese people 

laugh because they do that too. And the foreigners laugh because they've had the same experience. 

So maybe you're laughing at the same points but probably for a different reason.' 

 

She also developed original stories about her daily life as a foreigner in Japan. She created animated 

routines about the dangers of eating too much wasabi, of trying to figure out which way to face on 
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squat toilets, and how she reacts when Japanese people ask her age (a common question in a 

hierarchical society where speaking to a senior requires a more polite form of the language). She 

realised that rakugo was a vehicle for discussing cultural differences. 'Because it's comedy you can 

get your point across without being offensive or aggressive.' 

 

Diane is a strict vegetarian but the concept is little known or practised in Japan, leading to confusion 

and embarrassment on both sides. ‘But,' says Diane, 'if you put it into a story and there's a laughing 

and a joking about it …  

 

Japanese waiter: ‘It's not meat, it's ham.’ 

Diane: ‘But I can't eat ham. Ham is meat.’  

Waiter: ‘No, it's a pig.’  

 

…it's a story. People are laughing but they're learning, so it's a learning experience without being 

direct. It's a little vehicle for sending a message through humour.’  

 

Diane is not only providing useful lessons in cultural mores and misunderstandings but also 

exposure to the English language, a potent draw for audiences as many Japanese are keen to 

improve their English-language abilities. She can perform in English, in Japanese, and even in 

Japanese sign language. She says however that most audiences, even Japanese ones, are curious to 

hear rakugo from a foreigner in her native tongue. If she feels that some people might not have the 

ability to listen to a long story in English she might mutter the Japanese under her breath, like audio 

subtitles, or use more gestures or her fan and towel props more.  

 

Much as an actor maintains a repertoire of audition soliliquys, and a comedian has a ready 

collection of reliable routines, a rakugoka can call on a rich archive of classic comic stories. Since 

the Meiji period (1868-1912), hundreds of the most popular stories have been collected in 

encyclopaedic books. These feature tales of everyday activities of the period such as eating, 

praying, fighting and shopping, and taking place in a variety of common settings including 

bathhouses, barber shops, tea houses and ‘pleasure quarters’ or licensed brothels. Whilst the settings 

and subjects may no longer be deemed politically correct, stories are rarely crude, relying instead on 

common situations which transcend time, such as pranksters getting their comeuppance or a 
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pompous ass being made to look a fool. Fans praise rakugo's classical tales for preserving the folk 

culture and social norms of a historical way of life that has long disappeared, thereby citing this 

largely verbal performance art as a protector of Japan’s cultural heritage. In the same way as a 

speech by Shakespeare can be reinterpreted by different actors, a rakugoka can retell one of these 

classic tales in their own unique style. 'You can watch ten people perform the same story and it's 

usually quite different,' says Diane. 

 

Diane enjoys telling the old stories because they are so ‘powerful’. But as rakugo is a traditionally 

male art, this caused her some initial difficulties. ‘The stories were all written by men to be 

performed by men, and the only female characters that came out in the story were the wife or the 

geisha. So I would be playing four or five men in a story.’ It was not until Diane began performing 

in group shows in 1996 that she realised she was the only woman on the bill. Recalls Diane, 'Some 

people said, “Oh, it's so cute she's doing rakugo. Ah, bless. But, you know, women don't do rakugo 

so you should find another hobby. Go and learn the shamisen (Japanese banjo)”.' These comments 

came mainly from men. But Diane responded, 'Never tell me if I'm a woman I can't do something. 

Because that's the fire behind me.' 

 

In fact, there were just three Japanese female rakugoka performing at that time and Diane was 

introduced to one of them. When Katsura Ayame began she cut her hair short, stopped wearing 

make-up and dressed as a man. But the audience couldn't tell whether she was male or female and 

this had an adverse effect on her career. So she began dressing as a woman again. Says Diane, 'You 

play animals and you play fish in rakugo, and nobody's going to look like a fish so you may as well 

just go with how you feel comfortable.’ Ayame acted as a mentor to Diane, giving her advice and 

encouragement. ‘Because it is a bit of a struggle if you're in that world as a woman,' admits Diane, 

'And obviously being in a very traditional, typical Japanese world some things didn't sit right with 

me anyway, culturally.’ But in some ways, Diane had it easier than Ayame, since as a cultural 

outsider - as a woman and a foreigner - she'd entered the profession through the 'side door' of 

English-language rakugo. 

 

It was only after Diane had been performing for some time that she realised she was allowed to 

make changes, to introduce her own style of humour, and to ad-lib, in effect, to make the stories – 

even the classics - her own, more gender-friendly, or more understandable for a foreign audience. 

‘Especially if I'm performing for children or if I'm performing overseas for people who've never 
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been to Japan, sometimes I do make a few little tweaks here and there, or I take the story and put it 

into the present tense. So maybe it was a story that took place in a festival and I might put it into an 

amusement park. Just play around with it.’ 

 

Re-interpretation is possible for both the classics and for more modern material. The rule in rakugo 

is that if the creator of a story is still alive, it is necessary to obtain their approval to borrow it. 

'That's just etiquette. So I would never perform a story of someone who's alive now without getting 

permission,' says Diane.  

 

Unlike other Japanese cultural activities such as martial arts or the tea ceremony, rakugo can be 

quite flexible. The objective after all is to entertain. With sōsaku (original, new) rakugo, performers 

are becoming even more adventurous, for example, using television screens or jazz introduction 

music. Diane uses balloons in her amusement park story. ‘I have some uninflated balloons tucked 

away in my obi (belt) and I become a street performer. So I do some pantomime and then I pull out 

my balloons and I make a balloon animal and hand it to someone in the audience.' 

 

Each rakugoka has their own unique character and way of performing. Some people are low-key 

and traditional. Others, like Diane, are very animated and keen to introduce a little quirkiness into 

the routines as long as they are not forced or overdone. To maintain its authenticity, the key 

elements of rakugo must be honoured. And for most performers that means sitting seiza (kneeling). 

'To be honest, I think to do rakugo you have to be kneeling down,' admits Diane. 'Everything is 

done [kneeling down] so when you walk, you walk kneeling down. You can't do that in a chair.' 

 

Another element of authenticity that Diane retains is the costume, albeit with a quirky twist. Male 

performers typically wear formal Japanese dress – hakama trousers and a haori jacket - in subdued 

colours. Says Diane, ‘A lot of performers wear black but it makes you look small and I don't want 

to look small on stage.’ When she first began performing, people suggested that she wore regular 
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Western clothes, ‘because it would be really funny because you’re a foreigner.’ Instead she began 

collecting and wearing brightly coloured kimonos. 

 

As a schoolgirl in Liverpool, she hand-sewed clothes for her toys and collected dolls in national 

dress from around the world. She fell in love with the kimono as soon as she saw it. 'I was attracted 

to the furisode (long-sleeved) kimonos where there's a whole scene going right the way through: the 

trees, the clouds, the cranes flying, cherry blossom down the bottom, the rivers. I just love that as a 

whole story in one kimono.’ With its many layers, ties and folds, putting on and wearing a kimono 

correctly is an art (known as kitsuke) that takes many hours of training to master. Except for special 

occasions such as graduations and weddings, few women have the time or patience to struggle into 

one. Diane took kitsuke lessons and now holds a kitsuke licence herself (as well as licences for 

ikebana and tea ceremony). She owns around 300 kimonos, many of them given by Japanese who 

no longer wear them, and she coordinates her performance outfits with bright obi belts and hair 

ornaments.  

 

‘I do get messages like, “Oh, I'm so excited to see what kimono you're going to wear and what 

flowers,” because I always wear flowers in my hair. I always coordinate and people know that. 

They know I have a passion for kimono so they expect it. So I don't think I need to dress in really 

conservative dark blue or neutral greens. Because if you're playing the character you need to get the 

people to believe what you're doing anyway, and if you can't do that, it's not about your clothes, it's 

about your performance.’ 

 

When she began performing, Diane was concerned with the image that audiences might have of her. 

Before one television appearance, the producers procured a dark blue kimono and told her she must 

wear it in order to be taken seriously. Diane realised that they were making the assumption that 

since traditional arts were for and by Japanese, then to do it well, she must look and act as Japanese 

as possible. She pointed out that she was not trying to be a 'fake Japanese' and that her act was not 

aimed solely at an older audience but designed to attract a new, younger generation with a much 

shorter attention span. One rakugo story can last as long as thirty minutes but a rakugoka has only 

three to five minutes in which to draw in the audience and persuade them to stay until the 

punchline. Since it takes more effort to raise the interest of today's technologically-advanced and 

visually-stimulated young people, Diane's carefully-coordinated look with its bright colour 

combinations helps to hold their interest longer. 'Don't try to make it old to fit the traditional mould,' 
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she told them. 

 

Like many traditional Japanese art forms – kabuki (classical Japanese drama), bunraku (historical 

puppet theatre) - audiences for rakugo performances have tended to be older people who grew up 

enjoying the form before the spread of television and the internet. But in recent years, audiences 

have become younger. Post-show feedback cards often state, ‘I've never actually seen rakugo live. 

Today was the first time.’ Even people in their fifties and sixties will approach Diane and whisper 

in her ear, ‘I'm kind of embarrassed to tell you. I'm Japanese. I was born here, I've lived here all my 

life but this is the first time I've ever been to see rakugo.’ There seems little doubt that it is Diane 

herself who has attracted this new audience. 'Because it's a novelty and there's a curiosity thing, and 

I'm female and there are no other female foreigners performing rakugo professionally in Japan.’  

 

Many Japanese are baffled as to what foreigners like Diane see in Japan’s ancient arts and crafts. 

For older Japanese, Diane suspects this is partly a residue of the shame of wartime defeat while 

younger Japanese direct their desires towards Western sports, movies and designer brands. ‘There 

was a point where everything foreign was cool and everything Japanese was kind of dasai (crude, 

tasteless), smells like grandma's living room,’ says Diane. She is even asked to appear on television 

shows to explain this conundrum. ‘They honestly want to know why Japanese culture's so admired. 

People genuinely want to know now. They never used to really care.'  

 

Diane tours extensively outside Japan and does a regular summer season on the Diamond Princess 

cruise ship with shows in Japanese and English. In many of the countries where she performs she 

has seen a rise in the number of people who are interested in and knowledgeable about Japan. In 

2013, she performed at Hyper Japan, the annual three-day festival of all things Japanese, held in 

London. On the train to the venue, she stood next to a six-foot tall man wearing a cosplay costume 

and saw thousands of people, many also in costume, waiting in the three-hour queue to experience 

anime, manga, kawaī (cute) culture, gaming, Japanese electronic J-Pop music and to eat Japanese 

sushi, noodles and Japanese katsu curry (curry with a deep-fried pork or chicken cutlet). She takes 

photographs and videos to prove to Japanese audiences that foreigners really are interested in 

Japanese culture. She tells them, 'Tonari no shibafu ga aoku mieru' ('next door’s grass looks 



Susan Karen Burton   

 167 

 

greener'). You're just so dying to be Americanised and you have no idea that everything in your 

garden is way cooler.’  

 

Within the traditional Japanese arts, payment is a taboo topic. If Diane does a balloon show, she 

will be told the rate and hours of work. But within Japan's hierarchical society, rakugo performers 

will accept or decline an invitation depending on who is also on the bill. Appearing in a group show 

with well-known or veteran performers is considered a privilege as it gives up-and-coming 

rakugokas the opportunity to learn from their seniors and to boost their exposure to a larger 

audience. It has happened that Diane has done a show and not been paid for it. 

 

In rakugo, there is no fixed rate or hours.  Some performers might act one story of ten to fifteen 

minutes in a group show, and others will do a solo ninety-minute turn. Says Diane, ‘Some people 

can do it for years and they're really well-known and famous and do TV as well so they get 

hundreds of thousands, and some people have a second job because they're not making enough.’ 

Diane makes a steady living as a rakugoka. Her standard set is ninety minutes. She can do a show a 

day, sometimes two, seven days a week and she often appears on Japanese television programmes. 

But it is a series of shows she did for free that have had the greatest impact on her life. 

 

The Great East Japan Earthquake of 11th March 2011 brought much of Japan to a temporary halt. 

Overnight, every single one of Diane's performing jobs was cancelled. So she packed up 2,000 

balloons and a couple of bright kimonos and headed to the evacuation centres in Fukushima 

prefecture. There she joined a group of volunteers delivering food and clothing to schools and 

community centres in some of the worst hit areas: Onogawa, Ishinomaki, Sendai, Higashi 

Matsushima, Kessennuma and the most devastated, Rikuzen-Takata. 'It was grey, that was the first 

thing I noticed. No colour, no trees, no grass, no flowers. They'd all been washed away. It was grey 

and it smelled like fish.' 

 

At the first school they visited, the evacuees had nothing. The volunteers put down a broken car 

bumper, put out all the boxes of food and clothing that they had brought and invited those in need to 

help themselves. 'We said, “Take what you need and then move on.” Everyone stood in a line, no-

one was pushing, no-one was complaining and everyone wanted to talk to me. “Where are you 

from? What are you doing?” And I would make a joke, and they would make a joke back.’ 
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In those first few weeks after the disaster, there were regular snowfalls and the air was freezing. But 

in the centres there was no electricity and consequently no heating or television. School buildings 

were all being used as evacuation centres so there were no lessons for the children. The roads were 

destroyed and people's cars had been washed away. People couldn’t go anywhere and they were 

bored. Although initially wary of intruding on people’s grief, Diane realised that the evacuees 

needed a distraction. While the parents were queuing for supplies, Diane made balloon animals for 

the children. If there was a stage, Diane would do balloon workshops or a rakugo performance. 

Soon, she teamed up with other entertainers and they put on shows together.  

 

The storytelling was not all one way. In the evacuation centres, where people were living hundreds 

to a room, sleeping on cardboard boxes with their few possessions arranged around them in plastic 

bags, Diane found that people were eager to talk to someone new and to tell her their stories. 

Women would tell her of their embarrassment at losing their hair because of the stress. 'And I 

thought, they probably can't tell other people or can't cry in front of them. Because everybody had 

lost someone. Everybody I spoke to was looking for a family member.’  

 

Mental health issues are stigmatised in Japan and psychiatry is not a well-known profession. But 

Diane realised that, as a foreigner, she was a ‘neutral character’ and easy to talk to. ‘I realized, “you 

can't say what you're saying to me now to anybody else but you can say it to me.” That was 

something that was a real eye opener for me.’  

 

‘I realised that I was a listener, I didn't really need to perform. I did perform but I think it was the 

time afterwards when people said, “Have you got a minute to sit down and just talk?” And I 

thought, “Wow, this is really important for these people, because I don't think they're getting 

counselling because there are too many of them.’  

 

Many parents told Diane that their children had not laughed since the disaster. Diane's shows gave 

them permission to enjoy themselves again and she has since made sure to give audiences this 

opportunity in all her subsequent performances. Her experiences in Fukushima enabled her to see 

that she does not have to be the perfect performer to make people happy, a realization that her 

mentor, Katsura Shijaku II, was never able to accept. A perfectionist who could not see how much 

he was worshipped by audiences and fellow performers, he died of heart failure in 1999, shortly 

after a failed suicide attempt. 
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An old Japanese man once told Diane that, traditionally, it was not considered acceptable for men to 

show emotions or to laugh. For women, it was considered vulgar to laugh loudly or to show their 

teeth so they would titter with one hand covering their mouths. Now with the support of other 

performers – particularly other female rakugoka - Diane has helped to revive and reinvigorate the 

Japanese art of comic storytelling, her foreignness and her femaleness drawing in a new, younger 

audience both within Japan and abroad to listen to her stories of cross-cultural calamities and to 

laugh openly.  

 

‘There's a connection, you know, when you're with an audience. You just do what you're doing and 

they're with you. We're all going on this little magical journey together and when you get to the end 

you go, “That was great. That was great”.’ 

 

*** 

 

Diane Orrett’s website is:  http://www.diane-o.com/
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CHAPTER 6 - 

AN ARTIST IN THE FLOATING WORLD: the lucrative career of a western bar hostess 

 

Japan has a long tradition of women entertaining men outside the home. From the Edo Period 

(1603-1867), in the pleasure quarters of towns and cities, newly wealthy merchants could indulge 

themselves in all the attractions of the ukiyo or floating world, from kabuki entertainments and 

sumo wrestling tournaments to drinking parties and women. From geisha who sang, danced and 

played music in tea houses to prostitutes who gave ‘massages’ in bathhouses, all were part of the 

mizu shōbai (or water trade, the business of night-time entertainment). The outlawing of prostitution 

in 1958 transformed the industry with tamer venues springing up to replace the brothels of old. 

Hostess clubs began to appear in the early 1960s, small bars where tired salarymen could drink, sing 

and chat with friendly, young women. Today, according to police statistics, there are around 11,000 

hostess clubs1 registered in the Tokyo area alone.  

 

The first foreign hostess clubs opened in the late sixties at a time when white women were still an 

exotic novelty in Japan. Initially, these clubs employed women on the tourist trail, gap year 

travellers or those supplementing an income from English-language teaching. British writer Angela 

Carter (who had travelled to Japan with a literary travel award) worked at Club Butterfly in Tokyo 

in 1972 and noted in Nothing Sacred (1982, pp. 47), her book of selected writings, that the 

atmosphere was ‘curiously similar to that of an English domestic charabanc outing’. Horror 

novelist, Mo Hayder, enjoyed her work at El Manon in 1989 and in a later interview (Turner, 2004, 

online) recalled, ‘It was the safest place on earth. I never felt threatened.’ But the murders of 

Australian Carita Ridgway in 1992 and Briton Lucie Blackman in 2000 drew the world's attention 

to hostess clubs, with general disbelief that they weren't fronts for prostitution. They are not. The 

United Nations defines the job of a hostess to be ‘conversation, pouring drinks, lighting cigarettes, 

but involving no physical contact or sex service (ILO, 2004, pp. 39).’  

 

Sophie (not her real name) was introduced to hostessing by a Japanese woman who lived in the 

room next to her at a gaijin house, a hostel for foreigners. Twenty-one-year-old Sophie had arrived 

in Tokyo in 2000 on an exchange programme between her British university and a high-ranking 

Japanese college. But she loved Tokyo life so much that she decided to stay on, and began looking 
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around for part-time jobs in the singing and entertainment industries. Her neighbour at the gaijin 

house took her along to meet the owner of a snack bar in Ginza where she was working.  

 

Ginza is an upmarket district of Tokyo known for expensive department stores, designer boutiques 

and Michelin-starred restaurants. It is a ten-minute walk from the financial district of Marunouchi 

and from the Imperial Palace. The bar (which Sophie has asked me not to name) was located near 

the shinkansen (bullet train) tracks in a grid network of streets filled with sushi bars, ramen noodle 

shops, shabu shabu restaurants and art galleries. Despite the grubby, red carpet and the patched, 

black velvet seats, the bar was cosy and inviting. The narrow bar counter could sit ten customers 

huddled together and there were two tables which could accommodate ten more. The walls were 

lined with whisky bottles, Japanese brands such as Yamazaki and Hibiki, and the occasional 

cognac. Above them were pinned the autographs of famous customers: sumo wrestlers, football 

players and even a famous rakugo performer.  

 

The mama-san, in her fifties, was an ex-hostess who had opened her own place, as ex-hostesses 

sometimes do. Always immaculately clad in a kimono which reflected the seasons, on any given 

night she was assisted by three Japanese girls in their early twenties. The mama-san invited Sophie, 

the only foreigner, to try out at the bar for a few months. Sophie worked there for thirteen years. 

 

As in most hostess clubs the dress code at the bar was formal, either short cocktail dresses with 

beading and sequins or long ball gowns with frills and chiffon, 'like something you'd wear to the 

prom,' recalls Sophie. Although they had to look expensive, these confections could be bought for 

3,000 Yen (£20 or US$27) in the underground shops near Shibuya and Shinjuku train stations or in 

the basements of department stores. 

 

The bar opened at 7.30pm. The customers, mostly high-ranking executives and company bosses in 

their fifties and sixties were, Sophie recalls, 'generally gentlemen types.' When moving jobs, a 

hostess's worth can be calculated by how many customers she can persuade to move with her to her 

new place of business. Most of the snack bar customers had been loyal clients of the mama-san in 

her younger days and they came to the bar primarily to see and talk with her.   
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When customers came through the door, Sophie would take their coats, seat them and then mix 

them drinks. In Japan, regular customers buy their own bottle of liquor which is kept for them 

behind the bar (a custom known as 'bottle keep') and brought out on each visit. Older Japanese men 

drink mizuwari, whisky and water, so Sophie would mix this with chunks of ice. If the customer 

requested snacks, Sophie would bring small plates of mixed nuts, cheese and crackers, or chocolate.  

 

Sophie and the other hostesses would then engage these men in small talk about food or the weather 

or the news or celebrity gossip, anything to help them forget about their work day or their 

sometimes difficult home lives. Customers who wanted to show off their English-language fluency 

would regale Sophie with stories of their business trips to London. Some only wanted to talk to the 

mama-san or to drink alone. Then Sophie would sit quietly and 'just try to be not too in their face.' 

 

Whilst a geisha is expert in singing and dancing, a hostess is a gei-no-nai geisha, a no-talent geisha. 

Her expertise lies in one area: talk. When a hostess sits down at a customer's table, introductions are 

made and meishi (business cards), which most people in Japan carry and which enable hostesses to 

contact the customers later, are exchanged. Foreign hostesses will generally be asked which country 

they come from. The customer will be asked which company he works for. The customer must 

always be flattered and praised, for his business achievements, his singing, his clothing. Mo Hayder 

would always admire their ties. ‘The number of ties I've really loved!’ she lied (Turner, 2004, 

online). 

 

Flirting and lewd talk is generally considered acceptable in hostess bars, as it is on any occasion 

when alcohol is consumed. Touching hostesses is not acceptable but a wandering hand can always 

be blamed on excessive alcohol consumption. Sex however, is not a hostess's job though this does 

not always prevent a customer from suggesting it, generally with the same forlorn hope with which 

people buy lottery tickets. Recalls Sophie, 'Half of it is semi-joking but still, just like, “Would you 

like to be my lover?” or “How about we go to a hotel? I promise I'll be quick”.’ Sophie would 

always answer, ‘Please ask the mama because she is our manager,’ and then left it to the mama-san 

to throw them out. 

 

However, Sophie recalls an incident with one hostess which underscored the pretence of the idea 

that customers wanted to get lucky with hostesses. One hostess, who was older than the other girls 
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and very direct (and, Sophie suspects, looking for a husband), actually succeeded in putting the 

customers off. 'I remember some of the customers saying, “Oh my gosh, she's so scary. She's trying 

to hit on me all the time”.' So, although there may be a great deal of sexual talk, both customer and 

hostess know that they are playing make-believe.  

 

It is no accident that hostess bars are presided over by women known as 'mama's'.  The mama-san is 

a mother figure who allows company titans to indulge in infantile behaviour while protecting her 

hostesses from wandering hands. Indeed, some bars (much like the bar in the US television comedy 

show, Cheers, ‘where everybody knows your name’) represent a home of sorts. Of the little Ginza 

snack bar, Sophie recalls that a lot of the customers had been going for many years and felt at home 

there. 'Customers would describe our place as “family”.' This homely atmosphere exists because a 

lot of hostess bars are members-only establishments with new members introduced by trusted 

regulars or brought in by hostesses, and approved by the mama-san. So, adds Sophie, 'the customers 

that just want company and friendship don't really have to pretend it is make-believe because it is 

sort of real in a way.' 

 

Sophie copied the other hostesses to learn the correct polite behaviour. Hostesses must never cross 

their legs, they must sit with their knees together. Drinks, snacks, and oshibori (hot towels) must 

always be offered with two hands and a slight bow. And if the customer takes out a packet of 

cigarettes the hostess must always have a lighter ready to light his Lark Black Label or Mild Seven 

Light. Smoking is still permitted in public places in Japan, and the air in the bar was always gritty 

with cigarette smoke. When the hostesses did their end-of-year cleaning, they had to wipe down 

walls sticky with yellow nicotine. 

 

Subservience to male customers is a hostess's job and seemingly an odd one for a liberated foreign 

woman. But for Sophie a change of language could affect a switch in cultural identity and thus her 

attitude to the towards a customer. 

 

‘If I was talking to a customer in Japanese then my mind would go into Japanese mode and it 

wouldn't be me, and so I found it more easy to act all womany and how they would want me to act. 

But if I was talking to a customer who wanted to speak in English I would be in English woman 

mode so I would get really annoyed if they made any sexist or sleazy comments.’ 
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Karaoke (literally, ‘empty orchestra’) is a serious pastime in Japan. The karaoke machine was 

invented in Japan in the 1970s, and quickly became a popular form of entertainment in clubs, pubs, 

hotels, in cars, on mobile phones, and at dedicated karaoke rooms such as Echo and Karaoke Box. 

Karaoke is a staple of Japanese hostess clubs. At the snack bar, the customer would choose a song 

from a catalogue and Sophie would punch the song's number into a console at the table. When the 

first notes rang out, the customer would be handed a microphone and could sing hitokara (alone) or 

in a duet. An accomplished singer, Sophie was a popular duet partner and she learned a wide range 

of Japanese songs so that she could accompany the customers. Hostesses are generally warned not 

to dominate the karaoke machine – it is for the customers' use not the hostesses' – but Sophie was 

often asked to sing for them, forlorn ballads such as the Okinawan, Subete no hito no kokoro ni 

hana O, (Flowers for your Heart), saccharine-tinged folk songs such as Nagori Yuki (Fallen Snow), 

and always, always, the theme song from Titanic. 

 

Hostessing at the snack bar was, reminisces Sophie, an easy and enjoyable job. She got along well 

with the other girls and even introduced several of her own friends to the work. ‘It was a really nice 

atmosphere, very friendly.’ Sophie worked at the Ginza snack bar three nights a week and went 

home with about 10,000 Yen (£68 or US$90) per night for four hours work. Then, through a talent 

agency, she got an additional gig, this time as a singer at a Japanese hostess club in Roppongi. 

 

Roppongi is the most internationalised district of Tokyo, a high-rise maze of exclusive residential 

developments and international hotels within walking distance of many foreign embassies and the 

expatriate enclaves in Hiroo and Azabu. It is where east meets west after dark in its pubs, bars, 

nightclubs, strip joints and cabarets, some of which have connections with the Yakuza, the Japanese 

mafia. Roppongi is where financiers from the international banks come to drink and pick up 

Japanese girls. It is the place where off-duty military personnel from the US Yokota air base and the 

Yokosuka naval base come to party and fight and get thrown out onto the street. And it is the home 

of several foreign hostess clubs including the Casablanca (now renamed the Greengrass) where 

Lucie Blackman worked. At Sophie's little Ginza snack bar, if a regular customer brought in a 

friend who was 'a bit sleazy', the mama would warn them off with the comment, 'Oh, he should go 

to one of the Roppongi clubs instead. This is Ginza.'  
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This Roppongi club, however, was not sleazy. It was luxurious and exclusive, and charged 50,000 

Yen (£343 or US$453) just to walk through the door (which was opened by two bowing doormen). 

It covered two floors and was decorated in the style of a gentlemen's club with deep carpets, velvet 

sofas and a huge fireplace, which looked to be wood-burning but was actually gas-powered. One 

wall was a huge bookcase and the walls of the second level were glass so you could see up into it 

from the first. 'You could sort of look up the girls' skirts but not quite,' Sophie recalls.  

 

There were twenty girls, all Japanese and all exquisitely beautiful, having been scouted from every 

prefecture in Japan. They wore evening dresses which revealed both leg and cleavage, and their hair 

was done up in the Roppongi style, more flamboyant than in other hostessing districts, with more 

volume, more curls, and more glitter hairspray. The hostess bible, Koakuma Ageha magazine with a 

monthly circulation of 300,000-400,000, keeps girls abreast of current hostess club fashions 

including famous hostess's own-brand products, make-up and accessories. The Roppongi girls were 

always on-trend. They had their hair dressed 'absolutely gorgeously' every night and paid 3,000 Yen 

(£20 or US$27) a time for it. Says Sophie, 'They had to invest in themselves.'  

 

While the girls at the Ginza snack bar were working there part-time, for the Roppongi club girls this 

was a career and one which paid handsomely. They earned 5,000 Yen (£34 or US$45) per hour but 

with bonuses could earn one million Yen a month (£6,500 per month or US$9,000). In the daytime, 

they called and emailed customers, inviting them back to the club. 'They were very, very ambitious 

girls,' Sophie remembers. 'They looked like they were putting all their energy into it.'  

 

The Roppongi girls attracted a much younger clientele than at other clubs, generally men in their 

thirties but no less wealthy than the older customers. Remembers Sophie, 'If it was one of the girls' 

birthdays then they would have champagne fountains or the whole entrance to the building would 

be lined with gorgeous flower arrangements all bought by her various customers, all trying to show 

off how much money they had.' 

 

A conspicuous display of wealth is a key feature of hostess clubs because most customers are not 

paying out of their own pockets but from the corporate entertainment budgets of their companies. 

The Japanese economy is built on long-term business relationships which are cemented out of work 

hours in bars and clubs, places where alcohol serves to relax all parties and enable them to speak 
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freely. This is why public drunkenness, with unconscious salarymen passed out in the street and 

commuters stepping deftly around pools of vomit on station platforms, is largely tolerated in Japan. 

During the years of high economic growth, outings to golf clubs and even overseas trips were 

routine in the big international companies. In these days of corporate austerity, entertainment is 

more likely to take place in cheaper venues such as pub restaurants and coffee shops. Nevertheless, 

hostess bars remain popular with older men who, because of the country's nenkō, seniority wage 

system (promotion by age not ability), will have attained a high position in their companies and be 

able to afford the dues. At the snack bar, the mama-san did not charge on the day but sent out 

invoices at the end of the month, generally to companies not individuals.  

 

Sophie also worked as a wedding singer at weekends. It was one of the ‘pastors’ (See Rent a Vicar 

chapter) who introduced her to the manager of a very different kind of operation, an international 

hostess club. At the Century (now closed) in Ginza, Sophie worked briefly as a singer with a 

repertoire of eternally popular middle-of-the-road tunes from the Carpenters and the Beatles to the 

kind of 'cheesy' love songs that bring tears to the eyes of middle-aged Japanese men.   

 

The Century was, Sophie recalls, ‘like a big dark cave’. There are regulations as to how dark a club 

can be and clubs can be prosecuted if they dip the lighting levels too low. The darker the club, the 

greater the opportunity for customers to grope the hostesses. The Century was very dark. Burgundy 

banquettes and low tables were arranged around a large dance floor where during slow numbers - or 

‘cheek to cheek time’ as it was known - foreign women in stiletto heels swayed from side to side 

with shorter Japanese men pressed into their bosoms. 

 

The twenty foreign hostesses were from Eastern Europe, Russia, Korea and the USA. They were all 

tall and beautiful, many with snow-white skin, and ice-blonde hair which they left down and 

flowing. A few wore long wigs. These international hostesses dressed more provocatively than the 

Japanese hostesses, showing more skin and deeper cleavages. And the Century girls didn't use their 

real names. 

 

The Century was extremely competitive with rivalry between women encouraged via a hostess 

ranking board in the changing room. The women received an hourly wage of around 3,000 Yen 

(£20 or US$27) which could be supplemented with various bonuses. When a customer was seated, 
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the club managers would assign a hostess to their table, moving them on after 15-20 minutes or 

sooner if the customer grew bored with their chatter and waved them away. If a customer requested 

a particular hostess, a practice called shimei, he would pay extra and the hostess would receive a 

bonus.  

 

Hostesses were also required to do eight dohan a month. A dohan is a date or outing with a 

customer to a theme park or restaurant, with the hostess accompanying the customer to the club 

afterwards. To take a hostess out on a dohan a customer would pay 50,000 Yen (£334 or US$469) 

to the club and the hostess would receive a bonus of 5,000 Yen (£34 or US$45). Hostesses who 

failed to attract enough requests or to achieve the statutory number of dohan fell to the bottom of 

the ranking board and were fined or fired. They therefore had to hustle, emailing and calling 

customers on their cell phones, telling them how much they missed them and cajoling them into 

coming back to the club to see them or to take them out. Fights often broke out between hostesses 

who considered a customer to be her own and took exception to him being poached by another girl. 

Recalls Sophie, 'A lot of the fights would be like, “You stole my dohan. I needed that dohan!”' 

 

Hostess clubs make money not from the girls but from the sale of alcohol. A hostess's job is to 

encourage customers to drink. In many hostess clubs, girls can earn a commission when a customer 

buys them a drink, a system known as ‘drinkbacks’. Some hostesses will also receive a percentage 

of the drinks bought at their table. It is therefore in the hostess's interests to drink fast and drink 

more. At the Century, many of the hostesses became extremely drunk on a regular basis.  

 

As the club singer, Sophie was an observer of the antics at the Century. But between sets, if any of 

the customers requested to sit with the singer she would receive a 3,000 Yen (£20 or US$27) bonus. 

And although there was no pressure for her to go on dohan she would sometimes accompany a 

customer to an expensive restaurant to drink champagne and enjoy the kinds of delicacies that she 

could not afford herself. 'The first time I ever ate foie gras was on a dohan,' she recalls wistfully. 

These were occasional added bonuses and so, says Sophie, 'I didn't feel like I was too deep in that 

hostessing world … I was sort of floating on the outside.' But all too soon, she began to see 

possibilities to earn a great deal more. She was tempted to copy the international hostesses and call 

customers to drum up business. Then one day, the club boss held a meeting with the foreign girls 

and asked Sophie to interpret for him. Unlike Sophie, most of them spoke no Japanese. He told 
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them that it was their job to make the customers think that they had a crush on them and that they 

had a chance with the hostesses so that they would keep coming back to the club. Sophie realised 

that this highly-competitive, horribly-manipulative world was not for her. After four months, she 

quit. 

 

Clubs with foreign hostesses are a very small part of the mizu shōbai. Even in Roppongi there are 

currently only six international hostess bars in operation2. They cater primarily to two categories of 

men; those who are more sophisticated, more travelled and seek to practice their English, and those 

with a fetish for white women. In 1972, Angela Carter (visiting Japan with a literary travel award) 

observed that Caucasian women like herself were ‘exotic extras’, rarities who could earn much 

more than Japanese hostesses. She noted the hierarchy in the club where she worked; Japanese 

women lit the Japanese men's cigarettes, Japanese men lit the Caucasian women's cigarettes (Carter, 

1982, pp.48).  

 

These days westerners are no longer exotic novelties in Japan and the price of foreigners: teachers, 

translators, talentos and hostesses has plummeted. Since the nineties there has been more 

competition for hostessing jobs with North Americans, Britons and Antipodeans being swiftly 

replaced by an influx of ambitious women from Eastern Europe and the old Soviet Union who are 

taller, blonder and cheaper. And in recent years, western-style venues have appeared in Tokyo 

which make foreign hostess clubs seem tame and old-fashioned by comparison, glitzy clubs and 

bars which regularly import strippers and exotic dancers directly from the USA. International 

hostess clubs are no longer the exotic hotspots they once were and there is greater pressure on girls 

to do more to earn their diminishing salaries.  

 

There are an estimated 10,000-20,000 non-Japanese women working as hostesses in Japan3. The 

vast majority are from other Asian countries, predominantly the Philippines, Korea and Vietnam. 

Asian women also tend to work at the lower, seedier end of the mizu shōbai, at kyabajo (cabaret 

clubs) and Soaplands (places where men are washed by naked women) and pink salons (where oral 

sex is available) where all manner of sexual needs are met. Anything other than actual sexual 

intercourse is legal in Japan. Some of these women are brought in by the Yakuza who confiscate 

their passports on arrival. But the big difference between Asian hostesses and Caucasian hostesses 

from western countries is that the Asian women arrive in Japan on ‘entertainer’ visas which permit 
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them to work legally in the mizu shōbai. Most Caucasian hostesses are illegals, entering Japan on 

three-month tourist visas which do not permit them to work (Lloyd-Parry, 2011). To extend their 

stay they can make a visa run to nearby Seoul or Thailand but can only do so a number of times 

before Japanese immigration authorities will become suspicious and deny them re-entry. Every so 

often, when managers at the Century received a tip-off that police officers would be patrolling the 

area, the entire club would close down for one night and the hostesses warned to stay away. 

 

The police largely ignore what goes on in the mizu shōbai and have little sympathy for illegal 

workers. It is not clear how many or how few Caucasian women are working as hostesses since, as 

illegals, they may not show up in the official figures. They are in effect, invisible. Transient figures 

in a floating world. As American ex-hostess Cynthia Gralla notes in Salon magazine, ‘Most foreign 

hostesses walk the fine line between decorative commodity and near prostitute, thinking little of it. 

Perhaps this is because in Japan — where foreigners are called “gaijin,” meaning “outsiders” — 

visitors are already relegated to the margins of society. When you’re such a marginal figure, 

everything is up for grabs' (2001, online).  

 

Hostessing is not generally a dangerous job. It is however low status work with little protection if 

things go wrong. Lucie Blackman worked illegally as a hostess in the belief that she could pay off 

her credit card debts within three months. Her desperation to attain the requisite number of dohan 

led her to take a risk, one that cost her life. Sophie began hostessing in 2001, the year that Lucie's 

body was found in a bayside cave south of Tokyo. She admits that the tragedy was on her mind but 

she decided to be 'really, really careful', staying in the bar and only going to public places such as 

restaurants on dohan.  

 

Hostessing is not a long-term career. Most Japanese hostesses are in their early twenties and they 

quit when they marry. Caucasian hostesses move on when their tourist visas run out. Some continue 

their backpacking holidays. The lucky ones pay off their debts, the unlucky ones head home to deal 

with drug and alcohol problems. Several have even used their experiences to launch writing and 

academic careers. Mo Hayder wrote a horror novel about a foreign hostess in Tokyo (2004). 

American Cynthia Gralla used her Japan experience to gain a doctorate in Japanese literature. Many 

others use their hostessing contacts to found successful businesses. I have even heard of one foreign 

hostess whose photography business was initially financed by a bar customer.  
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Sophie met her Japanese husband in a salsa club. Before they married, she took him along to the 

Ginza bar to get the mama-san's approval. She continued to work at the bar twice a month, quitting 

reluctantly before their first child was born. 'As long as the mama-san's there I wanted to carry on 

because it was just really lovely,' she says. She is still in contact with some of her customers, many 

of whom she counts 'almost as friends'. She sent them photographs of her son when he was born. 

 

She worries what will happen to the Ginza snack bar when the mama-san retires. Mama-san 

employed her nieces for a time in the hope that one of them might wish to succeed her. But what 

was once a full-time profession for women in a society in which they were considered peripheral to 

the male-dominated workplace is now a part-time option, a way to supplement another income. 

Says Sophie, ‘Even the girls that were working in the gorgeous Roppongi club they were doing it 

full-time but I think a lot of them had bigger dreams. They were saving up for something else that 

they wanted to do in the future.’  

 

When Sophie first started at the Ginza snack bar, the mama-san gave her some words of advice. She 

told her that the work was fun and that is was good to work hard but she should never view 

hostessing as a career. 'And that's the best way that you can get the most out of this job,' agrees 

Sophie. 'Just don't get into it too deeply.' 

 

**** 

 

The Japanese-language website for Koakuma-Ageha magazine is: https://agehaweb.jp/

1 This statistic is taken from a Youtube documentary video called Tokyo Girls, 4.18 minutes into the film. I can find no 

corroboration evidence to support or refute this statistic. The video is available on Youtube at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aRgmW3gjdu8 (Access 26 July 2018) 

2 Number of foreign hostess bars in Roppongi in 2017 verified by this researcher. 

3 Statistic taken from Youtube documentary, see 1 above. 

                                                             

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aRgmW3gjdu8
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CHAPTER 7 - 

‘CAN YOU BE CUTER?’: The world of the gaijin talento 

 

When Chris Dixon's backpacking tour of Asia brought him to Japan in 1988, he checked into a 

gaijin house (a cheap lodging for foreigners) where he met a man whose face adorned a giant 

advertising billboard in downtown Shibuya. The man gave Chris the telephone numbers of his 

talent agencies and Chris signed up to become a 'talento'. 

 

Other than appearing in school plays, Chris had no theatrical experience but he immediately found 

work appearing in saigen (re-enactments), retelling of strange or funny events such as mysterious 

disappearances or bizarre news stories abroad, served up for discussion or laughs on variety shows. 

Chris played a lawyer, a doctor, and a post-war American GI. In NTV’s ‘Sekai Gyōten News!’ (The 

World’s Astonishing News!), he played a frustrated British policeman chasing two runaway pigs 

through a forest in Wiltshire (actually a forest in east Tokyo).  

 

Auditions for saigen are rare. Chosen from photographs, talentos are simply driven on a bus to the 

filming location and directed to emote with exaggeration, overacting being the predominant 

Japanese performance style on domestic television. ‘As long as we are there and we are actually 

doing it I don't think the skill with which we do it is really very much of an issue, ever,’ says Chris. 

Nor is Japanese-language proficiency or line memorisation required as most of the lines are 

overdubbed. Once, Chris played a Russian soldier. He hadn't been given any dialogue so he 

improvised. ‘All I could think to say was, “Smirnoff! Smirnoff! Stolichnaya! Stolichnaya!”'  

 

Saigen jobs are 'the dregs of the dregs,' admits Chris, because the hours are long and, being a form 

of day labouring for the starstruck, the pay is poor. But it was an easy way to get a foothold in the 

gaijin talento industry. After that he appeared on a Beat Takeshi (also known as the film director, 

Takeshi Kitano) quiz show, Saitoh Shinguten, in which a group of Japanese talentos had to guess 

which country he came from. This was his first encounter with his domestic equivalents who 

embodied the attributes of the perfect talento: one woman acted the tennen boke (the 'natural 

airhead'), one middle-aged man dressed as an elementary schoolboy, and all the panellists told 

outrageous stories, made risqué jokes and were rude to each other. 
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The typical Japanese viewer watches television for around eight hours a day (Painter in Treat, 1996, 

pp. 198). Morning news and weather bulletins give way to the daily shows featuring celebrity 

gossip, cooking spots and discussions on recent news events. In the afternoons, Japan's 'silver' 

citizens (its retired population) enjoy their jidaigeki (period dramas) with samurai and sword fights, 

after which young children watch cartoon shows before heading out to soroban (abacus) or violin 

lessons. The period from 7-9pm is known as the Golden Hour, when many Japanese watch 

television while they eat dinner, often at noodle stands and snack bars where a wall-mounted 

television plays early evening variety and quiz shows. Evening dramas are broadcast for two hours 

from 9pm, serialized stories of romance, crime or mystery featuring Japan's top television actors, 

singers and personalities. Then it is back to variety shows and quizzes through the night, until 

sunrise heralds the return of the morning news.  

 

Japan has numerous television channels: Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai (NHK - Japan’s national public 

broadcasting organisation), five commercial stations, and numerous satellite and cable networks. 

They are constantly in competition with each other and, being commercial stations except for NHK, 

they must do so within budget. Variety and quiz shows are low-cost television; put a group of 

people in a studio, make them talk, play games, and get the audience laughing. Enter the talento (a 

Japanization of the word, 'talent'), personalities who can tell a joke, sing a note and, if they are 

female, be kawaī (cute). They are relentlessly marketed by their talent agencies, appearing on 

television, in advertising, in the J-Pop (Japanese-Pop) music charts, in dramas and, if they can really 

act, in movies. Most of them are Japanese or 'hāfu' (half Japanese with one foreign parent) but a 

small number are gaijin. You don't need any training. Any foreigner can sign up as a gaijin talento 

and try their luck in the Japanese entertainment and advertising industries.  

 

Jenna Hughes (not her real name) is a trained theatre actress who has worked extensively on stage 

and on British television. At the end of a run in the West End, she went travelling in Africa where 

she met her Japanese husband. In 2002, they moved to Tokyo to raise their two children. One day in 

the park, Jenna got chatting with another English woman who asked her what she did before she 

came to Japan. 'And she said, “Well you must join the agencies.” So she gave me some numbers, I 

called up and that was it. I got a commercial for Honda Stepwagon.' 

 

Since then, Jenna has played businesswomen in commercials (or CM, as the Japanese call them) for 
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banks, insurance firms and real estate companies. She has also portrayed a lot of housewives, 

dancing wildly around Japanese kitchens while waving air fresheners and pan scourers. She 

specializes in 'people who are a little bit quirky.'  

 

Chris too moved on to commercials. He has been a boffin in a white coat admiring a Toyota Platz 

car, an American politician chewing 'Xylish' sugar-free gum, and a French nobleman eating a 

Domino's pizza. His personal career high was playing a shūmai (a Chinese dumpling) jumping out 

of a freezer for National (now National Panasonic). ‘They had us on this wire and it was all green 

screen, and when they pulled a fridge door open we popped out.'  

 

Competition for commercials is fiercer and, unlike saigen, there are auditions. Japanese companies 

tend to be very particular about the type of foreigner they want to promote their product. Says 

Jenna, ‘If you go to an audition in England they'll have people with all different hair colours, 

slightly different heights and it's not so specific. But over here they have an image and you have to 

fit that.’ In Japanese advertising, the image of the gaijin is often sexualised. The ideal gaijin is 

white, tall, slim and blond with blue or green eyes, a description that fits both Jenna and Chris. 

Compared to a typical Japanese physique, Caucasian bodies are leaner with limbs that are 

proportionally longer in comparison with the torso, and a smaller head-to-body ratio. Notes Chris, 'I 

have an adult magazine and there's a very tall woman in there and the headline was, “Look at this, 

her head is one eighth of her body size!” That's obviously pretty small because generally speaking I 

think it's about a seventh. So an eighth has to be just super, super sexy and attractive, right?’ 

 

Caucasians also have double eyelids – a noticeable fold in the eyelid – a feature that can only be 

replicated on most Asians with operations or specialist eyelid glue. The western nose, more narrow 

and considered to sit higher on the face than on Japanese people is also a sign of attractiveness. And 

in a country with a lucrative skin-lightening market, with creams such as Shiseido’s White Lucent 

and Kanebo’s Blanchir, the baby-like pinkness of white skin is also an appealing image. This is not 

to say that there are no jobs for non-Caucasians but racial stereotyping is endemic in Japan (as it is 

in the advertising industry worldwide) and non-white talentos tend to find themselves filling the 

parts of basketball players, hip-hop artists or terrorists. Jenna recalls arriving to film a car 

commercial and walking into a wardrobe fitting with a black talento. Jenna emerged dressed like 
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Ellen DeGeneres. The black talento appeared wearing tribal dress, muttering, 'What the hell is this? 

Where am I supposed to be from?'  

 

It is also rumoured that people from different countries are paid unequal rates for the same job, a 

not uncommon practice in Japan. Generally, those from the United States, the Antipodes and 

western Europe are better remunerated than talentos from eastern Europe, the Middle East and 

Africa. One of the reasons allegedly given by agencies is that talentos from the developed world 

demand a rate comparable with their home country, whereas those from the developing world need 

the money more and will therefore accept less. Those who complain are told that if they demand the 

same rate as an American, then they might as well just hire one instead. Talentos from the growing 

immigrant communities of Russia and Nigeria are, in effect, the discount option. 

 

For a long time, the foreign talent market was dominated by the Inagawa Motoko Office agency 

with about 5,000 foreign artists on its books. This agency monopolized the television talent market, 

providing foreign talentos not only for Saitoh Shinguten but also for Fuji TV’s ‘Kiseki Taiken! 

Anbiribabō!’ (Miracle Experience! Unbelievable!), which is also hosted by Beat Takeshi. However, 

in 2010, a group of foreign talentos threatened court action against IMO for payment irregularities 

including late or non-payment of fees, not telling artists how much they would earn before a job, 

and taking larger than agreed percentages (Matsutani, 2010, online). Consequently, in recent years, 

other agencies have sprung up, such as Avocado and Freewave, many founded by disillusioned 

IMO employees. But the percentage that an agency takes from a job in Japan is still large. In the 

United States and the United Kingdom agents will typically take between 10%-20% for theatre and 

television appearances. In Japan, they may take as much as 50-75%, because they know that 

Japanese talentos are tied to them (Japanese talents may only sign to one agency and are under 

exclusive contract) and most foreigners will eventually give up and go home.  

 

For those with the right image and proportions, print work for magazine advertisements and 

catalogues is also a possibility, modelling anything that, despite its generally domestic origins, 

needs an international image. Jenna and Chris once modelled putty-coloured long underwear 

together. But, notes Jenna, the clothes tend to be of a very Japanese style, in the earthy colours 

(such as the grey-brown colour known as nezumi-iro or 'mouse') favoured by middle-aged 

housewives, with frumpy twin set and pearl combinations. Although she is occasionally offered 

some of the clothes she models, she finds most of them to be too big. ‘If you tell them your size in 
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Japan, half of the time they think, “Oh, they're foreigners, they always pretend they're slimmer than 

they really are.” And so you get to the shoot and the clothes are too big. They just stick a peg in the 

back.’ 

 

'Sex sells' is the motto of the global advertising industry. But this is not necessarily true in Japan 

where advertisers may prefer gaijin to look and act kawaī (cute). Kawaī’ is a Japanese cultural 

phenomenon demonstrated by the popularity of Hello Kitty, Pokemon and Fukuppy, an 

unfortunately-named, egg-shaped character with wings which is the mascot of Fukushima 

Industries, a manufacturing company (and not Fukushima’s post-disaster prefectural mascot, as 

many people believe). Things that are kawaī express a vulnerability and a helplessness that inspires 

pathos in others, a deep sadness that links directly to the aesthetic of mono no aware (the fragility of 

life and the impermanence of all things).  

 

Kawaī is naive and honest, and embodying kawaī can be a form of resistance, a way to defy 

gendered expectations in adulthood. To be considered kawaī, Japanese girls must speak in a higher 

register, act in a childish way, and dress as pre-adolescents well into adulthood until they marry and 

embrace the next cultural concept, the wise mother in earthy colours with the twin set and pearls.  

 

The phenomenon of cute is not limited to women. In order to appear eternally youthful, a lot of 

male Japanese actors have laser treatment to permanently remove their beards (and in some cases 

also their chest, arm and leg hair). Body hair is increasingly viewed as 'unclean' and is antithetical to 

the kawaī concept. 'They're becoming incredibly feminine-looking,' says Jenna who has worked 

with a number of them. 'I have more hair than they do.’ 

 

In spite of being hired for their foreignness, talentos are often encouraged to act in a culturally 

Japanese manner. '“Can you be cuter?” I get a lot,' says Jenna. 'And “Can you run in a cute way?”' 

When she asked what they meant, they demonstrated pigeon-toed running. 'I've been asked to raise 

my voice because my voice can be quite deep,' she adds. 'They want you to look sexy, but sexy 

[here] means cute and yasashī (sweet).’ And on modelling assignments they make her up to look 

doll-like with large round eyes and swirls of candy-pink blusher. 

 

The careers of female talentos – both Japanese and foreign - tend to be shorter than for men. 
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Ageism is rife in any looks-related industry but in Japan, women are considered old or 'ice-cream' if 

they are not married by 31 (in reference to the Baskin-Robbins' ice-cream parlours which offer 31 

flavours). Jenna is in her mid-thirties and is already being sent by her agency to audition for 

grandmother roles. Consequently, she is very protective of her image (hence not using her real 

name). Even when she is actually playing a mother she does not mention that she has children 

whereas, she believes, 'in the UK or America I don't think it would matter so much but because of 

the male/female divide in this country - the women should be at home with the kids and the men 

should be working - I try not to mention that.' 

 

But men too must be wary of their reputations in a business which attracts not only aspiring actors 

and singers but also those who are enticed by a lifestyle which offers ready access to beautiful 

Japanese women. Says Jenna, with some disgust, ‘[Foreign] men in Asia, you know, it's like a 

disease.’ Some men are perfectly happy to remain in Japan for decades scraping a living doing 

saigen, speaking no Japanese and living in tiny one-room apartments. Male talentos even receive 

perks that women do not such as vouchers for 'soaplands' (sexual massage parlours). The 

unprofessional behaviour of some foreign men tends to reflect badly on all talentos. 'When casting 

companies see that then of course they think that a lot of us are losers,' says Jenna. 'It just washes 

everybody with the same brush.’  

 

In a country in which the image of the successful worldly foreigner is much admired, the concept of 

the gaijin who remains in Japan long-term is a perplexing one for many Japanese. There is the 

suspicion that the prized patina of foreign authenticity will wear off or that there must be something 

wrong with them if they can't find a job in their own countries. Says Chris, ‘I think the Japanese 

have a very complicated mindset towards us. On the one hand I think they respect us because of our 

culture and our history but on the other hand a lot of gaijin here behave terribly.' Some foreigners 

take talento (or other low-paying) jobs in Japan for the express purpose of having fun and utilising 

their alleged Caucasian attractiveness to treat the locals with little respect. When they discover that 

they are expected to work long hours for low wages they abscond mid-contract and with bills 

outstanding. 'We're not to be trusted and not allowed into Japanese society,' admits Chris.  
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Media companies especially are wary of the loser gaijin and for big jobs will hire actors and models 

from abroad. Jenna often finds herself working with foreign-based models who have been flown in 

at great expense and who speak no Japanese. 'And it costs [the companies] an absolute fortune but 

they think it's going to be very different.’ 

 

Consequently, to stay employable, the gaijin talento must maintain an air of foreignness no matter 

how long they have been living in the country. Says Jenna, 'A director said to me recently, “You are 

just Japanese now, aren't you?” And I'm like, “No, no, I'm not!” And I thought, that's not a good 

thing. Because I'm foreign and we've got to have the mannerisms.’  

 

The image that the Japanese mass media choose to portray of foreigners says a lot about Japan’s 

dichotomous views towards the rest of the world. For example, gaijin talentos on variety chat shows 

are often ridiculed for their lack of knowledge of Japanese culture and customs. Yet on one show, 

Jenna was told to pretend she didn’t speak Japanese. ‘They don't want people to get too comfortable 

over here or sound like they're becoming Japanese. I think it makes people nervous.’ 

 

This portrayal of the foreigner as ‘other’ serves to create what anthropologist Andrew Painter (in 

Treat, 1996, pp. 198) calls a 'quasi-intimate atmosphere' between the Japanese television 

personalities and the viewers by emphasizing unity (be it national, cultural or racial) and unanimity 

(consensus, identity). Jenna adds, ‘It's strange because Japan is so closed and yet they're making 

everyone want to open up the country by putting all these foreigners on the television shows. Half 

the time it's just to laugh at them.’ 

 

But as another anthropologist, Dolores Martinez (in Banks and Morphy, 1997, pp. 114), notes, ‘the 

laughing at strange foreign customs makes them somehow acceptable.’ And the perpetuation of the 

idea that foreigners are so very different feeds the myth of nihonjinron, the belief that Japanese 

people are culturally unique and that their language and customs cannot be truly understood by 

outsiders. 'It’s because we’re an island nation,' Japanese will say without irony, often to people from 

the British Isles. 
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Is it possible to achieve a successful, long-term career as a talento in Japan? In 1987, after the 

break-up of his rock band, 21-year-old Australian vocalist Stuart arrived in Japan en route to 

London. Previously a child actor and singer in Sydney and later a radio DJ and emcee, he planned 

to use his media-training to find a job on the airwaves. But in Japan he fell in love, married and 

stayed on, doing just about every job a gaijin can do: eikaiwa (English conversation school), 

working in a host club (the male equivalent of a hostess bar), teaching voice training, modelling and 

other talento work. However, it is his rich, tenor voice that has enabled him to build a professional 

career in the Japanese entertainment industry. 

 

No week is the same for Stuart; he does a wide variety of jobs. He 'augments' Japanese singers' 

voices in the studio and on tour (a common practice in Japan where some singers' voices tend to be 

reedy), sometimes for young singing talentos with the right look but the wrong sound or for older 

singers whose vocal chords have gone, or 'lost their chops', as Stuart terms it.  

 

He sings soundtracks for television dramas, and for commercials for which he often also writes the 

songs, both in English and Japanese, a difficult task since Japanese-language lyrics must also 

contain the correct number of syllables to fit the original melody. Japanese songs contain no open 

space (for a pause or to take a breath). 'They sing right through them,' says Stuart. 'I don't know 

where they breathe, some of them, I really don't.' Japanese commercials, like Japanese society itself, 

does not value the hard sell or direct approach. 'It's so clear, I can see, this life is incredible for you 

and for me,' is a Stuart lyric for a commercial for 'Aeon' shopping malls.  

 

Prior to meeting me, Stuart had spent the morning doing voice-overs for business and financial 

news television channel, Nikkei CNBC, overdubbing Japanese politicians' voices in English. Voice-

over and narration work can include overdubbing Japanese television programmes for sale to 

international audiences, corporate work for Japanese companies who wish to promote their products 

and services abroad, audiobooks for English-language teaching materials, and recording the 

listening sections for English-language examinations. Jenna too does a lot of narration for NHK 

where her British accent is a popular choice for documentaries and science programmes. 'They 

think it sounds smarter,’ she says. But the greater demand is for American accents to which Stuart 
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and Jenna can happily comply. Sometimes, when Jenna has been employed to narrate in British 

English, she is asked to switch. ‘They'll say, “British English sounds really katai (hard)”.’  

 

However, the job for which Stuart is most often recognised is Pre-Kiso Eigo, an NHK children's 

television show for which he writes and performs the show's songs, a cappella ditties and tongue 

twisters. His favourite part of the show is the animated cartoon Sushitown for which he voices the 

characters of a ten-year-old sushi called 'Tuna' with an American accent, and 'Tamago' (Egg) the 

mayor with a British 'elder statesman’ voice in both the English and Japanese-language versions. 

For Pre-Kiso Eigo Stuart also travels around Japan doing live events for children accompanied by a 

man in tuna sushi suit. 

 

Stuart credits two factors for his continuing success in the business. Like Jenna, he was already an 

experienced talent in his own country before he came to Japan. He says that a lot of foreigners who 

were flipping burgers back home find work as talentos but without having any background or media 

training the only talent they have to sell is their foreign image, and they are unlikely to enjoy a long 

career in the business. Jenna adds, ‘Unless you have a skill … unless you're very specific in what 

you can do, not just being an actor or a model, then you just get put in a group and it's all to do with 

your age and whether you've got long hair, short hair, what colour your eyes are. You're sort of 

grouped.’ Stuart's vocal talents have enabled him to stand out from that group, to transcend his 

foreignness and be recognised for his talent rather than his look. This has enabled him to develop 

himself as a distinct brand, 'Stuart O'.  

 

The second factor is that Stuart is bilingual. This has opened up other areas of the industry such as 

reporting on news programmes and discussing issues on round table talk shows which he did 

regularly with Beat Takeshi (who appears a great deal on Japanese television), and in small movie 

roles. He also continues to work as an emcee. In Japan all events, even weddings, are emceed. The 

Japanese preference is for public presentations – talent spots, corporate events and promotional 

pushes for new products - to be controlled, to limit the unexpected. 'There has to be a bit of 

professionalism and an air of formality in Japan with an event,' notes Stuart. As a foreign emcee, 

Stuart O conveys an international aura, even though at most of these he speaks Japanese and is the 

only foreigner there. Stuart's conversational style is light and humorous. He announces performers, 
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chats with interviewees, and adlibs between turns but without trying to be overtly funny or cracking 

jokes. The emcee must never overshadow the acts.  

 

Indeed, in the talento industry a foreigner must never best the Japanese talent. 'If there's a defined 

role, they're happy to have foreigners,' says Stuart but warns that foreigners are never going to be 

the stars. If you do appear more popular or knowledgeable than the Japanese stars on a show you 

will, warns Stuart, be cut down in the editing suite. Foreigners, he says, are tolerated. 'You're made 

to feel uncomfortable in a lot of situations and you're made to feel there is a gap, you should know 

your place: smaller dresser rooms, slightly lower fees.' And his name is always listed last in the 

credits.  

 

The industry is more welcoming to hāfus, biracial talentos who embody a hint of international 

exoticism wrapped in the soothing assurance of a Japanese upbringing. The daughter of a British 

father and a Japanese mother, Becky was at one time Japan's most popular and wholesome hāfu 

talento, appearing on children's television programmes, commercials and in variety shows until 

2016 when a Japanese tabloid revealed that she was in a relationship with a married man and 

shattered her kawaī image. 

 

Some gaijin talentos do become, if not exactly famous, at least recognisable faces. Nigerian-born, 

martial artist Bobby Ologun found fame for making (or pretending to make) hideous mistakes in 

Japanese. Thane Camus, (grand-nephew of French philosopher, Albert Camus) was a regular on the 

television show Sanma’s Super Karakuri, quizzing passers-by in the street. Probably the most 

famous foreign talento is American Dave Spector who has survived over thirty years in the talento 

business, appearing as the serious voice of overseas issues as well as a stalwart of the daily shows 

where he is known for his terrible puns. 

 

If you are famous abroad, particularly in the music industry, you have immediate status. Heavy 

metal band Megadeath's ex-lead guitarist, Marty Friedman, taught himself Japanese by 

correspondence course on the tour bus and, when he moved to Tokyo in 2003, he became an instant 
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national celebrity, hosting hundreds of television and radio shows, and appearing on all those 

varieties, quizzes, discussion programmes, and even a cookery corner.  

 

But for most foreigners, being a talento is a transitory experience. With strict visa rules and a lack 

of long-term career prospects for foreigners in Japan, most talentos eventually pick up their 

backpacks and move on, or return home with a lot of happy memories. ‘Most people are part-time. 

There are very few people who can actually make a living from it,' admits Chris. 'I kind of went into 

it thinking I'm going to be serious and this is going to be my next career but you just don't get 

enough work for that to happen.’ He still takes the occasional talento job but is now a full-time high 

school English teacher, part-time rent-a-vicar (see Rent-a-vicar chapter), and lead singer in his 

band, Edward's Operation. 

 

Jenna still works in the business. In spite of the decline in salaries caused by the recession and the 

increase in foreigners seeking easy money, she works consistently and is the main breadwinner in 

her family. But she does not consider it to be creatively fulfilling and there is no career path. 'That is 

one thing I will say, I have never once considered my work in Japan a career and therefore I take 

what I can,' she admits. 

 

Says Stuart, 'I'm in a different country and I'm in a minority so my opportunities are much more 

limited.' He knows he has to work harder to be treated as an equal and not just another middle-aged 

male talento. But that doesn't deter him. Nor does it stop the hundreds of other starstruck foreigners 

who flock to Japan hoping one day to see their own creamy-white, high-nosed faces staring down 

from giant advertising billboards in downtown Shibuya. 

*** 

The Edward’s Operation website is: http://edwardsoperation.com/ 

Stuart O’s website is: http://www.stuarto.jp/ 

The website for the Avocado talent agency is: http://www.avocado.co.jp/ 
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The website for the Freewave talent agency is: http://f-w.co.jp/en/e/mape.html 

The Shiseido English-language website for White lucent is: 

https://www.shiseido.com/skincare/collections/white-lucent/ 

The Kanebo English-language website for Blanchir is: https://www.blanchir-sp.net/en/ 

The Japanese-language website for Pre Kiso Eigo is: http://www.nhk.or.jp/eigo/prekiso/ 

Becky’s official website is: http://www.becky.ne.jp/ 

Bobby Olugun’s blog site is: https://blog.excite.co.jp/bobbyblog 

Thane Camus’ Japanese-language website is: https://ameblo.jp/thane/?FORM=LFACTRE 

Dave Spector’s Japanese-language website is: http://www.spector.co.jp/ 

Marty Friedman’s website is: http://www.martyfriedman.com/

https://www.blanchir-sp.net/en/
http://www.nhk.or.jp/eigo/prekiso/
http://www.becky.ne.jp/
https://ameblo.jp/thane/?FORM=LFACTRE
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CHAPTER 8 -  

EMI EVANS' CHAOS LANGUAGE: the real career of a British singer in a virtual world 

 

British student Emiko 'Emi' Rebecca Evans liked Japan as soon as she arrived. She enjoyed its 

bright, cloudless skies, admired the cleanliness of the streets and appreciated the politeness of the 

people. Although she was only visiting on a one-year exchange programme she decided to drop out 

of Leeds University and stay on in Tokyo to try to launch a singing career.  

 

Born in Nottingham in 1980, the daughter of an English priest and a Japanese au pair mother, at age 

eight Emi took up the cello and sang in the church choir. At Trent College, a Nottingham high 

school which offers musical training, she chose three specialisations: cello, piano and singing. In 

her teens, she visited Japan for the first time when she accompanied her mother on a trip to meet 

relatives. Frustrated at not being able to communicate, Emi studied Japanese at university and 

moved back three years later as an exchange student. She had another reason for returning. As a 

biracial child, she had been bullied at school and called 'Ching Chong' by strangers in the street but, 

while she countered that she was in fact half-Japanese, she knew nothing of the culture and could 

not speak the language. Arriving back in 2000, she was called gaijin, a term with which she at last 

felt comfortable since she was born and raised in England, spoke English and many Japanese 

wanted to discuss English culture with her. Of her life in Japan she says, 'I feel like I can be much 

more English now,' an identity that was denied her back home in England. Tall, slim and pale with 

long chestnut hair she looks like a gaijin but in a way that is non-threatening to Japanese; she 

speaks softly and, in the coffee shop where we meet, she folds herself unobtrusively into her chair. 

Nevertheless, a middle-aged man at the next table stares at her openly for the next hour, confused 

perhaps by her gaijin appearance and her Japanse mannerisms. 

 

In the mid-nineties, a teen-aged Emi rebelled against her classical training and began writing 

popular songs. When a Japanese producer placed an advertisement in an expatriate newsletter 

seeking young talent in the United Kingdom, her mother sent him a cassette tape. The producer was 

actually looking for talentos (media talents) who would sing other people's songs, but they kept in 

touch and when Emi moved to Japan he introduced her to Hiroyuki Muneta, a Japanese composer 

and arranger. They called themselves 'freesscape' and the duo have released three albums to date. 

Freesscape's sound is electronic chill-out - 'trip hop' - the aural ambience of a hip coffee shop on a 
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Sunday afternoon. It has featured in television commercials for products such as Yokohama Tyres 

and Nishikawa Printers. 

 

The Japanese music industry is the second most lucrative music market in the world (Looi, 2016). 

There are 6,000 music shops in Japan (the USA has 1,900) (Looi, 2016) and although Tower 

Records went bankrupt in 2006, it lives on as an independent company (TRJ) in Japan with 85 

stores nationwide (according to the TRJ website). Japanese fans continue to buy and rent compact 

discs because shrewd merchandisers include extras in CD packages such as free concert tickets and 

voting rights to elect new band members. Around ninety per cent of revenue (Ingham, 2015, online 

and Brassor, 2017 online) derives from domestic music, from J Pop (Japan's own brand of 

electronic noise with vocals by fashionable, young idols) and from deals with other media such as 

movies, television dramas, and advertising. But the Japanese music industry also has the ability to 

make the careers of foreigners who remain ignored at home. And it possesses the power to revive 

the careers of those foreigners whose music has stopped selling in their home market. The 1984 

rock mockumentary, This is Spinal Tap, acknowledges this when the heavy metal quartet's single 

'Sex Farm' tops the Japanese charts just as the group is falling apart. Commenting on his 1999 song, 

'Big in Japan', Tom Waits noted, 'You can go over there and find people you haven’t heard of in 

twenty years, that have moved over there, and they’re like gods.' (Waits, 1999, online)1 If you have 

real talent, if you want a career in the music industry, you need to spend time in Japan.  

 

Emi signed to around 20 talent agencies, Freewave and Dag Music proving the most lucrative. 

Through these, she found work as a session singer and recorded songs for television commercials 

such as Ikegami shampoo, Nissan and Toyota cars, and the advertising giant, Dentsu. In line with 

Japanese advertising culture, these songs were not hard-sell jingles but popular foreign melodies 

such as Amazing Grace or French chansons, tunes which evoke a desirable feeling of freedom or 

nostalgia or wanderlust. In the evenings, she sang jazz and bossa nova in the lobbies of international 

hotels and at weekends she was a wedding singer. Other engagements included being flown to 

Hong Kong and to Korea for brand events for Cartier and Van Cleef & Arpels. She sang for a 

summer season at Club Med in Okinawa, and recorded several songs for television dramas. 

 

In 2008, she got the call that led to a significant opportunity. She met a DJ at a party and handed 

him a freesscape CD. The DJ was friendly with an assistant working at a music studio called 
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MoNACA and, when they asked him if he knew of any native English singers, he passed on her 

CD. The MoNACA studio, headed by composer Keiichi Okabe, specialises in the production of 

music for video games and animé. They called Emi into the studio and asked her to sing on the 

soundtrack for a new game, NieR.  

 

NieR is a role-playing action game for Playstation 3 and Xbox 360, published by the Japanese 

gaming company, Square Enix, who also produce the Final Fantasy series. The story is set 

thousands of years into a dystopian future where the protagonist NieR is searching for a cure for his 

daughter's terminal illness. Together with a talking book, a half-human (but blatantly female) 

character, Kainé, and Emil, a boy whose eyes petrify anyone who looks into them, they battle 

enemies through a range of play styles to reach four possible endings. To date there have been two 

games in the series, NieR Gestalt (and NieR RepliCant, the same game but with a younger 

protagonist) and NieR: Automata. 

 

This was not Emi's first experience of singing on video games. She had previously recorded a song 

on Etrian Odyssey II and played cello on Time Hollow. But this was the first time she had been 

asked to write the lyrics as well. This was no easy task since her brief was to imagine how 

languages in use today may evolve thousands of years into the future. In the choir, Emi had enjoyed 

singing songs in French, German, Latin and Italian. She could mimic the sounds even if she didn't 

always know their meanings. By listening to online language lessons, she discovered that if she 

selected common sounds, intonations and rhythmic patterns from specific languages and ran them 

together she could create her own pseudo-dialects, ones which simulated the originals but which 

had no translatable meanings. For each song, she chose a different language. She recalls, 'If the 

song was very, very gentle and melancholic then for example I chose Hebrew or Gaelic, some sort 

of a soft-sounding language. If it was a more aggressive, fighty song then I would choose something 

with a few more hard consonants.' Video games have developed far beyond the beep and zap of 

Pacman. The Nier soundtrack sounds like the score for a period epic or a Tolkienesque saga. The 

song 'Grandma' is based on the French language and is a fast-paced anthem with sweeping violins 

in what sounds like a classical symphony orchestra and a full cathedral choir. 'The Wretched 

Automatons' borrows from English and features the metallic crash and bang of electronic 

synthesiser music. 'Hill of Radiant Winds' (the only really upbeat song in the game) is in pseudo-

Portuguese, light and airy with the background beat of an Irish frame drum. The result was a series 

of songs which to gamers sounded like real language whose lyrics would become clear with 
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repeated listening. 'For example, I could make French people think I was sort of singing in French 

but it was complete nonsense,' says Emi. 

 

As she gained in confidence, she became more linguistically adventurous. Seeking to revive an 

endangered language she came upon Chamicuro, the almost extinct language of an endangered river 

tribe living along a tributary of the Huallaga River in Peru. Spoken now by fewer than ten members 

of the dwindling community, she nevertheless found a manuscript featuring words and phrases in 

Chamicuro and incorporated them into the song, 'Weight of the World'. A beautifully-crafted 

anthem, it has since been re-recorded in several languages and is the song that fans often sing 

together (in a Japanese-language version) at concerts and live events. 

 

'Song of the Ancients' is the only tune not based on a single language. Being the first song that she 

wrote while still experimenting, it borrows sounds from Swahili, Hungarian, German and Swedish, 

a tense refrain with sawing violins. Only NieR's theme tune has instantly recognisable lyrics. NieR's 

producer, Tarō Yokō, gave her key words in Japanese which she translated into English and 

incorporated into 'Ashes of Dreams'. The only other directive she was given was that the song had 

to be melancholic, offering no hope for the future. Melancholia is a strong cultural aesthetic in 

Japan. Mono no aware, the deep sadness at the transience of all things, lies at the heart of many art 

forms in Japan and can be considered a natural concept to include in a combative role-playing 

action game. NieR's themes of a global epidemic, a planet destroyed, and characters who sacrifice 

themselves for others play into this national melancholia. As Victor Hugo phrased it in his 1866 

novel about lost love, 'The Toilers of the Sea', 'melancholy is the enjoyment of being sad' (2002 

translation, pp. 379 - the original French reads ‘La mélancolie, c’est le bonheur d’être triste’, 1866, 

pp. 154), and many Japanese love to be sad. Indeed, after Emi submitted her first draft, the NieR 

producer sent it back with the message that it wasn't sad enough.   

 

Having received only a vague outline of the NieR story together with basic demo tracks, Emi wrote 

NieR's lyrics at home and then fitted them to Okabe's melodies in the studio, with Okabe giving her 

rough ideas of the virtual landscapes in which the songs were to feature and how the lyrics were to 

be sung. For example, for 'Grandma', Okabe noted that it was to be played over a scene in which an 

enemy defeats an opponent by making them recall their saddest memories. Emi sang the song in an 

anguished wail. Lacking translatable lyrics, Emi needed to convey the songs' meanings through the 
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emotions with which she sang them. In this she was aided by the sounds she had chosen which 

represented their culture of origin and consequently the emotions of that culture. A song sung in a 

romance language, for example French (the language of love), may sound more amorous than one 

sung in German. 'You write them down and it's all nonsense of course but then when you start 

singing it with emotion then it becomes a real language,' says Emi. 

 

Published in 2010, NieR initially received mixed reviews. IGN criticised the game's flawed visuals 

but nevertheless called it 'terribly intriguing'2. It is now widely recognised as a gaming classic. 

Some gamers enjoy the multiple storylines, others the complex characters. But everyone has praised 

the soundtrack with its mysterious vocals in languages that they can't quite pinpoint. 'Beautiful and 

haunting,' stated IGN while YouTube commentators called it a 'Masterpiece', 'Awesome' and 'OST 

of the year'. 

 

'The music and sound purifies my soul and makes me believe that I'm closer to God now.' 

 

'Gotta love those SWEET vocals. Simply amazing.' 

 

So entranced were NieR's players that they clamoured to know the lyrics and refused to believe that 

they didn't exist. Fan-made 'lyrics' began appearing online and gamers all over the world listened so 

hard that they claimed to have deciphered Emi’s secret language. Says Emi, 'People will sometimes 

mail me and say, “I think I've cracked the code for this song”, and “I think I'm getting really close 

and is it like this?” and “What I've found on this part really blew my mind and I feel like I've 

discovered something terrible that I shouldn't find out about”.' One French fan 'transcribed' a 

pseudo-French song and came up with lyrics about 'saving a donkey' and 'a crying apricot' from 

which on-line fans have attempted to unlock a secret meaning. 'I don't have the heart to say it's all 

complete nonsense,' admits Emi, who is flattered that they even try. 'So I just stay quiet.' 

Nevertheless, one YouTube video states that Emi has given her code a name: Chaos language.  She 

hasn't but is happy to go along with it, believing that the lyrics carry more power – and potential 

meaning - if they remain a mystery. 
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Following the game's success a second game, NieR: Automata, was commissioned for release in 

2017, again featuring Keiichi Okabe's melodies and Emi's made-up lyrics. And a series of concerts, 

one in Osaka, four in Tokyo and three in Taiwan, was swiftly organised, featuring song recitals and 

live gameplay readings.  

 

At this point Emi realised that she was going to have to memorise her lyrics. Now with a baby son 

she practised them while singing him to sleep or pushing him around the park. Sometimes, her son 

joined in, making him the first native speaker of Chaos. She knew that if she consciously thought 

about the lines she would forget them so, up on stage, Emi imagined herself back in the park and 

sang the lyrics in a trance-like state. She says, 'I've seen videos afterwards and it looks like I'm deep 

in concentration and really into the song when all I'm doing is pushing the pushchair. But then that's 

how all the words come out. That's my little trick.' 

 

In the concerts, Emi appeared on stage in a shimmering blue full-length gown. As she sang she 

raised and cupped the microphone with long, elegant fingers, and the orchestra (piano, violins, 

cello, guitar) played softly, in harmony with her ghostly vocals. Sat motionless in their plush seats, 

the audience imbibed every note. When she sang the characters' theme songs, the gameplay was 

projected onto the backdrop behind her, and when she looked out into the auditorium, she could see 

fans crying and consoling each other as they recalled the sad scenes in which the songs featured. 

When Emi sang the Scottish Gaelic-inspired 'Salvation' the theme song of the doomed character 

Kainé, the entire audience sobbed, recalling how she sacrificed her life to protect her compatriots. 

Emi wondered if they were really enjoying the music but then she knows Japanese audiences. 'They 

do like getting emotional, especially in big groups.' 

 

So successful was the NieR soundtrack – and so often ripped and uploaded to YouTube - that 

Square Enix released several soundtrack CD's: the original, further arrangements and even a jazz 

version. In 2017, when Nier: Automata was released, the original soundtrack debuted at No.2 on the 

Oricon chart3 (the standard music popularity chart in Japan), selling over 19,000 copies on the first 

day. That same year it won best score at the American Game Awards4. It has now sold over three 

million retail and digital copies worldwide5.  
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You may imagine that this has made Emi Evans very rich indeed, however, she doesn't own the 

rights to any of the NieR lyrics. With video games in Japan, everything is a buyout. When the live 

concert video hit No. 1 in the Oricon charts, Square Enix sent her a packet of macarons. They have 

requested Emi supply them with a translation of the lyrics for a libretto to include in the soundtrack 

CDs, but that is impossible for Emi to do. She muses, 'That's quite funny. They own something that 

they can't have.' 

 

But Emi still profits from NieR's success. As she points out, video game music fans – especially 

Japanese fans - are passionate collectors. 'They just want to get their hands on everything and they 

just save up all their money and they spend it on all this merchandise.' These include NieR action 

figures, plush toys, jewellery, opera glasses, stickers, posters, book covers, badges, coffee cups, 

towels, tote bags, tee-shirts and hoodies. The one thing that the official NieR merchandise does not 

include is Emi's autograph - her 'sign', as the Japanese say - so at the concerts she has friends sell 

signed freesscape CDs in the foyers. The CD's usually sell out and freesscape keeps all the profits.  

 

Emi also credits NieR, and her Japanese singing career in general, with helping her to discover her 

vocal style. When she first came to Japan she sang loud music in a rock band, covers of Alanis 

Morrisette and the Red Hot Chilli Peppers. In spite of taking lessons to enable her to project and 

protect her voice she damaged her vocal chords, and she was advised to adopt a softer technique. 

Japanese tend to sing not from their stomachs but through the fronts of their noses and throats (this 

is also how the Japanese language is spoken) which produces a thinner but softer, more breathy 

sound. When she and Muneta founded freesscape she was able to combine both styles to develop 

her own brand of haunting, ethereal (her voice is always referred to as 'ethereal' in interviews) 

singing which Keiichi Okabe encouraged and developed for NieR.  

 

Since then, she has been approached by other games developers eager to have her write lyrics and 

sing for them in her Chaos language. She has sung on the games Dark Souls, Ace Combat, and 

Fantasy Life. This is how she was able to work with a man often referred to as the 'Beethoven of 

video games music', Nobuo Uematsu, the composer of the Final Fantasy series who invited her to 

collaborate with him on the smartphone game soundtrack, Terra Battle. Uematsu's Final Fantasy 

compositions have been performed by symphony orchestras at venues across the globe, including 

the London Symphony Orchestra at the Royal Albert Hall6. Despite its nerdish reputation, the 
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games industry is five times larger than the music industry, one and a half times larger than the film 

industry, and considerably more lucrative than either (Taylor, 2016 updated 2017). With composers 

such as Uematsu crossing over into the mainstream there is increasingly more 'synchronisation' 

between different industries. 'Synchronisation' is the professional term for the licensing of music to 

a different platform, such as the use of a song in a car commercial which boosts sales of both the car 

and the musician's albums. It has also led to erstwhile games musicians working on film scores and 

releasing their own stand-alone compositions.  

 

Having set aside all her other gigs, singing on video games is now Emi's full-time career. More 

NieR live events are planned, and there have been requests for concerts in France and the USA 

where Nier has large fan bases. Another NieR game has been proposed and Emi hopes it will grow 

to be as popular as the Final Fantasy series which has reached its 15th instalment. Emi's dream is to 

sing at the Royal Albert Hall and to invite her parents, only then she will believe that she has made 

it as a singer.   

 

Her advice to anyone contemplating a singing career in Japan is to attend media events and parties 

in Tokyo where it is relatively easy to meet music producers and composers. 'Kone', a word adapted 

from the English language, means 'connections' and in Japan the creating and maintaining of 

professional relationships – aided by one's meishi (business card) – is key to finding work and 

building a career. 'It's very much word of mouth in Tokyo so if you meet somebody and do a good 

job then they'll probably mention you to someone else.' Emi Evans is now enjoying a real career in 

virtual world singing in a made-up language. She is big in Japan. And perhaps, soon, elsewhere. 

 

*** 

 

Freesscape’s website is: http://freesscape.com/ 

Emi Evan’s Video Game Music database online profile is: https://vgmdb.net/artist/8333 

Tower Records’ Japanese website (which lists all the Tower Records shops in Japan) is: 

http://tower.jp/store/
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1 Tom Waits’ quotation taken from a promotional interview with Waits on the release of Mule Variations, the album 

which contains ‘Big in Japan’. Retrieved from the Tom Waits Fan site at: 

http://www.tomwaitsfan.com/tom%20waits%20library/www.tomwaitslibrary.com/interviews/99-apr-

msopromo.html 

2 The IGN online review is available at: http://www.ign.com/articles/2010/05/11/nier-review 

3 Oricon chart screen grab viewable at: http://rologeass.tumblr.com/post/158963239101/nier-automata-original-

soundtrack-entered-top-5-of 

4 The American Game Awards list of winners is at: http://thegameawards.com/awards/ 

5 Soundtrack sales details taken from the Anime News Network site at: https://www.animenewsnetwork.com/daily-

briefs/2018-06-07/nier-automata-game-worldwide-digital-sales-shipments-exceed-3-million/.132574 and the Nier: 

Automata twitter feed at: https://twitter.com/NieRGame/status/1004393769830150149 

6 See the Royal Albert Hall website for details: https://www.royalalberthall.com/tickets/events/2017/distant-worlds-

music-from-final-fantasy/ 

                                                             

https://www.animenewsnetwork.com/daily-briefs/2018-06-07/nier-automata-game-worldwide-digital-sales-shipments-exceed-3-million/.132574
https://www.animenewsnetwork.com/daily-briefs/2018-06-07/nier-automata-game-worldwide-digital-sales-shipments-exceed-3-million/.132574
https://twitter.com/NieRGame/status/1004393769830150149
https://www.royalalberthall.com/tickets/events/2017/distant-worlds-music-from-final-fantasy/
https://www.royalalberthall.com/tickets/events/2017/distant-worlds-music-from-final-fantasy/
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CHAPTER 9 - 

THE TEMPLE WIFE: life and death at a Buddhist temple in Tokyo  

 

In the district of Bunkyo, at the heart of old, imperial Tokyo stand the giant, red gates of Tokyo 

University, known as the Akamon. Directly opposite is a narrow alley, in old times wide enough for 

two rickshaws or today, one car. The alley ends at a collection of wooden, stone and concrete 

buildings which house a Buddhist temple complex called Hoshinji. In the courtyard, a bronze 

Kannon (Goddess of Mercy) rests on a lotus leaf. Next to her, sits the small bronze statue of a 

kimono-clad girl with a book in her hand. They are both contemplating a tall cherry tree, knotty and 

twisted with age. To the right of the courtyard there is a sliding door. The electronic chimes of the 

doorbell prompt the sound of hurrying slippers on wooden floors and a panel slides open to reveal a 

smiling brown-haired, hazel-eyed American in her mid-forties.   

 

Rebecca Ikawa is Hoshinji’s Jitei Fujin, its ‘temple area wife’. At this moment, she has a telephone 

to her ear and is continuing a high-speed conversation in Japanese with a man from the 

Kuronekoyamato (Black Cat) delivery company who is lost in the maze of back streets. A minute 

later, he appears at the door, bows low and hands over a white orchid in a pot. Rebecca places it 

with several others. There is a funeral tomorrow. 

 

Raised in Sacramento, California, Rebecca first came to Japan as a teenager on a cultural exchange 

scheme. Her love of Japanese language and history led her to enrol on a master’s programme in 

Japanese literature at the University of Michigan, where one of her professors was a translator of 

the works of the writer, Higuchi Ichiyō. One day, when Rebecca was struggling with a written 

passage from one of Higuchi's novels, a young Japanese man in her social circle offered to help. 

'My dad knows a lot about that because our temple is connected to her,' he said. His father, Rebecca 

discovered, was the head priest of the Jōdo-shū (Pure Land) temple, Hoshinji. Twenty-five years 

later, that young Japanese man is now the head priest and Rebecca is his wife.  

 

Higuchi Ichiyō was the most famous female writer of the Meiji period (1868-1912). Born in 1872, 

she lived for five years right next door to Hoshinji, in a sakuragi no yado, as she describes it in her 

diary, ‘her home underneath a cherry tree’. But when her father lost his samurai (military class) 
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status and his government job, the family rapidly descended into poverty. In order to bring in 

money, Higuchi began to write and sell sentimental short stories to local newspapers. Of her new 

writing career Higuchi wrote, 'I still thought it was most deplorable for a woman to engage in such 

an occupation but, since it was for my family, I had no choice' (Keene, 1989, pp. 176). In 1893, 

with her father and brother dead of tuberculosis, her mother was forced to move the remaining 

family members to the Yoshiwara, the red light district or 'Floating World', where they opened a 

small sundries shop and took in washing and needlework. But it was just such a place that 

influenced Higuchi’s later, more mature works, especially those about the short, brutal lives of 

women in Japan. Higuchi’s life too was brief. She died of tuberculosis at the age of 24. After her 

death, her diaries were discovered and became even more celebrated than her stories, dealing as 

they did with popular themes such as unrequited love, strength against adversity, and early death. 

Today, Japanese people remember Higuchi every time they open their purses; she is the woman on 

the Japanese 5,000 Yen banknote.   

 

When their two children were still young, Rebecca’s husband heard that his father’s health was 

failing and decided it was time for him to return to Japan. As eldest son, he became the fuku jūshoku 

(deputy head priest) and Rebecca the okusan no yome (bride who marries into the family). She was 

therefore subordinate to her mother-in-law, who began to train her as the next temple wife teaching 

her the daily chores: sweeping the courtyard, cleaning the floors, dusting the sacred artefacts, 

brushing up around the graves, and brewing the teas. But more importantly, her mother-in-law 

passed on her comprehensive knowledge of the parish and its parishioners: who was married to 

whom, who had died, and what people needed when they came for osenkō (to light incense at their 

family's grave). This knowledge – the lineages, the family setups, the feuds – is an important task 

for a temple wife who is often called upon to counsel parishioners. Or to convey messages between 

those who are not on speaking terms. Japanese is a high context language, meaning that 

communication can be vague and indirect. Consequently, in any situation, Japanese people must 

consider the views and feelings of those around them. They learn to ‘read the air’ (kūki wo yomeru).  

If you can’t read the air you are considered, gaijin mitai, like a foreigner. The mother-in-law's 

comprehensive insights taught Rebecca to read the air and to be sensitive to parishioners' needs and 

wishes.  

 

The two main belief systems in Japan are Shinto and Buddhism. Shinto is the national religion and 

is often misunderstood in the West due to the translation of Shinto as the ‘Way of the Gods’. Shinto 
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has no gods; it is simply the belief that after death all living things become kami or spirits. 

Consequently, stray cats are routinely fed, and foraging crows – sacred creatures in Shinto 

mythology - are gently shooed away from bags of rubbish.  

 

Japanese families have small shrines in their homes where they pray to their family kami who look 

sternly down on them from photographs on the walls. Kami may be found at the local Shinto shrine, 

from where they keep a protective eye on the neighbourhood. Kami may also reside in nature, in 

mountains, trees, rocks and streams, hence the Japanese love of gardens and the countryside. When 

Buddhism arrived from India via China in the sixth century it blended smoothly with the Japanese 

system of belief. The only major addition it made was to introduce the concept of a God figure, the 

Buddha.  

 

Most Japanese claim not to be religious in the Western sense since both Shinto and Buddhism are 

less about doctrine and more about the performance of rituals. Japanese people visit shrines for 

festivals, to buy omikuji (fortune telling papers), omamori (protective amulets) for continued health 

and 'safety driving', and lucky pencils to pass exams. And they drive the new car over to get it 

blessed. Their beliefs take the form of habitual behaviour which provides a framework for their 

daily lives. 

 

Rebecca was raised a Christian but now considers herself a Buddhist. They are compatible, she 

says. Every day she chants, ‘Namu amida butsu’ ('Hail to Buddha').  Every day she does osenkō. A 

friendly, easy-going woman, she always seeks the middle path (seeking moderation and avoiding 

extremes). 'I think the main thing is always be aware – always be in the present, enjoy what is 

happening right now.'  

  

Higuchi Ichiyō too studied Buddhism and, seeking spiritual support after her family’s downfall, 

wrote quotations from Zen masters in her diary. Ichiyō is in fact her pen name. It means 'floating 

leaf', symbolising the Buddhist idea that one is carried through life by natural forces one cannot 

control. On 23 August 1892, she wrote a tanka (a 31-syllable, five-line poem) in her diary (Takagi, 

1983, pp. 142): 
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Winds, waves, 

Where they are, where they are not, 

Thus I will go. 

A floating leaf boat 

Bobbing through a floating world. 

 

The Hoshinji temple complex is a series of interconnected buildings. One wing houses a long public 

room. It has a wooden table, an upright piano and a grandfather clock with a carved Kannon 

hovering alertly over the 12. Off this room, a narrow door leads into the back of the hondō, the main 

temple.  

 

It was founded as a Jōdo-shū temple in 1596 although paintings on the white plaster walls suggest 

that it had previously housed a Shingon-shū sect (a form of Japanese Esoteric Buddhism). The 

temple floor is covered with tatami, rectangles of rush matting on wooden frames which in the 

summer humidity give off a warm aroma like freshly cut hay. Windows the length of the temple are 

covered with sliding paper screens to shield delicate relics from the bleaching light of a Japanese 

summer sun. Beneath the screens are a row of wooden benches for those who are unable to kneel. 

At the far end are sliding wooden doors through which the public may enter.   

 

The focus of the room is the altar, a cluster of red lacquered tables and ornate stands on which sit 

the hotokesama (deities): wood and gold bodhisattva statues of varying sizes, ages and poses, some 

standing tall with hands clasped in prayer, others seated with an arm draped casually over a knee or 

reclining with a heavy head resting on an open palm. Seated benignly at the back, behind an 

arrangement of carved candlesticks, bone-white candles, red lanterns, chrysanthemums, and a 

basket of black grapes and musk melons, is the Amida Buddha, life-size and coated in old gold. 

With the right arm raised to reveal an open palm and stretched fingers, he appears to be waving.   

 

Hoshinji’s buddha was carved in the Heian Period (794-1185) by Eshin Sōzu, a famous sculptor 

and priest. Because he is fragile, his golden body is cleaned annually by someone small and light (in 

the past Rebecca’s children). All the other hotokesama are wiped down just before the new year by 
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the head priest who wears a mask so as not to breathe on them, which is considered disrespectful.  

This is also the reason why candles and incense are never blown out.   

 

Entering this sacred altar area is forbidden to the public but Rebecca is able to go in there to remove 

used sticks from the incense pots and to vacuum the tatami mats. Tatami can harbour cockroaches 

and mice and dani, mites that bite your bottom when you sit down. Rebecca’s husband is planning 

to have the tatami replaced with wooden flooring which Rebecca says will cut down on the cleaning 

work. In the meantime, she still removes all perishable goods from the temple in the evening, and 

relies on the sharp eyes of the temple cat. 

 

Another wing off the public room is a crumbling, three-storey concrete structure. Rebecca’s family 

recently moved into a modern house next door but the mother-in-law, now retired, still lives here. 

On the third floor is a room with a grand piano where students come and go for lessons, while in 

other rooms bodies may be laid out before funerals. The dead don’t bother Rebecca. She’s only ever 

had good experiences with the dead. One day she sat down at the piano and found herself playing 

well, too well, just like her mother, a piano teacher. Recalls Rebecca, 'I knew she was with me … I 

just felt so excited and happy, and it was just a wonderful thing.' 

 

It is said that the Japanese are born Shinto but die Buddhist. Death being considered an unclean act 

because of the involvement of bodily fluids, Buddhist purity rituals are considered the norm, and 85 

per cent of Japanese have a Buddhist funeral (Nakata, 2007). Sometimes the Ikawas are woken by 

telephone calls in the night and Rebecca’s husband is called out to a hospital or to the home of a 

dying parishioner. If a house is too small or the hospital needs the bed, the body will be brought a 

room at Hoshinji where it may remain for three or four days. During this time the funeral directors 

will come to cool and arrange the body and to dress it in a white shroud or a favourite outfit. A little 

make-up may also be applied. The body is packed with dry ice but in summer, with high humidity 

and daytime temperatures in the low forties, the smell of death pervades the temple. Rebecca runs 

the aircon night and day and burns more incense. During this time, the deceased's family members 

will visit. Says Rebecca, 'They’ll probably come a lot. I’ve seen people stroke and take care of the 

body.' Compared to her fellow Americans, Rebecca believes Japanese families have a much closer 

relationship with their dead. 
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Before the two-day funeral, the funeral directors will decorate the temple in white, the Japanese 

colour of purity and mourning. They will put down a white carpet and place the body in a casket 

behind white flowers. Following the evening funeral ceremony, there will be a dinner and drinking 

after which the family goes home, returning the next day at noon for the viewing and the otsuya (the 

wake). 'It’s a long ordeal,' notes Rebecca. Finally there is the farewell. Family members will take 

the flowers and place them in the casket with the body. Then the casket is carried away into the 

hearse, and everybody waves and says goodbye. Says Rebecca, 'That can be a really heavy 

moment.' As the body is transported to the crematorium, the family and the head priest follow 

behind in cars or a minibus. 

 

But the funeral is not the only ceremony that is held for the deceased. Due to the importance to the 

Japanese of Shinto-inspired ancester worship, there will be many memorial services including 1st, 

3rd, 7th, 13th, 17th, 23rd, 27th, 33rd year anniversaries (years may differ according to the Buddhist 

sect). There are memorial gatherings all the way up to fifty years although by that time, there may 

be few surviving family members who remember the deceased. Hoshinji doesn’t host a lot of 

fiftieths, maybe once or twice a year. The head priest will conduct a ceremony and give a sermon. 

There will be okyō (sutra chanting). Afterwards there will be eating and socialising, not in the 

temple itself but in the long public room attached to it. 

 

For memorial services, Rebecca’s prepares the osonaemono, the offerings: seasonal fruit, bouquets 

of flowers and an okashi no hako (a box of sweet cakes). Guests may also bring their own. 

Religious practice dictates what is acceptable but there is room to personalise and Rebecca suggests 

that the family bring whatever the person liked or enjoyed in life. Plants or flowers must have some 

height, there must be two for balance (balance in all things is Buddhist practice) and 

chrysanthemums are usual but something seasonal is also welcome. Unlike in the West where 'out 

of season' dishes are considered a delicacy, the Japanese prefer to synchronise their tastes with 

nature, believing that products in season are at their most superlative. For example, more than any 

other vegetable, bamboo shoots or takenoko (literally, 'child of bamboo') symbolise spring and are 

at their peak in May. They must be harvested before the shoot breaks the surface of the soil so that 

the soft, white buds can be grilled or boiled. Whereas Yuzu, sour Japanese citrus, are at their 

juiciest and most fragrant in winter when they are often put in a Japanese household’s communal 

bath.   
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As time goes on, memorial services become social occasions, family get-togethers where relatives 

with busy lives can catch up. Hoshinji used to hold memorial services involving 30 to 40 family 

members every weekend. Now, with Japan’s falling birth rate and a more mobile population, there 

will be 20 to 25 people at most. Says Rebecca, 'That family cohesion is starting to be lost but I think 

that’s why we’re important because I’ll hear them - they’ll go, “Oh, I haven’t seen you since the last 

memorial service. You’re so big now!” All that family talk happens here.'   

 

Although the centre of the main temple is bare, the walls are lined with cupboards and boxes and 

piles of what seem like antiques and bric-a-brac. Rebecca and her family are always turning up old 

pieces, heavy with grey dust and saturated with the musty aroma of decades of burnt incense. 

 

On a stand to the right of the altar is a large drum with a frame of burnished wood and a taut new 

skin. It was found, slightly gnawed by rats, in the garden. For years it had rolled around outside 

until one day the butsuguyasan (Buddhist altar goods salesman) picked it up and realised its 

importance. It was inscribed and dated kyōhō gannen (1716). He polished and repaired it and now it 

sits in the temple.  'And it’s so exciting to think that Higuchi Ichiyō heard this drum,' says Rebecca. 

 

The temple is filled with so many historical artefacts because it was the only wooden temple in the 

area which was not burned to the ground in World War Two. Aerial photographs show that 

firestorms caused by the air raids of March 9-10th 1945 reached right to the edge of the temple 

garden. What saved Hoshinji were the parishioners who climbed onto the temple roof and poured 

buckets of water over it. 

 

Another important historical artefact that survived was a painting of a dragon on the temple ceiling. 

A monster created from swirls of black ink on a tobacco-brown background it is estimated to be 

around 200 years old and is eligible to be declared a kokuhō, a national treasure. But if the Ikawas 

apply for that, then they can no longer light incense or candles in the room. So they have not yet 

done so. The dragon is a spikey, twisting creature with bulging eyes which make it look more 

anxious than fierce as it regards encroaching signs of decay: cracks and a large, black cloud-like 

stain near its tail. 
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One morning, when the air was very dry, Rebecca came in to find the dragon hanging down in 

strips from the ceiling. Believing it was ruined, she burst into tears. Looking at it more closely 

however, she discovered that the dragon was painted on strips – like wallpaper – backed with 

several layers of hanga, a very fine paper that is used in woodblock printing. In the area under the 

black stain however, the paper was much thicker and Rebecca believed this was a repair carried out 

after a small fire broke out at Hoshinji in 1839. But when she asked an older relative she was told 

that it had ripped during the war. 'All the men were gone and the grandmother didn’t know what to 

do, so she went up there with her little sumi (black charcoal ink) and she just wacked it up with the 

ink. I think she was trying to be artistic.' This time, the Ikawas called in a professional to repair the 

damage and return the dragon to the ceiling. 

 

Another reason why the temple has the air of a slightly disordered antique shop is because 

Rebecca’s late father-in-law was an avid collector of antiquities. A decorative roofing tile on a side 

table still has a price tag of 7,200 Yen (£49 or US$65) dangling from it. He even bought stained 

glass windows from an old church and put them up around the temple walls but they fell in 2011 

during the Great East Japan Earthquake, and now lie stacked by an urn locker. 

 

Being a wooden structure, Hoshinji sustained little damage during the quake. Patches of bright 

white on the walls indicate where plaster cracked and fell away and some statues toppled but there 

was no serious damage inside. 'This kind of building is made to withstand that, so actually you 

could hear it moving – kishi kishi (Japanese onomatopoeia for creaking),' recalls Rebecca. But some 

corners do look decidedly crooked. 

 

Rebecca, her mother-in-law and her mother-in-law’s friend were in the temple that March 

afternoon. Both older women are in their eighties and were so scared that they could barely walk. 

Rebecca held them both up and staggered outside where she discovered her husband, the head 

priest, 'out there going “Woah, woah”, just riding along with the waves while I was holding these 

80-year-olds.' (It is said in Japan that more women die in earthquakes because they immediately run 

to save family members whilst men run straight outside.) Meanwhile her daughter, who had just 

returned home from school and had been brushing her teeth, rushed outside too. 'Fifteen minutes 

later she’s still holding her toothbrush,' Rebecca recalls. They all stood in the little temple car park 
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while the quakes continued and a lot of the taller, modern buildings in the area buckled and broke. 

'You could hear women screaming,' says Rebecca. 'The cat didn’t come out for three days.' 

 

Rebecca changes into her outdoor shoes and we wander round to the back of the temple complex to 

inspect the cemetery. About the size of a football field, the cemetery is divided into two sections. 

The old part contains 350 family haka, stone grave monuments arranged in rows along cobbled 

pathways. Haka have two flower vases, a central tray for burning incense and the name of the 

family carved on a standing stone at its centre. Sotoba, individual memorial sticks resembling 

wooden skis, are slotted into stands at the back of the haka. The Japanese do not have individual 

plots but on the sotoba are inscribed the living name of the deceased and also their kaimyō (their 

eternal Buddhist name), given after death for use in heaven. After cremation, an urn may rest for a 

time in the family shrine at home or in a locker in the temple. Later the family haka will be opened 

and the urn placed underground where the remains of several generations are stored.   

 

Rebecca’s own grave is in the old part of the cemetery and already has her name carved down one 

side in katakana, the alphabet used for spelling foreign words. Also on the stonework is inscribed 

Kuei-issho, ('Once we have met, we are together forever'). The ashes of her birth mother and her 

adopted parents are interred here. 

 

Obon, the annual Festival of the Dead held in August, has recently finished, so the gardeners are 

clearing out the vases of blooms wilted and drooping in the summer heat. But one haka has two 

fresh vases of sunflowers beneath which sit a yellow spinning top, a red Pokemon figure, and an 

opened pot of orange jelly with the plastic spoon sticking out. This is the haka of a family who 

made a recent internment. Their 19-year-old son woke up one morning, reached for his mobile 

phone and died. The offerings attest to the family’s frequent visits. 

 

The cemetery suffered more quake damage than the temple. A tall stone lantern toppled over and 

started a domino effect, knocking over a row of monuments commemorating war-time dead from 

the Japanese army and navy. They have all been righted but chips and cracks remain evident in the 

stonework. One of the graves remains askew but Rebecca shakes her head. It is not quake damage. 

The family who own it are superstitious. They believe that if they alter the direction of the grave, 

then the direction of their luck will also change. 
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Japan is a country of superstitions and, in the heat of a Japanese summer, young people like to cool 

down by telling ghost stories which make them shiver with fright. Bordering the cemetery is a juku 

(a cram school) and sometimes the students dare each other to venture into the graveyard after dark. 

'I’ve seen them,' laughs Rebecca. 'But they’re too scared. They’re not a problem.' 

 

The new part of the cemetery is for non-denominational graves. There are six neat rows of paving 

stones with empty plots covered over with plastic grass. Some of the plots already have haka in 

place, modern families favouring polished brown stone or gleaming black marble over traditional 

grey. Other plots have little 'reserved' signs sticking out of the dirt with the name of the family - the 

Kojmas or the Uetakas - and the message, 'Thank you for your application'. Some families think 

well ahead. 

 

The Ikawas hope that a more inclusive cemetery will generate a greater income for Hoshinji. Whilst 

the temple is not a business, it does have to pay its own way. Money must be found for repairs, to 

cover the annual land tax bill, and to pay staff including the head priest, the gardeners, and a small 

stipend for Rebecca herself. Income is generated through donations received from ceremonies and 

from the annual management fee of 20,000 Yen (£138 or US$181) a year from every family who 

maintains a haka in the cemetery.  

 

Tourists too bring donations. The Meiji emperor visited Hoshinji and prayed to its Koyasu Jizō (its 

Guardian Bodhisattva of Childbirth and Children, a ninth century stone statue purported to be a 

powerful fertility symbol) for a son. The future Taisho emperor was subsequently born in 1879, 

although he suffered neurological illnesses his entire life. At the opening of the Japanese parliament 

in 1913 he was said to have rolled up his speech like a telescope and peered through it at the 

assembled politicians. 'So we don’t really make too much of that, I’ve noticed,' laughs Rebecca. But 

Hoshinji still has Higuchi Ichiyō. She is the kimono-clad girl in the courtyard. 

 

The temple holds an annual memorial service for Higuchi, and this year there will be a performance 

of Nigorie (1895, translated into English as ‘Troubled Waters’ or ‘Inlet of Muddied Water’), her 

novel about the life of a geisha. Higuchi’s most famous novel is considered to be Takekurabe (1895, 
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translated into English as ‘Child’s Play’), about the love between a young man who is destined to 

become a Buddhist priest and a woman who must join one of the pleasure houses of the Yoshiwara. 

It is rumoured to have been inspired by events at Hoshinji.  

 

Hoshinji is a private home but it is also a public space and a focus for the community, for 

generations past, present and future. The Ikawa’s son has always known that he is expected to 

follow in his father into the priesthood. There was a 'certain amount of pressure,' Rebecca admits. 

He 'did a lot of soul searching over the years' and is currently studying at a year-long Buddhist 

retreat at Konkaikōmyō-ji Temple in Kyoto. In time, he will become the head priest of Hoshinji 

temple. His bride will become the new ‘temple area wife’. And the cycle will begin again. 

 

*** 

 

The Japanese-language website for Hoshini temple is: http://www.hoshinji.jp/
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CHAPTER 10 - 

ELIZABETH'S ARK:  A British animal lover takes on traditional Japanese culture 

 

In downtown Tokyo, next to Shibuya's 'scramble' crossing - purportedly the busiest intersection in 

the world - sits the small bronze statue of an Akita dog. 'Hachikō1 belonged to Eizaburō Ueno, a 

professor at Tokyo Imperial University in the 1920's. Every morning Hachikō would accompany 

the professor to Shibuya train station, and every evening he would return to the station to walk him 

home. In 1925, the professor died of a cerebral haemorrhage while giving a lecture. Hachikō 

continued to wait at the station for his master for nine years. Passers-by began to throw him snacks. 

The press wrote about him, lauding him as a national symbol of loyalty and fidelity. In 1934, a 

bronze statue of Hachikō was unveiled outside the station. Hachikō himself was present at the 

ceremony. The following year, nearly ten years after he had begun his vigil, Hachikō was found 

dead in the street. The original Hachikō statue was melted down during the Second World War but, 

by popular demand, was replaced soon after. Today chūken Hachikō ('faithful dog' Hachikō) sits 

patiently on a stone plinth facing the station entrance, a tiny figure assailed by Shibuya's electronic 

noise and flashing neon. Around him the fashionable crowd gather to wait for their friends, texting 

each other, 'Meet at Hachikō'. 

 

In sympathy with Shinto and Buddhist beliefs, the Japanese tend to take a benign view of all living 

creatures. Before the war, few people 'owned' dogs. Instead, they were believed to belong to the 

community in which they lived. Dogs like Hachikō were fed on kitchen scraps and allowed to roam 

freely in the streets. Today, stray dogs are rounded up by the Hokensho (government-run public 

health centres) but in many neighbourhoods you may still encounter feral 'community cats' (chīki 

neko) who are often fed by Japan's 'silver citizens', its older generation. Far from being considered a 

welfare issue, these cats - along with cat cafés and cat islands – are celebrated as another kawaī 

(cute) facet of Cool Japan. 

 

During the economic boom in the eighties, the Japanese birth rate began to decline but the number 

of pets increased. Dogs became the new children and were lavished with just as much affection and 

money. Japan's pet boom spawned sales of dog clothing, jewellery, prams, gourmet food, nappies, 

daycare centres, hotels, hot spring resorts, yoga classes and pet cemeteries. And not just dogs. Cats, 
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rabbits, monkeys, and ferrets, animals previously considered to belong outdoors, were being invited 

in and treated like family. Since 2003, there have been more pets in Japan than children2. 

 

But, as in any country, there are those who seek to exploit a rising market; Japan has its share of 

puppy mills, abusive breeders, crooked pet shop proprietors, and cruel and neglectful owners. Japan 

also suffers regularly from natural disasters: typhoons, landslides, earthquakes and tsunami which 

affect humans and animals alike. The increase in pets has generated a corresponding need for 

animal refuges and welfare centres. The most well-known of these is Animal Refuge Kansai, ARK, 

a facility based on a wooded mountainside in rural Nose (pronounced No-Say) an hour outside the 

city of Osaka. It was founded by a British woman.  

 

Elizabeth Oliver had actually wanted to go to Mongolia. In 1965, after graduating from Nottingham 

University with a degree in dairy farming, she and two friends decamped to Moscow where they 

visited the Intourist state travel agency daily hoping to buy tickets for the Trans-Siberian Express. 

Receiving their tickets one hour before the train's noon departure they raced to Moscow station in 

time to see the train leaving without them. So they took a train to Siberia instead. Elizabeth then 

travelled on solo to Hong Kong with the idea of sailing to Australia. But when she saw a cargo ship 

in the harbour bound for Kobe, Japan, she boarded it. Asked why, she replies, 'Curiosity, basically. 

I'm not interested in Zen. I'm not interested in tea ceremony or flower arranging or anything like 

that. It's just a place, far away from the UK, and it seemed exotic at that time. It's not really exotic, 

but you know … ' She might have continued on to Australia. She still hasn't ruled it out.  

 

Elizabeth arrived in Japan one year after the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, an event which signalled 

Japan's post-war economic recovery. Following a brief return to England to study for an MA in 

Japanese, in 1968 Elizabeth began teaching English at Osaka Institute of Technology where she 

remained for nearly thirty years. In 1982 she acquired 1,000 tsubo (0.33 of a hectare – 0.82 of an 

acre) of steep, forested mountainside north of Osaka. She bought a horse which she rode through 

the mountains on weekends. And she began to take in stray and abandoned dogs and cats.  

 

In 1990, Elizabeth founded Animal Refuge Kansai. It was a small organisation largely funded by 

donations and staffed by volunteers. But all that changed on the morning of the 17th of January 

1995, when central Japan was struck by a powerful earthquake registering 7.2 on the Richter scale. 
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The epicentre was Kobe with a population of 1.5 million. Forty kilometres away and high in the 

mountains, ARK escaped major damage but that morning, when none of the volunteers arrived for 

work, Elizabeth knew that somewhere something terrible had happened. When the electricity and 

telephones were reconnected, Elizabeth began to learn of the catastrophe unfolding in Kobe. 

International organisations soon arrived to aid both humans and animals. Representatives from 

IFAW (International Fund for Animal Welfare) descended on Nose and, together with ARK's 

volunteers and helpers from around Japan and overseas, managed the evacuation of dogs and cats 

made homeless, and sometimes also ownerless, by the disaster. Even Tokyo motorcycle gangs 

offered their services, riding around the ruins of Kobe and to the disaster centres notifying evacuees 

that ARK would look after their pets until they could be reclaimed. ARK had facilities for around 

100 dogs and 50 cats. Following the disaster, they took in 5003.  

 

*** 

 

The mountain village of Nose is bisected by a small stream from which ARK takes most of its 

water, as do the rice farmers further down the hill. It is early summer when I visit, and the padi 

fields have been flooded and surrounded by electric fences to deter wild deer from eating the rice 

stalks, and wild boar from wallowing in the mud. ARK is reached over a low stone bridge and along 

a path lined with ornate pots containing wide-leaved Hostas which Elizabeth propagates and sells to 

raise funds. The path continues past Elizabeth's home, a two-story, wooden house, and then zigzags 

steeply up the mountainside. To left and right in every spare centimetre of space sit handmade 

wooden cages, approximately eight feet by eight.  

 

Elizabeth gives me a tour of the compound. There are 160 dogs and cats in residence today. They 

are cleaned, fed and cared for by staff recruited from local agricultural high schools. Twice a day 

the dogs are led up and down the mountain track by volunteer dog walkers. At a ratio of one 

member of staff to 15 animals there is also time after lunch for some individual attention and 

training. ARK has a relationship with Dogs Trust in the United Kingdom and has adopted some of 

its ideas and activities such as piped classical and easy listening music. 'These are a few of my 

favourite things' echoes through the cages and up into the trees where it gives way to the collective 

hum of mountain cicadas. In the corners of some of the cages are plastic bottles on two sticks which 

the dogs must roll to extract a treat. 'We're trying to get them to use their brains a bit,' says 
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Elizabeth, with the husky voice of the lifelong chain smoker. A thin, grey-haired woman, she 

exudes an aura of calm control that assures the dogs and makes the staff stand up straight when she 

addresses them. 

 

Elizabeth visits each animal, introducing them by name (she names them on arrival), explaining 

their history and giving words of encouragement. The majority are the six native Japanese breeds: 

Shiba, Hokkaidō, Akita (like Hachikō), Kai, Tosa, Shikoku, and Kishū. But there is an eager beagle 

and a bouncing Jack Russell who vie for Elizabeth's attention as she passes by.  

 

A large Akita dog sniffs the air as Elizabeth coos to him. Some Akitas have a congenital eye defect. 

Without drops, the eyes are liable to decay in their sockets. This Akita has had his eyes removed. 

He remains at ARK on sponsorship and will probably live out his days here, perhaps moving into 

Elizabeth's house where four other elderly dogs nap together around a cast iron stove. 

 

Cats mingle in larger cages, snoozing in the sun or batting at the long blades of grass that Elizabeth 

pokes through the wire mesh. There are rabbits too. 'Old man went to a pet shop, bought a male and 

a female. A year later he's got 22.' Elizabeth rolls her eyes. Unfortunately, unless it's a rabbit year in 

the Chinese zodiac, they are not readily adopted. 

 

The office telephone rings continually with reports of strays, animals in distress, animals abused or 

neglected by owners, or pleas to ARK to take an animal for which an owner is no longer able to 

care. Some have legitimate reasons for giving them up: divorce, ill-health, or moving to an 

apartment which does not allow pets. ARK runs at full capacity and although it will never turn an 

animal away, it must decide which case is an emergency and which can wait a few days or be 

directed to another shelter or to a foster family. 'It's just being able to judge. If we say yes, yes, yes, 

then we're inundated,' Elizabeth explains. For an emergency case, Elizabeth and her team will jump 

into the ARK jeep and drive for hours to rescue an animal. They will vault fences, climb down 

embankments, swim rivers, and set humane traps to catch dogs who have gone feral. Or else they 

will negotiate with dismissive owners who can't see a problem. In these cases, Elizabeth's tactic is 

to hand over her business card and tell the owner that neighbours have made a complaint. Shame is 

a potent form of social control in Japan, and the potential loss of face generally compels the owner 
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to improve conditions. 'Sometimes they remove the dog altogether but quite often the conditions 

improve,' says Elizabeth. 'I can't say 100 per cent but they do worry about what neighbours think.'  

 

ARK was alerted to the plight of 18 Hokkaido dogs at a Buddhist temple by some Zen students 

from Oxford University who were studying there. The elderly priest had originally bought two 

unneutered dogs but he had grown senile and no longer knew how many dogs he possessed. The 

dogs had dug their way out of their enclosure and were running wild. Elizabeth spent two hours in 

exhaustive negotiations with the priest, offering to neuter them and find them good homes. 'In the 

end I said, “Look, we've come all this way. It's a four-hour drive. If he's not going to cooperate, 

we're leaving without the dogs, and let him solve his own problems.” So in the last five minutes he 

said OK. And then of course the problem was trying to catch them.'  

 

Dogs are generally easier to catch than cats, because cats hide. 'If you see three, you've got 30,' 

explains Elizabeth. They filled the jeep with as many dogs as they could find and the Oxford 

University students rounded up several more days later. Hokkaido dogs can be aggressive to each 

other so several of them have been housed in cages with older, quieter dogs to socialise them and 

teach them the 'dog world'. Says Elizabeth, 'They watch the older dog and if the dog is friendly, 

they come around.' 

 

Now in her late seventies, Elizabeth grudgingly leaves the more athletic call-outs to her younger 

staff. 'I actually like the adrenalin rush of rescue. Emergency! Waaah!' she laughs. 'It's a bit more 

exciting than everyday. I don't know, it sort of gives me a kick somehow.' The adrenalin rush isn't 

limited to rescues. In the past, when her offers of help have been rebuffed, Elizabeth has not been 

averse to stealing. When one couple refused to improve conditions for the dogs in their care, 

Elizabeth waited until she thought they'd gone out and then crept into the yard and took two dogs. 

'Then I got a bit bold and thought, let's go and pick up the rest of them. The guy who was looking 

after them came out and called the police.' 

 

Elizabeth has been arrested more times than she can recall and is a veteran of Japanese police 

interrogations which are known for their menace and endless intimidation. 'They ask you for your 

mother's favourite flower or something. Really stupid questions. Absolutely inane questions. The 

whole day.' She dismisses them with her typical coolness. 'I just ask for my rights. And I always ask 
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for an interpreter,' says Elizabeth who is proficient in Japanese. 'You spin it out.' Elizabeth told the 

police that she was just taking the dogs to clean them up and intended to give them back. Which 

was a lie. 'It was a clear case of stealing,' she admits with a laugh.  

 

The police searched Nose looking for the other two dogs but Elizabeth always planned her 

operations with the precision of a jewellery heist. She had access to several unmarked white vans 

and volunteers waiting at 'safe houses'. The dogs were long gone. 'They couldn't find them. They 

never found them. They were rehomed,' Elizabeth chuckles. 'I loved that.' Elizabeth used to do a lot 

of stealing in the old days but admits she is too well-known now. 'My stealing days are at an end. 

But you always get away with it. I say I was drunk.' (Since many Asians lack a gene which enables 

their livers to swiftly metabolize alcohol, public intoxication is generally excused in Japan.) 

 

Next to Elizabeth's house are the veterinary clinic and feeding rooms. When an animal arrives at 

ARK, it is placed in quarantine while it is checked for diseases, dewormed, vaccinated, given a 

blood test, neutered, and microchipped. Spaying and neutering is not standard procedure in Japan 

because of the traditional belief that it is a female's role, be she human or animal, to be a mother. 

Nor is microchipping but ARK chips all its cats and dogs as many are adopted by foreigners 

residing in Japan who later take them home to countries, such as the UK and some states of the 

USA, where it is required by law. In 2006, ARK sent eight dogs to Battersea Dogs & Cats Home 

from where they were successfully adopted. 

 

ARK has a small operating theatre. Beside it, in a cage, lies a tiny, long-haired chihuahua with a 

bent fore leg. Bought from a pet shop it had been dropped by a little boy whose family paid to have 

the leg set, an expensive procedure. When the boy dropped it again, the mother tried to fix the leg 

herself. The dog is now waiting to have its leg amputated. 'You're a sweet little doggie,' Elizabeth 

assures the white ball of fluff who is visibly shaking. 'I'd like to drop that boy,' she adds under her 

breath. 

 

The most obvious sign of the pet boom in Japan has been the increase in the number of pet shops. 

Often located in noisy, brightly-lit shopping arcades they attract customers with windows full of 

puppies and kittens, some less than a month old. Presumably those who 'ooh' and 'aah' at them are 
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unaware that they will be offloaded to the Hokensho, sent to puppy mills or just killed out the back 

as soon as they outgrow their cages.  

 

In a room off the ARK office, 11 freshly-shaved apricot-coloured poodles scamper around a staff 

member's feet while he attempts to eat his lunch. Like the three post-war treasures of the Japanese 

household - refrigerator, washing machine and television - a pet is a status symbol. A dog 

demonstrates that the owner has spare household income and, equally importantly in space-starved 

Japan, enough room to keep one. But it has to be the right dog, a fashion often dictated by movies 

and television advertising. One year it was Huskies, the next it was Daschunds. After 101 

Dalmations, only dogs with spots would do. Recently the trend in Tokyo has been for apricot 

poodles. 'So when the flavour of the month is on the way out, we get them,' says Elizabeth. The 

poodles were rescued from a breeder who wanted to restock with the next trend. They had to be 

shaved because their fur was so badly matted. 

 

'Mixed' are popular right now; mixed breeds not mongrels. Machiko in ARK's Tokyo office has 

designed a poster promoting the concept of 'zasshu beauty'; that zasshu - mongrels - can be just as 

beautiful as Maltipoos and Labradoodles. But it's a tough campaign to go against Japan's  

popular kawaī culture. Japan's best-selling pets may be viewed as realised versions of Pikachu and 

Hello Kitty but are too readily discarded when they grow up and stop being cute. 

 

Gaiatsu, or foreign pressure, has been a potent method of social change in Japan from the opening 

of the country by Commodore Perry and his fleet in the 1850's to MacArthur's post-war occupation 

reforms. It was the imminent arrival of another Elizabeth, Queen Elizabeth II, who prompted the 

creation of Japan's first animal welfare act4. The Japanese government did not want to be viewed by 

the corgi-loving royal as less than humane and the law was passed prior to her visit in 1975. Now 

renamed the Act on Welfare and Management of Animals and revised every five years, it is the 

legislation which ARK uses to bring private prosecutions against those who abuse animals.  

 

The most notorious of these prosecutions was the Saga case in 20065. Alerted to inhumane 

conditions at a breeding facility in Saga prefecture on the island of Kyushu, Elizabeth broke into the 

premises where she photographed Shibas and Akitas chained to walls, tied to pallets, and confined 
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in cages in which they could barely stand. They were never walked or watered and they lived in 

their own faeces and urine. Rotting corpses and skeletonized remains lay scattered across the 

ground. ARK rescued 62 dogs and took out a private prosecution against the owner, Kinji 

Mitsutake, but the case was thrown out because the facility and a nearby pet shop were registered 

not in his name but that of his disabled son. Only in 2011 after the case had gained national media 

coverage did the local authorities prosecute. Mitsutake is still in business today but since 2007, 

legally-registered animal breeders in Japan must allow their premises to be checked annually by 

local authorities.  

 

Strays and unwanted pets are the responsibility of the Hokensho, the public health centres. In 

accordance with the Rabies Prevention Law, animals not rehomed from Hokensho-run pounds, 

known as Aigo (Love Dog) centres, within a certain period of time (defined as between three and 

seven days) are placed in 'dream boxes' and gassed, a process that can take up to thirty minutes. 

Over 80 per cent, around 200,000 a year, die this way6. Others will be passed on to pet shops or to 

laboratories for experimentation. Only two out of every 200 are rehomed.  

 

When residents of Tokushima prefecture on the island of Shikoku became uncomfortable with the 

killing of animals at their neighbourhood Aigo centre the problem was mobilised. Now animals are 

loaded into a 45 million Yen 'dream truck' which sets off to the crematorium. Somewhere along the 

road the driver pushes a button and the animals are gassed. 'It's easy to press a button and you don't 

see it,' says Elizabeth in disgust. 'It's the same in all these Aigo centres. Nobody checks if they're 

dead or alive, and it can happen that they're cremated alive.'   

 

A 2013 amendment to the Act on Welfare and Management of Animals stipulates that a person can 

be imprisoned for destroying an animal for no good reason. Out of this, a growing 'Zero Kill'7 

movement has resulted in some prefectural Hokensho facilities forcefully dissuading people from 

handing in unwanted pets, a buck-passing manoeuvre which is putting added pressure on animal 

welfare charities. 'We are having increasing phone calls from people who have tried to take their pet 

to the Hokensho and the Hokensho give them our number, which really pisses me off,' states 

Elizabeth. 
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But ARK has come in for criticism too. 'ARK kills' is the accusation of some other animal welfare 

groups. When animals arrive at ARK, they are tested for diseases. Kittens who test positive for FIV 

(cat AIDS) or FeLV (leukaemia) are euthanised. So too are animals with advanced cancer where 

treatments have failed or would prove useless. Old dogs who have 'gone off their legs' and are 

incontinent are also put down. At ARK, animals are euthanised by injection and only for medical 

reasons. But the difference between 'euthanising' and 'killing' is sometimes hard for some Japanese 

to understand. Actively intervening in a living creature's existence or bringing about its death is 

contrary to Buddhist teaching. 'The idea is it's nature taking its course. Karma or whatever. And that 

makes Japanese feel really happy,' Elizabeth says.   

 

Uncomfortable with sending animals to their almost certain death at an Aigo centre, some owners 

simply dump them and leave their survival to chance. 'If a cat has kittens, they stick them in a box 

in the mountains with some dried fish and let nature take its course,' explains Elizabeth. 'And nature 

does take over because the crows comes down.' On tables in the middle of ARK's main office, a 

clutch of neonatal kittens in pet boxes doze between bottle feeds. They had been thrown away in a 

park. ARK currently has 20 newborn kittens on site.  

  

The euthanasia issue puts a great deal of pressure on those Japanese who choose to work with 

animals. When new staff are interviewed at ARK, euthanasia is explained to them but Elizabeth 

feels that they don't really understand. 'It's one thing to talk about it, another thing to witness it,' she 

says. When they do, some of them quit.  

 

ARK is currently without a full-time vet. Until December 2011, they employed a New Zealand-

Japanese vet who could neuter 40 dogs a day and carry out operations. She was brilliant, admits 

Elizabeth, but increasingly she began to go beyond what was she was asked to do, and wouldn't take 

her two days off a week. One Monday when she did not appear for work, Elizabeth went down the 

mountain to one of two houses that are used as staff quarters. There she found the vet dead on her 

bed with a needle in her arm. It was connected to a saline drip into which she had injected 

pentobarbital from the clinic. She was 38. Elizabeth still appears shocked by the tragedy. 

Dismissive of police interrogation tactics and immune to abuse from breeders and pet shop owners, 

she presents a stoic front, and seems stunned that someone who loved animals and hated to have to 

put them down, would take her own life so easily.  
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ARK takes in and successfully rehomes around 350 animals every year. It charges 15,000 Yen 

(£100 sterling or US$135) to cover vaccinations and microchipping, and prospective owners must 

show they have a housing contract which permits pets. After an extensive questionnaire and 

interview, ARK will try to match them with a suitable dog. Pure breeds go quickest so Elizabeth 

knows the apricot poodles will soon find good homes. Small dogs are also favoured because many 

Japanese live in cramped apartments. Nervous dogs will never be given to families with noisy 

children. Puppies are the most desired because they are considered cute but ARK dissuades elderly 

people from adopting them as the dogs may well outlive their owners and may be returned to ARK 

or worse, sent to an Aigo centre. 'It's like match-making a marriage really,' says Elizabeth. Since its 

founding 25 years ago, ARK has rehomed over 3,000 dogs and 1,000 cats. 

 

A new ARK facility has recently opened on a 7,000 tsubo (2.3 hectares or 5.7 acres) site in nearby 

Hyogo prefecture, another mountainous area of great natural beauty with cedar, cypress, and maple 

trees and acres of grassland bounded by a wide stream. Partly funded by Dogs Trust, Sasayama is 

state of the art, all stainless steel and glass doors with sniff holes, and classical music piped 

throughout. Sasayama is a relaxing compound and the dogs who are brought here are generally 

those who are stressed and consequently difficult to rehome. One of these is Beach, a dog from 

Fukushima being cared for while its owners remain in temporary accommodation. In 2011, after the 

Fukushima earthquake and Dai-Ichi nuclear plant disaster, ARK continually breached the 

evacuation zone to rescue abandoned animals, bringing 200 dogs, 25 cats, a marmot and a parrot 

back to Nose. In the event that their owners had survived and were able to return home, they left 

notes telling them where their pet could be found. Japan still has no emergency facilities for animals 

but a warehouse at Sasayama is packed to the roof with kennels, bedding and food ready to be 

shipped to wherever the next disaster occurs. 

 

In Japan, there is a saying, Kusai mono ni wa futa o shirō ('Let's put a lid on smelly things'), an 

exhortation to shut up and save face. As a foreigner and cultural outsider, Elizabeth isn't bound by 

this cover-up culture and does not hesitate to speak out about animal abuse in Japan. Regularly 

active in the media, after the nuclear plant disaster she loudly condemned the Japanese government 

for abandoning animals to die of dehydration and starvation (Jones, 2011 and Ryall, 2012). 'What I 

do is to try and stimulate the Japanese to criticise,' she says, a difficult task in a culture in which to 

publicly find fault with anyone is considered bad manners. She points out that many Japanese are 



Susan Karen Burton   

 224 

 

fence-sitters who don't like to be put in a position where they have to take sides or give a definitive 

answer. 'If they have to jump off the fence they'll jump the “no” side.' So Elizabeth takes action 

without asking permission and, if she's caught, simply pleads ignorance. '“Don't ask” is my 

philosophy,' she chortles. Her outspoken views and actions have made her both friends and enemies 

in Japan. They have also earned her a British MBE for her lifetime of service to animal welfare. 

 

Periodically, she's questioned by the police about other international organisations such as the 

dolphin activists at Taiji, or the antivivisectionists who break into universities and free laboratory 

animals. Although she is sympathetic to other causes, she denies any connection with these groups. 

'They come in, they do their film or whatever, they leave. But I'm here and if something happens to 

me and I'm deported, what happens to all these animals?'  So she picks her battles. But, whatever its 

origin, she never turns an animal away. 'I never ask questions. I say, “Just bring it here”.' 

 

Animal Refuge Kansai’s website is: http://www.arkbark.net/en/ 

The British website for Dogs Trust is: https://www.dogstrust.org.uk/

1 Further information on Hachiko and the scramble crossing at Shibuya can be found at the Japan National Tourism 

Organisation website at https://www.japan.travel/en/spot/2177/ (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

2 Statistics taken from Japan Times at: https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2010/02/28/general/japans-love-affair-with-

dogs-and-cats/#.W13E9vZFzIU and the British Guardian at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2012/jun/08/why-japan-prefers-pets-to-parenthood (Accessed 25 July 

2018) 

3 Information on the earthquake relief programme is taken from Elizabeth Oliver’s unpublished memoir. 

4 An English-language version of the act can be read at: 

https://www.aaalac.org/intlRefs/IntRegs/Japan/Translation%20documents/JAPANLAW_No105.pdf 

5 Information in English on the Saga case is limited. ARK intends to document the case on its website in the near 

future. In the meantime, some details on the case can be found on this website: 

https://www.thepetitionsite.com/en-gb/takeaction/400/910/523/  (Accessed 25 July 2018).  

6 Further details and statistics can be found at the Japan Times website at: 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2013/02/19/issues/millions-of-dogs-cats-coddled-200000-gassed-each-

year-in-pet-mad-japan/#.W13LofZFzIU 

and on the British Guardian website at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/japan-stray-animal-

death-trucks (Accessed on 25 July 2018) 

7 Further information in English on the Zero Kill (or ‘No Kill’) movement can be found at: 

https://www.tokyoweekender.com/2016/07/why-you-shouldnt-buy-a-pet-in-japan/ 

                                                             

https://www.dogstrust.org.uk/
https://www.japan.travel/en/spot/2177/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2010/02/28/general/japans-love-affair-with-dogs-and-cats/#.W13E9vZFzIU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2010/02/28/general/japans-love-affair-with-dogs-and-cats/#.W13E9vZFzIU
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2012/jun/08/why-japan-prefers-pets-to-parenthood
https://www.thepetitionsite.com/en-gb/takeaction/400/910/523/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/japan-stray-animal-death-trucks
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/japan-stray-animal-death-trucks
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CHAPTER 11 - 

TIPSTERS: The changing amateur dramatic scene in Tokyo  

 

In all the foreign communities clubs spring up which are by their nature designed only for 

foreigners: those of one nationality or perhaps of one language. That was where the Tokyo Amateur 

Dramatic Club came in, uniting the British with, overwhelmingly, the Americans and other 

Anglophones. The standard was quite high. I wrangled myself a small part, but was not asked a 

second time. Hugh Cortazzi, British Ambassador to Japan, 1980-1984. (Cortazzi, 2001, pp. 511)  

 

It's dress rehearsal weekend for the Tokyo International Players' (TIP) forthcoming production of 

Big River, a musical based on Mark Twain's 1884 novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The 

25-member amateur dramatic ensemble have been rehearsing for four months, learning their lines 

and practising their songs while they work jobs and raise children. Next week, the 'Tipsters' will 

play four nights at the Theater Sun-Mall in Shinjuku. Today, on an empty stage, several members of 

the cast are searching for a door which isn't there. As usual, the set and many of the props are still in 

production and may not arrive until opening night.  

 

Backstage in the women's dressing room, there are cleavage problems. The front of 'Mary Jane 

Wilkes's' mourning dress is sticking out at a point and will, warns costumer Linda Polgar, be picked 

up by the stage lights. 'That looks like you've got one pointy boob,' she observes, as the other half-

dressed women gather round and poke it. Mary Jane is supposed to be an innocent who is in love 

with Huckleberry Finn. 'Gives Huck a reason to look at you,' quips one and suggests even more 

padding. Examining the dress, Linda readjusts her wrist brace and sets to work with a mouthful of 

pins. There is much giggling and chatting in both English and Japanese and, 'So so so's,' when the 

bump is finally made to lie flat. Mary Jane examines the result in the mirror which runs the length 

of the dressing room. On the back wall, a colour TV monitor of the stage shows Huckleberry Finn 

and slave, Jim, navigating the Mississippi on an invisible raft, this prop in the process of being 

painted. Upstage, an eight-piece band with banjo and harmonica strikes up the Deep South country 

tune, 'Muddy Water'.  
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TIP, originally the Tokyo Dramatic and Musical Association, was founded in 1896 by members of 

the foreign – predominantly American and European - expatriate community, at that time 

numbering less than a thousand. It is the longest-running English-language theatre group in Japan 

and one of the oldest in Asia. Its first production, A Lesson in Love was performed in the grand hall 

of a local engineering college, a venue loaned to them by the Japanese imperial household. The 

black-tie audience arrived by rickshaw (the standard transport in Japan at that time) and included 

foreign diplomats and members of the imperial family, one of whom, Princess Komatsu, had agreed 

to be president of the society. Two minutes before curtain up the electric lights failed and the play 

had to be performed by candlelight. Days later, notes Baroness D'Anethan (1912, pp. 161-166), 

leading lady and wife of the Belgian ambassador, when they gathered for commemorative 

photographs, the camera's flash exploded causing a fire on stage and injuring the Japanese assistant 

who lost two fingers. The explosion was so loud it was initially thought to be a bomb at the Russian 

Legation, the diplomatic relationship between the Japanese and Russian empires being strained at 

the time. Nevertheless, TDMA amateur theatricals became a fixture of the expatriate social calendar 

along with tiffin teas, fêtes, banquets, legation balls, and the Emperor's Cup at the racecourse in 

Yokohama. And, other than a brief hiatus during the Second World War when the Japanese 

authorities suspected the organisation of being a centre of espionage and pored over their scripts 

searching for hidden messages, the show has always gone on. But over the years it has evolved, 

mirroring the economic and political changes that have taken place in Japan since its founding. 

TIP's thespians have changed too. No longer the preserve of bored expatriate housewives and the 

wags of the diplomatic corps, TIP in the 21st century attracts a younger, more ambitious set, 

multiracial, multilingual and increasingly mobile. 

 

Ann Jenkins came to Japan in 1989 on a one-year university teaching contract. A performer since 

her Coventry school days, she read English and Drama at university and wished she'd had the guts 

to apply to RADA. Her first TIP role was Maria in Chekhov's Uncle Vanya. Over the years she has 

played numerous parts, her favourites being the Wicked Witch of the West (as Queen Victoria) in a 

steampunk version of the Wizard of Oz, Aunt March in Little Women, and Lettice in Lettice and 

Lovage. 'I'm playing one grumpy old woman after another,' she admits adding, 'I'm growing into 

some of these roles.'  

 

When Ann auditioned for Maria, four Russian women who also tried for the part were rejected 

because of their accents. 'Perhaps you were preferred if you were American,' she recalls. TIP was 
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also more hierarchical then and there was a sense that you had to 'serve your stripes' before you 

could play a leading role. At that time, TIP was dominated by American housewives, trailing 

spouses with time on their hands to commit to amateur dramatics - as the British call it - or what 

Americans term, community theatre. Most were also members of the Tokyo American Club, a 

prestigious, private enclave for expatriates and their families founded in 1928, and where most TIP 

activities were based.  

 

During the years of high economic growth - the bubble years of the eighties and early nineties - 

international companies, banks and other finance houses transferred foreign workers to Tokyo in 

large numbers. But, being so far away from home, the city was considered a hardship post and any 

expatriate package had to contain enough perks to keep a man – and it was overwhelmingly men - 

and his family happy in post for four to six years. These included 'foreign' housing (large 

apartments or houses with western-sized white goods) in areas close to import supermarkets, fees 

paid at the private international schools, trips home twice a year, and a family membership of the 

Tokyo American Club, whose facilities included restaurants, a swimming pool, squash courts and a 

golf-driving range. Foreign companies also acted as patrons for TIP, helping to finance their 

productions most of which were performed in the Tokyo American Club's grand ballroom.   

 

Performing at the American Club gave TIP a captive audience. Members, those well-financed 

expatriate families, would come for dinner at one of the club's restaurants and stay to see a show. A 

TIP show was also one of the few events that non-members could attend at the club. 'There was a 

certain amount of prestige attached to that because unless you were a member or the guest of a 

member there were few events you could go to but to come and see a TIP show, that was 

something,' Ann recalls. 

 

But the Tokyo American Club was rebuilt and when it reopened in 2011 there was no place for 

amateur dramatics. Some Tipsters felt this was not necessarily a bad thing. Whilst it was very easy 

to connect with the expatriate community TIP's association with the club risked excluding long-

term foreign residents who could not afford the membership dues, and the Japanese themselves 

(although TAC does allow well-heeled Japanese members). 'When these things were held at TAC I 

don't think those sorts of people would have come as much because they wouldn't have known they 
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could go even though they weren't members,' explains Linda. 'TAC seems so foreign. Posh and 

foreign. “That's for gaijin. Japanese don't go there”, maybe was the feeling.' 

 

There were also problems for Tipsters who were not club members since all payments had to be 

made on a club account. Consequently, recalls Ann, 'The adults amongst us who were not members 

of the club were in the embarrassing position of relying on the kids whose parents were to buy us 

cappuccinos.' 

 

Japan is no longer a hardship post. It is an economic and international centre albeit a shrinking one. 

Following Japan's Lost Decade (1991-2000) and through its continuing economic malaise, the 

foreign expatriate community has shrunk, with international companies relocating its staff to 

Singapore, Hong Kong, and to the expanding market of mainland China. This exodus has 

accelerated since the Lehman Shock of 2008 and the Great East Japan earthquake and nuclear 

disaster of 2011. 'The image of the very well-financed families who had all that money to spend, 

that's ancient history now,' admits Linda.  

 

They are being replaced by a new type of foreigner, younger, in their twenties and thirties, and often 

single: teachers, lawyers, IT workers - graduate professionals recruited on short-term contracts. 

These foreigners spend only one to three years in Japan, during which time they work hard, 

vacation abroad and have little time to commit to hobbies or charity work. However, among them 

there are some who do seek out creative opportunities. When I ask some Tipsters why they fit 

amateur dramatics into their already busy schedules, several reply that they were 'theatre rats' as 

children who grew up taking singing, acting and dance lessons, and always had a major role in the 

school play. Some have stage management and theatrical training and work full-time as narrators, 

voice-over artists, models, dancers and talentos. A lot work for World Family, a licensee of the 

Walt Disney Company, singing songs with children on the telephone and performing in travelling 

shows at Disneyland and throughout Japan.  

 

Of course, some Tipsters hope that the experience they gain in Japan will enable them to build 

creative careers elsewhere. TIP has produced several thespians who later found fame back home. 

RADA-trained Mrs Lilian de Havilland acted in a 1917 production of Kismet that raised funds for 

soldiers wounded in the First World War. She later moved to Hollywood to pursue her acting 
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ambitions, accompanied by her two Tokyo-born daughters, Joan Fontaine and Olivia de Havilland, 

both of whom followed their mother into the acting profession1. During the oil shocks and energy 

crises of the sixties and seventies when the expatriate population plummeted (and there were often 

more people on stage than in the audience) TIP came close to folding altogether. It was kept afloat 

by the Purl family whose two daughters also went on to acting careers in the USA. Linda Purl is 

best known as Matlock's daughter but has also made guest appearances in Desperate Housewives, 

Homeland, True Blood, and The Office. Mara Purl played Nurse Darla Cook in Days of our Lives. 

 

TIP is no longer dominated by expatriate housewives. Much of TIP's backstage and committee 

work (what Australian Linda calls 'the hard yakka') is done by long-term foreign residents of Japan 

while several of the actors in Big River are biracial, the sons and daughters of foreigners married to 

Japanese. As long as they speak good English, anyone is welcome to try out. Diction is an 

important consideration as all actors must be comprehensible to an increasing number of non-native 

English speakers in the audience. But even within native-quality English there is great variation. In 

Big River the native English speakers are American, Jamaican, Filipino-Japanese, British, 

Australian, and Northern Irish. Then there are regional variations of all these accents, of which the 

most mystifying to foreigners (and to some native speakers) is northern British English. 

 

The organisation reflects the transience in the English-speaking foreign community. It does not 

have members. It holds open auditions, and each production is a temporary organisation of 

individuals who volunteer their time and energy to act, direct, paint, stage manage, and run the box 

office. Some will appear in only one production before returning home or being transferred. Others 

will appear season after season. It is community theatre with an ever-changing community.  

 

The players have also adapted their productions for a more international audience. When the 

amateur dramatic society was first formed, it was the only English-speaking show in town. Now 

there are other amateur theatre groups – Yokohama Theatre Group, Tokyo Artistic Theatre 

Ensemble, Tokyo Theatre for Children, Black Stripe – all seeking a dwindling English-speaking 

house. In the last couple of years, TIP has begun advertising in the Japanese media, and the TIP 

Board, of which Ann is a member, must attune itself to what a more diverse audience might pay to 

see. 

 



Susan Karen Burton   

 230 

 

Some plays have been produced to give them a cross-cultural flavour. TIP's Romeo and Juliet was 

set on the island of Deshima in 1634, the year before the Japanese kicked out the foreign devils for 

trading weapons and prozelytizing. The Japanese played Capulets and the Westerners were 

Montagues. And in their Alice in Wonderland, Alice takes a cross-cultural journey to Tokyo where 

she meets ganguro girls (ganguro refers to the tanned skin, bleached hair and white eyeliner look 

that was popular in the fashion district of Shibuya in the nineties) and sings karaoke. 

 

Plays based on beloved books such as Little Women and The Secret Garden are popular with older 

Japanese women. 'Japanese ladies who maybe study English, they want to come and see something 

in English and a bit more foreign in atmosphere,' notes Linda. 

 

Musicals also appeal more to Japanese audiences, 'because there's more going on and the dialogue 

is less important,' suggests Ann. TIP was the first theatrical group to perform Chess in Japan. 'The 

music's by the guys from Abba so the [Japanese] guy who runs the Abba Fan Club was stalking the 

show,' Ann recalls. Musicals also give opportunities to performers who are not fluent English-

speakers. Five of the dancers in Chess were Japanese.  

 

A decade ago, TIP began inserting Japanese synopses into their programmes, and the December 

2013 production of Night must Fall was the first with audio translation. The same year, Waiting for 

Godot was the first to utilise surtitles over the stage, albeit much simplified. Lucky's rambling, 700-

word monologue on God, the decline of man and the decay of the earth was considered by TIP’s 

translators to be untranslatable into Japanese and surtitled simply as, 'Lucky spoke his thought'. 

 

When TIP was founded it was a charitable organisation. A Lesson in Love raised 1,100 Yen (£110 

in 1896 or £10,231 today) for the poor of Tokyo, including a 200 Yen (£1,860 today) donation from 

the Empress of Japan (D’Anethan, 1912, pp. 162). With fewer corporate patrons these days, TIP has 

to consider costs and is reliant on ticket sales to fund productions. Booking theatres, printing 

programmes, and advertising are all done on a shoestring. Yet some productions do no more than 

break even.  
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Consequently, every season, the TIP board tries to include one or two plays for which they do not 

have to buy the performing rights. One Christmas, they commissioned their own play, A Kabuki 

Christmas Carol, which was set in 1890's Edo (old Tokyo), with the actors appearing in kimono 

and hakama (Japanese trousers). Gilbert and Sullivan musicals are out of copyright and TIP 

performed the Pirates of Penzance in 2007. But they have never done The Mikado. Even the 

suggestion raises eyebrows. It could be too politically challenging. 'You don't want to offend 

people,' whispers Linda, looking round the dressing room.  

 

Linda has been helping to costume TIP productions since the Pirates of Penzance. A native of 

Sydney she arrived in Japan in the eighties and worked in-house at a Japanese corporation teaching 

English to salarymen. Now married with adult children, she has just started a business on Etsy, 

selling bags and purses made from old kimonos. Linda has always enjoyed designing and sewing. 

After seeing a TIP production, she volunteered to help because 'it just seemed like fun,' although, if 

she had known how much work it involved, she admits she would have backed out. One production 

can involve 1,000 separate pieces of clothing. 

 

With the budget set at 3,000 Yen per costume Linda has to be creative. She regularly searches the 

Salvation Army thrift shops and the second-hand stores in the bohemian district of Shimokitazawa. 

Her favourite source however is the annual Tokyo Union Church bazaar in March. 'I costume a lot 

of stuff from there. Sometimes I see something that looks good and it's not for a particular show. I 

buy it for 300 Yen (£2 or $3) and it sits under my bed for six years.' 

 

Linda is also not averse to stealing her lawyer husband's old work clothes and adapting them for the 

stage. 'We add a lace collar here or a lace ruff there and suddenly it's 18th century. You fold up the 

lapel and you add a button and it's Edwardian.' A lot of the skirts being worn for Big River were 

made by Linda for Pirates. Some of the dresses have been borrowed from the Yokohama Theatre 

Group which owns a large collection of period costumes. Although the different amateur dramatic 

companies have their personalities, a shared love of theatre generally overrides any rivalry, 

including the staging of several co-productions and actors moving between the troupes. 'It's funny,' 

says Linda. 'I'll attend a show I've had nothing to do with and I'll go, “That's Ed's old suit”.'  
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Period plays such as Big River and The Mystery of Edwin Drood are harder to costume, modern 

productions like Rocky Horror less so. 'It's amazing how many cast members own corsets,' Linda 

muses. She rarely uses costume rental agencies, largely due to the cost but also because most outfits 

are designed for the smaller, differently proportioned Japanese figure. They don't do gaijin sizes.  

 

On show nights, the Yamano College of Aesthetics does all the cast members' hair and make-up. It's 

win-win for both sides, notes Ann. TIP saves money and the Japanese students get experience 

making up people with different complexions and hair. 

 

Of course, costumes, properties, sets and stage equipment – TIP's assets - have to be stored. And 

herein lies TIP's biggest problem. They are homeless. Following the Kanto earthquake of 1923, TIP 

found shelter at the theatre of the Frank Lloyd Wright-designed Imperial Hotel, a western-style 

residence which catered mainly to foreigners. From 1974 to 2007 they were the unofficial resident 

theatre group at the Tokyo American Club. Now TIP must hire Japanese theatres, which means 

complying with Japan's rule-based culture. Rental fees generally only cover the venue. Use of 

dressing rooms, lights and other facilities are often extra. Shoes may not be worn on stage unless a 

carpet is laid. No food or drink is allowed anywhere in the auditorium including the stage. Unless 

the theatre is vacated by 10pm, an overtime payment is applied. Board members need to read the 

small print to avoid escalating costs.  

 

Storage is also costly. Space is expensive in Tokyo. In the past, costumes and props were stored in 

people's homes, especially of those expats with the big 'foreigner' apartments. Remembers Ann, 'For 

Zigger Zagger we had some statues made and for years you'd visit somebody who was living in one 

of these enormous apartments and there'd be one of those statues being used as a coat stand.' But 

then many things that were kept at people's homes went astray when they left the country. Now TIP 

rents a storage room at a nearby building called 'Our Space' but it's not air-conditioned, a major 

problem in a country with high humidity. Costumes that can be regularly reused - men's collarless 

shirts and all-purpose wench blouses – must be washed, aired and sprayed before they are packed 

away. 

 

'Our Space' also has a small rehearsal room and this is where TIP runs its junior branch, TIP Youth. 

Established in 2010, it offers a six-month course for children in voice technique, movement and 
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characterisation, and stages junior versions of musicals at local theatres. Recent productions have 

included Mulan, Hairspray, and Peter Pan. Though the parents pay a fee for the course, the staff - 

all theatre professionals - are volunteers. 

 

TIP Youth shows are produced by Davina McFadyen, a British, theatre-trained primary school 

teacher who grew tired of the paperwork and the 70-hour weeks and came to Japan on a one-year 

'time out' to teach English. That was in 2006. She now works for Disney's World Family. She 

became involved with TIP in 2009 when they staged Oliver! More recently, she has directed 

Berkoff's Metamorphosis, Waiting for Godot, and The Mystery of Edwin Drood.  

 

TIP Youth was created in response to parents' requests for more theatrical opportunities for their 

offspring. For some children, it's just a fun activity and a way to make new friends in a foreign 

environment. For others, it's another booking in a packed schedule of middle-class after-school 

activities along with ballet, tap, singing, piano, violin, karate, and abacus. 'Sometimes managing 

their schedules is really tricky and we have to explain that if you miss rehearsals that affects the rest 

of the cast, not just you,' says Davina. 'Sometimes we have to explain to the parents more than the 

students.'  

 

And then there are the parents who get upset when their child doesn't get a major role. Says Davina, 

'A lot of the parents who haven't got a lot of theatre experience, they count the lines. But stage time 

is so different. You can't see stage time from a script.' The TIP Youth staff have to remind parents 

that amateur dramatics is about dedication, perseverance, and creating something together. 

 

Before Lehman and the Great East Japan earthquake, most of the children in TIP Youth were 

enrolled at local international schools, particularly the American School in Japan (ASIJ), and the 

British School in Japan (BSIJ). As well as organising fêtes and trips, these schools observe the 

calendars of their home countries. Consequently, TIP Youth has to organise its rehearsal schedules 

around both international and Japanese national holidays. 

 

The 2011 earthquake occurred in the middle of rehearsals for TIP Youth’s spring show, Fiddler on 

the Roof. Many families left the country or took extended leave elsewhere in Asia. Some, but not 
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all, eventually came back. 'We got such nice notes from parents saying the kids were so excited to 

be in the play but, “we're really sorry, we're not coming back”,' recalls Linda who does parent 

liaison and costumes for TIP Youth.  

 

Recently, there's been increasing interest from Japanese parents who want their children to mix with 

people from different countries and backgrounds. Davina has also been surprised by the number of 

children with Caucasian mothers and Japanese fathers. Before Lehman, children with Japanese 

mothers and Caucasian fathers seemed to predominate. 'That was the general trend. But that's why 

TIP Youth surprised me when suddenly I'm seeing the opposite,' she admits. While the male 

expatriates have moved on, it seems the foreign women have stayed, in all likelihood because the 

Caucasian husbands were expatriates who were reassigned while the foreign women were married 

to Japanese men. 

 

TIP Youth is not a language school. The students must have a good standard of English in order to 

participate. Some of the Japanese children are enrolled at the international schools or preschools. 

And the half-Japanese children are generally bilingual. In Big River, there are three TIP Youth 

graduates including Sasha Aronson who is playing the part of Mary Jane Wilkes. Asked why she 

continues to perform she says that she keeps doing the shows for fun. 'And I'm crazy,' she adds. 

Sasha is currently in year 11 so there is 'no way' she can participate next year when her age group 

must prepare for A Levels or, more likely for those at the international schools, the International 

Baccalaureate. 

 

Back on stage at the Big River dress rehearsal, the entire ensemble cast takes its curtain calls, and 

then stands for notes from director, American Hannah Grace. Hannah is a professional actress, 

singer and narrator. She has lived in Japan since 2011, and has appeared as a teacher in NHK's 

morning drama, Hanako to Anne, the story of the Japanese translator of Ann of Green Gables. She 

also voices the animated sushi, Akami (red tuna), in the NHK's children's cartoon, Sushitown. She 

assures the cast that the set and props will be finished by opening night.  

 

No TIP production has ever been cancelled though in the true spirit of 'am dram', things have not 

always gone to plan. One actor took the old theatrical saying to heart and broke her leg back stage 

but carried on until the final curtain. Another time, the actor playing the lead in Zigger Zagger was 
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deported (due to visa issues) ten days before the show opened and the director had to go on in his 

place.  

 

Asked why she spends so much of her free time on both TIP and TIP Youth Davina lists the 

experience she gains and having the opportunity to work with so many theatre professionals. But 

what keeps her going back, she admits, is the people. The pace of life in Tokyo's metropolis can be 

frenetic and disorientating for even the most adventurous of foreigners. TIP she says is 'a 

community of firm friends', supporting each other so far away from home. 'I think there's just a 

strong bond.'  

 

Big River ran for four nights at the Theater Sun-Mall. It sold out every night. The set and props 

arrived on time and, thanks to Linda's running repair, the point in Mary Jane Wilkes' dress stayed 

flat. 

 

*** 

 

The website of the Tokyo International Players is: https://www.tokyoplayers.org/ 

The website for TIP Youth is: https://www.tokyoplayers.org/tip-youth 

 

 

1 TIP alumni information is taken from the personal archive of Ann Jenkins.  
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CHAPTER 12 - 

THE LAST SHACHŌ: the Englishman who closed down a 100-year-old miso factory  

 

This book began with the founding of a business, the Mornington Crescent home baking school, 

established by British baker, Stacey Ward. It ends with the folding of a business, a 112-year-old 

miso factory, closed down by its British president, Tony Flenley. The internationalisation of the 

Japanese food industry enabled Stacey to introduce foreign food culture and new flavours to a small 

but discerning clientele in the heart of Tokyo. But that same process began destroying traditional 

food industries in Japan, and, four hundred kilometres away at Osaka Miso Jyōzō, once the largest 

miso producer in Osaka, Tony was coming to the realisation that it was going to put him out of 

business. 

 

Like most foreigners, Tony Flenley came to Japan to teach English. Easy-going and always ready to 

pursue a new interest – though less willing, he admits, to see things through to their end – Flenley 

was the son of an army major, and his childhood was spent in various outposts of the British 

empire, leaving him with the notion that he comes 'from nowhere, really'. After graduating from the 

University of Swansea with a degree in French and a couple of years working in various 

uninteresting jobs, in 1977 he completed a four-week RSA Certificate in TEFL at International 

House in London. He planned to move to Spain but on hearing that a teaching post with the 

language school had arisen in Japan he took it, he admits, on a whim. There he met and married his 

wife, Tomoko, and they spent several years in London and Kuwait, before returning to Japan in 

1983.  

 

At that time in Japan, English-language teaching was in transition. Schools with regular weekly 

classes managed by qualified teachers were being undercut by the new conversation schools, like 

Nova and Geos, which offered drop-in sessions with unqualified instructors, often backpackers who 

were passing through. Seeking a more stable career and a home base for his wife and two daughters, 

Tony completed an MA and planned to move into university teaching, as many long-term foreign 

residents of Japan seek to do. 
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Tomoko's father owned a miso factory. Osaka Miso Jyōzō had been founded in 1904 by Tomoko's 

grandfather, Jokichi Inoue, on a large area of rural land to the west of Osaka city. Inoue died in his 

early forties leaving 13 young children and the factory passed first to an uncle and then, on his 

return from the navy after the Second World War, to the founder's second son and Tomoko's father, 

Shinhichi Inoue, who remained shachō (president) until his death in 2003. Tony had married into a 

family of miso makers. Osaka Miso was a very successful business earning enough for Shinhichi 

Inoue to leave the factory at five o'clock every day and go drinking in the upmarket Kitashinshi 

district of Osaka. There was plenty of money for entertaining until the early nineties when Japan 

fell into recession, 'which is when I came along,' says Tony with a hollow laugh. 

 

Miso is a paste made from fermented soya beans. It is most commonly drunk as a soup with 

seasonal vegetables, seaweed or tofu. It is used in many Japanese dishes including in the broths of 

ramen and udon noodles, in tare (sauces) for barbecued meats, as a glaze on grilled tofu, and as a 

condiment on raw vegetables. Miso is a Japanese staple and may be consumed in some form at 

every meal. The conventional Japanese breakfast comprises a bowl of miso soup and a serving of 

polished white rice, with some seasonal side dishes of fish or vegetables. As the nutty aroma of 

roasting coffee is to Americans and the salty tang of frying bacon is to the British, so the earthy 

whiff of warming miso soup is the smell of breakfast time to the Japanese.  

 

Miso provides many health benefits; it is a rich source of protein, minerals and amino acids and is 

believed to aid digestion and promote good gut health. Studies (Yamamoto, Sobue et al, 2003) 

suggest that because of the presence of antioxidants and of isoflavones in the soya beans, miso may 

even protect against some cancers. 

 

The process of making miso is time-consuming but straight-forward. In the factory, the beans are 

de-skinned, soaked in water and boiled for several hours. Then a kōji starter is added. Kōji is a 

powdery white mould that grows on and devours rice. It is blended into the beans to begin the 

fermentation process, along with salt which gives miso its briny tang. The mixture is then mashed 

and poured into giant, wooden vats which are covered with lids and stone weights to press down on 

the mash and force moisture to rise to the surface. Beans cannot ferment without moisture.  
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It is the combination of ingredients together with the fermentation process which determines miso's 

distinctive flavour. Miso can be made with just beans, kōji and salt, or with the addition of rice or of 

barley. Red miso contains more beans – often only beans - and around 10-12% added salt. White 

miso comprises more rice and only 5-6% salt, with the starch in the rice giving the white miso its 

sweeter flavour. There are also regional variations. The cuisines of the Kanto (eastern part of Japan) 

and Kansai (central Japan) have distinct regional styles based on locally available ingredients and 

dining cultures. Kanto residents are proud of their Michelin-starred restaurants (Tokyo has more of 

them than any other city in the world1), and Kanto food is prepared with thicker broths and darker 

sauces. Kansai people love their street food, prefer lighter broths and sauces and, because of the 

proximity of arable land especially around the city of Kobe, eat more beef. While the people of the 

Kanto area enjoy a saltier, red miso, the residents of Kansai prefer the lighter, white miso.  

 

Osaka Miso Jyōzō was known locally for the mild flavour of its sweet, white miso which it 

fermented for one month. It also produced a red miso which was fermented for two years, giving it 

its rich, red colour. While other companies had a shorter fermentation process – some companies 

only fermented overnight – Osaka Miso was known for leaving its miso for longer, giving its 

product a depth of flavour which was popular with chefs and restaurateurs. Says Tony, 'A lot of 

miso is like candy floss. It looks good but tastes really thin, no body to it. Got no depth, no 

complexity, nothing.' The company's success lay in the original recipes which had been created by 

Jokichi Inoue, developed by Shinhichi Inoue and tweaked by Tony.  'Our miso was good. There was 

no doubt about it, we made good, tasty miso,' he recalls. 

  

By the early nineties, Shinhichi Inoue had been shachō of the business for fifty years and was 

seeking a family member to take over. Until 1999, ‘protection’ provisions in Labour Standards Law 

forbade women from doing occupations which could affect their ability to have children such as 

night work or jobs defined as ‘dangerous’ (Rawston, 2010, 2011). Women were believed to lack the 

physical strength to work in the miso industry. Sacks of soya beans can weight up to 60 kg, 

although Tony points out that Shinhichi Inoue never actually worked on the factory floor and never 

lifted a sack in his life. But neither Tomoko nor her sister was interested in taking over the business, 

and Shinhichi Inoue was considering retiring and closing it down, even while it remained highly 

profitable.  
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The Japanese are wary of outsiders, anyone not part of their trusted family or social networks. 

When a traditional business has no obvious male heir, a suitably business-minded man may be 

drafted in to marry a daughter and take the family name. The practice of taking on a mukoyōshi (an 

adopted son) and maintaining the patrilineal line remains popular today. Around 98% of adoptions 

in Japan are of males in their twenties and thirties (SCS, 2013; Brinded, 2017). But Tomoko was 

already married, and Tomoko's sister had moved away with her fiancé, a successful journalist. 

Tomoko's family had been against her marrying a foreigner for 'all the usual reasons', recalls Tony. 

They believed he would leave her. But after many years and two children, Tony had become 

friendly with Tomoko's father. They had on occasion been out drinking together and Tony 

sometimes drove the company van making deliveries during the busy New Year season. When 

Shinhichi Inoue suggested to Tony that he take over the business, Tony had already received a job 

offer from a university. He knew nothing about miso making, his Japanese 'wasn't that great' and he 

could not have understood the company's account books even if he had asked to see them. But he 

was aware of the ramifications of turning the offer down. Recalls Tony, 'He didn't want to give it to 

anybody else so it was either close it or I did it. I was the last resort.' 

 

The fact that Tony was a gaijin (a foreigner) was to Shinhichi Inoue unimportant. 'He said anybody 

can do it, so it doesn't matter. It's a kind of inverted snobbery really. A sort of modesty on his part.' 

This traditional attitude permeates all areas of society from business to sport to education. In Japan, 

an innate ability or genetic disposition is less important than a commitment to working hard, to 

having a positive mental attitude, and to expressing a yareba yaru (can-do) spirit. If you work hard 

at something you can achieve it. If you fail, it is because you lack self-discipline and you must 

redouble your efforts. Which is why the Japanese endure what to others may appear to be extreme 

forms of masochism. Baseball players practise until they injure themselves. Salary men and women 

work until they drop. And it is the idea behind the student motto, 'Sleep five hours you pass, sleep 

six hours you fail'. It is considered natural that the boss's son will take over the family business in 

spite of poor school grades. All he has to do is to work hard enough. 'So Tomoko's father was not 

against me doing it. He said anybody can do it. They've just got to work at it,' says Tony. 

 

But some customers questioned whether he was up to the job, suspecting that, as a non-Japanese, he 

would not have a 'feeling' for it. 'This is a traditional Japanese food,' they said. 'How can you 

understand it?' Tony knew from experience that Japanese people tend to assume that foreigners 

know nothing about Japanese culture and are surprised and delighted if a foreigner shows even a 
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superficial understanding. But a foreigner who knows too much may be perceived as threatening. 'If 

you show a bit too deep an understanding then they sometimes go very silent on you,' he says. With 

more foreigners on television speaking fluent Japanese this attitude is changing. But in those days, a 

knowledgeable foreigner was a henna – strange – gaijin and not to be trusted. Tony knew very little 

about the process of making miso but, like the Japanese, he committed himself to working hard. 

 

At 37, Tony was old to begin his training as a miso maker. He was sent first to a kōji starter 

laboratory to study the fungus, aspergillus oryzae, whose enzymes devour the rice and then break 

the beans down into amino acids. As an arts graduate who had last done science at O Level this was 

a lot to take in, especially in Japanese but, having fermented his own yoghurt and even brewed his 

own alcohol in Kuwait, Tony was interested in this process. Traditionally, miso makers had grown 

their own kōji starter, laying out rice and then picking off the naturally occurring mould and 

transferring it to the beans. Now this factory supplied a variety of laboratory-grown kōji strains for 

miso, as well as other types of kōji starters to sake and soy sauce brewers. Each strain contained 

different enzymes and produced a different taste. 

 

After three months, he moved to a nearby miso maker where he continued his studies on the factory 

floor. In Japan it is traditional practice for the inheriting son to study away from the family business 

where he is more likely to be given stricter training. Not that Tony was actively 'taught' anything. If 

he asked for an explanation, he was simply told to 'think about it yourself' and to watch more 

closely what others were doing. 'Mi ni tsukeru', literally 'to stick something to your body', means to 

learn by doing. To learn by repetitive practice is a foundation of most martial arts. Fans of the 

movie, the Karate Kid will understand mi ni tsukeru as, 'Wax on, wax off', when the sweeping 

actions of polishing his teacher's car enables the Karate Kid to develop the muscle memory he 

needs to master karate moves. Tony was told to copy others and if he made a mistake, to try again. 

'I was thrown in the deep end rather and didn't know what was going on at all … But making miso 

is making things. You can see it even if you can't understand.' 

 

When he returned to Osaka Miso Jyōzō six months later, he expected to be working alongside his 

father-in-law as the company was handed over to him. But his father-in-law simply said, 'Alright, 

go in the factory and work,' and sent him down in rubber boots, hair net and hat to assist the 
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foreman, six workers and the twelve part-time ladies who did the packing. 'I just wandered into the 

factory thinking, what the hell do I do now?'  

 

At Osaka Miso Jyōzō there was a rhythm to production. It was dictated by the seasons. At the 

beginning of the year when winter frosts and snows set in, they made red miso for which the beans 

had to be cooled before the miso mash could be poured into 3,000 kg vats where it sat for two years. 

In spring, the takenoko (bamboo shoots) and other spring vegetables began to appear which went 

well with sumiso (white miso and vinegar) so the factory switched back to white miso production. 

Early summer cucumbers needed a topping of moromi, a sweetened, barley-based miso. For the 

freshly picked aubergines they made dengaku miso, a glaze for grilling. Demand was high as 

ochūgen, mid-summer gifts, were delivered to companies and neighbours. In August, if the heat and 

humidity was too great, the factory made very little miso, maybe 5,000 kg a week. But from 

September they'd be back to making 15-16,000 kg. Autumn and winter was the factory's busiest 

time of year with orders coming in for oseibo, end-of-year gifts. Demand was also up as restaurants 

catered bōnenkai, literally 'forget-the-year' drinking parties, and families prepared their osechi-

ryōri, their traditional New Year's Day meal. From November, staff worked even on Sundays and 

national holidays to fulfil orders, so great was customers' hunger for good quality miso.  

 

When Tony began working at Osaka Miso in 1990, Japan's economic bubble had just burst and, 

after a decade of economic prosperity, Japanese households found themselves facing a sudden drop 

in income. Yet the country continued to modernize, and the food production industry was going 

through a process of mechanisation, aided by increasing internationalisation. All these factors 

prompted lifestyle changes which affected the Japanese diet. With more foreign imports and the 

arrival of international restaurant chains, the traditional Japanese meal of miso soup, rice, fish, a 

small dish of sukemono (pickles), and a side dish was rapidly giving way to western meals such as 

pizza and pasta, the kind of foods you ate with fries or salad, not rice and miso soup. Japanese 

meals take time to prepare, usually by housewives who, because of the drop in household income, 

were seeking paid work outside the home in ever greater numbers. Husbands regularly worked late 

and children often went straight from school to juku (cram school) via a fast food joint. Since 

families were less likely to eat together, frozen and ready meals from supermarkets and out-of-town 

shopping malls became more convenient. And breakfast was often skipped altogether. Tony met a 

tofu maker who, when he began his career, would get up at 2am to prepare and deliver fresh tofu to 

his customers in good time to add it to their morning miso soup. But increasingly, busy Japanese 
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were more likely to grab bread and coffee from a local convenience store. Miso sales were 

beginning to decline. 

 

Compounding this, in the nineties and early 2000's, Japan suffered several incidents of food 

contamination. In the summer of 1996, an outbreak of food poisoning occurred in Osaka which 

affected 9,000, most of them schoolchildren, and resulted in several deaths. The E.coli 0157 

bacteria was eventually traced to a local farm whose white radish sprouts had been served in school 

lunches (Mermin and Griffin, 1996). Consequently, consumers were loathe to buy fresh products or 

to give them as ochūgen gifts and miso sales were further affected in spite of it being, by its very 

nature, safe. Miso is a fermented product originally used to prolong the life of fresh produce such as 

meat and vegetables. Before refrigeration, if a large catch of fish suddenly arrived into port, the 

demand for miso would rise as households raced to preserve it. Miso itself keeps for up to six 

months in a refrigerator. 

  

But the biggest threat to Osaka Miso was the rise of the big supermarkets. Osaka Miso was a 

wholesaler. It sold miso in 20 kg buckets to other wholesalers, to shops, to restaurants and to food 

production companies who used it in their recipes for sauces or repackaged it into products such as 

tinned fish in miso. In the past, most Japanese shops, bars and eateries had been family-run 

businesses, often operating stores along a shōtengai, a bustling, covered street. Shōtengai date back 

to the sixteenth century when, as well as being the economic centre of towns they were – and to 

some extent remain – the heart of the community, preserving local traditions and staging cultural 

events such as matsuri (festivals). Their mom-and-pop stores had survived because of a law which 

made it difficult for large-scale retailers to open nearby. But when the Large Store Law was relaxed 

in 1994 and abolished completely in 2000 (Flath, 2002; Odagiri and Riethmuller, 2000), the big 

supermarkets and restaurant chains began to move in and take their custom. When the shutters came 

down on the family-run shops and local eateries went out of business, Osaka Miso Jyōzō began to 

lose customers. 

 

Supermarkets bought miso cheaply and in bulk, and they wanted delivery in small packets that 

could be shipped out to stores nationwide and put straight onto shelves. The country's largest miso 

makers such as Takeya and Marukome were well-positioned to modernize their production systems. 

Based in the traditional soya bean-growing countryside of Nagano prefecture where land prices 
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were cheap, these companies expanded and updated their factories with machinery to pack miso 

into the small packets that the supermarkets demanded. Tony took a tour of the fully-automated 

Marukome factory which employed only five workers, and watched with growing despair as they 

produced the same amount of miso in one day that Osaka Miso made in a month. Osaka miso 

makers had neither the money nor the land to compete on such a large scale.  

 

Supermarkets also destroyed the rhythm of seasonal production. By importing from other regions or 

countries, they made erstwhile seasonal goods obtainable all year round. Since cucumbers were 

always available, moromi had to be produced continuously so smaller miso makers didn't get the 

periodical boom in sales. And the national supermarkets and restaurant chains bought centrally, 

ignoring local suppliers. One by one, Osaka miso makers began to go bankrupt.  

 

A representative from the giant Aeon supermarket chain visited Osaka Miso Jyōzō looking to buy. 

He told Tony the standard prices he was prepared to pay for red and white miso. Tony pointed out 

that Osaka Miso's products were naturally fermented and that their red miso was matured for two 

years ensuring a deep taste and a high quality product. But this didn't interest the Aeon buyer who 

went away without placing an order. The problem, says Tony, is that central buyers didn't 

understand anything other than cost. 'Before, the people you used to deal with were experts, they 

understood miso. The wholesalers, the buyers, were experts in their area. They knew about miso, 

they knew what was good and what wasn't good. But these days you get people who are just buyers. 

They don't actually know about it.' 

 

Tony was aware of the changes that were taking place in the Japanese food industry. He had seen it 

happen in England years before. But he knew that both supermarkets and smaller companies could 

still thrive side by side. While supermarkets sold cheaply and in bulk, smaller, artisan businesses 

could offer high quality, speciality products to a more discerning clientele. 'So they would just have 

a small piece of the cake but they would be constantly selling it.' Tony tried telling his father-in-law 

but Shinhichi Inoue was part of a generation who had successfully engineered the Japanese post-

war economic miracle. For them, economic success meant being the biggest and, in the nineties, 

Osaka Miso Jyōzō was the biggest miso maker in Osaka. Tony kept stressing that the company 

should not try to compete with Takeya or Marukome but should reorganise as a compact 

organisation producing top quality miso sold at a higher price. 'We must become a niche maker,' 
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Tony insisted. 'And I tried to explain a “niche maker” in Japanese.' But, coming from a generation 

that viewed a bigger company as more successful and less likely to fail, Shinhichi Inoue could not 

understand. 'Because for him – big - that's his pride. We're BIG. He wanted to be big. A lot of 

Japanese his age were like that.'  

 

In order to increase volume, the company needed a bigger factory. The original factory, built in the 

Meiji Period (1868-1912), had been constructed not from wood but from concrete, a forward-

thinking idea which had proved its worth when it had been the only building in the area left 

standing after the wartime fire bombs. But by the nineties the concrete had deteriorated and, 

following the Great Hanshin earthquake of 1995, the building had developed cracks and leaks. A 

new factory of steel and concrete panels was constructed the following year. But Tony and his 

father-in-law disagreed about its construction. Tony wanted to design the production plan first and 

then construct the building to accommodate it. His father-in-law had other ideas. 'He said, “No, 

we'll build the building and then think about what to do with it afterwards”.’ When the building was 

finished, it sat empty for years until, one morning, Tony arrived at the old factory and discovered 

that half of the ceiling had collapsed. At Tony's insistence, the old machinery, and their 40 wooden 

vats, some of which were two metres tall and held 5,000 kg of bean mash, were swiftly moved into 

the new building.  

 

For a genial, easy-going man, Tony did at times find his relationship with his father-in-law 

extremely frustrating, the younger man wanting to innovate while the older clung to the business 

model that had served him and his generation well for fifty years. Several times, Tony thought 

about quitting and contacted ex-colleagues to enquire about teaching jobs. 'I walked out a few 

times. I don't think he even realised I'd walked out. I didn't flounce out. I came home and said to 

Tomoko, “I'm packing it in. I can't handle this anymore”.' But like all good Japanese employees, he 

decided to gaman, to endure, and to try to understand the other man's point of view. 'He was just a 

guy who'd been running a company for fifty years and I was a guy who'd been there for five or six 

years. So from his point of view you can see, why the hell should he listen to me?'  

 

After years of drinking and chain-smoking Shinhichi Inoue's health began to fail. He never actually 

retired but he no longer took a taxi to the office every day. 'He did what all cowboys did,' recalls 

Tony. 'He slowly faded. He didn't ever actually fall off his horse.' Gradually, Tony began taking 
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over more of the business. When his father-in-law died in 2003, Tony became the fourth shachō of 

Osaka Miso Jyōzō. 

 

Unfortunately, by this time, there was little money left in the company to finance innovative ideas. 

Instead, as the only foreign president of a Japanese miso maker, Tony began selling himself, 

appearing on television over thirty times. Every time he did so, sales increased. Tomoko set up a 

homepage to handle online orders and then, because of the company's visibility, they got an order 

from the 7-Eleven convenience store chain, producing a special onigiri (seaweed-covered rice ball) 

and a seasonal Midosuji obento box (a boxed meal named after a street in Osaka which holds 

annual illumination displays) containing their miso. Tony took stands in the temporary sales 

sections of large department stores, and also gave talks on how miso is made. 'An amazing number 

of Japanese don't know anything about miso, actually. I was quite shocked,' he remembers. 'When I 

first started, I suddenly realised I was talking right over their heads.' 

 

Orders were coming in but taking too long to fill. Osaka Miso had finally switched to producing 

small packs but with old machinery much of the process was still done by hand, turning out only 

one pack every twenty minutes. Tony considered borrowing money to fully mechanise but as he 

was now approaching 60 there was a limited amount of time to pay back the loan. If one of his two 

daughters had been keen to take over the business, he would have done so, but they were not.   

 

When Jokichi Inoue had built the original concrete factory on land west of Osaka city, the area was 

'pretty much a backwater' with just Osaka Gas, a school and a few factories. Over time, Osaka 

expanded and, in the late nineties, construction had begun on a stadium 'right smack next to us'. The 

Osaka Dome (home of the Orix Buffaloes baseball team) opened in 1997, and was linked to the city 

by new train and subway stations within five minutes’ walk of the Osaka Miso site. This raised the 

area's land value and Tony was soon visited by companies wishing to buy it off him. Instead, he 

knocked down the old factory and leased the land to a German company. Then he cleared some old 

machinery off more land and leased it to a car parking company. He was left with the factory.  

 

Leafing through the handbook of the Osaka Miso Makers' Federation, he saw that in the 1960s it 

had around 60 members. In its pre-supermarket heyday, Osaka Miso had operated one of the largest 

factories in the region, and Shinhichi Inoue had been proud of being the biggest rice buyer in the 
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Federation. When Tony began making miso in the nineties, membership had dropped to 20. By 

2016, there were nine. After over 20 years in the business, Tony was due to become chairman of the 

Federation. Instead, he decided to close Osaka Miso Jyōzō.  

 

'How can you lower the kanban?' screamed Osaka Miso's remaining customers. Lowering the 

kanban, a company's traditional carved wooden signboard, was like lowering the flag and admitting 

defeat. 'We can't do without your miso,' they yelled at him down the telephone. 'Well,' replied Tony, 

'if you had told me that a few months ago I would have raised my prices and we would have made a 

good profit and we would still be going.' But Osaka Miso couldn't just raise its prices because there 

were too many competing miso companies.  

 

On her deathbed, Tomoko's mother had thanked Tony and Tomoko for sustaining the business that 

had meant so much to her husband. As the only willing successor, Tony had quit his teaching career 

and plunged into the traditional world of miso making at a time when food production in Japan was 

undergoing a profound transition. But with her death, he bowed to the inevitable. Thought Tony, 

'I've done my bit. I've proved I can do it. And now I've made a decision.' He found other jobs for his 

employees, sold off the last of his miso and gave away the buckets and the giant wooden vats, some 

of them to Elizabeth Oliver who came down from the mountains with her crew and carted them 

away to Animal Refuge Kansai. The rest were destroyed. Those vats held memories for Tony. 

When he'd first started working at the factory, workers had to actually climb into the vats to shovel 

the fermented miso out. Once he was inside a vat digging when the surface gave way and he was 

plunged into liquid below. He was lucky not to drown, a fate that befalls sake brewers who use 

similar deep, steep-sided vats. 

 

Tony doesn't believe that his foreignness had any great impact on his career in miso making. Once 

customers tasted the miso, they knew it was good, and the question of whether a foreigner could 

understand miso never came up again. Sometimes when he went on sales visits, people didn't 

immediately realise that he was a foreigner, assuming that only a Japanese would be working in 

such a traditional industry. 'Probably because I said, “Osaka Miso Jyōzō” and they heard “miso” … 

it must be a Japanese person. It was quite funny actually.' But Tony admits that, like many 

foreigners, he has over the years adopted Japanese body language and gestures. 'I do find that if I 
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walk into a room nobody takes any notice of me … whereas if a foreigner off the boat walks in, 

people immediately notice.' 

  

Now in his sixties, Tony is once again pursuing new interests: he studies algebra, cultivates his 

English garden, and he recently flew back to Great Britain for a month for the first time in 15 years. 

He often helps out a kōji maker who sells abroad where there is growing interest in the health-

giving properties of fermented foods. He moves from one thing to another, but he is satisfied that 

Osaka Miso Jyōzō is one thing he did see through to the end. 'It came to a logical conclusion. There 

wasn't any other conclusion it could come to, and I took it through to that.' Osaka Miso Jyōzō still 

exists in name. Although the last factory was dismantled and replaced with another car park, the 

company still owns the land. Once a month, Tony wanders down to the site and looks over the 

tarmacked parking spaces where the factories used to stand, spaces which now make him more 

money than the production of fermented soya bean paste. 

 

 

 

1 See Michelin press release at: https://www.scribd.com/document/365746423/Michelin-Guide-Tokyo-2018-Press-

Release#from_embed?campaign=SkimbitLtd&ad_group=66960X1516589Xa46d824c4ec812a66d2d6ee424d0f4a7

&keyword=660149026&source=hp_affiliate&medium=affiliate 
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APPENDIX:   

CHAPTER 4: THE GENDERED LIFE COURSE 

 

My life is so different from what I expected it to be. [What did you expect it to be?] A lot 

more like my friends’ - a home and a stable job with a partner and a house and kid and 

thinking about boring things like pension plans and going on holiday twice a year. That’s 

how I expected it to be. (Alisha) 

 

Introduction 

This section examines interviewees' private lives in Japan and considers their expectations and 

realities regarding their life course outside work: dating, marriage and motherhood. In doing so, it 

offers an alternative – female - view of the limitations, as well as the freedoms and opportunities, of 

life in Japan's patriarchal society. This is important since the majority of expatriate/white migration 

studies focus on men, and consequently ignore such issues. 

 

Dating myths and realities 

 

On arrival in Japan, the interviewees noticed an immediate reshaping of their relationships with 

western males, particularly in terms of the power dynamics. In Japan's patriarchal society, western 

males gained instant power and status while attractive, highly-educated western women often found 

themselves rendered invisible. 

 

Have you heard of the cartoon, Charisma Man? So the guys that you know would never be 

able to get a date anywhere at home are all of a sudden just mobbed by these beautiful, slim 

Japanese women who want a foreign boyfriend for status or otherwise, I don't know. 

(Rhona) 

 

Basically, all the Japanese girls were thrilled to be anywhere near a western man and then 

the reverse situation is just not the case. They think of western men as somehow gentlemen 

or interesting and exotic. Gentlemen or just more family-oriented and just a better catch. 

Yeah, I think they could see it that way. [Are British women not gentlewomen? Or family-

oriented? Or a catch?] Well, they're not a catch I think because we're seen as too outspoken. 
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Too big. Not docile enough. (Fiona) 

 

Some interviewees found this upsetting. It was not that very average-looking men were acquiring 

attractive Japanese girlfriends but that western males who had previously expressed support for 

gender equality in their home countries began acting in ways which showed this support to have 

been no more than lip service. 

 

And that used to make me really angry. They just thought they were in paradise. They’d 

found somebody who could meet their every little need and every whim, and they were just 

after Japanese women. (Mary) 

 

After working hard to be accepted for their academic successes rather than their looks, they were 

frustrated to find themselves in a society which dismissed their achievements. Like several of the 

women, Laura feels the need to wear more make-up in Japan than she did in the United Kingdom 

(although this is also for protection in the Japanese climate). ‘Japanese women are much better 

groomed, aren’t they, whereas one of the qualities of being a good British woman is to be like, 

natural, a bit natural and to be yourself.’ In the short term, this affected the interviewees' own senses 

of self and they soon began to question their values and even their attractiveness. 

 

Sometimes some people would request me as a teacher and then [the school staff would] 

say, 'Well do you remember her name?' And they’d say, 'No, but she was like kawaī [cute], 

you know.' I was quite surprised at that. What, me? Kawaī? I sort of knew underneath that I 

couldn’t doubt my attractiveness but I did. I did. I really did. (Mary) 

 

It’s very easy to feel unattractive in Japan whereas if you’re a British guy, even if you are as 

ugly as sin, it’s very easy to feel like a sex symbol. Even if you’re like a dog from hell you’ll 

have a bunch of groupies around you thinking that you’re dead funny. (Laura) 

 

On arrival, many of the older interviewees felt that Japanese society's attitude towards women was 

extremely backward and the fact that Japanese men were the obvious engineers of this situation led 

some interviewees to consider them to be completely unattractive. Mary, who lived in Japan during 

the eighties, found Japanese men to be chain-smoking, heavy drinking and overworked, and even 

considered lesbianism as the only viable alternative. Interviewees note that any obvious attention 
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still tends to come from this older generation of men and ‘it’s kind of got that sleazy edge to it’ 

(Laura) in the form of innuendo and groping. ‘So I would think that [for] some British women 

that’s a factor in why they don’t choose to stay here for a long time’ (Laura). Napier and Taylor 

(1997, pp. 214) noted the dichotomy between dating opportunities for Caucasian males and females, 

observing that while single foreign men were flattered by the attention they received from Japanese 

women, single foreign women found that Japanese men expected subservience from their dates.  

 

However, women who have arrived in Japan in the last decade have discovered that the hard-

drinking salarymen are giving way to more health conscious, ‘esthe’ (beauty salon)-loving 

‘herbivore’ or ‘grass-fed’ (the Japanese term used to define men who eschew overt macho traits) 

men, and to ikemen (metrosexuals). An ongoing recession and the end of guaranteed lifetime 

employment has also led younger Japanese men to seek a better work-life balance and to take a 

more active approach to international dating. Which is not to say that the interviewees necessarily 

found themselves mobbed by young Japanese men. Firstly, dating culture in Japan does not work in 

British women's favour. 

 

I don’t think it’s that Japanese men don’t find British women attractive but I think it’s 

difficult for them to show it ... in Japan it’s usually the women who chase the men, generally 

speaking, but in England that’s kind of not on, is it really. Or it should be avoided, not be 

made so obvious, shall we say. (Laura) 

 

All the foreign men over here are occupied with Japanese women, right, so it can be a little 

bit lonely. Having said that, I never really struggled to get a date. (Rhona) 

 

Eleven of the 18 interviewees are in ‘international marriages’, that is they are married to Japanese 

men. (Four are married to non-Japanese men and three are single.) All of the women met their 

husbands in social settings: in a club, at a speed-dating event, at church. None met them at an 

eikawa and no Japanese husbands were former students. 

 

Bailey (2007, pp. 600) notes that when white males who are long-term residents of Japan do not 

explain their marital status they are automatically assumed to be married to Japanese women. The 

British interviewees however note that people are surprised when they tell them they were married 

to Japanese men. One reason for this is that such relationships disrupt the dominant narrative, that 

western males sit atop what Kelsky (2001, pp. 153) calls the ‘erotic hierarchy’ while ‘most Japanese 

men, by contrast, are (according to the graphs drawn for Kelsky by Japanese women) only ‘good 
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enough’ for Southeast Asian and other ‘Asian’ women’, a reference to the mail order bride industry. 

In his study on eikaiwa, Bailey (2007, pp. 597) notes that white, male instructors, including himself, 

were expected to openly side with female students against the Japanese patriarchy, denouncing 

Japanese males including fellow students. Whilst the white gaijin male is a symbol of akogare 

(longing) and freedom, Japanese males are often viewed as symbols of oppression. As noted in a 

previous chapter, the western male is viewed as a representative of a free and aspirational West. 

 

Whereas that doesn’t work the other way around because the men in Japan are the men in 

India or Nigeria or wherever they are around the world, they are the mainstream of their 

country. So if their country doesn’t give women rights, that’s representative of their identity. 

(Meena) 

 

Whilst western men represent all that is open-minded and advanced about their culture, Japanese 

men are the figureheads – and the engineers – of all that is oppressive and backward in theirs. 

 

Western women too are often depicted in non-flattering ways. Charisma Man's arch-enemy is 

Western Woman, who is often portrayed as large and opinionated. Kelsky (2001, pp. 171) also notes 

a seam of literature by Japanese women who paint western women in much the same way, as 

‘aggressive, mannish’.  Notes Kelsky, it is Japanese women's ‘special ability to please white men’ 

(pp. 171) which liberates men’s inherent masculinity, a trait that white women have suppressed 

(presumably through the women's liberation movement). This perpetuates the view that Japanese 

and white women are in competition for white males, a fight which Japanese women through their 

natural abilities will be the obvious winners. Consequently, the assumption that white males will 

desire Japanese women is considered the norm while the idea that foreign women could desire 

Japanese men disrupts this narrative. Indeed, Kelsky (2001, pp. 177-187) notes the view that 

Japanese men married to western women are believed to be some kind of aberration to the norm. 

 

In fact, Davina, Alisha and Emiko's husbands are regular Japanese salarymen in the sense that they 

do not work for foreign companies, speak English in their daily lives or have graduated from 

foreign universities. Some however have spent an extended period of time overseas and are 

proficient in English. Christine's husband graduated from Harvard. Alison's husband gained his 

English master’s degree in London. Rhona describes her lawyer husband (who gained his master’s 

degree in the United States) as a ‘free spirit’ who lasted just one day at a large Japanese firm – (‘he 

wasn't able just to put on the black suit and take a number’) - before deciding to join his wife and 
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family in running a property business. Sarah's husband works for a French company. She originally 

met him in France through a mutual friend and they reconnected when she moved to Japan but he 

was not the reason she came. They lived together in Japan for ten years before marrying, a rarity in 

Japan where only 2% of couples live together before marriage (Ishida and Motegi, 2014). Rather 

than being aberrations, the interviewees view their international marriages as products of 

modernisation and internationalisation: young people are increasingly studying and working abroad 

and becoming more internationalised. Karen's husband did his undergraduate degree in the United 

States and she sees generational differences between her husband and his own, more traditional, 

father. 

 

I'm very strange to them. And I think even my husband, having studied abroad and he works 

for an American company, now an international company, and he makes different choices to 

what my father-in-law made. He's tried to navigate between these two ways of doing things 

and being the good Japanese employee. (Karen) 

 

Another feature of the dominant narrative is that foreign women who marry Japanese men have 

difficult lives. Rhona even heard this from other foreign women. 

 

I've spoken to a lot of women who are married to Japanese husbands as well. Most of them 

told me, ‘Don't do it. Don't do it. It's terrible. Don't do it.’ That they're very lonely. Some of 

them have children as well but just feel totally isolated in the family. And they don't have a 

marriage as we would define it with their husbands. So it wasn't something I went about 

lightly. We had all the different discussions before we got married. (Rhona) 

 

They packed up and went home. I’m talking now about foreign wives. I know lots of them 

who packed up and went home. Often it would be in-law problems. (Christine) 

 

As previously mentioned, Japanese husbands spend more time at work than at home. ‘He just got a 

new job, so in his previous job he'd be home about 10-11 o'clock at night so that was hard, having a 

baby and being by myself.’ (Alison) 

 

Certainly, there seems to be some truth in this although it should be pointed out that western 

husbands in Japan find themselves similarly wedded to their companies (Murtagh,2005; Garnova, 

2015). 
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But in some respects, the interviewees feel that their Japanese husbands are more committed to 

married life and to family than western men, even if they are unable to be present in the home as 

much as they would like. In fact, certain aspects of Japanese culture are praised by the interviewees, 

particularly its emphasis on what are perceived as traditionally Japanese family values. Interviewees 

tend to be family-orientated and many who are married to Japanese men note that they get on well 

with their husband's families. (Those who don't, as Christine notes above, go home.) 

 

When I met my husband, he introduced me to his entire family on oshōgatsu [New Year] 

about three weeks after I met him. So one of the things that sort of facilitated us moving so 

quickly was that I really related to his family. (Rhona) 

 

The birth of children and the continuation of the household (known as the ie) and the family line has 

long been considered an important reason for marriage in Japan. The current Japanese birth rate of 

1.44 is now a political concern with politicians labelling women ‘baby-making machines’ and 

exhorting couples to have at least three. Although the interviewees and their husbands hold more 

modern views about marriage than previous generations, for most couples having children is an 

important goal. 

 

When western women have married Japanese men generally speaking they marry and you 

don’t hear divorce. You hear children, [and] you often find the women living in the country 

of their husband which is Japan. (Meena) 

 

Wives of non-Japanese men 

 

Being the wife of a non-Japanese man does not necessarily exempt interviewees from Japanese 

social pressure. Gail and her boyfriend lived together in Japan for twenty years before getting 

married. ‘And that was social pressure of being in Japan to some extent.’ (Gail) When they 

cohabited, Gail was warned not to put both their names on the mailbox and to say that she lived 

alone. 

 

I don’t want to exaggerate the social pressure but it was definitely there. I don’t think I 

would have got that to the same extent in Britain. Maybe in America where it’s more 

unusual but in Britain I think I would have been fine with that. (Gail) 
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Japanese people also assume that, as a woman of a certain age, Gail must have children which she 

does not. On the whole though, women married to non-Japanese men face fewer cultural dilemmas. 

Nevertheless, there was one issue which came up time and again, the problem of a foreign 

husband's happiness in Japan. Marrying a non-Japanese is one factor which can determine how long 

British women remain in the country. ‘I think it’s not as easy for women to pursue their careers if 

their husband is not one hundred percent happy here.’ (Laura) 

 

As previously mentioned, the stresses and responsibilities of living in a society of overworked 

salarymen may eventually become a trap for men. For example, Laura and her husband both hold 

doctorates but only Laura works for a university. Her husband was unable to find a university job 

and now works for a foreign company in Tokyo. 

 

I know that I’ve got quite a good job here but we have these husbands who are not anti-

Japan but some day, they’re giving out the signs that this is not forever. He comes out with it 

straight, ‘Oh, I don’t like Japan. I think we should move.’ He even went and applied for job 

at a university in xxx and got it. He told me before he applied but we didn’t discuss what 

would happen if he got it. (Laura) 

 

Although the dominant narrative suggests that western men are ‘in paradise’ (Mary) in Japan, many 

foreign men would disagree. There are many more foreign men seeking work than foreign women 

and with some attempts being made to right gender imbalances, particularly at university level, 

women are becoming better situated in the workplace. There is a glass ceiling for all foreigners in 

Japan. Women, as previously noted, have other options, especially if they are family-oriented. They 

can work part-time while their Japanese husbands remain the main earner. Whereas the situation for 

white males has changed a great deal since the Charisma-man era when they could find well-paying 

jobs with relatively few qualifications.    

 

When foreign husbands are not happy, women must choose whether to stay or to leave. 

 

The only other woman that I know who’s an academic here who’s married - all the others 

are divorced. Yeah, that could be also be part of the thing – almost all the females … all of 

them are divorced. Every single one of them. I think most of them divorced after they came 

here. And I think most of them were with foreign husbands. (Laura) 
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Since they were interviewed, two of the interviewees with foreign husbands (Meena and Mary) 

have left Japan. 

 

Western men married to Japanese women may also be unhappy but, unlike those married to foreign 

women, their options may be even more limited. ‘There are a lot of [western] men who are 

dissatisfied with their jobs and dissatisfied with their lifestyles here and would like to move 

somewhere else but their partners won’t let them.’ (Laura) 

 

The interviewees readily agree that an international marriage is not simply a marriage of individuals 

(or in Japan, of families) but a meeting of cultures, of practices and expectations one brings from 

one’s own culture and of the assumptions and desires one places on foreign partners. Or as Meena 

puts it, ‘Identity and how it works with the opposite sex, as foreign people it doesn’t work the same 

way.’ As previously noted, western men attract Japanese women because they represent all that is 

desirable about the West, whereas Japanese men must overcome cultural assumptions about their 

roles in a patriarchal society. Evidence is generally anecdotal but it appears that international 

marriages between western women and Japanese men face more immediate obstacles concerning 

ideas about work, home and family.  As Rhona notes above, these may necessitate ‘all the different 

discussions’ before a couple will actually commit to marriage. Alisha had not yet married when she 

was first interviewed. 

 

We have had some arguments based on our cultural differences, our views about certain 

things. The other day we were talking about children - you know, the hypothetical children - 

and just the way that we would bring them up is very different, I think … I wouldn’t treat a 

girl terribly different to a boy whereas he would. (Alisha - they have since had two children, 

a boy and a girl.) 

 

International marriages between western men and Japanese women face fewer immediate obstacles 

because each represents culturally what the other desires. 

 

With some [western] women’s identity, whether for the sake of family unity and if you’re in 

their country, you don’t realise [what] you’re giving up but you’re more willing to bend, put 

it that way. Whereas with the western men, the whole point is that he doesn’t have to bend 

because the Japanese woman wants him like that. That’s the whole point of why you like him 

because he doesn’t need to bend because he’s representing – ‘oh, western man has a big 

heart’ because he’s physically affectionate and he may show it. We all know that doesn’t 
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actually translate to being faithful and loyal. (Meena) 

 

But, as with work, so too do relationships have their tipping point. And long-term a western 

husband’s inability to bend and his lack of career progression may clash with the resilience and 

determination of Japanese women. Indeed, some western men, noted interviewees (with some 

mirth), tend to be kept on a very tight rein by their Japanese wives. While men dominate the 

workplace, women may have greater agency in the home where they raise children and handle the 

family accounts, often single-handedly due to the absence of their husbands. ‘The best husband is 

healthy and out of the home’ is a popular Japanese saying, and some wives even label their 

husbands as sodai gomi or ‘large rubbish’. Some western men are surprised at Japanese women’s 

independence and their reluctance to live up to men’s fantasies as subservient, docile women. 

 

There’s a lot of problems of being henpecked by their wives apparently. So the guy that we 

met yesterday, he was looking at his watch, wasn’t he. He has to be home by 6.30 if he wants 

to eat. So in some ways the Japanese wives are much stricter than a British wife would be in 

that situation. (Laura) 

 

In Japan, the idea of the gendered life course endures: men dominate the workplace while women 

control the home (Assman, 2014). Consequently, many western men may find themselves (as do 

some Japanese men) occupying an inconsequential role at home and, although Charisma Man 

annoyed British women, foreign men married to Japanese women were often figures of fun. But if 

Charisma Man decides to return to his home country with his Japanese wife, he risks instantly 

losing those ‘super powers’ with which he was endowed on arrival in Japan. Other times, their 

wives do not wish to leave Japan, leaving foreign husbands competing for an ever-decreasing 

number of poorly paid teaching jobs. 

 

Childbirth 

 

Nine of the 18 interviewees have children. Of the international couples, eight have children while 

two have no children (one couple recently married). Christine has six children while Fiona and her 

husband have adopted a Japanese child. Only one of the five non-Japanese couples has children. 

None of the single women has children. All the mothers have given birth in Japan and are therefore 

able to comment on the cultural contrasts they experienced throughout their pregnancies and during 

the birthing process, disparities which several of the women found traumatic. 
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In Meiji era Japan, it was believed that a woman's happiness lay inside the home where it was her 

duty as ryōsai kenbo, the good wife and wise mother, to raise children as her contribution to the 

future of the nation (Dingwall, Tanaka et al, 1991, pp. 424). Although major advances have taken 

place in the fight for women’s equality, many Japanese still adhere to the Japanese concept of 

biological determinism which maintains that it is a man's role is to work and a woman's to give birth 

(Huen, 2007). In 2003, former prime minister Yoshiro Mori stated that women who do not give 

birth but rather ‘grow old living their lives selfishly’ should not receive state pensions. ‘The pension 

is supposed to take care of and reward those women who have lots of children. It is truly strange to 

say that we have to use tax money to take care of women who don't even give birth once’ (Burton, 

2012). His view was reiterated in 2018 when Liberal Democrat Party MP Kanji Kato stated that 

women should have three or more children, and that single women risked becoming a burden on the 

state (Teramoto, 2018). 

 

Earlier, in 2001, Tokyo governor Shintaro Ishihara offered a more drastic solution, stating in the 

women’s magazine Shukan Josei that, ‘it's a waste and a crime that women who have lost their 

reproductive powers should go on living’ (Adelstein and Kubo, 2014), while in 2014 a female 

member of Tokyo’s metropolitan assembly, calling for greater support for pregnant women and 

mothers, was heckled by Liberal Democratic Party politicians shouting, ‘Hey you, you should hurry 

up and get married,’ and, ‘Can't you have babies?’ (Adelstein and Kubo, 2014). Politicians continue 

to exhort women to do their duty to the nation while failing to provide adequate childcare facilities 

or ensuring their ability to return to the workplace. As a result, the Japanese birth rate is in decline 

(with a total fertility rate of 1.44 in 2016 – Statistics Bureau, 2018). Additionally, economic realities 

prohibit many couples from having large families, even though many state that they would like 

them. (There is no child benefit system in Japan.) Japan's workaholic culture also removes the 

father from the home for long periods, leaving the job of raising children as the responsibility of one 

parent. Dingwall, Tanaka and Minamikata (1991) note that while British literature on child-rearing 

stresses that it is a joint responsibility of both parents, in Japan it is the mother's role to raise 

children. ‘Fathers are officially recognised as marginal to family life rather than being defined as 

full and active participants’ (pp. 433). Christine, who raised her children in the 1960s and 1970s, 

recalls: 

 

It can be quite a lonely life for married women in Japan because the men, they work late, 

they come home late, day in, day out, and they don’t have the commitment to family that 

European men have. That’s the wife’s job. That’s the general mentality. It is changing a lot 

with the younger generation. But with my generation you can never count on the father 
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being there ...Some women can put up with it - the ones who are still here - and some can’t. 

I don’t say I didn’t mind it, of course I minded but I survived it, that’s what I am saying. 

(Christine) 

 

Through their childbirth and child-raising experiences British interviewees encountered these issues 

at first hand. It was not always a joyful time. Relating their stories, several became extremely 

emotional and two cried. ‘There's a lot of pressure [crying],’ says Alison. Their stories of childbirth 

were particularly traumatic for them to recount. They cited both cultural reasons and a wariness of 

foreigners for their distress. 

 

In Japan, motherhood, like many life events, is a state that must be entered into with gaman 

(fortitude, endurance) and childbirth as ‘a test of moral character’ (Dingwall, Tanaka et al, 1991, pp. 

441). Epidurals are not routinely available to mothers, nor is gas or air (unless the baby is lacking 

oxygen), hypnotherapy or alternative methods of birthing such as water births.  As Alison notes, in 

Japan there exists the view is that, ‘you're not a proper mother unless you've done it naturally.’ 

 

Becoming pregnant led some of the interviewees to their first encounter with the concept of 

nihonjinron, the belief that the Japanese are unique. 

 

We actually changed hospitals because the doctor was [sigh] unwittingly offensive … the 

hospital we went to didn't offer epidurals and the doctor was saying, ‘Well, you might 

struggle because you have to give birth naturally and we don't have epidurals and Japanese 

women are very strong and they can do this naturally but western women they're maybe not 

so strong so maybe you might struggle. It might be very hard for you.' (Alison) 

 

Several women changed doctors in order to ensure they could receive epidurals and to avoid this 

casual racism, using social media to find a doctor sympathetic to western women. Among Tokyo 

mothers, for example, English-speaking, red Ferrari-driving ‘Dr S’ is their preferred doctor who is 

‘used to treating westerners’ (Rhona), and, being also an anaesthesiologist, gives epidurals on 

demand. ‘The running joke is that he's seen the asoko (genitals) of very foreign woman in the city 

because he's very popular’ (Rhona). Dr S is a private doctor and apparently expensive but, since 

giving birth is not considered a medical procedure in Japan, it is not covered by medical insurance. 

The government pays a 400,000 Yen baby bonus which covers minimal costs. But Rhona went to 

Dr S's clinic for peace of mind, ‘because they understand how foreign women expect to be treated.’ 
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How foreign women expect to be treated is with fewer lectures and more choice but in Japan's 

hierarchical society health professionals enjoy a God-like status. ‘He was not used to being 

contradicted at all and the concept of giving the mother any choice is not a Japanese concept,’ 

Karen notes of her own doctor. 

 

I think it's partly the idea that – like in the UK you're more independent – you can take 

responsibility for yourself. Like if your body condition isn't great it's sort of your 

responsibility to deal with it. (Karen) 

 

However, Dingwall, Tanaka and Minamikata (1991, pp. 423) note that while British childbirth 

manuals given to expectant couples will ‘present parenthood as the joint responsibility of choice-

making adults’, Japanese manuals ‘marginalize women and emphasize their subordination to 

medical authority’, a practice that did not sit well with the interviewees who were given lecturers on 

a variety of topics, the most common being the danger of gaining too much weight during 

pregnancy. Interviewees were informed that 10kg is the maximum weight gain that is considered 

healthy during pregnancy, were urged to wear belly bands to constrict the foetus and were told to 

avoid ramen noodles which are fattening. A smaller baby is easier to birth. 

 

Towards the end of the pregnancy the doctor was saying, ‘Be careful now. Don't go and put 

on too much weight because your vagina will be too fat.’ OK, so that's unique. You can only 

laugh really because it's crazy. I'd heard about this lecture about don't put on too much 

weight because your vagina will get too fat, and then I got it and I was like, I can't believe 

I'm actually getting the vagina lecture. (Alison) 

 

Alison, however, did welcome some of the other help and advice she was offered and appreciated, 

‘that whole five-day hospital stay when they're teaching you how to breastfeed, they're teaching you 

how to clean the baby and all these things that British women are just trusted to get on with 

themselves.’ In Japan, new mothers are given training in how to look after their baby and are kept in 

hospital for several days while they adjust to their important new role. 

 

On the other hand, Karen resented the interference of the nursing staff and continually texted her 

mother in the United Kingdom whose friend was a midwife. Karen's pregnancy is an example of the 

stressful experience that several women endured. As a foreigner she presented Japanese doctors 

with numerous problems that they had not encountered with Japanese women. She was 38 
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(considered old in Japan where the average age of a first baby was 30.7 in 2016 – Statistics Bureau, 

2018), she was considered overweight in Japan (although not in England), and her blood group was 

rhesus negative. Around 15% of Caucasians are rhesus negative but only 1% of Japanese (NHS, 

2018). The doctors were, Karen recalls, ‘ticking risk boxes left, right and centre.’ Karen and her 

husband were warned by their local clinic that the baby could be born brain damaged which caused 

the couple extreme anxiety. 

 

At nine months, they were transferred to a specialized children's hospital and, because of the 

perceived medical issues and the fact that her baby was comparatively large (8.6lb at birth), the 

doctors decided to induce the birth. This they attempted three times within office hours, beginning 

the process at around 9am and stopping when the process had not advanced sufficiently by the end 

of the working day. 

 

After the second one, my hormones and my nerves, everything was just like, forget this. And 

I had a minor breakdown. Like no. If you really need to end this pregnancy, if you really 

need this baby to be born now, let's not stop. (Karen) 

 

After a third failed induction, the baby was born by Caesarean section, with Karen signing herself 

out of the hospital after four days, well before the recommended seven-day stay for C-section 

recuperation. Doctors at Karen’s neighbourhood clinic later admitted that the couple's pregnancy 

had been mishandled with the clinic eventually paying them a ‘fairly hefty compensation.’ 

 

Karen may not have experienced this distress if she had been Japanese. Many of the interviewees 

felt they were treated differently from Japanese women - as liabilities. ‘The doctors treated me 

differently, and that started from the first appointment at the hospital’ (Alison). Napier and Taylor 

(1997, 2002) too noted foreign women’s difficulties in adjusting to the Japanese healthcare system 

which they attributed to language issues and to a different approach to healthcare in Japan. Morita 

(2017) stresses how Nihonjinron influences, an insistence on things being done the Japanese way, 

and discriminatory behaviour towards non-Japanese serves to deter foreigners from remaining in the 

country long-term. 

 

In Japan, it is customary for a woman to return to the parental home for the birth of a child, to 

receive help from her mother, to remain indoors for the baby's first month in order to avoid 

infections, and to breastfeed every three hours. Although many of the British women's parents did 

visit after the births of their babies, most of the interviewees were solely reliant on their husbands. 
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And whilst the women's birth stories were traumatic none had considered returning to the United 

Kingdom for the birth as they wished to have their husbands nearby. 

 

Once back home, life for the new mothers improved considerably, as they appeared to gain a greater 

degree of social acceptance for fulfilling their duty as women. Moreover, they found more support 

for their desire to stay at home, at least in the short term, whereas in the United Kingdom they feel 

they would have faced greater pressure to return to the workplace. 

  

I have started to feel now I've had a baby and I'm a mother, yeah, there is a certain 

stereotype or role that mothers should be at home, should not be working. If you do work 

and you have to put your child in the nursery then it's like, ‘Poor you. Oh, I'm sorry that you 

have to work. That's a shame.’ (Alison) 

 

Several did later return to work and discovered that teaching – mainly part-time – is a convenient 

job for mothers. ‘Teaching is a relatively easy job for a woman especially if she’s got children as 

well because of the holidays and things and the flexibility as well and the hours’ (Laura). 

 

Occidentalist notions of feminism do not chime with some of the more patriarchal concepts of 

family and motherhood in Japan (particularly those espoused by male politicians). Nevertheless, the 

interviewees, as family-oriented women, appreciated the support of Japanese society in their 

endeavours to fully enjoy their time away from the workplace. ‘I am – defined by my job - an 

English teacher. I'm getting used to saying I'm a mother too. That's new. That kind of validates me’ 

(Alison). 

 

This not to say that they have shelved their career ambitions but that they enjoy having the choice – 

to stay at home or to work – a choice that western men in Japan, as family breadwinners, do not 

generally enjoy. Interviewees stress that it is easier to be a mother, especially a foreign mother, in 

Japan. 

 

[Western] women [in Japan] have more flexibility. They can be the housewife which is 

acceptable in Japan or they can be a working person which is also fine, especially as they've 

got the get-out clause of being a foreigner. So it's more acceptable to be a working mother 

or a working single person and be older but not to have a high-level management job. 

(Alison) 
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Interviewees may find themselves trapped in a patriarchal system that allocates life roles according 

to gender.  But in cases where such roles and the desires of interviewees coincide – to be mothers, 

for example – they often find that they have more freedom within the system than white males. The 

patriarchal system constrains but it also enables – within gender-defined boundaries. When the 

interviewees wish to be child-producing mothers, the Japanese system actively supports them. They 

have agency when they choose to conform to gender stereotypes. 

 

Conclusion 

 

When asked if the lives of British women differ from that of British men, the interviewees rolled 

their eyes and exclaimed, ‘Yes!’  They went on to talk about workplace sexism and discrimination, 

Charisma Man and dating, childbirth and the role of motherhood in Japan. They were at times 

indignant and outraged. Yet at the same time, there was plenty of laughter. These women had coped 

(or 'survived' as Christine puts it) and continue to face obstacles and entrenched ideas about the role 

of women and mothers in Japanese society. They do this partly because they appear to be mentally 

strong but because they see that patriarchal ideas about gender in Japan affect also foreign men, 

even white males. And as several interviewees put it, particularly in the light of the recent #metoo 

movement and of blogs such as ‘Everyday Sexism’ (and the associated books), women face the 

same obstacles the world over. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION: GENDER, MIGRATION AND IDENTITY 

 

The saying was, if you stay five years you either leave or you’re here forever and I always 

had that in my head and I thought, ‘I’m not going to be here forever because it was always 

temporary.’  (Meena) 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the interviewees' migration identities. Why do they remain in Japan long-

term? Do they feel they have assimilated into Japanese society or remained alienated from it? How 

has this affected their senses of gendered and racial identity? Are they 'home' or do they plan to 

move on? Where can their narratives be situated within the fields of gender and white migration 

studies?  

 

Staying On 

 

Figures on the average length of time that foreigners remain in Japan hard to come by. The Japanese 

Justice Ministry estimates that 90 per cent of foreign residents in Japan stay for three years or less 

(Statistics Bureau, 2018). For eikaiwa teachers however that figure rises to 96-97 per cent (Japan 

Times, 2005). Looking at the foreigners in the community around them, the interviewees believe 

that most white foreign English-language teachers stay for between one to two years before 

returning to their home countries in the hope of finding graduate jobs. (Jet Program statistics 

support this with participant numbers dropping sharply between the second and third years, from 

1,580 to 940 out of a total 5,1632. By the fourth year this number drops further to 454 then 283 in 

the fifth year – Japan Exchange and Teaching Program, 2018). This is also becoming true for 

expatriates. Previously, families would be moved to Japan for between four to six years. But due to 

rising expenses, companies are increasingly sending instead young singles who will stay one to two 

years before wishing to turn their Japan experience into promotions back home. Nevertheless, 

judging by Japanese Ministry of Justice figures (Statistics Bureau, 2018), an increasing number of 

foreigners are relocating to Japan and consequently, more are staying on longer.  
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Several times, the interviewees had to make a decision about whether to leave or to stay on. The Jet 

contract could be renewed yearly for up to three years. Private teaching contracts are also renewed 

annually. Tenure is relatively rare for foreigners at Japanese universities and the new labor law 

stipulates that staff must be offered permanent contracts after five years (with accompanying health 

and pension benefits) or let go. Consequently, university contracts tend to be limited to less than 

five years with the resultant 'musical jobs' phenomenon of lecturers moving from campus to campus 

(McCrostie and Spiri, 2008). So the interviewees had many opportunities and incentives to leave. 

Why did they stay? For most of the women it was a combination of being attracted to some aspect 

of Japan combined with a disinclination to – and even a fear of - returning home. 

 

As accidental migrants, they had given little thought to their migration, except as an opportunity to 

travel and to gain skills for future jobs back home. Alisha expresses some of the ambivalence that 

the interviewees felt when the time came to make the decision to leave. She, like most of the single 

interviewees, only intended to stay in Japan for a year. 

 

Didn’t go home. Didn’t want to go home. Didn’t feel like I’d saved enough money. No 

actually, at the end of the first year I felt like that year had gone so quickly and I’d just 

gotten comfortable and made these friends, and I thought, well, I may as well just stay one 

more year. By the end of the second year I thought, I don’t know what to do, I don’t know 

what I want to do so I may as well stay another year. And then at the end of the third year I 

thought, well, I just haven’t had enough of Japan, I’m learning the language and I like 

teaching. I’d like to live somewhere else, live in a city, see if that was different. 

 

From the outset, Laura felt sure she would stay more than one year as she wished to study Japanese. 

Like most of the interviewees she is ambitious and notes, ‘I wasn't here just to have fun.’ But 

remaining in Japan was never her long-term goal. 

 

So I was an ALT in a high school for three years and then, at that time I had a Japanese 

boyfriend and I was really enthusiastic about Japan and I thought I wouldn’t mind living 

here for a bit longer and in particular I wanted to improve my Japanese and so I decided to 

go to a language school … And when I first entered the language school I thought I was 

going to get a job in Osaka using Japanese, that was the plan although I had also thought if 
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I had better Japanese I might also be able to go to Australia and either teach Japanese or 

get some kind of Japanese-related job.  Because that was another thing. I quite fancied 

going to Australia as well. 

 

Several of the women almost left.  

 

I'm coming to the end of my twenties at that point, so I was thinking what should I be doing 

next. I decided after I finished my [master’s] degree - because it was Japan-centric I would 

finish it in Japan of course - and then once I'd handed in my thesis which was due 2012, 

March, I would go somewhere, preferably not home. The thought of starting up again on my 

own was daunting but I had been in Japan for a number of years, heading towards ten, I 

wasn't attached and I'd gotten a lot out of it but I thought it was time to move on. 2011, 

December, I met my husband who's Japanese. (Rhona) 

 

Alison only planned to stay a year to two.  

 

I even decided - I'd done about six months or nine months and I thought, ‘Yeah, that's it, I've 

enjoyed it but I want to move on with my career and do something.’ I was just teaching then 

so I want some more challenge but then the head teacher position came up and I also met a 

man. And I ended up head teacher and getting married. 

 

Whilst the interviewees are ambitious, few envisaged careers as teachers abroad, and many of them 

were pleasantly surprised at the opportunities – and salaries - that began to be offered to them the 

longer they stayed on. As previously mentioned, Gail moved in and out of Japan over several years, 

gaining qualifications abroad and then returning for the money. She kept coming back because she 

admits, ‘I just kept getting offered jobs.’ 

 

Combined with a good income and increasing career success was a disinclination to return home. 

Much of this was based on a wariness – even a fear – that they would be unable to find good jobs. 

 

I was scared to go home, I think. I was worried about the job situation and I still really had 

no idea what I wanted to do at that point - still don’t really - and I thought, ‘Well, I may as 

well stay.’ (Alisha) 

 

Friends back home were struggling and escape still seemed the better option. 
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I remember at that time most of my friends were living in London in really dodgy looking 

places where they were paying tons of rent or they were scraping to save a deposit for 

something. I remember thinking, ‘Ooh, if I go back to England I’m going to be in this kind of 

rut and not really having a very good life but having no spending money but have to put all 

my money into having a mortgage and car and stuff.’ And I thought, ‘Ooh, I’m not ready for 

that yet. There are more interesting, fun things that I could be doing.’ (Laura) 

 

So the interviewees stayed.  Does this mean that they have assimilated well into Japanese society? 

 

Assimilation or alienation? 

 

Asked whether they have assimilated into Japanese society, responses from interviewees are mixed. 

 

I’ve brought up six children through the Japanese education system and I’ve done my duties 

in the PTA and in the neighbourhood rota. And I’m part of the community here. (Christine) 

 

I feel integrated. Most of the time I'm the only foreigner in the room wherever I go. I go to 

weddings … anything social that we do, most of the time I'm the only foreigner in the room. I 

no longer notice if I'm speaking Japanese or English. (Rhona) 

 

Those who feel that they have assimilated well into Japanese society tend to have created strong 

social networks, be it family, workplace colleagues or social friends. Rhona has lived and worked 

for over a decade in Japan and she now has a husband and a new baby. ‘My family is Japanese here, 

you know, and I feel very accepted and integrated.’ 

 

Childcare being perceived as the woman's role in Japan (Dingwall, Tanaka et al, 1991) it is an area 

where, interviewees note, they (unlike western men) have opportunities to join social networks 

through rituals such as taking your new baby to the temple and later, making your koen debut (your 

park debut, for which you must buy a new outfit). Several interviewees point out that social rules 
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for mothers are strict but those who understand them can find some level of acceptance in mothers' 

groups. 

 

There's sort of rules about who you can talk to and who you can't talk to, and who will talk 

to you and who will never talk to you and the people whose children are the same age i.e. 

will be in the same school year, will instantly be your friends. (Karen) 

 

Kelsky (2001, pp. 175) quotes Machiko Matsui's view that, ‘Japanese women have an advantage 

over their “Oriental male” counterparts in being able to assimilate through marriage to white 

Americans.’ This is apparently based on the assumption that American women are ‘out of reach’ for 

Japanese men and is an extension of the view that Japanese women make natural partners for 

western men but not vice versa. Matsui does not seem to take into consideration that Japanese 

women who marry western men and live with them in the west are assimilating into multicultural 

societies which already have sizeable Asian populations. The interviewees never stated that 

marriage to a Japanese man enabled them to assimilate into Japanese society in any way. As 

mentioned above, Bailey notes that western men are automatically assumed to be married to 

Japanese women but the British interviewees were sometimes 'welcomed' to Japan and asked how 

long they were staying even when they were with their Japanese husbands and children. 

 

Indeed, more women stated that they did NOT feel integrated into Japanese society. As hard as they 

tried, and continued to try, they feel they are unable to alter Japanese attitudes towards foreigners: 

that they are temporary guests, that they are free English lessons, that they are less capable and 

unable to master aspects of Japanese culture, that they are, in every respect, gaijin - outsiders. 

 

For example, Mary was excited to rent a room in a Japanese woman's home. An eager student of 

Japanese, she hoped that living with a Japanese family would enable her to integrate into society. 

But from the day she moved in, the housewife would only speak to her in English, a situation which 

reduced her to tears. 

 

That was the biggest problem. One of my biggest problems in Japan was people wanted to 

practice their English. And it was very depressing ... that was a big disappointment to me 

because that was when I realised that I was never going to be integrated, because I wasn’t 
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going to be allowed to be. 

 

Most of the interviewees are fluent Japanese speakers and yet they often encounter Japanese who 

refuse to acknowledge this. 

 

I'll speak to somebody and I'll speak in Japanese and I'll make a point of trying to speak to 

him in Japanese just to show them that they can talk to me but it's like they don't hear me. 

(Karen) 

 

These generally ambitious, educated women have worked hard to master the language and resent 

being talked down to in many situations. Rhona, who enjoys and is knowledgeable about Japanese 

cuisine (and who previously stated they she felt totally integrated), had a run-in with a Japanese 

tempura chef when she declined to eat a dish that ‘didn't suit my palate’. 

 

There was one thing that I didn't eat that was a delicacy and he was saying – they talk about 

you like you're not there as well – and he was saying to my husband's parents and to my 

husband, ‘Oh, well’ – as if I'm a child – ‘her palate will adapt to become more sophisticated’ 

– or something like that – ‘to the taste’ … That really annoyed me. (Rhona) 

 

Rhona points out that language schools and other companies who employ foreigners in large 

numbers could encourage assimilation but generally do not. ‘They don't do an awful lot in terms of 

helping you to integrate. You're supposed to be there for a year or two or however long you want to 

be doing [eikawa B] for and then go back’ (Rhona). Even these companies perpetuate the common 

Japanese belief that foreigners are temporary presences in Japan: tourists or short-term expatriates 

not long-term sojourners or migrants.  

 

This constant 'othering' led most of the interviewees to state that Japan is closed to foreigners. As 

Sarah admits, ‘I’ve just thought Japan’s a very insular society ... and I don’t think I could ever be 

part of this society to be honest, no, no I don’t.’ 

 

I never found Japan was a particularly open society anyway so I didn’t feel that if I really, 

really, really, really worked very hard that I would get through the barriers as it were so I 

gave up. [Can you explain a bit more about the barriers?] I’ve always found you get so far 

with Japanese people and no further because you are foreign. (Sarah) 
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On the whole however, the 'othering' is not aggressive or outright racist but a product of a 

homogeneous society in which foreigners – visible foreigners – are still a rarity. Most interviewees 

resign themselves to situations over which they have no control. 

 

It's annoying when people are always like, ‘Oh, you use chopsticks very well’ or, ‘Your 

Japanese is so good,’ when all you've said is ‘Hello.’ I used to get really annoyed about it. 

Now I just brush it off. (Rhona) 

 

I really think they’re trying to be helpful and I just have to keep bearing that in mind and I 

have to grit my teeth, I think, because they just don’t realise. (Gail) 

 

Most of it is definitely ignorance rather than malice. (Rhona) 

 

Consequently, most interviewees said that their lack of assimilation is not a major problem; they 

feel comfortable living in Japan. Japan is a clean, generally crime-free country with excellent 

transport systems and flawless customer service, and interviewees point out that for these reasons it 

is in fact easier to live in Japan than in the United Kingdom. As previously mentioned, they feel it is 

a safer country for women. They can go out at any time of the day or night which they would not do 

in most other countries. And they are not generally subject to taunts or comments from Japanese 

men in the street (unless those men are drunk). Precisely because they are foreigners, outsiders - or 

as Kaitlin mentioned earlier, ‘separate’ - they are left alone. ‘Of course Japan is a very non-

aggressive …. it’s a very easy society for a foreigner to live in. Not be part of, to live in. They leave 

you alone’ (Sarah). 

 

They can be alone but never invisible. Leonard (2008, pp. 47) states that, ‘White people … can 

move to new places with confidence and a sense of privilege not shared by people from other racial 

and ethnic backgrounds.’ Interviewees' responses to this statement were mixed and complex, with 

many stating that it was because their skin was white that they could not integrate.  

 

I doubt it. I'll always be a foreigner. This face, this colour skin will always – even if I speak 

fluent Japanese and can write beautiful kanji and can do whatever - I'll always be a 

foreigner. (Alison) 

 

And because they cannot blend in, they are always aware of being watched. ‘You can feel all the 
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eyes on you and if you just scratch your nose or shift in your seat you really feel looked at.’ (Rhona) 

 

Nevertheless, they were quick to point out that although they found their skin colour to be a barrier 

to integration, it was not as much of a barrier as being a non-white foreigner. As Ross notes (1996, 

pp. 4, in Kelsky 2001, pp. 187), ‘Whiteness is taken as the profoundly unproblematic norm against 

which all 'others' are measured’. Rhona agrees. ‘I'm a white foreigner. I have a head start when it 

comes to being accepted in Japanese society but not everybody has the same experience as me.’  

 

Although all foreigners are outsiders Japanese attitudes towards other ethnicities are problematic. 

Rhona notes that in Tokyo African (primarily Nigerian) club and shop touts use faux American 

accents to pass as African-Americans in order to lure Japanese customers into their clubs and hip-

hop shops. 

 

So [Japanese people] are very selective for sure. And you know that Japanese are extremely 

racist especially towards Chinese but other south Asians as well. Koreans. That's hard to 

listen to. That's hard to hear. But I usually just ignore it for the most part because it's just so 

frequent. Every single sentence, ‘Oh well, it's Chinese made, what did you expect,’ kind of 

thing. (Rhona) 

 

It was Japanese high school gangs [who stole students’ bicycles] and they would also deface 

the international student building with anti-Korean and anti-Chinese graffiti. (Meena) 

 

Interviewees have increased awareness of their beneficial situation in Japan because of their 

awareness of the kinds of jobs that non-white, non-Europeans – particularly Asian women - do.  

 

The Expatriate Community 

 

Whilst they are aware of their beneficial situation in comparison with other women and other 

nationalities, they are also sensitive to their disadvantageous position in relation to other white 

migrants, namely expatriates, generally male managerial elites, their wives and children. 

 

Tokyo’s western expatriate community is situated mainly in the districts of Hiroo and Azabu and is 

dominated by male American expatriates with their trailing spouses and children. Several expatriate 

wives were interviewed for this research project but their responses were not included in this 

analysis because they had not lived in Japan long enough to be included in the sample set. The 
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expatriate community is transient. Families may remain ‘in post’ for up to four years but 

increasingly, since the Lehman Shock of 2008 and the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011, finance 

companies are relocating their operations to Singapore and Hong Kong and sending young, single 

professionals to Tokyo on short-term contracts instead. (This researcher had appointments to 

interview two expatriate British housewives in Tokyo the week after the Fukushima disaster. On 

contacting them to confirm the appointments I was informed that they had evacuated to Hong Kong. 

They never returned.) Apart from Sarah and Davina who have taught at international schools, the 

interviewees have little contact with the expatriate community.  

 

I was talking to my friend about this the other day, about the difference between expats and 

what we are. I never call myself an expat. I think expat implies the intention to move on, the 

temporariness of it, the transience, but also the lack of integration. Expat communities are 

insulated communities, and there are expat communities in Tokyo. Many of them have lived 

also in Hong Kong or Singapore and this is just another stop for them. Although they do 

integrate to a larger extent than they would, say in Dubai or Singapore, I think it's easier to 

integrate in Japan than it is in those countries, they're still different to my experience. 

(Rhona) 

 

I think there are different kinds of expat communities, like the American Club or things like 

that which I`m definitely not a part of. The wives who come over with their husbands and 

they get together and like the women, for example, at my school - the mothers of the children 

- they`re part of the expat community. I would say I LIVE here so I`m not part of that. 

(Sarah) 

 

The expatriate community (or communities, that is, different national groups) is insular. Like many 

expatriate enclaves, much of the Tokyo expatriate community’s social life is centred around a club 

(Beaverstock 2002, 2011; Leonard 2008), in this case the Tokyo American Club (TAC), a family 

membership of which is often included in an expatriate package. A limited three-year membership 

currently costs: an entrance fee of 750,000 Yen (£5,074), a refundable deposit of 200,000 Yen 

(£1,352) and 40,000 Yen (£270) monthly dues for a single person (Tokyo American Club, 2018). 

This is well beyond the budgets of most non-expatriate migrants. In Gaijin, British migrant and 

long-time Tokyo resident Ann Jenkins recalls how the Tokyo International Players amateur dramatic 

society used to rehearse at TAC where all payments were made on club accounts and consequently, 

'the adults amongst us who were not members of the club were in the embarrassing position of 

relying on the kids whose parents were to buy us cappuccinos.' 
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TAC runs a wives’ club and also offers Japanese language lessons. Wives often take Japanese 

lessons but are not inclined to learn more than they need for basic conversation since they know 

they will soon be posted elsewhere. Moreover, most daily conversation is conducted in English. 

They shop at the local international supermarkets, send their children to English-speaking 

international schools and speak English to Filipino nannies and housekeepers. And, whilst they 

volunteer for charities, most do not do paid work. Talking with expatriate wives it is clear that, 

despite an interest in meeting Japanese people and other foreigners, they generally socialise only 

with other expatriates, often wives whom they have met on other Asian or Middle Eastern postings. 

 

They're kind of on a different level. They're just having fun, with their babies and they've got 

lovely, nice apartments. They're lovely people. I've met one or two who've also changed their 

jobs but mostly it's that the husband has the job and they've come and are having two years 

off or something like that. (Alison) 

 

In comparison, the interviewees spend their daily lives working for Japanese companies and 

socialising with Japanese and non-expatriate friends and colleagues, and they are in no position to 

employ staff. 

 

My friends are Japanese, I speak Japanese. We send our kids to Japanese hoikuen 

(kindergarten) or schools and our social life is integrated. We're part of the community. 

We're part of the society here. Whereas expats live in more of a bubble. (Rhona) 

 

Salary levels and lifestyle differences also keep expatriates and British female migrants apart. One 

of the major living costs for both expatriates and British migrants is education, and it is the issue of 

schools that the expatriate/migrant dichotomy is at its most divisive. Interviewees in international 

marriages face a dilemma once their children reach school age: to send them to local Japanese 

schools or to pay the fees at international schools. 

 

We considered international schools but it's quite expensive and also I think the students 

change very often. It's expat families who go for two years and then they're off. I've heard 

from other families that the kids get upset because, ‘my friends are leaving again. And I'm 

staying again.’  (Alison) 

  

It is clear the interviewees do not identify with expatriate groups. ‘It’s not Tokyo,’ Gail notes. 
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 I think I like to be more integrated into a community.  I like the way I live round here, the 

people know me and the restaurants and people in the neighbourhood say hello and it feels 

more like a normal life.  Going somewhere where I’m surrounded by foreigners and 

speaking English every day doesn’t ... I don’t have to go to a specific place and shut myself 

off, I think. That whole place [TAC] is just odd to me. I can see why people like it, especially 

people who are not happy here and you meet so many people who hate living here who 

would want to have this little ghetto to themselves. (Gail) 

 

Even so, the expatriate community has a major impact on the lives of the British female migrants. 

Firstly, previous research on white migration and migration from west to east has tended to focus on 

expatriates such as these, transnational elites who are posted to financial centres around the world 

for short periods of time where they train local staff, network and amass cultural capital 

(Beaverstock, 2002, 2011). The overwhelming majority of these are men (notes Hardill, 1998 and 

Adler, 1994) with women accompanying husbands as dependents and serving in support and service 

roles a ‘business hostesses’ (Beaverstock, 2002, pp. 534), a vital part in corporate entertaining but 

one that is largely overlooked and only compensated through a husband’s salary. Women are rarely 

posted abroad by corporations as expatriates (Adler, 1994; Hardill 1998). Adler’s survey of 686 

North American multinationals found that of 13,338 expatriates by them only 402 – 3 per cent – 

were women (1994, pp. 29). Adler (1994) noted three ‘reasons’ why women are still not posted 

abroad: companies refuse to send them, companies assume that women do not want to go abroad, 

and companies assume that foreign prejudice against women in management roles will render them 

ineffective in their jobs. However, only the first reason proved to hold any validity – companies 

won’t send them. 

 

While more women in OECD countries are in the workforce than ever before they are being denied 

opportunities to work abroad in spite of the fact that in a recent survey 71% of millennial-age 

women stated that they wished to gain international experience and to work abroad on short or long-

term assignments (Wu, 2106; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018). Companies refusing to send women 

abroad has a direct impact on their careers since Hardill and MacDonald (1998, pp. 28) note that 

‘expatriate work appears to be emerging as a vital part of the career development of senior 

managers, and women often appear to be denied it.’ Several researchers (Beaverstock 2002, Hardill, 

and Janssens, Capellin & Zanoni 2006) who have attempted to include gender in expatriate 

migration projects have been thwarted by finding few if any women to include in their studies.  
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How does this affect the interviewees? It was noted in a previous chapter that women are less likely 

to apply to graduate schemes because they lack confidence or the belief that large companies will 

treat them equally with male employees. And when it comes to building international careers, they 

are correct. Even if the interviewees in this study had joined graduate schemes, they are unlikely to 

have gained international experience because most companies still do not post women overseas. 

And the interviewees wanted to travel. Consequently, most of the female migrants in this study 

chose to migrate solo, creating their own support and social networks and gaining valuable skills – 

fluency in Japanese, teaching skills, business skills, local connections, local knowledge (or what 

corporations call ‘cultural capital’) – the very skills that corporations are posting their managerial 

elites abroad to acquire. They arguably know more about Japanese culture and society then any 

male expatriate who is parachuted in for a short period and at great expense. They are in fact the 

kind of employees that international companies need. Yet companies continue ignore them. 

 

The expatriate community affects the interviewees in another way, in the way they are viewed by 

the Japanese. The stereotypical Japanese view of Caucasian foreigners is the elite expatriate: rich, 

white and male. Some of these, note interviewees, could include those very male friends and 

colleagues who influenced their decisions to apply for jobs in Japan in the first place and who, with 

clearer career goals and better opportunities, were channelled into international companies via those 

intimidating milk round events. Leonard (2005, pp. 47) refers to ‘whiteness in (post) colonial cities 

as a ‘badge of race privilege’ but it is one that the interviewees in Tokyo – as female migrants not 

male expatriates – may only enjoy or, more likely endure, by association. They do however note 

that this label may have a greater effect on their white British male colleagues.  

 

Western masculinity is constructed differently in Asia where the white male may be viewed as a 

‘superhero’ (Stanley, 2012), a commodified symbol of power and authority. For example, in order 

to give their operations an aura of international success, some Chinese companies will employ 

white males to accompany them on meetings with important clients, a practice known as ‘white guy 

window dressing’. The ‘superhero’ label carries benefits (such as greater sexual attractiveness and 

higher visibility) but also increased expectations (expectations of a high salary and a more 

comfortable lifestyle). As racialised and sexualised meanings adhere to the Asian female body 

(notes Kelsky 2001, pp. 154, and Bailey 2006, 2007), so too do they adhere to the bodies of white 

men. And the epitome of the white male as superhero in Japan is the expatriate. 

 

Social convention encourages Japanese women seek a husband with three highs: height, graduation 



Susan Karen Burton   

 299 

 

from a high-ranking university, and a high salary. One of the enduring attractions of the white male 

in Japan is the presumption that he is an expatriate with all these qualities, added to which his 

eventual return to the United States or Europe offers the prospect of foreign travel. In this way, 

Caucasian males may be fetishized in ways that Caucasian females may not. To what extent the 

average white male teacher in Japan – on a local salary and with no job to return to back home – 

may seek to enjoy the impact of this white privilege is generally up to his own conscience (Kelsky 

2001; Bailey, 2006, 2007; Appleby, 2013; Rivers and Ross, 2013,) and the legal efforts of eikaiwa 

employers to stop him.  

 

How then are white females viewed in Japan? Whilst most of the interviewees could very quickly 

list prominent and popular white males in Japan (Dave Spector, Thane Camus, Marty Friedman, 

Peter Frankl etc), could refer to depictions of prominent white males in the media (such as 

Charisma Man and the American actor in the 2010 Japanese movie ‘My Darling is a Foreigner’, a 

movie about marriage between a Japanese woman and an American man), and give copious 

examples of witnessing of how white males are given preferential treatment, they had little idea 

how Japanese viewed them as white women. 

 

I don't know. More like a kind of oddity. What do I mean? Maybe as being independent. 

Maybe the independence stands out because it's one person. Like they stand out, they don't 

have a status. You're not quite sure how to place them. Are they authoritative? What? What 

are they? I don't know if there is a clear picture of white women. (Alison) 

 

Her comments echo those made decades earlier by writer Angela Carter in her semi-

autobiographical short story, A Souvenir of Japan: ‘I had never been so absolutely the mysterious 

other. I had become a kind of phoenix, a fabulous beast.’ (Carter, 1974, pp. 8) While the white male 

‘superhero’ is a fetishized and commoditized identity, the identity of white females remains unclear, 

even to the white females themselves. 

 

National Identity 

 

If they have no clear picture of themselves as white women, then what of their national identity as 

British citizens? Researchers who study sizeable expatriate communities (Pauline Leonard on Hong 

Kong, J Beaverstock on Singapore and Katie Walsh on Dubai) note how the legacy of colonialism 

continues to affect many expatriates’ sense of a self, even in cities such as Dubai which were never 

official colonial outposts. Places where British citizens may enjoy (or in the case of postcolonial 
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cities) continue to enjoy the benefits of colonialism such as a high-status lifestyle, membership of 

national clubs, and a low level of interaction with local citizens, are termed ‘imaginative 

geographies’ (Said, 1978) and it certainly seems to apply to expatriates who are American Club 

members. But Japan has never been colonised; it was itself a colonialist country, occupying areas of 

Asia including the British colonial outposts of Hong Kong and Singapore. In defeat, Japan was 

occupied by the allied powers, predominantly the American military, until 1952. There is no 

obvious legacy of British colonialism in Japan. Do the interviewees feel that their expatriate senses 

of self are shaped by colonialism? 

 

This researcher began discussions about national identity by asking the interviewees where ‘home’ 

was for them. This often led to some moments of silent thought by the women as they considered 

where it might be.  

 

This is another home. And that's how I see it. I feel like I have two homes. (Rhona) 

 

I do feel like I live in Japan and I feel like my apartment at the moment is my home. But as 

for my permanent home I think I’ll always feel that my home is England. But I’ll probably 

live somewhere else. (Laura) 

  

Leonard (2008, pp. 50) notes that ‘“home” was all pervasive in the talk of British expatriates’ in 

Hong Kong. It was too in my conversations with expatriates in Tokyo where many of the wives 

organised their lives around trips back home during school holidays. As expatriates, they were 

aware that they represented British interests – be they financial or diplomatic – in Japan. They also 

knew that they would soon be returning home or posted elsewhere. Expatriate wives are culturally 

and financially wedded to their British identities through their husbands and their husbands’ 

companies. Not so with the female migrants whose senses of identity are situational and shifting. 

Although they feel comfortable referring to themselves as ‘British’, they point out that this label 

does not encompass all they that are, nor the totality of how they perceive themselves. Indeed, with 

other Britons, they are more likely to refer to themselves and to each other in more regional or 

ethnic terms. 

 

I think of myself as Scottish and I don't intend to become Japanese ... That's who I am. And I 
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really don't define myself in nationalistic terms anyway, but I know that Scotland is a part of 

who I am and I want it to be part of my children's lives, but it just becomes more distant, 

doesn't it, the longer that I'm in Japan. (Rhona) 

 

I believe that it’s a person who has roots who is able to transplant themselves and create 

new roots. And I think one of the reasons I’ve been able to adapt well to life in Japan ... is 

because I have this deep connection with my own community where I grew up in Wales. 

(Christine) 

 

Christine is Welsh, Rhona is Scottish and Kaitlin is northern Irish. Sophie’s mother is Japanese. 

Alisha’s family is British-Caribbean while Meena is British-Indian. Britishness represents a shared 

cultural heritage, and a convenient legal identity when applying to renew their resident cards. In 

daily life however questions of nationality rarely arise. How they tend to see themselves every day 

is how they are viewed by the Japanese, not as British or as white females but as gaijin – foreigners 

or outsiders - a grouping which includes all non-Japanese but specifically refers to those the 

Japanese perceive as ‘westerners’.  

 

The interviewees profess to being unaffected by the legacy of colonialism but many Japanese may 

think otherwise. Since the re-establishment of diplomatic relations between the Japanese and the 

West in the1850’s, western goods, the English-language, even skin colour have been viewed by the 

Japanese as high-status attributes. This researcher and one interviewee had a long discussion about 

whether the fact that most of the interviewees in this study were blonde (and Caucasian) was 

relevant, or it was simply a coincidence. (Since Japanese job applications must carry a photograph 

of the applicant, I felt that it was no coincidence; I believe both western women and men are being 

selected partly on their looks.) However, two of the interviewees are not Caucasian; Meena is 

British Indian and Alisha is black. They felt that in most cases, their identities as British citizens, 

native English-language speakers and as postgraduates from British universities (the British 

education system is also highly-regarded in Asia) override possible problematic issues of race. In 

most challenging situations, they believe that difficulties may have arisen not because of their skin 

colour but because they are gaijin. In this way, it may be suggested that while the interviewees 

distance themselves from this perceived legacy of colonialism it may endure in the minds of some 

Japanese, who interact with them accordingly. While working in Japan, I once had a company 

health check where I greeted the Japanese doctor in the Japanese language and he replied, ‘Ah, the 

“King’s English”,’ suggesting both an interest in British history and his preference for British, rather 
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than American, English. 

 

Caucasians are not generally viewed as ‘marginalised’ or as ‘minorities’ anywhere in the world, and 

the women reject any attempts to be viewed in this way. For them, the marginalised migrants of 

Japan are Asian women. The interviewees view themselves in terms of what they are not: male, 

expatriate elites; in terms of how others label them: white gaijin; and finally in terms of how they 

view themselves, which is as educated women trying to engineer career opportunities and to enjoy 

the freedoms of travel on an equal basis with men. 

 

The interviewees are generally satisfied with those identities as far as they apply to the women 

themselves. But not when it concerns their children. The question of national identity seems to arise 

as a serious issue for women when, as mothers, they have to consider the nationality of their half-

British, half-Japanese children. In Japan’s homogeneous society, mixed race children – hāfu or 

‘halfs’ – are sometimes the targets of bullies. 

 

My children were teased, especially the boys, for being different. I knew myself that you can 

tell children that they’re half and half or that they’re both or whatever but a child can’t be 

half and half or can’t be both … But children always pick on differences, don’t they. 

(Christine) 

 

With mixed race kids as well they're seen as more of a problem than as something that could 

be harnessed that could help Japan move forward. [Is that why your Japanese husband 

wants your son to grow up abroad?] I guess he feels he can have a more free identity as a 

British person. (Karen) 

 

Fiona’s daughter is adopted. 

 

I remember the first time I went to the child guidance centre which is where they start you 

off. The guy there said, ‘We can't give you a Japanese child. They'll be made fun of at school 

for having a mother with blue eyes.’  So we ended up with a daughter they weren't quite sure 

of her parentage. She's a little dark-skinned. I suppose there's a possibility that she's not 100 

per cent ethnically Japanese. And I think that's why we got her. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H%C4%81fu
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The enduring belief in nihonjinron and of the importance of racial purity among some Japanese 

continues to present foreigners with the dilemma over where to raise their children. But Fiona has 

been refused a British passport for her daughter because she is adopted. 

 

This dilemma over how and where their children should be educated is another factor in 

interviewees’ decisions regarding remaining in or departing from Japan. Notes Laura of the 

potential risks for mixed race children in Japan, ‘You don’t want to mess up your child and it’s 

actually your fault for making them live in that country, in that environment.’ Indeed, it is concern 

for the welfare and the legal status of their children that may further loosen any patriotic bonds with 

the United Kingdom and Japan. For themselves and later for their children, the interviewees migrate 

wherever they can live and work with the least discrimination. 

 

Going Home? 

 

Sarah notes, ‘It’s part of my identity, you know, that Britain is the place where I come from.’ But it 

is not necessarily the place to which she will one day return. Although the interviewees are happy to 

be referred to as British and to call the country ‘home’ that does not mean they have any intention 

of returning. Indeed, if they migrated accidentally and displayed ambivalence about staying on, they 

are keeping their options very much open about where they will be in the future. For many, Japan 

remains that liminal space, a stepping stone to somewhere else. 

 

I would say yes, I’m fairly settled. I don’t know where I’ll end up retiring but that’s another 

story and that’s not going to be for a while yet so I don’t really think about it … I’ve never 

actually said, ‘Oh, I’m going to stay here for twenty years.’  It’s just gone from year to year. 

(Sarah) 

 

I would really prefer to work in the States but I don’t have a green card so, my first choice 

was a couple of American cities or California and I’ve been looking for work there. (Gail) 

 

Who knows? We've talked about if we left Japan where would we go but [my Japanese 

husband] would only consider England or Britain. I'm like, what about Australia or America 

or Canada? (Alison) 

 

I think that if my husband is able to get a job transfer to England then we'll do that. (Karen) 
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[Is Japan your home?] No, because there’s always been that little bit of doubt that, because 

all of my aims there’s always been, oh I’m doing this because I want to go to Australia or 

I’m doing this because of something else. (Laura) 

 

I still don’t think I’ll be here permanently. (Alisha) 

 

But I did always say to my husband, ‘You know, I'm happy living in Japan now but you need 

to know that I might wake up one day and not be. And I can't foresee when that will be and I 

can't foresee that it will definitely happen but I know that it's a possibility. I might just wake 

up one day and say I need to be with my people.’ (Rhona) 

 

Several interviewees suspect they may have left it too late to go home. Researchers note the 

tendency of migrants to move repeatedly to and from home (as many of the interviewees have 

indeed done) or to migrate and then keep moving. McCann and Sheppard (2007) note that women 

who migrate regionally to attend university are more likely to migrate again for work. Hammerton 

and Thomson (2005) refer to the Ten Pound Poms who returned home from Australia but then 

couldn’t settle as ‘return migrants’. Collings (2011) and Butler and Richardson (2103) call repeat 

migrants ‘expat junkies’.  

 

I think deciding to stay in Japan after the Jet programme kind of limited my choice in going 

back and being British because even if I go back to England, and I go back and get a job 

and we do move there I’m not a regular British person any more. I’ve lived abroad too long 

and seen too many other ways of doing things that I’m never going to be the same again. 

(Laura) 

 

As the writer Tom Wolfe noted, ‘You can’t go home again.’ 

 

Situating British female migrants within the field of migration studies 

 

Situating the migration experiences and identities of the interviewees within the wider field of 

migration research is problematic. In the first instance, research on gender and migration is ‘frozen 

and stalled’ (Donato, Enriquez and Llewellyn 2017, pp. 1) while regional studies of predominantly 

white expatriate communities (Singapore, Dubai and Hong Kong) focus almost exclusively on male 

elites.  
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Where the interviewees best fit is within the research area of skilled female migration, a neglected 

area but one which encompasses women from all regions both developed and developing. It is 

worth repeating that women comprise 48% of all international migrants and increasingly, these 

migrants are skilled (with professional training) and highly-skilled (with tertiary level 

qualifications). What this study suggests is that due to continuing gender biases they migrate in 

search of professional careers that may be denied them in their home countries. Furthermore, this 

chapter suggests that the interviewees primarily identify not in terms of their nationality but as 

highly-skilled women and, being less patriotic than, say, male elite expatriates who have a vested 

and status-bound interest in maintaining strong links with their home country, are fully prepared to 

go wherever they can find fulfilling careers - a gendered brain drain – and a less discriminatory 

society for their children. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Based on such a limited sample set of interviewees it is not possible to make sweeping 

generalizations. However, this small-scale oral history project does suggest that the migration 

experiences of the women in this study have been somewhat conditioned by their home and host 

societies’ biases towards their gender. Migrating ‘accidentally’ in search of career opportunities and 

the freedoms of travel, they arrived in Japan with little thought as to the limitations of its patriarchal 

society, yet issues such as workplace harassment and maternity bullying were faced with stoicism 

and the knowledge that women continue to face these and worse situations the world over.  

 

There is also a sense that such experiences will prove temporary. For the accidental migrants Japan 

represents a liminal space, a place where they are received as temporary ‘guests’ and which many 

perceive as a stepping stone on a longer journey which may end with their eventual return home or, 

more likely, migration to a third country. This may happen time and again as the women move in 

and out of Japan for work, for marriage or for the education of their children. Even those women 

who are married to Japanese men and may never move away permanently have established 

transnational lifestyles, maintaining links with family, owning property outside Japan, and even 

working for foreign companies. 

 

The gender biases and inequalities which led directly or indirectly to their migration continue to 

operate both within Japan and in every country in the world. Consequently, the women continue to 

renegotiate their national, legal and gendered identities for themselves and for their children.  
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Edward Said stated, ‘The Orient is watched … the European, whose sensibility tours the Orient, is a 

watcher, never involved, always detached’ (Said, 1978 pp. 103). Yet the obvious conclusion of this 

study is that the interviewees have not remained detached. They work at Japanese companies, they 

have married into the culture and they are raising half-Japanese children. Much as Said’s Orient is 

watched, women all over the world continue to be watched, objects of the male gaze and subject to 

its stereotypical views and prejudicial attitudes. Writer Angela Carter wrote that in Japan she ‘learnt 

what it is to be a woman and became radicalised’ (1982, pp. 28). In moving to Japan, the 

interviewees have found themselves in another patriarchal society, yet have learned to operate 

within it and to make it their home. They remain marginalised figures, but then it was partly their 

marginalisation within their home country – particularly from gender-biased job markets – that 

prompted their departures. 

 

Areas for future research 

 

This research project is continuing. It focuses on interviewee’s lives in transition, with accom-

panying narratives that tell only half the story. For most of the interviewees, Japan represents a 

liminal destination, a way station on the road to somewhere else. This is not to say that they will 

definitely leave Japan. Indeed, during their interviews it began to dawn on some of the women that 

they would not. ‘When I came I didn’t necessarily think I’m going to be here for life but it kind of 

looks more and more likely’ (Fiona). But more women do leave than stay on and further research 

needs to be carried out on what happens when women do leave – both the long-stayers and those 

who move on relatively quickly. Where do they go? What do they do?  How does time spent in a 

host society affect their future lives and careers? Do their migration experiences provide them with 

the hoped-for advantage in employment markets? Indeed, these are research questions that need to 

be asked of all skilled female migrants if a clearer, more balanced picture of global migration is to 

emerge.  

 

In term of migration to Japan, research on those who initially arrived as Jet programme participants 

would be especially enlightening. Jet is labelled a ‘cultural exchange’ programme in the expectation 

that ex-Jets may seek work in a Japan-related field and promote Japanese culture back home. Does 

this in fact occur, and is there any gender disparity in this continuing engagement with Japan? In 

this context, expanding the research area to include solo male migrants to Japan – Jet programme 

participants and those who are employed at private eikaiwa – could provide a more complete 

picture of western migration to Japan.  


