The Samurai

Samuri means “one who serves.”  Bushi means “fighting man.”  Bushi is usually used to describe the warriors of the people up to the 1800s.  They lived on their own lands when they were not actually fighting.  Warriors of the later period generally lived in castle towns and were paid in allowances of rice.  They are referred to as samuri.  These warriors were all expected to be fearless and loyal and to live plain, simple lives.  They were expert horsemen and fought with swords, lances, and bows.  They were willing to kill themselves on the battlefield rather than face giving themselves up.  The proper name for this is seppuku, but it has become known among Westerners as hara-kiri (belly slitting).

Family Life
Many traditional customs of Japanese family life have been largely replaced by more modern, Western ways.  The degree of Westernization varies, but almost no aspect of daily life remains unchanged.

Marriage is one example of a practice in transition from Eastern to Western ways.  Traditionally, Japanese men and women did not choose their marriage partners on the basis of romantic love.  Instead, marriages were arranged by matchmakers, who paired couples on the basis of their families’ social and economic status.  Neighborhood groups, labor organizations to which the groom or the parents belonged, and the community in general were expected to give their opinions about the suitability of the marriage.

This practice is still widespread among the Japanese, in the cities as well as in the more traditional countryside, and each community has several matchmakers who specialize in finding mates for unmarried young men and women.  But it is becoming more common for men and women to make the decision to marry without the help of the matchmakers, often for emotional reasons as much as practical ones.  Even in romantic marriages, however, the approval of both families is considered essential.  Very few Japanese would dream of defying their families with an “unsuitable” marriage to someone of a different economic or social background.

Dating was almost unknown in Japan until recent years, when more and more single women entered the work force and had the opportunity to meet men outside their families.  Today, some younger Japanese go out on dates like those of Western teenagers, although group outings are more common.

