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Foreword

	There are places we travel to and remember fondly, and then there are places that shape our perspective on the world. Japan belongs to the latter. It is a country you visit; it is a country that lives with you long after you depart. Something about Japan, something quietly persistent, something deeply human, lingers in the mind and in the heart. Writing this book became more than an exploration of a place; it grew into a meditation on why such a landscape so gently transforms those who spend time there.

	The balance between past and present in Japan is extraordinary. This contrast, or perhaps harmony, between old and new gave us a deeper appreciation of what we were seeing. Japan wasn’t just beautiful or efficient, it was layered, nuanced, and full of quiet meaning. And we were just beginning to understand To speak of Japan is to speak of contradiction perfected. It is at once ancient and modern, minimalist and rich, reserved and welcoming. And while other countries may also hold these paradoxes, Japan lives them with intention. The Japan you meet as a visitor is a show put on for tourism; it is the Japan that exists because it believes in its way of being. That sincerity is both arresting and comforting.

	No one reason makes Japan so special. It is about a list of sights, the efficiency of the trains, or the aesthetics of its cuisine, though these, too, are impressive. The real reason lies deeper: Japan embodies a philosophy. It is a nation built on technological innovation and historical continuity, and on values that are lived every day. Values such as harmony, precision, courtesy, and a quiet commitment to doing things well for the right reasons, seeking integrity over applause.

	I am often asked: “What is it about Japan?” And while I can offer many examples, stories of kindness, scenes of breathtaking beauty, small moments that changed me, I always return to this truth: Japan makes you pay attention. It slows you down in the best of ways. It invites you to notice details. It reminds you beauty is a way of life. It helps you remember that how we do something is just as important as what we do.

	This book is meant to tell you where to go or what to see. Those details are easy to find. What matters more is how to see, how to feel, and how to open yourself to what Japan offers. I hope these pages help you do. Because once you begin to understand why Japan is wonderful, just on the surface but in its soul, you may find a part of you that never truly leaves.

	Throughout this book, I’ve woven together essential guidance for first-time travellers on how to navigate the systems, avoid common pitfalls, and travel with confidence. But this is more than just a practical guide. For cultural enthusiasts, each chapter offers deeper context: the meanings behind rituals, the subtle beauty of everyday etiquette, and the layered stories that shape Japan’s traditions. Whether you are visiting Japan for the first time or hoping to go beyond surface-level tourism, this book is designed to help you connect more meaningfully, with people, places, and the rich cultural rhythm that makes Japan so unforgettable.

	This book is divided into three main parts, each designed to make your journey through Japan more meaningful.

	Part one, History, explores how Japan came to be the country it is today, showing how its fascinating past continues to shape daily life and traditions.

	The second part, Culture, is all about helping you get the most out of your trip, understanding local customs, joining in with confidence, and feeling at ease rather than standing out.

	The final chapters examine how you can make the most of your visit to this amazing country.

	Together, these sections will prepare you for travel and deepen your appreciation of Japan, so you can experience it most authentically and enjoyably.

	 


PART 1: HISTORY

	The first part of this book invites you to step back in time and discover the fascinating history of Japan. From the earliest beginnings of the nation to the forces that shaped its traditions, you will see how centuries of change and continuity still echo in everyday life today. Understanding Japan’s past is the key to appreciating its present; why temples stand beside skyscrapers, why age-old rituals still find a place in modern cities, and why culture here feels so deeply rooted.

	In the chapters ahead, we will explore the sweep of history and the living culture it has created. You’ll encounter the artistry of Japanese crafts, the meaning behind treasured customs, and the festivals and events revealing the spirit of the people. Each page will bring you closer to seeing Japan as a story still unfolding.

	 


Chapter 1: A Short History of Japan

	Understanding the Past to See the Present More Clearly

	When you walk through a quiet shrine in Kyoto or glance out the window of a bullet train speeding past terraced rice fields, you are seeing Japan’s present, while brushing against its past. Unlike countries that hide history behind glass or reserve it for dusty textbooks, Japan’s story is woven into daily life. Its streets, customs, festivals, and even mannerisms are shaped by centuries of triumph, transformation, and tradition.

	For travellers, understanding Japan’s history is never about memorising dates or tracing a rigid timeline. It’s about unlocking meaning. Why do so many people still bow? Why is gift-wrapping so elaborate? Why do temples and castles sit comfortably beside neon-lit streets and ultra-modern cafés? These questions begin to make sense once you understand how Japan became what it is today.

	According to Japan’s oldest chronicles, the Kojiki (712 CE) and the Nihon Shoki (720 CE), the country was created by gods, and the imperial family descends directly from Amaterasu, the sun goddess. This mythological lineage still echoes in Japan’s cultural fabric, especially through the rituals and symbolism surrounding the emperor. Historically, archaeological evidence shows that early hunter-gatherers known as the Jōmon people lived in Japan as early as 14,000 BCE, producing some of the oldest known pottery in the world. These people gave way to the Yayoi, who brought rice cultivation, bronze tools, and iron from the Asian mainland around 300 BCE.

	With agriculture came a more organised society and eventually, the rise of powerful clans. Among these, the Yamato clan emerged dominant by the 4th century CE, claiming descent from divine lineage. Their rule continues today, making Japan’s imperial family the oldest continuous hereditary monarchy on Earth.

	Around the 6th century, Japan absorbed transformative influences from Korea and China. Buddhism arrived officially in 538 CE, along with Chinese writing, Confucian ideas, and architectural styles. These foreign elements blended with native Shinto beliefs to form a uniquely Japanese spiritual and cultural identity. In 710 CE, the capital was established in Nara, modelled on China’s capital, and the era marked Japan’s first organised, centralised government. Temples such as Tōdai-ji, still standing today, were built, and great bronze statues were cast.

	In 794, the capital moved to Heian-kyō (modern Kyoto), ushering in the Heian period, a golden age of literature, aesthetics, and aristocratic refinement. The influential Fujiwara clan dominated the imperial court, and a highly cultured society emerged. It was during this time that The Tale of Genji, written by court lady Murasaki Shikibu, was penned. Often considered the world’s first novel, it offers deep insight into court life, love, and etiquette. Much of what the world recognises today as traditional Japanese culture, tea rituals, poetic forms, elegant clothing, has roots in this period.

	As the nobility focused on courtly life, military clans rose in the provinces. By the late 12th century, political power shifted to the samurai, a warrior class loyal to powerful landowners. In 1192, Minamoto no Yoritomo was appointed shogun, beginning the Kamakura shogunate, a military government that would control Japan for centuries. The emperor remained in Kyoto, but real power now rested in the city of Kamakura with the shogunate.

	The samurai brought with them a new code of conduct, known as bushidō, which emphasised honour, loyalty, and discipline. Zen Buddhism, imported from China, resonated with the warrior ethos, its minimalist temples and quiet gardens reflected the samurai ideal of inner calm amidst chaos. During this period, Japan famously repelled Mongol invasions in 1274 and 1281. Though vastly outnumbered, Japan was aided by fierce storms, later called kamikaze, or “divine winds,” which destroyed the enemy fleets. These victories, though costly, became national legends.

	By the 14th century, the shogunate weakened, leading to another period of fragmentation and civil war. Over the next two hundred years, during what came to be called the Sengoku, or Warring States period, Japan was splintered into dozens of competing domains. Warlords built massive castles and raised armies of samurai. It was a time of shifting alliances, betrayals, and bloodshed, but also one of innovation and cultural development.

	Three powerful leaders emerged to reunify Japan: Oda Nobunaga, who broke the power of the traditional Buddhist monasteries and embraced modern warfare; Toyotomi Hideyoshi, a former peasant who rose through the ranks to become ruler of most of Japan; and Tokugawa Ieyasu, who defeated his rivals at the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600 and established the Tokugawa Shogunate. With this victory, the Edo period began, lasting more than 250 years.

	The Tokugawa shogunate ushered in peace, order, and isolation. The capital moved to Edo (modern-day ), and Japan closed itself off from most of the world in 1639. Only a few Dutch and Chinese traders were allowed limited contact at the port of Nagasaki. Christianity was banned. The samurai became bureaucrats, and strict social rules were enforced to maintain the delicate balance of power.

	Yet behind the walls of isolation, Japan thrived. Roads improved, towns grew, and arts flourished. The merchant class, though low in status, grew wealthy and supported a new culture of entertainment: kabuki theatre, puppet shows, and ukiyo-e woodblock prints. Even today, prints by artists like Hokusai and Hiroshige are admired around the world. Education expanded, travel within the country was permitted, and many traditions associated with “classical Japan” were solidified during this time. 

	In 1853, everything changed when American Commodore Matthew Perry sailed into Tokyo Bay with steam-powered “black ships,” demanding that Japan open its ports. Facing superior military technology, Japan agreed to unequal treaties. The shogunate was weakened, and after a period of internal unrest, imperial rule was “restored” in 1868 under Emperor Meiji.

	The Meiji Restoration was more than a return to imperial power; it was a revolution. The feudal system was dismantled. Samurai lost their privileges. Western technology, clothing, and ideas were embraced with astonishing speed. Japan built railways, factories, and a modern army. Students were sent abroad to learn from Europe and America. In less than 50 years, Japan transformed from a closed feudal society to a modern industrial nation.

	But with modernisation came ambition. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Japan became an empire, colonising Korea and Taiwan, and later invading parts of China. Its rapid rise culminated in its entry into World War II. The attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 drew the United States into the war, and Japan’s military campaigns expanded across Southeast Asia and the Pacific. The war ended with the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, events that left an indelible mark on Japan and the world.

	Today, visitors to Hiroshima can walk through the Peace Memorial Park and see the Atomic Bomb Dome, structures that bear witness to the past while advocating for peace. These solemn spaces are among the most powerful experiences a traveller can have in Japan.

	After the war, Japan adopted a new constitution in 1947, renouncing war and focusing on peaceful development. Under U.S. occupation and guidance, the country rebuilt itself. By the 1960s, it had become a global economic powerhouse. Its manufacturing, especially in automobiles and electronics, was unmatched. The 1964 Tokyo Olympics symbolised Japan’s return to the world stage.

	What makes Japan extraordinary today is how it continues to live in both past and future. Shrines built in the 8th century stand beside skyscrapers of glass and steel. Ancient tea ceremonies take place in cities powered by robotic automation. Traditional festivals unfold in the same towns where bullet trains arrive every five minutes.

	As a traveller, you’ll feel the presence of history even when no one mentions it. You’ll see it in the raked gravel of a Zen Garden. You’ll hear it in the chants at a morning temple service. You’ll taste it in a cup of matcha tea, whisked with the same motion used for centuries. And when you bow to someone, and they bow back, you are exchanging more than politeness.

	From the Jōmon potters to the Heian courtiers, from sword-bearing samurai to Tokyo commuters, the Japanese have continually balanced change with continuity. Understanding their past requires no textbooks, your attention and curiosity.

	You don’t need to know all the dates or names. You only need to notice what’s around you. The castle on the hill. The stone lantern in a garden. The quiet reverence in the air. The quiet reverence in the air. Japan displays its history by living it, showing tradition through daily life rather than preservation behind glass. And when you visit, for however brief a time, you step into that story.

	 

	 

	Chapter 2: The Echo of Warriors

	Sumo, Stage, and the Spirit of the Samurai

	The legacy of Japan’s samurai, those fabled warriors bound by ritual, discipline, and honour, has outlived their swords. Though the feudal era has passed, the samurai ethos continues to breathe through two powerful art forms: sumo wrestling and kabuki theatre. One is a clash of flesh and force, the other a spectacle of masks and movement. But both are steeped in ancient ritual and performative spirit, rooted in martial tradition and reshaped for modern eyes.

	In today’s Japan, these disciplines stand as cultural sanctuaries, where time folds inward, and the samurai’s soul performs still.

	Sumo 

	Long before it was called sport, sumo was prayer.

	The earliest references to sumo appear in Japan’s oldest texts, the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki, where wrestlers grappled to court divine favour rather than for trophies. In myth, the fate of the Japanese islands themselves was said to be decided by a sumo match between gods. These early bouts were expressions of will and reverence, ritual contests designed to coax abundance from the earth and harmony from the heavens.

	By the Nara period (8th century), sumo was regularly performed at the imperial court, but it was during the rise of the samurai that the practice gained a new dimension. The warrior class, emerging from centuries of clan rivalries and military campaigns, recognised in sumo a perfect mirror of their own code. Here was a contest that demanded discipline, balance, physical control, and above all, honour.

	Sumo became part of the samurai’s training. The act of unbalancing an opponent with subtle force was more than a sport, it was preparation for the unpredictable fray of hand-to-hand combat. Under warlords like Oda Nobunaga, sumo grew in stature. Great tournaments were staged at castles, sometimes with thousands of wrestlers in attendance. They were demonstrations of martial fitness, public order, and sovereign control.

	But it was the Edo period (1603–1868) that truly formalised sumo into the structure we recognise today. The rules, ranking systems, and ring rituals, like the salt purification and stomping of feet to drive away evil spirits, were codified under the Tokugawa shogunate. These elements, drawn from Shinto belief and samurai custom alike, infused the sport with a powerful sense of continuity. The earliest references to sumo appear in Japan’s oldest texts, the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki, where wrestlers grappled to court divine favour rather than for trophies.

	Even now, sumo retains the gravity of its past. Wrestlers, known as rikishi, live by a rigid routine of early training, communal meals, and hierarchical discipline. Their hair is styled in a topknot, reminiscent of the samurai’s chonmage. They wear traditional robes, even in public. Their lives revolve around strength, humility, and form, an echo of Bushidō, the samurai’s ethical code.

	To witness a sumo match in Ryōgoku Kokugikan, Tokyo’s national sumo stadium, is to enter a different rhythm of time. Wrestlers take their positions slowly, ritualistically. Salt is thrown high into the air. They squat low and stare, unmoving, as if measuring fate itself. The bout may last a few seconds. But every gesture before it, the stomps, the glares, the silent anticipation, is as essential as the contest.

	Sumo, like the samurai spirit, is about more than victory. It embodies the weight of action, the precision of form, and the readiness to fall with dignity. It is about the weight of action, the precision of form, the readiness to fall with dignity.

	Kabuki

	Kabuki began with a woman. Around 1603, a shrine dancer named Okuni began performing expressive, sometimes provocative dramas on the dry riverbeds of Kyoto. Her ensemble blended dance, theatre, and storytelling in a new, electrifying style. Audiences swelled. The stage, in its earliest form, was raw, open, and magnetic.

	As popularity grew, the ruling class intervened. Women were banned from performing in 1629 under the guise of public morality. Boys soon followed. In their place rose adult male actors who performed all roles, male and female, a tradition that continues to this day.

	During the Edo period, kabuki flourished alongside sumo in the urban culture of the merchant class. While sumo preserved martial rituals, kabuki turned the samurai into legends. Historical dramas known as jidaimono staged tales of epic loyalty, betrayal, revenge, and loss. They were vehicles for exploring the philosophical core of samurai life, what it meant to serve, to sacrifice, to die well.

	Plays like Chūshingura, based on the real-life vendetta of the forty-seven rōnin, became cultural touchstones. Audiences came to watch and to reflect. In a world of rigid hierarchy and suppressed emotion, kabuki gave permission to weep, to rage, to transcend.

	The art form is rich in convention. Characters are often drawn in broad archetypes, the noble warrior, the scheming villain, the tragic ghost. Makeup is symbolic: red for valour, blue for malevolence, brown for supernatural forces. Actors strike dramatic poses called mie, holding their bodies frozen at moments of emotional climax. The audience, trained by tradition, applauds these moments on cue.

	Kabuki’s visual language is hypnotic. Costumes are layered and sumptuous, sometimes weighing more than the actors themselves. Scene changes are often performed in plain sight, with assistants dressed in black seamlessly rearranging the stage. Transformations occur with breathtaking speed, one character becoming another in a turn or fall, through techniques known as hayagawari.

	But kabuki is more than spectacle. It is a carefully structured narrative form, complete with live music, stylised movement, and poetic dialogue. It plays with time; some scenes unfold slowly, almost in stillness; others rush forward in staccato bursts. The theatre itself, especially in places like the Kabuki-za in Tokyo, is designed to envelop. The stage thrusts forward with a hanamichi walkway, allowing actors to enter dramatically from the side, closer to the crowd.

	Though its origins were earthy, kabuki became aristocratic in precision and mythic in scope. Like sumo, it is performance as a discipline. Every actor begins as an apprentice. Many inherit their roles through family lineage, with some stage names passed down for over ten generations. The great Ichikawa Danjūrō lineage, for example, stretches back to the 17th century.

	Today, kabuki walks the line between reverence and reinvention. While classical plays dominate, some troupes have experimented with contemporary themes, even integrating kabuki style into film, manga, or modern musicals. And yet, the core remains: a poetic vessel for storytelling that channels the moral, spiritual, and theatrical depth of samurai Japan.

	Ritual as Performance, Performance as Identity

	Sumo and kabuki may seem separate, one athletic, one artistic, but they share essential DNA. Both are inherited systems shaped by the same historical tides. Both are governed by strict hierarchies and encoded rituals. Both use the body as text. And both preserve the essence of samurai culture through spiritual fidelity rather than reenactment.

	Where sumo calls the gods to witness strength, kabuki calls the soul to witness consequence. Where one pits two men in silent collision, the other sets two clans into poetic war. One stomps the earth in ritual; the other dances across it in drama.

	Each asks its practitioners to become, rather than merely perform. The sumo wrestler lives his ritual, eats his tradition, and wears his identity even in the streets. The kabuki actor trains from youth, perfecting every turn of the wrist, every glance, every breath of stylised sorrow. For both, the practice is lifelong.

	Even in today’s modern Japan, riddled with skyscrapers, bullet trains, and digital screens, these forms remain unchanged at their core. Sumo matches still begin with salt and silence. Kabuki actors still freeze mid-performance in poses born centuries ago.

	And in moments of stillness, you can feel it: the presence of samurai ghosts, watching with folded arms, nodding in silent approval.

	The World Stage

	In 2025, sumo travelled to London for a five-day tournament at the Royal Albert Hall, only the second event of its kind outside Japan. Alongside the matches, kabuki actors will perform excerpts of classic plays for European audiences. This is no mere cultural export. It is a ceremonial crossing of oceans, a reminder that tradition, though local in form, speaks in universal languages.

	Japanese theatre and ritual sport have long fascinated the world. In these acts of pilgrimage, both for performers and viewers, there’s a sense of shared time, of transcultural recognition. We may misunderstand every chant or gesture, yet we feel the gravity. We see the human effort to shape chaos into ceremony.

	For the Traveller

	To stand before a sumo ring or sit beneath the chandeliers of a kabuki theatre is to become part of something larger, an audience to art and to time itself.

	
		Attend a sumo tournament in Tokyo, Osaka, or Fukuoka. Listen for the silence before the stomp, the tension in the crowd, the eruption when a match ends in a dramatic throw.

		See kabuki live at the Kabuki-za in Tokyo or Minami-za in Kyoto. Rent the English subtitle guide, settle in, and let the rhythms carry you. Even without language, you will understand. The mie, the makeup, the movement, all tell stories beyond translation.



	A Samurai’s Shadow

	The samurai are gone. Their swords are sheathed in museums. Their castles are ruins or reconstructions. But in the stomp of a sumo wrestler, in the crimson lines on a kabuki actor’s face, in the layered bows and chants and gestures, there they are, still moving.

	Sumo and kabuki are living temples, never mere monuments. Relics become rituals in motion; they endure because people practise them, rather than merely preserve them.

	In practice, the samurai remain. In armour’s place, spirit. In war’s place, rhythm. In death’s place, performance.

	 


 

	Chapter 3: Hands of Tradition

	The Shokunin Way

	In the heart of Japan’s timeless culture lies a profound dedication to craftsmanship, a way of life where skill meets spirit and tradition continues as a calling rather than a mere practice. This is the world of the shokunin, the artisans whose hands shape wood, clay, metal, and fabric into more than objects, they create legacies. To encounter the shokunin is to glimpse a way of working that honours patience, precision, and pride, weaving history and humanity into every detail. In this chapter, we journey into the soul of Japanese craftsmanship, exploring the quiet power and enduring beauty of the shokunin way.

	In the intricate fabric of Japanese culture, few threads shine as brightly or as enduringly as that of the shokunin, the artisan or craftsman whose life is devoted to the mastery of a particular craft. More than mere skill or occupation, the shokunin embodies a philosophy that elevates making things by hand into an art form, a spiritual journey, and a profound social responsibility. This spirit of craftsmanship permeates Japan’s history, aesthetics, and identity, inviting travellers to witness a tradition that balances precision, patience, humility, and pride.

	The term shokunin (pronounced sho-koo-neen) is often translated simply as ‘artisan’ or ‘craftsman,’ but this translation only scratches the surface. In Japan, shokunin is a calling: a lifelong dedication to perfecting one’s craft, producing beautiful or functional objects, and serving society through one’s work. It is an ethic that blends technical excellence with a deep sense of duty and respect for materials, clients, and community. The shokunin is both artist and guardian of tradition, constantly refining skills passed down through generations.

	This commitment often begins early, with apprenticeships that last years or even decades. Unlike fast-paced modern careers, becoming a shokunin is a slow and deliberate process. Learning comes from instruction and observation, practicing, and absorbing the wisdom of masters. In many trades, knowledge was historically shared within families or guilds, carefully preserved to maintain quality and continuity. This emphasis on mentorship fosters humility, patience, and a reverence for detail transcending mere craftsmanship.

	Japanese society has long recognised and celebrated its shokunin, viewing their work as integral to community wellbeing. Whether it is a kimono weaver in Kyoto, a swordsmith in Sakai, a potter in Mashiko, or a chef preparing sushi in Tokyo, the shokunin’s hands shape culture itself. Their work balance’s function and beauty, blending tradition with innovation. In many ways, their creations become living symbols of Japanese values: simplicity, natural harmony, and respect for impermanence.

	One of the most remarkable features of the shokunin spirit is its emphasis on continual improvement, or kaizen. No matter how skilled, the shokunin is never truly “finished” learning. Each day brings opportunities to refine techniques, deepen understanding, and push creative boundaries. This relentless pursuit of perfection is driven by ego but by devotion to craft and responsibility to those who use the work. It is a process of humility as much as mastery, a recognition that there is always more to discover.

	The shokunin’s relationship with materials is also deeply respectful. In Japan, materials, whether wood, clay, silk, metal, or paper, are seen as inert substances but as partners in creation. Artisans listen to the grain of wood, the texture of clay, or the weave of fabric, allowing the inherent qualities to guide their work. This sensitivity results in objects that are only functional but imbued with a sense of life and spirit. It is this dialogue between maker and material that distinguishes Japanese craftsmanship worldwide.

	Visitors to Japan can experience the shokunin spirit firsthand in many ways. Traditional craft towns such as Kanazawa, Takayama, and Mashiko offer workshops where artisans demonstrate techniques passed down for centuries. Museums and galleries display exquisite examples of lacquerware, ceramics, textiles, and metalwork, each telling a story of patience and skill. 

	One famous example is the swordsmith, or katanakaji, whose craft combines metallurgy, design, and spiritual practice. The forging of a traditional katana sword involves heating, folding, and hammering steel to create a blade both razor-sharp and resilient. Beyond the physical process, sword making is infused with ritual and reverence, reflecting the warrior’s code and Japan’s history. Watching a swordsmith at work is to witness centuries of heritage fused with individual mastery.

	Similarly, Japanese ceramics embody the shokunin spirit through their blend of utilitarian purpose and aesthetic grace. Each region boasts distinct styles shaped by local clays and kilns, Bizen, Shigaraki, and Arita to name a few, where potters carefully craft bowls, plates, and tea ware. The imperfections and variations in these pieces are celebrated as marks of authenticity and connection to nature, reflecting the concept of wabi-sabi. The potter’s hands shape clay and create an experience of mindful presence.

	Textile artisans also demonstrate extraordinary dedication. The weaving of silk for kimono involves multiple stages, from dyeing threads to intricate weaving patterns, often requiring months of meticulous work. The colours and motifs convey seasonal changes, social status, and cultural symbolism. Wearing or even seeing these garments is to appreciate centuries of artistic evolution and social meaning.

	Beyond traditional crafts, the shokunin spirit lives on in contemporary Japan, inspiring innovation without sacrificing respect for tradition. Modern designers and makers draw from ancestral techniques while embracing new materials and forms, creating works that honour the past yet speak to today’s world. This dynamic interplay illustrates the shokunin’s enduring relevance and adaptability.

	 

	At its core, the spirit of the shokunin teaches a universal lesson about work, purpose, and connection. It reminds us that craftsmanship is about more than making things; it is about cultivating patience, respect, and excellence. It celebrates the value of dedication over speed, of quality over quantity, and of the human hand over mass production. In a fast-paced world, the shokunin invites us to slow down and appreciate the art in the everyday.

	For travellers, embracing this spirit can transform a visit to Japan from passive observation to active engagement. Whether admiring a hand-carved wooden bowl, participating in a pottery class, or simply recognising the care behind everyday objects, the shokunin’s legacy enriches the journey. It connects us to Japan’s past and to the timeless human desire to create, improve, and give meaning through our work.



	




	 

	Chapter 4: Changing Roles of Men and Women in Japan

	The traditional Japanese gender model, man as wage earner, woman as supportive homemaker, endured for decades, built on cultural expectations, legal structure, and economic necessity. Yet today, as Japan grapples with demographic decline, labour shortages, and shifting self-perceptions, these roles are evolving. New policies, rising paternity leave uptake, women ascending workplaces, and changing domestic norms are all reshaping what it means to be Japanese in roles once thought fixed.

	1. The Old Script

	After World War II, Japan’s economic miracle was powered by a household model: men working long hours in lifetime employment, women supporting the family from home. Female labour force participation plateaued after early marriage or childbirth; part-time work options, maintained household status while minimising taxation and social insurance demands.

	In Japan, the gender wage gap (that is, the difference in average earnings between men and women) remains unusually large for a developed economy. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) notes Japan’s gap at about 22 per cent on average, meaning women earn roughly 78 pence for every Yen a man earns. In some prefectures it is worse: for example, one region recorded women earning only 71 per cent of men’s wages.  Understanding why requires unpacking several layers of structural and cultural factors.

	Legislation like the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (first enacted in 1986 and revised in 1997 and 2006) aimed to outlaw workplace discrimination based on gender, but as of recent years, women hold fewer than 10% of management roles, despite comprising nearly 45% of the workforce. This two-tier “career” versus “life-flexible” track remains a powerful force.

	Unpaid work, childcare, cooking, elder care, is overwhelmingly shouldered by women. Studies estimate Japanese women perform five times more unpaid labour than men, while men work about 1.6 times more paid hours than women. These imbalances disincentivise larger families and limit women’s economic participation.

	2. Legal Reforms and Policy Momentum

	Japan’s government has launched several policy shifts to rebalance gender roles.

	
		Paternity Leave Rights: As of April 2022, new measures under the Childcare and Family Care Leave Act require employers to inform and confirm whether workers intend to take paternity or maternity leave after childbirth and allow men up to four weeks of paternity leave within eight weeks of birth, structured flexibly.

		Reported Uptake Surge: In fiscal year 2023, 30.1% of eligible male employees took paternity leave, doubling from 17% in the previous year, and rising sharply from less than 2% a decade ago.

		Advanced Duration: The average leave duration increased to approximately 41 days, nearly six weeks, suggesting shifting norms, though still lower than Nordic models.

		Transparency Measures: Companies now must publicly report male and female parental leave participation rates, especially large firms, measures designed to hold employers accountable.



	Despite law and incentives, surveys show 40% of men felt awkward returning to work after leave, citing colleagues covering their workload or subtle career anxiety, an indicator that cultural norms lag policy.

	3. Where Change Falters

	Progress is meaningful, but incomplete.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



















































OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		
      PART 1: HISTORY
      
        		
          Chapter 2: The Echo of Warriors
        


        		
          Chapter 3: Hands of Tradition
        


        		
          Chapter 4: Changing Roles of Men and Women in Japan
        


      


    


    		
      PART 2: CULTURE AND BELONGING
      
        		
          Chapter 5: Festivals, Rituals, and Seasons
        


        		
          Chapter 7: Japan’s Cultural Etiquette
        


        		
          Chapter 8: The Temples and Shrines of Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 9: Visiting Shrines and Temples Respectfully
        


        		
          Chapter 10: Learning the Rhythms of Japanese Life
        


        		
          Chapter 11: Tea, Flowers, and the Brush
        


        		
          Chapter 12: The Ghost of Uniformity
        


        		
          Chapter 13: Technology and Daily Life in Urban Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 15: Japanese School System and Education
        


      


    


    		
      PART 3: MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRIP
      
        		
          Chapter 17: Preparing for your Journey
        


        		
          Chapter 18: What to Pack for Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 19: Getting Around in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 20: Neighbourhoods and Residential Areas
        


        		
          Chapter 21: Hotel Etiquette
        


        		
          Chapter 22: Drinking Alcohol in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 23: Eating in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 24: Unspoken Rules in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 25: Common Challenges Visiting Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 27: Getting Around in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 28: The Art of Shopping in Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 29: Navigating Japan with Accessibility in Mind
        


        		
          Chapter 30: Places to Visit on Your Trip
        


        		
          Chapter 31: Experiences To Bring You Closer to Japan
        


        		
          Chapter 32: Unusual Japanese Laws
        


        		
          Chapter 33: How to Survive in Japan
        


      


    


    		
      Dictionary
    


    		
      Thank You
    


  





OEBPS/cover.jpg
STEVEN SCANLAN










