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ABSTRACT 

 

 Women comprise half of the world’s population but less than half of the paid 

workforce, less than half of organized workers, and far less than half of union 

leadership positions. Women benefit from union membership by enjoying a smaller 

gender wage gap than women without union representation. Unionized teachers enjoy 

higher salaries and better working conditions than those who are not union members. 

Despite the advantages of being in a union, women are under-represented in union 

membership and, more importantly, leadership positions. Considering these disparities, 

I conceptualized this critical study to describe and better understand how women’s 

participation in union activities is meaningful to them. My ultimate goal was to find 

ways in which more union women could be encouraged to take leadership roles in the 

workers’ rights movement. 

The primary purpose of this research is to identify factors that explain the dearth 

of women’s participation in their labor union. Gender disparity in union leadership is, in 

part, a reflection of gender disparity in the workforce. Women make up less than half of 

the paid workforce but occupy the majority of the contingent workforce, which 

enterprise-based unions in Japan have been reluctant to organize (Weathers, 2012). 

Furthermore, a lack of female role models in union leadership might also contribute to 

gender disparity in unions’ leaderships. From this, I suggest changes that potentially 

allow more women to participate and eventually lead in their unions. 

The theoretical justification of the methodology used in this study is to show the 

utility of communities of practice theory and intersectionality in this type of research. 

Because I examined participation, I used communities of practice as the primary 
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theoretical framework, and because the participants were all women, intersectional 

feminism served as the secondary theoretical framework. Furthermore, I review 

conceptual research on communities of practice, women, and labor and review 

empirical research on labor, communities of practice, and women in the labor 

movement. 

For the methodology, I applied a qualitative critical case study approach to this 

investigation of a labor union in western Japan that primarily organizes foreign 

language teachers. This study is a collection of case studies of female non-Japanese 

English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers from inner circle countries. I investigated 

how these women participated in their labor union in western Japan and how their 

participation was meaningful to them. I was a participant observer, and the three core 

participants were all American. I am Canadian. At the time of this study, all four of us 

were union leaders. Data sources included interviews, a focus group discussion, 

artifacts, and the research journals that I kept over the years. 

The findings echoed aspects of communities of practice theory as well as 

intersectionality. Communities of practice theory highlighted the transformational 

nature of participating in a community. Furthermore, the importance of trust in the 

community was made clear. I considered the participants’ identities from the 

perspective of intersectionality. Considering differing emphases on these aspects of 

identity led me to realize that increasing solidarity between women working for 

workers’ rights and women working for women’s rights might lead to the growth of 

both movements. 
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I drew the main conclusion from considering differing emphases on aspects of 

research participants’ identities. As has been well documented in research literature, 

women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the women’s rights movement 

place an emphasis on different aspects of their identities (Dye, 1975; hooks, 2012; 

Milkman, 2016). Therefore, what is lacking is a sense of solidarity, the fundamental 

principle of the workers’ rights movement, between these two groups of women. The 

original contribution to knowledge of this dissertation is an enhanced understanding of 

how both the workers’ rights movement and the women’s rights movement are held 

back by this lack of solidarity among women. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: WORKING TOWARDS GENDER PARITY 

 

The Background of the Issue 

We can do better. Women make up approximately half of the world’s population 

but occupy fewer than half of the leadership roles in the workplace. According to 

research conducted in 1992, in Zimbabwe, 12.0% of senior public positions were held 

by women (Chabaya et al., 2009). Despite a French law demanding gender parity 

among election candidates, in 2002, the national assembly included only 71 women 

among 576 members (Bird, 2003). In 1998, less than 5% of American corporate board 

positions were held by women (Ragins et al., 1998). Furthermore, according to a survey 

of large British labor unions conducted from 1987 to 1998, between 11% (Technical, 

Administrative and Supervisory Section) and 50% (National Union of Public 

Employees) of positions in the National Executive Committees were held by women 

(Healy & Kirton, 2000). In the United States, according to one survey of American 

local labor unions from 1990 to 2001, a mere 0.17% of top union officers were women 

(Martin, 2014). 

Gender disparity in union membership as a whole is sometimes a reflection of 

gender disparity in the workforce. According to data gathered in 2011 by the Ministry 

of Internal Affairs and Communications among tenured faculty in Japanese universities, 

20.21% were female (Rawstron, 2013). By comparison, according to Australian Bureau 

of Statistics data gathered in 2010 that she cited, among faculty members at the level 
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above senior lecturer, 43.57% were female. The smaller gender gap in academia in 

Australia might be more equitable than that in Japan, but regardless, gender disparity, 

particularly among non-Japanese faculty members, continues to exist in Japan 

(Nagatomo & Cook, 2018). Thus, there is gender disparity in the workforce as a whole 

in labor unions and in leadership roles both in the workplace and in labor unions. 

Indeed, not every labor organization can be expected to have absolute gender 

parity in its rank-and-file membership because unions reflect the gender balance of the 

industries and workplaces in which they organize. Unions are ostensibly democratic 

organizations, so their leadership can be expected to somewhat reflect their 

memberships. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to expect the leadership to be at least 

somewhat representative of its entire membership. When labor unions and other 

organizations come closer to achieving gender parity, everyone benefits by enjoying 

more success in negotiating with employers (Briskin, 2011; Lurie, 2014) or in terms of 

well-being (Tesch-Römer et al., 2008). The benefits of unions addressing gender issues 

have been demonstrated both in public and private sector unions worldwide. 

Unions have enough influence to benefit women by promoting gender equality 

in the public sector, as has been shown in Israel, where collective agreements covering 

workers in the public sector entitle parents of young children to reduced working hours, 

daycare subsidies, and cash benefits (Lurie, 2014). Japanese private-sector unions have 

made efforts to influence the government to amend legislation that has restricted the 

kind of work women are allowed to do (Gelb, 2000). Encouraging women to take on 

leadership roles in a union offers many plausible benefits. Though having more women 
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in the union means that there is a larger pool of potential women leaders, women are 

seldom among the top leaders (Martin, 2014; Milkman, 2016). With more women 

leaders, newer members have role models and can therefore more easily imagine 

themselves as leaders of their workplace branch or a committee. Perhaps more women 

taking on leadership roles will also help organizing efforts by showing prospective 

members that unions take gender equity seriously. 

Unions exist for the purpose of protecting their members’ rights to fair treatment 

(Gibney et al., 2008). However, researchers have uncovered reasons that explain 

individuals’ reluctance to join one in spite of the tangible and intangible benefits. 

Negative, though sometimes erroneous perceptions of unions and union members 

(Gibney et al., 2008), ideology (Peertz, 1990), lack of sympathy with unions’ agendas 

(Aspinall, 2001), lack of awareness of how unions benefit workers (Ledwith, 2012), or 

perceived lack of direct benefits (Cates, 2014) help to explain individuals’ lack of 

willingness to join a labor union. Women have been particularly reluctant to join unions 

because they are less likely to be invited to join one (Walters, 2002) or because they 

perceive unions as patriarchal institutions (Franzway, 2002; Kirton, 2005; Ledwith, 

2012). Furthermore, in Japan, where the majority of unions are based on enterprise, not 

industry, unions tend not to organize contingent workers such as part-time employees or 

dispatched workers, most of whom are women (Weathers, 2010b). 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, small grassroots community unions rely 

more on rank-and-file members to volunteer their time than larger mainstream unions 

do. Therefore, these small unions rely on both male and female members, and 
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sometimes union members’ family members, to participate, particularly in the event of a 

dispute (Jones, 2002). Unions both large and small work to maintain and improve their 

members’ working conditions. However, in Japan, unions that represent non-Japanese 

foreign language teachers, through collective bargaining and other kinds of industrial 

action, not only influence working conditions across the foreign language teaching 

industry, but also educate members about their workplace rights. Non-Japanese union 

members might otherwise be unaware of their rights in the workplace because they are 

working in a new country and often lack Japanese proficiency. In this study, I hope to 

have come closer to solving the problem of why a group of female language teachers in 

a labor union in western Japan did not take on more leadership roles in their union. 

What forces fostered and mitigated participation? 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The first problem is that many factors keep women from joining and 

participating in labor unions and eventually taking on leadership roles. Barriers include 

government policy, as well as corporate and union cultures. Governments do not 

consistently help women enter the workforce, and therefore join unions. Though the 

Japanese government is working to encourage more women to enter and re-enter the 

workforce, Prime Minister Abe was unable to achieve his own mandate of 30% women 

in his own government (Macnaughtan, 2015). Therefore, employers in the private sector 

can hardly be expected to help more women enter the workforce either. This failure is 

disappointing, and we can attribute it to many factors, including voters’ attitudes 
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towards women in the workforce. Macnaughtan cited a survey conducted in 2014 by the 

Japanese Cabinet Office in which 40% of men and women agreed that husbands should 

work full-time while their wives stay at home. In addition, in the private sector, 

corporate culture holds women in the workforce back. If there are fewer women in a 

company or school, for example, it stands to reason that there will be fewer women in 

the in-house union. 

The second problem is the lack of gender parity in union leadership, including in 

the Saizen Union (a pseudonym), the context for this study. The Saizen Union’s 

leadership does not reflect the gender balance of its membership as a whole, as is the 

case in many unions in the world, even in female-majority unions. If the union’s 

leadership were to be representative of its membership, women would have a voice. 

Furthermore, newer members would therefore be able to see role models and perhaps 

aspire to eventually take on leadership roles themselves. Whether or not the research 

site was representative of other similar unions in Japan that organize non-Japanese 

workers is not clear and difficult to confirm with any certainty. However, I provide an 

adequate description of the participants and the research site for readers to consider 

whether there is a lack of gender parity in other contexts they are familiar with. 

Finally, the third problem is that although scholars have applied communities of 

practice theory to examine participation in labor unions (e.g., Ball, 2003; Cooper, 2005, 

2006), this framework used alone is inadequate when researchers try to account for how 

aspects of individuals’ identities, such as race, class, or gender, influence participation 

in union activities. Therefore, incorporating an additional theory, intersectional 
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feminism, helps to clarify how and why some members do or do not participate in union 

activities and eventually take on leadership roles. In this study, intersectionality, 

discussed further in Chapter 2, helps to clarify the roles of the four core participants. All 

of them are women and expat foreign language teachers participating in a labor union in 

western Japan. 

 

Purposes and Significance of the Study 

The primary and most practical purpose of this study is to identify factors 

influencing why women in unions, particularly non-Japanese English as a foreign 

language (EFL) teachers in western Japan who were officers in their union, participate 

in union activities, and eventually take on more leadership responsibilities. Union 

activities include attending meetings, collective bargaining with employers, seminars, 

and social events hosted by the union. Despite these benefits of gender parity, women 

are not adequately represented in union leadership in the context of this study, although 

researchers have demonstrated that women are an underutilized and underestimated 

resource in labor unions (Briskin, 2011; Jones, 2002) and have played valuable roles in 

the labor movement (Martin, 2014; Milkman, 1985). One potential benefit of gender 

parity in union leadership is that in collective bargaining, female negotiators can 

empathize with members’ needs better than men typically can (Kirton & Healy, 1991). 

A second benefit of increasing the number of women in union leadership roles is that 

women have played a critical role in revitalizing the workers’ rights movement (Kainer, 

2009). Third, as the pool of potential leaders increases to include more members of 
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marginalized groups, the pool of ideas and approaches to problem-solving increases 

commensurately (Kaminski & Yakura, 2008). Through identifying factors that 

influence women’s participation in the workers’ rights movement, unions might be able 

to leverage women’s contributions and therefore reap the three aforementioned benefits. 

The second purpose of the study is to suggest changes that encourage more 

women to participate, and more importantly, assume leadership positions in the union. 

These changes can be brought about once the aforementioned goal of gender parity in 

union leadership has been achieved. As a way to highlight possible areas for change, I 

attempted to identify factors that foster and mitigate participation. I hope that both 

leaders and rank-and-file members in this labor union that primarily organizes both 

male and female foreign language teachers in western Japan will encourage more 

members to participate in union activities and eventually take on leadership roles, 

especially women. Gender parity in unions’ leadership would generate a virtuous cycle 

in which female members see female leaders and are thus motivated to volunteer their 

time and to take on more responsibilities themselves, should they so desire. Since 

joining the Saizen Union in 2002, I have talked with many members. Based on informal 

conversations, I have come to wonder if women are not aware of the many ways in 

which they can become more involved in their union. From the findings of this study, 

union organizers might be able to improve their practices and find a better way to raise 

awareness of and therefore recruit more female members and grow in absolute terms, 

which is the be-all and end-all of any labor union. 
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Finally, there is a less practical, but more theoretical justification for conducting 

the study. I primarily rely on the framework of communities of practice, which 

researchers have used to examine participation in labor unions (Ball, 2003; Cooper, 

2005, 2006). I also use intersectionality, which is a versatile theory and practice (Ferree, 

2018) about various aspects of individuals’ identities. Intersectionality, therefore, fills a 

gap in the literature concerning expat women who participate in the labor movement, a 

movement concerning organized union and political action that serves to advance 

unionized workers’ shared political and economic interests (Byrd, 1996). 

 

Theoretical Perspective 

The primary theoretical framework used in this research is communities of 

practice theory (Wenger, 1998), which grew out of research on apprenticeships by Lave 

and Wenger (1991). They initially developed a theory they called situated learning, or 

learning in situ: learning by doing. Later Wenger and his collaborators (Wenger; 1998, 

2000, 2001; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; E. Wenger-Trayner & B. Wenger-Trayner, 

2015a, 2015b) further refined the notion and called the new social theory of learning 

communities of practice. In the context of this study, situated learning as a model of 

learning in a community of practice helps to account for factors that influence why 

expat women in Japan do or do not participate in union activities. 

In addition, because of the feminist nature of this research, I adopted a critical 

feminist approach (Hatch, 2002). Through this worldview, as described by Hatch, 

knowledge is subjective and inherently political. He described the critical feminist 
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epistemological stance as being subjective in order to contrast knowledge with 

positivists’ emphasis on objectivity. In the words of Lincoln and Guba (1985), “The 

inquirer and the ‘object’ of inquiry interact to influence one another; knower and known 

are inseparable” (p. 94). According to the authors, through interaction, observation not 

only influences what is observed, but conversely, the object of observation influences 

observation. As long as knowledge is subjective, it is inevitable that people shape their 

worldviews according to their unique experiences. As for knowledge being political, 

Hatch added that it is mediated through the researcher’s political positioning. 

However, one theory that explains how expat women in Japan participate in 

union activities better than the critical/feminist paradigm is intersectional feminism. The 

term intersectionality was first coined by Crenshaw (1989) to draw attention to the fact 

that even after the Civil Rights Act had been passed in the United States, employers 

continued to discriminate against Black women. Intersectionality can be defined as the 

interaction of multiple identities and experiences of exclusion and subordination (Davis, 

2008). Intersectionality shows the various ways in which social forces such as feminism 

interact to shape multiple dimensions of experience (Crenshaw, 1995). I use hooks’s 

(2000) definition of feminism as a [political] means to end sexism, sexist exploitation, 

and oppression. While intersectionality describes micro-level processes of identity, it 

also reflects “the notion of interlocking oppressions [which] refers to the macro level 

connections linking systems of oppression such as race, class, and gender” (Collins, 

1995, p. 492). Another appeal of intersectionality is that it can be defined both 

structurally by “how patterns of subordination intersect in women’s lives,” and 
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politically by “how subordinated groups…frequently pursue conflicting agendas” 

(Crenshaw, 1995, pp. 359–360). As the name implies, study of the intersections of 

participants’ identities takes into account the women’s positions in Japanese society. 

 

The Audience for the Study 

This study is of value to researchers examining women in the labor movement, 

particularly language teachers and migrant workers, as well as researchers who want to 

apply communities of practice theory to their own research context. Furthermore, this 

study is also of use to feminist and critical researchers who use intersectional feminism, 

or intersectionality in general, as a theoretical framework. In addition to researchers, 

labor unions can benefit from this research as it points how they can identify ways to 

come closer to reaching gender parity. Achieving gender parity might improve the 

quality of participation of female members, and therefore, of union membership as a 

whole. 

Additionally, researchers examining labor issues will learn about women and 

language teachers in the labor movement. As demonstrated in the literature, there is a 

lack of gender parity in labor unions; therefore, uncovering the factors that foster and 

mitigate women’s participation might help close this gap. This study also provides new 

perspectives to researchers using the communities of practice framework. As a 

participant-observer, because I examined participation in union activities through 

participating in the labor movement alongside the other research participants, I was able 

to directly experience and explore informal learning. 
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Second, other feminists might be able to benefit from this research by learning 

how to reach out to women and recruit them as allies in the feminist movement. This 

outreach is especially important considering feminism’s difficult relationship with 

labor, as Dye (1975) and Milkman (2016) described. There is potential for creating 

alliances between labor and feminist groups, particularly if organizers benefit from 

cross-pollination among groups with overlapping interests. Cross-pollination is defined 

as the ability “to create greater capacity […] for teacher collaboration and the 

improvement of instruction” (Woodland & Mazur, 2019, p. 818). In the context of the 

Saizen Union, members collaborate on campaigns and other organizing efforts. 

 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are the restrictions that the researcher imposes that limit the 

transferability of the study. No single study can apply to all people in any situation 

(Murray & Beglar, 2009) and this is particularly true with respect to qualitative case 

studies. Because I aimed to shed light on a small and particular group of women who 

met my selection criteria, there are three delimitations: gender, nationality, and context. 

First, I selected female participants to draw attention to gender disparity in one union in 

western Japan. Therefore, the focus was on female union leaders. 

Second, the participants were non-Japanese foreign language teachers. Non-

Japanese women were the focus of this study because as of the 2018-2019 fiscal year, 

no Japanese women had been elected or appointed to top leadership positions in the 

Saizen Union. It is also salient that the participants had the advantage of coming from 
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so-called inner-circle countries, a term first coined by Kachru (1985, 1989), referring to 

developed countries the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, and 

New Zealand (Richards & Schmidt, 2002), where English is used as a first language, 

and where these varieties are most often idealized by learners of English because of 

status. The participants’ nationalities also brought both advantages and disadvantages. 

Finally, because the union primarily organizes foreign language teachers, participants 

had the same occupation. The context of the study is restricted to English as a Foreign 

Language instructors in a labor union in western Japan. 

Generalizing findings from this study to other similar people and contexts 

should be done cautiously. This study might be applicable to women in leadership 

positions in the labor movement in Japan and to foreign women in workers’ rights 

movements in other countries as well. 

 

Organization of the Study 

This study is divided into eight chapters. Chapter 2, The Literature: Conceptual 

studies on Labor and Intersectionality, and Chapter 3, The Literature: Empirical Studies 

on Labor, Communities of Practice, and Women in the Labor Movement, include a 

survey of the relevant conceptual and empirical research, and examples of research on 

labor unions using the community of practice and intersectional frameworks. I conclude 

Chapter 3 by outlining gaps in the literature and demonstrate that because of the scope 

of this research, this study not only fills some of these gaps, but also examines the 

participants, non-Japanese women who are union leaders, from the perspectives of 
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communities of practice theory and intersectionality, which has not been done before. In 

Chapter 4, Methodology and Research Methods, I describe the methodology and 

research methods and state the research questions. In Chapter 5, Female Leaders’ 

Participation in the Complex Context of the Saizen Union, I report the findings as 

viewed through a communities of practice lens and in Chapter 6, The Various Faces of 

the Saizen Women in Leadership: International and Intersectional, I report the findings 

as viewed through an intersectional lens. In Chapter 7, Discussion: What Does This 

Mean and Now What Do We Do?, I interpret my findings and consider solutions to the 

remaining problems. In Chapter 8, Conclusion: Implications, Limitation, and Final 

Reflections, I recapitulate the findings and present the limitations of the study, make 

suggestions for further research, and explain the value of my recommendations. Finally, 

I conclude with an epilogue in which I reflect on my thoughts and feelings about the 

process of working towards a doctoral degree on this particular topic, with an emphasis 

on writing this study, while remaining concurrently involved in union activities. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE LITERATURE: CONCEPTUAL STUDIES ON COMMUNITIES OF 

PRACTICE IN LABOR UNIONS AND INTERSECTIONALITY  

 

I begin this chapter with an overview of relevant theoretical literature. Here, it is 

worth distinguishing the two main types of research I review here. In this chapter, I 

review conceptual studies that primarily involve abstract ideas and concepts. Both 

communities of practice and intersectionality, the frameworks used in this study, have 

been increasing in popularity among researchers. According to a search through Google 

Analytics, communities of practice was mentioned in 9,872 research articles published 

in 2013. By 2020, that number had risen to 9,872. In the following chapter, I review 

empirical studies, research based on observation. Similarly, intersectionality was 

mentioned in 2,649 research articles published in 2013. By 2020, the number had 

climbed to 18,947. However, I created a Google Scholar alert for the keywords 

community of practice and labor union. No new research articles relevant to this study 

were generated between January, 2016, when I created the alert, and October, 2021. In 

addition, a one-time search through ProQuest conducted in July, 2021 also yielded no 

dissertations relevant to this research project. 

The first conceptual framework in this dissertation research is communities of 

practice theory as described by Lave and Wenger (1991), Wenger (1998, 2000, 2001), 

Wenger and Snyder (2000), and E. Wenger-Trayner and B. Wenger-Trayner (2015a, 

2015b). The second conceptual framework is intersectional feminism, which was first 
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articulated by Crenshaw (1989). Communities of practice has been used to research 

labor, and intersectional feminism has been used to research women in the worker’s 

rights movement. I conclude the chapter with a summary and an evaluation of the 

theories mentioned above. 

 

Communities of Practice Theory 

Communities of practice is a social theory of learning, one that is versatile and 

that can be applied to numerous contexts. Lave and Wenger (1991) laid the groundwork 

for communities of practice theory, and it was later further fleshed out by Wenger 

(1998). They proposed this as a social theory of learning that built on research on 

apprenticeships. One difference between participating in a master-apprentice 

relationship and participating in a community is that the former relationship is more 

explicit. It is the master who organizes the apprentice’s learning, which might involve 

both explicit and implicit instruction. On the other hand, when new, more peripheral 

members participate in a community of practice, paradoxically, there is little observable 

teaching, yet the most fundamental phenomenon is learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

This kind of participatory learning is fundamental to a community of practice. 

Briefly, a community of practice is a group of people bound by shared expertise 

working together on a joint enterprise (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). A community of 

practice is defined by three characteristics: domain, community, and practice (Wenger 

et al., 2002). Membership in the community is first defined by a shared commitment to 

the domain and a shared competence that distinguishes members from outsiders. 
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Second, the community is defined by members engaged in an activity, who help each 

other, and share information. Third, a community is not merely defined by a shared 

interest, but also by shared practices. Members share a common repertoire of 

experiences, stories, and tools, which are merely defining features, not necessary 

conditions. Wenger’s (1998) goal was not to replace existing theories, but to add to 

them. Communities of practice is complementary to established social theories of 

learning, such as Durkheim’s functional approach, which was famously articulated by 

Parsons (1951), the definitive Durkheimian sociologist (Wexler, 2009) or Marx’s 

(1867/1887) economic approach. (For an accessible explanation of these two social 

theories of learning, see Wexler, 2009). If one recognizes that learning gives rise to a 

community of practice, then learning is a source of social structure (Wenger, 1998). 

People learn not only through deliberate learning, but also incidentally by performing 

activities together. When individuals participate in learning activities with others, 

learning is a social affair. 

As learners navigate the landscape of a given body of knowledge, they not only 

acquire knowledge, but also identities, including professional identities, which are 

reshaped through practice and participation (Wenger, 1998; E. Wenger-Trayner & B. 

Wenger-Trayner, 2015b). Learning in a community of practice alters identities, which 

might change as a matter of personal choice. For example, an individual might one day 

decide to embrace a vegan lifestyle for ethical reasons. Alternatively, identity might 

change in tandem with learning about the complex modern world, and therefore the 

person might make choices that express or reaffirm their identity. Deciding what kinds 



 17 

of media to consume is one example. An individual might take up a new sport and read 

about it to learn. Buying a subscription to Runner’s World magazine not only provides 

information to a beginner, but also serves to reinforce the individual’s identity as a 

runner. An academic might consume media such as research articles or specialized 

books. Because the concept of identity is of interest to varying degrees to both 

communities of practice researchers as well as intersectional researchers, I address 

identity throughout this study. However, considering the context of this research 

project, I provide a working definition here, using a contextual and social definition that 

describes “how we recognize and act out in different social roles or different positions 

in society” (Gee, 2014, p. 228). 

Professionals such as lawyers, doctors, or teachers, are expected to be practicing 

members in good standing of a community of practice. To be considered by both 

insiders and outsiders to be a professional, an individual must connect, be engaged, and 

have status, that is, relative social standing, and legitimacy in that community of 

practitioners. In an example of participatory learning outside professional contexts that 

happens both with and without teaching, Rogoff (1990) described how caregivers teach 

children, and therefore implicitly and explicitly reshape children’s identities. For 

example, caregivers determine their charges’ activities and roles through tacitly and 

pragmatically adjusting activities to children’s skills and interests, as well as explicitly 

arranging how children learn to participate in their culture. Rogoff’s approach was 

novel because the original developers of communities of practice theory, Lave and 

Wenger (1991), focused on the situated learning of adults. However, Rogoff used the 
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communities of practice framework to examine the relationship between social 

interaction and cognition in children. 

In the field of adult learning, Lave and Wenger (1991) examined five case 

studies of apprentice-like relationships among midwives in Mexico, tailors in west 

Africa, and navy quartermasters, butchers, and members of Alcoholics Anonymous in 

the United States. From this research, the authors developed a social theory of learning 

known as situated learning. Apprenticeships such as those studied by Lave and Wenger 

are an ideal setting in which to examine situated learning. As the name implies, situated 

learning is learning in situ, or learning by doing (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Although the 

researchers found little observable teaching in the five case studies, the outcome was 

still learning. Learning can be a nebulous concept to examine, and therefore a difficult 

phenomenon to research. According to Lave and Wenger, learning through practice 

involves evolving forms of mutual engagement among members in the community, 

members’ understanding of and refining their engagement with the enterprise, and the 

development of the members’ repertoires and discourses. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) did not explicitly provide a working definition of 

learning, but rather maintained that learning can be the reason for a community to come 

together and might or might not be an incidental outcome of members’ interactions. 

Members in a community of practice interact and are therefore mutually engaged, and 

this mutual engagement fosters learning. Studying mutual engagement includes 

discovering how a member engages in the community as well as determining and 

establishing relationships with other members. Understanding and refining members’ 
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engagement involves establishing and refining an understanding of what precisely the 

enterprise is. As for developing members’ repertoires and discourses, members of the 

community renegotiate the meaning of elements of the enterprise, such as agreeing 

upon goals or building relationships, recording and recalling events, and telling and 

retelling stories. Under these conditions, learning occurs as the community’s members 

continue to learn through participating. 

However, the five apprenticeships described by Lave and Wenger (1991) are not 

apt models of how learning occurs in organizations. For example, companies, clubs, and 

unions are composed of layers of numerous communities established among members, 

not only one-on-one master-apprentice relationships. These communities within 

communities illustrate the complicated nature of learning. Even though Lave and 

Wenger wrote about three-way relationships in organizations—master, young master, 

and apprentice—organizations can be made up of more than one community of practice, 

some of which overlap. No single theory on its own can perfectly explain how learning 

occurs. Communities of practice theory is no exception. 

One aspect of communities of practice theory that has yet to be adequately 

addressed is the nature of power relations among members who have established 

themselves to be legitimate members of a community and members on the periphery 

(Fox, 2000). As newcomers enter and engage in a community of practice, they must 

understand and participate in it before becoming full-fledged members. At the same 

time, as their identities are shaped, members develop a stake in the development of the 

community, but not all members agree on how everyone can participate best. According 
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to Fox, one cause of disagreement is that practices of a community evolve because of 

the agency of its members. New members enter and change the way in which things are 

done. Members of the old guard might resist change and therefore, conflict might result. 

A second potential cause of disagreement is that masters might compete with one 

another. A third potential cause of conflict is that alliances among members might 

influence power relations in the community. 

Therefore, Fox (2000) criticized Wenger (1998) for inadequately addressing 

unequal relations of power. In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original work, the authors 

alluded to power as a central concept but neglected to account for power systematically 

in their research. Fox’s critique, as well as McLaughlin’s (2011) and Nishino’s (2012), 

was that power must be considered more systematically in Lave and Wenger’s account 

of learning, though the authors admitted that they were aware of this weakness. 

Farnsworth et al. (2016) made this same criticism that Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, 

which influenced communities of practice, did address structural power relations, but in 

contrast, Lave and Wenger’s theory of community of practice has not, even though 

Wenger addresses Bourdieu’s notion of habitus superficially. 

Another critic of communities of practice theory, Roberts (2006), concentrated 

on its limitations, which I address in this section. The first problem is one of power, 

addressed in the previous paragraph. Power relations is an issue in any political 

organization, including unions. Lave and Wenger (1991) addressed power, albeit 

superficially, by pointing out that previous research on apprenticeships had neglected to 

account for the power relationship between apprentice and master. For example, the 
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master controls the learning by assigning tasks. They also admitted that legitimacy in 

the community is implicated in social structures involving relations of power. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) stated, “Peripherality suggests that there are multiple, 

varied, more- or less-engaged and—inclusive ways of being located in the fields of 

participation defined by a community” (pp. 35–36). This concept of peripherality 

involves power relations because how close to the periphery a member of a community 

of practice is, the more or less power they stand to gain or lose, depending on 

circumstances. However, the issue of power is difficult to reconcile because the authors 

indeed admitted that they had neglected to define what power is adequately. Wenger 

(1998) treated power as a property of social communities (i.e., relationships) and stated 

that power “derives from belonging as well as from exercising control over what we 

belong to” (p. 207). This power from belonging can be seen as insider status, and 

though the concepts of power and status are related, they are different. Having the 

ability to exercise control over others, or to influence others’ behavior, provides a more 

commonsense view of power. This notion can be applied to various situations, be it in 

the family, between an employer and employee, or a government over its people. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) also recognized that unequal power relations require a 

more systematic treatment in their analysis because hegemony shapes participation. 

New members who move from the periphery to fuller participation do not hold as much 

power as central, skilled participants. According to the authors, however, they carry 

influence even though they are on the periphery of the community. One way in which 

this is done is in the negotiation of meaning, a central concept in Lave and Wenger’s 
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theory, which Wenger (1998) loosely characterized as “the process by which we 

experience the world and our engagement in it as meaningful” (p. 53). 

In addition to the problem of the insufficient treatment of power, a second 

problem with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory that Roberts (2006) pointed out is that 

it neglects to adequately account for trust. For a convenient working definition of trust, I 

turn to Fukuyama (1995, p. 26), who defined it as “the expectation that arises within a 

community of regular, honest and cooperative behavior, based on commonly shared 

norms, on the part of the members of the community.” Usoro et al. (2007) found 

quantitative support for this claim in an online context. They based their support on a 

survey of members of a workplace-based knowledge-sharing community about the 

frequency and quality of knowledge exchanges. Therefore, as long as trust is lacking, 

members of a community of practice will be reluctant to share knowledge (Roberts, 

2006; Usoro et al., 2007). 

A third criticism that Roberts (2006) presented was a paradox first articulated by 

Mutch (2003). According to Bourdieu (1980/1990), habitus is a system of durable, 

transposable dispositions that embody ways of acting, perceiving, and making sense of 

the world. Incorporating this concept of habitus in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory 

can be problematic when over time, communities develop dispositions that might 

negatively influence the ability of its members to create and exchange knowledge. 

These are three criticisms of Lave and Wenger’s community of practice framework, 

which are undeniable, but they do not entirely undermine the theory. On the contrary, 
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they serve to raise awareness of these three potential problems and serve as motivation 

for researchers to attempt to resolve these issues. 

Despite these potential limitations of applying communities of practice theory to 

this study, it is a suitable framework. First, it is a social theory of learning that is a 

suitable match for this study because learning is a social endeavor. If a body of 

knowledge can be described metaphorically as a landscape, as Wenger (1998) has done, 

then learning can be characterized as navigating this landscape (E. Wenger-Trayner & 

B. Wenger-Trayner, 2015b). Therefore, communities of practice was of use when I tried 

to account for how non-Japanese women join in on union activities and thus learn about 

the union and what it can do for them through participating in union activities. Second, 

communities of practice theory is versatile enough to be applied to numerous contexts, 

including the labor movement, and this has been illustrated by previous research. 

Finally, because communities of practice theory concerns power relations, participatory 

learning, and interaction among members, it is a suitable framework for examining 

participatory learning and interaction among members in a labor union. 

 

Communities of Practice in Labor Unions 

There are few recent conceptual studies on labor unions viewed mainly through 

the communities of practice lens. One representative study was by conducted by Oh 

(2013), who examined the implications of the communities of practice framework and 

developed a model for understanding informal learning in labor unions. 
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As mentioned earlier, communities of practice theory is a versatile framework. 

Oh (2013) presented a brief exploratory paper in the field of adult education. Although 

he did not explicitly specify a context, presumably his model can be applied to any 

labor union in any part of the world. He described four quadrants made up of two 

parameters. Table 1 is based on Oh’s textual description (pp. 443–444). 

 

Table 1. Oh’s Conceptual Framework of Workplace Learning 
 Structured Unstructured 

Passive “Learning occurs as a result of 
using a systems approach and with 
limited involvement of a 
trainer/facilitator.” 

“Learning occurs without the use 
of a systems approach and with 
limited involvement of a 
trainer/facilitator.” 

Active “Learning occurs as a result of 
using a systems approach and with 
the direct involvement of a 
trainer/facilitator.” 

“Learning occurs without the use 
of a systems approach and with 
direct involvement of a 
trainer/facilitator.” 

 

After presenting his framework, Oh made recommendations for union officials 

that, in his view, help foster informal learning in unions as communities of practice. 

First, there should be an environment where members can freely ask questions, 

exchange ideas, and discuss new approaches. Second, union leaders should foster 

interpersonal connections among members and foster an atmosphere of trust, which are 

valuable elements of a community of practice. Third, limitations on the transfer of 

knowledge should be reduced by applying security restrictions. As long as the union can 

reassure its members that the knowledge management system is secure, the members 

will be more willing to exchange information knowing that confidential information 

will not be breached. Fourth, unions should develop a knowledge management system. 

Specifically, Oh suggested that unions provide members with time to input knowledge 
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into a knowledge management system, which increases the likelihood that it is shared. 

Finally, unions should develop infrastructure that reduce communication barriers. Such 

infrastructure might include intranet or collaborative software, which would mitigate 

communication barriers. 

These are valuable suggestions, but I have two criticisms. First, Oh’s first two 

suggestions are too vague to be effectively put into place. It is not possible to know if 

members of a community feel free to ask questions, exchange ideas, and discuss 

approaches. Second, how can one know for certain if there is a sense of trust in the 

community? The author did not define what he meant by feelings of freedom or trust, 

nor did he tell his audience how to identify these feelings. 

Furthermore, Oh did not state whether he expected leaders to survey or 

interview members or find a disinterested third party to do this. As exemplified by 

McDonald’s (2013) research on faculty perceptions and participation in university 

departmental meetings in Japan, some members of a community might feel able to 

participate freely while others do not, even though they are participating in the same 

meeting. As for Oh’s third recommendation, he should have provided a concrete 

example to clarify what kind of security restrictions he means. In a coauthored paper, 

Lee and Oh (2013) indicated that by applying security restrictions, members of a 

community of practice can exchange information somewhat anonymously should they 

fear repercussions. Overall, however, Oh’s framework is plausible. 
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In this section, I have outlined community of practice theory, highlighted an 

illustrative conceptual study, and addressed potential criticisms, none of which seriously 

undermine this study. 

 

Intersectional Feminism 

In addition to communities of practice, I have used intersectional feminism as a 

complementary theoretical framework. Following Delmar (1994), I define a feminist 

broadly as: 

At the least […] someone who holds that women suffer discrimination because 

of their sex, that they have specific needs which remain negated and unsatisfied, 

and that the satisfaction of these needs would require a radical change […] in the 

social, economic [,] and political order. (p. 5) 

The concept of intersectionality can be traced as far back as 1851, when Sojourner 

Truth made her famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech, and articulated intersectionalist 

sensibilities (Collins & Bilge, 2020). Intersectionality refers to the interaction of 

multiple identities and experiences of exclusion and subordination (Davis, 2008). 

Intersectionality is also known as the race-class-gender matrix (Berger & Guidroz, 

2010) and all three of these axes, and more, are relevant to women in the labor 

movement. The intersectional framework has been applied not only to research in 

women’s studies in the United States, but also to other disciplines in the humanities in 

other countries, including social work in Canada (Damant et al., 2008), social science 

research on the American labor market (Browne & Misra, 2003), and education in 
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Canada (Rivière, 2005). Crenshaw (1989) is originally credited with coining the term 

(Collins & Bilge, 2020) in order to address the fact that women of color fell between the 

cracks of the discourse of both the feminist and the American civil rights movements. 

Feminists used to think about discrimination only in terms of sex. They had 

overlooked the role of race and how their own race mitigated aspects of sexism and 

therefore contributed to White women dominating over other women (Crenshaw, 1989). 

An example that highlights a blind spot of unidimensional examination is the fact that in 

many cities in the United States, White women earn more than Black or Mexican men 

(Browne & Kennelly, 1999; McCall, 2000). By neglecting to account for aspects of 

identity other than gender, the feminist movement had undermined its own efforts to 

broaden analyses. 

To highlight the problem of neglecting to account for various aspects of 

individuals’ identities, Crenshaw (1989) described racial and gender discrimination 

cases in courts in the United States. These court cases illustrated how in race 

discrimination cases, discrimination tended to be viewed either in terms of sex- or class-

privileged Blacks, but in sex discrimination cases, the courts tended to focus on race- 

and class-privileged women. Thus, as an unfortunate result, Black women were 

overlooked and therefore treated unfairly both in the workplace as well as in the civil 

courts. 

The concept of intersectionality came to be heralded as a successful social 

theory, and therefore a valuable contribution to feminist scholarship. A successful social 

theory is recognized as being key to understanding a particular phenomenon. 
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Paradoxically, however, one strength of intersectionality, versatility, lies in its 

ambiguity (Davis, 2008). For example, intersectionality can be used as either an 

analytic tool, as a form of critical inquiry (Collins & Bilge, 2020), or it can stand as a 

research paradigm on its own (Hancock, 2007). As a consequence, academics are often 

more interested in forging the new theory into new territory rather than in filling in the 

gaps of existing knowledge. A new and ambiguous theory can be open to interpretation, 

for better or for worse. Therefore, an ambiguous theory can have more applications than 

a more well-defined but restrictive one. In this regard, intersectional feminism addresses 

the many differences among individuals, including gender, social class, race, and 

differing abilities. 

By considering different aspects of identity intersectionally, researchers and 

activists can consider various aspects of individuals’ identities and how these aspects 

potentially bring about oppression. Continuing though the second wave of feminism, 

which was spearheaded by White western women in the 1970s, women of color and 

working-class women had been excluded and therefore alienated from the women’s 

rights movement. Nowadays, intersectional approaches towards equity help more 

individuals than only the women that second-wave feminism of the 1970s had been able 

to. Initially, intersectional scholars examined a so-called triple jeopardy, which referred 

to class, race, or gender. Today, more sophisticated analyses attempt to account for how 

these three, or more, variables interact. In this study, I examine how the participants’ 

gender interacts with our identities as members of the labor movement. 
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Though few researchers have addressed both the gender and race of workers in 

Japan, there is a growing body of gender and race studies on the U.S. labor market. In 

one representative study, Browne and Misra (2003) reviewed the literature in the social 

sciences on the intersection between gender and race and then examined the 

assumptions underlying intersectional perspectives in sociology research. The authors 

looked for factors that account for economic inequality in the status of domestic 

workers in the U.S. workforce not explained by human capital, such as education, 

experience, or skills. They found that various aspects of identity, including race, gender, 

class, and sexual orientation, were salient in three major areas of research on labor 

market inequality: wage disparity, discrimination and stereotyping, and immigration 

and domestic labor. However, they also found that the traditional trinity of aspects of 

identity considered by intersectionalists, namely, race, class, and gender, was 

inadequate. With respect to domestic workers, the authors found that nationality and 

citizenship were also salient. It became abundantly clear that contrary to classical 

economists’ thinking, not only does accumulated human capital influence a worker’s 

status in the workforce, as had long been naïvely thought, but social status does as well. 

In short, Browne and Misra illustrated how an intersectional approach can enrich labor 

market research and theories of economic inequality. 

 

Intersectionality in Labor Unions 

If one takes the view that intersectionality contributes to examining relationships 

among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relationships (McCall, 2005), then 
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Broadbent’s (2005, 2007) approach can be considered intersectional, even though she 

did not label it as such. Broadbent examined women in the labor movement in Japan 

(2005) and in both Japan and Korea (2007). Furthermore, if one goal of feminism is to 

aim for representation of the diversity of various aspects of people’s identity, including 

class, race, or sexual orientation, for example, as well as gender, then it might be said 

that Broadbent took an intersectional approach even though she did not label it as such. 

On the surface, however, she appeared to take more of a critical feminist approach when 

describing how women’s activism in Japan and Korea has challenged both management 

and male domination of the labor movement. Unions exist to protect and improve their 

members’ working conditions. Therefore, the power relation is between the union and 

the enterprise. However, the Trade Union Law (1949) mandates Japanese labor unions 

with fighting discrimination based on class, religion, and gender (Takeuchi-Okuno, 

2012). Now more layers appear, requiring that in addition to aspects of identity, such as 

gender, the power relations between not only men and women, but the enterprise and 

the union must be considered. 

Broadbent (2007) provided an overview of unions in Asia created by women and 

for women. Though she did not explicitly state a specific theoretical framework, she 

outlined how these unions came to be organized and explained these unions’ 

organization and structure, services and activities, and the impact these unions have had 

on members’ lives as well as on society. She also described some of the problems these 

unions face. For example, in Korea, the government does not recognize more than one 

union per workplace. However, in Japan, an enterprise can, in principle, be forced to 



 31 

negotiate with more than one union, although the de facto position of some companies 

is to deal with one majority in-house union. 

Another problem that unions in these two Asian countries face is that because 

they have relatively few members, they lack economic resources (Broadbent, 2007), 

which poses an obstacle to organizing, which is the ultimate goal of any labor union. 

Though these unions represent a small number of workers and are limited in their ability 

to conduct collective bargaining, these women-only unions fulfill one of society’s needs 

because they organize lower-income contingent workers, who are often ineligible to 

join larger enterprise unions. Contingent workers include part-time and temporary 

workers, most of whom are women. Broadbent has provided an adequately 

comprehensive overview of women-only unions in two Asian countries. 

Not only are researchers describing unions; they are also looking for solutions to 

important problems. Jones (2002) identified the need to develop a new theory of 

industrial relations as well as a broader concept of collective bargaining by highlighting 

the need for a new theory of community industrial relations that recognizes that fewer 

boundaries between unions and community are needed. Unions and communities should 

cooperate with each other more than they currently do, and unions should not take 

community groups for granted. Community groups support unions during times of 

dispute, but unions expect these groups to disband once disputes are resolved. For 

example, rather than dealing with conflict, unions can support communities by assisting 

women’s or other social justice organizations during times of peace. 
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Jones (2002) did not refer to her proposed framework as intersectional. 

However, she attempted to develop a new theory of labor relations that recognizes more 

interactors, including men in the union, their spouses, as well as the wider community. 

She took her recommendation of increased cooperation between unions and community 

organizations a step further and tried to explain not only who interacts with whom but 

also how and over what issues. Jones’s approach can be said to fall under intersectional 

feminism because she advocated for acknowledging the roles that working class women 

play in industrial relations. In addition, she argued for a more inclusive concept of 

collective bargaining (see Patmore, 1997 for further suggestions). The union and the 

enterprise are not the only stakeholders in collective bargaining; other potential 

interactors include political parties, the state, academia, and religious groups. Therefore, 

the author called for the need to update the current systems theory of industrial relations 

to account for and explain everyone’s contributions to labor disputes and recognize the 

roles played by women to mirror current industrial relations. These relations had come 

to involve not only employers and the unions that they negotiate with, but the 

community as well. 

Potential criticisms of intersectional feminism include, as mentioned above, the 

fact that the theory is so ambiguous that researchers are unsure of how to apply it. 

However, Davis (2008) stated that this ambiguity is a strength because of its versatility. 

Carbado (2013) critiqued additional concerns, including the misconception that 

intersectionality is only about race and gender, and that it is a static theory that cannot 

capture the fluid nature of people’s identities. I am not aware of any scholars who 
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believe it to be the case, and Carbado did not mention them by name, but he asserted 

that a standard criticism of intersectional theory is that the discourse only addresses 

Black women, or race and gender. 

Carbado’s (2013) response to critics was that intersectionality does not 

inherently place any given social category such as gender, race, or sexuality above any 

other. Rather, the aim of intersectionality is to account for how these social categories 

interplay, and I would add, have a synergistic relationship. He stated that scholars 

mistakenly believe that depending on the number of minority groups a person belongs 

to, they experience a proportionate number of disadvantages. However, the experience 

of marginalization is not straightforward and formulaic. Rather, imposing hierarchies 

onto predetermined identities obscures the power relations and social categories being 

examined. It is difficult to impose hierarchies because both power and social categories 

change depending on the context. Carbado cited an example of Black lesbians, who 

belong to three marginalized categories: Black, female, and lesbian. These women are 

not necessarily more disadvantaged than Black heterosexual men in every context. 

Other critics of intersectionality claim that the theory is identitarian, static, and 

invested in subjects (Carbado, 2013). Carbado did not define the term identitarian, but 

Hipwell (2004) used the term “to refer to the set of ideas arising from an ontology of 

identity” (p. 359). I show three of Hipwell’s examples of the utility and the potential 

drawbacks of identitarianism. First, identitarianism is a convenient fiction that makes 

calculation and measurement possible. Essentially, identities allow for categorization 

because they are generalizations that are established according to norms. However, 
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categorization is problematic when identities do not fit into predetermined categories or 

are misrepresented. For example, members of marginalized groups are at particular risk 

of having their identities misrepresented or excluded. Second, in an ontological 

approach to identity, propositions are defined by what they are not, such as an “is” vs. 

“is not” duality, or thesis versus antithesis. This crude and binary approach to identity is 

misleading because it denies the positive aspect of being, or of becoming, thus creating 

a false and negative picture of the world (Hardt, 1993). Essentially, a more 

straightforward way of explaining the critics’ concern is that intersectionality places too 

great an emphasis on identity. 

Not all researchers understand or appreciate the utility of intersectionality. 

Intersectional researchers are not merely interested in identifying social categories and 

tallying them up, as Carbado (2013) explained. Rather, intersectionality concerns 

mapping individuals’ identities. Crenshaw (1989) used intersectionality to illustrate how 

the law had described and constructed preexisting social categories. Not all researchers 

agree that intersectionality continues to add value to research. Carbado addressed 

common criticisms of intersectionality, one of which is that intersectionality has gone as 

far as it can go, and there is nothing more that it can teach us. The author countered this 

criticism by stating that the utility of the theory depends on how researchers 

conceptualize and employ it. Finally, Carbado addressed a suggestion that 

intersectionality should be either replaced or used in tandem with a supplementary 

theory. Carbado’s response was that proposed alternative, yet valuable, theories, such as 

cosynthesis, inter-connectivity, or multidimensionality, are no more dynamic, and I 
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would add versatile, than intersectionality. He encouraged scholars to embrace a 

broader interpretation of intersectionality. Otherwise, any proposed alternative theories 

would be as unhelpful as using a narrow understanding of intersectionality. Again, 

intersectionality’s utility is limited by researchers’ ability to capture how complex and 

reiterative social categorization can be. 

In summary, I have outlined the history of intersectional feminism and 

highlighted some illustrative conceptual studies. For further reading on intersectionality 

in organizations, Acker (2006) is a helpful and accessible resource. Intersectional 

feminism, as well as intersectionality in general, is a versatile and effective 

supplementary framework for this study. Crenshaw’s (1989) initial formulation of the 

theory demonstrated how some women slipped through the cracks of the discourse on 

discrimination. As a result, there is now an awareness of the limitations of using gender 

as a sole analytical category. Intersectionality helped me to account for various aspects 

of the participants’ identities. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Conceptual studies have indicated the strengths and weaknesses of the 

theoretical frameworks used in this study. Wenger (1991) proposed communities of 

practice to complement existing social theories of learning. It is versatile and illustrates 

how learning is a social endeavor. It accounts for relationships among members of the 

community. However, a satisfactory way to account for power relationships remains to 

be explored, and the issue of trust remains to be accounted for (Roberts, 2006). 
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Intersectional feminism and intersectionality have produced novel findings and ways of 

looking at the world. Researchers can examine relationships from multiple angles, a 

strength that might lead to a new theory of labor relations that accounts for all 

stakeholders. 

Both communities of practice and intersectional feminism can help explain how 

the participants in this study engaged in union activities as leaders. Communities of 

practice explains how these women participated by experiencing, doing, belonging, and 

eventually becoming (Wenger, 1991). Intersectional feminism explains how the 

identities of female leaders in the Saizen Union fostered and mitigated their 

participation in union activities. In the following chapter, I provide an overview of 

empirical research on labor, communities of practice, and women in the labor 

movement. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE LITERATURE: EMPIRICAL STUDIES ON LABOR, COMMUNITIES OF 

PRACTICE, AND WOMEN IN THE LABOR MOVEMENT 

 

Researchers have long compared labor in the United States and Japan (Benson, 

1996; Gould, 1984), and discussed labor in Japan (Fujimura, 2012; Suzuki, 2008; 

Weathers, 2004, 2010a, 2010b), women in the labor movement (Broadbent, 2005, 2007; 

Dye, 1975; Martin, 2014; Milkman, 1985; Milkman & Terriquez, 2012; Zacharias-

Walsh, 2016), and communities of practice in the labor movement (Ball, 2003; Cooper, 

2005, 2006; Oh, 2013). However, even in the 21st century, most labor unions are 

dominated by men. In the United States, one survey showed that in a sample of 70 local 

labor unions over a 10-year period, only 25.79% of all elected officers were female, but 

women made up 38.21% of the membership of these unions (Martin, 2014). 

 Thus, even though governments mandate organized labor to protect all 

members, women are not only treated poorly by employers but also by labor unions 

(Milkman, 1985). In a brief survey of the above literature, I establish a gap in the 

research on women in the labor movement as viewed through the communities of 

practice lens. I fill this gap with this study of female leaders participating in a labor 

union in Japan that primarily organizes non-Japanese workers, including foreign 

language teachers. This study was initially inspired by the methods of McLaughlin 

(2007, 2011), who conducted a critical ethnography of his labor union in eastern Japan, 

which belongs to the same federation as the Saizen Union. 
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In this chapter, I provide an overview of empirical research that informs this 

study on female, non-Japanese EFL teachers who were union leaders. Takeuchi-Okuno 

(2012) described community unions in Japan, and Aspinall (2001) described Japanese 

teachers’ unions. Suzuki (2008) conducted a case study on one union in western Japan. 

This union primarily organized irregular workers such as temps and part-time workers, 

many of whom were non-Japanese. Other researchers have conducted studies on the 

same research site as this one, but the researchers primarily examined male union 

members (Nakane, 2010; Weathers, 2010b); none focused on women. In this study, the 

focus is on female leaders’ participation in their union in order to explain why the 

gender balance of the union’s leadership is not representative of its membership as a 

whole. Representing research on women in the workers’ rights movement, Milkman 

(1985), Milkman and Terriquez (2012), and Martin (2014) discussed women, 

particularly those in leadership positions in the workers’ rights movement in the United 

States. Women-only unions in Japan have been examined by Broadbent (2005, 2007) as 

well as Zacharias-Walsh (2016). 

 

Labor Union Movement in Japan 

To set the stage for this study, I have highlighted some empirical research in 

English and Japanese on labor unions in Japan (Aspinall, 2001; Gordon, 1985, 1998; 

McLaughlin, 2007, 2011; Nakane, 2010; Takeuchi-Okuno, 2012; Weathers, 2010b). 

Gordon’s two authoritative titles provide a comprehensive overview of industrial 

relations in Japan. In his 1985 book, Gordon described labor relations in heavy industry 
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and highlighted differences in the way unions in Japan have been built compared to 

those in the west. In the 1998 title, he described unions in postwar Japan. In Japan, 

unions overwhelmingly tend to be organized around the enterprise, which generally, 

only permanent, full-time employees of the company are eligible to join. Enterprise 

unionism, or organizing by workplace, is much more common in Japan than in the west, 

where workers tend to change jobs more often. Therefore, in many western countries, 

union members are typically organized by occupation. 

 

Teachers’ Unions in Japan 

Aspinall (2001) described two labor unions that organize public school teachers 

in Japan: the Japan Teachers Union (日本教職員組合, Nippon Kyōshokuin Kumiai, 

abbreviated as Nikkyōso) and the All Japan Teachers’ Union (全日本教員組合, Zen 

Nihon Kyōshokuin Kumiai, abbreviated as Zenkyō). Nikkyōso is affiliated with the 

Japanese Trade Union Confederation (日本労働組合総連合会, Nihon Rōdōkumiai 

Sōrengōkai, abbreviated as Rengō) and Zenkyō is affiliated with the National 

Confederation of Trade Unions (全国労働組合総連合, Zenkoku Rōdōkumiai Sōrengō, 

abbreviated as Zenrōren.) In addition, there is the third largest federation, the National 

Trade Union Council (全国労働組合連絡協議会, Zenkoku Rōdō Kumiai Renrakukai 

abbreviates as Zenrōkyō). The National Union of General Workers (全国一般労働組合

全国協議会, Zenkoku Ippan Rōdō Kumiai Zenkoku Kyōgikai, known as NUGW) 

represents so-called irregular, or contingent workers such as temporary workers and 

those on fixed contracts and proactively organizes non-Japanese workers. Still, it is not 
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nearly as well-known as the two largest federations, Rengō and Zenrōren (Urano & 

Stewart, 2007), which are household names. The research site, the Saizen Union, as 

well as the labor unions McLaughlin (2007, 2011) researched, fell under the umbrella of 

the Zenrōkyō union. According to Japan’s Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (n. 

d.), in 2010, Rengō had 6,732,000 members, Zenrōren had 635,000, and Zenrōkyō had 

118,000. Many unions are reluctant to release the number of members they have 

(Aspinall, personal communication), but from these figures, it is easy to estimate the 

size of the Saizen Union. 

In his book on postwar teachers’ unions, Aspinall (2001) described issues that 

affect teachers in Japan and their unions. He showed the relationships that the two main 

teachers’ unions in Japan have with political parties. He wrote the book to provide a 

balanced and neutral account of teachers’ unions in Japan and focused on one of the 

largest organizations. An additional motivation for writing the book was to use theory to 

deepen understanding of political and social realities. Aspinall relied on various sources 

for data, including official union journals and newsletters. These artifacts provided 

consistent historical accounts. In addition, Aspinall conducted interviews with a wide 

variety of people, including politicians and union leaders at the national level, 

politicians and school board members at the prefectural and municipal level, as well as 

teachers, principals, and union members at the school level. 

From talking with a variety of stakeholders, rather than differing accounts of 

events, he found discrepancies in the interpretations. For example, when describing the 

rift that had caused the formation of two teachers’ unions, he found that though there 
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were somewhat different interpretations of events that had led to the rift, what was 

worse is that the two groups accused each other of having misguided intentions. For 

example, members of Nikkyōso accused Zenkyō of having too close a relationship with 

the Social Democrat Party. Conversely, Zenkyō accused Nikkyōso of working too 

closely with the Japan Communist Party. Similarly, the Japanese government and 

teachers’ unions have blamed each other for a lack of ability to achieve education 

reforms. Yet another issue that continues to place the Japanese government at odds with 

teachers’ unions is the imposition of the Japanese flag and national anthem at school 

ceremonies. Even in the 21st century, public school teachers have been disciplined for 

exercising their constitutional right to freedom of expression by refusing to stand for the 

national anthem at graduation ceremonies (Osumi, 2016). 

The most salient findings in Aspinall’s (2001) book concerned the importance of 

members’ ideology. Nikkyōso was founded after World War II and, soon after its 

establishment, promoted the slogan, “Do not send our students to war again,” which 

was a reasonable stance to take after the war. However, decades later, the emphasis on 

pacifism caused younger teachers to wonder whether the union was adequately 

promoting teachers’ interests in the workplace (Aspinall, 2001). Another one of 

Aspinall’s findings was that due to the teachers’ unions’ weakened position, the 

government could no longer realistically blame unions for holding back educational 

reforms. Finally, Aspinall recommended that progressive unions modernize if they truly 

want to recruit younger teachers and therefore survive. 
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Community Unions 

Takeuchi-Okuno (2012) has written an informative article providing an 

overview of community unionism in Japan. Labor unions in Japan fall under one of two 

categories. The overwhelming majority of unions are enterprise-based, and the 

remainder of unions are based on an industry or, less often, a region. Community unions 

are a minority and are unique because they tend to resolve individual workers’ disputes. 

Community unions have the same constitutional and legal rights as enterprise unions, 

and therefore are also guaranteed the right to organize and bargain collectively. 

However, these smaller unions lack the clout to establish standards for working 

conditions across an enterprise or industry (Takeuchi-Okuno, 2012) or bring about 

meaningful labor policy reforms (Takeuchi-Okuno, 2012; Weathers, 2010b). Takeuchi-

Okuno also explained Japanese labor law and highlighted illustrative decisions by the 

labor commission. He first outlined how Japanese unions are protected by the 

constitution and by the Labor Union Act of 1924 and showed various perspectives on 

what exactly constitutes a worker. 

Takeuchi-Okuno (2012) found that the term worker is not consistently defined. 

He explained that academics, the Labor Commission, and the courts tend to take the 

Labor Union Act’s broader definition of worker rather than the one laid out by the 

Labor Standards Act. According to Article 3 of the Labor Union Act, workers are 

“persons who live on their wages, salaries, or other equivalent income, regardless of the 

kind of occupation.” However, Article 9 of the Labor Standards Act emphasizes the 
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relationship between the worker and the enterprise. It states that workers are “people 

who are employed at an enterprise…and are paid wages thereby” (p. 90). 

Similarly, Article 2 of the Labor Contract Act defines workers as “persons who 

are employed to engage in work and are paid wages by an employer” (Takeuchi-Okuno, 

2012, pp. 89–90). However, not only do different laws use different working definitions 

of what constitutes a worker, nowadays the employer-employee relationship is 

becoming less clear. For example, where employees were directly hired by an enterprise 

previously, in recent years, an increasing number of workers are being contracted 

through a third party such as a dispatch company, which is often a subsidiary of the 

enterprise, to fill vacancies previously held by direct hires. Because subcontracted 

workers are not employees of the site at which they work, they are ineligible to join the 

enterprise union based on their workplace. 

In addition, some companies engage in clear cases of fake subcontracting, 

thereby abusing the already weakened 1985 Worker Dispatch Law. Fake 

subcontracting, or disguised contracting (Suzuki, 2008), occurs when a dispatch 

company sends employees to worksites, but the employees have to follow the orders of 

the worksite, not of their employer, the dispatch company. As a case in point, in Japan, 

many assistant language teachers (ALTs) are sent by dispatch companies to teach for 

boards of education. This type of dispatching is problematic for a number of reasons, 

including the fact that because homeroom teachers cannot give orders or make requests 

to the ALT, the ALTs are effectively left to teach the class on their own with inadequate 

support (Aoki, 2014). Therefore, community unions fill a valuable role because they 
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provide protection for all kinds of contingent workers, be they contract workers, 

dispatched workers, or part-time workers. 

One problem with Takeuchi-Okuno’s (2012) article is that the author was not 

critical of Japanese labor unions. Two issues identified by other writers are that 

mainstream enterprise unions are too cooperative with management (Gordon, 1985, 

1998; Weathers, 2010a, 2010b), which is due in part to hegemony imposed by 

management, and also because most unions in Japan are based on enterprise, not on 

industry. Hegemony has been a more prominent feature of corporate Japan than in other 

industrialized nations (Gordon, 1998). This foundation for what appears as cooperation 

between unions and enterprises has been built upon what Gordon called coercive 

consensus, which management achieves with subtle persuasion and power rather than 

strong-arming.  

Unions in Japan do have power, however. For example, should an unfair labor 

practice against a union or union member occur, the union can file a petition with the 

labor relations commission, which is analogous to the Labor Relations Board in the 

United States (Gould, 1984). Fortunately, as Takeuchi-Okuno (2012) pointed out, even 

unions representing contingent workers, which are not enterprise-based, are not 

powerless, given that even these community unions can force employers to negotiate in 

collective bargaining or they can engage in collective action such as strikes. Weathers 

(2010b) illustrated the power of community unions in a chapter outlined later in this 

section. However, before describing Weathers’s work on community unions in Japan, I 

introduce some novel research by Suzuki (2008). 
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Suzuki (2008) outlined the conceptual framework of community unionism based 

on his review of studies conducted in the United States, Canada, Australia, and the 

United Kingdom. First, he described community unionism as “labor unions engaging in 

organizing activities based on geographic areas rather than workplaces, often in alliance 

with community-based organizations and/or non-union organizations representing 

workers’ interests in given geographic areas” (pp. 492–493). Suzuki then contrasted the 

structure of the Japanese labor movement with this framework. He also interviewed the 

general secretary of a union and examined three years’ worth of proceedings from union 

conferences. Although it is not clear how he analyzed the interview or textual data, what 

is innovative about Suzuki’s case study is that he used the conceptual framework of 

community unionism, which had not yet been applied to research published in English 

on unions in Japan. 

Worker centers are less common in Japan than in the United States because 

procedures for recognizing unions are not suited to organizing small workplaces, 

particularly those with high turnover rates (Suzuki, 2008). Moreover, Japanese union 

organizers are reluctant to respond to every request from so-called hot shops. Fine 

(2007) defined hot shop organizing as a reactive, rather than proactive approach to 

organizing. In this approach, disgruntled workers contact a union to seek help with 

organizing when they have trouble at work, rather than joining the union before 

problems arise, which I have witnessed numerous times at the research site of this 

study. Suzuki went on to outline three purposes for forming alliances between labor 

unions and community-based groups. First, because of the decline in union density, and 
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as a result, power, American unions have difficulties with collective bargaining and 

organizing in general. Second, labor unions need help with recruiting difficult-to-

organize workers such as immigrants or people working in communities with little 

union presence. Third, labor unions and community organizations join forces to 

preserve public services such as postal services or public transportation. For example, 

public-sector unions form alliances with communities affected by cuts or privatization. 

Such partnerships between unions and community organizations in the United States 

have been established out of necessity. 

Community unionism began to develop in Japan in the 1980s. Community 

unions are now key players and are based on region, unlike unions that are enterprise- 

or industry-based, labor movement. In Japan, regional labor councils, or semi-

autonomous regional federations of labor unions, have played a role in forming 

community unions (Suzuki, 2008). Community unions are “labor unions organized at a 

regional level with their membership drawn from workers employed by different firms” 

(Suzuki, 2008, p. 499). Community unions’ members are overwhelmingly contingent 

workers, such as those on limited-term contracts, dispatched workers, and part-time 

employees. Community unions also represent already unionized workers because the 

enterprise unions these workers belong to do not address their individual grievances. In 

addition, community unions are characterized by their small size, they have a weak 

financial base, and out of necessity, rank-and-file members tend to participate more than 

members of enterprise-based unions. Finally, community unions are more common in 

Japan than in the United States because Japanese labor law is liberal in comparison 
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(McLaughlin, 2011) and therefore more sympathetic to workers. Suzuki concluded that 

as a result, unions in Japan, and community unions are particularly easy to establish. 

As mentioned above, community unions were initially formed in the 1980s by 

regional labor councils affiliated with Sōhyō, the left-leaning federation of labor unions. 

However, by the 1990s, unions’ relationships with the regional labor councils became 

strained because of the dissolution of Sōhyō and the formation of a Rengō in 1989. With 

this backdrop, Suzuki (2008) presented his case study on a community union, the 

Mukogawa Union, based in western Japan. He collected data by talking to union 

activists and examining union records. 

According to Suzuki’s (2008) account, the Mukogawa Union was established in 

1988 with 12 founding members. By 2007, its membership had grown to 360. 

Reflecting the nature of the area, Amagasaki, an industrial city in western Japan, the 

members of the regional labor council were primarily enterprise-based unions. This 

small union was established by the regional labor council with the intent of revitalizing 

the regional labor movement. They had success recruiting Brazilian factory workers and 

they eventually organized members from 15 countries. 

How could the Mukogawa Union be described as an exemplar of community 

unionism? According to Suzuki (2008), one way was in its similarity to worker centers 

in the United States and Canada. Both community unions in Japan and worker centers 

in Canada and the United States provide hotlines for workers with troubles and respond 

to calls from hot shops. Larger enterprise-based unions are loath to deal with hot shops 

because recruiting union members one by one who need help is an inefficient way in 
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which to organize. Both worker centers and community unions help members of 

marginalized groups, including contingent workers, who are often women, as well as 

immigrants. Though community unions in Japan might not have official partners, they 

function both as unions and NPOs (Suzuki, 2008; Urano & Stewart, 2007). However, 

both worker centers and community unions share an unfortunate catalyst: the growth of 

neoliberalism, which has caused a tendency towards the deregulation of labor markets 

(Suzuki, 2008). Suzuki cautioned that similarities between worker centers and 

community unions should not be overemphasized, considering how they go about 

helping workers and the range of activities they engage in, which reflects their legal 

frameworks. He invited readers to look at unions in a new light and showed the need for 

unions in North America, and more so, in Japan, to develop more and stronger ties with 

other social movement organizations. 

Suzuki (2008) highlighted that community unions share characteristics with 

other social movements, as Nakane (2010) also illustrated. First, both community 

unions and social movements have broad goals. Second, both types of organizations 

rely heavily on rank-and-file members’ involvement. However, Suzuki did not share 

such an optimistic view of revitalizing the workers’ rights movement in Japan. Despite 

declining union memberships across the country, Japanese mainstream enterprise-based 

unions are well established and are not open to revitalizing the workers’ rights 

movement. Furthermore, community unions were formed in response to mainstream 

unions’ reluctance to help contingent workers, especially as individuals. Moreover, 

community unions’ impact is limited by mainstream unions’ negative attitudes towards 
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community unions as well as community unions’ lack of resources, including financial 

and human capital (Weathers, 2010b). 

One other key difference between community unions in Japan and workers’ 

centers in the United States Milkman and Terriquez (2012) described is that community 

unions in Japan are less active in forming alliances with social movements and other 

community organizations. However, independent Japanese community unions tend to 

establish relationships among each other, including at the personal level among rank-

and-file members and officers. 

Weathers’s (2010b) chapter on community unions in Japan was based on 

academic literature and articles in the popular press. He also interviewed union leaders. 

According to Weathers, community unions differ from the much larger enterprise-based 

unions because they are less cooperative with the enterprise. Community unions also 

represent contingent workers such as part-timers, temporary workers, and contract 

workers, who often perform similar work as their full-time counterparts, who enjoy 

better working conditions and greater job security. 

Furthermore, community unions differ from enterprise-based unions in that even 

a single employee at a workplace is eligible to join. The situation is different in the 

United States or Canada, where most workers in an enterprise must sign their 

membership cards before the union can force the employer to recognize and 

subsequently negotiate with the union (Gould, 1984). These smaller community unions 

first emerged in the 1980s in Japan, and they were encouraged by Japan’s largest and 

left-leaning federation of labor unions at the time, Sōhyō. However, in 1989, Sōhyō was 
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dissolved into Rengō, and at the time of the writing of this study, it was Japan’s largest 

union federation. As a result, community unions lost Sōhyō’s support because the union 

lost some of its autonomy in the merger and could therefore not continue to lay out its 

own agenda and consequently continue organizing members of the contingent 

workforce. 

Community unions are weaker and much smaller than enterprise unions. They 

account for less than 1% of union membership in Japan, where union membership is 

already somewhat lower than the average of other OECD countries (Weathers, 2010b). 

As a consequence of small memberships, and therefore, insufficient revenue from union 

dues, these small community unions cannot afford to maintain adequate staff. However, 

despite the lack of financial resources, these small unions enjoy a relatively high profile 

in the press by regularly conducting surveys and opening hotlines. Small community 

unions also organize high-profile campaigns (Nakane, 2010; Weathers, 2010b). As a 

result, even though community unions are generally smaller and therefore weaker than 

most enterprise unions, they have enough power to adequately represent individual 

members’ interests, as shown by Takeuchi-Okuno (2012). 

Community unions have raised their profile because of organizers’ hard work, as 

well as worsening working conditions. In addition, community unions have been able to 

increase their profiles because of the steady growth of low-status workers, which can be 

attributed to the burst of the Japanese economic bubble in 1992 and the economic 

environment since the Lehman shock in 2008. However, despite the increase in media 

coverage, it is not certain if membership is also increasing due to community unions 
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and increased media exposure. Unfortunately, though unions can influence public 

discourse, thanks to increasing media coverage, they have not yet been able to build 

strong enough organizations to bring about meaningful labor reforms. 

An interesting similarity between American and Japanese unions Weathers 

(2010b) pointed out is that foreign workers play a role in revitalizing unions in both 

countries. Weathers stated that even foreign workers can contribute to the labor 

movement because they are motivated to earn decent wages and basic respect. In 

addition, Milkman and Terriquez (2012) reported that the push for civil rights and 

workers’ rights has gained support from the general public in the American immigrant 

rights movement. Thus, even though foreign workers in Japan are a minute minority, 

they hold the promise of bolstering unionism, though turning foreign members into 

active union participants has sometimes proven difficult. According to one of 

Weathers’s participants, like Japanese workers, foreign union members quit after the 

union resolves their problems. 

Like Takeuchi-Okuno’s (2012) paper, Weathers’s (2010b) chapter also provided 

a helpful description of community unions in Japan. The chapter is of use for readers 

unfamiliar with labor unions, and particularly Japanese labor unions. Weathers outlined 

the differences between enterprise and community-based unions and described 

organizing foreign workers in Japan. 
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The Saizen Union 

In her master’s thesis, Nakane (2010) described the same research site as 

described in this study. Her study relied on observation, survey, and interview data, 

though she interviewed only male union members. She described the union as 

successful and explained how one branch was able to grow considerably. Nakane 

explained how foreign teachers of English at one of Japan’s largest private language 

teaching companies built a network. This network helped a once stagnant branch of the 

union to become one of the largest and most active. She drew on a theory known as 

block recruitment, which describes how organizers in social movements organize 

members from other existing groups that have already been formed for some other 

purpose. Nakane reported how union organizers recruited members teaching at the same 

large private foreign language teaching company. Union organizers were able to 

capitalize on existing relationships between union members and other instructors. 

Instructors socialized after work, and by fostering good relationships, more instructors 

eventually joined the union. 

Nakane’s (2010) research is innovative because she demonstrated how social 

networks help account for growth in what she described as a successful union. She drew 

on Fernandez and McAdam’s (Fernandez & McAdam, 1988; McAdam, 1986) research 

in which they described activism at two American universities in the 1960s. The authors 

identified the role that social networks play in recruitment to social movements. 

Examining the concept of social networks in studying recruitment in social movements 

was innovative at the time. In addition, Nakane was able to draw parallels between 
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Fernandez and McAdam’s research comparing people who participated in the 

movement and people who did not. Until Fernandez and McAdam conducted their 

research, scholars had focused on what factors drove individuals to participate in social 

movements. Nakane saw elements of social movements that were apparent through the 

way in which the union established branches, that is, based on the workplace. Building 

on existing networks of relationships among instructors, union members were able to 

leverage these relationships in order to lead to better organizing, and therefore 

eventually, to the union’s success. In the union Nakane examined, she found that risk 

and [financial] cost were two factors mitigating participation in the union. 

Nakane (2010) echoed Weathers (2010a, 2010b) when she attributed the union’s 

success to two factors. One factor was attention from the mainstream news media. She 

showed the number of mentions of the union’s battles with two private language 

teaching companies in Japanese language newspapers. In the year immediately after the 

bankruptcy of Japan’s largest chain of private English conversation schools in 2006, the 

Saizen Union received over 40 mentions in the mass media (Nakane, 2010). The second 

factor for the union’s success was that battles had become slightly easier. In the words 

of one organizer at the research site, the union had built a solid reputation for winning 

both large disputes and individual cases. Eventually, the union was able to win because 

the employers did not put up a fight. As I have shown in this review, a growing body of 

research published in English describes unions in Japan and how non-Japanese union 

members participate in the labor movement. 

 



 54 

Communities of Practice 

As described in the previous chapter, Lave and Wenger (1991) laid the 

groundwork for the communities of practice and Wenger (1998) fleshed out their 

theory. Communities of practice has been used in the field of applied linguistics to 

examine L2 users of English (Belcher & Hirvela, 2005) as well as L2 learners of 

English (Churchill, 2003). In addition, communities of practice theory is a suitable tool 

for examining female foreign teachers in a labor union and how members’ trajectories 

can take them from peripheral participation to central leadership roles as organizers. 

There is little empirical research on labor unions from the communities of 

practice perspective. However, one such study conducted in the United Kingdom by 

Ball (2003) was a case study of participation and non-participation in formal education 

in trade union education. Cooper (2005, 2006) conducted a case study in which she 

examined informal learning in a trade union in South Africa. These studies by Ball and 

Cooper are discussed further below. There is a similar study in the Japanese context, for 

which McLaughlin wrote his doctoral dissertation (2007) and one chapter (2011) 

investigating Saizen’s sister union in Tokyo. In his dissertation, McLaughlin conducted 

a critical ethnographic study. In the chapter, McLaughlin drew on participant 

observation, interview, and archival data to examine the migrant rights movement in 

Japan. In his observation of a celebration of International Migrants’ Day, he saw a lack 

of solidarity, the feeling of unity among members with shared interests, between 

English-speaking Westerners and other non-Japanese union members from developing 

countries. However, McLaughlin uncovered one positive finding: the possibility of an 
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imagined community among both Japanese and non-Japanese organizers. These 

activists recognized that non-Japanese members of the labor movement in Japan could 

be placed on an inbound trajectory of union leadership. The concept known as imagined 

communities was initially developed by Anderson in 1983 (revised edition, 2006) and 

used by Wenger (1998). It refers to a community of practice that characterizes 

members’ trajectories (Norton, 2001). 

Few studies have been published on participation in trade union education, let 

alone studies viewing trade union education through the communities of practice lens. 

Ball (2003) conducted a study on trade union education using the theoretical model of 

communities of practice. The author stated that although the body of research on adult 

learning has been growing, trade union education has not been researched sufficiently. 

One main difference between adult learning and trade union education is that white-

collar workers tend to engage in adult learning. On the other hand, blue-collar workers 

tend to engage in trade union education because they are more likely to be union 

members. In this qualitative study, Ball first conducted two rounds of surveys of 

workers who had completed a trade union course and then constructed narratives of 

selected participants’ stories. 

Ball (2003) believed that the communities of practice model offered a 

framework for understanding the constructed narratives detailing how non-participants 

in a trade union emerged as successful learners. Furthermore, the narratives highlighted 

that engagement in union activities masked the process of learning. Ball meant that as in 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) research on apprenticeships, though there was little 
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observable teaching, merely participating in a community resulted in learning. He also 

found that participants enjoyed participating in trade union courses because of the 

practical value of what they had learned, as well as the fact that they found this kind of 

learning to be intrinsically satisfying. Participants enjoyed learning both by 

participating in and by deliberate learning in courses. Finally, Ball found that the 

participants engaged in situated learning, both by practice and by participation. He 

concluded that communities of practice with the support of legitimate peripheral 

participation served as a useful heuristic device for examining trade union activities as a 

form of situated learning. 

Thus, communities of practice theory can shed light on the nebulous nature of 

participation and learning in a labor union. However, one weakness of Ball’s (2003) 

study is that even though he collected data over three points in time, he only conducted 

surveys and selected interviews. Triangulation with at least a third data source would 

have strengthened his analysis. 

In an ethnographic case study of a municipal workers’ union in South Africa, 

Cooper (2005, 2006) collected interview and focus group discussion data. She also 

observed participants at union activities and events over a two-year period, which is 

longer than Duff’s (2008) recommended threshold of one year or longer for longitudinal 

research. One salient finding that Cooper uncovered was factors that facilitated 

learning. First, when participants were in an environment in which multiple voices and 

contested viewpoints were heard, the resolution of tensions could become a source of 

new learning, and therefore knowledge. Cooper uncovered three reasons for this. First, 
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rules of practice promoted learning because of an emphasis on social interaction and 

solidarity among equals, which are common features of labor unions. In such an 

environment, there is the potential for widespread participation. As a result, many 

members can express their opinions. Second, a culture of inclusion and participation is a 

feature of union culture because in labor unions, members have the opportunity to adopt 

the role of an educator, be it through educating new members or the general public. 

Third, the culturally embedded and symbolic tool of mediation, a common feature in a 

community of practice, also fostered learning. 

A second finding of Cooper’s (2005, 2006) research was that union members 

shared and fulfilled reciprocal roles thanks to a weak division of labor in union 

pedagogy between teachers and learners in situations where members were learning 

informally, such as in meetings or collective bargaining. A third finding was that union 

members used code-switching between English in more formal situations and the local 

languages, Afrikaans or isiXhosa, to show mutual understanding and respect. It is also 

plausible that union members’ use of these two local languages might have also 

signaled a sense of solidarity or identity. McLaughlin (2007, 2011) also explored the 

roles of language in a labor union in Japan. 

In his dissertation research, McLaughlin (2007, 2011) conducted a critical 

ethnographic study of unions primarily organizing foreign workers. He collected data 

from participant observation, formal and informal interviews, and documents. He talked 

with Japanese and non-Japanese rank-and-file union members and activists. He coded 

data from interviews and field notes thematically, and member checks were conducted 
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on interview transcripts and his notes. He also made a point of maintaining a balance 

between Japanese and non-Japanese participants, as well as peripheral members and 

leaders. Salient data on themes of participation were cross-checked with other sources. 

McLaughlin also conducted an action research project in which he designed Japanese 

language lessons for the non-Japanese union members. 

McLaughlin’s (2007, 2011) study focused on ethnography of communication 

that emphasized a critical post-structuralist approach. He justified using an ethnography 

of communication approach because of an emphasis on the co-construction of meaning 

as well as on participants’ positions and identities. The study can be considered critical 

according to Norton’s (1995) tenets of conducting critical research: 

1. a rejection of claims to objectivity by reporting multiple perspectives, 

2. a focus on the relationship between structure and agency, 

3. attention to the social causes of inequalities of gender, race, class, ethnicity, 

and sexuality, 

4. an interest in how people make sense of their own experience, 

5. an interest in locating research within a historical context, and 

6. a belief that the goal of educational research is social and educational 

change. (pp. 570–572) 

Finally, because McLaughlin provided an analysis of his own participatory action 

research on the union, his study was autoethnographic as well. 

McLaughlin’s (2007, 2011) principal finding was that he identified three 

separate communities of practice. The first consisted of a union branch representing 
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workers at a language-related vocational school where the members were non-Japanese. 

This community illustrated how non-Japanese members were able to participate in 

inter-union events even though they were not proficient in Japanese. In the second 

community, though non-Japanese activists were legitimate peripheral participants in the 

leadership of the union, a lack of reification highlighted the hindered negotiation of 

meaning for these members. Wenger (1998) described the concept of reification as the 

process of giving form to experience, thereby creating points of focus around which 

people organize negotiation of meaning. Agrifoglio (2015) added that this process 

“allows us to give form to experience by perceiving it as an object” (p. 28). One 

example McLaughlin used to illustrate this reification was that non-Japanese members 

on an inbound trajectory called for more union literature to be produced in English to 

help them advertise and promote the union and thus better organize. 

The third community of practice that McLaughlin (2007, 2011) uncovered, the 

most illustrative and truly participatory of the three, was committees of organizers and 

bilingual members from several unions who met monthly to plan joint events. There 

were barriers to communication among the members. For example, due to a lack of 

Japanese literacy, some non-Japanese members were unaware of the union’s appeal for 

donations every June and December, after most Japanese workers receive bonuses. The 

union did not push the matter because its leadership assumed that non-Japanese workers 

did not receive substantial bonuses. There were other more significant barriers that 

some participants felt kept non-Japanese members from participating in regional and 

national events. One was non-Japanese members’ lack of engagement with the union. 
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The union had to rely heavily on non-Japanese activists to facilitate the participation of 

the non-Japanese members as well as the primarily non-Japanese union branches. The 

steering committee for a migrant workers’ rights event invited non-Japanese members 

to help with planning the event, but only if their Japanese language proficiency was 

deemed adequate. Eventually, non-Japanese members who were somewhat proficient in 

Japanese were able to reduce organizers’ burdens by assisting with interpreting, for 

example. In this community of practice, one-on-one apprenticeship relationships were 

forged, and networks among organizers, unions, NGOs were forged as well. 

Furthermore, there were language barriers to participation in events planned on 

their behalf by Japanese organizers, but these were surmountable. A higher hurdle was 

fostering more participation among non-Japanese members, particularly in inter-union 

events, that McLaughlin (2007, 2011) speculated could be established as a form of 

participatory education. Not only newcomers to Japan have troubles in the workplace. 

In the United States, some newcomers, including women, have joined the labor 

movement. In Korea and Japan, women have taken matters into their own hands and 

built women-only unions (Broadbent, 2005, 2007). 

In this section, I have introduced three case studies by three researchers on three 

continents, all of which were viewed through the communities of practice lens. These 

researchers employed the same theoretical framework and similar data collection 

techniques. However, it is still unclear how to account for the lack of women 

participating in the labor movement, particularly in leadership roles. In the following 
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section, I show how women participate in the workers’ rights movement, but not 

necessarily in labor unions. 
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Women in the Labor Movement 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, women are often not 

adequately protected by labor unions (Milkman, 1985), nor are they adequately 

represented in the leadership (Lurie, 2014; Martin, 2014). Some researchers have 

described women and the labor movement; however, the participants in some of these 

studies were not union members (e.g., Milkman, 1985; Milkman & Terriquez, 2012). 

Research by Broadbent (2005, 2007), who described women-only unions in Korea and 

Japan, is a rare exception. Although non-Japanese women have not yet been researched 

in the context of labor unions in Japan, in her research on non-Japanese women’s 

identity, gender, and teaching English, Nagatomo (2016) briefly addressed labor law 

violations that affect non-Japanese English instructors. 

One study that is illustrative of women in the labor movement in the United 

States is that of Milkman and Terriquez (2012), who described female leaders in the 

immigrants’ rights movement. However, even though the activists participating in the 

study were not union members, this kind of activism is one kind of community 

unionism (Suzuki, 2008). Normally, community unionism refers to coalitions between 

labor unions and community-based organizations. However, a second definition 

encompasses community-based organizations (i.e., not unions) representing the interests 

of immigrants and other marginalized and exploited workers. Milkman and Terriquez 

relied primarily on interview and focus group discussion data and to a lesser extent, 

informal observation data. 
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Milkman and Terriquez (2012) showed that migration has provided the 

American labor movement with an ample supply of activists, most notably, from the 

generation they referred to as Generation 1.5. In Milkman and Terriquez’s research 

context, Generation 1.5 relates to individuals who migrated to the United States during 

their formative years but still maintain aspects of their identity, including their L1 as 

well as other cultural traits from their country of origin. A second finding was that the 

growth of the immigrants’ rights movement has generated a demand for more leaders. 

The extent to which women can step into leadership roles depends on the organization, 

but the authors found that it was easier for women to do so in younger organizations 

such as student groups and worker centers not restricted by patriarchal organizational 

traditions. A third finding was that a feminist consciousness contributed to leaders’ 

trajectories. A feminist consciousness allowed women to confront and overcome 

obstacles as they rose through the ranks and into leadership positions. 

In her edited volume, Milkman (1985) authored one chapter on feminism and 

the labor movement since the 1960s. She highlighted examples not only in the United 

States, but also in the United Kingdom and Australia showing that there are situations in 

which unions work against their female members’ interests. Since the 1940s, when 

women in the United States stepped into occupations previously held by men who had 

gone off to war, there was an increase in the proportion of female members in labor 

unions. This sudden increase was not due to organizing women; it was merely an 

unintended consequence of union organizers’ efforts to offset the decline in overall 

union membership. One example Milkman cited of unions in the 1970s not helping 
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female workers was their reluctance to organize pink-collar workers in private sector 

industries such as banking or insurance. Some scholars have studied women in the labor 

movement and women in leadership positions in labor unions. For example, Martin’s 

(2014) research cited at the beginning of this chapter illustrated the extent of gender 

disparity in union leaderships in the United States. According to Martin, on average, 

women made up 38.21% of the entire membership of the unions. This discrepancy 

indicates how organized labor has been slow to recognize the needs and the 

contributions of female rank-and-file members. It is difficult to establish an equitable 

balance of male to female leaders, but ideally, year on year, the ratio should gradually 

approach gender parity. 

Martin (2014) compared three categories of female union leadership: women 

who were elected officers, women who were administrative officers, and women who 

were the top officer in the union. These comparisons indicated that efforts in the United 

States in the late 20th century to revitalize the labor movement reduced gender 

disparities among elected officials. Still, this reduction in gender disparity depended on 

whether the unions elected women to the highest office in the union. Unions electing 

women to the highest office can lead to a virtuous cycle in which those women elected 

to higher offices in unions led to reduced gender disparity by their becoming role 

models and consequently inspiring rank-and-file members (Martin, 2014). According to 

Martin, women played a critical role in revitalizing the moribund labor movement, and 

therefore unions elected more women as officers. Union leadership is not representative 

of the gender of the membership as a whole, but revitalizing the labor movement can be 
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a positive catalyst for change. Capitalizing on women’s efforts in the workers’ rights 

movement in Japan by filling leadership positions with a higher ratio of women might 

not only close the gender gap, but might also increase unions’ memberships in absolute 

terms. 

 

Research Questions 

The research questions evolved as I read more about communities of practice 

and intersectional feminism and thought more about the problems that women in the 

workers’ rights movement face. After a great deal of reflecting and refining, the 

questions guiding this study are: 

1. How do female leaders participate in union activities, and to what extent? 

2. How are union activities meaningful to female union leaders? 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have reviewed the empirical literature on the labor movement, 

communities of practice, and women in the labor movement. There have been studies 

published in English on labor unions in Japan, studies published on labor unions as 

examined from the theoretical perspective of communities of practice, as well as studies 

on women in the workers’ rights movement. However, there remains a lack of research 

on expat women in leadership roles in the workers’ rights movement. There have been 

no published studies examining this demographic of women through the communities 

of practice lens. The studies overviewed in this chapter have shown first that labor 
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unions in Japan, including small community unions, protect workers’ rights effectively 

(Takeuchi-Okuno, 2012) and have the ability to influence public opinion (Weathers, 

2010b). Second, research on communities of practice in labor unions has demonstrated 

that communities of practice is an effective framework through which to examine 

learning in a labor union (Ball, 2003; Cooper, 2005, 2006) and can highlight weak areas 

of members’ engagement, and therefore learning (McLaughlin, 2007). Finally, 

Broadbent (2005, 2007) has explained the justification for forming women-only unions 

in Japan. Though based on ideological reasons, not all women agree that such unions 

should be necessary. In one article tracing union women in New York at the turn of the 

last century, Dye (1975) explained that inviting workers to join a women-only union 

went against the agreed-upon principle that workers in one industry should be organized 

by one union. Such an agreement between unions would prevent one union from raiding 

another, which would go against the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights 

movement—solidarity. 

Similarly, by deciding not to cooperate with men, women who form a women-

only union would further exacerbate the gender divide. Studies on women in the 

workers’ rights movement have highlighted gender disparity in the leadership ranks of 

labor unions (Martin, 2014) and shown that women play a valuable role in revitalizing 

the workers’ rights movement (Jones, 2002; Milkman & Terriquez, 2012). Some of 

these studies overlap; however, gaps in the literature related to gender remain. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH METHODS 

 

In this chapter, I explain the qualitative case study approach I used to investigate 

the participation of female leaders in a labor union primarily organizing foreign 

language teachers in western Japan. The case study approach is guided by principles 

including in-depth study, contextualization, and interpretation (Duff, 2008). Yin (2014) 

added that a case study is research that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-

depth and in its real-world context. Through a case study approach, I observed and 

talked with participants over a period lasting approximately three years. In addition to 

the interviews and formal as well as informal observational data, I also relied on 

artifacts. Artifacts are things that members of a culture make for their own use, which, 

like documents or records, provide material evidence about the culture (Norum, 2008). 

In this study, artifacts produced by the Saizen Union were examined, including 

published promotional materials and the union's website. Therefore, I was able to 

collect data and confirm or refute my intuitions about why and how foreign female 

language teachers participate in the Japanese labor movement. 

Furthermore, I used three types of researcher's journals to collect and organize 

my thoughts on the project, but they did not directly influence my conclusions. The 

journals were a convenient place to keep records of conversations with helpful and 

knowledgeable people and to record my reflections. I periodically recorded my thoughts 

and ideas in a Microsoft Word document. I recorded conversations with my advisor and 
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other helpful experts by hand in bound A5 size notebooks. When analyzing data and 

writing the manuscript, I began to keep notes on index cards and catalogued them 

according to the Zettelkasten method, which was popularized by Ahrens (2017). 

Briefly, cards were filed into as-yet-undetermined categories. As themes evolved, cards 

with similar ideas were cross-referenced, and relationships among these ideas became 

apparent. Many of the themes I read about while doing the background reading for this 

study dealt with broader topics, including communities of practice and intersectionality. 

Subtopics included definitions also. Finally, peer debriefing with members of the 

doctoral cohort I studied with and other researchers helped me think out loud and 

organize my thoughts. 

After describing the qualitative case study methodology, I describe the research 

site, participants, and the research methods, including interview, observation, and 

artifact data collection methods. For a schedule of the research timeline, see Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Research Timeline 

Date Action 

Fall, 2017 
February, 2000 

Initial interviews 
Submit Revised Proposal 

Spring, 2020 Observation at Annual General Meeting 
Summer, 2020 Interviews 
Fall, 2019 Observation at General Meeting 
October, 2020 Focus group discussion 
Fall, 2020 Interviews 
Winter, 2020-2021 Data analysis 
Winter, 2020-2021 
Spring, 2021 
Summer, 2021 

Write up manuscript 
Dissertation Defense 
Submit Revised Dissertation 
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Next, I describe data analysis and trustworthiness issues. Finally, in the name of 

full disclosure, I explain my positionality as a researcher and a union activist, which I 

hope allays concerns about the trustworthiness of the study. 

Before describing the case study approach, I first highlight an important 

distinction: the difference between methods and methodology. This distinction is not 

made clearly nor often enough in the literature. To clarify, drawing from Merriam-

Webster's collegiate dictionary (2004), I use the term method to refer to systematic 

procedures and techniques I employ in my inquiry. Again, relying on the same 

dictionary I use the term methodology to refer to a body of methods, procedures, and 

working concepts employed by a discipline. To Wolcott (2002), method, in too narrow 

a sense, refers to data collection techniques or procedures, but its broader meaning 

encompasses much more than techniques or procedures. Wolcott warned against 

devoting undue effort to addressing research methods but did suggest that extending the 

discussion of method in a manuscript to include not only data collection techniques but 

data analysis as well, might benefit researchers by familiarizing themselves with the 

research topic. 

Research also entails data collection, but rather than dwelling on methods in 

order to persuade readers, qualitative researchers should provide sufficient detail about 

how they obtain their data (Wolcott, 2002). More importantly, they should devote their 

efforts to analyzing the data. "[T]he real work of qualitative research lies in mindwork, 

not fieldwork" (Wolcott, 2002, p. 102). To Casanave and Li (2015), however, 

methodology entails more than a list of methods or techniques researchers use to collect 
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and analyze data. According to these authors, methodology refers to researchers' 

approaches and perspectives, which consequently inform the methods to be used. 

Methodology, as a study of method, hence the suffix –ology, thus encompasses the 

broad methodological approaches and assumptions that we take in a project. Wolcott 

(2009) made a more precise distinction. Method includes techniques and procedures; 

methodology refers to underlying principles rather than techniques. In this study, 

research methods include observation, interviews, focus group discussion, and the 

approach to analyzing these data, and others, is inductive. The methodology falls under 

the qualitative critical feminist paradigm as described by Hatch (2002) and follows a 

case study approach as discussed in Chapter 1 and in the next section. 

 

Case Study Approach 

One strength of a case study approach is that it illustrates a case in depth and 

provides contextualization (Murray & Beglar, 2009). Furthermore, a case study 

approach is suitable for exploring the meaning that researchers ascribe to social 

procedures (Creswell, 2014). Human beings are meaning-making beings. In the social 

constructivist model, discourse is not viewed as a reflection of the world, but as a 

remaining artifact of communal and constructed knowledge (Gergen, 1985). Because 

this study is framed based on Lave and Wenger's community of practice theory (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; E. Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014), it is impossible to 

ignore the essentially social nature of learning; learning occurs through participating in 

a community. Therefore, because I am interested in how female, non-Japanese English 
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as a Foreign Language teachers in western Japan participated in their union, a case 

study was the most suitable approach to uncover these women's participatory practices 

and the learning about union activities such as collective bargaining or industrial action. 

Learning occurs as a result of participating. 

Interest in a particular case can be described as either intrinsic or instrumental 

(Stake, 1998). On the one hand, studies focused on understanding a particular case for 

its own sake can be described as intrinsic. In contrast, studies conducted to shed light on 

an issue, refine a theory, or solve a problem are instrumental. Examples of the former 

provided by Stake include examining literacy or teenage drug use. In this situation, the 

researcher is not interested in learning about other cases or in a general problem. On the 

other hand, as an example of the latter, Stake (1998) cited a study examining student 

culture in a medical school. 

The motivation for conducting this research project on female leaders in the 

Saizen Union was both intrinsic and instrumental. This study was intrinsically 

motivating because I had long been interested in learning more about the Saizen Union 

because it is fascinating to me in its own right. At the same time, the project was 

instrumentally motivating because I was interested in investigating the gender disparity 

between the union's leadership and its membership as a whole and finding some 

possible avenues for change. 

A third type is the collective case study. This kind of case study is analogous to 

an instrumental case study, but it is extended to studying multiple cases, such as in 

research on school improvement or a social study of children in the United States. In a 
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collective case study, researchers examine cases that are linked together (Goddard, 

2010). This study falls under the third category because I investigated how women 

participate in leadership roles in their labor union. Therefore, because I examined four 

participants, including myself, and the commonality is that we were all leaders in the 

Saizen Union, this study is a collective case study. 

Some researchers see a case study approach as a methodology (Duff, 2008), a 

type of design in qualitative research, as an object of study, and even as a product of an 

inquiry itself (Creswell, 2007). A case study approach is guided by principles including 

in-depth study, contextualization, and interpretation (Duff, 2008). Yin (2014) added that 

a case study is an investigation of a contemporary phenomenon in depth and in its real-

world context. Furthermore, cases are bounded by time and activity. Some researchers 

have used a more precise and encompassing definition of case study (Van Wynsberghe 

& Khan, 2007) because they believe that to other researchers, case study can variously 

be defined as a method, methodology, or research design. Because this excessively 

broad definition is too general, its meaning is lost. Van Wynsberghe and Khan defined 

case study as "a transparadigmatic and transdisciplinary heuristic that involves the 

careful delineation of the phenomena for which evidence is being collected" (p. 90). By 

transparadigmatic, the authors meant that case study is relevant regardless of the 

researcher's paradigm. Similarly, by transdisciplinary, the authors meant that case 

studies have no particular disciplinary orientation and can be used in many disciplines, 

including social science, applied science, arts, or humanities. However, for the sake of 
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simplicity and for the purpose of this study, I define case study as an intensive and in-

depth study of specifically selected representative individuals in a specific context. 

As can be seen from previous comments, there are different types of case 

studies, and they are driven by different kinds of motivations. There are also various 

applications of case studies and distinctive features separating this research approach 

from others. Casanave (2015) has described three characteristics of case studies. They 

examine bounded phenomena, they show an in-depth interest in the phenomena, and the 

case's small N-size is situated in a specific context. First, to examine bounded 

phenomena, case studies rely on multiple data sources. Boundedness refers to how 

researchers delineate the phenomena they are investigating in time and space. 

Researchers must delineate the scope of the study and highlight the singular nature of 

the case, the availability of various sources of data and perspectives, and the in-depth 

nature of the analysis (Duff, 2008). 

To strengthen delineation, Yin (2014) emphasized distinguishing participants in 

the study from persons who do not meet the selection criteria. He added that researchers 

need to establish which aspects of a larger whole are covered and those for which they 

have to delineate a specific time frame. Furthermore, Casanave (2015) added that in 

choosing to conduct a case study, researchers show an interest in learning a great deal of 

detail about particular people or sites. Casanave emphasized the third characteristic of 

case studies: The small N-size is situated in a specific context. Without a firm grasp on 

the context, researchers are unable to adequately interpret their findings. 
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In this study, boundedness is straightforward. I have devised reasonably specific 

criteria for selecting participants. From these criteria, the case studies are instrumental 

because the participants provide insight into why there are so few women in leadership 

roles in the union. I focused on non-Japanese women who teach English as a Foreign 

Language and are members and officers of a labor union in western Japan. The time 

frame was over three years, and the activity was participation in a labor union. Within 

this bounded context, I collected detailed information using a variety of data collection 

procedures over a sustained period (Creswell, 2014). 

One appeal of a case study is its versatility. Case studies can be applied to 

various disciplines such as psychology, medicine, law, political science, as well as the 

social sciences. In addition, researchers can rely on various means of data collection 

including observations, interviews, and artifacts that can strengthen the support of their 

claims thanks to methodological triangulation. A variety of data sources can provide a 

richer, more nuanced, and more interesting data set than can be obtained from a single 

source. 

There are numerous advantages to a case study approach. It is suitable for 

examining atypical cases (i.e., outliers). Data can be collected over a long time, 

allowing the researcher to trace development and become intimately familiar with the 

data. An additional attraction of case studies is they enable theory building because they 

are largely exploratory and allow researchers to identify variables and interactions 

among them. Case studies can also generate hypotheses that researchers can test later. 



 75 

Finally, case studies provide deep examination rather than a broad and 

superficial glimpse of phenomena. I interviewed participants and conducted a focus 

group discussion, observations, and examined artifacts for these reasons. One benefit of 

the case study approach in this project was that I was able to examine atypical cases in 

depth. Typical disadvantages of case studies also affected this project. Attrition of 

participants was one problem, and as a participant-observer, I had to remain aware of 

how objective my perspective was. Ethical concerns also included protecting the 

participants' anonymity. I knew them all well before embarking on this research project; 

therefore, I designed semi-structured interviews and engaged in peer debriefing to 

confirm my interpretation of the data with them. 

 

The Dangers of Easy Access 

There are dangers of easy access, two of which are relevant to this study. The 

first was my familiarity with the participants. I had known two of the primary 

participants from when I first joined the union in 2002, and I would see most of the 

participants, both primary and peripheral, socially, including at union-sanctioned social 

events, as well as private parties and other events organized for foreign language 

teachers. The second potential danger was my familiarity with the research site. In the 

following sections, I explain my familiarity with the participants and the research site 

and then alleviate concerns about what might be seen as a problematic situation. I then 

illustrate how these perceived drawbacks of this study can, in fact, be strengths. 
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The Dangers of Easy Access to Participants 

First, two of the primary participants are my acquaintances. According to 

Seidman (2013), uncomfortable situations might occur during interviews, or 

relationships might be affected by details revealed in an interview. A second danger is 

associated with interviewing friends. I have a close relationship with two of the 

participants. With sufficient distance between the participants and me, I would be less 

likely to take anything for granted. However, because I am friends with two of the 

participants, I might be more likely to assume that we understand each other when in 

fact, we do not. Our close relationship is a trade-off. I have enjoyed a good rapport with 

the participants, but our interpersonal relationships might have been affected by the 

interviews. However, it would have been impossible to adhere to strict selection criteria 

because there are no women in the union in official positions whom I do not know 

personally. The trade-offs of my close relationship with the participants are that, on the 

one hand, we were able to speak frankly, and I know them well enough to have gleaned 

enough about their work in the union from my own participation in union activities. On 

the other hand, my relationships with them might have influenced my perspective by 

clouding my judgement because I am so familiar with them or by causing me to 

incorrectly assume that we have understood each other when we might not have. 

 

The Dangers of Easy Access to the Research Site 

One additional risk of conducting backyard research is that the participants' 

ability to disclose information might be compromised (Creswell, 2014). Backyard 
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research is research that involves examining the researcher's own organization, 

acquaintances, or work setting (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). For this study, data collected 

from the labor union might have been easier to collect than from another similar 

research site because I know the gatekeeper, the former chair of the union, well, and he 

more or less trusts me. In addition, because I have been a member of the union since 

2002, I have gleaned a great deal of knowledge from implicit learning through regularly 

participating in union activities. Furthermore, recruiting similar participants from 

similar industry-based unions would have proven difficult. Not only are there few such 

unions, as I extrapolated from membership demographic data in the local chapter of the 

Japan Association for Language Teaching, but there are few female foreign language 

teachers in the region, and therefore probably fewer who belong to an industry-based 

union. Familiarity with the site and the participants might have clouded my judgement 

and Creswell (2014) has warned that if backyard research is essential, then researchers 

are responsible for demonstrating how collected data were not compromised and how 

the information gathered did not put participants at unnecessary risk. 

I owe it to the research participants, my readers, and myself to demonstrate 

credibility and transferability so that this research can be properly and fairly evaluated. 

This research will also be evaluated on the merits of dependability and confirmability 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As for evaluating this qualitative research, Lazaraton (2003) 

has stated that the most widely known criteria in the language teaching field are the 

guidelines proposed by the professional organization Teachers of English to Speakers of 
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Other Languages (TESOL, 2021). TESOL has provided guidelines concerning 

conducting the study, analyzing the data, and reporting the data. 

First, researchers should take an emic, or insider's, perspective regarding data 

collection, analysis, and reporting. Furthermore, researchers should spend sufficient 

time observing and talking with participants and triangulate their data using all relevant 

sources. Second, data analysis should be guided by philosophies and methods that 

underlie qualitative research, which can include an analytic inductive approach. Third, 

researchers should provide sufficient detail, or what Geertz (1973) called thick 

description so that readers can determine whether their conclusions can be transferred to 

other contexts. 

Not all researchers see the value of discussing the quality of qualitative research. 

Seale (1999) argued that although discussing quality might enhance researchers' 

awareness of methodological implications by helping to generate new ideas, as long as 

qualitative researchers operate under various paradigms, there might be conflicts. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) believed that because there are multiple constructed realities, 

rather than a single tangible one, researchers cannot agree on criteria for evaluating the 

trustworthiness of an account as long as they attempt to establish truth, which many 

researchers working in qualitative paradigms believe is unknowable. 

 

The Research Site 

At the center of this study is a labor union in western Japan. At the time of 

collecting data, the Saizen Union, which was established in 1991, was a part of the 
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National Trade Union Council, a federation of labor unions. Its purpose is primarily to 

oppose illegal and unfair dismissals and restructuring in the workplace. In addition, 

members work to maintain and improve their working conditions. Common union 

activities include picketing government offices, negotiating with employers (Weathers, 

2010b), leafleting, and talking to coworkers about the union (Nakane, 2010). Saizen 

Union members also attend meetings, seminars, and social events with other union 

members. 

Because I have been a relatively active member since joining in 2002, I 

benefitted from established relationships with both leaders and rank-and-file members. 

One relationship that was crucial to this study was that with the gatekeeper. A 

gatekeeper is a representative of an organization who has access to channels of 

communication within an organization and has the power to grant a prospective 

researcher permission to access the research site and the participants (Devers & Frankel, 

2000). I know the previous chair of the union well. He continued to fill the role of the 

primary gatekeeper even after he stepped down as the chair of the union and became the 

secretary general. He and other officers have allowed me to observe and interview them 

for a previous project (Kimura, 2013); therefore, I believe he trusted me and thus 

granted me sufficient access to conduct this study. Other researchers, including Nakane 

(2010) and Weathers (2010b), have already researched the union from different 

theoretical perspectives, so because a precedent had been set, obtaining the gatekeeper’s 

permission was not problematic. 
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The union primarily organizes foreign language teachers, most of whom work as 

English as a Foreign Language instructors and come from inner-circle countries. The 

union does not keep careful records of members' nationalities or genders. However, 

according to the previous treasurer, who was responsible for maintaining membership 

records, as of January, 2019, 76.41% of the members were non-Japanese men, 20.75% 

of the members were non-Japanese women, 1.51% of the members were Japanese men, 

and 1.32% were Japanese women (personal communication, January 29, 2019). The 

treasurer arrived at these figures by looking at members' names and whether the 

members preferred to receive correspondence in English or Japanese; therefore, these 

figures might not provide an accurate representation of union members' genders and 

nationalities. It is plausible that Nikkei, people who emigrated from Japan, and their 

descendants, members from South America prefer to receive correspondence in 

Japanese, or even that Japanese members prefer to receive correspondence in English. 

The union does not track the races of its members, but in an interview, Norma made a 

remark about the number of Black members on the union’s executive committee. “For a 

long time, we had two Black people on the exec. […] And now we have three!” (Zoom 

interview, September 1, 2020). All the women in this study are White and come from 

inner-circle countries, which brings a certain amount of privilege that I have kept in 

mind when drawing any conclusions. Whiteness can be both a plus and a minus in 

Japan (Arudo, 2015), which might be worth examining in a future study. Furthermore, it 

is also important to research the experiences of other non-Japanese workers in Japan, 

who are not White. 
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Overall, the union is made up of approximately 70% men and 30% women. It is 

unclear if this ratio reflects the population of foreign language teachers in western Japan 

who are non-Japanese because there is no way to gather this information reliably. 

However, I attempted to gauge how representative the union's membership is of foreign 

language teachers in the region. According to the officer responsible for keeping 

membership records of the largest chapter of The Japan Association for Language 

Teaching (JALT), a professional organization in the region, which is also primarily 

composed of foreign language teachers, the chapter is made up of approximately 67% 

non-Japanese men and 24% non-Japanese women (personal communication, February 

9, 2021), so its demographic is similar to that of the Saizen Union. 

Union dues are based on income and are on a sliding scale. An increase went 

into effect in January, 2019 and members who earn less than ¥500,000 ($4,657 USD) 

per year pay ¥500 ($4.65 USD) yen per month. The majority of union members are 

contingent workers, many of whom technically worked part-time. Members who earn 

¥7,500,000 ($69,690 USD) a year or more pay ¥5,000 ($46.46 USD) per month (union 

website, n. d.). Most of the members are white-collar workers. According to the 

treasurer, who was responsible for maintaining the database of members, as of 

December, 2017, less than 2% of the membership worked blue-collar jobs. 

This ratio of blue-collar to white-collar workers does not represent the 

population of Japan as a whole; however, it might represent the demographic of non-

Japanese workers in western Japan, particularly westerners. The more significant 
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disparity in the Saizen Union was that women continue to make up a minority of the 

union's executive committee. 

If more women were to take on leadership roles, the union would benefit in 

many ways. First, if more members run in officer elections, union members will have a 

larger and more diverse slate of candidates to choose from, so the quality of potential 

candidates might improve. Furthermore, the union can create a virtuous cycle by listing 

more women on the ballot, so newer rank-and-file women can see female role models 

and therefore imagine themselves running one day, too. In the next section, I trace the 

background of both Japanese unions in general and of the Saizen Union. 

 

Background on Japanese Labor Unions 

The labor union that is the research site in this project is unusual in Japan 

because its membership is overwhelmingly non-Japanese. Larger enterprise-based 

Japanese labor unions have been described by Benson (1996) and, less 

comprehensively, by Gould (1984). Aspinall (2001) devoted a book to the more 

mainstream Japan Teachers' Union, Nikkyōso. This book was reviewed in Chapter 2. 

Smaller community unions in Japan, which are based on industry or geography, 

have been described by McLaughlin (2007, 2011), Suzuki (2008), Takeuchi-Okuno 

(2012), as well as Urano and Stewart (2007). The Saizen Union has been described in 

English by Weathers (2010b), and in Japanese by Nakane (2010) and Yamahara (2007). 

However, apart from McLaughlin (2007, 2011), there is no published research in 

English on Japanese labor unions described through the lens of communities of practice 



 83 

theory (See Chapter 2 for examples of theoretical studies on communities of practice 

theory, and Chapter 3 for empirical studies using the theory.) In this chapter, I briefly 

describe the Saizen Union and focus on how this unique organization is a complex and 

vibrant community of practice. 

 

Tracing the Background of a Non-Japanese Majority Union 

As described in the history of the Saizen Union earlier in this chapter, the union 

was formed in 1991 and belongs to an even larger community. It is a private sector 

trade union that belongs to a federation of Japanese labor unions, the National Trade 

Union Council. Therefore, the Saizen Union is more similar to what in North America 

would be known as a local. In contrast, the National Trade Union Council is more like a 

North American union. The National Trade Union Council is much smaller than the 

more famous Japanese Trade Union Federation or the National Confederation of Trade 

Unions. Still, it is the third-largest union federation in Japan. 

Nonetheless, because the Saizen Union falls under an umbrella organization 

recognized by the Japanese government, the National Trade Union Council, the union 

has enjoyed a relatively elevated status in the eyes of prospective members, as well as in 

the eyes of the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare (MHLW). 

Furthermore, the Saizen Union was, at the time of this study, the largest among 21 

unions in its federation in its region. Prospective members, therefore, see the Saizen 

Union as a legitimate Japanese union. Recognition from the MHLW has also granted 

the union the right to meet with government officials once a year to voice concerns. The 
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union has taken these opportunities to raise issues that tended to affect the union's 

majority of non-Japanese members, who are overwhelmingly members of the 

contingent workforce, such as workers on limited-term contracts, dispatched workers, 

and part-time employees. This recognition by the government has added to the union's 

clout. 

One unique feature of the Saizen Union is its diverse membership, which comes 

closer to parity than other unions in terms of gender and is much more diverse in terms 

of the nationalities of its members. The majority of Saizen Union members are non-

Japanese men, and the second-largest demographic is non-Japanese women. 

Because most of the Saizen Union members are from inner-circle countries, they 

are considered native English speakers. Due to this native speakerism, "the established 

belief that 'native speaker' teachers represent a "Western culture" from which spring the 

ideals both of the English language and of English language teaching methodology" 

(Holliday, 2005, p. 6), many Saizen Union members have better job opportunities than 

speakers of other varieties of English. Consequently, because of rampant native 

speakerism in Japan (Hashimoto, 2020; Houghton, 2013; Kubota, 2011; Waters, 2007), 

foreign language teachers who hail from inner-circle countries sometimes have better 

employment prospects than non-native, non-Japanese speakers of English, but they have 

fewer opportunities for advancement than Japanese nationals. For example, high 

schools that turn to dispatch companies to supply English teachers sometimes express a 

preference for teachers who are native speakers of English or who come from specific 

inner-circle countries (Hashimoto, 2020). On the other hand, non-Japanese instructors 
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of English in universities in Japan have fewer opportunities for advancement than 

Japanese instructors (Shishin, 2002). 

These aforementioned differences are potentially unfair, but as non-Japanese, 

foreign language teachers from inner-circle countries experience both advantages and 

disadvantages in the workplace. For example, I got my first job teaching EFL in Japan 

because of my native English speaker status. Nevertheless, in 2017, Rivers went as far 

as to claim that because English is a desirable commodity in Japan, native speakers of 

English are victims of deliberate structural marginalization. This resulting 

marginalization comes from institutions unevenly distributing benefits and burdens to 

different groups (Powell, 2013). Even though native speaker teachers of English 

presumably provide a service as valuable as those provided by Japanese teachers of 

English, they face discrimination in the workplace (Shishin, 2002), such as shorter 

sabbatical leaves for non-Japanese faculty and lack of automatic tenure upon hiring. 

Because of their contingent faculty status, they are more disposable, especially 

considering continually eroding labor laws that no longer protect workers in Japan as 

well as they used to. 

One law responsible for reducing dispatch workers' stability is the Act for 

Securing the Proper Operation of Worker Dispatching Undertakings and Improved 

Working Conditions for Dispatch Workers (1985). This law was revised in 2015 to 

allow workers, including instructors, to be indefinitely dispatched to a worksite. This 

revision also progressively expanded the categories of workers that are allowed to be 

dispatched (1986, 1996, 2002), thus allowing workers in virtually every sector of the 
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Japanese workforce to be dispatched. This revision also eliminated the three-year limit 

on dispatching, which now allows these workers in the so-called precariat to be 

dispatched to a workplace indefinitely. Standing (2014) described the term precariat, 

which is a portmanteau of the adjective precarious and the noun proletariat and refers 

to workers with insecure employment and income. Contingent workers such as part-

timers and contract workers fall into this category. Their employment can be insecure 

because they are not guaranteed a fixed number of hours of work per week or because 

they have limited-term contacts with their employers. Furthermore, the Japanese 

government made changes to the Labor Contract Law in 2013, presumably to foster 

stability among contract workers, but in reality, the amendments have led to increased 

instability.  

By 2018, workers on fixed-term contracts that were renewed for a span of 

greater than five years became eligible to apply for permanent status. To circumvent the 

law, employers have begun to limit contract terms to five years or less. One relevant 

exception to this rule is employees who were hired to work on a fixed-term project that 

would take up to ten years to complete. This loophole also applies to research 

conducted in universities, for example, so university researchers and university 

instructors, including contingent faculty members such as adjuncts, can be forced to 

continue working on a year-to-year basis. There is a resulting risk of instructors not 

getting their contracts renewed. Universities have pushed lecturers who have no 

expectations or even budgets to conduct research into this category (Carlet, 2017). 
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However, because the Saizen Union is open for workers of any nationality in 

any occupation to join, the union organizes workers other than foreign language 

teachers in the region. Branches of the Saizen Union belong to one of four main sectors: 

private foreign language schools, public and private junior high and high schools, public 

and private colleges and universities, and one catch-all sector that includes union 

members working in industries such as trading companies, patent offices, hotels, and 

factories. 

 

Participants 

The participants in this project are situated in the context of non-Japanese 

women who have worked as EFL teachers in western Japan who participated in the 

labor movement. There were four participants, all females, including myself. The 

participants held or had held official posts in the union, which was the main criterion for 

participant selection. However, merely holding a position is not the same as being a 

leader in the truest sense of the word. Therefore, comparatively lax selection criteria 

were necessary for this project due to the lack of women in leadership positions; 

otherwise, virtually no women in the Saizen Union would have been eligible to join this 

study. One secondary informant was the former chair of the union, a Canadian man, 

who also served as a gatekeeper to the research site. I also communicated with the 

former treasurer of the union, an American man, who provided data on the 

demographics of the Saizen Union’s membership. 
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 For the 2016-2017 year and for the 2017-2018 year, two of the 19 members of 

the Executive Committee were women. The committee generally met on the first 

Sunday of the month, and the responsibilities of the committee included approving 

applications and authorizing strikes and other types of industrial actions. Core 

participants have played leadership roles to varying extents in their branches, which are 

generally based on the workplace or sector. Participants have also volunteered for the 

union by setting up displays at events for EFL instructors, leafleting the general public, 

or helping organize social events for union members. 

Three of the core participants were American, and I am Canadian. We have 

taught EFL in Japan for varying lengths of time, and we have been Saizen Union 

members for varying amounts of time as well. I use pseudonyms to refer to all 

participants but myself. Norma arrived in Japan in 1990 and joined the union in 1991 or 

1992. Jane joined the union shortly after arriving in Japan in 1994. Lucy joined the 

union in her second or third year of ten years living in Japan. I moved to Japan in 1995 

and joined the union in 2002. I provided the three primary participants with two hard 

copies of an informed consent form (Appendix C), one of which they signed and 

returned to me. In addition, after the focus group discussion, the three women 

reaffirmed that they were willing to remain participants in this study for its duration. In 

the next section, I describe the participants and how they were selected. 
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Participant Selection 

The participants were selected by purposeful selection, which I explain below. 

As a result of the selection criteria, I was left with a small pool of potential participants 

because few women in the union held leadership positions. When random sampling is 

not possible or even desirable, participants are usually recruited by means of what 

Seidman (2013) called purposeful sampling. However, Yin (2014) has warned that it is 

misleading to refer to cases as purposive samples. According to Yin, researchers might 

purposively select a case in order to provide support for a theoretical position in a study. 

I am confident that I have demonstrated how the selection of the four cases illuminate 

the theoretical propositions of the study by providing clear descriptions of the 

participants. Therefore, participant selection is a more precise term than sampling. 

I chose the participants because of their particular characteristics: We were 

women and had at one point or another been either elected or appointed union officers. 

As for the decision to initially seek at least six participants, I followed Seidman's 

criteria (2013). According to Seidman's two criteria, I needed enough participants to 

first have both a sufficient representation of the participants and site while also getting 

sufficiently saturated information. Seidman was reluctant to establish a fixed number of 

participants. However, a satisfactory number is a reflection of each step of the interview 

process and differs from study to study. What Seidman meant was that although 

researchers need enough participants, there are practical considerations such as time and 

money that might cause researchers to do what is practical, but not ideal. 
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I lost touch with two women who had initially agreed to participate in the study. 

They both stopped responding to my e-mails. According to the former chair of the 

union, one woman is still a union member, while the other has left the union but is still 

living and working in Japan. Another initial participant found work in a different 

industry, so she was no longer a suitable candidate. Nevertheless, a sufficient number of 

participants remained to allow me to conduct the long-term case study satisfactorily. 

Duff (2008) recommended a minimum number of six initial participants because of the 

risk of attrition. In addition, for the purpose of the focus group discussion, groups 

typically consist of six to eight participants (Hennink, 2014). However, given some 

attrition, four participants, including myself, were sufficient for the purpose of the 

study, including the focus group discussion. 

 

Participant Profiles 

All four women, including me, taught English as a Foreign Language and came 

from inner-circle countries, namely, the United States and Canada. The participants 

were White. By the end of the data collection period, we were all in our fifties. Our 

highest level of education attained ranged from a four-year bachelor's degree to holding 

a master's degree. I was acquainted with all the participants reasonably well, though I 

knew some of the women better than the others. What follows is a description of each 

participant. I use pseudonyms to refer to each participant, except myself. 
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Norma 

Norma, a United States American, had been in Japan and had been a union 

member the longest of all the participants. Norma, as well as the other three 

participants, was in her 50s at the time of this study. She arrived in Japan on February 4, 

1990 (personal interview, November 26, 2017). In addition to being a union member, 

Norma was also a member of The Japan Association for Language Teaching, a 

professional organization of language teachers. She taught English as a Foreign 

Language at a private university where she had a permanent annual contract at the time 

of this study that was indefinitely renewable, but it was a non-tenure track position. 

For the 2017-18 year, she was a member of the union's executive committee and 

attended the monthly executive committee meetings. During that year, Norma was one 

of the only two women out of 19 executive committee members. In addition to 

belonging to the union's executive committee, off and on over the years, she had also 

been a member of her branch executive committee. She had also helped me promote the 

union at events organized for foreign language teachers. 

 

Jane 

Jane, who was also from the United States, had been in Japan since 1994 and in 

the union since the same year. By the end of this study, she was in her 50s. Jane joined 

the union shortly after arriving in Japan. She had been an assistant general secretary in 

the early 2000s. She had also been the chair of her industry-based branch in the union in 

the 2000s. As secretary general of the Saizen Union's executive committee, she was 
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primarily responsible for chairing the monthly executive committee. In addition, as 

branch chair, she was responsible for conducting branch meetings and for 

communicating with members of the branch. 

For the duration of this project, she continued to work for a company that 

dispatches foreign language teachers to kindergartens and elementary schools. When 

she was not working in the office, the company sent her to teach English at 

kindergartens. She read a great deal in her spare time and had done some writing, 

mostly about travel in Japan. 

 

Lucy 

Lucy, a United States American, lived in Japan for the shortest amount of time 

among all the participants and was the newest union member. She came to Japan in 

2011 and left in 2021. Lucy joined the union in 2012 or 2013. She did not belong to any 

of the Saizen Union's committees but was a delegate and therefore obligated to attend 

the annual meeting held every spring. She was in her 50s at the time that this study was 

conducted. Lucy earned a master's degree in TESOL from the School for International 

Training in Brattleboro, Vermont. She has worked in Japan, Korea, Togo, and the 

United States. Her experience included teaching students from kindergarten to 

university and working as a teacher trainer. Lucy had also been a member of a 

professional organization of language teachers. I belong to the same organization, and 

to my knowledge, Norma, Lucy, and I were the only participants in this study who 

belonged to any professional organizations besides the union. For the 2017-18 academic 
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year, she taught academic and study skills to university students in Japan, some of 

whom were preparing to study overseas. 

She enjoyed going to coffee shops to read, study Japanese, and chat in her free 

time. She also enjoyed jogging, yoga, swimming, and weight training. Her favorite 

pastimes included playing the piano, ballroom dancing, and cooking for family and 

friends. 

 

Julie 

I moved to Japan in 1995 and joined the union in 2002. I was annoyed with 

myself for taking so long to join, but I have tried to be more active than the average 

member in order to mitigate this guilt. By the end of the data collection period, I found 

a position teaching EFL as a lecturer on the tenure track at a private women's university. 

In addition to the union, I belonged to three other professional organizations. I have 

filled various positions in the union, including treasurer, branch chair, executive 

committee member, and auditor. Even as a rank-and-file member, which I was for 

2017-2018, I looked for events for teachers of foreign languages where I was able to 

promote the union. 

 

Data Collection 

I conducted four case studies, including one on myself, in which each case 

consists of one individual. By examining four cases, I was able to make direct 

comparisons and arrive at robust analytic conclusions. To provide depth, I collected a 

variety of data for over three years, which was long enough to engage with the 
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participants and the research site adequately. Data sources included interview and focus 

group discussion data, and observations of the women as they participated in large 

meetings. I also examined artifacts including reports in the mass media and union 

publications that are open to the public, including the union’s website and social 

medium feeds. I maintained a good relationship with the gatekeeper, the former chair of 

the union, so for the most part, access to the research site was not problematic. 

The benefit of examining data from multiple sources was that I was able to 

triangulate the findings. I also kept journals. Because the gatekeeper in the union was 

unable to provide redacted meeting agendas and handouts I had wanted to examine, I 

was not able to analyze those documents. Specific sources of data and data collection 

techniques are described in the following sections. 

 

Interviews 

When researchers adopt a qualitative approach to interviewing, they attempt to 

understand the world from the participants' point of view, an emic perspective (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). What was important to consider first was how to schedule 

interviews and the focus group discussion, which I had hoped to hold in the union 

office, but because of the COVID-19 pandemic, most interviews and the focus group 

discussion were conducted online. In-person interviews were conducted in coffee shops. 

I conducted online interviews from my home or from my office at work. Participants 

were at home. Because I knew the participants well, we felt comfortable during both the 

in-person interviews and the interviews conducted online. However, body language was 
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slightly easier to interpret during the in-person interviews. In addition, Internet 

connectivity was sometimes a problem, so I occasionally had to ask participants to 

repeat themselves. 

The interviews were semi-structured (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Roulston, 

2010; Seidman, 2013; Spradley, 1979). Two formal interviews, for which I had 

prepared questions, which can be found in Appendix C, were audio-recorded on my 

iPhone or notebook computer, which are password protected. I saved the interview 

audio files to my notebook computer, which is also password protected. After informal 

exchanges such as conversations with the participants, I took notes immediately 

following the interaction. These notes were supplemented with additional information, 

including questions that occurred to me, as well as my impressions. These notes were 

recorded in the research journal notebook. Formal interviews were recorded on either 

my iPhone or laptop computer, or both, and participants graciously granted me 

permission to do so. Interviews lasted an average of one hour each. 

Interviewing participants more than once each allowed them to provide me with 

a more developed story than would have been possible in a single interview and also 

allowed me to check their responses for consistency. Providing ample time between 

interviews enabled the participants to reflect on what they had told me, and to think of 

more developed answers concerning topics that had been previously discussed. 

Allowing time between interviews also allowed me to review my records and consider 

and formulate new questions. Answers to questions provided over the two formal 

interviews also encouraged both the participants and me to engage in the co-
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construction of talk, in which we could focus on what both the interviewee and the 

interviewer had brought to the interview process (Mann, 2011). 

The purpose of the initial semi-structured interview was to gather general 

background knowledge about the participants and their motivations for joining and 

participating in the union. (See interview questions in Appendix B). This information 

provided a base from which the subsequent interview questions were developed. Grand 

tour questions (Spradley, 1979), such as "When did you come to Japan?" or "How did 

you come to join the union?" provided me with an understanding of the participants in 

the context of a non-Japanese foreign language teacher in Japan, as well as in the 

context of the union. This information provided points of reference to be further 

pursued in the second interview. I emphasized the participants' stories without imposing 

my perspective (Hatch, 2002). In other words, I listened patiently with an open mind. 

The second interview served three functions. First, I had an opportunity to 

confirm or clarify any points that arose in the previous interview. Clarification and 

reflection of the first interview were able to help me, and possibly participants, to focus 

on previous interview data, and to identify concepts that might highlight misleading or 

erroneous conclusions I had drawn. Second, this interview provided me with a chance 

to reconfirm that I still had the participants' consent. Third, I was able to formulate 

questions for the focus group discussion. This second interview was focused on details 

of the women's current activities within the context of the union. Points of interest from 

the initial interview were discussed in more detail with follow-up questions. Eliciting 

episodes was one way to enrich my understanding of the meaning that these participants 
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make within the union. One example of an episode I asked about concerned a time they 

felt most enthusiastic about participating in a union activity. Taken together, the follow-

up questions and elicited episodes helped me develop a better understanding of the 

participants' perceptions of various aspects of the union. In addition to interviewing the 

female leaders, I interviewed the previous chair, and communicated with the previous 

treasurer in order to learn about alternate perceptions and to confirm details. 

As soon as each interview was finished, I listened to the audio-recording 

repeatedly before transcribing. Because I had become familiar with the recordings, 

transcribing went more smoothly than if I had immediately begun transcribing without 

having listened to them beforehand. I transcribed the interviews in their entirety by 

myself but omitted informal conversations about matters unrelated to the interview 

topics. The transcriptions of interviews with the three main participants contain 37,685 

words, which included only information relevant to the interviews, not irrelevant asides 

and segues. Even though the interviews were conducted in English, whenever the 

participants or I code switched to Japanese, those utterances were transcribed verbatim 

as well. As explained below in the section on credibility issues, I asked the participants 

to member check condensed versions of the transcripts. I followed the same procedure 

for transcribing the focus group discussion described in the following section. 

 

Focus Group Discussion 

I conducted a focus group discussion in October, 2020. A focus group 

discussion has been described as: 
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an interactive discussion between six to eight pre-selected participants led by a 

trained moderator and focusing on a specific set of issues. The aim […]is to gain 

a broad range of views on the research topic over a 60–90-minute period, and to 

create an environment where participants feel comfortable to express their 

views. (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011, p. 136) 

Furthermore, focus group discussions are typically conducted with homogenous groups 

(Patton, 2005) and preselected participants who tend to have similar backgrounds and 

shared experiences (Hennink, 2014). 

Though I have received no training in conducting focus group discussions, I 

read about the topic while conducting the project. I had, however, conducted one focus 

group discussion for a project researching rank-and-file members of the Saizen Union 

(Kimura, 2020). The focus group discussion took place on October 31, 2020, online 

using Zoom. I audio-recorded the discussion and took notes by hand in a notebook 

during the discussion. As shown in Appendix C, I asked open-ended questions that were 

formulated based on what the core participants had said in interviews and what they did 

in the participant observation during union meetings. 

The purpose of conducting this discussion was to add a layer of meaning to the 

interview data. In addition to corroborating the interview data, the focus group 

discussion was used to corroborate the data I collected while observing the participants 

in union meetings. The participants were able to compare notes and discuss why some 

women participate in union activities more than others. Participants sometimes agreed 

and sometimes disagreed with each other and reflected on their experiences and 
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opinions. I, as the researcher, played a background role, for the most part. Furthermore, 

through the interactions, the discussion created a kind of synergy among the participants 

and, as a result, more interesting and informative data. When I talked with the core 

participants for one last time during the focus group discussion in October, 2020, they 

reaffirmed that they remained willing to participate in the study. I also expressed my 

thanks for taking up their valuable time. 

 

Observations 

To triangulate the interview and focus group discussion data, which provided me 

with my insider's emic perspective, I observed the participants in their natural 

environment (Duff, 2008). Because the participants were union members, I observed 

them in union meetings. The union held an annual general meeting in May, 2019, and 

May, 2020, in which elections were held. Because the participants were leaders in the 

union, they were either running for election, voting as delegates, or both. In addition, 

the union held a general meeting or seminar in November, 2018 and November, 2019. 

Participation was not mandatory, but the participants in the study attended the 

aforementioned meetings and seminars. 

As a participant observer in these meetings, I played two roles: that of a union 

member and that of a researcher. Because potentially sensitive information was 

sometimes discussed, I did not seek permission to audio- or video-record the 

participants during the union meetings, but I received permission from the chair of the 

meeting to take notes by hand. I took careful field notes, including drawings of the 
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room. I have published one study for which I collected observation data (Kimura, 

2013). Prior to this study, I also practiced taking field notes in union meetings that are 

not part of this study. This training helped me learn to take notes more systematically 

and discern where to place my focus. I kept the field notes in a bound notebook, which, 

when not in use, was stored in a locked cabinet. Only I have a key. 

 

Artifacts 

A fourth source of data was artifacts, both analog and digital, including press 

clippings, flyers, and the Saizen Union website. According to Yin (2014), physical 

artifacts are usually less relevant in case study research than in ethnographic research, 

but when they are relevant, artifacts can serve as an important component in the case. 

Hatch (2002) expressed a similar view that artifacts are generally not primary sources of 

data, particularly in education research. This lack of reliance on data from artifacts is 

counterintuitive, considering that education is concerned with many kinds of texts and 

that literacy is one common goal of education. However, artifacts contribute to 

knowledge in a field and can be seen to construct facts and experiences themselves, and 

they can also be considered to construct identities as well (Casanave, 2003). 

Examining the union's digital and analog artifacts helped me to corroborate data 

from other sources, such as interviews and the focus group discussion. An additional 

benefit was that these artifacts provided me with alternative insights into what core and 

peripheral participants said. As mentioned above, according to Gordon (2003), many 

unions keep in-house histories. For example, the Saizen Union has kept newspaper 
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clippings of stories reporting on the organization and its members and has produced 

many pamphlets for organizing purposes. I had hoped to receive permission to analyze 

internal documents such as meeting agendas and minutes I have received in my role as 

an election delegate. However, the gatekeeper to the research site was unable to respond 

to my request in a timely manner, so I was unable to access these potentially sensitive 

data. Nevertheless, there was a great deal of textual data available to be analyzed, even 

without these documents. 

 

Researcher's Journals 

The final source of data was my researcher's journals. In applied linguistics 

research, diary studies have been used to collect autobiographical data by Casanave 

(2012) and Schmidt and Frota (1986), for example. I kept a digital research journal 

using Microsoft Word. The 7,575-word journal served as a record of the data that I had 

collected, and more importantly, it served as a place where I could conceptualize, 

articulate thoughts, and test new ideas. In addition, I used it to record notes on 

conversations and ideas that occurred to me. Because of the ephemeral nature of both 

the spoken word and of thoughts, it was critical to record them in a timely manner 

before they vanished from memory. Furthermore, because I was a participant in this 

study, I could not interview or observe myself, but I was able to treat diary entries as 

data about myself. For an example of digital and analog journal entries, see Appendix 

D. 
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I also used a bound notebook as an analog journal, and I also created index cards 

to form a Zettelkasten. I filled five analog notebooks and created 81 Zettelkasten cards. 

Samples of these analog note cards can be found in Appendix E. 

Table 3 shows a summary of the different data sources. 

 

Table 3. Summary of Data Sources 

Method Data collection period Data collected 

Interviews Summer, Fall, 2020 Audio-recorded conversations 
and notes 

Focus group 
discussion 

Fall, 2020 Audio-recorded discussion with 
notes among the four 
participants, not including myself 

Observations Annual General Meetings in 
Spring, 2019 and 2020, 
General Meeting & seminars in 
Fall, 2018 and 2019 

Field notes taken by hand which 
were typed into an MS Word 
document 

Artifacts Ongoing Artifacts kept by the union 
including press clippings and 
promotional materials 

Researcher's 
journals 

Throughout the study MS Word document, notebook, 
Zettelkasten 

 

Data Analysis 

Collecting and analyzing data proved challenging because the two acts were 

sometimes difficult to separate. Although the separation of data collection and analysis 

might be impossible, Seidman (2013) recommended putting off in-depth analysis until 

all interviews have been completed. In addition to interviews, Seidman might have been 

referring to all types of data collection, including observation and examining artifacts. 

However, keeping data collection separate from the analysis is seen by other researchers 

as problematic. According to Hood (2009), data collection and analysis occur 
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simultaneously, and like most qualitative researchers, he did not separate the two 

activities. Other researchers believe that these two stages can and should be integrated 

(Duff, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Analysis of qualitative data is challenging. Yin (2014) has recommended five 

techniques: matching patterns, building explanations, analyzing time-series, forming 

logic models, and synthesizing cross-cases. I built explanations drawing on theory, and 

as I identified patterns and themes, I compared and then synthesized cases. 

The interview data were initially analyzed through a process of political analysis 

(Hatch, 2002), which Hatch defined as an approach that both acknowledges and 

analyzes the inherently political conflicts and power issues in social systems and 

organizations. He recommended the following steps in this kind of analysis: 

1. Read the data for a sense of the whole, and review entries previously 

recorded in research journals and/or bracketed in protocols 

2. Write a self-reflexive statement explicating your ideological positionings 

and identifying ideological issues you see in the context under investigation 

3. Read the data, marking places where issues related to your ideological 

concerns are evident 

4. Study marked places in the data, then write generalizations that represent 

potential relationships between your ideological concerns and the data 

5. Reread the entire data set, and code the data based on your generalizations 

6. Decide if your generalizations are supported by the data, and write a draft 

summary 
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7. Negotiate meanings with participants, addressing issues of consciousness 

raising, emancipation, and resistance 

8. Write a revised summary and identify excerpts that support generalizations. 

(p. 192) 

I employed the methods laid out by Bertrand et al. (1992) when analyzing focus group 

discussion data. They recommended making an audio-recording and taking notes by 

hand simultaneously, as did Gordon (2003). Next, I listened to the recording and made a 

verbatim transcript of salient points. My handwritten notes were useful when I needed 

to identify speakers or recall passages that were not clear in the recording. Furthermore, 

notes served as a backup in the eventuality that the recording device(s) malfunctioned. 

With the aid of notes, I would have been able to reconstruct a conversation from 

memory if necessary. The disadvantage of this approach was that it was time-

consuming and, at times, frustrating, but the advantages outweighed these drawbacks. 

The record of the discussion was complete enough, and the data remained fresh for 

analysis even when I referred to them at a later time. 

I analyzed inductively by textual analysis, by which I used detailed readings to 

derive concepts and themes (Thomas, 2006). I looked at the documents I had 

accumulated, including transcripts and artifacts and highlighted common themes in the 

same color. Repeated listening to the interviews and focus group discussions helped 

make themes stand out. Salient examples of concepts and themes can be found in 

Appendix F. Inductive reasoning, which is an approach commonly used in qualitative 

data analyses, is the process of drawing a conclusion from observations or data 
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(Paltridge & Phakiti, 2015). This term is used in contrast with deductive reasoning, 

which is the process of drawing conclusions from a set of premises or theories, as 

opposed to observations. Researchers reason inductively when they move from the 

particular to the general, and they reason deductively when they move from the general 

to the particular. Briefly, Thomas (2006) described inductive analysis as "approaches 

that primarily use detailed readings of raw data to derive concepts, themes, or a model 

through interpretations made from the raw data by an evaluator or researcher" (p. 238). 

 

Trustworthiness Issues 

In the next section, I address my positionality. To further mitigate potential 

problems with trustworthiness, I turn to Lincoln and Guba (1985) who suggested that 

researchers address the following criteria or aspects concerning their project's goals and 

methods: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility is a 

measure of truth value, transferability is a measure of applicability, dependability is a 

measure of consistency, and confirmability is a measure of neutrality (Guba, 1981; 

Lapadat, 2000). In this section, I address these four criteria and how I fulfilled them. 

 

Positionality 

As a member of the Saizen Union, I explain my emic perspective here (See also 

the description of myself in the Participants section). I had been a member of the union 

for over 15 years; therefore, I had privileged knowledge about the union and 

experiences not encountered by outsiders. I had held various roles, including rank-and-
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file member, organizer, executive officer, branch officer, auditor, and treasurer. For the 

year 2019-20, I was an executive officer of my workplace branch, and I volunteered 

when possible. I participated in union-wide and branch meetings. I also promoted the 

union at events organized for foreign language teachers. 

However, my familiarity with the structure, members, culture, and history of the 

union might be considered a trade-off. On the one hand, I have insights that can only be 

gleaned from several years of participation in the union, such as understanding how 

meetings are run, the day-to-day workings of the union, and the dynamics of various 

interpersonal relationships among members. Furthermore, my familiarity with the union 

and my relationships with the participants might have colored interpretations and thus 

compromised objectivity. However, though my biases, as well as my personal 

relationships and alliances with other members, posed a potential threat to the study, I 

made a point of bearing this in mind. 

 As well as being a former member of the executive committee, I am a woman, a 

feminist, an activist in the labor movement, and a Finnish-Canadian. These attributes 

are salient to me, and they shape my identity, and therefore, my view of the data I 

collect. I took care not to take anything for granted that a person unfamiliar with the 

research site cannot know, understand, or have experienced. One way I was able to do 

so was to talk about this research with people who were not familiar with this study or 

the research site. By speaking explicitly, I was able to articulate more detailed 

explanations of various aspects of my project. Casanave (2015) provided an example of 

one researcher who documented her biases and checked how these might influence 
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findings. I made an effort to document my biases and consider how they might have 

colored my findings in the researcher's journal. 

 

Credibility 

Credibility is defined as the truth value or internal validity of the study (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985) and, in qualitative data analysis, is established through triangulating data 

(Davis, 1992). I was able to demonstrate the credibility of this research by undertaking 

numerous activities. From the techniques recommended by Lincoln and Guba, the 

project was enhanced by prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, 

peer debriefing, and member checks. 

Prolonged engagement not only included the three-year period over which I 

interviewed and observed participants, but also the time leading to the data collection 

period. I have known the participants for many years—some since I first joined the 

union in 2002. I have known Lucy, the newest union member to join this research 

project, since she joined the Saizen Union in 2002 or 2003. I have also interacted with 

two of the three core participants outside of union activities, such as social events and 

through participating in professional organizations. Similar to engaging with 

participants since first meeting them, on an ongoing basis, I engaged with the data and, 

at first, tentatively labelled what seemed to be salient at any given point in time. 

One way of strengthening trustworthiness is through the triangulation of data 

collection techniques. Lincoln and Guba (1985) agreed that data collection methods can 

be used to triangulate, but they added that qualitative researchers can also triangulate by 
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using multiple sources, investigators, and theories. In this project, I have different 

sources (participants and artifacts), methods (interviews, a focus group discussion, and 

observations), as well as different theories (communities of practice and intersectional 

feminism). I triangulated the data I collected to make them more trustworthy. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) also recommend peer debriefing. This step increased 

the credibility of the data. I regularly talked with my dissertation advisor and peers in 

my doctoral cohort and study groups. Their perspectives were of value because they 

offered me opportunities to think out loud, and their alternate and outsiders' 

perspectives added clarity to my own thinking. 

One crucial step that improved the analyses was member checking, which is the 

process of "presenting draft materials to actors for confirmation and further 

illumination" (Stake, 1995, pp. 171–172). In addition, I asked the participants for 

feedback on summaries of the interview transcripts (Casanave, 2015) and recorded their 

input in the researcher's journal. 

One participant did not respond to my request for feedback on my summary of 

the focus group discussion. A second participant replied that my record was an accurate 

reflection of our talk. The third participant not only agreed that my record was an 

accurate record of our conversation, but I know that she had read it carefully because 

she pointed out a typographical error. Member checking was worthwhile because I was 

reassured that my transcript records provided a complete and accurate account of 

conversations with the participants. 
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Transferability 

Transferability is analogous to external validity (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) or generalizability (Guba, 1981). It is "concerned with 

the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations" 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 253). As long as I provide adequate descriptions of the 

research setting (the union), participants (non-Japanese female leaders in the union who 

were all foreign language teachers), findings, and interpretations, readers can judge for 

themselves whether or not the findings can be applied to a similar setting. 

Adequate description (Davis, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) enhances 

transferability. I have described the participants in my own words, as well as theirs, 

which provides a more complete picture. Furthermore, my description, as well as those 

by Nakane (2010) and Weathers (2010b), help form a picture of the Saizen Union, 

which is a unique labor union in Japan. As long as I have provided a sufficiently 

complete description of the participants and the setting of this study, readers will be 

able to assess the similarities between the context of this study and a different context. 

Hence, transferability is a measure of applicability. 

 

Dependability 

Dependability is the consistency, or reliability, of research results (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It is a necessary condition to establish 

credibility (Guba, 1981), and Davis (1992) has described it as being analogous to 

validity. When establishing consistency in research design, qualitative researchers' 
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dependability criterion is analogous to reliability in quantitative research (Brown, 2017; 

Davis, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Paltridge & Phakiti, 2015). Member checks and 

peer debriefing are common ways of showing dependability. 

 

Confirmability 

As mentioned above, readers must consider the confirmability of this research in 

order to evaluate it. To some, this might be the slipperiest concept in this chapter. 

Confirmability is analogous to objectivity in the quantitative paradigm (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Not all researchers agree with this view. Paltridge and Phakiti (2015) and 

Leung (2015) have claimed that confirmability is analogous to replicability. As the 

word confirmability implies, it is the degree to which findings can be confirmed or 

corroborated in work by others. Paltridge and Phakiti called confirmability a criterion 

that requires researchers to reveal the data that they are basing interpretations on, or to 

make the data available to others to judge for themselves. 

To demonstrate confirmability, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested 

triangulation and keeping a journal. I did both of these to establish confirmability. 

Lincoln and Guba added that recording in an analog record, in addition to a digital 

paper trail, as I have done, makes it easier for readers to evaluate this research. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

To conclude this chapter, I discuss the ethical issues I considered when carrying 

out this project. Researchers must address ethical considerations and particularly 
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informed consent. Since 2013, I had been talking to union members about my doctoral 

studies and asked them if they would be willing to participate in this study. Prior to 

interviewing and observing them for this project, I went over a written consent form 

(Appendix C) with each participant. I also reassured them that I was willing to answer 

any questions they had. They had none. I spoke again to the research site gatekeeper, 

who was the chair of the union at the time, to reaffirm that I would be permitted to talk 

with the participants about potentially sensitive subjects, including confidential union 

information. 

In addition to considering issues related to informed consent, I also tried to 

account for how my personal relationships with the participants might have influenced 

both the data and my interpretations of the data. When describing her doctoral insider 

research project, Drake (2010) detailed how personal relations and expectations proved 

problematic. In this study, they were not. Taylor (2011) has noted that intimate insider 

status does not guarantee that researchers necessarily collect higher quality data. She 

also added that researchers can never be complete insiders or complete outsiders 

because the difference between insider and outsider is constantly in flux. This state of 

flux is attributed to the fact that the researcher is looking both inward and outward, 

especially when taking on the role of a researcher and participant (Taylor, 2011). 

Researchers are looking outward to observe, and they must simultaneously look inward 

in order to remain reflexive in terms of their positioning. Taylor also reminded 

researchers to be particularly mindful of protecting participants' confidentiality and to 

consider power relations between researcher and participant. 
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For recruiting, I approached the participants about joining this study. I asked the 

chair of the union and the participants themselves if I could interview and observe them, 

and they all readily agreed. A timeline of the interviews and observation can be found in 

Appendix A. 

Researchers owe a debt to their participants that can never be repaid. I wanted to 

make it clear to these women, who kindly and generously agreed to help me, that their 

contribution was essential and that I valued it immensely. The participants' cooperation 

allowed me to learn about the union and possibly, find a better way of organizing 

workers and encouraging more members of any gender to participate in union activities. 

Moreover, the interviews might have helped the women reflect on their teaching lives 

and union activities, thereby deepening their knowledge about themselves. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FEMALE LEADERS’ PARTICIPATION 

IN THE COMPLEX CONTEXT OF THE SAIZEN UNION 

 

In Chapters 5 and 6, I show the most salient responses to the two research 

questions. The first question asked how non-Japanese female leaders participate in 

union activities and to what extent they do so. The second and more interesting question 

asked how union activities are meaningful to the study participants. I have divided the 

findings into these two chapters based on the two theoretical frameworks used to 

examine the data. Thus, I rely on communities of practice theory in Chapter 5 and on 

intersectional feminism in Chapter 6. In this chapter, I first discuss the complex nature 

of communities of practice and address how this complexity is beneficial to labor 

unions. Next, I highlight several characteristics of communities of practice found in the 

research site, the Saizen Union. 

 

Complexity of the Saizen Union as a Community of Practice 

By nature, communities of practice have complex structures. Organizations can 

benefit from this complexity (Wenger et al., 2002) because the constellation of 

networks of knowledge among communities within an organization can prove valuable. 

For example, these networks have the potential to generate synergy. In the context of a 

labor union, these networks allow members to share their knowledge and have the 

potential to generate a feeling of solidarity. Labor unions are complex organizations 
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(Ball, 2003; Cooper, 2005, 2006) regarding learning and power relations, and the Saizen 

Union is no exception. Communities of practice theory has helped scholars understand 

and appreciate the complexity of labor unions as communities of practice (Ball, 2003; 

Cooper, 2005, 2006; McLaughlin, 2007, 2011; Oh, 2013). Therefore, in this chapter, 

data from the interviews, the focus group discussion, and artifacts help to illustrate how 

communities of practice theory can illustrate the complex relationship that female 

leaders have with the Saizen Union. 

 

Characteristics of Communities of Practice in the Saizen Union 

As outlined in Chapter 2, Wenger (1998) first characterized a community of 

practice by three features: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire. 

Later, Wenger and his colleagues reformulated the criteria of a community of practice 

to consist of its domain, its community, and its practice (Wenger et al., 2002; E. 

Wenger-Trayner & B. Wenger-Trayner, 2015a). Wenger and his collaborators equated 

the domain with knowledge, the community with sharing of knowledge, and the 

practice with the use of knowledge (Wenger et al., 2002). 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) earlier characterization of community of practice 

theory is more compatible with my current way of thinking. I agree with the authors’ 

initial iteration of communities of practice that first, mutual engagement is what 

members do together. Second, a joint enterprise is what union members work on 

together, and finally, a shared repertoire of members’ acquired skills and abilities is 
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what members are able to do together. Wenger (1998) enumerated examples of these 

characteristics, which I illustrate with examples from the Saizen Union. 

 

Defining Membership in a Community of Practice by Engagement 

To be a member of a community of practice, individuals must engage with it 

(Wenger, 1998). However, engagement is both a necessary condition for participation 

and a way of relating directly with the community, as opposed to participating in a more 

peripheral manner. Saizen Union members engaged with the union to varying degrees 

and in varying ways. Some members fulfilled the basic membership obligations of 

paying their dues, attending branch meetings when necessary, and perhaps reading the 

e-news. At the other end of the spectrum, more active members participated more 

actively in the union by volunteering to join committees, attending demonstrations, and 

socializing with other union members at activities that the union hosts, including cherry 

blossom viewing picnics in the spring, barbecues in late summer, and Christmas parties 

in December (union e-mails). Members also socialize with one another at events that are 

not necessarily hosted or sanctioned by the union, but where union members and other 

expats congregate. It is important to emphasize that engaging and participating are 

different. Many rank-and-file union members merely engage with the union. In contrast, 

leaders and members who are being groomed to be leaders are more proactive and, 

therefore, tend to participate in activities such as attending meetings, observing 

collective bargaining, and having informal talks with employers. 
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The four research participants in this project were on varying trajectories. 

Because Lucy and her husband were preparing to move back to the United States at the 

time of data collection, she was on an outbound trajectory. She had served in the Saizen 

Union as a delegate, but the time came to leave Japan, and therefore, the union. Norma 

believed that she was held back from participating more not only because of her lack of 

Japanese proficiency, but also due to other non-union obligations, which primarily 

involved work. Norma has been on a steady and stable trajectory. Jane and I were both 

busy with work obligations, as well as writing. Jane wrote travel articles and a novel, 

and I was writing this study. However, one day, we both hope to increase our 

participation and engage more in union activities, as we used to several years ago when 

we first met through the union. In the following section, I describe how the participants 

in this project engaged with the union. 

 

Sustaining Engagement 

It is crucial to leverage members’ mutual engagement in order for a community 

of practice to develop. Maintaining members’ mutual engagement is also an intrinsic 

aspect of any community of practice that is to survive. The research participants brought 

up the concept of eternal vigilance. Union members must work continually to maintain 

and attract members and must therefore constantly engage in organizing if they are to 

survive, let alone grow. In organizing, the union conducts activities to attract 

prospective members, including conducting informational seminars, spreading 

information in the form of its website, social media, or flyers, or organizing social 
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events. The women in this study regularly participated in union activities, which 

arguably contributed in some part to the union’s growth and consequent success. 

At the time of this study, Lucy was a delegate. She therefore had to attend the 

annual general meeting in order to vote in the election for the committee as well as 

other matters, such as amendments to the bylaws. Lucy also participated in her 

workplace branch meetings, as all union members are expected to. However, in her 

years as a union member, she had never been a member of the union’s executive 

committee (Skype interview, October 31, 2017). Nevertheless, Lucy saw the value of 

engaging in union activities and appreciated the importance of continually working at 

organizing. She described a prospective member who was grateful for the union’s help. 

“Word can get around…[but] can die out pretty quickly too” (Skype interview, October 

31, 2017). Lucy meant that despite the union’s strong reputation, members have to stay 

engaged with the union and continually talk to colleagues about the union. Otherwise, 

the momentum of the union’s growth would come to a standstill. 

At the other extreme, after several years of union membership, Norma continued 

to serve on the 2020-2021 executive committee, so she had to attend monthly meetings. 

She also went out for drinks with other members after the main annual general meeting, 

which the union holds in the spring, as well as the meetings and seminars open to the 

public every fall (Zoom interview, September 1, 2020). Norma spoke about staying 

engaged with the union in more general terms than Lucy. She felt that people should get 

involved in their community, which can be extrapolated to include the community of 

practice of the Saizen Union. “The price of democracy is eternal vigilance” (Norma, 
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Zoom interview, September 1, 2020). Like Lucy, Norma emphasized the importance of 

staying continuously engaged with the union. If union members do not remain engaged 

and participate in union activities, the growth of the union will slow down, and a sense 

of urgency that the union will cease to exist will arise. 

 

Mutual Engagement and Mutual Trust 

The first of the three characteristics of a community of practice, namely, mutual 

engagement, includes doing activities together and social complexity. Union members 

participate in activities such as meetings, collective bargaining, and parties (union 

website, n. d.). Joint enterprise gives rise to mutual accountability (Wenger, 1998), 

which I illustrate below as it applies to the Saizen Union. The union’s social complexity 

can be seen by the many nationalities represented by the membership (union website, n. 

d.) and by the many languages spoken by its members. To a lesser extent, the union’s 

social complexity can be seen in members’ so-called pedigrees. Veteran union members 

earn pedigrees from prior experience with labor unions or close involvement in a labor 

dispute. A pedigreed member earns more clout in the union when they have experienced 

being the target of an unfair labor practice such as being illegally dismissed or non-

renewed as retaliation for participating in union activities. Union members jokingly 

called this last unfortunate experience being baptized in fire and respect the member for 

having withstood such a trying experience. 

In this section, I focus on how union members engage with and trust each other. 

Communities of practice are built by mutual engagement. Mutual trust, which is 
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fostered through mutual engagement, is an essential element of a community of 

practice, as well. To an outsider, engaging in union activities with other members, such 

as participating in industrial actions by leafletings, demonstrations, and strikes, might 

appear straightforward. However, union members develop expertise through engaging 

with others. For example, members learn to be mindful of trespassing when distributing 

leaflets to the general public. In addition, more central union members learn that 

specific conditions must be met before a union member can go on strike. For example, 

there must be a breakdown in collective bargaining with an employer. Still, at times, the 

lines between core union and peripheral members become slightly blurred. Members of 

the community of practice that is the Saizen Union acquire explicit and implicit 

knowledge about being a member of a Japanese labor union, including how to 

participate in such activities. 

Members of a community of practice acquire implicit and explicit knowledge. 

Core Saizen Union members acquire both of these types of knowledge through 

engaging in specialized activities in addition to routine ones. Routine activities that 

new, peripheral members can perform include preparing mass mailings and attending 

collective bargaining as an observer. More specialized activities include organizing 

industrial actions such as demonstrations or leading collective bargaining. Only union 

members are entitled to attend collective bargaining, but the union benefits from both 

core and peripheral members attending. Core union members who have accumulated 

enough expertise conduct collective bargaining. However, peripheral members help the 

union show the employer that the union takes collective bargaining seriously by merely 
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attending. An additional benefit of attending collective bargaining is that the peripheral 

members learn about the process by seeing it in action for themselves. For union 

members who are not proficient enough in Japanese to understand what is happening, 

another member can explain what is happening or interpret. 

The Saizen Union’s monthly executive committee meetings as well as the 

weekly secretariat meetings are open for any member to join (union website, n. d.). On 

the other hand, some union meetings and seminars are open to non-members who are 

interested in learning more about the union, finding out about workers’ rights in Japan, 

and perhaps interested in joining the union. In addition, non-members are welcome to 

join social events. Some non-members who participate in social events might be 

sympathetic toward or at least show curiosity about the union. Many members host 

private parties, but oftentimes, most or all of the guests are union members (Zoom 

interview with Norma, September 1, 2020). 

Jane said that she did not socialize with many union members besides me 

outside union-sanctioned social events (Messenger interview, August 16, 2020) but was 

glad to have met other people in the union (Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 

2020). She joined other union members for pizza after meetings, such as the annual 

general meetings in the spring and general meetings and seminars in the fall when she 

was able to. Jane also came to barbecues and parties I have co-hosted with other union 

members. Lucy lived and worked with other union members, so she saw them regularly 

and therefore did not talk only about union matters with them (Skype interview October 

31, 2017; Zoom interview August 31, 2020). Norma socialized with people who merely 
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happened to be in the union. However, Norma’s friends’ union membership helped 

strengthen the bonds of friendship among her friends (Zoom interview, September 31, 

2020). I have often socialized with other union members, particularly with those living 

in my neighborhood, and have felt a special kinship with these people who have come 

to be friends. 

I have felt a unique sense of kinship with other union members in part because 

of our union membership as well as our shared sense of values such as solidarity and 

trust, both of which are elements in theories of collectivity and constitute one aspect of 

communities of practice theory. However, solidarity and trust are not as central to 

Wenger’s (1998) framework as are social structure and situated experience. However, 

here, I share examples of how the core participants, all of whom were union leaders, felt 

a sense of trust in the union and in other union members, which are the same thing. 

Julie: So, you say that you can’t trust your employer. I guess that meant you do 

trust the union? 

Lucy: Yeah, I do. Because I guess I believe they have me, my best interest. They 

want to serve me well, and they are in the field themselves […]. I remember the 

first union meeting I went to, a branch meeting here at one of the other teachers’ 

apartments, and [S] came to explain things, and I just thought he made a case, 

and he was just knowledgeable and undramatic about things, and I just thought 

he made a good case, and he was just knowledgeable and undramatic about it. It 

just impressed me, from the get-go. (Zoom interview, August 31, 2020) 
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Two months after the Zoom interview conducted in August, in the focus group 

discussion conducted the following October, Lucy echoed the same sentiment towards 

[S], the union organizer who visited her and her colleagues: 

I just remember my first union meeting, here, on campus. It was in a teacher’s 

apartment and S came, and I just immediately felt I could trust him. He was very 

knowledgeable, and he listened to us, and I just got the sense right away, just 

instinctually, that I could trust him. And that had a big influence on me wanting 

to join. […] And then again, I went to the annual general meeting and OK—

leaders, and I felt again, like I could trust everybody. (Lucy, Zoom focus group 

discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Norma agreed with Lucy: 

Julie: OK. How about you, Norma? How does trust play into union 

membership? 

Norma: Yeah, well, I think, yeah, trust is very important, yeah. I think you have 

to trust that the union as an organization and the leadership are, you know, going 

in a direction you agree with, and are handling your private information, your 

work information, you know, dealing with various crises in a manner that you 

can endorse and understand, so. Yeah. You have to be able to rely on people 

anyway, that you’re involved with, whether it’s a personal or professional 

relationship, so yeah, very important. (Zoom focus group discussion, October 

31, 2020) 

Jane’s first encounter with the union was similar to Lucy’s: 
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As for when I joined the union, I felt kind of the same way as Lucy, except the 

person I first met was M. And yeah, he was also just trustworthy. […] And I’ve 

never felt like there was a problem with trust or honesty in the union. (Zoom 

focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Jane elaborated on her sense of trust with an example of when she went to the union 

office to volunteer her time. 

[E]ven one time when I was volunteering there, I was the only one there that 

day, and I was asked nicely, “Can you please leave now? Because there’s people 

coming in for a consultation, and everything has to be confidential, ’cause in the 

union, the office, I can’t just go somewhere else and not hear what’s going 

on. ’Cause, it’s all open. But I appreciated that they were protecting someone 

else’s privacy like that, even though they trusted me. I’m sure they knew I 

wasn’t going to go call their employer: “Oh guess what! You know all these 

people are having a consultation.” But it was good that they were respecting 

those people’s privacy too. So. That was a good thing. (Zoom focus group 

discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Not only did the participants trust the union as a general entity, but they also trusted 

other union members and described this feeling of trust as a sense of support. Norma 

illustrated: 

I guess in the back of your head, there’s a bit of a safety net. You know, where 

you feel if someone comes and, you know, tries to intimidate you, then you have 

somebody at your back. I’m not really concerned about being victimized, 
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employment-wise. But I know that it can happen to anybody at any time. (Zoom 

focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Lucy agreed: 

The first word that came to mind was support. Yeah, someone has my back. […] 

[Y]our boss is not always gonna be looking out for you. You need a union, a 

group of people who will come to your aid, just like soldiers around you. It’s 

kind of like this feeling of security, you know. (Zoom focus group discussion, 

October 31, 2020) 

The above excerpts illustrate how these union leaders felt a sense of solidarity. They 

trusted the union as an entity as a whole, beginning with their first union encounter. 

They also knew that they could rely on other union members for support and act in the 

members’ best interest. This sense of solidarity and trust in the union and its members 

are not defining characteristics, but they are typical features of a community of practice. 

Social theories of learning, including communities of practice, attempt to describe 

social cohesion, such as a sense of solidarity, which is developed through mutual 

engagement with other members in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). 

Furthermore, trust is also a feature of an organizational culture that encourages 

communities of practice to develop (Oh, 2013). In this section, I have shown how the 

union leaders feel both a sense of solidarity through mutual engagement and a sense of 

trust and support and how this relates to communities of practice. 
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Defining Membership in a Community of Practice by Joint Enterprise 

In this union, examples of this second feature of communities of practice 

originally outlined by Wenger (1998) are easily found. Features include joint enterprise, 

campaigns, industrial actions such as leafletings or strikes, or planning events such as 

the annual meetings, which the union holds every spring, and general meetings and 

seminars, held every autumn. Though labor disputes are acrimonious and stressful by 

nature, union members can become enthusiastic about participating in industrial actions 

such as leafletings or strikes. Jane illustrated with examples of strikes she had 

participated in. The first example came from a strike at her own workplace, and the 

second episode came from a strike at the workplace of other union members whom she 

went to support: 

So, at my first job, when we went on strike, we were going around [the] city to 

the different school locations […] and one of them was on a busy road. Just all 

these cars going by and we’re out there chanting and stuff and nobody could 

hear us, but there’s this pedestrian island in the middle of the road for […] 

people crossing the street. And I said, ‘Well, why don’t some of us go over 

there? And hold our signs up there so the people will see it?’ And that’s what we 

did. And it was great. It was exciting. (Personal interview, November 4, 2017) 

We just went out on the overpass with this banner, and we were holding it, and 

all the drivers were seeing it, […], but I don’t think anybody really reacted to it 

that we could see [but] it was fun to do that. (Messenger interview, August 16, 

2020) 
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Lucy has participated in union activities at her workplace by distributing leaflets to 

other instructors, who were prospective members, and during an industrial action when 

the union and the university were in a dispute. She talked about being active in the 

union: 

We’ve had some leafletings. So that’s another way of being active. And […] 

early on, putting leaflets under people’s doors. You know, walking down the 

dark halls. Wooh! (Skype interview, October 31, 2017) 

You just feel aggressive because you’re stopping people. You know, it’s not like 

you’re putting it in their face. (Laughs.) But I mean you are approaching them, 

and you know, with a smile. ‘Ah, here’s a leafleting. You know, here.’ […] So, I 

think that is one of the more engaged activities I’ve been in. (Skype interview, 

August 31, 2020) 

Jane showed that she understood the importance of lending support to other Saizen 

Union members, and Lucy and Jane both expressed the thrill of participating in union 

activities, particularly industrial actions. Although participating in union activities, such 

as labor disputes, can be stressful, union members do not always feel anxious about 

participating. For my part, I have felt anxiety when participating in demonstrations and 

other industrial actions, particularly collective bargaining. At first, when participating in 

demonstrations, I felt nervous because companies hire extra security guards, as if 

anticipating trouble. At collective bargaining, where the employer and the union are 

concerned about their own interests, the atmosphere is sure to be antagonistic. After 

getting accustomed to participating, however, I no longer feel anxious. On the other 
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hand, more pleasant union activities performed with other union members can range 

from the educational and informational, such as attending seminars, to the social, such 

as doing outreach by representing the union at events organized for foreign language 

teachers. Planning and orchestrating these events take effort on the part of union 

leaders, but the activities are valuable, as they create opportunities for members to 

participate in their union and therefore allow the union, and perhaps union members 

themselves, to grow. In addition, such activities promote the union and help prospective 

members put a face to the name, Saizen Union. 

 

Defining Membership in a Community of Practice by Shared Repertoire 

As explained in Chapter 2, Saizen Union members demonstrate a shared 

competence and knowledge that distinguishes them from outsiders. They know how to 

complete simple tasks such as mailings (Jane, Messenger audio interview, August 16, 

2020; Norma, Zoom interview, September 1, 2020). Union members can also organize 

more complex and involved activities, as I have done when promoting the union at 

events for foreign language teachers. The participants’ shared competence and 

knowledge were evident in the interviews and the focus group discussion. For example, 

Norma demonstrated familiarity with organizations in the same federation as the Saizen 

Union. Lucy and Jane expressed not merely feeling comfortable about participating in 

industrial actions, but even enjoying it. 

In addition to distinguishing core union members from peripheral members by 

shared practices, competencies, and knowledge, there are other straightforward ways of 
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making this distinction that concern shared repertoire. First, peripheral union members 

do not correctly use jargon because they have not yet been adequately socialized into 

the Saizen Union community of practice. Furthermore, peripheral union members show 

a lack of familiarity with the institutions in Japan that help different kinds of workers. 

For example, the Labour Standards Office was established to uphold the Labour 

Standards Law (1947). The Labour Relations Commission was established to arbitrate 

disputes between unions (i.e., not individual workers) and employers. Outsiders tend to 

use the term labor board, which is often an institution in their home countries, such as 

in the United States (Gould, 1984), but to union members, it is not always immediately 

clear to which of these two entities outsiders are referring. Another way to distinguish 

outsiders from insiders, as Lucy showed, was the way in which newer union members 

showed their lack of insider status by expressing their apprehension about participating 

in industrial actions. Newer union members sometimes feel anxious about participating 

in industrial actions, as I have. One reason is that they fear retaliation from their 

employer. However, punishing an employee for participating in union activities is 

grounds for an unfair labor practice. Some members at Lucy’s workplace went as far as 

to put on disguises such as hats and sunglasses when leafleting (Skype interview, 

October 31, 2017: Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020). 

Second, another way in which this community of practice is defined is by its 

members’ shared repertoires of engaging in activities such as collective bargaining, 

union meetings, and participating in industrial actions. These activities include 

leafleting, demonstrations, and strikes, as well as other ways of helping each other. Jane 
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helped me leaflet many times and was even proactive about scheduling. After Jane and I 

finished the leafletings, we would go for coffee, and she would open her schedule and 

ask when we could leaflet again. Norma and Jane had helped me a few times with 

setting up displays promoting the Saizen Union at events for EFL instructors. In 

addition to sharing workloads, members of a community of practice also share 

information. At a previous workplace, colleagues have asked me for the latest union 

news, which I happily shared. Lucy and her husband occasionally invited colleagues 

into their home for dinner. Though the primary purpose of Lucy’s social events was not 

to talk about teaching or about union activities, such topics of conversation came up. 

She said: “Oh yeah, we’ve had them over for dinner, but yeah, we didn’t especially 

talk…. I mean, teaching is probably going to come up, or just things that are happening 

at school, and at [the] union, but it wasn’t the purpose about talking about those” (Zoom 

interview, August 31, 2020). 

Examples of the repertoire of the community of practice include words, stories, 

and actions (Wenger, 1998). In the Saizen Union, words include jargon that union 

members are familiar with and that outsiders are probably not. In addition to words such 

as jargon, church metaphors were prevalent in interviews and informal conversations as 

well. One famous story that has been recounted is of a time when a group of women 

rushed to the stage and demanded gender equality in union meetings. I explain this 

episode in detail in Chapter 6. However, the term action is fitting in this context 

because the Saizen Union, like many other labor unions in Japan, joins its sister unions 

in an annual day of action in the spring, called shuntō, the spring wage offensive, an 



 130 

annual campaign launched by labor unions (Ogino, 2021). Union members, both core 

and peripheral, join demonstrations, meetings, and social events afterwards (Norma, 

personal interview, November 26, 2017). 

I illustrate one example of jargon with union members’ less conventional use of 

the verb organize. Typically, this term means to straighten up; however, to a union 

member, organize means to persuade other workers to join the union, or more precisely, 

to unionize. Examples of this term are seen in the interviews with Norma. When asked 

for ways in which she supports the union, she replied, “I think in my current job, I just 

think it’s not possible for me to have any active role as an organizer” (personal 

interview, November 26, 2017). “I chair the Annual Meeting. But I think in terms of 

organizing, that’s just not possible—not in my position,” she continued. In this 

exchange, Norma used the word organize with its less usual meaning by referring to 

activities for increasing the union’s membership. 

When asked about how she felt about her current level of participation, Norma 

replied: 

I feel I do enough, but I feel, as I kind of have said, I don’t really have a role or a 

place to organize, but I feel like I make a greater contribution, than 80% of the 

members, say. (Personal interview, November 26, 2017) 

In the second interview with Norma, I asked if she had volunteered to join any 

committees in addition to the executive committee. Norma reemphasized the previous 

point: 
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So anyway, it’s not an environment I can organize in. But I think those are the 

two basic things you can do. I mean, I can do orientation, like explain stuff to 

people, you know. But so can everyone else. (Zoom interview, September 1, 

2020) 

In addition to terminology, Saizen Union members use some colorful religious 

metaphors. In the second interview, Norma used a metaphor, “Well, I’m not preaching 

the word of the union like you, but I have told people. Or recommended the website” 

(Zoom interview, September 1, 2020). Here, Norma used the word preach to mean talk 

about the union in order to persuade others to join. Norma also used a simile to compare 

the union to a church: “You know, it doesn’t matter, but where you’re joining with 

people who have the same ideas or ideals so you can feel a sense of community and 

camaraderie with other people. Just like going to church, but less religious” (Zoom 

interview, September 1, 2020). 

This comparison is fitting because executive meetings take place on Sundays, 

and in addition to paying dues, union members make donations, which is analogous to 

tithing. Earlier in the chapter, I used the term baptized in fire to refer to members who 

earned clout or status, when they were the target of an unfair labor practice. Examples 

of unfair labor practices include being illegally dismissed, or having their contract not 

renewed in retaliation for participating in union activities. Finally, Norma said that she 

had used the union’s website as a source of information. She used an apt religious 

metaphor to refer to letting prospective members join when they are ready. “So anyway, 

I have recommended the union’s website as a source of information. Let people come to 
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Jesus on their own” (Zoom interview, September 1, 2020). In short, Saizen Union 

members use jargon in colorful and humorous ways. They milk the church analogy, 

which is fitting because union members who organize are often motivated by their sense 

of values and values are often associated with religious practices. 

 

Shared Commitment to the Domain 

Membership in the Saizen Union’s community of practice is defined by a shared 

commitment to the domain. Lucy, Jane, Norma, and I have all shown commitment to 

the union, and more broadly, to the international solidarity movement as a whole. Our 

commitment to solidarity in the union, as well as to the international solidarity 

movement might be attributed to our shared sense of values. One tangible indicator of 

our commitment was the monthly union dues we have paid. In 2020, depending on 

gross monthly income, Saizen Union members paid between ¥500 to ¥5,000 a month 

(union website). In 2018, ¥3,707 ($33.70 USD) was the national average for union 

members in Japan. Most unionized workers, or 17.6%, pay between ¥4,000 ($36.38 

USD) and ¥5,000 ($46.46) (Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare, 2019). Not only 

have we parted with our hard-earned money, but we also have given up our valuable 

time. We attended meetings and participated in various other union activities. Finally, 

we showed a commitment to help increase the number of members, which is an ultimate 

goal of all unions. We help to do this by talking to colleagues and other acquaintances 

about the Saizen Union and promote the union at various events such as those organized 
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for foreign language teachers. Our enthusiastic participation in these activities shows 

our shared sense of values as well as our commitment to the union and its activities. 

To illustrate the participants’ commitment to organizing other foreign language 

teachers in the region, the former chair of the union recognized my efforts and admitted 

that I could be considered to be a leader, even though I am not volunteering all the time: 

Chair: [You’re] not doing stuff all the time. You take initiative. […] You take 

the initiative to go out to do stuff, right? Say, this would be a good event for us 

to do, so yeah, you know, taking initiative, making it a good example as a 

volunteer union activist. (Personal interview, October 14, 2018) 

The events the former chair was referring to were the ones organized for foreign 

language teachers. Sometimes the organizers of these events contact me and invite the 

Saizen Union to set up a display, which I try to orchestrate when I can. I have also 

invited other union members to join me to help explain to event attendees what the 

union is and what it does. Two of the participants, Jane and Norma, have joined me at 

these professional development events for foreign language teachers. 

The participants expressed their commitment to remaining in the union. Norma 

did not see herself quitting the union even though she has had an indefinitely renewable 

contract at work for several years. “I can’t foresee circumstances where I would quit the 

union. You know, at least until I retire and leave the country” (personal interview, 

November 26, 2017). Jane has also expressed her commitment to the union through her 

gratitude. “[T]he union’s always been there for me. They’ve always helped me. And I 

really owe them a lot” (personal interview, November 4, 2017). Especially because 



 134 

there was no enterprise-based union at my workplace, I will remain as a member of an 

industry-based union until retirement. I have earned a tenured position at a private 

university. However, even tenured faculty run the risk of being dismissed or 

experiencing other problems such as harassment or interpersonal conflict; hence, I see 

the need for a union. Furthermore, because the participants have received tangible and 

intangible benefits from union membership, we also feel a need to give back to the 

community. 

Lucy and her husband were preparing to return to the United States at the end of 

the 2020 academic year. Still, she expressed appreciation for benefitting from a 

collective agreement between the Saizen Union and her university. To avoid having to 

offer some instructors permanent employment, the university where Lucy and her 

husband worked forced instructors to take a six-month unpaid break between five-year 

contracts. The union negotiated an agreement that allowed only union members to work 

continuously without having to take the break between contracts. For that, Lucy 

expressed gratitude. 

Julie: So, did you guys have a six-month break between contracts? 

Lucy: We never did. It didn’t work out that way. We didn’t have to do that. We 

were very lucky. Fortunate. […] And we never had to do the six-month leave 

and come back thing. Which is quite expensive, I hear. (Zoom interview, 

September 1, 2020) 
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Shared Competence 

Lucy, Jane, Norma, and I have been able to demonstrate competency as union 

members, which has set us apart from more peripheral members or outsiders. 

Communities of practice are characterized by learning by doing and through 

participating in union activities, and we have acquired skills as a result of being part of 

one. These skills have helped us become better union organizers and leaders and have 

also helped us in other areas of our lives. For example, Jane has become more familiar 

with Robert’s Rules, Norma has enjoyed strengthened friendships, and I have formed 

new ones. Lucy has found opportunities to learn Japanese: “I remember sitting there [in 

the meeting] also, you know, writing some kanji, like, or picking up a word and writing 

it down, looking it up in my electronic dictionary” (Zoom focus group discussion, 

October 31, 2020). In this section, I provide examples of the participants’ shared 

competence. 

Norma, Jane, Lucy, and I have different strengths and weaknesses as union 

members. Jane and I were sufficiently proficient in Japanese to understand what was 

said at collective bargaining or demonstrations. Norma was able to laugh at her lack of 

Japanese proficiency (Zoom interview, September 1, 2020; focus group discussion, 

October 31, 2020), but she believed that through meetings with other unions and 

through collective bargaining, she was able to learn about Japanese culture and acquire 

interpersonal skills (Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020). A more concrete 

example of learning is Jane’s familiarity with Robert’s Rules of Order, which was used 

to guide the Saizen Union’s executive committee, which she used to chair, and the 
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union’s annual meetings. We can all confidently join a picket line or other 

demonstrations and are familiar with best practices as well as common behaviors of 

Saizen Union members. These acquired behaviors illustrate how we have all become 

union activists by participating in union activities. We have not only learned by doing. 

We have become by doing. 

 

Diversity 

To Wenger (1998), the idea of a community connotes homogeneity, that is, 

sharing the quality of being of the same kind, as members of a community of practice 

interact and as their identities change. Paradoxically, both homogeneity and diversity 

emerge. For example, as insurance claims processors in Wenger’s study distinguished 

themselves as they gained experience processing claims. They also developed shared 

ways of doing things. The same can be said of the members of the community of 

practice that is the Saizen Union. Also in the union, the idea of community connotes a 

group of people who share a sense of commonality, and more importantly, a sense of 

values. Furthermore, the diversity within the community fosters increased and richer 

learning (Wenger et al., 2002) and therefore, a more thriving community. In this 

section, I highlight both examples of diversity in the union as well as the lack of it. 

As a labor union that primarily organizes non-Japanese workers, the Saizen 

Union is much more diverse than typical Japanese enterprise or even community-based 

or industry-based unions. Saizen Union members hail from many countries, and their 

background understanding of unions varies greatly. For example, labor unions in Japan 
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differ from those in the west in terms of how they are organized and the many 

protections that the Japanese government provides unions and workers with. Though the 

membership is diverse in terms of the members’ nationalities, there is a gender 

imbalance towards men, which is especially pronounced in the leadership ranks. This 

dichotomy of lack of gender diversity paired with an abundance of diversity in terms of 

members’ nationalities adds to the complex context of this unique labor union. 

Norma acknowledged that the membership as a whole might be representative 

of non-Japanese foreign language teachers living in western Japan: “[J]ust walking 

around on the street […] I don’t see that many western women” (Zoom interview, 

September 1, 2020). Norma’s perception is corroborated by the breakdown by 

nationality and gender among the local JALT chapter (local JALT chapter membership 

officer, personal communication, February 9, 2021) cited in Chapter 4. However, 

Norma stated that she would like to see more women represented in the executive 

committee: “It would be nice if there were, you know, three or four women on the exec” 

(Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020). Norma explained her rationale for 

wanting to increase the numbers of women on the union’s executive committee as 

follows: 

Most union members are…social or political liberals. They believe in equality 

and equal access…. Race and color, creed, gender, sex, you know, whatever. … 

It’s better (laughs) if you have some people from the different groups in your 

group. (Zoom interview 2, September 1, 2020) 
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The unique makeup of the Saizen Union’s membership in terms of nationalities allows 

the members to bring various experiences and perspectives to the union. However, as 

seen in other labor unions in Japan, gender disparity is pronounced. Such disparity 

might be a liability in terms of organizing because the union might not be attractive to 

prospective female members. The union might overlook issues that affect women in the 

workplace, such as sexual harassment or lack of accommodations for nursing mothers. 

Therefore, the union should continue to capitalize on the diversity of its members while 

closing the gender gap in its leadership. As long as the participants in this study 

continue to participate in union activities, perhaps other members, both men and 

women, will take notice. As a result, these women can continue to serve as role models, 

encouraging more rank-and-file members to participate more actively and contribute to 

the Saizen Union’s growth. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have illustrated the complex relationship female leaders have 

with the Saizen Union. First, I characterized a community of practice by using 

Wenger’s (1998) three features: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared 

repertoire and illustrated how these features are embodied in the Saizen Union as a 

community of practice. Second, I defined union leaders’ membership in the community 

of practice by engagement, and particularly more proactive participation than that of 

rank-and-file members. Next, I illustrated how leaders sustained their mutual 
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engagement with the union, and I briefly highlighted their shared competence and 

commitment to the workers’ rights movement. 

The data from the interviews, focus group discussion, and other sources offered 

examples of other aspects of communities of practice theory. I illustrated the 

complexity of the Saizen Union as a community of practice, and I also highlighted 

several salient characteristics of a community of practice found in the Saizen Union. 

The most obvious sign of the union’s complexity can be seen in the diversity among its 

members’ nationalities. Defining membership in the community of practice by 

engagement was seen in the fact that peripheral members of the union merely engaged 

in the community of practice; however, core members participated in a variety of union 

activities and were able to identify their respective trajectories. In addition, participants 

emphasized the importance of staying engaged so as to ensure the continued growth of 

the union. The experiences of the female union leaders studied here are meaningful 

because they illustrate how the union functions as a community of practice. Hopefully, 

the union can capitalize on women’s participation and encourage more rank-and-file 

women to participate more and take more on more responsibilities eventually. In the 

next chapter, I use the theoretical framework of intersectionality to examine these 

women’s relationships with the Saizen Union. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE VARIOUS FACES OF THE SAIZEN WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP: 

INTERNATIONAL AND INTERSECTIONAL 

 

Though the Saizen Union is a legally recognized Japanese labor union, the 

overwhelming majority of its members are not Japanese. The union’s diverse 

membership is both an asset and a liability. Members offer unique perspectives and 

therefore suggest new and innovative ways of organizing, which helps to consequently 

maintain, and possibly improve members’ working conditions. On the other hand, 

because many members are not adequately proficient in Japanese, much of the union’s 

business is conducted in English, or occasionally, bilingually, in English and Japanese. 

Therefore, not all members are equally able to follow along and participate when 

attending meetings or reading communications such as e-mails or leaflets. This disparity 

can be attributed to the fact that at the time that this study was conducted, in addition to 

Japanese members who work in various occupations, and the majority of westerners in 

the union who taught foreign languages, there was a small but significant contingent of 

workers from South America, whose first language was Portuguese or Spanish. Finally, 

in addition to nationality and language, to perhaps a greater extent, participants’ gender 

also influenced the ways in which these leaders have engaged with the union. 

Like communities of practice theory, an intersectional approach can also shed 

light on the union’s complexity. In this chapter, I provide data to support intersectional 

feminism, which helps to explain the ways in which the axes of the two social 
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categories of nationality and gender influenced how the participants engaged in union 

activities. As explained in Chapter 4, these data sources consist of interviews and focus 

group discussions, as well as observations and artifacts. I will attend to defining my use 

of the word identity later; however, I would like to emphasize that identity is a central 

aspect of both of these two seemingly disparate social theories. 

In Chapter 2, conceptual studies on labor unions that took an intersectional 

approach were reviewed even though the authors did not label them as such. In Chapter 

3, I provided an overview of empirical research on women in the labor movement. 

However, research that examines women in the organized labor movement from the 

point of view of intersectionality, particularly in the Japanese context, is lacking. 

Exceptions include work by Ferguson (2009) as well as McCall (2005), who mentioned 

the relationship between intersectionality and labor unions briefly. 

Part of this dearth of research on intersectionality and labor unions can be 

attributed to labor’s difficult relationship with feminism (Ferguson, 2009; hooks, 2012; 

Milkman, 2016). This strained relationship might largely be explained because 

enterprise unions and management share a tendency to adhere to gender norms (Endo, 

2012), presumably to maintain the status quo. The two social categories of nationality 

and gender were both salient in my focus group discussions and participant interviews. I 

examine how the participants’ nationalities and gender influenced the ways in which 

they engaged with the union. I first look at the women’s relationship with the union and 

then look at the makeup and diversity of nationalities represented in the union’s 

membership. However, before presenting the findings, I first describe Japanese labor 
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unions’ relationship with their female members and then explain how identity is a 

central aspect of intersectionality. 

Japanese society is notoriously a man’s world. According to the World 

Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report for 2020 published in 2019, Japan 

ranked 115 out of 153 countries in terms of economic participation and opportunity and 

144 out of 152 countries in terms of political empowerment of women. To add to the 

adversity that working women face, union leaders in Japan and other developed 

democracies are predominantly male, even in unions that organize workers in 

predominantly female industries (Broadbent, 2007; Evans, 2017; Gray, 1993; 

Waldinger, 1985). Nevertheless, there are numerous unsung female heroes in the 

Japanese labor movement. For example, in Chapter 3, I highlighted how Broadbent 

(2005, 2007) and, more recently, Zacharias-Walsh (2016) have described women-only 

unions in Japan. 

For this project, in conjunction with a communities of practice framework, I 

have used intersectional theory to explain how female leaders participate in the Saizen 

Union. As White non-Japanese women from inner-circle countries, it is plausible that 

the participants were affected by their nationality and gender both at work and in the 

union. Sometimes these two aspects of identity are assets, and sometimes they are 

liabilities. In this chapter, I examine how considering nationality and gender as aspects 

of identity can add to our understanding of the complexity of the union and the female 

leaders’ participation in union activities. 
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Identity and Female Non-Japanese Teachers of English 

Identity can generally be thought of as a core sense of self, or who people think 

they essentially are. One example of this commonsense conceptualization can be found 

in Kondo’s (1990) ethnography in which she wrote about life in a factory in Japan. She 

focused on “delineating ‘the Japanese concept of self’” (p. 10). Though an important 

notion, this layperson’s use is not precise enough for the purpose of this project. 

Considering the context of this project, a contextual and social definition is more 

practical. In other words, a social concept of identity can be formulated, which helps by 

“considering how we recognize and act out in different social roles or different 

positions in society” (Gee, 2014, p. 228). 

When designing this project, I underestimated how central identity is to both 

communities of practice theory and intersectionality. Though Crenshaw (1989) initially 

neglected to articulate what she meant by identity in a paper she later coauthored (Cho 

et al., 2013), the authors addressed problems by taking a categorical approach Gee 

articulated in 2000. Cho et al. felt that if researchers take a categorical approach to 

identity, they should consider how particular dynamics in a given context influence 

categories and identities. 

In second language acquisition research, Dörnyei (2003) demonstrated the utility 

of examining language learners’ motivation from an integrative perspective to one of 

identification with the L2 community. This social view of identity of belonging to a 

particular category or group was applied to this project. Furthermore, a social approach 

to identity meshes well with communities of practice, which is a social theory of 
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learning. Norton (1995, 2001) brought attention to identity theory in applied linguistics 

research in which she developed a theory of social identity integrating the language 

learner to the learning context. Helping to make her approach even more compatible 

with communities of practice theory, Norton addressed power relations with respect to 

identity, which is not yet adequately addressed in applied linguistics research (Ortega, 

2017, 2019). 

Later, in an edited volume, Barkhuizen (2016) provided helpful ways to 

consider language teacher identity, which is useful when considering the identity of the 

research participants in this study, who are all English as a Foreign Language teachers: 

Language teacher identities (LTIs) are cognitive, social, emotional, ideological, 

and historical—they are both inside the teacher and outside in the social, 

material and technological world. LTIs are being and doing, feeling and 

imagining, and storying. They are struggle and harmony: they are contested and 

resisted by self and others, and they are also accepted, acknowledged and 

valued, by self and others. They are core and peripheral, personal and 

professional, they are dynamic, multiple, and hybrid, and they are foregrounded 

and backgrounded. And LTIs change, short-term and over time–discursively in 

social interaction with teacher educators, learners, teachers, administrators, and 

the wider community, and in material action with spaces, places and objects in 

classrooms, institutions, and online. (p. 4) 

Barkhuizen’s proposed definition is not so much a precise definition as it is a composite 

conceptualization, but it is a good place to start a discussion. Burns (2016) pointed to 
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Gee, who has offered a pragmatic approach to identity, in which identity is “Being 

recognized as a certain ‘kind of person,’ in a given context” (Gee, 2000, p. 99). 

Building on Gee’s definition is a logical progression by taking identity in the field of 

education to the field of second language acquisition. Stets and Burke (2000) provided a 

helpful bridge between thinking about identity from the perspective of identity theory 

and social theory, the latter of which is more compatible with Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991; Wenger, 1998) communities of practice theory. Furthermore, some research on 

union identity has taken a social approach as well. In Canada, Lévesque et al. (2005) 

illustrated three social approaches to evaluating Canadian workers’ identification as 

union members. Briefly, Lévesque and his collaborators first outlined causes of 

structural change that influence union members’ identities. According to the authors, 

the causes of structural change that have such an effect on union members’ identities 

include an increased number of women participating in the workforce, a decline of 

employment in the manufacturing sector, a decrease of stable, full-time employment, as 

well as an aging, and more educated workforce. 

 

Female Saizen Union Leaders’ Identities 

Taking Gee’s (2000) practical and categorical approach to identity, in which he 

considers identity as a certain kind of person in a given context, the identities of the 

participants of this study can be viewed in the broader context of Japan, and in the 

narrower contexts of their workplaces and the union. In this section, I examine two 

aspects, or as an intersectionalist would call it, axes, of their identities, as non-Japanese 
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at work, and as women in the contexts of work and the Saizen Union. Specifically, one 

benefit of the participants’ privileged status as native English speakers has been evident 

in our careers. Our native speaker status has helped us get teaching jobs in Japan. As for 

our identities as women, while the participants readily admitted that the union could do 

more to attract women to the union and promote more women to leadership positions, 

the participants have not felt particularly discriminated against, either at work or in the 

union. 

 

Participants’ Identities as Non-Japanese in Insular Japan 

Many researchers and residents of Japan have taken Japan’s insularity as a mere 

“article of faith” (Auslin, 2016). However, Japan is literally an insular country in that it 

is an island, that for many years in its history, closed itself off to outside influence. We 

can also see Japan as an insular country in a less literal sense in that nowadays, young 

Japanese people are less interested in living overseas than their parents were (Dujarric 

& Takenaka, 2019), reflecting young people’s lack of interest in outside cultures. 

Allusions to Japan’s insularity can be seen in research by Davis (2016), Goldstein and 

Rapkin (1991), Owens (2014), Pesek (2015), and Toh (2017), for example. Therefore, I 

am working on the assumption that Japan can be characterized as an insular country. 

I examined the participants’ identities as non-Japanese as a salient aspect of 

identity in the context of working in Japan and participating in the Japanese workers’ 

rights movement. The union has a mandate to fight discrimination based on nationality, 

among other aspects of identity (union website, n. d.). Through interviews and the focus 
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group discussion, participants demonstrated awareness of this policy and its formation 

and consequent formulation. For example, one way in which the union fought 

discrimination against its members was through forcing employers to follow the law 

(Norma, personal interview, November 26, 2017). 

In this section, relying on interview data, and to a lesser extent, on the focus 

group discussion, I illustrate the participants’ awareness of the union’s anti-

discrimination policy and its formation. I also show that the participants have felt that 

their identities as non-Japanese workers have affected them to different degrees, varying 

from not at all, as Jane has felt, to somewhat, as Norma and I have experienced. Jane 

said that she had never experienced or witnessed discrimination based on her gender or 

nationality in the context of the union. Lucy said that she was aware of discrimination 

and saw the need to talk about it. 

When asked how the union fights discrimination, Jane said that she had never 

experienced it, at least within the union, and had not even witnessed discrimination 

directed at other union members. 

Jane: I did think it was good that the person who said that could feel comfortable 

saying, it, so I’ve never felt any kind of discrimination towards me or anybody 

else, you know. 

Julie: In the union? 

Jane: In the union. Generally, …. In the union, there’s nothing. Nobody does 

anything to anybody as far as I have ever observed. (In-person interview, 

November 4, 2017) 
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Lucy’s husband, who was also American, was an executive officer of the Saizen Union, 

and in the interviews, Lucy talked about what he said when he came home from 

meetings. Union officers were aware of a need to continue discussing discrimination: 

Julie: Can you give me some examples of how the union fights discrimination? 

Lucy: […] I remember [it being] brought up at one of the [Saizen] Union 

Annual Meetings. Just the terminology used. And how to word certain things in 

the revised, what is it called, the constitution? […] And so that came up. They 

seemed quite concerned about it. [My husband] has talked about the meetings, 

the executive meetings—that has come up. Discrimination, and he’s had 

conversations with some of the officers, concerning race, and feeling 

discriminated against. So, I know it’s in the air, and I know it’s something that 

they want to keep in the forefront of conversation just so that people feel that 

they’re being included and treated equally. (Zoom interview, August 31, 2020) 

From Lucy’s account of what she has seen and heard, the union was not merely aware 

of the need to discuss issues dealing with identity-based discrimination, such as 

discriminating on the basis of gender or nationality, but had also considered various 

groups of marginalized workers when revising its constitution. 

With respect to nationality, discrimination was not the only relevant issue that 

the participants and I discussed. Norma agreed with me that as non-Japanese, though we 

are not eligible to vote in elections in Japan, participating in union activities filled her 

need to fulfil her civic duty. Because Norma was able to fill this need, she was able to 

live in line with her sense of values. Therefore, as non-Japanese nationals, we were 
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able to participate in democracy within the context of the union even though we lacked 

the right to vote in Japanese elections at the national and local level. However, as union 

members, we are all eligible to vote on matters at least at the branch level. Those of us 

who were delegates were also able to vote on matters such as amendments to the 

union’s constitution or the annual strike vote at the annual meeting. Executive 

committee members, such as Norma, could vote on some matters, including approving 

membership applications and approving strikes and other industrial actions, as they 

arose at the monthly executive committee meetings. In sum, though participants were 

all non-Japanese, our nationalities have influenced interactions with others. Still, we 

have not let our lack of Japanese status prevent us from participating in democracy, or 

Japanese society, because we are able to participate in the Saizen Union, a Japanese 

democratic organization. Furthermore, our participation in the union lets us feel like we 

are improving Japanese society by promoting workers’ rights. 

 

Participants’ Identities as Feminists? 

As has already been documented in the research literature, unions have had 

difficult relationships with women. Many women in the labor movement, including the 

participants in this study, have expressed feeling uncomfortable with the feminist label. 

In the focus group discussion, the participants provided working definitions of what 

they consider a feminist to be. Moreover, at various stages of data collection, the 

participants discussed some of the problems they saw with the feminist movement. 
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Lucy expressed the greatest discomfort, while Jane and Norma sounded ambivalent 

about pushing the feminist agenda and their identities as feminists. 

In our first interview, I asked Lucy if she considered herself to be a feminist. 

“Ah, hm. Being a feminist. There are positive and negative connotations” (Skype 

interview, October 31, 2017). She attributed part of her discomfort to others’ 

perceptions. “Because if I say, ‘I’m a feminist!’” I think people will look at me and 

assume certain things. And unfortunately, a lot of those assumptions could be negative. 

Like, ‘Oh, this could lead to discrimination against men.’” As a representative of the 

union, which Lucy stressed the importance of in both the second interview and the 

focus group discussion, members need to be mindful and exhibit pride as union 

members. Jane expressed comparatively ambivalent feelings about what it means to be 

a feminist. “Because I think men and women, in many ways, cannot be equal, but they 

should have equal opportunities” (personal interview, November 4, 2017). 

In the focus group discussion three years later, Jane offered a qualified 

definition of feminism and said that she found it easier to define it by what it is not: 

It’s tricky, sometimes, but a feminist is, I think, someone that believes that men 

and women should be treated equally. As much as possible. Um, like, for 

example, maternity and paternity leave. […] I’ve had so much time to think 

about this, and I’ve never come up with a better explanation. I’m better at telling 

you what it isn’t. (Laugh.) A lot of people think it means that you can’t criticize 

women, which isn’t true. People think it means saying we’re better than men. 

It’s not true. (Focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 
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Lucy agreed: 

Very well put. I was going to add, I think that needs to be made clear. Women 

like me feel uncomfortable these days. I remember when I was in my twenties. 

And I was, “Of course I’m a feminist! I want equality. I want gender equality.” 

But these days, it’s more and more difficult for me to feel that way. Just because 

of that side, you’re saying. […] There are exceptions to what I’m saying about 

equality. Or exceptions to that label. It’s not women being better. (Laugh.) You 

know, but I just feel that that’s a problem. (Focus group discussion, October 31, 

2020) 

The participants have a weaker conceptualization of feminism than I do. Jane and 

Norma emphasized the equality of genders. Norma said that she was a feminist because 

she “believe[d] in equal rights for women and that women should be empowered [and] 

not subjected to male approval and oppression and stuff like that” (personal interview, 

November 26, 2017). However, hooks (2012, 2000) took a stronger position and 

defined feminism as a means to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression. I 

endorse this more proactive definition because of the emphasis on creating change 

instead of merely accepting the premise of equality. In Chapter 7, I address the 

participants’ varying degrees of feminism and suggest possible causes of the gap 

between women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the feminist 

movement. 

hooks and other feminist scholars refer to axes of identity, one of which is 

gender. Other researchers use stronger language and refer to aspects of identity as axes 
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of oppression. Furthermore, three axes of identity considered most often; namely, race, 

gender, and class, form the trinity of intersectionality. This trinity forms a triple 

oppression. Among the three main axes of identity that form the trinity of 

intersectionality, perhaps the participants in this study placed a greater emphasis on the 

axis of class, meaning their working-class identities, rather than the axes of gender or 

race. Milkman (2016), Dye (1975), and hooks (2012) have discussed the same 

phenomenon when comparing research on women in the workers’ rights movement 

with women in the women’s rights movement. Women in the former group have placed 

a greater emphasis on class, while women in the latter group have emphasized gender. 

Women must reconcile this gap in order to work together to fight oppression of all 

kinds. Women should apply the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights movement: 

solidarity. This commitment to solidarity will therefore enable all women to come 

together to fight oppression. 

The excerpts I have shown indicate that these three participants identify as 

feminists, albeit reluctantly or to varying degrees. Norma said that she was a feminist. 

“Um, yeah, I suppose so. Yeah, sure. I have no objection. I’m a feminist anyway” 

(personal interview, November 26, 2017). As can be seen from her previous comments, 

she said that she believed in equal rights for women. However, Lucy and Jane were less 

adamant about the feminist label. Jane also felt that she could be considered a feminist. 

After explaining that men and women should have equal opportunities and get paid the 

same for the same work, she stated, “So I think that makes me a feminist” (personal 

interview, November 4, 2017). Lucy took on an even weaker position: “And so I never 
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come out and say, “I’m a feminist!” I think of myself as more like a humanist, maybe” 

(Skype interview, October 31, 2017). 

Nationality was yet another salient aspect of the research participants’ identities, 

albeit to a lesser extent. Though nationality does not fall into the so-called trinity of 

intersectionality, I have examined the participants’ nationality instead of race. As non-

Japanese living in Japan, the participants’ nationalities were amplified because either as 

non-Japanese, or in Norma’s case as an American in particular, have affected the ways 

in which they interacted with others. In this chapter, I recount episodes in which Jane, at 

collective bargaining, was singled out for being a woman, and in which Jane and Norma 

were criticized for being American. In the next section, I turn my attention to these 

Saizen Union members’ nationalities. 

 

Diversity of Nationalities in the Saizen Union 

Compared to other unions in its federation, the Saizen Union is more diverse in 

terms of the nationalities represented in its membership with union members from 

countries such as Canada, the United States, France, Korea, and Australia. Therefore, 

when the union was called upon to send representatives to demonstrations or meetings 

held at the federation level, representatives from other unions were able to gauge how 

many members of the Saizen Union had come to participate. Not only does the union 

have more non-Japanese members compared to other unions in the federation, but the 

union is also one of the largest in the federation. Thus, because of its high number of 

non-Japanese members, its level of participation has been easy to see (e-mail 
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communication with previous chair, November 29, 2020). For this reason, the union 

leadership felt more obligated to send enough delegates to reflect how seriously the 

Saizen Union takes its membership in the federation. Therefore, in addition to a 

Japanese delegate, Canadian and North American members have attended federation 

meetings as well. 

I was the only Canadian participant in the study. I have considered my status as 

a Canadian as both an asset and a liability with respect to living and working in Japan. 

My nationality, as well as my accompanying native-speaker status, helped me to get my 

first job teaching in a private language school, and probably helped me get work in 

several universities. At one large private university where I used to teach, with a few 

exceptions, the school paid native speakers of English more than their Japanese 

colleagues. 

However, in all the university faculties I have taught in, non-Japanese tenured 

instructors of English have been outnumbered by their Japanese counterparts. In the 

focus group discussion held over Zoom on October 31, 2020, the other women provided 

a variety of responses when asked how their nationality affected their status in Japan. 

The only problem Lucy could think of was that her Australian colleagues had an easier 

time living in Japan than she did because Japan and Australia are in similar time zones. 

Lucy’s Australian colleagues enjoy benefits, albeit they are negligible. First, Lucy’s 

Australian colleagues experienced less jet lag when visiting family. Second, talking 

with family in Australia over the phone is easier to arrange because people in Australia 

are awake at more or less the same time as those in Japan. In addition, Jane recognized 
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that she is treated differently than her colleagues from the Philippines because, in her 

words, “Filipinos are sometimes not considered to be native enough, because they look 

Asian” (Jane, Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020). Therefore, as can be 

seen in Jane’s more elaborate comments later, teachers from the United States, United 

Kingdom, or Australia had more work opportunities because some schools preferred 

teachers with these nationalities. Jane’s dispatch company’s clients at the kindergartens 

did not consider EFL instructors from the Philippines to be native enough. Therefore, 

Jane had more work opportunities than her Filipino colleagues. At times, Norma has felt 

that her status as an American has caused more trouble than her status as a woman, 

particularly during the turbulent post-9/11 years. As Norma explained, her colleagues 

made some unkind remarks to her about the United States invading Afghanistan in 2001 

and Iraq in 2003. The following are some representative comments: 

 Lucy: Wow. Gosh, it must be nice. To go back and forth and not have that time 

zone change. The jetlag is, well, [hard] for me, but I think you’ve got it going. 

[…] trying to think of—benefits. For being American. I don’t know. I’ll have to 

think on that. (Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

 Jane: […] Filipinos are sometimes not considered to be native enough because 

they look Asian. Yeah. Although we do have a lot of really, really good teachers 

working for us. And I work in a lot of kindergartens—so I think, you know, they 

want the American or British teacher, or Australian teacher first, I think. (Zoom 

focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 
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 Norma: Particularly in post-9/11 […] I had to listen to a lot of crap, […] and 

especially at that time, you know, your country was also part of the coalition. 

(Zoom interview, September 31, 2020) 

These excerpts illustrate how the participants considered their nationality to be an asset 

at times, as Jane stated, sometimes a liability, as Jane and Norma stated, and both an 

asset and a liability, as had been my experience working in Japan since 1995. In the 

next section, another aspect of the participants’ identities, gender, also emerged as both 

an asset and a liability and influenced the participants as union members. 

 

Participants’ Relationships as Women with the Saizen Union 

The Saizen Union has shown a commitment to fighting discrimination based on 

nationality, race, language, gender, age, or sexual orientation (union website, n. d.). A 

search of the aforementioned website was conducted on October 12, 2020 and revealed 

that the term women resulted in 34 mentions. The most prevalent hits concerned two 

women’s universities with which the union had conducted collective bargaining. There 

were seven such mentions. Five were related to maternity leave, and five were related to 

gender disparity. 

The participants’ gender has been an aspect of their identities concerning their 

engaging in union activities. Jane wondered whether, during collective bargaining with 

a board of education, management asked her opinion because she was a woman. Lucy 

said that she had been the only woman in attendance in branch meetings, but she did not 

feel tension, though she suspected that when she, as the only woman, did not attend, 
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other members noticed (Zoom interview, August 31, 2020). In the same interview, Lucy 

said that she felt that the men wanted to lead and that she was happy to allow them to do 

so. In the focus group discussion, Lucy asked Norma if the meeting organizers called on 

Norma to chair the union’s two meetings, the annual general meeting held every spring, 

and the general meeting conducted every fall, because she was a woman. Lucy and I 

wondered if the union had been engaging in tokenism. Norma admitted that she did not 

know what the meeting organizers’ thinking was, but that having a woman chair the 

large meetings might have been at least partly in response to the group of women who 

rushed to the stage and demanded gender equality in union meetings. I provide an 

account of this episode later in the chapter. The participants also gave examples of what 

the Saizen Union is doing to help women. Finally, the participants offered potential 

solutions to what the union could do to make itself appeal to female foreign language 

teachers. Lucy suggested doing more outreach or having talks with small groups of 

women who have expressed interest in joining the union (focus group discussion, 

October 31, 2020). 

Jane shared a time that she felt that her gender became relevant in union 

activities. At a meeting with a board of education, one representative of the board 

suddenly asked what Jane thought; Jane did not know why she was singled out. 

He was pointing at me like, “I wanna hear what she thinks.” And I thought, “Is 

he including me? Is he being patronizing?” I wasn’t sure, so I just echoed what 

they were saying. (Messenger audio interview 2, August 16, 2020) 
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In the second interview, Lucy discussed the gender gap in the union. She has not felt 

that there is a significant absence of women. However, she recognized that she is 

sometimes the only woman participating in branch meetings with teachers at the same 

workplace. 

Julie: So, how does being a woman help you participate in union activities? 

Lucy: So, I’m in the minority, and so sometimes, if you’re in a smaller group, 

then you may stick out more. And maybe it encourages me to represent my 

gender in the best way I can, except…without feeling I’m playing a part or being 

someone I’m not. (Zoom interview, August 31, 2020) 

Even though stories are a central aspect of communities of practice theory, one story fits 

better in this chapter on intersectionality in the union as it illustrates one aspect of the 

Saizen Union’s relationship with women. Though I used communities of practice theory 

to explain findings in the previous chapter, I share a story about two women in the 

Saizen Union here. The former chair of the union (personal interview, October 14, 

2018), as well as Norma (personal interview, November 26, 2017; Zoom interview, 

September 1, 2020; focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) and Jane (focus group 

discussion, October 31, 2020) alluded to an incident that happened in the late 1990s. 

At one of the union’s large meetings, which all members were strongly 

encouraged to attend, a group of women rushed to the stage and demanded gender 

equality in union meetings. In addition, if attendance at meetings did not achieve gender 

parity, the women demanded that the union conduct another meeting to find out why. 

The women expected the participants in union meetings to be half male and half female. 
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However, achieving absolute gender parity in the Saizen Union’s leadership would have 

been impractical and unrealistic because the entire population of foreign language 

teachers in the region was not half male and half female, nor was the gender makeup of 

the union equally balanced. As stated in Chapter 4, according to the former treasurer, as 

of February, 2021, the population of non-Japanese male foreign language teachers in the 

Saizen Union was 76%, and the population of non-Japanese female foreign language 

teachers was 24%. 

Furthermore, the goal of achieving absolute gender parity in the leadership of 

the Saizen Union is ironic because, for the most part, elections for most union officers 

are largely uncontested, especially for the positions of executive officer. Norma felt that 

it was strange that the aforementioned group of women decided to protest. “Yeah, it’s 

bizarre, because I mean, they’re uncontested elections so, what’s stopping you?” (Zoom 

interview, September 1, 2020). This story sets the stage for Norma’s following remarks: 

Norma: A whole lot of guys […] were traumatized. [Two women] organized a 

group of women to demand equal representation, and at the time, I don’t think 

anyone was drawing a salary, except [the founding chair of the union]. […] Of 

course, they’d be happy to have equal representation, and if you wanted to do 

something, you could volunteer for it. So they were under attack, and they felt it 

was unjust. And I think it was, of course. (Zoom interview, September 31, 2020) 

Though the Saizen Union is diverse in terms of the nationality of its members, in terms 

of gender, the membership of the union is composed mainly of men, especially White 

men from inner-circle countries. The union was making efforts to fight all forms of 
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discrimination. Therefore, as Norma said, the men were unjustly attacked. Because the 

union as a whole was mainly composed of western men, the gender makeup of its 

membership might be a reasonably accurate reflection of the demographic that the 

union is trying to organize. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the majority of Saizen Union members 

are non-Japanese men, and the second largest demographic is non-Japanese women. 

These two groups made up well over 95% of the union’s membership in 2019 (personal 

communication with the former union treasurer, who was responsible for keeping 

membership records, January 29, 2019). However, as in many unions worldwide, the 

gender makeup of the leadership does not reflect the unions’ membership (Gray, 1993), 

even in female majority unions (Kaminski & Yakura, 2008; Martin, 2014). 

Despite the gender imbalance among the membership, which was further 

accentuated in its leadership ranks, the Saizen Union has claimed to be committed to 

fighting discrimination. This lack of proportional representation of women might 

indicate a gender balance problem, which is undesirable in a progressive organization 

such as a labor union. As mentioned above, in addition to fighting for members’ 

working conditions, the Saizen Union is committed to fighting discrimination based on 

nationality, race, language, gender, age, or sexual orientation (union website, n. d.). 

Interview participants all agreed that the union has fought for gender equality and has 

made an effort to ensure that its membership is representative of who the union was 

fighting for. This discrepancy highlights how the axis of research participants’ gender 

might influence how we participate in union activities. 
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However, as is the case in many unions worldwide (Gray, 1993; Kaminski & 

Yakura, 2008; Martin, 2014), the gender balance of the Saizen Union’s executive 

committee does not reflect the gender balance of the membership as a whole. The 

former chair of the union agreed that this was a problem (personal interview, October 

14, 2018). Lucy and Norma (Zoom interview 2, August 31, 2020, and September 1, 

2020, respectively) agreed but felt that the union should work for a gender balance that 

reflects the membership as a whole more at the branch level. The union organizes 

branches by workplace or sometimes by industry or sector. Therefore, as per the 

participants’ suggestion, instead of working towards gender parity at the top level, that 

is to say, in the union’s executive committee, working towards gender parity at the 

branch level would be more meaningful. Members are more likely to participate more 

regularly in union activities in their branch rather than union-wide activities, and 

therefore see more women participating. 

Researchers have also recommended that unions encourage female members to 

participate more at the local level (Melcher et al., 1992). The authors reasoned that 

leaders can be groomed for leadership positions as they rise through the ranks. Another 

reason to encourage Saizen women to participate more in branch level activities is that 

union-wide activities happen only once or twice a year. In contrast, meetings and 

activities at the branch level are held more frequently. In the following excerpts, I 

illustrate that though the participants agree that gender balance is a worthwhile goal, 

they do not feel that their ability to participate has been hindered: 
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Norma: Most union members are…social or political liberals. They believe in 

equality and equal access…. Race and color, creed, gender, sex, you know, 

whatever. … It’s better (laughs) if you have some people from the different 

groups in your group. (Zoom interview, September 1, 2020) 

Lucy: When I’ve gone to [union] meetings, I don’t feel like there’s a big 

absence of women. The women either tend to be running the meeting or on the 

executive. They’re vocal. There is a female presence. And the people sitting in 

the audience, or the delegates. (Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Jane: I never felt unwelcome. It’s a matter of who wants to be involved and who 

can be, and I don’t feel a need to specifically say there should be more women. 

It’s up to women to join if they want. I don’t feel like they’re being excluded. 

(Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Jane and Norma recounted the episode of women rushing the stage at the meeting to 

demand equal representation of men and women. When Jane said that she did not feel 

unwelcome in the union, I interpreted her statement as a way of saying that the women 

who rushed the stage were behaving in an unnecessarily extreme manner. Perhaps the 

protesters were complaining about a problem that did not even exist in the union. 

Norma commented that most union members are political or social liberals, so it 

is easy to imagine that even most men in the union either agree with such fundamental 

principles of feminism or consider themselves to be feminists’ allies. The previous chair 

admitted that the union has a problem encouraging more women to take on leadership 

roles. However, this gender gap was much narrower than in sister unions in the 
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federation. All four participants agreed that the union should do more to encourage 

women to participate in different levels of the union, ranging from workplace branches 

to the executive committee. The participants also agreed that there is nothing stopping 

women from participating. Most union elections are uncontested, so perhaps union 

leaders should explicitly encourage women to take on leadership roles. The previous 

chair of the union admitted that the union has to encourage more women to take the 

initiative to participate, and eventually lead (personal interview, October 14, 2018). 

Many leaders in the union, both men and women, tend to wait until they are encouraged 

or invited to run for a position on the executive committee. 

 

Intersectionality in the Saizen Union 

As outlined in Chapter 2, Crenshaw (1989) used the concept of intersectionality 

to illustrate the ways in which social forces interact to shape multiple dimensions of 

what people experience. Intersectionality can also show how nationality and gender can 

elevate or reduce non-Japanese women’s status in Japan politically. Therefore, in the 

section that follows, I illustrate how the complex features of these two axes of identity, 

nationality and gender, affect members’ relationships in the Saizen Union. 

 

Complicated Features of Intersections of Identity in the Context of the Saizen Union 

Aspects of identity such as nationality and gender can have a complicated 

influence on relationships among members of a community. I would extrapolate this to 

mean that gender and nationality influence relationships within the community that is 
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the Saizen Union as well. Labor researchers have accounted for gender and class when 

examining women’s lack of union representation but have neglected to account for race. 

In this study, even though the participants were all White, I do not analyze participants’ 

race as one of the major axes of identity that I examine. Rather, I examine participants’ 

nationalities instead. Conversely, intersectional researchers have examined gender and 

race, but have neglected to account for class (Milkman, 2016). bell hooks (2012) 

explained, “Nowadays, it is fashionable to talk about race or gender; the uncool subject 

is class” (p. vii). Therefore, if the participants’ inner-circle, native speaker status can be 

used as an indicator of class, I might be able to account for and examine the 

participants’ social and political identities, including aspects of identity such as gender, 

nationality, and class. The nationalities and gender of the participants are two axes of 

identity that influence how we work and participate in union activities. These aspects of 

our identities also influence our interactions with others, and consequently, also 

influence other aspects of our lives. 

 

Gender and Female Union Leaders’ Participation in the Saizen Union 

Unions improve working conditions for both men and women, but because men, 

especially those in enterprise-based unions, are believed to want to protect the status 

quo (Endo, 2012; Kumazawa, 1981/1996), unions have gone as far as to work against 

female members’ interests. These men might feel threatened by newly hired women 

who pose a potential threat and cause the men to have to work harder to compete with 

equally or possibly more competent coworkers (Endo, 2012; Gordon, 1998; Nemoto, 
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2016; Zacharias-Walsh, 2016). In one example from the 1950s, when a group of 

Japanese women won their hard-fought right to become full-fledged union members, 

the men in the union pushed them into assuming female gender roles, resulting in 

women’s interests in the workplace to become overlooked (Gerteis, 2009). 

Similarly, even though the Saizen Union has claimed to work for women’s 

rights in the workplace (union website, n. d.), women are an underrepresented 

demographic in the union’s membership as a whole, and much more so, in the 

leadership, as they are in many unions across Japan (Iwamoto & Okura, 2019). 

Industrial unions in Japan have an average of 16.1 full-time officers, of whom 0.4% are 

women (Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training, 2003). In 2002, the Saizen 

Union had two full-time officers, both of whom were men. For the 2020-21 fiscal year, 

the chair of the union was a Japanese man, and the former chair, a Canadian man who 

was one of the secondary informants in this study, served as the general secretary. 

The officers of the Saizen Union are mindful of the appearance of gender 

equality and strive to demonstrate this to the membership at large. For example, the 

union has showcased women by asking Norma to chair annual meetings, or by asking 

me to take care of the reception desk (e-mails from the treasurer, October 23, 2013, 

April 17, 2014). However, according to the former chair of the union, the Saizen 

Union’s gender gap is not nearly as pronounced when compared to other unions in the 

federation (personal interview, October 14, 2018). In 2020, only officers and election 

delegates were obligated to participate in order to achieve a quorum. However, rank-

and-file members were strongly encouraged to attend, so many members would be able 
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to notice the gender and nationality makeup of the union when they attended larger 

meetings. Rank-and-file members who did not need to attend still chose to do so 

because they wanted to be aware of the union’s activities. Therefore, because the annual 

general meeting was the largest meeting that the union held, many members were able 

to see not only the gender demographics of the leadership, but also its makeup in terms 

of members’ nationalities represented. In this exchange during the focus group 

discussion, Lucy asked Norma if she was asked to chair the meeting because she is a 

woman: 

Norma: But they wanted him to make a speech or something, so they asked me 

to chair. 

Lucy: How very thoughtful of them. Was that […] the men’s idea, or they felt 

like they wanted…? 

Norma: It [was] the men’s idea. I don’t know. You’d have to ask them exactly 

what their thinking [was], but I think another union history thing, of course, 

there was an episode which was around 1997, where a group of women, a small 

group of women came and demanded gender equality. (Zoom focus group 

discussion, October 31, 2020) 

This exchange illustrates that participants are aware of the union’s efforts to at the very 

least show its membership that it takes gender parity seriously. 
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Intersectionality and Nationality Adding to the Complexity of Participants’ Identities 

Though I do not intend to conflate nationality and class, the nationalities of the 

participants form a double-edged sword because, at times, their non-Japaneseness works 

for or against them. Due to prevalent native speakerism, the fact that English teachers 

hail from inner-circle countries and speak a desirable variety of English can work in 

their favor. I conducted a search for the term native on the Jobs in Japan website 

(http://jobsinjapan.com, 2020) on July 13, 2020, and the search generated 55 classified 

ads for native speakers of English, Chinese, French, and Italian. The number of jobs 

offered to native speakers of foreign languages illustrates the demand for native-

speaking instructors in Japan, which indicates how widespread the problem of native 

speakerism is. 

Furthermore, some schools prefer to hire teachers from certain countries (Jane, 

Zoom focus group discussion, October 31, 2020). Researchers have documented this 

tendency (Galloway, 2014; Hashimoto, 2020), and some schools express a desire to hire 

Whites (Amin, 1997; Galloway, 2014; Hashimoto, 2020). The union has fought with 

employers over native speakerism. However, the union has not been tackling the 

problem recently because more pressing issues affect members at work, including 

amendments to Japan’s Labour Contract Law that went into effect in 2018, as well as 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Even though we four research participants were privileged because we held 

passports from inner-circle countries and were considered native speakers of prestigious 

varieties of English, there were occasions when two core participants experienced minor 
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negative aspects of being American. Norma talked about a time she was talking with 

other executive committee members: 

[P]articularly in post-9/11 […] I had to listen to a lot of crap. […] Yeah, but you 

know, especially at that time, your country was also part of the coalition. […] 

Why do I have to represent the American side? At the time, the people I went 

out with, there was a couple of Canadians, four British guys, a New Zealander, 

and a couple of Australians. And I was the only American. And once in a while, 

[the former chair of the union] would say something. (Laughs.) “Well, it’s not 

only America.” (Zoom interview, September 1, 2020) 

Jane had also fallen victim to the one-all fallacy in which Americans are painted with 

the same brush. She shared a frustrating exchange she had had with a non-Japanese 

friend: 

Sometimes people will be frustrated about things that America does or has done. 

And I feel they’re giving me a hard time about it. And it’s like, “No, no. I didn’t 

do that. I’m not the President, you know.” That hasn’t happened so much 

recently. I’m pretty lucky. One time, another foreign friend, an Asian friend, 

mentioned to me this one particular actress that’s popular in America, and I’m 

like, “Meh, I’m not really a fan of her.” And she’s like, “What!? I thought she 

was popular in America.” “Well, she is, but I’m just not a fan of her.” (Zoom 

focus group discussion, October 31, 2020) 

Undeniably, the participants have benefitted from the privilege of our inner-circle 

nationalities, particularly, where gaining work opportunities is concerned. Norma’s 
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example, however, illustrates how her nationality influenced her relationship with other 

Saizen Union members, though it was an annoyance, not a burden. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

In Chapters 5 and 6, I reported findings from various types of data in order to 

explore the research questions from a theoretical communities of practice perspective as 

well as an intersectional feminism perspective to explain the ways in which the axes of 

nationality and gender influenced how the participants engaged in union activities. 

In short, the participants’ identities as women and as non-Japanese influenced 

the ways and extents to which they engaged with the union in which they were leaders. 

The participants were aware of how in the large meetings, the union made an effort to 

show that it was serious about gender parity and protecting workers’ rights regardless of 

members’ nationalities. The three American participants endorsed the statement “I am a 

feminist” to varying degrees. Lucy found the term to be problematic, whereas Jane and 

Norma agreed that though gender equality is a worthwhile goal, they felt that gender 

disparity was not as significant a problem in the union as I have felt. The core 

participants stated that, for the most part, they had experienced more benefits than 

drawbacks from being American. Jane recognized that she was treated better than her 

equally qualified Filipino colleagues, for example. 

In Chapter 7, I refer to the findings from the results chapters and summarize and 

interpret the responses to the research questions by connecting the findings to the 

literature reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3. I indicate ways in which communities of 
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practice theory and intersectional feminism are supported by the findings, and I briefly 

discuss how the participants’ identities shaped their participation in the Saizen Union. I 

also propose one way in which we might reconcile the gap between women in the 

workers’ rights movements and women in the feminist movement with the hope that 

these critical movements gain momentum. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION: WHAT DOES THIS MEAN AND NOW WHAT DO WE DO? 

 

In this chapter, I discuss the two theoretical frameworks, communities of 

practice and intersectionality, to explain the findings of this study. From these findings, 

I show how a lack of solidarity, the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights 

movement, might help to explain the chasm between women in the workers’ rights 

movement and women in the women’s rights movement. Specifically, the core 

participants in this project were moderate or even reluctant feminists. Still, they 

suggested the value of reaching out to other women who have not yet joined the union. 

One theoretical framework I used in this study was a social theory of learning 

and the other was a feminist theory. The primary theoretical framework, communities of 

practice, provided utility and versatility; however, because I was interested in increasing 

women’s participation in the union’s leadership and the core research participants are 

women, I added a second theoretical framework, intersectional feminism (Crenshaw, 

1989). This additional theoretical framework provided an effective way of examining 

the participants’ identities from different perspectives. After undergoing multiple 

reiterations and reformulations, I arrived at the research questions posed in Chapter 3. 

I set out to find out about how four foreign language teachers participate in their 

labor union and how they find meaning through union activities. 

1. How do female leaders participate in union activities, and to what extent? 

2. How are union activities meaningful to these female union leaders? 
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Chapter Overview 

The discussion chapter consists of two main sections. In the first main section, I 

highlight the most salient issues concerning the ways in which these four women 

participated in the union with respect to the communities of practice framework, as 

outlined by Wenger’s seminal research (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). I 

uncover ways in which the participants derived meaning by engaging with the union 

and maintaining relationships with other union members. Moreover, from the point of 

view of intersectional theory, as Crenshaw (1989) first outlined, I highlight how the 

axes of the four women’s identities have influenced their complex relationships with 

and within the union. Finally, and most importantly, I identify a fundamental problem 

that has hindered organizing in both the workers’ rights movement and the women’s 

rights movement. A lack of sisterly solidarity has prevented cooperation between the 

two movements. 

In this chapter, I revisit the research questions by summarizing the most salient 

findings from the results reported in Chapters 5 and 6. Next, I discuss the findings in the 

context of similar previous theoretical and empirical studies reviewed in Chapters 3 and 

4, respectively. I then present some of the consequences of these results. Several 

interesting but less relevant themes arose as they pertained to both the workers’ rights as 

well as the women’s rights movements. One less relevant theme that emerged included 

women in the Saizen Union taking on gendered roles in union activities. In addition, 

courage was another interesting but less important theme that emerged from talking to 
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participants and examining artifacts. In the concluding chapter, I also explore 

possibilities for future research and end with an epilogue. 

 

Women’s Union Activities from the Perspective of Communities of Practice 

Based on the case studies reported in this study, I illustrated salient ways in 

which communities of practice theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) helps to 

make sense of how women participate in Saizen Union activities in Chapter 5. These 

women were mutually engaged with the union and felt a sense of mutual trust. In 

addition, they shared repertoires, competencies, and a commitment to the union. 

Examples of shared repertoires include the stories that members have retold, such as the 

time disgruntled women stormed the stage during an annual general meeting, and the 

unique jargon that the research participants used with varying degrees of proficiency. I 

also provided examples of the participants’ shared competencies with union activities, 

and the mutual trust that we felt. 

Due to the unique context of this examination of female foreign language 

teachers in one Japanese labor union, it is difficult to draw straight parallels to previous 

research. However, I can compare this study to McLaughlin’s (2011, 2017) and, to a 

lesser extent, Aspinall’s (2001). One finding McLaughlin uncovered was the lack of 

solidarity, particularly between Japanese and non-Japanese members. Working to 

improve non-Japanese members’ Japanese proficiency was one small but potentially 

effective step towards bridging this chasm. Within the Saizen Union, however, I saw no 

lack of solidarity among members. Regardless, it is difficult to make a direct 
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comparison between the Saizen Union and McLaughlin’s research site in Tokyo 

because there are so few Japanese members in the Saizen Union. However, solidarity 

was lacking between women in the Saizen Union and women in other groups. 

There were fewer parallels between Aspinall’s (2001) research and this study. 

First, the main teachers’ unions Aspinall examined have relationships with political 

parties. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Saizen Union meets regularly with government 

officials. However, because most members were not Japanese and therefore lacked the 

right to vote in national and local elections, the union did not support campaigning 

politicians. One common feature between Aspinall’s work and this study is the 

importance of ideology. Aspinall showed that an emphasis on dogma stifled Nikkyōso’s 

modernization, and consequently, stunted its growth. In the Saizen Union, members 

who joined for pragmatic reasons, not ideological ones, merely engaged with the union. 

Nevertheless, members such as Norma, who joined for ideological reasons, were 

more likely to participate and take on responsibility. Furthermore, though there are 

women-only unions in Japan, no Saizen women have decided to form one. As Dye 

(1975) explained, women in the workers’ rights movement who identify more as 

members of the working class than they do as feminists are less likely to form women-

only unions. 

The original contribution to knowledge that this study offers is an enhanced 

understanding of the chasm between the workers’ rights movement and the women’s 

rights movement. One principal cause is a lack of solidarity between these two groups. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the workers’ rights movement and the women’s rights 
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movement have a strained relationship (Dye, 1975; hooks, 2012; Milkman, 2016). This 

divide can be attributed to an emphasis on axes of identities that women in each group 

have placed. The women in the former group place an emphasis on class, and the 

women in the latter group emphasize gender. To resolve this problem, women in both 

groups would do well to remember that solidarity is the foundational principle of the 

workers’ rights movement. The women in the Saizen Union that I spoke to were 

reluctant feminists, but they did see the value of reaching out to other women who are 

not union members. Perhaps by talking with each other and engaging in consciousness-

raising, these women can join forces and work to improve the lives of both workers and 

women. 

 

A Mutual Affair 

As explained in Chapter 5, leveraging members’ mutual engagement allows a 

community of practice to develop (Wenger, 1998). Sustaining members’ engagement 

with the union enables the community of practice to survive. Mutual engagement is a 

characteristic of a community of practice, albeit not a defining one and this was 

instantiated in the Saizen Union. Furthermore, mutual trust is another typical feature of 

communities of practice. Mutuality is the principle of the obligation of an individual to 

society (Bayertz, 1999). However, I take mutuality to mean a shared feeling, and more 

specifically, in this research context, a positive shared feeling involving both obligation 

to and caring for others in the group. In interviews and the focus group discussion, the 

participants emphasized a sense of trust they felt towards other members as well as 
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towards the union as a whole. In the two sections that follow, I draw a connection 

between mutuality and solidarity, which are two subtly related concepts. The latter of 

these is much more relevant to the workers’ rights movement and, as illustrated in this 

section, to the research site in this study. Finally, at the end of this section, I discuss the 

importance that the research participants placed on mutuality. 

One additional link between labor unions and communities of practice theory is 

the aspect of collectivity. Through working together in their community of practice, 

members of the Saizen Union maintain and improve their working conditions. 

Collectivity is the essence of any community and represents unions best because unions 

are about collectivity, as the word union implies. In the following paragraph, I explain 

where the concept of collectivity falls in Lave and Wenger’s framework (1991). 

Wenger’s (1998) description of the formulation of communities of practice as a 

theory of learning was summarized in Chapter 3. To locate social theories of learning 

among other social theories, Wenger placed social theories of learning between theories 

of social structure, which emphasize institutions, norms, and rules, and theories of 

situated experience, which emphasize human interaction. Likewise, social theories of 

learning fall between these extremes of theories of social practice, which address how 

people engage with the world, and theories of identity, which concern the social 

formation of individuals. Wenger juxtaposes theories of practice with theories of 

identity; theories of social structure are juxtaposed with theories of situated practice. 

The territory between theories of practice and theories of social structure is most 

relevant to this study. Wenger referred to theories that fall in this territory as theories of 
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collectivity. Such theories address social units, which in this study is a labor union. 

These theories also describe social cohesion, which in this study is solidarity. In 

interviews, the participants discussed ways in which they expressed their feelings of 

solidarity with respect to the research site. Some ways in which they showed solidarity, 

such as building the union by participating in industrial actions such as strikes, were 

evident. Others, such as feeling an implicit sense of trust in the union and its members, 

were less obvious. 

 

Mutual Engagement 

 One salient feature of communities of practice identified in the Saizen Union 

was mutual engagement. Members’ mutual engagement must be leveraged in order for 

a community of practice to develop. Furthermore, members must maintain mutual 

engagement for the community of practice to thrive. This ongoing vigilance concerning 

union organizing amounts to constant mutual engagement, which involved continually 

working to organize foreign language teachers in the region. 

I have provided examples of the research participants’ mutual engagement with 

the union in the activities in which we took part. These women participated in regularly 

held union-wide meetings, as well as less enjoyable activities such as collective 

bargaining and strikes. Our participation arguably played a role in the union’s overall 

growth and subsequent success of the union, as Nakane (2010) and Weathers (2010b) 

have described. As leaders in the Saizen Union, the participants emphasized the 
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importance of ongoing vigilance with respect to organizing. This emphasis reinforces 

the importance of sustained mutual engagement in the community of practice. 

 

Mutual Trust 

In addition to mutual engagement, another salient feature of communities of 

practice identified in the Saizen Union is a sense of mutual trust. The participants 

trusted that Saizen Union organizers were knowledgeable, and they also charged the 

union with their personal information. The women expressed appreciation for the 

support they received from other union members and the union as a whole. More 

specifically, they all emphasized that they trusted both the union and its members. 

Given that aspects of mutuality in a community of practice are instantiated in the 

union, the utility of the theory is apparent. In the following section, I discuss the shift of 

emphasis from mutuality to solidarity in the workers’ rights movement. In this context 

of a labor union, mutuality might be better expressed in terms of solidarity, a more 

precise term to refer to union members’ obligations to one another. 

 

Mutuality? Solidarity! 

Mutual engagement and mutual trust are elements of a community of practice 

theory, but not prerequisites to forming a community of practice. However, in the 

context of the Saizen Union, solidarity, a term related to mutuality, is more precise. In 

his doctoral research on a labor union in Tokyo, McLaughlin (2007) used a 

communities of practice framework. He saw a lack of solidarity between English-
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speaking and other non-Japanese members of the union. This kind of union solidarity is 

political in nature, not social or civic. The differences among these three forms of 

solidarity were discussed by Scholz (2008), who proposed that the concepts of 

mutuality and solidarity are related. However, the idea of solidarity historically grew 

out of the principle of mutuality. Until the late 18th century, individuals had an 

obligation to the family, the basic unit of society, as well as to the larger community. 

However, the emphasis then shifted from an individual’s obligations to society 

to an obligation among individuals (Bayertz, 1999). This obligation among individuals, 

namely, solidarity, has been a guiding principle of the workers’ rights movement since 

1864 (Gill, 2009). Arguably, solidarity is the fundamental principle of the movement. 

The principal difference between mutuality and solidarity depends mainly on 

individuals’ sense of morality and where they direct it (Scholz, 2008). For example, 

when a friend is in need, one can empathize, and therefore offer to help. This example 

illustrates a sense of social solidarity because we want to help a friend. 

In the context of the Saizen Union, through talking with the core participants, I 

found that they agreed with the importance of mutual trust and emphatically stressed 

that not only was mutual trust important, but that they derived peace of mind from 

knowing that they were surrounded by union leaders and other members. Furthermore, 

as can be seen through Jane and Norma helping me with organizing efforts, they 

demonstrated mutual engagement. The participants have helped other union members 

with workplace struggles. As can happen in a union where not all members know each 
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other, there are times in which members join industrial actions whether or not they 

personally know the members involved. 

With a sense of obligation towards other members in the workers’ rights 

movement, individuals need not know each other before committing to supporting the 

cause. After joining a union, people become mutually obligated to other union 

members. This kind of solidarity in the workers’ rights movement is political in nature 

because it involves power relations between employees and the employer. People are 

motivated to support coworkers in a struggle because of a shared goal, such as winning 

improvements to working conditions, and are committed to collective action. In 

Scholz’s (2008) latter example with friendship, morality is also directed towards a 

shared goal of resolving the friend’s problem. 

When people see an injustice, it is a sense of morality that compels them to 

engage in political action. Union members might feel compelled to participate in 

industrial actions against an employer by going on strike or joining a work-to-rule or 

leafleting campaign. Union members help each other out of a sense of solidarity. 

Specifically, in the above examples, a sense of political solidarity is “the relation among 

humans against an injustice” caused by humans (Scholz, 2013, p. 85). In these 

examples, union members are motivated by a sense of altruism to make an effort for the 

greater good rather than for the benefit of a single individual. Moreover, union members 

have a sense of hope; otherwise, they would not see the value of sacrificing valuable 

time in volunteering, or money paid for union dues or donations. This chain of thought 

shows how mutuality and solidarity are related, yet clearly different. 
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Participants shared both elements of mutuality in terms of mutual engagement 

and mutual trust, as exemplified in this study by the core participants socializing with 

other union members and the trust that the participants feel towards other union 

members as well as the union as a whole. However, members of the workers’ rights 

movement place an emphasis on solidarity, rather than mutuality (Scholz, 2008). As I 

have illustrated, solidarity, the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights movement, 

is a more precise term than mutuality to describe relationships in the Saizen Union as a 

community of practice. Solidarity imbues a sense of morality in addition to mutuality. 

 

Sharing 

As noted in Chapter 2, members of a community of practice share a degree of 

competence that distinguishes insiders from outsiders. Veteran Saizen Union members 

know what they need to do and how to do it. The core participants demonstrated 

competence in completing simple tasks such as mass mailings and were able to organize 

more complex and involved activities as well. For example, Jane was proactive about 

helping me with scheduling leafletings, and Norma and Jane have both helped me with 

setting up displays at events for EFL instructors. Not only did the participants share 

repertoires, competencies, and a commitment to the Saizen Union, but they also shared 

workloads, which indicated their commitment. In the sections that follow, I interpret 

examples of participants’ shared repertoires, competencies, and commitment to the 

cause. 
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Sharing Repertoires 

Communities of practice are characterized by shared repertoires, including 

words, stories, and actions. In the Saizen Union, members shared words in the form of 

specialized jargon. One example of jargon was the word organize, which union 

members used to mean “to persuade to associate in an organization, [especially] 

unionize” and not the more common meaning of “to form into a coherent unity or 

functioning whole” (Organize, 2004, p. 874). Another example of the dialect spoken in 

the Saizen Union was the prolific use of religious metaphors, such as being baptized in 

fire or preaching. The term baptized in fire referred to the clout that members earn when 

they are the target of an unfair labor practice, such as being illegally dismissed or not 

having their annual contract renewed in retaliation for participating in union activities. 

In a Zoom interview (September 1, 2020), Norma used the term preach to mean talking 

about the union to persuade others to join. 

Similarly, another Saizen Union member used the verb proselytize to mean the 

same thing. These members’ use of religious metaphors not only made conversation 

more humorous and engaging but also marked their membership in the community of 

practice. In the section that follows, I further explain and compare the Saizen Union 

members’ use of jargon with findings from research on a labor union in South Africa. In 

the study on the labor union in South Africa, the researcher identified the functions of 

code switching. 
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Sharing Competence 

Previous research has explored language choice in code switching as a feature of 

communities of practice. An example of this phenomenon is found in a labor union in 

South Africa (Cooper, 2005, 2006). Cooper found that union members code switched 

from English to local languages to show mutual understanding and respect. 

Alternatively, as seen in research on a labor union in Tokyo similar to the Saizen Union, 

language choice constituted a situated practice in itself and brought forth consequences 

for participation and therefore learning (McLaughlin, 2007). However, in addition to 

code switching, word choice, including jargon, is another indicator of membership in a 

community of practice. For example, in the Saizen Union, religious metaphors were 

common, and members were all proficient in the jargon, albeit to varying degrees of 

proficiency. 

In addition to demonstrating competence in a shared jargon, the participants also 

demonstrated their familiarity with the content and formulation of the Saizen Union’s 

anti-discrimination policy. In other words, knowing how to participate in union 

activities, which concerns procedural knowledge, the participants reflected their 

familiarity with union policy in the form of their declarative knowledge of the union. 

Not only did the participants share repertoires and competence, but most importantly, 

they shared a commitment to the domain, which I explain in the following section. 
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Sharing Commitment to the Domain 

Members’ shared commitment to a domain is a defining characteristic of a 

community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Furthermore, in the case of the Saizen Union, 

members’ commitment to the domain is galvanized by a sense of solidarity, which is 

key to the workers’ rights movement. The research participants all showed commitment 

to the Saizen Union. Norma, Jane, and I all imagined ourselves as union members until 

retirement. Lucy remained a member until she and her husband left Japan. All four of us 

have devoted many hours volunteering for the Saizen Union and have paid many yen in 

union dues over the years. These are concrete ways in which we have shown our 

commitment to the domain, our union. Our commitment is driven by our shared sense 

of values, or perhaps, by a sense of duty, as Norma put it (personal interview, 

November 26, 2017), or in Scholz’s (2008) words, our sense of morality, which is 

plausible considering that the research site was a labor union. 

 

Diversity 

Diversity is an aspect of both communities of practice and intersectionality. In 

communities of practice, diversity emerges as a result of members’ interaction (Wenger 

et al., 2002) and contributes to the community’s success. Diversity is also at the core of 

intersectional theory, particularly when examined from the point of view of the trinity 

of race, class, and gender (Monture, 2007). However, in this section, I address salient 

aspects of diversity I observed in the Saizen Union from the theoretical perspectives of 

communities of practice and intersectionality. 
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When discussing diversity within the union, Norma felt that in terms of 

nationalities, the union membership was probably representative of the demographic 

that it has tried to organize. However, in terms of its pronounced gender disparity in the 

union’s executive committee, she agreed with the union’s policy of working towards 

achieving equality. In Norma’s words, “Most union members […] believe in equality 

and equal access [so] it’s better if you have some people from the different groups in 

your group” (Zoom interview 2, September 1, 2020). This statement suggests that the 

union needed to have an adequately diverse and representative membership and 

leadership. Otherwise, the union’s anti-discrimination policy as outlined on its website 

would amount to mere lip service. 

 

Women’s Relationship with their Union from the Perspective of Intersectionality 

In Chapter 6, in which core participants’ identities and their relationship with the 

union through an intersectional lens were examined, the ways the two axes of the 

participants’ identities, nationality and gender, influenced them at work and in the union 

were discussed. The core participants who were United States Americans admitted that 

they usually benefitted from a privileged status, which helped them find work in Japan. 

My status as an Anglophone Canadian has benefitted me and my career since I first 

arrived in Japan in 1995. Other researchers (Hashimoto, 2000; Houghton, 2013; Rivers, 

2017; Waters, 2007) have illustrated native English speakers’ elevated status in Japan. 

The participants’ gender was not an insurmountable barrier to participating in the union, 

but as women, we felt that it influenced how others treated us. 
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To a great extent, the findings support what other researchers had already 

reported, which I illustrate in the following sections. For example, McLaughlin (2007, 

2011) found a lack of solidarity between Japanese and non-Japanese union members. In 

the Saizen Union, solidarity among union members was not lacking, but rather between 

Saizen women and other women in the women’s rights movement. 

 

Our Identities 

One way of characterizing identity is “Being recognized as a certain ‘kind of 

person,’ in a given context” (Gee, 2000, p. 99). I used Gee’s categorical definition of 

identity because it is in line with the approach that Crenshaw (1989) implicitly took. 

Crenshaw reminded us that categorizing, or naming, is done to members of 

marginalized groups. However, when marginalized individuals, such as those who 

identify as queer or Black, use labels to refer to themselves, it is a means of 

empowerment. 

Looking at the participants’ identities from a categorical perspective, I treated 

class as a constant among all participants because all union members are, from my 

perspective, members of the working class; we all need to earn a living through work, 

even though Lucy and Jane considered themselves to come from middle-class 

backgrounds. However, not all teachers who are union members share Lucy’s and 

Jane’s views. Teachers do not earn as much as similarly educated professionals (Blanc, 

2019). In addition, Blanc added that some striking teachers in the United States have 

described themselves as members of the “[W]hite working class.” 
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As shown in Chapter 3, there are various definitions of what constitutes a 

worker, including persons who live on wages as opposed to earnings from investments 

or a trust fund. There are also multiple definitions of what constitutes working class. 

This definition of persons who live on wages meshes well with the Marxist model in 

which members of the working class are defined by the need to work to make a living, 

and as people who do not own the means to production (Russo & Linkon, 2005). In 

addition, according to the authors, even though blue-collar jobs are disappearing in the 

21st century, approximately one-half of Americans continue to have a working-class 

identity. Though it might be difficult for some individuals to sympathize with unionized 

teachers for going on strike because they earn more than the median wage, teachers do 

not feel undervalued from a sense of absolute deprivation. Instead, as just mentioned, 

striking teachers feel deprived because they earn less than similarly educated 

professionals (Blanc, 2019). The other two salient aspects of the participants’ identities 

as non-Japanese and as women are discussed in the two subsections that follow. 

It is worth nothing that laypeople’s perceptions of their own class identity, 

working-class or not, including those of the primary participants in this study, are not in 

agreement with the typical Marxist socialist definition of working class. Few modern-

day workers consider themselves to be members of the proletariat even though they do 

not own the means of production. A discrepancy between workers’ and researchers’ 

perception of working class has been documented in the literature (Savage, 2005). 

Reasons for the discrepancy can be attributed to poor research technique, such as 
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reliance on poorly formulated interview questions, to the ways in which class is 

conceived, be it socially (Bottero, 2004) or economically. 

As the participants confirmed, their class background has shaped how they see 

themselves today to varying extents. Lucy considered herself upper middle-class 

because she has a graduate degree, was able to save money while working in Japan, and 

treated herself to luxuries such as eating out frequently (e-mail, September 8, 2021). On 

the other hand, Jane described her income bracket as “poor or near poor” but because 

she had never been in trouble financially, considered herself middle class (e-mail, 

September 16, 2021). At the extreme, Norma stated that though she is White, she did 

not consider her background to be middle-class. From the ages of nine to 19, she did not 

remember having new clothes, except for school uniforms (e-mail, September 8, 2021). 

As for me, my father was a tool and die maker, highly skilled manual worker, 

and was therefore a blue-collar worker. My mother worked in a bank for most of her 

career and she mostly did customer service and clerical work and was therefore a pink-

collar worker. I felt middle-class growing up and my parents more than adequately 

provided for my brother’s and my needs, but thinking most literally, I am not an elite 

1%-er, and from 1995 to 2021, I was a member of the contingent workforce because I 

had employment contracts with all my employers, which were renewed on an annual 

basis. I felt like a member of the precariat, even though I was able to meet all my 

material needs. Therefore, not only do the other participants and I have different views 

of class, as I explain later in the chapter, we also consider ourselves to be feminists to 

varying degrees. 
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Our Identities as Non-Japanese 

When I looked at aspects of the participants’ identity according to the race-class-

gender trinity, non-Japaneseness represented more than one facet of identity. First, 

individual social categories have different ontological bases and are therefore not 

equally reducible (Yuval-Davis, 2010). In the case of foreign language teachers in 

Japan, not all White teachers have equal status. Imagine two equivalently qualified 

instructors of English, for example. One is a native speaker from an inner circle 

country, and the other is a non-native speaker from an outer or expanding circle 

country. According to the research on native speakerism in Japan, we can extrapolate 

that the former instructor might receive more, and better job offers than the latter, all 

other things being equal (Hashimoto, 2020). 

Similarly, in the Japanese job market, White native speaking teachers appear to 

be more desirable than native English speakers of Asian descent (Rivers & Ross, 2013). 

Therefore, because the three core research participants were non-Japanese, White, 

United States American native speakers of English, they enjoyed a privileged status in 

the EFL job market in Japan, as did I, as a White native English-speaking Canadian. 

Our nationalities have been both an asset and a liability, depending on the 

circumstances. Specifically, our status as native speaking North Americans helps us to 

gain work. In interviews and the focus group discussion with the core participants, we 

reflected on our non-Japanese identities as they relate to participating in the workforce, 

in the union, and in democracy. I also recognize that not all non-Japanese are native 
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speakers of English, but our native speakerness is one aspect accompanying our non-

Japanese identities. 

The participants’ status as non-Japanese appeared to influence them positively 

both at work and in the union. This phenomenon is inconsistent with McLaughlin’s 

(2007, 2011) findings in which non-Japanese union members who lacked Japanese 

language proficiency were not able to participate in union activities fully. Furthermore, 

McLaughlin found a lack of solidarity between Japanese and non-Japanese members, 

which he partly attributed to language proficiency issues. In this study, none of the core 

participants felt that their nationality held them back at work or in the union; rather, 

they stated that their status as native English speakers afforded them employment 

opportunities. Norma recognized that as a non-Japanese, she is ineligible to vote in 

Japanese elections. Still, her status as a non-Japanese did not prevent her from 

participating in democracy in Japan. Norma fulfilled her moral duty to participate 

politically in Japan by participating in union activities. Furthermore, Norma was able to 

participate in union activities despite her lack of Japanese proficiency because, for the 

most part, the Saizen Union conducts most of its business in English, or bilingually, in 

English and Japanese. 

 

Our Identities as Feminists? 

Using a weak, baseline definition of feminist, such as the one proposed by 

Delmar (1994), feminists and non-feminists both can agree that a feminist is a person 

who agrees that women suffer discrimination because of their gender, have unique 
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needs that remain unsatisfied, and that fulfilling these needs requires radical change. 

One does not need to label themselves a feminist to agree that women suffer gender-

based discrimination. Such individuals could be considered to be feminists, whether 

they use the label or not, and even if they do not use the label themselves, they can be 

regarded as allies in the women’s rights movement. Most of the participants appeared to 

be reluctant feminists, as Dye (1975), hooks (2012), and Milkman (2016) found among 

union women in the United States. Referring to Crenshaw’s (1989, 1995) discourse of 

identification, as reluctant feminists, the core participants in this study did not strongly 

take ownership of the feminist label. 

However, the core participants and the former chair of the union agreed that 

more women should be represented in the leadership ranks of the Saizen Union. The 

main problem with the gaping gender disparity at the leadership level of the union can 

be seen in the gender makeup of its executive committee compared to the gender 

makeup of the union’s membership. For example, in the 2016-2017 fiscal year, there 

were only two women on the committee that consisted of 19 members. This gender 

balance was not in proportion to that of the general membership. However, the Saizen 

Union leadership was still much closer to achieving gender parity than other unions in 

its federation (personal interview with the former chair of the Saizen Union, October 

14, 2018), the national average of union leaderships in Japan (Japan Institute for Labour 

Policy and Training, 2003), or the national average of union leaderships in the United 

States (Martin, 2014). I illustrated how participants agree that though gender balance is 
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important, they do not feel that their ability to participate was hindered. However, 

Norma felt that representation was necessary. 

Well, I think that most union members are, you know, social or political liberals. 

They believe in equality and equal access, you know, all the different things. 

Race and color, creed, gender, sex, you know, whatever. So, they want to accept 

everyone equally. And so, you know, it’s better [laughs] if you have some 

people from the different groups in your group. (Personal interview, November 

26, 2017) 

As cited in the previous chapter, according to one survey conducted in May of 2003, 

0.4% of full-time officers in Japanese labor unions were women (Japan Institute for 

Labour Policy and Training, 2003). According to a survey of American local labor 

unions from 1990 to 2001, 0.17% of top union officers were women (Martin, 2014). 

The findings of this research are consistent with these data, but the participants did not 

feel that their gender prevented them from adequately participating in union activities. 

Though the participants did not feel that gender prevented us from participating 

in the union, some agreed that their gender affected the ways in which others treated 

them. For example, when attending collective bargaining, a representative abruptly 

asked Jane for her opinion. She wondered if he was asking her because she was the only 

woman present representing the union (Messenger interview, August 16, 2020). 

Similarly, Lucy and Norma wondered if the organizer of one of the annual general 

meetings had called on Norma to chair the meeting because she was a woman. The 

participants suggested inviting new members to participate more at the branch level, 
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rather than on the union’s executive committee (Zoom focus group discussion, October 

31, 2020). One benefit of rank-and-file women participating more in their workplace-

based branches is that it will provide novice women with more leadership opportunities 

(Martin, 2014). Through placing an emphasis on participating at the branch level, 

women can be groomed and, therefore, better prepared for leadership as they rise 

through the ranks (Melcher et al., 1992). This would hold true for women in the Saizen 

Union as well. 

Through this study, I uncovered critical facets of intersectionality that can help 

explain participants’ complex relationships with their union and aspects of 

intersectionality that can help explain the participants’ difficulty with identifying as 

feminists in general. This latter relationship is problematic because it could be a lack of 

solidarity among all women that is holding back both the workers’ rights movement and 

the women’s rights movement, as Dye (1975) identified. In the following section, I 

explore possible explanations for this lack of conciliation between women of these two 

social movements: women’s struggle for workers’ rights and feminists’ struggle for 

gender equity. 

 

Mind the Gap 

Women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the women’s rights 

movement have a difficult relationship (Milkman, 2016). Similarly, the participants in 

this study showed varying degrees of reluctance to identify as feminists, as illustrated in 

Chapter 6. One possible reason that the research participants and other women in the 
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workers’ rights movement are reluctant to call themselves feminists is a matter of 

identity. Women in the workers’ rights movement emphasize the working-class aspect 

of their identities and tend to be more concerned about class, specifically working class, 

whereas feminists are more likely to focus on gender and race (Dye, 1975; hooks, 2012; 

Milkman, 2016). I propose that the source of the divide does not arise from an emphasis 

on axes of identity, but from women’s identities themselves. Perhaps women in the 

workers’ rights movement identify more strongly as working class than as feminists. 

Conversely, perhaps women in the women’s rights movement identify more 

strongly as feminists than as members of the working class. A useful organic analogy is 

cross-pollination. The wind, or bees, albeit inadvertently, carry pollen from one plant 

species to another, thus enabling the plants to produce better fruit. Likewise, if women 

in both movements were to plant themselves firmly in both camps, both movements 

might become more synergistic, and therefore, stronger. 

There is a second potential area of disagreement between women in the workers’ 

rights movement and women in the women’s rights movement. Women in the former 

group might be criticized for not doing enough to help women. Furthermore, these 

women might even be labelled as traitors because they participate in the workers’ rights 

movement, commonly seen as a man’s world. A woman I had met through a 

professional organization but who was not a member of a labor union criticized the 

Saizen Union for not doing enough for women. As long as unions lack the collective 

political will, unions will not tackle issues that affect women unless existing members 

raise them. Therefore, the Saizen Union, as well as other predominantly male unions, 



 195 

must be proactive about attending to women’s interests if they are to attract more 

female members. If the Saizen Union attracts more women, it might eventually come 

closer to achieving gender parity. After more women organize, unions will have to 

encourage them to be proactive about participating in union activities, particularly at the 

workplace or branch level, so that these women might ultimately move up through the 

leadership ranks (Martin, 2014). 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

In this chapter, I first revisited the research questions. I then interpreted the most 

interesting and important findings as they related to both theoretical and empirical 

research from both the point of view of communities of practice theory as well as 

intersectionality. Finally, this study’s most significant contribution is that I offer a 

perspective not adequately covered in other work on how to resolve the chasm between 

women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the women’s rights movements. 

First, women need to think of their identities more broadly. Women in the workers’ 

rights movement need to assert their feminist identities. 

Conversely, women in the women’s rights movement need to consider the class 

aspect of their identities. By emphasizing solidarity between the workers’ rights 

movement and the women’s rights movement, as well as among all women, both groups 

might be able to harness synergy and therefore come closer to achieving their respective 

goals of eliminating disparity. One way of doing so might be to practice more 

consciousness-raising. 
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In the concluding chapter, I address the shortcomings as well as the 

achievements of this study. I also make recommendations for other researchers and 

activists. I conclude the study with an epilogue. I reflect on my thoughts and feelings 

about the process of working towards a doctoral degree on this particular topic, with an 

emphasis on writing this dissertation, while I myself also remained concurrently 

involved in union activities. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND FINAL 

REFLECTIONS 

 

I start this chapter with a brief overview of the main findings. I then discuss 

these findings as they relate to implications about gender equity for labor unions, 

address the limitations of the study, and make suggestions for further areas of inquiry 

regarding expat women in a labor union and organizing. Finally, I end with an epilogue 

in which I reflect on the experience of working towards a doctoral degree on this topic, 

with an emphasis on writing this dissertation, while I remained concurrently involved in 

union activities. 

 

Summary of the Findings 

The findings of this research are situated within two main theoretical 

frameworks, communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and 

intersectional feminism (Crenshaw, 1989). Both frameworks helped uncover three 

primary findings of this research project to a satisfactory degree. In Chapter 1, I 

reported that Lave and Wenger’s (1991) ideas are too simple to apply on their own to 

the complex learning that happens in organizations. One reason for this is that I did not 

study the participants’ learning in a straightforward way. Nevertheless, in this section, I 

describe findings that apply to the two theoretical frameworks. The first main finding 

was that several aspects of communities of practice were particularly salient in the 
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Saizen Union, a labor union in western Japan that primarily organizes foreign language 

teachers. The three most salient characteristics were the union’s complexity, mutuality, 

and members’ commitment. However, a second finding was that instead of mutuality, 

solidarity, a related concept, is more relevant to this type of research setting. Third, 

although solidarity is the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights movement, it is 

lacking between women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the women’s 

rights movement. This lack of solidarity holds both movements back. 

Intersectional feminism was a suitable, albeit supporting theoretical framework 

for this study. I felt the need to account for participants’ gender as it related to 

participating in union activities. All of the core participants were women because I was 

motivated to carry out this research given the gender disparity in the ranks of the Saizen 

Union’s leadership. The core participants, female leaders in a teachers’ union, did not 

strongly identify as feminists, as has been documented in earlier literature on women in 

the workers’ rights movement (Dye, 1975; Ferguson, 2009; hooks, 2012; Milkman, 

1985, 2016). The participants did not feel that gender hindered our participation in the 

union. As demonstrated in the literature, women in the workers’ rights movement 

identify more strongly as members of the working class; women in the women’s rights 

movement are more concerned about gender (hooks, 2012). However, some participants 

were reluctant feminists. This discovery was somewhat surprising and counterintuitive 

to me, particularly because I had come to know these women well. This incongruency 

led me to realize that women in the workers’ rights movement lack solidarity with 
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women in the women’s rights movement, which is surprising considering that solidarity 

is the fundamental principle of the workers’ rights movement. 

 

Implications about Gender Equity for Labor Unions 

Because the gender makeup of the leadership of the Saizen Union does not 

approximate the gender makeup of its membership, similar to other predominantly male 

unions, the Saizen Union will have to be proactive about attending to women’s 

interests. Should more women organize, unions will have to encourage them to 

participate and ultimately move up through the leadership ranks. As more women rise 

through the ranks, the more role models rank-and-file members will be able to see, 

which would presumably enable the newer members to more easily imagine themselves 

taking on the responsibilities of leadership roles. As per the participants’ suggestion, we 

found that consciousness raising, a technique that feminists have used (Lykke, 2010), 

might be an effective way for women in the workers’ rights movement to harness and 

maintain the support of women in the women’s rights movement. 

 

Limitations 

Research projects are accompanied by strengths and weaknesses. I made efforts 

to collect and analyze data and write and complete the study in a timely manner. 

Furthermore, I had known the participants and research site for many years, so I was 

familiar with both, which was accompanied by unique plusses and minuses. None of 
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these three liabilities seriously undermine this research, but it has served me well to 

bear them in mind and make a sufficient effort to allay potential concerns. 

In this section, I discuss three areas of limitations of this study. The first 

limitation of this study is that the core research participants were not union leaders in 

the true sense of the word. The only selection criteria I set was for women to be either 

elected or appointed officers of the Saizen Union. If I had established stricter selection 

criteria, no women in the union would have been eligible to participate in the study. 

A second issue relates to the easy access to the research site. Data from my own 

backyard (i.e., the Saizen Union, which I am a member of) were easier to collect than 

from another research site. Familiarity with the research participants and research site 

might have altered my perspective and ultimately affected my interpretations of the 

data. However, I tried to mitigate factors that might have clouded my judgement with 

member checking and peer debriefing with other researchers. 

Finally, changes made to Japan’s Labor Contract Act in 2012 enabled many 

contract workers to become eligible to apply for permanent positions as of 2018. 

Furthermore, from the beginning of 2020, many union members had problems at work 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, because of these two events, the 

secretary general and other officers of the Saizen Union were busy assisting these 

people and thus could not contribute to this project by redacting portions of official 

documents that would have supported this research. I was therefore unable to include 

potentially sensitive internal documents in my analysis. Despite this setback, I was able 

to analyze the union’s website as well as other publications that were written for the 
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general public. In addition, related to the sensitive nature of the content of internal 

union meetings, the secretary general granted me permission to observe meetings and 

only take notes by hand. I knew not to seek permission to audio- or video-record 

meetings because union members discussed confidential matters. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Based on the results of this study and the limitations listed above, I suggest three 

avenues for future research. First, researchers who wish to study expat women in the 

workers’ rights movement could continue to integrate a communities of practice 

framework with intersectional feminist theory and examine more aspects of identity in 

addition to race, class, and gender. Furthermore, in future studies, the experiences of 

other participants, such as other migrant workers in other occupations, could also be 

examined. The communities of practice framework might shed more light on how union 

members learn by doing. Second, findings from research on expats in the workers’ 

rights movement can be applied to virtually any country worldwide. One practical 

outcome might be an increase in union membership, which is becoming more critical in 

light of eroding laws that once protected workers and an increasing anti-union sentiment 

among the public. An additional potential avenue of research is to research the 

experiences of foreign language teachers who have left the union or those who do not 

consider joining. The characteristics of these individuals could be analyzed by political 

viewpoints or occupation to understand the characteristics of foreign language teachers 

who do not join unions. 
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One specific and practical problem that remains to be solved is reconciling the 

difficult relationship between organized labor and feminism. Looking at several axes of 

identity would help researchers uncover factors that mitigate and foster participation in 

union activities. Members of the workers’ rights movement must remember the 

importance of solidarity and work on outreach directed to workers of all genders. In 

addition, intersectional researchers should examine a more diverse group in terms of 

race as well as sexual identity, for example, to yield more comprehensive and 

interesting findings. 

Examining participants’ identities only from the perspective of two axes of the 

aforementioned trinity, gender, and class, might not be an adequate way to consider 

identity. We all have more than three aspects to our identities, so researchers might 

examine aspects that are most important to participants themselves. Furthermore, 

recruiting research participants who are members of a variety of racial or sexual 

minorities might help to elucidate the diversity or lack thereof in labor unions in Japan. 

As for further uses of intersectionality in research, though scholars have 

examined how foreign language teachers’ feminist identities influence what they do in 

the classroom (Yoshihara, 2014, 2017), it might be worth using intersectionality to 

investigate how race, class, gender, and other axes of identity combined influence 

foreign language teaching, as Nagatomo (2012, 2016) has started to do. 

A major question concerning language teachers, and non-Japanese language 

teachers in particular is what the value is for them of belonging to a union, even if there 

are no school reforms that need to be made or urgent local issues that need to be 
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addressed. There is a good case for suggesting the importance of unions for social 

cohesion among teachers, particularly women. However, it is not yet clear if a union 

primarily composed of non-Japanese teachers of foreign languages exacerbates the 

divide between non-Japanese and Japanese teachers. Membership appears to support the 

value of good relations among teachers and their sense of agency, at least for the small 

group of teachers in this study. However, whether belonging to a union of foreign 

language teachers contributes to foreign teachers’ improved language instruction or 

relations with students is a potential area of inquiry to be pursued in future research. 

 

Concluding Personal Reflection 

As a female foreign language teacher who has tried to keep active in the Saizen 

Union, my motivation to conduct this research has been high from the start of my 

doctoral studies. My motivation has been both intrinsic and extrinsic. I am a 

contemplative person, and I therefore enjoy learning about theory for its own sake, 

which provided me with the intrinsic motivation to pursue this avenue of research. I 

derived my extrinsic motivation from wanting to uncover ways in which the Saizen 

Union can narrow the gender gap in its leadership, and as a consequence, improve at 

overall organizing foreign language teachers in the region. As I mentioned in the 

introduction to this study, gender disparity is a problem in Japanese society as a whole, 

as well as in union leaderships around the world. Furthermore, labor laws that once 

protected workers are eroding, but fortunately, forming a labor union in Japan is easier 

than in most other developed democracies.  
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Through observing and talking with the core research participants, as well as 

having conversations with other scholars, I have learned about participants in a 

particular context, and I have learned about myself as well. Lessons that my participants 

taught me include the dangers of being quick to make assumptions. I was surprised that 

the core participants endorsed weaker versions of feminism than I do, and one 

participant, Lucy, was even uncomfortable with the feminist label. Although the 

participants agreed that the union’s leadership is not representative of the union 

membership as a whole, achieving gender parity in the Saizen Union’s leadership was 

not a top priority for them. However, the core participants were able to think of ways in 

which the union could appeal to more women in the sectors that this union organizes. 

For example, union organizers should consider consciousness raising in order to bridge 

the gap between women in the workers’ rights movement and women in the women’s 

rights movement. I hope that other researchers and other members of the workers’ rights 

and women’s rights movements can benefit from the knowledge I have gleaned. 

My main finding deals with the need to reconcile the gap between the workers’ 

rights movement and the women’s rights movement. My intuition is that researchers 

and organizers should focus both on various aspects of women’s identities, as well as on 

solidarity. It is my hope that women in both movements can work together and harness 

the resulting synergy to consequently make both movements stronger. 
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Epilogue 

By the end of this study, three of the participants continued to live and teach 

EFL in Japan. We also have maintained our union membership and our levels of 

participation in the Saizen Union. Lucy and her husband made the decision to move 

back to the United States. As for me, I hope to learn more about the Saizen Union’s 

newly established gender equity committee and participate more in union activities in 

the years to come. 

While conducting this study, I felt anxious and discouraged at times, in part 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic. I had to teach all my classes online in the first 

semesters of the 2020 and 2021 academic years. Teaching in the second semester of 

2020 brought challenges as well. I had to teach all classes in person, which caused me 

to feel uneasy about the spreading virus. I also had to reduce my participation in union 

activities, but I attended some meetings the organizers hosted over Zoom. I participated 

in these meetings because I wanted to keep abreast of current issues in the Saizen Union 

and because of my obligation as an election delegate. However, because of this small 

sacrifice, I have become a better and more resilient researcher. Thanks to my advisor’s 

patience and guidance, my writing skills have improved. Thanks to conversations with 

participants and other peers, I have begun to consider workers’ rights and feminist 

issues from different perspectives. One particularly helpful peer warned me not to be so 

sanctimonious and “more feminist than thou.” Thanks to the pandemic, I have learned 

to deal with roadblocks more proactively, and therefore, more effectively. As I move 
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forward, I hope to use these skills that I have acquired to contribute more to research as 

well as to both the workers’ rights and the women’s rights movements. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATION TIMELINE 

Date Method 

Fall, 2017 and Fall, 2020 Interviews 
Spring, 2020 Observation at Annual General Meeting 
Spring, 2020 Focus group discussion 
Fall, 2019 Observation at Annual General Meeting 
Fall, 2020 Interviews 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Fall, 2017 

1. When did you first come to Japan? 
2. How long do you think you will stay here? 
3. Tell me about your education. 
4. What special qualifications do you have? 
5. Tell me about your working conditions. What do you do on a day-to-day basis? 
6. What kind of qualifications do you need to do your job? 
7. How did you come to join the union? 
8. How did you come to be active in the union? 
9. What roles have you played?/What positions have you held? 
10. In what ways do you support the union? 
11. What kinds of union activities have you participated in? Can you tell me an example 

of a time you really got into what you were doing? 
12. How do you feel about your current level of participation in the union? (If you 

would like to participate less, what would you like to cut back on? If you would like 
to participate more, what would you like to do?) 

13. At what time do you feel that your level of participation was the highest? At what 
time did you feel discouraged (by yourself or others)? 

14. What made you decide to join the executive committee (of your branch)? 
15. Would you like to participate more in union activities? How? 
16. How did you come to join the executive committee of the union/of your branch? 
17. On the website, the union states that it is fair to not discriminate according to, 

nationality, race, language, gender, age, or sexual orientation. How does the union 
fight discrimination? 

18. Do you consider yourself to be a feminist? Whether or not you do, how do you 
understand this term and how it might relate to your participation in the union? 

 

Fall, 2020 

Some questions will be formulated after the observation takes place. 
1. How do you feel about participating in the Annual General Meeting? 
2. Did you socialize with other union members afterwards? 
3. Did you run in the election for delegates? Why/Why not? 
4. How did the first Executive Committee meeting go? How did you feel? 
5. Did you volunteer for any committees? How will you help out? 
6. How do you think that you will be participating in union activities five years from 

now? Do you think that you will be participating more, or less? 
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Fall-Winter, 2020 

1. How did you feel about participating in the Annual General Meeting? 
2. Did you run in the election? Why/Why not? For which position? 
3. Did you socialize with any other union members afterwards? 
4. How have the Executive Committee meetings been? 
5. What kind of union activities have you participated in since the General Meeting? 
6. How do you think that you will be participating in union activities five years from 

now? Do you think that you will be participating more, or less? 
7. Do you still consent to being a part of my study? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

Working Title of Study: Sisters in a Japanese Labor Union: Uncovering Factors 
Fostering Participation 
 
Researcher: Julia Kimura 
 

Purpose of the Form 

The purpose of this form is to ask you to participate in a research study. I will explain 
the study to you and ask you to volunteer to participate in the study. Please feel free to 
ask any questions that you might have before you decide if you want to participate. 
Whether you take part in the study is entirely up to you, and you are also free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. By signing this consent form, you are not waiving 
any legal rights that you have. You are only indicating that the study has been explained 
to you, that you have had an opportunity to ask questions, that you understand what is 
involved, and that you are willing to participate in the study. 
 

Explanation of the Study 

The goal of this study is to investigate how foreign women participate in a Japanese 
labor union. A secondary purpose of this study is for me to gain experience with 
qualitative research methods. This project is part of my doctoral dissertation at Temple 
University Japan, but it might evolve into another study which might be published in 
the future. Data collected in the study will be used for educational and research 
purposes only. 
 

Imposition on Participants 

The estimated duration of your participation in the study is approximately one year. 
During this time, I would like to interview you three times, and I would also like to ask 
you to go over transcripts of our interviews that I will prepare in order to look for errors 
or omissions, or to check if there is anything else that you would like to add. I hope that 
you can also participate in a focus group discussion with other members of our union, 
and I would like to observe you participating in union activities. In total, participation in 
this study is estimated to involve approximately up to ten hours of your time. 

 

Risks 

The reasonably foreseeable risks or discomforts of participating in this study are 
minimal. However, if at any time, you do not feel comfortable answering a question, 
having your interaction recorded, or even having me interview you, please let me know 
and I will respect your requests. 
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Benefits 

The benefit of participating in this study is first, knowing that you have contributed to 
an increased understanding of participation foreign women in the Japanese labor 
movement, to your own understanding of your participation, and to the education of a 
(future?) researcher. 
 In addition, as a small token of my appreciation for your participation, I will make 
a cash donation in your name to the union. 
 

Your Rights as a Research Participant 

Your participation is completely voluntary. You can decide not to participate and you 
are free to stop participating in the research at any time without penalty. If you decide 
not to participate at any time, no information related to you will be included in this 
study and my data will be destroyed.  

At any time now and in the future, you can ask me questions about this study and 
I will do my best to answer your questions to your satisfaction. 

 

Confidentiality 

I will do my best to keep the sources of the data collected for this study confidential. I 
will keep all of this information in a safe place and do my best to ensure your 
anonymity. Digital audio recordings as well as any relevant electronic documents will 
be password protected. My handwritten research notes will be kept in a safe place. All 
the proper names (of people, institutions, places, etc.) used in this study, including 
yours, will be changed. I will also do my best to limit the disclosure of your identity, but 
I cannot promise complete secrecy. There is always a potential risk of loss of 
confidentiality, and there is a slight chance that fellow researchers might recognize you. 
 

Dissemination 

Data collected for this project will go into my doctoral dissertation at Temple 
University. I will also be using the data in academic presentations to other researchers. 
In the future, the data might also be used for a publication. 
 

Your consent to participate in this study 

Please initial the ways, if any, in which you agree to participate in this study: 
1. I do not want to participate in this study in any way. ___________ 
2. I agree to participate in this research. ___________ 
3. I agree to be audio-recorded during the interview. __________ 
4. I also give permission to Julia Kimura to retain the audio-recordings for a period of 

one year for educational and research purposes only. ___________ 
5. I give permission to Julia Kimura to quote me using a pseudonym in future published 

paper/s. ___________  
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I understand the information given to me, and I have received answers to any questions 
I have about the study. I understand and agree to the conditions of this study. 
 
If you have any other conditions regarding the use of the data provided for this study, 
please specify them below. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary, and that I can withdraw 
from this study at any time by telling Julia Kimura to remove me from the study. 
Contact information is written below. 
 
I also understand that I will receive a signed copy of this consent form. 
 
_____________________________________ 

Name (please print) 
 
_____________________________________  __________________ 
 Signature              Date 
 
Thank you very much for your participation. 
 
___________Julia Kimura___________ _____ 
Researcher’s Name 
 
_____________________________________  __________________ 
Researcher’s Signature      Date 
 

Contact Information 

AAAAA@temple.edu 
e-mail 
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APPENDIX D 

 

EXAMPLES OF RESEARCH JOURNALS 

 

An example of a digital journal entry. 
 

 
 

 

An example of handwritten journal entry. 
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APPENDIX E 
 

EXAMPLES OF ZETTELKASTENS 

 

An example of Zettelkasten. (Front) 
 

 
 
An example of Zettelkasten. (Back) 
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APPENDIX F 

 

SALIENT CONCEPTS AND THEMES 

 

• Trajectory 

• Women’s participation 

• Being vigilant about organizing 

• Trust 

• Women make the sandwiches 

• Being a representative of the union 

• Duty and paying it forward 

• Courage 


