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Abstract

This thesis interacts with the cultural values and societal expectations behind
Japan’s overtime work ethic, and attempts to examine whether a universal human
rights perspective can interact with the deeply rooted Japanese cultures and
values. This is done with the help of previously conducted research and
semi-structured interviews, which then allows for a better understanding of why
overtime work is deeply rooted within Japanese culture, and why the application

of human rights due diligence at the workplace is difficult to obtain.

A qualitative study of semi-structured interviews has been conducted with 12
ethnic Japanese participants. The findings showed several connections between
the participant’s answers, such as overtime work being an unwritten rule, and an
expectation as a service to the society, to the previously conducted research.
Although overtime work may change and differ in ratio depending on which
company you are working for, it still is prevalent within Japanese society as a

norm.

Whether this is a human rights concern was debatable, since some participants
argued it to be a vital part of the Japanese commitment to society, while other
participants believed that it becomes problematic when personal choice and
opinions are shunned or overlooked. These in turn result in other consequences
such as depression, isolation, and even death. The thesis concludes that universal
human rights values may not always go hand in hand with cultural values, but

may allow new light to be shed on a contested phenomenon.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Point of departure

“When I was fresh-grad I used to set dinner appointments around 8 or 9 with

friends on weekdays but both of us couldn't finish work till then because
additional tasks coming and coming so I remember we felt painful to set dinner
appointments on weekdays and gradually avoided doing it. One time I took half
a day off and wandered Kichijoji (an area in Tokyo) and found so many people
are in restaurants at 7pm. I couldn't believe there are people who can do it.
Around that time I was missing having “my private life”, [ was having the sense
that my life got occupied by “work”. Because obviously they were working in
white company (caring employee’s health and life, promoting work-life balance)
and [ was in black company which didn't allow me to choose when to finish one
day's work.”

- Female Participant 1 (F1)

You look at the time; it’s 07:15. You head to work, because your supervisor and
manager expects you to arrive at least 30 minutes earlier. You are also expected to
stay 30 minutes longer after your shift has finished to clean up and fill out
documents. All this, of course, outside of your working hours, meaning it
constitutes unpaid labour. You notice that your colleagues do this too but nobody
questions it. Instead, it seems like a natural, unwritten rule that everybody accepts

and adheres to.

Living and studying in Japan gave me an opportunity to experience the country
from a first-hand perspective. My first job taught me a lot about Japanese
work-related mannerism, and 1 was intrigued by their consistent and stable
team-work, loyalty, politeness, patience, and above all - commitment to working
overtime. There were times where I could not comprehend why they would stay
and work those extra hours despite sometimes not being paid for it, even with a
task that could have been done earlier that day, or even when the task does not

have any urgency and could be done the next day.
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This sparked a curiosity in me to further observe the same commitment at my
other work places in Japan, and saw a pattern where “service to the company” was
inevitable and unquestionable. While working, I strongly felt that these values
clashed with mine and my overall right to say “no” to unpaid work-hours, and
when I started to raise this matter with my seniors or managers, the answer I’d
receive would be “that’s just the way it is”. Japan’s overtime work ethic and the

social expectations around it have ever since been an area of interest.

Many scholars have emphasised that in Japan, your overall “outer” image and the
image you project to society is extremely important, thus showing yourself as a
worker with strong dedication is preferable (Zakowsky, 2020, p.43). However,
this social expectation and pressure comes with several consequences, and some
of these have even cost people their lives. According to statistics retrieved from
Japan’s Ministry of Labour, Health and Welfare (June, 2022), 1,935 people died
from work-related stress and pressure in Japan in 2021. This is a common
occurrance which has been given the name karoshi (155 3F), literally meaning
death from overwork, or karo-jisatsu (1157 H %) meaning suicide from overwork.
There are also other health related issues and consequences studied over the past
few decades that have occured from overtime work, which will be further

explored in Chapter 3 - Previous Research.

NHE Jinken is the word for human rights in Japanese, where the “ A’ symbolises
man and the letter “4#£” symbolises right, and is not a word often discussed
profoundly in Japan (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018, p. 151). The history of the
significance of Jinken in Japanese society is vast, and cannot be covered deeply in
this research paper, but it has, throughout history, come to have different
meanings (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018, p. 151). It has changed from setting out
guidelines on how to form better relationships between the people and the state, to
how to limit the state’s power over the people, and today, as it is mostly referred
to in modern day Japan, the more universal principles and customs of human

rights as set out by the UN (Pan, 2021, p.23).

Although universal principles and customs of human rights are prevalent in some
aspects of Japanese society, like in their active promotion of peace, safety and

security, Japanese companies still maintain the traditional values which have been
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persistent throughout Japan’s history (Yamamoto, 2019, p. 115). Japanese
business ethics have mainly derived from and been influenced by Confucianism,
Buddhism and Shintoism - ideologies that focus on the collective and the society,

and not on the individual (Zakowsky, 2020, p.45).

These values influence, not only the Japanese individual behaviour and rationale,
but also the collective beliefs of the people as a whole and their role in society,
and especially how their work mannerism will affect and maintain a stable society
(Yamamoto, 2019, p. 114). For the Japanese person, work is a method to
contribute to the happiness and growth of the society, and is viewed as central to

the Japanese identity (Yamamoto, 2019, p. 115).

Due to these work values, the matter of Jinken is not solely about one person’s
individual rights, but more so, with the right of everyone as contributors to society
(Pan, 2021, p.28), and due to this mind-set, the Japanese are encouraged daily to
continuously improve their products and services. The quality of their service is
utmost important, and they take great pride in the service they provide to the
society and to the company they work for (Yamamoto, 2019, p.116) There is a
clear expectation even of those who are non-Japanese to always aspire to
understand, respect and maintain the Japanese business ethics whilst working for
a Japanese company, either domestically or internationally (Yamamoto, 2019, p.

118).

When I began my journey towards a master’s degree in human rights, a curiosity
to research how the notion of universal human rights engages with other
countries’ ideologies grew within me. “How does the application of universal
human rights differ across the globe when confronted with cultural and religious
barriers?” This question has set the tone for many of my research papers during
my two years as a master’s student, and has also become the foundation in this

thesis.

My purpose is to explore the Japanese values behind overtime work, as well as
examine whether the notion of universal human rights can be intertwined with
these Japanese values. Applying a universal human rights perspective will allow

me to identify why overtime work is a concern, and in what situations, from a
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Japanese perspective, it is not regarded as a concern. I will also highlight why
there may be certain difficulties in applying a universal human rights perspective
to this matter due to the clashes in values, while simultaneously arguing that a
phenomenon can be a human rights concern even if the values and cultures of the
country examined states otherwise, especially if a country has ratified laws and

conventions in accordance with these universal human rights values.

1.2 Research Focus

This thesis aims to examine why overtime work is such a prominent phenomenon
in Japan, and the challenges that are faced with implementing human rights due
diligence at the workplace. I seek in this thesis to unravel some of the societal
expectations and cultural values behind overtime work, and finally, to analyse
whether or not the overtime work culture is a human rights concern, and if it is, to
whom? I will from here on present the methodology and theoretical framework of
my thesis, as well as the research questions that have been formulated that will
guide me throughout my research. Please see 1.6 for more information on the

contents of this thesis.

1.3 Research Questions

As mentioned in 1.2, the purpose of this thesis is to explore Japan’s values behind
overtime work, as well as to examine whether they can be intertwined with the
idea of universal human rights. From one side, I seek to identify why overtime
work is a concern from a human rights perspective, and on another side, to
examine why it is not regarded as a concern from a Japanese perspective through

cultural relativism and the “kuuki wo yomu theory” (see Chapter 2).

In this thesis, three predominant research questions will be explored, and have

been formulated as follows:

1. Why is it necessary to understand the values and societal expectations
behind Japan s overtime work culture?

2. What human rights concerns can be identified when examining Japan's
overtime work culture?
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3. What are some difficulties faced when applying a universal human rights
framework to analyse Japan's overtime work culture?

Question 3 is the highlight of this thesis, because it is here I will explore what
certain difficulties may be faced when attempting to apply a universal human
rights perspective to the matter of overtime work in Japan. It is also here I will
argue that a phenomenon can be a human rights concern even if the values and
cultures of the country examined claims otherwise. Claiming this, however, does
not mean that one side is right, and the other is wrong. As I will refer to the
importance of cultural relativism in order to better understand the difficulties

faced in applying a human rights framework.

The purpose of these research questions is to bring me closer to an understanding
of the cultural values behind overtime work and how it intersects with the
universal human rights values, and from there identify some key human rights
concerns with it. To examine my research questions and overtime work values at
the Japanese work environment I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews
with 12 participants who are ethnic Japanese, either currently living and working
in Japan, or having lived and worked in Japan at one point. These interviews will

be further introduced in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5.

1.4 Limitations

There are many perspectives I wished to have included in this thesis, specifically
the effects of overtime work on mental health. Although this perspective cannot
be covered profoundly in my thesis, I have introduced a few research studies
focusing on the consequences on mental health in Chapter 3, as I wish to
emphasise and highlight that such a problem indeed exists, and believe that it adds
to the human rights concern argument. Additionally, the reliability or validity of
the previous research included in this thesis will be mentioned briefly but will not

be analysed.

Further, there may also be other concepts, religions and ideas shaping Japan’s
cultural values and societal expectations in regards to overtime work, but this
research paper has chosen to narrow the concepts down to confucianism and

shintoism, due to their significant role in both Japan’s everyday life as well as
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their connection with each other to form Japan’s collectivistic society. These were
also the two mostly referred to in the literature and previous research I found

while gathering material on the topic of Japan’s overtime work culture.

This thesis will also not cover the history of the universal declaration of human
rights, nor of the notion of universal rights or the history of labour laws and
employment rights in accordance with article 24. The history of Japan’s overtime
culture, its socio-economic or legal background will also not be covered. The
COVID-19 pandemic may or may not have had contributing effects on the overall
work culture the past few years, but these changes or influences will also not be

analysed, since the scope of this thesis is insufficient for such a grand analysis.

The International Labour Organisation (ILO), within which Japan has ratified
several conventions (see Chapter 4), have established numerous occupational
safety and health- related regulations, and although these will briefly be referred
to, their limitations or other underlying factors affecting their application will not
be examined. I will also not seek to analyse the laws Japan have ratified, and

whether they have been implemented or not, and to what extent.

The focus of my thesis will be to provide a theoretical pathway consisting of the
key perspectives of Japan’s overtime work culture and the application of a human
rights framework on the matter. This will be done with the help of the UDHR, as
well as briefly referring to other conventions (see Chapter 2). The theoretical
framework will introduce cultural relativism and it will only be to the extent of
which it is relevant to this specific phenomenon, not how it is related to other

human rights issues within other cultures or nations.

Additionally, whether there are other meanings and complexities behind the use of
the expression “kuuki wo yomu” or not will not be presented, I will solely use it to
the extent of my research findings, and how my participants have chosen to use it
during the interviews. The origin of the “kuuki theory” and a historical overview

of its role in Japanese communication will also not be covered.

In Chapter 2 - Methodology, I introduce my participants, and have here chosen to
refer to my target group as ethnic Japanese. Nationality, ethnicity or being native

to a country, may all be complex notions that can have different meaning and



11(57)

interpretation. But in my thesis, the “ethnic” refers to belonging to the Japanese
ethnicity with the help of the following definition from the US Government
National Cancer Institute: A term that refers to the social and cultural
characteristics, backgrounds, or experiences shared by a group of people. These
include language, religion, beliefs, values, and behaviours that are often handed

down from one generation to the next” (see Bibliography for full reference).

1.5 Disposition
All three research questions will be referred to throughout my thesis, particularly

in Chapter 5 where I will present the findings and analysis of my interviews.

Chapter 2 is dedicated to my methodology and material - why this method has
been chosen, which material I have included in my thesis, where this material has
been found, the reliability and validity of my material, and some ethical

considerations, will all be covered in this chapter.

Chapter 3 covers previous research conducted on Japan’s work culture, overtime
work and the business human rights implementation of companies. These studies
are relevant to answering my research questions, and to draw parallels between

my interview results as well.

The theoretical pathway is introduced in Chapter 4 (see 1.2), and focuses on the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well as Cultural Relativism,
Confucianism and Shintoism. This section also covers the “Kuuki wo yomu”

theory.

Chapter 5 introduces my findings of the values and social expectations of Japan’s
work culture and overtime work and consists of an analysis as well. It is here the
thesis will dive deeper into the personal experiences of Japanese people and why

they think overtime work is an integral part of Japanese society.

Chapter 6 will conclude the thesis, and provide suggestions for possible future

research.
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2 Methodology

The methodology chosen for my thesis consists of both secondary data collection
and primary data collection. Secondary data has been collected through previously
conducted research on the phenomenon in question, while primary data has been
collected through semi-structured interviews, which is a qualitative research
method. The reason for choosing a combination of both is to strengthen the
validity of my research, which then will enable me to better answer my research
question by taking examples from my original findings, and also from already

existing data.

During my secondary data collection, I found that most previous research
conducted on the matter of Japan’s work culture, overtime work and the
consequences of it was survey based, and I did not manage to find any qualitative
research. The reason for this could be that Japanese people often omit to express
their true feelings in fear of being the “odd one out”, which the researchers
conducting the surveys also pin-pointed (see 3.2 and 3.3 for reference). Despite
this, my curiosity to know more from a first-hand perspective led me to choose
semi-structured interviews as my main primary source of data collection.
Additionally, semi-structured interviews provide room for follow up questions,
and to perhaps dig a little bit deeper than what one can do through surveys or

second hand data collection (Kallio et.al 2016, p. 2955).

As mentioned, the strength with using this method, i.e. semi-structured interviews,
is thus the ability to present data which cannot always be visible from using
quantitative research methods or through literature reviews. The main weakness
however is that the data collected cannot be generalised in a broader context and
can solely be used to find patterns between the answers of each participant (Kallio
et.al 2016, p. 2958). I do however believe that this is my main purpose - to find

patterns and connections rather than proving right or wrong.

Semi-structured interviews are different from structured interviews in the sense
that it involves asking open-ended questions which then can be followed up with
further questions depending on what the participants answer (Kallio et.al 2016, p.

2962). This method will allow me to at times “dive away” from the main red
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thread, and instead, form the questions as per the comfort of the participants, and

based on other interesting topics they would mention (Kallio et.al 2016, p. 2962).

This method also provided space for a better flow, where I gained a lot of useful
information I did not think of before. One example is the essence of my thesis
“kuuki wo yomu” - this was mentioned on several occasions by many of my
participants, and it was through the semi-structured interviews I could explore this
notion further. It is here I could see a pattern that would become very important to

my analysis.

Semi-structured interviews are effective, because, as I mentioned, I have the
chance to explore other concepts beyond the questions I have outlined and
prepared beforehand. It also allowed the interview to be less restricted or
“robotic”, and participants were open to explore personal details with me that
sometimes could be lost if the questions were not bendable. Certainly I had
prepared questions beforehand, but solely for the purpose of guidance, and also to

bring myself and my participants back to topic if it ever went too far off.

I am also aware that using this method has its downsides, and that too much
flexibility in the interview may decrease the reliability, and some of these
open-ended questions may be difficult to analyse, as the participants can tend to
go off-topic (Kallio et.al 2016, p. 2957). Here, it is important as a researcher and
an interviewer to be clear in “capturing” the essential parts of what your
participants are mentioning and then bring that essential part back up in a
follow-up question to ensure the interview remains focused on the matter in

question.

Before the interviews, I also prepared myself and became aware of my
positionality as a researcher, in hopes to eliminate any biases or attempts to
control the outcome of the answers. It was important for me to not formulate any
leading questions, or interrupt the participants when they were stating their
point-of-view. When presenting my results, I made sure to leave the transcripts in

its original form, without any alteration of grammar mistakes or similar.
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2.1 Material

The material used in this thesis derives both from secondary and primary sources.
The secondary material consists of previously conducted research, articles, books,
reports from government bodies and human rights organisations found through
several online databases, and these serve as a guidance to my overall research.
Additionally, the material considered central to this thesis is the data and

information collected from my interviews with my participants.

In the end, all the material that has been presented in this thesis will be knotted
together, and I will be drawing parallels between the answers from my
participants, what has previously been researched, and the theoretical framework
presented in Chapter 4. I hope that the pathways embarked on in this thesis will

assist me in answering my research questions.

The main limitation I faced when collecting secondary-data on overtime work at
the Japanese workplace was language barrier. Most documents and previously
conducted research I found that would have been better useful for my thesis were
in Japanese. Even though I speak Japanese, the research and documents I found
had been written with a Japanese native-speaking audience in mind, and there was
not enough time or proper resources to translate the documents to then have the

translation checked by a native Japanese-English speaker.

Nevertheless, I did include two documents written entirely in Japanese; one which
was a survey conducted by the Japanese government to examine how human
rights principles and due diligence has been implemented within Japanese
companies, if at all (see 3.6); and one article written by Youichi Ito in 2002, on
the significance of “kuuki” in Japanese society (see 4.2.3). These were easier for
me to grasp, and although no official translation was available for me to use, I
believe I have managed to capture the essence of what the two documents sought

to present in their native language.

2.2 Participants

Twelve ethnic Japanese participated in my research, where 7 were women and 5

men, all between 25-35 years old. Two of my participants are currently living in
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Norway while the other 10 are living in Tokyo. My requirement for my research
was to interview ethnic Japanese people who have grown up and studied in Japan,
who do not have any other cultural or ethnic backgrounds, and are or have at
some point worked in Japan. The reason for this is that ethnic Japanese people
who have no other cultural background may have a different experience and
opinion on Japanese culture compared to non-ethnic Japanese people who have
grown up in Japan that may have opinions and values influenced by other

cultures.

I would also like to mention that I did initially interview three non-ethnic
Japanese people as well, and although their input and experience were of great
value, I decided in the end not to include their perspectives in my thesis, as |
wanted to keep my target group focused. In my conclusion I have included that a
separate research study with non-ethnic Japanese employers would be of great

interest as well.

I used the “snowball technique” in order to find my participants, and found that
this was the easiest and safest way. I started with asking my friends and
acquaintances if they would be interested in participating in an interview, and
from there on, asked them if there was anyone they knew who possibly would be
interested in participating as well. This snowball technique went on for 3 rounds,

and in the end, brought me to all the participants that I have for my interview.

2.3 Ethical considerations

All my participants remain anonymous in this thesis, and have been given a
random number with the first letter indicating Male or Female, i.e. female
participant 4 would be F4, and likewise the male participants would be male
participant 4 i.e. M4. Before the interview I briefed them on the purpose of my
interview, and each of my participants either verbally agreed to be interviewed or
confirmed through written messages that they agree to be interviewed.
Additionally, T made it clear before proceeding with the interview that they have

the right to withdraw at any time.

As an intermediate Japanese speaker, I felt comfortable enough to conduct three

interviews in Japanese, but did not have the opportunity to have the interview
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transcript checked by a native-person. In order to make sure nothing was lost in
translation, both for my non-English and English speaking participants, I
triangulated the written material of my participants with them before including it

in my thesis, to ensure accurate validity and representation.

I would have wanted to have my translations, both of the interviews and of the
second-hand data, re-checked by a native speaker, but since I did not have means
to facilitate that, I had to rely on my own Japanese knowledge to translate
everything. The non-English participants nevertheless confirmed that the
translation of their statements were made correctly, and stated otherwise if such

were the case, since I made sure there was room for correction and clarification.

One of my main concerns was that four of my participants were people I know,
either on a personal level, or who I have met at certain points during my stay in
Japan. This has some ethical implications that can be both negative and positive.
One positive aspect is that knowing the participants would allow them to be more
at ease when expressing their thoughts, thus their honest opinions would come to
surface since there already is a sense of trust established between us (Martin 2012,
p. 112). However, one negative, or less preferable aspect, is that I, as a researcher,
am putting them in a vulnerable situation where they would be sharing sensitive

information with someone they know (Martin 2012, p. 112).

Another obstacle I faced was while using the snowball technique. I asked the
people I know if they knew someone who would be willing to participate, and
from there on, continued to ask each participant the same question after the
interviews had been conducted. Although this served as an efficient and fast way
to gather several partakers, there was also a risk that there would be a revelation
of interview questions and the conversations when persuading someone to
participate in the interview, and thus the “new” participants could be giving me
answers they think I am looking for (Martin 2012, p. 115). However, this is
uncertain, and I was aware that it could occur, even though I emphasised the
importance of keeping the conversations confidential, and trust that my

participants did so when asking others for their participation.
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The interviews were made on zoom and all the participants participated from their
homes, i.e. their natural habitat. There is certain ethical consideration related to
the location and environment when conducting the interviews, and perhaps
conducting the interviews from a place of “comfort” provided me with more
honest opinions, as compared to how it would have been conducting the
interviews face-to-face. Or perhaps the opposite, where zoom interviews could
make the participant feel more “restricted” and unable to fully express
themselves. Conducting interviews through zoom added to the difficulty of fully
reading the participants’ face expressions and body language. At times, the voice

would break, or connection would be low, hence disturbing the interviews.
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3 Previous Research

This section will cover existing research on the effects of overtime work on
employees, the cultural aspects of overtime work, the general Japanese work
ethic, and how companies have applied human rights principles in their
workplace. The previous research presented in this section are either from
scholars, researchers or government bodies, and although each research is of great
value to my thesis, they will solely be covered briefly, highlighting the key
findings.

The research studies chosen are not necessarily in direct accordance with my
research question, but act as providers for different perspectives of Japan’s
overtime work culture. As I explained in 1.3, there are aspects such as mental
health which I cannot cover in this thesis, but have still chosen to include previous
research conducted in this field, to highlight that this is one of many consequences

following Japan’s overtime work culture.

3.1 Ethical Considerations of Japanese Business Culture

The first article, published in 2019, has been written by two scholars, Kat
Yamamoto from Oregon University, who has 22 publications, and Robert Lloyd
from Fort Hays State University, who has a total of 38. In this study, they seek to
explore the ethical dilemmas surrounding Japan’s work culture with a focus on
their work ethic as well as their presentation of themselves as workers in society
(Yamamoto & Llyod, 2019, p. 113). This article is a comparative literature review,
where comparisons have been made between Japan and the US. The authors have
used secondary data to bring forth all necessary information about the dilemma in

question.

Japanese business ethics are mainly influenced by Confucianism and Shintoism,
which contribute to shaping the individual’s perspective of reality and of oneself
as part of a collective with collective duties (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 113).
The Japanese person sees themselves through the eyes of these “-isms”, and thus
create their purpose in life and in society through that reflection. This purpose is

also mirrored in their work environment where their duties are central to their life,
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and many times, also take over their private life (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p.
115) The face shown to society is called “Tatemae” in Japanese, which is not
their real face, but the socially accepted face, while the opposite - “Honne” - is
their real face and true emotions behind the facade they show their close friends
and relatives (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 117). Their “Honne” face is mainly
presented to family and close friends, but rarely so at the workplace amongst

colleagues or other members of the society (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 117).

It is through the “Tatemae’ face, one is obliged to always show their best at work,
to not be seen as lazy and instead to spend majority of their time working,
preferably in the office (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 118). Most of their
“outside-office-hours” are also spent attending “Nomikai” - a gathering where
everyone sits and drinks with their work colleagues and bosses, and oftentimes,
one would go back to office to work afterwards, to show the best “Tatemae” face
of a committed worker (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 120). The main ethical
concern which the authors lift is in regards to lack of free speech and consent;
confrontations and open communication at the Japanese workplace are generally
frowned upon, and therefore, Japanese rarely report their true feelings and

opinions (Yamamoto & Llyod 2019, p. 121).

3.2 Overwork-related disorders in Japan: recent trends and

development of a national policy to promote preventive measures
In this article, 8 Japanese researchers from the Research Centre for
Overwork-Related Disorders, National Institute of Occupational Safety and
Health have analysed data results of Karoshi and Karo-jisatsu, along with several
other mental health related disorders resulting from overtime work. In their
results, they found that amongst Japanese workers who suffer most by
occupational mental disorders caused from overwork time were men and women
in their 20s and 30s (Yamauchi et.al, 2019, p. P. 12). Majority of workers have 60
hours’ worth of overtime every month, while some severe cases have between

80-119 hours a month (apart from their original working hours).

The research emphasises the importance of promoting and spreading awareness of

health-related guidance, support and therapy for Japanese workers, especially the
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younger employees (Yamauchi et.al 2019, p. 13). Another important aspect which
the researchers focus on is spreading awareness amongst high school and
university students to encourage mindfulness, and awareness of their individual
rights once they will become a part of the Japanese work environment (Yamauchi

et.al 2019, p. 13).

In 2014, as a response to many overtime related work incidents and suicides, the
Japanese government introduced and passed an act which seeks to prevent death
from overwork. The act received a lot of media-coverage, and thus encouraged
some workers to start reporting work related stress and mental disorders at their
workplace (Yamauchi et.al 2019, p. 8). However, since many Japanese workers
many times hesitate to be the “odd one out” or risk being a disgrace to society,
many still do not report the status of their mental health truthfully (Yamauchi et.al
2019, p. 17).

3.3 Association of overtime work hours with various stress responses
in 59,021 Japanese workers: Retrospective cross-sectional study

This research study was conducted as a collaboration between 7 researchers in
Japan and Sweden. The study has analysed data from the Stress Check Program of
Japan - a program implemented by a number of companies having more than 50
employers to conduct yearly surveys of the psychosocial and mental health
conditions of their employees (Kikuchi et.al, 2019, p.3). This cross-sectional
study studied the results from 59,021 Japanese workers in 117 companies across
Japan, and measured stress responses on six scales: lack of vigour, irritability,

fatigue, anxiety, depression and somatic responses (Kikuchi et.al, 2019, p.4).

On the other spectrum, the length of overtime was measured in 0-20, 21-30,
31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61-70, 71-80, and >80 hours/month classifications
(Kikuchi et.al, 2019, p.4). The main purpose and aim of this study was to examine
and clarify the relationship between various stress conditions resulting from

overtime work.

In short, the results from the questionnaire showed that working long hours of
overtime causes considerably high levels of irritability, fatigue, anxiety and

depression for both genders (Kikuchi et.al 2019, p. 6). Although the study
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highlights the correlation between long overtime work and stress responses there
are certain limitations too. Since the participants in the Stress Check Program
survey were not anonymous, many may have omitted from expressing their true
“Honne” feelings, and instead pursued the “Tatemae ’-expected answers (Kikuchi

et.al 2019, p. 14).

Another limitation is the lack of information of the workplace and groups
associated with the workers, thus more multi-level analysis would be desirable for
further detailed studies about how these may be contributing factors (Kikuchi et.al
2019, p. 15). Nevertheless, the study did show the effect excessive overtime can
have on a person’s health and wellbeing, which is a serious problem that should

be given more attention within the Japanese society.

3.4 Karoshi, Karo-Jisatsu, & Gender Discrimination: Japan's
Human Rights Violation

This 2018 article published in the Asian-Pacific Law & Policy Journal by Jeremy
M. Tsuchitani-Watson highlights one of the most crucial concerns within the
Japanese work environment which is “Karoshi” (death from overwork) and
“Karo-jisatsu” (work-related suicide). This article is analytical and descriptive,
and Tsuchitani-Watson explores not only statistics and secondary-data, but also
the laws and regulations surrounding the prevention of “Karoshi” and excessive

overtime at work.

The author looks at the International obligation Japan has in protecting its citizens
from mental torture and exhaustion, and the human rights violations committed in
failing to do so. In 2012, 1257 people filed claims for mental health related issues
at the workplace, from which 169 were suicide related (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018,
p. 148). Although the numbers seem low, one must consider the limitations to
collecting mental health-related data in Japan, since not all are reported, and the
number may be higher than what is shown to the public (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018,
p. 151).

Japan has together with the international community responded and researched
what measures ought to be taken to prevent “Karoshi” and “Karo-jisatsu”, and

have introduced several laws encouraging more paid leave and less overwork
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hours (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018, p. 154). Japan is behind the international standard
of paid leave with 20.5 days, and allows their employees to take an average of 15
paid holidays. Nevertheless, taking out holidays in Japan is many times
considered a “disgrace” to the loyalty one promises their company, and thus it is
expected that one should prefer to work than to go on leave (Tsuchitani-Watson,

2018, p.158).

Tsuchitani-Watson refers to a statement reported by one Japanese worker, Erika
Sekiguchi, who mentions that she has not taken out any of her vacation days
because her other colleagues have not either. The reason for this is mostly
peer-pressure and the constant battle of matching or surpassing your colleagues’
working skills and excellence (Tsuchitani-Watson 2018, p. 159). This constant
pressure to be a good worker, the long working hours, and many times excessive

workload are some of the main reasons for “Karoshi” and “Karo-jisatsu”.

3.5 All Carrots and No Stick: Human Rights Regulation of
Companies in Japan

The author of this article, Saul J Takahashi, a researcher at Japan Representative,
Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, evaluates and criticises the actions
Japan has taken in implementing human rights centric laws within companies and
businesses. Japan has been criticised by the international community for not yet
having adopted a National Action Plan on Business and Human Rights (NAP),
despite being a member of the group of the G8 - i.e. the 8 highly industrialised
nations (NAP was later implemented in 2020, and will be discussed in the next

research study) (Takahashi 2018, p. 40).

Due to the high number of overwork related deaths and suicides, the Japanese
government cut the hours of overtime to maximum a total of 720 hours per year
and a maximum of 100 hours per month (Takahashi 2018, p.44). Although having
this cut is a great progress on excessive normalised overtime work, the problem
remains since most overtime work is either not reported or not paid for, but rather
seen as an obligation or service to the betterment of the company (Takahashi

2018, p. 45).
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It has also been reported that although many companies implement reduced
overwork laws many of these principles are not abided by due to the constant
Confucian and Shinto belief i.e. that one must be a part of the collective and not
solely live for oneself. A company may externally project an image of having
strict policies in regards to overtime work yet not follow these internally

(Takahashi 2018, p. 48).

3.6 Questionnaire survey on human rights efforts in the
supply chain of Japanese companies

This questionnaire is the first survey carried out by the government on the
business and human rights efforts of Japanese companies (Ministry of Economy,
Trade and Industry and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs). The Government of
Japan aspires to follow the “Guidelines for Business and Human Rights”
endorsed by the United Nations Human Rights Council in 2011, and in October

2020, the Action Plan on “Business and Human Rights” was endorsed.

The action plan expresses expectations for the introduction of Human Rights Due
Diligence (HRDD) to Japanese companies regardless of their size, industry, etc.,
and the survey conducted by the government is part of the follow-up of the action
plan. It was carried out for the purpose of grasping the status of the efforts of
companies. Number of targeted companies was 2786 while the number of
responding companies was 760. The study was conducted between 3 September

2021 to 14 October 2021.

In addition to the issues and needs revealed by the survey, the government
expressed that it will ascertain the trends regarding the major countries' laws and
ordinances, and how discussions on business human rights are progressing in
international forums (2021, p. 4). Based on that assessment, it will examine what
kinds of policy measures will be necessary to promote Japanese companies'
business and human rights initiatives. As part of that process, it will report to
stakeholders and experts through various forums, such as the Roundtable for
Promoting the National Action Plan on Business and Human Rights. (2021, p. 5)

Working closely with relevant ministries and agencies, the government will also
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aim to examine (among other matters) how to cooperate internationally toward

improving the predictability of each country's measures (2021, p. 6).

One of the questions in the survey was asked the question of whether the
company has formulated specific policies on respecting human rights at the
workplace and the answer was that 523 out of 760, i.e. about 70% of companies,
have formulated human rights policies. Another question was formulated to see
how many companies are conducting HRDD where the answer showed 392
companies out of 760, i.e. about 52%. Below are detailed outlines of two
questions asked to the companies in the survey and the answers provided by the

companies (translated from Japanese):

“Regarding respect for human rights, do you formulate a human rights policy or
clearly state it in your corporate policy, management philosophy, management
strategy, etc.? Also, do you publish them?” (2021, p. 9)

- I don't know, 14 companies, 2%

- Formulated, written, published, 450 companies, 59%

- Formulate in the future/within a few years, considering making it clear, 98
companies, 13%

- Not formulated/ not sure 237 companies, 31%
- To be formulated within one year, planned to be written, 58 companies, 8%

- Formulated and written, but not published, 73 companies, 9%

“Reasons for not implementing human rights due diligence?” (2021, p. 7)

- We haven’t recognised the necessity (not aware of the need), 45 companies,
12%

- We don’t know the means of implementing it, 122 companies, 32%
- We don’t know about human rights due diligence, 61 companies, 16%
- We cannot secure enough budget or personnel, 105 companies, 28%

This survey shows that less than 1/3 of the targeted companies replied to the

survey, and for the companies that did participate, there were several mixed
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answers, but also many who expressed that they were not aware of what strategies
must be followed in order to implement human rights policies and due diligence
within the workplace (2021, p. 8). However, it was also interesting to see the
companies who do implement human rights policies, and that 65% of these
companies’ human rights policies comply with international standards. It is not
clear, however, what the reasons are behind some companies creating a better
awareness of human rights values compared to other companies, nor where this

awareness began or how it developed.
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4 Theoretical Framework

4.1 Universal Human Rights

According to many early scholars of human rights, it has been argued that one is
entitled to rights by virtue of being human beings, and therefore all human beings
are automatically right bearers and their rights must be protected by laws through
different institutions and government bodies. These are valid worldwide,
irrespective of the person’s background, culture and religion (Aidonojie et.al.,

2021, p. 97)

The notion of universal human rights, stems from similar philosophy, and
manifested as a result from the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR)
in 1948 (Richards & Carbonetti 2012, p. 8). It is through the UDHR we share our
rights as humans on this planet. According to the UDHR, and the notion of
universal human rights, human rights are absolute and can only be challenged
(Richards & Carbonetti 2012, p. 8) during certain conditions. These rights ought
to be universally protected, and has further given rise to many more conventions
coming into fruition to individually emphasise each right and its significance in

detail.

Researcher Edna Raquel Hogeman draws examples from the anthropological
approach of human needs, where she states that by recognising, exercising and
protecting human rights one will achieve a satisfaction which is required for the
betterment of a dignified life and for the development of humankind as a whole

(Hogeman, 2020, p. 22).

The UDHR outlines many important points and rules that are crucial in order to
be able to protect everyone’s rights, both nationally and internationally. Relevant

to this thesis are the following articles:

Article 23
s.1 Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and

favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment.
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Article 24

Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitations of

working hours and periodic holidays with pay.

Article 23 emphasises not only the right to work and employment, as well as free
choice of employment, but also the right to just and favourable conditions of
work. Article 24 emphasises on the importance of taking breaks, having paid
holidays, as well as working reasonable working hours - in other words: the right
to not overwork yourself. This right, as mentioned in the UDHR, is one of the
universally recognised fundamental human rights that every human being is

entitled to (Richards & Carbonetti 2012, 14).

Why this right is essential is because it is linked to the right of each person to
self-develop and enjoy other parts of their personality outside of their working
environment. The UDHR aims to promote the full development of people’s
personalities (Richards & Carbonetti 2012, 15). When giving workers the right to
paid holidays and reasonable working hours, one also helps promote their
physical and mental health by not overworking the employees. Overworking has
proven effects that lead to several health issues, as one oftentime is working

beyond their capacity (Richards & Carbonetti 2012, 15).

Therefore, nations and their governments have the obligation to ensure such rights
are protected within their national laws as well, and also have the obligation to
ensure that companies are thoroughly implementing such laws within the
workplace to promote healthy working conditions (Biggar 2020, 42). These
obligations are set out under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights as a part of their “human rights due diligence” policies which requires
companies, on a consistent basis, to evaluate whether or not their work conditions
are in alignment with the UN Business Human Rights guiding principles (Biggar
2020, 43).



28(57)

Additionally, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
1966 (ICESCR) puts forth following articles relevant to the notion of universal

human rights in regards to work rights and conditions.

Article 7

The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the
enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of work which ensure, in particular:

(b) Safe and healthy working conditions;

(d) Rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays

with pay, as well as remuneration for public holidays

And the ILO have established the Promotional Framework for Occupational
Safety and Health Convention, 2006 (C187) which emphasises on the following
articles:

Article 2

1. Each Member which ratifies this Convention shall promote continuous
improvement of occupational safety and health to prevent occupational injuries,
diseases and deaths, by the development, in consultation with the most representative
organisations of employers and workers, of a national policy, national system and

national programme.

Article 4

2. The national system for occupational safety and health shall include among others:
(a) laws and regulations, collective agreements where appropriate, and any other
relevant instruments on occupational safety and health;

(b) an authority or body, or authorities or bodies, responsible for occupational safety

and health, designated in accordance with national law and practice;

The UDHR, the ICESCR and the C187 are important conventions that give a
person the right to fair and just work conditions, with limitations to how many
hours they can work, as well as the right to paid holidays. Although these
principles are, as per the human rights perspective, universally applicable, this

thesis will examine that idea further.



29(57)

4.2 Cultural relativism

Cultural relativism is a concept, or an approach, that calls attention to the
importance of understanding the meaning of particular human beliefs and
activities in relation to other cultures of the world (Hogeman, 2020, p. 27).
Cultural relativism refers to not judging a culture to our own standards of what is
right or wrong, strange or normal. Instead, when trying to apply a universal
human rights framework on a phenomenon, it is necessary to first understand the
cultural practices of other groups by making observations and providing examples
directly from their cultural context (Hogeman, 2020, p. 27) i.e take into
consideration their standards and rules. According to Edna Raquel Hogeman
“...the search for an ideal of justice must necessarily take into account respect for
the other, its history, the context of domination in which it lives or lived, its

fullness as a being” (2020, p. 28).

The reason why cultural relativism has become an essential part of the human
rights discourse is due to the fact that human rights are composed of moral, legal
and political projects, and is the final fruition of modernity in the West, where the
West attempted to recognise it as a universal concept that should translate into the
vernacular of the rest of the world (Hogeman, 2020, p. 33). However, this was
easier said than done, and that is where cultural relativism was brought to the
surface by several philosophers and scholars to highlight that cultures are
fundamentally different from one another, and so are their rules and laws, and
other moral framework that forms the basis of their structures within each given

society (Aidonojie et.al, 2021, p. 99).

Amid all these cultural differences, what remains of equality is the fact that a
society is made up of people, with equal dignity, with equal value, who are
priceless. People of different civilizations have different views on the relations
between the symbolic and the men, the individual and the collective, the citizen
and the state, parents and children, husband and wife, as well as different views
about the relative importance of rights and responsibilities, freedom, authority,

equality. Such differences are the result of centuries of history (Hogeman, 2020,

p.35).
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Jack Donnelly, who has written several books on the concept of cultural
relativism, identifies in his book two extreme positions on cultural relativism -
one which takes culture into strong consideration, and the other which takes
universality of rights into strong consideration (Donnelly, 2013, p. 93). These
positions are called radical cultural relativism vs radical universalism, and the
former holds that culture is the only source of validity when analysing phenomena
or moral rights of a certain nation, while the latter holds that culture is negligible
when the question concerns the validity and application of rights, which are ought

to be universally valid (Donnelly, 2013, p. 94).

Donnely also highlights that the strongest form of radical cultural relativism does
not view the concept of “human being” in a similar light as one would from a
human rights perspective, claiming that to be a human being is of no moral
importance, and instead, premodern cultural societies recognise humans by their
social status or group memberships (Donnelly, 2013, p. 101). Further, there are
several levels of cultural relativism, referred to ask strong and weak, as well as
several hierarchical levels of variations that can be distinguished from one another
which involves the interaction with human rights, the interpretation of individual

rights and the implementation of rights (Donnelly, 2013, p. 95).

As per strong cultural relativism, culture is the main and fundamental source in
regards to validity of morals, rights and rules. That is to say, that rights, social
practices, values and moral rules are culturally determined (Donnelly, 2013, p.
95). Weak cultural relativism, on the other hand, holds that culture may be an
important source in regards to the validity of morals, rights and rules of a nation,
and there is a weak presumption of universality as a whole. Instead, weak cultural
relativism assumes that human nature and communities serves as “..a check on

potential excess of universalism” (Donnelly, 2013, p. 95).

4.2.1 Confucianism
Confucianism, having its roots from China, grew in Japan gradually after being
introduced during the 4™ century and became integrated as a vital part of Japanese

culture (Zakowsky 2020, 132). Its influence has remained sturdy despite Japan’s
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modernisation and westernisation, where Japan still selectively practises and

integrates Confucian values in their cultural values (Zakowsky 2020, 134).

Confucius’s main teachings are trusting the government and building society as a
moral community consisting of collectivistic values, such as trusting your friends
and caring for the old, among other aspects (Zakowsky 2020, 134). These values
regulate the human relations and social norms prominent within modern Japanese
societies, and have worked to bring forth some hierarchical social orders,
especially within the work environment (Zakowsky 2020, 135). Confucian values
put great importance on moral obligations, not solely by law, but more by nature
based on the “unconditional obedience of the common people” (Zakowsky, 2020,
p.137). These values derive from Confucius’s main teaching of absolute loyalty to

the monarchical system and government bodies (Zakowsky 2020, 137).

Japan has also added their own twist and ideas to the Chinese fundamental
Confucian values, such as “group consciousness” and “interpersonal
relationships” strongly prominent within Japanese economic and business
activities (Zakowsky 2020, 142). It is through these values that Japan maintains a
strong work ethic, where employees are known to voluntarily sacrifice their time
and their personal desires to serve the company for the betterment of the society
and future generations (Zakowsy, 2020, p. 146). Apart from work-related
hierarchy, Japanese society is overall vertical, where no one person is more

important than the other (Zakowsky 2020, 147).

4.2.2 Shintoism

Shintoism has many different meanings depending on who seeks to give it
meaning (Takeda & Williams 2021, 102), and thus is difficult to define. The term
“Shinto” (##11&) literally translates to “the way of the Gods", and its relevance has
been highly contested within academia. Nonetheless, one common agreement is
however that Shintoism is oftentimes presented as “the indigenous religion of
Japan”, such as in Katdo Genchi’s book “A Study of Shinto: The Religion of the
Japanese Nation” (1926), where Genchi describes Shinto as following: “....in very
truth a religion, i.e. the original religion of the Japanese people from the very

beginning down to the present time” (Takeda & Williams 2021, 108).
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Shintoism arguably has no founder, or any sacred scripts, but has been preserved
through ages and its guidance is still today embedded deeply within the daily lives
of Japanese people (Takeda & Williams 2021, 109). One of the important shinto
principles emphasises on the importance to not only put the individual first, but
rather to help others around you without the need of a reward or a reciprocal

action (Zakowsky 2020, p. 43).

It is through Shintoism the Japanese people preserve their connectivity and
continued collectivism, as Shinto is known to be a religion of “tsunagari”
(connection and communion) (Takeda & Williams, 2021, p. 108). Japanese people
see themselves as individuals as well as dependable beings, inseparable from each
other. Shinto values emphasise on truth and the true heart (E.[») which is
reflected in the loyalty, trust and respect Japanese people strive to maintain within
their society (Takeda & Williams 2021, 110). This collectivism and morality bring
out a sense of stability, trust and loyalty amongst the citizens and others residing

or visiting there (Zakowsky 2020, 38).

4.2.3 “22K A& Hete - Kuuki wo yomu ”

“Kuuki wo yomu” provides a theoretical explanation of Japanese culture in
regards to unwritten rules, non-verbal communication and social expectations
(Kimura, 2010, p.200). Being able to read the air is a highly valued skill amongst

the Japanese, and not being able to read the air, also known as “KY” (4¥<07332 &

72U - Kuuki ga yomenai) by the youth, is not a desirable attribute since it breaks
the social quo (Kimura 2010, p. 208).

Kuuki literally translates to “air”, or “atmosphere”, and has been described as a
concept prominent in China, Japan and Korea as “..a climate of opinions
requiring compliance” (Youichi, 2002, p. 262). “Yomu” translates to “to read”,
hence the term in its whole becomes “To read the air”. To be able to read the air
means that you can identify the mood of every situation and adjust your behaviour

to the attitude needed for that social protocol (Youichi, 2002, p. 263).



33(57)

Scholars have emphasised that in Japan the image you project outwards to society
is important, therefore showing yourself as a worker with strong dedication is
preferable (Zakowsky 2020, p. 43). Conformity is central here, i.e. adapting to
the general opinion or rule applicable to that situation, and not using one’s direct,
individual opinions (Youichi, 2002, p. 262). Being able to read the air and

conform creates harmony and eliminates unpleasant interactions or attitudes.

Reading the air is central to social expectations, where many may feel pressure to
accommodate and recognise the correct atmosphere, in order to engage with the
situation in a correct manner (Youichi, 2002, p. 264). Social expectation,
according to Bourdieu’s concept, is described as “the general normative
expectations that a citizen takes for granted as the way to live ones life”” (Youichi,

2002, p. 265).



34(57)

5 Results and Analysis

This section will present the findings of my interview, and it is also here I will
engage with the answers of my participants and connect them with the rest of my
thesis in an analysis. I had a fixed set of questions that I asked my interviewees,
and based on their reply, I used open-ended questions in order to gain better
insight on certain topics they would mention. After transcribing all interviews, I
could see common patterns, and I have, thus, based on those patterns, created 5

different themes in order to better engage with their comments and expressions.

There was a lot of information that I, in the end, had to omit due to time
restrictions, as well as for the sake of the thesis not becoming too unfocused. I
believe that the data that I have included in my thesis is the most relevant to
answering my research question, as well as to serve the purpose of my research
focus. I also, as | mentioned earlier, triangulated all the data with my participants

to ensure accurate representation.

I would also like to mention that I do not think that any useful data was
purposefully omitted, and I was fully aware of my own biases when choosing
which parts to include and which to not include. I did not intend to solely bring
forth data that would answer my questions in a singular way, but more so, chose
to include information that would be useful to answering my research questions

from a variety of perspectives.

5.1 The Japanese work-culture

So far in this thesis, we have gained an overview of the Japanese
work-culture, both through confucianism and shintoism, as well as from the
previous research presented. While there may be a lot of details that have
not been mentioned, the important aspects have included the unwritten rules
of overtime work, and the hierarchical dimensions that exist in regards to

expressing your opinion to your seniors or managers.

F7: The Japanese language is made in a way that shows the

politeness and the hierarchy. Japanese children are taught
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from school how to behave in society.

During the interviews, I could find similar opinions coming from my
participants in regards to differences in power structures between juniors
and seniors. Some of my participants would draw comparisons between
their new company and old company, and thus express how they became
more aware that some companies misuse their position of power, and that

within such companies the room for freedom of expression is limited.

Fl1: do you know burakku-gigyo (black company)? Its like
company that makes employees work so hard, so much
harassment at work, so much overwork, and not that high
paying. I think my previous company should be called black
gigyo.l was working directly under the CEO and the
hierarchy is straight, and subordinates dont have, or get
chance to argue the higher person. So, he was exactly like
that, so now I feel the way he communicate with me was like,
it had so much power harassment in it.... It was normal that
meetings with CEO was set around 9pm. So, I needed to do

overtime work.

The comparison (as can be seen from the next quote) is made between two
different companies that participant F1 worked in. F1 mentioned several times
during her interview that power harassment or overtime work truly does depend
on the rules and laws which that given company has implemented. According to
participant F1, there are black companies and white companies in Japan. The
white companies have better work life balance related laws implemented that cares
for the employees mental wellbeing at work, while black companies have no such

rules.

Fl1: (in my new company) I have never experienced power
harassment, or I have never felt that I am forced to do this, or
never had, I've never been in the state where I have too much

work. Compared to my start-up company....... (my) current
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company is a white company, and has allowed me to work
more flexibly, which is called super-flex, so if I want I can

Jjust work one hour a day if I can work more in other day

As expressed and stated by F1 in the two paragraphs above, the new
company where she works has implemented better rules for work-hours and
more flexibility. If we look back at the research from 3.6, we can see that
different companies have different strategies and tools when it comes to
implementing human rights due diligence at the workplace, and that many
(black companies) still struggle to implement or do not have enough

knowledge about the implementation of human rights due diligence.

Additionally, not saying your opinion freely, but rather maintaining your
social (tatemae) face seems to be a given within the Japanese work culture,
and many other participants expressed similar experiences. Tatemae is the
face you show society, while your honne is your true face, true feelings and
opinions you often only share with your close friends and family, as

mentioned briefly in the previous research in 3.1.

F2: ...to your boss you dont really say your opinion.... in the
meetings, at your workplace, tatemae is more important so
the meetings, and conversation, discussion goes more fluent,

with flow.

Participant F5 touched on this matter as well, highlighting how crucial it is
to maintain certain boundaries at the workplace in regards to free speech

and expression of one’s opinions.

F5: In Japanese company people have to follow someone’s
opinion, always, I cannot tell my opinion, even I think like
this is wrong, I cannot tell directly. And also when I needed
to work with, like, colleague, I have to care about everyone's

opinion.
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Participant F5 also elaborated on the “someone’s opinion” to usually mean
someone higher than you in the company. And when working together with
colleagues who are on the same level as you, i.e. not your senior or your manager,
you must take into consideration everyone’s opinions, and not be the odd one out.
Taking care of how you express yourself, and how you state your opinion is a
matter that needs consideration even with your colleagues. Participant F5 also
further recalled an incident when she shared her opinion about the strict work

rules, and the response she received:

F5: I talked and shared with my colleague. But I remember
when, like, I was 23 years old, means like maybe first year of
working, my colleague said, why you are thinking so
seriously, you shouldn't think like this, its ok, or like
that....So, after sometimes I learned, in the company, [
shouldn t tell my opinion, just accept everything....just like be
there, go to work, for getting money, I shouldnt have my

opinion....1 felt yeah, stressful.

Why could this be, that expressing your opinion to your co-worker could pose an
issue, or become a nuisance for the rest of the team? Participant F5 further

proceeded with referring to a concept that came to set the tone of this thesis.

F5: I think in Japanese culture, Japanese have to adjust with
other people, so, and if I say my opinion, I will make a break
of the atmosphere. That'’s why, maybe. I think she thinks this

is a peaceful way.

Here participant F5 is referring to the kuuki wo yomu concept which was
mentioned in 4.2.3. Reading the atmosphere is vital in order to better know when

and how to express yourself and your opinions, and whether to express them at

all.

M2: ... So in Japan, we don t explain all things, usually we read

atmosphere or situation, without saying anything.
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Kuuki wo yomu, as participant M2 further mentioned, is not limited to solely
reading the room, but it refers to being able to understand what the other person
feels and is trying to say, even when they are not saying much. Kuuki wo yomu is
crucial at the Japanese workplace because it helps maintain a comfortable work
environment, without creating conflict or misunderstandings between each other.
My other participants also mentioned this several times during their interviews,

and I have included their statements further ahead.

5.2 Why I work longer than I need to

F2: Overtime work depends on which division you are in and
what kind of job position you are in and what clients you
have. But, hm, within busy divisions, it is not surprising that

you have to do overtime.

Another significant theme which was mentioned a lot throughout my interviews
was how overtime work most of the time is normalised. And that it, from an
outsider’s perspective, may be viewed as a concern, but from an insider’s
perspective, i.e. a Japanese person’s perspective, it may be regarded as part of
everyday life. Participant F2 recalls moving to Norway and talking about her
father’s working routines with her friends, and becoming quite surprised about her

Norwegian friends’ reactions.

F2:...my dad for example he has been coming home around
10-11 in the evening, and, when I talk about it to Norwegian
people then they are like “oh that sounds really like a
workaholic, does he start working around 2 or 3pm or
something?” and then [ would say “no my dad always leave
home around 5 or 6 in the morning” but it was so normal
that I didn t think that it’s hard, it's strange or something like
that.

Participant F2 highlighted several points in her interview that a lot of her
perspective on overtime work and Japan’s commitment to it has changed after she

moved to Norway and experienced a different working environment. She became



39(57)

aware that overtime work has become normalised in Japan, and that the way the
Japanese business culture is structured doesn’t allow space for work-life balance.
Further, one of my male participants, who was also a non-English speaker,

explained the rules and manners of Japanese work culture as follows:

M1: After all, strictly following rules is a part of Japanese
business manners. To be on time and keep your promises is a
given. If you cannot do that others will think of you as
“loose”. And then, there is an image that everyone should be

equally busy. We work as a team.

As previously presented through the concepts of Confucianism (4.2.1) and
Shintoism (4.2.2), and also emphasised in 3.5, the collective image and the
obligations one has towards society is of high importance. Participant M1
emphasises this through his statement of using the word “team” and “to keep your
promise”. Another statement by participant M5 further emphasises the same

importance of team-work.

M5: Um, like you should follow what company will say to
you or what your boss would tell you about the duties. Yeah.
And, um, we kind of work together, like um, in office, like
some company have atmosphere which is like if my boss work
overtime I have too, I cannot leave. I have such kind of
stories. Do you know the words “kuuki wo yomu” in
Nihongo (Japanese), such kind of thing. You should

understand the atmosphere.

M35, like F5 and M2, also brings up kuuki wo yomu and the significance it bears
in maintaining a comfortable work environment. If we look back at 4.2.3, 1
mentioned that it is important not to be labled as “KY” as that will make it

difficult for someone to adapt to the Japanese work environment.

Connecting back to the statement by M1, work is not an individual matter but
rather a collective matter, and working as a team, and caring about your “tatemae”
image, hence not being viewed as “loose”. By loose my participant implied that

you are seen as lazy or someone who is careless. Below is another example of not
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wanting to be seen as “loose” or “careless” by participant F4. The question asked

to her was “do you leave on time if you have already finished all your work?

F4: Hmmm.. I'm still hesitant, even though [ finished
everything, I still give my thoughts on how others are going to
think about me. maybe they will assign more work to me if
they see me not occupied. I also feel anxious about how my
teammates would think about me. I feel guilty. I care about
people that I work with. They will think that I'm not doing my
job.

Participant F4 summarises it quite well, on the topic of how the image portrayed
contributes to why many chose to stay and work further. They do not want to
seem loose, and in fact, they may be assigned more tasks if they already finished
everything, because of the concept that there should always be something to do, in

order to show yourself as a good, diligent worker.

M5: ... I mentioned earlier, we sometimes care too much
what other people think about me. I think this is one of the
reasons why yeah, even my colleague or co-worker work
overtime, I feel like I have too. Yeah. Because if I leave
earlier maybe my boss is going to talk about me, you know,

not good things, maybe negative.

In the research presented in 3.1, the authors explain about the concept of tatemae,
and not being seen as lazy at work, which therefore results in little to no
confrontations within Japanese companies about overtime work regulations and
laws. The image is crucial here, and participant M2 brings in another perspective
about focusing on process rather than result - it is not about the job you get done,

but how you get it done, and how you show yourself at the workplace:

M?2: Usually we focus on process than result. Which mean if
you have a good result, but you go home earlier, before
supervisor, it’s maybe not good things. They focus on your

attitude to working.
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M1 also speaks about the tasks being handed from one person to the other, and the
importance of finishing your tasks in the correct manner, and yet again, about the

collectivistic team work:

M1: Working overtime is also a part of Japan's culture....it
relates to my previous mentioning of rules. There is a person
who orders and a person who gets ordered, and once it has
been requested that you should finish a job before a certain
deadline, it is very important for you to protect that request.
So, you use your own time and work until your limit to finish
the work. And when you are finished, you help others to

finish their work too.

According to M1, these rules and deadlines must be protected. The strict
working culture is there in order to ensure all the work gets done, even if you
must sacrifice your own time for it, and then help someone else if you are done
first. M1 also mentioned that there are hardly any people who do not work
overtime. Even if it is only 1 extra hour, or 30 minutes, everybody will do it.

When asked about his own overtime work hours, he replied as follows:

M1: Right now, its around 10 hours a week, my overtime. It's

not zero. There are hardly any people who have zero.

Most of my participants touched on similar topics and reasons for why they work
longer than they do. Participant M7 also emphasises in his statement about
normalised work hours, and brought forth an example from his friend who works

at a Japanese company.

M?7: Like, when I talk to my friends.. I asked them, what time
do you finish, your work, and yeah, he was like “I finish
around 8, sometimes 9" .....it s kind of normal time for them,
for him to finish his work. I feel like he forgot the normal

time. It’s a bit common.

Two of my participants (M3 and F6) stated that overtime work is “*47=Vi

atarimae” - which is a word in Japanese that translates to “natural, given,
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obvious”. They both implied that it is a given fact, and an unwritten rule to work
overtime. It is not something to be questioned, and nobody really thinks about why
they do it - they just do it. Both these participants were non-English speakers, and

I have included their translated statements below:

M3: Everyone in the company thinks like that. That it
(overtime work) is “atarimae”. You should work overtime.
Nobody will question it or say no. It is just like that.. like a

rule.

F6: Working overtime is atarimae. Everyone thinks so, I did
too, but then I lived abroad, in the US, and saw a different
working style. For me it is not atarimae anymore. I try to
decrease my overtime work even if my colleagues will not like

it, or maybe not like me.

The obligation to others and not wanting to “break the atmosphere” are key
aspects to bear in mind here. Caring what other people think, and how others will
perceive them, lies at the foundation of Japanese society in regards to mannerism
and how to behave. Not only is it about the individual, but about the team
all-together. Breaking the atmosphere, as we have seen from 4.2.3 is not a
preferable attribute, this is why many workers chose to work overtime, instead of

breaking the atmosphere and being the odd one out.

F4: Everyones always worried what the other person will
think or say. Me too, I think so, that'’s why, I stay behind past
my finish hour. I don't go home, because I think: "what will

they say”. I don’t want to break the atmosphere.

As mentioned in 3.1 and also mentioned in 4.1, Japanese people usually have two
faces: Tatemae and Honne. Each face is used based on the atmosphere and the
environment they are in. They will read the air, before proceeding to decide which
face to show; whether to be honest with their opinions, or to follow the majority

and act in favour of what’s best for everyone.
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F1: For Japanese people it’s to not hurt strangers and other
people, so they use tatemae. It's not like they are trying to hide
emotions, they are trying to protect other’s daily life style and

work.

Most of my participants also emphasised on this matter as a key component to
why Japanese work overtime. It may not be something they enjoy, but it is there,

and it has developed for many reasons.

F2: ... its the feeling of obligation to other people, like
feeling responmsibility to other people.... you have
responsibility to take care of yourself, but also you have
responsibility to take care of other people. So, um, so you are

supposed to work for other people....

Another interesting factor, which I believe strengthens and sheds light on the
obligations and duties which are sensed by the Japanese, is the geographical
aspects of Japan. As per the information gained from my participants, the many
natural disasters that the country faces are vast and daily, and due to this there is
an increased sense of unity which in turn creates a strong bond of trust and
respect. This unity is reflected in their duty as workers, and therefore also brings
forth their tatemae face without disrespecting anyone in their surrounding.

Participant M4 explains it as following:

MA4: Japan has always been a country that must depend on
each other, that's why, I think, they have strong commitment
to the society... So, people don 't want to betray each other by
being the odd one out. This mentality is also rooted in their
work culture, that’s why I think they work overtime, even if

maybe they don 't want to do it.
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5.3 Is this good? Is this bad?

I chose this as my third theme as I believe it interlinks well with the fourth and
fifth theme, whether it is a human rights concern or not, and whether it
will/should change in the future and why. Asking whether overtime work is good
or bad is relative, and everybody had their own personal opinions on whether it
was problematic, something they’d like to change, or if they were ok with it and

thought of it as a necessary part of Japanese culture.

F7: 1 only worked as a teacher, so I cannot say anything in
general. But I think people who don't know about Japanese

culture cannot understand the concept of overtime work.

F7 here expresses, and also expressed during other parts of her interview, that
overtime work is an integral part of Japanese culture, and that one must be
Japanese in order to understand this fully. However, even as ethnic Japanese
people, some of my participants were divided on the topic of overtime work being
needed or necessary for the functionality of the overall society. One of my

participants was very clear with his opinions on overtime work:

M3: I hate it, working in a Japanese company, and the rules
about overtime, and all other social pressure. Thats why I
decided to start my own company. So I work for myself, and

take care of my employees’ mental health.

On the other hand, what most of my participant agreed on was that death by
overwork (karoshi) or suicide from overwork (karo-jisatsu) were bad

consequences, and hoped that it would be changing towards the future.

F3: .... Previously our generation, a lot of people had killed
themselves, or suicide, that’s because a lot of stress from the
work. So maybe a lot of people think about that’s not life,
thats not good at all, so people now try to, um, break these

old rules.
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F1: Karoshi, Karojisatsu....shouldn't happen. Japanese or
other companies should not make their employees in that
kind of state. Yeah, but this is also changing right now.
Previously it was taboo to talk about this, but right now it is
not taboo any more, so I hope this pressure from coworkers

or boss will change.

Karoshi (death from over-working) and Karojisatsu (suicide from over-working)
have not been covered too profoundly in my thesis, but as I mentioned in Chapter
1 under disclaimers, they have been mentioned in order to lift the consequences
that may follow from overtime work, and my participants lifted this as well
without me asking them about it. It seemed like a part of Japanese work culture

they also thought of as problematic and something that should change.

Previous research presented in section 3.3 and 3.4 also highlighted several health
complications and disorders as a consequence of overworking, and from not
having proper rest time or leisure time outside of work-hours. Research in 3.1 also
lifts the fact that many Japanese office workers go to “nomikai - drinking
meetings” where all the colleagues drink together after work together with their
bosses, and even here many employees will not leave until their boss leaves, and
many will even go back to the office to work. This research also emphasised the
fact that many Japanese office workers do not have a social life or social circle

outside of their company, and participants M2 and F4 mentioned this as well.

M2: some of company there is a very long overtime, and,
very higher stress from supervisor, to, accomplish some
commitment, so maybe they have a many stress from
company, and, I think, because of overworking, they don't
have other social community or friends except from company
or colleagues, where they cannot express their opinion or
feeling to other person. So maybe because of this kind of

situation, they decide to suicide. Is quite bad actually.
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F4: My shinpai (worry) is overtime, sometimes we need to
prioritise our deadline, or complete our job, to stay a lot of
time. But, there is a problem in general, a lot of people are
spending a lot of time at work and then they are under very
stressful situation, so some people feel like they are

controlled by their company. I don 't think this is good.

And other participants mentioned that the reason they work overtime could have

some beneficial aspects too.

F5: Japan is like, a safe country. Yeah, from my childhood, its
totally safe. Everywhere is really safe. I think this is good
point. And, working culture, well sometimes it is good to be
peaceful. Maybe also to be on time, we are always on time. If
the worker makes a commitment they do it properly. Strong

commitment is a good culture. I think.

My participant briefly elaborated on what she meant by “being peaceful” - that
sometimes not saying your opinion and not breaking the atmosphere is better
because it creates harmony between all workers. No one is being too demanding,
and very little conflict arises too. These were some positive aspects of following

“kuuki wo yomu” and understanding each other without saying too much.

F2: In Japan, everyone has not only responsibility but also
confidence in their job I think. Which is a good point. And also
some kind of pride in their own job that they want to finish
with the perfect product, perfect result. Yeah. So I think that is
something that the other counties can learn from Japanese

working manners.

As can be seen from statements made by both F5 and F2, whether something is
meant as a good or bad point of view is unclear, and there will always be aspects
that are positive while others may be less so. Participant F2 also mentions that

there are some points that others can learn from Japanese work ethic, while on
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the other hand, some participants also highlight the fact that Japan can learn from

other countries as well. One example is from M2 below:

M?2: Usually, we learning from international company, so it is
changing day by day. The rules, the laws, they are becoming
more balanced because of different perspective. Nowadays we
understand, it (overtime work) is bad thing. But before, a few

years, we think overworking was diligent. It’s changing, [

think.

As mentioned in the beginning of 4.3, whether something is good or bad is
relative, and a person’s personal opinion. In this thesis, my aim is not to argue
for or against an opinion, but to present them to create a better view of the

phenomenon which is overtime work.

5.4 Is it a human rights concern?

Many of my participants were hesitant when answering human rights related
questions, and especially when asked what it meant to them. One participant
mentioned that human rights to her concerned people in third world countries,
people in war, refugees and similar. Some others mentioned that they have never
thought about it before, but still, after thinking a bit, emphasised on the
importance of freedom of expression and having the right to choose for oneself

how one wishes to live.

I have gathered the testimonies below from my participants in regards to what
human rights mean to them, and the relation between overtime work and human
rights concerns. I have chosen to comment on them as a whole, as I believe they

were all connected:
F1: tough question..let me think (long pause)..

F4: Oh, I never think about. But, human rights. “Jinken”...
Is...maybe, human rights means just be myself. No one can

deny what I was made to be here for. That's what I think.
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F7: 1 feel disappointed in myself because I cannot think about
anything related to human rights......Maybe.....Right to get an
education. And to say what you want. Is what I think, about

human rights.

The initial reaction was a hint of panic - this could be seen from my participant’s
body language and facial expressions through the camera. This seemed to be a
question they hadn’t gotten before, or were not too comfortable answering.
Participant M1, which was one of my non-English participants, emphasised that
human rights are there to protect people at war, and that he could not see Japan

having any human rights issues, especially not at the workplace:

MI: Jinken ... is needed where there is war, and conflict,
maybe in other parts of the world, but, I don't think about it

here in Japan. We are a safe country.

The universality of human rights, and the connection it has to a country’s culture
is extremely important to consider. Me, as a master’s student in Human Rights
was surprised that it human rights are considered to be sacred only within certain
territories of conflict, instead of an important component of every day life. This
again accentuates the fact that the concept of human rights differs based on the

lens you chose to view it from.

Additionally, I rarely heard my participants talk about paid leave and taking
holiday - perhaps this is a question I should have expanded on more in my
follow-up questions, but participant F5 briefly highlighted the right to take
holiday

F5: I never think about it, but we can decide what we want is
human right I think. Maybe... the people cannot say their
opinion, like freely, is a problem. Like, yeah, I think it should
be a freedom. And for taking a holiday, also. It should be our
right.

As per Japanese laws, as we saw in the article from 3.2, Japan has an average of

15 paid holidays (Tsuchitani-Watson, 2018, p.158). In fact, they do have this right
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by law already, but many still do not take out their paid holidays because their
other colleagues are not doing it either. This further adds to the next statement by

participant M5:

MS5: To be honest, no, not really. I think it should have some
kind of rule or law about working. But not specifically, 1

don 't know.

Not knowing, or not having enough knowledge about human rights at the
workplace in Japan, or of what kind of laws and policies that have been
implemented to combat overtime work, or even so the laws around paid holidays,
seems to be common amongst my participants, and perhaps even on a general
spectrum in Japan. However, since this falls outside of the scope of my thesis, I
would solely like to mention that it would be of great interest to actually speak
more with employees of Japanese companies to investigate their awareness
around their own basic rights at the workplace, such as the right to leisure time
and paid holidays as per Aricle 24 in the UDHR, which has been signed and
ratified by Japan (Richards & Carbonetti 2012, 14).

The survey done by Japan’s Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry and Japan’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (see 3.6) examined in what ways human rights due
diligence had been implemented at the workplace at Japanese companies in Japan,
and from that survey we could see that many Japanese companies lack the proper
knowledge or tools about human rights policies and therefore it was difficult, or
not possible, for them to implement it. I would assume that the employees of

those companies would not be familiar or have a lot of knowledge about it either.

The survey also supports some of the statements made by my participants in
regards to what company one is working at - whether it is a black company or
white company, and whether it is a Japanese domestic company or an
International company with more cultural diversity. Participant F6 mentioned that
her view and understanding of herself and her rights at the workplace changed

when she worked in the US:

F6: I became more aware of myself and my rights after living

abroad. I started taking more control of my life, and stopped
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working overtime, even though maybe sometimes, its not

good haha

Further, two of my participants talked about women’s rights at the workplace and

that there are many difficulties women face.

F2: I wanted to also talk a little bit about the working
environment for women in Japan. Trying to raise a family
and at the same time try to seek your career in Japan is
almost impossible. So I have several friends who already
have kids, but they totally gave up coming back to the
workplace. I mean it is a really common conversation that
you have between Japanese women. Like which kind of
woman are you, like the person who goes for career or

person who goes for family? And there is no one who seeks

for both of them.

Although this too falls outside the context of this thesis, I thought it was an
important aspect to highlight, and as I asked my participant, why she thinks it is
hard for women to go back to the workplace after having children, she said it is
due to the expectations to work long hours and additionally, depending on the
company, there can also be a lot of power-harassment or discrimination against

women who are married.

F2: Because of the very long working hour, one of the parent
has to give up their working life, and usually it's the woman
who has to give up. And sometimes your company does not

accept you back at work.

When asked about human rights and his opinions about it in regards to Japan’s

work culture, participant M2 mentioned women’s rights as well.

M?2: Hm, I think women's working rights. For example, after

pregnant, they cannot get upper job, or upper role, because



51(57)

some companies think maybe she will get pregnant again, so
they cannot give job to you, or something. Still we have some,
problem, about, woman working while pregnant and after

they give birth.

5.5 What the future may hold

There was a disagreement on whether the future generation would improve the
overall overwork culture of Japan. Some participants expressed that there would
be changes made, since the new generation is becoming more individualistic,
while other participants claimed that Japan’s collectivistic values are stronger than

individualism, and thus will still prevail within the coming generations.

F3: People are becoming more individualistic and caring
less about the companies......I feel. This generation is called
“EEVYHAX - satori sedai” - the values are getting changed,
people in this generation prioritise other things....they don't
need to compete for work. This generation is trying to follow

what they want. That makes people more individualistic.
Participant M2 highlighted:

M?2: Nowadays government is really strict, about overtime.
Maybe government is trying to decrease our timing. So they
say to company to put new rules. Maybe company is also
trying to decrease, and trying to increase quality of working.

Maybe this will be the change in the future.

Although there have been several actions taken by the government, to implement
plans and new guidelines for overtime work, mental health support and work-life
balance, some of my participants were sceptical to the fact that it would help at
all, due to the deeply rooted Confucian and Sinto values that are taught to the

nationals from kindergarten.

F5: I think what current education environment is doing,

from kindergarten, is just, “you adjust to everyone s opinion”
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or “you shouldnt do this or that”, they teach that early to
shape us. So... I don't know, is it possible to change? Maybe
like teachers should teach, more like, uniqueness, using their
uniqueness, and freedom. And let them think (for themselves),
what is right, what is wrong. But I am unsure. This will
happen or not. Because we have strong collectivistic values,

it comes from our past and we follow Shinto pathway.

Education system and how Japanese values are shaped begin at kindergarten
levels, where children are taught to think one way and the same way, where their
uniqueness is shunned and their opinions not being expressed. These were
statements mentioned by some of my participants, and are a contributing factor to
whether the same values and social expectations will be passed on through

generations.

Participant F5 also brought up Shintoism, and although none of my participants
directly mentioned Confucianism or Shintoism, we can see from Chapter 4 that
they are significant in Japanese society, and form the base of the collective’s
values. Down below we have information provided by participant M4 on the
concept of mura-hachibu, which also ties together with the collectivistic values of

oneness and not going against the majority:

M4: Back in the days, Japan was not so developed. So, most
of the people lived in villages. Within these villages there
were rules and duties that needed to be followed. If you were
different, and didn't follow the rules, people would kick you
out of the village. This is called ¥\ %3 mura-hachibu. It is
the same in todays society. To be a part of the society, you
must be like everybody else. I think this will continue,

otherwise you will be excluded from society.

To conclude, the main theme of my thesis which has been the importance of
reading and not breaking of the atmosphere, and participant F7 brings attention to
the Japanese language structure and how it is embedded within the “Kuuki wo

yomu” theory.
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F7: I was working as a Japanese language teacher to
international students.. and when I looked at the textbook, it
was written that you cannot say everything when you speak in
Japanese. If you ask someone “lets go to dinner” you cannot
say ‘“no, I cant, sorry.” directly, but instead you say
“chotto...” - which translates to “a little.....” - i.e.
inconvenient for me right now. The textbooks all describe and
teach the Japanese comfort zones to foreigners. How to read

the air. And I think this will continue through the generations.

This comfort zone will not disappear.

In section 4.2.3 1 presented kuuki wo yomu, and this notion has been central to
my thesis. As mentioned previously, I omitted using or asking about this term
during my interviews. The statements provided which include “reading the air” or
“reading the atmosphere” was solely expressed by my participants naturally. As
my presentations show, with reference to Mr Youichi Ito, who has written several
articles on the topic, reading the air is central to Japan’s social expectations, and
the reason why many work overtime. Participant F7 provides here additional
information on how reading the air is essential to learning the Japanese language,

because it constitutes the comfort zone of Japanese daily life and daily work.
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6 Conclusions

This thesis has unravelled the phenomenon of overtime work in Japan to a certain
extent, and from my interview findings it can be seen that most of the societal
expectations and cultural values around overtime work derives from the fact that
there are several unwritten rules within Japanese society that Japanese people are
taught to follow from their childhood, up until their adulthood. These unwritten
rules are not only evident in their mannerism, or commitment to the collective, but
also in their language and collectivistic understanding of one another in an

attempt to not “break the atmosphere”.

Reading the air is highly important since it is through this notion that Japanese
people choose not to express their true opinions on various things, and in this
case, how they may truly feel about working overtime, and how it affects their
health. Working overtime is an unwritten rule but written in the air - a social
expectation, a value deeply embedded within Japanese culture, and thus, as an
ethnic Japanese person, you are expected to understand the social codes and

adhere to them, without them being conveyed to you directly.

How each culture views human rights differ depending on their own embedded
values and perspectives. Overtime work, although a concern from a human rights
perspective, is absolute and standard within Japanese society. Although the
Japanese government is implementing several strategies to help improve the work
conditions at the Japanese workplace, with a special focus on overtime, the matter
seems to be unresolved since overtime work and “showing your work spirit” lies

at the companies’ foundations and fundamental values.

The previous research presented in my thesis shows why working overtime is a
human rights issue, because working overtime has several effects on a person’s
health and overall work-life balance. Working overtime is also a social and
cultural expectation limiting freedom of expression to a certain degree. This is not
the case everywhere in Japan, as many of my interviewees have emphasised,
several factors have contributed to changes, and there are numerous companies
caring for the health and work-life balance of their employees. Despite this, the

majority of Japanese work environments are yet to be open to changes in regards
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to going home when you finish, or speaking your opinion on matters that bother

you, regardless of how others will view you.

The concept of universalism and universal human rights remains intangible - it is
there as a theory, but difficult to apply in practice, especially when considering
countries with different developmental stages, historical traditions and cultural
backgrounds, which may lead them to have a different understanding and practice
of human rights (Hogeman, 2020, p.27). Similarly, human rights has its own
history and its own developmental stage linked to various social, legal and

political phenomena.

These are important when considering why there are difficulties in applying a
human rights approach to the phenomenon of overtime work in Japan, and why it
is crucial to understand the notion of cultural relativism in relation to Japanese
culture and society. If one were to investigate the universality of human rights,
one must evaluate several diverse cultures around the world to better understand

the concept of human rights within those nations (Aidonojie et.al, 2021, p. 106).

However, although the universal declaration of human rights is available for the
use of those who wish to apply it to their own domestic laws, it is necessary to
establish a common understanding of cultural importance, and to understand that
no culture or nation is superior to the other. Therefore, this thesis concludes that
universal human rights values may not always go hand in hand with other cultures

and values, but may allow new light to be shed on a contested phenomenon.
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