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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

 Japan as a lacuna in  research on PSF 
(professional service firms) 

 Cultural circuits of capital (Thrift 2002)
 Avenues for legal internationalization

Theoretical modification required for legal 
training 

 “the ways in which such activities are often 
offered and regulated at a national level while 
individuals are entering fundamentally 
transnational professional service firms and 
have transnational careers.” (Falconbridge and 
Hall 2009, 173) 2



THE ARGUMENT

 Bifurcated regulatory environments

 For Japanese law students in US LLM programs

 For foreign lawyers (gaiben) in Japan

 From a HRM perspective, the much heralded 
Americanization of Japanese law will be a 
translation rather than a duplication of the 
American model
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LEGAL INTERNATIONALIZATION AND JAPAN

 Japanese exceptionalism in corporate law

 Path dependence of civil law 

 Conventional training regime divorced from bar 
exam content, professional practice

 Legal cram schools (juku) and Ronin 
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FOREIGN LAWYER, GLOBAL FIRMS AND

SHIFTS IN THE JAPANESE LEGAL SPHERE

 Gaiben

 Functional sphere limited to outward transactions

 International Firms

 Gradual integration through joint ventures, 
mergers

 Growth through hiring of bengoshi

 Japanese Firms

 Growing focus on domestic market

 Competition prompts shifting corporate culture
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JAPANESE LAW SCHOOL REFORM

 Adoption of American Professional School 
model

 Curricular revisions

 Where will all the graduates go?

 “because of the expanded number of graduates 
the overall quality of new graduates is 
unfortunately somewhat lower than before. So we 
need to spend much more time educating and 
training new lawyers to become good business 
lawyers.” (quoted in Aronson 2007; 21)

6



THE INTERNATIONALIZATION OF AMERICAN

LAW SCHOOLS

 LLM degree as risk free revenue generator

 International programs not counted in rankings

 Partial integration with JD programs 

 Creation of international student enclaves?
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SHARE OF FOREIGN BAR EXAMINEES - 2009 

State Percentage

National 7.2

New York 30

California 5.7

Texas <1

•NY accounts for 79% of foreign bar 
examinees nationally 8



RESEARCH PROJECT

 Semi-structured interviews with target 
population (n=10) as part of ongoing larger 
into Japanese intellectual property law system

 Themes

 search and selection

 experience at US law schools (linguistic barriers)

 legacy of sojourn in everyday work
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SEARCH AND SELECTION

 Preponderance for employers to pay US tuition

 “I think the Japanese tend to apply to the 
same schools.” (D)

 “There were many American magazines, and 
they often featured top 100 law schools at 
that time.” (C)
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EXPERIENCE

 “In Japan, teachers speak and students listen.  
But in the U.S, teachers ask students and they 
reply. I think it is more ‘active’ whereas I 
would call Japanese classes ‘passive.’” (D)

 “…the general rules for Japanese and other 
foreign students are that they can get by with 
their reading and writing skills… For example 
we would be tested in oral exams, but the 
presentation was made in writing, so it wasn’t 
so much of a challenge for those of us who 
were not good at speaking or listening (E) 11



LEGACY OF US SOJOURN

 “When I meet American lawyers, I can say I have 
studied at NYU for one year.  NYU is ranked as the 
6th best school now, I think.  That makes them 
trust me.” (D)

 Since I know both American legal system and 
Japanese legal system, I can explain their 
differences, and it is much easier for clients to 
understand.” (E)

 “…the skill to talk (in English) on the phone, this is 
I think one of things I gained through studying and 
staying in the US for two years. I used to be 
uncomfortable talking on the phone. Talking to 
someone face to face was okay, but talking on the 
phone was a different story. 12



School Individual Firm Japanese Legal Sector

¶ Short-term revenue (less 

likely than US students to 

become future donors) 

¶ International image 

benefits domestic recruiting

¶ (Variability in schoolsô 

preparation/ eligibility for 

state-specific bar exam)  

Hard Skills

¶ Learn fundamentals of 

US law

¶ Acquires Branded 

Degree

¶ Accreditation before state 

bar

Soft Skills

¶ US deductive 

pedagogical style (case 

study)

¶ Language development, 

especially English real-

time communication 

skills

Other:

¶ US Degrees and 

internships are often 

financed by law firm 

back in Japan

¶ (rarely fosters social 

networks with American 

students)

ShogaiBengoshiFirms

¶ US accreditation provides 

quality assurance to 

maintain Japanese clients, 

inbound files

¶ US enculturation

¶ Internationalization

¶ US influence makes 

sector more 

competitive 

¶ Complements 

training regime at 

Japanese law schools

¶ (Makes lingering 

flaws of Japanese 

law schools/policy 

more apparent)

¶ Broadens, 

accelerates US-

Japanese cultural 

circuit: either 

Japanese legal 

practices shift closer 

to US, or reinforces 

wakonyosaivariety 

of capitalism

International Law Firms

¶ Accesses Japanese talent 

¶ US accreditation provides 

quality assurance to win 

Japanese clients

¶ US enculturation matches 

glocalizationobjectives; 

facilitates understanding 

between gaibenand 

bengoshi

¶ (Japanese law still 

regulates functional 

distinction between 

gaibenand bengoshi)
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CULTURAL CIRCUITS

 1. Japanese student US law school

 Juku-like mandate: prepare students for state bar 
exam (usually NY)

 2. US trained attorney  law firm in Japan

 Mixed prospects for international firms vs. shogai 
jimusho

 IF  can draw on branch networks for internship 
placements and ongoing client support

 SJ encourages further development of communications 
skills

 3. Firms  Japanese legal sphere

 Glocalization as wakon yosei (Western method, 
Japanese spirit) 14



CONCLUSION/IMPLICATIONS FOR

MANAGEMENT GEOGRAPHY

 cultural division of labour privileges specific 
functions for Japanese and international 
attorneys 

 reinforce existing communicative strengths and 
weaknesses for each group

 Inward Japanese hybridization needs better 
theorization

 Key theme:

 Language and communication
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