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Role Definition and Unification 
 

Takao Suzuki (Translated by Kelly Yancey) 
 

A person’s various qualities1 and qualifications2 can 
be broadly divided into two categories.  First, there are 
innate traits such as age, gender, and social class; in other 
words, traits that are bestowed upon one without one’s 
volition.  The other category consists of traits that one 
acquires though one’s own effort; traits that are reflect one’s 
own decisions.  If you think of it in the context of 
interpersonal relationships, blood relations would be 
considered innate while relationships bound via promises or 
contracts are acquired. 

Which of these two categories people value more 
highly differs depending on the structure of their culture and 
society.  Japan, where there is still a tendency toward 
lifetime employment, promotion based on seniority, and the 
subordination of women, is a society in which innate traits 
are accepted as having greater value.  This is often 
contrasted with cultures such as that in the United States, in 
which people think more highly of acquired characteristics 
such as one’s abilities, occupation, and even wealth (or lack 
thereof). 
                                                
1 

'

(

)
*

+
,

 - Characteristics such as nature, disposition, or temperament. 
2 

-

+/. 01

 - Social position, status, and the conditions underlying them. 
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 However, except for objective measures such as 
gender and age, what is considered an innate trait and what 
is an acquired trait is often a matter of a society' s 
interpretation.  In other words, without actual investigation 
there is no way to know in which category a person's 
qualities or circumstances would be included. 
 
 As for whether Japanese people regard roles 
associated with innate traits or roles supported via acquired 
terms as being more important, I would next like to consider 
two or three linguistic facts. 
 
 Currently in Japan, the number of couples that call 
each other “papa” and “mama” or “dad”  and “mom” is 
overwhelming.  However, quite often these couples called 
each other by name when they were first married.  In 
particular, it is extremely common for the husband to call 
the wife by name and for the wife to simply refer to her 
husband using a pronoun such as “anata” 3.  However, once 
a couple like this has a child, the words they use to refer to 
each other almost always change to “papa”, “mama”, “dad”  
or “mom”.  How should we interpret this behavior? 

We can think of the man and woman as having 
entered a kind of contractual relationship when they become 
a married couple.  Since both people selected their roles as 

                                                
3 It is now seen as old-fashion for a wife to call her husband “anata” .  
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husband and wife, they must be semi-consciously acting out 
their respective parts in the relationship.  Accordingly, until 
they have a child, we can think of the couple' s marriage 
arrangement as containing a kind of nervous-like uneasiness. 
 However, once they have a child, it means that the 
husband becomes a father and the wife becomes a mother.  
These roles as father and mother are not roles that they 
choose and act out, but rather are roles bestowed upon them. 
Once a person becomes a father or a mother, there is no way 
that person can break that relationship by his or her own 
volition.  Because the relationship between parent and child 
is not one that can be entered into by choice, it feels much 
more stable to Japanese people than the relationship between 
husband and wife4.  By restructuring and reconsidering the 
horizontal relationship that the husband and wife had up 
until that point into that of a vertical relationship in terms of 
their common child, in other words the bestowed 
relationship of being that child' s father or mother, they enter 
into a permanently stable state.  Is it possible that the change 
in what couples call each other to words encapsulating the 
concept of father and mother reflects this psychological 
change? 
 If this interpretation were to be correct, we would 
expect for there to be more Japanese couples acting as father  

                                                
4 It should be noted that the divorce rate in Japan has doubled since when 
this essay was written in 1973 – from 1.04 divorces per thousand people 
to 2.08 per thousand in 2005. 
Source: http://www2.ttcn.ne.jp/~honkawa/9120.html 
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and mother than those acting as husband and wife.  In fact, if 
we compare couples in Japan with couples in the United 
States and elsewhere, I think married men and women in 
Japan are far more likely to behave as fathers and mothers. 
 
 In American society, where more emphasis is placed 
on roles that one chooses for oneself than is placed on 
bestowed roles that cannot be chosen willfully, it is 
surprising to us Japanese how couples act as husband and 
wife. 
 
 Their marriage starts with the exchange of rings 
symbolizing their mutual bond and they constantly spend 
extraordinary effort to maintain their relationship as a 
couple.  The regular exchange of words expressing affection 
and the exchanging of gifts between couples on their 
birthdays and anniversaries are nothing other than a sort of 
ritual that serves to confirm and strengthen the contract that 
is marriage.  As such, forgetting or reducing the degree of 
this kind of explicit affectionate expression is seen as 
detrimental to the marriage. 
 
 
 Japanese couples rarely explicitly express affection 
and they possess no socially fixed words like the English  
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terms ªhoneyº or ªdarlingº, what sociologists call 
ªsaccharine termsº.  This is because, to Japanese, marriage 
is not a dynamic, direct, contract-like relationship that must 
be maintained by endlessly verifying each other' s affection, 
but rather the fundamentally unbreakable, undeniable, 
unchanging static relationship between parent and child.  
And this interpersonal relationship could be understood to 
be one that is bestowed. 
 Regarding roles, there is another notable behavioral 
structure peculiar to Japanese people.  It is that we dislike 
situations wherein interacting with two or more people of 
different statuses concurrently requires to take incompatible 
or contradictory behaviors, which is deeply related to the 
interlocutor-dependent form of self-identification that I wil l 
address later. 

When college protests5 were at their peak in Japan, 
as professors we felt a need to put aside research and re-
evaluate how we could reform and improve things on the 
education front. 
 At that time, I tried proposing having professors 
attend each other' s lectures as one approach.  I suggested it   
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the author' s perspective as a school employee trying to quell the protests. 
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thinking that professors, who as lords of their own domains6 
tend to lose sight of their own limitations7, could gain both 
in terms of knowledge and educational method if they were 
to listen to their colleagues'  lectures, and the lecturers might 
enjoy demonstrating their techniques to their peers. 

However, a truly interesting argument against my 
proposal was brought forward:  As instructors, in the 
classroom we lecture for the purpose of educating students.  
But if a colleague or superior is there, the awareness of their 
presence makes us want to show off and the lecture ends up 
resembling an academic research presentation; 
educationally, this is no good. 
 In universities in the United States and Canada, it has 
been my experience that instructors see it is an honor and a 
pleasure if a colleague or superior asks to attend their 
lecture.  It occurred to me that this too illustrated the 
differences between cultures once again. 
 To most Europeans and North Americans, once 
someone comes to your class to listen, no matter whether 
they are colleague or superior, you treat them just like any 
student.  You can ask them questions, assign them exercises 
– make them do anything just like a student. The social  

                                                
6 

FG
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 - King of the hill; lord of his domain.   
7 

R
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 - Someone who is arrogant not knowing the limits of their 
own knowledge. 
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positions and interpersonal relationships from outside the 
classroom do not carryover into the classroom; they 
smoothly transition into a contractual relationship of teacher 
and pupil. 
 The professors being treated like students also do not 
hesitate to ask questions or even debate.  In Japan, this is not 
acceptable.  Put simply, instruction becomes difficult. 
 It is not just colleagues and seniors either.  In Japan, 
if a family member such as a child or spouse were to come 
to class, things would not go well.  If his own child were in 
class, an instructor would be likely to say he does not feel 
well and ask another instructor to take over for him. 
 In the United States, it would not be odd for a 
teacher to have his own wife, not to mention his children, 
attending his class as a student.  Japanese would be 
uncomfortable in such a situation to the extent that they say 
it just would not be done.  To Japanese, the expectations for 
each other' s roles in relationships between senior and junior, 
between coworkers, between parent and child, and between 
husband and wife, are fixed; changing roles depending on 
time or place is difficult. 

In the case that A and B represent husband and wife, 
it is difficult to switch over the personal relationship of that 
A/B pair to that of student and teacher.  On the same 
grounds, if an elder professor is amongst his students, the 
teacher' s position becomes uncertain.  His role and identity  
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definition with regards to the students collides with that of 
his relationship with his senior.  Which is why, even 
linguistically, issues like whether a man should refer to 
himself as boku or watashi arise. 
 When one's wife is amongst one's students, the 
situation gets even more problematic.  In general, the sense 
of privacy in a relationship between Japanese husband and 
wife is strong.  That is also why, in public, couples try to act 
as if they had as little to do with each other as possible.  To 
this day, there are many men who get extremely irritated 
when their wives come to their office or call them while they 
are at work.  That is because one' s relationship with his wife 
and one's relationship with the people at his office are of 
irreconcilably different natures.  In short, as Japanese, our 
relationships with other specific people are basically defined 
in terms of two distinct options. 
 Compared to this, the multi-faceted, fluid aspect of 
Americans'  interpersonal relations is overwhelmingly strong. 
That is precisely why it is possible for husband and wife to 
be at times student and teacher, best friends, or even 
competitors. 
 American graduate students, shortly after receiving 
their doctorate degrees, become able to call their former 
professors by their first name.  This is possible because, in 
the United States, the idea of ªcolleagueº carries with it the  
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notion of equality, transcending the difference in seniority or 
years of scholarship. 
 
 In comparison, even now, over twenty years since I 
have graduated from college, I am unable to call the elder 
professors that taught me years ago anything but ªsenseiº.  
The fact that, for a particular pairing of Japanese people, 
their relationship is fixed by roles that do not easily change 
with the situation or passage of time like this, is not 
unrelated to how the Japanese language possesses a well-
defined, concrete structure of mutual linguistic rules. 
 
 If you think about it, like watashi and boku, which 
the speaker uses to refer to himself, what words the speaker 
uses makes it clear what his own position is within the kind 
of frame of reference that is language.  In other words, he 
defines himself through language. 

 
In languages in which the word speakers use to refer 

to themselves is all but limited to the singular first-person 
pronoun, such as Indo-European languages, Turkish, Arabic, 
etc., the function of this first-person pronoun is, put simply, 
to give the ability to clearly indicate in words that oneself is 
the speaker.  For example, in Latin, ªegoº, in English, ªIº,  
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serves to indicate that right now the person talking is none 
other than oneself; moreover, the speaker does not give a bit 
of additional information about himself. 
 
 The distinctive feature of this type of self-referential 
action is that how the speaker defines himself linguistically 
can be established spontaneously and independently of the 
person he is talking to or the surrounding circumstances.  In 
other words, it does not matter whether the interlocutor is 
even present.  More accurately, we should say that, verbally, 
self-cognizance takes precedence over the recognition of the 
other person's existence. 
 
 This follows from the fact that the speaker verbally 
recognizes himself as the active linguistic actor by always 
using ego (I) like this; as a counter-object to this foremost 
ego, the interlocutor is understood to be the passive 
linguistic actor, designated verbally as tu (you).  Hence, the 
precedence of identification is ego 

�

 tu (I 

�

 you). 
 
 On the other hand, with the way personal pronouns 
work in Japanese, it is obvious that the precedence is exactly 
the opposite. 
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For example, consider a man who calls himself 
ªpapaº at home.  In order for him to linguistically identify 
himself as ªpapaº, he must first have a child and then he has 
to recognize the person he is talking to as being his child.  
This is because his position starts to fall in line relative to 
the position of the child, so he is able to identify himself as 
ªpapaº.  To anyone else he certainly is not ªpapaº.  
Accordingly, in this situation, it becomes the case that he 
linguistically defines his identity based on a specific 
interlocutor. 
 
 That is, unlike the case of European and other 
languages, the identity of the object (the interlocutor) 
precedes ones own self-definition.  That an elementary 
school teacher can only refer to himself as ªsenseiº when 
addressing his students is also exactly the same structure.  
Furthermore, when we start a conversation with an unknown 
child, we fictitiously call ourselves things like ªolder sisterº 
or ªuncleº – we are thinking about what would be a suitable 
way to refer to ourselves from the child' s perspective. 
 
 In Indo-European languages, no matter who the 
interlocutor is or whether they are present, one' s identity is 
absolute and is defined as the active linguistic user, the 
speaker; in comparison, the self-identification by Japanese  
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people via the Japanese language has the characteristic of 
being relative and depends on the object.  Herein lies the 
core of my assertion. 
 This even applies whenever Japanese refer to 
themselves, even if they use what are called first person 
pronouns.  For example, a Japanese man will, depending on 
the situation or whom he is talking to, select to use watashi 
versus boku or boku versus ore.  It is widely held that proper 
selection reflects the difference in authority between oneself 
and the interlocutor, the degree of intimacy, etc., however 
this can only be decided once the speaker sees the specific 
person they are talking to, making it no different than object-
dependent linguistic self-identification. 
 Looking at it this way, until the specific object, that 
is, a definite interlocutor, appears and the speaker 
determines what sort of person they are, the Japanese ªselfº  
lacks definite position and thus is in a state of instability. 
 As it appears in the Japanese language, this object-
dependent self-identif ication structure is thought to be 
related to why, as Japanese, we do not like to casually 
exchange words with people we do not know.  The phrase 
ªyou don' t know someone' s backgroundº means one cannot 
determine one' s relationship with that person.  As such, the 
speaker' s self stays stuck in an unstable, unsettled state,  
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therefore it is difficult for them to form a stable interpersonal 
relationship. 


