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Christian Ethics and the Modern Domestic Sphere
Leila Madge
University of California, San Diego

It is the monthly city wide meeting of the Women’s Friendship Society (fujin no tomo no ka1
in Nagoya, and over 200 participants have gathered. As the final sounds of the hymn and
amen drift away, the women bow, take their seats and open their “readers.”

Adam and Eve committed the first sin of mankind against God in the Garden of Eden.
By failing to follow God’s rule and succumbing to their desires in the taking of the apple,
they are driven from the Garden and find themselves in need of clothes and a home. Food,
clothes, and the home were at the origins of sin but they were also the beginning and the
basics of culture. Through God’s mercy we can rebuild our lost Eden through our own hands
by beginning with the home and the lifestyle. And so proceeds the reading.

A scene similar to this one involving the singing of hymns and the reading of religious
works, is repeated in weekly and monthly meetings of over 190 Women’s Friendship
Societies throughout Japan.

In this brief essay, I am going to focus on how Christian ethics appear in the various
readings and practices of the Women’s Friendship Society, and in turn how they are received
by its members. In doing so, I will discuss the interaction between a religious ideology that
informs the Society’s practices and certain domestic practices that are intended to fulfill the
Society’s religious mission. As we shall see, the coexistence of two sides of the
Society—religious thought and practice, or ideology and technique—that originally coexisted
have gradually become separated from each other with the result that the Christian thought
behind the practices has become hidden.

My information comes from over one and half years of participant observation in
various types of meetings of the organization, archival work on the organization’s history,

in-depth interviews, and a questionnaire distributed to Nagoya members.
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A History of the Founder and Her Ideas

The Women’s Friendship Society traces its activities and beliefs to the Christian-Socialist
Hani Motoko. Born in 1873, she was the eldest daughter of a recently deposed samurai
family of modest rank and some wealth. Hani was one of a few thinkers writing about
women and the home at the turn of the twentieth century—a time that was marked by a
‘general preoccupation with the status of women and the form of the family in the nation
state’s modernization project. Hani was particularly concerned with the remnants of the
feudal class structure and the growing deleterious effects of capitalism in creating social
inequality. In her view, the social inequalities attending the old class system and the
economic inequalities being created within the new capitalistic system were anathema for
both the individual’s happiness and society’s well-being. Hani targeted women in the home
for the task of remaking Japan into a spiritually and materially abundant place, into an
Eden. |

In creating her new vision of Japan and in targeting women for the task of its
realization, Hani was influenced by various Christian (particularly Protestant) notions that
she learned from her experience in Meiji Women’s Higher School—an institution founded by
foreign educated Japanese missionaries. Notions of mission and dedication to labor were
used to sustain her vision of men and women contributing equally, although in different
ways, to the home and society. Using biblical passages, Hani described how the new Japan
would be based on concepts of love, cooperation and self-reliance. As such, the new Japan
was to be God’s, Christ’s, country. References to faith in God’s power in addition to the use of
agricultural metaphors of cultivation suggested that one’s labor of love, cooperation; and
self-reliance would eventually be rewarded and bear fruit for the individual and society. In
her writings, Hani provided didactic examples, often from her own life, of how these various
Christian concepts could be applied to daily life (both in and outside of the home).

In addition to providing spiritual guidance, Hani also wrote practical manuals for her
followers. These practical manuals clearly spelled out how the new Japanese woman, home,
and society should be rational and efficient. The rational use of labor, capital, and space
would allow the individual to make the most of time and money while also having the
eventual desirable effect of eradicating social and economic differences and raising the
general culture of society.
~ Her Housekeeping and Family Budget Book (kaji kakeibs), published ih 1927, is
undoubtedly the best-known example of her more practical writings. Here she lays out in
detailed charts plans for the management of the household’s money and the housewife’s time.

The purpose of the household budget was threefold: to encourage saving so one could be
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self-reliant; to instill a sense of abundance while living frugally; and to advocate charity
with excess income. As was the case for Weber’s Protestants, saving and living simply were
moral endeavors for Hani.

Hani’s practical guidance for efficiency extended to the planning of time. By leading a
regulated life, the housewife could save time on household chores and thus contribute to
society, particularly through volunteer activities. In order to liberate women from
housework so they could contribute to society, she also gave advice on how to get the man
and the children of the house to contribute to the upkeep of the home. Her concern with
efficiency and practicality extended to reconsidering Japanese architecture, clothing, and

even the Japanese language and gift-giving customs.

To Whom Did Hani’s Message Appeal?

Hani originally promoted her message of spiritual and social reform through The Women’s
Friend, a periodical she created with her husband in 1906. Many of Hani’s earliest followers,
as well as the readers of her periodical, were amongst the new educated middle class, the
salaried employees who worked in various government institutions and the growing
industrial sector. These early followers were similar to many of the earlier followers of
Christianity at the turn of the twentieth century in that they were attracted to
Protestantism’s modern bourgeois ethic with its emphasis on equality. This Protestant ethic
as applied to the home envisioned a social role for women far greater than had been
recognized within the old samurai ideology, which limited women’s redeeming qualities to
their servility and fecundity. But like the old samurai ethic, Christianity could offer similar
guiding principles that emphasized ideas of industriousness, sincerity, and honesty.

In addition to her ethical claims, Hani’s new followers often found appeal in her
practical home guidance, much of which involved new Western ideas, practices, and
consumer goods. Hani’s faith regarding the power of rationalization seemed to promise the
attainment of Western standards of living. In short, the appeal of Hani’s message lay in the
power it gave the individual woman to effect important changes in her own life. Regardless
of her wealth, intelligence, or “inherited constitution,” the follower could attain what she
strove for by being industrious, using Hani’s rationalization techniques, and having “faith.”

Her two-pronged message of ethic and technique proved very popular, and it
increasingly crossed class- and regional lines to reach a wide range of readers in urban and
rural areas. In 1923, the “admiring readers” (aidokusha) of The Women’s Friend established
their first small study groups where members would gather to read the writings of Hani and
hold small classes on household management. In 1930, the first national meeting of the

Women’s Friendship Society was held in Tokyo with representatives from 39 regional groups.
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In time the Women’s Friendship Society came to be seen as a place where women could learn
of their new social role along with the new skills to fulfill that role. There were classes on
child rearing, cooking, sewing, laundering, and, of course, time and money management.
The Women’s Friendship Society also carried out nation-wide campaigns and traveling
exhibitions promoting the rationalization of lifestyle. A traveling campaign in 1932 attracted
over half a million people and was attended by the Emperor and Empress, two figures who
were similarly linked with the creation of a new Japan.

Although Hani died in 1957 at the ripe age of 84, her influence lives on through the
Society. At the time of its 70th anniversary in 2000, the Women’s Friendship Society had a
membership of over 25,000 with approximately 190 branches.

De-Christianizing Hani’s Message

Hani’s earliest followers, the old samurai women and the new middle-upper class women of
the pre-war generation, identified Hani’s message regarding women’s mission as Christian,
and thus in time came to identify themselves as Christian. Most members today, however, do
not think of themselves as Christian. Currently only 29 % of the members identify
themselves as Christian (56% percent identify themselves as having no religion, and 14%
identify themselves as Buddhist). The organization itself also downplays its Christian basis
in seminars to attract followers by deleting the singing of hymns and the reading of Hani’s
religious writings. In short, the organization today often tends to present itself as a place
where women can simply learn household and child-rearing skills that will make the
running of the home better.

How or why has this de-Christianizing occurred? I would like to suggest three factors.
First, Hani’s message regarding women’s social role and the home as public became part of a
more common ideology regarding women and the family from the 1920s. As Sheldon Garon
shows in Molding of the Japanese Mind, the government saw the positive social effects of
Hani’s and other Christian-Socialists’ campaigns and began to promote similar messages
and projects for women from the 1920s. This tendency to see women as having important
roles in social management continues today. In short, Hani’s gender ideology lost its peculiar
Christian tinge over time.

Second, although Hani often referred to practices in Europe and the United States when
discussing the social ethics and techniques for rationalizing everyday life, a comparison
with other contemporary social movements suggests that her viewpoint was neither unique
nor necessarily due to foreign influence. If we look at Bellah’s seminal work on Tokugawa
religion, we can see that Hani’s message regarding women’s role is not dissimilar to the

Shingaku movement’s message to merchants or the Hotoku movement’s message to
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peasants. That is, they all attempted to raise the moral level of the participant’s role in
society and all emphasized diligence, frugality, and self-reliance. Moreover, as Yasumaru
Yoshio argues in Nihon no kindaika to minshd shisG the constellation of these values, what
he calls a heart philosophy, has become the basis of conventional Japanese morality. (I might
note that “cultivation of the heart” is a common term that Hani uses in her writing.) In short,
Hani’s spiritual message when interpreted by followers is not simply or exclusively
Christian or even religious (if one wishes to differentiate between religion and social ethic).

Third, in time the religious or ideological and practical or technical aspects of Hani’s
message became separated. The former is often ignored or misunderstood in favor of the
latter—the practical. Hani noted the confusion in a 1933 speech titled “Tomonokai ha
nanizo” (“What is the Women’s Friendship Society? ”), when she remarked that the Society
had been accused at various times of espousing communism, nationalism, and liberalism. At
this point, she reasserted that her mission was a Christian one. Even Hani, however,
succumbed to the separation of practiqe and ideology. During the war years in particular,
Hani downplayed some aspects of her Christianity when Christianity was often understood
to be anti-patriotic at the least, heretical at the worst. Her domestic management
techniques, however, were eventually applied to the war effort. In various campaigns she
called for women to denote one sen a day and five hours of labor a day to the war effort.

Perhaps more interesting than the separation itself is that the leadership of the Society,
which tends to be overwhelmingly Christian, is quick to point out that although its mission
is a Christian one, the Society is not a religious organization. The Society is probably trying
to distance itself because of the general negative image religious organizations have today in
Japan. An often offered biblical reference to Luke 16, used to justify their strategy for
organizational survival, certainly seems to suggest the accuracy of this interpretation. (Luke
16, 1-13, is the story of the unjust steward who is commended by the Lord because he has
been wise rather than ethical.)

Although currently lessons on domestic management techniques tend to override the
religious, or more specifically Christian, message, the Women’s Friendship Society is far
from being devoid of spirituality. 83% of the Buddhist membership and 74% of those having
no religion responded that the Society’s “Christianity” had influenced their ways of thinking
and living. In addition, in interviews, members continually stress that what keeps them
involved over many years is not the household skills taught. After all, as they often state
with laughter, “we are all experts in home budgeting and laundering by now.” Rather, it is
the reading of Hani’s spiritual writings and the giving of personal interpretations (kansa)

within the meetings that participants stress as the reasons for their ongoing participation.
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How Members are Influenced by the Christianity in Hani's Thought

There are three ways in which interviewees believe they are influenced. First, Hani’s
spiritual writings give significance to the carrying out of everyday household tasks. It might
be noted that although young women are home-centered for a reason different than Hani’s
earlier followers —that is, currently it is a capitalistic system rather than feudal ideology
that keep them home—many find that Hani’s writings and the giving of impressions in
meetings help them see the value of their household tasks. Many members note that
although Buddhist rituals such as visiting temples, cemeteries, or praying at a butsudan
may be important rituals in Japanese life, they did not provide, in their particular homes,
enough of a basis for the living of daily life. Without Hani’s thought, they would have no
faith (shinks) only “habit” (shikan). Members who were Christian also mentioned that
Hani’s writings gave concrete guidance on how faith can be applied to everyday life. They
often positively contrasted the practice of faith in Women’s Friendship Society with their
experience of Church, which they saw as involving largely passive activities of singing and
praying.

Second, Christian ideas commonly affect members in the way they attempt to or hope
to educate their children. In particular, the notion that “man is made by God” was cited by
many members to mean that their child’s kosei, individuality, was to be valued and that
social standards of what represented success and failure were not definitive. Young mothers
also frequently mentioned that they often told their children that God was watching them
when they were both good and bad.

And finally, many members are drawn to Hani’s use of such (“Christian”) concepts as
love, empathy, forgiveness, and modesty. For many members, they felt that these notions
were lost in current Japanese society with its highly administered and rationalized forms of
social management. In fact, many of these concepts are used to criticize the separation and

overvaluation of efficient home management practices as they are practiced in the Society.

Concluding Remarks

Many of the Christian aspects of Women’s Friendship Society are, as noted by members, not
necessarily exclusively Chris‘pian. The alternative for members is often not that of
Christianity versus some other religion, such as Buddhism, but rather Christianity versus
nothing. And nothing seems most often to be understood as either sheer egoism or “coreless”
existence, which makes one susceptible to outside opinion. Although some members have
found spiritual significance in a new religion, such as Seicho no ie, in Church Christianity,
or a more active form of Buddhism than “funeral Buddhism,” they still credit Hani and the

Women’s Friendship Society with bringing that spirit “home” to everyday mundane
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activities.

Notes

1. This paper was presented at the Fifth Annual Asian Studies Conference Japan on 23 June,
2001, at Sophia University, Tokyo, as part of a panel convened by the author under the title
“Hidden Religiosity.”

2. Here I am referring to a paper given by Robert Kisala “What to Make of Japanese
Nonreligiosity?” on the same panel.

3. Personal impressions are given by member in turn after one of Hani’s writings has been
read out loud at the beginning of the meeting. During the kansi time members apply the
concepts in the reading to their own recent life events. The character of those impressions
often appears to be quite similar to Zen-based ethical practices in the moral training of
workers (as explained by Dorinne Kondo in Crafting Selves) or the Zen-based form of

Japanese psychiatry as found in Naikan therapy.
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