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Abstract
Complaints are a ubiquitous but understudied fegture of life in modern societies. This paper discusses
the consequentidity of culture for complaining. It is afirst step in generating a theory of why and how
people complain that aims to serve as both a tool for cross-culturd analysis and an index of power
within socid relaions. Data for this sudy are contrasted examples of complaints in Jgpan and the United
States. At the level of national culture, there are obvious, stereotypica differences: the U.S. is a culture
of complaint; Japan is a culture of resraint. Andyss of interview data collected from comparable
subcultura groups (dua-income, middle-class parents of young children) finds, however, that expected
cross-culturd differences in complaint are less sgnificant than the observed smilarities. Japanese femde
respondents in particular initiated complaints more often and complained more aggressively than
hypothesized, suggesting that the salience of emic culturd categories, such as yome (bride) and shujin
(medter) is diminishing. | theorize that this emergent gender equdity of complaints is a manifestation of
the globd, podindudrid, gender culture that is gradualy trumping nationd and loca cultures as the
primary determinant of the "what," "why," and "how" of complaint. This theory suggests that gender-
based power differences will continue to decline in Japan.



The squeaky whedl gets the grease — American colloquidism
A nail that sticks up gets pounded down — Japanese proverb

Complaining is among the mogt common activities in modern societies. Lega complaints,
medical complaints, complaints about relaionships, about work, about the economy, about the
government, about traffic and weather fill daly conversation, the newspapers, and the televison tak
shows. Bureaucracies exist to handle complaints, committees are established to look into them,
counselors and doctors treat them, police respond to them, lawyers argue them, workers vent them,
spouses harbor them.

Despite this ubiquity, there are few studies of complaint as a generic category of human activity.*
My purpose here isto draw attention to the consequentidity of culture in complaint and the possibility of
using complaint as an index of domination and a basis for cross-culturd studies. | consder the cultures
of complant in Jgpan and the United States. Indicative of the amilarities of family life in two affluent,
postindustrial consumer societies, the "what" of Japanese and American couples complants are
predictably similar.? Respondents in both groups had complaints about housework, child care and
parenting, spousal communication and intimacy, and expectations for marriage. Some of these
portrayas of why and how people complain defy cultural stereotypes. Inspired particularly by these
exceptions to cultural norms of complaint, | propose an outline of a generd theory of complaint. In this
theory, why people complain or do not complain and the forms that complaints take are determined by
both local (emic) and globa (gtic) dimensions of culture, which are indrumenta in shgping notions of
farness, calculations of risk, and gppropriate salf-image.

Random House Webster's College Dictionary defines complaint as both "an expresson of
discontent, regret, pain, censure, resentment, grief, faultfinding, or lament” and the cause of those
expressons. It sets out bodily complaints and legal actions as types. As a verb, complaining is
synonymous with protesting, grumbling, whining, and accusing. To complain is to be ill natured, surly,
mean-spirited, objectionable, or spoiled. Complaining can dso imply standing up for what is right,
defending the wesk, and spesking the truth in difficult circumstances. Thus, in English, complaining has
connotations of both sdlfishness and righteousness. Tolerance of complaints implies a socia order open

to modification.



Japanese words that are trandated into English as complaint dso express dissatisfaction.
Kenkyusha's New Pocket Japanese-English Dictionary supplies severd reveding examples. Fuhei o
iu meansto express a sense of unfairness. Kujo, which trandates as complaint, grievance, or objection,
is comprised of two characters that mean suffering/pain (ku) and emotion or circumstances (j6),
indicating the connection between dates of affairs, fedings, and the act of complaint. The most common
word for complaint, monku, consgs of two characters, the first rendered in English as word or
sentence and the second as phrase or sentence. This gpeaks volumes about traditiona Japanese notions
of complaint: saying anything a al expository could be interpreted as a complaint. ‘'Monku aru ka?"
(You have any complaintsanything to say?) is a common question by which superiors intimidate their
subordinates. The expression kuchi o dasu, to spesk out, mention, or give vent to, generdly connotes
impudence. In Japanese society, one isto know one's place and accept the socid order asiit is, trusting
in the judgment and benevolence of superiors. If subordinates complain to superiors, it is often taken as
an explicit criticiam of an implicitly just socid order.

Connotations of sdfishness and insubordination notwithstanding, Americans and Japanese do
complain. Often it takes the form of griping. According to communication theorist Tamar Katriel (1991;
38), complaining and griping are "functionaly comparable." Both are plaintive soeech that requires an
audience. They have, however, different audiences and gods. Griping is ritudidic, repetitive, plaintive
gpeech amed a reaffirming group solidarity. For example, a group of men griping about their wives or a
group of women griping about their husbands is reaffirming its members shared gender identity. In
Japanese, this kind of plaintive speech is cdled guchi, a kind of grumbling to sympathetic friends that
soothes hurt fedings when action is deemed impracticable,

Complaints are defined as plaintive gpeech directed to the person the complainer deems
responsible for the offense or to one who is able to do something about it. In contrast to gripes, the
object of complaint is not group solidarity, but the reaffirmation of the relationship of a person or people
to culturally sacred objects (Katrid and Philipsen 1981) or, as Vaughan (1986; 14) puts it, to "bring
sef-concept and the identity bestowed by the rdlaionship into harmony.” As the following examples
show, inthe U.S,, the culturdly sacred object is the true sdf. In Japan, it has long been the preservation
of the system of ascribed socid roles.

Cultural Patterns of Complaint
Didinct cultures have identifiable principles and a high degree of coherence within, if not across,
historica periods (Sewell 1999). The U.S. culture of complaint sanctions plaintive expression; in Japan,
it might be better to goeak of a culture of noncomplaint. The contrasting stereotypica images are of
egotisical Americans and egoless Japanese. Consder how these images hold up when we compare



Japanese and American student radicas of the 1960s. Although the students were making sSimilar
complaints againg the establishment in both countries, the organizational style of the sudents protests
reflected their different culturd legacies. Where American students in Students for a Democratic Society
and other groups emphasized free goeech and the voluntarism of "doing your own thing," the
organization of groups of Japanese student radicas was characterized by "deference to forma authority
and unwillingness to chalenge it; consensus decison-making procedures that carry high expectations of
subsequent participation; indirect and ambiguous means of expressing dissent; and high leves of
commitment and loydty to the group” (Steinhoff 1992; 222-23).

As with organized radica disaffection, so with persona distress. Congder how culturd
differences in complaint are manifest in the treetment of psychologica complaints. Thergpiesin the U.S.
dress the importance of finding or recovering an authentic sdf. Americans like to believe that they
achieve sdfhood autonomoudy. Socid scientigts, from Philip Sater in The Pursuit of Lonliness to
Robert Bdlah e d. in Habits of the Heart, have cdled attention to the damaging effects of this ethos of
thergpeutic individuaism on commitment and socid respongbility. Everyone in the U.S. has the right to
complain; consequently, relationships are not premised on expectations of enduring consensus
mai ntenance.

The contrast with Jgpan could hardly be more marked. Native Japanese therapies, such as
Naikan (introspection) and Morita thergpy (named after its creator) operate out of cultural
assumptionsin which the self cannot exist independently. Psychologicd digtress is the result of bresksin
the chain of empathy and dependence on others. Native Japanese thergpies compel patients to reflect
upon how it is good to be dependent on others perceptions of us and that we exist by and large in
proportion to the extent to which these dependency relations are redized (ebra 1976). Sdf is a
location within socid structures, and the sdf ided is uncomplaining fulfillment of rdaivey inflexible socid
roles (Rohlen 1974; 96, 118).

The gtereotypes of dependent Japanese and autonomous Americans can dso be seen in the
redm of legd complaints. The American notion that unfair treetment gives people the right to complain
dates to the colonid period and sparked the Revolutionary War of 1776. Our culturd preference for
providing access to universd rules of law as means of digoute resolution has spawned a volume of legd
complaints so large that it threatens to swamp the courts. Legd representation is now a commodity
advertised on televison, and the proliferation of court TV programs is an indication that a strong rights
consciousness and an adversarid gpproach will continue to characterize dispute resolution in the United
States.

Access to law in Jgpan has long been highly restricted. Japanese justice emerged from feuda
arrangements that emphasized obligations, rather than rights, as paramount. Even when a cause was just



and eventudly recognized as such by high authority, attempts to bring legd complaints were deemed a
treasonous insult to the divingy sanctioned system of hereditary power. The price of such impudence
was frequently ostracism (nurahachibu) or desth.®> In modern times, access to law has remained
limited. Bureaucratic control of the sze of the legd establishment keeps the cogts of bringing suits
prohibitively high. This barrier is buttressed by a culturd ideology of the nation as a harmonious family
within which Western-style justice is not needed. Given the high cods to both purse and reputation,
formd legd confrontations are rdatively rare in Jgpan. Instead, a particularistic system of mediation, in
which age, gender, socid pogition, and other traditiona indices of power are brought to bear, swings
into action when civil plaintiffs are unable to reach compromise on their own. The result is preservation
of the socid order, even a the expense of the condtitutiond rights of individud citizens

Though by no means an exhaugtive account, the preceding pardld examples are sufficient to
establish the dereotypicd differences exhibited by Japanese and American complainants, be they
militant sudents, patients undergoing therapy, or perspective litigants. In the American case, complaint is
a culturd tool that is used extensvey for persond ends. But in Japan, as legd scholar John Haley
(1982) once sad about litigation there, complaint is more like a ceremoniad sword: kept on the mantle, it
is viewed as a symboal of ultimate sanctions, but seldom if ever taken down and used. Americans srut
their egos in public. Japanese egos are exercised mostly in the narrower confines of the mind, and even
bold socid revolutionaries, neuratics, and angry victims practice the culturd ided of sdf-restraint and
reserve. Even socid midfits do not want to be the nail that sticks up.

Stereotypicd though they may be, cultura preconditions inflect the process and style of
introducing and carrying out complaints. The structurd inequdity of hierarchy makes confrontation less
possible in Jgpan than in the egditarian United States. Ultimatums that lead relationships to rupture are
eader to deliver and more accepted in the U.S. Exit is less commonly recognized as an option in Japan,
and, in any case, language use conventions and socid interaction norms mitigate against demanding
immediate satisfaction. Consequently, Japanese take a relatively long-term view. They tend to introduce
complaints obliqudly, negotiate differences in a dow, roundabout way, or, if the risk of proceeding with
an issue is perceived as too gredt, ignore it dtogether and hope it will fade with the passage of time. In
Japan's culture of empathy, people are obliged to put themselves in the position of those to whom they
would complain. Indeed, complaints should not happen because idedly they would have been
anticipated and dedt with preemptively. But Americans are quick to complain a the firg hint of
unfairness and demand immediate resolution with a directness that Jgpanese find unsettling. The ad
hominim style common in the U.S. makes for voldile negotiations. In the U.S. culture of complaint, no
oneis obligated to be amindreader. The disgruntled are obliged to spesk out, if they can, and a certain
levd of conflict isaccepted as asgn of ahedthy socid order.



These gereotypes of complaint point dso to culturdly specific notions of virtuous exchange:
mordity. Japan's stereotypical mordity is rooted in leader-benevolence-for-follower-loyaty relaions in
which there is amaeru-amayakasu (exchange of indulgences) reciprocity. Virtue is consequently
defined as rolefulfillment. In contrast, American mord ideds presuppose exchanges unmediated by
dructurd inequdity. Virtue here is sdf-fulfillment. These culturdly differing notions of virtue are lenses
through which the meaning of plaintive fedings are interpreted. Although this may indeed be an accurate
overview, closer to the ground, the differences are somewhat less clear-cut. My interview data a times
chdlenge the stereotypes, and these exceptions point toward ways in which loca cultures are becoming
increasingly homogenized by risng globd culturd influences.

Cultures of Complaint in Family Life

Based on the examples presented in the preceding section, one could reasonably hypothesize
that Japanese people would make fewer complaints than Americans. One might aso reasonably assume
that such complaints as they may make might be expressed obliquely in comparison with forthright
Americans. Moreover, one would aso expect greater gender equdity in the digtribution of American
complaints. Conversdly, given their more rigid gender hierarchy, such Japanese complants as are
exhibited should come less often from women and more often from men. Although it is hard to disagree
with these suppositions, it is dso difficult to lend them whole-hearted support. Cross-culturd andysisis
messy, and despite the apparent clarity of the "big picture” we must avoid the tendency to essentidize,
especidly when andyzing the manifestly varied rems of families and spousd relations.

Sample and Methods

Fourteen couples, nine Japanese and five American, were recruted as subjects using a process
known as "snowbadlling from multiple starts’ (Vaughan 1986, 198). The Jgpanese couples are part of the
sample assembled for my dissertation research, which congsts of thirty-three dud-income couples
whose youngest child is under age ten. All resde in Toyama Prefecture. The American couples were
recruited specificaly for this paper. They reside in the greater San Francisco Bay Area

The couples were interviewed together in their homes. In gpproaching people for interviews, |
amply told them tha | was sudying work-family compdtibility in dud-earner couples with young
children. | did not specifically ask about complaints, nor did | encourage my respondents when
complaints emerged. The interviews were guided by a list of topics, such as how they typicaly spend
time on weekdays and holidays, who does what around the house, and how the children are cared for. |
wanted my questions to be subordinate to the respondents concerns, because my goas were to let the
respondents talk about what they thought was important in their work and family arrangements and tell



me about it in their own terms. However, it is dso dear that the topics on my ligt fell mostly within the
wives purview. With the husbands as a captive audience, the interview was an opportunity for wives
who were S0 inclined to engage in acomplaining ritud. Asit turned out, few of ether gender passed up
the chance.

Interviews took place in the respondents native languages and were tape recorded. The taped
portion lasted about two hours, dthough | frequently stayed longer. | made notes on what was said
before and after taping, either as we taked or from memory just after leaving. Later, | transcribed the
tapes, smultaneoudy trandating the Jepanese interviews into English.*

There were important smilarities and differences in the two samples. They were dike in age
(38.4 years for the U.S. men, 38.6 years for the Japanese men, 37.4 years for the U.S. women, 36.8
years for their Japanese counterparts), number of children (2.4 in the U.S,, 2.3 in Jgpan), the age of the
youngest child (3.6 in U.S, 4 in Jgpan), and average household income ($103,000 in the U.S,
$110,000 in Jgpan). All the couples might be categorized as middle class. At least one partner in each
couple had some college education, with a preponderance of the respondents in both samples being
college graduates.

In addition to these amilarities, couples in both countries shared the modern challenge of trying
to integrate their notions of a good enough family life with the demands of their jobs They live in
grikingly smilar circumstances. Work regimes, as measured in hours worked, are dmost identica. Both
countries are modern, bureaucratic, indudtria societies with consumption-driven lifestyles fuded by
advertisng, high per capita incomes, and easy consumer credit. In both, the service sector is the largest
part of the economy, and women make up roughly half the workforce. In consequence, gender roles are
seen as changing, and the articulation of work and family is problematic for both groups of families.

The mgor difference between them was that the American couples had a variety of
occupations, including general contractor, stock broker, police officer, nurse, accountant, insurance
clams agent, and logistics manager, but the Japanese couples sdected for inclusion in this paper were dl
public officids. In seven of the nine Jgpanese couples, both gpouses were educators, most of them high
school teachers.” In one couple, one spouse was a teacher and the other a public officia. The remaining
couple were both locd bureaucrats. There is less overt gender discrimination in Japanese public
officiddom than dsewhere in the society. Sdaries and working conditions are nearly identica for men
and women. Because the Japanese spouses were close in age, their sdaries dso tended to be very
amilar. The gender wage gap was more pronounced in the American sample and not aways to the
husband's advantage.

In sum, the two samples are broadly comparable subculturd groups, smilar in most respects
(middle dass, from the dominant racid group, numbers of children, education, income), but different in



their cultural ideds. Sugimoto (1997) has suggested that this sort of cross-culturd comparison of
subculturd groups emphasizes amilarities. Thus, only culturd differences that are redly sgnificant tend
to remain. If we take nations as the unit of analyss (as in the pervious section on culturd patterns of
complaint), the tendency is to emphasize differences.

When people have problems integrating work and family, and most respondents had some
degree of difficulty, there is risk of great emotion being involved. Work and family rdationships are
mgor determinants of identity for most of us. When my respondents talked about work and family, they
invariably described, in some detall, both their ided visons and the redities they percaived. The gaps
between these two and between spouses on these issues were fertile grounds for the emergence of
complaints.

Examples of Complaint in Japanese and American Families

Even without conducting interviews, one could easly imagine the sorts of complaints spouses
might make and why they might make them. In fact, the complaints that |1 heard from my subjects are
old news, a least in the United States. Lee Rainwater and associates (1959) and Mirra Komarovsky
(1964) found women in working-class couples complaining about the divison of household labor and
child rearing and their husbands failures to communicate. Lillian Rubin (1976, 1983, 1994), Diane
Vaughan (1986), and Deborah Tannen (1990) show that these complaints persst across time and socid
class, with husbands dso complaining, athough perhaps less often. In Japan, wives complaints would
seem to have a somewhat shorter history. However, as in so many other areas, the modernization of
complaint in Jgpan has been swift. Older generations of women tended to gripe among themselves.
Today, as a consequence of far-reaching changes in family form and gender culture, Japanese wives are
far more likely to raise issues directly with their husbands, dthough this trend has roots that go deep into
Japan's agricultural past.’ But a the same time, Japanese men are in generd reluctant to acknowledge
that gender culture is changing. This may, in part, explain why Japanese divorce rates are higher now
than at any timein the post-World War 11 period. Edited collectionsin which dozens of coupleslay bare
their fedings toward each other, such as He Says, She Says (Tsukijishokan 1994) and Men Talk of
Divorce (Chugoku Shimbun 1998), illustrate Japanese wives increased power to complain and how
the new gender order seems threatening to many Japanese husbands.

In my interviews, subjects of both nationdities and genders complained about housework, about
child care and child rearing, aout spousa communication and intimacy, and about commitment to
marriage. In practice, respondents seldom differentiate these overlapping categories. For people who
have children, child care and housework are two sSdes of the same coin, and spousa communication
and intimacy are often the same thing, especidly for women. For the couples involved in these



reationships, dl these pieces are parts of the same puzzle, and it is very hard to keep the categories
from overlapping. Neverthdess, in what follows, | try to corrd smilar complaints into mostly
homogeneous herds. In presenting these examples of complaint, | rely on one couple from each country
whose conversation clearly dramatizes some aspects of the respective cultures of complaint, while
leavening the mix with examples from and comments on other interviews to give a sense of how typicd
these pivotal examples may be.

American Complaints about Spousal Communication and Intimacy. The trandtion from
being partners to being parents was a turning point for intimacy in both samples. Decreasing intimacy
and increaangly difficult communication went hand in hand with childbirth. Motherhood and its demands
pushed husbands down a few notches on the ligt of wifdy priorities. Couples referred to fathers as
feding "left out" as mothers became consumed with child care. Some Americans, who were far more
likdy to have actudly witnessed a birth, said that the experience leads to a naturd decrease in intimecy.
Japanese men, though not likdy to have seen a birth (men are generdly not dlowed in delivery rooms,
though some clinics now encourage their participation) aso seemed to think that motherhood and female
sexudity were difficult to reconcile. In addition, the arrivd of children complicates and diminishes
communication between Spouses.

Bob Pogt (age thirty-nine), a salf-employed contractor, and his wife, Mary (age thirty-seven), a
nurse, have three children, two older boys and a girl (ages ten, eight, and sx) who are dl active in
sports.” The gap in ther spousal communication was illustrated when their middle-child, Peter, came
home during the interview. He had been to an amusement park with a young friend and his parents.
Now he was making a quick stop a home to change clothes in preparation for going out to dinner and
deeping over a the friend's house. Burgting through the door, Peter flies past where we St at the kitchen
table, in arush to get changed. "1 don't want to keep them waiting!" is his breathless greeting. Bob says,
"He pulled a fast one on me. He's supposed to be grounded, but | didn't know it." Mary explains that
she had grounded him for failing to do his homework. "We don't communicae very wdl." And she
adds, "'l haven't even talked to him [Bob] about it. He [Peter] wouldn't do his homework thisweek, so |
grounded him for the weekend. And | doubt that he remembers. But maybe he does."

Peter seems to know about the gap in communication. Now changed, the boy charges toward
the door, flinging "Good-bye!" over his shoulder, but he is called back to the kitchen. For the next three
minutes, he is on the hot seet as his parents prompt him to recal and recognize why he is in trouble.
While shuffling toward the door, Peter plays mom and dad againgt each other, using the interview, the
waiting friend and parents out in their car, and a combination of cuteness, guile, and temporary amnesia
to escagpe. His parents beckon him back. Peter says the waiting friend and his parents are timing him.
Bob and Mary gently try to extract a confesson. Peter is unwilling to come clean and makes a sdf-



conscious atempt to confuse the issue. Findly, Peter is dlowed to leave, but iswarned that more will be
said about the matter later. When we return to the interview, Bob says, "Where were we? Oh, yeah.
Communication. Wdll, there you go. Nothing better than aliving example." His wife elaborated:

| don't talk to Bob about anything that goes on in our day here. | don't think you even
know...do you know the names of their teachers or where their classes are, or what
homework they have, or.... We don't communicate anything of day-to-day matters.

Anxious to show tha "our day her€' includes him, he interrupts her to recite the eachers
names. While grudgingly impressed, she continues with her complaint.

| think for me it's..were like ships in the night. You know? | come home, and he's
rushing and grabbing someone for basebd| or footbdl. And "Why aren't they ready?"
and "Get their water," and, you know, you don't have time to even say, "How was your
day?' | mean Il usudly ask Bob, "How was your day?' "Fine" He doexn't ever
elaborate unless, well, hardly ever.

He: | don't bring work home.

She: He never talks about work.

He: It'stoo ugly.

She: And that's usudly where I'll gart if we St down. If we have dinner together, which
lately we haven't. That's about as far asit will get.

Their work schedules and the affairs of the three children are taxing. Timeistight, and the house
is noisy and chaotic with the three children in perpetua motion. Bob has two houses under congtruction
and is dso working on his own home after work. (The kitchen is undergoing a mgor refit; there is
sawdust at our feet.). He complains of deadlines, having to ded with ingpectors, picky buyers, making
runs after work to buy building materid for the next day. Both say that they have more conversation
with workmates than with each other.

When | ask them if they talk about home life a work, laughing, Bob says, "All the time. That's
pretty much al...our home and our sex lifeisal wetalk about.” He explains doseness to his buddies this

way.

It's easy since we dl know each other. We've dl gone to school together. So we're,
weve been friends together for quite a long time. So we dl know each other's wives
and each other's friends and <0 it's easy to communicate cause we're, whadoya calit?
We have alot to talk about.



Mary agrees that intragender communication is eeser. Like Bob, she thinks that disinct mae
and femae styles of communication are essentia to being a man or awoman. "Of course we tak about
[home life] & work. | mean, were women. We kind of do a little man-bashing. | work with some
ruthless women. One of them is redly firm." At this, Bob characterigticdly interjects, "Have you fdt
her?' Mary laughs him off. Her co-workers, she continues, come to work to gripe about their husbands.
Noncommunication between spousesis normd.

If & woman has something going on a home, | don't think too many women tdl ther
husbands what they tdl ther girlfriends. | know they don'. | don't Sit and talk with Bob
on the telephone. | can St and talk with Pam [a close friend] on the phone for two hours
about anything from what we've watched on TV or about our children. Or I'll talk to her
about him! It's easy to talk to her because were more...were dl girls, you know. And
to gt down and try to talk to him [Bob].... Firgt of dl, | don't think held be interested in
what | have to say for two hours. But a girlfriend and | can go to coffee and do that and
we can listen to each other or cry on each other's shoulders, and that's what we do.
Girls bond with girlsalot easier. Women st and talk with other women about what they
are doing, and you don't want to St and listen to dl that. Would you? I'll sart talking
about people a work and you don't have time for that.

He: | hate gossip though. See? | am antigossip. | am not like thet at dl.

She: Hum. So | think that's why women talk to women.

What for him is gossip is bonding for her. Thisis an example of Katrid's (1991) griping ritud.
Like the Japanese wives to be introduced, Mary and her friends engage in ritudigtic complaints that
reinforce their shared identity as women. Bob gripes with his workmates, too, but if his wife were to try
to tak with him in the same way, he would probably cal it gossp. Likewise, Mary says Bob would not
want to listen to what she has to say. Bob and Mary trividize communication across gender lines as
ether gossp or something the other would not want to heer.

Other American couplesin this study, athough not complaining about communicetion as clearly
as Mary did, hinted that they too had had smilar problems, but had found technicad solutions. For
example, Larry and Kim Green, afinancid services company employee and his editor wife, told me that
they had recently begun making lists of what they needed to do and assigning tasks so that, in Larry's
words, "nothing blows up because nobody did anything about it. Weve got to keep ourselves digned.”
For Larry, lis making is a "tool" for creating solutions. Unless there is a proposa attached, Larry
doesn't want to hear complaints. Kim dso finds list making useful, but as much as a ste for lisgening and
blowing off steam as away to set priorities or divide up labor. "We are awork in progress,” says Kim.
"Holding hands, or maybe not. But at least within hailing distance.” Friends since high school, they both
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see close communication and the ability to tolerate dissent as the glue in their rdationship. Neather talks
about family life much a work.

Another couple, Frank and Babs Snowden, rdlies on faxes and phone cdls to maintain contact
when Frank's job forces him to travel.

Like Frank and Larry, Nell Peters, a police officer, does not talk about family at work, but his
wife, Diane, a hedth care professond, does. In ther interview, it was she who complained  about
communication. Paradoxicdly, when sympathetic co-workers of the same gender are willing to lend an
e, there is greater likdihood that a spouse will complain aout communication a home being
inadequate.

The importance that spouses place on cross-gender communication contributes to the distance
between spouses and has repercussons for physicd intimacy as wel. Mary describes sex as less
important to her now than earlier in her marriage. She judtifiesit by saying that sheis beat by the end of
the day and they are not together much at other times.

Y ou know, it would be alot better during the day. Spontaneous sex is much better than
that planned bedtime thing. But that doesn't happen. Unless we go on vacation! We
have a great time on vacation! When we don't have kids, | think we do a lot better.
That's because it's just the two of us. Well talk al about our children, but yet well do,
kinda be more like when we weren't with kids. Being with kids has changed me. | mean
having children has changed me.

For Bob, Mary's orientation toward mothering is a choice she has made. He says, "Wadll it's
your priority." But for Mary, choiceisn't the issue. Having children changes the structure of spousal
relations. moms shift their focus to the kids, which "leaves dads craving the atention they used to get.”
Eventudly, dadswill dso adjust to the kids, but Mary says the pace of change is different. Her only
choiceisin how to respond to the imbaance children create.

Q: So you think it's your role to baance that?

She: Oh, in my rdationship with him, it's my role to baance that. If were doing well or
not well, | can...if were not doing well, 1 can change that. If were doing well, | can
maintain that. | fed like | do that.... WWomen do that.

Maintaining a baance between things that are changing at different speeds is women's work for

Mary. Seeing gaps and "lacking" as leading to divorce, she gppedls to him to recognize the work she
does to keep the family together. She dso reveds that there is a ggp between her verson of what she
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would like Bob to do and what he actualy does. He responds to her gpped for vaidation and change
with aveled complaint of his own: the nostdgic refrain from an old Hank Williams song.

She: Men and women change at different speeds. | think that's why they get divorced.
Y ou know? Theré's lacking for both of us. Thereés my lacking for a partner, and there's
his lacking for a partner in hisway that he wants a partner. And for me, | want a partner
that's afather for my kids and to be my partner...

He [interrupting her, Snging as he gets a beer from the fridge]: "Why don't you love me
like you used to do? How come you treat me like aworn out shoe? My hair's ill curly
and my eyes are il blue. Tell mewhy don't you love me like you used to do?®

She: Asyou can tell, he has ahard time with seriousness.

He | think laughing is hedthy, that's dl.

Laughing it dl away, avoiding "serious’ communication and the redignment of meanings and
identity that accompany it, precludes the posshility of sdf-redization through interspousa relations.
Bob's redneck, lyrica style of complaint doesn't register as serious with Mary, but neither does she
recognize the distance she puts between hersdf and her husband by referring to the children as "my
kids" The practica outcome for this American couple is retreat into gender identity formed in spite of
the conjugal bond.

Complaints about " Komyunikeshon" between Spouses in Japan.® Work and the demands
of children cut into spousd communication in Japan, too. But as in America, complaints about
communication there are more a function of gender norms than nationa culture. Hideo Tanaka (age
forty-five) and his wife, Sanae (age forty-three), are both teachers. Their marriage was arranged, and
they have five children ranging in age from six to sixteen. He is a weekend rice farmer raised in a three-
generation extended family household, as was his wife. With their children, they share alarge farmhouse
with his ederly parents, dthough they generdly live apart, his parents occupying the downgtairs rooms.
There is a separate kitchen upstairs. Sanae agreed to the marriage on the condition that she not be
involved with the farmwork. We started our conversation downgtairs in a Western-style room reserved
for meeting guests, though later we ate dinner gtting around a low table on the floor in the updairs
kitchen, where we talked late into the night over wine.

When | asked them about how becoming parents had changed their relations as a couple, there
was a long slence as they looked at each other. While | was trying to read their expressions, Hideo
burst into hearty laughter and then said,

Wil it's hard to say. But it's certain that we don't go out to the movies as we once did.

Since the children were born, weve been to the movies only two or three times in the
last sixteen years. When we go to a restaurant, we aways choose one tha will be
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gopropriate for the children. The other day, we went out for lunch, just the two of us.

Usudly, with the kids, they dominate the conversation, jabber, jabber, jabber, you
know. Most of our tak is directed at the kids, keeping them in line, you know. There
redly isn't any spousa conversation. But on the other hand, when we went out as a
couple last Saturday, we didn't know what to talk about. [He laughs]. At least | felt that

way. Now, everyday we have the chance to face each other like this and talk one on
one, however that's usudly the same time that we Sart egting. [She is laughing softly in

the background.] Before thet, there are ten or fifteen minutes when we are waiting for

the rice to get done. | wonder what to talk about.

The dally routine is harsh and affords little time for persond tak between the two of them.
Hideo tels me a story about another couple he knows. The wife taks with her husband two to three
hours each day. This seems strange to Hideo. "What do they tak about, | wonder? My wife and | can't
imagine. | mean, we smply have no time or energy.” Thelr daily routine, described in detall earlier in the
interview, is arduous. Sanae said that she gets up as early as 3 A.M., cutting back on deep to prepare
for her classes or to have a couple hours of free time. She collgpses after dinner each night, sometimes
too exhausted to remove her clothes. Hideo tells me that this other couple has different hobbies and thus
conversation about hobbies is not interesting to the wife. He can't beieve dissatisfaction could occur
over such aminor thing.

How does Sanae fed about the leve of conversation in her marriage? She repeated my question
asif it had never occurred to her to think of such athing. (This was a show of reserve. | learned later
that she has clearly given such matters a lot of thought and had even threatened  divorce on two
occasions to motivate him to be more involved a home.) Then findly, with an embarrassed chortle, she

replies,

| have sort of forced mysdf to become used to this pattern. "This is good enough,” |
have convinced mysdf to say. Things have changed in stages, and | have just gone dong
with the flow of events. Now, if you ask, | have to say, "Well, | guess there is some
dissatisfaction." We don't talk about work. It's strange, since we are both teachers, but
we don't talk about education.

Beit traditiona extended household or modern nuclear family, lack of spousd communication in
Japan is avirtud epidemic. Typica were the comments of another woman, whose sdlaryman husband's
job-related travel and long hours kegp him from home. She told me, "I want more time for us to talk.
He's not redly here that much, and while he is gone, there are dl these things concerning the house and
the kids that have to be resolved.” When | gpologize for taking up their vauable free time together, she
says, "It'sdl right. Thisisakind of stress relief for me. What | want is a Stuation where serious grown-

13



up tak is possble: things outsde the kids and household affairs. | bet everyone tdls you this, don't
they?'

In fact, wives complaints about communication do plague the mgority of contemporary
Japanese marriages. In 1998, NHK, Japan's public broadcasting network, aired a program in which
gender differences in gpousd communication are clearly articulated. One segment shows an evening of
remotely videotagped conversation between Y oshida Shigeo (age thirty-six), acivil servant, and his wife,
Y uko (age thirty-two), edited down to a ten-minute piece of film. They have an infant daughter, Ayano
(age sx months). Before the tape is shown, Yuko complains to the fifty Tokyo area couples in the
sudio audience, "Everyday it's just me and the baby, so | fed londy. There just isn't enough time, and |
guess that's why we don't talk as much as we used to." Her husband, however, doesn't think they talk
any less now, dthough he admits that they spend less time together now that Ayano is there. The
videotape is supposed to settle this dispute. Along with the fifty couples in the audience (Stting
segregated by gender), a panel of five "experts’ made up of a lawyer, a writer, and three entertainers
sarvesasakind of jury.

The tgpe begins with Shigeo arriving home from work. Y uko, who istaking child care leave, is
there with the child. He changes his clothes and grabs the televison remote control. They tak about
their daughter's hedlth. She has arash. Y uko says, "Y ou could give Ayano a bath before dinner.” But he
declines, saying, "Oh, that's okay." (Eventudly, Y uko will do it hersdf.) They watch TV during dinner,
the two of them gitting Sde by sde so they can both see the tube and the baby, who is beforethemin a
baby-minder. Y uko's attempt at conversation draws only aminima response.

She: Today, when | got on the train, a young person gave up their seat to me.

He: How old?

She A little older than me. About your age. [He looks a her for the first time. She
gestures, imitating how the person offered her the sedt], “ D6z0” [Have a sedt], they
said.

He: Maybe Ayano was cute, or maybe you were cute.

She [Sort of laughing]: Both of uswere cute.

He How you talk!

She: Somehow, | could fed... It was such amodern thing to do.

He [Ignoring her? To the baby, who is babbling]: Just a minute. I'm egting (and will play
with you later.) Do you want some rice?

She: Do you give up your seet?

He: Huh?[Heis not paying attention.] No, never.

She: | bet you fake being adeep. That's not good.

He: There aren't such people.

She: People with children early in the morning?
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He: Um [staring off toward the TV, which is showing basebdl].

After dinner, Yuko bathes Ayano and puts her to bed. When she comes back to the living
room, Shigeo is reading the paper. She cleans up the kitchen. He tries to surf the web. They go to bed
a ten o'dlock. They were together for two hours and fifty minutes. In that time, their conversation time
was forty-eight minutes. She ooke to him thirty-ax times, he to her twenty-five times, mostly about the
child. He spoke to the child twenty-eight times,; she talked to Ayano eeven times.

Following the tape, the experts offer comments to the Y oshidas about their communication. One
points out that TV may be getting in the way; perhaps they should not St Sde by sde. Another has a
wonderful theory that conversationd output is governed by an annud quota: if you tak too much in the
early months, you can't say much later. Mr. Y oshida grins broadly at this easy judtification. No one says
the idea is strange, but Yuko reterates that she wants more adult talk. She wants to know what is
happening in the outside world.

Sociologigt Ito Kimio says Japanese men's falure to communicate is learned behavior. In
Japanese companies, communication is structured by hierarchy and tends to be highly formulaic. Much
time and effort are spent mastering workplace communication styles. Far lesstime is devoted to talking
to women and children. In addition, Japanese men widdy share the bdief that their wives understand
them even without conversation. In 60% of Jgpanese households, spousd communication condsts of
dlence or of only the wife speaking (Ito 1996; 64-66). According to the NHK program, 61% of
Japanese wives are dissatisfied with their spousal conversation. The reasons are the following: not
enough conversation, husband won't listen, conversation is meaningless or boring, and conversation
leads to conflict.

Why doesn’t conversation develop? A woman in the audience shares her experience: "If we tdk
about children or taking care of our ederly parents, etc., my husband onesidedly says things like, That's
your department, isn't it? | don’t tdl you about my problems a work, so you shouldn’t tell me about
problems a home” Ancother wife says “lI want to have more couple time, want to increase
conversation. But my husband doesnt like it. He says, 'Why are you bringing that up now? What are
you some kind of junior high school kid? Tak? What do you want to say?” The mgority of the men
laugh in recognition and agreement. They seem to think that talking to women should be confined to
courting. But while wives are underdandably upset at the lack of vdidation ther attempts a
conversation receive, for husbands, too much spousd communication after marriage is inconvenient. As
one man put it, "She takstoo long. If she goes on like that, dl my relaxation time will be taken up.”
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The mde norm of slence in marriage as "good enough” communication is strong. Mr. Yoshida
judtifies his levd of participation in spousal conversation by reference to this dated masculine ided that
heis il trying to redize, despite the negative consequences for his marriage.

Wil actudly, my father was a craftaman, and | remember him teaching me that a man
should not blabber, but should keep quiet and devote his energy to doing his job well.
That notion remains somewhere in me. | understand it mentaly, but my emotions get the
better of me when she talks too much. | say, “That's enough!” And my wife' s eyebrows
rise up abit, and | can tell sheisangry. | try to follow up and soften the blow, but | am
too late.

Unlike the scene quoted by Tannen (1990; 229-21) from Erica Jong's Fear of Flying, in which
husband, Bennett, batters hiswife, Isadora, to the floor with slence, the husbands | interviewed did not
use slence to purposefully inflict pain on their spouses. But they did often fed that a man who talks too
much dilutes his power and authority. So did their wives. Toshio Arisawa, a sdf-admitted patriarcha
type, was humorous in his response to his wife Tomomi's complaints about his lessthan-involved
attitude. Because they both have the same jobs, she wants him to be more of a partner & home. "If |
just come home, drink, and fal adeep, she complains pubububu monku o yutteiru], but if | can
endure her complaints, | can make it through somehow. [We dl burst out laughing at his openness] | do
fed some remorse, but it's a the level of the consumption tax: about 5% [big laughs dl around.].” When
| ask him if he knows about the government's campaign to get men to play afuller role a home, he says
he appreciates and sympathizes with the "new family” perspective. "Those principles are better. But
theory and practice are different! The theory makes my postion difficult, en? | have to do more, but |
am 4ill looking for away to excuse my sdfishnesd All | can do isask her to forgive me.”

Forgiving their husbands is part of a woman's role. Like Mary Post, who enables Bob's
problem with "seriousness,” Sanae Tanaka played a part in Hideo's lack of communication because she
holds that "A man should be stern, have some severity,” a demeanor that is not easily compatible with
loquacious conversation. It seems that communication, with its multiplicity of details, isfeminine,

And what about Y uko Y oshida? In the end, she is seen as having no complaint. The consensus
opinion of the experts and others in the studio is that her problem will be resolved in the fullness of time
if she can summon the patience to wait. This group communication ritua, mediated by a pand of
experts, concludes the complaint by placing it within the framework of the common sense of a wife's
role. The program ends with a find survey question that affirms the leve of communication that wives
are supposed to be happy with. In response to the question, "What words make a wife fed better?' the
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top votegetters are "It tastes good, It looks good on you, | am sorry, Congratulations!” Asiif that is dl
she needs to hear, the totals sum to 100%!

Summary. Complaints about spousd communication are often associated with the arrivd of
children. But spouses in both cultures are in redlity split into separate spheres long before children arrive;
there is a gap across which it is difficult to tak and into which attempts at intimacy fal. Cross-culturd
amilarities were strong here. Women in both samples were unreserved in expressing dissatisfaction with
spousad communication. They wanted their husbands to take more interest in the domestic sphere, into
which they wished that he would bring "adult" conversation about the outsde world. However, few men
seem able to perform this conduit function. The Stuation is particularly dire in Jgpan, where there are
strong societal assumptions that communication is not needed between spouses and a customary belief
that dlence is aform of communication. Like Sanae Tanaka, who has trained hersdlf to think "this is
good enough,” American wives, such as Mary Pog, retreat into arole conception in which it isther job
to baance the reaionship. Women want to be part of their spouses worlds, but find themsdaves
thwarted by men who don't talk about their work. So they find solace and make up for the affirmation
they miss by griping with other women. Communication itsdlf, especidly "rgpport-tak” (Tannen 1990;
74-77) comesto be seen as part of the femae, domestic sphere.

Husbands, too, suffer under such arrangements. Defining communication as wifdy territory
isolates a man from his children and their lives. But on an even more fundamenta level, men become
excluded from the home by their stubborn adherence to masculine codes of dlence, which therr wives
often support. The meaning of spousal conversation is thereby devalued. What a wife has to say about
the children or the household loses value, and many men withdraw because they don't see themsdaves
getting anything out of conversationd exchange. They wadl off large areas of ther lives as "too ugly” to
talk about and define the sort of communication their wives have as"gossp” or something only immeature
schoolchildren do. Thus, the gap widens, and couples become, in Lillian Rubin's (1983) tdling
expression, "intimate strangers.”

Culture inflects these Japanese and American couples complaints about communication;
however, the more notable pattern is one of a cross-cultura gender divison of who talks and what they
tak about. It is hard for women to complain, especidly in Japan, where the format (indirection,
empathy, sublimation of individua wants to the demands of ones socid role) works to diminish
complaints. Therefore, it is Sgnificant that they complain as much as they do. This is clear evidence of
women working to change the rules for their roles, an expresson of a gradud convergence in speech
forms. Unlike English, however, Japanese does not have an egditarian form of address, and differences
in mae and femae speech, far more pronounced than in English, are likdy to inhibit cross-gender
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communication for the foreseeable future. Without this communication, it will be difficult to redize ideds,
such asthose implicit in the notion of the companionate marriage.

Complaints about Equality, Loyalty, and Prosperity in Marriage. Married for fourteen
years, Makoto (age forty-seven) and Kiriko (age forth-five) Maeda are educators. Both work in
postsecondary inditutions. He is an economist and sheisalinguist. We talked at the dining table in their
home, a Wegtern dyle house in a new development of smilar and probably expensve homes. Thisis
unusua for Japan, where class-segregated neighborhoods are rare, and old and new homes often stand
sde by sde. In the yard was a smdl plagtic dide and other toys for ther three-year-old son. A baby
grand piano, played expertly by their deven year-old daughter, stands in the room off the dining area.

Mr. Maeda and | sat having adrink a the dining table in the fading light of the summer evening.
Kiriko at firg joined the conversation from her gtation in the kitchen and later sat with us a the table.
Their young son, Toru , played quietly while we chatted. Makoto isthe first son of locd farmers, but his
becoming a professor created a successon problem for the family farm. Kiriko, like her mother before
her, works. She saw her mother's talents constrained by old-fashioned ideas about a woman's place
and wants to avoid being held back in her own life. Her dream of sdf-fulfillment led her to decide, while
she was Hill young, that she wanted to marry a man who could be an equd partner in raisng the family.
She prefaces her remarks by saying that she has never told her husband what she is about to say and
then reveds hersdf:

| decided before | married that 1 would marry a researcher. My reasoning was that |
wanted to have my own work, but knew that | couldn’'t carry on with it if my husband
would not/could not help with raising the children. | thought | wanted to be aresearcher,
and so another researcher seemed to be the best match. | never thought of marrying a
doctor and never tried to arrange it so that | would meet one. | had heard that if oneisa
doctor’ swife, you can’'t work, so that held no attraction for me. Even if it means never
having to worry about money, your role in life is predetermined, and | didn’t want that.
So from the gtart, | limited myself to researchers. And | am glad now that | did. When
we got married, we didn’'t have much income, and that was tough. But we worked hard
at what | wanted to do, and it has led to income. We never redly tried to work for
money, but just worked at what we wanted to do and the money followed. Naturaly.

The flaw in her plan, however, was that she married a first son from a conservative rurd area
Although Makoto felt that he and others of his generation had been democratized and were no longer
patriarchad types in the mode of their fathers and grandfathers, this pace of progress toward marita
equity was insufficient for Kiriko. During the interview, he claimed household expertise in areas such as
cooking and cleaning, but she refuted many of his assertions as overstatement or posturing. He doesntt
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cook as often as he says, doesn't know how to dress the children properly (according to the school
dress code for that season), doesn't even take care of his own clothes. Although she admits that he did
more of the household work early in their marriage, after the children came, he reverted to helplessness.
"Why did you change?' | ask. "'l wonder," he says. "That's the problem with Japanese men, right there!™
she retorts. Their helplessness is feigned, she says, because when mothers aren't around, they seem to
manage wdl enough. This duplicity is interfering with her career. But his career has gone wdl. In part as
aresult of her diligent support, he became a full professor at age Forty-two. She, too, is proud of his
accomplishments and shares in his socia status. But she resents being regarded as just his secretary. A
fifty-fifty partnership is her notion of marriage.

Kiriko thinks her life is harder than that of the other wives in the neighborhood. Many dontt
work, so their free time is spent with each other. She, however, devotes her spare time to her research,
her priorities evident in the stacks of books and papers lying about the house.

Kiriko has more roles than she would like. Sheis saddled with chores by virtue of her husband's
traditiond ways and demands. On an overnight outing to an organic farm attended by the Maedas, the
family of one of his colleagues, and my family, she was the one who did al the organization, made the
phone cdls, planned the menu, collected the money. Later in the evening, dightly oiled by dcohal, she
griped to me that she doesn't think he gppreciates her contributions sufficiently and that their marriage
has been full of fights because he gives only lip service to equdity when what she wants is a red
commitment to it. He has more loyalty to his job than to her, and he ill behaves like a patriarch. She
had hoped for more from him and even characterizes his universty job as part-time to justify her
complaints that he doesn't do enough family work.

Makoto, for his part, reminds her, "Just because it is summer vacation a the universty doesn't
mean we are playing games up there" In addition, it should be noted that he is more than willing to let
her tdl her sde. He endures her complaints cheerfully and, indeed, enjoys the discussion. It is hard to
imagine ared Jgpanese patriarch tolerating such wifely freedom of speech in front of astranger.

Unlike the other couples in this study, Steve (age forty-four) and Gloria Smith (age thirty-nine)
are newlyweds. It is his third marriage and her second.’® Each has one child from previous marriages,
and they have a baby daughter together. Gloria tells me I've come a a good time: it's the end of the
weekend when Bill (seven), Steve's son, has to go back to Nancy, his birth mother — a time of stress.
"Thisisthe core of us. Thisisthe core of us" she repeats. We talked at the dinner table of their rented
suburban home with a view of the valey lights and the mountain beyond. At firg, the children were
there, but after dinner, Bill went to his mother's house, and Heather (four years) and Susan (Sx months)
were adeep. Steve and Gloria say they are happy together, but as we sat over coffee, it was clear they
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have some issues around money, mostly in regard to Nancy. Gloria says, "We're lucky we found each
other, but when it comes to finances, we don't have our feet on the ground.”

The three children are cogtly. Child care and rent are about the same, each running roughly
$1600 a month. Gloria works for an insurance company, and Steve is a clerk for a securities firm.
Combined they make about $83,000 a year, but after taxes, this doesn't quite cover their expenses.
Money istight; it has a chokehold on their dreams.

Steve's rdationship with his ex-wife is, for Gloria, the source of their problems. She hammered
away a this theme repeatedly during the evening and was clearly distressed by the time we reached the
end of the interview.

In response to Gloria saying thisis agood time to see who they redly are, Steve agreed.

He Theres no issue with Bill's mother a this time of the month because there's no
payment going back and forth. So | don't have to deal with her this time. It's just a
drop-off and that's that.

She: Uh, well. Yeah. That's how you seeit.

He That'show | seeit.

She: | seeit as an ongoing problem.

As she taks, it becomes clear that the marriage is not working out as she imagined. Income is
tight; rent and child care are expensive. They would like to buy a house, but prices in their area are 0
high that even cashing out Steve's consderable 401K retirement plan leaves them with too much debt to
sarvice™ Moving to a chesper area is complicated by the divorce settlement, which prohibits Steve
from taking Bill out of the county, and by Gloria and Steve's respective commutes. Nancy's continuing
influence is felt in other ways, too. Her job as a pardegd, unlike Glorias job at the insurance company,
does not dlow any flexibility. Bill, says Gloria, spends eeven hours a day in "the most expensve care
you could possibly find" in a very expensive suburb. Glorias children are in much cheaper, co-op care,
but parents have to contribute labor twice a month. Steve pays haf of Bill's day care, but does nat, it
seems, have any input into decisons about who will provide the care.

She: Bill got us for $850 in September. His mother, his mother isthe source...

He ...is the source redly, of our, of any sort of problems that we have because Gloria
doexnt like the way that | have dedlt with her.

She We fight over her. You know what? That woman is sucking our money. Last
month she got $850 out of us. | resent that.
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Gloria aso resents Nancy's refusal to meet her. Gloria says if her ex-husband remarried, shed
certainly want to see who her child would be spending time with, but Nancy has snubbed Gloria twice,
once when they were in the same room. For Gloria, this exclusoniam, which she darkly suspects is
based on class or "blood,” is hard to swallow. She dso has evidence that Nancy is teaching Bill class
and racia preudice, epithets, and homophobia. She is angry because Nancy browbeats Steve a every
opportunity, even in front of Bill. Nancy, Gloria says, is mean and spiteful, refusing to even let Steve in
the house. Despite being manipulated, Steve is unwilling to get angry. He would prefer to give Nancy
the benefit of the doubt. When he offers explanations for Nancy's behavior, Glorids frudtrations
explode. "Look how he defends her!" she cries. "Y ou give her way too much dack!" Gloriathinks Steve
should show more backbone, stland up to Nancy and her bullying. She says that he holds the key to
ending Nancy's extortion by showing her that he is not afraid to let Bill see them argue. Her complaint is
that he needs to remember whom he is married to.

Look, it's not your problem. You've had alot of her anger, and it'stime for you to purge
yoursdf and say, "Okay, that's her anger and that's what has to do with her and her
anger and thisis what is redly at issue with me and my son." And be able to separate
her anger from your son. And what's going to affect your son and what's not going to
affect your son. You need to say to her, "No, Nancy. This is not going to affect your
son. You may hear me say 'No," but it's not going to f--- him, it's not going to traumetize
him, in any way." We don't have any money to spare, but the first of the month when
you showed up with the check for $375, Nancy sarted raving, "$375!! What
the....[imitates Nancy raving about money]...in front of Bill. And s0 you just go, "Okay,
okay!" and write her out a check for $675 even though she's not entitled to the other
$300 [hdlf the preschool feeg] until the fifteenth. She's not entitled to it period! It's not
her money. It's your job to pay haf the child care and to her $375. It's not her job to
handle your finances. She's not your wife. I'm your wife!

She tells Steve that he could pay the child care directly, on the due date, just like any other
creditor. He can take control of his relationship with Nancy. This would help resolve an issue that they
fight over. Gloria says it dso affects Bill. Her own children are in chegp care, "But Bill's a 700 to 900
dollar amonth kid. And | take it out on him." Nancy's use of Steve's concern for the boy to manipulate
Steveisleading Gloriato do the same in order to save their marriage. It particularly bothers her that she
is ableto ded with her troublesome ex-husband, but Steve's inability to deal with Nancy threatens her
vigon of ther future together.

She You dways say [dowly and with passion], "Bill's my son." You say, "Bill's my
son."
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He That'sright.
She: You don't say, "Nancy's out of line"" You say, "Bill's my son.”

What redly bothers Gloria is that her wages are subsdizing Nancy's lifestyle a the expense of
her own dreams of having a happy marriage and owning a home. She is quite upset that Nancy Hill has
ahold over Steve and that he is not willing to stland up to the woman who has caused him so much pain.
There is a huge gap between what she had envisioned for their life together and what she sees. After
recounting again how much Bill costs compared with the costs for her two children, and how
irresponsble she thinks Nancy is for leaving her child in day care for so many hours per day (which
exacerbates the cogts), she gets close to the breaking point.

She: When we first got married, we're like, "Okay, let's save money and buy a home
and yada yada." Save money!!? We don't make it paycheck to paycheck. We take
money out. We cash advancel Don't we? Weve been doing that for the last three
months.... It drives me crazy. | can't deep at night because | get...you know, you start
to wonder why you should get up and go to work. WHY ?

He: What do you mean, why [irritated a her childishness]?

She Why am | going to work today?

He: Y ou know why you're going to work today. Y ou have to go to work....

She: So | can pay Nancy?!

The very meaning of her life and their marriage is a stake in this conversation, and she wants
him to know it and do something to show tha he is committed to therr life together first and foremodt.
She says he should tell Nancy to "f--- hersdf," that he should take her back to court and rewrite the
divorce agreement. Steve is not enthusiastic about doing this. He wants assurances that Gloria will stand
besde him if he does so. Gloria wants Steve to understand that love is not enough, that a marriage
needs some fiscd gability.

She: But guess what? You're out of money. You know thet little pad you had? The
reason you signed that divorce agreement with Nancy is because you had that cushion
of money from when your folks died. That money is gone. | am paying her now. It's
coming out of my pocket.

He: So we sue her, not just me.

She: It's affecting me.

He: Isnt that right, though?

She | do the finances

He We take her back to court, not just me.

She: And you need to do the finances next month so you can see for yourself. You don't
make enough money to live and pay Nancy what she wants.
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Summary. Gloria Smith and Kiriko Maeda drew a bulls-eye around the complaint that many
other women in this study just gestured at: marriage must be a partnership in which spouses levels of
mutual commitment are a measure of the merit of the marriage. Although the issues are different, both of
these women fed shortchanged. Their complaints are attempts to bring the redlity of their marriages into
line with the images they have of themsdves and their gods for maried life. Imbedded in ther
complaints we find their ided notions of masculinity: partner, protector, and provider.

In Japan, marriage is a rdationship of "complementary incompetence’ (Edwards 1989) in which
two incompl ete people can become full-fledged members of society only through their union. This notion
of marriage carries with it arigid gender division of labor. Like many modern Japanese women, Kiriko
Maeda objects to a verson of marriage that makes her out to be incompetent in the public sphere. Nor
does she subscribe to the theory that men are incompetent a home. The vison of selfhood she is trying
to redize is complex and demands that her husband share her dreams just as she shares his. Her
complaints are part of Japanese women's "quiet revolution” (Nihon Keza Shimbun 1998), a well-
documented bid by Japanese women for economic and socia independence, that paradoxicaly seeks
to achieve these goas while preserving cherished ided nations of femininity.

The part of Gloria Smith's marriage dream that is not being redized is a degree of affluence and
comfort that she had expected would accompany her marriage to Steve. She compares hersdf to
Nancy and finds that she has less influence with Steve, less money, and less self-esteem as a reault. His
reluctance to assart himsdlf is costing her money and causing her to lose degp. Complaining to him, and
it was clear she had voiced the same concerns to him before, is her drategy for getting him to
acknowledge the rules she had thought they were playing by when she married him.

Complaints about Housework and Parenting. It is probably not an overstatement to say that,
where two adults share the burdens of child care and housework, there will be complaints about the
divison of thislabor. Stdled though the American gender revolution & home may be, it is miles ahead of
Japan. And yet both the Japanese and America men shared Smilar versions of the same complaint. As
they see it, their wives are overly involved with children and housework. To them, the ideology of
modern motherhood is the bass for female hegemony in the home, setting standards for housework that
make it hard for men's contributions to count while making mothers too soft on children.

Take Frank Snowden (age forty-three) for example. He has a demanding job as a logigtics
expert in the trangportation industry that requires frequent travel. He complained repeatedly over the
course of the interview about what he sees as his wife, Babss (age thirty-eight), neurotic commitment to
her roles as mother and housekeeper. She is dso employed full-time, as a bookkeeper at a smdl, family
friendly firm close to home. We taked at the dining table of their immaculate, ranch-style home in the
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suburbs of San Francisco. Although Babs and Frank have two sons, aged five and ten, there was no
ggn of them in the living room: no toys, no destruction. Everything was dust-free and in place, flower-
filled vases intact. While we tadked, Frank brought us glass after glass of ice water on the very warm
Cdifornia afternoon. The pool shimmered invitingly in therr backyard with its dozens of roses in full
bloom. Frank renovated this house and even put in the pool by himsdf. He is clearly a craftaman and
proud of his"skill set," which includes the professona acumen that has earned him repeated promotions
in his firm. A project on the East Coast has kept him from home for much of the year, dlowing him to
come home only every other weekend. He fears his absence may be hurting his family and says,

If they continue to put me on the road, |1 going to have to draw the line. Ah, the thing
that hurts me the most being gone is to watch her kind of burn out. Sometimes | put a
lot of the respongbility for her burnout on her because she doesn't get the help that she
could have if sheredly looked for it.

Later, he continued with the same theme.

He: If she wants some freetime, go do it, and I'll pick up the dack in anything. But she
has a hard time organizing hersdf to do things for her.

She: | know

He: And, you know, she hasto learn to do that.

She: Yeah. | agree. But yeah. There's just alot of respongbilities keeping the house up,
and grocery shopping, and cleaning, and laundry, and the boys. Very active boys, too.
[She laughs]

He Y ou could dso teach them to help you clean.

She: Yesh.

He: And they dont.

She: | know. | know | need to be more sricter with that.

He Yes

In her "more dricter” and his criticiam of her inability to organize ether hersdf or their sons
labor, heis hitting on her intelligence, something she may be insecure about.*? In the course of answering
my question, Frank's observation, "she has a hard time organizing hersdf to do things for her,” is
couched in terms of concern for his wife, but can aso be taken as a subtle complaint aout her home
management skills. "You could dso teach them to help you clean” is a more open critique of Babss
performance as a mother. Frank thought that she was too soft, indulging the kids too much. As we will
see, his concern for the children is genuine; however, it is dso mingled with a complaint about her
making his job as a parent more difficult. Again, they address each other directly, dl but ignoring me.

He: | wish they had some more respect for you.
She: Yeah, yeah.
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He: | mean, you let 'em trod on you and that's not good.

She: No.

He: But then it dso makes it alittle harder for me because | have to come in and widld
the hammer on 'em sometimes. You dways cal me: "Do this to them now." Why don't
you turn around and. [He laughs as she cuts him off.]

She: No, no. | do sometimes. Y ou would be surprised, cause | am here.

He: Aasaw [tone of dight resignation and disparagement].

Then, in response to her question about how he thinks the kids should be parented, he replies
with a blast about the perils of permissveness. This socid commentary is amed at both of us. At the
end, Frank segues back to complaining overtly about Babs. Rather than speeking abstractly, he is once
again pointing afinger a her.

And I, with regard to discipline, | think the kids need alevel of discipline and they need
aleve of dructure. | have seen any number of kids that don't have the structure and
they don't have the discipline and uh, you know, it might be easy for the parents up
front. But it gets red hard, and | am looking down the line to when they get to be
teenagers, you know. | want to have some degree of respect from them and
understanding that there are bounds out there. That they can go so far, but they cross
this border, and they know they are in trouble. And that's why | want to provide
something consistent. And sometimes that's where we get into little argumentsis, ah, she
lets 'em go way beyond the bounds...

She: Sometimes.

He: ...and sometimes they take advantage of her and do things...

She Yesh.

He: ...tha | cal ‘em on the carpet for.

Babs, it seems, lets the boys get away with not doing their chores. Frank says that they "know
theré's no consequences.” Babs disputes this. She says she sends them to their rooms, spanks them, or
screams at them, but she dso says sheis afraid of her temper. Frank then offers advice. "All you need
to be is congstent. That's dl you gotta be. Look 'em right in their beady eyes and tell 'em.” The
interview about their life together becomes an opportunity for Frank to initiate a management review of
Babss parenting.

In the Pogt household, too, Mary's falure to utilize child labor is grounds for her husband to
complain that she is too oft. It arts with him good-naturedly complaining to me that my questions
about who does what at home are biased in favor of hiswife.
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He: How come there's no questions there that say, "Who built the house? Who keeps
building the house? Who remodels the house? Who upgrades everything? Who puts her
pantry in?' [Sheislaughing.]

She: How come [laughing]?

Q: We know now.

She: Yeah [laughg]. Now, honestly, you have to be honest. Before you were
remodding, did you clean house? ... [five seconds of Slence] | mean, | don't snive and
bitch about it. But did you clean house?

He Yeeh

She: No! The only thing that makes me mad, and | am going to say it for the record:
nobody picks up after themselves! Not him, not my kids. My mom came over here and
hel ped me clean this house yesterday. Look at it! | went to work today. This bugs me.
[The implication isthat when she is not there, everything fals gpart.] | come and | have
to go through each room because not one person picks up.

He: Now, okay. Listen: nothing out hereis mine.

She: Ah... [shetriesto respond.]

He Just ligten! [She laughs.] The reason it doesn't look like thiswhen you're hereis
because you follow them around and pick everything up thet they...

She All day long!

He Get themto doit!! Y ou won't get them to do. You'd rather do it yourself because
it'seader for you to do it yourself than argue with them to get them to do it. Okay?! So
you're congtantly following these kids around cleaning up after them. Why would they
ever do it themsalves? They have their own little built-in maid. Okay?!!

She: | understand that.

He Wdl, | don't clean up after them.

She: And it doesn't bug you thet it looks like this.

He: No.

She: And you don't think about me coming home to this? No, you don't. That'sal | am
saying. When | work al day, 1'd like to come home and just find it kind of picked up.
He Sorry [somewhat sincerely offered].

She | haveno...l...

He: | am nat going to follow them around and [She is laughing and Sghing]....

She: But my mom does come over and she cleans.

He: She follows them around, too, and cleans up after them.

She: Yes, shedoes. That'swhere | learned that bad, nasty habit [laughing].

Like Bob and Mary, Frank and Babs differ when it comes to standards for cleanliness. She
feds that the house should aways be spotless. She wants Frank to pick up more often. Frank says the
house is clean. The problem is not effort on his part. "She has this immediacy need,” he says. "She has
to have it done right then."” To which shereplies, "That'swho | am. | should be more patient, but...." It is

26



clear that Babss identity is at stake. Frank wants her to be somebody else. Babs tries to fend off his
chdlenge, without driving him away. It isadifficult baancing act.

Asked what he would like Babs to do, Frank returns to the theme of her obsession with
housework.

He And if | could have her do anything, it would be to relax and enjoy life a little bit.
[Thisissaid asif she doesn't.] And to not be so and with regard to her house and other
things like thet. Because she's going to end up killing hersdf. | learned the hard way that
dress is a real destroyer. [He had heart bypass surgery three years before the
interview.] Maybe she thinks | am too laid back at times, but if you don't engineer your
lifeto try to find some moments for the self-solitude...

She: Yesh.

He:...and for doing things that you like to do. | mean, leave a couple plates in the
snk..and go out and sit around and have yoursdf a glass of wine and look a the
flowers.

She: Yesh [contrite].

He There's nothing wrong with that.

She: No.

He: But you don't do that. Y ou agree with that, but you don't do that!

She: | know.

He And if you dont, it's going to do you in! [He is quite excited, but does not see the
irony of his excitement and the links between his own zedous intensity for “engineering”

life and his heart condition.]
She: No. | mean, | know it's bad; maybe | know. But | like to live in a clean
environmen.

He Wdll, when you are laying there in the hospitd, you can be trusting thet | will be
keeping this place clean [said with deep cyniciam].

When she tries to claim that she actudly can't be spending so much time on the house in view of
how she has to rush around with work and taking the kids to school and sports, he tells her, "I want you
to St down with a check sheet and mark the time you spend doing certain activities and tell me how
much time you put in." When she later says she sometimes fails to get the boys to make their own beds
and doesn't get around to it hersdf ether, Frank exalts, "Yeah!”

In these scenes from the interview with Frank and Babs, a style of complaint common to my
American interviews is repeatedly seen. Responses to questions began in an objective vein: factud
reporting. But soon this tack runs its course, and, using my presence as a pivot, one spouse swings the
focus around to the other spouse. Objectivity is a pretext for complaints. It's as if they are saying, "This
isn't persond. It's just a fact, so don't get mad." Persond preferences and fedlings of discontent are
cloaked, at firgt, in atone of balanced andysis.
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In addition, we can get a sense of the gap between ther sdlf-ideds and current sdf-images.
Though Frank talks authoritatively about the need to rdax and make time for solitude, his gpproach to it
betrays his type A persondity. One is left with the sense that his prescription for Babs is an act of sdf-
projection. Babs is caught in a difficult position. She has tried hard to live up to Frank's contradictory
expectations for a wife and merge them with her own fedings about motherhood. On the one hand, he
has a rigid expectation of sternness and consstency, but this is now mingled with a newfound concern
for hedth and relaxation. Babs, as a consequence of her upbringing, believes that moms should be
"soft." Yet she has become the kind of person who does things immediately. Now he is asking her to
gand in for him as the source of sernness in the children's lives while being careful to be moderate and
protect her hedlth. Perhaps out of concern for his hedth, she amply says "Yeah," instead of pointing
out the near impossibility of his prescriptions. She has become "and," but it is no less difficult to become
less s0. That change, even positive change, has painful costs is dso clear in how Japanese respond to
complaints about family work.

Kiyoshi and Haruka Yamamoto are both high school teachers in a provincid Japanese dty.
Like the Snowdens, they live in an affluent rurd suburb. Their new home stands on land that Kiyoshi's
father gave the couple as a wedding gift. They had one five-year-old son, Masakazu, at the time of the
interview. Both are university educated, and Haruka, the wife, has a master's degree in anthropology.
Their sdariesare roughly equd, as are ther job duties, dthough they work at different schools.

The dender and stylish daughter of a mercartile family, Haruka complained about her husband's
falures to hep with the child and the house and blamed his laziness on the fact that he, like Makoto
Maeda, is afirs son. That is, he has been indulged from birth, raised in the knowledge that he would
eventualy become head of the household. Y et Kiyoshi is not the stern and severe patriarch of old, nor is
he a digant, awve-inspiring father figure. Neverthdess, after dinner, he lies on the sofa while Haruka
cleans up the kitchen. It makes her fed like he is not holding up his end. By her own admission a"plain-
gpeaking person,” Haruka finds fault with the rurd upbringing that has left her husband ill equipped to
help with even the smplest household chores. Should they have a second child (and | have since learned
that they have), she says he cannot take child care leave because "That time is for taking care of the
child, but he can't do that: can't cook, can't take care of the child. So the child can't be left done with
him dl day." She says he lacks the desire to learn the necessary skills and she "explodes’ periodicdly at
him for leaving the house completdly up to her. Like Mary Pogt, Haruka says she and her femde co-
workers gripe a work to each other about their husbands. "They say, 'My husband doesn't help,’ My
houseislikethat, too,’ That redly tees me off."

Kiyoshi's humble defense is that Haruka has not led him to believe that she hopes he will learn
family work skills. In any case, he says he is a prisoner of hitoricd circumstances. In his youth, "mde
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children didn't help out in the kitchen. That's just how it was"" Six of the nine Japanese husbands in this
sudy and, indeed, most of their wives as well cited history as the basis for their behavior. Even when
husbands were sufficiently active in domedtic activity, they and ther grateful wives fdt keenly that they
were bucking tradition. Some worried about criticism from older neighbors and parents.

If some American husbands thought their wives too soft on their children, in Japan, it was the
wives who complained that their husbands were bad parents. At one point, Haruka lamented  that her
son complains "clearly” that his father won't play with him. "This guy's ‘looking after the child' is just
being besde him," she says "Simply being there isnt minding the child." Her notion of minding the child
involves engaging with him in some activity, "facing the child, taking, draving something together.” As
she taks, Kiyoshi frequently interjects mumbled qudifications to her comments on his performance. He
expresses dissatisfaction that he is expected to live up to child care norms set by mothers and points to
motherhood as setting the bar too high.** Asked to compare the number of hours they each do family
work, she responded with thirty-five hours aweek, to which he replied, "It's because you're around that
he is dissatisfied. | don't spend as much time with him. Anyway, | spend about an hour a day with the
boy and a bit more on weekends. Maybe ten hours aweek"

Kiyosh shares Harukas belief that motherhood is specid. "There are some things that only
women can do — mother Suff. At some times in a child's life, only mom's hugs are good enough,” he
says. Haruka aso feds that because she is with Masakazu more, her anger is a more effective sanction
againgt bad behavior.

Keko Kawakami told me that motherhood means being able to "read the child, to know and
anticipate his moods and wants. My husband can't do that." Her husband, who got high marks for his
other contributions to the housawork, readily agreed with her. But Mr. Tobita, a conservative farmer's
son whose wife's soft-spoken yet exasperated and highly symbolic complaint about his household skills
was "If only he would pick up his socks" resented his wife's close bond, saying that she had become
"possessed by the children.”

Responding to her complaints that he doesn't pitch in and is insengtive to how much she needs
help, Kiyoshi gripes about the fixity of gender roles and how this places the problem beyond his contral.
From his point of view,

Haf of it is tha the roles are determined. What can | do? My feding is that | should
help as much as | can, but if | try to help, my efforts don't meet her expectations for
how the work should be done nor for how much should be done. | am doing some, but
she does too much. That's afactor, too. Little by little | want to increase the things | can
do. It won't be as much as she wants, but | have come aong in my own way and fed
that | have made a least some progress. | know she isn't satisfied with that. But | think
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that there has been an increase in the things | do. Of course, in my mind, theoreticdly, |
know that | should be able to do everything. But | can't and | haven't been able to do it
al.

Kiyoshi's intentions are good, and, indeed, his notion of incrementa progress was shared by
many men in the Japanese sample. Some said movement toward gender equality was an inevitable
outcome of democratic and individudigtic trends in Japanese society. All were confused about how to
proceed, how to achieve the new cultura ideal of companionate marriage. WWomen, however, tended to
see this confusion as mae foot-dragging, an atempt, whether conscious or not, to perpetuate the status
quo for another generation. It is hard not to agree when you hear men like Makoto Maeda. Reflecting
on a period early in their marriage when his work in a Tokyo think tank made him largely absent, he
says, "If youre not there at night, that's big, you know. | mean, even if you're just Stting around and
drinking, you know, a least you are there; youll talk to them." Haruka Y amamoto tries to subvert the
dominant paradigm by teaching Masakazu how to do things around the house "so he will know that he
can do those things, too. | dont want him growing up thinking that someone will dways do them for
him." Clearly, her ided is something more than just being there.

Summary. Like the Snowdens, the Yamamotos had plenty of complaints. But they expressed
them differently. The Snowdens frequently and easily used the second person singular and addressed
each other directly. Their conversation resembled Katrid's "communication ritud,” an open, frank
exchange of fedings wherein people sit down and focus on issues between them. They referred to me
only when the spouse was being unresponsive, when they sought outsde vaidation, or when they
wanted to move away from a topic that threatened to become too hot. In contragt, the Yamamoto's
used the interviewer to mediate complaints and seldom looked at each other. They often spoke as if the
spouse were not present, employing "ocular empathy,” not looking at each other, to avoid confrontation.
The more ddicate emotional conditution of the Japanese respondents and their expectations of
sympathetic treetment meant that the Y amamotos had to exercise more care in their complaints. Public
expression of complaints about a spouse is an effective way to punish one's spouse. However, one must
aso consder the consequences of making such declarations of discontent.

Purposes differed, too. Both men wanted their wives to be less compulsive and consumed by
their mother roles. Frank ostensibly wants Babs to be less and about the house for her own sake;
however, Kiyoshi wants Haruka to be less intensive and demanding about motherhood, to lower the
bar, so that what he does contribute can be recognized. Both couples, however, complain in their own
ways as part of the process of negotiating the minefield of change to reach a shared interpretation of
what idedls and practices of parenting and housework should be.
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TheHow of Complaint in Japan and the U.S.

Americans are inclined to complain directly and openly to those they think can do something
about therr problems. This type of gpeech is o common that it has achieved the datus of a
communication ritud. Sitting someone down and telling him or her how you fed, making a frank
presentation of your views, is part of this country's long history of individud free expression. The recent
advent of tdevison shows devoted to public performance of such rituads confirms the image of the
United States as a nation of (obnoxious and not very articulate) soquesky wheds™

Japanese, by comparison, are sereotypicaly wary of too much speech and have a weak
tradition of dissent. Empathy, harmony, and reserve are the watchwords of Japan's culturd code.
Buddhigt traditions, founded on the principle that life is suffering, are the bedrock of Japan's nationd
character. People commonly ded with frugtration by soldiering cheerfully on while saying, "It can't be
helped." Words like perseverance and endurance are nationd mantras. In addition, plaintive speech is
suppressed by the demands of hierarchy. Preservation of the socid order, and the individua identities
that are rooted within it, requires restraint. Japanese are not schooled in the ways of confrontation,
conflict, and complaint, but instead practice conflict avoidance. They are anation of nails who keep their
heads well down.

In the comparison of subcultural groups, middle-class, dud-income couples with smdl children,
Americans such as Gloria Smith, Frank Snowden, and Mary Post, were unambiguous, even brutaly
frank, in presenting their complaints and demanding recognition of their fedings. There were moments of
drama, strong emotion, and even profanity. There was dso abundant laughter to disspate the tension.
FAantive Americansinitiated complaints to eicit from their partners responses that they could internalize
to support ther inner images of themsdves. Initiators wanted their partners to confirm the initiator's
notion of how the relationship should be. When they offered suggestions, such as Frank's idea of usng
acheck sheet or Glorias plan to take Nancy back to court, it was less in the spirit of solving a problem
than to prove their point of view to be better. "Agree with me so that | can fed good about mysdf" was
acommon, if not often spoken, message. Women in these interviews, with one important exception that
| shall address below, gave as good or better than they got. Men's perspectives were not necessarily
dominant, nor did husbands attempt to prevent their wives from raising issues, though some, Bob Post is
a clear example, interrupted frequently. Men were also more inclined to try to take the discusson to a
less"serious’ leve or go off on atangent. All in dl, the Americans behaved and complained in ways that
were not unexpected.
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Japanese couples displayed more complaint than hypothesized. M oreover, women tended to be
the initistors. Although men like Toshio Arisawa and Makoto Maeda were conservative, even
patriarchd, it was compassonate consarvatism informed with an understanding (that some might say is
emblematic of Japanese patriarchy) that one must embrace change to contral it. They could not stop
and did not try to keep their wives complaints off the agenda or out of the interviews. As a group, they
complained less and with less intendty than the Americans (certainly there was no profanity), but they
gill complained a surprising amount.™® The Japanese women were more reserved than the Americans,
but not so reserved as their own mothers. Even Haruka Y amamoto telegraphed her complaints through
me and avoided looking at her husband. It might have been different if they had been done. Addressing
me obliged her to pitch her concerns in a medium leve of politeness. This subtlety is mostly logt in the
trandation, but was characteristic of amogt dl the Jgpanese interviews. Furthermore, the Japanese
couples took turns, each having a chance to say his or her piece. There was much less interruption than
in the American sample. They did not attack over and over again, nor did they push for immediate
capitulation. Ingteed, they sought to negotiate incremental changes within the existing framework of
socid roles. They wanted cautious progress and used the opportunity afforded by the interview to put
issues on the table. In tandem with power derived from wage earning, the widespread notion of
marriage as companionship gives women grounds to complain. To the extent that men have bought into
the idedl of companionship and love as the basis for marriage they have to give an ear to what their
wives say on this subject. Wives wishing to nurture companionship are not likely to be too srident in
demanding change.

In many Jgpanese marriages, women do not yet fed able to complain as fredy as some |
presented here. Gender-based oppression in Japan is sill widespread, and women who are not
employed outsde the home sddom communicate their unhappiness in ways that might provoke
retdiation. Ingead, they send signds in other ways, such as not preparing dinner or spending their
husband's money on frivolous things. Husbands, too, register dissatisfaction nonverbdly by not coming
home immediately after work, say, or filling their weekends with hobbies. These are clear sgnas of
complaint in traditiond marriages.

A Brief Outline of a Theory of Complaint
Exceptions are essentid to the development of theory. In my discusson of how Jgpanese and
Americans complain, | noted that Babs Snowden was an exception: athough criticized harshly by her
husband, she did not make counter complaints or defend hersdf. Haruka Y amamoto, too, seemed to be
something of an outlier: more strident and voca than Japanese women are supposed to be. In fact, Babs
and Haruka seemed to have exchanged culturd scripts. In least squares regression, the data points
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sgnified by these subjects could be dismissed as outliers. But my god is to draw a theoreticd line that
"fits" dl the cases, and, in o doing, outline tentative answers to the questions posed a the outset of the
paper: the consequences of culture for complaint, and the notion of complaint as an index of power
within asociety.

Interviews conducted for this paper show that there are etic (universa) and emic (culturdly
gpecific) motives for complaints. The etic dimension has two parts. First, complaints arise in the context
of exchange: people complain when they think they have been shorted, when someone is not holding up
hisor her end of aded. A complant is away of negotiating limits to power that dl sdes will see as
legitimate. Thisis a prerequidte to the maintenance of socid order. A complaining ritud is a process of
negotiating mutud undergtanding of power's limits that is often amed a preserving or expanding the
boundaries of the sdlf-identity as a domain of action. Second, the person complaining must percelve the
risk of complaining to be worthwhile. For the benefit to outweigh the cost, there must be a probability
thet, if the demand implicit in the complaint is met, or even if it is nat, the plantiff will not suffer
unacceptable consequences. If a least one of these two conditionsis not met, complaint is not likely.

The emic dimendon is composed of particular culturd expectations for exchange and
cdculaions of risk. Cultures have their own terms of exchange that are closdly linked to notions of what
ismord (Lakoff 1995). Complaints reflect overdue charges on the ledger of mora accounts. Individua
perceptions of the fairness of an exchange and estimation of the risks of bringing a complaint may be
idiosyncratic or even pathological, but will largely reflect maingream culturd norms.

Companionate marriage and egditarian spousdl relations have a longer higtory in the United
Staes than in Jgpan. In Jgpan, a hierarchy in which men nomindly dominae remains the publicly
acknowledged bass for marriage. Furthermore, this hierarchy is a necessary prerequidite for the
leader—follower exchanges of benevolence and loydty that underlie Japanese indtitutions as varied as
marriage, corporations, government bureaucracies, basebal teams, and flower arrangement schools.
The risk of chdlenging hierarchies is that such chdlenges threaten the socid order upon which socid
exchange depends. That some Jgpanese wives in this sample did complain is evidence of their increasing
power. Those who do the same work as their husbands can risk demanding a more equa share of
power. Less dependent on their husbands benevolence, their sense of sdlf and their notion of sdf careis
expanded. Thus, the emic culturd grounds for complaint are converging in Jgpan and the U.S. The
notion that individuds exig as locations in a hierarchy is giving way to a competing conception of
individuas whose identity is based aso on some measure of autonomy. The economy of complant is,
thus, an increasingly globdized free market in which an emerging hegemonic globa gender culture based
on the U.S. modd is deregulating the terms of exchange, and, consequently, devauing emic assessments
of risk and fairness.
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In addition to emic and etic dimensions, the evidence presented here indicates that there is a
third lement of importance. In both countries, complaints are "modernized” via mediaion through the
mass media. Televison and radio in Japan and the U.S. provide red-time examples of the variety of
ways to complain. They dso are forums where, in cdl-in programs, home dramas, and court TV,
cultures of complaint are reconfigured. These portrayals act as a catdyst for recongtituting notions of fair
exchange and acceptable risk. They eaborate modds of what the legitimate limits of power should be,
and they indicate when the duty of self care demands that those limits be renegotiated. Japanese and
U.S. women seem to increasingly take their cues to complain from these public discourses, which
incorporate feminist notions.

Inthe light of this theorizing, Haruka Y amamoto's "unJapanese”’ complaints are motivated by (1)
her feding that she should not have to do the "second shift" done because she and her husband have the
same job; sheis on the cutting edge of Japan's new gender mordity and, as such, isaharbinger of things
to come, and (2) her podtion is strengthened within her marriage by the facts of her educationa
achievement and the class background of her natal home. Once she might have hid her advantages to
preserve her subordinate position from which she could exert leverage and receive benevolent treatment
from her husband. Now, however, with the support of femae co-workers who share asimilar culture of
complaint, she can risk exploiting her advantages to achieve amore equa divison of power and labor in
the household. It is not yet clear whether her husband will join her on the road to equdity or dlow her to
assume de facto leadership in order to himself become subordinate and, thus, become the beneficiary of
the care that traditiond terms of exchange dictate.

What, then, are we to make of Babs Snowden? Why doesn't she complain? She does not hold
a feminist gender ideology. Indeed, Babs likes inequdity in her marriage, for it provides protection.
Ligening to Frank complain reaffirms her notion of who her true sdf is. She doesn't think she is being
shorted, despite having both full-time work and motherhood on her plate. The feminine culture of which
sheis a part informs her that her life is norma. She may be tired, may be overworked, but these are
labors of love. Why would she risk doing without them? If she complains, the risk to the socid order, as
she concalves it, is greater than the dubious benefits to self-interest that a successful complaint might
bring.

In sum, whether and how people complain or do not complain depends on a complex equation
in which fedlings of fairness and sdlf care for oné's identity are balanced againg risks to the larger socid
order that sustains and nurtures the sdf and the relationships within which is it congtituted. Complaints
ggnd that a gap, large and painful enough to judtify the risk of complaining, exists between expectations
and perceptions, between culturd mord ideds and the experientia redities of the complainer
(Hochschild 1983; 218-22). These expectations and ideds are durable, but not immutable. As the



circumstances from which they arise grow more amilar, Japanese and U.S. dud-income couples
complaints about parenting and the divison of labor should become increasingly dike, though historicd
embeddedness means that variation will not disappear completely. From the evidence produced here, it
seems that, in the redm of spousd relations at least, an examination of who complains, why, and how
they do it can be a reliable indicator of the ebb and flow of gender power within a society. These
gpeculations based on a smal sample may not amount to a classca theory, one that can predict
complaint, but it is an interpretation of events worthy of further testing.
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Notes

IAlthough | do not consider them here, there are numerous books on the topic of how to write
complaint letters. They point to the socid importance and socidly congructed nature of complaints. we
have to be taught to complain properly. Expectations about how one should complain are probably
socid class specific. Proper complaints can be consdered a form of socia capitd. The socid
conditution of cultures of complant and complaint resolution is dso an explicit concern in
anthropological studies of law, critical legal studies, and the sociology of law.

’Gordon Mathews (1996; 11) calls Japan and the U.S. "pardld representatives of 'late modernity™.

*The righteous, such as the famous Forty-Seven Rdnin, were dlowed to die with honor, that is, via
disembowelment by their own hands.

*Private relations between spouses and details of family life are things we might not want strangers to
know dl about. Japanese and their language are famoudy "inscrutable” vague, or ambivaent. Forthright
Americans are equaly renowned for daiming to have carefully thought out positions on issues that do
not redly exig. It is not out of line, then, to ask how | know my respondents were telling me the truth.
Thefactis, | do not know. | was aided in doing and evauating the interviews by my own experiencesin
Japan (thirteen years) and America (twenty-nine years). Respondents could easlly tell that | was familiar
with the areas where they live and the languages they speak. They knew that | know alot, but certainly
they could hoodwink me if they thought it necessary.

| made the interviews as informa as possble. Afterwards, respondents in both countries told me
they felt the experience had been beneficid and enjoyable. Day-to-day family matters are not the sort of
thing people think of as secrets, and many respondents were enthusiastic about the opportunity to talk
about themsalves and their lives. In any case, dthough people may fudge on some points, it is hard to lie
about your home life while in your own home and even harder to lie abouit it as a couple. There may
have been some duplicity. Certainly there was some holding back. However, no one refused to answer
any of my questions despite me explicitly teling them that they were free to do so or to discontinue the
interview a any time. Interviews were supplemented by observations and, in some cases, prior and
subsequent interaction with the couples and their family life. In the end, the question "Did they tdl the
truth?" is, as Ezra Voge (1971; 287) wrote about his own study of middle-class Japanese families, less
important than "What truth did they tell?"

*All teachers in public inditutions of learning in Japan are employed ether by the prefectura board of
education or the nationadl ministry of education.

*See, for example, Gail Lee Berngtein's 1983 portrait of Haruko Utsunomiyaand her husband, Shéichi.

"Pseudonyms have been used to protect the privacy of the subjects.
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¥The next line, which he does not sing, goes, "Ain't had no lovin' like ahuggin' and a-kissn' in a long,
long while. We don't get nearer, farther, closer than a country mile."

°The concept of communication itself is a Western import. Native words that trandate as
communicetion, h6dd, for example, have connotations of “report” or "broadcast.”

%At least one spouse in three of the five American couples was a divorce survivor. Asfar as| could tell,
none of the Japanese in this study had experienced a divorce.

"Since thisinterview was done, they have succeeded in buying ahome.
“He has a univerdity degree in business, but she left school to marry him. At the end of the interview,
she turned to him and said, "See, | didn't sound too bad now, did 17" asif they had discussed how they

would handle the interview prior to my arrivdl.

BWives standards often included the words, 'kichinto" and ‘chanto,” which are vague expressons
meaning "just 0," "just right,” or "the way it's supposed to be."

“The people who appear on shows like those of Jerry Springer and Jenny Jones are, it seems, bent
more on release of feding and display of outrage than in search of genuine resolution.

¥l should perhaps not be surprised by this. Japanese have high expectations for human relaionships,

and these tend to breed abundant dissatisfaction. Japanese workers, for example, are reported to be the
least stidfied in the industriaized world.
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