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The Relationless Japanese Society and the 
Practices of Belonging during the COVID-19 
Pandemic 

Tinka DELAKORDA KAWASHIMA*

Abstract 
The aging of the population, lonely deaths (kadokushi), single-member households, and 
weak local bonds have been given as signs that Japan is now a “relationless society”, or muen 
shakai. The term muen shakai has been used by the media to describe a society in which social 
isolation is intensified because of the lack of connection between immediate family mem-
bers, more distant relatives, and local community. On the other hand, some sociological and 
religious studies on Japanese society have shown that it is precisely this social isolation that 
awakens the need for networking, and even excessive networking. This article studies what 
types of social relations became highlighted under the new conditions of recommended 
social isolation due to COVID-19. The Japanese government did not explicitly forbid and 
sanction socializing, leaving the responsibility and duty for common health to individuals 
as well as members of groups. It seems that the way in which Japanese society has fought 
COVID-19 largely depends on existing interpersonal ties and belonging to certain groups 
and communities. I look at sociocultural factors in social relations in Japan, to examine 
whether the ties and belonging to groups and communities, which has been more to the 
fore during COVID-19, is something new in the society or existed preceding the pandemic.
Keywords: Japanese society, COVID-19, social isolation, social identity, practices of be-
longing, muen shakai, relationless society, sociocultural factors

Japonska družba brez odnosov in prakse pripadanja med pandemijo 
COVID-19
Izvleček
Staranje prebivalstva, osamljene smrti, enočlanska gospodinjstva in šibke lokalne vezi na-
kazujejo, da je Japonska postala »družba brez odnosov« ali muen shakai. Izraz muen shakai 
mediji uporabljajo za opis družbe, v kateri je družbena izolacija še večja zaradi poman-
jkanja odnosov med ožjimi družinskimi člani, bolj oddaljenimi sorodniki in lokalno skup-
nostjo. Po drugi strani pa so nekatere sociološke in religiozne študije japonske družbe 
pokazale, da prav ta družbena izolacija vzbuja potrebo po povezovanju in celo pretiranem 
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povezovanju. Ta članek preučuje, katere vrste družbenih odnosov so postale poudarjene 
v novih razmerah priporočene družbene izolacije zaradi širjenja COVID-19. Japonska 
vlada druženja ni izrecno prepovedala in sankcionirala, temveč je odgovornost in dolžnost 
za zdravje prepustila posameznikom kot članom skupin oziroma skupnosti. Zdi se, da 
je način, kako se je japonska družba borila proti COVID-19, v veliki meri odvisen od 
obstoječih medosebnih vezi ter pripadnosti določenim skupnostim. V članku preverjam 
kulturne dejavnike v družbenih odnosih na Japonskem, da bi ugotovila, ali so vezi in pri-
padnost skupinam in skupnostim, ki so prišle v ospredje med COVID-19, v družbi nekaj 
novega ali so obstajale že pred pandemijo.
Ključne besede: japonska družba, COVID-19, socialna izolacija, družbena identiteta, 
prakse pripadanja, muen shakai, družba brez odnosov, sociokulturni dejavniki

Introduction 
Since 2010, Japan has been described as relationless society or muen shakai; I aim to 
show in this paper that this may be a misconception. By looking at the COVID-19 
responses, I argue that Japanese society is not relationless, but rather that social ties ex-
ist in Japan and did not just materialize because of the pandemic. Since the beginning 
of the crisis in 2020, both scholars’ and public interest in social ties increased partly 
because such connections seemed to have had a significant impact on the ways differ-
ent societies responded to the pandemic. Social connections were deemed necessary 
to foster the sense of belonging in the time of social isolation. One psychological study 
by American, Australian, and European researchers that focused on Western perspec-
tives found that to increase feelings of belonginess and connectedness there was a 
need for a social identity approach during the COVID-19 crisis ( Jetten et al. 2020). 
But this interpretation may not be applicable to the Japanese context. I aim to add to 
this research based on the existing ties and group relations, as observed in Japanese so-
ciety. I argue that muen shakai is not an appropriate label in this context. 
Many studies in the so-called “Western” societies identified social ties as negative, 
claiming societies need to start thinking in terms of “we” terms to fight the pan-
demic. In the newest integrated analysis based on experiences with COVID-19, 
psychologists discovered that it is necessary to foster feelings of belonging to oth-
ers in times of crisis and self-isolation ( Jetten et al. 2020). The authors further 
claimed that whether we survive self-isolation without serious health consequenc-
es or not does not depend as much on social contact and its frequency, but rather 
on the feeling of being connected to others (for example, mutual singing during 
isolation for community preservation) (ibid.). Thus the fight against COVID-19 
leans on the feelings of connectedness and establishing mutual identities (ibid.). 
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Examining Australian, European and American societies researchers found that 
this is not an easy task, since such societies historically depict such groups and 
group connections as being “toxic” (Le Bon in Jetten et al. 2020, 92). However, if 
we wish to protect people from the toxic consequences of isolation, we must point 
their focus to the currently overlooked significance of group connection. The in-
fluence for a negative understanding of group connection stems from arguments 
of writers such as Gustave Le Bon, who claimed that we lose our own “self ” in 
crowds ( Jetten et al. 2020, 92). Since the individual’s “self ” is seen as the only valid 
source of standards that guide our behaviour, the loss of “self ” means the loss of 
every source of standards (Le Bon in Jetten et al. 2020). This view has been chal-
lenged by Henri Tajfel, who claimed that we need others as part of social identity 
theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979). 
Tajfel defined social identity as “the individual’s knowledge that he [or she] be-
longs to certain social groups together with some emotional and value significance 
to him [or her] of this group membership” (Tajfel 1978). By contrast, personal 
identity was defined as a person’s sense of their individuality (e.g., their idiosyn-
cratic abilities and tastes; Turner 1982). Jetten et al. (2020, 93) write that it is pre-
cisely in a crowd or a group that the radical consequences of social identity are 
shown. One does not lose his/her identity with the so-called model of the social 
identity of group functioning, but rather only moves from personal identity to 
social identity based on the change of environment (ibid.; Reicher 1984; 1987). 
Thus, we do not lose standards, as the foundations of our behaviour just trans-
fer from personal standards to collective norms, values, and beliefs. A very clear 
example of such a transfer can be seen at the moment that a train breaks down 
( Jetten et al. 2020, 94). In the beginning, passengers are individuals that feel no 
connection to other passengers; however, when the train breaks down these indi-
viduals begin talking to each other, defending the rights of passengers, criticizing 
the railroad company, and trading food and drink (ibid.). Such feelings of collec-
tive values and the solidarity connected to it can be born in different circumstanc-
es, coincidentally or with intent—for example, when visiting holy places on holi-
days (Delakorda Kawashima 2016). 
New psychology research results have shown that it is beneficial to view behav-
ioural differences not as “characteristics of individuals”, but rather as differences 
between the cultural systems they inhabit (Kitayama et al. 2009). Researchers ex-
plain that a cultural system can motivate individuals to show more or less individ-
ual versus collective behaviour, or independence/co-dependence, with individuals 
expressing this in different ways and to a different extent (ibid.). For example, we 
cannot say that Americans are characteristically independent and individualistic, 
while Japanese are dependent and group oriented. We can, however, observe what 
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type of pro-social or collectively oriented functions are encouraged by different 
agents in these cultures or societies (and what response to that encouragement can 
be seen in individuals). These observations are interesting if we compare them to 
frequent perceptions of an individual’s (non)religiousness as a characteristic of the 
culture to which an individual is subjected to. A strong awareness of belonging to 
a group can intensify individual’s group membership (Staicov 2020) even if that 
awareness comes from the outside perceptions and claims.
In this article, I examine the literature on sociocultural factors in interpersonal re-
lations, such as psychological, cultural, and spiritual perceptions of ties, to describe 
the current state of interpersonal bonds in Japanese society. Drawing on sociolo-
gists’ and psychologists’ reviews of what happened in societies in Australia, Amer-
ica, and Europe during the COVID-19 pandemic, I will look at interpersonal 
bonds that were showcased due to crisis response in the case of Japan. I first sum-
marize some of the dominant findings of current global discussions on the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and the significance of interpersonal ties and sense of belonging 
to others or society as a whole. Then, analysing the sociology, psychology and reli-
gious studies approaches, I aim to shed light on how researchers explain the state 
and significance of interpersonal ties and relations in contemporary Japanese so-
ciety, and what historical religious-ethical foundations they ascribe to them. 
The results of the analysis will provide researchers of social identity and relations 
with an insight into an alternative way people can perceive and affirm their con-
nection to others. Based on the example of Japanese society, I point to the neces-
sity of interdisciplinary research on social relations to better grasp the complex-
ity of sociocultural impact factors on relationships, such as collective values, and 
spiritual understanding of ties.

Background: The “Boost” Response (Non-Mandatory) Strategy in Japan 
A comparative analysis of the joint role that the institutional and cultural contexts 
have with regard to the development of state policy has shown that there is no com-
mon strategy against the spread of COVID-19 that would be appropriate for all 
countries (Yan et al. 2020). The Japanese government first released the “Basic Poli-
cies for Novel Coronavirus Disease Control” on 25th February 2020. These policies 
were revised four times since their release, especially after a state of emergency was 
declared in six prefectures (Saitama, Chiba, Tokyo, Kanagawa, Osaka, Hyogo and 
Fukuoka) on 7th April 2020. Although Japan has a unitary government system, 
subnational governments have gained much autonomy in the process of political 
development ( Jacobs 2003). Japan did not impose any mandatory measures, partly 
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because the central government does not have the legal means to sanction citizens 
or force them into lockdown for breaking regulations. Even after the state of emer-
gency was expanded to all 47 prefectures on 16th April 2020, the Japanese govern-
ment did not impose mandatory measures, such as the lockdowns implemented in 
other countries. Moreover, the emergency state was more of a symbolic gesture than 
a political action that would actually include the transfer of additional authority to 
local governments. For example, local policy interventions that directed the behav-
iour of individuals in Tokyo and in Hokkaido were issued before the recommenda-
tions of the national government during the state of emergency. 
The basic response against COVID-19 in Japan includes four strategies: early de-
tection, intensive care, securing medical services and the behavioural adjustments of 
its citizens. The Japanese government released guidelines on the “Three Cs” (closed 
spaces, crowds, close contacts) to provide the public with vital information on how 
to avoid infection, and guide or educate the public during the pandemic (Hayasa-
ki 2020; Shaw et al. 2020). The risk of infecting groups is especially high when the 
“Three Cs” overlap. Therefore, governments in Japan recommended avoiding the 
“Three Cs” to the public, in order to minimize contact between people. 
A proportionately less strict response designated to Japan is supposedly to a large 
degree the consequence of a decentralized regime and a tight cultural orienta-
tion (Shaw et al. 2020). In the context of a so-called “tight culture”, citizens are 
assumed to be more prepared to follow government measures (Gaenslen 1986; 
Gelfand 2012) because they emphasize solidarity and rules (Poole 2019) and also 
take others into consideration. Gelfald et al. (2011) have shown that the loose-
ness/tightness of a cultural orientation can influence an individual’s consideration 
of social norms and influences the perception of responsibility of a citizen with 
regard to government interaction. Asian countries such as China, Taiwan, Korea, 
and Japan are supposedly associated by a tight culture due to their Confucian her-
itage. Through societal compliance with government measures such as contain-
ment and closure, these countries contained COVID-19, while elsewhere where 
a loose culture prevails, individuals show less tolerance for having their behaviour 
directed and are more inclined to self-responsibility and self-regulation (Gelfand 
2012; Markus and Kitayama 1991). 

Social Identity and Solidarity 
In American, Australian, and European societies, Jetten et al. (2020) argued for the 
need to sweep away anti-collectivism and rationality, understood as the “enlight-
ened pursuit of individual self-interest” (ibid., 15), in the context of COVID-19. 
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The pandemic is said to have revealed the significance of belonging to a commu-
nity for health during time in social isolation. For this reason, Jetten et al. (2020) 
argue in favour of using the social identity approach to examine COVID-19 re-
sponses, in other words to shift the emphasis from “me” to “we”. This section dis-
cusses Western conceptualisations of social identity and solidarity, as these are 
often used to discuss this in the Japanese context. Because the individual/social 
identity may be inseparable in a society where individuals perceive themselves as 
connected and even inseparable from the group, concepts developed in the Jap-
anese context are introduced, as these were relevant during the COVID-19 re-
sponse: social ties en (including their opposite muen), the relational self kanjin, 
interpersonal relationships as religion, and practices of belonging.

Pro-Social Behaviour and Solidarity in a Crisis 

It has been shown that certain individual characteristics, such as a personal sense 
of justice and social values, or demographic characteristics such as gender, age or 
income, are connected to a high tendency for pro-social behaviour (Zagefka and 
James 2015). However, as shown with spontaneous acts of solidarity (or some-
times hatred) in times of crises, we cannot simply explain behaviour based on rel-
atively stable individual differences. It is necessary to explain it on a social level. 
Research has shown that people are seemingly more inclined to help and empa-
thize with individuals considered as members of the same group than those out-
side of it. Thus, we may only display solidarity towards those with whom we share 
a social identity (Yzerbyt and Phalet 2020). 
Viewed historically, during a crisis the most resilient communities are usually 
those with already strong and dense social networks and norms of trust and 
reciprocity. Such networks allow for a better readiness to cope with misfortune 
(Reininger et al. 2013), greater solidarity during catastrophes (Aldrich 2017) 
and better recovery after them (Aldrich 2012). However, communal and group 
solidarity can also develop spontaneously in the direct context of a crisis (ibid., 
104). Sustaining this spontaneous solidarity long after the crisis has ended 
is of fundamental importance when facing long-term problems, such as the 
loss of social networks and livelihoods (Schonfeld and Demaria 2015). As a 
response to the numerous problems resulting from crises, groups and solidar-
ity are said to be the most important—for practical reasons, as well as for the 
preservation of the spiritual and physical prosperity of the community ( Jetten 
et al. 2020). 
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COVID-19: A Threat to Social Identity and the Groups of Belonging 

When people act in terms of their social identity, they interact with others based 
on an identity that they either share (as “us” ingroup members) or do not share 
(as “us” ingroup members versus “them” outgroup members) ( Jetten et al. 2020). 
Times of crises influence how we draw lines between ourselves and others, be-
tween outsiders and friends, enemies and allies, foreigners and co-citizens. Dur-
ing COVID-19, the feeling of connection to a group and the idea of oneself as a 
member of a group came to the forefront ( Jetten et al. 2020, 60), and the various 
communities to which we belong (family, local community, state) were revealed. 
Different formulations of danger represented by COVID-19 seem to have con-
sequences for a group. There is an increasing need to understand what it means 
to be a member of such groups and how group members are expected to behave. 
Questions that may arise are: What would be the best response of the communi-
ty?, How do I best take care of the family?, What is the responsibility of teachers 
in given circumstances?, What is expected of the advocates for minorities? Dur-
ing the pandemic, the danger was often portrayed as not to stemming from the 
disease itself but by those outside of our groups (other countries or communities). 
Some politicians claimed that the best response could be to emphasize our mutu-
al humanity in the fight against an external enemy, the virus, but the boundaries 
between different groups and between us and them remained strong. 

We can Only Be “Together Apart” by Strengthening Community and Belonging 

In psychological sciences, where the negative influences of social isolation on an 
individual’s health are well known (see, for example, the anthropology of lone-
liness), researchers have tried to answer the question of how not to get sick in 
times of self-isolation, an issue facing many individuals all around the world. In 
the book Together Apart, Jetten et al. (2020) question why social isolation can be 
so detrimental for health and come to the realization that people are social be-
ings in essence, drawing their self-value from their membership in a group. Iden-
tifying with a group justifies social aid and gives us a common goal and control, 
which are of critical significance for our health (ibid.). Belonging to a group and 
social activities should not be treated as “additional possibilities” that an individual 
chooses among other activities (ibid., 76). Rather, groups are of vital importance 
for healthy psychological functioning, because they allow us to express our social 
identities (ibid.). The authors also stress that numerous recommendations on how 
to stay connected in the time of self-isolation and avoid sickness (such as empha-
sizing the need for personal or video contact instead of using a phone or messages, 
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and encouragement of everyday contact) miss the point, since they do not focus 
on the main role of social identities—the subjective feeling of belonging to some 
larger collective. 

Personal/Social Identity and Collectivist Cultural Values 

The extent to which individuals will experience themselves as separated from oth-
ers, or independent/co-dependent, is determined by culture. Psychology research-
ers Markus and Kitayama (1991) recognized several modes of independence or 
co-dependence, and found systematic differences among individuals living in 
North American societies and those inhabiting the East-Asian cultural environ-
ment. Modes of independence included (among many others) representations of 
oneself as separated from others, emphasis on one’s own uniqueness, giving pri-
ority to personal goals above the goals of others, and self-expression. Modes of 
co-dependence included representations of oneself in relation to others and in ac-
cordance with others, the sacrifice of one’s own goals for others, and self-control. 
A person with a co-dependent self-image actively looks for relations with others, 
is attentive to the needs of others and wants to preserve and develop relationships 
(Bakan 1996). Even though the research made it evident that such personal in-
clinations dominate (Markus and Kitayama 1991), Kitayama et al. (2009; 2010) 
later cautioned that independence and co-dependence should be understood not 
as characteristics of individuals, as inferred by the term “self-image”, but rather as 
characteristics of a cultural context inhabited by individuals. 
A more recent multinational study claimed that the theoretical contrast be-
tween “independence” and “co-dependence” reflects a wider tendency of West-
ern popular and scientific thought that defines individuality and sociality/col-
lectivity as two opposing poles. The authors further argued that this perception 
ignores research in many disciplines that has shown that individuality and soci-
ality are necessary and correlative aspects of human functioning in any cultural 
system (Oyserman, Coon, and Kemmelmeier 2002; Vignoles et al. 2016, 969; 
Guisinger and Blatt 1994; Kag ̆itçibas ̧i 2005; Matsumoto 1999; Spiro 1993). 
Considering this mutual functioning of individuality and sociality, research-
ers focused on measuring how independent or co-dependent individuals are in 
Western and non-Western cultures, instead of asking them in what ways they 
are independent or co-dependent (Vignoles et al. 2016). Cultural systems can 
encourage individuals to think, feel or behave independently or co-dependently; 
however, it was stressed that individuals in the same system may adopt differ-
ent ways of carrying out a comprehensive set of cultural tasks (Kitayama et al. 
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2009). Collectivist cultural values seemingly cultivate a co-dependent self-im-
age. As examples of values that are in accordance with the co-dependent “self ” 
and collectivist cultures, Markus and Kitayama (1991) contrast (among other 
cultural examples) the Chinese emphasis on the collective welfare of all people, 
which takes precedence over individual welfare, interpersonal connection and 
kindness, with the Hispanic emphasis on acceptance and sensitivity towards the 
opinions of others and interpersonal understanding (Marčič and Kobal Grum 
2009). In Japan, where a collective orientation prevails, people supposedly value 
harmonious interpersonal relationships with others (ibid.). Japan has been de-
scribed as a tight culture (Gaenslen 1986; Gelfand 2012), and as such is expect-
ed to show high levels of compliance with government measures, as previously 
mentioned (Yan et al. 2020). However, taking recommendations seriously may 
have more to do with awareness of interdependence and belonging to a group. 
How people responded to the new conditions under the COVID-19 restric-
tions in relation to collective practices and rituals, can tell us something about 
the reality of collective orientation and interpersonal ties. 

The Relationless Japanese Society 
Reviewing the many activities or rituals that stimulate one’s belonging to a com-
munity (of one’s age group, school class, team), and heated responses to their can-
celation, reveals the significance they have for the society. The persistent signifi-
cance of these collective rituals suggests that the pandemic showed that Japanese 
society is not disconnected. However, labelling Japan as a disconnected society is 
still prevalent in and outside of the country, usually with the claim that demo-
graphic, social, and economic issues have transformed Japan into a society with-
out connections, a “relationless society” (Allison 2013) or muen shakai (無縁社会).
The term muen (無縁) (together with kugai 公界 and raku 楽) was used in docu-
ments of the Japanese medieval period to describe places outside of secular con-
trol, such as temples, shrines, markets and bridges. In its wider usage, it describes 
people without earthly ties (Amino 2007). The word muen originates from Bud-
dhist texts and means “to not be tied” or “being independent” (e.g., without kar-
mic attachments); kugai describes temples as living spaces of those who cut sec-
ular ties, and raku describes the ideal world (or paradise). In the medieval period, 
these terms signified freedom; however, they lost their positive meaning with the 
centralization of the country by the end of the 16th century (ibid., 1), and the 
modern Japanese Dictionary Daijirin (Matsumura 1988) dictionary provides very 
different meanings for them. 
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In modern times, the negative meaning of these terms is exemplified in by a 2010 
NHK television documentary claiming that Japanese society had become muen 
shakai without connections (Nihon Hōsō Kyokai 2010). The main reason for intro-
ducing the term in 2010 was that 32,000 people had died a lonely death (kodok-
ushi) in 2009 (Rowe 2011). Since then, the term muen shakai has become synon-
ymous with new forms of social isolation. The media, editorial offices, academics, 
and newspapers have heavily criticized the Japan of the 21st century as being a 
society unable to take care of or even incapable of “recognizing” its deceased (ibid., 
44). The evidence for the decline in social ties, writes Rowe, is the dilapidation of 
graves, the production, and maintenance of which was the responsibility of the 
wider family or familial ties within and between generations. Thus, if Japan were 
indeed a disconnected society, a pandemic would likely make the situation worse. 
However, the situation was not worse, which suggests there are still such bonds. 
However, what makes the bonds strong? To answer this question the current ar-
ticle looks into the spiritual foundations for “belief in dedicated bonds” between 
people, called en 縁. 

Social Relations Based on “Belief in Dedicated Bonds” en 

The pandemic showed that Japanese society is rather connected, as can be seen in 
people’s compliance with the recommended, voluntary measures. In a disconnect-
ed society, recommendations made during the pandemic would not have func-
tioned. That the recommendations functioned in Japan, can be explained because 
of already existing social ties. Social ties depend on how we see ourselves in re-
lation to society, as discussed above. To claim that Japanese society has become a 
muen society means it was previously considered as connected by en. The oppos-
ing meaning of “untied” muen is “tied” en. The word en describes actual and mys-
tical connections to another person in colloquial Japanese. To “have a bond” (縁
がある en ga aru) means to have a tie or to be connected accidentally or by fate. 
To “tie a bond” (縁結び en-musubi) means to find a partner or get married. The 
“regional” en tie (地縁 chien) describes the connection to one’s birthplace or vil-
lage, while families are connected with “blood” ties (血縁 ketsuen). The Japanese 
Language Dictionary (Shōgakutosho, ed. 1986) lists 35 phrases that begin with 
en, which speaks to the significance of this concept in the Japanese language and 
culture. En is at the same time also the fundamental principle of the Buddhist 
doctrine of “dependent origination” (縁起 engi, skt. Pratītyasamutpāda), according 
to which, everything in the universe is physically and mentally connected to com-
plex chains of causes and conditions or circumstances, and no single being exists 
independently (Boisvert 2004, 669–70). 

Azijske_studije_2022_1_FINAL.indd   54Azijske_studije_2022_1_FINAL.indd   54 12. 01. 2022   14:36:1412. 01. 2022   14:36:14



55Asian Studies X (XXVI), 1 (2022), pp. 45–68

The significance and usage of the concept of en in Japanese culture explains how 
individuals see themselves in relation to society. In the doctrines and cultural 
meanings of en, the identity of an individual is incorporated into a web of ties and 
connections. In other words, writes Rowe (2011, 46), the meaning of en denies the 
identity of the individual. En ties are multilayered; they are positive because they 
connect us to everyone and everything, but also negative because they attach us to 
others and limit our freedom. Thus, en is a matter of the living while its opposite 
pole or the absence of ties muen mainly concerns the dead who are abandoned by 
their heirs (無縁仏 muenbotoke). A person cannot be met by a worse fate than to 
become a muenbotoke or so-called “hungry spirit” (餓鬼 gaki). These supposedly 
travel the world as prosecuted and terrifying ghosts that cannot find peace and 
rebirth in the Buddhist Pure Land. Rowe finds that people in today’s Japan still 
fear becoming muenbotoke and are even more afraid that they might cause a simi-
lar fate to their own ancestors (ibid.). 
The en concept was implemented into the system of interpersonal relations as a 
new paradigm of research on “Japanese human relations” (Ishii 1998) and Ishii 
even proposed a so-called “Buddhist en perception of the world” and “en ethics”. 
The belief in the existence of a dedicated bond en (the so-called en perception of 
the world) was widespread in Japan of the time (ibid., 112). On the basis of this 
belief, people shape, define and preserve interpersonal relationships, Ishii wrote, 
and proposed a relational examination of ties in Japan versus the analytical exam-
ination based on individualized relationships in Western societies. This approach 
was his answer to the blind acceptance of the American/Euro-centrist research 
paradigms adopted by many Japanese sociologists, psychologists, and cultural an-
thropologists of the time, whose scientific approaches leaned on Western values of 
individualism. Ishii criticized the proponents of individualism, who claimed that 
the relations based on independent individuals are more progressive than those of 
collectivistically oriented individuals (ibid., 109). Besides Ishii, Hamaguchi also 
tried to connect en and human relations into a system. He introduced the term 
“between people” or the “contextual person” kanjin 間人, and proposed that inter-
personal relations in Japan should be studied with the concept of en and “inter-
personal in-betweenness” (Hamaguchi 1985). Ishii was not the only one who cau-
tioned against the trend among researchers of the time to blindly apply the values 
of individualism. The well-known psychologist Rosenberger (1992, 2) critiqued 
ethnocentric views of interpersonal relations that idealize democracy with regard 
to seeing decision making entrusted to rational individuals in Western societies, 
while criticizing how non-Western societies control cohesion through collective-
ness and relations based on superstition. Rosenberger promoted ethnorelativism 
in research into interpersonal relations, and argued that Western researchers need 
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to understand that realizing oneself is achieved through connection with oth-
ers. She also warned of the difference in understanding interpersonal relations. 
In Western views of relations, it is often expected that they are purposely con-
trolled and manipulated to achieve personal goals. This was supposedly foreign 
to the Japanese, who consider relationships as freely given and naturally evolving. 
Similar conclusions were shown by Prunty, Klopf and Ishii (1990) in their com-
parative study of the practice of argumentation as an element in interpersonal 
relations. They write that argumentation is foreign to the Japanese, they are not 
used to arguing and believe it can destroy the balance between the participants in 
the conversation. Americans, on the other hand, because of their positive view of 
argumentation, do not destroy relations with it, even if relations are temporarily 
shaken (ibid. 1990, 78). The research discussed above shows the stubborn tenden-
cy of painting a simplistic, black-or-white picture of Western and non-Western, 
Japanese and American behavioural characteristics. Yet, the evidence from Japan 
still shows the tendency among people to maintain balance and accord in inter-
personal relations and taking other peoples’ possibly different opinions into con-
sideration, although this may be done by keeping one’s own opinion to oneself. 
Such attitudes to interpersonal relationships and ties may be rooted in the belief 
in a mystical en connection.

Individuals in Relation to Others, Loneliness, and Suicide 

Because in Japan social relations are strongly linked to rituals (e.g., graduation 
ceremonies, school trips, and afterschool activities) to maintain a sense of com-
mitment and belonging, the cancelation of these rituals intensified social isola-
tion, which could partly be seen in an increase in suicides. Considering that the 
suicide rate had been decreasing in the last ten years, one may argue that the so-
ciety had even been improving social connections (Tanaka and Okamoto 2021), 
and losing these during the pandemic might have led to the rise in suicides. 
How individuals experience themselves in relation to others, the community and 
society in general, can be seen as a spectrum, one extreme of which is the opposite 
of psychological health, pushing individuals towards suicide—i.e., fear of social 
abandonment. From psychological and anthropological research, we know that 
the fear of social abandonment and that nobody will need us anymore are the 
main reasons for suicide in Japanese society (Ozawa-de Silva and Parsons 2020). 
At the same time, research has shown that the social usefulness of an individual 
is the main precondition for a positive self-image, welfare, and a positive attitude 
towards life in many Japanese individuals (ibid.). Studies on suicide in Japan speak 
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of the necessity of belonging and mutual recognition. However, to what degree are 
the need for belonging and mutual recognition universal? How was the Internet 
used to sustain the sense of belonging in Japan? 
Researchers identify a lack of relations and feeling of not being useful as the main 
reasons for loneliness, which has been recognized as one of the major challenges 
facing public health today (Ozawa-de Silva and Parsons 2020). The authors try 
to look beyond the aspect of public health and handle loneliness as a social phe-
nomenon that affects everyone. They write that feelings of loneliness, rejection, 
and social abandonment are all part of the human experience, and there is even 
talk of an epidemic of loneliness in recent times. Loneliness is not a sickness but a 
natural state that speaks of the fact that humans are social beings. With the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, our need for connection was brought into focus. If we neglect-
ed relations and experienced loneliness before the pandemic, mandatory isolation 
reminded us of the significance of social connection and forced us to develop ties 
through the Internet. Online, many experienced more connection to others with 
whom they did not have a lot of interactions in everyday life before the pandemic. 
Evolutionary psychology provides strong evidence that the reasons for the com-
mon appearance of loneliness in our lives are universal, since they stem from the 
basic need for belonging and mutual recognition (Cacioppo and Patrick 2008; de 
Waal 2010; Rochat 2009; Ozawa-de Silva 2020). To sustain a sense of belonging 
and soften the effect of self-isolation, various institutions in Japan used the Inter-
net to maintain established collective rituals. In some cases, e.g., schools, instead 
of completely cancelling rituals, teachers replaced the actual events with hybrid 
ones (see fig. 2). Such efforts show how important these rituals and related ties are 
in contemporary Japanese society.

Interpersonal Relations and the Practice of Belonging 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the sense of belonging to communities was 
shown to work online, and those communities were not necessarily physical. From 
previous research on Japanese youth and the use of cell phones, we see that com-
munities already existed in the networks of young people (Nakajima, Himeno and 
Yoshii 1999). 
Here it is important to point out the sociological studies that note the peculiarities 
of contemporary interpersonal relations in Japan, because of the decline of tra-
ditional communities based on en. Doi (2014) claims that in today’s society with 
weak traditional family “blood bonds” ketsuen and “regional bonds” chien, com-
munities and organizations, such as schools and companies, lose their regulatory 
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power over individuals. The young are not born into already existing human rela-
tions that provide social belonging, they must create their own relations and have 
to constantly maintain them by themselves (ibid.). Thus, young people strive to 
create and maintain bonds in new creative ways, and the Internet helps them ex-
pand their physical connections. Longing for strong interpersonal ties (Fujiwara 
2019) and the desire for recognition forces young people into excessive network-
ing. A group of sociologists used a longitudinal study and found that the factors 
that condition happiness and love had changed in the interpersonal relations of 
young Japanese people (Fujimura, Asano and Habuchi 2016). A well-known eth-
nographic study of young people and their use of cell phones in Japan found that 
they provide “a constant intimate community” with close friends and partners 
(Nakajima, Himeno and Yoshii 1999). Such communities are seemingly especially 
created by young people who have moved to cities and become independent, and 
thus no longer have strong ties to the community in their home regions. Con-
nection with close groups is preserved through frequent meetings on the phone 
where they feel a 24-hour psychological connection (ibid., 90). 
Connecting and forging ties via the Internet also existed before COVID-19, as 
the above research shows. The need to constantly connect over the Internet relates 
to the need for interpersonal relations and belonging. This does not imply that 
there is no need for physical connection, though. Social ties are expressed through 
physical presence, especially in Japan, where being present shows commitment, 
as seen, for example, in a person’s posture. People forced into remote working to 
avoid the spread of COVID-19 stated that they liked to work at home, but that 
being present at the workplace is important. This tendency has been observed 
regardless of the culture, but it may be more pronounced in interdependent so-
cieties. In quantitative psychological research, a positive connection was found 
between emotional support and well-being in interdependent cultures, namely 
among Japanese and Filipinos (Uchida et al. 2008; Kitayama et al. 2010; Chang 
et al. 2016). Thus, taking these physical expressions away in Japan presented a sig-
nificant issue, and during COVID-19 many employees kept coming to work in 
spite the formal possibility to stay at home. Therefore, rather than highlighting 
the increased need to connect as something that materialized due to COVID-19, 
research shows that this need was already there. 

Practicing Belonging as Religion 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the social group-based human relationships, 
which according to Japanese scholars of religion are the religion in Japan. Even 
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though Japan has been widely perceived as nonreligious, some researchers claim 
that religion in Japan has long been, in fact, a religion of interpersonal relationships. 
Fujiwara (2019, 147) shows that what she calls the “relationship turn” is a trend not 
only seen at non-religious holidays and rituals, but also in spiritual culture and insti-
tutionalized religion. This trend is evident as a sort of obsession in Japanese society 
with tsunagari つながり (relations, connectivity) and shōnin 承認 (recognition). 
Human relationships are not only portrayed as religion in Japan. In recent re-
search on British society, Day (2011) shows religion as being based on interper-
sonal relations grounded on “the belief in belonging” as pursued in groups such 
as the family, local community, friends, and co-workers (ibid., 181). This is anoth-
er research that supports the claim of the universality of the need for belonging. 
While people in Japan today, particularly the youth, practice belonging in an inti-
mate sphere, it was once religion as practices of belonging that regulated the pub-
lic sphere (Fujiwara 2019). As an example Fujiwara gives Yanagawa’s explanation 
of the Bon festivities for ancestors’ souls, who stated that the religion of the Japa-
nese is not a belief in a god or belonging to a religious institution, but the “religion 
of interpersonal relations” (ningenkankei no shūkyō 人間関係の宗教) (Yanagawa 
in Fujiwara 2019, 126). 
However, we can say that such a religion is practised and preserved even today. In-
terpersonal ties and stressing the sense of belonging can be seen in multiple rituals 
maintained by groups not only in the intimate sphere, but in various aspects of 
social life in Japan, such as at school and the workplace, and in relation to sports, 
art, and leisure.
Based on personal communication of the author with students at Japanese schools 
and universities, such rituals are practiced in classrooms and afterschool activities 
(bukatsu 部活) from elementary to high school. They encourage integration and 
the solidarity of the group, for example through frequent usage of common greet-
ings, the use of specific speech and intonation, mandatory following of the rules 
of the group, and the experience of belonging to a group as the highest goal. Such 
cases show that practices of belonging resembling religion have been sustained in 
the public sphere. 
The belief of belonging to a group is also emphasized through expressions like the 
aforementioned “connection” tsunagari, “bond” kizuna 絆, “mutual recognition” 
sōgō shōnin 相互承認 and “affection or empathy” dōkan 共感. These expressions 
are also often the subject of academic and public discourses in Japan (Fujiwara 
2019, 127) (fig. 1). For example, in Japanese public schools each class has a com-
mon goal that is meant to create a community for the class. Figure 1 shows a class-
room with the class goal—the framed character 絆—placed above the blackboard.
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Figure 1. A typical classroom in a Japanese public school with the character for “bond” kizuna 
(絆) framed on the left above the board. (Source: Wikipedia, open access, https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Classroom2.jpg)

Conclusion: The Crises Revealing the Need for Social Rehabilitation
Some notable changes in the social structure of Japanese society, e.g., aging of 
the population and weakening of family and regional ties, have led to depicting 
it as disconnected, or muen shakai. Using the response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic as a case study, this article argued against this assumption by examining 
the practices showing the persistent significance of social ties in Japan. Draw-
ing on the recent research in the field of religious studies, the article calls these 
practices of belonging. 
The re-establishment of ties, the so-called “relational turn” in Japan, emerged a 
decade ago in spiritual culture, non-religious rituals and holidays, and even in 
institutionalized religion, as shown by researchers in the field (Sakurai 2015) af-
ter the 2011 earthquake and tsunami catastrophe in the Tohoku area. So-called 
clinical religions provided help to the affected in Fukushima, mainly by active-
ly listening to them. After the catastrophe, rather than seeking psychological 
or spiritual help, people needed care that included social recognition as well as 
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self-recognition. Th e activities that included such care were seen as potential-
ly re-building interpersonal relationships in communities that had fallen apart 
(ibid., 29). Even in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, it became evident that 
existing values of connection, collegiality, and belonging were activated within 
groups or communities. In Japan, the closing of schools due to COVID-19 al-
most coincided with the end of the school or academic year, which meant that 
students were robbed of the graduation ceremonies within their communities. 
To keep the ceremonies, the teachers modifi ed them to comply with measures 
to prevent the spread of COVID-19 (fi g. 2). Th is example shows that people 
are aware of the importance of such rituals and their signifi cance for a sense of 
belonging.

Figure 2. “Robots replace students at Japan graduation ceremony amid COVID-19.” (Source: 
Th e Guardian, April 8, 2020, open access) 

Th e government strategy of fi ghting the spread of COVID-19 through the trans-
fer of competencies and responsibilities to groups and individuals has been im-
plemented in the active provision of instructions on behaviour through the media 
of the institutions and communities that individuals are part of. In many societies 
and communities around the world people followed their social roles and the “ap-
propriate” behaviour connected to them (a parent functions as expected of par-
ents; a teacher in accordance with the responsibilities of a teacher and the school), 
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in Japan the emphasis could have been on fulfilling expectations as the members 
of the groups, workplaces, schools, etc. that people belong to. 
To conclude, the article showed that labelling Japan as a disconnected muen soci-
ety was too rushed, and we may now have an opportunity to move away from this 
label because the pandemic showed it does not accurately reflect the situation in 
Japanese society. The traditional ways of interpersonal connection have been re-
placed by new ways in new social contexts, and still maintain their significance for 
the people, as the responses due to cancelation of events that promote those ties 
revealed. We may thus speak of Japan not as muen shakai, but rather as “en shakai”, 
a connected society.

Implications of the Study

Did this study show that Japan is collectivist and co-dependent society? What are 
the implications of its findings? In the overview of various aspects of the signi-
ficance of social connectedness presented above, it was shown that the transition 
between personal and social identity, as well as different perceptions of the indi-
vidual in relation to society, need to be taken into account in the design and anal-
ysis of research, as well as in the implementation of social arrangements in times 
of crisis.
Interest in research on interpersonal relations as fundamental for human spiritual, 
as well as physical well-being, and its significance for the meaning of life, has been 
present in different scientific disciplines for some time (Fleming and Baum 1986; 
Uchida et al. 2008; Kitayama et al. 2010; Chang et al. 2016). These psychological 
quantitative studies show that people in Asian cultures usually strive for connec-
tion, relationism and co-dependence that originates from the image of oneself 
not as an independent (separated) entity, but rather inherently connected to oth-
ers (Berry et al. 1992, 94; Oyserman, Coon and Kemmelmeier 2002). The present 
study emphasized the role of cultural and social systems that influence individ-
uals’ responses, so individuals’ characteristics should not be treated as inherently 
present. The research showed there is a universal need for belonging, although it is 
pursued in different ways, by different agents, in private and public spaces. A com-
parative study of social relations observed during the crisis could be particularly 
useful among cultures with more common denominators in sociocultural patterns 
(e.g. comparison with the relational self in the Chinese context, Rošker 2021). 
Another area of interest is to study the meaning of the belief in en for interper-
sonal relations using a comparative study of cultures with a strong presence of this 
belief. Of course, one must also take into account the aforementioned argument 
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that a culture can only encourage an individual to act, and how and to what de-
gree they will respond and accept a culture depends on the individual (Kitayama 
et al. 2009). In newer research of cross-cultural psychology, it was shown that it is 
more reasonable to study interpersonal relations on the basis of the openness of 
individuals (self-disclosure), which depends on different levels of the “mobility of 
relations” within the same culture and between cultures rather than the dichotomy 
of independence and co-dependence (Schug, Yuki, and Maddux 2010). Moreover, 
psychology studies on the Japanese context for adolescent identity showed that 
“contemporary Japanese adolescents value individualistic collectivism, pursuing 
individuality within a collectivistic society” (Matsumoto 2002 cited in Sugimura 
2020). However, the emerging individualism of younger people is not in tune with 
the wider society that is largely collectivist, in that it values the traditional homo-
geneity of the Japanese (Sugimura 2020). 
Based on a multidisciplinary approach to social relations, this study exposed the 
weaknesses of claims for muen shakai based on assumptions from particular disci-
plines that saw the evidence for their claim in the fall of traditional bonds, graves, 
and public rituals, and overuse of the Internet. The case study of Japan contrib-
utes to the research on social relations and ties by suggesting approaching them as 
practices of belonging, which are maintained through physical presence/attitude 
and expanded via the Internet within various communities of belonging. It is in 
the area of these rituals where collective values and interdependence kept being 
nourished. The significance of the social ties as practices of belonging in the con-
text of Japanese society suggests that in sociological and psychological research, 
the individual’s mental health issues caused by crises must be observed and con-
sidered in relation to the individual’s need for belonging. 
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