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Japanese practice places the family name or surname preceding the given or “first” name. However, since the text is in English, many readers will expect the names to appear in Western order. In addition, several authors included as writers, subjects, or references are known in countries outside of Japan where their names have appeared in Western order. Therefore I have followed the Western order of placing the given name first, followed by the family name.






Preface

Almost twenty years ago, I approached Florence Howe, the director of the Feminist Press, with the idea of producing an anthology written by Japanese scholars about Japanese women’s lives. The volume took five years to complete. Japanese Women: New Feminist Perspectives on the Past, Present, and Future (1995), which I co-edited with Atsuko Kameda, served a worldwide audience interested in the views of Japanese women scholars. The book created a break in the one-way flow of information between Japan and the rest of the world. While Japanese scholars had considerable access to information about women in other countries through translated works by foreign scholars, this book would bring Japanese women’s scholarship to readers abroad. Japanese Women aimed to close the gap between what feminist researchers, scholars, and activists in Japan write and what the world reads—more often than not distorted, exaggerated, or stereotyped in the mass media.

That first volume, intended for students and scholars studying Japan as well as those interested in gaining a cross-cultural perspective on issues concerning women, was adopted as a text in both undergraduate and graduate courses in women’s/gender studies courses as well as Japanese/ Asian studies courses in many countries, including Japan and, of course, the US. The essays reflected social, political, and cultural challenges Japanese women have confronted since the end of World War II, as well as the new consciousness that emerged among women beginning in the early 1970s with the birth of the women’s liberation movement in Japan and international developments that affected Japanese women.

At the time the book was published, we held some sense of optimism that we could anticipate further progress in women’s advancement in the workplace, politics, and education, as described in many of the essays. Such optimism was strongly tempered by other essays that dealt with issues that had yet to be adequately confronted, such as domestic violence and the plight of migrant women, as well as the continuing stagnation of the  Japanese economy that would inevitably affect women’s status within both the workplace and the home. Five years after the book’s publication, Florence Howe was already encouraging me to update the book to reflect the changes that had taken place in the intervening years. Florence’s insistence and encouragement spurred me to take up the task.

 

Transforming Japan is as comprehensive as Japanese Women, and while it retains five historical essays from the previous volume, the perspective here differs substantially. More than half of the essays focus on aspects of women’s lives untouched in Japanese Women. These essays represent the areas of significant change not only in women’s lives, but also in Japanese culture. These topics include: the visibility of single mothers; the visibility of lesbian lives in the past and the present; the changing lives of men especially in relationship to parenthood; the new consciousness about Japan as a multicultural society and what that means for minority women’s rights.

This book is directed at readers interested in learning about the diverse faces of women living in Japan, who confront challenges and struggles that in many ways overlap, yet in other ways are unique to specific groups. It does not assume sophisticated prior knowledge of Japan or feminist theories. As a feminist, I am committed to making knowledge and books about women accessible to as many readers as possible, so I specifically instructed the authors to avoid the use of academic and feminist jargon.

While most of the contributors to this volume are academics, some are activists associated with nonprofit organizations supporting single mothers and migrant women, one is a lawyer who advocates for women’s rights, and several are politicians. All of the contributors share a strong commitment to identifying and addressing human rights issues, especially as they pertain to women, and to working actively to rectify abuses. In addition, many of the authors and translators are themselves members of marginalized/minority groups, and have worked as researchers and advocates. I sought out these authors in the hope that their possession of an intimate knowledge and understanding of the lives, struggles, and accomplishments of particular groups of women, combined with skills of scholarly analysis, would infuse these essays with personal meaning and immediacy.

 

In the process of editing this book, I asked students enrolled in my undergraduate and graduate classes dealing with gender issues to read several manuscripts, and I invited the authors and translators to speak to my classes. While I was not wholly surprised, I was nonetheless dismayed to discover that the majority of my students—including graduate students who range in  age from the midtwenties to fifty-plus, and who work in a variety of professions—were almost totally ignorant or at most had only a vague awareness or superficial knowledge of many important issues, particularly those pertaining to minority groups. The few who knew of the existence of minority groups in Japan believed that whatever discrimination they may have faced in the past no longer existed, that their problems had been resolved.

A striking moment occurred during Malaya Ileto’s visit. A former staff member at the International Movement Against All Forms of Discrimination and Racism (IMADR), she had translated the essay “Buraku Solidarity” by Risa Kumamoto on women of the Buraku community (see chapter 16), who continue to face discrimination in Japan. Ileto came to speak to a group of undergraduates about her initial encounter with the Buraku issue. A number of students thought that she had said “black” and was referring to discrimination faced by black people in the US. While the Japanese pronunciation of “black” is close to “Buraku,” the misunderstanding occurred chiefly because these students—like most Japanese—view racial or ethnic discrimination as something that exists in other countries but certainly not in their own society. Despite the presence of people of various nationalities in Japan, to most students they remain “outsiders” with whom they have very little contact and whom they perceive as “different.” Few have talked face-to-face with a person of Buraku origin.

I invited Donna Nishimoto, one of the participants in the research project described in Leny P. Tolentino’s and Nanako Inaba’s essay (see chapter 14, “The Story of Kalakasan and Migrant Filipinas”), who now works as a Filipina activist, to speak to my students.

With Leny P. Tolentino by her side, who at times took her hand to provide support, Donna described her life in the Philippines, and her coming to Japan in search of employment. She described the violence she endured from her Japanese husband, and the bullying suffered by her Filipino-Japanese son in school. She expressed her determination to recover her dignity and to protect her son by appealing to his teachers for help. Upon hearing her story, the students were visibly moved. Previously, most thought scantily clad Filipina women had come to Japan to make money by soliciting customers in front of bars. Meeting Donna and learning about the reasons and circumstances that bring Filipina women to Japan, and the hardships and challenges they encounter living in Japan, helped to dispel the negative images many students held of Filipina women. At the same time, they viewed Donna and others who suffered abuse and exploitation not simply as victims of ethnic discrimination and violence, but as examples of women who possessed strength and pride in their identity with the determination to improve their own lives and that of other Filipina women and their families. 

In a course on sexuality, the students met Masae Torai, one of the participants in “Dialogue: Three Activists on Gender and Sexuality” (see chapter 13), who underwent female-to-male gender alignment surgery. He described his life and his efforts to promote understanding about and tolerance toward sexual minorities. About halfway through this course, one student asked for the opportunity to come out to the class about her bisexuality. For many of her classmates, this was their first exposure to a selfidentified bisexual. In evaluating the class a number of students later wrote that, in spite of what we had read, studied, and talked about in class, their immediate reaction to the student coming out—however momentary—had been one of shock and disapproval. They admitted that their lack of knowledge, and the experience of knowing people whose sexualities might differ from theirs, had led them to internalize stereotyped images and prejudices against LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) people. The student who came out was also affected by the ignorance of her classmates, and decided to increase awareness about LGBT communities and the issues they face by forming an LGBT association on campus. The association serves as a support group and a setting where students, whatever their sexual orientation, could learn more about these issues.

The students became aware of the discrimination faced by Buraku women and migrant women and their children, and LBGT people, and realized their own ignorance and apathy toward people belonging to sexual or ethnic minority groups. Through their readings and direct encounters with authors and translators, they began to recognize the common humanity they shared as women. At times, they saw some of these issues of women’s rights violations as overlapping with and being intimately linked with their own lives.

One question, however, continued to nag me throughout: why is it that so many in Japan, including these students, have so little awareness about issues of human rights? The answer, I believe, is that concepts of equality and the violations of human rights are simply not addressed in schools or in the media.1 Most report they have never been exposed to issues concerning sexuality or minority groups, nor have they engaged in discussions about human rights at any point in their schooling. Many accept practices, such as the entrance exam system, that excessively emphasize competition and inflict strong psychological pressure, or school rules and regulations that attempt to enforce conformity and even infringe on privacy rights (practices that I regard as coming close to constituting violations of children’s rights).

If people are unaware of their own human rights, that may account for their lack of concern about how other people suffer violations of their rights. This is to a large extent the result of deliberate efforts on the part of a conservative government and its supporters to prevent the teaching  of such topics.2 The prescribed state-controlled curriculum in elementary and secondary schools, combined with the system of competitive entrance examinations for entry into upper-secondary school and university, limit the scope of “knowledge” students can gain. In addition, large size classes, and a teaching style dominated by a top-down “transmission of knowledge” approach in which students play a passive role, inhibit the development of autonomous, critical thinking. Students are also held back from questioning social norms and practices as well as personal values, perceptions, and assumptions.

The same point can be made with respect to teaching students about women’s/gender issues. Incoming students at my university have scant knowledge of the current economic and social conditions of women’s lives and the many ongoing changes. Formal education does not provide girls with the opportunity to learn about issues of concern to all women and how changes taking place in society affect women’s lives. Students do not learn to question common assumptions regarding gender roles, or to consider different personal and career options for their future. Women’s studies, which emerged in the mid-1970s, has gained some foothold within colleges and universities,3 but it has not made any discernible headway at the elementary and secondary school levels. On the contrary, the gender-bashing which emerged in 2001 has put a brake on efforts to promote gender-sensitivity in schools, with the result that gender-stereotyping and bias persist in textbooks, teaching practices, and guidance/career counseling.

Between 1995 and 2008, the percentage of female high school graduates going on to four-year universities has shown a marked increase, and within that time frame some progress has taken place—at least on the surface—toward promoting gender equality and providing an increased number of employment options for women with the enactment of the Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society (1999) and other legislation, as well as revisions to the 1985 Equal Employment Opportunity Law.

However, at the same time, recent surveys point to a trend toward conservatism among young women in Japan. In a 2009 survey conducted by the Cabinet Office, Danjo kyodo sankaku shakai ni kansuru yoron chosa (Public opinion survey on gender equality), over 35 percent of women in their twenties expressed agreement with the view that “Husbands should work and be the breadwinner, wives should stay in the home.” While this figure was about 5 percentage points lower than in 1997, the rate among women of this age group was higher than that among women in their thirties, forties, and fifties. At first glance, this trend appears perplexing; one might anticipate that as more young women enjoy the benefits of higher education, they become less tied to traditional gender role expectations and imbued with an  aspiration to play a greater role in various spheres of society. But the majority of incoming female students I teach envision for themselves a life much like that imagined by students fifteen years ago: almost all plan to take a job after graduation, as a way to gain some experience and to make use of their university education; but nearly all of them wish to get married and have a couple of children (Fujimura-Fanselow “College Women Today . . .” 1995). Most of them anticipate quitting their jobs once they have children, and returning to work on a part-time basis once their children enter elementary school. Those aspiring to pursue work on a continuous basis, whether or not they marry or have children, constitute a minority. The dominant expectation among these students is closely in line with what most women in society actually do.

In addition to the fact that schools do little to educate and raise consciousness among female students about issues affecting them, girls and young women have little exposure in their daily lives to diverse role models who can offer alternative visions of women’s lives and career patterns as well as alternative models of gender relationships and family arrangements. Their projections and assumptions about the future tend to be based on images they have absorbed from the mass media, which are highly gender stereotyped, or from their immediate familial surroundings. Their expectations also reflect a reluctance to deviate from what they perceive to be the “normal, accepted” life course for women.

The majority of women enrolled at my institution—and in most four-year universities—come from families in which the father earns a relatively comfortable income and the mother is either a full-time housewife or else works part time. The dominant role models for these young women are therefore women who gave up their jobs—willingly or not—to marry and raise families, and who were married to men who held steady jobs that allowed them to earn salaries sufficient to support their families and provide for their children’s education.

Of course, not all students in a given class come from similar backgrounds: a few have mothers who have held full-time jobs throughout their adult lives—usually in the civil service or in professional fields such as teaching or nursing or working in the family business. Some have fathers who regularly perform household chores. In a class of thirty or so students, there are usually at least three or four students who were raised by single mothers. When one class read the essay “Single Mothers” by Chieko Akaishi (chapter 8) on single-mother households, a few students shared with the class that they had been raised by single mothers. One student said that her mother divorced her father because of domestic abuse and, subsequently, he had failed to make child support payments.

It is certainly clear that, unless such topics are taken up and unless students are given the opportunity to share their thoughts and experiences in relation to these topics, the diversity of experience that exists within their midst remains hidden. In addition, without such discussion, stereotyped concepts of gender roles and the normative family model remain unchallenged. Masaki Matsuda’s visit to my class had a strong impact in this regard. Not only did Matsuda, the author of “My Life as a Househusband” (chapter 10), project a man radically different from the fathers the students were accustomed to, but he also shattered the myth that only mothers can adequately care for small children. Many of the students wrote in their reaction papers that his talk opened their minds to the possibility of combining a career and family by establishing a relationship based on the sharing of childcare and housework responsibilities by both parents. No student had previously encountered this possibility.

Educators engaged in teaching young women, especially those like myself who offer women’s studies, need to urge students to examine critically every aspect of accepted thinking and assumptions concerning women and to be receptive to alternative viewpoints; to arouse awareness of conditions and changes taking place in society that are likely to shape their future; to inform them of both the difficulties and obstacles as well as emerging opportunities and options available to them; and, finally, to instill in them the skills, strength, and confidence to confront both. Students at the women’s university where I teach are required to take a one-semester introductory course in women’s studies; it is probably one of the few institutions in Japan that have such a requirement. The majority take the course in their freshman year, and I have found that many students are stimulated as a result of being exposed to issues affecting women. They also have the rare opportunity to share their views about those issues and their futures in small groups.

In this regard, the authors and translators of the essays who came to talk about their work and their experiences contributed naturally to all of these goals. One common message that seems to have reached and touched many of the students was, “Don’t let your ambitions be limited by common notions of what is ‘normal’ or ‘appropriate,’ a fear of being labeled as ‘different’ by others, or a fear of making mistakes or failing. Take risks. If something doesn’t work out, you can start over again. Different options will likely appear at various points in your life. Remain open to new possibilities.”

To these students, whose educational choices at every level have been determined on the basis of tests consisting of questions with a single correct answer, and who have grown up in a milieu where there is considerable pressure toward group conformity, the fear of being wrong or acting  differently from others is very strong. Meeting these authors and listening to them as they related their wide-ranging experiences and professional interests provided encouragement and incentive for many of the students to move beyond their sometimes constricted mode of thinking, and to understand that they have the option to explore a wider range of possibilities and options for their future than they previously thought possible.




Notes 

1   The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, in its Concluding Observations on Japan’s second periodic report regarding its compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 2004, recommended that the State party “Include human rights education, and specifically child rights education, in the school curriculum.”
2   The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology screens all textbooks written by textbook publishers and directs revisions based on evaluation of conformity with curriculum and teaching guidelines. Pressures exerted on the textbook screening committee from reactionary scholars and politicians have led to the deletion of the word “gender” from junior high school textbooks. Likewise the issue of the “comfort women” was included in junior high school history textbooks published by all of the seven publishers and approved by the ministry in 1997, but today, only one of the textbooks includes references to it. In the past the screening committee has directed deletion of references to/depictions of same sex couples in discussions of diversity among families.
3   As of 2008, about a half of all universities and junior colleges in Japan—614 out of close to 1,200—offered one or more courses related to gender/women’s studies. The total number of courses was 4,221 (Kokuritsu josei kyoiku kaikan 2008).
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Introduction

The early 1990s were often described as onna no jidai or “the era of women.” The implication was that women in Japan had not only attained a large measure of equality in a highly affluent society and could exercise freedom in choosing from a variety of options in their pursuit of a fulfilling life, but also that as a result they enjoyed happier, fuller, and more balanced lives than their male counterparts who were tied exclusively to their work.

Support for this notion could be seen in the significant strides made by women in securing greater rights and opportunities in the home, workplace, schools, and the political field, particularly in the decade following the United Nation’s International Women’s Year in 1975. The passage of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL) in 1985 opened up the previously all-male career track within Japanese companies to university-educated women. The Child Care Leave Law of 1991 required companies to grant unpaid leave to either parent until the child reached the age of one. A number of professions and occupations previously open only to men now admitted women, many of whom were coming from four-year universities, and were perhaps affected by the growth of women’s studies courses on many college campuses. Local, regional, and national female politicians increased in numbers and visibility. And married women, including those with children, entered the labor force, and also participated in a wide range of activities outside the traditional confines of the home, including adult learning and community-related programs, volunteer work, and environmental, political, and peace movements. While these were tentative steps, the climate seemed charged with optimism. There seemed to be no end to women’s increasing ascendance.

 

Twenty years later, the picture is less rosy, for there is little progress to be seen. Instead one sees regression in aspects of Japanese women’s lives. A number of simple facts tell the story. First, the United Nations Development Programme’s Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM), which rates the extent to which women participate in economic and political life by assuming positions of leadership and policy-making, reported that, in 2008, Japan’s ranking was fifty-eighth out of 108 nations. Further, Japan’s ranking on the GEM has shown little improvement over the past twenty years. Other statistics reveal that women occupy only 10 percent of managerial posts, in contrast to women in the US and many European countries, where the figure is 30 to 40 percent. The proportion of seats in the Lower House of the National Diet (legislature) occupied by women in 2010 was just 11 percent (fifty-four out of 480 seats), while in the Upper House the figure was 18 percent (forty-four out of 242 seats). The paucity of women in policy-making positions may be a significant factor impeding national progress. If more women were in positions of national influence, they might provide fresh perspectives on policies relating to the economy, with special attention to employment, social welfare, and social security, as is the case with the two politicians profiled in part VII, “Feminism and Political Power.” They might also move the nation forward toward gender equality.

Another negative development during recent years has been the growing poverty of women, treated in chapter 18, “Employment and Poverty” by Mami Nakano. The Japanese economy, which remained in recession for a decade starting in 1990, has taken a dramatic turn for the worse after the global economic downturn that began in 2008. The consequences as seen in salary reductions, bankruptcies among many smaller-sized companies, worker layoffs, and replacement of regular employees by non-regular (temporary, contract, and part-time) workers, together with reductions in government spending on health and social services and the deregulation of certain employment practices, have all wrought increasing hardship on many Japanese. The expressions “waakingu poa” (working poor), “hinkon” (poverty), and “kakusa shakai” (social disparity) have entered the popular lexicon and replaced the formerly popular perception (which may have been inaccurate to begin with) that Japan was a more or less egalitarian society in which the majority of people belonged to the middle class. Income inequality and relative poverty among the working-age population as a whole has risen to the point where it is now above the average found among the thirty member countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 2006, 2008). But the situation for women—who occupy a more vulnerable position to begin with—is more deplorable: earnings for full-time female workers average below 70 percent of earnings for full-time male workers, compared to 70-80 percent among many other OECD countries (Kokuritsu josei kyoiku kaikan 2009, 51, figure 4-1). Finally, 44 percent of working women, compared to fewer than 10  percent of men, earn two million yen ($20,000) or less yearly, with the result that women make up 74 percent of those who live under the poverty line.

Dominating this portrait is the overall deterioration of the status of women in the workplace. What has occurred since the enactment of the EEOL in 1985 is a greater polarization or stratification among women workers. While the status and treatment of some women workers has improved—as seen in the increase in the proportion of women pursuing careers in previously male-dominated professional and technical occupations (from 11 percent to over 16 percent between 1985 and 2006) (Naikakufu 2008a, 71, graph 1-2-3), the situation for the overwhelming majority has worsened, with more women employed as non-regular workers at low wages with few benefits or protections and with limited access to training and little prospect of mobility into regular employment. The percentage of workers in non-regular employment is much higher among women than men: 55 percent of employed women, compared to 20 percent of men are in non-regular employment, accounting for close to 70 percent of workers in this category. The situation faced by women of various minority groups within Japanese society, such as the Ainu, Buraku, Zainichi Koreans, and migrants, taken up in the essays in part V, “Activism for the Rights of Minorities,” is still worse. Women within minority communities have less access to good education and employment, and are more likely to suffer economic hardship.

The deterioration of the economy has undeniably been a major factor in bringing about these developments, but it would be more accurate to see it as aggravating an already existing situation—a persistent gender gap in wages and poverty among women. The benefits received by low-income households remain low and are inadequate to help single mothers survive. Other causal factors are the nation’s tax and social security systems, and employment practices and policies—all of which are based on the malebreadwinner model, with women viewed as secondary or supplementary workers, assuming that women will be supported and protected by their husbands.

In addition, the expectation that full-time employees will place work at the center of their lives, put in long hours of overtime, meet demanding quotas, and accept transfers to various parts of the country or even abroad, combined with the fact that the overwhelming portion of such unpaid work as child care, elderly care, and housekeeping fall on women—all make it extremely difficult for women to reconcile work with family life. Reinforcing the status quo are prevailing attitudes regarding gender roles, and, more importantly, state policies and practices that serve to reinforce those attitudes through failing to provide adequate facilities for the care of children,  the sick, and the elderly. Thus, while most women enter employment after completing their education and tend to continue working after marriage, 70 percent stop working after the birth of their first child. The ability to combine a full-time career with motherhood is limited to highly educated women who work in specific occupations—professions such as teaching or public/civil service work—which provide job security and have comparatively good maternity and child-care leave policies as well as more limited work hours. Among women with college or graduate degrees as a whole, however, the percentage of women who work in regular employment falls from a high of around 80 percent following graduation to 70 percent among those in their thirties, and below 60 percent for those in their forties. The average length of continuous employment for these women is six years, which in part explains why the wage gap between female and male graduates, though initially small, increases in older age groups (Koseirodosho 2009b). On the other hand, minority women described in this volume have no choice but to work throughout their lives.

Many married women re-enter the labor market once their children are older, and in fact since 1997 the proportion of households in which both wife and husband hold jobs has continued to overtake those with working husbands and full-time housewives: 55 percent in 2008. But the jobs available to these women are predominantly part time, with most earning between one and two million yen ($10,000-20,000)1 annually. Practices such as company allowances for spouses, wage structure based on seniority, and the use of age limits on potential new workers function to discourage, if not to make it nearly impossible, for women, particularly middle-aged and older women, to obtain full-time regular employment after a career break. Because the majority of women have interrupted work careers and low earnings, they receive smaller old age pensions, some reduced to poverty.

Thus, persistent economic inequality, discrimination, and domestic violence (discussed below) prevent women from leading autonomous lives. These factors may also lie at the root of several significant social developments. These include trends toward late marriages and a lowered marriage rate, as well as declining birth rates and increasing divorce rates accompanied by rising numbers of single mothers.




Changing Patterns of Marriage and Declining Birthrates 

According to various surveys, ninety percent of young Japanese women and men overall profess a desire or expectation to marry and have children, a figure which has remained unchanged over the past twenty years. In reality, however, there are more late marriages than before, and more people  choosing not to marry at all. Even more striking, there has been a rising tendency of married couples to remain childless.

A close look at marriage figures shows that the highest percentage of non-married men may be found among those in non-regular employment, especially “freeters” (a term used to refer primarily to males under age thirty-five, who do not have regular employment), while among single women it is found among those with high levels of education, earning high incomes, and living in large cities. These differences reflect the traditional view of both sexes that men should bear the major responsibility for supporting a wife and children. They also illustrate the point made by Aya Ezawa in chapter 7, “The Changing Patterns of Marriage and Motherhood,” that a combination of societal attitudes about motherhood and work and the realistic choices available to educated, advantaged women determines their choices. For example, while women in low-paying, non-career track jobs with little prospect of promotion or higher pay may see marriage as a necessary means of acquiring security and a comfortable standard of living, such a motivation for marriage is less likely to apply to women from more affluent backgrounds with university degrees and careers that enable them to be financially self-supporting. Additionally, they are less likely to feel pressured to marry from family and relatives.

Accompanying the decline in marriage rates has been the continuing decline in the birthrate. Whereas the decline had previously been attributed to the rise in the number of individuals remaining single, it is now linked to the increasing number of married couples who decide not to have children. While numerous factors lie behind this, most important is a strong sense of uncertainty felt by many Japanese about the future in general and in particular about their ability to rear and educate children in a society where the financial costs of day care, higher education, and elder care fall on individual families. The slow and low wage increases and the lack of improvement in the prospective future income of young workers due to the stagnation of the economy are major factors behind this sense of insecurity.

Many other countries—in Europe as well as Asia—also report low fertility rates. Recent studies indicate that countries with high female labor-force participation rates report high fertility levels (e.g., France, Norway, Sweden), while those with the lowest female labor-force participation rates report the lowest fertility levels rates (e.g., Italy, Greece, Spain, South Korea, Taiwan, Japan) (Specialist Committee on the Declining Birthrate...2005). The “lowfertility countries” tend to be organized around a male, single-wage-earning model, in which women are expected to leave the labor market when they have children. The “high-fertility countries,” in contrast, are characterized by greater gender equality and have shown greater social commitment to  day care and other institutional support for working women. They have instituted work policies and practices that are more likely to achieve balanced work and family lives for both women and men.

The fact that the responsibilities associated with housekeeping and child care, as well as elder care, are borne almost entirely by women, is another factor responsible for women’s reluctance to have children. Gender attitudes, though, are not the decisive factor determining a husband’s participation in housework and child care. Rather, one must note the gender gap in the labor market, specifically that a wife’s income might on average constitute only about 10 percent of a total household income (Kokuritsu josei kyoiku kaikan 2009, 83, table 6-3), at the same time that a husband’s working hours extend into evenings. Even when young husbands interested in assuming a greater share of housekeeping and child-care responsibilities want to contribute more, long working hours prevent them from spending more time at home (Kiwaki 2006).

The declines in marriage and childbirth rates reflect several intertwined factors, at the core of which are the burdens of family life for women. We must also add the option to marry (or to seek legal recognition and support in the form of civil unions or domestic partnerships) is not available to lesbian and gay partners. Furthermore, children born outside of marriage face not only prejudice but legal handicaps. For example, the civil code grants children born outside of marriage only one-half of the inheritance otherwise allowed.




Rise in Divorce Rates 

The divorce rate has risen from 1.28 per thousand population in 1990 to 1.99 per thousand population in 2008. The most noticeable increase has been among couples married for twenty years or more. The majority of divorces take place by mutual consent (kyogi rikon), but of the 10 percent or so that take place through the Family Court, 70 percent are initiated by women, and where there are children under the age of twenty, women assume custody in over 80 percent of cases.

Viewed in a positive light, this development reflects changes in women’s expectations regarding marriage, as well as women’s entrance into the paid labor market, thus enabling women to attain some measure of financial self-sufficiency. On the other hand, the divorce rate may also reflect a downturn in the economy leading to bankruptcies and rising male unemployment rates (5 percent in 2009), accompanied by an increase in the numbers of husbands, burdened by debt, expressing their rage through domestic violence. In the most recent survey by the Cabinet Office on domestic violence,  one in three women (33 percent) reported having experienced some form of violence (physical, psychological or sexual); of these women, over 13 percent said they felt their life had been threatened (Naikakufu 2008b). Among the reasons given by the forty-six thousand women who petitioned for divorce in 2007, most frequently cited—by twenty-one thousand women—was “a lack of compatibility.” In addition, more than ten thousand women cited each of the following: “use of violence,” “psychological abuse,” and “refusal to give money for living expenses” (Kokuritsu josei kyoiku kaikan 2009, 27, fig 2-8).

Since the passage of the Law for the Prevention of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims (DV Prevention Law) in 2001, greater awareness about domestic violence has undoubtedly spurred many women to seek divorce. At the same time, many women probably remain in violent relationships because they cannot support themselves and their children. This is starkly demonstrated by the plight of single mothers seen in chapter 8, “Single Mothers” by Chieko Akaishi. According to the OECD (2006), more than half of single working parents lived in relative poverty in 2000, compared with an OECD average of around 20 percent. While the overwhelming majority of these women work, lack of access to regular full-time work leaves them suffering considerable financial hardship.




Policies and Laws Related to Child-care Support 

The continuing decline in birthrates, with its ramifications in terms of a reduced labor force and a reduced tax base to meet the cost of caring for a growing population of elderly Japanese, has raised alarm, resulting in the introduction of various measures designed to encourage women to bear more children, and at the same time, to promote their participation in the labor market by increasing support for child care, expanding day-care facilities, promoting training and employment opportunities for women wishing to re-enter the labor market after raising children, and promoting a work-life balance. However, these measures have not been particularly successful.

The decline in the fertility rate to an all-time low of 1.57 children in 1989 led to the enactment of the Child Care Leave Law of 1991, which entitled both women and men to take unpaid leave during the first year of a child’s life. This law was revised in 1995, becoming the Child Care and Family Care Leave Law. Since that time, the law has undergone a number of revisions. The most recent revision, which went into effect in 2010, prohibits negative treatment of workers applying for or taking child-care or family-care leave,  obliges employers to offer exemptions from overtime, and to establish shortened working hours for those caring for children under the age of three.

The government has instituted several other related measures toward the goal of increasing the birthrate. Among these were the Angel Plan (1994), focused on improving childcare services; the New Angel Plan (1999), on providing support services to enable women to combine work with child rearing; and the Law for Measures to Support the Development of the Next Generation (2005), aimed at bringing about changes in workplace practices so as to make them more “parenting-friendly.” New rules included recommendations for providing on-site day-care centers, encouraging fathers to take paternity leave, offering financial support for child-care services, developing flexible working conditions, reducing overtime work, and introducing work-sharing schemes. Disappointingly, however, these measures have failed significantly to halt the downward trajectory of fertility rates.

In reality, most women do not make use of childcare leave, since 70 percent leave their jobs after childbirth. Of the 30 percent or so who continue working, about 90 percent take child-care leave. Moreover, this latter figure is higher among women working in large companies than in those employed at smaller firms. Thus, the percentage of employed women who actually make use of child-care leave amounts to between 20 and 30 percent of the total number of women in the labor market. As a result, the percentage of women—including both those who take child-care leave and those who do not—who are employed at the same job one year after giving birth as prior to their pregnancy, has remained at 25 percent. As these figures demonstrate, while a system that allows for child-care leave is in place, many women find it difficult to take advantage of it.

The 2005 Revision of the Child Care and Family Care Leave Law made it possible for dispatch and part-time workers who have been at their jobs for at least one year to take advantage of child-care leave. However, even while improvements are made, the ability to take advantage of them has decreased as more women have become non-regular (temporary, contract, and part-time) workers. In addition, despite the fact that employees are legally protected from being penalized for taking child-care leave, there are reports of workers getting fired. Similar incidents have taken place in the case of women who become pregnant or give birth. In many ways, these laws and provisions exist in name only.

In 2009, the percentage of men taking child-care leave was still a mere 1.72 percent (Koseirodosho 2009a). The reasons most often cited for the low rate of men taking child-care leave include the following: particularly in small companies, male employees are needed full-time; further, many men and women continue to believe that men are not suited to the care  of small children; finally, the dominant ethos—described by Masaki Matsuda in chapter 10, “My Life as a Househusband”—insists that a man’s primary commitment should be to his work. Ultimately, however, the most significant reason is undoubtedly financial, since employees on child-care leave receive a subsidy equivalent to about 50 percent of their regular wages through their employment insurance. Because men’s earnings are generally higher than women’s, the reduction in household income resulting from a man taking leave makes this an unviable option for most families. In addition, taking such leave has been shown to result in negative consequences when an employee is being evaluated for bonus payments, periodic pay increases, or promotions. While a lack of social support for child care is one major factor behind the low birthrate, and also the inability of women in their thirties to participate more fully in the workplace, in the case of middle-aged women wishing to return to work, responsibilities associated with the care of elderly and sick parents have been major obstacles to their re-entering the work force.




Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society 

Danjo kyodo sankaku kihonho, the official translation of which is the Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society was passed by the Japanese Diet in June 1999. Its stated purpose is “to comprehensively and systematically promote formation of a Gender-Equal Society” in which “both women and men shall be given equal opportunities to participate voluntarily in activities in all fields as equal partners in the society, and shall be able to enjoy political, economic, social, and cultural benefits equally as well as to share responsibilities.” It lays out five basic principles relating to the formation of such a society: (1) “respect for the human rights of women and men”; (2) “consideration of social systems or practices” so that they have as neutral an impact as possible on individuals’ choice of roles and activities to pursue in society; (3) “joint participation by women and men in planning and deciding policies, etc.”; (4) “compatibility of activities in family life and other activities” (promoting measures to enable women and men to perform home-related activities together with other activities); and (5) “international cooperation” (formation of a gender-equal society based on international cooperation). The law requires the development of a Basic Plan for Gender Equality to implement the Basic Law, and stipulates the responsibilities of the State and local governments as well as citizens in promoting a gender-equal society.

The national machinery for the promotion of the above measures was put into place with the establishment of the Council for Gender Equality, consisting of twelve cabinet ministers named by the prime minister and  twelve specialists (e.g., scholars, lawyers, representatives from labor unions, mass media and women’s organizations) appointed by the prime minister and chaired by the chief cabinet secretary. The council’s functions include deliberating on basic policies and measures for promoting the goals of the Basic Law; submitting the results of their deliberations to the cabinet ministers or the prime minister for their consideration; and monitoring the implementation of measures taken by the government to meet those goals. In addition, local governments (at the prefectural and municipal levels) are required to establish ordinances and formulate policies to implement the principles laid out in the Basic Law.

One important impetus for enacting this law was Article 2(a) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which the Japanese government ratified in 1985, according to which signatories agreed to undertake steps “To embody the principle of the equality of men and women in their national constitutions or other appropriate legislation if not yet incorporated therein and to ensure, through law and other appropriate means, the practical realization of this principle.” But as noted economist, Mari Osawa, suggests, while some members of the government were genuinely concerned about gender issues, the most significant factor behind the enactment of the law was “... the growing perception among LDP [the ruling Liberal Democratic Party] politicians and their colleagues in industry that gender equality is good for business” (Osawa 2000, 4).

In short, reforms were seen as necessary in order to combat and reverse the trend toward a declining birthrate with its economic ramifications, including a reduced labor force, a decline in economic growth and living standards, and a reduced tax base to meet the cost of caring for a growing elderly population. Promoting measures to make it more feasible for women—and men—both to work and to raise families, was seen as necessary for raising the birthrate and also the rate of employment among women, particularly those with small children and those middle aged, both of whom constitute important sources of underutilized labor.

While many women regard the very enactment of the Basic Law as a significant advance, in that it lent political legitimacy to efforts to pursue policies for promoting equality, others expressed considerable skepticism and criticism from the start. It should be noted, first of all, that while the official English translation for the law is “Basic Law for a Gender-Equal Society,” and the term “gender-equal society” is used throughout the translated text, the Japanese designation, “Danjo kyodo sankaku kihonho” does not actually include the word byodo, which means “equal” or “equality.” The literal translation is closer to, “Basic Law on the Cooperative (or Joint)  Participation of Men and Women in Society.” There was much discussion and controversy over the naming of the law, with many women’s groups pressing for the term “gender equality”; the designation chosen reflected the antipathy on the part of conservative politicians to terms such as “equality” and “discrimination.” Strong resistance to enacting the Basic Law in the first place among conservative elements in Japan became manifested in a strong backlash movement almost immediately following its implementation (see chapter 23, “Backlash Against Gender Equality after 2000” by Midori Wakakuwa and Kumiko Fujimura-Fanselow).

As the noted lawyer, Michiko Nakajima, pointed out, however, “... the basic law is far from fulfilling the duties stated in the Conventions [CEDAW and the Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention adopted by the International Labor Organization in 1981 and ratified by Japan in 1995]” (Nakajima 2000, 9). For one thing, the law aims at providing equality of opportunity for women to participate in all fields, not “the practical realization” of the principle of equality of men and women, as called for by CEDAW. Nakajima and other prominent feminists have pointed to the contradiction inherent in the idea of expecting women to participate cooperatively with men and to bear equal responsibility in all spheres of society when the government has not taken necessary steps toward equality as demonstrated by the many forms of inequality and sex discrimination that pervade various spheres of society—the family, schools, workplace, legal system, etc. (Nakajima, Makita, et al. 2000).

In 2005, the Minister of State for Gender Equality and Social Affairs was established, and in the same year the cabinet approved the Second Basic Plan for Gender Equality, based upon the Basic Law. The Second Basic Plan set up numerical targets in twelve areas, among them: raising the proportion of women occupying leadership positions in all fields of society (both private and public sector) to 30 percent by 2020; raising the ratio of women on national university faculties to 20 percent by 2010; creating universal (100 percent) awareness within Japan of the term “gender-equal society” by fiscal year 2010; raising the ratio of companies engaging in positive (affirmative) action to 40 percent by fiscal year 2009; raising the ratio of workers taking child-care leave to 10 percent for men and 80 percent for women by around 2014; promoting a strategy of “zero-waiting list” for children seeking admission to child-care facilities, and obtaining universal recognition that the actions of “slapping” and “threatening with a clenched fist” occurring between married couples constitute acts of violence. In fact, however, pressure exerted by proponents of the backlash movement has led to formulation of gender-equal plans by some municipalities that do not reflect the principles set out in the Basic Law. Meanwhile, the numerical targets  remain unmet. The Third Basic Plan for Gender Equality is currently in the process of formulation, and it is expected to place greater emphasis on the implementation of priorities set forth in the Second Plan.




The Law for the Prevention of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims 

One significant by-product of the enactment of the Basic Law was the Law for the Prevention of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims (DV Prevention Law), enacted in 2001. In the essay on domestic violence included in Japanese Women, the author, Aiko Hada (1995) noted that domestic violence had just begun to gain public awareness in Japan as a social problem. At that time, laws and social measures to respond to domestic violence and help victims were lacking. Pressure by women’s groups on the Japanese government to take action regarding domestic violence mounted in the wake of the 1995 United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, where eradication of violence against women was a major focus. In 1999 the government conducted its first nationwide survey on the subject. The results, which showed that 5 percent of wives had experienced life-threatening violence at the hands of their husbands, spurred the enactment of the DV Prevention Law. The law called for the establishment of Spousal Violence Counseling and Support Centers in prefectures to provide consultation and counseling, temporary protection, and information as well as other forms of assistance. The law enabled district courts to issue six-month restraining orders against abusers and order their eviction from the home for up to two weeks. Abusers who violate court orders could receive sentences up to a year in jail and fines up to one million yen ($10,000).

The law was characterized by several flaws, among them the fact that in order to obtain a restraining order, the victim must carry the burden of proof. The victim must notify authorities and submit either a notarized affidavit or reports from doctors, women’s shelters, or the police backing up the claim of abuse. The law was amended in 2004 and again in 2007 to cover not only spouses but also former spouses, to allow for issuance of orders of protection with regard to threats of physical harm, and to extend protection to victims’ children and relatives. The revision also made it explicit that the law covered non-Japanese nationals and persons with disabilities. In addition, the law now placed responsibility on national and local governments to prevent violence and to provide protection to victims, as well as support to enable victims to become self-sufficient. The Spousal Violence Counseling and Support Centers were given the additional task of providing support to victims in finding employment and housing as well as information on how to access other types of assistance. Further amendments to the law have been advocated to cover cases of dating violence among unmarried couples and also same-sex partners and to establish shelters for gender minorities and men.

The effectiveness of these laws, whether viewed in terms of contributing to the goal of stopping or reversing the decline in birthrates, advancing women’s employment status, increasing women’s presence in decision-making positions, or tackling the problem of domestic violence, has been limited for a number of reasons. Foremost among them is the failure to address the fundamental issue of gender inequality and sex discrimination and to provide adequate funding for reforms in such areas as child-care and elderly care, pensions, and support for victims of domestic violence. Also important to note is the emergence, almost immediately following the enactment of the Basic Law, of a strong backlash movement led by conservative politicians, academics, and journalists against policies designed to promote gender equality.




Emergence of Issues Concerning Minority Groups 

As is the case in every society, the lives of women in Japan are strongly affected by their social class, educational background, sexual orientation, marital status, place of residence, ethnicity, and nationality. The social, economic, and political realities described earlier, among them employment policies and practices that discriminate against women, discriminatory laws relating to marriage and inheritance, the economic downturn that has continued since the early 1990s and worsened dramatically since 2008, the growing incidence of domestic violence, all have different impacts on different groups of women.

The Japan Federation of Bar Associations (JFBA), in its shadow report to the CEDAW Committee in advance of the examination of the sixth periodic report of the Japanese government to the Committee in July 2009, cites data demonstrating the growing presence in Japan of foreigners and migrants from as many as 190 different countries. The largest number of migrants is Chinese, followed by Koreans, Brazilians, and Filipinos. In addition there are those with Japanese nationality who are indigenous peoples (the Ainu), national minorities, including the Buraku people and the people of Okinawa, as well as descendants of those from former Japanese colonies, including the Zainichi Koreans. The report notes that “... Japanese society is already changing into [a] multiracial and multicultural society,” and continues, “but Japanese society operates on the assumption that  those of other races and cultures will assimilate and integrate into Japanese society in areas such as language, culture, and social systems, and it can be said the notion of coexisting in a multicultural environment hardly exists” (JFBA 2009, 72).

Much the same can be said with regard to issues concerning sexual minorities, which are treated in part IV, “Changing Sexualities.” Many Japanese hold negative views toward lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people (LGBT), but these are based primarily on stereotyped and negative images presented through the mass media; very few people are aware of the presence of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people in their midst. Their low visibility reflects a lack of social support as well as an absence of legal protections and rights. Not until the 1980s did some feminists begin to acknowledge the presence of lesbians in their midst, and this “helped bring a measure of visibility—however limited it may have been at the time” (Sawabe 2008,10). Not until 2007 did issues concerning sexual minorities become a central focus of the annual conference held by the Women’s Studies Association of Japan, despite the fact that writings by and about sexual minorities and activism among members of these groups had, in fact, existed for some time, albeit not with visibility among mainstream feminist groups.

Growing attention and scrutiny by the UN in recent years to the rights of minority groups—indigenous peoples, racial minorities, migrants, as well as sexual minorities—have offered some support to minority women in Japan, exposing issues of discrimination and human rights previously hidden from view. The Japanese government has felt pressured to meet their obligations under UN conventions pertaining to human rights, including the CEDAW, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD). Japanese NGOs that work on issues of human rights and women’s rights—among them GayJapanNews, a Tokyo-based LGBT news source and advocacy group, the Japan Federation of Bar Associations, the Buraku Liberation and Human Rights Research Institute, the Ainu Resource Center, the Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace, the Asia-Japan Women’s Resource Center, and the Association of Korean Human Rights in Japan—have submitted shadow reports to and spoken before the UN Human Rights Committee (which monitors compliance with the ICCPR) and the CEDAW Committee (which monitors compliance with the CEDAW) in advance of the examinations held periodically by these committees to review the Japanese government’s compliance with its treaty obligations as well as previous recommendations made by the committees. These groups have brought international pressure to bear on the  Japanese government to move toward compliance. The UN Human Rights Committee in 2008 urged the Japanese government to amend its legislation to include sexual orientation among the prohibited grounds of discrimination, and to ensure that benefits granted to unmarried cohabiting heterosexual couples are equally granted to unmarried cohabiting same-sex couples.

While issues pertaining to the “comfort women,” women from traditionally discriminated groups such as the Ainu, Buraku, and Zainichi Koreans, migrant women, including women trafficked to work in the sex industry, and sexual minorities, have yet to be fully taken up by mainstream media, NGO groups and publications advocating for women’s rights have worked to increase the awareness of their identities and the issues they confront. These efforts have produced an awareness among women’s rights activists and feminist researchers of the need to incorporate the perspectives of minority women—including sexual minorities—in actions they take or in any research or teaching they conduct, as illustrated in many of the essays contained in this volume.




Note 

1   Currency exchange rates between the Japanese yen and the US dollar fluctuate. For simplicity, 100 yen are equated with one US dollar throughout the book.
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CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES
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The Struggle for Legal Rights and Reforms: A Historical View

Sachiko Kaneko

 

 

 

Japanese women had few individual or political rights before World War II. Under the prevailing ie, or family, system, which was the foundation of prewar Japanese society, the proper place for women was considered to be within the home, under the authority of the male family head. Any type of involvement by women in political activities was thought to be contradictory to natural physiological and psychological laws and to the traditions and customs of Japanese society.1 Yet, in the face of such prevailing attitudes, many women struggled for their rights.




Women’s Place 


The Political Situation 

In the mid-nineteenth century, in the face of pressures from Western countries as well as changes taking place within the country itself, Japan was forced to abandon its policy of seclusion, which dated back nearly three hundred years. With the Meiji Restoration of 1868 Japan began a process of transformation from a feudal to a modern, unified national state. The new government, in order to guarantee the nation’s independence and to achieve self-sufficiency, worked to build its power and national wealth through economic and military development, based on knowledge, ideas, and skills from the West, particularly the United States and Europe.

The government, however, shifted away from its Western-oriented policies in 1874, when the Popular Rights Movement was born and people began to call for the establishment of a national assembly. Several women took part in this political cause.2 It was reported that on the island of Shikoku in 1878 Kita Kusunose, a forty-five-year-old woman, argued that she should have the right to vote because she had been paying taxes as the household head since her husband’s death in 1872. She was called the “grandma of people’s rights.” Toshiko Kishida lectured and wrote about equal rights for women beginning in 1882. Hideko Kageyama (later Fukuda) was influenced by one of Kishida’s speeches, joined the Popular Rights Movement, and later became a socialist. At that time women could still attend political meetings and organize political groups.

The government suppressed the Popular Rights Movement, while promising to establish an assembly by 1881. It sought to create a national polity as soon as possible in order to build a modern country that could compete with other nations. In 1889 the Maiji Constitution was proclaimed, establishing a constitutional monarchy with the emperor as sovereign head of state.

During the next year three important events occurred. The first took place when the National Diet, Japan’s national assembly, convened with members of the Lower House who had been elected on the basis of limited franchises. Only men who paid a certain amount in taxes had the right to vote. Second was the adoption of the Imperial Rescript on Education, based on Confucian ideas, which emphasized loyalty to the emperor and filial piety to parents. The goal of education was to create subjects willing to serve the nation and the emperor, and pupils were indoctrinated with this family-state ideology. Japan was to be regarded as a family-state and the emperor the head of the Japanese family. Finally, the government issued the Meeting and Political Organization Law in 1890, which restricted all political activities.

Women’s political participation became still more difficult under the Police Security Regulations of 1900, which succeeded the Law of 1890. Article 5 prohibited women and minors from joining political organizations, holding or attending meetings in which political speeches or lectures were given, and initiating such meetings.3 Women were denied all political rights at both local and national levels.

In 1905, a group of women from a small socialist group called the Heiminsha (Commoners’ Association) petitioned for a revision of Article 5. They gathered hundreds of signatures and went to the Diet every year until 1909, though without any success.4


The ie, or Family, System 

In 1898 the civil code established a family network of relationships known as the ie system. According to this code, the patriarchal head of the family (usually the eldest son) held unquestioned authority over the rest of the family. Together with the privilege of primogeniture, he had an obligation to support the family financially. He could designate the areas where the rest of the family could reside; if they protested, he did not have to support them. Women under twenty-five and men under thirty needed the consent of the head of the family before marrying.

A woman had very few legal rights. When she married she entered her husband’s family (and his family register), and control of her property was transferred to her husband. Custody of children was held by the father exclusively. Illegitimate sons (if any) acknowledged by their fathers had prior rights to the family estate over legitimate daughters. For this reason women were expected to produce male heirs.

In the event of divorce there was also severe discrimination. A wife’s adultery constituted grounds for divorce, and she could be punished under the new criminal code of 1880. In the case of the husband, only if he committed adultery with a married woman and was sued by her husband and punished would the wife be granted a divorce. Adultery was also defined differently for men and women. Although concubinage was officially abolished in 1880, licensed prostitution still existed, and a polygamous attitude was prevalent across all strata of Japanese society.

Following Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95) the government promoted girls’ education designed to lend support to the family system and the place of women within that system. The Girls’ High School Law, issued in 1899, aimed to educate girls to become “good wives and wise mothers.” The number of women’s secondary schools increased as time passed. However, women were expected to support their husbands, raise children, and not work outside the home.5




The Struggle for Political Rights 


Shin fujin kyokai (The New Women’s Association) 

The death of the Meiji emperor marked the beginning of the Taisho period (1912-26). After World War I the universal manhood suffrage movement emerged, and demokurashii (democracy) became a key word to characterize the Taisho period. Raicho Hiratsuka formed the New Women’s Association—the first organization of female citizens to be established on a nationwide scale—with Fusae Ichikawa in 1920.6 It had 331 members that first year. During the next year the Sekirankai (Red Wave Society), the first socialist women’s organization, was founded in Tokyo by Kikue Yamakawa.

Hiratsuka called for the reconstruction of society. Motherhood, she insisted, should be esteemed, and she criticized the patriarchal ie system and demanded rights for women and children. The association called for women’s right to political participation through a revision of the Security Police Law, Article 5. It also petitioned the Diet to enact a law to restrict marriage for men with venereal diseases.7

The New Women’s Association held meetings and lectures across Japan.  The group collected more than two thousand signatures for the revision of Article 5. Hiratsuka and Ichikawa visited legislators, asking for cooperation and support, from early morning to late evening. At the same time, in order to move around and work more efficiently, they took to wearing Western clothes when they went out, instead of the traditional kimono, with its wide sleeves and tight sashes. Hiratsuka and Ichikawa worked diligently, but personal conflicts and differences ended their work together. Hiratsuka withdrew from the movement, and Ichikawa went to the United States in order to observe the women’s movement and labor movement there.

Mumeo Oku became the new leader of the movement. In 1922 she visited the infamous Baron Fujimura, who had been a strong opponent of Oku’s group. He was impressed by the young mother, who had a baby on her back during the visit. His image of the suffragettes changed, and he thereafter supported the movement. Later in 1922 the petition was approved, and Article 5 was revised. Women were now able to organize and participate in political meetings.

Female schoolteachers and housewives supported this political reform. The most cooperative group was the Nihon kirisutokyo fujin kyofukai (Japan Christian Women’s Organization), modelled on the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, originally organized in 1874 in the United States to work for the prohibition of alcohol. Mary Leavitt, of the US organization, gave a series of lectures in Japan, one of which impressed Kajiko Yajima. In 1886 Yajima, president of a girls’ school based on Christianity, began organizing for the Kyofukai (literally meaning “reform society”) in Japan. She was particularly interested in the issue because she had divorced a drunken husband. The members decided to work for specific reforms because they thought Japanese society was in need of purification. They regarded the polygamous attitude within Japanese society as a social evil and thought concubinage and prostitution should be abolished. They insisted on monogamy and petitioned for a revision of the civil code and the criminal code. They supported the abolition of licensed prostitution, and they built a shelter for prostitutes who had run away from brothels.8

In 1916 the Kyofukai began a two-year campaign against building prostitution quarters in Osaka but failed. Ochimi Kubushiro, a successor of Yajima, realized the necessity of securing women’s rights and declared that suffrage was indispensable for the success of their cause.


Fusen kakutoku domei (The Women’s Suffrage League) 

After the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, women’s groups worked together to help victims and the Tokyo rengo fujinkai (Federation of Women’s Association in Tokyo) was formed. Kubushiro saw this as an opportune time  to organize a national women’s suffrage organization. Universal male suffrage was drawing near (it was approved in 1925). Fusae Ichikawa worked at the Tokyo International Labor Organization after spending several years in the United States. While working in the United States, she had visited Hull House, founded by Jane Addams, and spoken with various union leaders. She had also met Alice Paul, a leader of the National Woman’s Party, who encouraged her to work for women’s suffrage in Japan.9

In 1924 Kubushiro and Ichikawa established the Fujin sanseiken kakutoku kisej domeikai (League for the Realization of Women’s Suffrage). During the next year the organization changed its name to the Fusen kakutoku domei (Women’s Suffrage League). After Kubushiro’s withdrawal Ichikawa became the general secretary and was regarded as the central figure in this struggle.

The league issued the following manifesto:Women, who form one-half of the population of the country, have been left entirely outside the field of political activity, classified along with males of less than 25 years of age and those who are recipients of relief or aid from State or private organizations. We women feel ourselves no longer compelled to explain the reasons why it is at once natural and necessary for us, who are both human beings and citizens, to participate in the administration of our country. ...We women must concentrate our energies solely on one thing, namely, the acquisition of the right to take part in politics, and cooperate with one another regardless of any political, religious and other differences we may have.10





Membership in the league increased each year. There were about 200 members at the beginning, 483 in 1927, and 1,762 in 1932. In the western part of Japan the Zen kansai fujinrengokai (All-Kansai Women’s Federation) supported the league. Together they collected fifty-six thousand signatures and sent them to the House of Representatives in 1927. By 1931 the government was on the verge of granting the franchise to women at the local (from village to city) level. It appeared that the acquisition of women’s suffrage was imminent.




Family Life—Women’s Issues 


Taisho Period (1912-26) 

While some women became active outside the home, for example, joining the suffrage movement, others were facing family problems inside the home. This is evident in the number of women’s magazines and women’s columns in newspapers which appeared. Women’s issues became popular  early in the Taisho period. Seito (Bluestocking) (1911-16) was published by Raicho Hiratsuka, and in 1914 Yomiuri shimbun, a national newspaper, established a column for women. Two important women’s magazines, Fujin koron (Women’s review) in 1916 and Shufu no tomo (Friends of housewives), began publishing in 1917. These publications were widely read by women; the percentage of girls entering school had reached 96 percent by 1907.11

Fujin koron was directed at intellectuals and dealt with theoretical issues of women’s liberation such as the famous, ongoing “debate over the protection and support of motherhood.”12 Akiko Yosano, a well-known poet, advocated the economic independence of married women. Hiratsuka was more concerned, however, with the protection of motherhood. She had been influenced by the ideas of Ellen Key, the Swedish thinker and author of Love and Marriage (1903). Hiratsuka emphasized the incompatibility of work outside the home and raising children inside the home. Then Kikue Yamakawa argued from a socialist point of view that the important thing was to change economic relations in the existing society. This debate reflected the fact that increasing numbers of women—including married women—were working outside the home in silk reeling and cotton spinning mills, contributing to the economic development of their country.

On the other hand, Shufu no tomo dealt with various problems women faced managing the family in their daily lives.13 Thrift and savings were emphasized. During the Taisho period the number of people in the middle class increased as industrialization and urbanization progressed. Nuclear families emerged, consisting only of the husband, wife, and children, and young housewives of this class were particularly attracted to Shufu no tomo. It was supported by a wide range of women and obtained the largest circulation among all magazines in 1920, reaching about 600,000 in 1931 and 1,800,000 in 1941.

Shufu no tomo listened to women’s voices; letters from readers were welcomed and printed. Eventually, an advice column, or minoue sodan, was instituted to serve the readers. The letters pointed to some of the common problems women faced. In a typical letter a housewife wrote about how she suffered from her husband’s extramarital affairs and drinking, which led to the family’s poverty. In addition, her husband had infected her with a venereal disease. Another letter dealt with divorce, from a bride who was expected to work hard but could not satisfy her parents-in-law and was driven out of the family. Her in-laws had forced her to divorce her husband and leave their children behind. There were other letters from single women who suffered from the prospect of forced marriages arranged by parents or relatives.14


The Early Showa Period (1926-45) 

The early Showa period saw an increase in social insecurity brought about by the economic depression and the Manchurian Incident of 1931 (which marked a significant step in Japan’s expansion into China). Advice columns were also popular at this time. Yomiuri shimbun published an advice column from 1931 to 1937 with Natsu Kawasaki as one of the columnists. She was an educator and later became director of the action committee for the first Hahaoya taikai (Mother’s Congress) in 1955.15 Of the 1,248 letters that appeared between 1931 and 1937, Kawasaki answered 954 (76.4 percent), most of them submitted by young women, roughly half of whom were married and the other half single.16

Women’s problems varied; some were economic, some emotional, and others physical. The largest number of letters from married women were about their husbands’ extramarital affairs. The next largest number were about loveless marriages. Single women sought advice about love and marriage: they wanted to marry men whom they loved, but their parents tended to force “arranged” marriages. Many also suffered from rape or sexual harassment. The following is a typical letter from a married woman:Age: 22. I was forced to marry at the age of 19. My husband is selfish and drinks a lot. I was mistreated by my mother-in-law so that I lost weight and my breast milk stopped. I came back to my own parents’ home, but my parents-in-law refused to allow my child to come to me. (1934.5.3)





Under the ie system filial piety and obedience were demanded of women. A bride had to serve her parents-in-law first, then her husband. The parent-child relation was much more important than the relationship between wife and husband. Many women could not even consider divorce, since they were economically dependent on their husbands. After a divorce the custody of children was granted to the father according to the civil code.

Kawasaki’s advice, generally, was as follows: she didn’t ignore or deny filial piety but limited its meaning. Instead of passive self-sacrifice, women should find their own way, which would eventually comfort their parents. She told young women not to abandon the hope of love in marriage and to try to persuade parents of its benefits. She advised that married women reside separately from in-laws, because the basis of the family should be the husband and wife. She suggested couples trying to live together for the children instead of considering divorce. Economic independence was particularly difficult for divorcees. Finally, Kawasaki believed women’s problems could be solved not by women’s awareness alone but also by changes in the social system. She supported a revision of the civil code and the protection of motherhood as well as adequate vocational training and sex education.

These letters indicate not only the conflicts that existed under the ie system but also that the system itself did not work. Ironically, the minoue sodan column in Yomiuri was terminated in 1937 when the fighting in China turned into a war.




The Difficulties of War 

Japan had taken the first step toward war with the Manchurian Incident of 1931. Militarism swept the country. The government suppressed the growing labor movement and arrested socialists. Those with more liberal ideas found it difficult to speak and write freely in public.

In 1932 the Kokubo fujinkai (Women’s National Defense Association) was established and was supported by the army. There was also a group called the Aikoku fujinkai (Women’s Patriotic Society), which had been formed in 1901 and played an active role during the Russo-Japanese War (1904-5). These two groups saw soldiers off at train stations and prepared comfort bags for the war effort. Their activities were similar in nature, and they soon became competitive in seeking to increase their memberships. By the end of 1935 the membership of the Defense Association stood at 2.5 million and outnumbered that of the Patriotic Society, 2.2 million.17

Japan’s militaristic policies affected the activities of Ichikawa’s group too. Attainment of suffrage became more difficult, and membership rapidly decreased from 1,762 in 1932 to 690 in 1939. The group had to change its course in order to survive. Instead of suffrage, members emphasized local consumer problems and a reform election campaign for the Tokyo Municipal Assembly. They demanded passage of the Protection of Mother-and-Child Bill in 1934. This bill was approved in 1936 to support poor mothers because the government saw an increase in population as a way to help the war effort. It commended mothers for having a large number of children.

Ichikawa felt depressed when the war with China began, and she wrote: “Under these circumstances, the attainment of suffrage becomes much harder. Yet our purpose of suffrage is to cooperate with the government and men in order to make a contribution to our nation and society.”18 When she came home to Aichi Prefecture to visit her mother, Ichikawa attended a local meeting of the Women’s National Defense Association. Many women, young and old, seemed happy to leave their homes to hear lectures by local veterans. She felt that this was a kind of “emancipation.” Women in rural villages had never had time of their own in the past, but now they could attend a meeting free from their chores for half a day.

It is ironic that, while Japanese women had no political rights, their social participation was encouraged at the grassroots level. The Women’s  Suffrage League had disbanded in 1940. But in 1942, after Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, Dai Nihon fujinkai (the Greater Japan Women’s Organization) was established, and all women’s groups were consolidated under the control of government authorities. Awkwardly, the government emphasized that a woman’s place was in the home, but at the same time accepted the fact that, because of the war, women began to work outside the home in factories. Thus, the ie system, previously insisted upon by the government, collapsed under war conditions.




Postwar Reforms 

Japan was defeated and accepted the Potsdam Declaration on August 15, 1945. Fusae Ichikawa established Sengo taisaku fujin iinkai (the Women’s Committee on Postwar Countermeasures) on August 25 and once again demanded women’s suffrage. It was possible to organize a sizable group in a short time because of women’s history of struggle in the prewar period and the existence of the former network.

On October 9, 1945 a new Cabinet came into power, with Kijuro Shidehara as prime minister. On October 10 the group held a conference and decided to enfranchise women.19 On October 11 the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, General Douglas MacArthur, called on the Japanese government to institute five basic reforms in the social order, including the emancipation of women through their enfranchisement and the liberalization of education. His aim was to democratize Japan as well as to pacify and stabilize the country. By the end of 1945 women’s suffrage was approved under a revision of the election law, and in the following year thirty-nine women were elected in the first national general election.

The new Japanese Constitution was proclaimed in 1946. It clearly outlined Japan’s renouncement of war and respect for fundamental human rights. Article 14 stated that all people are equal under the law and that there would be no discrimination in political, economic, or social relations because of race, creed, sex, social status, or family origin. Article 24 prescribed that marriage would be based only on the consent of both individuals.

With the new constitution it was necessary to revise certain laws. The government set up the Judiciary and Legislative Council, and revision of the civil code was discussed. A heated controversy ensued about whether to abolish the ie system. Then, Kawasaki, a member of the council, gave an impressive speech in support of the new system. She explained women’s pre-war experiences based on her experience with minoue sodan: “I have received as many as 70,000 letters, 90 percent of which were from women. These letters pointed out women’s miserable lives. Some suffered because of  economic problems, others because of family troubles. All these problems derived from the ie system.”20 Kawasaki said that women would raise joyful voices if the ie system were to be revised, and she urged council members to listen to those voices. The revised civil code was issued in 1947, and Japanese women became free from the patriarchal ie system.




Conclusion 

It was not until after World War II that Japanese women finally attained the right of suffrage and legal equality in marriage. Yet, as I have described here, many women actively struggled to seize those rights for themselves from the very beginning of the Meiji period, when Japan embarked on its program of modernization. The welfare and interests of women were constantly subordinated to the interests of the nation-state and the ie system. The new Constitution, based on democratic ideals of equality and respect for individual human rights, which was proclaimed following Japan’s defeat in World War II, finally granted political rights to women. At the same time, the abolition of the ie system allowed women to enjoy equality within marriage and in the home. Women, who had suffered bitter experiences under the traditional system and had fought so long for these reforms, welcomed these changes.

Once women had at last achieved legal equality, the remaining challenge was to bring about actual, substantive equality. It is a challenge that has proven to be much more difficult, requiring, as it does, fundamental changes in individual and social attitudes regarding gender roles.
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Women in Japanese Buddhism

Haruko K. Okano Translated by Kumiko Fujimura-Fanselow and Yoko Tsuruta

 

 

 

In Japan today, there are still certain designated places that by tradition are barred to women. For example, women are not permitted to climb certain so-called reizan (holy mountains ) such as Omine Mountain in Nara. Similarly, there is a taboo against women setting foot at the site of a tunnel under construction based on the superstition that, if she does so, the mountain goddess will become angry or jealous and cause an accident.1 And in 1989, attention was focused on the sumo wrestling association when it refused to allow a female government minister to present an award at the closing ceremony because that would have entailed her stepping up to the sumo ring, which also has traditionally been restricted exclusively to men. On the other hand, some Japanese claim, half-jokingly, that the fact that women’s colleges are allowed to exist while previously all-male universities were made coeducational following post-World War II educational reforms is an example of discrimination against males. While at a glance all of these may be seen as manifestations of sexual discrimination, my own view is that, eventually, compromises and solutions will be worked out as we begin to see more women who insist that they want to be sumo wrestlers or men who express a desire to study at a women’s university. What is of critical importance is to build and establish a foundation and a social climate that will give emergence to and support individuals who will not feel inhibited or restricted from expressing such liberated aspirations.

Sexual discrimination cannot be measured simply by the extent to which women are excluded from various spheres of life; more often, discrimination is hidden and, therefore, difficult to assess. The assigning of predetermined gender roles as a matter of course in, for example, social organizations such as schools and workplaces, functions to limit women’s freedom as well as their abilities. In Japan, as in many other societies, religions—in this case Shinto, Buddhism, and Confucianism—have contributed significantly to the development and maintenance of separate gender  roles and of gender inequality. These religions have encouraged people to accept a notion of ethics which proclaims that people are born with differing abilities and into different statuses within society, thereby serving to maintain the prevailing social order. In so doing, religions have served to promote unequal sex roles. This idea, within the context of a patriarchal social system, served to give rise to a distorted image of the relationship between the sexes and the view that women are subordinate to men. For example, every newly ordained head of a temple in the Jodo Shin sect, one of the Japanese Buddhist sects, is given a copy of the manual Jushokudo (The way of the religious leader), which states, “The husband is lord and the wife is the servant” (Inoue 1989, 115). In recent years these traditional religions have come under severe criticism by feminists for having accepted and legitimized unequal gender relationships within society.

Similarly, many newer religions, such as Rissho Koseikai and Jissenrinrikoseikai, which have gained adherents among those who have been unable to find satisfaction in the traditional religions, also maintain the traditional idea of unequal sex roles, their ideal women being wives who obey their husbands. Yet, ironically, these new religions have more women than men both among their leaders or teachers and their followers. In comparison to Western societies, it is often very difficult to discern the presence of gender discrimination in Japanese society. In fact, many of the issues related to sex discrimination in Japan cannot be analyzed through the lens of Western feminism.

Though Shinto, Buddhism, and Confucianism have all played a historically significant role in the formulation, justification, and enforcement of national ideology and state power,2 this essay focuses on Buddhism as the most influential of the three in shaping the image and role of women and supporting sexism in Japanese society. Following my discussion of Buddhism and its effects on women’s position in society, I will examine the history of the salvation of women in religions and clarify the influence these religions have had on the history of women’s struggle for liberation in Japan.




Women in Early Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism 

The most important goal in the Buddhist religion is the achievement of satori, or enlightenment. One who reaches the state of enlightenment is called a buddha, and, according to the original teachings of Buddhism, becoming a Buddhist priest means giving up all of one’s personal possessions and renouncing the worldly life. Thus, Buddhism in its original form was an ascetic religion. This characteristic seems to suggest that Buddhism  has from the first manifested a fear of sexuality and, therefore, certain antifemale characteristics (Okano 1988, 410-26). As we know from historical records, Gautama Buddha himself was ambivalent in his views toward women. While the Pali canon, a collection of sutras from the fourth to third centuries B.C. written in the Pali language, includes various statements ascribed to Buddha which express the common sex discriminatory ideas of the Indian society of his time, he at the same time clearly states that women need to and can be saved. He admitted women into his own religious order as nuns. The various sects of Buddhism which were established after the death of Gautama Buddha follow his sacred teachings in different ways. All of these sects, which fall within the larger category of Theravada Buddhism, however, share the notion that Nirvana—the final, ultimate state of bliss—can be achieved by death and that it is possible only through the renunciation of the worldly life. Originally, then, it was possible for both men and women to become buddhas if they lived accordingly and underwent rigorous religious training. In the first century B.C. a new movement arose among the masses in rebellion against Theravada Buddhism. This movement, which came to be called Mahayana Buddhism, declared that salvation is open to everyone. Mahayana Buddhism spread and became dominant in China, Korea, and Japan.

According to the principles of the Buddhist religion, a Buddha is an entity that is sexless. Yet, since it came to be deified in Mahayana Buddhism, thirty-two characteristics came to be attributed to this entity. One of these characteristics was a hidden penis, which is obviously contradictory to the established sexless nature of a buddha. As a result, the idea that a buddha, including the historical figure Gautama Buddha, must be male became entrenched within the religion. In light of this it is interesting to note that in China and Japan, Avalokiteśvara, the bosatsu, or Bodhisattva of compassion, which was originally male, has been represented in female figures (e.g., Hibo Kannon); this was presumably done to balance the masculine-oriented Buddhist pantheon. A Bodhisattva is a personage in an intermediary stage in the evolution of an ordinary person into a buddha. Characteristically, a Bodhisattva tries to answer the appeals of the struggling faithful without asking for anything in return. Such a manifestation of generous love, much akin to that associated with a mother, probably led people to cast these saints in the figure of female statues.

Yet, if buddha were defined as male, then how could women achieve salvation? Yet to deny the possibility of salvation for women was contradictory to the notion of universal salvation preached by Mahayana Buddhism. The possibility of salvation for women was further diminished by the concept of the “five hindrances” stated in the Lotus Sutra, which refer to the five  existences that women can never achieve: the four Indian Gods (Brahma, Shakra [Indra], Mara, and Cakravartin) and Buddha. To get around this contradiction, the notion of a “metamorphosed male” was introduced, meaning that women could become a Buddha after becoming a male.

Similarily discriminatory are the “three obediences” for women: “Women must obey their father as a daughter, once married obey their husband, and when widowed, obey their son. Women must not become independent” (Manu Hoten, chap. 5, 148). The idea of three obediences was brought into Japan in the Mahayana sutras, and, hand in hand with a Confucian teaching of a similar nature, crucially influenced women’s education in Japan. The Mahayana sutras are not, however, entirely antifeminist. Some of them guarantee equality between the sexes in the process of becoming a Buddha, an idea that goes back to the original teaching by Gautama Buddha. A religion based on an egalitarian concept of human beings would have raised the questions posed in the Chinese sutra: “How could a man achieve Satori if a woman could not?” and “Can there be any difference between the sexes in terms of one’s desire to achieve Satori?” (Hai-lung-wang-ching, bk. 3 [A.D. 414], qtd. in Iwamoto 1980, 75). The idea, however, that women and men are essentially equal did not become part of the mainstream of Buddhist doctrine.




Acceptance of Buddhism and Rejection of Female Priests by a United Japan 

In the middle of the sixth century Mahayana Buddhism was brought to Japan by the scholar Wani, an envoy of the king of the Korean kingdom of Paikche, together with other features of Chinese civilization, including Confucianism and the Chinese writing system. In 584 Buddhist nuns first made their appearance, and soon thereafter the temple Sakuraiji was built in Nara for these nuns. It was not until twenty years later that the monastery Kentsuji was built for monks. This twenty-year gap is interesting in terms of how it signified Japanese attitudes toward Buddhism at the time. When these first Japanese Buddhist nuns were selected, there was an expectation or hope that they would have the kind of shamanic and charismatic powers that had been found in Himiko and other queens of ancient Japan. The nuns were regarded as priestesses or conductors of religious ceremonies.

In 624 all Buddhist monks and nuns were placed under the central control of the Emperor and the government. There is no concrete evidence indicating discrimination between monks and nuns until the middle of the Nara era (646-794). Thus, for example, nuns and monks were allowed to recite sutras in the same place. The Japanese view of women in Buddhism had not been affected by the discriminatory statements found in the Mahayana sutras.

This changed during the eighth century, as more women became nuns and more temples were built for female Buddhists. In Kinai (within the capital district) thirteen nunneries were built, and provincial temples were built for monks as well as for nuns by order of the Shomu emperor and the Komyo empress consort. In this era each monastery had a partner nunnery; Todaiji and Hokkeniji, for example, were treated as a “pair temples,” as were Saidaiji and Sairyuniji. There seems also to have been an economic link between the partners: monasteries were in charge of the finances of nunneries. The nunneries had such a dependent status that they were referred to as “the laundry room of monasteries” in the Nihon sandai jitsuroku, a record from the ninth century. It seems that nunneries were subordinate to monasteries, and nuns were expected to serve monks and secular men in their everyday life. Thus, the relationship between a monastery and a nunnery, in the eighth century, seems to have been parallel to that between men and women in the secular world.

As Buddhism came increasingly under state control and was used to promote and protect the nation, it became increasingly patriarchal. While priests became functionaries of the state, nuns were regarded as less and less welcome. After the year 730 nuns were gradually banned from chanting in the court and in other official Buddhist ceremonies. In the mid-ninth century, for a period of time women were restricted from entering religious life. These developments parallel the history of women’s gradual expulsion from important functions within the Shinto religion in the previous era.




Concept of Female Impurity 

In the Heian era (794–1185/1192) the notions of five hindrances and three obediences repeatedly mentioned in the Mahayana sutras, mixed with the indigenous Japanese idea of ritual purity and blood as a source of impurity, led to the establishment of the view that women were sinful and could not obtain salvation. “Blood impurity” refers to the fact that menstruation and childbirth were seen as sources of uncleanliness and, therefore, a cause of ceremonial impurity.

It is debatable when this idea began and whether it originated in Shinto or in Buddhism. In any case there seem to have existed in early Japanese history, special tsukigoya (“monthly huts”) and “parturition huts,” isolated sheds to which women withdrew during menstruation and childbirth. Some say that the reason for this was to avoid defilement by blood, while others, including Shinobu Orikuchi, feel that it was an expression, instead,  of the awe of blood and its sacred power (1955, 466f.). Women’s bleeding has been viewed ambivalently in many cultures; as a source of life and power, it has been both worshipped and feared. What is clear is that the idea of blood impurity is not found in Kojiki or in Nihon shoki, which chronicle the beginnings and earliest history of Japan. In the mid-Heian era (ninth to twelfth centuries) “female bleeding” came to be regarded as a source of defilement, and since that time women have been prohibited from taking part in Shinto ceremonies while menstruating.3

Following the establishment in the seventh century of a national system of administration, women became excluded from posts in major religious institutions. In Shinto, however, women were not thought to be impure or sinful beings but, rather, impure only during menstruation and puerperium. Today it may appear as if Shinto is free from sex discrimination, since women are able to perform the same religious duties as men within Shinto institutions. Yet the idea of blood impurity is still very much present. Thus, for example, female staff members are required to take hormone pills and control their menstruation schedule in order to avoid polluting religious ceremonies.

Among Buddhists it was thought in ancient India that human birth was defiled because it originated from the parents’ sexual pleasure (Nagata 1986, 677). Yet, fairly old Buddhist sutras such as Choagon Kyo (Dirghâyama) and Ashukubukkoku Kyo (Aksobhyasya tathâgatasya vyûha [A.D.147]) deal with women’s body and childbirth in a positive way, mentioning a possible painless childbirth in the ideal paradise. More ascetic sutras written for monks such as the Lotus Sutra and the Sukavativyuha Sutra (dating back roughly two thousand years), in contrast, inheriting the original Indian idea, state that being born through the vagina involves impurity. Therefore, an ideal birth was a supernatural one. Bodhisattvas, Buddhas, and other religious entities were supposed to have entered their mother’s womb through the help of God and to have been born from her right armhole.




Concept of Woman as the “Sinful” and “Unsalvable” 

An admixture of the two ideas blood impurity and “impure women” led to the establishment of the belief that women are sinful and cannot attain salvation. Honen (1133-1212), for example, the founder of the Jodo, or Pure Land, sect, regarded women as “being too sinful and facing too many obstacles to acceptance by any of the Buddhist paradises” (Kasahara 1984, 58). This negative view of women is found in writings of women themselves. The mother of General Udaisho Michitsuna (tenth century), writing in her diary, Kagero nikki, talks about her conflict with her husband, describes  herself as “sinful,” and relates how she repeatedly made up her mind to become a nun, confining herself for periods of time in different temples. Even Izumi Shikibu, who is known for her unusually liberated thinking, complains in her diary (ca. 1004) about not being admitted to Mount Hiei because of women’s sinfulness. In one of her poems she expresses the wish that she were a flower on the hat of a monk so that she could go on the holy Mount Hiei. Murasaki Shikibu, in her novel The Tale of Genji (ca. 1011), analyzes the reasons for women’s lack of virtue and unsalvability. She makes the criticism that it is because women only wish to depend on others, and therefore lack the ability to take leadership, that they are said to be lacking in virtue. She seems to have meant to say that a woman should not depend so much on the conditions of her father, husband, and sons that she could not be secure, but rather, she should be independent, just as men were. Her appeal for women’s independence seems so insightful that it still is one of the key points in today’s feminism.




Concept of Metamorphosis 

The image of women as “defiled” and “sinful” grew not only out of the concept of impurity by blood but also from the notions of the three obediences and five hindrances. It was in order to provide a means for women to overcome these obstacles to the attainment of buddhahood and salvation that the notion of “metamorphosis” was proposed. According to this idea, a woman could become a Buddha and be reborn again in the Pure Land after first being changed to a man. This principle, which is prominent in the Lotus Sutra and in the three great Amida Sutras (second to fifth centuries A.D.), has, since the Heian era, represented the only means through which women might obtain salvation.

The idea of metamorphosis became more important in the Muromachi era (fourteenth to fifteenth centuries) with the introduction from China of the folk belief in the Ketsubon Sutra that all women who have given birth to a child will go to the hell of blood. This belief held that blood shed in the process of childbirth polluted the earth, which in turn polluted the rivers, which could eventually pollute monks if they unwittingly took the water for their tea. In the Edo era (seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) the idea of blood pollution was expanded to include menstrual bleeding, so that it came to be believed that all women would go to the hell of blood after death. Despite a general skepticism about the orthodoxy of such a belief, this Chinese idea became widely spread in Japan and thereby functioned to promote negative attitudes toward women.




Exclusion of Women from Buddhist Temples 

This belief regarding the impurity and sinfulness of women became manifested in the phenomenon whereby women were excluded from certain of the state Buddhist temples. In some cases, such as the temple at Mount Koya and at Mount Hiei, the temple as well as the entire mountain on which it stood were closed off to women, whereas in other cases, such as Todaiji, Yakushiji, Horyuji, and Zenkoji temples, only the innermost sanctuary of the temples were made off limits to women.

Originally, temples excluded women to keep monks free from sexual distractions. In other words, the rejection of women by Buddhist temples was introduced for the purpose of maintaining the religious order. A legend that was passed on to support the orthodoxy of this practice of rejecting women at Mount Hiei and Kinpusen temples goes thus: when a nun, Toran, tried to enter the sanctuary, a horrible disaster occurred, and she was destroyed because of her impurity, and the sanctuary was thereby saved. This legend and its variants can be read, from a feminist viewpoint, to be paradoxical; the real force of the religion was revealed only when confronted by the impurity of women (Abe 1989, 188). Thus, the exclusion of women, which was originally practiced as a means of maintaining the discipline of monks, became established as a method of giving added power and authority to the temples. The temples that followed this practice were precisely those that were closely connected with the ruling power, which looked to religion as a means of control.




Criticism of Women’s Exclusion 

What is clear regarding this practice of female exclusion which served religious and political functions is that, whatever the rationale, it was created by men. There were some attempts to oppose this absurd practice as early as the tenth century. Besides the nun Toran, who tried to enter a sanctuary, additional examples are found in literature such as in the Noh plays Sotoba no Komachi, by Kan’ami, and Tatatsu no Saemon, by Zeami (Abe 1989, 189). These cases, however, were exceptional. Even radical thinkers, such as the founders of the new Buddhist sects of the Kamakura era (twelfth to thirteenth centuries), Honen (1133-1212), Shinran (1173-1262), Nichiren (1222-82), and Myoe (1173-1232), did not criticize the exclusion of women by the temples.

The only exception was the Zen patriarch Dogen (1200-1253). In a chapter of his Shobogenzo entitled “Raihaitokuzui” he clearly criticized the exclusion of women by ancient Buddhism, claiming that it was an evil practice and had no grounding in actual religious principles. He even criticized, implicitly, the five hindrances to women’s attainment of salvation mentioned in the Lotus Sutra. In this respect Dogen may deserve the title of feminist. However, after he moved to Eihei Temple in Echizen in 1243, he began to claim that leaving the worldly life was sacrosanct and became more supportive of the practice of female exclusion by the temples. Dogen appears to have felt the same ambivalence that Buddha held. And their ambivalence seems to exemplify the dilemma frequently encountered in religious life between asceticism and sexuality. It was not until the seventeenth century that liberal ideas expressed by Dogen in his earlier years reappeared.




The Ie Structure of Religious Organizations 

In order to understand why it took so long for another liberal philosopher such as Dogen to emerge and why the practice of female exclusion persisted so tenaciously, we need to examine another critical factor, which has to do with the characteristically Japanese-style ie (household, or family) social organization of these temples. While the monks lived atop the holy mountains conducting various religious affairs in service of the nation, their wives, mothers, and sisters resided in a separate community called a satobo at the foot of the mountains under the protection of the monks, leading a religious life and performing their assigned roles—sewing and washing the monks’ clothing and preparing their meals. A satobo also functioned as an asylum for women who lacked protection and as a new home for those who had abandoned the worldly life (Nishiguchi 1987, 54). A satobo represented the closest connection a woman could have to the religious sanctuary of the mountaintop. Many of these satobo originated with the mothers of some famous monks. Legends tell of elderly mothers who lived religious lives under the protection of their sons, who led spiritual lives atop the mountains and eventually died, watched over by their sons, and were believed to be reborn in the Pure Land. Tales of mothers of great monks such as Saicho, Kukai, and Ennogyoja have been loved by the local people, and these women have come to be worshipped as patron saints of safe delivery and nursing.

What we find, then, is that while, on the one hand, the religious sanctuaries atop the mountains were restricted only to men, on the other hand, a separate religious space (ie) was created for their female family members. The ultimate wish of these women was to die with their men beside them and be buried at the top of the holy mountain, which represented paradise. Women could reach the top of the holy mountain only after death.

It has been a normal Buddhist practice since the feudal age for a priest  to serve at a temple supported at the same time by his own ie, or family. In particular, the Jodo Shin sect has had an ie within the organization from the very beginning of history. However, the status of the wives, who functioned as the main support within the ie, has always been low, and women have never been allowed to become head of a temple, a tradition that is now severely criticized by feminists. Even in the Jodo Shin sect, despite the importance of the ie in its philosophy, Shinran, Zongaku, Rennyo, and all the other priests espoused the idea of differentiated gender roles and supported the notion of metamorphosis. This contradictory fact has recently attracted critical attentions of male researchers (Endo 1989).

Women, through their role within the ie, have been a source of support behind the development of various Buddhist sects in Japan in greater or lesser degrees.4 The fact that, in spite of this, women’s status has been held down and their freedom of thought restricted is due in large degree to the importance given, at least in principle, to the Buddhist concept of “leaving the worldly life.” In reality this idea has been distorted in the process of undergoing assimilation in the Japanese setting, as demonstrated in the discussion of women’s presence within the ie attached to the monasteries. Japanese Buddhist groups must now undertake a reexamination of how this distortion came about and reconsider the status and position of women.




Sexism in the “New Religions” 

Buddhism was imported to Japan, and it became diffused within the population from the top down. On the other hand, the so-called new religions,5 to which I will now turn, are indigenous to Japanese society. They, too, however, are characterized by sexism.

What is collectively called “new religions” vary considerably in terms of length of existence. Among the older ones membership dates back several generations; others came into being in the period immediately following World War II, amid the social upheaval that prevailed in postwar Japanese society; while the most recent ones were established in the 1970s. These new religions also differ in terms of their belief systems. Yet they also share many characteristics in common. One of them is that their religious authority is derived from the traditional religions, such as Shinto, Buddhism, and Christianity. In this respect, all the new religions can be said to be another sect or offshoots of the traditional ones. A second common characteristic is that these new religions have created a pseudofamily, that is, an organization just like the ie, with the founder as the “parent” and the religious community leaders as elder siblings. This characteristic seems to provide a feeling of security to those who might lack the support of a real family and  have not found help through traditional religions or from social service organizations. A third common feature shared by these new religions is that most of them have actively sought to play an influential role in national politics.

These religions show a similarity to the traditional religions of Japan such as Shinto and Buddhism in terms of their historical development and structure. The case of Rissho Koseikai, an offshoot of the Nichiren sect of Buddhism, is a good illustration (see Osumi 1989). Rissho Koseikai was originally founded in 1936 by a woman possessing shamanistic charisma, assisted by a man who was in charge of the establishment of laws and doctrines. In the early period following its establishment seven out of eight leaders were women. After the death of the shamanic woman following the war, however, the group began to emphasize systematizing the religious doctrines and building its organization. Today the key figures consist exclusively of men, and there is a fixed division of gender roles within the organization, with men in charge of the bureaucratic functions and women performing the various daily routines at the local chapters.

The concept of unequal sex roles is widely accepted within the new religions. Moreover, their followers are encouraged to emulate this concept in their own family lives, with the husband assuming the role of leader and the wife that of subordinate. For example, Sokagakkai, founded in the 1930s, upholds a domestic role for women, based on the teaching of Nichiren, founder of the Nichiren sect of Buddhism, that “a woman, while subordinating herself to all (including men), is able to control all (including men)” (Inoue 1988, 286). Although a woman must subordinate herself to her husband, an exception is made in the case in which a husband opposes the wife’s membership in the religious organization. Another new religion, Jissenrinrikoseikai, which was founded immediately following World War II, compares the roles of the husband and wife to those of the engine car, performing the dominant, active role, and the trailed car, which is subordinate and passive. In these religious organizations women are repeatedly taught to cultivate obedience rather than to be clever, and the religious magazines carry many stories showing how an obedient wife successfully manages to resolve family problems (Numata 1988, 236). The hierarchical distinctions derived from Confucianism, too, are widely accepted among these new religions.

To summarize the ideas common among new religions, the role of women is perceived as that of maintaining the family by taking care of the spirits of ancestors and stillborn children and caring for elderly parents, while the role of men is to contribute toward the maintenance of national prosperity through their work in industry. The picture coincides with the  welfare policy of the Liberal Democratic Party, which held power in Japan throughout most of the years following World War II, until 2009. The new religions thus provide ethical support for the maintenance of the present system of Japanese society, which retains a central role for the ie.

What reasons account for the fact that the new religions attract so many female followers? According to Inoue (1988) and Numata (1988), the answer can be found in the fact that these religions perform the following types of functions:1. They offer help and advice on problems housewives commonly confront (mothers-in-law, husbands, children’s education).
2. They provide companionship as well as activities for women to fill the void left by husbands who are busily caught up in their work and children who have grown and gone off on their own.
3. Housewives can find a sense of purpose by participating in religiousaffiliated activities within their communities.
4. The notion of “obedient wife and responsible mother” espoused by these religions, provides a measure of stability and peace, superficial though it may be, within the family.
5. They provide opportunities for women to engage in self-expression and gain experience in the larger society by allowing them to assume positions of responsibility and leadership within the organization, for example, presiding over or speaking before large groups of followers.


Incidentally, with regard to this last point, giving women opportunities to perform various executive-type functions veils the sexism that is in fact characteristic of these religious organizations.




Conclusion 

The women of Japan today constitute a highly diverse population both in terms of the values they hold and the lifestyles they lead. Are either the traditional religions or the new religions capable of responding adequately to the emotional sufferings experienced by these diverse types of women—housewives who suffer from loneliness in spite of living with their families, single women, married but childless women, unmarried mothers, women who are caught in a dilemma between career and family life? What must be done—what changes must be undertaken—in order that women can be truly liberated as women, rather than from being a woman?

One of the obstacles that has been preventing Buddhism and the new  religions from recognizing the various values that women hold is their adherence to family-like structure. The Constitution, which was enacted in 1947 following World War II, contained several provisions aimed at abolishing the traditional family system and securing equality of the sexes within the family. The sexism inherent in Japanese religions will continue to prevail so long as the family system is maintained. The function and meaning of this family system and the role of women within that system, particularly the domestic functions performed by them, must be reexamined and reevaluated in order for women to achieve a solid status within the sphere of organized religion. There is another factor that has prevented feminist issues from being clearly perceived in Japanese society—namely, a lack of individual consciousness and a sense of individuals making decisions for themselves and taking responsibility for themselves. In Western societies one tends to regard things in terms of dichotomies, for example, between sacred and secular, right and wrong, or superior and inferior, and then to proceed to do away with those elements that are seen as negative. In Japan, however, there is a tendency to accept and try to harmonize both the good and the bad rather than to seek to make clear the differences. Within this milieu individual qualities and abilities are often ignored. Social pressures encourage people to be as similar to others as possible and to maintain the status quo rather than seek to change it.

This kind of society, which tends to accept everything without analysis or criticism and to embrace all of its members indiscriminately so long as they stay within the social order, has been labeled a “maternal society” by the psychologist Hayao Kawai (1976). In such a society individuals are not required or encouraged to decide matters for themselves. By extension, in such a society individuals are unlikely to think seriously about feminist issues and to raise such questions as, “Who is wrong?” and “Who are the enemies of feminism?” Men, too, are robbed of their autonomy in the social organizations in which they work and are therefore also victims.

Our society is structured in such a way that all Japanese, of both sexes and at all levels, are forced to surrender their freedom for the sake of maintaining harmony and order within the larger social organization, that is, the nation. The pursuit of feminist issues within the Japanese context inevitably leads to consideration of other fundamental issues. One of these is the responsibility incumbent on those of us who have tended to entrust everything to organizational structures such as the nation, industry, and educational institutions to cultivate our own wills and personalities and to mature into individuals who can exercise independence and initiative in directing our lives.




Notes 

1   In March 1992 the technical chief of a local Construction Ministry site became the first female field officer to enter a tunnel being built by the government. In October 1990 a female reporter for a Japanese newspaper had been banned from attending a ribboncutting ceremony for a tunnel in Yamagata Prefecture (“Woman defies taboo, enters tunnel,” Japan Times, March 22, 1992, 3).
2   Christianity was introduced to Japan in 1549 by the Jesuit priest Francis Xavier. While it was initially tolerated and even encouraged under the rule of Nobunaga, following the ascension of Hideyoshi various edicts were issued banning it, and under Ieyasu persecution of Christians became more intense. Christianity vanished from the scene, although it continued to be practiced secretly by converts. It was not until 1873 that complete religious freedom was granted. At present Christians constitute just 1 percent of the total Japanese population. There are several complex reasons that have been set forth to explain why Christianity has not gained a significant foothold in Japan, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to go into these explanations. One important factor, however, is that the Christian concept of a spiritual, non-blood related brotherhood or family could not compete against the concept of the traditional family system, with its emphasis on the primacy of ties based on blood.
3   See, for example, Engishiki (Institutes of the Engi Period), a collection of codes of laws completed in 927, and Kinpisho, a book written by Emperor Juntoku and completed around 1221, which records the history and origin of imperial court ceremonies and sets forth the rules and etiquette for carrying out such ceremonies.
4   It should be mentioned that in the seventeenth century temples were established by nuns to which women seeking to sever a marriage (which was extremely difficult for a woman to do) were able to flee.
5   This section is a translation of part of an essay written in German by the author titled “Weiblichkeitssymbolik and Seximus in alten und neuen Religionen Japans” (Feminine symbolism and sexism in old and new religions in Japan), in Japan—ein Land der Frauen? (Japan—a women’s country?), ed. Elizabeth Gössmann (Munich: Iudicium Verlag, 1991), chap. 5, pp. 124-29.



Works Cited 

Abe, Yasuro. 1989. “Nyonin kinsei to suisan” (Prohibition of women and self-imposition). In Miko to megami (Maidens and goddesses), ed. Kazuo Osumi et al. Tokyo: Heibonsha.

Endo, Hajime. 1989. “Bomori izen no koto” (The origin of marriage for priests of the Jodo Shin Sect). In Shinjin to kuyo (Faith and service for the dead), ed. Kazuo Osumi et al. Tokyo: Heibonsha.

Inoue, Setsuko. 1988. Shufu o misuru shin shukyo (The new religions that charm housewives). Tokyo: Tanizawa shobo.

———. 1989. “Bukkyo no josei sabetsu ni tachiatta onnatachi (Women who criticized sexism in Buddhism). Shukyo joho (Religious News), no. 32 (June): 115. Iwamoto, Yutaka. 1980. Bukkyo to josei (Buddhism and women). Tokyo: Daisan bunmeisha.

Kasahara, Kazuo. 1984. Bukkyo ni miru Nihon josei kaiho-shi (History of women’s liberation as seen in Buddhism). Tokyo: Hoso daigaku kyoiku shinkokai.

Kawai, Hayao. 1976. Bosei shakai Nihon no byori (The pathology of Japan’s maternal society). Tokyo: Chuokoronsha.

Manu Hoten (Laws of Manu). 1991. Trans. Nobuyuki Watase. Tokyo: Chuokoronsha.

Nagata, Mizu. 1986. “Butten ni miru boseikan” (View of motherhood in Buddhist scriptures). In Bosei o tou (Questioning motherhood), vol. 1, ed. Haruko Wakita. Tokyo: Jinbun shoin.

Nishiguchi, Junko. 1987. Onna no chikara (The power of women). Tokyo: Heibonsha.

Numata, Kenya. 1988. Gendai Nihon no shin shukyo (New religions in contemporary Japan). Tokyo: Sogensha.

Okano, Haruko. 1988. “Himmel ohne Frauen” (Heaven without women). In Das Gold im Wachs (The gold in wax), ed. E. Gössmann and G. Zobel. Munich: Iudicium Verlag.

———. 1990. “Nihon josei no shukyojo no ichi” (The status of Japanese women in religion). In Nihon-Doitsu: josei no atarashii uneri (Japan and Germany: the new surge of women), ed. Tokyo doitsu bunka senta (German Cultural Center). Tokyo: Kawai shuppan.

Orikuchi, Shinobu. 1955. Oguri Hangan-ron no keikaku (The plan for a study on Oguri Hangan). Orikuchi Shinobu zenshu (Complete works of Shinobu Orikuchi), vol. 3. Tokyo: Chuokoronsha.

Osumi, Kazuo. 1989. “Shin shukyo ni miru josei no katsudo” (The activities of women as seen in the new religions). In Shinjin to kuyo (Faith and service for the dead), ed. Kazuo Osumi et al. Tokyo: Heibonsha.

“Woman Defies Taboo, Enters Tunnel.” 1992. Japan Times. March 22.






3

Who’s Afraid of Kiku Amino? Gender Conflict and the Literary Canon

Chieko M. Ariga

 

 

 

Kiku Amino (1900-1978) seems to have disappeared from the scene of Japanese literature today. A writer born in turn-of-the century Japan, she was a contemporary of Yuriko Miyamoto (1899-1951), and, like other women writers of her day, wrote semi-auto-biographical fiction (“I-fiction,” or shishosetsu). During her long and prolific writing career, which spanned nearly sixty years, Amino received wide public recognition and many literary prizes and awards. Her works were acclaimed for their detached observations and her style for its unadorned plainness by the critics and writers of her time.

Given this profile, it is curious that Amino is not treated as a major author in literary history books and guides to Japanese literature published today. Most of the books on Japanese authors which have been published in Japan in recent decades do not even mention her name. For example, in Nihon kindai bungaku no shiso to jokyo (Ideology and circumstances of modern Japanese literature [Odagiri 1971]), only two women writers, Ineko Sata and Sakae Tsuboi, are represented. In Nihon no kindai bungaku (Modern Japanese literature, [Wada 1982]) Amino’s name does not appear, while other women writers contemporary to her—such as Kanoko Okamoto (1889-1939), Yuriko Miyamoto, Chiyo Uno (1897-1996), Fumiko Hayashi (1903-51), Taiko Hirabayashi (1905-71), Sakae Tsuboi (1900-1967), Ineko Sata (1904-1998), and Yaeko Nogami (1885-1985)—are all mentioned. Likewise, in Kindai joryu bungaku (Modern Japanese literature by women, 1983) the works of Kanoko Okamoto, Fumiko Hayashi, Taiko Hirabayshi, and Ineko Sata are detailed.

There is no question about the artistry of the women writers included, but why is Amino excluded from the canon of Japanese women authors? This essay will maintain that Amino’s exclusion from the canon of both male and female Japanese authors stems from the fact the women she depicted in her fiction did not conform to the patriarchal definition of “woman.”1 In the course of this discussion, I will reveal the mechanism of ideological control and exclusion operating in the Japanese literary institution.2




Japanese Women’s Literature Defined by the Patriarchal Institution 

Before the Meiji period (1868-1912), few women produced literature, except during the Heian period (794-1192), known as “the flourishing age of literature by court ladies.” A host of court ladies at the imperial palace—including Murasaki Shikibu, Sei Shonagon, Izumi Shikibu, Michitsuna’s mother, and Sugawara no Takasue’s daughter—left diaries and fictional tales depicting the lives of the royal family and aristocrats centered around love relationships between men and women. The most well-known works are Murasaki Shikibu’s Genji monogatari (The Tale of Genji) and Sei Shonagon’s Makura no soshi (The Pillow Book), both assumed to have been written in the early eleventh century. In subsequent periods, writing by women disappeared for the most part, a consequence of having a military government whose political foundation was Confucianism.3 The social order was based upon the Confucian family system in which women’s roles were defined solely as those of wife and mother. This left little opportunity for them to participate in the world of letters. It was not until the Meiji period that women started writing again.

In the Meiji period the most recognized women writers were Ichiyo Higuchi (1872-96), who left fictional pieces on the life of an ordinary woman, and the poet Akiko Yosano (1878-1942). The other writers followed, including Yuriko Miyamoto and the writers of her generation, who actively wrote semi-autobiographical fiction in the Taisho (1912-25) and Showa (1925-89) periods. The works of Fumiko Enchi (1905-86) and Aya Koda (1904-90) became popular after World War II. In the 1950s the so-called first wave of women writers emerged. Writers like Ayako Sono (b. 1931), Sawako Ariyoshi (1931-84), Yumiko Kurahashi (1935-2005), and Harumi Setouchi (b. 1922) were followed by a second wave of writers: Taeko Kono (b. 1926), Seiko Tanabe (b. 1928), Setsuko Tsumura (b. 1928), Minako Oba (1930-2007), Takako Takahashi (b. 1932), Taeko Tomioka (b. 1935), Mieko Kanai (b. 1947), and Yuko Tsushima (b. 1947).4 In the works of these postwar writers, the subject matter expanded to include hatred of motherhood, womanhood, or women’s bodies; some wrote on social and political issues, unlike the prewar writers.5

In recent years the number of Japanese writers who are women has grown, partly because “women’s literature” is now being promoted commercially, sometimes involving lucrative film or television adaptations. The recipients of the prestigious Akutagawa and Naoki literary awards include more and more women. If one includes such contemporary best-selling writers as Mariko Hayashi, Eimi Yamada, and Banana Yoshimoto, it indeed appears that women are flourishing on the Japanese literary scene.

Yet to conclude from this evidence that women occupy a prestigious position in the Japanese literary establishment would not be quite correct. Even though many of them have excellent reputations, their literature is still largely relegated to the confines of women’s literature. Compared with men’s literature, women’s literature occupies only a secondary status in the orthodoxy of the Japanese literary establishment. In fact, as in the West, women’s works are almost always classified by Japanese literary scholarship as joryu bungaku (female-school literature), which treats subjects peculiar to women, as opposed to bungaku (literature), which treats subjects considered universal, serious, and important (Hijiya-Kirschnereit 1986, 11). The arrangement of typical bungaku zenshu (complete works of literature series) well proves this point. Women’s works are customarily put together in separate volumes, regardless of their differences in style or the time in which they lived.

As pointed out by many female writers and scholars, such categories are clearly a product of male culture.6 Of course, for generations the very nature of literature that all but excluded women ensured that the pre-Meiji works by women were appropriated by male scholars and philologists. This tradition has continued into present-day literary scholarship. Works after the Meiji period are often divided into kindai Nihon bungaku (modern Japanese literature) and gendai bungaku (contemporary Japanese literature); the evaluation of these, too, has remained exclusively in the hands of male writers and critics. Among those active in the elite Tokyo coterie (bundan) in the Taisho and early Showa periods were naturalist (shizenshugi) writers and the White Birch (shirakabaha) group. Centering around small-scale literary journals circulated among a small number of literature lovers, these people actively wrote and set the standard of the literature of their day (Fowler 1988, 131-32).

The Tokyo coterie eventually dissipated as political pressure forced them to cooperate with the wartime effort. Also, commercialism gradually took over in the Showa period (1926-89). Publishers became interested in selling more copies of books, rather than small-scale journals and magazines written by specialists (ibid., 141). Next came the age of postwar bundan, which includes the established writers and critics, some freelancers, and others belonging to academic institutions. This group includes people such as Hideo Kobayashi, Sei Ito, Ken Hirano, Mitsuo Nakamura, Shuichi Kato, Saiichi Maruya, Jun Eto, and Kojin Karatani, to name a few.

Looking over the past one hundred years of Japanese literary culture, however, one has a hard time finding women who were included in the mainstream literary criticism. In fact, the sheer numbers of Japanese women writers recognized in this century tend to obscure the fact that women have  hardly been represented in the evaluative body of the core Japanese literary institutions. In the words of the feminist critic Chizuko Ueno (1993, 5):The predominance of men in literature has been fostered and perpetuated by well-entrenched patterns in publishing, reviewing, and marketing literary works. There is only a handful of female critics, leaving men to virtually monopolize the field as well as the screening committees for the major literary prizes given to works considered “superior.”7





It is normally the case that the critical commentary and introduction attached to a literary work or volume are written by major bundan male critics, as is most typically observed in the bungaku zenshu published by Chuokoron, Nihon no bungaku (Japanese literature, 1964-1970). Even in the eight volumes of Gendai no joryu bungaku (Modern women’s literature, 1974-1975), published by the Mainichi Newspaper company and edited by women writers, Fumiko Enchi and Ineko Sata, the critical essays about the works are all written by male critics. The most glaring example is Gendai nihon bungaku zenshu (Complete works of contemporary Japanese literature, 1956-1959), which includes three volumes containing major critical essays by literary critics from the Meiji period to the 1950s: out of a total of eighty-six critics, there is not a single woman.

Books on female-school literature are also often written and edited by male critics and scholars: for example, Shintei Meiji joryu sakkaron (A newly revised account of Meiji women writers) (1983) and Monogatari joryu bundanshi (An anecdotal history of women writers, vol. 2, 1977)8. Almost all book reviews on Japanese literature in major newspapers and magazines are done by bundan male critics as well. Even though the recent rise of feminist scholarship is gradually challenging and changing this situation, still, as far as the mainstream literary criticism is concerned, women’s participation is extremely limited.9

Women’s works are evaluated and institutionalized as female-school literature in this heavily male-dominated literary milieu, meaning that, if a writer is not recognized as one of the major writers by bundan male critics, she is more than likely not to be included in the canon of Japanese literature. 10 In what follows I will explore Amino’s exclusion from the literary canon by examining the representation of women in her works—women who defy the established category of “woman.” For a comparison, I will also look at the representation of women in the works of women writers contemporary with Amino who are considered to be major—namely, Fumiko Hayashi, Taiko Hirabayashi, Yuriko Miyamoto, Sakae Tsuboi, and Chiyo Uno. The investigation will reveal that the major difference between their works and Amino’s works is that, in the former case, women are always  constructed in relationship to men. The conclusion suggests that the implication in Amino’s work of the “woman alone” and the “female grotesque” in the context of compulsory heterosexual economy has much to do with Kiku Amino’s exclusion from the Japanese literary canon.




A Profile of Kiku Amino 

Kiku Amino was born to the family of a self-employed harness manufacturer in 1900.11 Her mother was from Tatsuno in Nagano prefecture. Amino’s childhood was full of turmoil. Having had an affair with a younger man, her mother was abandoned by her family and later publicly accused of adultery in a lawsuit pressed by her father, when Amino was seven. Then three stepmothers came one after another, all of whom either died or disappeared. Her biography says that, when the second mother died and the third mother was to come, Amino attempted suicide. Her childhood often became the subject of her writings. Even though her upbringing was not a happy one, at least her father’s business was going well, especially after the Russo-Japanese War (1904-5), when war supplies such as harnesses became in great demand. Amino was allowed to take lessons in classical Japanese singing and guitar.

After finishing girls’ high school, she was to take sewing lessons, but, because she was a good student, her parents reluctantly gave her permission to go to a women’s college. In 1916 Amino entered Japan Women’s University to study English literature. Yuriko Miyamoto was her classmate. After graduating in 1920, she started publishing her work while serving on the editorial staff of the university alumnae newsletter. Her first published work was Aki (Autumn, 1920). Between 1922 and 1925 she attended lectures in the Russian Department at Waseda University. On the recommendation of Naoya Shiga (1883-1971), Amino’s lifetime mentor and friend, her two works, Ie (The Family, 1925) and Mitsuko (1926), were published.

In 1930 Amino married and went to Manchuria with her husband. In 1938 they divorced. This experience is depicted in Tsumatachi (Wives, 1943). During World War II she produced such collections of stories as Wakai hi (Youth, 1942), Itoko (Cousins, 1943), and Yuki no yama (Snowy Mountains, 1943). Representative works after the war include Tsukimono (Possessed by Evil Spirits, 1946) and Kin no kan (The Golden Casket, 1947), for which she received the Women Writers’ Award. From time to time she also translated Russian and English works, including children’s stories, such as Hi no tori (Firebirds, 1955) and Semushi no kouma (A Hunchback Pony, 1957). She also wrote a biography of Charlotte Bronte (Sharotto Bronte den, 1942).

Amino’s works received more and more public recognition, especially after Sakura no hana (Cherry Blossoms, 1961), which brought her yet two more literary awards. The succeeding works, Yureru ashi (Blown Reed, 1964) and Ichigo ichie (The Crucial Encounter, 1967), which received the Yomiuri Literary Award, were also successful. The following year she received the Japan Art Academy Award. She continued to write until her death. Her later works include Enzan no yuki (Snow in the Distant Mountains, 1971), Hi no sasu heya (A Room with Sunlight, 1975), and a collection of essays, Kokoro no saigetsu (Years in My Heart, 1972). She died in 1978 at the age of seventy-eight.




Representations of Women in Writings by Amino’s Contemporaries 

We will now look at the literary representation of women in the works of female-school writers contemporaneous with Amino—namely, Yuriko Miyamoto, Fumiko Hayashi, Taiko Hirabayashi, Sakae Tsuboi, and Chiyo Uno. They provide a good comparison, since they all were born at the turn of the century and, like Amino, wrote semi-autobiographical fiction in one form or another. For this analysis I have selected those works with a reputation for being fairly representative of each author. Let me note at the outset that it is not my intention here to devalue the merits of works by these authors; separate levels of analyses of their works are certainly important. For the purpose of this essay, however, I must risk reducing their texts for representational analysis.

Let us first look at the women in the texts of Yuriko Miyamoto and Taiko Hirabayashi, both of whom were successful proletarian writers. Miyamoto, probably the best known of all, is remembered for her leftist activity in political movements against the dictatorial military government of the prewar period. Despite the active revolutionary “proletarian writer” label put on Miyamoto, the women she constructed in her texts are often faithful and dedicated to the men who are the center of their lives.

For example, Banshu heiya (Banshu Plain, 1947),12 considered to be one of her most successful works, is about the life of a woman, Hiroko, during World War II. It is said to be a political work, envisioning a positive future for communism in Japan. Yet a close reading reveals it to be as much a study of the main character’s struggle to be a good, loyal wife and daughter-in-law in a male-centered family system. Hiroko’s husband, Jukichi, is jailed for his leftist activities during the war. Hiroko, herself an active member of the proletarian movement, is a good caretaker who supports her husband and his family both financially and morally during his twelve-year absence.  Frequent visits to his prison, more than a thousand letters written to him, and her care for his family matters attest to her devotion as a patient and enduring wife who waits for her husband with heroic martyrdom.

A theme showing the helplessness of women is repeated throughout the text. For example, while helping the husband’s family after they are victimized by a flood, the heroine sighs, thinking that, if only her husband or his brothers had been there, the family would not have suffered so. The household of women without men is physically and emotionally vulnerable. In spite of the fact that Hiroko is such a reliable, strong woman, she thinks that it would be difficult to live without her husband. The hope that her husband will be released from prison someday is the only thing that sustains her. She admits, however, that her loyalty and love toward her husband are probably pretty one-sided, because her husband does not need her as much as she needs him: “Hiroko could not think of life without Jukichi. But she knew well that Jukichi would live the kind of life he chose, whether or not she was with him. Hiroko realized this more than once during those hard enduring years” (Miyamoto 1975, 7:346). After the Peace Preservation Law is abolished, 13 the news of the release of political prisoners is announced. Hiroko excitedly set out on her journey east to see her husband who is returning from a penitentiary in Abashiri, Hokkaido.

Fuchiso (The Weathervane Plant, 1947), obviously a continuation of Banshu heiya, is about Hiroko and her husband, Jukichi, who has now been released from jail. After a period of recuperation Jukichi returns to his leftist political activity. The book ends with a depiction of a communist meeting, with moving scenes of the release of leftist prisoners, including Jukichi. This text is viewed as another installment in Miyamoto’s ardent expression of excitement at building a proletarian society in the new Japan, yet, when one focuses on the interaction between Hiroko and Jukichi, the book seems as much about the relationship and power struggle between a husband and wife.

In fact, most of the episodes that unfold after Jukichi’s release clearly show his attitude as the head of a family and Hiroko’s puzzlement. One day, for example, the two go out, and, while riding on a train, Jukichi criticizes Hiroko for being “widowlike,” for working too hard and losing her femininity. Hiroko’s feelings are deeply hurt, and she cries. She has been battling with life alone during his absence; it has been hard to survive and support not only her husband but also his family. She feels she should be appreciated, not criticized. Later, however, she thanks him for pointing out her shortcoming, something she says she did not notice.

In spite of her doubts, outwardly Hiroko never argues, never explains, and certainly never takes issue with him; instead, she simply accepts whatever her husband says to keep peace and any cost. What emerges here is a power play between a husband, who tries to put his wife under his control, and his wife, who struggles to be good and obedient and to submit to him.14

Taiko Hirabayashi is another proletarian writer who wrote about her life with a husband engaged in leftist politics. Her noted novel Seryoshitsu (At a Clinic, 1927) is about a sick and pregnant protagonist in Dalian, China, shortly before World War II. She, her husband, and his group are arrested and charged with the terrorist activity of bombing trains. She suffers from beriberi, from her pregnancy, and can hardly move. In a basement room at a clinic of a hospital filled with humidity and odor, unattended like a stray dog, she gives birth. The baby soon dies of malnutrition. Though having gone through all these sacrifices, she thinks to herself:I will not blame my husband. It was obvious to me that such terrorist activities would certainly result in this kind of messy imprisonment. At the time of planning, my husband and three members laughed at my hesitation, saying that it was the timid conservatism of a pregnant woman. But the outcome is just what I anticipated. Still, if we cannot accomplish anything without terrorism, I guess I must do as they say. That’s the obligation of political activists. It is also the duty of a wife to her husband. Hence, I have no regrets. (Hirabayashi and Ohara 1969, 48:8)





A woman protagonist in Hitori iku (Walking Alone, 1946) is incarcerated for outlawed activities together with her husband. She has been relocated to a prison in the suburbs of Tokyo from the prison where she was kept with him, because she always looked in the direction of her husband’s cell. The new prison is cold, and she suffers from tuberculosis. The only thing that occupies her mind is her sickly husband; she worries about his health and well-being more than her own. A husband to her is a father and child, both at the same time. She says: “I cannot possibly leave my husband and die, a husband who is like my only son and yet like my own father. Thinking this and that about my husband, I really started believing that he is the child I gave birth to” (Ibid., 67).

The women Hirabayashi wrote about are, like Miyamoto’s political activists, intellectual women who write and publish. And yet a closer examination shows them to be loyal and faithful women who believe that following their husband is “the way of a wife.” To them political interests are often secondary to their concern and preoccupation with their husbands, so much so that they adjust themselves to their husbands’ ideas and ways even against their wills. At times doubts do occur to them about their subordinate roles, but they immediately give them up in the name of “feminine virtues.” These women are also dedicated, nurturing mothers, lovingly taking care of their husbands, whom they treat as their own children.

In a different view of womanhood Fumiko Hayashi and Chiyo Uno wrote about a woman’s intense jealousies toward the “other woman” in love triangles. The story in Hayashi’s noted Ukigumo (Drifting Clouds, 1951) is about a woman’s obsession and suffering in a relationship with a nihilistic and emotionally unavailable man.15 The heroine, Yukiko, a typist, meets Tomioka, a specialist sent by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry in French Indochina during World War II. Their passionate love affair takes place in the utopian village in which they live unaffected by the war. But their promised life is no longer the same after they return to Japan. In the confusion after the war Tomioka has no job and a wife and parents to support. He lacks the courage and passion to divorce his wife and start a new life with Yukiko. They go through several attempts to separate from each other, including affairs with different partners, but Yukiko is obsessed with this self-destructive man and cannot let him go. The only way out is to commit suicide, but they lack courage for this. When his wife dies, and his other mistress whom he met at a hot spring is killed, he decides to live on a small isolated island, Yakushima, south of Kyushu. Yukiko, though not wanted by Tomioka, clings to him and follows him like a beaten dog in the hopes that he will eventually marry her. On the way she becomes ill and dies.

What guides the plot of Ukigumo is a woman’s masochistic love for a cold and emotionally abusive lover. Tomioka is prone to dangerous affairs: to begin with, he snatches his wife from another man, impregnates a native woman, has an affair with Yukiko, and steals the wife of a tavern owner. He is addicted to a never-ending self-destructive love triangle. Yukiko is constantly jealous of his other women and yet cannot let him go. She is obsessed with this man as much as he is obsessed with the thrill of illicit love affairs that lead nowhere. This fixation ultimately leads to her destruction.

Chiyo Uno’s jealous women are often on the other side: wives who suffer from their jealousies for their husband’s other women. In Sasu (To stab, 1966) the narrator and her husband have a successful publishing business right after World War II.16 Because the narrator is older than her husband, she is constantly threatened by and jealous of younger women dancers with whom her husband associates, and she takes dance lessons to compete with these girls. Even though she finds that he is having an affair with another woman, afraid to face the truth, she busies herself with a new business venture and with designing their house. When she is on a trip to France, her husband writes that his affair has ended, but he soon begins others. She suffers from burning jealousies and spends sleepless nights in agony. Although they no longer communicate, each living in opposite ends of the house, she does not have the courage to bring up the subject. She cannot confront her husband because of her fear that the marriage would break up if she did. The story ends when her husband finally asks her for a divorce and decides to move out.

In Ohan (1957) Uno depicted a very different woman, an all-forgiving, eternal woman who has no feelings of jealousy and thinks only of the happiness of her man.17 Unlike other works, the story is narrated by Ohan’s husband in the manner of flashbacks. At the beginning Ohan and her dissipated husband separate when he has a geisha as a mistress. Some years later they happen to meet on the street, and their relationship is rekindled because of their son. He promises Ohan that they will reunite. When the boy is drowned in a river on a rainy day, however, Ohan disappears, leaving a letter. In it she says that she does not want to disturb the happiness of his life with his mistress and that she has been made extremely happy just by knowing that she was loved by him. She concludes that she only hopes he will continue to care for his mistress. Ohan is a selfless martyr wife, who thinks only of her husband’s happiness at the expense of her own life.

This figure leads to the next category, the cultural ideal of the eternal mother, and no writer portrays this ideal womanhood as eloquently as Sakae Tsuboi. In her popular Nijushi no hitomi (Twenty-four Eyes, 1952),18 the protagonist, the teacher Oishi, is a newly appointed elementary school teacher at a small branch school in a village along a cape on Shodoshima Island. At first her students and their parents dislike her and treat her coldly, but after a while they begin to understand her genuine love and concern for their children and change their attitude. One day Oishi injures her leg, and, when commuting becomes difficult, she is transferred to the main branch school in a nearby town. Several years later the village children start commuting to the main branch school, and Oishi’s contact with her students resumes.

Soon World War II breaks out, and a hard and enduring wartime life begins. Oishi loses her mother, husband, and a child and is left with her two sons. The whereabouts of her students are unknown. When the war finally ends Oishi returns to work at the old branch school in the village. The story ends when her former students come back and a class reunion is held.

Teacher Oishi’s love for her students fits the idea of a nurturing mother. She cries at her students’ troubles, and she tries to help them with their family difficulties and financial problems. Oishi represents the all-giving selfless mother-woman who will do anything for her students/children.




Representation of Women in the Writings of Kiku Amino 

Unlike the women in the texts of these authors, whose lives largely revolve around men, Amino’s women are not in relationships with men, which means they are out of circulation among them.19 Her early piece, Umibe (By the Seaside, 1942), for example, tells a story of two young women on a trip to a nunnery by the quiet seaside. Teiko and Haruko, students in a women’s school, visit this nunnery to finish their school theses. There are other female students, their teacher (a woman), and a runaway wife staying there as well. The narration advances by contrasting the quiet life of the nuns and the wishful and yet unsettled lives of young women. Currently, all of these women have little to do with men. Teiko seems to have some interest in men, but nothing is happening in her life; Haruko has several suitors but never takes them seriously. Her housemates, two students and their teacher, are passionately involved in the pursuit of knowledge and the change of women’s status in Japan. The runaway wife, a piano teacher, wants to break away from her husband, who does not support her career. And, of course, the nuns carry on a quiet life out of touch with the world of men. The nunnery is a utopian shelter for single women.

Amino’s women often express discontent with life centered around a man and marriage. In Tsukimono (Possessed by Evil Spirits), for example, the heroine, Hiro, has four different mothers (one real mother and three stepmothers). When her father marries for the fourth time, Hiro talks to herself as follows:A year later, Hiro’s father married again. Hiro herself, under stress, unwillingly married. This marriage made her realize the constant toil expected of a wife in a Japanese family. About a year after Hiro’s marriage, her father and his fourth wife had a baby girl. Looking at the face of the new-born infant, Hiro felt sorry for her, thinking “this baby too will have to go through various hardships in life as a woman.” (Nogami and Amino 1965, 337-38)





In Wakare (Separation, 1940) Yoshino cannot bear a child and expresses her discontent at the idea of living with her husband’s family.20 This event is in a sharp contrast with Hiroko in Miyamoto’s Banshu heiya (The Banshu Plain), who tries financially and emotionally to help her husband’s family for twelve years during his absence.

Likewise, Amino depicts the internal consciousness of a single woman without children, who is outside of the patriarchal family system. In Tsumetai kokoro (Cold Heart, 1946),21 the heroine’s indifference to a sickly kitten is depicted in a detached manner. Ume moves into a small shack, which used to be a henhouse. She does not like cats, but, fearing rats, she decides  to keep one. The kitten she has received from an acquaintance demands constant care, but Ume pays little attention to it, and, eventually, the kitten dies. She feels guilty and thinks of a comment by her former mother-in-law: “Childess women are cold.” She does not deny it and thinks that it is indeed due to her childlessness that the kitten has died.

In Hitorigurashi (Living Alone, 1959), the heroine, Yoshiko, feels a little lonely thinking about her own future when hearing about a writer, Nagai Kafu, who died alone. A cleaning lady found him in the morning. Yoshiko suspects that there might be no one with her when she herself dies, yet she feels encouraged by Kafu, who disliked people and, like her, favored solitude. She takes each day as it comes and lives a quiet, peaceful life.

Above all what uniquely characterizes Amino’s women is that they have real bodies—bodies that are not aesthetic or sensual but, rather, bodies that may be injured or diseased, bodies that excrete and menstruate. For example, in Mitsuko (1926), which is about the difficult relationship between the heroine, Mitsuko, and her stepmother, the stepmother is hospitalized because of typhoid fever. When Mitsuko visits her in the hospital, a nurse is attending her stepmother. The stepmother does not quite like this nurse, who is not very gentle. When the nurse tries to comb the mother’s hair, she cries hysterically, “Stop it, stop it, please!” After a while she says she has to have a bowel movement and asks for a portable toilet. Mitsuko tries not to look at what the nurse is doing, pretending she has no interest. The stepmother, with her eyes closed, appears to have no will to resist and quietly lets the nurse do what she must.

“I have felt like a movement since this morning, but I couldn’t quite. . .,” said the mother in a low voice.

Mitsuko, with a show of cheerfulness, said, “Yes, I understand. You are just not used to this.”

When the nurse finished cleaning up, the mother said more than once, “Was it okay? Did I do it all right?” Mitsuko asked the nurse.

She said immediately, “Yes, that’s fine.”

Mitsuko told the mother, “Your nurse said that’s fine,” but she did not have enough kindness to check it herself. (Amino 1969, 1:64)



Keiko, the protagonist of Kin no kan (The Golden Casket, 1947), suffers from a type of fungal infection.

When she began her translation work, the fungus on her hands and feet spread. Also for some unknown reason her face puffed up like a drowned body. Not only could she not work but she could not do her hair or wear a sash because of the bandage on her hands. She barely survived with the help of a young maid at her father’s house...By the end of  August her hands healed a little, but the condition of her feet worsened because she had stood for over two hours at the funeral of her friend, a senior woman writer. Keiko applied gauze with ointment to the wound along with oil paper, and then put a thick bandage over it. Still the pus dripped down and it was very unpleasant to her...

Keiko and her stepmother did not stay for Takayoshi’s wake. Keiko did not go to the seventh day service either. It was partly because of her infected feet which left ugly pus marks on the clean floor of Miyoko’s house. (Nogami and Amino 1965, 385 and 394)



In Akai kaaneishon (Red Carnations, 1950) the heroine, Yoshiko, is close to her sister, Umeko. This beautiful sister has a disease and goes through an operation for an intestinal obstruction. Umeko’s physical condition after the operation is described in great detail:Feeling wet and uncomfortable, Umeko asked for a bandage change. A nurse told her to just leave it, but Umeko repeated the request. The nurse and Yoshiko undressed the wound.

A bad smell suddenly attacked their nostrils. What they found was that excrement that should be discharged from the anus had come from the old wound [in the stomach].

“Oh, Good! You must feel clean now. I’m sure gas was released too. It’s good that all the body waste is gone,” said Yoshiko to Umeko. (Ibid., 417)

Umeko was concerned that it was time for the last penicillin shot of the day. The assistant went out of the room to call a duty nurse.

Umeko said to Yoshiko, “Bad timing, my period just started. . .”

“Oh? Even after that big operation? I thought when one is seriously ill, the period normally stops. Well, but, that must mean you are in good physical condition. You cannot eat right now, but the blood transfusion probably is giving you nourishment.” So Yoshiko consoled her, while, at the same time, thinking to herself, “What bad timing this is. Even a healthy person becomes weak during a period.” (424)





As these examples show, the woman’s body in Amino’s texts is cast directly and boldly. In the texts of Hirabayashi, too, the woman’s body is detailed, but this body is that of a pregnant mother or a wife welcoming her husband. The woman’s body of Amino is not for men: it is not the body of a virgin or of a sensual, grown-up woman, nor is this body for reproduction.

According to the theories of body politics as developed in the past decade, the image of the disorderly woman or the bodily grotesque is subversive (Mikhail Bakhtin, 1968; Natalie Z. Davis 1975; Julia Kristeva 1982; Peter Stallybrass and Allon White in 1986; Miriam Silverberg 1991)22. It is possible to view the bodies of Amino’s women as subverting the body of the  woman tamed and appropriated by the dominant ideology of patriarchy. Amino’s women assert the otherness of their existence through their bodies, which produce excess, blood, and defecation, having nothing to do with the seducer or the container of penis (Hite 1988, 133-34). Their “grotesque bodies” exist for the benefit not of men but, rather, of themselves. This body demystifies and degrades the idealized femininity prescribed by the patriarchal symbology. As the entity outside the system, it cuts through male codes and rules and therefore has a destabilizing power.




Conclusion 

For the past decade the cultural meaning of “single women” in literature and history has been explored by scholars and theorists in conjunction with the critique of patriarchy and compulsory heterosexual economy.23 In this emerging new discourse the heterosexual system, which has long been considered “natural” and “normal,” is increasingly looked at as a cultural construct that marginalizes and excludes from effective participation certain groups of people, including single people beyond an acceptable marriageable age (particularly women), homosexual men, and lesbians. Those groups of people have been often labeled as deviant, abnormal, dangerous, and threatening and have been excluded from society because compulsory heterosexuality must be maintained and enforced at all costs in order to maximize continuing patriarchal control.

Unlike the women commonly portrayed in the works of her contemporaries, Amino’s women clearly belong to an excluded group, the category of single women. They are unattached to men; they have no romantic expectations about men; they are disillusioned and disappointed by marriage; they do not want to live with the husband’s family; and they have no children. Furthermore, they have life-sized adult bodies that are not sensual or aesthetic nor organized for reproduction. Their bodies are infected, and they menstruate and produce bodily wastes. Amino’s women do not fit smoothly into the culturally defined signifiers of acceptable “women”; their very existence and presence subverts and threatens to nullify the patriarchally dictated gender distinctions. These women are self-representations from inside the marginal/woman’s territory. Here lies the primary reason for the exclusion of Amino from the female-school literary canon.

The admission of literary works as “major” is a result of “successful critical promotion” (Robinson 1985, 105), and not any single event. It reflects literary sensibilities, values, and ideologies of certain periods and places. The female-school literature canon in Japanese literature is clearly a cumulative product of patriarchal culture; it is a “gentlemanly artifact” (106). It is  a site in which the hegemonic power is covertly manifested in the form of academic classification of literary knowledge.

One sometimes hears a comment about Amino as a writer who is “jimi” (down to earth, subdued), as opposed to “hade” (gay, splashy), because she did not write about matters in terms of gender. This comment seems true, but only on the surface: it does not take into account the underlying subversive nature of her works. Thus, it is no accident that Amino, inconvenient to the patriarchal discourse, has come to be valued less and less as the bundan version of the history of modern Japanese literature continues to be told. Amino needs to be brought back into the literary mainstream and to be promoted continuously. Such an endeavor will surely lead to the remapping of the canon of Japanese literature, past and present.




Notes 

This chapter is based on the author’s Japanese essay “kafuchoseika no josei bungaku: Amino Kiku wa doko e,” U.S.-Japan Women’s Journal, no. 8 (1990): 83-100; and her English essay “Who’s Afraid of Amino Kiku? Gender Conflict and the Literary Canon in Japanese Literature,” International Journal of Social Education, 6, no. 1 (1991): 95-113. Permission to reprint has been granted by the publishers, the U.S.-Japan Women’s Center, Palo Alto, California, and the Indiana Council for Social Studies, Muncie, Indiana. Some revisions have been made for the present version.1   There are many definitions of the word patriarchy. I use the term here as Teresa L. Ebert (1988:19) defines it: “The organization and division of all practices and signification in culture in terms of gender and the privileging of one gender over the other, giving males control over female sexuality, fertility, and labor.” Though it is said that patriarchy exists transhistorically and globally, it is not one universalizing system; it takes diverse forms and manifestations depending on time and location. The patriarchy in present-day industrial Japan, for example, is intricately intertwined with the development of capitalism. See Ueno 1990.
2   In L’ordre du discours (1971) Foucault states that the discursive formation is based upon control and economizing by excluding. It involves external control, internal control, and the control of agents. Within the second category he lists an academic discourse controlled under the name “scholarship” (Uchida 1990:164-66). In all of his writings Foucault targeted the critique of the notion of “human beings” in the modern West, but he rejected any notion of identity politics which replaces “human beings.” It is my position that we should learn from the insight of Foucault and other poststructuralist critics who put the subject into critical interrogation, but my essay, which is a feminist analysis of the Japanese literary institution, presupposes a female identity. Of course, noncritical self-identification without a consideration of the marginalized spaces within must be avoided, but I believe that essentializing (identity politics) is a necessary tool for any political movement against oppression. For a feminist critique of Foucault from the perspective of identity politics, see Horowitz 1987 and Hartsock 1990.
3   Female poets such as Abutsuni, who wrote a well-known travelogue Izayoi nikki (1277) in the Kamakura period (1192-1333), and Kaga no Chiyo (1703-75) in the Edo period (1603-1869) were two of the better-known exceptions. The women who gained any prominence in letters during those periods were generally poets.
4   See Yamada 1985,10-16. For a bibliography on the works of Japanese women writers in English translation, see Mamola 1989.
5   The works of leftist writers such as Yuriko Miyamoto, Taiko Hirabayashi, and Ineko Sata, however, necessarily involve social issues.
6   One female writer, Saegusa Kazuko (1984), however, thinks that joryu bungaku is a positive category for women.
7   This scarcity of women in literary criticism in Japan is partly due to the fact that there have been far fewer women in academic institutions. Even today many feminist scholars and researchers are not full-time instructors.
8   Kindai joryu bungaku (Modern women’s literature, 1983), edited by Nihon bungaku kenkyu shiryo kankokai, is a collection of essays by both male and female researchers, but women account for only 30 percent of the contributors.
9   For the state of art on feminist criticism and research on women’s literature in Japan, see Kitada 1991.
10   My project is situated within the emerging feminist discourse in Japan to bring back the female writers buried or forgotten in the patriarchal literary canon. See Kitada 1991.
11   The following sources were used as reference for Amino’s life: “Amino Kiku,” in Nogami and Amino (1965, 44:515-44); and Nihon kindai bungakukan 1977. Her book, Yureru ashi (Blown Reed, 1964), is an autobiography of her life.
12   For an English translation of Banshu heiya, see Miyamoto 1963, 1986.
13   The Peace Preservation Law, originally enacted in 1887, was amended from time to time over the years. The new Peace Preservation Law of 1925, designed to suppress communist activities, prohibited groups that harbored dangerous thoughts or might advocate a change in Japanese political forms or the private property system. It remained in effect until it was abolished in October 1945, following Japan’s defeat in World War II.
14   Miyamoto wrote about different kinds of women in other works: her most well-known, Nobuko (1926), for example, is about the heroine’s difficult growth process through marriage and divorce, toward independence.
15   For an English translation of Ukigumo, see Hayashi 1957.
16   For an English translation of Sasu, see Uno 1991.
17   For an English translation of Ohan, see Uno 1961.
18   For an English translation of Nijushi no hitomi, see Tsuboi 1983.
19   These authors, however, have some works that do not fit this characterization.
20   For an English translation of Wakare, see Amino 1991.
21   This is the date Amino completed Tsumetai kokoro. This short story appears in Nogami and Amino 1965, but the date of the first publication is not clear.
22   For a general introduction to the subject and references, see Russo 1986.
23   See, for example, Auerbach 1982, special issue of Journal of Family History 1984; Vicinus 1985; Doan 1991; special issue of Rekishi hyoron (1992). For a critique of heterosexuality from a lesbian perspective, see Rich 1980.
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