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Reflections on Civil Society in Japan

By Joseph Galaskiewicz

Fulbright Scholar, University of Tsukuba
Professor of Sociology, University of Arizona

I would like to thank Professor Naoto Yamauchi
for his invitation to give my reflections on civil
society in Japan. I am humbled at his request. I
have been a Fulbright Scholar teaching and doing
research at the University of Tsukuba only since
the beginning of April. You should take these
remarks as those of someone who is just learning
about civil society in Japan and has a long way to
go before fully understanding it.

Three patterns in Japanese civil society

Three patterns caught my attention probably
because they are different than we find in the
U.S. First, I want to comment on findings

which Robert Pekkanen presented in his book,
Japan'’s Dual Civil Society: Members Without
Advocates (Stanford University Press, 2006).
In this impressive work he draws on his own
data collection efforts, his collaboration with
Professor Yutaka Tsujinaka (the Japan Interest
Group Survey), archival materials, and the
academic research on civil society in Japan.
While a nonprofit sector of service providers and
foundations certainly exists, he focuses on the
large number of neighborhood associations and
relatively small number of citizens’ advocacy
organizations in Japan. Second, I will talk abut
how this relates to issues of corporate social
responsibility in Japan. CSR appears to be a "hot
topic" these days. I think that what Pekkanen
found may have bearing on the form it takes in
Japan. Third, there is the issue of civil society
itself. In the United States we think of this as the

space between the government, the marketplace, and
the household sector. It is defined by what it is not:
non-profit and non-governmental. However, we often
neglect the qualitative features of civil society. Recently
Helmut Anheier of UCLA’s Center for Civil Society
visited the University of Arizona and reminded us that
one of the key distinguishing features of civil society is
that people behave in a civil manner. I want to reflect
for a moment on civility in Japan in light of the first two
topics discussed. Obviously, this last effort will be the
most speculative.

Issue 1 "Civility" in Japan :Chonaikai & civic activity
I believe Professor Pekkanen’s book is well known

in Japan’s community of civil society scholars, and
I will not present a book review summary of his
work. Instead I will focus on one important thesis of
the book: with the support of the government and its
legal institutions a very large number of neighborhood
associations have spread across Japan. The number
he gives is 298,488 which is very large given that
the country has 127 million people. He estimates
that roughly 25% of the Japanese population is
actively engaged in the affairs of these associations
(participating once a month or more), about70%
participate in some way in these associations, and nearly
all Japanese are members (pages 89-90). These groups
engage in a wide range of local civic activities including
park and neighborhood clean-up efforts, local festivals,
crime watch, and child care. Many have ties to the local
governments and disseminate information provided by
the government, but typically these are self governing
bodies with citizenship leadership. Most are informal
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(not legal persons under the law), they rarely have
paid staff, and they are principally local in orientation.

Flourishing social capital, but a dearth of activity
From the perspective of civil society theory, Japan
is flush with social capital. These neighborhood
groups include people of both genders, all
ages, different occupations, and social status
groups. Although local in the sense that they are
geographically fixed, they are bridging organizations

in that they bring together almost everyone in the
community for common pursuits. Furthermore, they
hang together because there is intense informal peer
pressure among neighbors for people to join and
participate in events. Thus informal social structures
are the glue which keep them operating and intact.

Social capital advocates may jump to the
conclusion that Japan is a society of activists,
who use their social capital to mobilize grassroots
social movements to present their viewpoints to the
government.

While Pekkanen acknowledges that local
governments listen to what neighborhood associations
have to say, there are few large, national, advocacy
organizations other than those representing business
and occupational interests (e.g., Nippon Keidanren,
forestry, agriculture, and labor). Counterparts to
the National Association for Retired Persons, the
Sierra Club, the National Organization of Women,
the National Rifle Association, the American Civil
Liberties Union, and the huge health advocacy
groups found in the U.S. are missing. International
organizations are also few and far between, but some
are in Japan like Greenpeace and World Wildlife

2007.9 No.33

Federation as branches of headquarters elsewhere.
Pekkanen’s scholarship is focused on explaining why
this is the case. He argues that it is due to the laws
that govern nonprofits and these laws were intentional
and grounded in real politics. For our purposes,
though, it is remarkable that such groups are absent.
When I inquire, "Who writes the laws?" people
usually say it’s the respective ministry in charge of
some area in consultation with business associations.
Although Pekkanen acknowledges that citizens’
groups did have input in the era of environmental
reform and in the revisions of the 1998 nonprofits’
law, this is not typically how things are done.

Issue 2 CSR between Japan and the U.S.

The second issue to address is the current interest

in corporate social responsibility (CSR). CSR is
defined in many different ways. In a recent special
issue on Corporations as Social Change Agents in
the Academy of Management Review (Volume 32,
Number 3, 2007), Mackey, Mackey, and Barney
defined CSR as follows. CSR is "...voluntary firm
actions designed to improve social or environmental
conditions" (p. 818). The definition is useful in
its simplicity. It goes beyond the prescription that
companies obey the law, are honest and trustworthy,
and focuses on positive actions. This behavior can
either result is enhanced business performance or not;
attention is on social and environmental outcomes.
Some feel that companies should focus narrowly on
the bottom line and engage in strategic CSR. Others
believe that the two don't need to be related and
firms have obligations to stakeholders other than their
shareholders.

ASRF IV FHEREBATDI RS
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For the purposes of this essay, it is not important
to resolve this debate. In reality, the type of CSR
practiced is more a matter of company culture and
context.

There are many issues to discuss related to CSR in
Japan, but the most interesting is the context in which
Japanese companies operate. In contrast to the United
States where companies are constantly scanning the
websites of bloggers and NGOs for criticism of their
company, building community relations staffs to work
with citizen groups that have a gripe with them, and
arming their legal staffs for potential court challenges,
Japanese firms have it pretty easy. Few civil society
groups have the capacity to monitor government, as
Pekkanen argues, or business. Of course, Japanese
companies operate in a global environment with all
of its organized advocacy groups and are bound by
international agreements, rules, and norms, but it does
not have to face aggressive NGOs at home.

From an American’s point of view, not having to
confront the various citizen groups that companies in
other countries face makes it very difficult to imagine
where the incentive for CSR will come from within
Japan. I would be the first to acknowledge that I need
to learn more about the social organization of the
Japanese business community and its efforts at self
regulation. (e.g., Nippon Keidanren’s CSR initiatives).
I also need to learn more about efforts by the
government and news media to police and report on
corporate affairs. In Japan advocacy groups may
not be necessary to generate CSR behavior. Yet
with changes in the law and the growing strength
of nonprofits, it is hard to believe that company
policies will go unchallenged in the future and CSR
practices in Japan may begin to look more like
those in other countries. Firms should not view this
negatively. Advocacy groups can make companies’
lives miserable, but they can also be very constructive
partners in rectifying business policies, shaping public
policies, and being partners in nation-building.

Issue 3 Japan & civil society: Does civil society exist
in Japan, or does the concept need to be questioned?

Finally, let me turn to the concept of civil society
itself. When Helmut Anheier visited the University
of Arizona Department of Sociology in the fall,

2006, drawing on a host of scholars who have
written on civility, he argued that a successful civil
society has the following characteristics: respect
for others (recognition that people are equals),
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tolerance for differences (ability to interact with
strangers), self-regulation (a vision of the greater
good rather than only self interests), and agreeing to
disagree agreeably. Anheier argues that in societies
which have these traits there is likely to be public
disagreements, but not violent conflicts. Civil society
is a way to manage conflict by institutionalizing ways
of reconciling differences.

After living in Japan for five months, I think that
Japan would score high on Anheier’s civil society
index. By any indicator one could use, Japanese
people are extraordinarily polite, respectful, and
have a vision of the collective good. Also there is
little overt conflict. The media routinely report on
company executives or government officials who are
misbehaving, but public criticism of institutions does
not seem to be commonplace. There is discussion of
public policies, but there is not the guerilla warfare
among interest groups as they try to influence
public opinion and policy makers. There is not the
endless bickering, insults, law suits, and character
assassinations that we witness everyday in the U.S.
as advocacy organizations pursue their agendas. As
Pekkanen reminds us, these organizations often have
little citizen participation and can be polarizing forces
in society. In his concluding chapter, he asks: has
Japan gotten it right? There is local participation,
little overt conflict among groups, and civility among
people. While the system in place may keep civil
society civil, it may also repress contrarian views and
conflict. In the long run, this could be problematic.
We will have to wait and see.

I enjoyed my time in Japan immensely, and |
look forward to returning soon. Thank you again,
Professor Yamauchi, for the opportunity to express
my thoughts. Again, they are from a student not a
teacher of Japan’s civil society.
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