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CHANGING ATTITUDES TOWARD THE CARE OF AGED 
JAPANESE PARENTS IN HAWAII 

Clarence E. Glick, Alice T. Higa, Irene S. Nose, Judith M. Shibuya 

During the years since World War II the care of aged Japanese 

parents has become something of a problem in Hawaii, both in a factual 

and in a psychological sense. At the time of the 1940 Census only about 

a fourth of the 37,453 foreign-born Japanese had reached the age of sixty. 

It is estimated that at the present time more than three-fourths of the 

foreign-born Japanese (who now number considerably less than 30,000) 

are sixty years of age or older. Data from the 1950 Census indicate that 

more than ninety-five per cent of these older foreign-born Japanese had 

married. About one fourth of the men of this age group were widowers 

while about two-fifths of the women over sixty were widows. While the 

numbers for an intercensal year such as 1958 cannot be exact, it can be 

conservatively estimated that there are in the Territory more than 10,000 

Japanese families in which one or both parents are over sixty years old. 

Undoubtedly, in a very large proportion of these families, care of the 

parents during their declining years has become a matter of concern to 

their children, 

Traditionally the eldest son in Japanese families was expected to 

assume the responsibility of caring for his aged parents. Associated with 

the assumption of this obligation in village Japan was the custom of a father 

formally retiring on his sixtieth birthday and turning over the duties of 

head of the household to his male heir. Any family property came under the 

control of the heir who, with income from this source, together with any 

other family earnings, was expected to care for his aging parents and also 

for other sons and their families and for any unmarried siblings living in 

the household. 

In view of the trends toward Americanization and individualism 

taking place in Japanese families in Hawaii it was thought worthwhile for 

students to interview a number of Nisei eldest sons in order to ascertain 

their opinions regarding their obligation to care for their parents (and any 

problems they felt in connection with this obligation), During the early 

part of 1954 five students of Japanese ancestry, working on two separate 

projects, decided to concentrate upon eldest Nisei sons who were white- 

collar workers, primarily in clerical and sales positions in Honolulu. It 

was believed that there had been a widespread desire among these middle 

class, urban persons to establish separate households in Honolulu, rather 

than to follow the traditional pattern of the son bringing his wife into his 

parents’ home and rearing his children inhis parents’ household. Moreover, 

it was assumed that the adoption of American middle class values and 

motivations among these persons of moderate incomes might create 

situations in which the care of aging parents might be thought of as a 

financial burden. It was further hypothesized that with little property 

coming to the eldest sons from the parents and with younger married 

brothers establishing their own households and keeping their own earnings, 

many of the first-born sons might come to sense some feeling of injustice 

in being expected to assume the entire burden of caring for their parents 

and might therefore take the position that other siblings should share in 

this responsibility. The materials which follow represent some of the 

findings of one of these two projects in which twenty-four persons were 



interviewed,* The sample is obviously small and the sampling procedures 
used fall short of rigorous scientific standards. The study should there- 
fore be regarded as exploratory and suggestive rather than definitive. 

It does serve the purpose of providing insights into the kinds of changes 

which are going on in this area of Hawaii’s ‘‘social laboratory,’’ even 
though it is impossible to determine from such a study the precise frequen- 

cies of the changes. Perhaps the publication of these tentative findings 

may stimulate discussion of the subject andleadto more definitive research 
projects in this field. 

Cho-nan and Oya-on 

The interviews showed that these eldest Nisei sons were clearly 
aware of the traditional obligation of male heirs (cho-nan) to assume the 
responsibility of caring for their parents. The practice was brought to 

Hawaii from Japan and oya-on (literally, obligation to one’s parents) was 

emphasized by the sen-sei (language school teachers), especially in the 
teaching of the shu-shin (moral principles). Two of the interviewers 
comment on this briefly as follows: 

The teaching of obligation in Japanese is shu-shin. 
You’re taught this from childhood. I especially got it from 

Japanese school. I graduated from chu-gakko (a middle 
school), Respect for elders, obligation to parents are learned 

here and it becomes a part of you. Sure, taking care of aging 
parents is an obligation--but of a kind that shouldn’t be 

questioned. Shu-shin is the thing that makes the difference. 

What made me aware that the oldest boy in the family 
was supposed to take care of the parents, I think it was the 

Japanese schools. You know they tell us stories about oya-ko- 
ko; what anhonor it is to pay back your folks; oya-on to yu mono 
was what we learned in school. 

Others noted that, although pressures from the Japanese community 

were not ordinarily necessary for acquiring a sense of responsibility 

toward caring for one’s parents, at the same time a first-born son would 
not want to be talked about as a person who did not carry out his duty. 

Japanese have pride--they don’t want the neighbors to 

laugh at them. Sure, maybe you don’t necessarily care to 
look after your parents but you’d think twice because of what 
the neighborhood folks would say. Inmy case, they had nothing 

to do about my caring for my parents because I was already 

set on taking care of them. But I feel that in many cases the 
‘‘precious pride’’ of keeping up your face would decide the 
question for you. 

In a community like mine, you can’t do anything without 
having everyone else know about it. It works the other 
way too--because I learned about the duty of taking care of 
parents from examples set by a ‘lot of the first sons. If they 

didn’t do the job, people talked about it. 

*The findings of the other study, made by Alice C. Kawato 
and Florence C, Mizuta, are substantially in agreement with those 
reported here. 
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