
Abstract
At presents, we are facing gigantic problems such as climate change, human 

rights, and the pandemic. Thus, communication beyond the differences of races, 

cultures, religions and nations is necessary. Especially, it is important for the 

Japanese people to become aware of their own worth and communicate with the 

foreign people in order to prove their presence in the global society. The aim 

of this research is to consider the Japanese worth and focus on the Japanese 

ethics based on social norms, i.e. seken. By a convenient means, ethics based on 

seken are called “Japanese morals” in this research. The foundations of Japanese 

morals are explained and analyzed based on the studies of two Japanese scholars, 

Masao Maruyama and Shuichi Kato. Moreover, the previous studies on seken 

had been summarized and some similarities among them had been highlighted. 

On observing the analysis, three essential elements of the seken have been found 

out. First, there are no individuals, because seken is not equal in a society that 

consists of individuals. Second, people in seken tend to prioritize emotion over 

reason. Third, seken is the consciousness to consider an issue from the viewpoint 

of the present and to judges it without problem as a temporary measure. In the 

final part of this research, problems and solutions of the Japanese morals have 

been discussed.
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Introduction
A decade ago, the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami struck on 

March 11, 2011, severely damaging the Fukushima Daichi Nuclear Power Plant. 

Many people around the world were surprised that Japanese victims of the 

disaster, despite their despair, maintained order even in disaster-stricken areas. 

Although they lost family members and their homes, they did not panic and 

calmly gathered in rows to receive rations and water. Foreigners who watched 

the disaster unfold on TV might have wondered what drove the Japanese victims 

to adopt such orderly behavior, especially when more than 70 percent of the 

Japanese population is non-religious. How then does the consciousness of values 

arise?

In 2020, many people died as the COVID－19 pandemic caused suffering 

around the world. Some foreign governments have imposed curfews and fines, 

such as Germany and France. However, the Japanese government did not impose 

regulations, but rather requested people not to venture outdoors after 8 p.m., for 

example. Up to now, requests have worked effectively to constrain the spread 

of COVID－19 in Japan. According to Professor Shinya Yamanaka, Nobel Prize 

winner for medicine, there is no reason that the spread of the disease cannot be 

curbed. He ventured to attribute this to “factor X,” which he identified as seken, 

which works as consciousness of norms in Japanese society.1

The word seken is used in seken-tei （decency） as well as in the term for “read 

the atmosphere.” It is important for most Japanese people to make decisions 

based on evaluations by their neighbors and members of society, rather than 

a god or religion. In this study, such morals, which work to inform decision-

making, are defined as “Japanese morals” for the sake of convenience.

The purpose of this study is to clarify the foundation of Japanese morals, 

identify the kinds of problems Japanese morals contain, and suggest ways to 

handle them in the future.
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1.  Foundation of Japanese morals
1.1 A theory of Koso （”old layer”） by Masao Maruyama

What is the origin of Japanese morals that manifest in typical Japanese 

behavior and attitudes, such as politeness, even during disasters, or sensitivity 

to the atmosphere? The scholar Masao Maruyama （1914－1996） delved deeply 

into studying the origins of Japanese thoughts. He was a significant intellectual in 

Japan after World War II. His theory of koso, the “old layer,” published in 1960s, 

has been described as a “prototype” of Japanese culture.2

Maruyama also said that this prototype had a common change pattern 

for every period. Whether one’s intentions were good or bad depended on 

the consensus of a particular community. In his view, good and evil were not 

universal values.

I start my research on theories of Japanese morals with an analysis of 

Maruyama’s theory of the old layer. Documents of his lectures are available 

from Tokyo University （1964－1967） and comprise three parts: consciousness of 

history, consciousness of ethics, and consciousness of politics. I aim to integrate 

these three aspects and reorganize their structure. First, I explain the meaning 

of “the prototype.” Second, I distinguish three elements of the prototype: pure 

sentiment, collective utilitarianism, and present centralism. Third, I explain 

Maruyama’s thoughts about the Japanese view of ethics. 

1.1.1 Prototype

Maruyama said, “Prototype is a primitive form of a mode of social 

relationships and political conduct. Additionally, it is a mindset and consciousness 

of values in myths and ancient stories.” 3 The prototype is laid in the deepest layer 

of the Japanese mental structure.4

From a historical viewpoint, Japanese culture and thought have adopted 

foreign cultures. One accepted culture after another has accumulated, with new 

layers and old ones affecting each other. As a result, Japan’s value system and 
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way of thinking have gradually evolved and penetrated to the roots of the culture. 

Through this process, the old layer has formed over hundreds of years. Thus, it 

moves beyond current ages. The Japanese people are unconsciously influenced 

by the old layer. As Maruyama stated, the old layer is characterized by weak 

ability for transcendental thinking, such as metaphysical thinking.5

However, it has the advantages of pragmatic thinking and suitability. 

Maruyama’s concept of the prototype is one of restricting and purifying 

something of value as well as the process of eliminating the influence of foreign 

religions （Buddhism and Confucianism） and analyzing the ideas of Shintoism 

and folklore.6

1.1.2 Features of the prototype

1.1.2.1 Pure heart

One of the features of the prototype is purity of heart. In Japanese classical 

literature, such as Kojiki and Nihonshoki, we can find the expression kiyoki-kokoro 

（purity of heart）.7

In Maruyama’s saying, kokoro means “spirit,” a concept integrated with mind, 

heart, and will. If the motivation of an action comes from an individual’s pure 

heart, then the action would be highly regarded even if it were illegal. This purity 

of heart is connected to interests in real responses to a person’s community. In 

other words, an action that comes from a person’s pure heart is permissible, even 

if it is unreasonable.8

In my opinion, purity can restrict the function of utilitarianism in a 

community. The criterion of utilitarianism depends on whether something 

is good or bad for the well-being of the community. However, if purity were 

connected with utilitarianism, social rules by nature in the community could not 

function. In other words, pure heart in particular human relationships or groups 

takes advantage of ethical norms, such as what should be done.9
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 1.1.2.2 Collective utilitarianism

Simply, collective utilitarianism is a norm that one sees as good or evil, that 

is, whether it would produce benefits or suffering for a community.10

The issue is the size of a community. A community of members is assumed 

able to make good or bad decisions, because they know each other and are able 

to connect around common issues.11 Therefore, whether it is good or bad for a 

community to have a relatively small number of members is a norm that hardly 

exists as an absolute criterion beyond the community.12

In other words, politics takes precedence over religion and culture in terms 

of value judgments. In particular, pragmatic value judgments work very well 

in the world of politics. This is the reason that Maruyama attributes to the few 

conflicts in Japan based on universal values （i.e., religious war）.13

1.1.2.3 Present centralism

Maruyama described the idea of time in the prototype as follows.14 The main 

point is the lack of subjectivity, such as a god that could intervene. There is no 

absolute being in the consciousness of time in the prototype. “Time is changing 

continuously.”15 The Japanese people see time as a process of naturally running 

time. As for them, that is “history”. According to Maruyama, such historical 

consciousness is related to a weak tradition of idealism.16

This means that the prototype has neither idealism nor metaphysics. 

Then, Japanese people could not develop a way of thinking for intervention and 

analyzing objects. In addition, they could not have a progressive viewpoint for 

storing values of past time with application to present issues. In other words, 

there is a connection between the present and past in the Japanese mind,17 but it 

is not an idea that follows from past to present. “Past is past, present is present.”18

Each is essentially separate in essence. As a result, Japanese people have not 

developed an attitude toward learning from the past. 

Furthermore, Maruyama described Yo no naka no nariyuki （turn in the 
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world） as Japanese consciousness of time, or optimism by which purity of heart 

increases. This means that people are able to cope with their problems positively, 

even if the present situation is temporarily disastrous. Then, they decide to 

proceed on their path. Such time consciousness appears optimistic on the 

surface. However, it does not mean affirming the meaning of one’s whole life, but 

rather life in that moment. In that way, it is possible to accept  death easily, if one 

chooses a world after death as the next moment.19

1.1.3 Views of good and evil

A norm depends on whether something is good or bad for a community, 

especially a particular group. According to Maruyama, optimistic becoming 

in present centralism is “good” in general. A “bad” thing works against such 

becoming.20 The meaning of optimistic becoming is natural becoming, which 

“is the same as increasing.” This is the unsophisticated glory of creation and 

expansion （＝propagation） in the Japanese subconscious.21

From the perspective of Japanese religious consciousness, in which there is 

no transcendental being, Gods both good and evil are revealed in supernatural 

conduct. For example, the god Nahobi was incarnated to purify kegare （pollution）. 

Nahobi is used to cure disease. Japanese tend to consider good and evil as 

expressed in a mutual function. In other words, good and evil are not intrinsic 

in gods.22 Maruyama suggested that the realization of good and evil depends on 

their functions.

1.2 Theory of Japanese culture by Shuichi Kato

It is necessary to consider, in a discussion of the origins of Japanese morals, 

Shuichi Kato （1919-2008） in addition to Maruyama. He had broad knowledge 

from ancient literature, culture, and arts to modern thinking and politics, and was 

considered an intellectual giant in modern Japan. He spent long periods abroad in 

foreign countries, such as France.23
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He was an unusual thinker who could discuss Japanese culture and thinking 

from both Western and Japanese perspectives. I published my thesis concerning 

his theory of Japanese culture, and introduce a summary as follows.24

His first work on Japanese culture was Zasshu Bunka （Hybrid Culture, 

1955）.25 He later published many works. His representative works are 

Introduction of History of Japanese literature （I）, （II）,” （1975, 1980）, which 

describe ancient to modern Japanese cultures. When he was 88 years old, he 

wrote the book Time and Space in Japanese Culture （2007）.

It is difficult to summarize his broad critique of Japanese culture. However, 

briefly, his view of culture is partialism in time and space. He explained not only 

partialism but also present centralism. Even in present centralism, we find the 

tendency to emphasize a part, reducing the present “now” to a stream of history. 

A feature of collectivism is that it limits a particular space where one stands 

“here.” Human relationships are the only criterion. These features originate from 

partialism. 

According to Maruyama and Kato, Japanese morals are not based on 

metaphysical idealism and their function is realistic and pragmatic; they are 

a feature of Japanese consciousness of values. Their origin is a view of ethics 

without an absolute being that transcends human beings, like God in Judaism and 

Christianity. In ethics, it is good to maintain balance among human relationships 

and to remain in harmony with each other. Both Maruyama and Kato agree on 

this point.

 Above all, Japanese morals are founded on a way of thinking that consists of 

present centered time consciousness and space consciousness limited within a 

community. 

2. Theory of seken
The thinking in Maruyama’s and Kato’s theories goes deep to the roots 

of Japanese morals. Practically, it reveals social phenomena among human 
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relationships, or “representative” public opinion through mass communication. 

Generally, this is people’s consciousness of seken. It also refers to seken-tei, which 

refers to a sense of “others” in Japanese society.26

Collectivism, in Maruyama’s and Kato’s views has the characteristic 

of burying the being of self in a group. In other words, the self must not be 

conspicuous in a group, and should not stand out among others. Collectivism 

forces people to follow a particular way, obeying the consensus that informs 

seken. Before considering issues in terms of the consciousness of seken in today’s 

global society, we must draw attention to the original meaning of seken. It seems 

that seken could widely influence the framework to decide what Japanese is, that 

is, the meaning of the existence of being Japanese.

Originally, seken （世間） was a translated word, loka, from Sanskrit, and a 

technical word in Buddhism.27 Yo （世） means “changing and moving” （遷流） or 

“gradually changing through perpetual disruption and remaking.” In summary, 

yo has the characteristic of uncertainty. According to Watsuji, a great scholar of 

ethics, ken （間） refers to space and human relationships. Space is dynamic and 

full of life.28

Humans can freely create anything in space. Moreover, Watsuji explained, 

“seken refers to human society whose feature is changing, moving, and locality. 

Alternatively, it is the existence of human beings as historical, natural, and 

social.”29 He did not analyze the difference between seken and society in this 

context. However, some other studies highlight this because of the different 

meaning of existence as human beings. This is the reason for the difference 

between seken and society.30

I expand the point into representative strands of previous research in the 

following subsections.

2.1 Previous research of theories of seken

Many scholars consider the following previous research on seken to be 
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valuable: Nihonjin no Nakamaishiki （Japanese Group Feeling） by Toshinao 

Yoneyama （1976）, Sekentei no Kohzou （Structure of Appearances） by Tadashi 

Inoue （1977）, and Seken towa Nanika （What is Seken?） by Kinya Abe （1992）. 

Others are Seken no Genshougaku （Phenomenology of Seken） by Naoki Sato 

（2001） and Tanin wo Yurusenai Saru: IT seken ni tunagareta Gendaijin （Monkey, 

Unforgiving Others） by Nobuo Masataka （2006）. Other works whose main 

themes are not seken but provide useful hints about it are as follows: Ningen no 

Gaku toshiteno Rinrigaku （Ethics as a Science of Human Beings） by Tetsuro 

Watsuji （1934）, Tateshakai no Ningenkankei （Japanese Society） by Chie 

Nakane（1967）, and Amae no Kouzou （The Anatomy of Dependence） by Takeo 

Doi （1971）. Moreover, the following studies are valuable: Kuuki no Kenkyuh 

（Study on Air） by Shichihei Yamamoto（1977） and Sairei to Seken （Ritual 

and Seken） by Kunio Yanagida （1922）. In this study, I introduce studies by 

Yoneyama （1976）, Inoue （1977）, Abe （1992）, and briefly, Sato （2001） and 

Masataka （2006）. 

Yoneyama stated that his motive for publishing his book was related to two 

people: Kunio Yanagida and Chie Nakane. Yoneyama was inspired by Yanagida’s 

statement that, “I have to research for ‘friends’ from now on.” Yoneyama wanted 

to consider Yanagida’s new trail of research.31 Another motivation was hearing 

Nakane say in a study group that she wanted to research why members in a 

group were able to keep their youthful vitality. Yanagida is a great folklorist, and 

Nakane is a famous sociologist. They were interested in “human relationship” 

as friends and as groups as a topic for their studies. Yoneyama noticed nakama 

（company） was a key word. He also researched the words for “acquaintance,” 

“company,” and “brothers.” His main theme was the human relationships among 

the Japanese people. And, his unique point was that seken was not a necessary 

feature of Japanese consciousness.32

However it seems that his research is meaningful to analyze the structure of 
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seken. In his study, through a vertical axis, human relationships are divided into 

two groups: one large and one small. Through a transverse axis, the relationships 

are divided into two groups: blood relatives and other. This division created 

four groups: 1. large－blood, 2. large－other, 3. small－blood, and 4. small－other. 

According to Yoneyama’s definition, group 1 consists of brothers, group 2 of 

seken, group 3 of family, and group 4 of company. As the classification indicates, 

seken works against group 3, that is, the small－blood group of family against the 

large－other group of seken. Yoneyama suggests that company, in the small－other 

group, are located between the family and seken. To his mind, most bonding 

relationships in Japanese society, such as wedding ceremonies and funerals, 

belong to group 4, company.33

Maruyama gave nareai （collusion） as an example of a negative dimension 

of a company. If it develops into an organization by itself, it becomes the “octopus 

pot model,” that is, an isolated relationship. Then, the organization has a poor 

transverse relationship and the members do not communicate with each other 

well.34

Yoneyama also refers to leadership in a group as a company. If people have 

maintained their relationship as a group for a long time, a highly recognized 

person emerges among them. One may notice leadership in a company in 

Japanese human relationships.35

Inoue’s study of Sekentei no Kouzo （Structure of Appearance） more 

comprehensively explains the essence of seken than Yoneyama’s study does. As 

the title suggests through the word “appearance,” the study deeply analyzes the 

meaning and structure of seken. Tetsuro Watsuji briefly referred to the original 

meaning of seken. Inoue explained the origin, features, and changes in the 

meaning in detail. From this point of view, Inoue’s study might be the first study 

of seken. However, the analysis of the original meaning of seken by Watsuji largely 

contributed to Inoue’s explanation. Inoue identified seken as a technical Buddhist 

word, （in the world）. Then, it changed its meaning to a Japanese peculiarity.36 
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Gradually, seken came to express one’s relationship with others in the world.

One of the interesting points in Inoue’s study is the fact that seken not only 

meant narrow human relationships among the general masses, but also seken-

banashi （stories of seken）, which was regarded as a valuable story about taking 

a break from ordinary life by a trip to new countries.37 Seken refers to departure 

from narrow life space and acquiring unknown and broad information in the 

world. Inoue suggested that this tendency was related to the popularity of travel 

in the later Edo age （18th century）. From this viewpoint, one may say that the 

meanings of seken have complicated dimensions, including both narrowness and 

broadness. Considering of narrow seken, human relationships, such as those with 

family and relatives （i.e., home）, play an important role.38

Family in itself is distinguished from seken, but the social status of a family 

among Samurai families was strictly classified. The relationship in family ranking 

is said to be narrow seken. Family ranking is constructed from the pyramid 

organization of Samurai families. The tennoh （emperor）, considered the head of 

all families, is at the top of the organization. This structure functioned as a view of 

Japan as a nation of family from the Edo to Meiji periods （17th－19th centuries）.39

Inoue refers to the difference between inside and outside （uchi to soto）

by Watsuji’s statement of the structure of seken. One of the features of uchi is a 

whole relationship, such as a family, in which individuals cannot be distinguished. 

Meanwhile, Inoue said, soto （outside） is seken.40 Japanese people take care of 

how are perceived. They often control their conduct and decide what to do based 

on this viewpoint. On the contrary, uchi （inside） in seken is strongly apt to be 

closed to observation from the outside. We can see seken as having an ambivalent 

character from the inside and outside perspectives.41

From the viewpoint of seken structure, in Inoue’s theory, the relationship 

between uchi and soto is developed as a structure of miuchi-seken-tanin （family-

seken-others）. He criticized Yoneyama’s theory of a nakama （company）－seken 

relationship. In addition, he placed seken in the middle of three concentric circles. 
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The central position of the circle dominates the world of miuchi （family）. That 

relationship is characterized as amae （reliance on others） with no individuality. 

The outermost circle is the world of others. There is a distance from each other. 

However, it is necessary to take care of others’ feelings. Naturally, people in 

general do not have to take care of sekentei （appearance）.

Meanwhile, world seken occurs between others and family. In that space, 

there are no close people, like in a family or company. It refers to people who are 

strangers. In the middle position is a “reference group,” which forms the basis 

of people’s conduct.42 This group has two categories: narrow seken and large 

seken. Inoue did not define the categories, but narrow seken might be a human 

relationship in the workplace and daily life. Large seken could be a network 

through social media.

A famous book on seken in Japan is What is Seken? by Kinya Abe （1995）. 

Originally, Abe was an expert in the field of history for Medieval Germany. He 

was interested in the difference in relationships between European and Japanese, 

and he studied in Europe for 2 years in the 1970s.43

He referred to the fact that Amane Nishi translated “society” into shakai 

in Japanese around 1877 in the Meiji period. Thereafter, the word kojin in 

Japanese, translated as “individual,” appeared around 1884. Abe pointed out that 

the concept shakai （society） without kojin （individual） emerged in Japan from 

1877 to 1884. The Japanese situation was entirely different from that of European 

society, which is composed of individuals.44

According to Abe’s definition, seken is a circle of relationships to connect with 

individuals.45 Although there are no rules or articles of association in the circle, 

individuals strongly connect with each other. Abe suggested that the definition 

is a working hypothesis for analyzing the features of seken. He explained two 

rules of its features. The first is the “order of young and old,” which means that 

age is respected above youth. The second rule is “donation and reciprocity,” 

which means that, among equal human relationships, one should return the 
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same valuable thing to a person who first gave a gift.46 In addition to these rules, 

Abe observed that competition should be avoided in seken as much as possible. 

If one keeps to the rules of seken, one can obtain a suitable position later. He also 

suggested that the group or organization to which one belongs is more important 

than individual ability and character. The important issue is where a person is in 

relation to seken. As Abe pointed out, the Japanese tend to prefer stability with 

familiar people than a competitive society.47

It is possible to understand each other without explanation through 

common practice among the relationships in seken. This is so-called “non-

verbal intelligence.” To quote Abe, “seken is an accumulation of non-verbal 

intelligence.”48 This leads us further to consider the assertion of will by an 

individual. This topic is not common in Japan, although it is common in Europe. 

From the viewpoint of seken, there is a very vague role for the individual in Japan. 

In seken, a person first considers the influence of his or her group. A person’s 

reasonable judgment of what it is right or wrong is the second consideration. 

The primary rule is to follow the dictates of seken. Seken, which consists of non-

autonomous individuals, is not a concept that applies to European society.

Another study by Naoki Sato, Phenomenology of Seken （2001） analyzed the 

method, structure, history, climate, and psychological, juristical, and criminal 

phenomena of seken. Sato wrote two chapters explaining its structure and 

addressed Abe as a theme. Although his work was strongly informed by Abe’s 

work, Sato newly discussed the structure of seken by categorizing its elements 

as: 1. donation and reciprocity, 2. status, 3. non-existence of individuals, 4. 

enchantment, 5. exclusion, and 6. authority.

In terms of the first element, donation and reciprocity, Abe explained various 

Japanese customs, such as ochuhgen （summer present） and oseibo （a year-end 

present）. The donation–reciprocity relationship is spread through these customs 

throughout Japan. Originally, such a custom was used not only in Japan but also 

in every part of the world. According to Abe’s explanation, the propagation of 
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Christianity eliminated customs during the 11th and 12th centuries in Europe.49

The donation–reciprocity relationship in Japan emerges within a community, 

and rarely from outside.50

One of the reasons is that donations to strangers are based on individualism 

derived from Protestantism; and therefore, a relationship in seken cannot apply 

to donations to strangers.51 Abe suggested that Japanese customs have retained 

the Medieval element of European relationships.52 In terms of the second 

element, status, the order from young to old is an active rule in seken. Thus, 

older people should be respected more than younger people. For example, this 

rule applies in school life. Higher and lower grades determine classes of senpai 

（higher grade） and kohhai （lower grade）.53 from young to old is an active rule 

in seken. Consciousness of grades is very important in students’ lives, especially 

in school club activities. Abe presented another example. In the case of a 

marathon tournament that one can enter individually, the group to which one 

belongs is important for creating a list of participants.54 Even if one enters the 

marathon individually, it may be necessary for a promoter to take special care of 

participants without the means to pay （their seken is related to the tournament by 

finance）. Belonging is an indicator of seken appearing to give status.

The third element, non-existence of individuals, implies that there are no 

individuals in seken. To quote Abe, “common consciousness of time” is a principle 

of seken. He described an individual in Western countries as living in their 

own time. However, Japanese people live in seken, whose time is common for 

everyone. This gives rise to such greetings as kongotomo yoroshiku onegaishimasu 

（thanking you in anticipation）.55 In Japan, the culpability of a parent who murders 

their child while committing suicide is assessed in an extremely light way. The 

reason is apparently that a mother does not recognize her child as a person who 

has his or her own individual personality. As a result, she may consider that her 

child cannot live without her, as the parent–child connection has a common time 

consciousness.56
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When it comes to the element fourth, enchantment, most Japanese are apt to 

avoid an unlucky day （yakubi） when selecting a celebration day, like a wedding 

ceremony. In general, Japanese people feel mildly safe by removing unlucky 

days without scientific basis. This feeling is the conventional wisdom of seken. 

Its formal definition contains an element of courtesy and uninteresting behavior. 

For example, a speech at a tournament or graduation ceremony signals a kind 

of rite of passage.57 The fifth element, exclusion, appears to distinguish between 

uchi （inside） and soto （outside） in seken. A human relationship inside of seken 

is called miuchi （family）, which is filled with feelings of cooperation.58 However, 

feelings against others outside of seken are very cool, and they are often ignored.

To demonstrate the sixth element, authority, I use the example of kuhki （air） 

by Shichihei Yamamoto. He referred to the fact that the suicide attack by the 

battleship Yamato was finally determined by the atmosphere created by senior 

officers on the ship. The authority to take a decision comes from neither political 

power nor violence. It is derived from the air in seken. You Henmi described it as 

follows: “political parties, officials, and ordinary people avoid hard battle and they 

make the boundary of their interests unclear. Then, their issues ferment through 

half-hearted discussions. It is totalitarianism like hyphae.”59 Such an air is seken 

and the attitude following the air is shikataganai （I have no choice）. Seken has 

the power to make people unconsciously obey the atmosphere around them. 

Each individual assertion is less important than unspoken atmosphere in the 

situation.

The book, Tanin wo Yurusenai Saru （Intolerant Monkey）（2006） by Nobuo 

Masataka sounded an alarm bell to present society on the way in which the 

world of seken is spreading in internet society. Masataka, a primate researcher, 

pointed out in his book Keitai wo Motta Saru （Monkey with Cellphone） that the 

conduct of modern human beings is becoming similar to monkeys. The feature 

is communication to establish their connections.60 In 1997, more than 15 percent 

of households in Japan 1997 had internet access. The usage of internet services 
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was extended and by 2006, e-mail communication by cellphone outpaced e-mail 

by PC.61 Human relationships have spread widely by e-mail communication and 

Social Network Service （SNS） since the late 1990s. It seems that this tendency 

is grew in 2020 during the COVID－19 pandemic. Masataka adopted the term 

IT seken to portray human relationships in the internet society. The content 

of communication in general does not matter for confirming connections with 

others.62 It is enough simply to enquire about the existence of the other and 

the possibility of continuing communication. Therefore, it is not necessary to 

construct long sentences. Short messages by SNS are sufficient for confirmation.

However, it is not certain that one can recognize who another really is. This 

is because, in IT seken, “a simple combination of alphabet and number becomes 

another personality as for a receiver.”63 IT seken contains the conditions for 

criminal activity, such as scam mails. In this respect, far seken is an old style 

of seken that has been developed using internet technology. As a result, there 

is greater anonymity without identification than before. Furthermore, other 

people can get access to one’s private information, although it is not possible 

to recognize another who is far and anonymous. Google, Amazon, Facebook, 

and Apple （GAFA） are typical examples of a network service that stores 

huge amounts of private information and integrates it as “big data.” Then, the 

information is transferred to other services. From the perspective of technology, 

it is possible to integrate people’s private data nationally, like China today. In 

the 21st century, seken has expanded from small private relationships to a global 

internet society, embodied in IT seken, beyond the workplace and community.

2.2 Features of the theory of seken

More than 40 years have passed since Yoneyama’s research in 1976. During 

that time, the form of seken widely changed from a village community to the 

internet society. However, IT seken has retained the feature of narrow seken, by 

which its members find themselves as “company” for each other in the internet 
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society. Therefore, in this study, I aim to establish common features of seken that 

are have remained unchanged across time, analyzing previous studies and the 

results of research on Japanese morals. I consider there to be three main features 

of seken.

  First, there are no individuals in seken, because seken is not equal to 

a society that consists of individuals. In general, the premise of a society is 

the existence of individuals, but Kato suggested that an individual is “highly 

integrated”64 into a community as seken. Collectivism, as Maruyama and Kato 

pointed out, is the foundation of Japanese morality. At the same time, it seems 

that the “absence of individuals,” as Sato stated, is a condition in which a 

deceased individual in a group holds on to his or her significance by a kind 

of totalitarian power. In this situation, people are totally dominated by the 

atmosphere and do not try to resist it. This condition promptly restricts their 

behavior. Shichihei Yamamoto described the situation as a kind of religion 

（Nihon-kyo）.65 The fact that Japanese maintained order even during disasters 

shows a typical example of the pressure to conform with others in seken, so as not 

to stand out conspicuously. 

The second main point is that people in seken tend to prioritize emotion over 

reason. Beauty and purity are more important what is true. To receive others’ 

interest and sympathy, conduct that comes from a “pure heart” is a top priority. 

The urge to forgive, having meant no harm is convincing, even if a crime was 

committed. In this case, one cannot divide one’s conduct and personality. The 

two are confused, and are not objectively judged. Generally, it is valuable to 

consider that another person did his or her best even if no results were produced. 

While not a valid reason in a professional sport’s society, it is a reasonable 

instrumentality in seken. Maruyama found that Kiyokiakakikokoro （purity of 

heart） was deeply related to Japanese morals. This is a view of value in which the 

purity of one’s emotions takes precedence over reason. For example, if a senpai 

（senior） who is close to me instructs a kohhai （junior）, the latter has to obey 
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the senior’s words without question. This conversation shows the “formation 

of a binomial connecting expression.”66 The expression represents a human 

relationship in which agreement with emotion is better than explanation with 

reason. This is a world of seken in which “high text communication”67 functions 

widely. In human relationships, there is the basis to develop the idea of sontaku 

（conjecture）.

Third, a feature of seken is a lack of historical consciousness enabling one 

to overlook things from the past, present, and future. In other words, seken 

is “present centralism,” in the words of Maruyama and Kato. Seken is the 

consciousness to consider an issue from the viewpoint of the present and to 

judges it without problem as a temporary measure. In this thinking, one cannot 

make a long-term plan and take no responsibility for it. A lack of historical 

consciousness is an example of conduct not based on historical discussion. 

Seken is structured based on many people’s consciousness, and is influenced 

by mass media information. People tend to pass along news with previously 

high value. Naturally, past evidence that is not attractive to viewers is not often 

sent. As a result, some politicians consider that people in seken gradually forget 

all matters. They do not respond to matters. In seken, it is difficult to develop a 

sense of truth and universal values. Norms are limited within a seken relationship. 

Originally, historical consciousness from Western countries was necessary for 

a transcendental viewpoint beyond a human relationship. However, Japanese 

“historical” consciousness remains within the frame of seken. This is illustrated by 

the old saying in Japan, that nobody remembers a rumor after 75 days. Memory 

flows like water and then disappears.

I considering the three above-mentioned features of seken to be a foundation 

of Japanese morals, remaining in Japanese consciousness even in a global 

society in the future. The seken of the internet society also has these features. To 

consider what will happen in the future, in this study, I consider the problems of 

Japanese morals from a seken viewpoint.
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3. Problems related to Japanese morals
Seken consists of time consciousness, which is based on present centralism, 

and of space consciousness, which is based on a norm within a community. 

Moreover, as age progresses, the meaning of seken has broadened from a 

particular group to an internet society.

As mentioned above, seken has three features at all times: non-existence of 

an individual; priority of emotion; and lack of historical consciousness. These 

features of seken cause problems in today’s global society as follows.

First, the problem of the non-existence of an individual weakens the 

consciousness of human rights. It seems that modern individualism （i.e., 

the Western meaning of the individual） is not established in seken based on 

Japanese morals. Therefore, the values of freedom and equality, which are the 

basis of consciousness of human rights in Western countries, are acquired on 

the surface in Japan, but its roots cannot be absorbed. In fact, Western culture 

had to be “ingested”68 and “purified”69 in Japanese schools during World War II. 

Schools were allowed to adopt modern technology, but Western values, such as 

individualism, equality, and democracy, were excluded from education. 

From a technical perspective, it is easy to assert one’s own opinions in an 

internet society. By contrast, autonomous individuals are not easily established 

in Japanese society. It is necessary for a citizen who has respect for others, 

sympathy, and the norms of order and freedom of expression to grow their 

imagination for invisible others and trust in justice and truth. In my opinion, 

citizenship education is the premise of an autonomous individual. In Japanese 

school education, a kind of collective education is currently carried out （e.g., 

the pursuit of group beauty in a school sports festival）. Because of the COVID－

19 pandemic, ICT has become widely used in schools. If the learning process is 

improved by developing an individual curriculum, then it would provide a good 

opportunity for students to grow their consciousness as individuals.

The second point is the priority of emotion over reason. This feature is often 
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seen in the text of Manyoh-shuh （Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves） and The 

Tale of Genji, which describes the richness of Japanese sentiment in tradition. In 

fact, the dualistic worldview, which consists of emotion and reason, was found 

in the doctrines of Zhu Xi, even in the Edo era. In the Meiji era, from the end of 

the 19th century to the beginning of the 20th century, Souseki Natsume, a great 

novelist, described a kind of dilemma at the beginning of his book, Kusamakura 

（The Three-Cornered World）. He said, “Approach everything rationally, and you 

become harsh. Pole a long in the stream of emotions, and you will be swept 

away by the current”.70 Natsume was against seken among Japanese people at 

the time. He wrote books that focused on individuals. The main character in his 

book felt anxious about whether to choose a lifestyle of individual autonomy or 

collective relativism in seken. Anxiety was reflected in Natsume’s experience of 

studying in England as a lonely life. In addition, the scholars Sato and Hoshiba 

noted that an element of incantation and reservation of a primitive worldview as 

features of seken. In this respect, it seems that a feature of ancient people has 

been retained in Japanese people’s consciousness. Why does emotion supersede 

reason in Japanese society? Why is important decision-making influenced more 

by emotional motivation than by rational explanation? Apparently, the Japanese 

people did not have metaphysics before to explain existence as separate from a 

particular person. Furthermore, they neither revered a universal truth nor trusted 

it.71 From another viewpoint, pragmatic judgment might work in the choice72 

between emotional motivation or rational explanation. In fact, rational explanation 

with difficult conversation costs are higher than emotional motivation. As a result, 

it is easy to obey others’ desires without persuasion.

The third feature is a lack of historical consciousness. One of the 

characteristics of time consciousness of Japanese is the attitude that one 

concentrates only on an issue at hand. In addition, one not only does not have 

long-term perspectives but also never learns experiences of examples of the 

past. Maruyama pointed out that history for Japanese people means time 
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consciousness, which is understood alongside the present.73 For example, it 

is optimistic to hope that something good happens by enduring the present 

situation. Such consciousness might come from trust in nature, which is a 

different concept from the meaning of Western countries. In this optimism, 

there is no presupposition rather than negation of an absolute being, like 

monotheism. Another reason for the lack of historical consciousness is the 

uniqueness of the Japanese language. In this regard, Hajime Nakamura, a great 

thinker of Japanese thought, refers to the fact that the Japanese language is not 

suitable for developing logical thinking because of the lack of relative pronouns 

in the original.74 The role of relative pronouns is to add explanatory content 

after providing a word. In other words, it develops a word further. Apparently, 

one can understand the structure that is developed. Not all relative pronouns 

have this characteristic. In the Japanese language, we often omit the subject. 

Thus, who performs an action is vague. Therefore, there is no subject, the 

responsible person, for an action. This is one reason that Japanese people do not 

take responsibility for their conduct in a group. The origin is to be found in the 

Japanese language.

It is possible that such features of the Japanese language widely influenced 

the formation of Japanese consciousness. It is impossible to set an objective 

viewpoint for historical consciousness within oneself. One cannot analyze 

oneself as an object without the standpoint of another. If Japanese people keep 

thinking about history as points of view of “now” and “here,” which are focused 

on the present, then they cannot objectively recognize orders of incidents and 

a cause-and-effect relationship. Karl Jaspers （1883－1969）, one of the architects 

of existentialism and who learned Eastern philosophy, advocated a theory of 

modes of the encompassing （Das Umgreifende）, which could analyze subject–

object relations that moved beyond the dualistic epistemology of Descartes.75 

He adopted his theory alongside European traditional philosophy, with a 

premise of “transcendence” （transzendenz）. His theoretical framework more 
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or less transcends his own existence and that of the world. However, as Kato, 

Maruyama, and Hoshiba mentioned,76 the Japanese way of thinking cannot move 

past the framework of seken. Exceptions are the schools of Kamakura Buddhism, 

such as Jodo-shu and Jodo-shinshu. The Japanese way of thinking is a horizontal 

extension of the world. There is no point of view to transcend time and space and 

to overlook human history.

We can regard these problems as being caused by a lack of historical 

consciousness in Japanese society overall. It is easy to understand how Japanese 

people lack a sense of learning from past evidence and putting it to practical use 

in the future, given the failure of political plans that need long-term perspectives.

Tactics without strategy is something tangible to imagine; it is a simple and 

temporary measure. This is the same view as that of seken.

4. Solving the problems of Japanese morals
In terms of the individual, to quote Abe, “Japanese people individually 

pretend to act, using their public face and hiding their own minds. In the process 

of pretending, their individuality is formed both outside and inside.”77

In addition, he suggested that Japanese individuals appear vague in the 

eyes of Westerners. This is because the individuality of European people started 

in a relationship with an absolute god in the process of self-forming.78 The 

meaning of an individual in Japanese is so “vague” that Japanese people cannot 

understand what the difference between seken and society. According to Abe, 

even Natsume could not do it.79 Previous studies have analyzed the structure of 

seken and its differences from society. The four features of groups in Yoneyama’s 

research, the concentric circle model of Inoue, and the six elements of Sato 

deepen understanding of structure. However, one of the definite differences 

is, to quote Sato, the lack of an individual in seken. As Abe said, human beings 

regard themselves as separate to God. As long as the view of human beings is 

basically unchangeable, I think the features of seken always increase and remain 
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unchanged forever. As Maruyama pointed out, the basso ostinato （repetitive bass 

line） might still be ringing in this century. 

For example, people in an IT seken have a means to communicate with 

each other tremendously fast. In reality, their main content is not rational 

discussion, but emotional chatting to maintain their relationships. It is possible 

that communication only by texting short messages instead of face-to-face 

communication sometimes leads to personal attacks and malicious slander. If 

the feature of collectivism in seken functions negatively in an internet society, it 

may lead to cyberbullying and chaos. In general, anonymity in cyberspace plays 

a role in hiding the existence of a sender among groups in a seken. It is very 

difficult to recognize the existence of an individual, even in a community like a 

village. In an internet society, the situation becomes worse when seeing a person 

as an individual. What expresses the “personality” of a sender is an “item,” such 

as a handle name, avatar, or account number. In today’s internet society, human 

relationships are exchanged by connecting accounts to each other.

Internet society can be regarded as one dimension of global society. If this 

is true, the issue for Japanese morals is how internet morality is established in 

today’s society. In other words, how is “an individual” developed in IT seken? To 

come to grips with the problem, it is necessary to overcome the aforementioned 

features of seken （lack of an individual, priority of emotion, and lack of historical 

consciousness） in today’s internet society. In summary, in terms of lack of 

an individual and priority of emotion, Japanese people need to emerge from 

collectivism, whose tendencies are highly anonymous, and an emotional 

community.

4.1 Breakaway from collectivism

Collectivism is evident in internet society not only in Japan, but also 

globally. In the election for the U.S. president in 2020, Republican backers 

who enthusiastically supported the incumbent candidate, Donald Trump, 

were agitated by Trump’s emotional messages on Twitter and aggressively 
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attacked Democratic supporters. Here, I wish to avoid a sociological analysis, 

but point out that his attitude has the feature of negating objective analysis and 

taking advantage of subjective emotion. Its feature might be the same as Kuhki 

（atmosphere）, which is led by collectivism based on Japanese morals.

In 2015, a large demonstration occurred in Tokyo. The main organizer 

was a youth group, SEALDs.80 They demonstrated against the Bills to revise 

national security policies.81 On the contrary, there was no big demonstration 

when ex-Prime Minister Abe urged all regions in Japan to close schools, and 

most complied with this request. Since the Edo period, that is, the 17th century, 

Japanese virtue has been pliable to the demands of authority without questions. 

If a person expresses his or her own opinion, he or she is afraid that others 

would criticize not only himself or herself, but also his or her family. Such 

anxiety about sekentei （appearances） functions well, causing many people to 

moderate their opinions and restrain themselves from conspicuous behavior. 

As the saying goes, “Anyone who stands out will be forced to conform.” Such 

consciousness is a typical example of Japanese morals, which seek harmony with 

neighbors and refraining from causing anybody trouble. This is a golden law for 

Japanese people. In practice, it would be difficult for Japanese people with such 

consciousness to become autonomous individuals, like European people who 

are trained with intercultural abilities and can be tough with foreigners. In fact, 

Japan’s historical and cultural background is completely different. In Japanese 

society, even Christian churches could become “Japanized,” as Shichihei 

Yamamoto said.82 This means that a church changes into seken as a community, 

like a village.

It is possible that someone may try not to be conspicuous to protect himself 

or herself from seken. By contrast, Tetsu Nakamura, who was killed by terrorists 

in Afghanistan in 2019, had been engaged in humanitarian activities abroad for a 

long time, such as digging wells. It did not matter how his efforts could directly 

contribute to the Japanese national benefit. When he was killed, the mass media 
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focused on this issue widely. His attitude was to work honestly and steadily to 

realize world peace by holding lectures and publishing books. His small actions 

gave great hope to Afghanistan. If people are only divided by six degrees of 

separation,”83 then such small actions is the practice of neighborly love.

I think his practice provides a big clue about how Japanese morals should 

function. In fact, collectivism brings political and emotional pressure to members 

of a particular community where the pressure works with the intention of the 

main person among the members. In such a closed space, an individual’s free 

opinion may be easily dismissed. To avoid this, his or her individual opinion 

should be limited and he or she should not seek to assert his or her own mind. 

As a result, there were no individuals in a community. It expands horizons to 

separate from a group and broaden one’s view. One example is Nakamura’s 

experience of extending his view to a foreign country. 

However, it is easy to connect with people in other countries through the 

internet. One method is connection through language. Japanese morals are tied 

to the Japanese language. English is used to communicate with the wider world. 

For Japanese people, it is costly and time-consuming to send their messages in 

English although it is worthwhile to do so. The most important thing is to write a 

simple message. Training helps us recognize what message to write for readers 

around the world. The consciousness develops the imagination of others with 

different values to that of Japanese culture. In my opinion, one of the advantages 

of learning a foreign language is to build such imagination.

An effective way to transcend collectivism in the Japanese language is to 

make connections with others by learning a foreign language, as it is possible in 

an internet society to access others around the world. Although learning a foreign 

language is not easy for Japanese people, it is expected that changes in language 

use could radically shift the way of thinking into a change of consciousness （e.g., 

clarifying a subject in a sentence provides the chance for an individual to exist in 

a group）.
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4.2 Development of historical consciousness

The next topic concerns how historical consciousness develops. Japanese 

time consciousness, as explained by Maruyama and Kato, is meant to understand 

history in the line of the present. Something is good because it is good now. This 

attitude comes from not learning from the past and having an optimistic outlook 

about the future. As a result, solving a problem seems to be improvisation in 

daily life. The Japanese climate has long been unstable, and prone to natural 

disasters. Long-term measures to deal with for typhoons and floods every year 

are needed for public work, including highly developed technology. “Historical 

consciousness” has long been aroused, developing a sense of mujohkan （a view 

of life as transient and empty）.84 A typical example is the Bushido moral code of 

samurai warriors, which recognized death as a virtue.

Today, we can forecast natural disasters using various technological 

methods, such as weather satellites. By accumulating and analyzing past data, 

a preventive measure for disasters in the future develops. Furthermore, a huge 

amount of information can be looked up conveniently via the internet. Nowadays, 

it is impossible for cyberspace to erase information, even a bad memory （“forgive 

and forget” was an old saying in Japan）. In fact, when private records concerning 

crime are available into cyberspace, it is impossible to delete them. Therefore, 

the “right to be forgotten” could be issued in the present. The internet is said 

to help modern people function positively. Some exceptions are the challenging 

“right to be forgotten,”85 information dominance by GAFA, and national control of 

information, among others. The main difference between Japanese and Western 

historical consciousness is that today’s Japanese secular society is not based 

on the background of European modern individualism, which was based on a 

worldview of Christianity.

There are various ways of setting existence beyond time so that people 

can transcend time consciousness. For example, Nietzsche （1844－1900） 

used the concept of the Übermensch （overman）86as existence instead of God 
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in Christianity. Hans Küng advocated “a Global Ethic”87 at the Parliament 

of the World’s Religions in 1993. In Japan, where, as mentioned, about 70 

percent of people identify as non-religious, it is difficult to find “an absolute and 

transcendental point of origin” that can transcend seken and serve as a condition 

to establish a modern individual.

Generally, Japanese people might be “developed independently,”88 especially 

in the industrial field. One of the reasons could be the fact that they are not 

free from the values of seken when they communicate with each other with 

emotion and raise their sympathy. However, it is not sufficient for them to hold 

empathy in common. To do so, they need not only a particular private emotion 

or human relationships, but also rational judgment and ethics concerned with 

universal values for human beings. A common value for human beings is much 

greater than the value of seken, such as the binomial relationship “you and I.” 

In Western countries, it took a long time to form common values through the 

tradition of conversation and criticism. In this respect, Japanese people could 

not acquire common values through emotional conversation in seken. In fact, 

the principles of the French Revolution, liberty, equality, and fraternity, or the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights89 are examples of values that go beyond 

religion. These are intelligent assets of human beings in the world. The real 

meaning of knowing the history of modern people is to reveal evidence in history 

for accruing assets. The will for peace is also an asset. Moreover, the Doomsday 

Clock,90 which is counting down the destruction of humankind, could motivate 

the development of a common consciousness of human beings. Greta Thunberg91 

has received support from people around the world. Setting up the Sustainable 

Development Goals92 seeks future-oriented action that moves beyond modern 

individualism. Many of the world’s problems are not solved by the present-

oriented mind, like the thought “now is good, everything is good.”

  The idea of what should be done for the future is historical consciousness. 

If we do not set up an absolute being, it might be possible to build historical 
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consciousness partly by establishing future-oriented goals. 

5.  Conclusion
Nowadays, people of the world, including Japanese, are able to build human 

relationships in cyberspace beyond the frame of seken. This environment, 

where an individual person can willingly assert himself or herself, might play 

an important role in overcoming collectivism. However, affairs in cyberspace, 

such as chatting with friends and cyberbullying, are similar to affairs based on 

Japanese morals. Furthermore, they could be emphasized by negative moral 

elements.

I consider the formation of world standard morals in Japanese society to 

be the way forward. Probably, historical consciousness could first be aroused, 

by recognizing oneself as an “earthling.” What should we do for the future of 

humankind? Hopefully, historical consciousness could be developed by being a 

goal in the heart of each person and by making connections with the common 

mission.
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