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Formation of the 7ojisha’s Narrative and Identity
— A Case study of Danshukai members —

Setsuko SHIMMITSU

Although the concept of Tojisha (which literally means “the person concerned”) was originally
developed in Japan in a legal context, it has now taken on a special meaning that emphasizes the
correctness and primacy of Tojisha’s voices in the context of the country’s health care and
welfare. Speaking out from the Tojisha’s point-of-view and listening to other Tojisha’s narratives
have become important strategies toward constructing Tojisha’s identity and reality. This article
analyzes the narratives of Danshukai (Japan Alcohol Abstinence Society) members with the aim
of showing how the narrative patterns and interaction in a self-help group results in giving a
voice and identity to the Tojisha and how this constructed identity in turn helps to represent the
Tojisha’s reality.

Danshukai represents one of the largest self-help groups for alcoholics in Japan, and my
analysis is based on the fieldwork and interviews that I conducted with Danshukai members.
There were a total of 18 interviewees — all recovering alcoholics. Interviews are held
approximately 30 to 90 minutes individually and their life stories and their rhetoric are analyzed
qualitatively.

First, similarities in their life stories were examined. Though Danshukai program doesn’t have
steps for recovery, narrated processes toward abstinence were similar in spite of interviewees’
various backgrounds. They were categorized into three stages characterizing the moral career
(Goffman 1961) of alcoholics: (a) potential deviant drinking stage, (b) potential member stage,
and (c) member stage (this stage includes the “temporary” and “real” membership phases).

Second, the factors that establish the similarity between Tojisha’s narratives were examined.
These factors include the following: (i) The subsumption of different backgrounds under the
same category: Many newcomers tend to feel uncomfortable when facing differences between
other members, such as age, gender, other addiction problems, etc. However the positive
feedback they receive from other members helps them to open their hearts and enables them to
focus on their similarity vis-a-vis other members. (ii) Deeper commitment: There are certain
devices for fostering the members’ commitment to Danshukai, such as their fellow members’
narratives, their support, the Danshukai program itself, and so on. These devices foster members’
internalization of the normative narrative shared in the group. (iii) Narrative formation: Once
they deepen their commitment to the group, the structure of the narrative itself starts to function
as a device of continuous internalization of Danshukai values.

Third, the aspects of the Tojisha-identity and reality are described. (1) Tojisha as social
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identity: For the members who internalized Danshukai values and adopted the normative
narrative as their own, the Tojisha-identity becomes the basis of their daily life. They gain “face”
as Danshukai members and behave as model Danshukai members. (2) Tojisha-ness: Members
gain Tojisha-ness that controls their cognition of what is Tojisha, by internalizing the normative
narrative. Therefore, cognitive dissonance arises in members when they face an unlikely Tojisha
story that has no consistency with their normative story. (3) Comparable reality to the
professionals’ view of treatment: Reality in members who formed identity through Danshukai
program is so true that their reality becomes comparable with the professionals’ knowledge.
Although Danshukai members establish original perspectives and reality, they do not intend to
isolate themselves from other professionals and non-Tojisha but do intend to cooperate with
these people. (4) Non-Tojisha = potential Tojisha: In order to tackle with the alcohol problems in
Japanese society, Danshukai focuses on members’ similarity with non-Tojisha (i.e.,
non-alcoholics, non-members). Alcoholism is explained not by focusing on the characteristics of
alcoholism but by talking about the pains of living that are more or less common to everyone.
This is the strategy that has been adopted toward expanding the “Tojisha” category and attracting
people’s attention by redefining a “non-Tojisha” as a “potential Tojisha.” Originally, Tojisha was
a concept that aimed to distinguish the person concerned from the person NOT concerned. Now,

Tojisha has become a strategic key concept aiming to activate awareness on the issue at hand.



