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Japan

Sachi ko |shino and Naeko Wkabayashi

LESBI AN ACTI VI SM

he |eshian novenent in Japan grew out of the
Tvxomen’s [iberation novenent in the 1970s. In 1971,

the first leshian socia group, Fresh Geen Qub, was
fornmed. Subarashii Qwnatachi (Venderful Vénen), the first
| esbian femni st nmagazi ne in Japan, began publication in
1976, and the establishrment of nany snall groups and
nevsl etters folloned inits wake.

In 1985, the first |eshian overnight gathering took place
near Tokyo and was attended by 60 Japanese and foreign
| esbians. Later, these infornal conferences cane to be
known as weekends, and since then weekends have been
held three or four tines a year, and approxi nately 100
wonen general |y attend. They provide a rare opportunity for
| eshians to discuss their concerns, participate in sports pro-
grans, and interact wth other leshians living in Japan. Hw-

o



| GLHRC Book Japan 7/23/03 10:27 AM:Fﬁage 96

96 UNSPOKEN RULES

ever, the | eshophobia in Japan is such that it is inpossible
for the group that organi zes these gatherings to use its rea
nane when renting space.

Angor turning point for the |eshian novenent cane in
1987 with the rel ease by a nai nstream publisher of a book
titled Chna O Al suru Onnatachi No Monogatari (Sory of
Vonen Wo Love Wnen). The book included personal life
stories of leshians in Japan and other countries, as vell as
infornation regarding existing organi zations and bars, and
its publication expanded the |eshian |iberati on novenent in
Japan consi derabl y.

In the sane year, a group of leshians set up the first |es-
bi an activist organization in Japan, Regum Sudi o Tokyo,
under the auspi ces of JOK, a cooperative office for feninist
groups. Regum Sudio established a monthly newsl etter
(Regum Tsushin), alibrary of lesbian literature, support and
di scussi on groups, and a tel ephone infornation and referral
line. This helped to support isoaed |eshians living in various
parts of the country. The organization played an inportant
role in extending the network of leshians living in Japan by
organi zing overnight gatherings in various places in Japan
and notivating rural |eshians to start newsletters and
groups of their own.

In 1986, during the B ghth International Leshian Gonfer -
ence in Geneva, Swtzerland, |eshians fromThailand, India,
Bangl adesh, the Lhited Sates, and Japan forned the Asian
Leshian Network (ALN. In 1990, the first ALN conference
was held in Thailand. The second ALN Conference was hel d
in Japan in My 1992 and was attended by approxi nately
170 | eshi ans. The conference contributed to the growh of
the Japanese | eshi an novenent .

For the nost part, the publications and activities of |es-
bi an groups have taken place wthin the femnist novenent.
However, in 1992, LABRYS, a nagazine that serves |eshians
who are not part of the fenminist novenent, began publica-
tion. It includes features, reviews, and letters, and has has
becone very popul ar anong many | esbians in their teens
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and twenties, as well as anong bi sexual s and transsexual s.
The nagazi ne provides a forwarding service for readers’ let-
ters, encouraging nore comunication anong | eshians in
Japan. Its readership has grown to 1,600 wonen, and it has
significantly changed the | eshian conmunity, adding to dia-
| ogue between wonen and fostering positive inmages of |es-
b as.

The | eshi an novenent gai ned new energy after the first
Leshi an and Gay Parade was held in Tokyo in August 1994,
Mre than 1,200 | eshians, gay nen, and their friends joined
the parade and wal ked from Shinjuku to Shibuya (two naj or
shoppi ng and entertai nnent areas) singing and dancing al |
the way. Mre than 80 reporters also attended, and nany
| eshians and gay nen living in rural areas were encouraged
by watching TV reports of the parade. Kokusai B an Rennei
(International Lesbians Lhited), a group forned to take part
inthe parade, continued to plan activities aftervards, and is
now the nost active |eshian group in Japan. Mst of the
group’' s work has focused on increasing lesbian visibility in
mai nst ream Japanese society. Its nenbers nonitor and
respond to representations of |eshians in the nedia, orga-
nize cultural events, and performstreet theater to call
attention to inportant issues. In one such action, a group of
wonen sang about dental dans'in front of a popul ar sex
toy shop in Harajuku to bring attention to the fact that peo-
ple still cannot purchase dental dans in Japan. During the
event the wonen ki ssed each other in the street to show
het erosexual bystanders that they are proud to be | eshi ans.

DI SCRI M NATI ON
Japanese | eshi ans experience discrinination not only on
the basis of their sexual orientation but a so on the basis of
their gender. The social and econonic disparity between
nmen and wonen that characterizes Japanese society as a
whol e can be seen as well wthin the | eshian and gay com
munity. For exanple, in the biggest gay nei ghborhood in
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Tokyo, Shinjuku 2-chone, there are said to be 200 to 300
gay nen’'s bars, discos, and shops, while there are fewer
than 10 bars for I eshians. The lack of cormercial establish-
nents ained at leshians is not an indication that the |eshian
popul ation in Japan is snal |, but rather that |eshians do not
have nearly as much di sposabl e i ncone. In general, wonen
hol d | ower paying jobs than nen and receive | ower wages
than nen for the sane work. In addition, leshians, |ike al
wonen, have nuch | ess freedomto socialize, particularly at
night. Mwny unnarried wonen live wth their parents, which
greatly restricts their nobility. Furthernore, there is great
pressure to narry in Japan (see bel ow and a significant
nuner of |eshians are conpl etely hi dden about their sexu-

(he | eshi an fromKyushu, in the south-
western part of Japan, lanented that in
her hone town wonen who remnai ned
single after 30 years of age woul d be

| abel ed as “katawa’ or def or ned.

ality and are narried to nen. Wiile narried nen general |y
have consi derabl e freedomto socialize in gay neeting
pl aces, narried wonen can al nost never consider such a
thing

Anot her exanpl e reflecting the socia and economc dis-
parity between gay nen and I eshians is the difference in the
circulation of |eshian and gay nagazi nes. Wiile there are
currently at least five gay nen's nagazines in publication,
rangi ng from pornography to political commentary, nass-
narket nagazi nes about |eshians are limted to pornography
geared toward heterosexual nen. Magazi nes published by
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| esbians are not sold at general bookstores and circul ate
only through snal | existing networks. This disparity again
reflects the fact that gay nen have greater access to the
resources necessary to launch such publications, as well as
custoners with nore buyi ng power.

MARRI AGE

Japanese soci ety attaches great inportance to narriage,
and those who renain unmarried have to contend wth con-
siderabl e socia stigma. For anyone—ral e or fenal e, hono-
or het erosexual —+enai ni ng singl e can be an obstacl e to pro-
notions at work and to recognition by famly and by soci -
ety. For leshians, however, refusing to narry can have dras-
tic consequences, particularly for those living in snall tows
where wonen face greater discrimnation in enploynent
and can hardly find jobs to support thensel ves. Vénen
often have no other choice than to nmarry. ne | eshian from
Kyushu, in the southwestern part of Japan, lanented at a
recent |eshian gathering that in her hone town wonen who
renai ned single after 30 years of age woul d be | abel ed as
“katawa” or deforned. (The term“katawa” is a derogatory
termreferring to a disabled person, and its use has been
banned in the Japanese nedia.)

EMPLOYMENT

O scrimnation based on sex is prohibited by Aticle 14 of
the Gonstitution. However, discrinination agai nst wonen in
the workpl ace i s w despread, wth few woren attaining
hi gh- payi ng or poverful positions in any sector of the econ-
ony. VWnen are expected to conformto traditional gender
roles wthin the workpl ace. For instance, although by |aw
enpl oyees are guaranteed a total of 60 mnutes a day for
caring for infants under one year of age, this has until very
recently applied only to wonen, reflecting the w despread
assunption that raising children is wonen's work. In the
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vor kpl ace, being public about one’s |eshianismor failing to
conformto traditional fenale gender roles can lead to
harassnent and di scri mnation.

DI SCRI M NATORY GOVERNMENT POLI CI ES

Many governnent policies relating to taxation and social
benefits discrimnate on the basis of narital status. Mrried
wonen are exenpt fromtaxes if their incone is bel ow one
mllion yen (approxinately 10,000 US dollars). Further,
they do not have to pay for health insurance or pensions,
for they are considered to be dependents of their hushands.
Gficial narriage registration forns have spaces in which
nanes of the husband and wife are witten, but they do not
specify the sex of the “husband” or “wfe.” Houwever, sane-
sex partnerships are not |egal |y recogni zed in any way under
Japanese law and |eshians are not entitled to any benefits
that their partners nay receive through their enpl oynent,
such as heal th i nsurance and pensi ons.

LESBI AN | MAGES I N THE MEDI A

In Japan, leshians are often referred to by the peorative
term*“lez,” neaning “wonen who have sex wth wonen” or
“worren who want to be men.” Leshi an-thened pornogra-
phy nmade by and for heterosexual nen has had a great
i nfl uence on popul ar perceptions of |eshians, and the nain-
streamnedia rarely seeks to counter these stereotypes
wth articles or reports showng the diversity and conpl exity
o lesianlife

For exanple, in 1981, a weekly nagazi ne called Shukan
Bunshun published a report about a | eshian social group,
Fresh Geen A ub, which was celebrating its 10th anni ver -
sary. The report was acconpani ed by a pornographi ¢ photo
that had nothing to do with the group, and the caption
nade fun of themwth a pun referring to the three divine
synbol s of the Japanese Inperial throne, “three sacred
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treasures for themare fingers, tongue and lips.” Another
weekl y nagazi ne call ed Shukan Sankel reported in 1977
that a homcide occurred wthin a leshian rel ationship. The
article appeared in a series titled “Porno Menorandum of
Daily Incidents,” and reported a | ove relationship between
two wonen wth the sensational headline “Lez P easure: An
Qdinary Wfe Rsked her Life.” In another incident, a leshian
popul ar singer lost her career after her sexuality was dis-
closed by her enraged ex-lover in 1980 and w dely covered
inasensational way in the nedia

Inthe last five years, the nedia has begun to treat |es-
bi ans and gay nen as a fashi onabl e subj ect, and tel evision
and nagazi ne coverage has been increasing. However, the
approach of the nediais still voyeuristic. Qne journalist
went incognito into the | eshian community in Tokyo in order
towite an expose of Alis, a disco which she expected to be
a promscuous sex party. The truth was just the opposite:
Alis was a grass-roots disco organized by a fewleshians. In
order to research the article the reporter went into the
di sco, pretended to be a | eshian, and published the article
w thout getting permssion fromanyone she spoke to or giv-
ing any notice beforehand. * Leshi an characters are al so
begi nning to appear in television shows but they are gener-
ally portrayed as tragic characters who try to seduce pretty
wonen and fail.

In My 1995, under the slogan “Hetero exploitation no
nore!! V@ are the people who tell the truth!!” several |es-
bi an and bi sexual journalists began to publish Phryne, a nag-
azine for wonen-1oving wonen. The nagazi ne, which con-
tains comcs, fiction, interviews, and feature stories, is
availabl e at regul ar bookst ores.

After years of building snall commnities in whichto
interact wth one another, Japanese |eshians are begi nni ng
to nake their voices heard. Through publications such as
Phryne and actions of the sort that Kokusai B an Rennei has
begun to organi ze, |eshians are beginning to chal l enge the
pervasi ve stereotypes that both pronote di scrimnation
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agai nst |eshians and reinforce the isolation and sel f - doubt
that many | eshians experience.

NOTES

1 Dental dans are latex barriers that prevent the transnission of
HVduring ora sex.

2 “Lez Party Sneak-1n Report,” Josei Seven, Novenber 1993.
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