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Preface 

After experiencing the period of so-called “Three Lost Decades,” Japan is facing a 
critical juncture in its society. Since the early 1990s, Japan has suffered from severe 
sluggishness in various aspects of its society. Both the 1986–1991 bubble economy 
and its subsequent burst were caused by government policy failures. Specifically, 
Japanese government officials and policymakers are blamed for their irresponsible 
no-policy in generating the bubble and their misguided intervention in treating the 
aftermath. 

Faced with a shrinking population and the sense of being trapped in a blind 
alley, Japan needs an appropriate guiding light for structural reform of its society. 
Makeshift measures such as one-time cash handouts to households in the name of 
child subsidies or to small businesses in the form of hardship assistance will not be 
effective in bringing about structural change. 

It is important for anyone who interacts with Japanese people to have a good 
understanding of the underlying psychological and social foundations of the rigid 
inflexibility observed in Japan’s political and socio-economic systems. 

The purpose of this book is to examine conformity in Japan. Conformity to 
stereotypes is a major psychological cause of conflict in the political world. While 
conformity pressures give social groups and institutions coherence, positive in-group 
feelings can counteract out-group hostility or negligence. 

Although the contemporary Japanese word for “society”, shakai has a history of 
140 years, it does not include the concept of respecting the individual. Instead, it refers 
mainly to social frameworks and institutional aspects. In contrast, the traditional 
Japanese term for “society”, primarily seken (the world) which has been in use for 
1,400 years, encompasses the human relationships of the group members. 

This book argues that there is no concept of an independent and self-reliant indi-
vidual in Japan, because neither traditional nor contemporary Japanese vocabularies 
for society embrace the responsible autonomous individual. 

This book hypothesizes that Japanese people do not conceive of a “society” 
as such, but only a seken. Society is an assembly composed of independent and 
self-reliant individuals working together, while seken is a world of human relations 
governed by the unwritten rules and regulations.

v



vi Preface

Society is a group of disciplined individuals who can make decisions for them-
selves based on humanity, morality and rigorous calculation of costs and benefits for 
the good of the whole as well as individual. In contrast, Japan’s seken is a world in 
which people are bound by various relationships and shackles, such as blood kinship, 
marital kinship, village, town, city, or prefecture of origin, school, university, work 
place, hobby, or residential management. A sense of belonging is the key factor that 
binds people in seken. 

Examining phenomena such as low worker engagement, karoshi (death by over-
work), high middle-age male suicide rates, bullying in school and at workplace, 
sex discrimination, hereditary members in the Diet, and failure to provide adequate 
protection for whistleblowers, this book reveals a common structure in Japanese 
minds: lack of respect for individuality, and the traditional and narrow sense of the 
world, seken. 

Chapter 1 discusses recent phenomena caused by seken in Japan. Comparisons of 
the Japanese concepts between society and seken are made for clarification. 

Chapter 2 investigates where and when the concept of seken originated. Referring 
to some literary works since 6th century, AD, this book investigates the origin of the 
idea of the world, seken in Japan. 

In Chap. 3, we will explore the three pillars of seken: ambiguous words in Japanese, 
sense of belonging, and the “air”, representing the unwritten rules and order, which 
together support seken, the platform. The platform generates conformity. This book 
presents a new model, Hand-Carved Tripod (HCT) Model of conformity, that shows 
the mechanism in which conformity pressures are generated and exercised over the 
people’s mind. 

Chapter 4 through 6 illustrates how conformity works in the areas of politics 
and public administration, business and labor, and education. By shedding light on 
conformity pressure felt by people from seken in its basic structure (Chap. 3) and in 
various areas (Chaps. 4 to 6), we will support the hypothesis that there is no society 
but seken in Japan. If this hypothesis is proven, it implies that the modern democratic 
system in Japan is shallow in its social institution. 

The last two chapters discuss the factors needed to strengthen the respectability 
of individuals and to enhance Japanese social systems that are facing an incredible 
shrinking future. 

Chapter 7 discusses the Capability Approach to establishing a new social institu-
tion in Japan that respects autonomous individuals. Capability concept that Harvard 
economist and philosopher Amartya Sen proposed would be appropriate for Japan 
to redirect its society toward respecting individuals for a better future. A leadership 
model, Zenger & Folkman’s Tent Floor model, is introduced here. 

Chapter 8 discusses a new structure for rebuilding society, the Spiral Staircase 
Structure for Japan, along with qualities of social institutions that are important in a 
new age: mobility, diversity, and competition with cooperation. 

This volume examines the minds and behavior of the Japanese people. It will 
be beneficial to scholars and graduate students as well as business people who 
want to understand the workings of conformity in Japan, as viewed through social 
psychology, Japanese culture, and especially social influence and group dynamics



Preface vii

related to Japanese social institutions. The book analyzes the structure and charac-
teristics of conformity in Japan, providing many cases of contemporary social events 
and happenings. 

Richmond, IN, USA 
February 2024 

Noriatsu Matsui
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