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Abstract 

The post war period in Japan saw the gradual emergence of a new middle-class, where 
husbands were expected to follow the Salaryman ideal, and women were expected to become 
full-time housewives. It was during this particular period when the Sengyo Shufu came to 
wider prominence and became the hegemonic form of femininity in Japan. However, the 
implementation of the 'Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1985', coupled together with 
the burst of the economic bubble in the early 1990's, paved the way for the emergence of the 
Career Woman - a lifestyle which is steadily becoming an attractive alternative for many 
young Japanese women (Nikkei, 2018). It has been the aim of this particular study to 
determine whether or not the Career Woman has ultimately replaced the traditional Sengyo 
Shufu as the hegemonic form of femininity within Japan. The findings from this study 
suggest that, although many women are opting to work longer and start a family later on in 
their lives, the Sengyo Shufu lifestyle has not been replaced by that of the Career Woman. 
Instead, the government's ineffective utilisation of gender equality legislations, and a lack of 
acceptance from male superiors in the workplace, have pushed many young Japanese women 
away from full-time office-based employment. Furthermore, the persistent societal view in 
regards to the importance of marriage and motherhood, coupled together with the idea of 
'doing as my mother did', has strengthened the position of the Sengyo Shufu, to the point 
where most of the participants of this study still consider it to be the ultimate goal. 
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1. Introduction 

The term 'hegemonic femininity' was first introduced by Pyke and Johnson (2003) at the turn 
of the century. Both authors state that there is no single form of femininity present in any 
given time or place. Instead, they argue that there are multiple forms of femininity which 
differ depending on various social factors. Some of these factors include; "race, class, 
sexuality, and age" (Pyke and Johnson, 2003, p.35). In addition to this, the dominant form of 
femininity in a particular location is often referred to as "hegemonic", and any alternative 
forms of femininity are usually referred to as "subordinate" (Smitsmans, 2014, p.5).  

Studying about the various theories and issues that relate to hegemonic femininity is 
academically relevant. This is because, it only through exploring these various factors that we 
are able to understand the social model that all women within a particular nation have to 
position themselves in line with, by either embracing, or openly rejecting the ideal form of 
womanhood. According to Foo (2010, p.3), the pressure for women to conform to the "ideal 
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images of womanhood" is quite high. She then goes further to state that, women who ignore 
or fail to conform to these standards are "vulnerable of becoming an outcast from normality, 
desirability and femininity" (Foo, 2010, p.3). In addition to this, changes in hegemonic 
femininity can have policy-implications. For example, the government may have to improve 
child care policies, or they may have to create more favourable conditions for female 
workers.  

In regards to the context of Japan, post WW2, the Sengyo Shufu (professional housewife) role 
came to wider prominence in the country. So much so in fact that it was eventually 
established as the hegemonic form of femininity within the country, opposite to the male 
Salaryman ideal (Vogel, 2012). However, the implementation of the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Act of 1985, along with the burst of the economic bubble in the early 1990's, 
paved the way for the emergence of the Career Woman - an alternative form and lifestyle of 
femininity which has steadily been gaining momentum over the last few decades (Nikkei, 
2018).  

It has been the aim of this particular study to determine whether or not the Career Woman 
has ultimately replaced the traditional Sengyo Shufu as the hegemonic form of femininity 
within Japan. In order to answer this particular research question, there are several sub-
questions that need to be addressed. These sub-questions are as follows:  

1. What do the words Sengyo Shufu and Career Woman mean to the participants in the 
research?  

2. Do either of these lifestyles appeal to the participants in the research? 
3. What future did the participants in the research aspire for before starting work, and has 

this now changed? 
 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Position of Women in Pre-war Japan 

According to Hsia and Scanzoni (1996), the women of Japan have often been portrayed as 
being passive, submissive and subordinate in comparison to their male counterparts. 
Nevertheless, there were certain historical periods in which Japanese women enjoyed various 
pockets of freedom. Several historical records have even suggested that there have been a 
handful of female empresses who have previously ruled the country (Tsurumi, 1981 and Kim, 
2019).Following on from this, during the Heian period literature texts written by female 
authors, such as Murasaki Shikibu who wrote the Tale of Genji, and Sei Shonagon who 
authored The Pillow Book, were widely acknowledged and celebrated (Koyama, 1961). 
Gastineau (2015) goes further to state that some of the most prolific female figures in 
Japanese history were active during the Heian period.  

However, after the introduction and gradual acceptance of Buddhist teachings and 
Confucianism from China via the Korean Peninsula, saw the social position of Japanese 
women deteriorate quite drastically (Karaoğlu, 2018). These thoughts and ideals that had 
been imported from the western part of the Orient strongly supported the segregation of the 

3 
 

two genders. It provided moral and spiritual backing for males - who were considered to be 
both physically and mentally superior - whilst on the other hand it generally viewed females 
in a less positive light (Germer et al., 2014). As a result, by the early eighteenth century 
women's roles became largely limited to the domestic sphere (Immamura, 1996). This change 
in the view of women greatly increased the gap between the two genders, and also had a 
significant impact on Japan's customs, manners and laws. An example of a law that 
showcased the differences in societal attitudes towards males and females within the borders 
of Japan, concerned the demise of one's spousal partner. In the case of spousal death, by law 
women were obligated to dress in traditional mourning garments for at least thirteen months. 
In addition to this, they were also required to abstain from all activities that were considered 
to be impure, such as gambling or any sexual activities, for a minimum of fifty days. In 
contrast to this, following the passing of their wife, it was sufficient enough for a husband to 
wear mourning garments for a minimum of three months. Also, a husband was only required 
to abstain from all impure activities for only twenty days (Clement, 1903).     

The influence of Confucianism rapidly expanded throughout society as Japan entered the Edo 
period (1603 AD - 1867 AD) - also referred to as the Tokugawa period (Tsurumi, 2000). It 
was during this particular era where the Tokugawa regime saw the establishment of the 
hierarchical class system. Four classes were recognised in this feudal regime; the warrior 
class (Samurai) - that made up the top strata of society, followed by the artisans, farmers and 
merchants - all of whom occupied lower positions (Narayan, 2016). Broadbridge (1974) goes 
further to suggest that mobility between the four classes was generally frowned upon and 
largely discouraged. In regards to the position of women during the Edo period, their roles 
were usually limited to the four walls of the household. In fact, they were mostly ignored to 
the point where they were not even recognised in this Tokugawa feudal order (Germer et al., 
2014). Commoners were also expected to mirror their daily lives to that of the warrior class. 
This was especially true in regards to the behaviours of both men and women in a societal 
setting, and a husband and wife in a domestic setting (Hsia and Scanzoni, 1996). 
Furthermore, women were forbidden to participate in the creation of feminine discourse 
during this period, yet were still expected to conform to the prescribed rules that had been 
thrust upon them (Griswold, 1995). However despite this fact, it is important to remember 
that the degree to which each person adopted these so-called warrior class ideals, tended to 
differ depending on one's social class. Generally, members of the upper tiers of society had 
an affinity for embracing gender distinctions more thoroughly and willingly. In contrast to 
this, members of the lower ranks of society were less inclined than their hierarchal superiors 
to do this (Germer et al., 2014). This view is backed up by Koyama (1961, p.10), who then 
goes further to state that "persons of the lower classes or those living in the remote 
countryside, observed the norm of distinction between male and female with less strictness".  

The collapse of the Tokugawa Shogunate paved the way for the Meiji Restoration (1868 AD 
- 1889 AD). This new era was commonly viewed as a liberation of the Japanese people from 
the constraints of feudalism. In a more broader context however, the Meiji Restoration came 
to be identified as an era of major political, social and economic change - the combination of 
which led to a more modern and Westernised Japan (Horie, 1952 and Sakata and Hall, 1956). 
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In addition to this, this particular time period witnessed the unprecedented economic growth 
of the country - where the economy actually reached heights that had previously been 
unheard of in Asia (Narayan, 2016). However, although the country went through several 
major changes and significant growth, Tsurumi (2000) argues that in regards to the role of 
women, there was no substantial changes in behaviours or attitudes. Furthermore, during the 
Meiji era, nation-wide compulsory education for all children regardless of gender was 
introduced. Despite this fact, it has been suggested that the education that was given to male 
children was far superior to the education that was given to female children (Hsia and 
Scanzoni, 1996 and Tsurumi, 2000). Following on from this, at the turn of the twentieth 
century Japan held a general election that was based on the notion of  'universal suffrage'. Yet 
in reality, this 'universal suffrage' excluded women and was reserved exclusively for men 
(Nolte, 1986). An active feminist movement rose within the borders of the country as a direct 
result of this exclusion. However, this movement ended quite abruptly after a few years as 
WWII broke out, and Japan was organising itself to become a war like state (Koyama, 1961 
and Germer et al., 2014).  

2.2 The Establishment of the Sengyo Shufu as the Hegemonic Form of Femininity  

The immediate post-war period saw the gradual emergence and growth of a "new middle 
class" (Vogel, 2012, p.687). During this period, husbands were expected to follow the 
Salaryman ideal. This particular ideal stipulated that men should acquire life-time 
employment at a large corporation, and that they should be rewarded for their work and 
loyalty with promotions and income based on their level of seniority (Jolivet, 2004 and 
Dasgupta, 2012). It was also during this particular period where the Japanese government 
heavily promoted the role of the Sengyo Shufu (professional housewife) as the hegemonic 
form of femininity within the country. It was here where women were expected to get 
married, have children and become full-time Sengyo Shufu. This specific form of femininity 
that had been socially designated for women was usually incorporated into the traditional 
household system (also referred to as the 'ie system'). Within this particular system, multiple 
generations and the extended family all lived together. In addition to this, various labour 
related tasks were strictly divided between the sexes, and these Sengyo Shufu were largely 
responsible for the care of the family and of the daily running of the household (Vogel, 2012 
and Germer et al., 2014). However, having said this, according to Sakata (2013) as career 
opportunities for women broaden and with less emphasise on these gendered roles especially 
from the younger members of Japanese society, this traditional image of the household 
system has largely faded from view and is not as popular as it once used to be.  

According to Fujita (1989), despite being dignified with the term 'professional' in their title, 
the Sengyo Shufu were in fact simply subservient to their husbands and mothers-in-laws. This 
is backed up by Ueno (1987, p.80), who goes further to state that this use of the term 
'professional housewife' is "semantically redundant", because there is nothing professional 
about a housewife and her duties. It could be suggested that these post-war ideals and values 
in regards to the division of labour that were present in Japan, were visibly gendered. They 
were initially created on the assumption that men would be in charge of productive roles, and 
women would be responsible for more reproductive roles (Macnaughtan, 2015). Additionally, 
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this method which was used to divide labour was in a sense created to obtain commitment 
and loyalty from a strong and powerful male dominated workforce which had stable 
employment, whilst simultaneously making use of women in more domestic-related and 
support roles (Shizuko, in Germer et al., 2014 and Nishimura, 2016). 

In regards to the establishment of the Sengyo Shufu as the hegemonic form of femininity 
within Japan, several post-war scholars have tended to analyse the position of women through 
the use of 'Social Role Theory' - hereon referred to as SRT (Hesselbart, 1981; Nicholson, 
1994 and Mitchell, 2004). Originally created by Eagly and Wood (2012), SRT is grounded in 
the supposition that all human beings are socially identified as either male or female, and thus 
"occupy different ascribed roles within social structures and tend to be judged against 
divergent expectations for how they ought to behave" (Shimanoff, 2009, no page). Eagly and 
Wood's (2012) theoretical framework upholds the view that, gender similarities and 
differences between men and women within a specific nation state, are based upon both 
societal stereotypes and biological differences. Therefore, because women are generally 
portrayed as being sensitive, co-operative, and more weaker physically compared to the 
opposite sex, they are considered to be better suited for more expressive and emotional roles 
that tend to emphasise nurturing, such as in nursing or child care. On the other hand, men 
tend to be viewed as more aggressive, stoic and dominant, and are therefore assigned more 
instrumental roles that emphasise leadership, such as in business or politics (Eagly and 
Wood, 2012). Nemoto (2012) goes further to suggest that post WWII, the social roles within 
Japan have been divided in such a way that within a family context, it is likely that men will 
continue their position as main breadwinner, while women will retain the role of primary 
caretaker and homemaker.    

Currently, around 28.4% of full-time working Japanese women leave their jobs after 
childbirth, in order to become full-time Sengyo Shufu (Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare, 2017). Although this figure has decreased from previous years, it is still high 
compared to other industrial countries. For example, in the U.K. around 17% of women leave 
employment after childbirth, and in Sweden this figure stands at approximately 11% (Smith, 
2019, and OECD.org, 2020). In addition to this, in her study regarding full-time Japanese 
housewives, Zhou (2019) has identified eleven main reasons as to why previously employed 
Japanese women decide to become Sengyo Shufu after giving birth (refer to Figure 1). In her 
findings, Zhou (2019) concludes that motherhood plays an important part in the lives of many 
Japanese women, to the point where they would much rather concentrate all of their efforts 
on childrearing, as opposed career progression.  
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Figure 1 - Japanese Women's' Main Reasons For Becoming Sengyo Shufu (Source: Zhou, 
2019, p.7) 

To this day SRT plays a decisive role within the borders of Japan, to the point where it can 
actually have an effect on the day to day lives of the individuals within the country. In 
regards to females, the notions of marriage and motherhood are still considered to be a 
fundamental part of a Japanese woman's identity, and certain government officials still 
remain adamant on the preservation of the ryousai-kenbo ideal (Condon, 1985; Mitchell, 
2004 and Nemoto, 2012). According to Shizuko (in Germer et al., 2014, p.86), the "ryousai-
kenbo" or "good wife, wise mother" ideal of Japanese women's education, first appeared 
within the country in the late nineteenth century. This particular concept was considered to 
justify and validate the way in which labour tasks and employment were divided based on 
gender, so that "men work while women do housework and raise children" (Sakamoto, 2014, 
p.159).  

Several Japanese scholars have used the ryousai-kenbo conceptual framework to both analyse 
the historical progression of females within the country, and to understand the day-to-day 
experiences and behaviours of Japanese women in a more local context (Uno, 1993; Iwao, 
1993 and Immamura, 1996). Within her work, Iwao (1993) indicates that the ryousai-kenbo 
ideal was used as a moral tool by the Japanese government, in order to establish the Sengyou 
Shufu as the hegemonic form of femininity within the country. However having said this, this 
particular concept was not unique only to Japan as it actually existed in several other western 
countries as well (Nishimura, 2016). Despite this fact, Izuhara (2000) has suggested that the 
persistence of the ryousai-kenbo ideal from the post-war period to the present day in Japan, 
has been largely responsible for the resilience of the Sengyo Shufu as the hegemonic form of 
femininity within the country. Furthermore, Sakamoto (2014) states that the ryousai-kenbo 
ideal has become too heavily ingrained within Japanese society, to the point that regardless of 
their prior aspirations, after marriage and childbirth, the main priority for a Japanese woman 
will always be her family. This is backed up by Oi (2015, no page), who states that even 
though the number of Japanese women in full-time employment has been increasing in the 
last few decades, Japan still remains "a nation of housewives". It could therefore be suggested 
that the Sengyo Shufu form of hegemonic femininity, is unlikely to be replaced by any 
alternative forms of womanhood in the foreseeable future.   
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2.3 The Emergence of the Career Woman  

During the 1980's, the Japanese employment system and business model became a popular 
area of research for many international scholars (Kambayashi and Kato, 2009). In addition to 
this, it was also during this particular period when the Career Woman way of life first started 
making a more public appearance, and was socially acknowledged as an alternative lifestyle 
to that of the traditional Sengyo Shufu (Roberts, 2016). Aronsson (2020, p.574) defines a 
Career Woman as a female who has rejected the traditional family oriented lifestyle, and has 
instead invested all of her time and effort into "crafting a socially accepted professional" 
identity in the workplace. Following on from this, in 1985 the Japanese government 
implemented the Equal Employment Opportunity Law - hereon referred to as EEOL. This 
particular law encouraged, but did not compel, employers to treat both male and female 
workers as equals. It also prohibited any discriminatory behaviours or treatments towards 
women in the workplace, it attempted (very weakly) to improve the working conditions of 
female employees, and to a certain extent, it also indirectly encouraged more female students 
to undertake university level education (Uno, 1993; Imamura, 1996, and Assmann, 2014).  

There has been much widespread agreement amongst scholars that the implementation of the 
EEOL in Japan was largely for show, and it was passed in the country mostly in response to 
international pressure, rather than due to a shift in Japanese values (Izuhara, 2000 and Gelb, 
2002). However having said this, different scholars have different views as to the impact of 
the EEOL on the role of women in Japan. On the one hand, Molony (1995, p.270) argues that 
the implementation of the EEOL has enabled professional working women, such as the 
Career Woman, to become a "symbol of contemporary Japanese womanhood". This is 
backed up by Gelb (2002), who states that an increasing number of young Japanese women 
are now opting to pursue four year university degree courses, in order to increase their 
chances of becoming full-time Career Women in the future. However on the other hand, 
Tipton (2004) argues that although the EEOL has provided a number of women with equal 
opportunities to men in the employment environment, the majority of female workers in 
Japan have largely been ignored. This view is mirrored by Brasor (2017), who goes further to 
state that while the number of women undertaking four year university degree courses has 
been increasing, the number of female students who actually go on to pursue ground-breaking 
careers in say business or science, is fairly low. 

Following on from this, prior to the turn of the century, advertisements depicting a new, 
fresh, modern type of female started to appear. An example of this can be seen below in 
Figure 2. In contrast to the more dominant form of femininity, which promoted motherhood 
and held filial piety in high regards, this particular advertisement suggests that full-time 
female employees, such as the Career Woman, were instead rapidly increasing in popularity. 
Molony (1995) goes further to suggest that this particular image of the woman in the 
advertisement, is openly rejecting the set biological stereotypes that have often been 
associated with SRT, through its depiction of the "Oyaji Girl". An Oyaji Girl can be 
described as a woman who is 'one of the boys'. She tends to live a similar life to that of an 
everyday Salaryman, and she also takes up "middle-aged male pastimes such as playing golf 
and going to panchinko parlors and race tracks" (Miller, 2004, p.227). It has been suggested 
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Figure 1 - Japanese Women's' Main Reasons For Becoming Sengyo Shufu (Source: Zhou, 
2019, p.7) 
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that the creators of this particular image appear to accept and approve of the entry of young 
women into professional roles of employment (Javaid, 2016).  

However, having said this, this image also suggests that in order for a professional working 
woman to be accepted in her male dominated workplace, she must essentially "become 
manlike in the process" (Molony, 1995, p.270). Such behaviours were also recorded in 
Burgess et al.'s (2005) study of women workers in Australian industrial manufacturing 
companies. Burgess et al. found that female employee's tended to act more like the opposite 
gender in order to gain a sense of comradeship with male colleagues. This particular method 
of 'becoming a man' can clearly be seen in Figure 2. For example, the Oyaji Girl in the image 
is posing using quite a manly stance. Her hair is also wild and unkempt, which is in contrast 
to the straight and smooth hair that is often considered as being feminine in Japan. She is also 
drinking from a bottle of what appears to be some sort of alcoholic drink, which suggests that 
she usually partakes in after work drinking parties - an event that is usually undertaken by 
Salarymen. Furthermore, her white shirt and briefcase are also reminiscent of the typical 
Salaryman attire (Molony, 1995).           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 - The "Oyaji Girl" - The characters in the bubble at the top of the page translate 
to "Oyaji Girl", while the characters in the box above the caricature's head translate to 

"Increasingly Rapid" (Molony, 1995. p.269) 

2.4 Women in the Workplace 

Career Women usually work in male-dominated environments (Aronsson, 2020). A study 
conducted by Lebra (1981, p.303) in regards to the career opportunities of women in male-
dominated workplaces found that, women in these situations are forced to comply and adhere 
to "Japanese cultural values and norms which are clearly biased for 'career men'". Although 
this study was conducted almost forty years ago, Roberts (2016) states that it is still relevant 
in the present context. This is because stereotypical and biased gender views and opinions 
that are usually related to SRT still exist within the country. In January 2014, in order to 
combat this particular mindset, the Japanese government under the then leadership of Abe 
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Shinzo, attempted to promote more parity between men and women through the use of 
various 'Womenomics' policies (Assmann, 2014).  

Modelled after his well-known 'Abenomics' framework, the term 'Womenomics' referred to 
Abe's rather ambitious plan to boost the number of female employees, in both Japan's labour 
force and within its government (Hasunuma, 2015). The then Prime Minister urged 
companies to increase the number of women workers in senior positions to 30% by the year 
2020, and also insisted that firms appoint at least one female member to their board of 
directors (Osawa and Kingston, 2015). Currently, nearly 71% of the entire female population 
of Japan are in some form of employment (refer to Figure 3). This has risen sharply in the 
last three decades, to the point where Japan's female labour participation rates have surpassed 
both the US and the Euro zone (Okuda, 2019, and Goldman Sachs, 2019). However, 56% of 
these women are in some form of temporary or part-time employment (refer to Figure 4), and 
only around 15% represent the number of women in senior and leadership positions (Catalyst, 
2019; Statistics Bureau, 2019; Goldman Sachs, 2019, and World Economic Forum, 2020). 
These figures are even more dismal when referring to the number of women in the Japanese 
Diet. Currently, women make up 10.2% of the lower house and 20.7% of the upper house 
(Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2019, and World Economic Forum, 2020). It could therefore be 
argued that despite rallying his support for female empowerment both domestically and 
internationally, Abe's 'Womenomics' did not live up to all of its promises and hype (Kingston, 
2013, and Okuda, 2019).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Female Labour Participation Rate in Japan, the US and the Euro Zone 
(Goldman Sachs, 2019, p.8) 
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Figure 4 - The Number of Japanese Women in Part-time Employment (Goldman Sachs, 
2019, p.9) 

Following on from this, Macnaughtan (2015, p.3) states that "over the course of their working 
life cycle Japanese men and women work in significantly different patterns". Within Japan, 
male employment tends to take the shape of an inverted 'U' pattern (refer to Figure 7), 
whereas female employment tends to follow the 'M' curve pattern (refer to Figure 8). In 
regards to the inverted 'U' pattern, male labour participation rates within Japan are quite high, 
as 95% of men between the ages of 25-60 are in some form of employment. Additionally, the 
'M' curve suggests that the number of women in the Japanese workforce has gradually been 
increasing - especially for women between the ages of 25-29, and after the age of 35 
(Shambaugh et al., 2017, and JIPLT, 2017). In a study conducted on behalf of the OECD, 
Jones and Seitani (2019) suggest that in regards to female labour participation rates, the 'M' in 
the curve is steadily flattening out. This is backed up by Macnaughtan (2015), who states that 
this 'flattening out' of the curve is mainly due to the fact that a growing number of Japanese 
women are either choosing not to marry and have children at all, or they are simply putting 
off marriage and childbirth until later on in their lives. While authors such as Kawata and 
Naganuma (2010) and Yazaki and Gatayama (2017) claim that these results go forth to 
emphasise that the demand for female labour is on the rise, Clark et al. (2010) and Nishimura 
(2016) disagree. Instead, they argue that these results highlight the underlying gender and 
societal related issues that exist within the borders of the country. These issues include a lack 
of availability for maternity leave, the high maintenance costs associated with child care, and 
a general lack of acceptance and understanding from male colleagues and superiors in the 
workplace (Clark et al., 2010, and Nishimura, 2016).          
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Figure 7 - The Inverted 'U' Pattern of Male Employment Within Japan (Macnaughtan, 
2015, p.4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 - The 'M' Curve Pattern of Female Employment Within Japan (Sakuma, 2018, 
p.6) 

 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Constructivist Grounded Theory  

'Constructivist Grounded Theory' (hereon referred to as CGT), has been employed as the 
overarching methodology for this particular study. According to Charmaz (2006, p.130), 
CGT "places priority on the phenomena of study and sees both data and analysis as created 
from shared experiences and relationships with participants". Following on from this, CGT 
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rejects notions of objectivity, and instead assumes that people create and maintain individual 
realities in a given time and place, which may not necessarily fit into any single external 
reality (Kuper et al., 2008). Given that this particular study aims to identify whether or not 
there have been any changes to the hegemonic form of femininity within Japan, and also 
hopes to understand the experiences and opinions of working women within the country, it is 
understandable that each participant will have an individual reality that may not necessarily 
fit into any single external reality. Therefore, CGT has been deemed as the most appropriate 
approach for this study.  

3.2 Sampling and Recruitment 

Initially, 10 participants were approached to take part in this study. Each of the participants 
were primarily selected based on their gender, age, occupation and the fact that they were in 
full-time employment. Participants were also secondarily selected based on their marital 
status and whether or not they had any offspring. These selections were used in order to 
obtain a large range of opinions and experiences. Of these 10 participants, 7 agreed to partake 
in the study, with the other 3 having to withdraw due to other commitments. Despite these 
obstacles, the final data sample that was collected in regards to the hegemonic form of 
femininity within Japan, provided a large variety of rich data.  

[A summary table of the final interviewee sample has been included in Appendix 1] 

3.3 Data Collection  

Initially I aimed to collect the data through face-to-face online interviews via Skype. 
However, the individual schedules of each participant and the short time frame in which I had 
to conduct the interviews, made it difficult to set out an appropriate date and time that was 
suitable for both myself and each participant. Therefore, it was decided that the data would 
ultimately be collected through semi-structured interviews that were to be conducted via 
email. I decided to conduct the email interviews in Japanese as 1) my Japanese reading and 
writing skills are much more advanced than my conversational abilities, and 2) I wanted the 
participants to have a more relaxed atmosphere where they could express themselves 
naturally.  

[The interview questions for this study can be found in Appendix 2]  

4. Findings  

4.1 Meaning of the Words Sengyo Shufu and Career Woman 

Sengyo Shufu  

During the interviews, I asked each of the participants whether or not they were familiar with 
the term Sengyo Shufu, and what it meant to them. Yu for example said the following about 
what the Sengyo Shufu meant to her: 

"She is graceful, caring and strong...strong as in not physically strong but mentally...and emotionally 
too. She lives in an urban area with her husband and two children. She spends most of her day doing 
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household chores, looking after her children, and waiting for her husband to return home from work. 
She also spends her free time mingling with other housewives who live in the same neighbourhood, 
gossiping about their spouses and in-laws." 

It is interesting that Yu mentions 'strength' as a character trait, as it is somewhat at odds with 
the sensitive and docile image that is often associated with the Sengyo Shufu (Vogel, 2012). It 
is also quite intriguing that she does not mention the extended family at all and instead refers 
to the Sengyo Shufu as living in a nuclear family, thereby disregarding the traditional ie-
system.  

Yu was not the only one to mention this 'strength'. Kanako also mentioned it along with 
'independence':     

"The Sengyo Shufu is a housewife. She is a loving yet strong-willed woman who is in control of her 
household. She makes all of the decisions and no-one can question her...not even her husband. She 
maintains a level of independence by completing various tasks and errands by herself, and everyone in 
the family relies on her."  

While the traditional male breadwinner supports his family financially, in this case we could 
perhaps view the Sengyo Shufu as an important member of the household who supports her 
family mostly in spirit, and by simply being there. This particular view was also mirrored by 
Ayumi, who mentioned that her mother (who is a full-time housewife), can usually be found 
pottering around the house, and simply having her there provides a sense of stability and 
emotional relief for her and her sister. Following on from this, many of the participants 
expressed a strong dislike for the term Sengyo Shufu. They thought that it was an outdated 
word and generally preferred the term Shufu instead.        

Career Woman 

Based on the interviews, when I asked each of the participants for their definitions of a 
Career Woman, a clear pattern became visible in the answers that I received, to the point that 
they became almost predictable. When I asked Haruna what the term Career Woman meant 
to her, she provided me with an answer that was similar to that of almost all of the other 
participants: 

"It is a woman who prioritises her job over starting a family. Some of my upperclassmen from 
University have chosen this pathway."    

This idea of 'prioritising one's career over starting a family' is extremely important, and 
remained a consistent factor in all of the interviews. Another interesting point that I noticed, 
is that the majority of the participants never once mentioned themselves as being a Career 
Woman, and would instead use the words 'she' or 'they' when referring to them. The only 
exception to this point was Kotori, who openly referred to herself as a Career Woman:  

"We are not particularly interested in finding boyfriends, getting married or having children. We spend 
our youth studying so that we can get into a good University, put all our efforts into securing a well paid 
job at big company...and then aim for job promotions. This process requires time and consistency. In my 
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too. She lives in an urban area with her husband and two children. She spends most of her day doing 
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opinion, leaving this process after all of this hard work in order to get married and have children seems 
rather...what's the word...mudana (wasteful, pointless)."  

In her answer Kotori seems to be describing character traits that are often associated with the 
traditional Salaryman. When I questioned her in regards to this matter she replied:  

"There seems to be this idea that all women in Japan should aim at starting a family, and that only men 
should go out and work. I don't think it makes sense. People should be able to live as they like, 
regardless of their gender."  

Kotori's answer clearly indicates that she is annoyed with the stereotypical aspects of SRT 
that linger within Japanese society. However, she also later mentioned that she "wouldn't mind 
getting married" to a "likeminded person", as it would provide her with a sense of 
"companionship" later on in life.  

4.2 The Ideal Lifestyle  

Marriage and Motherhood 

Nearly all of the participants who were single (excluding Kotori), expressed a desire to get 
married and have either one or two children in the future. Additionally, there was a general 
consensus amongst the participants that around the age of thirty was the "best time for a woman 
to birth healthy and smart children" (as stated by Haruna).  

From the answers that I had received, it was interesting to observe that all of the participants 
saw the nuclear family as the ideal family structure. When I asked Reika about her future 
family related plans she responded:  

"I do want to get married in the next five years, preferably with someone from Japan. I would like to 
have two children. A boy and a girl would be nice. I grew up with four people in my family; my father, 
mother, younger brother and myself. I think that four was a good number."    

Much like Reika, many of the other participants gave a similar response. It seems that nearly 
all of them want to have a similar family environment that they themselves grew up in. When 
asked the same question, Kanako replied: 

"Yes, I would like to get married and have two children. My mother also had two children. When I was 
younger I wanted to get married at the age of twenty four. But I now think that around the age of thirty 
would be better, as I would be better off financially, and more mature mentally to be both a wife and a 
mother...One of my friends from high school got married early and had a child when she was twenty 
five. It seemed really difficult for her and her husband. They had no-one to ask for advice, as none of 
the people around them were in a similar situation."  

From her answer, it seems that Kanako (as well as many of the other participants) has given 
some serious consideration to her future. This process may have perhaps been spurred on by 
the reality of witnessing the struggles of her friend.   
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Female Employment  

As stated in the literature review chapter of this study, female employment in Japan tends to 
follow the 'M' curve pattern (refer to Figure 8), where women usually leave their job during 
the peak child-rearing years (Macnaughtan, 2015). One participant who did not follow this 
typical employment pattern was Minami, who is an elementary school teacher. When I asked 
her why she chose this particular career pathway she replied:  

"I am the oldest grandchild and was always surrounded by my younger cousins who lived in the same 
neighbourhood. I think that this started my love for children. There was even an elementary school near 
the house where I grew up...I always thought that the teachers there were really kakkoi (cool). After 
seeing them every day, I decided to become an elementary school teacher."   

Unlike any of the other participants, Minami is married and has a child. I asked her whether 
or not she had faced any difficulties when returning back to work after the birth of her 
offspring, she replied: 

"I didn't face any major difficulties per se. My boss is also a woman, so I think that she understood my 
situation and was very kind to me...my colleagues too. I was on maternity leave for around four months 
before returning back to work. I have some friends who used to be OL's (Office Ladies). They were all 
forced by their male bosses to quit their jobs after becoming pregnant. It's quite sad."   

Minami's reply suggests that having superiors in the workplace who are female, may perhaps 
lead to better and more prosperous employment conditions for women in the workplace. 
Furthermore, many of the respondents felt that their male superiors acted as a barrier, and that 
they hindered the acceptance and progression of their female employees. Ayumi for example 
said: 

"When I was a high school student, the Career Woman lifestyle appealed to me. I thought that this is 
what I want to become. But ever since I joined my company I started to receive a lot of pressure from 
my (male) department manager...I also find it difficult to interact with my male colleagues. I now think 
that perhaps it is best if I get married and become a housewife."  

When I asked Yu about her experiences at work, she answered:     

"My boss is a man in his fifties, and is very set in his old-fashioned ways. He believes that all women 
should focus on being wives and mothers. In my whole department, including myself there are two 
other women. Last year at the end of year company party my boss called us 'Christmas Cakes' (an 
unmarried woman who is over the age of twenty five, and is therefore considered past her prime) in 
front of all of our male colleagues. We felt so embarrassed...but we cheered ourselves up by going to 
karaoke afterwards."     

Despite her treatment in the workplace, Yu has stated that creating a sort of comradeship with 
the two other female employees in her department, has made her time at work bearable. She 
said that they all often go out to eat dinner after work, and two months ago they even went to 
a tap dancing class together. However, Yu also later stated that ten years into the future, she 
cannot see herself doing this same job.    
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4.3 Past, Present and Future  

Aspirations and Challenges 

I asked each participant what future they aspired for before starting work, and whether or not 
this had now changed. Although each of the answers were different in terms of where each 
participant would like to end up in the future, I noticed a common factor in all of the answers 
that I received. Regardless of their future job or lifestyle, all of the participants aimed for a 
future in which they had 'financial stability'. For example according to Haruna:  

"When I was younger I would often watch American sitcoms. All of the families in those sitcoms were 
large...I thought that I too wanted this for myself. But as I grew older I realised that this is not 
realistic...it is very expensive to have children in Japan. My boyfriend agrees too. We both recently 
decided to do a lot of overtime work in the next few years in order to save up a decent amount of 
money. We will then get married and have one child...After we have a child I don't plan on working 
full-time, so the money we save now will help us out then".    

When I questioned Haruna further on this particular matter, she stated that although she did 
not plan to work full-time, she still wanted to take up a part-time job at either a local cafe or 
supermarket after her child entered kindergarten. Haruna believed that in the long run it 
would be quite challenging to live off only one salary. Therefore she hoped that by obtaining 
a part-time job she would be able to maintain a sense of financial stability.  

Additionally, with the exception of both Kotori and Minami, all of the other participants also 
expressed an interest in working part-time in the future as opposed to full-time. Another 
example of this can be seen in Kanako's response: 

"As a mother, my main aim should be to look after my child...If I were to work full-time after having a 
child, I would feel like I was neglecting them in some way. I think that after my child turns three years 
of age, it should be alright for me to get a part-time job in the local neighbourhood to pass the time...that 
is what my mother did".  

Similar to what was previously discussed (in the Marriage and Motherhood subsection), it 
seems that many of the participants are aiming for a future that is similar to that of their 
mothers. Reika's answer also portrayed this. She told me that her mother worked part-time in 
a local clothing shop whilst raising her and her brother. She noticed that many women who 
worked in the local stores in her neighbourhood were all also mothers. Witnessing the 
happiness her mother received from working part-time and from making many mamatomo 
(mothers who are friends), has inspired Reika to follow in her mother's footsteps.  

5. Conclusion 

The objectives of this particular study were to explore whether or not alternative forms of 
womanhood, such as that of the Career Woman, would ultimately replace the Sengyo Shufu 
form of hegemonic femininity within Japan.  
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In regards to the initial research objective for this particular study, I asked each of the 
participants for their individual definitions for the words Sengyo Shufu and Career Woman. 
Whilst certain parts of the answers that I had received were fairly standard, other parts proved 
to be quite surprising. Firstly, when combining the accounts of each of the participants, the 
Sengyo Shufu can be defined in the following way; a woman who is married with two 
children, who lives in an urban condominium and adheres to the nuclear family lifestyle, who 
spends most of her day at home doing housework, who can independently complete tasks and 
errands on her own, and who is very involved in the upbringing of her children. Additionally, 
although the term itself was considered to be out-dated, it was generally described in a 
positive light, and nearly all of the participants saw this particular pathway as a respectable 
way of living. Moreover, the traditional 'ie-system' remained non-existent in all of the 
answers that I had received, which suggests that it is no longer a preferred living 
arrangement.    

Next, in terms of the Career Woman, whilst this particular word was not viewed in a negative 
way, I found it quite interesting that the participants, with the exception of Kotori, generally 
avoided referring to themselves using this specific term. Based on each of the answers that I 
had received, we arrive at the following definition of a Career Woman; an unmarried and 
child-less woman, who has a full-time office job at a company, who has completed four years 
of University education, who lives in an apartment, who commutes daily to the city centre, 
who goes out drinking with her colleagues after work, and whose fulfilment in life comes 
from career progression. This definition could further highlight the numerous similarities 
between the Career Woman and the Salaryman (Malony, 1995). 

This study's second research objective was focused on determining which of these two 
lifestyles the participants found more appealing. The answers from the interviews suggest 
that while the Career Woman lifestyle is considered to be attractive in the short-term, in the 
long-run the Sengyo Shufu way of life appears to be the ideal goal. This is because getting 
married and having children was still considered to be a top priority for many of the 
participants. This could perhaps emphasise that SRT still remains a heavily ingrained facet 
within the social structures of Japan. Additionally, many of the participants also described a 
future for themselves, whereby they were in some form of part-time employment, and where 
they had a certain level of financial stability. It is important to note here that all of the 
participants had a similar level of education. Therefore, in terms of their overall responses 
towards the particular topic, the general attitude towards the Sengyo Shufu lifestyle was 
positive. Furthermore, a consistent factor that continuously appeared throughout the 
interviews was this idea of 'doing as my mother did'. It seems that many of the participants' 
future aspirations were inspired by their mothers. This was to the point where they had 
actually made their own upcoming plans similar to what they had witnessed their mothers do 
when they were younger. Since their mothers were full-time housewives, many of the 
participants also aspired for such a future, and considered it to be ideal. This could further 
imply that if the participants' mothers were Career Women, perhaps this lifestyle may have 
been more appealing to them instead, and may even have become the norm.    
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Based on the answers that I had received in the interviews, it appears that the overall feelings 
of satisfaction in the workplace can vary depending on three different factors; one's 
occupation, the number of female colleagues present in one's workplace, and finally the 
gender of one's superior. Additionally, the results from the interviews suggest that, these 
three aspects sometimes played a large part in the participants' overall future aspirations, to 
the point where certain respondents actually altered their prospective plans because of them. 
Firstly, occupations that were not office related were generally discussed more positively. 
Also, having other female colleagues present in the workplace tended to evoke a sense of 
comradeship and in certain cases, made working more 'bearable'.   

In regards to the gender of one's superior, female leaders were considered to be more 
understanding and open-minded towards their female subordinates. A similar sort of 
phenomenon was found in a study conducted by Hilal (2015), whose research focused on 
female leadership in Malaysia. Hilal (2015) asserts that women in positions of authority are 
considered to be more efficient and affectionate. They are also regarded as being more 
accessible by their employees, and are more willing to collaborate with their subordinates 
regardless of gender. On the other hand, the findings from this study suggest that male 
superiors (who were mostly in their fifties), were seen as barriers in the workplace. This is 
largely due to the fact that they tended to possess out-dated and stereotypical views on 
gender. Moreover, this persistent lack of acceptance by male employers could perhaps 
emphasise a failure of both the Equal Employment Opportunity Law, and of Abe's 
'Womenomics' policies. This is backed up by Kingston (2013, p.16), who goes further to state 
that gender equality legislation within Japan is more of a "branding opportunity" for the 
government, which has been doomed to fail from day one, since the set policies are not 
actively and effectively pursued.    

Finally, there are numerous other directions that future studies relating to this particular topic 
can take. For example, researchers can choose to undertake a qualitative study focussing on 
the influences a female parent has on their child's future career choices. Or perhaps, because 
this study lacks the perspective of women in their forties and fifties, who have chosen the 
Career Woman pathway, obtaining information in regards to the opinions and experiences of 
this particular age group may allow for a wider perspective, and for a greater range of data to 
be collected and analysed.    
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6. Appendix 

6.1 Appendix 1: Final Interviewee Sample  

Preferred 
Name 

Age 
Bracket 

Gender Occupation  Area of 
Residence 

Relationship 
Status  

No. of 
Children 

Ayumi  20's Female Office Worker Kanto Single  0  
Haruna  30's Female Office Worker Kansai In a Relationship  0  
Kanako  20's Female Bank Employee Chubu Single 0  
Kotori  30's Female Office Worker Chugoku  Single 0 
Minami 30's Female Elementary 

School Teacher 
Kansai Married 1 

Reika  20's Female Office Worker  Kanto Single 0 
Yu  20's Female Office Worker Kanto Single 0 
 

6.2 Appendix 2: Interview Questions  

Introduction: (about 3 mins) 

Begin by discussing anonymity, the interviewee's name will not appear in the research if they 
wish, and they can use an alias if they prefer.  

Start by asking the following questions: 

- What name would you like to go by? 
- How old are you? 
- What is your occupation?  
- Why did you choose this occupation? 
- Did you go to University? 
- What was your major at University? 
- Why did you choose this major? 
- Where do you live? 
- Where are you originally from? 
- Are you married? 
- Do you have any children? 
 
Main Discussion: (about 10 mins) 

Introduce the Research Topic  

Let's begin by discussing a typical Japanese woman: 

- Can you describe a typical Japanese woman? 
- What does a typical Japanese woman mean to you? 
- Where does she live? (e.g. geographical area, apartment/mansion/house) 
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Based on the answers that I had received in the interviews, it appears that the overall feelings 
of satisfaction in the workplace can vary depending on three different factors; one's 
occupation, the number of female colleagues present in one's workplace, and finally the 
gender of one's superior. Additionally, the results from the interviews suggest that, these 
three aspects sometimes played a large part in the participants' overall future aspirations, to 
the point where certain respondents actually altered their prospective plans because of them. 
Firstly, occupations that were not office related were generally discussed more positively. 
Also, having other female colleagues present in the workplace tended to evoke a sense of 
comradeship and in certain cases, made working more 'bearable'.   

In regards to the gender of one's superior, female leaders were considered to be more 
understanding and open-minded towards their female subordinates. A similar sort of 
phenomenon was found in a study conducted by Hilal (2015), whose research focused on 
female leadership in Malaysia. Hilal (2015) asserts that women in positions of authority are 
considered to be more efficient and affectionate. They are also regarded as being more 
accessible by their employees, and are more willing to collaborate with their subordinates 
regardless of gender. On the other hand, the findings from this study suggest that male 
superiors (who were mostly in their fifties), were seen as barriers in the workplace. This is 
largely due to the fact that they tended to possess out-dated and stereotypical views on 
gender. Moreover, this persistent lack of acceptance by male employers could perhaps 
emphasise a failure of both the Equal Employment Opportunity Law, and of Abe's 
'Womenomics' policies. This is backed up by Kingston (2013, p.16), who goes further to state 
that gender equality legislation within Japan is more of a "branding opportunity" for the 
government, which has been doomed to fail from day one, since the set policies are not 
actively and effectively pursued.    

Finally, there are numerous other directions that future studies relating to this particular topic 
can take. For example, researchers can choose to undertake a qualitative study focussing on 
the influences a female parent has on their child's future career choices. Or perhaps, because 
this study lacks the perspective of women in their forties and fifties, who have chosen the 
Career Woman pathway, obtaining information in regards to the opinions and experiences of 
this particular age group may allow for a wider perspective, and for a greater range of data to 
be collected and analysed.    
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6. Appendix 

6.1 Appendix 1: Final Interviewee Sample  

Preferred 
Name 

Age 
Bracket 

Gender Occupation  Area of 
Residence 

Relationship 
Status  

No. of 
Children 

Ayumi  20's Female Office Worker Kanto Single  0  
Haruna  30's Female Office Worker Kansai In a Relationship  0  
Kanako  20's Female Bank Employee Chubu Single 0  
Kotori  30's Female Office Worker Chugoku  Single 0 
Minami 30's Female Elementary 

School Teacher 
Kansai Married 1 

Reika  20's Female Office Worker  Kanto Single 0 
Yu  20's Female Office Worker Kanto Single 0 
 

6.2 Appendix 2: Interview Questions  

Introduction: (about 3 mins) 

Begin by discussing anonymity, the interviewee's name will not appear in the research if they 
wish, and they can use an alias if they prefer.  

Start by asking the following questions: 

- What name would you like to go by? 
- How old are you? 
- What is your occupation?  
- Why did you choose this occupation? 
- Did you go to University? 
- What was your major at University? 
- Why did you choose this major? 
- Where do you live? 
- Where are you originally from? 
- Are you married? 
- Do you have any children? 
 
Main Discussion: (about 10 mins) 

Introduce the Research Topic  

Let's begin by discussing a typical Japanese woman: 

- Can you describe a typical Japanese woman? 
- What does a typical Japanese woman mean to you? 
- Where does she live? (e.g. geographical area, apartment/mansion/house) 
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- Who does she live with? (e.g. alone, with parents, with a partner, etc.)  
- What is her occupation? 
- Why do you think she chose this occupation? 
- What is her family situation? 
- What is her educational background? (e.g. did she go to university?) 
- What does she do in her free time? 
- Does this lifestyle appeal to you? Why/ Why not? 
 
Next, let's discuss about your experiences: 

- What were your ambitions before starting work? 
- How have these changed? 
- What age would you like to get married? Why? (If they answer that they do not want to get 
married, ask why?) 
- What age would you like to have children? Why? (If they answer that they do not want 
children, ask why?) 
- Do you think you will continue to work after marriage/having children? Why/ Why not? 
- Do you feel pressure to get married/have children/quit your job? (If so from who, e.g. 
parents, employers, society, etc.) 
- What does your mother do? (If she is a housewife, ask if she had worked previously) 
- Did she graduate University? 
- Do you think that your family want you to lead a similar lifestyle? 
- What do you think about the Sengyo Shufu? And do you know any? 
- What do you think about the Career Woman? And do you know any? 
 
Finally, we will discuss about the future of women in Japan: 

- In general, do you think that this view of women will change in Japan?/ Is it now changing 
in Japan? How so?  
- Do you think that the opinions of today's generation are different from that of the previous 
generation? How so? 
- What do you think about the future for women in Japan? 
- Do you think that Japanese women will still follow the Sengyo Shufu ideal? or will they 
choose something different? Why/ Why not? 
- Do you think that the Career Woman path will be more popular? Why/ Why not? 
 
Conclusion: (About 2 mins) 

Thank the interviewee. 
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