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THE CURRENT STYLE OF SEMPAF KOHAI

Vertical hierarchies have existed since the beginning of Japanese history and are still prevalent in

daﬂy life, especially in schools, where seniority rules are important:

The relationships between sempar and kohai are very stable among students because everyone
will sooner or later be a sempai, kéhai, or both. Spending more time and having more experience

at school gives students sempas status. (Okazaki, 1989, pp. 190-191)

For example, third-year students have great power in junior high and senior high schools, and
especially in clubs, these relationships are important. It is common in sports clubs for kdharto clean the
rooms, collect balls, and manage the equipment for sempai. They must also give a small bow or say hello
respectfully to their sempai when greeting them. In general, students put much more emphasis on age
than ability in Japanese schools, and seniority rules also influence relationships between teachers and

students. Although schools are rapidly changing today. in most classes students would never criticize or
talk back to a teacher. They think that teachers should be respected because of their age, experience,
and ability, and what teachers say is always considered to be right. Therefore. there are few

opportunities for studen hav iscussio ith teachers in ese schools
In universities, changes in relationships among students start to take place. They express their
respect and use polite expressions to seniors, but sempar - kohai relationships are not as strong, because

there is more variety in age among classmates. The differing status between teachers and students
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remains the same as in high school, but there are important differences that separate professors in
terms of rank and power, and vertical hierarchies involving seniority rules are seen more among faculty
than students in Japanese universities. Nakane (1967, p. 92) notes, for exaniple, that "in London
University, professors, assistant professors, and lecturers are considered colleagues, and they use first
names without thinking in terms of seniority. On the other hand, there are definite vertical hierarchies
in Japanese universities."

Seniority rules in Japanese relationships are not only important at schools but also in compénies
in contemporary Japan. The seniority system and the lifetime employment system are the bases of life
in Japanese companies, though it reméins to be seen whether this structure will survive the changes
that corporate Japan is currently undergoing. Status, position, and salary still depend largely on

- seniority, and older employees are generally in higher positions and are p'aid more than their younger
subordinates. Moreover, until recently, once people were employed, they never had to worry about their
positions because their posts were guaranteed for life. In the business world, the sempai - k6hai system
has a powerful influence on human relations, such as in meetings where a junior employee will take a
seat near the door, which is called shimoza, while the eldest person (often the boss) will be seated next
t;) any important guests in a position called kamiza. In most meetings, the majority of businessmen do
not normally voice their opinions. They simply listen to their superiors, flatter them, or express opinions
that were formulated behind the scenes by senior employees of considerable influence. ’

(Davieg, R. and Ikeno, O. 2002 The Japanese mind: Understanding contemporary culture. Tuttle
Publishing X ¥)
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