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INTRODUCTION

In this course we covered a vast variety of issues facing Japanese society today. These issues were both deeply rooted, stemming from long withheld traditions, and new and coming, developing as a result of the modernization and globalization of Japan. These issues were addressed and presented in a manner that allowed a holistic understanding. This essay will try to elaborate on some of these issue using what we have discussed in class as a backdrop for further exploration. 

Although this Class focused on Japanese specific issues we also covered other countries and the issues they face. Due to this it was easy to make connections between Japanese issues and the rest of the world. In addition, many problems experienced by the Japanese people are the same experienced by other cultures as well. This served to highlight how interconnected we all truly are in terms of strife. The class itself was made up of students from a wide array of backgrounds which allowed for rich discussions. This essay will also draw from dissections and opinions expressed and shared by the other classroom participants.


In this Essay I will focus on three major points covered in class. Each point will be discussed in further detail within that particular section. Those Issues are a Regional analysis of the Kinki area, a look at the Japanese Juku system, and lastly Hikikomori. These issues all have aspects that make them unique to Japan but as stated above they also have traits that make them applicable to other countries (despite the fact that they may be addressed in different manners) These Issues have been previously explored and I will strive to compress and compose them into a single cohesive piece. 
Regional Analysis

Tourism plays an important role in most economies, and many communities depend on the revenue from tourists but it comes at a price. In my opinion, most individuals do not consider how tourism effects a community both positively and negatively.  In this essay I will discuss a few social issues affecting the Kinki (Kansai) area. Specifically, I will focus on Kyoto and Nara, as I believe they are some of the most heavily affected areas in terms of observable tourist activity. That being said, many of the issues are not unique to Japan and actually lie in the heart of the global tourism industry as a whole.

As stated, tourism can really boost an area economically. That being said, in regards to Kansai’s public spending Kansai only gets back about one quarter of what it contributes in taxes to the central government. (Karan, 2005) This causes a great unease among the people of the Kansai area. This issue is highlighted even further by the fact that most places within the Kansai area require their citizens to pay more in taxes to cover expenses that would normally be covered by the revenue they collect from tourists. As the Kansai taxpayers have been tasked with paying more to repair damages to the city. One would expect repair to be handled quickly in order to ensure no local business is disrupted, unfortunately this is not the case for Kansai residents. Most taxpayer funded repairs are a slow process and lead to a decline in local businesses. This is due to the fact that most tourists tend to avoid areas that are difficult to travel to and roads left in disarray prevent easy access to smaller stores and communities. This in turn leads to the growing unease of small communities. 
Local Community

Besides businesses, local people suffer from these issues in other ways as well. Poor government spending leads to a plethora of issues that locals must face, such as the poor or mismanaged hospitals in Nara. Nara’s ever aging population is experiencing a lack quality care due to the priority of the government being too focused on cultivating and maintaining its tourist friendly status. Some members of the older generations are in turn exploiting what little reliable care they have by using emergency services to move around the area quickly. The misuse of medical resources and misplaced priorities lead to an obviously flawed healthcare system that is over looked for the purpose maintaining good public relations with those who are only a part of the community in passing. 

Nara and Kyoto, from the eyes of a tourist, may seem very similar and it is this likeness that causes them to share issues that originate from a tourists desire for an “authentically Japanese” experience. It is this desire that brings up two more issues, and many more, I believe affect every member of the Kyoto area; cultural miscommunication between tourists and locals, and the delicate struggle to balance accommodating a tourist’s want for both luxury and authenticity.
Cultural Miscommunication

Cultural miscommunication can factor into many issues facing the Kinki region regarding foreign tourists. Many times tourists visiting Japan do not take the time to learn about the culture before or even during their visit. As exemplified in our readings often time’s tourists are looking for entertainment over a truly authentic experience or a staged authenticity they come to expect. Tourists tend to have set ideas of what a place should, in their mind, be like. This comes from images produced by the media in order to capitalize on unique or near unique aspects of regional attractions. Commercial industries will often do everything in their power to create these false authenticities. This can at times put a strain on local communities as they are forced to assist in creating this image for tourist whether or not they want to bring a more modern touch to their businesses. Lest they shatter this image and drive away they profit they need. 

In keeping with the traditional image of historical Japan Kyoto is experiencing a shortage of high-end accommodations that many tourists associate with being on a vacation. Tourism in Kyoto is, in my opinion a double edged sword. Tourists think or assume they want an authentic and realistic experience but the people that can afford to travel often have not been without life’s luxuries. This being the case when they travel they are accustomed to a certain standard of living that a truly authentic experience would just not allow. 
Local government

Local government and community member’s bust strive to reach these seemingly impossible to meet standards. In trying to do so many issues have risen, and given drive to the desire to modernize to an extent. That is not to say that all of Kyoto suddenly wishes to become as modern and urbanized, as say Tokyo or Osaka, but certain modern indulgences are most certainly desired by many members of the local community. I believe this issue is one that has no true solution. Tourists tend to only know about a country, what they are exposed to by popular media. Therefore, when they arrive in a popular tourist destination they have set expectation that if not met may result in them feeling unfulfilled. 
Educational System

The Japanese Education system is very unique. Unlike the American education system Japan relies on tests, or entrance exams, that determine a student’s aptitude and are assigned scores that reflect a certain range of schools that a student may attend. For example some high schools may require a certain score (or higher) and students will strive to meet that score in hope of attending that particular school, be it for their connections to higher education or the reputation of the school. This system leads to a considerable amount of societal issues that affect Japanese students, in this essay I will dive deeper into these issues. That being said, this essay will also discuss the merits of such a system and how it can positively affect Japanese students.


Juku can be categorized into two fractions, academic and nonacademic. Nonacademic offers instruction for general enrichment and betterment in a variety of subjects such as calligraphy, music, or other arts. These juku are more likely to be attended by younger children prompted by their parents. Academic juku are more prominent across Japan and often the degree of importance placed on these schools increase with each completed grade level. (Kitamura, 1986) For this essay I will focus on Academic juku and its stress on students.
Academic Juku: Merits
Academic juku were created in response to give students the opportunity to continue their studies past the confides of the average school day. In many cases these original juku were attended by students looking to improve there their skills to keep up with demanding curriculum or to move ahead in their studies. (Kitamura, 1986)  Over time the need for special assistance in preparing for entrance examinations for senior high schools and universities has become the true focal point for these cram schools. These schools continue offer students an opportunity catch up with lessons but more importantly teach them valuable test taking strategies. 
Japanese cram schools often require students to develop organizational skills relatively quickly and in some ways do help students prioritize academics and think more carefully about their future. Students give up social time in order to work hard for the sake of entering a good high school or university. It can be said that this system helps students become more hardened and ready for the stresses of real life, working for a company that will require a substantial amount of their future time.

Academic Juku: Issues
That being said, it is with strong conviction that I say, I believe that the Japanese education system is flawed and that juku is yet another stressor leading to an anxiety filled daily life that affects many young Japanese students. Educational goals have shifted from learning for the sake of knowledge to learning for the sake of passing a test. A similar trend can be seen in America and this way of thinking is actually detrimental to the learning environment. 

Students are constantly pressured by society and their families to get certain scores. Interestingly enough as an American the thought of having your path set for you with clear goals to aim for may seem like an ideal way to spend your youth. In reality, Japanese society has such a rigged path for their young people to follow that outliers are often seen as weak or lazy. Due to this stereotype students’ fear of failure drives them to overlook their own health for the opportunity to better their scores in places like juku. (Kittaka, 2016)
The pressure can at times be too much for many Japanese students. No matter how hard they try to be organized or properly prioritize their time, they are often left with no other choice but to take time from other aspects of their life that are seen as less important. More often than not these aspects include areas of self-care such as proper sleep, anxiety prevention, and developing proper social skills by interacting with students of the same peer group.  (Kittaka, 2016) Students are starting to withdraw into themselves to cope with the stress. This is adding to the growing hikikomori issue, students are developing social anxiety and todays growing technology is making that easier and easier. 
Possible solutions
In my opinion there is no way to easily change or fix the Japanese education system. Society in its entirety would have to change to better reflect a society that holds mental health to a higher standard. Currently more and more parents are leaning towards juku to help their students earlier and earlier. (Kittaka, 2016) Even with the decline in child birth and therefor in juku attendance it is still a deeply rooted part of the edition system that needs to be changed at a grass roots level before it is to be addressed on a large scale.
Hikikomori 

Hikikomori, are defined as someone who has withdrawn from society and spends the majority, if not all of their time alone within the confides of their room or apartment. Although true this simple description does not relay the depth of this social issue. As we learned in class, Hikikomori people experience a form of social anxiety. While shut-ins can be seen throughout the world, hikikomori have become a predominantly Japanese problem due to noticeable social influences that might affect the choice to turn into one.  This social isolation can be brought about by an assortment of factors both internal and external. Internal issues can range from mental illness, extreme apathy, and self-loathing. More external factors may include, a history of bullying, or failure or inability to conform to the accepted social norms such as success in school or the work place. (Kremer, 2013)
In many societies, isolated or rejected young people often begin to form subgroups, to emphasize with the rejection and to empower the qualities that made them unique individuals to begin with.  Sadly in the case of Japan, Strictly held societal traditions place an exuberant amount of importance on conforming to the norm and avoiding anything that may lead an individual away from the “group”.   Therefore, Japanese youth who find themselves unable to conform may resort to a self-imposed isolation rather than face the judgment of peers. Subsequently the pressure of society coupled with the fear of judgment make returning to society all the more troubling for Hikikomori people which leads to a further disconnect from society. 
Female Hikikomori

Although this issue is not genderless Hikikomori are seen as predominantly male. Most people would agree that around 70%- 80% of Hikikomori are males. However, as discussed in class and through an internet survey done by NHK found just 53% to be male. (Kremer, 2013) Female social withdrawal is unfortunately very much overlooked in Japanese society today. They are often swept under the rug under the pretense of Kaji tetsudai or domestic help. Societal gender norms make it so that it is more acceptable for females to remain in the home and therefore female Hikikomori often go by undiagnosed. This system of gender conformity and stereo typing make it so that female hikikomori do not get what little help there may be. 

Hikikomori Vs NEET
Often times Hikikomori people are closely associated with people experiencing other forms of societal norm rejecting people. One of those groups are NEET people, this rejection of norms resulted in a “new” social phenomenon.  The official Japanese definition of NEETs is unmarried 15 to 34 year olds who are not in education, employment, or training. (Smith, 2015)  In class we further discussed what makes a NEET person different from a Hikikomori person, this difference comes in the person’s mentality towards society. Where a Hikikomori person has a social phobia brought about by strong anxiety, a NEET person feels a general animosity towards Japans working culture and actively chooses to diverge from the norm and live without working. While such individuals have always existed, this new NEET craze has whipped up a media frenzy.  NEETs were already considered undesirable, however this sudden focus on the phenomenon inspired a moral panic and outrage against them. (Smith, 2015)

Mental Health Issue


Returning to the man point, Hikikomori people suffer from a social anxiety so severe they choose to isolate themselves and struggle with returning to society. Although some return to society despite the crippling fear the large majority of Hikikomori people remain trapped within their fear. This can be attributed to their unwillingness to seek out professional help. In Japan the stigma surrounding mental health care is palpable. As highlighted by the in class discussions, Japanese people who seek out therapy are often times seen as weak or broken. In a society that puts so much value on group orientation and not standing out, seeking therapy can be seen as an admittance of a flaw, a wrongness in yourself so great that you are unable to deal with it. This stigma only adds to the anxiety and strife of a Hikikomori person and makes it that much harder to seek out help. 
Changes to be made


In order to fully support Hikikomori people the way mental health is looked at has to be addressed and changed. The stigma that people who seek out therapy are weak needs to be removed and replaced with the more understanding ideal so that people who struggle with mental health issues can get the help they need without the fear of further persecution.
"Traditionally, Japanese psychology was thought to be group-oriented - Japanese people do not want to stand out in a group," says Yuriko Suzuki, a psychologist at the National Institute for Mental Health in Tokyo. "But I think especially for the younger generation, they want more individualized or personalized care and attention. I think we are in a mixed state." (Kremer, 2013)

This drift in awareness is a double edged blade. Although younger generations may see the need for change the fact that other generations are the ones in control of how the majority of Japanese society will view this issue. 


I believe that for now a more anonyms approach may help ease the stress of seeking help. Famlies must be willing to assist Hikikomori people but overall a service n where they can talk freely about their issues with someone who is both highly trained and more removed from the situation may be of greater service to them than a family member. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, world popularity brings both positive and negative effects to any area. It is an amazing economic opportunity for small businesses and it is a great way for people to share their culture and help the world become more globally connected. It helps people learn to an extent and allows people to be exposed to history. On the other hand it causes issues for local communities on both a small and large scale. Community members are often trapped in a set image of their community set by people who know little to nothing about what problems that community faces. In addition, these concentrations of popular areas draw attention from the government and puts stress on the community that can increase social issues in these areas. Social issues are all interconnected, they affect every part of society and we have to work to ease them.
For the sake of argument it is true that within elementary and secondary school, over half the parents do not send their children to juku, some due to cost, but more over due to the fact they do not see need for juku. The latter group believes the schools do an adequate job and that such supplementary services and experiences are unnecessary. Many of these parents also feel that children ought to have more time at home to play when young. These parents are, in my opinion, what more people have to strive for but that is an opinion from a western university student not raised within that culture.

Lastly, the traditions of Japan should be withheld but they should also allow for a degree of change to fit the modern world. New studies and research lead to better understandings of how mental issues are created and how best to handle them. Hikikomori people will not simply stop being an issue. A change in the pressures of society must be made. That is not to say that everything much change overnight because honestly speaking there are millions of people who go through Japanese way of life without ever falling into anxiety induced depression or withdraw. But not all people are created equal and many cannot handle the pressures of the Japanese education system or strict working system. A gentle shift in understanding would be critical step in assisting these people and allowing them to return to society before they are isolated so long they feel incapable of returning. 
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