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Chapter 3 

Household Waste Work and Gendered National Belonging:  

Garbage in Tsukuba City 

 

 

“… I was told by my mother, ‘It’s not good to let a man take out the garbage on his way to work,’ 

so that’s why I take out the garbage myself.”  

Ishii Rie, Tsukuba housewife (interview by the author, July 17, 2015) 

 

 

As described in the introductory chapter, the rise of recycling in recent years has been 

accompanied by increasingly complicated rules for household waste sorting in most Japanese cities. 

Unlike in many cities in Europe and the United States, which employ technological measures such as 

single-stream recycling facilities that reduce the burden of separation for residents (Peek 2013), in Japan 

elaborate garbage separation regulations are the norm. Additionally, because each municipality devises its 

own waste regulations (in accordance with general national requirements), the separation category and 

disposal requirements for the same item may be completely different from one town to the next. 

Accordingly, the number and complexity of separation categories vary significantly by municipality. In a 

study of waste separation in Japanese cities based on data from 2008, Matsumoto (2011, 329) found that 

the average number of separation categories was 11.93.  

Waste separation is not merely a matter of placing waste items in different containers. In most 

cases, specific instructions must be followed for recyclable items in particular: plastic containers should 

be rinsed and dried; PET bottles should be rinsed, dried, and the cap and label removed; milk cartons 

should be rinsed, dried, cut open, and tied together in a bundle for collection; and so on. All this can add 

up to a significant amount of time and labor to be performed by residents in the interest of having their 

garbage collected. (In most municipalities, incorrectly sorted garbage will not be collected; a note 

explaining the infraction will be placed on the offending garbage bag, and the resident is expected to take 

it back and put it out correctly on the next collection day.) Kaneko (2010, 27-28) examined the value of 

citizens’ environmental labor contributions in Yokosuka city and found that, in 2006, Yokosuka citizens 

spent 3,081,376 hours performing voluntary environmental activities, with an estimated monetary value 

of 3,169,811,491 yen, or 38.5% of the city’s environmental services budget. Notably, this figure includes 
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only voluntary environmental activities outside the home; if household waste separation and other 

domestic labor had been included, the numbers would be even higher.   

Who is performing the relatively large amount of unpaid labor required by most cities’ waste 

management systems? Perhaps unsurprisingly, most studies indicate that it is overwhelmingly women. In 

a 2001 survey, Ohnuma et al. (2005, 4) distributed a questionnaire to Nagoya residents about the city’s 

newly introduced strict recycling policies, with the request that the person “mainly responsible for 

separating recycling materials and waste in the household” complete the survey. Out of 1442 respondents, 

1242 (86.4%) were women and 195 (13.6%) were men, which, as the authors noted with some 

understatement, “[indicated] a sex difference regarding who was mainly in charge of separating recycling 

materials and waste in the households” (Ohnuma et al. 2005, 4). Forty percent of respondents were full-

time homemakers. Other studies, such as Negishi and Yuzawa (2003), Kurisu and Bortoleto (2011), and 

Na (2009), also indicate that women are more likely than men to be interested in garbage management 

and to be aware of environmental problems posed by garbage. 

Matsumoto’s 2011 analysis of sorted waste collection in Japanese cities showed that 

municipalities tend to “implement recycling programs that fit the demographic profiles of their residents,” 

an unsurprising result considering that most municipalities solicit residents’ feedback about the waste 

collection system both before and after the implementation of new policies (Matsumoto 2011, 325). 

Matsumoto also found that having fewer wives working full time was correlated with a city having a 

more complicated separation system: “With respect to full-time workers, we found that a one-hour 

increase in a husband’s market work increased the number of waste separation categories by 0.23 while a 

one-hour increase in a wife’s market work decreased the number of waste separation categories by 0.47, 

perhaps suggesting that husbands and wives do not take equal responsibility for waste management at 

home” (Matsumoto 2011, 331). 

Taken together, these studies suggest that in Japan, household waste management is the duty of 

the wife, whether or not she is also engaged in full-time or part-time work outside the home. We might 

speculate with some justification that the 13.6% male respondents in Ohnuma et al.’s study were 

bachelors, and that in all or nearly all of married couple households it is the wife who takes primary 

responsibility for managing waste.  

On the other side of this gendered dynamic is waste work outside the home, which is 

overwhelmingly performed by men in paid employment. Although “waste management” is not tracked as 

an industry in Japanese employment statistics, jobs associated with waste management – garbage truck 

driver/waste collector, machinery operator at incineration or recycling facilities, engineers – are in fields 

that are heavily male-dominated. In 2016, for example, 97.7% of “transport and machine operation 

workers” were men (Statistical Handbook of Japan 2017). (However, cleaning jobs, which in some 
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institutions may involve collecting, sorting, and removing waste – and are more likely to be part-time – 

may have a more equal gender distribution: “carrying, cleaning, packaging, and related workers” were 

55.3% male and 44.7% female [Statistical Handbook of Japan 2017]).  

These numbers indicate a striking gender difference in waste work: men overwhelmingly perform 

waste work outside the home, for which they are paid, while women overwhelmingly perform the private, 

unpaid waste work inside the home. Of course, this disparity should not be seen as unusual in the 

Japanese context; it is merely a particularly stark example of the overall gender imbalance in the Japanese 

labor force as a whole. In 2016, women’s labor force participation rate was 50.3%, compared with 70.4% 

for men (Statistical Handbook of Japan 2017).  

The field of waste work, in the home and the public sphere, can therefore serve as a useful site to 

examine gender differences in labor, both public and private, which are intimately connected to issues of 

citizenship and national belonging. In order to examine these issues, I will employ a case study of one city 

in Japan, looking at the system of waste management in general, as well as the gendered divisions of labor 

and national belonging in the arena of waste work. The next section will introduce Tsukuba, the city 

where I carried out my ethnographic fieldwork, as a case study of gender and waste management in 

contemporary Japan. 

 

Waste and Gender in Tsukuba City 

 

In order to study the waste situation in Tsukuba, I carried out ethnographic fieldwork in the city, 

where I lived for about 18 months from 2014-2016. (A detailed explanation of the methods I employed 

during my fieldwork can be found in the Introduction.) During this time I was affiliated with the National 

Institute for Environmental Studies, a governmental research institution focused on environmental issues.  

My affiliation with the Sustainable Material Cycle Systems Section of the National Institute for 

Environmental Studies Center for Material Cycles and Waste Management Research was a crucial factor 

in gaining access to interviews with representatives of Tsukuba’s waste and recycling institutions. A 

senior researcher in the department was a member of the Tsukuba City Waste Reduction Promotion 

Committee (Tsukuba-shi Ippan Haikibutsu Genryō tō Suishin Shingikai), the city’s official waste 

management planning council, and with his help I was able to observe a meeting of the committee and 

introduce myself to the committee members. Based on this introduction, I was able to send emails 

explaining my research and requesting interviews with the committee members. Although not all of them 

responded to my request, most agreed to an interview or recommended another person in their 

organization who would be willing to speak to me. The interviews and observations of the organizations 

listed in Appendix 1 (“List of interviews and fieldwork observations of Tsukuba waste and recycling 
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organizations”) were arranged through the connections I made at the Tsukuba City Waste Reduction 

Promotion Committee meeting, with the exception of the interview with the Morinosato Neighborhood 

Association Chairman. This interview was arranged with the help of two other Sustainable Material Cycle 

Systems Section researchers who were conducting their own research with the neighborhood association, 

and invited me along to observe and ask my own questions. Before each interview, I provided each 

interviewee with an explanation of my research and a list of topics I wanted to cover in the interview. 

Each explanation sheet was different depending on the organization, but an example explanation sheet, 

used for my interview with a researcher at the National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science and 

Technology, is included as Appendix 3. The interviews were recorded, with the permission of the 

interviewees, using an audio recording device, and I took notes during the interviews. When appropriate, 

and with permission, I also took photographs of the waste and recycling facilities I observed. All names 

of interviewees and informants mentioned in this chapter are pseudonyms. 

In addition to these formally arranged interviews with city waste and recycling institutions, I also 

carried out less formal interviews with Tsukuba residents, and in some cases visited their homes to 

observe their household waste management arrangements. Most of these household interviews were 

arranged with the help of the wife of a Sustainable Material Cycle Systems Section researcher. This 

woman taught a local cooking class, and mentioned my interest in interviewing Tsukuba residents about 

waste to her students, most of whom were housewives living in Tsukuba. She passed me the contact 

information of those who expressed interest, and I arranged interviews with them. Some of these 

interviewees mentioned my research to their friends, and I was able to expand my contacts gradually 

through this snowballing method. I was also introduced to a few interviewees by Shōno Takako, the 

representative of NPO Tsukuba Creative Recycle whom I met at the Waste Reduction Promotion 

Committee meeting (see Chapter 4). Before each interview, I provided each interviewee with an 

explanation of my research and a list of topics I wanted to discuss (see Appendix 4). The interviews were 

recorded, with permission, and I also took notes and photographs (with permission) when appropriate. 

Detailed information about the household interviews I conducted is listed in Appendix 2.  

In addition to interviews and formal and informal observations, I collected and analyzed 

documents relating to Tsukuba’s waste management system from the city and other organizations. The 

following analysis of waste management and waste work in Tsukuba city is based on these interviews, 

observations, and documents.  
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Tsukuba City 

 

Tsukuba is a mid-sized city in Ibaraki Prefecture, about 70 kilometers north of Tokyo. To reach 

Tsukuba from Tokyo, the fastest route is the Tsukuba Express train line, which runs from Akihabara in 

central Tokyo to Tsukuba Station. On disembarking, despite the many tall office buildings, hotels, and 

shopping centers surrounding the train station, you will immediately sense that you are no longer in 

Tokyo because of the relatively open spaces, the wide roads, and the relative lack of dense crowds of 

people, even at rush hour. This is not to say that there are no crowds at all: on the contrary, the Tsukuba 

Express is often packed with commuters during the rush hour periods, but the density is usually much less 

than commuter trains in the Tokyo metropolitan area proper. Despite its proximity to Tokyo, Tsukuba is 

not merely a bed-town for commuters; in fact, more people commute to Tsukuba for work than Tsukuba 

residents commute to other places. In 2016, 41,298 people commuted to Tsukuba for work, while 29,303 

commuted from Tsukuba to another city (Tsukuba City 2017).   

 

 

Map of Tsukuba in relation to Tokyo (Google Maps 2017). 

 

Walking north from Tsukuba Station, after crossing a wide street that becomes packed with cars 

during rush hour, the next thing a visitor to Tsukuba is likely to notice is the distinct twin-peaked outline 

of Mount Tsukuba in the distance, rising dramatically from the mostly flat landscape. Mt. Tsukuba is the 

most notable geographical feature in the area, and gives its name to both the current city and the former 
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village which merged with five others to form the present-day municipality. Before the merger, the 

townships in the area were collectively known as “the Mt. Tsukuba-south area” (Chikunan chihō) 

(Tsukuba City 2010). 

If you were to travel around Tsukuba by car, perhaps on either the broad Gakuen-Nishi Ōdori or 

the Gakuen-Higashi Ōdori boulevards running parallel on the west and east sides of the city, the 

numerous signs for research institutes such as the National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science and 

Technology (Sangyō Gijutsu Sōgō Kenkyūsho), the National Institute for Materials Science (Busshitsu 

Zairyō Kenkyū Kikō), or the (Kishō Kenkyūsho) might alert you to the fact that Tsukuba is no ordinary 

city. Tsukuba is perhaps best known for its designation as a “Science City” (Kenkyū gakuen toshi) home 

to more than 300 public and private research institutions. It was officially incorporated as a city (shi) in 

1987, with the merger of four smaller townships (a fifth town joined the city in 1988, and a sixth in 2002), 

but plans for the creation of “Tsukuba Science City” had been in place since the 1960s (Morris-Suzuki 

1994, 180).  

The region has experienced steady population growth and economic expansion since the plans for 

Tsukuba Science City were first announced in the 1960s. The city now has a population of about 226,000 

(Tsukuba City 2017). One official at the Tsukuba City Office explained that there are three types of 

people now living in Tsukuba City: those whose families had lived there originally (since before the 

1960s), those whose families moved there in the wake of the initial announcement of Tsukuba Science 

City, and those who had moved there following the completion of the Tsukuba Express train line, which 

connects Tsukuba with Akihabara in Tokyo, in 2005 (interview by the author, March 26, 2015). This 

three-way division reveals the rapid changes Tsukuba has experienced even within the past decade; 

previous studies highlighted the divide between Tsukuba’s original residents (jimoto) and newcomers 

who arrived in the 1970s and 80s (Larzalere 2006). The city official’s explanation shows that Tsukuba’s 

growth and expansion, rather than bridging existing divisions, has created new ones.  

The Tsukuba Express line has provided an impetus for many retailers and businesses to set up 

shop around the four stations in Tsukuba city, especially central Tsukuba Station, spurring economic 

growth. Despite the best efforts of officials at the city’s Environmental Bureau, this growth has led to a 

concomitant increase in waste. Although the overall volume of waste decreased in the mid-2000s as a 

result of new waste sorting regulations and new fees for business waste, in the past few years the volume 

has increased to record highs: in 2015, the city produced 94,267 tons of waste (Tsukuba City 2017).  

In order to give context for the current waste situation in Tsukuba, the next section will briefly 

outline the history of waste management in the city. 
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Waste History 

 

The history of Tsukuba’s post-war waste management reflects its unique development as Japan’s 

“Science City.” Official waste collection and construction of waste management facilities came later than 

in Tokyo or other large cities, but from the 1970s, waste management practices began changing rapidly. 

Before the 1970’s, there was no official waste collection, and residents – largely agricultural workers in 

rural areas – dealt with waste on their own. Traditional methods included simply burying waste in the 

ground, or more commonly for farmers, field burning (noyaki). Official collection of household waste 

began in three of the six pre-merger townships in 1972; collection in the remaining three townships 

started in 1974. Initial waste collection involved a tiny fleet of collection vehicles managed by a regional 

administrative body called the Mt. Tsukuba-South Regional Governance Association (Chikunan chihō 

kōiki gyōsei jimu kumiai) set up in 1972 to facilitate collective governance in the six townships prior to 

the planned merger (Tsukuba City 2010). The Association (which was formally disbanded in 2002, after 

the merger of the final township into Tsukuba City) was also charged with managing the fledgling city’s 

first waste incinerator, which was announced in 1972 and completed in 1974. The incineration facility, 

called the First Sanitation Center (Daiichi Eisei Sentaa), was comprised of two furnaces each capable of 

processing ninety tons per day. A facility for processing oversized garbage was built in 1977, with a 

processing capacity of fifty tons per five hours. 

These measures satisfied the waste disposal needs of Tsukuba residents until the late 1980s, when 

increasing consumption from the bubble economy, an increase in population caused by the influx of new 

research institutions and existing institutions relocating from Tokyo, as well as a growing awareness of 

environmental concerns throughout the country, led city officials to direct more resources towards 

improving the waste management system. In 1987, the city began gradually introducing designated bags 

for burnable garbage – clear plastic bags marked “Tsukuba City Burnable Garbage” which could be 

purchased from local supermarkets and convenience stores. The designated bag system was fully 

implemented throughout the city by 1992. In 1991, the same year that Japan passed its first national 

recycling law, Tsukuba City introduced a series of regulations to increase recycling (which previously 

had only been undertaken voluntarily, by private companies). In conjunction with a number of new 

recycling regulations, the city began separate collection of recyclables including aluminum/steel cans, 

glass bottles, paper, and cloth. Collection of used milk cartons also began at elementary and middle 

schools, civic centers, and welfare centers in the city. The city introduced designated bags for cans and 

bottles; unlike the bags for burnable garbage, bags for recyclables were distributed for free (Tsukuba City 

2010). (As part of an overhaul of the garbage collection system resulting from the construction of the new 

Clean Center, in 1998 the burnable garbage bag system was changed to include three sizes of bag – 20, 
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30, and 40 liters – and designated bags for recyclables were no longer required.) Additionally, the city 

implemented a subsidy system for volunteer groups collecting recyclables, paying groups three yen per 

kilogram of collected material, with a maximum subsidy of 25,000 yen. 

In 1992, Tsukuba’s evolving waste management system was put to the test in the city’s first 

major “garbage emergency” (gomi hijō jitai). In April, the waste incineration facility was shut down for 

two days for a routine annual inspection. On the day that it resumed operation, the waste brought in by 

garbage trucks exceeded the amount that could be processed, and about thirty garbage trucks were forced 

to leave with the garbage still piled inside. When the same thing occurred the following day, the city 

declared a garbage emergency, placed limits on the number of garbage trucks entering the incineration 

facility, and established a committee to devise emergency countermeasures. For one month, the city 

limited waste collection to kitchen scraps, city officials provided “separation guidance” (bunbetsu shidō) 

at 335 locations around the city, and the incinerator was refurbished to increase its processing capacity. 

As a result of these measures, normal garbage collection service resumed a month later (Tsukuba City 

2010).  

The revisions to the national Waste Management and Public Cleansing Law in 1991 required 

municipalities to take more proactive measures to with regard to waste disposal planning. In order to 

comply with the new regulations, in 1994 the city presented the Tsukuba City Fundamental Plan for 

General Waste (Garbage) Management (Tsukuba-shi ippan haikibutsu [gomi] shori kihon keikaku). The 

plan was to guide Tsukuba’s waste management from 1995 to 2009, with periodic revisions. A mid-term 

revision was undertaken in 2000, and a late-stage revision in 2005. In 2010, the city’s Second 

Fundamental Plan for General Waste (Garbage) Management, for the period from 2010 to 2021, was 

published; this plan was revised in 2015. The purpose of these plans was to rationalize long-term waste 

management planning.  

In the late 1990s and 2000s, the city of Tsukuba began to focus on technological improvements 

and increased recycling as solutions to increasing amounts of garbage. This was in line with the general 

trend of waste management and recycling in Japan as a whole; various cities began increasing and 

strengthening waste regulations and recycling policies, while at the national level several new recycling 

laws were introduced in quick succession (see the introductory chapter). In Tsukuba, a new waste 

processing facility called the Clean Center (Kuriin Sentaa), which had been in planning for several years, 

came into operation in 1997. The new facility contained three furnaces each able to process 125 tons per 

day, and was capable of generating electricity from the incineration process. The original First Sanitation 

Center incineration facility, which by that time was somewhat outdated technologically, ceased operations 

following successful trials of the Clean Center incinerator. In 2010, Tsukuba Wellness Park, a recreation 
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facility and park located next to the Clean Center, was opened; the park’s electricity needs, as well as 

heating for its indoor pool, are supplied by the incinerator (Tsukuba City 2010). 

In accordance with national Home Electronic Appliances Recycling Law (Kaden risaikuru hō), 

Tsukuba ceased collecting televisions, air conditioners, refrigerators, and washing machines as oversized 

garbage in 2001 (the new law required that these items be collected and recycled by the manufacturer). In 

2003, the same measure was applied to personal computers. Collection of PET bottles twice a month 

began in 2001. 

In 2005, several significant changes were made to the waste management system, which 

successfully, if temporarily, reduced the overall volume of waste in Tsukuba. First, oversized garbage 

(sodai gomi) was excluded from regular collection and changed to a separate collection, fee-based 

service. Second, the city began producing and distributing a handbook explaining how to sort and put out 

garbage. Most significantly for waste reduction in the city, a fee system was introduced for processing 

business waste (jigyōkei gomi). Previously, waste from businesses was collected in the same manner as 

household waste, with the only fee being the purchase of designated bags for burnable waste, but the new 

regulation charged a set amount for each kilogram of waste produced by a business. This policy both 

increased the city’s revenue and created an incentive for businesses to produce less waste (Tsukuba City 

2010).  

 

Waste Management in Present-Day Tsukuba 

 

In 2012, Tsukuba City produced 84,307 tons23 of general waste, or 1,068 grams per person per 

day. Out of this total amount, 34% was business waste and 66% was household waste. Compared to other 

Japanese cities of its size, Tsukuba has a larger than average amount of business waste, and an average 

amount of household waste, meaning that its total waste overall is higher than both the national and 

prefectural averages. In 2011, Tsukuba ranked 34th out of 44 cities in Ibaraki Prefecture in amount of total 

waste (the ranking is from lowest amount of waste to highest). It ranked 22nd out of 44 for household 

waste, and 38th for business waste (Tsukuba City 2013). City officials are concerned about the high 

amount of business waste (while acknowledging that it is perhaps a natural consequence of housing an 

outsize number of organizations and institutes), and plan to strengthen measures to encourage businesses 

to produce less waste (interview by the author, March 26, 2015). 

                                                           
23 This number does not include approximately 4,460 tons of waste resulting from a tornado that struck the northern 

part of the city in 2012 (tornado waste is not included so that waste statistics can be compared year to year to assess 

the city’s progress in reducing waste). 
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 In 2012, the city recycled 9,924 tons of waste, a recycling rate of 11.8%. This was something of 

an improvement over 2011’s rate of 8.3%, compared to a national average of 20.4% and a prefectural 

average of 20%; Tsukuba had the lowest recycling rate in Ibaraki Prefecture (Tsukuba City 2013). (One 

reason for the sudden increase in the recycling rate from 2011 to 2012 was simply a change in 

measurements - they started including estimates of the amount of direct recycling by companies, which 

previously had not been included.) Unlike most other cities, Tsukuba does not collect and recycle 

packaging plastic, which is one reason for the low recycling rate; another is the low rate of collection of 

mixed paper for recycling. Officials at the waste management office thought that residents might not 

realize that the city collected mixed paper as well as the more common newspaper and cardboard, and 

began to include specific instructions for mixed paper separation in the 2015 garbage collection calendar 

(interview by the author, March 26, 2015).  

 Tsukuba spends less than average on waste management; in 2012, the city spent 22,612 yen per 

ton of waste processed, or 8,812 yen per person per day. In 2011, Tsukuba spent 8,205 yen per person per 

day, compared to a national average of 15,945 yen and a prefectural average of 19,407 yen (Tsukuba City 

2013). 

 

Waste Work in the City 

 

In accordance with national regulations, municipalities in Japan are responsible for managing 

waste within their jurisdictions. Depending on the unique circumstances in each city, some municipalities 

choose to carry out waste management duties directly, while others prefer to subcontract the work to 

private companies. Tsukuba, along with about 60% of municipalities in Japan, subcontracts waste 

collection and final disposal to a variety of private companies, which are selected annually from a 

competitive bidding system. The city’s Waste Management Division oversees, plans, and administers 

Tsukuba’s municipal waste management, but nearly all of the manual labor involved is performed by 

employees of subcontracted private companies. With the exception of a few women working in the city 

Waste Management Division and in one clothing recycling company, all of the waste management 

workers I observed in Tsukuba were men.   

Administration of waste management in Tsukuba is primarily handled by the Waste Management 

Division (Haikibutsu Taisakuka, literally “waste countermeasures division”), a section of the 

Environment and Living Department (Kankyō Seikatsubu) of the City Office. The Waste Management 

Division is in charge of drafting and publishing documents related to waste management (the waste 

collection calendar, waste separation guidelines, yearly pamphlets about the state of waste management in 
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Tsukuba), making contracts with the waste transport companies that collect household garbage, and 

otherwise managing the day to day processing of waste. 

The Waste Management Division is also in charge of drafting, revising, updating, and publishing 

Tsukuba’s waste regulations. These rules, which are published on the City Office’s website, are revised 

every five years, with the contributions and recommendations of a committee including waste researchers, 

representatives of large businesses, local council members, and representatives of citizens’ groups. This 

committee most recently convened at several meetings from 2014-2015; major topics discussed included 

how to increase Tsukuba’s relatively low recycling rate, strategies for introducing separate collection of 

plastic packaging waste, and how to reduce Tsukuba’s relatively high amount of business waste 

(interview by the author, March 18, 2015). 

The Clean Center is managed by its own division of the Environment and Living Department. 

Administrative staff for the Clean Center are city employees, but the day to day work of the Center is 

performed by employees of contracted private companies (interview by the author, April 17, 2015). All of 

the employees I saw working at the Clean Center were men; I saw a few women in the office of the city 

Waste Management Division, but those in senior positions in the office, two of whom I interviewed, were 

all men.  

Household waste is collected from Tsukuba’s 4,319 collection stations and taken to the 

appropriate waste management facility by contracted (itaku) waste transport companies. There are over 60 

such companies for transporting household waste including burnable, non-burnable, and recyclable waste; 

in total, they operated 101 trucks and had a carrying capacity of 231 tons in 2013. For business waste, 

businesses and organizations can make a private contract with one of more than 40 licensed (kyoka) 

business waste transport companies; in 2013, these companies together operated 241 trucks with a 

carrying capacity of 995 tons (Tsukuba City 2013).  

Companies that collect burnable garbage typically use a compactor truck which compresses 

garbage24; when full, the trucks take the waste to the Clean Center. If the garbage at the collection 

separation is not correctly sorted (for example, burnable waste put out in a regular plastic bag instead of a 

designated bag), the workers do not collect it, and it is the responsibility of the household which put it out 

to correct the error. Garbage which is mistakenly put out on the wrong day may be left in place until the 

correct day comes around, or it may be dealt with (typically, transported to the Clean Center by a 

volunteer) by the neighborhood association or the contracted cleaning company (most apartments contract 

a private cleaning company which also manages the garbage collection station). 

                                                           
24 Occasionally, spray cans incorrectly placed in burnable garbage cause explosions when compressed in this type of 

truck; two such incidents occurred in Tsukuba in 2014 (interview by the author, April 17, 2015). 
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Burnable garbage, which comprises the bulk of household waste in Tsukuba, is deposited into a 

large “garbage pit” (gomi pitto) at the Clean Center incineration facility by waste transport trucks via 

chutes in the wall between the truck area and the garbage pit. (The garbage pit is partially exposed to the 

outside via these openings, and as a result a thriving population of pigeons and crows has taken up 

residence in the pit.) Large mechanical claws, operated by a Clean Center employee, pick up waste from 

the pit and deposit it into chutes that lead into the incinerators. Currently, two of the Clean Center’s three 

incineration furnaces are in operation (having three furnaces allows the facility to scale its operations up 

or down to match the volume of incoming waste). They are in operation 24 hours a day, and monitored by 

a crew of four employees during the day and five at night. The incinerators generate 50 tons of ash per 

day, which is transported five times per week by a waste transport company to a privately owned landfill 

in nearby Shimotsuma City. The incinerator also generates electricity (energy recovery) (interview by the 

author, April 17, 2015). In 2012, the facility generated 24,695,037 kilowatt hours of electricity, most of 

which was sold to the electric company (Tokyo Electric Power Company) at a profit (Tsukuba City 

2013). 

Tsukuba City’s oversized garbage (crushing) facility, in a different location than the incineration 

facility, breaks down unburnable and oversized garbage; the remnants are separated into burnable, 

unburnable, and recyclable/resource garbage (scrap metal) by magnet separators and other technologies. 

The burnable garbage remnants are sent to the incineration facility, while the unburnable garbage 

remnants are sent directly to the landfill. The crushing facility has a processing capacity of fifty tons per 

five hours. The valuable resource collection facility (yūkabutsu kaishū shisetsu) is located next to the 

crushing facility, but operated by a private company. Cans are separated into aluminum and steel, then 

pressed and sold. Glass bottles are separated by color, and then given to recyclers as cullet. Paper and 

cloth are temporarily stored in the facility, then sold (Tsukuba City 2010). 

Tsukuba does not have its own landfill, and instead contracts a private landfill company in nearby 

Shimotsuma city to landfill the remains of its waste. The landfill has been in operation for 19 years, and is 

estimated to have 15 years of capacity remaining. In 2012, Tsukuba landfilled 173 grams of waste per 

person per day on average (13,649 tons total) (Tsukuba City 2013). In 2009, Tsukuba City spent 26,250 

yen per ton of waste landfilled, comprising 15.2% of the city’s waste management budget (Tsukuba City 

2010). 

Recycling in Tsukuba is handled by private companies and, for some items, the Japan Containers 

and Packaging Recycling Association (JCPRA). The JCPRA is a government-designated organization 

charged with managing packaging recycling; manufacturers of products that entail packaging waste are 

obliged to pay an annual fee to the JCPRA, which contracts recycling companies to process and recycle 

the waste. The recycling companies are then paid out of the manufacturers’ fees after the JCPRA 
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confirms that the recycling has been completed properly (Japan Containers and Packaging Recycling 

Association 2008). In Tsukuba, PET bottles, glass bottles, and paper cartons are handled by the JCPRA; 

aluminum and steel cans and used clothing, which are more profitable, are sold directly to recycling 

companies.  

One company that receives used clothing from Tsukuba City is Uesu Yamaoka25, a family-owned 

business that operates several factories in Ibaraki and other prefectures, and receives used clothing from 

many cities. Incoming cloth is inspected and sorted manually by employees; clothing that seems wearable 

is bundled together, pressed by machine into large shipping containers, and sold to manufacturers in 

Southeast Asia. Clothes that can’t be worn will be shredded at the factory and sold as rags to companies 

in Japan and abroad. The company ships about 4,023 kg of clothing per day (interview by the author, 

April 14, 2015). This company was also where I saw the only women employed in the private sector 

waste industry in Tsukuba. The two women I saw, out of about ten employees, did the work of sorting 

clothing by type.  

 

Waste Work in the Community: Neighborhood Associations 

 

The waste work performed by residents as part of neighborhood associations – unpaid labor 

performed in public – can perhaps be considered a type of community waste work. Neighborhood 

associations (jichikai or chōnaikai; in Tsukuba, they are officially called kukai) have a long history as 

organizing units of residential life in Japan (Bestor 1989; Pekkanen et al. 2014). In addition to social 

activities like organizing the local festival or arranging trips to hot springs, neighborhood associations 

also help regulate some aspects of local waste management on a (typically unpaid) volunteer basis. In 

many neighborhoods, maintenance of garbage collection stations is the collective responsibility of all 

association members. (As a result, there is significant social pressure on residents to join the association – 

those who decline are widely seen as shirking their responsibilities and increasing their neighbors’ 

burden.) 

In Tsukuba, central, more developed, and more populated areas tend to have more apartments and 

collective housing and fewer neighborhood associations. Outlying, comparatively rural areas (whose 

residents also tend to be older) have a stronger tradition of neighborhood associations. This is part of the 

lingering division between original residents, 1970s-1990s newcomers, and the newest arrivals who 

moved to the city after the completion of the Tsukuba Express train service in 2005. In her study of 

Tsukuba’s “pioneer housewives” who came to Tsukuba with their researcher husbands during Tsukuba’s 

                                                           
25 Because the name of the company is also the family name of the company’s founder and president, the company 

name listed here is a pseudonym. 
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development as a “science city” in the 1970s and 1980s, Larzalere (2006, 120) notes that when 

“newcomer” families arrived in Tsukuba in the 1980s, they often felt unwelcome in or declined to join 

existing, jimoto (original resident) neighborhood associations. Instead, they frequently set up their own 

new, separate neighborhood associations. I found that most of the “new newcomers” I spoke to, who 

arrived in the 2000s-2010s, did not join a neighborhood association and many lived in areas that did not 

have an association at all. In these latter neighborhoods, the community waste work that was traditionally 

carried out by neighborhood association members was outsourced to private companies, financed by fees 

paid by each household in the neighborhood.  

In the jimoto neighborhoods, most of which are facing challenges associated with an aging 

population, neighborhood association membership remains strong. In one outlying area of Tsukuba, 

Morinosato, the neighborhood association has a participation rate of over 90%. The association members 

inspect and clean the waste collection stations for their area (each block has between 15 and 75 

households) on a rotating basis (tōban seido). Morinosato currently has 34 collection stations. In an 

interview, the head of the neighborhood association guessed that about 90% of the members who do the 

waste station management are women, and elderly women in particular: 39.15% of Morinosato residents 

are over the age of 65 (interview by the author, February 17, 2015). 

Although most people in Morinosato sort their garbage correctly, the neighborhood regularly has 

problems with people putting out garbage the night before (rather than in the morning before 8:00), or on 

the wrong day. When people put out oversized garbage (sodai gomi) at the waste collection stations 

(rather than making an appointment and paying a fee to the city to have it collected), the neighborhood 

association either calls the city Waste Management Division to have it collected as illegally dumped 

waste (fuhō tōki), or has compensated volunteers (yūshō borantia) collect it and take it to the Clean 

Center. There are 16 volunteers; they are paid 2000 yen for 3 hours. These volunteers are also the ones 

who collect the garbage from elderly people who have requested assistance. When garbage has been put 

out on the wrong day (whether as a mistake, or on purpose as when the person is leaving to go on a long 

trip and doesn’t want to leave the garbage inside), first it is the responsibility of the person who made the 

mistake to correct it; if they don’t, the neighborhood association member whose turn it is to manage the 

waste station is supposed to take care of it, but doesn’t always, so sometimes the incorrect garbage is just 

left there until its collection day comes around. Sometimes the volunteers take this kind of garbage to the 

Clean Center. 

The neighborhood association also organizes the collection of newspapers, which are sold to 

recyclers. The proceeds are used to run the children’s association (kodomo kai). The neighborhood 

association used to also collect and sell aluminum cans, but they stopped when the price of aluminum fell. 

In 2012, they experienced a problem with someone stealing the recyclables before they could be 
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collected, but the association strengthened the patrol, and the problem stopped (interview by the author, 

February 17, 2015). 

One of the main concerns of the Morinosato neighborhood association is the lack of involvement 

by young people. The head of the association speculated that since young people work five days a week, 

they don’t want to spend their weekend on neighborhood association activities, and as a result, association 

officers are mostly elderly people. Furthermore, although Tsukuba’s population is growing, the influx is 

only to the central parts of the city; areas on the periphery have declining and aging populations 

(interview by the author, February 17, 2015). This certainly seemed to be the case among the younger 

Tsukuba residents I interviewed as well: most lived in more central areas and were not interested in 

joining a neighborhood association even if their area had one.  

 

Waste Work in the Home 

 

Tsukuba’s separation regulations are fairly typical for a city of its size. The city provides a 

regular collection service for seven categories of household garbage; four additional categories have 

collection by appointment or drop-off at the city office or other locations. Trash that does not fall into 

these categories must be disposed of individually (for example, by paying a private waste disposal 

company to collect and process the waste). Each category of waste is collected on a designated day, and 

should be put out in the correct receptacle (i.e., burnable waste must be put into designated bags, while 

any type of plastic bag is acceptable for unburnable waste, cans, glass and PET bottles, while cardboard 

must be flattened and tied together with string). Table 3 shows Tsukuba’s waste separation categories, 

along with examples for each category, method of disposal, and collection frequency.  

 

Table 3. Waste separation categories in Tsukuba City 

Category Examples Method of Disposal Collection 

Frequency 

Burnable 

garbage 

(Moyaseru 

gomi) 

Kitchen scraps, plastic containers and 

packaging, rubber, CDs and videotape, 

small yard waste, styrofoam, leather 

items, wooden items, etc. 

City’s designated bag 

(20, 30, or 40 liters) 

Twice per 

week 

Cans (Kan) Cans or tins for drinks, foods, or snacks Transparent or half-

transparent plastic 

bags (up to 40 liters) 

Wash out the cans 

before putting out 

Twice per 

month 

Glass 

containers (Bin) 

Glass bottles for drinks, glass containers 

for food 

Transparent or half-

transparent plastic 

bags (up to 40 liters) 

Twice per 

month 
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1) Remove cap 

2)Wash out inside 

Spray 

containers 

(Supuree yōki) 

Spray containers Transparent or half-

transparent plastic 

bags (up to 40 liters) 

1) Remove cap 2) 

Completely use 

contents 3) In a safe 

place far from open 

flames, make a hole 

Twice per 

month 

PET bottles 

(Petto botoru) 

Plastic bottles for drinks or condiments 

(non-oil) with the PET mark 

Transparent or half-

transparent plastic 

bags (up to 40 liters) 

1) Remove cap 2) 

Remove label 3) 

Wash out inside 

Twice per 

month 

Non-burnable 

garbage 

(Moyasenai 

gomi)  

Ceramics or glassware, lightbulbs (non-

LED), cookware, aluminum foil, pocket 

heater packs, rod-shaped items like metal 

bats or golf clubs (up to 150 cm), 

composite items of metal and plastic or 

small electrical appliances no more than 

50 cm long, lighters (with gas removed) 

Broken ceramics, glassware, kitchen 

knives or scissors should be wrapped in 

paper and marked “dangerous” (kiken) 

Transparent or half-

transparent plastic 

bags (up to 40 liters) 

 

Twice per 

month 

Used paper and 

clothing 

(Koshirui, 

koirui)  

Newspapers and fliers, magazines and 

books, cardboard (up to 1 m), paper 

cartons (wash, cut open and dry), clothing 

(clothes, wool curtains) 

Please cooperate with mixed paper 

collection 

Mixed paper: paper larger than business 

cards such as snack boxes, office paper, 

etc. 

Loose paper should be placed in a paper 

bag 

Separate by type and 

tie with string 

(On rainy days, 

please put in a plastic 

bag) 

Twice per 

month 

Source: Tsukuba City Guide to Garbage Separation and Disposal (Gomi no wakekata, dashikata gaido) 

2015. 

 

Although these instructions may seem complicated to someone unfamiliar with Japanese garbage 

regulations, Tsukuba’s waste separation requirements (as of 2016) are relatively simple compared with 

those of other cities in Japan, primarily because plastic containers and packaging are considered burnable 

waste, and do not have to be cleaned and separated for recycling as they are in many other cities. When I 

asked informants what they thought of waste separation in Tsukuba, nearly all of them replied “It’s easy” 
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(raku), often comparing Tsukuba’s lax requirements with more difficult separation regulations in other 

cities where they’d lived.  

A calendar for garbage disposal, which also contains instructions for separation, is distributed to 

Tsukuba residents once per year, in March. Residents are instructed to put out their garbage before 8:00 

AM on the designated day. Depending on the nature of the waste collection station, citizens may be told 

to put out garbage only in the morning on the designated day, or they may be allowed to start putting it 

out the night before. There is a wide range of different types of garbage collection stations in Tsukuba, 

from a section of the road covered by a net, to a metal container with a closeable lid, to a shed or room 

with a locked door. Because crows and other animals sometimes tear into garbage bags and create a mess, 

closeable containers, wire cages, or closed-off rooms are more popular among citizens. Apartment 

buildings typically have one collection station near the building for all residents to share, while detached 

houses share a neighborhood collection station. Because the collection station is sometimes far from a 

person’s home, some households carry their garbage to the station by car, but for most people their 

designated collection station is within easy walking distance (interviews by the author, June 10, July 15, 

July 17, and July 22, 2015). 

Since garbage collection is performed by many companies over a wide area, the time of collection 

can vary from neighborhood to neighborhood. Most of my informants reported that burnable garbage is 

collected from their stations in the morning, but one woman said the typical collection time in her area 

was 2:00 PM (so she usually put out the garbage around noon). The timing of garbage collection can have 

implications for the gendered division of labor in the home: the woman who told me she takes the garbage 

out at noon also mentioned that because of this timing, she only ever saw women in her neighborhood 

taking out the garbage (interview by the author, July 17, 2015). In other words, only housewives who 

could be home in the middle of the day were able to take the garbage out at the correct time. Another 

informant told me that while she herself was the one to take out her family’s garbage early in the 

morning, there were “lots” of households where men were the ones to take out the garbage, on their way 

to work in the early morning. However, in her own household, she felt that it was her obligation to take 

out the garbage: “As for me, I was told by my mother, ‘It’s not good to let a man take out the garbage on 

his way to work,’ so that’s why I take out the garbage myself” (interview by the author, July 17, 2015). In 

fact, of the eleven informants I interviewed who were married, ten indicated that the woman was 

primarily responsible for taking care of waste in the home, including taking it out for collection. The 

exception was a young man in his twenties whose wife wasn’t present during the interview and home 

visit; he stated that he and his wife divided waste-related chores more or less evenly, “whoever has the 

day off” (interview by the author, February 15, 2016). This exception should probably not be taken as an 

indication of changing gender roles among the younger generation, however; another young couple in 
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their twenties answered my questions together, and the wife indicated that she did the vast majority of 

waste work around the home (interview by the author, March 1, 2016).   

 

Household Waste Work and Daily Life 

 

The most obvious impact of waste separation requirements is the increase in housework it 

requires. As previously mentioned, this work largely falls on the shoulders of women in Japan, whether 

they are full-time housewives or not (Matsumoto 2011). This is also the case in Tsukuba. In a survey of 

one neighborhood of 1318 households in Tsukuba carried out in 2013, Kojima et al. (2015, 120) found 

that women were primarily responsible for managing household waste in 71.5% of households. Similarly, 

in the in-depth interviews I carried out with Tsukuba residents, I found that women were responsible for 

the majority of household waste work in twelve of the fourteen households I spoke with. 

Related to the increased physical labor of waste sorting is the mental labor of keeping track of the 

garbage disposal (gomi dashi) requirements – which type of garbage goes out on which day, what time 

the garbage needs to be taken out, and how to fit gomi dashi into one’s daily schedule. This mental labor 

is in many cases more arduous than the physical tasks of washing, cutting, separating, etc., but is typically 

overlooked in studies of household waste work. Most of the Tsukuba residents I interviewed kept their 

garbage disposal calendar on their refrigerator, where they could consult it daily to check which type of 

garbage needed to be taken out next.  

 

 

A garbage disposal calendar affixed to the side of the refrigerator of a Tsukuba resident (February 2, 2016). 
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Additionally, waste separation requirements take physical form in the spatial arrangements 

residents make in their homes to accommodate different categories of garbage. Because some types of 

waste – cans, PET bottles, glass, etc. – are only collected twice a month, they must be stored for up to two 

weeks before they can be put out for collection. (Some apartment buildings have waste storage areas 

where recyclables can be placed at any time, but most areas simply have a waste collection station where 

only the type of waste to be collected on that day may be placed.) My informants demonstrated a wide 

variety of strategies for storing waste, ranging from separate labeled bins for each type of waste neatly 

stacked in the kitchen area, to three or four large plastic bags stored at the bottom of a closet or next to the 

door.  

 

 

A two-tiered garbage bin for separated recyclables in the apartment of a Tsukuba resident (February 15, 

2016). 

 

Importantly, not one of my informants indicated that they found waste-related housework to be a 

burden or thought that it impacted their life negatively, especially since the separation requirements in 

Tsukuba were not very strict. Instead, they regarded it simply as a duty, or an expected part of life. 

Almost all of them followed the waste separation requirements correctly as a matter of course; only one 

person I interviewed, a single man in his thirties, admitted that he wasn’t really concerned about whether 

he was sorting the garbage correctly. The rest of my informants, both single women and married couples, 

explained their typical garbage management strategies matter-of-factly. Unlike the housewives in Ben-

Ari’s (1990) study, most of the women I interviewed in Tsukuba did not seem particularly proud of their 

garbage sorting expertise, instead regarding their activities as entirely typical and expected. Many of 

them, when asked if they would be willing to show me their homes and discuss how they managed their 

household waste, demurred with “Well, what I do is nothing special, will it really be useful?” or the like. 
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(However, it is possible that those who agreed to my interviews were more confident about their waste 

arrangements than average; there were a few people I invited or whom my other informants invited to be 

interviewed who declined to participate because they were not comfortable showing off their homes.) 

There were two exceptions, households with exceptional household waste management practices 

who were justifiably proud of the fact. The first of these was the Arakawa household, a middle-aged 

couple living in a detached house in the southern part of Tsukuba city. Their house was surrounded by an 

unusually large area of open land, which they used for a large garden. They prided themselves on having 

a very eco-friendly household: they composted kitchen waste to use as fertilizer, and collected rainwater 

in large buckets outside to use to water their garden. Although both members of the couple were 

enthusiastic about their environmental activities, Mrs. Arakawa told me she was exclusively responsible 

for waste-related chores in their home. (She, like several other informants, also immediately mentioned 

that she often sees men taking out the garbage in her neighborhood as well.) 

The other was Shōno Takako, a 72-year-old woman who became my key informant as well as a 

good friend. She was the founder of the volunteer initiative Tsukuba Recycle Market (Tsukuba Risaikuru 

Maaketto), as well as the main organizer of the small recycle shop and non-profit organization Creative 

Recycle (NPO Hōjin Tsukuba Kurieitibu Risaikuru) (see Chapter 4). She was very concerned about 

waste, and not only through her volunteer activities. Her home was also a testament to her mottainai 

(don’t waste) sensibilities. She made every effort to recycle anything that could be recycled – saving the 

caps of plastic bottles to put in the separate collection bin at the grocery store rather than put them in the 

burnable waste with other plastics, rinsing and drying Styrofoam trays to recycle at the grocery store, and 

most notably, rinsing and drying used plastic wrap to be reused two or three more times. In many ways, 

Mrs. Shōno reminded me of the Mottainai Ba-san (No-Waste Grandma) character from Shinju Mariko’s 

popular children’s book series (see Siniawer 2014). Mrs. Shōno was an energetic and formidable woman 

who would tolerate neither waste nor nonsense in her surroundings.  

In contrast, another informant, Nakano Shunsuke, a researcher in his 30s living alone in a small 

apartment, told me frankly that he doesn’t care about doing the waste separation properly. He had plastic 

bags in a closet or by the door for glass and cans, but just about everything else he put into the 40 liter 

burnable garbage bag. Mr. Nakano, the only single man who participated in my household interviews, 

was also the only one who did not at least try to appear as though he cared about following the separation 

rules.  

Most of the rest of my informants fell somewhere between these extremes, doing their best to 

follow the separation rules but not going out of their way to recycle everything. Murata Emiko, a 

housewife in her late 30s, is a good example of this. The Murata family lives in a detached house in a 

modern residential neighborhood outside the city center. The houses in the neighborhood all looked very 
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similar, suggesting a planned housing development. The living room and kitchen area of the house, where 

I interviewed Mrs. Murata, was neat and well-appointed. Mr. Murata works for a German company, and 

Mrs. Murata is a full-time housewife (sengyō shufu). They have three school-aged children, and moved to 

Tsukuba from Chiba in 2010 to be closer to Mrs. Murata’s family in Tsuchiura, a nearby city.  

Compared to the cities she’d lived in previously in Chiba and Tokyo prefectures, Mrs. Murata 

said, Tsukuba’s waste separation rules were fairly similar. She thought the separation rules in Tsukuba 

were very easy (raku), almost as if there were no separation at all. This sentiment was repeated by most of 

my informants. In Tsukuba, unlike in many other Japanese cities, plastic containers do not have to washed 

and separated, but can simply be tossed into the burnable garbage, waste separation is largely a simple 

matter of tossing different materials into separate bins or bags. (When I mentioned my research to friends 

and acquaintances living outside Tsukuba, many of them mentioned separating plastic waste as the most 

burdensome aspect of their city’s waste separation rules.) 

Mrs. Murata gave me a brief tour of how waste was managed in her home. The first stop was the 

kitchen: in the corner, next to the back door, was a large, beige plastic waste bin, which she explained was 

for burnable garbage. To the left were paper bags for newspapers and mixed paper waste. She explained 

that she receives the bag for newspapers from the newspaper companies, and she received the bag for 

mixed paper from her child’s school. (There was also a large bag of rice in this space.) Hanging on the 

door handle were three small plastic bags, for non-burnable waste, glass, and aluminum or steel cans. 

Bottles and cans would be rinsed out and dried before being placed in the bags. She explained that 

normally, the latter three were placed in a storage bin outside (she opened the door to show me), but for 

now, because it might snow (in early February), and because the family didn’t produce much of these 

types of waste, she just kept them in the small bags inside. 

 

 

The waste corner in the Murata family’s kitchen (February 2, 2016).  
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Noticing a net in her sink drain, I asked her how she deals with kitchen waste (nama gomi). She 

explained that while she is cooking, she just piles everything up in the sink together; later, she puts it all 

in a small plastic bag and then puts it in the large waste bin in the corner. This, too, was typical of my 

informants: almost all of them used sink nets, either over a separate drainable container in the corner of 

the sink, or placed over the removable strainer inside the drain, as in Mrs. Murata’s kitchen. Japanese 

sinks are designed with a removable grate for easy cleaning and to prevent waste matter, typically from 

food preparation, from going down the drain. The disposable nets, placed over the drain, make it easy to 

scoop up the organic waste from food preparation or scraped off dishes and place it into the burnable 

waste (or first into a small plastic bag, as in Mrs. Murata’s case; several of my informants also did this, in 

order to reduce the smell from raw kitchen waste).  

 

 

The sink in the Murata household: a disposable net covers the drain (February 2, 2016). 

 

Mrs. Murata usually takes out the garbage at 6:00 a.m. – she takes it down the street to the 

neighborhood waste bins, then picks up her newspaper before going back in. She takes out burnable 

garbage twice a week (both of the collection days), usually in 40-liter bags, but sometimes in 30 liter bags 

if it’s less than usual. She said that her burnable garbage is typically composed of kitchen waste, tissues, 

garbage from the vacuum cleaner, and food packaging. She takes out unburnable garbage and recyclables 

when they’ve accumulated sufficiently – usually about once a month. 

Mrs. Murata told me that her neighborhood, being new, did not have a neighborhood association 

(which in older neighborhoods often take on the task of monitoring and cleaning waste collection 

stations). Instead, the collection sites, as well as street cleaning, were managed by a management 

association (kanri kumiai). While we were outside looking at the collection station, she pointed out a man 

cleaning the street a few houses down and explained that he was sent by the association. 
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The garbage collection station for Mrs. Murata’s neighborhood was located a few houses down 

the street from hers. It consisted of two large metal containers with lids that lifted, and which could be 

locked, although neither was. The left container had a sign warning people outside the neighborhood not 

to deposit garbage there; the right container had the collection schedule pasted on it. Both containers were 

empty. 

 

  

The waste collection containers in Mrs. Murata’s neighborhood (February 2, 2016). 

 

This kind of metal container was fairly common for waste stations in Tsukuba; other types 

included enclosed structures with lockable doors, wire cages, or simply an open concrete storage space 

with a net covering it. The net is necessary but not in all cases sufficient to stop wild animals, especially 

crows, from getting at the garbage, which is why most neighborhoods opt for a metal box or cage. 

Although the locations for waste collection stations must be approved by the city, the city is not 

responsible for their construction or upkeep. As Mrs. Murata explained, the households in her 

neighborhood paid a fee to a company to manage the waste collection stations, and it is likely that similar 

fees paid for the containers to be installed in the first place. In other neighborhoods, these tasks fall to the 

neighborhood association. In one neighborhood in an outlying area of the city, the head of the 

neighborhood association told me his group had struggled to raise money to upgrade their waste 

collection stations from nets to metal cages to prevent crow problems; although they received a small 

subsidy from the city for this purpose, the majority of the cost was paid from membership fees. At the 

time of my interview in 2015, the neighborhood association had replaced all but seven of thirty-four 

collection stations with metal cages (interview by the author, February 17, 2015).  
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A wooden cage waste collection station in an outlying area of Tsukuba (February 11, 2015). 

 

 

A metal cage waste collection station in a central area of Tsukuba (February 10, 2016). 

 

 

A net-covered concrete waste collection station in an outlying area of Tsukuba (March 10, 2016). 

 

Overall, Mrs. Murata made it clear that she didn’t find household waste work to be burdensome at 

all and said she didn’t experience much inconvenience (fubensa): “In the regular garbage, there’s hardly 
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any separation” (interview by the author, February 2, 2016). For Mrs. Murata, as for most Tsukuba 

residents I interviewed, waste separation work was simply part of their daily routine, something to be 

done as a matter of course. Household waste separation, and the reasons it might be required by the city, 

was not something most of my informants thought much about. 

 

Waste, Gender, and National Belonging 

 

During the post-war economic boom, labor and family patterns in Japan developed into a 

characteristic system, organized around the male and female “archetypes” of the salaryman and the full-

time housewife (Goldstein-Gidoni 2012, 2017; Ogasawara 1998; Osawa 2002). These ideals are related to 

issues of national identity and belonging, including citizenship. Mackie (2002, 203) argues that “the 

archetypal citizen in the modern Japanese political system is a male, heterosexual, able-bodied, fertile, 

white-collar worker,” and that this model of the ideal citizen limits in practice the access of those with 

marginalized identities to full citizenship. In Japan, the social, economic, and political order is based on 

“the assumption that most people will live in heterosexual nuclear families with a male breadwinner and 

female primary caregiver” (Mackie 2002, 206). Ito (2005, 54) notes that the family is in fact constitutive 

of Japan’s, and indeed any, “citizenship regime.”  

Western feminist scholarship on citizenship has frequently pointed out that “the public and 

private do not exist as discrete, separate spheres but rather exist in an interactive, overlapping relationship 

by demonstrating that … men’s public citizenship relies on being supported by the care and domestic 

work performed by female non- or partial citizens in the private sphere” (Munday 2009, 256). These 

scholars emphasize that “universalist” European and North American models of citizenship elide or 

ignore the unpaid private care work, typically performed by women, that allows men to exercise their full 

citizenship rights in the public sphere. They have therefore proposed a variety of new models of 

citizenship that take gender differences and other differences arising from marginalized identities into 

account (Siim 2000, Lister 1990).  

I would argue that in Japan, however, rather than a “universal” model of citizenship that assumes 

a male citizen and ignores women, in the postwar period the Japanese state adopted an explicitly gendered 

citizenship regime, which advocated different ideals of citizenship for men and women. In Japan the role 

of the full-time housewife was valorized and held up as the ultimate aspiration for women, and remains 

the standard today (Goldstein-Gidoni 2017). 

LeBlanc (1999) makes the important observation that the role of housewife is in fact a public, not 

a private, role in Japan. She points out that the construction of the ideal female citizen, as promoted by the 

state and social elites in the good wife, wise mother (ryōsai kenbo) ideology, positioned women’s role in 
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the home as part of their service to the state. Similarly, women’s increasing participation in certain areas 

of public life beginning in the 1920s and 30s, which were discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, was predicated 

on their roles as housewives: “Larger roles for women in local government were justified on the basis of 

the connection between the business of local government – garbage disposal, poor relief and health 

policy, for example – and the experience that women gained through the management of their homes. … 

The ‘wife and mother’ components of housewifery are thus markers of a public role for women, not their 

exclusion from the public sphere” (LeBlanc 1999, 67-68, emphasis in original). 

It is important to emphasize that not only the “wife and mother” aspect, but also the performance 

of housework itself, is a component of the public housewife role. Although LeBlanc’s work does not 

focus in detail on housework itself, the responses she quotes from her informants tend to indicate that 

housework is in fact the core of the housewife identity:  

 

When I asked an informant if she considered herself to be a housewife, she often hesitated before 

replying, and the reply would usually go something like this: “I guess I am a housewife because I 

am responsible for the cooking and the cleaning and the home.” But if I asked her if she were a 

typical housewife … she would be more likely to demur. She could not be considered a 

“housewife-like housewife” because she failed to devote herself fully to things like cooking and 

cleaning that were a housewife’s mark, my informant would explain. (LeBlanc 1999, 42) 

 

Most of a housewife’s domestic work is visible only to her family (and, as many of LeBlanc’s housewife 

informants complained, undervalued by society). However, one form of housework does move outside the 

home and into public space: household waste.  

Managing household waste is perhaps the most visible form of housework as part of the public 

role of housewife. In Japan, garbage disposal is a public and highly visible activity because in most 

municipalities garbage is collected from a communal pickup site and must be disposed of in transparent 

bags. In some locations, residents are requested or required to write their family names on the bags, 

making garbage disposal even less anonymous. It is often pointed out that garbage disposal in Japan is a 

public activity that can lead to social sanction. Ben-Ari (1990) explicitly links garbage disposal to 

housewives’ identities. In describing the new garbage disposal rules implemented in the town of Otsu in 

the 1980s, he highlights city officials’ apparent assumption that, as “trash-related matters belong almost 

exclusively to the domain of women,” Otsu’s “professional housewives” would conform to the new rules 

as part of their “self-conception” as wives and mothers: “That is, city officials expected the new 

arrangements – involving the public presentation of the household and the kitchen – to become an aspect 

of housewives’ self-valuation and valuation by others” (Ben-Ari 1990, 484). 
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Proper management of household waste is therefore one aspect of the public role of housewife. It 

is also a conspicuous signal of community belonging. Non-Japanese who have lived in Japan are likely 

keenly aware of the widespread stereotype that foreigners don’t know how to separate garbage properly, 

but because each municipality in Japan creates its own regulations for garbage separation, even Japanese 

newly arrived in a particular community may be identified as outsiders through garbage separation 

mistakes. On the other hand, by properly sorting their garbage, residents can communicate that they 

understand and respect the rules of their community. 

In Tsukuba, this aspect of waste work as community belonging was more important in the older 

jimoto neighborhoods than in newer residential areas populated by newcomers. These older areas were 

more likely to have established neighborhood associations with high membership rates, and garbage 

pickup stations managed by neighborhood association members. In contrast, the areas where newcomers 

to Tsukuba lived were more likely to have concentrated housing in apartment buildings or close-packed 

newly constructed housing complexes; the garbage pickup stations in such areas were more likely to be 

managed by a contracted private company, for which all households in the neighborhood or building paid 

a fee. Even in these areas, however, the housewives I spoke to indicated that they were careful to follow 

the waste separation rules. Although the way they manage their garbage would not be quite as visible to 

their neighbors as in older neighborhoods where each household takes turns overseeing and tidying the 

community waste pickup area, housewives in newer neighborhoods can perhaps still expect that their 

garbage, and the time and manner with which they dispose of it, might be observed by their neighbors. It 

is therefore unsurprising that even housewives in newer, ostensibly more “private,” neighborhoods, would 

take care to dispose of their garbage properly in order to demonstrate their diligence as a housewife and 

their desire to maintain a clean and prosperous community.  

To the extent that the housewife is seen as the ideal form of Japanese womanhood (Goldstein-

Gidoni 2017), performing the tasks of the housewife, including household chores like waste separation, 

can be seen as an expression of national belonging or citizenship for Japanese women. Most of my 

informants, almost all of whom were women, stated that they performed waste separation work in the 

home as a matter of course, and tried to do it well simply because it was expected of them. The exception 

– the only person I interviewed who said that he did not much care if he separated the garbage properly or 

not – was a young, single man. Men, who derive their national belonging through engaging in paid work, 

may neglect their household chores without shame; their contribution to society (and perhaps also their 

gendered sense of self-worth) lies in their employment. For women, on the other hand, maintaining the 

home and performing household tasks well is a requirement for full membership in the local and national 

community, whether they are married or not, whether they work outside the home or not. In this way, 

waste work in particular – because it involves a performance of household tasks, namely proper waste 
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separation, out of the home in view of the whole neighborhood – is significant as a public performance of 

the “housewife” role, and an expression of national belonging for Japanese women.  

 

  


