





typing of the past. Mothers in particular create a frame
in which young women can see themselves developing
a personal, individuated self and life trajectory based
on exploration and discovery of themselves and the
world, not only based on acceptance and passive ac-
commodation to the roles the “social self” might have

to engage.

Addressing the Alienation

While news stories of selfish, materialistic, and amoral
youth sell newspapers, good news does not, and Japa-
nese young people have, in my experience, more sta-
bility, good sense, and promise for the future than pes-
simists claim. It is, however, very useful to make the
connections between the headline issues of bullying,
teen prostitution, juvenile murders and knifings, and a
wider environment of social change. It is more specu-
lative to associate youth use of speed with their fathers’
use of pep tonics to keep them energetic at work. The
association some make with materialism is thin, too:
teens are resisting the materialism of the 1980s and
1990s, and the inequities it revealed. It is important to
point out the correlations between institutional pa-
thologies, such as the pressures of examinations, social
pathologies, such as the lack of opportunities for those
who cannot even approach middle class options, and
the anomic paralysis of families
unable to care for their children
and their elderly—the ultimate
powerlessness of individuals to
choose meanings for their lives
and act on them.

In Japan, researchers,
policymakers, and educators find
that there is no one cause for bul-
lying, violence in schools, or drug
abuse: simple answers such as proliferating school regu-
lations simply provide grist for parody mills and “fla-
grant” violations such as the replacement of school uni-
form jacket linings with scarlet satin—harmless ex-
pressions of youthful search for distinction turned, by
virtue of regulation, into behavior marked as deviant.

We can find clues to young people’s alienation
in their own voices. One teenager, interviewed by my
colleague Hidetada Shimizu, said that adults weren’t
straightforward themselves and that she was very un-
comfortable with what appeared to her to be their defi-
nition of growing up, the accommodation to taternae,
or principle. She felt zurui,or slippery, sneaky, and two-
faced, in learning that you need to behave situationally.

Growing up meant constantly negotiating the differ-

The experiences and identities
of youth in Japan are thus less a
construction of psychology and

law than they are products of

state-related learning and

consuming.
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ence between tatemae and honne (feeling). Like Ameri-
can children who say adults are hypocritical, she found
that the social and cultural imperative to live on several
levels at once drew a sharp line between childhood
and adulthood: for her, the rebellion of adolescence
simply meant resistance to becoming zurui-—-but she
could only confess this in an
anonymous interview.

Drug abuse is only one
manifestation of a convergence
of issues in contemporary Japa-
nese society. No one explanation
works: it is not right to de-
nounce and stereotype foreign-
ers for selling amphetamines, or
families for failing to instill tra-
ditional values in teens. Nor is it the result of material-
ism, Western individualism, or teachers’ avoidance of
responsibility alone. It is not only the availability of
pagers and phone cards, allowing for drug deals (or
teen prostitution assignations) to be made in confidence.
Before significant progress can be made against drug
abuse, the complexity of contemporary problems must
be addressed. To do so, there has to be a coalition of
concern among all sectors of society that acknowl-
edges some uncomfortable truths: that Japan, like the
rest of the world, is not homogeneous; that the
meritocracy doesn’t work for everyone; and that chil-
dren can reveal some truths that the rest of us in the
interests of expedience deny. They know these things:

when will adults learn? m

Material boy
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