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Abstract 

 
As Japan continues to face the demographic challenges such as falling birth rates and an 

aging society it is clear that now more than never, Japanese women are needed in the 

job market. However, with the old norms of hiring women onto special non-career 

tracks as well as the expectation that women retire once they bear their first child it is 

clear that some shift in attitude is needed. In 2014 Women and their changing lifestyle 

were a hot topic of discussion in Japan, as various media platforms and public forums 

discussed how to make the career-path more 'female-friendly.' This thesis aims to look 

at the depiction of women in five of the most popular doramas from that year and how 

they contributed to the conversation on changing gender roles.    
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Introduction 

 In Japan, the year 2014 saw a massive increase in public interest on the topic of 

women in the workforce. Already at the start of the year, Japan's prime minister, Abe 

Shinzo, declared to the world his plans of creating a Japan "where women shine" at the 

World Economic Forum held in Davos, Switzerland
1
. Referred to as "Womenomics," 

this was to be a major factor in Abe Shinzo's plan to revitalize the economy by utilizing 

the untapped resources of females in the work force. 

 Abe's speech set the tone for the rest of the year as public debates, TV panel 

shows and magazines tackled the issues of women's changing role in society. The 

annual Buzzword of the Year contest held by Jiyū Kokumin Sha shows one such 

testimony of women's presence in the media in 2014. Their list of top 50 nominees
2
  for 

the word of 2014 included terms such as 'Shining Women' (Kagayaku josei) referring to 

successful women and a reference to Abe's speech, 'Mounting Women' (Mauntingu 

Joshi) relating to women who put others down in order to assert themselves, and 

'Hapless Women' (Kojirase-Joshi) referring to women who seem hopeless when it 

comes to love and life in general. These words are all a testimony to Japan's tendency to 

coining terms to label certain prominent stereotypes. Considering the meaning of 

'Shining Women', 'Mounting Women' and 'Hapless Women,' it is quite apparent that 

women's role and behavior was a hot topic in 2014. This interest in women bled into the 

dorama season with near 70% of the top 10 most watched shows of 2014 featured 

female leads
3
.  

 During my stay in Japan between 2014 and 2015, I watched a lot of television. I 

watched news programs, variety programs, panel shows, infomercials and TV dramas 

known as dorama in Japan. What caught my interest was the depiction of women in 

these doramas. More specifically, the difference between the portrayal of assertive 

women in a work setting, and private setting. In a work setting, the character would do 

her job better than most and was unafraid to state her opinions. However, put the same 

character in a kitchen, and you'd get broken plates and burnt food. These often 

exaggerated character flaws seemed to serve no other purpose than to lessen the impact 

                                                        
1
 Shinzo, A (2014, January 22) A new vision from a new Japan. Retrieved from 

 http://japan.kantei.go.jp/96_abe/statement/201401/22speech_e.html 
2
 The Words of 2014. (2014, November 19). Retrieved from 

 http://www.nippon.com/en/features/m00052/ 
3 Audience Rating TV (2014). Ranking. Retrieved from: http://artv.info/ar14.html 
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of their strong character, or provide comedic relief. This depiction of women is a stark 

contrast to the American shows I grew up watching where a successful, career driven 

women, like Scully in X files
4
 or Meredith in Grey's Anatomy

5
, have much more subtle 

character flaws that are rarely related to being unskilled at household duties. This 

depiction of women in Japanese dorama was in particular curious to me given the huge 

discussion on equality that was unfolding in 2014. It made me wonder how the 

changing lifestyle of women was handled, if at all, in Japanese television.  

 In a similar vein as an annual buzzword contest, popular TV shows such as the 

Japanese dorama can provide a look into what themes caught the publics interest that 

year. Television holds a unique position in society as it simultaneously introduces, 

molds, and reinforces social norms (Gerbner et al., 2002). Its content can appeal to 

specific groups and age brackets as well as it can appeal to a whole nation. What is 

shown on TV, how it depicts certain social roles can, therefore, be a good indicator of 

what is deemed decent behavior in culture, and give an indication of what the dominant 

attitude is concerning certain gender roles. 

 A reoccurring theme in Japanese dorama is to depict women in the following three 

ways; as a young 'Office Lady', working as a non-regular employee at a company, as a 

'Housewife', taking care of the home, kids, and husband, and lastly as a 'Career Woman', 

a woman working a full-time job usually in her early forties. These depictions of 

women can offer role models to younger generations, and it is, therefore, important to 

see what gender-role attitudes they promote.  

 Taking these three stereotypes into account and with a look at the political 

climate and the increased interest in equality that 2014 brought on, how did the 

depiction of working women in popular dorama the same year contribute to the 

discussion?  Did they present themes of progression or did they adhere to more 

traditional views on women at work? 

  

 

Methodology 

 
To get an idea of the landscape of television dorama the year 2014, I examined 54 

shows that aired on national TV. Five of those 54 shows were carefully monitored. 

                                                        
4
 Carter, C. (Creator). (1993). The x files [Television series]. Canada: Fox. 

5
 Rhimes, S. (Creator). (2005). Grey's anatomy [Television series]. USA: ABC. 
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These five doramas were chosen due to their popularity in 2014 as well as the story 

having a lead female character. These shows aired during the Japanese prime-time slot, 

from 19:00 to 23:00, also known as The Golden Time (gōruden taimu) and belong to 

the dorama category of Japanese television programs. A dorama is fictional television 

drama. They are generally only one season
6
 with 12 to 16 episodes and every episode 

around 40 minutes long. A dorama can be of various genres, the most popular being 

crime, romance, comedy, and drama. They can be intensely popular with audiences in 

Japan, some shows gaining an average viewer rating of over 30%. 

 The word dorama is derived from the English word drama, however, with a 

slightly changed meaning. The derivation is due to a tendency of taking words from 

foreign languages, most commonly English, and assimilate them into the Japanese 

language. These words are known as wasei eigo or Japanese-made English, or even 

Japanglish
7
. In English, fictional TV programs have two general categories. A comedy 

where the central theme is light and usually does not handle vivid emotions examples 

being sit-coms like Friends
8
 and Seinfeld

9
 and drama that depicts realistic scenarios that 

deal with real human emotions. In Japan, this distinction does not exist, and the word 

dorama is used for any show with fictional content no matter if the theme of the show is 

light or heavy. 

 This thesis will focus on the depiction of women in five popular programs that 

aired in 2014. These programs are: 

 (a) Hirugao: Love Affairs in the Afternoon, a family drama that revolves around 

married women and their affairs. 

 (b) I'm Taking the Day off (Kyou Watashi wa Kaisha o Yasumimasu), a 

 romantic comedy about an 'Office Lady's' first romance. Based on an ongoing

 popular manga series by Mari Fujimura from 2011
10

. 

 (c) Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out (Hanasaki Mai ga Damattenai), a work-place

 comedy-drama set in a bank. Based on a novel written by Jun Ikeido, published

 in 2004
11

. 

 (d) Season 3 of Doctor X, a medical drama about a skilled surgeon who goes

 against the traditional work culture.  

                                                        
6 There are exceptions to the one-season-rule as demonstrated by Doctor X which due to its immense 

popularity has had five seasons to date with more to come.  
7
 Bernard, C. (2014 October 27) Wasei Eigo. Retrieved from  

 https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/wasei-eigo/ 
8
 Crane, D. & Kauffman, M. (Creators). (2004) Friends [Television series]. USA: NBC. 

9
 David, L. & Seinfeld, J. (Creators). (1989) Seinfeld [Television series]. USA: NBC. 

10
 Fujimura, M. (2012). Kyō wa kaisha yasumimasu: 1. Tokyo, Japan: Shūeisha. 

11
 Ikeido, J. (2004) Misconduct [Fushoji]. Tokyo, Japan: Kodansha Ltd.   
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 (e) Emergency Interrogation Room (Kinkyu Torishirabeshitsu), a crime drama

 about a detective turned interrogator who solves crimes with her team. 

Except for I'm Taking the Day off, all of the shows examined have had a continuation 

either in the form of a second season or as in the case of Hirugao, a movie. 

Though Doctor X has had two previous seasons, aired in 2012 and 2013 respectively, 

only the third season of Doctor X was studied. Examining the previous season may give 

a better in-depth view of the lead character and might be interesting for further study, 

however, the focus of this thesis chose to focus only on series broadcasted in 2014. 

 The themes of the shows mentioned above are all very different, yet they have a 

couple of things in common. First, of, these shows all garnered some of the highest 

viewer ratings in 2014. Doctor X receiving the highest of all with over 23% average 

viewer ratings
12

. The shows all have leading female characters, and lastly, all leading 

characters are employed. What differs between the shows are the occupations, marital 

status, age and attitude of the main characters giving a multifaceted view of the 

perceptions of working women. 

 

The Gendered Work Force in Japan  
 
When it comes to global statistics, Japan is considered an advanced economy, one of the 

fourth largest in the world, with a high human development index
13

 as well as ranking 

in the top twenty in social progress
 14

. However, when it comes to the Global Gender 

Gap Report, published annually by The World Economic Forum, Japan consistently 

ranks in the bottom 30%. Most recent in 2016, Japan ranked 111th out of 145 countries. 

Which makes Japan the lowest ranking developed nation regarding gender equality 

(World Economic Forum, 2016).   

 This huge gender gap may stem from how Japanese corporations mostly 

segregate their work force, by generally hiring men as regular staff and women as non-

regular staff. Prewar, the female labor force was mostly concentrated in primary 

                                                        
12 Audience Rating Tv. Retrieved from: http://artv.info/ar14.html 
13 United Nations Development Programme (2016) Human development report 2016. Retrieved from: 

 http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/2016_human_development_report.pdf 
14 Porter, M. E., Stern, S., & Green, M. (2017). Social progress index 2017. Washington, DC: Social 

 Progress Imperative. Retrieved from: 

 https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/about-deloitte/2017/Social-

 Progress-Index-2017.pdf 
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industries such as agriculture (Renshaw, 1999) however, with the economic boom after 

the WWII the labor force took on a stark change as can be seen in Figure 1 below. 

 
 

 
Figure 1: Composition of the Female Work Force by Economic Sectors 

 

With the economic boom, the tertiary
15

 sector, of the Japanese economy, soared leaving 

companies in need for more labor force. However, due to the fluctuating nature of 

women's labor force participation during the sixties, companies began the practice of 

hiring women as auxiliary staff instead of regular staff (Brinton, 1994).  

  After almost 35 years of these gendered hiring practices, the Equal Employment 

Opportunity (EEO) Law took effect in 1986 (Gelb, 2000). The laws aim was to increase 

the equality of men and women in the work force by providing the equal right to choose 

between career path and non-career path as well as prevent companies from hiring 

based on gender.  However, in 2014, nearly 30 years later, only 11% of administrative 

and managerial workers were female (Statistics Bureau, 2015) and according to the 

Gender Gap Index report, Japans percentage of women in parliament was lower than 

85% of the 189 countries surveyed with just 9% of the parliament members being 

female (World Economic Forum, 2015). 

 Today, there is a stark difference between the labor force participation of men 

and women. As seen in Figure 1 above, women's work force is mainly concentrated in 

service industries (tertiary sector), men, on the other hand, are more evenly divided 

between the sectors (Statistic Bureau, table 1).  

                                                        
15

 Tertiary sector includes industries such as Electricity/Gas/Heat supply and Water, Transport and 

Communications, Wholesale and Retail trade, Financing and Insurance, Real Estate.  
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Figure 2: Gender Composition of Occupations in Japan 

 

As seen in Figure 2, by occupation, women make up the largest percentage of clerical 

workers
16

 and service workers, while men are more prominent in most other 

professions.  Additionally, women make up near 70 percent of non-regular staff making 

it evident that the gender composition of Japan's labor force is still to this day highly 

unbalanced (Gender Equality Bureau, 2017). 

 
 

Television Studies 

 
As in most developed countries, over 99% of households own a television in Japan

17
. 

The average Japanese person watches around 3,9 hours of television per day (Institute 

for Information and Communications Policy, 2017) That's more than 27 hours per week 

which at age 65 will have compiled into over eight years of TV watching per person. 

Figure 3 below shows average TV viewing over a week day by age groups. Evidently, 

the older the viewer, the more television they watch, however, what is interesting is the 

typical viewing pattern. It seems that no matter the age, Japanese people tend to watch 

TV during the morning, noon and evening. A habit, according to a study on radio and 

                                                        
16 Clerical workers provide general office support 
17 World Development Indicators: The information society. Retrieved from: 

http://wdi.worldbank.org/table/5.12 
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television consumption in Japan, Japanese children develope much earlier than  

Germany and the UK (Heinze, 2011). 

 

 

Figure 3: Average Daily Television Consumption by Age Groups 

 

It is, therefore, safe to say that television is a big part of the daily life for many Japanese 

people.  

 A centralized storytelling system, the television brings a relatively coherent system of 

images and messages into every home (Gerbner et al., 2002, p. 44). Its effects on 

society, culture, and individuals have therefore garnered an immense amount of 

attention from scholars since its introduction to the consumer market. Its intended 

effects
18

 have been well documented, however, it is the unintended effects of TV 

consumption that have amassed the biggest amount of interest. Two of these unintended 

effects are (a) the impact of media images on the social construction of reality, and (b) 

the effects of media bias on stereotyping (Perse, 2008, p.1; McGuire, 1986). Since the 

fifties, the most frequently used theory to examine such effects of mass communication 

has been the Cultivation theory (Bryant & Miron, 2004). The theory suggests that many 

people rely on television to describe the world, and that "they draw upon that 

information to form opinions." (Lewis, 2005, p. 438). The Cultivation theory maintains 

                                                        
18 Intended effects include, e.g., advertisements influence on consumer behavior 
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that television is a social institution that normalizes present values, beliefs, and attitudes 

by highlighting them and reinforcing them through its imagery (Snyder, 2000).  

 One embodiment of such perpetuated imagery is stereotypes. Stereotypes are 

"simplistic representations of social groups that deny any diversity among members of 

the same group." (Perse, 2008, p. 166). Due to budget constraints, time and other 

limitations, scriptwriters often resort to using certain preset notions to get a message 

across. Such stereotypes use gender, race, employment, education and a variety of other 

factors as a story-telling device. One well-known stereotype in American television 

content is that of the 'dumb blonde' portrayed in movies such as Clueless (1995) and 

Legally Blonde (2001), where the intelligence of the character is largely undermined by 

their hair color. The ramifications have been shown to have an effect on the perception 

of blonde females and even proven to affect their employment chances (Kyle & Mahler, 

1996; Weir & Fine-Davis, 1989).   

 Another common way of stereotyping is relating the gender of a character to 

their social role, or role in society (Lauzen et al., 2008). Such traditional gender-roles 

assume women "to be naturally predisposed to tend children and care for homes," while 

men are expected "to be ideally suited for jobs and other public pursuits" (Coltrane & 

Adams, 1997, p. 327). A study on gender portrayal pattern in Japanese television 

advertisements found that women are more likely to be depicted doing housework while 

men were more likely to be represented in office worker roles showing how gender-role 

stereotypes are prevalent on Japanese television (Arima, 2003). Similarly, Alisa 

Freedman, an Associate Professor of Japanese Literature & Film, looked at how 

working women in Japanese television programs between 1990 to 2014 were portrayed 

and found that female characters in prime-time programs consistently had to choose 

between family and career. In fact, the most positive change over the 24 year period was 

the diversification of the types of profession female characters had (2016).    

 TV is not only a product of society; it's in many ways a reinforcer of social 

norms. Its programs and the symbolism it carries can form or affect public opinions. 

Studying its content and the sociocultural themes it promotes is therefore important 

when looking at social aspects such as attitudes towards gender. 
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The 'Office Lady' 

 

The origin and role of the 'Office Lady' 

 
Representing the 20-something generation, the 'Office Lady' is seen as young, attractive, 

carefree and with money to spend. Despite the semi-glamorous image that might 

generate, the job itself is far from flashy. With no prospect of promotion, an 'Office 

Lady,' commonly referred to as OL, takes on menial secretarial tasks such as filing and 

copying, along with being responsible for taking care of their male co-workers by 

serving tea and assisting them with simple tasks (Brinton, 1994). To the corporate 

workforce, OLs comprise flexible, cheap and disposable personnel, providing 

companies with room to respond to market requirements without needing to hack at 

their regular work force (Bishop, 2004).  

    A postwar phenomenon, the occupation of OL, came about in a time where lack of 

labor forced companies to start hiring women to do office work. Until then office work 

had been men's work while women were primarily concentrated in primary industries 

and unpaid family work (Renshaw, 1999). With the introduction of women into the 

corporate workforce, the method of hiring personnel was adjusted to accommodate the 

change. Now, companies hire according to a dual track approach, thereby dividing the 

employees onto sōgōshoku (managerial) or ippanshoku (general clerical) track. This 

method provides a way to distribute the work force into core-employees, the ones 

deemed worth the investment to train, and the short-term, more dispensable employees 

(Budd, 2005). The ippanshoku track was designed to fit the type of labor women could 

offer at a time where public child care systems were near non-existent, forcing women 

to retire once they had borne their first child. Statistics from the 1960's show that 

women's labor force participation followed a so-called 'M'-shaped pattern as can be seen 

in Figure 4. This curve indicates that women tended to retire during their child-rearing 

years to then re-enter the work-force after the children had started primary school.  
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Source: Statistics Bureau, table 2 

Figure 4: Men's and Women's Employment rate in Japan 

 

This seesawing effect in women's labor participation rate, as well as the fact that 

relatively few females finished university during the sixties, gives a good argument for 

the fact that companies chose to hire women only as dispensable non-career track 

employees (Kumamoto-Healy; 2005). 

 However, as can be seen, by Figure 4, women's labor force participation has been 

gradually increasing during these child-rearing years, slowly eradicating this 'M-curve.' 

Despite these changing times, the trend of hiring women almost exclusively as general 

track employees with no chance of promotion or benefits has survived to this day. 

According to the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare, 72% of companies revealed 

that 8 out of 10 of their sōgōshoku track hires were male thereby effectively dividing 

employees by gender.  

 The job title 'Office Lady' continues to be popular in today's Japan as can be seen in 

Figure 2 above, where the female work force is largely concentrated in clerical 

employment.   
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In 2014, two dramas featured the stories of ‘Office Ladies,' Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out, 

and I'm Taking the Day Off. Both shows received over 16% in average viewer ratings, 
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Mai Speaks Out we meet Hanasaki Mai, a bank clerk who gets transferred to the so-

called Assisting Department at the banks head office. There, Hanasaki and Mr. Souma, 

her boss, tend to discrepancies and mistakes made by the various branches. Every 

episode sees them at a branch to investigate a matter during which they more often than 

not, discover an underlying problem relating to employee mistreatment. This 

investigation leads to a big climactic monologue at the end of the episode where 

Hanaski sheds light on the abuse and reprimands whoever (usually the branch manager) 

was responsible. The central theme of the show, therefore, becomes about solving 

human resource problems with the bank setting serving as a back drop. 

 The second show, I'm Taking the Day Off, follows Aoishi Hanae in her first 

romantic endeavor. Having turned thirty with no romantic experience, Aoishi Hanae 

decides it is time to remedy that. She begins, quite clumsily, dating a 21-year-old 

college student, Tanokura Yuuta, who works at the same company as her. Problems 

arise both due to Aoishi's tendency to overthink things and the age difference between 

the two. What ensues is a romantic-comedy centering around Aoishi and her first 

experience in love.   

 The two shows are poles apart and give a fascinating look into the world of 

'Office Ladies.' Hanasaki and Aoishi both embody the modern Japanese woman. Being 

single OLs living at home, they comprise the elements of employment, living 

arrangement and marital status of the majority of women in their twenties to early 

thirties in today's Japan. What sets the two apart, is their characterization. Aoishi is 

depicted as the perfect traditional wife-material. This is shown in her approach to her 

work at a trading company where her duties (aside from her actual work) include 

opening the workplace in the mornings, serving coffee for her employees, taking care of 

the rooftop garden, fixing the copying 

machine and organizing celebratory events 

such as birthdays for her co-workers; acting 

as a sort of pseudo housewife for her 

colleagues. Hanasaki, on the other hand, is 

never seen serving coffee, copying for 

coworkers, or performing any pink-collar 

tasks that Aoishi undertakes. In fact, the one 

time she's asked to serve tea she seems quite taken aback by the idea.   

 

Figure 5 Aoishi Tea 
Hansaki Mai Speaks out, Episode 5 
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 Also, while Hanasaki is great at her job, she is depicted as almost hopeless as a 

woman. Her lack of cooking skills are repeatedly brought up, she seems to show up late 

to work in every episode and worst of all she has a tough time not stating her opinions 

no matter the time and places much to the dismay of her boss, Souma. Before every 

branch visit, Souma reminds her not to let her 'switch' turn on when dealing with the 

branch managers, referring to her need to voice her disagreement: 

Souma: "Don't let your switch turn this time!"  

Hanasaki: "I know! I'll swallow it."  

Souma: "I'm asking nicely." 

Hanasaki: "Got it." 

Souma: "And the smile? - That's not it, do it more warmly."  

(Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out, episode 3) 

When it comes to characterization, it is quite clear that despite their differences, 

Hanasaki and Aoishi feel the same societal pressures. Aoishi's relationship status, 

namely the lack of one, is a hot topic of discussion at the office, her co-workers offering 

to set her up on blind dates to help her and showing concern for her single status. 

Similarly, Hanasaki's lack of a romantic partner is often brought up at her work place. 

At one point, deputy director Shibasaki who assigns them their cases presents Hanasaki 

with a magazine survey of 100 female bank employees wherein it states that "Most 

women get married at 27, once they reach 30, fewer men will take them out." (Hanasaki 

Mai Speaks Out, episode 7). Shibasaki then goes on to warn her that time is ticking and 

that she won't stay young forever. Despite the fact that the premise of Hanasaki Mai 

Speaks Out is far from a romance, interactions like the one above are a reoccurring 

theme in the show, where her co-workers, bosses, friends, and her father urged her to 

settle down.  

 Another thing the two 'Office Ladies' have in common is the fact that at both 

Hanasaki's and Aoishi's workplace, there's a considerable gender imbalance. At the head 

office where Hanasaki works, she is the sole woman, while at the trading company that 

Aoishi works at there is exactly one other female worker, incidentally also an OL. In 

fact, in Doctor X, and Emergency Interrogation Room, both of which will be discussed 

in greater detail later, the lead characters have no female coworkers.  

 This results in the fact that the appearance of the women is often made a focal 

point, reinforcing the idea that 'Office Ladies' are the flowers of the work place. This is 

seen in the first episode of Hanasaki when she is introducing herself: 
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Hanasaki: I was transferred here starting today, I am Hanasaki Mai. 

Manager of the Head Office: I see. A cheerful young woman like you 

sure lifts the mood up here. Keep it up. 

 (Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out, episode 1) 

As well as it can be seen in, I'm Taking the Day Off where Aoishi's co-workers and boss 

comment on her appearance:  

 

 Tachibana (manager): Good 

Morning. Ah! Katsuura-kun, 

Ooshiro-kun. Look look... 

Look at Aoishi. I think 

there's something different. 

 Hitomi (female coworker) to 

Aoishi: Senpai that's great! I 

have the feeling you've 

officially increased your 

woman's charm. 

 Ooshiro (male coworker): Mamoru 

is getting laid huh?  

(I'm Taking the Day off, episode 2) 

 

The looks of the females is a source of constant scrutiny in the work setting. A dialogue 

between Hanasaki and a female  

bank cashier she used to work with sheds excellent light on this matter: 

Hanasaki: Do I look that shabby? 

Female cashier: No, just your girl-power seems flat. 

Hanasaki: Girl-power? Since I started at head office, I have been 

surrounded by men only. 

Female cashier: Great, you are the only blooming flower! Find a good 

catch and make him your partner! 

 Hanasaki: Well, by men, ...I didn't refer to a good catch or a potential 

partner. They are all rigid and old-fashioned. 

Female cashier: But a flower's life is short, so you gotta push it. 

(episode 5) 

 These small comments on Aoishi's and Hanasaki's lack of relationship status, 

appearances and age paint a powerful picture of what OLs should be focusing on: 

getting married as soon as possible. 

 

 
Figure 6: Look at Aoishi 

I'm Taking the Day Off, episode 2 
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The 'Housewife.' 

 
The role of the 'Housewife.' 
 
Married women in Japan have for long been associated with the traditional social role of 

'Housewife.' In Japan, the traditional life course for women used to be to work until 

thirty, get married, retire, have children, raise them and return to the workforce to a low-

paid part-time position (Matsui, Ohsawa & Onglatco, 1995). However, these traditional 

beliefs have gradually been changing. This can be seen in the near annual public 

opinion poll on 'Women's Active Participation' conducted by the Cabinet Office in 

Japan. In the first survey in 1979, more than 70% of respondents believed a husband 

should work outside the home, while a wife was expected to take on domestic duties. 

However, in 2016, 49.4% of male respondents and 58.5% of female respondents were 

against this traditional view of gender roles (Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, 

2017) showing an apparent, albeit slow, move towards a more progressive direction.  

 This change of attitude can also be seen in the Fifteenth Japanese National 

Fertility Survey (2015) where single women (never-married women) were asked how 

they envisioned their ideal future life-course. As can be seen in Figure 7
19

, balancing 

career and family (managing both work and family) and returning to work after child 

raising (return-to-work) comprised near 70% of the answers meanwhile becoming a 

stay-at-home mother (full-time homemaker) has slowly decreased in favor. 

 

Figure 7: Ideal Life Course of Single Women in Japan 
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In the same survey, single women (never-married women) were asked about their 

intended life-course, meaning how they thought their life would turn out according to 

their current situation. This has also seen some significant change over the years as 

managing both work and family as well as staying single, and working has near doubled 

in popularity since 1997. 

 

Figure 8: Intended Life Course of Single Women in Japan 

 

These surveys show how the lifestyle of Japanese women has been changing over the 
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employed wives also reported on taking on at least 80% of the housework (Nishioka et 
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in Figure 9, Japanese men spend a relatively short amount of time doing household 
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Figure 9: Total Hours Spent by Husband on Housework (Including Child Care) 

 

 Getting back into the workforce shortly after pregnancy is another challenge for 

women. The main complication being combining work with childcare. Zhou, a senior 

researcher for JILPT
20

, studied Japanese women's career interruption and found that 

even when having a higher educational background, career breaks due to childbirth and 

childrearing are more common than not (2015). In fact, only 38 percent of Japanese 

women return to their jobs after their having borne their first child (Fifield, 2014). A 

significant factor contributing to this is the severe lack of child-care facilities. Such is 

the absence that nationwide the waiting list for a spot at a government-subsidized child-

care center is more than 25,000 places long (Tabuchi, 2013).  Leaving women unable to 

tend full-time jobs until the child enters school. Many years can, therefore, pass before 

women can enter the workforce again at which time they often only qualify for low-

status part-time positions (Broadbent, 2012).    

 It is not just the difficulty of managing a household, rearing children as well as 

working that keeps most women away from a full-time job after having children. A 

Government tax exemption from the 1960's lowers taxes on households where one 

spouse works full-time while the other earns less than a certain amount (Soble, 2015). 

This tax deduction discourages women from keeping their job once they get married 

and instead they seek work as part-time employees.     

When a woman earns more than the maximum non-taxable income (at 

present, ￥1 million a year), she must pay income tax on her earnings 

and her husband loses not only the tax deduction for his spouse but 
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also the spouse allowance from his company. So she adjusts her 

working hours to keep her income below the taxable level to 

maximize the disposable income for their household. The husband 

will not fit his working hours as his wife does because of the gender 

role that the husband is (should be) the breadwinner and the wife earn 

supplementary income to pay for a more expensive residence and their 

children's education. (Omori, 1993, p. 87) 

Akabayashi, a Professor of Economics at Keio University, investigated the relationship 

between the labor supply of married women and the income tax and concluded that 

while the Japanese tax laws restrict the nature of women's employment to some extent, 

a dual income could be profitable if both spouses worked full-time providing that both 

earned over a certain amount (2006). However, reaching that threshold is difficult. At 

present, full-time working women only received about 70% of the pay that men receive 

for the same job (Gender Equality Bureau, 2017). The norm of wives in Japan working 

part-time jobs is therefore reinforced by tax distortions that penalize dual income 

households. This has lead to the fact that near 80% of the male labor force and only 

44% of the female labor force are regular staff (Gender equality bureau, 2017).  

 As mentioned, many women do return to the workforce after child-rearing, due to a 

slow economy many are forced to contribute to the money flow. However, it is almost 

impossible to get hired as anything more than a part-timer. In Japan, a part-time 

employee can work a couple of hours up to working as long as the regular employees. 

The difference being, part-timers, get a lower wage, no job security, and no promotions.  

According to the 2014 statistics report conducted by the Statistic Bureau, over 55% of 

the female labor force and just 21% of the male labor force was non-regular employees 

showing a great gender gap between work force division. 

   

 

Portrayal in Television 

In Hirugao, the main storyline follows Sawa, a 31-year-old housewife who works part-

time at a super market. Her character seems listless at the start, going through the 

motions, stuck in a marriage that isn't quite what she'd envisioned it to be. She meets 

her new neighbor Rikako, whose hobby is having afternoon affairs with men she meets 

online. Initially, Sawa is affronted by Rikako and her, less than favorable, past-time. 

However, when Sawa meets Kitano, a married high school biology teacher, she can't 

help but fall in love, and they start an affair.  
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 When it comes to the division of household duties, in Hirugao, it is clear that it 

is the woman's job. Both Sawa and Rikako seem to follow the housewife manual 

perfectly, making sure that the house or apartment is clean and taken care of as well as 

making sure there is food on the table. At one point, Rikako comments:   

"Marriage means trading in passion for stability. After three years, a 

wife is nothing more than a refrigerator. There's always something to 

eat when you open the door. It's extremely  inconvenient if it breaks 

down, yet not many take the time for regular maintenance."  

(Hirugao, episode 1) 

Alluding that a wife is more the equivalence of a house appliance rather than an equal 

partner. Rikako's cynical world-view seems to stem from her marriage in which she has 

little say. According to Rikako, her marriage to the editor-in-chief of a woman's 

magazine is one of convenience, as she tells Sawa: 

 "Money, family, status. There are so many priorities that stand in the 

way when you're choosing someone for marriage. You may not have 

been conscious of it. But, I'm sure your choice was completely 

calculated as well."  

(Hirugao, episode 1) 

 

Kitano, the biology teacher that Sawa has an affair with, is married as well. However, 

the division of the household chores is quite different than that of Sawa's and Rikako's. 

His wife, Noriko, unlike the other two, has a full-time job as an Associate Professor at a 

University. She does little at home, often making do with instant food or store bought 

lunch boxes for dinner instead of taking the time to cook. Kitano is visibly unhappy 

with this, feeling like his masculinity is threatened by his more successful wife.  

It is evident despite the fact that his wife's work hours are longer than his that it is still 

expected of her to keep the home clean and as well as cook dinner. She, herself, also 

believes it to be her role in the relationship and comments at one point in a conversation 

with Sawa and Rikako: 

"I love my husband, but I hate cooking and cleaning. 

I'm a terrible wife."  

(Hirugao, episode 3) 

Further, she believes that fulfilling the role of a wife impacts the husband's emotional 

satisfaction towards the wife and that his fertility rate increases accordingly. 

Additionally, she is acutely aware of how her work has changed her marriage, at one 

point  during a conversation with Sawa and Rikako, Noriko comments:  
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"My husband probably has his complaints, too. He wanted to stay at 

the university; instead, I stayed and got promoted. I use my maiden 

name for work. Oh, but today I'm going to try and cook for him." 

(Hirugao episode 6) 

 When it comes to working mothers, there's little representation in Japanese 

television shows. In Hirugao, Rikako is the only mother shown. She is a full-time 

housewife and upholds that perfectly. It seems quite prevalent that labor and child-

rearing are not put together. Of the five television shows dissected in this thesis, the 

only show that demonstrated a working mother was the crime dorama, The Emergency 

Interrogation Room. Its protagonist, Makabe, is a widowed mother of two and works 

full-time as an interrogation detective. Despite having little time for her children, the 

few scenes of her at home paint an image of a peaceful and loving family, rarely does 

her work interrupt this. 

 While watching Hirugao, it becomes abundantly clear how challenging being a 

wife in Japan can be. It show's three wives with differing degrees of employment, a full-

time housewife, a part-time employee and a full-time worker and the difficulties it can 

present in marriage. The show seems to favor the traditional housewife (Rikako) as well 

as the part-time employed wife (Sawa) over the career driven wife (Noriko). This can be 

seen by how the character flaws of Sawa and Rikako, i.e., their cheating, are all justified 

by their loveless, unsatisfying marriages. Noriko, on the other hand, is blamed for her 

husband's affair. In the end, Hirugaos depiction of women amounts to little more 

traditional gender roles with no real progressive themes.   

 

The 'Career Woman' 

The emergence of the 'Career Woman.' 

A new breed of working women has been slowly breaking through the glass ceiling of 

corporate Japan, known as the 'Career Woman.' The career woman puts her work first 

and family second, she works through the grind much like men, and if she so chooses to 

get married, she does not retire even if she gets pregnant. The career woman has been 

making her appearance in the Japanese work force since The Equal Employment 

Opportunity (EEO) Law was passed in 1986 guaranteeing equal opportunity for work. 

This meant women were finally legally able to apply for core-employee positions 

sōgōshoku (managerial) on the and employers were prohibited from gender 
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discrimination concerning recruitment, hiring, promotion, training, and job assignment 

(Maki, 1993). Before that, as mentioned earlier, many Japanese companies used a dual 

track hiring method of dividing the labor force into core-employees and part-time 

employees. Although initially tailor made for women, the part-time path became more 

an obstruction than an opportunity maker, confining women to a job with no prospects. 

However, the law (hereafter referred to as the EEO law) had little impact. As Edwards, 

Associate Provost and Dean for Academic Affairs and Professor of Economics, 

speculated shortly after the law was passed, the impact on women would be minimal; 

"Less because of the way in which the law is written, although that may be a factor, 

then because of the patterns of current personnel practices in private firms and women's 

labor supply" (1988 p. 249). Still, to this day, the number of women hired to managerial 

positions are notably low. Women, in general, make up only a small percentage of 

administrative positions, as of 2015, the ratio of women in managerial positions at 

ministries and government offices stood at a mere 3.5 percent, while the figure for the 

private sector was 9.2 percent (Aoki, 2015). 

 There are many things standing in the way of women boarding the career path. 

One is that companies still hesitate when it comes to hiring women. The notion that 

women are costlier then men still runs strong as women are likelier to take maternity 

leaves and child care leaves while men don't. The costs of a maternity leave, child care 

leave, and the fact that while women are away on such leaves they do not contribute to 

the company, are all factors that make them seem less desirable as a labor force in the 

eyes of Japanese companies ("Examining women's roles", 2014, p. 8). The 

aforementioned 'M-curve' in women's labor participation is often used as evidence that 

women are likely to quit and therefore risky of an investment. However, as can be seen 

in Figure 4 above, this 'M-curve' has significantly diminished, and if looked at the 

potential labor force rate that takes into account non-employed women who wish to 

work, the 'M-curve' has all but vanished.  
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Figure 10: Women's Labor Force Rate and Potential Labor Force Rate in Japan by Age 
Groups 

 

 Women who do get hired, face discrimination at work as promotions and higher wages 

go to their male colleagues (Budd, 2005). This can also be seen in an annual survey 

where respondents were asked whether men or women received preferential treatment 

throughout society. As can be seen in Figure 11 below, the answers have changed little 

between years. Men continue to be considered receiving preferential treatment. 

 

Figure 11: Sense of Equality regarding Status of Men and Women throughout the Entire 
Society in Japan 

 
This has led to an increasing number of women to carve their path in this male-

dominated corporate world by starting their enterprises and "creating organizations and 

adapting systems to fit their own visions of the world, and they are succeeding. They are 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

p
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

 

Source: Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, 2017 

2016 (women)

Women's potential labor
force rate

9,7 

9,7 

12,7 

12,3 

64,5 

61,9 

61,2 

63,3 

21,1 

23,2 

20,1 

19,5 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

2016 Survey

2009 Survey

2004 Survey

1995 Survey

Source: Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, 2017 

Exclusive preferential
treatment for men
Preferential treatment for
men in general
Preferential treatment for
women in general
Exclusive preferential
treatment for women
Equal treatment

Do not know



25 

evolving models of management and organization out of their own history and life 

experiences." (Renshaw, 1999, p. 157).  

 

Portrayal in Television 

Career women in television shows are sparse, most commonly lead female characters 

are portrayed as a young 'Office Ladies' or homemakers. However, in the year 2014, 

there were some interesting exceptions to this. First and foremost, the dorama Doctor X 

had its third season, garnering over 20% views securing it as the most watched dorama 

the third year in a row. It centers around the freelance surgeon Daimon Michiko, who is 

single, with no children, and loves her job. Although not a traditional career woman, her 

character gives some interesting insights into how a woman might make her way in a 

men-led work environment. In fact, this determination of Daimon to do things her way 

and put emphasis on treating patients instead of climbing any corporate ladders makes 

her into a hero. As can be seen in the introduction to every episode where she is 

described as: 

"...a freelancer without affiliation.  

A solitary she-wolf doctor appeared.  

A woman who hates the flock, their bosses and their rules.  

Her only weapons, expertise, and determination.   

Surgeon Daimon Michiko. Alias Doctor-X." 

Her unwillingness to follow the work etiquette of the hospital is what makes her 

character especially interesting. As she mentions in the first episode, "I perform only 

tasks fit for a qualified doctor" (Doctor X, episode 1). She clocks out exactly when her 

work is over; she does not take sides in power struggles or do anything that does not 

directly concern a patient.  

 Over the course of the whole series, Daimon is consistently the only female 

surgeon in the hospital. Doctors, bosses, consultants, etc., are all male characters while 

females are near exclusively shown as nurses and secretaries. In Doctor X, the lead is as 

rebellious as they come, going against every convention she can just to prove that she 

can. However, due to the often over-the-top rebellion, her inability to conform to even 

the smallest of her work-place norms her character comes off as unattainable. Although 

she may inspire some, she may encourage most to hold back at work. It's a good 

fantasy, but in Japan, it is near impossible to enact. 
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Another show that also garnered some attention in 2014 was The Emergency 

Interrogation Room. It follows a newly formed special team inside the police force that 

specializes in interrogating murder suspects and ideally getting a confession. The main 

character, Makabe, gets transferred to the team for reasons unrelated to her skills and 

more related to her gender. This can be seen in a scene where asked why Makabe was 

assigned to the team, the supervisor of the team, Commissioner Kajiyama, had this to 

say: 

"Don't get the wrong idea! I need a female cop to fill in to interrogate 

female suspects, and the timing was good which is why I got you. I 

don't think of you as a woman. Upp till now and hereafter!"  

(The Emergency Interrogation Room, episode 1) 

The team consists of three older, 50-something detectives with many years of 

experience in the force along with the slightly younger supervisor, Kaijama. 

Her reception to the team is lukewarm at most, and from day one she is referred to as 

"old hag" (obahan) by most of the members. Despite this, she bulldozes on, confident in 

her ability and she makes herself valuable to the team. Slowly, she earns her fellow 

members respect and becomes an equally accepted member of the team.  

 Makabe and Daimon are quite similar in the way that they seem determined to be as 

valuable to the team as their male colleagues, a feat both of them succeed in. However, 

their appearances are often discussed in work-settings despite the fact that it is wholly 

unrelated to their abilities and serves to remind the viewer that they might not get away 

with their strong attitudes had they been less attractive. Marriage is almost never 

brought up, which might be due to both characters being over 40 therefore over the 

desirable marriage age. When it comes to household chores, these 'Career women,' 

unlike the 'Office Ladies' and 'Housewives' were never seen pick up a broom or wash a 

cup. This might be because both are unmarried. However, it should be counted as a 

small feat these women were not illustrated as home-makers as well as maintaining a 

career. 

 

Conclusion 

Prime Minister Abe's 'womenomics' policy pushed the subject of working women to the 

forefront in the year 2014. From the creation and popularity of buzzwords such as 

'Shining Women' and 'Mounting Women'to the popularity of female characters in 
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television shows, women were visibly very prominent in 2014. This thesis took a look 

at the three prevalent stereotypes that appeared in five of the most popular television 

shows aired during that year; The 'Office Lady,' the 'Housewife,' and the 'Career Lady.' 

 The depiction of women in all five doramas showed the characters to be 

competent at their work and considered valuable members of the team. However, when 

it came to their personal lives, there was a disconcerting trend of having the characters 

either assertive or good at household chores. An example of this was the opinionated 

Hanasaki from Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out who is banned from the kitchen by her father 

due to her inability to cook and the agreeable Aoishi from I'm Taking the Day off, who 

is naturally good at cleaning and cooking, however, rarely states her opinions. Another 

trend in the doramas was showing these household chores as women's job no matter the 

employment status. For instance, in Hirugao, the fact that Noriko has a busy career as 

an Associate Professor and therefore often has little time or energy to care for the home 

is used as the instigating factor for her husband's affair. Lastly, there was also an 

evident trend of the characters appearance being heavily commented on within the work 

settings by co-workers and superiors. 

 There were some progressive streaks in the five shows, especially evident in the 

depiction of 'Career Ladies' in Doctor X and Hanasaki Mai Speaks Out. Both feature 

strong-willed characters, unafraid to stand up to authority. However, their character is 

often undermined by either the unattainability of their behavior or the oppression of that 

behavior by other characters. 

 The 'Office Ladies' in Hanasaki Speaks Out, and I'm Taking the Day off were 

depicted as competent at their jobs yet when it came to their personal lives there was a 

disconcerting trend of equating assertiveness with lack of basic household skills. Also, 

both characters examined were repeatedly questioned on their marital status as well as 

their appearance was heavily commented on something that was quite unrelated to their 

work capabilities.  

 The Housewives depicted in Hirugao were of different levels of employment, 

however, there was a clear theme that household chores were perceived of as a woman's 

job which according to surveys in Japan, is the reigning attitude towards a wife's duties 

within a marriage. 

 'Career Women' in Doctor X and The Emergency Interrogation Room were 

shown as assertive and at least a decade older than the 'Office Ladies.' 'Career Women' 

were, much like the aforementioned 'Office Ladies', depicted as competent at their jobs 
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and their appearance was mentioned often mentioned. The only real difference between 

the OLs and the 'Career Women' was how often the topic of marriage was brought up at 

the work place, with it mainly not being mentioned in the 'Career Woman' centered 

doramas. 

 Indicative of a positive development, there were some progressive streaks in the 

five shows. In Doctor X, Makabe is unafraid to bulldoze a path in the male-dominated 

hospital she works at. However, she gets away with her assertiveness largely because no 

male surgeon can equal her skills, making it hard to enact by women with an average 

level of skill sets. In Hanasaki Speaks Out, Hanasaki frequently uses her voice to 

protect employees at the bank from mistreatment. However, despite the respect she 

gains from her colleagues, she is more often than not told to repress this urge of hers. 

Men's role and whether or not they were depicted helping out at home might be an 
interesting future study as they were rarely showed doing household chores. 
 Although, a discussion was undoubtedly opened up in 2014 and while these five 

popular doramas that this thesis examined, did offer some steps in a progressive 

direction, it seems these positive themes were mostly overpowered by the obvious 

traditional view of social roles. Therefore, it appears that these doramas did little to 

push women further toward equality in 2014. It is evident, a significant shift in attitude 

is still needed for women to be able to maintain a career as well as a family life in 

Japan.  
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