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Scholars have already documented how in two-income households, Japanese mothers with children have been
par�cularly affected during the pandemic because of precarious working condi�ons, increased daily housework ac�vi�es
and altered family composi�on (usually from nuclear into extended households) that impact domes�c responsibili�es,
care work and reproduc�ve labour (Shirahase 2021). The deteriora�on of daily life has undermined the living condi�ons
of women across lower and middle socioeconomic classes, a situa�on o�en exacerbated by their responsibility for caring
for families. The changes in lifestyles during the pandemic are well-documented causes of a nega�ve impact on
emo�onal well-being and mental health (Yamamura and Tsustsui 2021). In this respect, a growing body of literature
iden�fies religion and spirituality as sources of coping mechanisms for emo�onal distress during the pandemic in that
they enable individuals to find ways to improve subjec�ve well-being and quality of life (Cavaliere 2021). Drawing upon
such a growing body of literature, this qualita�ve study uses descrip�ve phenomenological analysis to explore how the
pandemic-induced crisis in reproduc�ve labour relates to Japanese women’s search for religious or spiritual coping
mechanisms. This work adopts Colaizzi’s (1978) seven-step analysis method for descrip�ve phenomenological approach
to trace women’s anecdotal evidence of religious or spiritual coping mechanisms during the pandemic. The qualita�ve

https://papers.aarweb.org/
https://papers.aarweb.org/
https://papers.aarweb.org/paper/covid-19-crisis-reproductive-labour-women%E2%80%99s-search-religious-and-spiritual-coping-strategies
https://papers.aarweb.org/node/26657/edit
https://papers.aarweb.org/pu/women-and-religion-unit
https://papers.aarweb.org/pu/japanese-religions-unit


01/03/2022, 11:53 COVID-19 as a crisis of reproductive labour: women’s search for religious and spiritual coping strategies in Japan | PAPERS

https://papers.aarweb.org/paper/covid-19-crisis-reproductive-labour-women’s-search-religious-and-spiritual-coping-strategies 2/3

data was collected between September 2020 and February 2022 from a pool of thirty-two respondents composed of a
mix of religious-affiliated and self-iden�fied non-religious middle-class women taking part in yoga classes held at a local
community centre by a cer�fied yoga instructor, and yoga and temple medita�on at the Kanzanji Rinzai Zen Buddhist
temple in Minō city, Osaka Prefecture. Thirty-two semi-structured interviews of women aged between 25 and 60
cons�tuted raw data for narra�ve analysis. All respondents were women who lived in the northwest of Osaka Prefecture
at the �me of the survey.

The main finding of this study indicates that more women, including religious affiliates, have side-lined components of
ins�tu�onal religion (commi�ed belief, rituals, and religious community) favouring spiritual alterna�ves as a strategy of
emo�onal and spiritual support. This reflects a quest for greater subjec�ve well-being to compensate for the increased
burden of physical and emo�onal care during the pandemic. Dimensions of ins�tu�onal religion appeal to older full-�me
housewife women who s�ll adjust with ideas of gender complementarity and family caring du�es promoted by
tradi�onal religions. For them, ins�tu�onal religion offers the ethical standards and the mo�va�on for the extra burden
of care and support they are asked to provide and feel rewarded by religious prac�ces and beliefs that honour such roles
and forms of labour. For working women, the pandemic-induced abrupt changes in the working and family life, the
doubled women’s housework and commitment to caring for others, along with the strong emo�onal component
a�ached to such domes�c work, have become a burden they feel overwhelming and unrewarding. Most respondents
cri�cised the unaltered anachronis�c cultural (and religious) belief in gender complementarity norma�vised through the
one-income-based middle-class family model and the “housewifisa�on process” (Ochiai 2013) in the decades since the
end of World War II. For younger respondents of this study—including religious affiliates—religion was neither congenial
to their search for coping mechanisms nor a significant emo�onal tool they could rely on for their well-being. Their
experien�al preference for holis�c mind-body prac�ces over ins�tu�onalised rituals and temple prac�ces was crucial
and contributed to their coping. These findings are not new to feminist scholars, who �e women’s preference to
spirituality as it deals directly with the difficul�es of contemporary feminine condi�on (with age and employment status
as key factors) and helps develop ways to care for women’s stress and tensions in their everyday lives (Woodhead 2008;
Aune 2015). However, this study also reveals that such holis�c spirituality is being integrated into a religious context and
performed in religious se�ngs by religious and lay professionals alike to respond to increasing demands of spiritual care.
Such a hybridisa�on process has come to overlap with an expansion of spiritual and emo�onal care and related self-care
prac�ces in the a�ermath of the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami, where an increased number of religious
professionals in Japan have taken over the role of providers of spiritual care and self-care spiritual prac�ces of the
spirituality movement. As this study shows, these have come to be incorporated into tradi�onal religious prac�ces and
se�ngs and performed by religious professionals trained in counselling and psychotherapy techniques applicable in
clinical se�ngs, thus absorbing the means and needs of contemporary Japan’s expanding non-ins�tu�onal spiritual care
movement.

In the light of such findings, this paper concludes that, in the Japanese context, the current reproduc�ve labour crisis is
expected to spark increased demand for spiritual care and emo�onal support beyond ins�tu�onal religion that might as
well be provided by religious professionals in religious se�ngs. This aspect is likely going to increasingly appeal to
younger Japanese working women burdened by the emo�onal and socioeconomic impact of the pandemic, including
religious affiliates, who are looking for ways to disengage from their implicit gendered and dependency roles of
reproduc�ve labour.
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The COVID-19-induced ‘new normal’ has intensified Japanese women’s precarious employment status and undermined
the living condi�ons across lower and middle-class women, a situa�on exacerbated by heightened unpaid reproduc�ve
labour. This study uses descrip�ve phenomenology to explore how the pandemic-induced crisis in reproduc�ve labour
relates to women’s search for religious or spiritual coping strategies. Narra�ves have been collected since September
2020 from thirty-two respondents composed of a mix of religious-affiliated and self-iden�fied non-religious middle-class
women prac�sing temple medita�on and yoga at a Rinzai Zen Buddhist Temple in Osaka Prefecture. Findings indicate
that more women, including religious affiliates, have favoured spiritual strategies in that they tend to downplay gender-
conforming ideas of the care economy and its emphasis on dedica�on and dependency. This paper concludes that, in the
Japanese context, the current reproduc�ve labour crisis is expected to spark increased demand for spiritual care and
emo�onal support beyond ins�tu�onal religion that might as well be provided by religious professionals in religious
se�ngs.
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