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We have all seen people chatting on cellular phones* while they walk down
the street, sit on a park bench, or ride their bicycles through town. And their
numbers are growing. in America the number of new users in 1995 exceeded
the birth rate. The situation is so out of hand that the Israeli army was forced
recently to order soldiers not to carry mobile phones when they went into action.

This order was evidently issued when a group of elite soldiers phoned for pizza

1)
from a location that was supposed to be secret.

Mobile phones are very popular in Scandinavia. Nearly one-third of people
in Finland own one, as do one-fourth of people in Norway, Sweden and Denmark.
A Finnish university student explained, “We’ve never been much good at télking
to each other face-to-face. All that’s happened is we've found our ideal way of
communicating—at arm’s length.” “We can talk much and with ease, too,” said
another Scandinavian, a Swede, “and perhaps we prefer to talk on the phone than
meet up at the pub.” The Norwegians even take their slim cellular phones skiing,
using them to communicafe with friends on other slopes.

Cellular phones are popular in Japan, too; one in ﬁve Japanese owns one.
Some companies give away mobile phones to get new users, and vending
machines™ sell cheap mobile phones that can be used for local calls. But a
backlash® is developing. Mobile phones are no longer allowed to be used on
most commuter trains* around Tokyo or in many restaurants. One company
now prohibits its staff from taking mobile phones into meetings. “It was getting
ridiculous,” said one senior manager. “Five managers would be in a meeting,
each with a telephone, and half the time one of them would be on the line. We
weren't getting anything done.”

Israelis have a liking for cellular phones, owning nearly a million and using
them for an average of five hundred minutes per month—three times as much as
in other coukntries. When a phone rings in a public place, people pat pockets and
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reach for purses to see if their personal phone is to blame. Recently, a city
councilor® in Tel Aviv announced his intention to create no-phone zones. In a
newspaper interview, he said that he thought of the plan when he heard a phone
ring in the middle of a funeral. Businesses and public. institutions were given
printed posters showing a mobile phone with the familiar red prohibition* line
across it and the statement: “No talking on cellular phones here.” Ironically,
durin;gz )his interview, this councilor had to interrupt himself to answer his own
mobile phone. “At least I'm not in a concert hall,” }1e said.

Technology is producing some puzzling social behaviors, a fact that became
clear to me on a rainy November day in a ferry office in Vancouver, British
Columbia. While waiting for a taxi into the city, I noticed a woman talking while
looking out at the harbor. Her remarks were intended for no one in the room,
nor was there a telephéne anywhere in sight. Was she insane? The riddle was

(3)
solved when I noticed the earphone in one ear and the thin cord running into her

jacket pocket below, though I never did see a microphone. If the cord had been
invisible or if the woman had glanced at me while talking, it would ha\}e been a
deeply upsetting experience indeed. It was an uncomfortable one as it was.
(From John L. Locke, The De-Voicing of( gociety, 1998)
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Their heroes are athletes and actors, comedians and television personalities.
They say they dislike mathematics and science and that they aspire to become
hair stylists and video game creators. Many color their hair blond and orange
and change their jobs frequently, more often than their parents in a lifetime.

As a generation they do not yet have a name. But young people in Japan
might as well be called “Part-time Generation.” For the past 10 years they have
lived in the shadow of the country’s deepest postwar economic recession, a
decade that has left many of them disillusioned and lacking motivation. Young
people are showing little loyalty to a system that once delivered remarkable
prosperity to Japan but now shows little progress.

University graduates are postponing career choices and marriage. Instead,
they travel, dabble in* temporary work and just hang out*. One economist
popularized the term “parasite singles” to describe young people who are content
to be supported by (tiieir parents well into their 20s and beyond. But perhaps
most significantly, young people are rejecting their parents’ job choices and
heavily structured lifestyles. “Their parents don’t seem to enjoy life,” said
Yoshiko Ikoma, editor of a fashion magazine in Tokyo. She says that because
they work a lot and seem so serious, “young people look at them and say, ‘Is that
our future?””

The generational change seen on Japan's streets—the orange hair and

occasional body piercing—may look like 1969, but young Japanese women are

unlikely candidates for a collective bra-burning ceremony®*. The long hair that
(2)

many young Japanese men wear these days is not as much a sign of protest as a

sign that they spend lots of time looking after their appearance.

The job of “hair stylists,” for instance, is popular because of a number of
famous hair stylists who often make appearances on television. “Previous
generations didn’t think about specific professions like that,” said a research
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director at a Japanese advertising firm. “They just went to university and were
carried along by the system.” In this director’s survey of teens last year, the top
five professions were, in order of preference, television announcer, musician,
athlete, video game creator and doctor. At the bottom 6f the list were politician,
businessman and banker, each of which was chosen by less than 5 percent of
answerers.

While these views may appear quixotic* and not well thought out—not
everyone can become a professional athlete—they are already influencing the
- labor market. The word freeter is now commonly used in Japanese society. It
describes young people fsf)ho change jobs frequently and, even if unemployed, will
only take jobs they like. ‘

The freeter phenomenon confuses older Japanese, who cannot understand
why in times of hardship and rising unemployment, jobs can be vacant. “In my
generation, if you couldn’t find a job, it meant there weren't any jobs available,”
said Mr. Kameyama of the Japan Institute of Labor, in his 60s.

According to Mr. Kameyama, a recent survey of freeter at the Ministfy of
Labor found that many of them did not want to take a full-time job because they
intended to become singers and athletes. “We cannot criticize people who are
dreaming to become something and keep part-time jobs in the meantime,” he
said. “But there are many people who don’t have realistic plans.” Optimists*—
and there are few in Japan these days—say the freeter trend may be good
medicine for the country.

(From The International Herald Tribune, 2001)
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