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THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

The Tanakas

Mariko, the energetic and overscheduled guiding force of the Tanaka family

Takeshi, Mariko’s husband, a phlegmatic electrical engineer with a fondness for alcohol, distracted by a difficult year at work

Shunsuke, the sixteen-year-old son, eldest child and family hope

Chiaki, the Tanakas’ moody and intelligent fifteen-year-old daughter

Ken-chan, the nine-year-old son, stubborn and cheerful

Saburo, Mariko’s father, imprisoned in Australia during World War II, now devoted to the full-time care of his ailing wife

Ito, Saburo’s bedridden wife and Mariko’s mother

In the Community

Mr. Yukio Tanizaki, the unofficial mayor of Ichomachi

Mr. Hiroshi Mori, the priest of the Ichomachi shrine

Mrs. Yoko Mori, the wife of the shrine priest and the president of the Ichomachi Elementary School PTA

Mrs. Yumiko Sato, a neighborhood activist and tree advocate

Mr. Eiichi Kojima, Shunsuke Tanaka’s world history teacher


1
FROM A GREAT DISTANCE
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FEBRUARY

When I first heard the name Mariko, it sounded elegant and a little musical, nothing more. It could have been the name of any of the shy, wasp-waisted schoolgirls I saw on the subway, or perhaps of one of the self-possessed, sober-suited University of Tokyo graduates on her way up at the Ministry of Labor. But the Mariko I studied and interviewed and annoyed for more than a year was of another sort, though no less a part of Japan. She was stocky, earthy, and forty-four, overscheduled and sleep-deprived, a Tokyo woman of the middle class with three children, two part-time jobs, and one disengaged husband. She relaxed at the end of each day with a bath, a beer, a cigarette, and a videotape of her favorite lunchtime gab show; once she told me that she looked forward to the mindless, inefficient proceedings of PTA meetings because they gave her two hours to sit still. She was vigorous, positive, a person who thrived on busyness—indeed, her enthusiasm tended to grate on her husband, a phlegmatic electrical engineer, and her three children, one of whom once commented with an air of resigned amusement, “I think my father has been overwhelmed by my mother’s cheerfulness.” Mariko made homemade pickled cabbage year-round and every December supervised the family’s preparation of rice cakes, a New Year’s delicacy that most people simply ordered from neighborhood shops. Mariko also took lessons on the samisen, a three-stringed banjo-like instrument introduced to Japan from China in the sixteenth century, which is so difficult to play that studying it requires more seriousness of purpose than learning how to arrange flowers or perform a tea ceremony, hugely popular cultural pursuits for stay-at-home Japanese wives. Mariko was an equally serious nag of her three children, and although she was no “education mama,” as the Japanese say with a mixture of derision and pride of the women obsessed with getting their children into the right schools, she did pester her three to do their homework, get off the phone, and, in the case of her plump fourth-grade son, not snack so much.

Hers was in fact such an ordinary existence that in the beginning I never imagined there could be a thread of poetry running through it, but there was: In Japanese, the characters that make up Mariko’s name mean “from a great distance.” Her father, an Imperial Army soldier in World War II, had been captured in the New Guinea jungle and imprisoned for three years in Australia. Mariko was conceived shortly after his return, and her name was a moving remembrance of his long journey home. The name also had a resonance in my own relationship with Mariko. I felt that we had met across a great geographic divide and then together traveled a long emotional distance, deepening our understanding of each other and our cultures along the way.

This book is a chronicle of one year in the life of Mariko and her family—the story of an ordinary Japanese woman at the close of the twentieth century in one of the richest nations on earth. It is about the interior lives of a handful of individuals in what at first seems to be a nation of maddening conformists—about their singular and complicated joys, ambitions, insecurities, disappointments, resentments, misgivings, and mixed feelings. It is also a story of postwar Japan, where economic triumph has been nourished by a measure of social coercion, a flawed education system, and often corrupt politics. It is about the burdens shouldered disproportionately by women, and why the Japanese self-image of a harmonious, classless society is partly myth. Woven into the history of Mariko’s family are the ghosts of Japan’s past—a legacy of war and defeat—and the demons in its troubled, neurotic relationship with the United States today. Above all, Mariko’s story is a reminder that certain universal themes transcend borders. Like all of us, Mariko struggled to balance her own needs with those of her family. She also understood the euphoria and risks of emotional intimacy and the loneliness and safety of distance from others.

From February 1991 through April 1992, I talked extensively with Mariko, her husband, her children, her parents, her neighbors, her friends. I went to her children’s schools and her husband’s office. I visited the hospital when her father had an operation. I attended PTA meetings, community board hearings, and neighborhood festivals. I went to her samisen lessons and concerts, and to a live performance of one of her favorite television shows. In that year alone, Mariko’s family bumped its way through quarrels, depressions, illnesses, drinking binges, and exam anxieties, as well as holiday celebrations and other highs. In the beginning, Mariko said I could use the family’s real name, but as the year wore on and our conversations became more intimate, we both agreed I had to be more protective of her privacy. So I will call Mariko’s family Tanaka, her neighborhood Ichomachi, and her husband’s company Nippon Electric. I have also changed the names of a community leader, a community activist, and the neighborhood priest and his wife.

No one is really “typical,” but Mariko did have much in common with the majority of women in her country. She believed, as do most Japanese women, that a woman’s primary duty is to be at home with her children, and that motherhood is a vital job in her society. Only as I got to know her did I discover some of the emotional layers underneath the cheerful surface. In the beginning she told me she had a good, satisfying marriage, but later she said it felt sometimes like “putting one foot in the grave.” Mariko also told me at first that she could not make sense of the talk about fulfillment in the workplace by leaders of Japan’s small and fragmented women’s movement. But after a family illness forced her to stay home for two months later in the year, she became depressed and said she realized she was much happier when she worked. She accepted the view that Japan’s success rests on a complete division of labor between the sexes—that while the Japanese woman is wholly responsible for running the household and overseeing the education of the all-important next generation, the Japanese husband is free to pursue his work. And yet she later told me that there had been a bleak moment when she imagined, in a way that frightened her, what it would be like to walk out the door. “It would have been like throwing my whole history away—my parents, my children, my husband, my life,” she said, recalling the fantasy. “All my memories would have been gone.” Above all, Mariko was human.

Although the structure of my book is a chronology of the Tanaka family’s year, along the way I found myself digressing into other aspects of Japan, much as I discovered them myself. After I went to classes with the Tanaka children, I talked to educators about the Japanese school system. I went with Mariko to a famous shrine festival much favored and well attended by Japan’s yakuza, or mafia, and returned later to speak to the police and the gangsters themselves. Before I went with Mariko to the set of the television show, I interviewed the star, one of the most popular comedians in Japan. I pursued what interested me, trying to let my curiosity be my guide.

It made particular sense to me to explore Japanese society through the experience of one family. More than most countries, Japan likes to think of itself as one large family, united by a unique, inscrutable Japaneseness. For most of history, the islands of Japan have been geographically and linguistically isolated from the rest of the world; as a result the racially homogeneous Japanese are self-conscious in their dealings with outsiders, feeling both inferior and superior to foreigners, particularly Westerners. A soaring economy during my time in Japan seemed to bring out the feelings of superiority, until the recession of the 1990s forced another period of collective self-doubt. At the height of national self-confidence, for example, the Tanaka family, like everyone else in Japan, was caught up by the international furor prompted by the comments of Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa in the Japanese Diet, or Parliament, to the effect that American businessmen “lack a work ethic.” Since it seemed that he was talking about Americans in general, most Japanese publicly recoiled with embarrassment. But I was able to understand from the reaction in Mariko’s family that most Japanese do have a low opinion of American work habits, though they keep it to themselves. The view of the Tanaka household, at least, was not that the prime minister had said something incorrect, but that he was too blunt. “He thought he was speaking just to the Japanese—to us, to the family,” Mariko’s husband, Takeshi, said.

Some Americans may think that a nation that values the family as much as Japan does would therefore be made up of tight-knit households more fulfilled and happier than our own. But in the course of my year with the Tanakas, I learned that Japanese families experience the same tensions and conflicts as American families do and seem no more “happy” than those in the United States. Indeed, below the surface of the “stable” Japanese family there is often an overworked, hard-drinking father who is gone eighteen hours a day. He is a visitor in his own home, sometimes seeing his children only on Sundays, only vaguely aware of their teachers, schedules, and friends. It often struck me that such families—that is, the majority of Japanese families—would be considered dysfunctional by American standards. But Japanese expect far less from marriage than Americans do, and while they may not be individually happier, their families are on average far less apt to break down. In America, where one of every two marriages fails, the per capita divorce rate is almost four times that of Japan. For Japanese, at least, happy families may not be as important to a nation’s health as stable ones.

I met Mariko in February 1991, when I had been living in Japan for almost two years. I had spent that time studying Japanese, finishing a book about India, and writing feature stories for The Washington Post. In January 1990, my first child, Madeleine, was born in a Tokyo maternity hospital. Giving birth is perhaps the most intense event of a woman’s life. In Japan it was also, for me, the most intense cultural experience I had ever had. I could not believe that at the height of labor, on my walk from the labor room to the delivery room, ten minutes before Madeleine emerged, I was asked to change from a pair of pink slippers, the labor room set, to a pair of green slippers for the delivery room; afterward, the hospital held compulsory group breast-feeding classes. There was a definite feeling of kinship among the women in that class. But like most Americans and other foreigners in one of the world’s most closed societies, even those who spoke fluent Japanese, I always felt like an outsider in Japan. With the help of a cost-of-living subsidy from my husband’s newspaper, we lived in a small, Western-style house in an affluent Tokyo suburb, home to some of the city’s establishment families, business people mostly, who in recent years had watched with a mixture of pride and alarm as the neighborhood became a sought-after haven for Japanese baseball stars, ruling-party politicians, and new real estate money. I spoke enough Japanese to engage in polite conversations about the weather, the quantities of food our large dog ate, and how much I liked the beautiful wildflowers when my family went hiking in the Japan Alps. But I could not understand the television news or read best-sellers by the trendy young novelists. Most of my interviews for The Washington Post—with Japanese art dealers, a Kabuki actor, two upmarket geisha, the inventors of the Sony Handycam, and the first woman (a Japanese) to climb Mount Everest, to name some of the most interesting—were conducted through an interpreter. In two years, my husband and I had been invited to only a handful of Japanese homes, which was not unusual, given that the Japanese in Tokyo rarely extend such invitations to one another. (Once, when I went to dinner at a Japanese friend’s house, she told me it was the first time she had ever had guests over for a meal.) And yet I was not so bothered by the lack of conventional hospitality as I might have been, perhaps because I had expected so little from Japan in the first place. I had been brought to Japan by circumstance, in March 1989, when my husband became the Tokyo bureau chief of The New York Times. Initially I had little enthusiasm about going; India, where we had lived for three and a half years, remained my real love. But after a few months in Japan, I happily realized I was again in a wholly alien culture, more foreign even than India.

Japan is deceiving at first. Americans who come for a week on business often note that it seems disappointingly Westernized, like New York without the glamour. And it is true, Tokyo at first impression is one of the world’s most characterless cities, a big gray dud where the restaurants close at nine P.M. and movie theaters schedule the late show at seven. The nightclubs and bars are open into the small hours, but by midnight an army of Japanese office workers, the “salarimen,” are dragging themselves home under the glaring fluorescent lights of the last train, heads slumped forward on their chests, mouths open in uneven snores, exhausted from work and the compulsory drinking with colleagues. Eventually I came to see that underneath the dreary façade was a city with a rich history and distinctive neighborhoods, from the traditional crafts of the old downtown area of Asakusa, to the secondhand book shops of Jimbo-cho, to the live sex shows of Kabuki-cho, to the expensive boutiques of Ginza. More than that, Japan is a country where American assumptions about behaving in society and functioning in life are often useless, a country where “yes” means “yes” but sometimes means “no.” In the United States, one expects consumer groups to be on the side of the consumer. In Japan, consumer groups oppose cheaper imported rice because imports will hurt the nation’s heavily subsidized farmers. In the United States, one expects labor unions to be in conflict with management. In Japan, labor unions cooperate closely with management and worry about how they can contribute to the company’s bottom line. In a larger sense, the Japanese always seem to put their country before themselves. The longer I was in Japan, the more foreign it seemed to me, and therefore the more I liked it. Certainly the late eighties and early nineties were an extraordinary time to live in Tokyo. Those were the days when the Japanese were buying Rockefeller Center, Columbia Pictures, and Renoirs in bulk and telling Americans to be encouraged because the United States trade deficit with Japan had fallen to a mere $49 billion, which of course represented almost no progress at all. Americans were gobbling up Japanese cars, Handycams, and microchips, while the Japanese disdained as shoddy and inferior most of what Americans made and sold. In the evenings I used to walk past the flashing neon billboards on the main streets in Ginza, gazing at the bright lights and immaculate sidewalks and bustling crowds, and think I had come to the electrifying, frightening center of the world. Never had I felt so humbled as an American.

At the start of 1991, I was ready to write another book. As a feature writer, my subject had always been the private lives behind public figures, and to me the truth behind the image of the model Japanese family presented tantalizing possibilities. Of course many good books on Japan already existed, including some excellent studies in English on family life. Among them were Ezra Vogel’s Japan’s New Middle Class, about Tokyo families in the 1960s, and Haruko’s World, a 1983 book about a Japanese farm woman and her community by Gail Lee Bernstein, a professor at the University of Arizona. But I wanted to see what a journalist could add to the outside world’s understanding of families in Tokyo now. Most of the recent books on Japan by foreigners seemed to me to fall into two categories. First were those that marshaled facts in support of a thesis as to how outsiders should think about Japan. The best of these in recent years has been Karel van Wolferen’s The Enigma of Japanese Power, which rejects the old view that Japan is a place of harmony and cooperation and sees it instead as a mighty juggernaut run by power elites unaccountable to the people. Van Wolferen, along with a handful of other influential writers known as revisionists (or, depending on your point of view, Japan-bashers), are callers-to-arms, demanding that Americans wake up to see Japan as a society fundamentally different from ours, one that will never relent in its challenge to the United States. The novelist Michael Crichton learned at the knee of the revisionists and acknowledges his debt to them in Rising Sun, his best-selling thriller.

An entirely different category of book has been produced by Westerners focusing on their own adventures in Japan. These books, while absorbing, usually concentrate on the author’s personal experiences and impressions in encountering the country. Among them is a new genre—the story of the rite of passage of young men teaching English or working in a Japanese company. What was missing from the canon, I thought, was a book about the Japanese as individuals—a book about a few Japanese rather than “the Japanese,” a book that looked closely at how people lived their lives.

In starting my pursuit of the ideal family I had visions of having to interview countless prospects before deciding who might be the best subject. One of the first friends I called for help was Sachiko Kamazuka, an interpreter who had done some work for me for The Washington Post. I told her I wanted the family to be fairly middle-of-the-road: solidly middle class, not affluent, with two or more children, at least one of whom had gone to one of the proliferating private cram schools, known as juku, that teach students how to pass the grueling entrance exams for private junior highs, high schools, and colleges, and for the best public schools as well. I also wanted a mother who had a part-time job; most Japanese women return to the workforce, usually in part-time jobs, when their children are in school all day. Most important, the family had to be willing to put up with me for a year. Sachiko called back a few days later and said she had a promising subject—Mariko, a casual friend who lived in her neighborhood. Sachiko’s son and Mariko’s son were in fourth grade at the same school.

Sachiko arranged a meeting for the following Thursday morning, February 14, a gray and depressing St. Valentine’s Day. I remember the holiday well because all over Tokyo young secretaries, called office ladies, or O.L.s, were giving their bosses and boyfriends chocolates in its honor. The weather was not the only sodden feature of life in Japan at the time. The nation’s economic boom was beginning to slump, and there was political infighting among would-be prime ministers, The only news anyone was following with intensity was the embarrassing search for a bride by Naruhito, Japan’s thirty-one-year-old crown prince and heir to the throne. So far no one would have him.

Sachiko instructed me to take the train from my house to the Ichomachi station, and when I got there she was waiting for me in a gleaming red RX-7 sports car. Sachiko was married to a former racing-car champion and was one of the few Japanese I knew who took the subways and trains only out of dire necessity. She didn’t like the crowds, and seeing all the burned-out, identically dressed businessmen depressed her. She much preferred dealing with Tokyo, even at rush hour, from the comforts of her bucket seat while listening to George Michael on her car CD. In a nation of sheep, Sachiko often stood out like some exotic hybrid. Opinionated, outspoken, and elegant, she was in her late thirties (I never got a straight story from her on her age) and had a weakness for beautifully tailored suits created by a dressmaker. She had first learned English on a three-month Rockefeller Foundation fellowship that began at California State University in Long Beach, continued with a bus trip across the United States, and ended with a stay with a family in Tarrytown, N.Y. Later she studied at UCLA. In Japan, a country that has never been famous for its sense of humor, Sachiko was a saving breath of irreverence. When she met a Bangladeshi journalist, a friend of my husband’s, who was visiting Tokyo from Dacca, she told him (we were all having tea at Mariko’s) that the problem with his overpopulated country was that people had too much sex. We were all laughing, and our friend from Bangladesh was not so much offended as astonished. He went home and used Sachiko’s comment as the lead anecdote in his newspaper column.

Mariko’s house was a five-minute drive from the station. Ichomachi seemed at first to be identical to so many other neighborhoods I had seen, as monotonous as the road out of town. Before World War II, it had been a farmland of rice paddies and dirt roads, but prosperity had changed it to a helter-skelter jumble of low ferro-concrete apartment buildings jammed alongside boxy new homes of stucco, brick, or what looked like bathroom tile. Telephone wires, electric power lines, and television aerials crisscrossed the skies, adding to the functional, make-do feeling, as if everything had been slapped together by someone in a tremendous hurry. Of course much of Tokyo had been built in exactly that way after the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 destroyed half the city, and again after the American firebomb attacks during World War II. The specter of war is gone, but calamitous earthquakes strike Tokyo every sixty years or so, and the city lives in fatalistic anticipation of the big one that is long overdue. Permanence has never been a part of Japanese architecture. The Japanese often like to point out that the most important edifices in the Shinto religion, the shrines at Ise, have by tradition been torn down and reconstructed out of cypress wood every twenty years, almost without interruption, since A.D. 690.

And yet Ichomachi had its charms. Off the main thoroughfare was a maze of winding, narrow back streets bordered by camellia hedges, noodle shops, and a few traditional Japanese homes with big wooden beams and sliding paper-screen doors, their entrances graced by azaleas and pines. The alleys were empty on this particular morning, but by afternoon school would be out and those too young for cram classes would be playing ball or accompanying their mothers on their daily trips to buy fish and vegetables in the small storefront markets. There, enormous white radishes called daikon were piled neatly alongside lotus roots, eggplants, and fat Chinese cabbages. By early evening, the pungent smell of yellow-tail frying in oil would waft from kitchen windows. Soon spring would arrive, Ichomachi’s most glorious season, when clouds of cherry blossoms burst over walkways in the center of the streets, following the course of the old stream that had been there when Mariko was a child. In the blazing heat of late summer, people shaded their porches with chick blinds and watched the old-fashioned bush clover meander over their fences and bloom in a profusion of pink. In autumn, the Japanese maples turned a deep red and the fan-shaped leaves of the gingko trees a glowing, flamboyant yellow.

Sachiko turned onto a quiet side street and pulled up in front of Mariko’s house. It was an unremarkable two-story building, vaguely Western in style, covered with cream-colored aluminum siding. It sat about five feet back from the street, partially hidden by a thick bamboo hedge. A spindly tree with naked branches grew in the patch of dirt in front of the house; later I discovered that it was a prized persimmon tree that bore delectable bright orange fruit in the fall. Sachiko and I opened the front gate and walked over the stepping-stones along the side of the house, past bicycles and umbrellas, to a big sliding door. Sachiko opened it and called a polite good morning—“Ohayo gozaimasu”—into the darkness inside.

Mariko came to the entrance. She was smiling and was dressed in a big turtleneck sweater over an old pair of jeans. “Ohayo gozaimasu,” she said. She had a ruddy, round face, thick, healthy hair cropped short and close, a full but compact body. There was none of the frail delicacy sometimes associated with Japanese women; Mariko exuded energy, competence, and control. She led us through the dark, cold entrance hall to what served as the family’s main living area, a cluttered, cozy room covered with a traditional woven floor mat, or tatami, made from dried Japanese reeds, and asked us to have seats at a low rectangular table, which had a smooth wooden top about a foot and a half from the floor and a thick quilted skirt. Mariko called the contraption a kotatsu, and as I sat down and stuck my legs inside I discovered with great enthusiasm that it was toasty warm underneath, thanks to a built-in heater. In Mariko’s chilly house (there was no central heating, as is the case in many Japanese homes), I soon came to love the kotatsu. So did Sachiko, who lived in a modern, warm apartment. Once during the New Year’s holidays, when Mariko had prepared more food than could fit in her tiny refrigerator, she simply stored the overflow in her freezing entrance hall. I was amused but Sachiko was sardonic. “This whole house is a refrigerator,” she observed.

Mariko had green Japanese tea waiting for us. She sat down at the head of the table, with me on her left side and Sachiko opposite me on her right, and as she pulled out a cigarette, I took a quick look around the room. It was a mix of Japanese tradition and modern consumer electronics. A big television, a VCR, and an electric heater dominated one corner; up above was a big shelf of videocassettes. A wooden breakfront against a wall was filled with a mismatched collection of china, sake cups, and souvenirs. Next to it was a low rattan table with a black rotary-dial telephone, a virtual antique, and above, thumbtacked to the wall, was a calendar and a jumble of papers announcing school events and schedules. Mariko always put her younger son’s lunch menus here, sent home each month by his elementary school. (Some weeks later, I learned how meticulous Japanese schools can be. The school reported on one day that the students would be having sushi, milk, Japanese clear soup, and fruit, for a total of 593 calories; on another day, they were served a hamburger, spaghetti, butter and roll, milk, salad, and fruit, at 722 calories.) On the opposite side of the room was a sliding door that led to Mariko and her husband’s bedroom, a small room with some large closets for clothes. Mariko and her husband pulled out futons, or mattresses, to sleep on at night. Another sliding door at the far end of the living area opened to the patch of mud and the persimmon tree in front. Even in the winter, Mariko often left this door open so that the cat, a skinny, chronically dusty white beast named Kiri-chan, could come and go as she pleased. This of course brought further blasts of Tokyo cold into the room.

As Mariko sat at the head of the table, smoking her cigarette, her legs curled under her, I explained to her through Sachiko that I wanted to write a book about a Japanese family. I assumed this would be the first of dozens of preliminary interviews with potential subjects, and that it would take months to settle on the right family Actually, I guessed I would never be back. Certainly what Mariko at first told me about her family did not add up to anything especially interesting. The house we were in was actually her parents’ home, where she had been raised; four years ago, she and her husband and children had moved there from their own small but more modern and comfortable house a few streets away to be with her parents in their final years. Mariko’s three children were sixteen, fifteen, and nine. Her husband, an electrical engineer, designed and supervised the installation of wiring in small apartment buildings, which the Japanese call mansions, all over Tokyo. I remember being disappointed that he didn’t work on, say, the Honda assembly line, or at least at a big, well-known Japanese company. I was equally unimpressed when Mariko told me that her main part-time job was as a water-meter reader, and that she also made extra money working one week a month as a clerk at the Japan Travel Bureau, where she kept the books on Air France tickets. It was possible, I reflected, to find an ordinary family that was a bit too ordinary.

I was thinking in stereotypes, of course. Most Japanese work for small and medium-sized companies, not the giants like Mitsubishi, Mitsui, and Sumitomo in the nation’s industrial oligarchy. In that way, the Tanakas were quite typical. So was their combined annual family income of $60,000, which, with three children, put them slightly below the average Japanese household income. Mariko and her husband, however, had more security than their earnings reflected. Unlike most Tokyo residents, they owned their home—the house they had left when they went to live with Mariko’s parents. The house, I later learned, still had most of its furniture and even a few plants, ready for the day when Mariko’s parents died and she and her family could move back in. Takeshi had inherited the property, about two thousand square feet, from his father, and he and Mariko had built their home on part of it, with the help of an eighteen-year loan taken out against the value of the land. At the hyperinflated Tokyo real estate prices of the early 1990s, the two thousand square feet was worth $1 million; in today’s recession it is worth probably half of that. Either way, the Tanakas had money only on paper. Each month, faced with the astronomical cost of living in Tokyo, Mariko had to juggle and scrape to make ends meet.

At this point in our conversation Mariko said two interesting things. The first was that her husband was unhappy in his job—“He doesn’t like electric work,” she said simply—and the second was that while she had great hopes that her sixteen-year-old son, Shunsuke, would go to Waseda University, one of Japan’s most prestigious institutions, she was so mentally and physically exhausted from getting him through cram school that she had given up similar ambitions for her nine-year-old son. “When our kids are young, we have dreams,” she said. “But when they get older, we see the reality. We know they can’t go to certain schools, and we realize there are other alternatives. A mother begins to enjoy herself.”

Neither of these was a startling revelation, but they surprised me. It was a little unusual for a Japanese woman to tell a stranger that her husband didn’t like his job, particularly in a nation where work was often considered more important to a man than his family. The standard response would have been that her husband was exhausted and depressed by his long hours and the terrible demands made on him by the company—with the implication, of course, that he was an important person at the office. But to say flatly that he did not like his work, which had supported the family for twenty years and was his reason for being? In my view that spoke of uncommon honesty.

It was also unusual for a Japanese woman to admit so quickly that she had pushed one child and not another. Most everyone did, of course; first children in Japan were as much a repository of their parents’ dreams and ambitions as those in the United States. Here again, Mariko was uncommonly frank, but I was more impressed with her eloquence—“When our kids are young, we have dreams….” Mariko also said the biggest headache among her three children was her fifteen-year-old daughter, Chiaki, who had evolved into a moody, rebellious teenager. “She is very difficult,” she said. “The problems began when she was nine years old. That’s when all the conflict started. We don’t communicate very well.”

I thought about Mariko as I took the train back home. She was open and talkative, and I liked her. Most important, she had told me as I left that she was enthusiastic about the idea of my book. At the time, I wasn’t sure why. Who would want a reporter nosing around for a year? But Mariko had said she was involved in community work, so I assumed she saw me as her personal project in internationalization, or kokusai-ka, the word of the year as the government urged its citizens to become more aware of the world beyond the isolated shores of Japan. Mariko had neither traveled outside of Japan nor met an American before, and here I was, a bit of exotica from the West, dropped into her life. Her curiosity about another culture, like my curiosity about hers, would help keep the project going through the inevitable troughs. My gut instincts told me she was the right one.

I have to admit there were also practical advantages in not having to interview another twenty-five families. Then, too, Mariko lived only minutes from me, door to door. In Tokyo, two-hour, oneway commutes from home to office are commonplace, and I had dreaded that my search for the perfect family might end on the outer reaches of the metropolitan area. Mariko’s location was a godsend. For once in my life, I decided to make something easier for myself rather than harder. The next day I called Sachiko to tell her that if Mariko was really willing, so was I. This, then, was how I conducted my extensive, scientific research to find the perfect Japanese family.

There was a delicate question of money—Japanese reporters often pay for interviews. Mariko never brought it up, but Sachiko did. Would I be paying Mariko, she wanted to know, for the huge amounts of time involved? (I had told Mariko I wanted to sit down with her for a long interview at least once a week, and also to spend time with other family members, at her children’s schools, and in the neighborhood.) I told Sachiko that although this book was not part of any work I was doing for The Washington Post, I still felt bound by Post ethics, and my own, not to pay for interviews. Instead, I said, I would give the family a large present at the end of the year, perhaps something they needed for the house. Of course I paid Sachiko the standard rate for interpreters. That settled, Mariko went through the charade of asking her husband’s permission. (“I try to let him think he’s number one—that puts a man in a good mood,” she told me months later.) Mariko’s husband gave his approval, which I know he later regretted. I think he suspected, correctly, that Mariko was sitting around with Sachiko and me complaining about him. He was also mystified why his wife, of all people, was so interesting to me.

At any rate, for the next year Mariko, Sachiko, and I were an oddball threesome with a chemistry that somehow, miraculously, worked. Obviously, my presence changed the course of the year in subtle ways, and I know my questions forced Mariko to think and talk about her life more decisively. And yet, no reporter has any sway over the daily disasters and powerful emotions that roil through a family. My interviews with Mariko, interpreted by Sachiko, were never formal exchanges but rather three-way conversations in two languages. I continued to take Japanese lessons, and by the end of the year with Mariko, I understood many things she said, not least because I had come to know her well. Mariko had studied English in school for six years, the minimum required, but like most Japanese she could hardly speak a word. Or so I thought. By the end of the year, I discovered that she understood much of what I said too, and occasionally she would even answer me in tentative English. Often the three of us, sitting on the floor in Mariko’s house, drinking endless cups of tea and eating Japanese junk food, would get into long discussions about marriage, children, work, husbands, cooking. Other times, Mariko and Sachiko, both strong-minded and opinionated, would get into disagreements as I waited for the dust to settle.

I remember one especially heated exchange about cram schools, a major concern for Tokyo families torn between the desire to give their children every educational advantage and the worry that such intense studying would snuff out a childhood. Sachiko, with some misgivings, was sending her fourth-grade son to juku, but Mariko refused on principle to send Ken-chan, her nine-year-old.

“I am against juku during elementary school,” Mariko said, “because I hope that during those six years, children play and learn about friendship.”

“I really disagree with you,” Sachiko retorted, irritated. “There are things that some kids can learn at juku, like self-control.”

“The kids are threatened by the teacher,” Mariko shot back. “That’s why they’re self-controlled.”

Sachiko, infuriated, turned to me. “She’s so stupid,” she spit out in English, knowing full well that Mariko understood.

Other times, Sachiko smoothed the rough edges. Once when I asked Chiaki, Mariko’s fifteen-year-old daughter, if she wanted to have a career in business after she finished school, she sat there silently, too shy to answer the question. Sachiko brought her out by saying, “You know—good suits, good attaché case, high heels.” Chiaki immediately said yes with great enthusiasm. Of course this was not quite the question I had asked, but it broke the ice. By this time, I realized that even if I had spoken perfect Japanese, or even if Mariko had spoken fluent English, Sachiko, with her gifts of intimacy and humor, was a crucial part of what made it all work. And yet Sachiko and Mariko could not have been more different; there were actually times when I felt I was more like Mariko than Sachiko was. But if Mariko saw Sachiko as extravagantly stylish, I knew she also admired her for her skills in English and the career she had made for herself through talent and drive. And if Sachiko sometimes thought Mariko was just another housewife, she often told me how much she respected her intelligence, hard work, and spirit.

But, obviously, my great disadvantage in not speaking Japanese well was that I missed the subtleties in some of our conversations. Japanese is one of the world’s most difficult languages, frustrating in its many levels of politeness, so bafflingly nuanced that the Japanese seem to understand more through instinct than through words. Also, practically speaking, everything took twice as long to say. And yet, there was one clear advantage. As a complete outsider, writing in English for a distant land, I posed no threat. There were many things Mariko did not want the neighbors to know—a feeling that is particularly strong in a nation as concerned with appearances as Japan. She insisted, for example, that nothing about her family ever be published in Japanese. But what did it matter if she told me? I hesitate to say this because it sounds self-serving, but I think that if I had spoken fluent Japanese and lived full-time with the family, I would have been less of a safe harbor. True, I might have heard for myself precisely how rude Chiaki was when she talked back to her mother, but I am not sure Mariko would have been as open with me about the things that were really important to her.

“For me, this is a good opportunity to look back at the old days—and to look forward to the future,” she told me two weeks after our first meeting, and then explained why she had really agreed to the project. “It doesn’t happen very often that you can open yourself to people like this. I can’t say this to anybody else—there are so many things you try to hide here. Sometimes you just want to bring them out, all these things that are stuck inside. I feel very happy to bring all those things out that I have hidden for so long. This is a tremendous opportunity for me to think about myself, and my life.”

Gradually, with Mariko as my focus, I came to appreciate the subtleties and mysteries of the society around her. I often associate that learning process with the time, about halfway through the year, when I found out about a beautiful grove of thirty gingko trees that had been cut down for a parking lot at the neighborhood’s Shinto shrine. Gingkos, native to China, are venerable and respected trees at shrines across Japan and are said to be home to sacred spirits. The chopping down of the gingkos at the Ichomachi shrine spread anger through the neighborhood, and as my year with Mariko progressed, I tried to find out who was behind what seemed like an avaricious and shortsighted decision. In the course of investigating, I discovered that the trees had become a focal point for the interest groups of Ichomachi, and also a subtext that altered the politics of the ward council and the PTA, sometimes chaotically, as if the tree spirits had been made homeless by the chain saw and were now up to mischief. The issue kept coming up again and again in my conversations with Mariko and my reporting, as I discovered how many Ichomachi lives intersected at the trees. Although I never learned exactly how the gingkos came to be cut down, I did learn more about the sometimes mysterious workings of Japan. By the end of the year, the fallen trees were to me a metaphor not only for the secrets of Ichomachi, but also for the secrets of Japanese lives behind public façades, and of course for Mariko herself.

Like all Japanese, the Tanakas lived in the shadow of a powerful social history that shaped the way their family functioned in modern-day Tokyo. I came to learn it was impossible to understand Mariko—and her relationships with her children, her husband, and her parents—without understanding a bit of the past. Certainly for centuries, and perhaps for millennia, the family has been the essential building block of Japanese society. As recently as one hundred twenty-five years ago, for example, during the military reign of the powerful Tokugawa Shogunate, the individual was not even recognized by law. Rights and privileges were instead extended to the family, and one’s place within the family determined one’s place in society.

Significantly, Japan never had a Renaissance that celebrated humanism and the capacity of men and women to shape their own destinies. Japanese thinking has never included a belief in the sanctity of the individual, or much faith in the notion that one person can make a difference. Japanese society was instead shaped by the powerful force of Confucianism, the ancient ethical system of filial piety borrowed from China. The Japanese government later extended Confucianism to include total obedience to Japan’s great patriarch, the emperor, the symbol of government power. But at its core, Confucianism centered on the importance of the family and the hierarchy within the family as the source of political strength.

The story begins in primitive Japan, which historians say was probably matrilineal—meaning that the line of descent, though not necessarily of authority, was traced through women. Very little is known about the early tribes of Japan, and the racial origins of the Japanese are in some dispute. Scholars believe that the Japanese archipelago may have been inhabited two hundred thousand years ago, but that modern Japanese are more likely descended from a mixture of other Asian peoples, including seafarers from the South Sea islands, who migrated there after the last Ice Age.

Not until about seventeen hundred years ago did a sophisticated rice-cultivating people organize themselves into tribes, whose wars culminated in the victory and supremacy of the Yamato clan about A.D. 400. The Yamato chieftains led a society based on what the historian John Whitney Hall calls “family or simulated family connections,” with themselves at the top as supposed descendants of the sun goddess, Amaterasu. The Sun line continues today as the world’s oldest dynasty, and Emperor Akihito, the son of the wartime emperor, Hirohito, still worships Amaterasu as his mythical ancestor. In truth the succession was highly irregular, but the myth remains powerful and many Japanese speak reverentially about its importance.

The next great phase of Japanese history came when the Japanese, inspired by the splendors of the T’ang Dynasty in China, built new capitals on the Chinese model at Nara in the eighth century, and later at Heian-kyo, the present-day Kyoto. The Heian Era, a magnificent age of classical Japanese culture, also marked the rise of the Fujiwara family, which wielded immense power behind the throne. Again, as the historian Sir George Sansom has observed, Japan was ruled by a system whose “dominance came from family solidarity rather than from the merit of individuals.”

As the Fujiwara family’s power slipped in the thirteenth century, a newly armed military aristocracy arose in the countryside—the samurai, who alternately banded together and warred with one another for the next six hundred years. Japan’s great feudal age was a time of battles among families and clans that still resonate in Japanese literature, drama, music, movies, and television serials. The Gempei War, a struggle between two great samurai factions at the end of the twelfth century, for example, is celebrated by a lilting theme Mariko played on the samisen.

In the seventeenth century, the wars among the feudal lords, or daimyo, subsided with the rise of Ieyasu Tokugawa, the general who unified Japan, ruled as shogun, and initiated the closing of Japan to the West, a policy that remained in effect for two hundred fifty years. The Tokugawa Shogunate also ushered in a crucial period in the development of the Japanese family, instituting a rigid class system and establishing the ie (pronounced ee-eh), a three-generation property-owning household, as the basic unit of society. The idea that every individual had a predetermined place in a natural hierarchy of classes reached its zenith, and the government achieved an astonishing level of social control, which many sociologists say continues to exert an influence in contemporary Japan.

The ie, for example, was the center of Tokugawa society, and it included those brought in through marriage and adoption, as well as servants. The head of the ie had broad legal rights over them all, since it was the ie, not the individuals within it, that owned property and paid taxes. Under the law, in fact, a person was recognized only as the head of a family, son, second daughter, wife, and so on. Today, the ie lives on most obviously in the many Japanese companies that operate like surrogate families for their employees.

In 1868, the Tokugawa Shogunate was overthrown by a rebel group of samurai, which led to the “restoration” of the emperor, who became known as Meiji, and the supposed abolition of Japan’s feudal class system. Public education was made available to all. And yet the Meiji oligarchy not only continued the ie but wrote it into the new civil code, institutionalizing it nationwide. Heads of households had absolute legal authority to rule on the marriages of dependents, and primogeniture, inheritance by the eldest son, became the law of the land. By the 1920s, the increasingly militarist and nationalist government extended the concept of the ie to the nation itself, using it as a vehicle to command obedience for Japan’s imperialist ambitions in Asia. “The nation came to be conceived of ideologically as one large ie, a ‘family state’ headed by an emperor father,” writes the anthropologist Susan Orpett Long.

During World War II, Japanese society remained a mystery to the outside world, particularly to the U.S. State Department, which tried to solve the riddle by commissioning Ruth Benedict, a cultural anthropologist, to write a study explaining the mind of the enemy to Americans. In her classic work The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, Benedict described Japanese society in a way that is as true as ever today: “Every Japanese learns the habit of hierarchy first in the bosom of his family and what he learns there he applies in wider fields of economic life and government. He learns that a person gives all deference to those who outrank him in assigned ‘proper place,’ no matter whether or not they are the really dominant persons in the group.”

After the war, the American Occupation authorities introduced sweeping changes, imposing a constitution and effectively abolishing the ie as the foundation of society. Implicitly the individual became the primary social unit. All children were to inherit equally and were free to choose their marriage partners. Women had equal rights. Naively the Americans thought they could change Japanese society simply by writing new laws into the books.

In the last half century, the Japanese family has undergone enormous stress from industrialization, urbanization, and the postwar economic miracle, but family lives have not necessarily improved. Exploding real estate prices have forced families to find homes far from the center of Tokyo, and fathers are at home less now than their own fathers were in the prewar days. The Japanese birthrate has dropped to an all-time low as more and more women have entered the workforce or declined to raise children with virtual absentee fathers. All these changes have eroded the strength of the family in ways that could never have been envisioned a few decades ago. Once the most powerful unit of Japanese society, the family is now at a turning point that could determine the character of the nation itself in the years ahead.

Mariko spent the rest of that first day I met her, February 14, 1991, exhausted from the wear and tear of her life. I later found out it was her forty-fourth birthday, but she had not mentioned this to me and, typically, the family had no plans to do anything special. As usual, Mariko had been up at 6:50 A.M. to prepare breakfast and to pack lunches, known as bento, in small plastic boxes for her husband and three children. Each bento included two sticky rice balls wrapped with seaweed, called onigiri, plus grilled fish or chicken and steamed vegetables. Ordinarily Ken-chan, the youngest, ate the lunch served at his elementary school, but the school kitchen had been under renovation for six months, so Mariko had to pack his lunch, too. Making lunch was a serious duty. No self-respecting Japanese housewife would let her charges go out into the world without proper bento. Not only that, the lunches had to meet certain standards. The teachers at Kenchan’s school lectured the mothers in parents’ meetings about making good bento and complained that many had actually given their children too much food. “Some bento weighed three hundred eighty grams, but some weighed nine hundred sixty,” one ever-vigilant teacher informed a group of mothers that year. “I tried to get rid of all the extra calories in the bento with exercise. The children must not become fat.”

After her husband and children left for the day, Mariko cleaned the house, saw me in the late morning, then left for her meter-reading job shortly before one in the afternoon. She was home by five, when she pulled out the futon in her bedroom and lay down for an uncharacteristic nap. As she told me later, “Ordinary life is more difficult than extraordinary life. Right now, I can’t think only of myself. I have to think of everyone else in the family. If I do just what I want to do, the whole family will collapse.” But today was her birthday and she felt entitled. Chiaki was graduating from junior high the next month, and Mariko—an inveterate joiner, I would later find out—was on the school’s graduation committee, and the round of meetings had left her exhausted. On this day, she found it hard to think about preparing dinner yet again for her husband and children. The family almost never went out. The cost of a meal for five people at an ordinary neighborhood restaurant was astronomical. Enough sushi to feed everyone would have cost four hundred dollars, and even ordering in pizza cost nearly one hundred dollars. I calculated that in twenty years of marriage, Mariko had made dinner close to seven thousand times.

Mariko was still horizontal when her husband arrived home at six-thirty. This was early for a Japanese husband; many if not most men kept longer hours. On the other hand, Mariko had to put up with her husband’s drinking binges, some four or five a year, when he did not come home at all. On such occasions he never called, but he always turned up after work the following evening, hung over, silent, and contrite. Mariko had decided she was no longer going to worry about him unless she heard from the police.

“Happy birthday,” Takeshi said to his wife, seeing her on the futon. He was a trim and lean man of forty-four, with close-cropped hair and a handsome face. Mariko had known him since high school, when he had been just a friend, but one with a remoteness and a mysteriousness that interested her. She had called him a nihilist back then. “He brought out my maternal instincts,” she once told me. Today, she noticed he had not brought her flowers for her birthday as he usually did.

“Why don’t you make dinner tonight?” she asked, knowing she was making a radical request. Japanese men of Mariko’s husband’s generation are virtually incapable of cooking for themselves, let alone for others. The Japanese press currently makes much of the “new” Japanese father in his thirties who actually prepares meals, cleans, and spends time with his children, but on the basis of my experience listening to complaints from Japanese women friends, I decided there are only seventeen such creatures in Japan and they all happen to have been interviewed by the same women’s magazines. Certainly the “new” father remains a very small minority. My favorite Japanese survey is the one that reported that Japanese married men spend an average of eight minutes per week on household chores.

In any case, Mariko’s husband was in an acquiescent mood. Perhaps he was feeling guilty for forgetting the flowers. He called the kids, and together they all made fried rice. Mariko went back to sleep, thinking that her birthday had brought some satisfaction after all.


2
MEMORIES OF WAR
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MARCH AND APRIL

The morning of Chiaki Tanaka’s junior high school graduation dawned breezy and cool, one of those muddy days at the end of March that hold promise of the annual cherry blossom ritual of renewal and carousing a few weeks later. The blossoms usually burst into bloom by the first week in April, coinciding with such mundane events in the rhythm of Japanese life as the end of the school and fiscal years and the spring campaign for wage hikes by the labor unions. Then the Japanese engage in their yearly metaphysical musings about the tragic, beautiful blossoms, blown away, sometimes the moment they arrive, by the first warm winds and rain. The flowers are such a part of the Japanese ethos that the kamikaze pilots who crashed into American battleships during World War II were always compared to cherry blossoms, struck down in their prime.

For ordinary Japanese, the blossom season was a time to reflect on the transient nature of pleasure and love, and to wallow in depressed thoughts. Mariko, typically, said she always had a bittersweet feeling when she walked beneath the blossoming trees along the winding paths in her neighborhood. Of course not all cherry blossom rituals were quite so poetic. As the morning news shows broadcast their color-coded maps indicating the progression of the blossom-opening from south to north, office staffs planned hanami, the compulsory employee picnics beneath the flowering branches, where the men got extravagantly drunk, sang soulful songs, and pawed the O.L.’s.

Here in the gym at Ichomachi Junior High School, on Wednesday, March 20, Chiaki and eighty-two other ninth-grade graduates were nervously wedged onto folding chairs. Chiaki was a slender, solemn young woman with long, dark hair and bangs framing a serious face; Mariko pointed her out to me in the crowd. Everything seemed in order, but there was an underlying tension. I did not know it at the time, but two weeks earlier, on March 7, a minor scandal had occurred at the school, caused by an event more common than outsiders in Japan might expect. Four of Ichomachi’s third-year girls, all about fifteen years old, had summoned two second-year girls to a neighborhood cemetery and then attacked them and kicked them. One girl was smacked so hard on the side of her head that her eardrum was hurt, and she had to be taken to a hospital.

To me the episode seemed bizarre behavior for middle-class girls from the suburbs, but it was not so very unusual. By the early 1990s, bullying—what the Japanese call ijime—and violence in general had become alarming problems in the nation’s schools. There was no particular explanation for what happened in Chiaki’s school, but Japanese educators are alarmed about what they say is a growing problem in public junior highs, where those who have failed the exams for private school often end up feeling like losers. During Chiaki’s last year in junior high, from April 1990 to March 1991, five students
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