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The Making of Japan's New Working
C l a s s :  " F r e e t e r s "  a n d  t h e
Progression From Middle School to
the Labor Market

David H. Slater

This article is a modified and developed version
of a chapter from Social Class in Contemporary
Japan: Structures, Socialization and Strategies,
edited by Ishida Hiroshi and David H. Slater,
Routledge  2009.  For  a  brief  outline  of  the
book's arguments, please see Note 1A at the
end of the article.

Introduction: The "New Working Class" of
Urban Japan

Tomo was a first-year and Keiko a third-year
student  at  Musashino  Metropolitan  High
School,1 a working-class high school in western
Tokyo.  I  have  known  them  since  the  early
1990's, when I began working at their school.
Two snapshots from those first years illustrate
some features of  family  background,  survival
strategies,  and career trajectories.  These are
features that  they share with many working-
class  youth  all  over  Japan,  especially  in  the
urban  areas  where  public  schools  are  more
finely ranked and the labor market is larger,
but also more unstable and precarious. Part I of
sketches how class and culture are interrelated
within  the  context  of  Japanese  secondary
education. Part II focuses on the ways different
class  groups  navigate  the  transition  from
middle to high school. Part III focuses on the
sorts of orientations, goals, and strategies that

characterize school culture at Musashino High,
a  place  where  working-class  culture  takes
institutionalized  form  through  practice.  The
final  part  traces  these  young  people's
trajectories into the bottom rungs of the service
labor  market  and  into  their  new  status  as
"freeter."

Tomo's  mother  is  pleading  with  her  son's
teacher, trying to do what she can to keep her
son  in  high  school  despite  his  having  been
caught smoking, again. Tomo was very involved
in  his  middle  school  homeroom  and  club
activities, at least until the end. Now, having
failed  to  get  into  any  school  other  than
Musashino, he is in school but demoralized. He
has  been  caught  smoking  twice  before  and
suspended once for half a day. His tone varies
from  simmering  resentment  to  feigned
unconcern. He points out that there are almost
three smoking cases a day at this school, so his
getting caught only twice in the first year is not
so bad, “on the mathematical average.” While
bright, at Musashino High Tomo has stopped
following most of the lessons and is beginning
to  think  that  maybe  he  is  not  “cut  out  for”
school. His mother asks his teacher about his
participation  in  the  baseball  team,  a  widely
accepted index of school integration, especially
for  a  student  struggling  academically.  The
teacher turns to Tomo, who replies deadpan:
“Didn’t you know? Everyone has quit because
all  the teacher wants to do is drill.” (This is
true—the baseball team does not have enough
players  to  field  a  team.)  His  mother  has
reassured him that if  he would just come to
school, he could graduate and then maybe play
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baseball when he gets a job. Tomo’s reply to his
mother is a sarcastic indictment: “You mean, so
I  can get a job like Dad?” The teacher asks
Tomo’s mother about her husband’s job at the
discount  electrical  shop  in  the  area.  She
mumbles something, but in fact, she does not
know what sort of work Tomo’s father is doing
these days because, after he was laid off from
what was a temporary job anyway, he has not
lived with them for many months.

Like many working-class youths who end up at
Musashino,  Tomo is  somewhat bewildered at
how he got to this place or where to go from
here. The same is true for his mother. There is
no suspicion of anti-education culture in their
household  or  neighborhood,  and  his  mother
fully expects Tomo to graduate and get a job.
She believes in school as a way to secure a job
and a future. She makes another appeal: “But
Sensei, as his homeroom teacher, how do you
think it is best for Tomo to return to the regular
flow of the class,” a question that rests on the
assumption that success in high school relies
on, or at least begins with, one’s contribution to
the school as a moral community. The teacher
labors under no such illusions, as he takes out
the  school  rulebook  to  show  Tomo  and  his
mother  the  chart  that  clearly  show  the
punishment  for  missing  classes  or  breaking
ru les—three  suspens ions  and  then
withdrawal.2  Flustered,  his  mother  protests
that  this  is  premature.  “Tomo is  kicked  out
already?”  The  teacher  shakes  his  head  and
calmly replies, “I just wanted you to know how
students move through the school.” All three of
them stare blankly at the chart in the rule book.

A bike like the one Tomo first used. He
eventually began using a small motorcycle

when he increased his hours after
graduation.

Keiko was a senior when I first interviewed her
formally, and like most students who make it to
their  final  year  at  Musashino,  if  they  have
learned anything,  it  is  the art  of  survival  by
withdrawal  from the  school  as  a  social  and
emotional center (a lesson the struggling Tomo
had never learned by the time he dropped out).
She is averaging just above 30% on her term
tests from two classes, but as she points out,
there is really nothing to worry about:

School  is  fine.  I  stay  out  of  the
headlights  of  the  teachers  and  I
guess I  am not rude,  and also,  I
have  good  looks.  Let’s  face  it,  I
could be a fashion model if I were
not in school. I might be a model,
afterwards.  Anyway,  they  don’t
want to fail me. They don’t really
want  to  think  about  me  at  all.
Sometimes, a teacher will wake me
up in class, and ask why I am so
tired, and I say “homework.” This
is  funny  to  them,  big  laugh
because  everyone  knows  that  no
one is doing much homework here,
but what can they say? I can pass
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these tests, if I take them enough
times.

Keiko  was  never  part  of  the  school  routine,
even in middle school, when she spent her time
smoking and drinking with an older boyfriend.
Now, in high school, she works two part-time
jobs—one on the weekend at a neighborhood
fast-food restaurant where her mother used to
work before  she got  sick.  The other  is  at  a
place called “Twilight Snack,” a sort of hostess
bar where high school girls wear nice school
uniforms (not  from their  own schools),  serve
drinks and chat with the male customers (“and
nothing  else,”  as  she  points  out)  for  good
money between the end of school and 8 or 9
pm.  She  says  that  she  first  thought  of  this
because  her  father  worked  as  a  freelance
accountant in a similar place once. She does
not tell her mother about this job, because she
knows that she is treading close to the line of
respectability.  She  has  told  me  since  on  a
number  of  occasions  that  she  never  stays
overnight,  never misses the last  train (about
midnight), and never sleeps at her workplace
or in a club. She tells me that she knows some
other girls who end up in Ikebukuro (a Tokyo
entertainment  district)  all  night,  and  “you
never  know  what  happens  to  them.  They
usually  drop out  of  school  pretty  soon after.
That is not me. I always go home. I will be in
school until I graduate. I promised my mom.”

Tokyo snack bar

When Musashino students (both graduates and
the many who withdraw) get jobs, usually they
are of short duration, with little security and
few if any benefits. They go on to do the work
t h a t  e v e r y  s o c i e t y  n e e d s  t o  h a v e
done—cleaning,  serving,  delivering,  cooking,
entertaining.  Tomo  never  graduated.  He
enrolled in a trade school to get a certificate in
computer repair, but did not finish that either.
He kicked around at various delivery jobs until
he began planning and managing the routes for
the  bicycle  delivery  carriers  of  a  Tokyo
newspaper. He is a part-time worker, with no
prospects  of  any more stable  employment  in
the future. When asked about Musashino, he
recalls it with bitterness, as the result of his
abrupt and unjust relegation to the bottom of
his middle school class, once things got difficult
heading  into  high  school.  After  graduation,
Keiko  did  not  become  a  fashion  model  but
instead worked in a number of clubs and bars,
where by her own reckoning, she often crossed
the line of respectability she had kept during
high school, but for much better pay. Today,
she waitresses and manages the accounts (“just
like my dad,” she says) in a dank hostess bar in
a rather upscale neighborhood. She, too, works
what amounts to full-time hours (as many as 60
per  week)  but  is  paid  by  the  hour  with  no
prospect?  of  promotion.  She  looks  back  on
Musashino with much more affection, as a time
of play with friends and being indulged by her
teachers,  but  also points  out  that  she would
probably  be  doing  what  she  is  doing  now
whether or not she had gone to high school.

Tomo and Keiko are ochikobore, a term which
might  be  translated  as  “fallen  student”  or
“dropout,”  but  is  in  fact  used  to  identify  a
student, still in school, who has dropped down
to any school as low as Musashino. All regular
schools in Tokyo are divided into districts and
Musashino is distinguished from other schools
in the district by being at the very bottom in
terms of  its  student body.3  It  is  in the same
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position  as  all  of  the  other  schools  at  the
bottom of their district rankings all over Tokyo
and other urban centers of Japan. It is also an
important  link  in  the  channeling  of  young
people from mostly working-class backgrounds
into  working-class  jobs,  and  in  teaching  the
skills,  aspirations  and  strategies  that  allow
working-class  youth  to  get  by  in  the  city.
Musashino  is  a  bit  less  selective  than  those
schools at the bottom of the districts around
the  new  towns  to  the  south  and  west,  but
higher  than those at  the bottom of  the “old
towns”  in  eastern  Tokyo,  the  traditional
working-class  area  of  Shitamachi  manual
laborers,  shopkeepers  and  small  business
owners  (see  Bestor  1990).  Vogel  (1971)  and
Murakami (1977), among others, use the term
“new middle class” for the white-collar salaried
men and their families that were supposed to
become  the  norm  in  urban  Japan.  Neither
Tomo’s  nor  Keiko’s  parents  graduated  from
college  (although  Keiko’s  father  did  have  a
certificate  in  accounting,  she  says),  nor  did
they have regular jobs in an office. Yet, neither
were they doing regular manual labor, as the
term “working class” might have suggested to
earlier  generations.  Very  few  Musashino
parents work in the sorts of jobs that offer full-
time,  lifetime  employment  with  benefits  and
stability,  the  sorts  of  jobs  that  were  once
thought to characterize both white- and blue-
collar  jobs  in  Japan  (see  Rohlen  1974,  Cole
1971). Since many of these manufacturing jobs
were  outsourced  to  cheaper  markets  abroad
over the bubble period and even in the early
1990’s, white-collar jobs are increasingly hard
to come by.  Instead,  Musashino High School
caters to the children of what we might call the
“new working class”: those working in service-
oriented  jobs,  with  little  stability  and  few
benefits, jobs that characterize the bottom of
the Japanese labor market  as  in  many other
post-industrial economies.

Depending upon the year and class, as few as
between 6% and 15% of Musashino students
had  at  least  one  parent  with  some  college

experience.  Across  the  whole  school,  there
were  as  many  as  25%  with  divorced  or
separated  parents,  far  above  the  national
average,  and  based  on  my  interviews
concerning their relatively fluid home life, more
than half had one parent not regularly at home
for some part of their school life.4 About 85% of
the students’  mothers  worked outside of  the
home  in  some  capacity.  Fewer  than  5%  of
Musashino students had a room of their own
for  study.  No  Musashino  students  went
regularly  to  any  high-powered  cram  school
during high school, and not more than 15% had
remedial home tutoring. One or two students
per year would get into a four-year college, but
these  were  not  competitive  colleges.  Those
students with parents able to pay the tuition for
senmon gakkō (training schools) might put off
entry  into  the  labor  market.  This  option
increased  in  popularity  from almost  none  in
1990 to almost half of the class in 2005. Upon
graduation  in  1990,  25%  got  a  regular
(seishain)  job,  one  that  provided  health  and
retirement benefits,  annual pay raises,  bonus
and the kind of job security and even life-time
employment.  Between  1995  and  2000,  the
figure was closer to 15%. And in 2005, there
were only two students (out  of  a  graduating
class of 150). The ratio of part-time jobs had
also shifted: in 1990 almost half the class got
part-time jobs, usually at local stores and small
firms.5  The  most  common  way  for  these
students to enter the job market was to begin
sounding out the supervisor at their part-time
job to see if increased hours might be offered
o n c e  t h e y  g r a d u a t e d — i f  t h e y
graduate.6  (Between a quarter and a third of
the students who enter Musashino High never
finish.)

For much of the post-war period, students like
Tomo and Keiko were under-represented in the
academic  literature  in  both  English  and
Japanese as theorists rushed to capture the rise
of the bright and shining middle-class society of
post-war Japan, something that such students
were not really part of. But this “reserve army”
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was important in reindustrialization after the
war and the shifts into a more post-industrial
economy. More recently, as the academic and
popular focus has shifted to the “flexibilization”
of  the  labor  market  in  this  post-bubble,
neoliberal moment,  these students have once
again been lost in our focus on the fracturing of
middle-class  identity  and  labor  patterns.  But
this working class, old and new, is as important
in today’s post-industrial economy as it was in
the high-growth economy of post-war recovery
and  bubble  affluence.  Today,  these  young
people  are  filling  the  ranks  of  the  fastest
growing  segment  of  the  labor  market:
temporary and part-time workers in the lower
levels of the service economy. Not only do they
allow the Japanese economy to respond to new
contractions and survive recessionary times by
having  a  skilled  and  literate  temporary
workforce,  but  this  has  also  allowed middle-
aged workers, mostly men, to protect their own
jobs,  thereby  local iz ing  the  effect  of
“restructuring” on the young. The school today
is still sorting young people into low-level jobs,
but as the skills and attitudes required of these
jobs have shifted, so have the ways that the
school  socializes  its  students  for  this  sort  of
new “freeter” work.

Culture  and  Class:  Unity,  Differentiation
and Contradiction

Class  formation,  and its  reproduction,  is  not
only an economic fact, but a social and cultural
fact as well. To the extent that cultural forms
guide the participation and secure the consent
of individuals, the perceived legitimacy and the
hegemonic  force  of  class  formation  depends
upon  the  cultural  forms  deployed  in  the
representation of these mechanisms and their
results.  Class  analysis  thus must  include not
only  the  charting  of  stratification  (or  the
articulation of class structure), but also must
identify  the  differential  distribution  of  these
cultural forms and the ways in which they are
deployed,  manipulated  and  transformed  by
institutions and individuals at different places

in  social  space  in  ways  that  explain  and
obscure,  legitimate  and  naturalize,  these
structural differences. These cultural forms are
not internal to the logic of capital itself, but are
selected and combined from a pool of cultural
forms that are specific to a particular time and
place,  a  particular  society  at  a  particular
historical moment.  So, at one pole we have the
relatively  universal  economic  workings  of
capitalism while at the other, we have a very
specific  subset  of  Japanese  cultural  forms
through  which  capitalism  takes  shape  and
efficacy.  Class  formation  is  thus  situated
between these two poles: between the economy
and the culture, between the universal and the
particular.  The  ways  in  which  different
positions  in  social  spaces  find  differential
cultural  forms  thus  also  vary  in  different
societies  and  at  different  times.  (See  table
below from Ishida 2009.)

For  much of  the  post-war  period,  the  social
scientific literature on Japan has stressed the
importance,  even distinctiveness,  of  a shared
“middle-class culture” that has somehow bound
Japanese society into a single coherent order in
ways  that  have  resisted  the  formation  of
distinctive or oppositional class cultures. And
yet,  Ishida (1993) has demonstrated that the
reproduction  of  social  inequality  is  just  as
regular and just as effective in Japan as it is in
other  capitalist  democracies;  the  chances  of
social mobility and class closure in Japan are
roughly  consistent  with  the  UK,  US  and
Germany.  What  are  we  to  do  with  these
divergent and possibly contradictory patterns,
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ones that points toward culture cohesion and
social  unity,  and the other toward structural
differentiation  and  class  divergence?  More
specifically, how can there be class formation
without class culture? How can young people
be reliably sorted into a highly differentiated
labor market and still show so few of the signs
of class identity or class consciousness thought
to characterize capitalism? If we cannot speak
of  distinct  class  cultures,  what  are  the
mechanisms  of  class  sorting?  What  are  the
structures  and  contradictions  of  differential
class  socialization?   What  constitutes  the
experience  of  class  formation?

In Japan, as in many other so-called “middle-
class”  societies,  the  deployment  of  cultural
forms  does  not  necessarily  result  in  the
coalescence of any “tangible” (Hall, et al.) sets
of  symbols  that  mark  out  some  bounded
population into a discrete “class culture.” Like
the  notion  of  culture  itself,  which  has
undergone  such  thorough  critique  (see,  for
example, Gupta and Ferguson 1997), we need
to rethink class culture. We need to recognize
that “class cultures” rarely resemble anything
like bounded subcultural  groups as imagined
on the model of ethnic enclaves with distinct
“class codes” (Bernstein 1977). As Voloshinov
(1973) reminds us, classes do not form single
distinct  sign  communities.  Rather,  different
classes  draw  from  much  the  same  symbolic
resources  as  the  dominant  culture  in  their
attempt  to  make  sense  of  their  material
s i tuat ion  in  ways  that  o f ten  lead  to
contradiction. And depending upon their place
within social space, different groups will draw
upon  different  signs  in  different  ways,
experience  even  shared  processes  as
differentially  meaningful,  as  generating
different  options  and  leading  to  different
patterns  of  participation.  In  this  way,  the
deployment  of  cultural  forms  outlines  the
boundaries of struggle as much as the flow of
seamless reproduction. This approach requires
a level of analysis that moves away from the
abstraction of “Japanese Culture” as something

shared by the whole society but still does not
settle  into  the  notion  of  bounded  “class
cultures.” Instead, I attempt to identify those
specific institutional mechanisms that are most
responsible for the differential distribution of
the cultural forms that generate, organize and
legitimate  class  practices  that  allow  and
obscure  individual  understanding  and
movement  through  this  process.

In Japan, the educational system has probably
been the primary institution most responsible
for both of these functions. That is, schooling is
the primary site for the development of shared
patterns  of  representation  and  whole-culture
forms so central to the integrity of adult culture
and social cohesion, and at the same time, it is
the  primary  mechanism  for  the  social  and
cultural differentiation of different segments of
the  population  into  distinct  class  trajectories
which is  central  to the reallocation of  young
people into a highly diversified labor market.
We should not imagine these two processes to
be at odds with one another; in fact, it is only
because  school  is  so  ef fect ive  in  the
socialization of whole-cultural values that it is
an  effective  mechanism  for  what  is  largely
understood  as  legitimate  differentiation.
Reproduction  of  inequality  and  whole-culture
socialization  are  always  already  occurring
together.7  In  a  country  where  98%  of  the
students attend some high school, where high
schools supposedly share the same curriculum,
and  where  virtually  the  entire  adolescent
population is reallocated (from comprehensive
middle schools  to finely-ranked high schools)
into ranked streams, education is  one of  the
privileged domains in which to examine class
formation.

The rich ethnographic literature on Japanese
education provides us with a detailed image of
the primary cultural forms as they are manifest
in society through school. In class analysis, this
work must be extended and recontextualized;
the goal of class analysis is not to construct a
cross-national comparison of cultural forms in
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order to capture “The Japanese School” (Duke
1973)  or  even  “The  Japanese  High  School”
(Rohlen  1983)  as  different  from  another
nation’s  school,  as  is  often  the  case.8  As
necessary as these sorts of studies may be as a
preliminary stage, they work by essentializing
some common cultural core at the expense of
noting the internal differences among schools.
The goal of an ethnography of class formation
is  to  demonstrate  how  hegemonic  cultural
forms are differently distributed and deployed
to different ends at schools of different levels,
and then, to show if and how these forms are
linked  backward  to  family  class  profile  and
forward  to  job  and  future  l i fe  course
trajectories. The ethnography of social class is
still essentially comparative, although the level
of analysis is not at the distribution of these
forms  among  different  societies,  but  within
each society. That is, we need to understand
how  core  cultural  forms  are  differentially
distributed in ways that allow different class
groups to recognize, participate in, represent,
and  legit imate  the  shared  functional
requirements of sorting and socializing young
people into different places within a complex
class structure. Just as often, this distribution
of  cultural  forms  generates  patterns  of
contradict ion  rather  than  seamless
reproduction,  and  the  deployment  of  these
same forms often leads to a denaturalization of
the process that results in young people (and
their  parents)  questioning  their  own  flow
through  the  system.  “Group  living”  (shūdan
seikatsu) is one such key cultural form.

Group Living: Models of Self-Making and
Institutional Management

Much of the primary and early middle-school
curriculum is based on a model of socialization
that  has  been  called  “group  living”  (shūdan
seikatsu).  Unlike some incipient undercurrent
buried in the “hidden curriculum,” group living
is the articulation of a moral community that is
at the core of the formal curriculum as manifest
in  textbooks  and  teachers’  manuals,  and  as

evident in everyday school life. It begins with
students’  acknowledgment  of  the  legitimacy,
even  primacy,  of  collective  school  goals.
Realization  of  these  collective  goals  often
requires hard work,  dedication and sacrifice,
but also offers a place of secure membership,
warm acceptance and “wet”  indulgence.  The
idiom  of  wetness  implies  high  levels  of  the
emotional  and  largely  unstructured
involvement  characteristics  of  an  enduring
relationship of belonging and even identity, and
is most often contrasted with what might be
called  an  instrumental  or  “dry”  relationship
that  one  enters  into  for  personal  advantage.
Full  participation  in  group  living  requires
restraint (enryo) of one’s own personal desires,
both as a way to support others with feelings of
empathy and mutual dependence, but also as a
precondition that allows others to support you.
In this way, an individual demonstrates fitness
to  be a  member of  a  collective.  In  its  more
developed form, participation comes to imply
taking  personal  responsibility  for  these
collective goals for others and for the cultural
project of developing a self that is connected to
and  supportive  of  others.  Thus,  rather  than
setting individual goals against collective goals,
group  living  becomes  the  foundation  for
individual  development  of  self,  a  channel
through which self can develop and mature. In
short,  you make yourself  valuable  insofar  as
you contribute to others within an institutional
context.

But this alignment also enables group living to
function  as  the  foundation  of  institutional
management  or  more  generally,  governance
(Rose  1989) .  I t  i s  as  much  about  the
management  of  individuals  into  coherent
shapes and projects as it  is  a  structure that
allows those individuals to develop at all. It is
as much a site of social order as it is one of
social control. Group living demonstrates this
capacity for governance in its representation of
legitimate power as “soft authority,” a diffuse
set  of  priorities  represented  as  naturally
emanating  from  the  collective  needs  of  the
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group, rather than from the station or office of
a superior such as a boss or a teacher.9 In this
way, group living aligns the individual and the
collective in mutually constitutive processes of
self-making and institutional governance.

Group  living  in  Japan  is  not  something  that
young people grow out of and leave behind in
primary school.  In  fact,  it  is  the educational
manifestation of roughly isomorphic patterns of
collective order  and control  found in  a  wide
range of adult social institutions. Some variant
of  group  living  is  present  in  most  sites  of
middle-class participation: club, university and
professional  academic  associations,  sports
teams,  company training practices,  and most
importantly,  in  virtually  all  corporate  white-
collar  and  blue-collar  contexts.  Stability,
mobilization  and  productivity  of  adult
institutions, especially work groups, are often
structured  through  these  principles.  On  the
other hand, failure to secure such a place in
one of these corporate groups risks relegation
to spaces of largely anomic social relationships,
ordered by “dry” criteria of  contact,  a world
with ordered assumptions of distinct identities
and divergent interests. The learning of group
living in school is thus an important lesson for
participation in and belonging to adult society.
Where social identity is bound up with the full
participation  of  institutional  membership,
learning the routines and ethos of the moral
community of group living is a primary function
of school socialization in whole-culture values.
This  group  living  model  of  whole-culture
socialization  orders  the  daily  routines  of
primary  school  and  the  beginning  of  middle
school,  but  is  marginalized as  middle  school
students begin to be sorted and streamed into
highly stratified high schools.

Academic Maximization and Class Sorting

Middle  schools,  like  primary  schools,  accept
students  in  their  immediate  residential  area,
and  thus  reflect  the  diversity  of  their
neighborhoods.  Once,  urban  neighborhoods

were said to be more diverse in Japan than in
many  countries, 1 0  so  that  each  school
demonstrated an internal  heterogeneity more
or less similar to that of other middle schools.
But today, things have shifted. First, although
not  as  uniformly  or  dramatically  as  in  many
other countries, urban neighborhoods do differ
in terms of class composition, especially since
the wild fluctuations of land prices during the
bubble period forced out many older and less
wealthy residents. Middle schools in wealthier
areas  have  more  parental  participation  and
support (including financial),  which results in
better  facilities,  a  wider  range  of  programs,
and  more  parental  influence  at  the  school.
Based  on  these  differences,  some  middle
schools  are  sought  after  by  parents  because
they  have  a  better  reputation  for  getting
students into better high schools. In this time of
declining  student  populations  and  greater
support  of  market-oriented solutions  to  what
were  once  governmental  services,  many
districts  in  Tokyo  allow students  from other
districts  to  enroll  in  their  schools,  thereby
facilitating  something  that  looks  increasingly
like ‘school choice’ patterns familiar to other
countries. Nevertheless, middle schools are not
(yet)  as  universally  or  finely  ranked as  high
schools  and  have  much  broader  class
heterogeneity than do high schools. Thus, this
shift from middle to high school still represents
the most significant moment of reallocation of
the adolescent population.

The second trend is more dramatic and obvious
in  its  effect  of  class-based  sorting.  More
parents are enrolling their children in private
schools, even from elementary school, thereby
removing  them  from  the  public  school  mix
altogether. Earlier in the post-war period, the
top high schools in urban areas were almost all
public—the highest achievers saw public school
as insuring a quality education and an effective
means of social advancement. Private schools
were thought of as a place for those who could
not get into a desired public school, a way to
buy  your  children  a  better  place  than  they
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could secure on the basis of achievement. But
today, the trend has reversed: the top schools
in  any given district  are mostly  private,  and
schools like Musashino are not only for those
who cannot or won’t study, but also for parents
who cannot afford private high schools. (There
are  no  high  schools  below  the  level  of
Musashino, public or private.)  In Tokyo, only
about 5% of students go to private elementary
school; in middle school is it about 25% who go
to  private  school,  and  by  high  school,  more
students  are  now  going  to  private  than  to
public schools. It is difficult to confirm the class
background of those parents who move their
children  when  and  why,  but  the  common
wisdom  among  teachers,  based  on  their
interviews with  parents,  is  that  parents  who
can  afford  it,  usually  choose  between  two
private educational options in order to compete
on  the  educational  market:  private  schools
(which often, but not always, are assumed to
reduce  the  need  to  attend  a  cram  school
because they are more effective at placing their
students in good secondary schools or colleges)
or  cram school  (while  their  children  stay  in
public  school).  If  some  portion  of  middle
schoolers has already moved to private schools,
then the sorting process into high school will
proceed within somewhat different parameters,
but  the  mechanism  is  still  the  same.   The
results are somewhat chilling. If those who can
afford it move their child into private school,
the public schools end up with those students
who  are,  in  the  words  of  one  public  school
teacher, “poor enough so that they have to rely
on  public  schools—it  is  a  shame.”   Another
teacher called it “educational apartheid.” While
this is a stronger statement than many teachers
might support, the point is clear: Tokyo, and
other large cities, end up having a social class
divide that is played out between public and
private schools.

Note: Excludes senior high school
correspondence courses, senior high school
postgraduate courses and technical college

postgraduate courses.

Note: Excludes junior/senior high school
correspondence courses and senior high

school/technical college postgraduate courses.

Children  whose  parents  select  the  second
path—staying in public school and investing in
c r a m  s c h o o l — a s  i l l u s t r a t e d
below—progressively  move  away  from  the
public  school  as  the  curricular,  moral  and
social pivot of their lives as a result of their
focus on cram school.  The sorting process is
mediated through the middle school as follows.
During elementary and early middle school, the
curriculum  is  substantially  uniform  across
schools  and focuses  on the various  forms of
social  relations  that  are  needed  to  form
productive and coherent school cultures, that
is, group living. But at the end of middle school,
all students are reallocated to high schools on
the basis of their achievement test scores. The
top students in each district are streamed into
the  most  selective  high  schools,  and  low-
achieving  middle  schoolers  end  up  at  the
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bottom-ranked  high  schools.  In  order  to
facilitate  this  reallocation,  the  middle  school
curriculum  becomes  increasingly  academic,
ensuring that students are sorted into a reliable
array  of  academic  streams  that  find  formal
articulation through high school entrance exam
scores  (hensachi).  This  is  the  most  obvious
juncture of class sorting in a young person’s
life  course,  a  transition  from  relative  class
heterogeneity  in  middle  school  to  class
homogeneity in each of  the strictly  stratified
high schools. This redistribution of students is
broadly  predictive  of  future  educational,
occupational,  and  life  course  trajectories,  as
well as being closely coordinated with family
background.  It  is  the  first  instance  of,  and
perhaps  the  clearest  indication  of,  the  class
structure of the whole society, held up for all to
see  at  precisely  the  moment  when  it  first
emerges as an institutionalized fact.

Whole-culture  socialization,  as  embodied  in
group  living  and  practices  of  class  sorting
manifest through school reallocation, works in
contrasting  ways  to  produce different  school
cultures,  different  sorts  of  institutional  order
and control,  and different  sorts  of  identities.
Rather  than the whole  culture curriculum of
group  living  that  stresses  contribution  to  a
collective  moral  community,  entering  into  a
desirable  high  school  depends  upon  a
development  of  individualistic  achievement
strategies, whose outcome is measured in the
minute  relative  differences  among  students.
This collective moral order comes into direct
conflict with the larger imperative of capital  to
sort and socialize students for different places
within the highly stratified labor market. New
goals and strategies for reaching these goals
develop:  rather  than contributing to  a  warm
and  wet  moral  community,  middle  school
becomes  more  of  a  competitive  market
involving a rearticulation of  individual  values
based  on  a  narrow  criterion  of  academic
success. Group living that once served as the
foundation  for  constituting  a  coherent  and
meaningful  self  is  juxtaposed  with  the

imperative of developing coherent and effective
maximization  strategies.  In  fact,  the  group
living strategies learned in primary school have
little value; indeed, they often retard success
within  this  new  academic  curriculum.
Individual  priorities,  peer  relations  and
deployment  of  institutional  authority  all  shift
accordingly. Some students are better able to
negotiate this shift than others.

The  next  section  shows  how  students  from
different  class  positions  are  caught  in  this
transition in different ways; they have different
resources  to  draw  upon  and  different  class-
specific  goals  that  lead  to  different  survival
strategies.  For  students  from richer  families,
this  transition  is  an  all-important  moment
which  they  start  preparing  to  exploit  years
before.  For  students  from  working-class
families, those who end up at high schools such
as  Musashino,  the  transition  is  one  that  is
intellectually  confusing and often emotionally
draining, as they fall out of the community that
once  supported  them  (and  which  they  once
supported)  to  the  bottom  of  an  academic
hierarchy. While young people from more elite
families  are  learning  maximization  strategies
through  cram  school,  for  example,  working-
class  students  do  not  even  recognize  the
significance of this moment until it is already
past.
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Organization of the School System in Japan

Middle School Sorting

We often imagine class formation to function
somehow beyond the recognition of individuals,
often because it is obscured by ideas of race
(Ogbu  1992),  gender  (Willis  1977),  or  other
more accessible forms of identity. But because
the process of class differentiation that occurs
during Japanese middle school is the result of a
relatively  harsh  disjuncture  between  group
living and a more maximizing ethic of academic
achievement, both are denaturalized and very
much available as objects of explicit reflection,
at least temporarily.11 Interviews and fieldwork
revealed clear awareness of the workings and
significance of this sorting process, even if it
was rare to find any students able to articulate
the link between school sorting and the larger
class implications that it carried. More obvious
was  how  differently  students  from  different
class trajectories understood and represented
this process. By juxtaposing the experience of
those students who ended up at elite schools
with the experience of students like Tomo and
Keiko from Musashino, we can begin to sort out
the  ways  in  which  c lass  formation  is
experienced.

Sara, a first-year student who entered one of
the  well-known  elite  high  schools  in  Tokyo,
explained:12

I knew that getting into this school
was  important  for  me,  for  my
future,  because  this  puts  you  on
the track. And if you are not on the
track, well, I don’t know, but you
don’t get where you are trying to
go. You cannot just go to any high
school  and  then  get  into  a  good
college.

She continued:  “My middle school was pretty
good, I guess, and some of the teachers really

helped you, but they could not make everyone
ready [for  high school]  because we were all
going to different sorts of high schools. It’s not
the teachers’ fault—it’s just impossible because
lots  of  the  kids  just  did  not  care  about
studying.”

Sara’s parents did what more than 90% of the
parents of the students in her homeroom class
at her elite high school did:  enrolled her in
cram school in a strategic way to maximize her
chances.

The cram school was close to my
house. My father used to joke that
we moved houses so we could be
near the cram school, but I don’t
know.  Actually,  he  also  said  that
the cram school was so expensive
that  we  could  not  afford  to  pay
train  fare  to  some  other  cram
school, so I had to go there. [This
was offered and accepted as a joke
by  all  the  students  present,
humorously  juxtaposing  the
relatively  small  train  fare  to  the
large tuition her father must have
paid.]  I  went  every  day,  with  no
commuting time back home. That
was the key I think. Some of my
friends commuted an hour or even
90  minutes  each  way  to  cram
school. But for me, no time spent
sleeping on the train. I could just
go home, take a short nap and then
work again.  Or even skip my nap.

It  would  be  tempting  to  say  that  academic
success is  less  the result  of  talent  and hard
work than it is bought and paid for in the urban
market  of  secondary school  in  Japan,  and in
some sense this would not be untrue. But the
ability to allocate family economic resources to
cram schools only provides opportunity; it does
not secure success. Parents’ money cannot buy
success for children without the creation of a
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maximizing subjectivity, one that depends upon
the definition of self as a possessive self, one
defined by what can be accomplished, by the
scores that can be generated.  The matter-of-
fact calculation of commuting time and study
results was a common topic among Sara and
her elite classmates. Sara seemed very bright
and  her  narrative  speaks  of  hard,  directed
effort  over  an  extended  period  of  time—just
what she or any other student would need to
get into the elite school she got into—but we
see that this effort must be directed through
particular institutional channels,  in this case,
cram school.

Old fashioned image of the dark and
oppressive cram school

 

A more recent image of the bright and
active cram school that helps students

“pursue their dreams.” On right, a student
lounge at one of the largest cram schools

in Tokyo.

In contrast, Tomo explained his path through
middle  school  to  Musashino  with  a  sense  of
confusion,  even  bewilderment,  rather  than
strategic  intent:

I know that we were supposed to
work hard in middle school, really,
that’s all we were doing. Studying
for  tests  and  taking  tests.  One
after  another.  It  was  so  sudden.
The  things  that  I  l iked  to  do
[science projects, anything outside
of  the  school  classroom]  we  just
did not do. And if you were going
to  pass  these  tests,  you  couldn’t
even do sports.

Tomo was  active  in  class  affairs  and  a  real
contributor to his homeroom for festivals and
class  projects,  patterns  of  participation  that
embody the best ethic of group living. But he
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appears never to have caught up with the curve
into more academic focus as it  developed in
middle school.  Tomo’s  mother told me in an
interview that “really, in middle school, Tomo
worked hard, spent all of his time in school, so I
thought he would be okay.” She did not think
that cram school was necessary as long as he
worked hard, “because I thought his teachers
would  help  him out  more.”  Another  day she
explained, “I’m not sure where we could have
found any money to pay for cram schools. Not
for middle school. Maybe for high school, if he
continues to struggle.” In comments like these,
we see both economic handicap, but also a set
of priorities over the allocation of discretionary
income within a family budget.  Neither Tomo
nor his mother were engaged in a strategy to
maximize his chances and did not see school as
an opportunity to do so. Like so many of the
Musashino  narratives,  their  narratives  were
grounded in a rhetoric of getting by, developing
compensation strategies, and covering up.

Tomo  and  Sara  bo th  went  to  pub l i c
comprehensive  middle  schools  that  streamed
young  people  into  the  full  range  of  high
schools,  public  and private.  Tomo, and other
students who ended up at Musashino, not only
did  not  make the cut  for  the desirable  high
schools due to their low levels of achievement,
but in some fundamental way, did not realize
the scope and significance of the academic shift
during  middle  school.  We  can  assume  that
smart  and  able  young  minds  are  probably
distributed  across  the  spectrum  of  class
positions in roughly even patterns. To be sure,
there are instances of students who enter top
high  schools  and  colleges  without  going  to
cram school, but these are the exception to the
rule—for  example,  fewer than 10% of  Sara’s
classmates at her elite school. Class practices
might best be seen in the larger orientation to
and awareness of this pivotal moment. Coming
from his  family  background and without  the
sort of cram school that Sara attended, Tomo
had little  systematic  preparation  in  terms of
test-taking  skills  or  the  larger  discipline  of

competitive  strategies  (including  those  that
extended  all  the  way  down  to  the  precise
calculation  of  the  impact  of  train  time  on
study). This transition found Tomo, and many
others  at  Musashino,  i l l  equipped  and
unprepared. Less than any particular low test
score, it is more the lack of awareness of and
systematic preparation for this shift that is the
key feature of Tomo’s working-class trajectory.

Kento, a classmate of Sara’s, explained middle
school this way:

I  enjoyed  my  [middle  school]
classes and my homeroom teacher
was great. She was always giving
me extra work, until I became too
busy with cram school.  I  learned
all  sorts  of  things,  but  not  that
much of what I learned ended up
on  the  entrance  exams  for  high
school. We took all sorts of “mock
tests” and I did very well on these,
but they were just something that
the teachers made up themselves.
My  teachers  at  cram  school
actually  had  the  tests  that  the
different high schools  gave [from
previous  years]  and  they  had
figured out the techniques to help
us pass.  I  knew that  our regular
[middle  school]  teachers  could
never  do  that .  I t  was  just  a
different thing.

Tomo and most of his first-year classmates at
Musashino  reported  very  negative  feelings
toward  schoolwork,  and  their  middle  school
teachers in particular, who in their minds were
mostly pushing them into, even punishing them
through,  test  taking.  They  had  no  luxury  of
distance and their narratives were as emotional
as they were wet. Narratives of being ignored
and  abandoned,  even  betrayed,  point  to  a
representation of teachers as failing to live up
to  expectations.  These  expectations  do  not
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involve any transmission of useful knowledge
or test-taking strategies, but whole-person care
and guidance, traits that appear to be mostly
generated from representations of group living.
Working-class  students  often  reported  being
locked into relationships of conflict with their
teachers over their poor test performance.13

Tomo recalled his middle school this way:

[The  teachers]  stopped  caring
about the students and we never
did anything except tests. The only
time  we  ever  did  anything  as  a
homeroom was once a week when
we  had  to,  and  even  then,  we
usually  used  that  time  to  study
vocabulary lists or something. They
would keep on complaining about
each test. They would read out test
scores to the whole class, or post
them  on  the  wall,  and  everyone
knew who got what. They all knew
that I was at the bottom, and was
dragging the class average down. I
said,  “Hey,  everyone  below  the
middle is also pulling it down,” but
I was always blamed. They always
went  after  the  bottom  dwellers.
Like  me.  After  a  while,  you  see
what is going to happen and there
is nothing you can do. Nothing to
do about that. You have to give up.
But I hated it. I always hated it.

This  is  not  to  suggest  that  group  living  is
completely  extinguished  in  middle  school.  In
fact, there is still a framework of group living,
albeit  challenged  and  embattled,  that
rearticulates  the  macro-level  contradiction
between moral community and achievement in
more immediate form within the daily life of the
school.  As one teacher at  Sara’s high school
explained,

When students focus too much on
cram  school,  it  pulls  them  away
from  participation  in  [middle]
school. Even if they are physically
here, when their future is focused
on  results  that  come  from  cram
school,  they  become  selfish  and
start putting their personal things
ahead  of  classroom  things.  It
becomes very hard to teach a class
like that anything but the textbook.
I guess this is understandable—it’s
the reality of [middle] school—but
nevertheless, it’s a problem for us
when  so  many  students  are
spending time in cram school.

While  Tomo  felt  conflicted  between  these
divergent  possibilities,  students  like  Sara
quickly learned how to balance them in ways
that satisfied both by compartmentalizing. Sara
explained  that  as  she  progressed  in  middle
school, she would spend as much time on her
school lessons as was required for her to pass
and as much time on her club activities as was
available,  but  first  allocated  the  time  and
energy necessary for success at cram schools.
She knew that the path to success did not pass
through her middle school classroom, and this
distance from the school as sorting mechanism
allowed her to avoid some of the contradictory
tensions  that  characterize  middle  school,
enabling  her  to  keep  a  generally  positive,
although rather dry, relationship at her school.
As  with  her  high  school  teachers,  her
relationship  with  her  middle  school  teachers
might  be  described  as  positive  or  negative,
friendly or unfriendly, as the case may be, but
rarely was there much emotion or complexity.
There  did  not  seem to  be  much at  stake in
these  relationships,  which  is  what  we would
expect given their tangential relationship to her
larger instrumental goals.

Sara and her classmates who entered the high-
level  schools  reported  little  conflict  between
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the requirements  of  cram school  and middle
school.  Successful  maximization  strategies
almost always included the ability to move back
and forth between these two spheres with ease
and  fluency.  Sara  explained,  “My  time  was
somewhat flexible [since she lived close to the
cram school], but there were also times when I
just  had  to  leave.  Sometimes  the  teacher
understood  that  I  just  could  not  always  be
around after school.”14  Sara’s classmate Kenji
recalled,  “I  enjoyed  my  other  activities  at
school, but everyone knows that you don’t get
into a good high school by spending all of your
time cleaning up the classroom or being good
at club activities. Some kids do that, but not the
students who go to cram school.” 

For  Tomo,  middle  school  was  an  arena  of
conflict and struggle. He did not experience the
shift and increase of student attention to cram
school as a balancing between responsibilities
and  spheres  of  belonging  (to  some  moral
community) and achievement (in the physically
displaced academic market defined by the cram
school  industry).  Rather,  for  him  and  many
students who end up at Musashino, there were
processes  of  betrayal  by  teachers  and
alienation  from  peers.

When  things  first  got  difficult,  I
was able to get help from some of
my  friends,  but  this  didn’t  last.
They abandoned me. I guess they
were busy at first,  but then they
started  to  spend more  time with
the others who were also going to
cram  school.  Cram  school.  That
was  all  they  talked  about.  How
interesting it  was,  their teachers,
what  good  fr iends  they  had
there.15 At first, I wanted to go, but
I began to see that it’s just more
study.  No  reason  to  do  more  of
that if you don’t have to.

It is not uncommon for students to strike out at

teachers  and  classmates  for  violations  of
collective commitments to one another, at one
time  the  foundation  of  the  school’s  moral
community. This is balanced by self-blame for
failure to keep up with the curriculum. Self-
chastisement  about  how  much  work  they
should  have  done  in  middle  school  is  also
another familiar theme if students get to the
second year of  high school.  (During the first
year, they are usually still too angry to blame
themselves or too bewildered to realize the full
implications  of  being  at  such  a  low-level
school.) Many become “ochikobore,” or those
who fall to the bottom, like Tomo. Some remove
themselves  from  the  school,  like  Keiko.  But
unlike  Sara  and  her  elite  classmates,  the
working-class  students  have  no  alternative
paths for advancement, such as cram school.
So for Keiko and other working-class students,
removal from the middle school community (not
talking to the teachers as much, not socializing
with classmates, or in more extreme situations,
skipping  school)  meant  jeopardizing  any
chances to advance to a desirable high school.
So,  whether they leave middle school  full  of
anger  and  resentment,  or  have  already
emotionally  removed  themselves  from  the
contradictions of middle school, few enter high
school with very high expectations.

High School Socialization

High schools  in  metropolitan  Japan are  fully
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class-sorted,  with  each  school  having  a  thin
segment  of  the  student  population  of  the
district.  Thus,  while  middle  schools  most
immediately confront students with the often
rending process  of  internal  stratification and
sorting, high school confronts students with the
result  of  that sorting process.  If  the primary
purpose of middle school is to differentiate a
heterogeneous  population,  the  high  school’s
purpose is to solidify a homogeneous one. The
curriculum  plays  a  large  part  in  this
process.16 More than around any philosophy of
education or  development  of  community,  the
days,  weeks  and  months  of  high  school  are
structured around the achievement of certain
curricular  goals.  This  is  not  much  different
from high schools  in  other  national  systems,
but  the  structure  of  this  curriculum  is
somewhat  distinctive,  resulting  in  different
school  cultures and different ways that class
groups  make  sense  of  them.  Usually,  class
theorists  of  education  assume  a  sort  of
functionalist correspondence (e.g., as outlined
by  Bowles  and  Gintis  1976)  between  a
curriculum  and  the  future  occupational
requirements of students in the school. Thus,
for example, a curriculum focused on abstract
reasoning and synthetic problem solving, will
be found at elite schools that prepare students
for  future  posit ions  of  authority  and
responsibility,  while  working-class  curricula
stress execution and repetition, the ability to
follow orders.  The Japanese school is based on
the  memorization  of  non-synthetic  pieces  of
information,  a  high  degree  of  fragmented
knowledge, largely devoid of any analytical or
synthetic  operation,  characteristic  of  what  is
often  called  a  “deskilling”  curriculum
considered most suitable to manual labor (see
Apple and Weis 1983 for a review). But unlike
in many national education systems, this is the
same national curriculum to which all students
are subjected. The national curriculum in Japan
is not differentiated into high and low tracks
that work according to different principles, and
while there are differences in pedagogy, it is
probably high-level  high school students who

must  spend  the  most  time  mastering  this
“deskilled”  curriculum  in  order  to  pass  the
tests to enter the most prestigious universities.
While  some  have  pointed  to  this  fact  as
evidence  of  equality,  even  democracy
(Cummings 1980), others have argued (Horio
1988) that this form and the amount of work
required to master it encourage adherence to
rule and repetition, and engender attitudes of
docility  and  uncritical  receptivity  across
society. In any case, class differences do not
seem to  be  primarily  encoded  in  the  formal
curriculum.

In  order  to  find  how  class  differences  are
encoded into symbolic  and social  capital,  we
need  to  look  at  the  way  this  curriculum  is
embedded  in  different,  class-specific
institutional contexts. As we have already seen,
through cram school,  elite students far more
often develop strategies  which improve their
chances of high exam scores. In this case, class
privilege  is  reproduced  less  through  the
informal conversation of home cultural capital
than  it  is  valorized  through  in-school
evaluation.  In  Japan,  economic capital  is  not
converted in the strict sense into another form,
but simply spent: spent on cram school where
the knowledge of future tests and the strategies
for  passing  them  are  gathered  and  sold  by
pedagogy  specialists  in  the  cram  school
industry.17  In fact, the highly segmented form
of the curriculum lends itself  to this form of
purchase  far  better  than  the  abstraction  of
“class  codes”  (Bernstein  1977)  or  “habitus”
(Bourdieu 1977), both of which may be rather
too complex for reliable transmission in most
school settings.18 In this way, a curriculum that
appears to be class-neutral (that is, in no way
corresponds to  differential  patterns of  home-
culture capital form) actually becomes an even
more  efficient,  if  prosaic,  vehicle  for  the
reproduction of inequality.

Of  course,  this  is  not  to  say  that  the  total
experience of being in more elite schools, both
public and private, does not differ in significant
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and  systemic  ways  which  reflect  different
patterns of class socialization. In fact, one of
the  distinctive  characteristics  of  more  elite
schools is that they do not have to follow or rely
on  the  formal  curriculum as  much  as  more
middle-level schools do because their students
will be looking to their cram school to pass the
entrance exams. This allows teachers at more
elite schools to read whole novels, in Japanese
and English class,  organize debates over the
causes  of  World  War  I ,  or  have  more
experimental labs in chemistry—none of which
will directly improve students’ chances on the
entrance  exams.  These  clearly  contribute  to
class-specific habitus, but unlike in educational
systems in  other  countries,  these differences
are less encoded in the formal curriculum.19

This formal curriculum thus does not demand
understanding  (how  do  you  “understand”  a
multiplication  table  or  a  list  of  the  longest
rivers  in  Europe?),  but  it  does  require  hard
work strategically directed at and justified by
the promise of passing entrance exams. Sara’s
classmate  explained  the  thinking  of  many
students at elite schools: “What we study is not
really something you can ‘understand’ (rikai).
You just memorize. That’s okay because if we
had to understand it all, we could never pass
the exams.” High school is a means of moving
to another level,  to college for elite students
such as  Sara,  and mastery  of  the  seemingly
arbitrary  bits  and  pieces  of  the  exam
curriculum  is  the  means  to  that  end.
 Maximization of this opportunity by students is
not  easy  but  is  essential  for  success.  Sara’s
classmate continues: “It is hard work, tons of
work,  but  if  you  don’t  do  it,  you  won’t  get
anywhere. And then, why are you in school?”

Working-Class  High  Schoolers  Preparing
for College Entrance Exams Never to be
Taken

Students preparing for exams.

The situation at low-level high schools such as
Musashino  is  dramatically  different  because
virtually  none  of  the  students  will  even  be
taking college entrance exams. And if they are
not going to take entrance exams, then what
are they doing in school, which is built around
preparation for these exams? At a bottom-level
school  such as Musashino,  few students find
any meaning in attempting to master the high
school curriculum because where they go after
Musashino  and  the  knowledge  and  skills
required for their future jobs will be very little
affected by what they do at Musashino. It is not
just  that  what  is  taught  at  these  schools  is
unrelated to their future or the skills required
by the world of work. It is that in order to enter
the  institutions  that  they  will  enter  (trade
schools  or  the  workplace)  no  exams  are
required. This is not a mystery to Musashino
students, who see their elder siblings, friends
and school  sempai  drifting into the low-level
service  sector  of  the  economy.  They  quickly
realize  that  they  have  very  little  chance  of
translating  good  school  performance  into  a
desirable  job.20  And  this  situation  has  not
changed much recently.  Despite the years of
deregulation  of  education  and  reduction  of
required  courses,  yutori  kyōiku  (“relaxed
education”)  and  jiyūka  (“liberalization”),
supposedly  to  allow  each  school  to  more
sensitively cater to the particular needs of their
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own  student  body,  this  has  not  made  the
curriculum any more relevant or suitable to the
students at Musashino. Said one teacher,

Our students have always been so
far  below  any  sort  of  national
standards  that  those  sorts  of
policies  have no meaning for  us.
When they stopped having classes
on Saturday all it meant was less
suffering for us and the students.
We  are  not  trying  to  meet  any
standards. The only thing that we
try  to  do  is  f inish  whatever
textbook  we  ask  the  students  to
buy.  They  don’t  like  to  spend
money  on  books  that  we  don’t
finish, and I can understand that.

If  there  has  been  any  consistent  pattern  of
change to which teachers at Musashino point,
it is less a function of any Ministry of Education
reforms  than  it  is  to  do  with  the  reduced
preparation  of  the  students  entering  high
school  and  their  reduced  learning.   One
teacher,  who  had  worked  at  Musashino  for
more than 10 years, explained, “While we hear
about  other  schools  increasingly  teaching
exam-oriented  lessons,  the  real  change  for
schools  at  the  bottom is  that  we  are  being
forced to accept lower and lower standards of
passable work.”

To cite one example, Keiko told a story from
her  2nd-year  English  class.  The  test  was  a
translation  from  English  into  Japanese  of  a
passage  on  Australian  culture.  All  of  the
students were taught the English passage and
its Japanese translation, and were given a copy
of  each  to  study.  When  the  day  of  the  test
arrived, they were given the English and asked
to  translate  it.  The  teacher  recorded  their
grades, and those students who did not get a
passing grade had to take the test again, and
then again,  and then again,  until  they could
produce  enough  of  the  Japanese  to  get  a

passing grade. This took a couple of weeks, as
some of the students’ scores went down in their
subsequent  attempts.  Finally,  the  teacher
began to  give partial  tests—where a  student
was tested on only a part of the passage at a
time. This sped things up, finally allowing the
last few stragglers to complete the passage one
sentence at a time. They would stand out in the
hall  memorizing  the  Japanese  sentence  and
then rush into the teachers’ room, and often
without even looking at the English, scrawl the
memorized  sentence  as  fast  as  they  could
before  it  slipped  away.  The  teacher  was
embarrassed  about  this  compromise,  but
defended  his  approach  this  way:

I  know that  they don’t  learn the
English in this way, not really. In
f a c t ,  m o s t  o f  t h e m  d o n ’ t
understand the Japanese [that they
translate  into].  I  also  know  that
they don’t need to study English.
But they need to pass because they
n e e d  t o  g r a d u a t e ,  a n d  i f
memorizing  the  lesson  bit  by  bit
will  allow them to do that, that’s
okay with me. It’s [the curriculum]
all  in  pieces  anyway,  so  it’s  not
really very different [from the rest
of the lessons].  For a school like
Musashino,  it’s  what  we  have  to
do.  Otherwise,  everyone  in  the
class fails. For students like ours,
that means they cannot get a job.
They at least have to graduate. I’m
not going to fail them.

Clearly,  in  this  instance,  students  did  not
expand their understanding and mastery of the
subject matter. They were also not working for
some  personal  advantage.   They  were  not
maximizing  anything,  like  their  more  elite
peers.  Having no stake in the outcome, they
had no stake in the process. And the teachers,
of course, were not deluded enough to imagine
that they did.
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But the students were learning something that
did prepare them for their  future:  a form of
work that was both distinct to their low-level,
working-class  school,  and  that  in  some  way
“prepared” them for their next step. They did
not learn logical reasoning nor did they have to
take responsibility for their own learning, in the
way we might associate with elite jobs. Nor did
they  learn  the  unquestioned  obedience  to
authority one might associate with an ethic of
factory work in Western theorizing on working-
class  culture  in  industrial  capitalism.  The
cultural  forms  that  often  characterize  class
trajectories  elsewhere  are  not  replicated  in
today’s Japan nor are they meaningful to the
ways in which these young people are situated
within the Japanese service economies. What’s
more,  the  students  did  not  learn  something
more distinctively “Japanese” about collective
responsibility or the moral community of group
living.  Instead,  Musashino  students  learned
how to perform clearly demarcated tasks, not
for some meaningful if remote goal, but for the
sake of completing it because they were asked
to. Not in an oppressive atmosphere of strict
obedience  or  conflict,  but  a  sort  of  going
through  the  motions  of  what  we  might  call
“dry”  living.  One  very  experienced  female
teacher characterized her students  and what
they learned in this way:

You  watch  the  kids  coming  to
school,  going  to  their  classes,
talking to us and to each other. Of
course, they learn to do the things
that  they’re  supposed to  do,  and
they do most of what we ask them
to do. We don’t have much verbal
fighting  and  no  actual  school
violence [like the teacher’s schools
in the 1970s and 1980s]. But that’s
because  violence  would  take  too
much  energy.  They  call  the  US
school  a  “shopping  mall”  high
school,  right?  Well,  this  is  more
like  a  “convenience  store”  high

school.21  We  should  have  them
punch in the time clock and wear a
7/11 logo. Some people say this is
not what school is supposed to be
like. But here, at Musashino, that
is what school is like, and we are
luckier than we were before.

When students were asked to comment on this
characterization, some pointed out that “there
are some differences: you can’t sleep when you
work  the  way  you  can  in  class.”  When  one
student  said  that  you  do  get  money  from
working, and you have to pay to be in school,
another pointed out, “Yeah, but it’s not much
money  in  either  place.”  On  the  whole  they
thought the comparison was quite apt.

An advert for video version of the popular
Be-Bop High School. Many students and
parents unfamiliar with Musashino cited

this as an example what it probably is like.

The Vacuum of Authority and the Politics
of its Delegation

Group living is a cultural context that shapes
individual subjectivities in line with the moral
and practical expectations of adult society, and
as such, it is an important part of whole-culture
socialization, an important part of learning how
to participate in a wide range of institutional
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contexts. But as noted above, it is at the same
time  a  management  strategy,  a  form  of
governance  that  allows  social  control  to  be
legitimately  secured.  The  importance  of
securing  order  is  clearly  an  important
consideration for teachers at any high school.
But  more  than  that,  the  sort  of  order  and
control,  the  representation  of  legitimate
authority  and  consent,  provides  a  context
within  which  students  learn  how  to  define
themselves,  their  peers  and  those  around
them.22

In  the  more  elite  institutions,  somewhat
paradoxical ly,  an  ethic  of  uti l i tarian
maximization and the displacement of the high
school  by  the  cram  school  as  the  primary
terrain of competition enable the school to be a
more  manageable  and  relatively  conflict-free
zone.  Students  do  not  have  to  depend upon
their teachers or compete with their peers as
much as those students who are less able to
access  cram  school.  Still,  the  assumed
importance  of  academics,  and  maybe  more
significantly,  the  relatively  unquestioned
patterns  of  participation  that  structure  the
practices  of  schoolwork  support  willing
cooperation  in  an  orderly  classroom.  Elite
schools are able to secure sufficient legitimacy
to  order  and  facilitate  the  various  non-
academic parts of the school. At most elite high
schools, most students show up at sports day,
participate to some extent in coordinated club
activities,  and  allow  teachers  to  maintain
sufficient institutional authority to control the
class. Musashino teachers cannot assume the
same  level  of  wil l ing  participation  or
cooperation  from  students.  Neither  the
instrumental value of grades nor the academic
orientations  apply  in  the  case  of  Musashino
students.  By  definition,  these  students  are
those who failed to demonstrate such abilities
and orientations—otherwise they would not be
at  Musashino  in  the  first  place.  This  is
combined with the virtual  meaningless of  an
academic  curriculum,  leaving  working-class
high  schools  without  any  coherent  center.

Missing  is  the  primary  mechanism  that
establishes  daily  routine,  motivates  students,
and  helps  teachers  establish  their  authority
around some model of orderly social  control,
some pattern of legitimate governance. When
students  have  no  reason  to  be  in  school,
making their time in school meaningful is quite
difficult.

When the more abstract problem of “why the
students are in school” finds no real consensus
among  teachers  at  the  bottom-level  schools,
they have the more immediate problem of how
to secure order and functional respect. A mid-
career  teacher,  who  lamented  being
transferred  down  from  a  much  more  elite
school, commented:

My students [at Musashino] see us
as babysitters, or entertainers, or
cops. There’s no link between what
we  do  [teaching]  and  how  the
students respond to us. They might
like me or not,  but it’s  sort  of  a
personal  thing,  completely
separate  from  what  we’re  doing
here—education.  If  they  like  me,
they’ll usually behave well. If they
don ’ t  l i ke  me ,  then  I  have
problems.

We see continuity from middle school: working-
class  students  seem more  likely  to  seek  out
personal rather than instrumental relationships
with their teachers, whether they are rewarded
if they find them or frustrated and angry if they
do not. The wet relationship with teachers is
echoed in each condemnation as well as each
tribute.  Musashino  students  in  fact  depend
upon  teachers  to  help  them  in  all  sorts  of
important  ways,  besides  keeping  them  from
failing  out  of  school:  pregnancies,  police
trouble,  drugs,  family  violence.  Teachers  are
thus  important  people  in  many  of  their
students’  lives.  Nevertheless,  this  sort  of
closeness,  even intimacy  in  a  way,  does  not
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help teachers turn the school into a coherent
place  of  social  order  and  control.  After  all,
daycare, stage shows, and jails (those places
where babysitters,  entertainers  and cops are
found) are not necessarily appropriate places
for  high  school  adolescents.  Teachers  at
working-class schools must turn elsewhere for
models  of  order  and  authority.  While  the
predicament  is  rather  distinctive  to  working-
class schools, the ways of dealing with it vary.
One  important  variable  is  the  political
orientation of the teachers, a fact that reminds
us  of  the  way  that  class  sorting  is  never
separated from its  political  implications.  The
somewhat paradoxical fact is that both of these
alternatives are in some senses based on an
attempt to resuscitate the embattled models of
group living.

At  Musashino,  I  saw  two  options  that  were
familiar to most teachers and present, in some
form, at most schools.  The first is defined by
the teachers who were active members of the
teachers’ union. Almost 70% of the teachers at
Musashino  in  the  early  1990s  were  active
members  (a  figure  that  was  to  drop  to  a
dysfunctional rate of almost 10% in a few short
years).23  Musashino  was  once  considered  a
“union  castle”  (Rohlen  1977),  a  problematic
school at the bottom where many of the more
troublesome union teachers were sent in order
to “contain the problem,” as the vice principal
of  Musashino once explained to me. If  these
teachers  could  organize  a  voting  block  or
critical  mass,  they would be able to run the
more  important  committees  in  the  school.
Ideologically,  this  group  saw  post-war
education  as  kanri  kyōiku,  or  “managed
education,” that was too focused on control of
both  what  students  were  taught  and  how
teachers taught it. Some teachers argued that
these  practices  violated  both  groups’  human
rights (Horio 1988). The union teachers were
critical of “group living” models as methods of
control,  and  instead  were  committed  to  an
education  that  was  more  consistent  with
principles  of  individual  liberty  and  self-

realization both in the content of their lessons
and  in  the  management  of  their  classes.
Pedagogically, these teachers were very critical
of the Ministry of Education curriculum and its
implementation,  instead  advocating  a  more
open,  even dialogical  style  in  the  classroom,
more problem-solving tasks rather than tests,
collective group projects rather than individual
evaluation,  and in the words of  one student,
“lots and lots of discussions—no matter what,
we would have a discussion.” These teachers
often attempted to remove themselves as the
source of authority, and at times, as a target of
student resistance, in ways that resembled a
variation  on  “soft  authority.”  As  one  union
teacher explained, “Unless the students know
why they’re doing what they’re doing, it doesn’t
have any meaning. They must come to some
understanding.” These classes generated little
direct  conflict  with  students,  although  other
teachers  in  the  school  criticized these  union
classrooms  as  unfocused  to  the  point  of
anarchy, places where “no teaching was going
on”. The union teachers believed, however, that
this was a far more effective way to promote
learning.

Teachers union demonstration opposing
revision of the education law

The  non-union  group  of  teachers  was  more
conservative.  The  Tokyo  Board  of  Education
often placed ambitious,  middle-aged teachers
in the post of principal of these “union castles,”
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with the perceived mandate to quell or at least
obscure  the  most  obvious  signs  of  union
activity. Many principals saw this posting, even
if there were virtually no substantial results, as
a stepping stone out of teaching and into the
administrative  structure  of  the  Board  of
Education itself. Not knowing much about the
school, they took their short rotation (usually
just a couple of years),  hoping to be able to
rally enough of the more conservative teachers
around them. According to these principals and
teachers,  since Musashino students were not
“leader” types,  it  was important  for  them to
learn how to be “useful to society” (shakai ni
yaku  ni  tatsu).  This  usually  meant  teaching
them a somewhat different variant of “group
living:” how to mold one’s own behavior to the
needs of the group. More concretely, this was
achieved through instructing them in greetings
(aisatsu), use of appropriately polite language,
and  demonstration  of  an  open  (sunao)
character in their willingness to do hard work
and obey superiors. As one teacher explained,
“Our students at  Musashino are going to be
doing  jobs  that  anyone  could  do.  They  will
require  virtually  no  knowledge  or  skill.  So,
unless they can be taught to behave, they won’t
be  of  use  to  society,  or  to  themselves.”
Pedagogically,  these teachers were especially
strict  with  students,  with  classroom  conflict
ever  present,  bubbling  up  into  direct
confrontation  and  disciplinary  action  daily.
Some teachers within this group exploited the
segmentation  of  the  curriculum  to  codify
classroom behavior into similarly discrete and
therefore calculable variables. Thus, just as the
exam  might  ask  students  to  recite  the  five
longest rivers in Europe, a teacher would grade
each student on proper execution of the five
steps for  entering a room (call  out,  wait  for
acknowledgment, move to one’s seat, bow, and
sit  down).  Other  teachers  who  were  less
meticulous and had more of a stomach for open
conflict  demonstrated  a  more  explosive
classroom  culture,  where  students  were
frequently  and  often  arbitrarily  berated  and
punished  for  their  ill-defined  failings  in

comportment  and  attitude.24  The  second
approach  depended  upon  the  unpredictable
and uneven application of rules as weapons in
confrontations that were often as personal as
they were institutional.

These two approaches are broadly familiar to
most public school teachers as addressing the
structural and class predicaments of low-level
schooling  across  Tokyo,  and  probably  urban
Japan  more  general ly .  Despite  their
diametrically opposed approaches, and the high
level of antagonism between the groups, both
groups were trying to combat the “drying out”
of the moral community that was particularly
developed at the working-class school. And, in
their own way, they were both trying to restore
some aspect of this moral community, of group
living  (the  delegation  of  responsibility  to
students by the union teachers and subjugation
of personal goals to the needs of the group for
the more conservative teachers). The image of
this “drying out” was vividly represented by a
nearby high school that was organized around
a “credit system” (tan’isei) where students had
no  homeroom  and  no  coordinated  collective
activities.  Students showed up to school  and
took enough credits, mostly in applied subjects,
to graduate, as one might in college (or most
US  high  schools) .  One  union  teacher
complained that  “the students  might  as  well
take a  correspondence course.  The Board of
Education  is  just  processing  students.”  His
conservative  adversary  said,  “Those  sorts  of
places are not schools. They don’t teach their
students  to  become  anything  at  all.”  This
school’s abandonment of the school as a moral
community,  as  part  of  the  comprehensive
education  of  students  for  adult  society,  was
virtually unimaginable to these two groups of
Musashino teachers, liberal and conservative,
both committed, if in their different ways.

It  is  not  surprising  that  given  the  choice,
students favored the less confrontational union
teachers  (except  for  those  few  who  looked
forward to a fight,  like Keiko),  but even this
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was not an unproblematic format. For Tomo,
who  had  done  so  badly  in  the  increasingly
academic  curriculum  of  middle  school,  the
union  teachers’  alternative  to  the  regular
curriculum  was  no  more  successful.  He
explained:

It ’s  easier  just  to  study  the
textbook  and  fill  out  worksheets,
even if you have to also be trained
[as  in  the  conservative  teachers’
way].  Even if  I  don’t  understand,
it’s still better. Sitting there trying
to  have  a  d iscuss ion  about
something or  other [in  the union
teachers’  class]  was meaningless.
They should have just prepared a
lesson and taught it,  but I  guess
they  didn’t  care  enough  to  do
that.25

Another student captured a predominant view
of  the  more conservative  teachers  when she
said that “they simply did not like students, and
they probably did not like teaching. They were
more concerned about catching and punishing
us than teaching us anything.” Another student
commented similarly about the union teachers:
“They didn’t even care about us enough to try
to catch us.”

For  almost  everyone,  especially  in  their  first
year, the competing classroom cultures made
for  contradictory  messages  about  school
expectations, and students were often caught
in the crossfire. Said Keiko, “At times, it got so
bad that every class, every day was so different
that you never knew what to expect.  All  the
teachers  were  pushing  you  in  different
directions so that even if you wanted to stay
clear [out of  trouble],  you could not.” Keiko,
who in her first year prided herself on being
able to go toe-to-toe with any teacher in the
school,  explained  that  “even though none  of
those teachers were able to fight me, after a
while,  you just  get  worn out.  It’s  not  worth

fighting  anymore.  I  just  moved  away.”  She
added,  almost  puzzled,  “And  they  let  me
go.”26 You have to have more at stake than most
of  the  Musashino  students  did  to  function
within, or in opposition to, this sort of school
culture. By their last year, most students had
learned to hunker down and keep their head
out of the line of fire, and most teachers had
lost much of the ambition or energy to bring
any wet coherence to the moral community of
the  school.  As  students  got  older  and
increasingly began to see the school as less of a
reliable mechanism for their future, they simply
did not have that much at stake.

Today, many of the older teachers say the same
thing  about  their  schools  and  even  their
younger colleagues. The union is largely absent
as  a  political  force  in  the  school  (and  in
society), and unable in most schools to secure
numbers sufficient to propose and execute any
coherent alternative to the “control education”
of  the  Tokyo  Board  of  Education.  The  more
authoritarian  teachers  have  survived  as
clusters at some schools with reputations for
troublesome  students,  but  without  the
oppositional  union  teachers  to  fight  against,
they seem to be less self-consciously organized
at  most  schools.  Today,  many  teachers  from
both extreme groups lament the current state
of education, not as too progressive (although
there does seem to be more of a presence of
counseling  approaches)  or  too  authoritarian
(although incidences of some forms of school
conflict do seem to be quite high). Instead, both
groups  report  that  education  has  lost  its
relevance  as  a  shaper  of  young  people’s
character.  The  possibility  of  any  moral
community,  however one sees the politics  of
group  living,  is  probably  most  directly
cha l lenged  by  the  threat  o f  the  dry
convenience-store  high  school.  On  the  other
hand, maybe it is particularly well-suited to the
needs of today’s labor market.

Occupational Self-Selection
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While  Sara  and  her  elite  classmates  were
preparing for university exams, Keiko and her
Musashino classmates,  those who made it  to
the third  year  of  school  (Tomo had dropped
out)  were  expected  to  consult  the  shinro
shidōbu  (guidance office) to find a job. Each
year, fewer of them bothered to consult, except
when these sessions were part of their required
class time.27 They knew that finding a good job
was difficult, and few of them took seriously the
invitations  from  the  guidance  office  to  look
through the job files for that one desirable job
that  might  have  slipped into  their  otherwise
limited pool. (Most turned to friends or want
ads  to  find  jobs.)  In  one  session,  where
students  were  supposed  to  be  taught  the
different skills necessary to pass their interview
(entering  the  room,  greeting,  seating,  self-
introduction, explanation of school record, etc.)
a  quick-witted  student  had  the  whole  group
rolling on the ground by banging on the door,
pretending that it was stuck, which prevented
him from even  entering  the  interview room.
Afterward,  in  a  mixture  of  exasperation  and
resignation, the teacher in charge said, “These
students really don’t know how true to life that
was—getting a  job these days,  at  least  from
Musashino.”  Neither  demonstrating the drive
of  their  peers  at  upper-level  schools,  nor
adopting  the  role  of  critical  consumer  of
educational opportunities and credentials that
these  peers  assume,  Musashino  students
approached the job search as they approached
high  school:  nothing  ventured,  nothing  lost.
Few  see  it  as  an  opportunity,  let  alone
maximization;  instead,  most  view  it  as
something to  go through,  to  get  through,  to
have done, and be done with.  Few imagined
that there were good jobs available. After all,
their  older  brothers  and  sisters  had  worked
these  jobs,  and  sometimes  their  moms  and
dads.  Many  of  them  were  already  working
there themselves even before graduating from
high school.

On the questionnaire the students filled out at
the  start  of  their  search,  what  figured  most

prominently was the fact that most wanted to
find a place close to home, with good vacations
and not  too long working hours.  Job title  or
collective responsibility for work were not often
selected (these were options  that  they could
check  on  the  questionnaire).  A  nice  uniform
was often mentioned (though it was not on the
questionnaire). High salary was not an option
available  for  students  to  select  on  the
questionnaire.  In  interviews  with  me,  the
students expressed a somewhat more complex
view: they desired a job where the expectations
were  clearly  laid  out  and  where  human
relations could be expected to be manageable.
That is, they wanted to know exactly what sort
of commitment was required of them and to be
sure  that  they  knew  the  l imits  of  this
commitment. Thus, in many ways, the students
were seeking in their jobs a chance to avoid
what was so problematic for them in school.
They  wanted  to  avoid  the  messiness  of  the
dysfunctional moral community in which they
had  failed  and  that  had  failed  them  during
middle  school,  with  its  diffuse  sentiment,
vagaries  of  collective  responsibility,  yet
oppressive  and  exacting  demands  for
participation.  Group living proved mysterious
to them during middle school, even as it was
evaporating, and in high school, there was no
real  chance  for  this  sort  of  community  to
develop.

In general, students believed that things would
be better for them in the world of  work.  As
Tomo explained just before dropping out, “As
long as you do what you have to do in your job,
you’re  okay.  No  one  messes  with  you.”  No
student  was  seeking  a  job  with  as  much
“freedom” as they found in those years in the
union  teachers’  classrooms.  In  fact,  most
seemed  to  want  some  structure,  at  least
enough  to  protect  them  from  the  arbitrary
authoritarianism  they  associated  with  the
classrooms of their more conservative teachers.
As Keiko explained, “No one treats you like that
when you’re working. If they do, you can just
leave.”28
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By the end of high school, the students were
doing more than simply leaving a situation they
did not like; they were also narrating a positive
move into adult life. They were attracted to the
idea  of  a  contract,  one  which  laid  out
obligations, responsibility, and pay. These were
the sorts of agreements that they felt provided
them  with  assurances  of  stabil ity  and
predictability, the absence of which they had
suffered  from  for  most  of  their  secondary
schooling. They often mentioned the autonomy
and control that they thought would come from
earning their  own money.  Keiko explained it
like this: “It’s good to have some money, and
working gets you money right away. You get
paid regularly and for whatever work you do.”
She  explained  the  criteria  by  which  she
selected one job as a telephone operator, a job
she stayed with for only a few weeks: “I’m not
saying that money is the only thing, and 10 yen
more per hour is not very much, but it can add
up  over  time  and  help  you  choose  the  best
deal…. This is especially true when all of the
work is pretty much the same.” She continued:

What I like is that I know when I
can leave work. I hate staying late
because of some sort of business
that’s not finished, usually because
someone else is a slow worker. I
like to know exactly what I have to
do and then I can just do it. I don’t
mind  working  with  other  people
but I don’t like to have to do their
work, and I don’t like to stay late
because they have some problem
with  their  personal  relations
(ningen kankei). I like normal work
(futsū no shigoto).

What they did not quite understand, at the age
of  18,  is  that  what  counted  for  them  as
“normal” jobs, jobs with a contract, are in fact
distinctive  to  a  particular  place  in  the  labor
market, one that very rarely leads to sustained
let  alone  permanent  work  or  a  stable

occupational  profile.  In  effect,  students  self-
select paths that lead them out of group living
and  thus  out  of  contention  for  middle-class
employment. The jobs that they think they want
do not become permanent (seishain) jobs and
they do not  offer  a  package of  benefits  and
regular  pay  raises,  still  less  the  promise  of
lifetime  employment  that  most  college
graduates seek. These are not the sorts of jobs
where employers hire for “character” and there
is no talk of “destiny sharing” (Gordon) or any
sort of real social identity that might be gained.
These jobs with a contract are in the low-level
service  sector:  almost  always  part-time,  of
undetermined length or short-term, low-paying,
or  otherwise  unstable.29  Ironically,  such  jobs
appear to many young people to offer control:
they can change jobs when they want to move
on.  They  imagine  that  the  contract  protects
them, and in a way of course it does. But in a
society where lifetime employees never have a
contract,  in part  because one does not  need
something as “dry” as a contact to demonstrate
the wet, emotional and moral ties of real and
regular  employment,  a  contract  becomes  a
symbol of instability,  of the instrumental and
tenuous  connection  between  employer  and
employee.  The  sort  of  work  that  Musashino
graduates  obtained  was  something  that  they
could move on from in case things did not work
out, but what they did not see then was that
most  of  the  time,  they  simply  moved  on  to
other,  similarly  unstable  jobs.  They  were
employed  as  a  particular  amount  of  labor
power, for particular tasks, for as long as they
were needed and profitable.  This  is  not  how
group living was supposed to work.

Today,  we  call  those  who  work  these  jobs
“freeter,”30  but  of  course,  these  jobs  have
always been available because there has always
been a  need for  some segment  of  the  labor
market  to  be  flexible  and  skilled  enough  to
respond  to  the  short-term  fluctuations  of
business cycles. Marx called these workers the
great “reserve army,” and the Japanese version
is  probably  the  most  educated  and  skilled
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reserve  army  in  the  world.  But  Musashino
students’ jobs are not very different from those
of  young people in the lower reaches of  the
service sector all over the world. These jobs ask
them to punch in and out while they work at
waitressing,  delivery,  shelving  and  clerking,
setting up and cleaning up. In the pre-bubble
days, these jobs were more plentiful, most were
in local small shops and factories, often family-
owned,  while  today  we  see  a  shift  into  the
convenience or chain stores taking up a larger
portion of this sector. As one teacher explained,
“Often,  these  are  the  only  jobs  available  to
these  kids,  but  I  guess  most  of  them  are
happier to be working in a clean 7/11 than a
dirty  old  factory.  When  they  look  at  older
workers, they feel lucky.”

Recessionary  Japan:  Freeter  Panic  as  a
Class Issue

Reduced absolute economic growth can bring
into relief otherwise taken-for-granted patterns
of inequality and disparity among relative class
positions (Ishida 1993).  While part-time work
grew increasingly prevalent in the course of the
whole period of postwar economic growth, it
became  more  obvious  and  more  obviously
problematic after the bubble economy burst in
1991.  Many  companies  increased  the  use  of
part-time labor, even promoting it as part of a
larger  national  strategy  to  climb  out  of
recession. This shift resulted in a percentage of
part-time labor that is roughly equal to that in
many western capitalist countries. While there
was some dismissal of mid-career employees,
the  most  common corporate  strategy  was  to
reduce hiring of  new recruits,  in  what  some
called the “ice age” of employment. A larger
number of high school and college graduates
were thus unable to find what was once called
“regular work.” (See the two charts below from
Brinton 2009 for the scope of this shift.31)

Male Part-Time Workers as a Percentage
of All Male Workers, by Age Group

Female Part-Time Workers as a Percentage
of All Female Workers, by Age Group

But these shifts in types of work were not the
part  of  the  story  that  truly  captured  the
imagination of the mass media. The media story
focused on the young people who were “opting
out”  of  the  constraints  of  Japan,  Inc.,
supposedly no longer willing to sacrifice for a
job  that  demanded  such  dedication  and
emotional  participation,  that  took the toll  on
body  and  soul  that  they  had  seen  in  their
fathers,  who  brought  Japan  from  post-war
recovery  to  international  prominence.  The
media reported that these young people went
to part-time jobs by choice, to be “free” of the
onerous  expectations  of  full-time  work,  and
“free”  to  purse  their  own  personal  (not
corporate) dreams. Job creation (Genda 2005),
while  a  priority,  was  almost  always  talked
about  in  the  same  breath  as  the  need  to
increase young people’s “will to work” (Yamada
2004).  This  was  especially  ironic  given  how
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important this part-time labor was to economic
flexibility. A variant of this panic can be seen in
the argument that these new jobs were not only
chosen  by  the  young  out  of  selfishness  or
immaturity,  but  that  working  the  jobs
themselves crippled young people in their path
to  maturity,  teaching  them  none  of  the
important  lessons  of  sacrifice  and  collective
responsibility (group living) necessary to make
them responsible members of  adult  Japanese
society.  Thus,  many  worried  that  a  whole
generation  would  never  learn  the  necessary
lessons of dedication and sacrifice, respect and
decorum,  collective  responsibility  and  social
dependence,  while  doing  this  increasingly
prevalent irregular work. Since the 1980s, with
the  exception  of  enjo  kōsei  (“compensated
dating”), there has been no other moral panic
that has occupied as much newspaper space as
the issue of freeters.

But  looking  at  this  panic  from  a  class
perspective, we notice two things. First, while
the  particular  young  people  who  end  up  as
freeters might not embrace the ethos of Japan,
Inc., nothing they have done has created the
need  for  the  progressive  increase  in  the
number  of  part-time  jobs.  Just  as  slowed
growth  in  the  la te  bubble  years  le f t
construction workers homeless, today’s freeter
did not create part-time jobs. The occupational
structure  shifted  during  Japan’s  recession  in
ways that are common to neo-liberal economies
all over the world, and this shift in the labor
demand was reinforced by a corporate strategy
designed to maintain profit margins in a time of
economic  hardship.  Second,  we  saw  in  the
media  a  high  rhetoric  of  distress  over  the
negative moral or social effect of these workers
and/or of the work that they are doing, the real
moral panic has been largely focused on the
m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  u s u a l l y  w i t h o u t  a n y
acknowledgment  of  this  focus.

Working-class  young  people  like  those  from
Musashino  have  been  doing  these  jobs  for
many  years,  decades  even,  as  pointed  out

above.  They  took  the  only  jobs  available  to
them, so it is difficult to identify any lack of
seriousness or willingness to sacrifice as the
reason they are working these jobs today. In
fact,  probably the more persuasive argument
would be that it is the working class, in taking
these jobs for generations, who have made the
biggest personal and social  sacrifices for the
sake  of  maintaining  a  robust  and  flexible
national economy. But prior to the media panic
over  freeters,  little  popular  or  academic
attention  was  devoted  to  any  negative
character  effects  of  working in  the  low-level
service sector. When I began fieldwork, it was
before the neologism of  freeter  was popular.
Instead,  many  Musashino  graduates  were
often, referred to as pūtaro,  a term denoting
one who does not work regularly even when
able  to  do  so.  A  pūtaro  takes  a  job  when
necessary  but  without  any  ambition  or
seriousness of purpose. In a society that reads
so much into the importance of work, it is not
surprising  that  the  term  carries  moral
overtones,  connoting  laziness,  idleness  or
shiftlessness.32 There was no media outcry for
the  many  years  that  Musashino  students
graduated only to end up working at low-level
service jobs: indeed, these are the sorts of jobs
that  most  imagine  working-class  youths  are
supposed to take.

What  created  the  moral  panic  was  not  that
young people were doing (or even opting to do)
this sort of work, or even that they were doing
so  in  large  numbers,  but  that  young  people
from the wrong social  class  were ending up
doing this work. Students educated at schools
such as Musashino have always been expected
to do this sort of work, and when working-class
youth  end  up  in  working-class  jobs  (be  it
primary  production  or  clerking,  depending
upon the shape of the bottom of the economy),
it needs no explanation. The panic began when
the Japanese economy needed to expand the
“reserve  army”  beyond  its  working-class
boundaries,  when  there  was  more  irregular
work than the working class (even the “new
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working  class”)  could  supply.  And  so,  when
students who had the money to invest in their
informal education (cram schools) and who had
gained certification from formal education also
ended up doing this sort of irregular work, the
panic  began.  The  school-to-work  mechanism
was said to have fallen out of coordination. As
one  mother  of  an  elite  college  student
explained to me, “I did not spend this sort of
money  so  that  my  son  would  end  up  as  a
freeter.” When middle-class youths begin doing
working-class work, then youth labor becomes
a cause of moral panic.33

Thus, while the discourse of freeter has drawn
attention  to  the  precariousness  of  part-time
work,  i t  has  obscured  the  wide  c lass
heterogeneity within this new labor category.
The  young  people  who  are  categorized  as
freeters  range  from  the  highly  skilled  and
remunerated  freelance  graphic  designer  (for
whom  freeter  might  be  a  productive  and
financially  rewarding  way  of  life,  even  a
permanent  life  strategy);  to  the  elite  college
student  or  recent  graduate  earning  some
pocket money at the convenience store before
entering a company (who has the leisure to do
this sort of work until a life strategy comes into
focus);  to the junior college graduate with a
technical  certificate  (who is  working the  job
she has been trained to do, even as she comes
to  understand  its  limited  potential);  to  the
immigrant  working  from 10  p.m.  until  dawn
cleaning office buildings (for whom any form of
work in Japan is an economic improvement and
might  even  be  a  way  to  obtain  relative
security). That is, freeter is a term that refers
to almost anyone who is out of the once held
ideal  of  permanent  and  full-time,  that  is,
“regular” in all of its normative connotations.
But for some types of workers at certain class
positions the label still holds some utility. For
young people such as Tomo, Keiko and other
Musashino students, this new classification of
freeter is both a rhetorical opportunity and a
class  compromise.  Few  Musashino  students
would call themselves pūtaro unless prompted.

As Tomo explained, “Who would be a pūtaro
when you can be called a freeter?” For many,
freeter  is  a  label  that  has  built  into  it  a
narrative  of  agency,  choice,  freedom,  and
individuality.  In  some  more  romantic
renderings in the popular and academic press,
a freeter can even be a rebel making a political
statement. To the extent that this is a chosen
type of work, it is a way to make a claim for
social respectability and upward class mobility,
something beyond having to take whatever sort
of work is available.34

But  to  say  that  these  jobs  were “chosen”  is
misleading, at least for Musashino students. If
asked on any survey, Keiko would explain that
she has “chosen” all of her part-time jobs since
she entered high school, and by her calculation,
the 10 yen an hour difference makes one job
better  and  another  worse.  Indeed,  we  have
heard  that  she  is  not  looking  for  the
complicated  and  wet  sort  of  work  she
associates  with  “regular”  employment,  and
would rather have a different sort of job. Tomo
appreciates the “freedom” he has to ride his
bike while working. When they left Musashino,
looking for jobs that were dry and entailed little
responsibility,  they  were  well-prepared  to
“choose”  these  jobs,  but  it  is  important  to
remember that in most cases, these were the
only jobs available to them. The contradictions
inherent  in  the  representation  of  people
“choosing” freeter jobs, and eventually, freeter-
hood, only become evident over time. To these
older graduates, who have spent more years in
the lower reaches of the service economy, to be
reclassified as a freeter, as someone who might
actually choose  to do the sorts of  work they
ended up doing, seems slightly ridiculous. One
Musashino  graduate,  class  of  1990,  recently
commented to me, in trying to make sense of
these  changes  that  reclassify  him,  at  least
retroactively,

I guess I must be a freeta. That’s
better  than  being  pūtaro,  right?
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But I’m not quite sure what that
means. Does it mean that I want to
do these bad jobs instead of taking
good jobs? That I want to pay my
own insurance [instead of  having
my company do it]? If that’s what it
means,  I  really  am  a  pūtaro .
Freeter…freeter.  What  does  that
really mean? Does that mean my
dad is also a freeter? What about
my  mom?  She  works,  when  she
can?

Just as a sorting mechanism based on academic
achievement is able to re-represent social class
differences as being the result of exam grades,
so  does  the  discourse  of  freeter  allow
Musashino graduates and the mass media to
imagine that working-class youth are working
their jobs by choice. This is a complicit fiction
that  deflects  popular  and  scholarly  attention
away from the problematic nature of these new
categories  of  work and worker,  especially  in
ways that are complicated by patterns of class
formation.  The  point  of  this  article  is  to
recontextualize some of the aspects of school
processes within the larger dynamic of  class
formation;  it  is  to  trace  some links  between
family  background  and  school  trajectories;
from classroom culture,  curriculum structure
and pedagogical politics; and finally to some of
the occupational and discursive effects as they
impact  on  what  we  can  recognize  as  the
younger members of the new working class.

Post-script

Poster for a current film called A
Permanent Part-timer in Distress (Sōnan

furīta)̄ by Iwabuchi Hiroki.

Today, the label “freeter” has lost much of its
salience. In part, this is because the promise of
any  political  statement  of  resistance  by  not
working for  Japan Inc  has  long since shown
itself not only to be empty, but so fatuous that
few  young  people  even  know  that  it  was
supposed to contain some political aspirations.
But this is also because the sort of work that
was  once  done  by  those  called  freeters  has
become taken for granted as a regular part of
most  people’s  working  trajectory.  Doing
unstable, intermittent and precarious work, the
sort  of  work that  contributes  nothing to  the
construction of any durable social identity, let
alone a living wage, has become “naturalized”
and unremarkable. “We are all freeters,” as one
of my informants explained. The expansion of

http://www.sounan.info/
http://www.sounan.info/
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this level of precarity out of the working class
and into the population as a whole, has to some
degree shifted the politics of nomenclature, as
outlined above, but also seems to have brought
a shift in policy focus.

While it is notoriously difficult to draw lines of
causality  from policy  to  practice,  the  set  of
reforms  collectively  known  as  “relaxed
education”  (yutori  kyoiku)  did  seem  to
represent the sort of market-oriented principles
that are characteristic of many other neoliberal
shifts  in  education  in  other  countries.  The
reduction of classroom hours, more flexibility in
choice  of  school  and  subjects  by  students,
appear to respond to the earlier era of stifling
“management  education”  (kanri  kyoiku)
characteristic  of  postwar  schooling.  On  the
other hand, this relaxation, like all curriculum
practices, has different effects on those holding
different  positions  in  the  class  map.  So,  for
those  at  the  top,  with  sufficient  capital
(economic,  symbolic  and  cultural)  and
maximizing orientations to efficiently use this
capital,  these  policies  might  have  facilitated
greater flexibility and even freedom at higher
level schools that were better able to respond
to the desires of these elite students. But the
effect for those at the bottom has often been
what  one  parent  described  as  “criminal
abandonment.”  With  schools  relaxing  their
requirements,  students  who cannot  afford  to
attend cram school  are  simply  left  with  less
schooling.  The  increasingly  laissez-faire
attitude  of  the  state  toward  education  is
interpreted by parents and teachers as policy
formulated  and  implemented  with  virtually
complete ignorance and perhaps even knowing
neglect of those students at the bottom. That is,
they see this policy as one that disregards the
educational needs of working-class youth to get
some sort  of  “comprehensive” education that
would  prepare  them  for  life  in  favor  of
streaming young people as fast as possible out
into the labor market, qualified to get no better
jobs than the part-time jobs they were doing
while students. That is, this is policy designed

to produce freeters.

During  the  administration  of  Prime  Minister
Abe,  we  saw  a  retreat  from  the  policies  of
“relaxed education” through a revision of the
Fundamental  Law of  Education  in  2006  and
School Education Law in 2007. It appeared that
the  primary  focus  of  these  reforms  was  to
increase patriotism in the schools, but they also
refined  the  mechanism  of  administrative
certification  and  oversight  of  teachers,  and
increased classroom hours and the content of
subjects to be covered during those hours. In
some  ways,  this  is  a  return  to  “control
education” but where the locus and burden of
control is now less on teachers (as before), it is
now  more  on  the  central  administrations
(Ministry of Education and the Tokyo Board of
Education). Thus, Japan is following a pattern
that  i s  somewhat  d i f ferent  f rom  the
coordinated  shifts  in  “neoliberal”  economic
reform  to  greater  marketizat ion  and
“neoconservative” political  reforms that often
go  hand in  hand in  other  countries  (Harvey
2005).  Rather,  in  Japan,  we  see  increased
patriotism rolling back some market reforms, a
sort  of  neoconservative  political  shift  at  the
expense of neoliberal economics. There is little
to suggest that this will have any positive (or
negative) impact on the quality of education or
larger life-chances of those who are at schools
such as Musashino (although I would imagine
that  those  at  more  elite  schools  would  not
welcome this shift).

The  current  Minister  of  Education,  Culture,
Sports,  Science  and  Technology,  Kawabata
Tatsuo, has a history as a union organizer, but
it  is  too early to speculate if  the election of
Hatoyama Yukio and the establishment of the
Democratic  Party  of  Japan  will  have  any
significant  effect  on  educational  policy,  let
alone on the lives of  those at  the bottom of
society.
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A freeter protest march in Tokyo.
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Notes

1A Social Class

1 I worked at Musashino from 1991-3, during
which time I was given the slightly ridiculous
but  affectionate  title  of  fuku-fuku-tannin,  or
assistant  to  the assistant  homeroom teacher.
Since  that  time,  I  have  been  following  this
cohort, and getting to know the more recent
graduates  (and  some  dropouts)  through  the
alumni networks and teachers. 

2  Technically,  students  must  “voluntarily
withdraw” from public schools. It is usually the
homeroom teacher’s job to convince them that
this withdrawal is in their best interests and to
get them to sign the appropriate papers. 

3 Tomo’s mother told me that due to the lack of
manual  labor  jobs  and  their  “dark  and
dangerous reputation,” she did not enroll him
in  a  vocational  school,  but  instead  what  is
called a “regular course” (futsūka), teaching a
standard  academic  curriculum.  In  fact,
although  vocational  schools  have  been
increasingly more able to place its students in
desirable jobs, the negative image is common
among  those  with  middle-class  aspirations.
 Keiko’s mother advocated clerical high school,
but Keiko refused to go to a school that was so
overwhelmingly female.

https://apjjf.org/data/Social_Class_5.htm
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4  While  this  seems  much  higher  than  the
reported  national  rates,  I  would  suggest  the
urban  rates  are  somewhat  higher  than  the
national,  and  the  national  rates  often  only
capture the legally divorced, and thus miss a
whole  range  of  other  sorts  of  fami ly
arrangements  that  are  not  uncommon,
especially  among  families  that  are  poor  and
where the mother is forced to work. 

5  When  one  student  got  what  was  then
considered a job for life in the ship yard of a
major trading company, all  of  the homeroom
teachers took out the career counselors for a
beer to celebrate the anomalous achievement. 

6  This  data  becomes  increasingly  unreliable
over time, as the career counselor office, shinro
shidōbu, has become less active and less able
to place students in desirable jobs. 

7  In  societies  where  formal,  institutionalized
education is less central than it is in Japan (for
example less fully attended; less considered the
synecdoche  to  the  society,  state  and  even
culture; less a reliable means of social mobility
a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  l e g i t i m a t e
credentialization),  or  where  the  class
differentiation  process  occurs  in  other
institutional  contexts  (for  example,  through
regional  or  neighborhood  networks,  through
leisure  act iv i ty  or  ethnic  grouping),
comprehensive  education  plays  a  less
significant  role  in  whole-culture  socialization
and class sorting. Compare the Japanese case
to the work by Paul Willis (1977) or John Ogbu
(1992). Both have written about young people
entering secondary school from home cultures
that put them self-consciously at odds with the
official  school  culture.  For  them,  social
difference  (class  or  race)  is  assumed,  and
success,  even  participation,  in  school  is
considered a compromise and possibly even a
threat to their own social and cultural identity.
These students are already aware of their own
very  different  social  paths  vis-a-vis  other
students,  and  even  before  they  enter  the

school,  hold  a  very  jaundiced  view  of  the
mainstream culture and the institutionalization
of it through education that is being promoted,
but differentially made available, by the school.
Also, the school has little legitimacy in terms of
the content being taught or the credentials that
are awarded. In contrast, Japanese schooling is
more  important  and  effective  in  the  whole-
culture  socialization  and  sorting,  and  it  is
perceived as legitimate by more students,  at
least  as  they  enter.  Because  the  process  of
class  differentiation occurs  within  the school
itself, it is only after entering these schools that
most youths become disillusioned.  See Okano
(1993) for the best discussion of the school-to-
work transition in Japan. See Sato (2000) for a
more general discussion of Japan as an unequal
society.

8 The rich ethnographic literature upon which
the present study rests includes Peak (1991),
White (1978), Cummings (1980), Duke (1973),
and  Rohlen  (1989).  While  Rohlen  (1983)
introduces five different high schools, which he
acknowledges to be clearly class differentiated,
h is  ana lys is  extracts  f rom  them  the
commonality that they share, drawing examples
from  each  to  present  something  that  is
essentially a Japanese pattern. The results are
chapters  called  “The  Japanese  Adolescent
Patterns”  and  “Japanese  Pedagogy.”  This  is
even more misleading than any initial failure to
identify school level or class composition at all.
The project of class analysis is quite different in
this  respect,  looking  to  move  beyond  model
national patterns and to see how these shared
cultural  forms  are  differently  deployed  at
different  schools  and  to  different  class
segments.  

9  See theorists as varied as Peak (1991) and
Koschmann  (1978)  for  discussions  of  soft
authority from two very different perspectives.

10 The ideal of the “comprehensive school,” one
that serves all members of society and provides
a place where young people of diverse ethnic,
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racial  and  class  background  could  come
together on some level playing field was very
much part of the early educational reforms in
the  US.  But  this  possibility  was  largely
undermined through redistricting and middle-
class flight out of urban centers, and recently,
through  voucher  programs  that  allow  those
who can afford it  to move to better schools.
(See  Franklin  and  McCullouch  for  a  fuller
discussion.)  Until  recently,  the  neighborhood
structures  of  urban  Japan  were  still  less
homogeneous  than  those  found  in  most  US
cities,  but  these  are  moving  in  a  similar
direction. 

11 I was able to collect narratives from first-year
students at Musashino that were full of angst
and a burning sense of betrayal at what each
student understood as the injustice of his or her
abandonment  by  teachers  and  peers  as  the
student  fell  out  of  the  regular  academic
routines of middle school far enough to land at
Musashino. And yet, by the student’s final year
of high school, in talking to the same students,
I was unable to find these same narratives, or
even the feelings that had driven them. They
were no longer interesting to the student; they
were so taken-for-granted and so much a part
of who he or she had become that they were
literally unremarkable—that is, no longer worth
of remark. Such is the effect of high school in
naturalizing even the once disturbing effects of
class sorting from middle school. 

12 Despite the fact that it is high school that is
the  more  self-evidently  stratified  institution,
many  richer  parents  seek  to  move  their
children into elite private middle schools that
usually  serve  as  “elevator  schools,”  ushering
their students into the attached high schools of
universities relatively easily. It was at one of
these high-level high schools that I did half a
year of fieldwork. 

13 The other dimension of this resentment was
that most students could identify one or two
teachers  who spent  an inordinate  amount  of

time helping them get out of trouble, informally
tutoring  them  when  they  fell  behind,  and
sometimes intervening on their behalf in non-
school  troubles.  But  this  is  simply  the  other
side of the same coin: resentment or devotion,
where  the  wet,  personal  relationships  with
teachers were in marked contrast to the drier
ones  of  Sara  and  her  elite  classmates.  See
LeTendre and Fukuzawa (2000) for an overview
of student social relations in middle school. 

14 One type of data that would be very valuable
here is  ethnographic analysis  of  the ways in
which  middle  school  teachers  recognize  and
differentially  treat  those  students  who  are
engaged in full-on cram school activities. To my
knowledge, there is no relevent ethnographic
work on this topic. 

15 While there are in fact a very wide range of
different  sorts  of  supplementary  schools  in
Japan,  ranging  from  flower  arranging  to
computer  programming.  See  Tsukada  (1991)
for a good overview of cram schools that are
specifically designed for preparation for college
entrance  exams.  But  note  that  the  image of
cram  schools  as  dark  and  windowless
sweatshops of academic production is far out of
date.  Even before  the  1990s this  image had
changed,  largely  due  to  the  professionally
managed advertising campaigns that stress the
fun and friends you can have in cram school.
The teachers at cram schools are skilled and
often  inspired  professionals  who  are
sophist icated  and  innovat ive  in  the
development  of  effective  pedagogy.  Most
students I talked to reported a bright, fun and
exciting atmosphere at their cram schools, so
much so that many elite students saw this as
their primary social grouping,. But this shift in
image does not change the structural fact that
cram  schools  have  secured  a  place  in  the
market because parents see them as places of
effective  maximization  of  educational  capital.
Instrumentality need not be oppressive, and in
fact, probably works best when it is not.     
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16 See Amano (1992) for the best sociological
analysis of the shape and development of the
Japanese curriculum. 

17 Educational expenditures, expectations, and
cram school participation are all clearly linked
to class background. See Hida (link).

18  An  exception  might  be  boarding  school,
which  of fers  a  whole  developmental
environment.  

19 The nature of the Japanese college entrance
system is perhaps most succinctly captured by
Rohlen (1983:93) as “cryptographic code.” He
points out that short answer or multiple choice
format  is  more  effective  in  mathematics.  By
contrast,  the  social  studies  section,  for
example, “seems like nothing more than a giant
trivia contest compiled by scholars instead of
popular culture freaks” (100). The problem, as
pointed out above, is that the format can only
test a very narrow range of subjects effectively
and that these tests are usually the only criteria
for college entrance for most students, thereby
compounding the distortion. Interestingly, even
as  colleges  are  scrambling  to  find  enough
students to fill their seats, this pattern of exams
is  not  moving  toward  something  more
synthetic. Rather, they are finding more ways
to recruit students without having them take
the tests (e.g., by entrance by recommendation
or  through  setting  up  affiliations  with  high
schools, creating “elevators” into college). 

20 While being at a low-level high school does
lead regularly and predictably to low-level jobs,
difference in achievement among students at
Musashino was not correlated to any different
chances  of  their  seeming success  in  the  job
market.  In  fact,  the  occupational  trajectory
from any high school is pretty regular, but it is
true that the market at the bottom is less finely
calibrated. So, for those students competing to
get into the best university, a difference of a
couple of  points  on a  test  score can drop a
student  down  a  number  of  ranks.  As  one

Musashino student explained quite correctly, “I
could sit out my whole final year of high school,
still  graduate  and get  the same job I  would
have gotten had I stayed in school.”

2 1  To  many  Americans ,  the  Japanese
convenience  store  appears  to  be  full  of
attentive  and  eager,  fully  engaged  young
people,  but  to  most  teachers  at  Musashino,
indeed, most adults in Japan, the service that
they receive at convenience stores is often an
index  of  the  larger  deterioration  of  service,
youth and society.

22 The question of institutional authority is, of
course, taken from Marx, but is most clearly
developed  in  the  work  of  Harry  Braverman
(1974).

23 Besides Rohlen (1977), see Thurston (1973)
and  Aspinal  (2001)  for  a  review  of  union
activity  in  schools.   Aspinall  notes that  from
1985  to  1987,  there  was  a  drop  in  Japan
Teachers’ Union membership as a percentage
total educational personnel from 86% to 48%.
As of 1992, after a split in the Union, 61% of
the teachers in Tokyo were members of one or
another of the unions. Musashino, as a “union
castle,”  had  higher  than  normal  figures  in
1990.  For  more  detailed  discussion  of  the
workings of  the union activity  at  Musashino,
see Slater (2003). For a general discussion of
the administrative structure of Japanese high
schools, see Slater (2002). 

24 See Kondo (19991) for a similar dynamic of
border-line  abuse  as  evidence  of  group
cohesion  and  authority.

25 Of course, many of the union teachers spent a
great deal of time structuring their discussion,
and their insistence that students come to their
own conclusions was as much a reflection of
their  politics  as  their  pedagogy.  They  were
always discouraged to hear students mistake
their methods for indifference, but Tomo’s view
was far from an isolated case. 

http://www.childresearch.net/RESOURCE/RESEARCH/2004/HIDA.HTM
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26 By her third year, Keiko was going to so few
classes  she  was  ironically  referred  to  as
“okyakusama” (valued customer or  guest)  by
teachers  and  students  alike  when  she  did
bother to show up. 

27 See Honda (2005) for an overview of youth
work. It may be that Musashino was a bit ahead
of  some  of  the  schools  in  these  studies  in
allowing their connections to local companies
to wither. In Musashino’s case, many of these
connections were based on personal networks,
rather than firm institutional ties, and when the
head  of  the  guidance  office  retired,  his
connections  were  largely  lost  to  Musashino
students. 

28  Some years later, I  reminded Keiko of her
own comment, and she laughed, saying, “I said
that? Well, I did leave some jobs earlier on, but
after a while,  you have to settle somewhere,
right?”

29  For example, as a tenured professor at an
elite private university, I have no contract with
rights or conditions of employment. I did not
know what my salary would be before I began.
Only  part-time  teachers  have  contracts;  full-
timers,  with  life-time  employment,  are
supposed to be ‘part of the family,’ not bound
by dry and formal contracts. 

30  The term “freeter” was created by Recruit
Magazine  in  1987  as  a  new designation  for
part-time  work  by  contracting  the  English
“free”  and  the  German  “arbeiter,”  meaning
worker.  The Ministry of  Labor has used this
term  since  the  early  1990s  for  irregular,
unmarried workers between the ages of 15 and
34. See Kosugi (2003) for a good review.

31 For a narrative explanation of this shift, see
Brinton (2009: 124) who notes that from 1980
to 2003, the rates of part-time male workers
(age 15-24) more than tripled to almost 30%,
with females of the same age at about 35%.
This thus represents a substantial shift in the
numbers  of  young  people  experiencing  the

precariousness  of  part-time  labor.  The  total
number of females who are now in irregular
employment is higher, but there have always
been  more  women  working  part-time.  See
Brinton (1994) for a fuller discussion. 

32 The most well-known pūtaro is Tora-san, from
the film “It’s tough being a man” (Otoko wa
tsuraiyo). As in the case of Tora-san, pūtaro is
not a term of condemnation, but rather is used
by teachers and students at  schools  such as
Musashino  to  indicate  students  who  jump
around from one job to another, and their lack
of concern for leading such an irregular life. 

33 In the panic around freeters, media reports
would almost always focus on the discrepancy
between  family  investment  and  academic
progress, on the one hand, and the failure to
find  permanent  work,  on  the  other.  For
example,  the  media  did  not  air  stories  like
Keiko’s: mother does not graduate from high
school,  has  child,  gets  divorced,  works  in  a
bento  shop;   remarries  but  second  husband
does  not  support  child,  who  ends  up  with
irregular school record; upon graduation, child
ends  up working in  a  hostess  bar.  Working-
class trajectories such as this were absent from
the press and broadcast media. Instead, it was
almost always: good middle class kids, despite
substantial investment from hard-working and
sacrificing parents, does all of the right things
in school and still fails; makes one mistake on
her  applicants  or  is  sick  for  a  little  while,
misses her chance and cannot find desirable (or
deserved) employment when she recovers. It is
a story of middle class anxiety over falling into
the uncertainty of unstable markets. 

3 4  This  is,  of  course,  a  complex  dynamic,
especially  when  one  looks  at  it  over  time.
Musashino  students  who  left  school  in  1990
saw any  sort  of  non-manual  labor,  including
clerical  work,  as  a  step  up.  Those  who
graduated  10  years  later,  when  such  work
became  more  common,  made  distinctions
between  small  local  stores  and  the  more
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desirable, brightly lit convenience stores or fast
food.  Today,  it  has shifted again so that  the

image  of  labor  desperation  is  more  often
located at these same convenience or fast food
stores than anywhere else.
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