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Abstract 

This bachelor thesis conducts an anthropological study of the definition of face within Japanese 

culture through literature as well as by Japanese people in the age group 20 to 30 years living 

in the Stockholm/Uppsala region. It further investigates how face is related to shame and, in 

which conditions shame is felt by the above-mentioned target group. Having analyzed when 

shame occurs, the study further enquires how these Japanese people avoid shameful situations 

and how this relates to their face. As a core theme to this thesis will be an analysis of the 

conducted interviews with the help of Japanese anthropologist Takie Lebra’s definition of 

shame. This thesis will demonstrate how these Japanese informants are influenced, how they 

react to shaming situations and how it is related to their face. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Background 

The trigger that caused me to write a thesis about face and shame was a documentary about an 

impoverished farmer who committed suicide when he was no longer able to provide for his 

family. His economic difficulties not only challenged his self-image as the provider for his 

family but also caused him additional distress for not being able to meet society’s expectations. 

This made me interested to learn which outer influences shape people’s thoughts and behavior. 

In this thesis I want to focus on the Japanese culture, in which collectiveness is deemed to be 

more important than individuality (Benedict 1969:55). I am aiming to find strong arguments on 

what causes shaming situations as per Japanese anthropologist Takie Lebra’s definition of 

shame, how Japanese in the age group of 20 to 30 years living in the Stockholm/Uppsala region 

deal with it and what kind of impact is has on their image.  

 

 

Aims and objectives 

My purpose with this thesis is to understand how shame can have influence on one’s image. In 

more detail, I am aiming to understand the Japanese definition of face on the basis of interviews 

with Japanese people living in Sweden, how they relate face to shame and how they handle 

shaming situations to keep their face.  

 

My research is aimed at the following questions: 

 

 What is the definition of face in Japanese culture and how is it perceived by 

Japanese people in the age group of 20 to 30 years living in the Stockholm/Uppsala 

region? Do these two definitions concur? 

 How do the informants in this study define shame and what kind of situations make 

them feel ashamed according to their interviews? 

 How do my informants handle their shaming situations and how does it affect their 

face? 
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Material and research method 

In order to examine the definition of face, draw parallels to shame and explain the relevance of 

my informant’s actions concerning face, I have made use of interviews, books and articles. For 

the core body of this thesis I have conducted semi-structured interviews and compared these 

with Takie Lebra’s theory of shame and guilt.  

 

Interviews 

Four semi-structured interviews were conducted in total, of which 2 were with men and 2 with 

women. By semi-structured interviews I mean a combination of pre-formulated questions and 

free-flowing conversations. All informants have grown up in Japan and have lived there at least 

till the age of 20 but currently live in the Uppsala and Stockholm region. The main reason for 

interviewing Japanese who have grown up in Japan is, to get an understanding of the definition 

of face by people that have completely embraced the Japanese culture until early adulthood. 

Interviews have on the one hand been chosen as main material to this study because only a 

Japanese can give the best detailed description of face as the part of their culture. On the other 

hand, conducting interviews is a good technique to gain insight in other people’s thoughts, 

experiences, perspectives and knowledge (cf. Öhlander 2011:88-89). An interview is also a 

good way to cover a topic in more depth, hence small and seemingly unimportant experiences 

can be linked to a much bigger context (cf. Öhlander 2011:89, 97-98).  

 

The interviews took place from the end of November until early December 2018 in cafés located 

in Stockholm and Uppsala. I found the Japanese interviewees through the Erasmus group 

“Uppsala international students 2019 exchange & erasmus uppsala university” on Facebook as 

well as through a Japanese friend. While I could appreciate the benefits of insights from the 

personal interviews as mentioned by Öhlander (2011:30), one drawback of this approach is that 

my informant’s answers might have been influenced by my reactions or way of asking questions 

during my interviews.  

 

Literature 

In order to define the general understanding of face in Japanese culture, different kinds of 

anthropological literature have been used. The material to this thesis consists of various 

literature, such as extensive ethnography of the Japanese culture as well as books and articles 

on Japanese behavior, social interactions and expectations. Comparing the literature with 

current interviews serves as a good way to examine if the general understanding of face from 
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literature correlates with a Japanese’ understanding of face. In order to analyze how face is 

related to shame, the article The Social Mechanism of Guilt and Shame: The Japanese Case 

(1971) by Japanese anthropologist Takie Sugiyama Lebra served as good literature to tackle 

situations when shame occurs.  

 

Exclusion of material 

The reason why I have chosen to exclude guilt in this thesis, which is a part of Lebra’s theory, 

is because it is another big definition, which would have extended the total amount of pages of 

this thesis. It would surely make up enough material for a separate study. I have further decided 

to restrict the interviewees to the age group of 20-30 years because it reflects the views of a 

more explicit target group and thus represents a specific and detailed group in this research. 

Focus in this thesis is on Japanese people living in the Stockholm/Uppsala region on the one 

hand because of their accessibility and on the other hand because reaching out to people through 

internet might have been difficult due to language barriers, which could have falsified the 

results. 

 

 

Theoretical perspective and terms 

As previously mentioned, anthropologist Takie Sugiyama Lebra’s theory of guilt and shame 

will be used in this thesis. It will make the core to this thesis and analyze when shame occurs 

and how shaming situations affect the face of Japanese people living in the Stockholm/Uppsala 

region. The reason why I have chosen this theory is because it in depth describes in which 

situations shame occurs and because Takie Lebra, as well as the informants in this study, fully 

embraced the Japanese culture, as everyone lived in Japan until early adulthood. 

 

Takie Lebra’s theory of guilt and shame 

According to Lebra, guilt and shame are different. “guilt is defined on the basis of the rule of 

reciprocity” while “shame is characterized in conjunction with status occupancy” (Lebra 

1971:241). This means that one is vulnerable to shame when that person occupies or keeps a 

status and that shame occurs when the status is undermined or denigrated by revealing 

something trivial. The result is also called by the Japanese as “crushing,” “injuring,” or 

“soiling” face. Guilt in contrast doesn’t occur in such states related to status (Lebra 1971:246). 
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Lebra continues to explain shame on the basis of three social characteristics assuming that 

shame is built upon status occupancy. These three are status identification, exposure and social 

sharing of shame. According to Lebra, status identification in a certain situation can only be 

fully recognized as status-incongruent if the “observer’s knowledge of the status is occupied”. 

Lebra gives the example of incompetence, where shame is generated when the status in question 

is known and related to a certain “competence, style or other attributes required to the status 

occupancy” (Lebra 1971:247). One of my informants confirmed this statement by expressing a 

situation in which he as a doctoral student could not solve a problem that his masters student 

could. In this situation he felt that he did not live up to the expectations of his status position 

and thus felt ashamed (Interview 3). Lebra also says that the higher the status the more 

vulnerable a person would be to shame. Lebra takes up some statuses which are most commonly 

related to shame situations, those are occupational status (for example a company president, a 

section chief or a detective), a familial status (for example head of household, breadwinner or 

husband) and sexual status (Lebra 1971:247). 

 

Japanese strongly promote politeness, humility and keeping indirect communication where it is 

expected to show anticipatory responsiveness to unspoken wishes (Lebra 1971:249). Shame 

arises when an action or state is inappropriate for a particularly socially identified status. This 

leads to the second social condition of shame: exposure. Here, only rituals required to maintain 

one’s status should be socially visible while everything else should be hidden or ignored (Lebra 

1971:248). Rituals meaning repetitive actions, which guide and reinforce forms of behavior 

(Bowie 2000:151). As an example to Lebra’s theory, one of my informant’s father was 

repetedly seen by my informant’s friends watching TV during daytime while he was expected 

to be working. This caused an embarrassment for my informant on the account of her father 

(Interview 2). But I shall explain this example in more details later in the thesis. Lebra further 

explains that shame is related to double-exposure or double expectation. This means that shame 

happens when one is publicly exposed of two things, as for example a couple (man and woman) 

which is expected to be intimate but at the same time are restrained to show this publicly as per 

norm of heterosexual distance. However, for a father and daughter it would be ok to show 

intimacy because they are father and daughter (Lebra 1971:248-249). Lebra also mentions that 

status is sanctified and therefore needs to be protected from unexpected exposure. Culture 

shaming by exposure is also the “most undesirable and thus most effective punishment” within 

Japanese (Lebra 1971:249). Shame due to exposure is furthermore worst when exposed to more 
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than just one person. Lebra even clarifies that shame is produced by the outside world and that 

it includes the party that shame is connected with (1971:250).  

 

The third and last characteristic is social sharing of shame, which is a consequence of shame 

related to status. Lebra explains that shame is not only bound to a certain individual but can 

also be experienced of a member that holds the same status position. Status derives from two 

sources, a membership of a group and by belonging in a social category. This can be explained 

with examples such as “a man that is ashamed that his wife revealed her ignorance of etiquette 

at a social gathering (shame on the family member status)” and for example by “a section chief 

of a company who loses face for the errors made by his subordinate (shame on the section 

membership status)”. Shame is thus shared with another person when the shamed person counts 

as a representative of a group or when he belongs to the same social category of which the 

shamed person is a member of. Understandably, members of a group will try to avoid bringing 

shame onto group members they feel associated with (collective sharing) (Lebra 1971:251).  

 

 

Research ethics 

As a researcher, it is important to protect their informants of any harm. Therefore, I have chosen 

to anonymize my informants according to the American Anthropological Association (AAA) 

code. Prior to recording, my informants have been informed, that they will remain anonymous 

in my thesis and that their participation is on voluntary basis. My informants were also informed 

about the content and the purpose of this thesis (AAA 2012). They have furthermore been made 

aware that they are not forced to talk about any sensitive topics they do not want to talk about 

and that they at any time can change their mind to not have their material published (AAA 2012, 

ASA 2011). A copy of this essay after publication has been offered to the informants, if they 

wish to (AAA 2012). Due to security reasons, the recorded interviews will be stored with the 

author (AAA 2012, ASA 2011). 

 

 

Previous studies 

In this chapter I will introduce previous studies related to Japanese culture. 

 

The book The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1969) by American anthropologist Benedict 

deals about a cultural analysis of the Japanese. Anticipated by the American government, the 
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aim of the book was to get an insight into Japanese society. The government wanted to 

understand the Japanese’ behavioral patterns prior to taking over the country during World War 

II. The book’s contents deal about the Japanese assumptions about the conduct of life, that is 

practical ethics, ideas of good and bad, disciplines, self-image and not at least shame. According 

to Benedict, cultures can be divided into guilt and shame cultures, defining Japan as a shame 

culture. She takes up various examples of shame as for example the Samurai (Benedict 1969).  

 

Another interesting work is that of Theodore C. Bestor. He wrote the book Neighborhood Tokyo 

(1989), which deals about local social life in a quiet neighborhood of Tokyo. It is an 

ethnographic analysis by Bestor, who himself lived in the neighborhood for some time. The 

book takes up internal dynamics within the neighborhood like social relationships, obligations, 

expectations, changes and identities (Bestor 1989). 

 

 

Disposition 

Following the introduction chapter, chapter two will consist of a general understanding of face 

within Japanese culture and about my informant’s own definition of face. It will define face as 

per literature and draw a conjunction to Japanese society. The chapter will also describe the 

codes of conduct that are associated with face and Japanese culture. The third chapter will 

compare the theoretical perspectives of Lebra about shaming situations with my informant’s 

experience to face and shame. A summary of this thesis’ results will be presented in the final 

chapter. 
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2. UNDERSTANDING FACE  

 

 

In the following chapter I will present the definition of face within literature about Japanese 

culture and compare it to my informant’s definition of face. By understanding the definition of 

face, I am aiming to understand the connection to shame and how that influences my 

informant’s behavior. 

 

 

The construct of face 

American anthropologist John Embree (1945:223) explains the concept of face as personal self-

respect and prestige. Prestige can be understood as respect towards someone that has a high 

status, reputation or social influence (Cambridge Dictionary 2014). Embree says that in order 

to maintain one’s face, Japanese often use a go-between instead of direct confrontation. In 

Japanese culture, confrontation is perceived as undesirable because it could lead to 

embarrassment of one or more of the persons involved. For example, an employee would rather 

resign from their job to avoid being accused of some error in front of other people. Being 

accused of an error in public would cause the employee to lose their face, and thus their self-

respect and prestige would be impacted negatively. In order to avoid the employee’s loss of 

face, an employer is therefore expected to give his employee the possibility to resign without 

facing public humiliation (Embree 1945:223-225). As group solidarity plays an important role 

within Japanese culture, the employer might end up with many of his employees resigning their 

position in sympathetic protest for their colleague, if the employer doesn’t give his employee 

the chance to resign without a face loss (Embree 1945:223-225; Fowler 1996:58). 

 

A very famous historical example for face are the samurai, which were Japanese warriors from 

the feudal time (Benedict 1969:319). They are most famous for their haraki’ri or seppuku, 

which is a suicide according to samurai code (Benedict 1969:317). Suicide through haraki’ri or 

seppuku is regarded as honorable, either for oneself or to restore the honor in the name of the 

family. A Samurai would thus kill himself using a certain method instead of being killed by the 

enemy. As a result he would then avoid a shameful death (Benedict 1969:148; Embree 

1945:230-231).  
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On the basis of these two examples and Embree’s definition, face can be seen as someone’s 

image or reputation that must be protected. Failure to save ones face thus results in shame. Just 

as Lebra (1971:250) writes Benedict (1969:223) that shame only occurs within the company of 

others. It “involves a negative evaluation of the self” seen by the eyes of others and is tied to 

external judgement of individual worth (Boiger 2014:1258). I thus reason that face and shame 

relate to each other as both are defined or occur by the evaluation of others. In Japanese culture 

the preserving of one’s honor is of supreme value (Benedict 1969:171) and one is always 

expected to be conscious of others perception (Matsumoto 1996:9). Embree (1945:222) 

supports this reasoning by saying that loyalty towards a group and the values of a group are 

preferred before individual ones. For example a family member has to submit to a supreme 

value of a family and thus act on behalf of his family (Benedict 1969:55; Embree 1945:222; 

Matsumoto 1996:7). This shows that there exists a very strong social cohesion within Japanese 

culture.  

 

This social cohesion and group values are grounded by emotions. Matsumoto explains, that 

people who share the same work, tasks or responsibilities often also share same emotions and 

such emotions serve as a kind of glue to bind the people together. But as emotions can bond 

people it can on the other hand also threaten those and eventually cause a group to fall apart 

(Matsumoto 1996:5). From a psychological point of view, emotions serve as a way to keep face 

(Boiger 2014:1256). For example, the emotion of face flags behaviors that can lead to a loss of 

face and thus help to avoid losing face or restoring face, at the same time, the expression of 

shame can also signal to others that one is concerned about face (Boiger 2014:2159). Shame 

acts thus like a social sanction (Matsumoto 1996:5) and is an important factor to regulate social 

behavior (Fessler 2004:207). A sanction could for example be a way of gossip or avoidance 

towards a person and thus be an expression of social control (Bestor 1989:211). 

 

 

Face as understood by the interviewees 

I would now like to focus on my informant’s understanding of face and compare it to the general 

understanding of face. Of all four informants interviewed it seems that everyone has a very 

similar understanding. Two of my informants where very straight in naming that face represents 

an image of how others perceive a person. One of those informants is called Akio, who is 28 

years old. He grew up in Japan but has spent the last five years in Sweden, first to study and 

now working in Stockholm. According to Akio the concept of face is quite abstract but basically 
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means that it is other peoples’ impression of you. It is a kind of label, where it is “more 

important how the others think of you because it is representing you towards the others”. He is 

also of the opinion that one’s face is difficult to control, that you cannot have a 100% of control 

of it because it is affected by whoever you associate with (Interview 1).  

 

Another of my informants who seemed very clear about the definition of face is Sumie. She is 

30, also grew up in Japan and came to Sweden for studies and after that also decided to stay in 

Sweden, which has been eight years until today. Sumie lives and works in Stockholm and both, 

her and Akio seemed to be very accustomed to Swedish culture. Sumie also used the words 

image and perception when describing face. She says that face is a built-up image of oneself 

“by many different people influencing each other” (Interview 2). She argues that one can 

influence one’s face by the way one talks. In that way one might be perceived as a crazy person 

if talking more aggressively while by talking more softly, that person would be perceived more 

as a sane person. She however mentions that one’s image can also be influenced indirectly. For 

example, if person A talks badly to person B about person C, then person B might have a bad 

perception about person C (Interview 2). Sumie furthermore stresses that people easily follow 

what other people say to anyone and gives the example of social media. If there is gossiping 

going on online, others might easily believe that it is the truth, even though it might not be so. 

According to Sumie, the same thing can also happen the other way around. If a student for 

example has a good face in school, then this will enhance other student’s view of that person 

since there are other students that already confirmed him or her to have a good face (Interview 

2). 

 

Comparing Akio and Sumie’s view with the general understanding of face, it seems that the 

ground understanding is the same, while there are minor disagreements. The similarity is, that 

face is understood as an image of other people towards someone. While the general definition 

argues that face reflects only people with a high rank or reputation, my informants did not 

mention this in detail. 

 

In contrary to Akio and Sumie, the other two informants seemed a bit more imprecise about the 

definition of face. This might however be due to the reason that both of them had not spent as 

long time in Sweden as Akio and Sumie did, which could have led to some language barriers. 

Mari, 22 years, spent - just as the other two – almost all her life in Japan. She is currently an 

exchange student in Uppsala and has been in Sweden for four months. Mari didn’t define face 
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as specifically as the other two informants did. However, she gave an example of her being part 

of a volleyball team for the school, which she enjoyed playing in. However, at the same time 

she mentioned that a reason for her to play is because her trainer argues that she should play for 

the school and that if the team wins, it would improve the schools image (Interview 4).  

 

When asking Mari about face, she didn’t define it directly but used examples instead, using 

words such as image and expectations. When I asked her how she thinks that face can be 

influenced, she mentioned that it can be influenced by people she respects, like her friends in 

personal life, her colleagues at the university or friends from a club activity because she wants 

to be like them (Interview 4). This seems to go along with Lebra’s theory of the fact that shame 

occurs within a group of people that identify as similar, which I will come to in the next chapter. 

It also conforms to Embree’s theory that face is respect towards someone with social influence, 

as in this example the school. Although Mari doesn’t define face as clearly, her explanation of 

face shows, that image plays an important role and that she can influence the school’s image in 

a positive or negative way. I would like to highlight, that her less exact description of face can 

however, as previously mentioned, be due to language difficulties. During the interview she 

mentions a few times that she has difficulties to explain some things in English and it is 

noticeable that she takes more breaks to think and explain things. 

 

The last informant to be introduced is Jiro. He is 26 and spent least time in Sweden. When he 

and I met, he had only spent two weeks in Sweden so far, being a doctoral student in Japan 

doing a three-month long internship in Uppsala. Jiro grew up and spent most of his life in 

Sweden but his family and he lived in Malaysia for four years during elementary school. Even 

though living abroad, he mentioned that the life in Malaysia mostly took place within a Japanese 

community and he went to a Japanese school there. Jiro also had a less exact description about 

face. He referred to his face as body part and mentioned examples about embarrassment and 

the fact that an unshaved beard could lead to the impression that one might not be concerned 

about their appearance (Interview 3). Interestingly, he explained face in conjunction with shame 

as per the general definition of other anthropologists that I mentioned earlier. I would also like 

to mention that all of the informants connected shame and face but I will go more into detail of 

shame in the next chapter.  
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Summing up this chapter on face, the vague idea of my informants conforms with the general 

idea of face since everyone mentioned that face involves other people which can have influence 

on one’s image in a positive or negative way.  
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3. DEALING WITH SHAMING SITUATIONS 

 

 

In this chapter I am aiming to define if Takie Lebra’s definition of shame conforms to my 

informant’s experiences of face and how shame and face relate to each other. 

 

As mentioned earlier, Lebra claims that shame is triggered in conjunction with status occupancy 

and that shame occurs on the basis of three social characteristics, which are status identification, 

exposure and social sharing of shame (Lebra 1971:246-247). 

 

 

Status identification 

I want to take up the case of my informant Jiro to exemplify the link between status and shame. 

Shame is generated when a status is related to a certain competence, but the person fails to 

maintain his status by not being competent enough. Jiro is currently a doctoral student. He 

explained that he would feel ashamed if he failed in front of a bachelor or master student on the 

example of a machine that need to be fixed, where he and the student are working on. He said 

that he would lose his face, if he fails to repair a machine that he and the students are working 

on. He further goes on to explain that he as a doctoral student has spent more time and has 

gained much more experience than the other students and that he therefore should know more 

(Interview 3). This shows that Jiro would obviously keep his face, if it was him that knew how 

to fix the machine. Relating to Jiro’s example, he would seem to fail his occupational status 

according to Lebra, as he wasn’t able to hold up the status as a superior at work. Jiro’s shame 

might also be reinforced due to the fact that Japan is a “vertical” society, where status 

differences among interactants must be maintained (Matsumoto 1996:9). He however could not 

maintain the status difference between himself and his student. 

 

By means of this example, Jiro on the one hand felt ashamed because he could not live up to 

the expectations regarding his status as a doctoral student. On the other hand, he felt shame as 

he was in company of another person, that saw his failure. This confirms Benedicts (1969:223) 

and Lebra’s (1971:250) statement that shame occurs when it involves others. The fact that Jiro 

and his students share the same work place and thus share same group values (Matsumoto 

1996:5) surely also impacts Jiro’s emotion of shame. Asking Jiro how he defines shame, he 

answered that occurs when you do something you are not supposed to do, something that society 
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doesn’t expect you to do (Interview 3). Connecting this to Lebra’s argument, Jiro feels shame, 

when his status identification is not according to expectations of society. Since he takes up this 

example when explaining face, it also shows a parallel of face to shame. He did something 

unexpected by society and felt ashamed and thus his face is affected negatively. If he however 

would do as expected, shame would be avoided and his face would be kept. 

 

When explaining experiences made to face, informant Mari named social media. She explained 

that she usually only uploads positive pictures of herself on Instagram and that her friends 

commented that her life seemed so worry-free. Mari also said “… they don’t know the real 

me” (Interview 4). Mari explained, that she actually does worry a lot but she just does not like 

to show it on social media adding “I don’t want to be looked like negative or something.” She 

further says “[…] I don’t like to see negative things of my friends on internet, in social media. 

So maybe because of that I don’t’ want to put negative […]”. During the interview she even 

argues that her friends should not show negative things online, that they should only say it to 

their closest friends (Interview 4). It seems that she defines two different kinds of friendships, 

the closer ones and other friends. My assumption is, that because she differentiates her friends, 

she wants to keep her face towards her not close friends by showing only positive pictures. 

Another reason why Mari does not show her real self on social media could be resulting from 

double-standards. Double-standards means that someone says something else than they mean 

(Matsumoto 1996:10). Within Japanese society, it is expected “to say or do whatever may be 

socially appropriate according to the social context” (Matsumoto 1996:11). Also, maintenance 

of harmonious relationships with others are important as Japanese put much importance on 

connectedness and social harmony (Boigor 2014:1256; Matsumoto 1996:11).  

 

My assumption is that Mari wants to keep a harmonious relationship with her friends by using 

a double-standard. She portraits a person on Instagram that is not herself to the people that she 

is not close with, while keeping a more intimate relationship to her close friends. She thus 

adjusts her behavior towards her friends, in order to remain a part of the respective group 

(Matsumoto 1996:5) and thus avoids a shaming situation. 

 

When asking Mari how she defines shame, she names that shame occurs when a reaction of 

another person towards her is not as expected (Interview 4).  On the basis of her previous 

example, I reason that she shows a positive image of herself on Instagram to keep her face. She 

avoids being shamed by friends who are not very close to her. They might not know her so well 
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and therefore possibly expect her to have a good life. I see face and shame intertwined with 

each other in her case as she avoids shame to keep face, while feeling ashamed would result her 

in losing her face.  

 

Exposure 

As a second reason for shame, Lebra mentions exposure. The author reasons that shame occurs 

when one acts in a way that is inappropriate to the status one is identifying with. She further 

means that only appropriate rituals connected to the status should be visible in public (Lebra 

1971:248). Here I want to give two examples of my informant Sumie, who told me about 

experiences that can be related to Lebra’s statement. 

 

Sumie said that when she was young, her father established his own textile company where he 

worked from home. She mentioned that whenever her friends came home to her and saw her 

father there, they kept asking Sumie “Why is your dad always at home? Is he not working?”. 

Sumie said that this happened several times and that she, only being around seven years of age 

at that time, knowing that her father actually worked really hard, still felt ashamed that her 

father was not considered a typical サラリーマン, sararīman (salaryman). She explained that 

salarymen are workers that belong to a company, working hard and coming home very late, but 

that her father had just established his company only consisting of himself at that time. She 

explained that the bigger the company that you work for, the more good face one can have and 

that people look up to you if you tell them that you work for a big company (Interview 2). Citing 

the book San’ya Blues. Laboring Life in Contemporary Tokyo (1996), author Fowler takes up 

an example of a man who tells that his brother works in the Ministry of Finance, saying “You 

can’t do any better than that.” (Fowler 1996:58). It confirms how working in a prestigious 

company seems to be an admired career path for a Japanese and that it can enhance one’s 

positive reputation. This example also shows that one is looked down at if not working away 

from home. 

 

Sumie’s example seems to well fit to Lebra’s theory as it shows that her father, who is supposed 

to show rituals according of a working salaryman, does not correspond to her friend’s 

expectations of a working salaryman. Even though Sumie consciously didn’t seem to be aware 

of her father not being a salaryman, as she mentioned it in the interview, she signaled that she 

unconsciously was aware of it. To wit, she told me that she tried to defend her father by telling 
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her friends how great he was and that he once made a textile for Disneyland. She furthermore 

mentioned that she didn’t want her friends to have a bad face of her father and that he wasn’t 

lazy at all (Interview 2). This example shows, that in case of an exposing situation, Sumie tried 

to avoid a shaming situation for her father by emphasizing positive things he had done and thus 

avoided the shaming situation of negatively affecting his fathers face. The fact that she uses the 

words “bad face” and mentioned that she felt ashamed is a good example to show that shame 

and face are linked to each other. 

 

I here also want to cite another story that Sumie told me about and compare it to Lebra’s theory 

of double-exposure. To recapitulate, double-exposure and double-expectation means that 

shame occurs when someone is exposed of two things, like a couple who is expected to be 

intimate but at the same time should be restraint of such in public (Lebra 1971:248-249). Sumie 

explained that there is a term in Japanese, meaning “around 30” “around 40” or “around 50”, 

claiming that society expects you to have achieved certain things by those ages, as for example 

a woman should be married and given birth to a child at around 30 years of age. She told me 

that her father and her mother agreed that her mother would be working six to seven years after 

marriage so that she would be able to get a job after raising Sumie. Sumie mentioned that in 

Japan it was typical at that time to stay at home and raise their kids. In that case a woman would 

have been at home for almost twenty years. After that, entering the job marked again it would 

be nearly impossible for a woman to get a good job if she hadn’t gained more than two to three 

years of work experience prior to having a child (Interview 2). Her story shows a dilemma of 

double-exposure, where Japanese women are expected to get married and have children until a 

certain age and at the same time they are expected to have worked several years before their 

parental leave. I would define the goal of having a child and working full time as prestigious in 

the eyes of the Japanese society (as per Sumie). I thus interpret that being able to manage both 

parenting and profession is a way of having a good face. This theory seems to be valid as Sumie 

mentions that women in Japanese society are sometimes looked down upon, if they cannot get 

a job and keep staying at home after her parental leave. In her opinion, this lifestyle would 

affect those women’s face (Interview 2). Her parents decision to work before pregnancy and 

Sumie’s explanation of a society that downgrades and thus sanctions a non-conforming 

behavior to society’s expectation, show’s how society in this case regulates social behavior in 

Japanese society (Fessler 2004:207). Luckily, Sumies mother did have enough of working 

experience prior to having Sumie and therefore she could get a job after Sumie was old enough. 

While recounting this story, Sumie did not mention that she felt embarrassed at any stage. It 
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shows that Sumie’s mother lived up to the expectations in Japanese society and that she 

therefore could sustain a positive image. 

 

Discussing the definition of shame, Sumie clarified that she sees shame as something that 

involves other people; that shame arises if she fails to meet other people’s expectation’s or 

promises she made (Interview 2). Her theory of shame is very relatable to her definition of face, 

as losing one’s face would result in a shaming situation and therefore damage one’s image. 

 

 

Social sharing of shame 

In this last subchapter I want to take up Lebra’s third argument, which is social sharing of 

shame. She defines it as collective sharing, meaning that shame can be felt of people that are 

not directly confronted with the shame situation itself but that are part of the same group or 

hold the same social status as the person that is exposed to a shame situation (Lebra 1971:251). 

 

Recalling the interview with Mari, where I asked her about a face-related situation, she 

mentioned that in Japan, many students go to an afternoon school called Cram School, where 

students learn for entrance exams to university. She explained that Tokyo University has a very 

good reputation and passing the entrance exam is very difficult. According to Mari, her teacher 

recommended her to study for those entrance exams, even though her teacher knew Mari 

probably wouldn’t pass. My assumption is that Mari’s teacher recommended Mari to take the 

exam so that Mari herself could decide and as according to Emree (1945:223) use a go-between 

to her little promising prospect of passing the exam. Not forcing a decision onto Mari but 

instead giving her the opportunity to decide whether or not to take part in the exam, Mari 

avoided a shaming situation by not taking the test and signalizing that it was her own choice. 

This saved her from a shaming situation of failing the test and at the same time the teacher kept 

his face because she gave Mari the change to avoid public humiliation. 

 

When I asked Mari, if the teachers would be disappointed if she failed and how they would 

show it, Mari responded that they would not show their disappointment directly, but that she 

would feel it by their reactions and the atmosphere (Interview 4). Mari’s sensitive observation 

show’s that she has embraced the Japanese culture. She is aware of her teacher’s 

disappointment, without something being said, just as according to Matsumoto’s (1996:11) 

theory of hidden meanings, where Japanese learn to judge others more by their actions over the 
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long run instead of by spoken words. At the same time, Mari’s teacher’s reaction shows that 

she chooses to remain quiet in front of Mari in order to maintain a harmonious relationship 

within the school, as they probably identify as the same group through school (Boigor 

2014:1256; Matsumoto 1996:11).  

 

Mari further explains that she in the end decided to go to Tohoku University. She said it was 

easier to get in there and that she likes that professors don’t put so much pressure on their 

students. She also mentions that students are freer to take subjects they like, saying “… I can 

choose whatever I want to learn.”. Also, the milieu is very diverse, having students from all 

over the country and that her peer students seem to be on the same level as her (Interview 4). 

Lebra (1971:251) argues that shame can be felt by people identifying with the same status or 

membership of a group. Mari told me, that she comes from a rural area, where according to her, 

people are not “as smart” (Interview 4). I believe she identifies herself with them just as much 

as with the diversity of people in Tohoku University, where people don’t have as much 

expectations onto each other. She therefore seems very comfortable in her surroundings. She 

also doesn’t feel any pressure from her parents, saying “Ja my parents are so nice. Not too much 

pressure …. They say you should do whatever you want, …” (Interview 4). Mari’s choice 

to go to Tohoku University shows, that she decides to avoid a shaming situation for herself by 

not taking the exam to Tokyo University and instead stays with people she can identify with 

more.  

 

As one of the last examples, I want to mention regarding social shaming is an extract from the 

interview with Akio. He told me the following example when explaining the definition of face:  

Let’s say you are the employee and then […] you make a mistake and then your boss 

says like you did this and you put dirt on my face. […] He is the boss and […] he 

represents the company and this employee made a big mistake […]. So, in this case, 

maybe the company is kind of his face because he is the face for the company. And then 

he made a mistake. Of course, public doesn’t care if it is public or this specific employee 

[…]. So this company made a mistake meaning it goes on him because he is representing 

the company. (Interview 1) 

The boss, which here could be compared to Lebra’s example of section chief of the company, 

would in Akio’s example feel ashamed for the mistake that his employee did, as all employees 

of the company would be representing the company. The employers shaming situation would 
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thus represent a shaming situation for the whole company. Akio furthermore explained that he 

would feel ashamed if his boss would announce a mistake of Akio in front of his colleagues. 

He would then question his boss, why he embarrassed him publicly. According to Akio, this 

would however not be a typical Japanese reaction and that he himself has never defined himself 

as typical Japanese, neither when living in Japan. He said that Japanese usually don’t confront 

others so openly but that he himself liked to clear problems right away instead of being annoyed 

in silence (Interview 1).  

 

Akio’s first example confirms to Lebra’s theory of social sharing, as a mistake and thus a 

shaming situation of an employee would negatively affect the image/face of the whole 

company. His second example on the one hand confirms, that he would feel ashamed, if his 

boss would expose him publicly, but on the other hand he would deal with the situation directly 

and upbraid his boss about a wrong behavior. Confirming Akio’s own definition of a non-

typical Japanese, this example shows that he doesn’t correspond to a picture of a Japanese, who 

anticipates harmonious relationships and connectedness as per Boigor (2014:1256) and 

Matsumoto (1996:10-11). He neither responds to double-standards as he would say what he 

actually means. Interesting is, that even though he doesn’t use a go-between (Embree 1945:223) 

he can still manage to regain a positive face through direct confrontation. Confronting shaming 

situations in Akio’s example shows that he does feel ashamed and that his face would be 

negatively impacted by public expose and social shaming but at the same time, he can have a 

positive effect on his own face by confronting his boss with an in his eyes wrong behavior. This 

shows, that face can be affected positively or negatively, depending on how a shame situation 

is reacted to and that one himself has some impact on one’s own face.  

 

Lastly, I also want to mention how Akio defined shame. He said that shame is associated with 

ethics and value saying that he would not throw trash onto the streets because it is not ethical 

and that he wants to be a good role model. He went on to describe that he would feel ashamed 

if something doesn’t align with his perception of his image, in this case throwing away trash on 

the street (Interview 1). Drawing a parallel to face, it seems to be in alignment with what my 

other informants said. Ethics is a “system of beliefs and morals that control behavior” 

(Cambridge Dictionary 2014). Such morals and beliefs reflect a society, so I assume that Ak-

io’s ethics have been shaped by the general ethics of the society that he has grown up in. His 

definition of shame furthermore corresponds with the other informant’s definition, because he 

acts to expectations of society. Would he not do accordingly, he would be sanctioned with 
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shame which would result in an negative affect of his face. An example that shows, that shame 

can have a positive or negative influence onto one’s face depending if one acts to society’s 

expectations or not.  

 

Summing up this chapter, Lebra’s theory seems to hold very well when comparing it with the 

interviews conducted. Everyone seemed to have made similar experiences, which conform to 

Lebra’s theory of shame related to status. However, it is interesting to not only see when my 

informants feel shame, but also how they deal with it to avoid it. For example how Mari decides 

to go to Tohoku University, or Sumie’s attempt to save her father’s face by talking good about 

him to avoid status shaming and even Akio, who proactively attempts future shaming situations 

by telling his boss to assess his work performance in private instead of in front of his co-

workers. In conclusion, the link between shame and face as per how my informants state it, 

naming image, impression and perception and how it is connected with shaming situations in 

their experiences, shows a very clear conformity.  
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4. CONCLUSIVE SUMMARY 

 

 

My aim with his study was to find out the definition of face and if it correlates to the definition 

of Japanese people in the age group of 20-30 years living the Stockholm/Uppsala region. My 

further aim was to enquire how they define shame and in which situations they experience it. 

Lastly, I wanted to find out how they deal with these situations and how this relates to their 

face. 

 

To answer my research questions, I analyzed the conducted interviews with the help of Takie 

Lebras definition of shame. Analyzing my first research question of face, I found out that the 

general understanding of face within Japanese culture is defined as personal self-respect and 

prestige (Embree 1945:223). All of the informant’s defined face as a built-up image of other 

people. Even though some of the informants weren’t very precise about the term due to 

language difficulties, it was still visible that they regarded face as a concept of outside definition 

which can be influenced positively or negatively. Comparing the general understanding and my 

informant’s understanding of face, I have shown that both definitions conform to each other. 

 

Answering the second research question I have found out that the informants define the feeling 

of shame as something that occurs when something happens that is not according to society’s 

expectations. I have furthermore with the help of Lebras theory of shame proven that my 

informants are exposed to shame, when they cannot maintain their status through incompetence 

of the connected competence.  The research has also shown that shame occurs when 

inappropriate actions related to one’s status are exposed in public and lastly, I have come to 

find out that there is a social feeling of shame, meaning that shame can be felt by someone who 

is not directly exposed to the shaming situation but identifies with the shamed victim.  

 

Finally, I answered the last question by showing that my informants handle their situations by 

avoiding shame. They bypass a shaming situation by either reacting to it directly or making a 

decision that will spare them from shame in the future. By avoiding shame, these informants 

could keep their face and thus their self-respect before the shaming situation could have an 

impact on their face. 
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I consider having answered my research questions through collecting interview material and 

analyzing it. It would be interesting however to conduct a similar study with another nation or 

age group to see if it would result in similar or different results.  

 

I furthermore see this study as relevant to previous research, as it shows how Japanese living 

abroad perceive face and how it can be affected. One argument is, that there is no up to date 

study on this topic and another is, that there is none which regards to people living in Sweden. 
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