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Japanese Corporations as Gendered Organizations. The Reality and its
Portrayal in Popular Culture

(Vo A LS NI & LTORREE, RELHy THLF ¥ —TOHT

Jagiellonian University
Joanna SWIT

Introduction

A contemporary analysis of the Japanese employment system cannot do without an
analysis of its gendered character. This has been noticed both by the researchers (e.g. Mori,
2004; Ogiwara et al., 2008; Dasgupta, 2005) and the Japanese government (e.g. Prime
Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2014; Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2008). A
theoretical framework provided by Joan Acker in the early 1990s may be a useful tool for
such an undertaking.

Acker was one of the pioneering feminist sociologists involved in the study of
interrelations between class, gender and race within hierarchical organizations. She argued
that the structures of such organizations are not gender neutral, but that assumptions about
gender are inherent to them. Therefore it can be said that organizations are ‘gendered’ —
“that advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning
and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and female,
masculine and feminine.” (Acker, 1990: 146)

She distinguishes four interacting processes which produce and reproduce such gendered
structure. The first one is the construction of gender divisions through the allotment of jobs,
wages and power. These decisions may be fully conscious or unintentional but shaped by
certain preconceptions regarding men’s and women’s suitability for certain positions. The
second process is the creation of symbols and images which usually serve to explain and
reinforce abovementioned divisions. Organizations may construct their own symbols or use
the ones provided by television, film or advertising. An image of ideal worker adapted by
most companies is of a (theoretically gender-neutral) person fully dedicated to their work and
unencumbered by ‘outside’ obligations, such as child-care. The third process are the
interactions between the members of the organizations, both those occupying the same level
inside its hierarchy and those occupying different levels. These interactions may enact
dominance and subordination as well as create alliances or exclusions. The fourth process is
the internalization of the gendered structure by the individual, and the creation of an

appropriate gendered persona (Acker, 1990, 1992a, 1992b).
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It is worth mentioning at this point that such a structure is not necessarily beneficial to

all men — only to those who aspire to the current model of hegemonic masculinity33.

Acker’s framework will be used in this paper first to describe the gendered reality of the
Japanese employment system, and then to analyse whether similar processes can be
observed in a fictional setting — that of a manga series Good Job (Kataoka, 2001-2007), the
action of which takes place in an office of a medium-sized construction company.

Popular culture is an irremovable element of contemporary society. It may mirror the
daily experiences of its consumers as well as shape their perception of the reality. Therefore
it stands to reason that researchers do not exclude it from critical analysis on the basis of its

supposed ‘simplicity’ or ‘superficiality’ (Krajewski, 2005: 15-32).

I Japanese corporations as gendered organizations

In theory, equality in the eyes of the law for men and women has already been
guaranteed by the Japanese Constitution in 1946 (Gordon, 2010: 316-317). In reality,
however, many companies included discriminatory practices in their organization of labour.
A considerable portion of those gained visibility and lost legitimacy after a series of lawsuits
in 1960s and 1970s, and the introduction of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL)
in 1985 (Tsunoda, 2013: 102-109). This notwithstanding, the less visible ones still influence
career opportunities of working people throughout Japan.

Such practices and actions taken by the workers themselves are described in the

following section using Acker’s framework.

1. Decisions and procedures that construct gendered hierarchies

The most visible and influential element of this process is the dual career track system
applied in human resource management (= — A B A F4E B ). According to its principles,
employees are assigned to different career tracks that differ with regard to available jobs as
well as opportunities for training and future promotions. Most organizations differentiate
between the career-track (f24&H#k) and the noncareer-track (—fi%f#). The former are treated
as core employees whose work is more demanding but at the same time provides more
benefits. The latter are usually responsible for clerical tasks and not eligible for promotion.

This system has been introduced after the implementation of EEOL to replace the older
division of male and female career tracks. After the revision, the placement of employees was
supposed to be based on their skills, capabilities and willingness to work. Nevertheless, in
2011 women still made up 86% of the noncareer-track and only 11,6% of career-track
(Kawaguchi, 2013: 54-56). Furthermore, even when women are chosen for the career-track

they are often assigned to the so-called ‘4R departments’ — HR, PR, IR and CR, where they

> As defined by Connell (e.g. Connell 2005).
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still rarely hold managerial functions and are excluded from OJT opportunities (Ebihara,
2012: 81; Kumazawa, 2002: 110-113). On the other hand, even when both men and women
are assigned to the noncareer-track, their jobs may visibly vary, as became apparent during
Shire’s (2000) case-study of three organizations: in one of them the female employees were
assigned to customer-service work with no prospect of a promotion, while the male employees
were first assigned to supervise their female colleagues and later integrated into the career-
track.

An important distinction can be also seen in the gendered division between full-time (iF
#1) and temporary (JEIE#) employees: in 2017 55,5% of women and only 21,8% of men
worked as the latter (Statistics Japan, 2018). As Inoue et al. (2016) point out most women
choose this form of employment because of its flexible working hours. Some however mention
that it was the only available option, as it is difficult to change career from temporary to full-

time work inside the Japanese employment system.

2. Construction of images, symbols and ideologies

The crises of both the Japanese employment system and Japanese masculinity
notwithstanding, the salaryman is still the image of an ideal employee, fully dedicated to his
work, which in turn allows him to fulfil his role as a man and provide for his family
(Dasgupta, 2005).

To climb the corporate ladder an employee must be prepared to work long hours. This
has been noticed both by Ogiwara et al. (2008) and Matsubara (2013) — the overtime is seen
as a part of normal working hours. During the first of these two studies, one female employee
mentioned that her supervisor would comment on her leaving too early, even though she
stayed 40 minutes after work ended. During the second, Matsubara realized that some
employees chose to opt for short-time work system not because they could not work normal
hours, but because they worried they would not be able to leave the office on time.

Repeated internal transfer between departments, and often branches of an organization
are another precondition for promotion that awards such opportunities only to men who are
willing to leave their family for a period of time (Ebihara, 2012: 88).

This does not mean that an ideal worker should not have family and children. On the
contrary — he is perceived as more reliable if he is a father. He simply cannot be too involved

in the actual child-care (Dasgupta, 2005).

3. Interactions between individuals and groups

The views that strongly tied successful masculinity to being a father were being
reproduced in informal settings by the men Dasgupta (2005) interviewed. While the
organization they worked in had no formal policy for treating married men as more

responsible, they noticed that their supervisors and colleagues had started to treat them
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differently. One of them mentions being admitted into a circle of more senior employees and
being entrusted with more responsible tasks.

On the other hand, women interviewed in Ogiwara et al.’s study (2008) often described
interpersonal relations in work as a source of stress. While some of them felt supported by
their supervisors, other spoke of many instances when they were objects of sexist remarks.
The women who worked hard would be criticised for not being ‘feminine’ enough or even
accused of getting “to where she was just using her sexual charm” (Ogiwara et al., 2006: 480).
Other said that since most women in their office were in their 20s and 30s and their seniors

were conservative, many female employees felt pressure to quit their job young.

4. Constructing gendered personas

As a result, both Dasgupta (2005) and Ogiwara and her colleagues (2008) describe a
process undertaken by their interviewees to fit into gendered expectations set before them.
For some of the women upholding harmonious relations with other employees took priority
over using their professional competence. For the men — the importance of confirming to
their role as a bread-winner outweighed that of being actively involved in child-rearing, even

if they had expressed a desire for such involvement.

II Fictional organizations — an analysis of Kataoka Misao’s manga series Good Job

The action of Good Job, a manga series written by Kataoka Misao, focuses on the daily
life of office workers in a construction company. At first glance it seems very progressive — its
protagonist, Uehara Soko, is a confident woman and a competent employee, respected by
male and female co-workers alike. While she is an OL and her job is to do clerical work for
her salarymen colleagues, she does not let the men take her and other women’s work for
granted. The author stresses it strongly and has other character call Uehara a “boss” of the
section (Kataoka, 2001a). However, as a reader progresses through the story, it becomes
apparent that her progressiveness is very limited. While she challenges some of the more
visible discriminatory practices, she legitimises just as many of them.

The following paragraphs contain the analysis of the fictional world of Good Job and the

gendered character of the company Uehara works for.

1. Decisions and procedures that construct gendered hierarchies

In theory, the company described in Good Job is run in compliance with EEOL. The main
branch office where Uehara and her friends work is described as the “front line of sensitivity”
(Kataoka, 2001a: 33) against sexism. One of the discriminatory practices abolished as a part
of this fight was the custom of having female employees prepare tea for everyone in the office.
One of the older workers explain this to Kuroki, a salaryman newly transferred from a

branch office, this way: “Actually, everyone who wants to drink should be making tea on
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their own, but in our section the girls (2™ =2)... No, no, the female workers (Z¥+:5)
sometimes do it for us. It’s all thanks to Ue. And look, she even does it all proper and starts
handing out from the men.” (Kataoka, 2001a: 21-22), which surprises Kuroki, because in his
former office such behaviour was expected of women. This clearly shows that the compliance
is only partial (only in the flagship office) and that upholding the old customs is still welcome.

The way jobs themselves are allotted is highly gendered as well: all of the manga’s female
characters are office ladies and all male — salarymen. One of the chapters focuses on Shimizu
— a capable OL encouraged by the section chief to submit a proposal for a company-wide
contest. It does not win but is highly praised and Shimizu is offered a promotion. In the
future she may even become the first female section chief in a long time (Kataoka, 2001a: 76).

But Shimizu seems to be an exception rather than a rule — she is the only female
employee to compete in such contests. When another of the OLs want to enrol in a course in
CAD, her friend asks if she is sure, since the planning department does not really have any

openings for women (Kataoka, 2003: 11).

Some of the office ladies are vocal about their dissatisfaction in such a highly gendered
division of jobs. One of them, Okajima, complains that there is no point in doing work that
consists only of supporting the male employees and is in no way challenging for her. Her
duties are so simple that she could be replaced by another employee at any given moment. It
is well illustrated when an OL and a salaryman catch a bad cold at the same time. She is
told to stay home and rest, while he comes to work in spite of a high fever, because he has an
important meeting with a client and should someone stand-in for him it could bear on the
outcome of the negotiations (Kataoka, 2001a: 162-169). Once again the division into core

(male) employees and peripheral (female) employees is reproduced.

The women are also sometimes delegated to soothing out strives between sections caused
by the men. When one of the employees is asked to do so, she comments: “You can talk about
equality all you want, but in an industry as hierarchical and male-dominated as ours, a
woman’s job is pretty much just this, isn’t it?” (Kataoka, 2005: 27) “This” being taking blame
when necessary, apologizing when necessary, and knowing their place. At times this also
means smiling through sexual harassment, as in the case of Nioka who is considered the
cutest in the whole section and therefore delegated to serve tea to unpleasant customers.
This is legitimized by one of the characters saying that “when Nioka serves tea, the
negotiations go smoother, so we decided together that she’s going to take care of that. That’s
part of work! The men have to bow their heads all the time, don’t they?” (Kataoka, 2001b:

121) The women’s work is not only gendered but also sexualised.

2. Construction of images, symbols and ideologies
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The image of a perfect salaryman in Good Job can be constructed from various advice
Kuroki receives from his older co-workers, as well as the actions deemed praise-worthy by
other characters.

One example of the former is an explanation to Kuroki’s confusion as to why others seem
to blame him for the fact that a client secretly contracted his son-in-law’s company instead of
the formerly promised subcontractor.

So you made the deal, confirmed the schedule and thought you can breathe easy, didn’t
you? Have you visited the client frequently after the confirmation? If you had visited... maybe
not the president himself, but at least the managing director or the general affairs director,
then the talk about the daughter’s wedding could have popped up during the conversation.
(Kataoka, 2001a: 115)

While it would not have stopped the client, it would have given the company some time to
apologize to the subcontractor. The perfect salaryman knows that his work does not end
when a contract is signed. He has to constantly nurture a close relationship with a client,
and even be aware of some of the client’s personal affairs. Should he fail, he should be
prepared not only to apologize but also to calmly listen to verbal abuse by the angry
subcontractor (Kataoka, 2001a: 98-99).

A perfect salaryman is also one that does not hesitate when it is necessary to work
overtime or come to the office during the weekends. Okashima, another OL colleague of
Uehara, has a boyfriend who works in a manufacturing company and spends most of his
Saturdays and Sundays at work (Kataoka, 2004: 41). This ideal is also being fulfilled by Goto,
a co-worker of Okashima and Uehara, who spends Sunday in the office because he has to

prepare profit and loss report for Monday morning (Kataoka, 2004: 147).

Another important expectation is connected to the internal transfers system. Kataoka
introduces a few different characters facing similar situations. Fist of them is the new section
chief — an older man named Nishioka, recently transferred to Tokyo office from Kytushu. All
the workers are irritated by his attitude — he does not seem to care about his duties or giving
them proper feedback. Uehara notices that he has been wearing the same shirt to work for a
few days and suspects that he “may not have a wife” by his side to take care of such things.
After an honest conversation she learns that his wife, who heretofore moved every time he
was transferred, chose to stay in Fukuoka this time. He himself did not expect to be
transferred so far two years before his retirement and therefore is not satisfied with his
situation. This is being portrayed negatively, but as his attitude changes after speaking to
Uehara, so does the evaluation of his actions: he becomes a good supervisor for his section
(Kataoka, 2004).

In the same volume Okashima faces a decision similar to Nishioka’s wife — her boyfriend
received a transfer offer to Kyushu. Should he accept, he would most likely return to Tokyo

in 4 or 5 years for a higher position. He is excited and does not even suppose she may not
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want to go. He enthusiastically proposes to her, because the company offers special discounts
on flat rental for married couples. At first she is annoyed by his behaviour and chides his
“male egoism” that assumes she should fully accommodate her life to his work. However,
after hearing Nishioka’s story she decides to go with him. She asks the chief if it is possible
for female noncareer employees to apply for an internal transfer. When she learns that it is
not, she resigns from work to great appraisal from her co-workers (Kataoka, 2004).

Another OL who resigns from work to follow her boyfriend’s transfer is the promising
Shimizu. He is a university employee and when an opportunity to work with a famous
professor arises, he instantly decides to move to Hokkaido. He wants to end their
relationships so that both of them can focus on their careers, but she does not agree. After
seeking Uehara’s advice, she decides to follow her heart, even though she knows finding
similar job in Hokkaido may prove difficult (Kataoka, 2001a: 78-88).

There is also Kuroki’s story — his relationship ended with his transfer to Tokyo office, as
his girlfriend did not want to leave her home town. Angry, he says: “Yes, it’s male egoism, so
what?! What, should we leave the company to be with a woman? Should we just throw away
everything we learned at the university and then from scratch at the company?” (Kataoka,
2004: 26). His emotions are portrayed as valid, and there is no effort to criticise the system
that forces such choices on the workers. It is also important to notice that while female
workers are supported and understood when their priorities lay outside of work, male

workers are praised for fulfilling the ideal, even at the cost of their private life.

3. Interactions between individuals and groups

One of the problems regarding interpersonal relations in Good Job concerns the recurring
character of Murata, a 35-year-old office lady. Because of her age she is worried if other
employees will not consider her an oftsubone’t. When she hears a slightly older employee
crying in the toilet because her younger colleagues call her otsubone, exclude her from group
activities and gossip about her, she remembers the way she herself had been treated in her
section before Uehara started working there. Every time she tried to teach new employees
something, they would criticise her behind her back for being a “typical, mean otsuboné’
(Kataoka, 2001a: 134). She was not invited for lunch and it was considered taboo to speak
about weddings when she was around. When Uehara breaks the taboo and allows Murata to
express her feelings, the atmosphere in the section changes and ofsubone becomes a
forbidden word. Nevertheless, Murata still worries that if she is too strict, she will prove the
stereotype, and tries to not demand too much of other OLs (Kataoka, 2001b; 2003). This does

not stop everyone from using discriminatory language. In volume 5 one of the salarymen

** An online Japanese slang dictionary (http://zokugo-dict.com/; last access: 19.09.2018) defines otsubone as a
long-term female employee who directs work of the younger office ladies. It is a derogative term used to ridicule
“mean” and “nagging” women who “missed their chance of marriage”.
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asks her if she prefers to be called otsubone or makeinu?s (Kataoka, 2005: 103). He cares
little for the angered reaction of other female employees and turns the situation into a joke.
As a response to this, Uehara and the other office ladies help him to perfectly prepare for an
important meeting with a client, stressing all the while that they are doing it only out of the
goodness of their hearts. And that should he anger them further, such goodness may run out
quickly. While this seems to somewhat distress the salaryman, it becomes obvious that, in a
supposedly EEOL-complying company, enforcing any kind of consequences for sexist

behaviour falls on the female employees themselves.

4. Constructing gendered personas

While the process is not clearly described in the series, it can be argued that the main
protagonist of the manga — Uehara — creates her gendered persona to fit the requirements
set by her company.

She is the perfect office lady — she takes upon herself more work than she is obliged to
and she never complains. She says that at the beginning of her career she did not feel as if
she deserved the money she was making, so now she works more than she should with her
current pay (Kataoka, 2003: 27-28). While she is very competent and seamlessly switches
between various tasks, she is also fully content with her job as a noncareer-track office lady.
She believes her work to be important and when necessary convinces other female employees
of it.

Uehara solves nearly all interpersonal problems or conflicts that arise in the office. She
often fights with discriminatory treatment of fellow office ladies, usually by showing the
male employees that the female employees have certain (mostly soft) skills that the
salarymen lack, and thanks to which they support men’s work behind the scenes (Kataoka,
2007: 25-31). This method not only mitigates further conflict, but allows for team building.
She also voluntarily performs duties that previous to the enforcement of EEOL fell onto
female workers because she believes that they help create good atmosphere in the office.

What makes her the perfect office lady is her willingness to conform to the gendered

reality and legitimize it when others show any doubt.

Conclusion

For an analysis of the Japanese employment system to be relevant today, such analysis
must notice the gendered character of this system. To this end, the tools provided by Acker
prove to be useful even after almost 30 years.

While many elements of the social and economic reality of Japan have been rapidly

changing, the gendered character of labour market and the working culture makes it difficult

> Another derogatory term used to ridicule women in their 30s who are not married and have no children
(http://zokugo-dict.com/3 1 ma/makeinu.htm; last access: 19.09.2018).
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for many employees to thrive. That is true for both women and men who would like to have a
better work-life balance. This reality is both reproduced and either contested or legitimized
by media and popular culture. In the case of Kataoka’s series it can be said that while
ostensibly the manga contests discriminatory practices, it actually legitimizes many of them
and supports the status quo of a reality that Hochschild (1983) described over 30 years ago: it
is men who are the actors, while women — the emotional support. For it to change, a more

holistic approach to dismantling the gendered processes is necessary.
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