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Article info Abstract

This study explores how the concept of Omoiyari_a distinctly
Japanese form of empathy_is taught in Japanese elementary
schools and how this teaching reciprocally strengthens
students’ social behaviors and sense of solidarity. Omoiyari,
which refers to an intuitive understanding of others’ feelings
and needs, is a cornerstone of Japanese culture and holds a
central position in the nation’s educational system. The study
adopts Emile Durkheim’s theory of education as its theoretical
framework. According to Durkheim, education is a
fundamental institution for cultivating altruism and fostering
social solidarity, guiding individuals from egocentric to
altruistic orientations. Methodologically, the research employs
a directed qualitative content analysis using the unstructured
matrix approach. The analysis focuses on the content of the
Japanese moral education textbook Our Moral, examining it
through the theoretical lenses of altruism, teamwork, and the
school environment. Findings reveal that the curriculum
promotes mutual assistance and cooperative behavior across
three levels: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and societal.
Moteover, themes related to altruism contribute both to the
development of cohesive teamwork and to the nurturing of
empathetic school environments. Conversely, the presence of
such cohesive and empathetic communities reinforces
altruistic behavior among students. This reciprocal dynamic
plays a crucial role in forming empathetic and cooperative
communities within Japanese schools and offers a valuable
model for educational systems in other countties.
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Introduction

Cohesive group activities constitute a defining feature of Japanese society. Coordination, harmony, and
order are deeply embedded in collective life—whether in local volunteer organizations, disaster relief
teams, sports and arts groups, or the intra- and inter-organizational structures of Japanese companies.
This coordination manifests as genuine cooperation rather than as unproductive or exhausting
competition. Such social harmony raises several important questions: How do cooperation, solidarity,
and order develop in Japan? How are intra- and inter-group conflicts managed? What mechanisms
ensure that group activities yield effective results and persist over time without disintegration?

A significant portion of the social behavior individuals exhibit in Japanese society can be traced
back to their early education. Beyond the dedicated “Moral Education” subject—one of the mandatory
components of Japan’s elementary and middle school curriculum—TJapanese schools place strong
emphasis on experiential and group-based learning to socialize children and cultivate an intuitive
understanding of others’ feelings and needs. Within this framework, Omoiyari—an ethical concept
central to Japanese moral education—plays a crucial role. Omoiyari, often translated as “empathy” or

>

“considerate concern for others,” stands among the most important educational goals in Japanese

schools and is emphasized consistently in moral education classes as well as by teachers and parents

(Bamkin, 2020, p. 223; Hara, 2000, p. 28).

Research Method

This study employed a directed qualitative content analysis to examine the content of Japanese moral
education textbooks. Categories were first established based on Durkheim’s theory of education, and
subcodes and codes were then inductively derived from the text. Accordingly, an unstructured matrix
was used to allow for open coding and the extraction of concepts directly from the textual data,
minimizing theoretical restrictions on code and subcode selection.

The unit of analysis comprised the texts, images, and exercises in the latest edition of Japan’s
elementary school moral education textbook, Our Moral (2014-2018), published by the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. The selected content was categorized according
to three theoretical indicators—altruism, teamwork, and school environment—drawn from
Durkheim’s framework.

* For altruism, any material expressing “thoughts or actions motivated by consideration for others”
was included.

2 ¢

* For teamwork, content reflecting “collective action,” “cooperation,” or “shared effort” was
selected.

* For school environment, passages depicting the creation of an “empathetic atmosphere,” a
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“welcoming or likable space,” or the “fulfillment of social roles within the school” were included.

To ensure validity, categories were precisely defined according to Durkheim’s theory and supported
by highly cited research in the field (Elo & Kyngis, 2007). Keywords were systematically identified to
extract relevant material, and direct references to quotations in the textbooks—particularly those
explicitly using the term Omoiyari—were analyzed to trace associations with other key concepts. This
approach minimized interpretive bias and prevented the inclusion of examples unrelated to Omoiyari.

For reliability, after approximately one-third of the data had been coded, the coding process was
reviewed and recalibrated before continuing. A final comprehensive review ensured that all relevant
material was accurately coded and propetly categorized (Iman & Noshadi, 2011). In total, 163 distinct
items corresponding to the theoretical indicators and conceptual definitions were identified.

Additionally, examples of altruistic and empathetic education drawn from moral education texts
and practical school activities were examined using related scholatly literature. These examples were
also analyzed within the framework of Durkheim’s educational theory. Ultimately, the study assessed
the extent to which Japan’s moral education content fosters altruism and social solidarity among

students.

Moral Education in Japanese Elementary Schools

Altruism

As discussed in the theoretical framework, Durkheim (1968, p. 209) identifies the cultivation of altruistic
impulses as a central aim of education. Whereas egocentrism seeks self-satisfaction, altruism aims at the
happiness and well-being of others (Durkheim, 1968, p. 208). In this sense, Omoiyari and altruism share
significant conceptual overlap.

Altruistic behavior is intentionally nurtured in Japanese elementary schools through a variety of
pedagogical approaches. Beyond the strong emphasis placed on altruism in moral education textbooks,
schools employ practical activities designed to internalize caring behavior among students. Empathy is
cultivated not merely as abstract knowledge but as a lived habit through storytelling, dramatization, and
the use of simple, relatable images and written or practical exercises that appear at the end of each lesson
in the Our Moral textbook.

In essence, Japanese education prioritizes moral formation rather than mere moral instruction.
Students learn to act with sensitivity, compassion, and attentiveness toward others through daily practice
rather than rote moral lectures—allowing altruism to become a lived dimension of their social and

emotional development.

Group Work

Group activities function as a practical mechanism for nurturing the altruistic spirit. While American
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schools often emphasize individual performance and achievement, Japanese schools assess a student’s
competence based on their ability to cooperate, empathize, tolerate differing opinions, and show
humility in acknowledging mistakes (Lewis, 2017, pp. 130—-131).

Through the creation of numerous small and large group activities—such as Sports Day, cultural
festivals, entrance and graduation ceremonies, and club participation—students learn to value mutual
support and shared responsibility (Lewis, 2017, p. 155). One key practice is the formation of Han, small
classroom groups of four to five members. These groups serve as micro-communities where children
develop interpersonal responsibility, learn cooperative problem-solving, and experience firsthand the

rewards of collective achievement.

School Environment

Japanese elementary schools are more than institutions for academic instruction; they function as
miniature societies that mirror the communal values of the broader culture. Teachers and peers form a
close-knit social environment, often likened to an extended family, in which students learn to move
beyond self-centeredness by cultivating empathy, kindness, and a sense of shared belonging.

Within this context, the system of Kakari—student roles and duties assigned within the school—
plays a crucial role. By assigning each child specific responsibilities, such as classroom cleaning, greeting
peers, or organizing materials, schools cultivate a sense of accountability, mutual respect, and care for
others. This daily engagement reinforces students’ perception of themselves as integral members of a

collective whole, thereby deepening both empathy and social cohesion.

Discussion and Conclusion

Omoiyari stands as one of the most vital moral and cultural values in Japan, deeply intertwined with
both social ethics and education. It conveys the notion that living harmoniously in society requires
turning one’s attention outward—from self-centeredness toward genuine concern for others. This
vision aligns closely with Durkheim’s conception of the cohesive society—a social order sustained by
moral education and shared values.

Japanese schools consistently emphasize teamwork, cooperation, and kindness, both explicitly and
implicitly, through moral lessons and everyday practices. By teaching virtues such as gratitude,
helpfulness, and compassion—the moral foundations of solidarity—schools shape environments in
which cooperation becomes both a value and a habit.

Moreover, the empathetic and cohesive nature of Japanese school environments reinforces this
moral framework. The daily roles and responsibilities assigned to students strengthen their sense of
belonging and collective identity, fostering responsibility toward peers and the community.

The analysis of Our Moral textbooks demonstrates how Durkheim’s theoretical categories—
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altruism, teamwork, and school environment—are embedded in Japanese moral education. The content
highlights respect, kindness, understanding of others’ emotions, non-discrimination, social support,
accountability, and appreciation of others’ efforts. These themes, expressed through stories,
illustrations, and classroom exercises, function synergistically to promote both group cooperation and
empathy within the school context.

Importantly, this relationship is reciprocal: mutual empathy fosters social solidarity, while social
solidarity, in turn, provides the fertile ground for empathy to grow. This dynamic cycle reflects the
educational essence of Omoiyari—a model that may offer valuable insights for moral and civic

education in other cultural contexts seeking to build cohesive, compassionate communities.
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