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Abstract 
This thesis examines futōkō (school non-attendance) in Japan from the perspective 

that futōkō is a social movement. It analyses citizens’ activism in support of futōkō 

students over the twenty year period from 1984. Drawing upon social movement 

approaches the thesis examines how futōkō citizens successfully grasped political 

opportunities, established a network of organizations, launched a new interpretive 

frame for futōkō, and challenged the dominant representation of futōkō in society – 

that 'futōkō is an illness’.  To explore in detail the ideological aspect of the futōkō 

movement’s framing, a content analysis of 140 editorials in the movement 

newspaper – the Futōkō Shimbun (School Non-attendance Newspaper) was 

conducted. Commencing with a critique of schooling practices that create futōkō, 

over the survey period Futōkō Shimbun expands its analysis to develop a critical 

appraisal of Japanese society that has broad implications for many different aspects 

of the everyday life of its citizens. 

 

Adopting the typology of movement outcomes, this thesis assesses the outcomes of 

futōkō movement framing through two sets of factors: first, changes in government 

policies and attitudes and second, cultural and ideational changes as experienced by 

the movement organizations, futōkō activists and children, and as represented in 

shifts in media representation of futōkō. Government policies in the handling of 

futōkō students have become more flexible although not always positive, while 

government interactions with the movement are suggestive of recognition that futōkō 

citizens are valid spokespersons with a legitimate set of interests in relation to  futōkō 

children.  Futōkō movement activists have been successful in framing their 

movement in terms of:  expanding and increasingly sophisticated networks of futōkō 

movement organizations; the professional development of activists; and a more 

positive media discourse.  

 

The thesis concludes that the futōkō movement has influenced government policies, 

the media and wider social commentary about the phenomenon of and responses to 

futōkō.  The thesis contends that the social movement perspective enables us to 

understand the issue of futōkō beyond the educational context, in its wider social, 

cultural and political contexts. 



 VI 

Declaration  
This thesis contains no material that has been accepted for the award of any others 

degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution and, to the best of my 

knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published or written by 

another person, except where due reference has been made in the text of the thesis. 

 

I give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, 

being made available for photocopying and loan, subject to the provision of the 

Copyright Act 1968. 

 

 

 

 

SIGNED:  ___________________________  DATE:  05 November 2007 

 

 

 

 

 

Supervisors:   

Dr. Shoko Yoneyama 
Centre for Asian Studies 

 

Prof. Chilla Bulbeck  
Department of Gender, Work and Social Inquiry 



 VII 

Acknowledgements 
My sincere thanks to Dr. Shoko Yoneyama, my principal supervisor, who has given 

me the idea of this research, and generously allowed me to use the Futōkō Shimbun 

she subscribed as the primary material for this thesis. Her deep insight and profound 

knowledge of my topic and Japanese education, and stimulus and useful suggestions 

were fundamental to the completion of this study. Also, my heartfelt thanks to 

Professor Chilla Bulbeck, my co-supervisor who has guided me to the completion of 

this thesis with her diverse academic experience and interdisciplinary perspectives, 

which have greatly assisted me in drawing the threads of this research together. I also 

received from Professor Bulbeck extremely useful references, which have helped in 

broadening the scope of and enhancing the depth of my analysis on citizen activism. 

Her inspiring points of view and incredibly valuable comments have been critically 

important for improving the earlier versions of this thesis. Her kindness, patience, 

encouragement, and consideration have always been a source of moral support to me. 

 
It also needs to be acknowledged that many people have helped in drawing this thesis 

to a conclusion. I am especially grateful to postgraduate co-ordinators, Dr. Seijin Pak, 

Dr. Songping Jin, and Dr. Gerry Groot for their kind and efficient assistance in 

attending to my concerns regarding academic procedures and resources allocation. I 

am particularly impressed by Dr. Pak’s remarkable scholarly insights and 

organizational ability, Dr. Jin’s kindness and gentleness, and Dr. Groot’s sense of 

humour and friendliness, all of which made my research an inspiring journey.  

 

Special thanks to Dr. Vic Beasley for his professional editing work on my thesis in 

accordance with Standards D and E of the Australian Standards of Editing Practice.  

 

I am also indebted to Mr. Yamashita Kōhei of the Futōkō Shimbun for answering my 

queries regarding their organization and sending me complimentary copies of back 

issues of the Futōkō Shimbun, without which my analysis could not have been 

completed. 

 



 VIII 

I owe a great degree of gratitude to Ms. Niki Pavlidis, Discipline Administrator of 

the Centre for Asian Studies, for her kind assistance in many matters; Miss Shoo-lin 

Siah, fellow postgraduate student and administrative staff member, for her friendly 

and generous help; also to part-time and past administrative staff members Ms. 

Barbara McCullagh, Ms. Michelle Matthews, and Ms. Jenny Dorsett for their kind 

and efficient assistance in the past few years.  

 
My most sincere thanks and gratitude goes to Ms. Midori Kagawa-fox, my dear 

friend and fellow postgraduate student, who shared with me the ups and downs 

throughout these years, who offered me not only comfort, company and moral 

support, but also practical help with the understanding of Japanese text and 

translations, informed me about the latest developments in Japanese education, and 

assisted me in every way possible including delivering forms and submitting this 

thesis to the Graduate Centre. All this help has alleviated my stress especially when I 

was away from Adelaide. I will treasure for life her friendship and support 

throughout these years. Special thanks also goes to Mr. Brian Fox for reading the 

earlier draft of my chapters and showing interest in my work, for his friendship and 

generosity.  

 
A great degree of gratitude and appreciation also goes to fellow postgraduate student 

Mrs. Roslyn Joy Ricci, whose stamina has greatly inspired me to keep pressing on 

with my thesis, whose kind words and constant encouragement has provided me the 

motivation to finally accomplish my goal, whose flair for language, kind heart, and 

thoughtful deeds I genuinely admire, whose help in reading and editing my chapter I 

sincerely appreciate; to Ms. Kathy Ng and Ms. Angel Choi for helping me with the 

wonderful diagrams and graphs in this thesis and for their encouragement and 

prayers; and to all my dear friends for their sincere prayers. 

 

Lastly, my utmost gratitude to my family for allowing me the invaluable freedom to 

pursue my aspiration and giving me their unfailing moral support; to my father-in-

law for his caring and practical help, for his looking after me in so many ways that I 

cannot list them all here especially while I was still in Adelaide, and for taking care 

of my bills and keeping my car in good condition while I am in Sydney so that I can 

focus on my study, and every time I went back to Adelaide for research related 



 IX 

purposes I could immediately hop into my car and drive off to uni. Also, thanks 

beyond words to my husband Allan for simultaneously holding my hand and kicking 

my butt in ways no others can do, for helping me to set goals and untiringly, 

relentlessly pushing me to finish the thesis, for being my personal technical assistant, 

for inspiring me with his insights into my topic, for helping me with the technical 

presentation of this thesis, which I could never have handled on my own, and above 

all, for his unswerving love.  

 
My ultimate gratitude to my God and my Lord, Jesus Christ, for all these wonderful 

people you put in my life who help me finally attain my goal. Without Your mercy 

and grace, it would have been hard for me to accomplish all that I did to obtain my 

degree. Glory be to Your name and all praise be rendered unto You.  

 



 X 

Notes on Style 
Japanese names are written in Japanese style, with family names first followed by 

given names.  

 

Quotations of works published in Japanese, including  data and information acquired 

from Japanese language websites and the Futōkō Shimbun (the School Non-

Attendance Newspaper), the raw material on which the major part of this thesis is 

based, are translated by the author unless otherwise specified.  

 

The words ‘futōkō’ and ‘tōkōkyohi’ have been preserved in the text because they 

have some specific features which distinguish them from the English words ‘school 

refusal’, or ‘school phobia’ (see Chapter 1). Also, Japanese words are either used or 

referred to when they are regarded as key words in the Japanese discourse on 

education and sociology, or when the Japanese expression carries a special nuance 

which is difficult to convert in full into English, for example, ‘kokoro’, ‘ibasho’, 

‘jūmin undō’, ‘shimin undō’ etc. Likewise, names of Japanese organizations, for 

example, ‘Oya no Kai’, ‘Kibō no kai’, and ‘Tōkyō Shūre’, as well as titles of 

Japanese publications, for example, the ‘Futōkō Shimbun’, have been preserved with 

translation in English provided whenever these terms first appear or reappear when 

deemed necessary for the convenience of readers.  Some translations are official 

translations but others are the author’s own translations.  

 

Japanese words are rendered in the style of Hepburn romanization and italicized, 

with macrons indicating long vowels, for example, ‘ō’ as in ‘futōkō’. However, 

macrons are not used for Japanese words of places that are familiar to English 

readers, for example, Tokyo. 
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