The “Myth of the First Three Years” and the Ideology of Motherhood in Japan

by

Kaori Maruyama

Bachelor of Commerce, Nihon University, Japan, 2020

A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfilment

of the Requirements for the Degree of

MASTER OF ARTS

in the Department of Pacific and Asian Studies

© Kaori Maruyama, 2023

University of Victoria

All rights reserved. This thesis may not be reproduced in whole or in part, by photocopy

or other means, without the permission of the author.

We acknowledge and respect the lel’cwegen peoples on whose traditional territory the
university stands and the Songhees, Esquimalt and WSANEC peoples whose historical

relationships with the land continue to this day.



Supervisory Committee

The “Myth of the First Three Years” and the Ideology of Motherhood in Japan

by

Kaori Maruyama

Supervisory Committee

Dr. Sujin Lee, Department of Pacific and Asian Studies

Supervisor

Dr. Angie Chau, Department of Pacific and Asian Studies
Departmental Member

il



Abstract

The “Myth of the First Three Years” (sansaiji shinwa, =% Y2 HEE5) refers to a

common belief among Japanese that mothers should stay with their children until they
turn three years old to ensure children’s proper development. The widespread myth of
mother-child bonding has played a crucial part in normalizing mothers’ child-rearing roles
and creating social prejudice against working mothers in postwar Japan. This thesis
deconstructs the “Myth of the First Three Years” by exploring its origin and structural and
ideological dimensions. The history of the construction of motherhood in modern Japan
reveals that the myth was not originated from centuries-old traditions, but derived from

intersecting gendered practices in the postwar years, as evidenced by the dominant
cultural discourse of full-time housewives (sengyé shufi, 53¢ 3 %) and the popularity

of child-rearing theories in the 1960s. The myth contributed to the popularization of the
gendered idea that women were “naturally” mothers and primary caregivers for their
children, as encapsulated in the notion of motherhood. Using feminist critiques of gender
norms and Roland Barthes’ (1972) theory of myth-making, this thesis dissects the
historical and cultural construction of motherhood as a women’s innate ability and
discusses how the “Myth of the First Three Years” popularized the ideology of
motherhood by normalizing the gender division of child-rearing labour in postwar Japan.
My research also includes interviews with four working mothers in Japan. The
experiences of each mother reveal the lingering impact of the myth on the gender division
of labour in the workplace and at home from the 1980s to present-day Japan. This thesis
concludes that the “Myth of the First Three Years™ has served to naturalize women’s roles

as primary caregivers for their children while sustaining the gender division of labour.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction and overview

One morning on the subway in Sapporo, I was heading to daycare, holding my four-
month-old baby in my arms. It was just my everyday routine as a full-time working mother.
One elderly woman looked at us and said, “Oh my, daycare at such a young age? Poor little
baby.” I felt sorry for my baby and guilty about going to work. But I had no choice. I did not
blame this woman. I knew she only said that because of her belief in common parenting
practices in Japan.

One of the most widespread beliefs about parenting in Japan is called the “Myth of
the First Three Years” (sansaiji shinwa, =% Y fi155). This myth presents the following belief:
Mothers should stay with their children all the time, at least until they turn three years old, for
their proper development (Ohinata, 2001; Shoji et al., 1998; Takayama, 2002; Uchida, 2010).
Namely, this belief suggests that leaving children at daycare or elsewhere before the age of
three will interfere with their proper development because a mother-child relationship is
essential in the first three years of life.

This myth impacts people’s beliefs in parenting practices significantly in
contemporary Japan. This belief, emphasizing a mother-child relationship in early childhood,

causes working mothers to be criticized. Some people believe that children left at daycare from



an early age become mentally unstable (Hosoda, 2019). Others blame working mothers for
leaving their children at daycare, which they equate with child neglect (Kawai, 2021).
Therefore, many working mothers with young children face the dilemma of whether to quit
their jobs and stay with their children full-time or continue their careers to support their children
financially. In this way, even though it has no basis in fact, the belief that mothers should stay
with their young children places mothers in the position of the primary responsibility of
parenting and causes debilitating stress for working mothers. The elderly woman’s concern for
my baby was most likely based on this widespread belief in parenting.

However, as the name “Myth of the First Three Years” suggests, the Japanese public
already know this belief in child-rearing is a myth. According to a Japanese dictionary, a myth
(shinwa, fH155) is a story that is believed to be absolute, even though it is unfounded (Kojien, a
Japanese dictionary, 6th edition, 2008). Thus, to call this belief a “myth” indicates that the
parenting practice that the belief supports has no basis. This fact then leads us to question how
the parenting practice was assumed to be unfounded and why the myth is so influential to the
Japanese public’s belief despite its shaky evidence.

Moreover, even though this myth continues to affect mothers in Japan today, the
Japanese government officially denied the validity of this myth in 1998. In Kései Hakusho (J5-
A F 2, White Paper on Health and Welfare), the Ministry of Health and Welfare (hereinafter

referred to as MHW) in Japan (1998) advised against belief in the myth, which had placed



parental responsibility solely on mothers. Namely, the government tried to release mothers
from the burden of the primary responsibility of parenting. However, as mentioned above, the
influence of the myth has not diminished significantly. Instead, the myth still impacts people’s
gendered beliefs about parenting in contemporary Japan, despite the government’s official
debunking of the myth over two decades ago.

Although the “Myth of the First Three Years™ is deeply rooted in Japanese society, how
and when this belief came into being remains under investigation. There are various opinions
about the origin of this myth among Japanese scholars in psychology and early childhood
education. One of the dominant hypotheses is that the myth originated from British
psychologist John Bowlby’s (1951) theory on developmental psychology. His attachment
theory emphasizes the importance of stable and continuous relationships with one parent in
early childhood. Another hypothesis concerns a Japanese proverb, “mitsugo no tamashii hyaku
made” (= 2>F DBLH £ T). This old saying, translated as the soul of a three-year-old child
lasts until they are one hundred years old, indicates one’s nature will not change in their lifetime
and highlights the belief that early childhood life determines the course of the rest of the child’s
life (Kojien, a Japanese dictionary, 6th edition, 2008). However, there is no consensus among
experts on the exact origin of the “Myth of the First Three Years.” In other words, along with
the question of how it came to be called a myth, no scholar has yet identified the direct origin

of the myth.



While all of these hypotheses examine the myth from the perspective of child

development, this myth in fact dictates how mothers should behave. This myth, which appears

to be about children’s health and early childhood education, conveys a gender norm that

designates women’s primary role in child-rearing and thus normalizes Japanese mother-centred

parenting. Current research on this myth has not fully explored such an ideological aspect

underlying the myth. In order to unearth the gender assumptions embedded in the myth, this

thesis examines the nexus between the myth around child development and the gender norm

that permeates contemporary Japan.

To explore the ideological dimensions and impacts of the myth, I will dissect each

concept, “motherhood” and “myth,” that constitutes this myth. First, I will explore the term

motherhood by examining the cultural and structural factors that form gender norms. While

people often think motherhood is a woman’s innate ability to raise a child, feminist scholars

have refuted this idea. Instead, feminist scholars argue that motherhood is a historically variable,

socially constructed ideology under the current gender belief system (Arendell, 2000; Hays,

1996). This idea will contribute to analyzing the ideological dimension and social construction

of the “Myth of the First Three Years.” By adopting the feminist critique about the construction

of motherhood, I will investigate the development of the Japanese ideology of motherhood by

tracing the history of gender norms and social situations from before the Meiji period (1868-

1912) to present-day Japan. By adopting the feminist critique about the construction of



motherhood, I will investigate the development of the Japanese ideology of motherhood by

tracing the history of gender norms from before the Meiji period (1868-1912) to present-day

Japan.

In addition, I will employ Roland Barthes’ (1972) concept from his book, Mythologies,

and apply his myth-making theory to examine the “Myth of the First Three Years.” Barthes

(1972) introduces the critical relationship between myth and ideologies. His concept of the

myth-making mechanism explains how myth functions to legitimize and popularize ideologies,

thus taking them for granted in society. This notion of myth will help uncover the core function

and the ideological aspect of the “Myth of the First Three Years” in this thesis. In so doing, I

will clarify how myth and motherhood intersect and function to normalize gender norms of

women’s primary responsibility of child-rearing in contemporary Japan.

In summary, this thesis will examine the “Myth of the First Three Years” by

articulating its social construction and ideological dimensions to determine its impacts on the

formation of the gender division of child-rearing labour in Japan. As a result, this thesis will

reveal what kind of cultural discourse and institutional structures have been mobilized to

popularize the mother-centred parenting practices that underlie the “Myth of the First Three

Years.” In addition, the myth-making mechanism will identify the lingering effects of this myth,

which was debunked over twenty years ago, on the normalization of women’s primary role as

caregivers, while hindering gender-equal parenting in contemporary Japan.



1.2 Research questions

This thesis addresses three questions regarding the “Myth of the First Three Years.” The
first question is, “When and how did the ‘Myth of the First Three Years’ emerge?” I aim to
address this question by examining the origin of the child-rearing practice based on this myth
and the reason that the practice is regarded as a “myth.” Also, my question about the origin of
the myth includes the reason for the normative idea around the importance of the first three
years for a child’s development. In order to explore the answers to my first questions, I pay
attention to the social construction of the myth, including the dominant cultural discourse of
full-time housewives (sengyé shufu, B3 F47) after the 1960s, in addition to the hypotheses
that other scholars have already posited.

The next question is, “Why does this myth, which appears to be about a child’s
development, convey the ideal concept of motherhood?”” While this myth highlights a parenting
method for proper child development, it traps mothers in a particular child-rearing belief and
imposes a gender norm in parenting. I aim to reveal the myth’s ideological dimensions by using
the framework of motherhood and myth. Finding the answer to this question also reveals how
the myth has normalized the gender division of child-rearing labour.

The final question of this thesis is, “Why does this myth still have a significant impact
on Japanese people’s beliefs in parenting practices, despite the Japanese government’s official

denial of the myth over twenty years ago?” This examination focuses on how the “Myth of the



First Three Years” has normalized Japanese women’s primary role as caregivers while
simultaneously excluding fathers from the main responsibility in parenting. Ultimately, this
question reveals that the lingering impacts of the gender norms underlying the myth hinder the

development of gender-equal parenting in contemporary Japan.

1.3 Chapter outline

To align with the central research questions, this thesis is structured into six chapters.
First, Chapter 1 articulates the overview, research questions, and chapter outlines of this thesis.

Chapter 2 explores existing literature about the “Myth of the First Three Years.” The
examination includes the dominant hypotheses about this myth’s origin from the perspectives
of psychology and early childhood education and the cultural aspect of an old Japanese proverb.
Moreover, this chapter explores the feminist critiques and the myth-making mechanism to
dissect each term, “motherhood” and “myth.” Ultimately, this chapter introduces a theoretical
framework that reveals the construction, the function, and the structural impact of the myth in
later chapters.

Chapter 3 traces the development of the Japanese ideology of motherhood, which is
underlying the gender norms that the “Myth of the First Three Years” dictates. In particular,
this chapter pays attention to the popularization of Japanese full-time wives, “sengyo shufu”

(H£2E 3 17), which was the role common to women during Japan’s rapid economic growth.



This chapter also explores the popularization of one child-rearing theory, which emphasizes a

mother-child bond and the importance of early child life, after the 1960s. I will investigate how

this child-rearing theory was related to full-time housewives’ parenting practices and the

Japanese ideology of motherhood.

Chapter 4 examines the Japanese ideology of motherhood after the late 1980s onwards.

This chapter focuses on the Japanese government’s new policies promoting gender-equal

parenting triggered by the demographic crisis in 1989. The promotions of gender-equal

parenting include the government’s official denial of the “Myth of the First Three Years” in

1998 to release mothers from their burden of sole parenting responsibility and the Tkumen

Project in 2010 to promote men’s active participation in child-rearing. To identify the results

of the government’s series of new policies and promotions, I analyze data about Japan’s

national fertility rate, childcare leave acquisition rate, and a national survey on people’s

awareness about child-rearing. Finally, using the framework of motherhood and myth-making,

I reveal how the ideology of motherhood underlying the myth prevents realizing gender-equal

parenting in Japan.

Chapter 5 shares the results of interviews with four Japanese working mothers from

two generations who had children before and after the 2010s. The interviews include questions

about how much the “Myth of the First Three Years” has impacted their parenting experiences

and their careers. The mothers’ responses demonstrate how the myth continues to affect



people’s beliefs about parenting and the gender division of labour at home and in the workplace.

Finally, Chapter 6 highlights the research results of this thesis by summarizing each

finding. In addition, this chapter acknowledges the research limitations of this thesis due to the

COVID-19 pandemic and presents recommendations for future studies.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The purpose of this literature review is to explore in depth the “Myth of the First Three
Years” and its impact on the gendered parenting culture in Japan. Japanese people commonly
believe that mothers should always stay at home to take care of children when their children
are still young, especially until they turn three. This belief, based on the “Myth of the First
Three Years,” leads to mother-centred parenting practices in Japan and a gendered division of
care labour. In this chapter, I explore how this myth came into existence and how it has
impacted people’s beliefs in child-rearing.

First, I examine the existing studies on the “Myth of the First Three Years” to
understand how and when this myth emerged and what has been discussed by scholars so far.
In particular, I will illuminate the historical process of the popularization of the myth and its
lingering impact on the pattern of household labour and work culture in contemporary Japan.
Next, I will dissect the main assumptions underlying this myth, focusing on the notions of
motherhood and myth. Exploring each term will contribute to understanding the central
premise of the “Myth of the First Three Years.” Finally, I will propose a theoretical framework
by employing feminists’ approaches to the concept of motherhood and Roland Barthes’ (1972)
analysis of the mechanism of myth-making. This theoretical framework will help critically
evaluate the historical and social context of the popularization of the myth and its effects in

reinforcing gender norms, as discussed in later chapters.
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2.1 The existing studies about the “Myth of the First Three Years”

Japanese experts in psychology and early childhood education describe the “Myth of
the First Three Years” as a prevailing belief among Japanese people about normative child-
rearing practices. This myth conveys that mothers should stay with their children full-time, at
least until the children turn the age of three. According to existing studies, the Japanese public
commonly believe that children who do not have enough time spent with their mothers during
this crucial period do not form a proper mother-child bond, and the lack of the bond causes
children’s aggressive behaviour and/or mental disorders (Kayama, 2010; Ohinata, 2001; Shoji
et al., 1998; Takayama, 2002; Uchida, 2010). In light of this, the myth serves to justify the
importance of mothers’ caregiving roles in the early years of a child’s life to ensure the child’s
proper development.

This prevailing motherhood myth focused on mothers’ roles strongly has affected
mothers in contemporary Japan. Ohinata (2001), a renowned Japanese developmental
psychologist, points out three tenets that underlie the myth: First, early childhood, especially
from birth to the age of three, is a crucial period for child development. Second, in this period,
the principal agents of childcare must be biological mothers because they possess true maternal
love, which is essential in adequate childcare. The third tenet states that mothers’ careers cause
a lack of proper childcare, and hence, affect their children’s development negatively. In short,

this tripartite belief expects mothers to devote themselves to early childhood care as stay-at-

11



home mothers. Ultimately, this motherhood myth poses challenges for mothers who want or

need to work before their children turn three years old.

This myth is said to stem from several theories related to developmental psychology.

In particular, Uchida (2010) points to the hospitalism theory by pediatrician R.A. Spitz and the

attachment theory by psychiatrist John Bowlby as the predominant origins of the myth.

According to Uchida (2010), Spitz’s hospitalism theory hypothesizes that growing up in

orphanages negatively affects a child’s development or leads to abnormal behaviour due to

insufficient love from a mother. Similarly, Bowlby’s attachment theory explains that stable and

continuous relationships with one parent (specifically a mother) build children’s emotional

stability (Uchida, 2010). Takayama (2002) explicitly mentions John Bowlby’s (1951) book,

Maternal Care and Mental Health, as one of the primary triggers in the popularization of this

myth in Japan. In this book, Bowlby (1951) emphasizes the necessity of a mother-child

relationship and explains that children’s lack of this relationship is termed “maternal

deprivation” (p. 11). Uchida (2010) argues that these two theories by Spitz and Bowlby were

combined and created the following belief: an interruption to the continuous relationship

between mother and child, even if it is temporary, disturbs the child’s proper development and

leads to a severe impact on mental health. This belief posits a strong mother-child bond as one

of the most crucial elements for early childhood life, and this idea is manifested in the general

public’s understanding about the “Myth of the First Three Years.”

12



In addition to the theories in developmental psychology put forth by Spitz and Bowlby,
other scientific fields also explain the importance of an early child’s life. Shoji et al. (1998)
suggest that neurophysiology, ethology, and neonatology, which maintain that the brain and
nervous system are almost entirely formed in infancy, constituted the basis of the myth.
Although these studies do not mention the importance of a mother-child relationship, one can
assume that these studies have contributed to people’s awareness of the importance of early
childhood care and have strengthened the myth’s persuasiveness. Overall, in most cases,
existing studies on the “Myth of the First Three Years” pay attention to these scientific
observations based on early childhood development as the possible origins of the myth.

While the theories of developmental psychology and other scientific spheres
consistently emphasize the importance of early childhood, few of them have mentioned the
first three years as a critical period. My examination extends to other aspects to see why this
myth focuses specifically on this particular period of a child’s life. Some scholars point to a
possible relationship between this myth and a Japanese proverb called “mitsugo no tamashii
hyaku made (=21 DBEH % T)” (Ohinata, 2015; Ozawa, 1989; Shoji et al., 1998). This
proverb, translated as “the soul of a three-year-old child lasts until one hundred years old,”
indicates one’s nature will not change in their lifetime (Kojien, a Japanese dictionary, 6th
edition). As Nakura (2001) confirms, it already appeared in an 1813°s article by Shikitei Samba,

Ukiyo Buro (#1)E 7). Japanese people have often used this old proverb to describe the

13



importance of education and discipline in one’s early childhood. Although this proverb does
not precisely match what the “Myth of the First Three Years” refers to in that it does not
mention the importance of a mother-child relationship, it has played a crucial role in raising
people’s awareness about the first three years as a critical period of life. Thus, later chapters of
this thesis examine the relationship between this proverb and the origin, proliferation, or
naming of the myth.

Another possible hypothesis of the origin of the myth, which focuses on the three years
of age, concerns sociocultural aspects. For example, in the 1960s, MHW started the municipal
health examination for three-year-old children as one of the hifozukuri (human resource
development) policies (Ozawa, 1989). In addition, the educational child-rearing TV program
entitled “Three-Year-Old Children” (=j% /2, sansaiji), broadcast from 1964 to 1965, had
significant viewership and was published in a magazine format with the same title in 1966
(Ozawa, 1989). Subsequently, several parenting books were published to popularize the
importance of early education before the age of three in the 1970s. For instance, Ibuka (1971),
a founder of Sony Education Foundation and the author of several child-rearing books,
repeatedly asserts the importance of early childhood education and care before the age of three
in his book, Kindergarten is Too Late ($IHEE 2> & TIZE S ¥ 5). These observations
indicate that, in the 1960s and the 1970s, there was already increasing public and media

attention to the first three years of a child’s life as the most critical period for one’s development.

14



From the investigations so far, none of the theories or events determined the exact
origin of the “Myth of the First Three Years.” While scientific theories emphasize the
importance of early childhood life, none of them identifies the age of three as a critical period.
Rather, this chapter found that cultural and social aspects such as a Japanese proverb, media,
and the government’s health examination for children emphasized the three-year-old. Therefore,
identifying the origin of the “Myth of the First Three Years” requires exploring the intersection
of these multiple directions.

In the meantime, there has been no consensus among researchers about when the myth
gained traction in Japan. Kosei Hakusho (J&E 13, White Paper on Health and Welfare)
mentions that this myth was popularized in the 1960s (The Ministry of Health and Welfare,
1998). Uchida (2010) suggests that the myth became popular in the 1970s around the period of
Japan’s rapid economic growth. Shoji et al. (1998) state that this myth unlikely emerged long
ago. Similarly, Takayama (2002) describes that this myth has a relatively short history and only
suggests a possibility of the late 1980s from Ozawa’s (1989) paper that uses the similar word
“Three Years Old Myth (sansai-shinwa)” (p. 160). In short, none of these authors has identified
the exact time of the emergence of the myth. Thus, Chapter 3 examines social conditions related
to the popularization of a common belief in parenting after the 1960s to determine as precisely
as possible when the “Myth of the First Three Years” emerged. The time period in which the

myth gained traction will illuminate the social embeddedness and gendered connotations of the

15



myth.

While this myth has been widely trusted and has had a strong impact on Japanese

parenting, the validity of the two key points, an uninterrupted mother-child bond and the first

three years, were controversial among specialists. For example, in their cognitive function

research for 130 families with children from one to seven years old, A.E. Gottfried and A.W.

Gottfried (1988) found no significant differences in the development process between children

whose mothers work outside the home and those whose mothers do not. In short, their study

found no negative impact of mothers’ careers on their children’s development. Rather, these

authors observe the quality of the domestic environment and parents’ socioeconomic status is

more influential in children’s psychological balance than the length of time they spend with

their mothers. Likewise, Amino (2003), a Japanese child welfare scholar who has conducted

research on infant care for a long time, indicates that leaving a child in daycare before the age

of one does not negatively affect both intellectual and physical development. Instead, the author

emphasizes that the quality of care, namely how caretakers treat children, is the most important

factor for child development. Thus, despite the popularity of the myth even today, experts since

the late 1980s have already challenged the necessity of the consistent mother-child bond before

three years old.

Moreover, the Japanese government officially denied this myth’s validity. According

to the Kosei Hakusho published in 1998, MHW refuted the widespread belief of the “Myth of
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the First Three Years” by stating that there is no reasonable basis for the absolute necessity of
mother-child bonding. Instead, as other experts argue, it explains that the quality of love by
caretakers including mothers, fathers, and other adults, is the most essential factor in healthy
child development. In addition, MHW (1998) states that mothers should be released from the
burden and pressure around motherhood that treats women as the sole responsibility of their
children. In this way, both academia and the government have challenged the “Myth of the
First Three Years™ by pointing out the uncertainty of the parenting theory underlying the myth.

However, the official denial of the “Myth of the First Three Years” did not release
Japanese mothers from their burdens of child-rearing. For example, working mothers are
criticized for not providing proper early childhood care if young children get sick, have mental
health issues, or have trouble at school (Ohinata, 2015). Also, Japanese mothers, who rely on
childcare support, fear being blamed for their children’s misery or lack of love from their
mothers. Kato and Nakatsubo (2018) describe this phenomenon as if “these mothers are under
a child-rearing curse” (p. 62). Namely, Japanese mothers are pressured to be good mothers.
The critical point here is that only mothers are subjected to criticism in parenting. One can now
notice the gender implication of the myth: while this myth ostensibly attempts to enlighten
children’s proper development, it designates women’s gender roles and traps mothers in a very
limited figure of motherhood.

Not only is there the myth’s impact on mothers, but also the “Myth of the First Three
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Years” has problematic effects on fathers. Shoji et al. (1998) point out that the myth confines

mothers to primary parenting roles, while it excludes fathers from child-rearing responsibilities.

For example, the childcare leave acquisition rate illustrates a significant gender gap in child-

rearing as below.

Figure 1 - Childcare leave acquisition rate, 2010-2020
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In 2010, only 1.38% of fathers took childcare leave, while 83.7% of mothers took the leave
(The Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare; MHLW, 2021). Although fathers’ childcare leave
rate has improved in the past decade, it remains at 12.65% in 2020 (MHLW, 2021). In this way,
emphasizing the importance of only mother-child bonding has inevitably kept fathers away
from parenting roles simultaneously. Even among double-income households, mothers mainly
take care of small children, which indicates a huge gender gap in the involvement of childcare
responsibilities. Even though the myth was already debunked, the practice that mothers should
take care of their children remains, or shortly the gender division of child-rearing labour

persists in Japan. In Chapter 4 of this thesis, I will examine gender inequality in child-rearing
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labour, focusing on not only the father’s lack of attention to childcare but also the widespread

lack of awareness of fathers’ participation in child-rearing in Japanese society.

Overall, existing studies assess the “Myth of the First Three Years” with various focal

points, including child development theories as its origin and the highly questionable validity

of the myth. However, there are several points not yet clarified in the existing literature. First,

no research identified the origin of the myth and the reason for the focus on the first three years

as the most critical period in a child’s life. Also, no scholars delved into the relationship

between the ideological dimension of the myth and the mechanism of myth-making, that has

normalized women’s primary role in parenting. Lastly, few studies have addressed why this

myth still greatly influences Japanese parenting culture in the 2020s, even though many

specialists have questioned it, and even the Japanese government officially denied it in 1998.

This thesis addresses these gaps to expand the realm from scientific theories to social, cultural,

and political impacts, revealing when and how these child development theories led to a

prevailing motherhood myth, focusing on the age of three.

2.2 Dissecting “Motherhood” and “Myth”

The previous section reviewed existing literature about the “Myth of the First Three

Years” and concluded that this myth had played a significant role in designating mothers’

primary responsibility as caregivers for their children. More specifically, this myth popularized
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the normative idea of socially acceptable motherhood—that is, mothers who are dedicated to

childcare. In this section, I explore two main focal points of this myth, “motherhood” and

“myth.” I begin with inquiring into how the notion of motherhood has been understood. I then

examine the concept of “myth” to dissect its functions of normalizing a certain idea in society.

Ultimately, this review illuminates how the “Myth of the First Three Years” perpetuates gender

norms through the intersectional lens of motherhood and myth.

The feminist analysis of motherhood challenges the prevailing discourse of

motherhood as women’s inborn instinct. Mothering and household management have been

considered the most typical responsibilities for women, and this belief has created a cultural

norm (Uno, 1991). Consequently, feminist scholars like Ann Oakley challenge three

contemporary beliefs around motherhood: “...that all women need to be mothers, that all

mothers need their children and that all children need their mothers™ (As cited in Glenn, 1994,

p. 9). These beliefs around motherhood also led to the concept that women’s reproductive roles

are based on motherhood, and thus mother’s parenting is often regarded as a “natural, universal,

and unchanging” practice (Glenn 1994, p. 3). Therefore, as Arendell (2000) argues,

“womanhood and motherhood are treated as synonymous identities and categories of

experience” (p. 1192). In this way, motherhood is widely acknowledged as a congenital

function of women, and this understanding of motherhood equates biological women with

mothers.
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This common understanding among people is explicitly reflected in the definition of
motherhood in Japan. While an English dictionary simply describes motherhood as the state of
being a mother (Oxford Learner s Dictionaries, n.d.), Kojien (Jifi#41) explains that bosei (£
4, motherhood) is a natural quality that mothers have or a duty of mothers (Kgjien, a Japanese
dictionary, 6th edition, 2008). Likewise, Kgjien states that bosei-ai (14 %, maternal
affection) means mothers’ congenital or instinctive love for their children. Clearly, in Japan,
motherhood is officially considered as an inherent ability that all biological women naturally
possess.

This notion of motherhood ties Japanese mothers to parenting responsibilities because
of women’s natural ability. Many Japanese people believe that women should be primarily
responsible for child-rearing because it is natural for them to give birth, breastfeed, and raise
their children (Ohinata, 2015). This author emphasizes that the notion of motherhood leads
people to think that letting others take care of their children (e.g. putting their children in
daycare) is an action that defies women’s nature. It is apparent how the daily use of the term
natural serves as a rhetorical device to normalize women’s obligation to their parental
responsibility.

Despite the common view that women naturally possess motherhood, the idea that
regards motherhood as an innate ability has been refuted by many feminist critics. In particular,

feminist scholars argue that motherhood is not a natural ability but a socially constructed
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concept (Arendell, 2000; Glenn, 1994; Hays, 1996; Kaplan, 1992). According to Arendell

(2000), a scholar in contemporary feminist studies in the US, “mothering and motherhood are

viewed as dynamic social interactions and relationships, located in a societal context organized

by gender and in accord with the prevailing gender belief system™ (p. 1193). Thus, the feminist

analysis of gender norms suggests that motherhood and mothering should not be defined as a

natural ability and behaviour tied to women’s reproductive function but as a normative belief

and practice in a given social context.

The feminist analysis of motherhood as a socially constructed concept illuminates the

relationship between gender ideology and motherhood. As Chodorow (1995) describes, gender

ideology in a given society—e.g, ideologies of heterosexuality, male superiority, and female

devaluation—aftects individuals’ psyche and experiences around mothering. In a similar vein,

Hays (1996), in The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, conceptualizes contemporary

North American mothering as an “intensive mothering ideology” (p. 9). The author

demonstrates that the belief of ideal child-rearing underlies this ideology: Mothers, as the

principal caregivers, should devote themselves to “child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally

absorbing, labour-intensive” childcare, and all children are so innocent and special that they

deserve such exclusive care (p. 8). In other words, the ideology of motherhood imposes and

legitimizes women’s domesticity and devotion to childcare. In this way, American feminist

theories today see motherhood as an ideology.
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Likewise in Japan, some studies have cast light on motherhood as a concept that has

been enforced based on political and economic imperatives, that is, a motherhood ideology.

Tracing gender history suggests that the current idea of women’s primary responsibility in

parenting constructed relatively recently in Japan. Before the Meiji period (1868-1912), raising

children was not necessarily an expected role for mothers (Koyama, 2013; Ueno, 1996).

According to Ueno (1996), most mothers had to devote themselves not to child-rearing but to

non-domestic labour, such as farming. The author continues to explain that child-rearing was

the role of retired grandparents while breastfeeding, one of the most ideal child-rearing

responsibilities for modern mothers, was the role of nannies or poor, lower-class women.

Notably, the contemporary Japanese mothering that requires dedicated care for their own

children was not a norm for mothers in the premodern period.

It was not until the Meiji period (1868-1912) that the current mother-centred parenting

appeared. After the Meiji restoration that aimed for civilization and enlightenment, women

were expected to follow the concept of “Good Wife, Wise Mother” (Muta, 2006; Niwa, 1993).

This concept was part of a national ideology that placed women at home, where they were

required to be excellent wives and mothers (Muta, 2006; Koyama, 2013). To be more specific,

the Meiji government enlightened citizens to develop the country and assigned female citizens

arole of taking care of their children; these ideas were reflected in the system of girls’ education

which aimed to cultivate knowledge and skills needed for future good wives and wise mothers
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(Koyama 2013). In this way, women during the Meiji period were expected to become ideal
mothers to contribute to the state. It is evident that mother’s primary responsibility as caregivers
is based on political imperatives.

In the Taisho period (1912-1926), motherhood and maternal love became increasingly
emphasized, which is defined as maternalism (FF4: 328, bosei shugi) during the first-wave
feminism in Japan (Ehara, 2009). The Japanese term bosei emerged in Japan as a translation of
a foreign concept of motherhood in this period (Kano, 1991; Niwa, 1993; Ohinata, 1988b).
Niwa (1993) explains that a pioneering feminist Hiratsuka Raichd’s 1919 Bosei no fukko (BF
M D1 B, a translation of Ellen Key’s The Renaissance of Motherhood, first used bosei as a
book title. The author also emphasizes how several books, such as Fujin no shimei (I N\ DA
1, Women's Vocation) (Shimoda, 1922), popularized the concept of maternal love as women’s
natural ability essential to raise children. As a result, Kano (1991) points out that the concept
of motherhood impacted women’s identity even more than “Good Wife, Wise Mother.” This is
because while “Good Wife, Wise Mother” designated women’s roles and responsibilities,
motherhood signified women’s existence value itself. In this way, once the concepts of
motherhood and maternal love were introduced in Japan, women’s primary role as caregivers
was emphasized as women'’s natural ability and identity.

Yet, from the Taisho period (1912-1926) to the early Showa period (1926-), women
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differentiated along class lines; a large number of lower-class women from the countryside
engaged in physical labour, such as in the textile industry. As explained in Hosoi Wakizo’s
(1925) Joké Aishi (% XX ), a fictional report focused on female workers at cotton-mill
factories, women’s work conditions in factories were especially arduous. Considering the
challenging work conditions in factories, Tachibanaki (2008) describes that women’s roles as
primary caregivers for their children were the dream for women. Thus, while the concept of
motherhood was popularized, there was a gap between the gender norms and the reality of class
inequality, where working-class women could not fulfill the expected gender roles.

During the wartime period, the ideology of motherhood was further promoted for the
implemented measures to increase the birth rate under the slogan, umeyo, fuyaseyo (give birth
and multiply). The Guidelines for Establishing Population Policy (Jinko seisaku kakuritsu
yoko) in 1941 indicated a population goal of 100,000,000 by 1960 and expected an average of
five children in each household (National Institute of Population and Social Security Research,
1941). In order to achieve these goals, this guideline outlined the key measures including
support of marriage preparation, girls’ education to enhance motherhood, benefits for
households with many children, discouragement of young women’s employment, and
prohibition of birth control such as abortion. Thus, the wartime government promoted the

normative idea of motherhood to boost the childbirth rate through the motherhood protection
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measures.

In the 1960s, during Japan’s rapid economic growth, expected gender roles in the
family became more apparent. In this period, the Japanese government promoted a certain
family model with men engaging in industry and women staying at home to fulfil domestic
responsibilities, under the slogan, “men go to work, women stay at home” (Osawa, 2007;
Sawabe, 2017; Shiota, 1992). Consequently. this women’s role as a primary responsibility of
domestic work became officially established as “full-time housewives” (Bf¥ £, sengyo
shufit) (Ochiai, 1989; Ohinata, 1988b; Ueno, 1987). Hayashi’s (1970) statement from his book,
Maternal Health (F:VE{R{E, Bosei Hoken), gives us a glimpse into how motherhood was
considered during this period: “A woman’s life is all about becoming a mother and acting as a
mother. Becoming a mother is a woman’s privilege that a man cannot perform” (Ohinata, 1988,
p. 43). Similar to Ann Oakley’s 1970s description, devoting themselves to being mothers was
described as women’s sole identity and their central life’s purpose. In this way, the
encouragement to be full-time housewives and the belief in motherhood were closely
associated with and normalized the idea that staying home for family was women’s mission
and happiness.

Modern Japanese history illustrates how women’s normative role has been designated
over time in accordance with political and economic imperatives in each period, such as nation-

building in the Meiji period, maternalism in the Taisho period, and economic growth in the
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postwar period. Mothers and child-rearing roles initially had no absolute connection; it has
been merely a century since the current concept of motherhood, which is based on maternal
love and equates women to parenting, was popularized in Japan. In particular, the image of the
devoted mother who dedicates herself to raising their children at home is a relatively new
gender norm realized and established after the 1960s, triggered by Japan’s rapid economic
growth. This examination highlights that motherhood is not a natural ability but a prevailing
notion, which is strongly ideological, and influenced by political and social situations.

Lastly, I examine the term “myth,” another important key to understanding the “Myth
of the First Three Years.” As seen earlier, Kojien (JA&E5U) defines myth as “a story which is
believed to be absolute, even though it is unfounded” (Kojien, a Japanese dictionary, 6th edition,
2008).! Indeed, if a story was scientifically proven, people would not call it a myth. Thus, myth
already contains the assumption that the story is unreliable. However, despite its questionable
empirical foundation, myth strongly impacts people’s belief.

In order to explore the reason for the myth’s impact, I borrow Roland Barthes’ theories
of myth-making described in his book, Mythologies. Barthes (1972) explains the relationship
between myth and ideology by stating that “myth is the most appropriate instrument for the
ideological inversion which defines this society” (p. 142). He points out that ideology will

become so natural and simple that people will believe it without hesitation once myth is widely

! Kajien provides two definitions about “myth,” but in this research project, | refer to this definition which includes a
figurative meaning more appropriate for the “Myth of the First Three Years.”
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embraced. The author describes this inversion of ideology as a “conjuring trick” of myth (p.

142). Therefore, myth functions to naturalize an ideology, and in so doing, people believe the

ideology is a non-political, natural phenomenon, just as the sky is blue.

The dissection of each term reveals the close relationship between motherhood and

myth. A feminist perspective suggests that motherhood is an ideology. Barthes’ (1972) theory

explains that myth has the function of naturalizing an ideology. Applying the framework of

motherhood and myth to the “Myth of the First Three Years,” the core premise of this myth is

the naturalness of motherhood. In other words, the myth naturalizes the ideology of

motherhood, and thus, standardizes gender norms of women’s primary role in child-rearing.

However, the framework of motherhood and myth does not explain the critical

boundary of three years old in this myth. How did this Japanese motherhood myth, which

promotes the naturalness of mothers’ role as caregivers, incorporate the importance of the first

three years? In the next chapter, I will broaden the scope of the discussion and delve into the

ideology of motherhood that is unique to Japan. By exploring the Japanese ideology of

motherhood and its relationship to the critical period up to the age of three, I will unravel the

origin of the “Myth of the First Three Years.”
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Chapter 3: Development of the Japanese Ideology of Motherhood

In this chapter, I will turn to the core of the “Myth of the First Three Years,” focusing
on its ideological dimension. First, I will use the frameworks of motherhood and myth to
illuminate the key ideas associated with the “Myth of the First Three Years.” Next, I will
identify images and roles of ideal motherhood dictated by the “Myth of the First Three Years,”
that is, the ideology of motherhood normalized in contemporary Japan. Finally, I will approach
the close relationship between the Japanese ideology of motherhood and the emergence of the
“Myth of the First Three Years.” By doing so, this chapter aims to clarify the link between the

contemporary Japanese ideology of motherhood and the “Myth of the First Three Years.”

3.1 Japanese full-time housewives, “sengyo shufu”

In Chapter 2, I investigated the historical and cultural aspects of the Japanese ideology
of motherhood from the Meiji period (1868-1912) to the post-war period until the 1960s.
Tracing the history of mothers’ roles in Japan suggests that motherhood idealized by the “Myth
of the First Three Years” differs from the “Good Wife, Wise Mother” in the Meiji period, which
allows this chapter to narrow down the assumption of the time of the myth’s emergence. On
the one hand, the “Good Wife, Wise Mother,” a slogan promoted by the modern government,

expected mothers to provide good education to children as a national mission. On the other
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hand, full-time housewives, which have been prevalent since the 1960s, are associated with the
concept of motherhood that regards parenting as a women’s natural role and identity. In
addition, as seen in Chapter 2, the current research on the “Myth of the First Three Years”
suggests that this myth is not an ancient legend but a relatively new norm that emerged after
rapid economic growth in the 1960s. Thus, considering the historical embeddedness of
motherhood, this section discusses the emergence of the “Myth of the First Three Years,”
focusing on Japan’s rapid economic growth and the economic crisis after the 1960s. In addition,
this section investigates how this myth adopted and popularized the first three years old as a

critical period of a child’s life.

3.1.1 The rapid economic growth and gendered labour (1960s-1970s)

First, I will examine the gender division of labour, especially the roles of women
during Japan’s rapid economic growth from the 1960s to the early 1970s. As seen in the
previous chapter, the normative role of Japanese housewives was established during this period
(Ochiai, 1989; Ohinata, 1988b, 2015; Ueno, 1987). During this time of economic growth,
Japanese wives were encouraged to focus on housework while supporting their corporate-
employed husbands (often described as “kigyo-senshi”, 134k 1:; corporate warriors) under
the slogan, “men go to work, women stay at home” (Osawa, 2007; Sawabe, 2017; Shiota, 1992).

Data from 1969 indicates that about 80% of women quit their jobs to become housewives:
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51.9% quit their jobs before or after marriage, and 31.8% quit before or after childbirth
(Ministry of Labor, Women and Youth Bureau, 1969). Thus, leaving their career upon marriage
to become housewives, called “kotobuki taisha” (FF1B+f, congratulatory resignation), was a

common choice among Japanese women, which Ochiai (2005) describes as “housewifization”

full-time housewives)” appeared in the early 1970s to describe women who fulfill domestic
work as their main role (Ueno, 1987). Therefore, women’s unpaid reproductive work supported
Japan’s rapid economic growth, and at the same time, economic prosperity further enabled
women to engage in domestic labour without having a paid job.

Along with the enhancement of the full-time housewife role, the importance of child-
rearing roles by mothers widely popularized in Japan. For example, TV programs actively
promoted prescriptive roles for mothers in child-rearing. In Japan, television broadcasting
rapidly increased since the late 1950s (NHK, n.d.). At the time, some TV programs targeting
children came into popular. For example, Japan’s public broadcaster, Nippon Hoso Kyokai
(NHK) started airing “Okaasan to issho” (372& S /v &> L X, Together with Mom) in
1959, which has continued ever since. In addition, Fuji Television broadcasted “Mama to
Asobou! Ping Pong Pang” (Let’s play with mom! Ping Pong Pang) from 1966 to 1982 and its
theme song was a great hit among children. As the titles of these shows clearly illustrate, those

who spent time with children were always their mothers. Namely, child-rearing was indicated
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as nothing but mothers’ roles.

Academic articles also started to support a mother-child relationship in the late 1960s
in Japan. While some scholars had already introduced overseas studies of a parent-child
relationship in the late 1950s, psychologist Kojima introduced a mother-child relationship in
the late 1960s (Yamamoto, 2010). Yamamoto (2010) points out that Kojima’s 1968 book,
Mother-Child Relations in Infancy, introduced the concept of child attachment to a “person or
object” but replaced all the targets with a “mother.” It is apparent that the promotion of mothers'
child-rearing role in this period influenced the introduction of a psychological theory and
created a view of the mother-child bond unique to Japan.

In addition, the media also served to transmit an ideal image of mothers based on the
concept of motherhood. The Japanese government promoted a song, Kaasan no Uta (7& &
D 9 7z; Mother’s Song), to convey a strong image of devoted, caring, and hardworking
mother who served her family (Holloway & Nagase, 2014). This song depicts a mother who
knits a pair of mittens for her son by staying up all night in a cold winter. This song became a
big hit in 1962 when a popular singer of the time sang it in NHK’s short song program, “Minna
no Uta” (% /72 D 9 72; Songs for Everyone) (Ikeda, n.d.). The song was subsequently
included in school music textbooks from 1965 to the 1980s (Nichigai Associates, 2011). The
following lyrics of this song give a glimpse of the expected image of a mother by the Japanese

government after the 1960s.
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Lyrics of Kaasan no Uta (excerpts from the first part only)

Mom worked hard through the night,
knitted a pair of mittens for me.

To keep my hands from a wintry blast,
knitted them so hard for me.

A message from my hometown,

with a smell of a hearth.

Translated from website: Ikeda Sayuri 72> & < #EFE - "Bk

https://www.ne.jp/asahi/sayuri/home/doyobook/doyo00sengo.htm#kaasannouta

In this way, since the arrival of television to the Japanese public in the late 1950s,

gender norms spread among Japanese people through the media, enhancing the image of

mothers who devoted themselves to child-rearing. This norm of the mother-child relationship

supported the gender role of a full-time housewife. This suggests the continuity of the ideology

of motherhood underpinning the gender division of child-rearing labour in postwar Japan.

At the same time child-rearing was linked to the roles of full-time housewives, the

keyword “three-year-old children” frequently appeared in the 1960s. For instance, in 1961, the

Ministry of Welfare in Japan started municipal health examinations for three-year-old children

(MHLW, 2018). Some specialists such as Koyanagi (2011) and Ozawa (1989) point that this

health examination was one of the Aitozukuri (human resource development) policies by former

Ikeda Cabinet. The hitozukuri policies included providing good-quality public education to

children to cultivate competent human resources (Tanaka, n.d.). Most Japanese children enter
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pre-school ($WHER, yochien) at the age of three. Thus, the government wanted to establish a
system where mothers would be responsible for providing excellent care for their children at
home until their children were exposed to formal education under a slogan, “until the age of
three, by mothers’ hands.”

Similar to the concept of child-rearing by mothers seen earlier, media also contributed
to popularizing the keyword “three-year-old children.” In 1964, NHK broadcasted a child-
rearing instruction TV program entitled “Three-Year-Old Children (=& /2, sansaiji)” (NHK,
n.d.). This program was broadcast from 1964 to 1965 and gained significant popularity.
Following this TV program, the book of the same title was published in 1966, and it had a
catchy byline to draw mothers’ attention: “The perfect guide for the precious childcare of the
first three years!” (Ozawa, 1989, p. 82). It is apparent that, along with the government’s health
examination for children three years of age, the TV program by Japan’s public broadcast
catalyzed the awareness that the first three years of life was a crucial period of children’s growth.

From the late 1960s to the early 1970s, multiple parenting magazines and books were
consistently published to introduce the importance of child education before the age of three.
For example, monthly magazines focusing on child-rearing, such as Baby Age in 1969 and My
Baby (72 LOIRE % A) in 1973, started to publish (Shoji et al., 1998; Tendo et al., 2002).
Shoji et al.’s (1998) research on issues of Baby Age published from 1971 to 1973 indicates that

articles published at this time focused on developmental psychology or brain psychology of
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young children aged under three years. Similarly, in the best-seller parenting book,
Kindergarten is Too Late (ShHER 7> 5 TIiIlET X %), Ibuka (1971) repeatedly highlights the
importance of early childhood education before the age of three as the most critical period of
human life. The author asserts that the composition of brain cells is fixed by the time children
are three years old, and the brain can absorb anything during this period. Whereas the English
version of this book is translated to “kindergarten,” which refers to the year before Grade 1 in
elementary school in Canada, the original version refers to “yochien” ($hHER]), an institution
for children aged between three to six years old. As seen in the title of Ibuka’s (1971) book,
parenting books after the 1960s describe that early childhood education is a must, rather “too
late” to start it after the age of three. Thus, “three years old” became a key phrase in Japanese
parenting through the government’s initiatives and the media.

Ibuka’s (1971) book also emphasized a mother as an inevitable figure for early
education before three years old. Chapter 3 of this book, entitled “Only mothers can provide
true early childhood education,” strongly asserts that a mother is the only person who can give
their children a proper early education. In this chapter, the author explains that only mothers
can raise well-balanced children, both mentally and physically. This book by Ibuka (1971), is
still famous in Japan as the legendary parenting bible, which has been read by 1.2 million
people and has been reprinted many times since its first edition in 1971 (Sunmark Publishing,

n.d.). In this way, Ibuka’s (1971) book contributed to popularizing the idea of mothers’ caring
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roles during children’s first three years.

The study by Shoji et al. (1998) on parenting books published from the 1930s to the

1990s provides insight into how mothers were considered the principal supporters of early

childhood education. The following table shows the list of parenting books from the 1930s to

the 1990s and indicates the books which have the word “three years old” or “mom” in the title.
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Table 1 - Research of parenting books from the 1930s to the 1990s

In title
No. |Year Japanese title English title 3 years old |Mom
1| 1945|F R FE Childeare Handbook
2] 7| EREER Child-rearing practice book
3 1947| %= & L i REE Easy childcare questions and answers
4] 194BlEE F R NE A new way of child-rearing for healthy babies
s| o 19sifs e ADTTH How to raise a baby
6 1954w AEHDEL s AOHTH Mama-san Bunko (1) How to raise a baby x
7 1958 EFEAHR - TRAAR Giood parenting, bad parenting
8| 1956|5847 M36sH Perfect childcare 365 days
9] 1956]7 WAl Complete book on childeare
10]  1957|#@EEFR Childbirth and childcare
1| 1957| R oFER Dictionary of Child Care
12| wst|chdbofFl - o i b DFE The future of childcare, the future of the family
13 1958 A0 EFAT TR How to raise a baby well
14| 1959| &)W o EEEE &R Infant Health and Child Care
15| 19e0|FHRDTF Childcare Plans
16| 1960fitBToRL ¢ A Y our First Baby
17) 10| f=o LR E Lo Fun Child Care and Discipline
18] 1961|H & LT REE Mew Parenting Class
19| 1962| b+ AEE Baby Encyclopedia
200 1964] = & S Children's Three-Sided Mirror
21 1964w DT LD FERT Diagnosis of Mom's Child-rearing Behavior x
22| 1vee)iEvF BT - TR OBEY EHH - Strong child, weak child - Medicine and education of child rearing
23] esjo~3F<HROFL vizweiBRIIA TR 0-3 years old <Points of child rearing> How mothers raised their children x x
4] e7|ELichbe TR OME The wisdom of child rearing in accordance with life
251 19e7|EhR oL ERLE TR Lo - mE— The mind and body of an infant: child care, discipline, and illness
26| 1967/ hREHESEFAL T A pediatrician answers your questions
271 et eiolbsbEoR Baby's Mind and Body
28] 1967|# b + A0 FEE Baby's Development
20| 1968|$h R Lo — A - R - REE- Infant Discipline: Emotions, Talents, and Habits
30| es|HRELoUER Encyclopedia of Child Care and Discipline
31| es]|HRoEBETE Encyclopedia of Child Care
32| w|EbAnFedoee-—FELhLOHFL— Mistakes Mothers Make - Complaints from Children x
33| 1e7i] iR trifliz Before Reading a Parenting Book
34| 1971 2 xR0 N2 Child Care Book for Mrs., 0-2 years old X
35| 197w E AKHETF R o= w128 Mama's library (6) 12 chapters of tips for raising children x
36| 1973k = A BT C B SRR Basic Techniques for Raising a Baby
37| 1977 LB E ORI AN The New Mother and Child Child Care Book x
38 1978 fs e Ad:bwv I LTHL LD I want my mom to do this to me - from baby x
39| 19| RS Revised Child Care Studies
40| w[FRELodoER The Encyclopedia of Child Care and Discipline
41| om0 EFA L « L EE The Latest Baby Encyclopedia
a2 19s0| L kAL FRoER Mind and Body Encyclopedia of Child Care
3| 1es2|r b - REE - AR Children, Health and Diet
44] 1983 RFHEE Pediatric Consultation Room
45| 1ema)dET R AR Mew Child Care Encyclopedia
46| 1985\ FED TR Parenting with the five senses
47| 1ess|EiE R AR Mew Child Care Encyclopedia
48] 1ess|o~amm<BH =LLANR 0-3 years old <Latest> Safe Child Care x
49 |9ss| 4 7ArELFNoTAT Hiustrated, All about safe childcare
50| 1988|IEL B TORL ¢ A The first baby
s 1esglirumTokb A -ELFRoTAT - First time baby - all about safe child care
52| 1989|iiE e A EE Baby Encyclopedia
3 1we0|fb el FT e 2 Baby Handbook
sl 1990| bl B EHEETLTIHR Easy Childbirth and Healthy Child Care
55| 1991|HEEE - HEE - AR RLRb e ABHE Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Child-Rearing Safe Baby Encyclopedia
s6] 1902|FHTwe~ REEsLDECE A word from a public health nurse to child-rearing mothers x
571 1992| b Loifib + A ROHE My Babycare Book
s8| 19n|vEboEbopsiiTRof A book on childbirth and childcare for each individual
sol  1ees|o~3FRtEE I TENETR TS Murturing the ability to develop individuality in children aged 0 to 3 x
60]  1o94] ¥ WA AT b R Consultation on anything about child

(Data adapted from Shoji et al., 1998)
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According to the data from the authors, while only 10-12% of parenting books had “mom” or

“mother” in their titles in the 1950s and 1960s, the percentage increased to 56% in the 1970s.

Figure 2 - Percentage of parenting books with “mom” or “mothers” in a title
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(Data adapted from Shoji et al., 1998)
In this way, many parenting books and magazines in the 1970s highlighted mothers’ roles as
primary caregivers and educators of their children. In such a manner, these two notions, “early
education before the age of three” and “by mothers,” fused and promoted one child-rearing
theory so full-time housewives could engage in their gender roles as primary caregivers.
Consequently, this child-rearing theory became the essential guideline to encourage the

parenting practice based on “until the age of three, by mothers’ hands.”

3.1.2 Japanese-style welfare society and reinvented parenting traditions (1970s-1980s)

In contrast to the rapid economic growth of the 1960s, Japan experienced an economic
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slump in the 1970s. The effect of this economic crisis due to stagflation triggered by the first
oil shock in 1973 was that men could not earn enough to support their families anymore, which
meant households needed a double income (Osawa, 2007; Ueno, 1987). Accordingly, after
1974, the percentage of full-time housewives began to decline, and more married women
sought work (Shiota, 1992). In short, the economic crisis started to collapse the male
breadwinner model of Japanese families, once promoted a slogan, “men go to work, women
stay at home.”

The Japanese government facing this economic crisis came up with a plan to reduce
public expenditure: Japanese-style welfare society. Japanese-style welfare society positioned
households as the most vital part of society. Former Prime Minister Ohira made the following
speech to introduce Japanese-style welfare society in January 1979: “While preserving the
structure of the Japanese people’s spirit of self-help, caring human relations, and mutual aid,
we will strive to establish fair and vibrant Japanese-style welfare society that combines this
structure with the appropriate public welfare” (Hori, 1981, p. 38). Those who were expected to
perform this social service at home were full-time housewives. The Japanese government
considered public facilities for elder care and childcare did not need to expand because full-
time housewives could handle such care at home. Considering the government’s intention, the
approach of “until the age of three, by mothers’ hands” was the cheapest and most efficient

way to implement the national financial plan for childcare (Osawa, 2007). Thus, the Japanese
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government wanted to keep full-time housewives at home to engage in unpaid work, especially
as caregivers, so that the state could reduce the budget for public services. In this way,
Japanese-style welfare society, which preached the importance of care within the family, further
promoted the gendered role of full-time housewives.

In the 1980s, Japanese-style welfare society was amplified by new policies that aimed
to benefit households consisting of working husbands and housewives. The Japanese
government promoted policies that both strengthened the position of housewives and favoured
single-income households, which reinforced the male-breadwinner model (Osawa, 2007;
Shiota, 1992). For example, in 1985, the Basic Pension introduced a category called Category
IIT Insured Persons that exempts housewives from their insurance fees (Yamasaki, 2021).
Moreover, the special exemption for spouses, which began in 1987, exempted housewives
whose earnings are below a certain amount from income tax (Ida, 2014). These exemption
systems have yearly income limit, and thus minimizing wives’ working hours. To earn extra
money for the household, wives work as part-time or irregular employees within “the barrier
of 1.03 million yen” (103-man no kabe, 103 J5 DEE) per year (Ida, 2014, p. 14). As seen in the
term “housewives with a part-time job” (kengyo shufu, F3 F 1) (Ueno, 1987, p. 80), their
earnings were merely a supplement to their husbands’ earnings, and married women’s first
priority was always to be housewives. Therefore, the tax benefit system made it difficult for

housewives to break away from their position as dependents on their husbands while sustaining
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the gender division of labour desirable for Japanese-style welfare society.

In this way, from the 1970s to the 1980s, the Japanese government again emphasized
the role of full-time housewives, but this time, for reducing national expenditures in the
economic crisis. Although the economic situation changed from rapid growth to a slump,
Japanese women’s roles remained unchanged. Rather, being housewives and devoting
themselves to housework allowed women to gain better access to the government subsidies;
their gender roles were institutionally established, strengthened, and secured by the social
systems.

With the demand for more full-time housewives, a Japanese proverb often appeared
in the 1980s to promote the theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love, the motto
of child-rearing for full-time housewives. As seen in Chapter 2, an old Japanese proverb,
“mitsugo no tamashii hyaku made” (=21 D3 % T), means that the soul of a three-year-
old child lasts until one hundred years old. This 200-year-old proverb frequently appeared in
the Japanese government’s documents. For example, in 1983, the Japanese government
distributed pamphlets entitled Mitsugo no Tamashii Hyaku Made at municipal health
examinations for three-year-old children (Ozawa, 1989). In addition, in 1984, the National
Council for the Development of Youth published a child-rearing booklet entitled Mitsugo no
Tamashii Hyaku Made: The Future of Family Education (= > D3 EE T ZInbDF

JJEZ0H) to strengthen people’s awareness of the first three years of life as the crucial point
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(Shoji et al., 1998). Clearly, the government aggressively used this proverb to direct people’s

attention to the theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love throughout the nation.

Consequently, many parenting books started to use this proverb to support the theory

emphasizing three years of age and maternal love. The following graph shows the frequency

“mitsugo no tamashii hyaku made” was mentioned in published parenting books from the

1940s to the 1990s using research by Shoji et al. (1998). While merely 20-30% of parenting

books mentioned this proverb before the 1970s, nearly 60% of the parenting books published

in the 1980s mention this proverb to emphasize the importance of a child’s life before three

years old.

Figure 3 - Percentage of parenting books that mention Mitsugo no tamashii hyaku made
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(Data adapted from Shoji et al., 1998)

All these books support the importance of early education before three years old. For example,

most of them emphasize this child-rearing theory by starting “as an old proverb ‘mitsugo no
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tamashii hyaku made’ demonstrates...” (Shoji et al., 1998, p. 225). Thus, although this proverb

existed before 1813, it frequently appeared in child-rearing books and pamphlets in the 1980s

as a proof of the child-rearing theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love.

In summary, in the 1980s, Japanese-style welfare society during the economic crisis

expected housewives to engage in domestic work to reduce the national budget for public care

services. Along with the new launch of preferential systems for housewives, the Japanese

government needed to remind wives to stay with their children. Therefore, the government took

advantage of this proverb to reinforce the gendered division of caring labour and, thus,

naturalized mothers’ caregiving responsibility as if it had been an old tradition.

3.2 From a popular scientific theory to child-rearing norms

The previous section illustrates how aggressively the government’s measures and the

media popularized the theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love from the 1960s

to the 1980s in Japan. However, the term “Myth of the First Three Years” did not appear until

the late 1980s, even though this child-rearing theory is identical to this myth in that both stress

a mother-child relationship during the children’s first three years. As seen earlier, myth is “a

story which is believed to be absolute, even though it is unfounded (Kojien, a Japanese

dictionary, 6th edition).” Yet, this child-rearing theory was believed under several bases, such

as child development psychology and an old proverb. Namely, this theory was not a story which
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was “unfounded” at this point. In this section, I examine the validity of the popular child-
rearing theory and an old proverb to see how these two can support the theory emphasizing
three years of age and maternal love.

First of all, I will explore the proverb, “mitsugo no tamashii hyaku made,” to
determine if it substantiates today’s child-rearing theory. As seen in the previous section, this
200-year-old proverb frequently appeared to reinforce the importance of childhood before three
years of age, especially in the 1970s. However, mitsugo (a three-year-old child) in this proverb
does not precisely refer to three-year-old children. First, this proverb, which had existed at least
since 1813, supposedly used the old Japanese counting system called kazoedoshi (¥ % %)
(Ozawa, 1989; Tomita, 2012). Kazoedoshi is a traditional Japanese manner of reckoning one’s
age, and it considers newborns as one year old (Kojien, a Japanese dictionary, 6th edition). In
that case, a three-year-old child in this proverb actually refers to a two-year-old child if
applying today’s counting system. Moreover, although this proverb can be literally translated
into English as “the soul of a three-year-old child lasts until one hundred years old,” it indicates
one’s nature will not change in their lifetime, as seen in Chapter 2 (Kojien, a Japanese dictionary,
6th edition). Namely, this proverb describes the importance of early childhood to a person’s
entire life by figuratively using the phrase mitsugo (a three-year-old child). Therefore, this
proverb does not specify an exact age whether it be two years old or three years old. For the

reasons above, this proverb cannot be the grounds for claiming three years of age as the critical
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point of a child’s development.

Second, “mitsugo no tamashii hyaku made” does not indicate the importance of a

mother-child relationship and maternal love. Whereas the proverb foregrounds early childhood

as the foundation for lifelong outcomes, the recent theory emphasizing three years of age and

maternal love warns that the absence of these elements negatively affects a child’s development.

In other words, the child-rearing theory implies that mothers should stay home to look after

their children. Given this, the proverb is not directly related to the child development theory on

the necessity of the mother-child bond during the first three years. Evidently, the Japanese

government took advantage of this old proverb in pamphlets to reinforce the importance of

early childhood and recreated the proverb by adding a gender dimension to child-rearing

responsibilities. Namely, the government utilized this 200-year-old proverb and invented a

tradition that supports the gendered division of caregiving labour that aligns with the slogan

“until the age of three, by mothers’ hands.”

Meanwhile, in the late 1980s, some Japanese specialists in the fields of psychology

and early childcare started to question the child development theory on coherent childcare by

biological mothers. As seen in Chapter 2, major studies of child development have warned the

negative effects of maternal deprivation, a psychological term on the separation of young

children from their mothers. For example, the theory of hospitalism by R.A. Spitz argues that

children who grew up in orphanages are deprived of proper development due to absence of
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their mothers (Uchida, 2010). However, scholars including Ohinata (1988a, 1988b) and Shigeta
(1988) challenge the mainstream studies on maternal deprivation by arguing that, rather than
the lack of a mother-child bond, sanitary conditions at the facilities and an insufficient number
of caregivers can cause disease in children in orphanages (Ohinata, 1988a, 2015; Shigeta, 1988).

In addition, some scholars argue that children’s spending time with their biological
mothers does not always provide the best environment for children. Andry (1960) points out
that the concept of maternal deprivation only focuses on the mother-child physical separation
and ignores the psychological separation, such as mothers’ inadequate affection or attention to
children, so-called “masked deprivation” (Ohinata, 1988a, p 33; Shigeta, 1988, p 9). Van den
Berg (1972) also warns that inappropriate, excessive affection, rather than a lack of maternal
love, has a negative impact on child development (Ohinata, 1988a). Therefore, physical
separation from biological mothers is not the only obstacle in child development.

Some studies point out that these scientific theories were politically used, by removing
this skepticism when promoting the importance of maternal love in Japan. Ohinata (1988a,
1988b) argues that the introduction of the maternal deprivation theory during Japan’s rapid
economic growth is strongly related to economic and political demands to place women at
home as full-time housewives. Likewise, Ozawa (1989) argues that the concept linking mothers
to childcare justified the gender norm, which placed full-time housewives in each household

as service workers who would take on the responsibility of unpaid domestic work. As these
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authors assert, introducing maternal deprivation without highlighting the controversies gave a
strong scientific basis to this cultural peculiarity that had permeated Japan. In other words, as
the old proverb seen earlier, the government utilized scientific theories to reinforce the mothers’

caregiving roles for the ideal parenting practice, “until three years of age, mothers’ hands.”

3.3 Debunked child-rearing theory (Late 1980s-)

The previous section articulated how the proverb and scientific theories were used as
ideological tools to promote women’s primary caregiving roles. The Japanese government used
these tools to draw people’s attention and justify the gender norm of mothers’ caring labour
based on “until three years of age, mothers’ hands.” In this section, I will examine this child-
rearing norm after the 1980s to identify how it relates to the term, “Myth of the First Three
Years.”

While several scholars argued against the theory emphasizing three years of age and
maternal love, one author finally called this child-rearing theory a myth in 1989. Ozawa (1989)
described that the theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love as “a Three Years
Old Myth (=& f#H55, sansai-shinwa), which simultaneously features praise and threat for
mothers” (p. 81). The author continues that the beliefs such as “until the age of three, by

29 ¢

mothers’ hands,” “nothing is greater than maternal love,” or “mother-child relationship in

infancy structures the basis of human’s personality” are nothing but myths that originated from
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the government’s demands to place women at home for engaging in their gender roles in
parenting (p. 81). In this way, by challenging the gender aspects of the belief in the importance
of mother-child bonding, the prevailing child-rearing theory during the period of the 1960s to
1980s was debunked and was called a myth in the late 1980s.

Although the time of the myth’s emergence is quite vague among the existing studies,
examining articles and parenting magazines published around the late 1980s can suggest when
the myth emerged. Ueno (1987) mentions that the involvement of mothers up to the age of
three is considered important as “maternal devotion to the first three years of the child’s life”
(p. 80). However, the author does not say this is a myth. Ohinata, a significant contributor to
the current research on the “Myth of the First Three Years,” published two papers in 1988 as
we saw earlier to argue about the child-rearing theory which emphasizes maternal love.
However, neither one of the papers describes this theory as a myth. The same applies to
Shigeta’s 1988 paper which questions the theory about maternal deprivation. Likewise, the
research by Shoji et.al (1998) about the table of contents in three parenting monthly magazines,
My Baby (7= L D3RE % A), Baby Age, and Chick Club (& Z 7 7 7)), indicates that
there is no explicit mention of the phrase “Myth of the First Three Years™ from the 1960s to the
1980s. Thus, it is highly possible that the word myth was first used to debunk the prevailed
child-rearing theory in Ozawa’s 1989 paper.

This chronological overview in this chapter, from the early 1960s to the 1980s,
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identified how a popular child-rearing theory was debunked and came to be called a myth in

1989. In some studies, the difference between the prevailing child-rearing theory and the myth

is often mixed up. For example, Kosei Hakusho (1998) states that the “Myth of the First Three

Years” became popular in the 1960s influenced by Western studies about a mother-child

relationship. Similarly, Uchida (2010) explains that the “Myth of the First Three Years” was

popularized in the period of Japan’s rapid economic growth, which is the 1960s. Here, this

thesis should make a clear distinction; the theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal

love was just a popular child-rearing theory until the late 1980s. This theory started to be called

a myth after 1989 because its gender aspect that normalizes women’s caregiving role was

debunked.

I want to stress that this order must not be confused because a popular child-rearing

theory and a motherhood myth have different functions. The theory emphasizing three years of

age and maternal love, a motto of full-time housewives, was believed to be supported by

evidence. However, after this child-rearing theory was debunked and called a myth, it has been

believed to be absolute by the Japanese public “even though it is unfounded” (Kojien, a

Japanese dictionary, 6th edition, 2008). Accordingly, this ideological child-rearing theory,

which is now called a myth, persuades people that child-rearing is the natural behaviour of

mothers. This is because the myth’s function seen in Chapter 2 obfuscates the ideological

dimension of the child-rearing theory and serves to naturalize mothers’ primary responsibility
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of parenting. In this way, the “Myth of the First Three Years” has contributed to normalizing

the gender division of care labour in Japan.

However, Chapter 2 of this thesis has already clarified the Japanese government

officially denied this myth in 1998. In addition, although the government stated that mothers

did not need to believe this myth, it remains influential in the 2020s and puts criticism on

working mothers. The next chapter explores the 1990s in Japan after the prevailing child-

rearing theory became a myth. I will examine what brought the Japanese government, the one

who actively promoted this child-rearing theory, to refute this myth in 1998 and how it has

significantly impacted the parenting culture in present-day Japan.
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Chapter 4: The Changes and Challenges for Motherhood

The previous chapter examined the historical development of the Japanese ideology
of motherhood from the 1960s to the 1980s and how it promoted one child-rearing theory.
Japan’s economic growth in the 1960s enabled wives to stay home without having paid jobs
and engage in unpaid reproductive work. The slowed-down economic growth after the 1970s
still encouraged wives to stay home; this time, the government expected unpaid domestic work
by full-time housewives could reduce the national budget for child/elderly care services. In the
meantime, a child-rearing theory, popularized in the 1960s to the 1980s, emphasized the first
three years as a critical period of a child’s life and the mother’s love as an essential factor for
the child’s development during that period. Along with tax systems introduced to benefit full-
time housewives, this child-rearing theory was ideal for encouraging them to engage in their
roles.

In the late 1980s, however, some Japanese experts in psychology and early childcare
started to question this child-rearing theory because of its insufficient basis and the way it
confines women to the national ideology of motherhood. Consequently, in 1989, Ozawa
denounced this child-rearing theory just a myth to express her doubt about its questionable
principles. In this way, the child-rearing theory emphasizing three years old and maternal love
was debunked by Japanese specialists who uncovered gender norms associated with the myth.

While this child-rearing theory began to be questioned, Japan faced a serious birthrate
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decline. In 1989, the Japanese total fertility rate hit its lowest point, and thus the Japanese

government needed new countermeasures. There have been limits to the policy of keeping

women at home as full-time housewives since the economic crisis after the 1970s made it

difficult for only husbands to earn enough for a household. The government needed a change

in direction to make a society where couples wanted more children while both husbands and

wives were working. Accordingly, in the 1990s, the Japanese government introduced new

policies one after another to support working mothers. Furthermore, in the 2010s, the

government started a campaign to encourage men’s active participation in parenting. Thus, the

government’s orientation completely shifted from “men go to work, women stay at home” to

support double-income families.

In this chapter, I will explore how various policies have changed the patterns of child-

rearing and the gender division of labour since the late 1980s. Also, I will examine how the

child-rearing theory, which was debunked as a myth in the late 1980s, continued to affect

gender roles in parenting in families. In so doing, this chapter will investigate the impact of the

ideological dimension of the motherhood myth through the various policies put forth by the

Japanese government.

4.1 Japan’s demographic turning point

Japan faced a turning point after the late 1980s in its demographic pattern. The “1.57
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shock,” which refers to the decrease in the national fertility rate to 1.57 (children per woman),
marked in 1989 the lowest rate that had ever happened (Cabinet Office, 2007; MHLW, 2020).
Further back in history, many couples avoided having children in 1966 because of the
widespread superstition that any female babies born in the year of hinoe-uma (P3F*) will have
a violent temper. The belief resulted in the lowest fertility rate of 1.58 in 1966 (Cabinet Office,
2007). The rate in 1989 was even lower than in the year of hinoe-uma, and it was a wakeup

call to the Japanese government about the demographic crisis.

Figure 4 - Number of births and total fertility rate
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This declining fertility rate is related to women’s advancement in the labour force. As
seen in Chapter 3, women’s employment rate has been rising since the late 1970s, leading to
an increase in the number of dual-income families. With more women in the workforce,

families have chosen to have fewer children. Combining the total fertility rate with the
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transition to double-income households indicates how these figures are related; as the number

of double-income households increases, the fertility rate decreases, showing an inverse

relationship.

Figure 5 - Combination of double-income family and total fertility rate

800 1.90

780 185

760
1.80
740

720 175

700

680

660

640

620 .
600 -

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990

1.70
1.65
1.60
1.55

1.50

mm Double-income household  e==mTotal fertility rate

(Data adapted from MHLW, 2020; MLIT, 2013)

One of the reasons for the declining birth rate is that the gender division of household

labour has remained the same even though more wives have worked in paid jobs since the late

1970s. Hochschild (1989) observed a similar situation in the US where wives joined the work

force several years earlier than Japanese wives. In her research about the total working hours

(including both paid job and domestic work) of American married couples in the 1960s and the

1970s, Hochschild (1989) notes that working hours of wives who had paid jobs were fifteen

hours per week longer than their husbands. She describes the domestic work done by working

wives after returning home as their “second shift” (Hochschild, 1989, p. 4). Likewise, the
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following data collected in 1986 indicates that whereas the total number of hours of domestic

work performed by Japanese working wives was nearly thirty hours per week, total hours of

domestic work done by working husbands remained less than two hours per week (Cabinet

Office, 2022).

Figure 6 - Average of working hours for double-income couples in 1986 (per week)
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Similar to the case of the “second shift” of American women described by Hochschild (1989),
Japanese women in double-income families tend to spend twice as much time as men doing
housework. Namely, child-rearing and housekeeping were still duties that fell under the wives’
roles, whether they had paid jobs or not. Matsuda (2001) illustrates this new concept as the
“new gender division of labour” (BT - MERI IS5 %), which is based on “men go to work,
women go to work and do housework” (Matsuda, 2001, p. 33). The increased burden on

working wives who tend to juggle domestic and workplace responsibilities explains the reason

55



for the birth decline in Japan.

The wives’ double labour, a new standard for gender roles in a double-income family,

cast a light on new countermeasures for increasing the birth rate. The Japanese government

realized that improving their working conditions would encourage mothers to have more

children and remove difficulties in balancing paid jobs and child-rearing (Takayama, 2002). To

address women’s working and parenting conditions, the Japanese government introduced a

series of new plans one after another in the early 1990s. First, the Japanese government

implemented the Child Care Leave Act (lkuji kyiigyoho) in 1992 to protect women’s right to

take childcare leave and still be able to return to the same workplace after childbirth. In addition,

the government enforced the Angel Plan in 1994 to enhance support for parents, including more

daycare facilities to reduce mothers’ burdens of caring responsibilities (Cabinet Office, 2021).

Clearly, the Japanese government’s plan for increasing the national birth rate focused on

protecting working wives in double-income households.

In this way, Japan’s declining birth rate led the Japanese government to launch a series

of plans for supporting working mothers. These new plans were the exact opposite of the

policies that protected full-time housewives before the 1980s. While policies introduced in the

1980s aided full-time housewives who stayed home without having a paid job, new policies in

the 1990s benefited working wives to balance a paid job and child-rearing.
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4.2 Debunked myth, lingering ideology

While the government aimed to counter the declining birth rate by introducing several
policies supporting working mothers, the word “myth” frequently appeared in the 1990s papers
and books to indicate doubts about the child-rearing theory emphasizing three years of age and
maternal love. For example, in a 1990 monthly journal, Ohinata (1990) explains that this child-
rearing theory is just a myth. In 1992, Funabashi (1992) used the term “Three Years Old Myth
(= AEE; sansai-shinwa)” which was the same as Ozawa’s (1989) description (Takayama,
2002). In 1994, while Ochiai (1994) also used the “Three Years Old Myth,” Takenaka (1994)
used the “Myth of the First Three Years” in his paper (Shoji et.al., 1998). In 1997, in the weekly
magazine AERA, Shigeri (1997) used “Three Years Old Child-rearing Myth (sansai ikuji
shinwa) (Shoji et.al., 1998, p. 227). All these authors in the 1990s question and argue against
this theory by using the word “myth,” just as several authors, including Ozawa (1989), did in
the late 1980s.

With these articles and magazines, the phrase “Myth of the First Three Years” gained
high recognition among Japanese people. Yamaoka and Shoji (1999) surveyed the awareness
of this phrase among mothers of young children and female nurses in 1998. The results
indicated that 73% of the participants answered that they were aware of the phrase. From their
research, it appears that the public had a better awareness of the “Myth of the First Three Years,”

related to the debunked theory emphasizing three years of age and maternal love, in the late
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1990s in Japan.

However, the data indicates that debunking the myth did not necessarily lead to
significant changes in gender norms and practices around child-rearing. The 1990s survey data
shows that there were still quite a few people who believed that mothers should stay with their
children while they were young. According to the National Census in 1992, nearly 90% of
respondents agreed that mothers should restrain themselves from having a job to look after
their children at home. In other words, only 10% believed that mothers did not need to give up
their career while their children were young. (MHLW, 1992). The following chart captures data
from a survey done in 1992 where respondents were asked whether they agreed that mothers

should stay at home at least while their children are young.

Figure 7 - Survey in 1992, “Do you agree that mothers should not have a job

but should stay at home at least while their children are young?”

Totally disagree Unknown
2.5% 1.9%
Somewhat
disagree
7.6%

Totally agree

Somewhat agree 47.9%

40.2%

(Data adapted from MHW, 1992)

Moreover, national studies asked respondents if they agree that mothers should

concentrate on childcare, specifically until their children turn three years old. Again, the data
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indicates that approximately 90% of respondents agreed with the question. The following chart

captures data from the survey done in 1993 and 1998, respectively.

Figure 8 - Survey in 1993 and 1998, “Do you agree that mothers should

concentrate on childcare until their children turn three years old?”

2.2%
1993 44.7% 44.4% 8.8%'
1998 50.7% 39.4% 7.7%'
2.2%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Totally agree  Somewhat agree = Somewhat disagree B Totally disagree

(Data adapted from National Institute of Population and Social Security Research, 2000)

This survey indicates that the belief related to the absolute necessity of the mother-child

relationship on child development did not fade out despite the government and academic efforts

made to debunk the myth. Apparently, while people knew the term “Myth of the First Three

Years” well, there was no significant change in widespread practices and normative ideas about

motherhood. Instead, as the data above indicates, the number of people who believed that

mothers should focus on childcare for children younger than three years of age even increased.

Thus, the normative conception and practice of motherhood reinforced by this myth became a

major obstacle to the Japanese government’s goal: a society where women could have more

children while working.

This obstacle led the Japanese government to issue a major announcement about child-
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rearing. In 1998 Kései Hakusho (J&4 13, White Paper on Health and Welfare), one section
entitled “Mother and child” has the following subheading: “The ‘Myth of the First Three Years’
has no rational basis.” Here, MHW (1998) admits the bond between mother and child has been
over-emphasized while fathers’ child-rearing responsibilities were overlooked. The next
subheading, “the most important thing is the quality of love,” indicates that the quality of love
from caregivers is not limited to maternal love or length of time spent with mothers. Finally,
the last subheading, “mothers should be released from the excessive expectations and
responsibilities of child-rearing,” supports gender equality in child-rearing responsibilities,

which is followed by the conclusion that:

From now on, we hope that mothers will be released from the excessive expectations
and responsibilities regarding child-rearing that have been placed on them in recent
years. This will give mothers a relaxed mind to treat child-rearing with abundant
affection, leading to a better mother-child relationship. (Translated from MHW, 1998, p.
59)
In this way, the Japanese government officially denied the “Myth of the First Three Years” to
support the alleviation of women’s burden of child-rearing. However, as seen in the last
sentence, the government’s statement unintentionally implies that child-rearing is a mother’s
task, emphasizing a mother-child relationship. Therefore, the government’s debunking of the

myth revealed the lingering effects of the mother’s naturalized parenting labour and failed to

deconstruct the ideology of motherhood.
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After the official denial of the myth in 1989, the Japanese government launched more
new policies for gender-equal parenting. In 1999, the Japanese government enacted the Basic
Act for Gender Equal Society to collapse conventional gender-based roles and promote a
gender-equal society within the workplace, household, and the local community. This new
policy in 1999 encouraged women to balance working and parenting and men to participate in
housework actively. The Japanese government aimed to create a society where women and men
cooperate, namely, a gender-equal society (J3 2[R it 23; danjo kyodo sankaku shakai).

In December of the same year, MHW proposed the New Angel Plan by renewing the
Angel Plan of 1994 (Cabinet Office, 2009). The New Angel Plan of 1999 included more
benefits to help women manage both career and domestic responsibilities. For example, one of
the principals improved childcare systems for working parents, such as increasing daycare
facilities, extending care hours, and expanding after-school care programs for school-aged
children (Cabinet Office, 2009). Another noteworthy feature of the plan was the improvement
of the work environment including the provision of childcare leave and shortened work hours
after having a baby (Cabinet Office, 2009). Although childcare leave was officially introduced
by the Child Care Leave Act in 1992, working parents barely took advantage of this system,
especially male employees. According to data from 1996, 49.1% of women and 0.12% of men
took childcare leave (MHLW, 2021). Against this backdrop, the New Angel Plan has ensured

support not only for employees who take childcare leave but also for employers who grant the
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childcare leave. Furthermore, this new plan calls for eliminating the fixed gender division of

labour in the workplace and the Japanese work-first culture.

In this way, the Japanese government’s goal, which once encouraged women to stay

at home, completely shifted to establish a new parenting environment so that more women

could work at paid jobs without hesitating to have children.

4.3 Japan’s policies for gender-equal parenting: expectations and realities

In 1999, along with the
promotion of the New Angel Plan,
MHW presented a campaign poster
encouraging fathers to actively
participate in child-rearing with an
aggressive slogan: “A man, who does
not take care of his child, is not called
a father” (BRZLZWVWEHZ, R
EAXME X 7R ) (MHW, n.d.-a). The
man featured in this poster is a dancer
and the husband of one of the most

popular Japanese singers, Namie

Figure 9 - Ministry of Health and Welfare poster
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Amuro. In this way, MHW promoted fathers’ parenting by using prominent figures to attract

public awareness.

After the 1.57 shock in 1989, the lowest fertility rate ever, the Japanese government

introduced a series of policies in the 1990s that aimed to create a more equal parenting

environment both for mothers and fathers. It is evident that the Japanese government leveraged

gender equality approaches to counter the declining birthrate during this decade.

Figure 10 - The government’s policies from 1989 to 1999

= The Basic Act for Gender Equal Society
= New Angel Plan

1.57 shock Angel Plan = MHW poster
1992 1998
1989 1994 1999
Child Care Leave Act The official denial of

the "Myth of the First Three Years"

While this poster succeeded in drawing Japanese people’s attention by employing a

husband of a celebrity couple at the time, it also had social ramifications by evoking frustration

among fathers with the government for implementing a series of new policies without

addressing the current situation, such as men’s unpaid overwork and few parental leave, which

inevitably made men’s participation in child-rearing difficult. In May of the same year, another
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poster by the Child Care Hours for
Men and Women Network (Tkujiren,
B [F j#) highlighted the heart-
rending cries of the fathers by
responding to the earlier slogan by
MHW. This poster asserts, “A man,
who does not take care of his child, is
not called a father? Then, let me take
care of my child without worry!”

(Ikujiren, n.d.). Indeed, the slogan of

MHW gave the impression that it

Figure 11 - lkujiren poster
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EANEEEHONEGRE, BOEHIMEACLEVABERELTLEOTT,
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EABKIEERAT (T, B BEEHLTLET, TEL/EAX:045(434)7519

htp:/iwww.eqg.org/

;%*%EEBME ! !‘a E-mail: welcome@eqg.org

blamed the lack of fathers’ awareness of child-rearing. In other words, the most important part,

that being the causes that keep fathers from child-rearing, was missing.

As their name implies, lkujiren is an advocacy group that insists on equal parenting

time and responsibilities for both men and women. This group challenges the structural gender

binary, whereby fathers cannot have sufficient time to spend time with their children and engage

in parenting responsibilities, as described at the bottom of the poster:

We are not raising our children for the government’s countermeasure of a declining

birthrate. We are raising children because we want to spend quality time with our little
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ones, for which we are responsible. At the same time, we want to work as a member of
society as a matter of course. We want a society where people can genuinely balance
parenting and working. We have family and social responsibilities. Also, we have the
right to work and spend time with family. Why don’t we aim for a society where people
can fulfill their responsibilities and rights? We created this group to convey these

feelings (Translated from lkujiren, n.d.).

The data on the childcare leave acquisition rate from 1996, after Childcare Leave Act and Angel

Plan were launched, clearly indicates what issues remained unaddressed.

Figure 12 - Childcare leave acquisition rate, 1996-2009
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(Data adapted from MHLW, 2022a)

While the childcare leave acquisition rate has gradually increased, there has been a significant
gender gap. Men’s childcare leave acquisition rate indicates less than one percent until 2007.
Although the government set a target for men’s childcare leave acquisition rate to be 10% in
2002, the data in 2009 indicates that this acquisition rate was still less than one-fifth of their

target. Given the childcare leave acquisition rate from 1999 to 2009, it is clear that the road to
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the government’s goal of achieving gender equality in parenting was going to be years in the
making.

The low rate of men’s childcare leave acquisition does not mean that fathers had no
desire to participate in child-rearing. The following data published in 2003 provides several

reasons why men did not take childcare leave, even though they were entitled to it.

Figure 13 - Reasons for not taking childcare leave despite having rights

There was someone else to take care of the child. 3 57.3
| had too many tasks/responsibilities to be able to take leave. 3 42.7
It would cause inconvenience to theworkplace. ~ Wl 411
| needed to keep working due to family financial difficulties. 3 29.0
The workplace did not encourage taking childcare leave. 3 15.3

| was so passionate about my work that | did not wish to take leave. ] 14.5

| was afraid that | would not be able to cope with changes in the 3 alo
workplace or tasks after returning to work from leave.

| was afraid that it would affect my future promotion. ! 73
| was opposed by my spouse or other family members. 0.0

others ™ 105

0.0 50.0 100.0

@ Men's responces

(Data adapted and translated from MHLW, 2005)

The most common reason for men’s low childcare leave acquisition rate was that there was
someone else to take care of their children. Given the tremendous gender gap in the childcare

acquisition rate mentioned earlier, most men chose not to take parental leave as their female
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spouses took the leave. Other reasons given by over 40% of the respondents concern the work

environment. For example, they had too many work tasks and responsibilities to take leaves,

or they thought it would cause inconvenience to the workplace. The problem here was that the

companies failed to provide institutional support for their employees to take leave. Thus, what

made it difficult for men to be equally involved in childcare was not only a lack of awareness

of childcare but also a lack of accessibility to childcare leave. The idea of gendered division of

labour, men as breadwinners and women as child caretakers, is still ingrained in the Japanese

work culture. Introducing the new plan did not necessarily induce immediate changes to

gendered practices or culture. This survey, conducted four years after the Basic Act for Gender

Equal Society was launched, highlights that there was little change in the gendered conception

that women have primary responsibility for domestic work, including child-rearing.

An active movement toward reversing the declining birth rate has been evidenced

since 1989, with the implementation of the Basic Act for Gender Equal Society and the New

Angel Plan. However, various difficulties emerged to obstruct improving gender equality in

parenting. The research on childcare leave and the two posters about men’s participation in

parenting demonstrates how the public was at a loss between the government’s drastically

changed direction and the reality where the rigid gender norm remained. The government’s

new direction on gender-equal parenting resulted in illuminating the gender norms that are

deeply ingrained in Japanese society.
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4.4 lkumen: campaigns for fathers’ active participation in child-rearing

Although the prevailing child-rearing theory was debunked and became a myth, the

trend of mothers’ primary responsible in parenting and fathers’ breadwinner model has never

disappeared from Japanese society. This lingering gender norm hindered the Japanese

government’s new vision of a society where both mothers and fathers cooperate in child-rearing.

Several new policies to promote gender-equal parenting and encounter the declining birth rate

failed to transform former gender practices; rather, these policies highlighted the gender issues

deeply rooted in Japanese society.

While MHW’s 1999 poster which negatively pointed out fathers’ low involvement in

parenting drew criticism, the government’s new plan positively promoted fathers’ active

parenting. In June 2010, MHLW (formed through the merger of MHW and the Ministry of

Labor and Welfare in 2001) started the Jkumen Project designed to raise awareness of the value

of men’s involvement in child-rearing. The term ikumen (ikuji; child-rearing + men) is a

neologism that refers to “men who participate in child-rearing” (Kotobank, n.d.). The lkumen

Project is intended to encourage fathers to be “men who enjoy child-rearing and grow

themselves as well” (MHLW, n.d.). Ultimately, this campaign aims to boost gender equality in

parenting by conveying positive images of men who actively and voluntarily participate in

caregiving responsibilities.

Compared to other countries, Japanese men spend far less time engaged in childcare
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than women. The following graph shows the time spent on housework by men and women with

children under the age of six from 2001 to 2003.

Figure 14 - Time spent on domestic responsibilities
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(Data adapted from MHLW, 2005)

The graph shows that, while Japanese women spent more time on housework than those in

other countries, Japanese men spent a total of 48 minutes per day on housework and only 25

minutes on childcare alone. In order to improve this situation, the Jkumen Project set a target
of 150 minutes in 2020 (MHLW, n.d.).

After this project started, the term ikumen became widely known in Japan. For
example, people use this term to praise a father who does a good job in child-rearing: “your
husband is such an ikumen!” Consequently, in December 2010, the term ikumen ranked in the
top 10 of You-Can New and Trendy Words Awards (Jiyukokuminsha, n.d.). In 2011, the Japan
Anniversary Association set October 19th as Ikumen Day, and on that day, the lkumen Project

gives the annual award lkumen of the Year to celebrities who worked hard and enjoyed
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parenting at the same time. Furthermore, in 2013 and 2014, this project also started the annual
Tkumen Company Award for companies that supported their ikumen employees and the Ikuboss
(ikuji; child-rearing + boss) Award for bosses who supported their ikumen subordinates. In this
way, the term “ikumen” gained significant attention as a new trend in the scene of Japanese

child-rearing.
Figure 15 - Ikumen of the Year in 2021

Prize winners in 2021 include Makidai from the popular singing group EXILE,

TV personality Joy, and baseball player Alex Ramirez.
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(Figure from lkumen Project website)
http://ikumen-of-the-year.com/2021.html

Given that the Japanese government failed to achieve a target of 10% for men’s

childcare acquisition rate, with a rate of only 1.72% in 2009, one of the lkumen Project’s goals

is to normalize men’s childcare leave in all work environments (MHLW, n.d.). The government

promoted a work-life balance with the current goal of men’s childcare leave acquisition rate to
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13% by 2020 and 30% by 2025 (MHLW, n.d.; Cabinet Office, 2017). As part of the promotion,

MHLW created the lkumen Project website (https://ikumen-project.mhlw.go.jp/) to present

case studies, materials, and videos of companies that actively provide men’s childcare leave.
Also, the project publishes stories of men’s child-rearing experiences, along with organizing
seminars and other activities related to male child-rearing and conducts activities in
cooperation with participating companies (MHLW, n.d.). Thus, the Tkumen project emphasizes
promoting men’s childcare leave, with specific numerical targets by the government and in
cooperation with companies.

I now explore how the Ikumen project improved men’s childcare leave acquisition rate

and what issues remained unsolved, using data on childcare leave acquisition rate after 2010.

Figure 16 - Childcare leave acquisition rate, 2010-2020
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(Data adapted from MHLW, 2021)

The latest data provided by MHLW (2021) indicates that men’s childcare leave acquisition rate
in 2020 jumped to 12.65%, the highest record ever. Comparing the 12.65% rate in 2020, the
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1.38% rate in 2010 when the Tkumen Project started, is indeed a tremendous leap. Furthermore,

while this number is less than a quarter of the 81.6% rate of women accessing childcare leave,

this is an astounding 30-fold increase from the 0.42% rate in 1999 when the Basic Act for

Gender Equal Society and Angel Plan were launched. Although it fell short of the government’s

goal of 13% by 2020, it was up by 5.17% from the previous year, crossing the 10% barrier for

the first time. MHLW predicts that this figure will accelerate in the future.

Despite these increased rates of acquisition, the data on the actual length of men’s

childcare leave belies the continuing problem of gender inequality in parenting. The following

charts indicate how long male employees took childcare leave in 2015 and 2018.

Figure 17 - Breakdown of men’s childcare leave in 2015 and 2018
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(Data adapted from MHLW, 2022b)

As the data shows, nearly 57% of men accessing childcare leave took fewer than five days of

the leave in 2015. While the leave acquisition rate itself has more than doubled in three years,

36% still took fewer than five days and 35% took fewer than two weeks of childcare leave in

72



2018. Even the latest data of 2020 indicates that 28.33% of men took less than five days of
childcare leave, despite the highest ever leave acquisition rate (MHLW, 2021). An employment
website, Indeed, published a poster questioning the nominal childcare leave for men in Japan:
“Men’s parenting leave is shorter than Golden Week (Japan’s holiday from late April to early
May).” The cartoon includes an ironic line criticizing the five-day leave as being so short that

it cannot cultivate even white radish sprouts, plants known to grow quickly.

Figure 18 - “Men’s parenting leave is shorter than Golden Week”
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(From website by Indeed, n.d.)
https://jp.indeed.com/%E3%82%B5%E3%83%BC%E3%83%81%E3%81%82%E3%82%8C/gender-

equity/korede-iinoka

This cartoon accurately reflects the reality of men’s childcare leave in Japan. The vast

majority of men take only about five days to two weeks of childcare leave, and yet, men who

have taken leave and their companies who have allowed them to do so showered with praise.

Sankei News, an online version of the Japanese newspaper, mocked this situation by stating
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childcare leave exists “name-only” (Sankei News, 2019). The Japanese government has

focused merely on improving the childcare acquisition rate through the Zkumen Project, while

it has failed to create substantial change to gendered parenting practices.

In addition, public opinion has been harsh toward the term ikumen. In a survey

conducted by Asahi Shimbun in 2019, 68.7% of the respondents complained that only men’s

childcare is given special treatment. /kumen are praised if they engage in the following routines:

going grocery shopping with their babies in strollers or taking their children to and from

daycare or school. As some of the respondents in the survey argues, women are not praised if

they do the same tasks, and there is no such special name for women as “iku-women,” either.

They are just “mothers” doing their jobs, parenting.

The fact that men’s active parenting is given credit illustrates Japan’s unique culture,

reflecting dominant gender norms and practices normalize women’s caring labour. The

following post on Twitter, a conversation between a Japanese worker and his American

colleague, captures the uniqueness of the Japanese concept “ikumen.”

Japanese worker: How do you say “ikumen” in English?
American colleague: What’s an ikumen?
Japanese worker: A father involved in child-rearing.

American colleague: In that case, it’s just a “dad* in English.

Chouna, (2015, December 9). Content of tweet.
Retrieved from https://twitter.com/chounamoul/status/674577343936000000
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As this conversation illustrates, no matter how a man actively takes care of his own

children, he is nothing more than a father. The term ikumen made a father’s childcare special,

rather than normal. There is no doubt that the lkumen Project has effectively attracted the

public’s attention to the term ikumen and the need for men to participate in child-rearing.

However, there is no denying that this project has lost sight of the essentials at the same time.

By giving special credit to fathers who were involved in parenting, the government’s Zkumen

Project ironically reinforced gender stereotypes and failed to normalize fathers’ parenting.

Thus, although the Japanese government has actively enhanced fathers’ child-rearing,

it has failed to standardize this new practice in society. The gender role that Japan had worked

to establish from the 1960s to the 1980s under the slogan “men go to work, women stay at

home” remains in people’s understanding. Along with the concept of motherhood, the gender

norm of women’s primary caregiving labour has deeply embedded in Japanese society. As a

result, the idea that parenting is women’s natural role made men’s active parenting appear

unnatural, and thus deserving of praise. It is apparent that Japan will not be able to realize true

gender-equal parenting unless fathers’ child-rearing is taken for granted without any special

credit.

In this way, the clear gender role that the Japanese government had worked to build

up from the 1960s to the 1980s to promote “men go to work, women stay at home” deeply

remains in people’s understanding that child-rearing is a mother’s role. Accordingly, while it is
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considered unnatural for mothers not to devote themselves to child-rearing, it is special for

fathers to take care of their children. This lingering impact of gender norms hinders the

realization of true gender-equal parenting in Japan.

In the next chapter, I will explore the experiences of four Japanese working mothers,

focusing on how prevailing gender ideas and practices impacted their experiences in parenting

and beliefs in motherhood. Their experiences will also illuminate how the Japanese

government’s series of new policies after the 1990s have affected gender norms at home and

in the workplace.
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Chapter 5: Japanese Working Mothers’ Parenting Experiences

In the previous chapter, I examined the changing discussions about parenting practices
between the 1990s and the 2020s in Japan. Japan’s declining birth rate since the late 1980s led
the Japanese government to shift its approach to welfare policies from encouraging wives to
stay at home to supporting them in balancing working and parenting. The government actively
promoted several plans to enhance parental support not only to alleviate the double burden on
working mothers but also to encourage active parenting by fathers. However, as the previous
chapter revealed, the government’s plans had some drawbacks and limitations in terms of
perpetuating gender inequality. For example, despite the government’s success in boosting
men’s childcare leave, 70% of men’s leave was less than two weeks, and nearly 40% of them
were less than five days. In addition, the neologism “ikumen” ironically revealed the patriarchal
understanding of parenting by giving special credit to fathers participating in child-rearing
labour rather than normalizing gender-equal parenting. These latest discussions around
parenting illustrate how gender inequality in parenting is pervasive in Japan.

In this chapter, I explore the actual Japanese parenting experiences based on my
interviews with four working mothers in Japan. The interviewees from different generations
will give us a glimpse of how child-rearing practices and norms evolved over time in Japan. I
first explore how the “Myth of the First Three Years” impacted Japanese working mothers’

child-rearing experiences. I then analyze their husbands’ childcare participation in relation to
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changing parenting trends, as examined in the previous chapter.

5.1 Responses from working mothers in Japan

I conducted interviews with four working mothers who had experience raising
children in Japan. In this section, I first explore conversations with two interviewees who gave
birth before 2000. Interviewee A gave birth to her child in 1983 when the parenting belief in
the necessity of maternal love for child development was widespread and unchallenged.
Interviewee B had her child in 1999, right after the Japanese government officially debunked
the “Myth of the First Three Years” in Kosei Hakusho in 1998. Next, I explore conversations
with two other interviewees who had children after 2010, when the government launched the
Tkumen Project and encouraged fathers to actively engage in child-rearing. Comparing the two
generations will clarify how the “Myth of the First Three Years” and more broadly, changing
social discussions around gender roles in parenting, has informed people’s parenting
experiences. The following table indicates the year of their childbirth, the length of their

husbands’ childcare leave, and working hours for their paid jobs.

Table 2 - The information of the four interviewees

L s | Husband's = Working | Geographic
'€WE€ | childbirth | childcare leave | hour area

1983 pATETS part-time Hokkaido
mother)
B 1999 No part-time Hokkaido
2014 1 week
C full-time Tokyo
2017 1 week
D 2020 1 month full-time Hokkaido
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5.1.1 Child-rearing experiences (The late 1980s-late 1990s)

Interviewee A has an adult child who is in her late 30s. When she had a baby in 1983,

the common belief based on the child development theory prevailed and influenced people’s

perceptions about the importance of mother-centred parenting. As she became a single mother

in 1986, Interviewee A chose to live with her parents to raise her child. She stayed with her

child as a full-time mother when her child was an infant. Once her child turned three years of

age, she started a part-time job and sent her child to pre-school. When asked why she chose to

stay with her child until her child turned three years old even though her parents were available

to support her with childcare, Interviewee A answered, “I believed that mothers had to stay

with their children when the children were still young. At that time (the early 1980s), childcare

facilities were not well developed, and everyone around me was doing the same. I thought this

(being a stay-at-home mother) was the most natural way of child-rearing.”

As seen in Chapter 3, Japanese-style welfare society that the Japanese government

introduced in the 1980s aimed to reduce public expenditure. Through this plan, the government

expected full-time housewives to engage in domestic work including childcare and elderly care

to reduce public expenditure for welfare programs. At the same time, many parenting books

emphasized the importance of dedicated care up to children’s three years of age by reinvent the

proverb, mitsugo no tamashii hyakumade. As a result, the idea of “until three years of age, by

mother’s hands” was deeply ingrained in Japan in the 1980s. Interviewee A was one of the
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many mothers who took for granted mothers’ full-time caregiving roles. It is clear that it was

uncommon for mothers to put their children in daycare and go to work in the 1980s.

In 1999, the year when the Japanese government implemented the Basic Act for

Gender Equal Society and the New Angel Plan were implemented, Interviewee B quit her job

to give birth to her child. I asked Interviewee B about finding a job after having a baby.

Me: Did you find a new job after having a baby?

Interviewee B: Yes, but I waited until my child turned three years old.

Me: Why three years old?

Interviewee B: I just thought that I had to be with my child until she turned three.

Like Interviewee A, Interviewee B’s response suggests that she believed that the first three

years were critical for child development. Even though the Child Care Leave Act started in

1992, seven years before she had a child, she left her job to stay with her child during this

supposedly crucial period. Drawing back to the childcare leave acquisition rate in 1999, only

56.4% of women took parental leave without quitting their jobs. As in the case of Interviewee

B, nearly half of the women resigned from their jobs instead of taking maternity leave. The

graph below shows childcare leave acquisition rate that includes the data of 1999 when

Interview B resigned her job, instead of taking childcare leave. The data and Interviewee B’s

response indicate that childcare leave was not the norm in the workplace in Japan for either

women or men.
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In her response to my question about the age of three, Interviewee B also states,

There were two major key phrases for child-rearing, “mitsugo no tamashii

hyakumade” and the “Myth of the First Three Years” in those days. These were

not something I was taught or forced by anyone. I just knew the first three years

of a child were important and believed this idea was a standard for child-rearing.

My mother-in-law also urged this idea to convince me, but I had already known it.

Her response suggests that the two key concepts for child-rearing seen in the previous

chapters were deeply rooted in the beliefs of mothers, even though the “Myth of the First

Three Years” was officially denied by the Japanese government the year before

Interviewee B gave birth. In 1998 Kosei Hakusho, the government indicated that effective

childcare is not based on the length of time a mother and a child spend together but on

the quality of love by all the caretakers, including a father. However, Interviewee B

believed in the theory on the importance of maternal care during the first three years of a
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child’s life instead of dismissing it as a myth. As discussed in Chapter 4, the national

survey done in 1998 indicates approximately 90% of respondents agreed that “mothers

should concentrate on childcare until their children turn around three years old.”

Interviewee B’s story explains how people value three years of age and maternal love.

Consequently, her story illustrates how the government’s official denial had little impact

on the widespread beliefs in the child-rearing theory.

Furthermore, Interviewee B shared an anecdote about her mother-in-law’s

experience, which suggests the necessity of a mother-child bond strongly impacted

people’s beliefs about parenting. Her mother-in-law told Interviewee B that “when my

child (Interviewee B’s husband) was small, I was busy running my family business and

left him with his grandparents. Then he became so mentally unstable that he got into a

bad habit of biting his nails.” The idea that leaving the toddler with his grandparents

created such instability that he bit his nails reflects the concept of maternal deprivation

seen in Chapter 3, which is the theory that the absence of a mother affects children’s

healthy development. Her mother-in-law linked the mother’s absence to the son’s bad

habit of biting his nails because she believed that the lack of a mother-child bond

negatively affected the child’s mental stability. Because Interviewee B gave birth in 1999

at the age of 20, her mother-in-law likely experienced child-rearing in the 1970s and the

1980s. The mother-in-law’s story illustrates that the parenting strongly affected parenting
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in her generation, and furthermore, how the child-rearing theory was passed down orally

to the next generation as critical parenting knowledge.

While Interviewee B quit her job and raised a child, her husband was too busy

working in the service industry to take any childcare leave. She recalled that there were

almost no men around her who took childcare leave. As reviewed earlier, men’s childcare

acquisition rate in 1999 was only 0.42%. There is no doubt that her husband barely had

choice to take childcare leave just as other male employees did. Her husband’s experience

suggests that gender norms still clearly divided couples’roles in the 1990s: women’s role

as primary caregivers and men’s role as sole breadwinners.

In the 1990s, Japan went through many changes in parenting conceptions. The

Japanese government implemented Child Care Leave Act, Angel Plan, Basic Act for

Gender Equal Society, and New Angel Plan over the decade. Moreover, in 1998, the

government officially debunked the “Myth of the First Three Years” to free mothers from

the burden of the gender norm that positioned them as primary caregivers. The narrative

of Interviewee B, who had a child in 1999, gives us a glimpse into Japanese parenting in

the context of changing welfare policies. Her stories reveal that policy changes regarding

childcare at a government level alone did not lead to the improvement of gender equality

in parenting responsibilities in families; gendered practices in child-rearing remained,

and the “Myth of the First Three Years” still influences people’s beliefs in parenting.
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5.1.2 Child-rearing experiences (2010s-)

Next, I explore the experiences of Interviewees C and D, who have been working

mothers since the 2010s. As seen in Chapter 4, this was the period when the Japanese

government promoted men’s active participation in parenting, especially setting a clear goal of

increasing men’s childcare leave. This section will examine if the promotion of the Zkumen

Project contributed to making parenting responsibilities equal, negating the impact of the

“Myth of the First Three Years” since the 2010s.

Interviewee C is a mother raising two children born in 2014 and 2017. She took

childcare leave and returned to the same workplace when each of her children turned one.

Interviewee C was concerned about sending her children to daycare at a young age because her

own mother was a full-time housewife who spent all day with her until she started pre-school

at the age of three. However, many women in her workplace returned to work one to two years

after giving birth. Therefore, Interviewee C decided to work reduced hours when her older

child turned one year old, as did other female colleagues.

Interviewee C’s workplace, where many mothers return to work, even before their

children turn three years of age, appears to provide a progressive working environment in terms

of gender-inclusive workplace as opposed to the patriarchal tendency in Japanese work culture.

However, Interviewee C shared the types of challenges that working mothers face and the

pervasiveness of gender inequality in her workplace:
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Most female employees who return to their job want to transfer to another
department with fewer overtime hours or another position with less responsibility.
This is because they need to reduce their workload to take care of their children.
Working mothers must leave the office early when they receive an unexpected call
from daycare due to their children’s illness. They cannot work overtime as they
need to pick up their children, stop by a grocery store on their way home, and do
chores such as cooking and laundry after arriving home. On the other hand, male
employees seek promotion to other positions, such as managers, that offer better
compensation due to their increase of family members. These positions require
more responsibilities and overtime and make it harder for them to have enough
time to participate in housework. In this way, even if both a husband and a wife
work, the wife inevitably spends more time on child-rearing and chores than the

husband.

Her response highlights gender inequality in the Japanese workplace and the household. Even

if both women and men are working parents, they do not have equal responsibilities in the

workplace and at home. The following information by (Teikoku Data Bank, 2015) clearly

illustrates this unbalanced allocation in the Japanese workplace: the average percentage of

women in management positions in Japanese companies is only 6.4%, and more than 50% of

companies have no female managers. The gender role is still based on “men go to work, women

go to work and do housework,” and thus male employees seek promotion for higher salaries,

while female workers choose to limit their workload in their workplace to perform gender roles

at home. As seen earlier, the issue of gender division of labour lies not only in men’s lack of
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awareness of sharing domestic work but also in the patriarchal work culture and social norms

whereby women'’s care responsibilities are taken for granted.

While men’s access to childcare leave in the 2010s was still around two to eight

percent, Interviewee C’s husband was able to take childcare leave in 2014 and 2017. He was

one of the few men who was able to take childcare leave, as shown in the childcare leave

acquisition rates for 2014 and 2017 below.

Figure 20 - Childcare leave acquisition rate in 2014 and 2017
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However, he took leave for only one week each time, even though his company promoted male

employees’ childcare leave, influenced by the lkumen Project started in 2010. According to

Interviewee C, her husband “read the room” and hesitated to take longer than a week. His

response to peer pressure exemplifies Japan’s work culture. Since he did not want to cause any

inconvenience to other colleagues and expected that other male employees would take short

childcare leaves, he followed what the majority deemed appropriate. His choice to take only
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one week’s leave to avoid burdening coworkers reminds us of the timely issue about the length

of male childcare leave, as seen in Chapter 4. While the men’s childcare leave acquisition rate

drastically increased in the past decade after the Zkumen Project started in 2010, the data from

2018 indicates that about three-quarters of men took fewer than two weeks of childcare leave,

and nearly 37% of them took less than five days (MHLW, 2021).

Figure 21 - Breakdown of men’s childcare leave in 2018
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The experience of Interviewee C’s husband precisely illustrates how the male childcare leave

policy remains nominal. His response revealed that the Japanese work culture impacted by the

gender division of labour has not caught up with the promotion of men’s active parenting. As

seen in Chapter 4, the government’s goal of boosting the childcare leave acquisition rate has

resulted in creating “name-only” leave, rather than taking meaningful leave that allows fathers

to focus on parenting for granted.

Interviewee C’s experience demonstrates that the gendered notion underlying the
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“Myth of the First Three Years,” that is, child-rearing is the natural role of women, has

continued to affect today’s Japanese mothers at home and at work. While more women have a

choice to take childcare leave and return to the same workplace as working mothers, they have

not been liberated from unequal parenting and domestic responsibilities. Accordingly, women’s

main responsibility in household labour creates inequalities in their workloads and promotions

at work. In addition, the gender norm of women’s primary role as caregivers prevents the

normalization of men’s parenting, thus minimizing male employees’ childcare leave. Even

though the impositions of the “Myth of the First Three Years” have faded compared to before

the 2000s, no significant change has been made in the distribution of parenting responsibilities

and workplace culture in Japan.

Lastly, I examine the experience of Interviewee D, who was taking childcare leave to

raise a one-year-old when the interview was conducted in 2021. I first asked her if she knew

about the “Myth of the First Three Years.” She answered, “Yes, I know about this myth because

I frequently see this term on the internet and in the titles of parenting books. Also, I often see

controversies about this belief in online forums among mothers.” Interviewee D’s response

indicates that she does not recognize the “Myth of the First Three Years” as something to

believe or must follow, but rather as a topic that she has seen or heard somewhere.

Although Interviewee D knew that the phrase “Myth of the First Three Years” caused

a dilemma for working mothers, she is not affected by this myth in deciding on her return to
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work. She shared her opinion about becoming a working mother:

I’m planning to return to work as soon as my childcare leave ends. In fact, I would
like to stay with my child a little longer if I could. But it’s not because I feel sorry
for him or believe the negative effect of putting him in daycare before three years
of age. I think the “Myth of the First Three Years” is an outdated idea. I want to

stay with my child because I just want to watch his growth myself.

Interviewee D does not blindly follow the parenting practice based on the “Myth of the First

Three Years” but critically observes the necessity of mother-child bonding during the first

three years of age.

While Interviewee D was taking childcare leave for one year, her husband, who

works for an IT company, also took childcare leave for a month. Moreover, after his childcare

leave ended, his company gave him a choice to continue working from home because of the

Covid-19 pandemic. He decided to continue remote work, which is different from the typical

work arrangement of Japanese companies. Interviewee D explains that her husband’s remote

work enables him to take care of the child during his break and greatly helps her handle other

household chores. Her husband also expresses his pleasure in being able to spend more time

with his child. Clearly, Interviewee D is not affected by the “Myth of the First Three Years,”

and her husband’s company offers benefits to male employees with young children.

Interviewee D’s rejection of the myth and her husband’s decision to work from home suggest

that, for some, the prevailing parenting belief based on the myth is obsolete in the 2020s.
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However, the phrase “until three years old” is still widely used in a title of parenting

magazines and early childhood education books. The following table shows seven parenting

books that were published between 2011 to 2020 and have “three years old” in the titles.

Table 3 - Parenting books with “three years old” in the title

Vear fTitle ______________________[english translation

20113 E TICPC>THELVLWBRERZX F30

20133?& TOFBTIckY b 2D
013 ANEDOEB IR A H3IME TITRE S
—ANETWBIFAKYL3IMETCOBETCH

20183 E TCOADLUVAY FET

2019?8%) DAEE [BB] TREB-3EET
IR > TCHBE-LWRBODREIDETCH

3METICIBTCEIREYREB-—FOW

WFICBTS

zozoikzﬁvvf:%t:?ib%\
BT23XECcOEIE

2019
[ERAM] %

The best 30 child-rearing methods you should try
before the age of three

The 5 most important things you can do to raise
your child before the age of three

The foundation of a child's life is determined from
pregnancy to the age of three: How to raise a
child until the age of three, the most important
age in life

Cuddly Parenting until the Age of Three

Child's Life is Determined by the Intestines - How
to Develop the Strongest Immune System by Age
of Three

Pre-school education that you must do by the age
of three: Raising a smart child

How to Raise a Brain for Tokyo University by Age 3

The contemporary child-rearing instruction books in the table above indicate how a child’s life

until the age of three is important for children’s education or health. Moreover, Ibuka’s best-

selling parenting book discussed in Chapter 3, Kindergarten is Too Late (SIHER 2> & T 13

3 ¥ 5%, 1971), is still popular and has been reprinted many times (Sunmark Publishing, n.d.).

The main argument of this book, that early education before the age of three is essential for

children’s development, has continued to provide guidance for parents in raising children. It is

apparent that the importance of early education before the age of three is still dominant and

popular in Japanese parenting books.
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The phrase “three years old” also appears as a marker for the minimum age that
children need to be for parents to qualify for subsidized childcare. In October 2019, the
Japanese government launched a policy that waives childcare fees to make it easier for mothers
to return to work (Cabinet Office, n.d.). Although all preschool-aged children are eligible for
this free-of-charge program, the costs of daycare for children under three years old are based
on parents’ income with strict restrictions. (MHLW, 2018). This age boundary of three years of
age highlights the government’s assumption that one of the parents typically takes care of
younger children at home unless the parents are in special circumstances. Although the
government does not provide any explanation of the specific reason for the age restrictions, it
is highly probable that the idea of “until the age of three, by mothers’ hands” underlie its
childcare policy. In this way, the phrase “three years old” still serves as a marker for
normalizing mothers’ roles in taking care of children up to three years old.

The idea that children under the age of three should stay at home with their mothers
often leads to different reactions to children who have attended pre-school and those who have
attended daycare. Pre-school (yochien, %IHE[R]) is an educational institution where children
over three years old attend before entering elementary school, and it falls under the jurisdiction
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). Pre-schools normally offer
four hours of instructional time per day, from morning to afternoon (Benesse, n.d.). Meanwhile,

daycare (hoikuen, f£ B /) is a care facility for all pre-school aged children (zero to six years
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old) whose parents go to work. Daycare is under the control of MHLW, and their schedule is

longer than pre-school; regular opening hours for public daycares are from 7:00 AM to 6:00

PM, but some of them provide extended care until 8:00 PM or later for parents working night

shifts (City of Sapporo, n.d.). Differences in the purpose and the length of care time generate

the following misconceptions: Children from pre-school are more intelligent than those from

daycare, or children in daycare are emotionally unstable because of a lack of attachment with

their mothers (Suzuki, 2020). The different views on pre-school and childcare suggest how the

gender norm of mothers’ role, which defines that they should take care of their young children

at home, continues to impact people’s conception of a child’s proper development.

Accordingly, the common conception that daycare children are disadvantaged

pressures working mothers. For example, one working mother explains that her mother-in-

law challenged her by saying, “Leaving your child at daycare and going to work is neglect”

(Kawai, 2021). Moreover, in one mothers’ online forum, about 40% of the mothers still

completely or somewhat agree that mothers should not put their children to daycare at a young

age, pointing to the lack of a mother-child bond or mental stability (Hina, 2021). It is evident

that these people believe the prevailing gendered belief that mothers with young children

should stay at home and be responsible for childcare. In this way, the “Myth of the First Three

Years” still imposes the gender norm of women’s caregiving role, and thus places pressure and

guilt on working mothers.
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While Interviewee D describes that her husband’s remote work during the COVID-19

pandemic has helped her share childcare responsibilities, an increase in husbands’ time at home

does not necessarily ensure an equal division of domestic roles among couples. Rather, gender

inequality in domestic labour became more pronounced during the pandemic. Ochiai and

Suzuki’s (2020) survey on the distribution of domestic work during the pandemic suggests that

housework remained a women’s role, even when they spend the same amount of time at home

as their husbands. For example, one mother responded, “My husband and two children are at

home all day long under the stay-at-home order. I have no time to rest because I have to feed

them, including every meal and snack, and clean up.” Another response reveals that only the

husband’s work was prioritized, even though both a husband and a wife worked from home:

“My husband concentrates on his work in his own room. However, I cannot focus on my work

at all because I also need to take care of my child while I work.” These responses suggest that

equal time spent at home does not directly translate into equal responsibility for household

labour. The COVID-19 pandemic revealed that gender norms continue to affect the division of

housework and parenting practices between women and men, regardless of whether or not both

of them work from home.

In protest against the prevailing gender inequality in domestic responsibilities, Kureha,

a Japanese manufacturer of household goods, released the TV commercial with an innovative

message, “I don’t help.” The following screenshots of Kureha’s plastic wrap commercial aired
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in July 2020 illustrate its messages for gender-equal household labour. Figure 22 shows a

husband cleaning up his family’s dinner by himself. In addition, Figure 23 depicts the husband

falling asleep while reading a bedtime story to his child.

Figure 22 - Kureha CM 1

FERPREbOLR L,

“I don’t help.”

Figure 23 - Kureha CM 2

“The pattern of family and the style of work have changed.

We should be able to change ourselves, too.”

(Figures adapted by Wada, 2020)

As the message in Figure 22 indicates, in Japan, a wife is primarily responsible for

housework, and a husband is merely in an assisting position. Therefore, men’s performance of
y p

such tasks is usually described as “help.” Kureha’s commercial challenges this gender norm
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and conveys that husbands should voluntarily “do” the domestic work. As the commercial

proceeds to claim that, since the family composition and work styles have changed over the

years, these gender roles and awareness in the family also need to change. Kureha’s 2021

commercial exposed the gender stereotype about domestic responsibilities and delivered a

groundbreaking message to families in contemporary Japan.

The examination of Interviewee D’s response reveals that, although the impact of the

myth has slowly faded away from contemporary parenting practices, the gendered norm of

women’s primary caregiving responsibilities still exists. For example, in Interviewee D’s mind,

the “Myth of the First Three Years” is merely a controversial topic from the Internet rather than

her internalized belief or a cultural value that permeates her surroundings. This experience of

Interviewee D, who is less affected by gender norms than other interviewees, indicates the

distance of younger mothers from the myth. In addition, the previously mentioned working

mother’s experience with a mother-in-law illustrates a conflict between the behaviours of

recent mothers and the beliefs of their parents’ generation. In other words, mothers’ beliefs

have gradually changed from what their mothers’ generation believed.

Interviewee D’s response also suggests that there has been an improvement in the

length of men’s childcare leave and their working patterns. Of course, much depends on the

type of occupation, such as working for a service or IT company, but some companies have

become more flexible in allowing one month of childcare leave and remote work. The
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conversation with interviewee D suggests that progress has been made, albeit slowly, towards

a gender-inclusive work culture.

Despite these few improvements in gender awareness and practices, Interviewee D’s

experiences also suggest that the “Myth of the First Three Years,” which regards parenting as

a mother’s natural role, has not completely disappeared. For instance, parenting books

published after the 2010s still emphasize the importance of a child’s life up to the age of three.

In addition, the gender norm that positions mothers as the primary caregivers for their children

continues to generate criticisms of working mothers leaving their children in daycare.

Moreover, the pandemic in 2020 has further exposed this gender norm in parenting

responsibilities. Even though a new work style, remote work, has allowed wives and husbands

to stay at home, the distribution of domestic work has remained unequal.

To summarize this chapter, the interviews with four working mothers represent two

different generations. The narratives of Interviewees A and B, who gave birth in the 1980s and

the 1990s, indicate the normative ideas of motherhood in parenting seen in Chapter 3. They

quit their jobs and did not find new jobs until their children turned three years old because they

believed that this choice was normal and natural as mothers.

Interviewees C and D, who have raised children since the 2010s, have different views

from Interviewees A and B. These two mothers did not quit their jobs to have children. Instead,

they took childcare leave and returned to the same workplace. In addition, their husbands also
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took childcare leave to participate in child-rearing. Considering the fact that they returned to

work even before their children turned three, these two mothers were less affected by the child-

rearing practices that Interviewees A and B believed in. In this way, there has been some

progress in parenting behaviours and practices between these two generations.

Despite the growth in working mothers, Interviewee C’s story represents the current

issues of gender inequality in the workplace and the length of men’s childcare leave. While

most mothers in her workplace reduce their work hours or transfer to another department with

fewer responsibilities after having children, most fathers seek other positions with higher

salaries and responsibilities. In addition, although her husband could take childcare leave, the

length of the leave was only one week for each child. These trends in the workplace

demonstrate that the gender norm for women’s household labour has had no significant change,

even though both men and women have paid jobs. In the same vein, the examination of

Interviewee D’s experiences also suggests that the “Myth of the First Three Years” has not

entirely disappeared. The phrase “three years of age” still frequently appears as an indicator of

child-rearing practices. Also, the consciousness that mothers should stay with their young

children generates prejudices against working mothers and children at daycare. These trends

illustrate the gender norms embedded in parenting practices and working culture deeply

permeated in Japan.

This chapter revealed that twenty years from the official denial of the “Myth of the First
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Three Years” was not long enough to diminish the impact of gender norms in parenting labour.
The gendered belief that underlies the myth has been deeply ingrained in Japanese parenting
for long years, influenced by politics and the media. Gendered beliefs about parenting have
affected not only mothers who have young children but also fathers, grandparents, and the
workplace. For example, fathers work more to support the increased number of family
members, while working mothers reduce their workload to take care of children. Therefore,
this normative idea that it is natural for mothers to engage in child-rearing has prevented the

impact of the myth from fading.
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Chapter 6: Discussion of Main Findings and Conclusion

This chapter first summarizes the research findings of this thesis and then moves on
to a discussion of the limitations of this thesis and suggestions for future research. After

summarizing them, I will next discuss the conclusion of this thesis.

6.1 Research results

This thesis explored the emergence of the “Myth of the First Three Years” by
examining the development of the ideology of motherhood since the 1960s in Japan. In addition,
I outlined how the gender norm underlying the myth that regards mothers as primarily
responsible for child-rearing has affected Japanese parenting practices and responsibilities
today. Finally, I discussed the areas of progress and opportunities for growth in the gender
division of labour since the 2000s, after the Japanese government officially debunked the myth.
This first section of Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings of the research.

First, this thesis revealed the “Myth of the First Three Years” originated from a popular
child-rearing theory that gained traction until it lost popularity in the late 1980s. With Japan’s
rapid economic growth in the 1960s, expected gender roles in the family were explicitly divided.
More specifically, sarari-man (oftice worker) and full-time housewives shaped a dominant
family model in Japan, under the slogan “men go to work, women stay at home.” The child-

rearing theory, which stemmed from developmental psychology and combined with the
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concept of motherhood, became a norm of parenting practice. This child-rearing theory was

reinforced by the Japanese government’s welfare strategies, which promoted home care for

young children before entering pre-school at the age of three, and led to the following belief:

mothers must stay with their children until the children turn three, or else children will not have

proper development. This child-rearing theory was foundational for full-time housewives to

engage in the role of the primary caregivers, supporting their husbands and children at home.

In the late 1980s, however, some scholars cast doubt on the rationale of the theory,

which emphasizes three years old as a critical marker for a child’s proper development and the

gendered dimension that forces women to engage in unpaid domestic work. As a result, as

Ozawa states in her 1989 paper, this theory is merely a myth that has no reliable evidence. Thus,

this thesis leads to the conclusion that the once-believed parenting theory started to be called a

myth in 1989 because its questionable approach was debunked.

Even though the popular child-rearing theory was debunked and became just a myth,

it still conveys the belief that mothers should devote themselves to child-rearing. As discussed

in Chapter 2, motherhood is a socially constructed gender ideology. In addition, a myth makes

ideologies appear natural by normalizing an idea in a certain group. These frameworks of

motherhood and myth revealed the core function of the “Myth of the First Three Years™: to

normalize the Japanese ideology of motherhood. In other words, the myth makes mothers’ roles

as primary caregivers appear to be women’s natural behaviour. This legitimized gender role
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has positioned women to take on all domestic and parenting responsibilities.

This normalized gender role became an obstacle for the Japanese government’s

countermeasures to its demographic challenge. Even after the Japanese government enforced

new policies to aim at a society where women could have more children while having paid jobs,

the gender norm in parenting remained unchanged. Thus, the impact of the myth, which

conveys how it is natural for women to be mainly responsible for caregiving labour, led the

Japanese government to officially deny this myth in 1998 Kosei Hakusho.

The Japanese government has promoted a new style of parenting, namely, men’s active

participation in parenting, to ensure a gender-equal society. One of the major promotions is the

Ikumen Project, which was launched in 2010. However, the prevailing gender norm of

parenting, which regards women as the primary caregivers, has made men’s participation in

parenting extraordinary. Namely, people’s beliefs that child-rearing is women’s natural role

have led them to perceive men’s active parenting as unnatural and thus something special to be

rewarded. As a result, the persistent idea of women’s natural responsibility for domestic labour

has hindered the realization of gender-equal parenting.

While this thesis reveals obstacles to realizing a gender-equal society, the interviews

with four Japanese working mothers from two different generations suggest a few

improvements happened. For example, while the majority of mothers who had children before

the 2000s resigned from jobs and became full-time housewives at least until their children
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turned three, more women took childcare leave and returned to the same workplace even before

their children turned three after 2010. In addition, not only did the latter mothers take childcare

leave, but also their husbands took childcare leave to participate in child-rearing. Given these

situations, the gendered concept that places mothers at home with younger children without

having a paid job and regards women as primarily responsible for parenting has gradually faded

over the years.

Nevertheless, these interviews also exposed that gender stereotypes in domestic and

child-rearing labour remained after the 2010s. For instance, some mothers choose to leave their

young children at daycare to go to work; others blame these mothers for not properly engaging

in child-rearing. Moreover, a new working style that enabled employees to work from home

during the pandemic exposed the unequal distribution of domestic labour among couples. Even

though both couples work from home, wives are still mainly responsible for parenting and

housework. Gender inequality in domestic labour does not depend on the time spent at home

but on people’s beliefs about gender norms that designate women’s primary responsibility for

unpaid domestic work.

6.2 Limitations and future research

I conducted most of the research for this thesis and collected much of the data from

2021 to 2022. Because the COVID-19 pandemic made field research in Japan impossible, there
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were some limitations in the research process. First, I had planned to study changes in parenting

practices discussed in parenting magazines, particularly from the late 1990s to the 2020s, which

would have resulted in more original and recent findings. However, I was unable to access

those magazines only available at libraries in Japan. Instead, I reviewed a list of sixty parenting

magazines from 1945 to 1994 by Shoji et al. (1998), which enabled this thesis to find parenting

practices that were popular during Japan’s rapid economic growth to before the government’s

official denial of the “Myth of the First Three Years.”

Second, I was unable to conduct interviews with a larger pool of mothers in Japan. As

a result, I only had four mothers who agreed to video interviews from Canada. While I had

interviewees who had children in the 1980s, the 1990s, the 2010s, and the 2020s, I could not

find an interviewee who had children in the 2000s. Interviews with a few more people would

have provided a broader range of opinions and experiences from the 1960s to the 2020s. Also,

since the interviews were all with mothers, including interviews with fathers would have

revealed how women and men share responsibilities in the household. However, by analyzing

the responses of the four mothers in two generations (before 2000 and after 2010), Chapter 5

of this thesis successfully clarified both the areas that have changed and the areas that have

remained unchanged in child-rearing practices in the two different generations.

In future research, I suggest including men’s standpoint to delve into gender equality.

Interviews with fathers would shed light on the Japanese gender ideology from a male
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perspective, the difficulties of men in balancing working and child-rearing, and the history of

the development of Japanese masculinity. For example, while this thesis focused on the burden

of women being responsible for all the house chores as full-time housewives, men may also

have felt the heavy pressure of providing the sole income as head of the household. Also, as

seen in Chapter 4, while men have been encouraged to be involved in parenting, they have been

faced with a work environment that discourages them from being fully involved. As with the

ideology of motherhood, pursuing normalized Japanese masculinity can prevent men from

balancing work and childcare. Therefore, to deepen the research from a position of equality,

future research can compare the perspectives of both men and women.

Furthermore, I recommend that future research analyzes the latest policy changes in

Japan. Even during this research, several new programs have been launched to enhance equal

parenting. For example, the Child Care and Family Care Leave Law was revised in April 2022,

and Postpartum Dad Leave began in October 2022 (MHLW, 2022b). My research about the

status of childcare leave in Japan revealed various problems behind the stated benefits,

including a gender gap in the acquisition rate and only one week of childcare leave taken by

the majority of male employees. Future research needs to examine the implementation and

results of these new policies, carefully analyzing them with the acquisition rate and the length

of the leave. Gender equality is a crucial agenda in present-day Japan and is still in the

development stage. I encourage researchers to explore how an ideology shapes gender norms
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and impacts people’s beliefs, thus hindering the realization of a gender-equal society in Japan.

6.3 Conclusion

This thesis explored the impact of the ideology of motherhood underlying the “Myth

of the First Three Years” and revealed it still influences people’s beliefs in the gender division

of childcare labour in today’s Japan. This is because the gender norm regards women’s primary

responsibility for child-rearing as natural. This notion simultaneously makes male child-

rearing appear unnatural. The “Myth of the First Three Years,” as well as this prevailing gender

norm deeply embedded in the Japanese public's beliefs, prevents deconstructing the clear

gender division of labour and establishing a new norm of equal child-rearing responsibilities

between men and women. In other words, when both men’s and women’s responsibilities

become natural, removing gender norms, it is time to realize a gender-equal society. That is

when the “Myth of the First Three Years,” which lost the persuasiveness of the gender norms,

truly becomes “just a myth.”
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Appendix A

Participant Interview Questions

This research project includes video interviews with four working mothers in Japan. The

followings are examples of the questions:

e Have you ever heard of a Japanese motherhood myth called “The Myth of the First Three
Years?”

e Has the myth been an obstacle to being a working mother to you? (To two interviewees
who have been working mothers)

e How did the myth impact deciding whether to leave your job to have a baby? (To another
two interviewees who were full-time mothers when their children were young)

e What was your employment style (full-time, part-time, temporary, or irregular worker)
before having a baby?

e Have you ever experienced discrimination because of being a mother in your working
place (promotion, salary, etc.)?

e Do (did) you get support from others (your partners, parents, or parents-in-law) for child-
rearing?

e Do you divide house chores equally with your partner?

If you have experience being a full-time mother,

e What brought you to become a full-time mother?

e Did you return to work? How old was your child when you went back to work?
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