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Introduction:

Nearly 20 years since the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 1993 declaration

of homosexuality not being a psychological disorder but a natural diversity of the human

condition and over six years since their similar declaration regarding Transgender

identity, many nations do not recognize the equal rights of Queer people. Japan in

particular stands out among the nations which do not recognize the full equal rights of

Queer people. Considering that Japan is a member of the G7, the third largest economy

in the world, hosts an extensive capitalist market for gay culture (boys love anime and

manga, thousands of gay bars, and thriving onsen businesses catered exclusively for

gay males), and has a long sociocultural history of gender and sexual fluidity, Japan’s

resistance to Queer rights requires further investigation. In contrast to Japan, western

nations within Europe and North America have made tremendous advancements in

relation to Queer rights while Japan inches toward equality in small ways that lack

significant teeth or legal meaning.

The peculiarity of Queer Japan is not related only to legal structures, regulatory

law, and legislation regarding equal rights; many complexities exist within the Queer

community of Japan itself. There is a deep diversity of opinions regarding whether one

simply experiences a desire for sexual behaviors versus the development of a

permanent sexual identity. Questions regarding individual identity, collective identity,

cultural development, from a domestic policy perspective, need to be answered. In

addition, questions in relation to the broader Queer community throughout the rest of

East Asia, especially in nations where there is an obvious policy agenda to erase Queer

people must be engaged with also. It is vital for the collective suffrage of all Queer
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people globally to engage with projects related to Queer populations which are not

within the confines of a specific national border. Progress regarding equal human rights

within one jurisdiction can be linked to the rest of the global Queer community.

The aim of this research project is to engage with Queer Japan, investigate the

Queer cultural identity within Japan and make the case that the highly collectivist culture

paired with strict stagnant gender roles for human beings inhibits the development of

diverging Queer identity. Though “Queer” can refer to a theoretical foundation of

analysis in scholarship, or broadly referring to difference, in the context of Queer Japan,

I will use it to refer to the LGBTQIA+ community. The reasoning behind this decision will

be expanded upon in future sections, but to explain briefly, the identity of LGBTQIA is

not yet cemented in Japanese society due to sociocultural factors. Regardless of that

fact, those individuals not identifying as LGBTQIA still break the mold of cis

heteronormativity, thus making them Queer. To start, an inquiry into the fluidity of gender

and sexual practices and behaviors as it relates the historical and cultural traditions of

Japan will be made. To effectively illustrate the fluidity of these practices, the historical

record will go beyond the Meiji period, long before the Japanese introduction to Western

empires. As it relates to the modern era of Queer Japan, it would be a derelict of

scholarly duty to ignore typical cisgender heterosexual gender relations as all inquiries

and discussions regarding Queer populations start at the strict binary structure of male

and female, masculine and feminine, man and woman.

From the binary structure of gender relations, this project begins to dive into the

diversity of sexual orientation and gender identity in Japan. This analysis will include an

inquisition into current policy areas where inequalities are formed, asa well as dive into
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the sociocultural identity of Queer Japanese populations, which includes incredible

diversity through a rich dialogue with Queer Japanese voices. Finally, the project will

conclude with the broader international implications as it relates to the development of

Japanese Queer identity and their struggle for full equal rights. Other East Asian nations

are actively working on a policy agenda which does not simply ignore the rights of

Queer people, but rather is actively legislating the erasure of Queer people from society.

As a global leader diplomatically, economically, and culturally, the power of Japan’s

progress regarding full equal rights of Queer people can be felt outside its borders in

other parts of East Asia.

History of Gender and Sexual Diversity in Japan:

Despite the 20th century institutional political opinions regarding the immorality of

homosexuality and transgender identities, sexual practices among the Japanese are far

more fluid and diverse historically. The very idea of a modern-day politician of Japan

stating the immorality or perversity of homosexual acts is ironic given the numerous

longstanding traditional practices of homoeroticism or same-sex sexual acts by powerful

castes, such as samurai and religious priests. Homoetrocism and same-sex behaviors

are seen within cultural institutions such as Kabuki and Noh theaters as well. Non

heterosexual forms of sexuality were regularly practiced throughout Japanese society

without any formal laws dictating its immorality or illegality. As Powell 2019 states,

“homosexuality occurs to have been routine in the military castes and Buddhist

priesthood and not uncommon elsewhere with detail depictions in literature and art over

the century suggesting it was not disapproved of societally” (p. 2). But as Powell

continues, “in addition to the barracks and temples, homosexuality was traditionally
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linked to the theater, with kagema or young men plying sexual favors often linked to the

practice of males playing female roles in kabuki” (p. 2).

Before Western centric sociomedical terminology flooded East Asia, there was no

term for a specific sexual orientation or a gender identity. Even in the West, the socio

medical vocabulary was not institutionalized into the field of psychology until the

conclusion of World War II with the American Psychological Association declaring

homosexuality a mental illness. Prior to this institutionalization, same-sex behavior was

not seen as taboo or immoral, yet at the same time not linked to an inherent identity or

classified with sociomedical terminology. Rather, the actions or behaviors one might

classify today as homosexual were considered simply same-sex behaviors. In the case

of Japan and its history, the record of same sex behaviors can be seen as early as the

Heian period and traced up to the contemporary era.

The Torikaebaya Monogatari, a classical court tale written during the Heian

period (710- 1192) and one the earliest periods of Japanese history with a written record

is rich with non-heterosexual behaviors. Pflugfelder 1992, states “same-sex eroticism is

a more common occurrence in Torikaebaya” and although contemporary definitions of

homosexuality do not apply, “Torikaebaya provides an invaluable source for

understanding some of the ways in which sex, gender, and sexuality were perceived to

relate in twelfth century Japan” (p. 368). Moving along the historical periods of Japan to

the Muromachi (1338- 1573) scroll paintings and woodblock prints began to illustrate

the erotic same-sex behaviors within religious temples in graphic and explicit detail.

Leupp 1995, found one such scroll was paired with a poem from one temple acolyte

describing his evening making love to another monk:
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“We passed the night in the same bed,

And now looking at the pale moon at dawn through the window

Our two shadows fall on the curtain

A pair of mandarin ducks.

I would celebrate the nights joy of love forever.

Our temple is like the Kimshan Temple on the Yang-tse” (p. 41).

This monastic style of same-sex behavior was just the beginning across Japanese

history as Leupp 1995 continues “anal sex was the norm in monk relations, and the anal

erogeneity of the insertee partner was even celebrated” meaning the individual who

received the anal sex were put on a pedestal for the role they played in sex (p. 44).

It was the Tokugawa period (1603- 1868) however, where same-sex behavior

was commercialized with the rise of the merchant class and urban population growth.

Leupp 1995 states:

“Visual depictions range from the subtle (e.g. men kissing or fondling fully clothed

boys) to the explicit portrayal of sexual acts. Like other erotic art of the period,

the more graphic homosexual themed pictures are characterized by their detail

and physiological realism, and the ribaled captions accompanying much of the

work suggest a great deal about sexual behavior of the time. Usually the works

dealing with Nanshoku depict teahouse scenes in which samurai, commoners, or

monks engage in sex with boy prostitutes; often the presenc of a girl or woman

creates a bisexual atmosphere” (p. 79).

All these examples come to suggest “homosexuality appears to have been routine in

the military cast and Buddhist priesthood and not uncommon elsewhere, with detailed

depictions in literature and art over the centuries suggesting it was not disapproved of

societally” (Powell 2019 p. 2). It is not just a case of acceptability or social tolerance, but
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the linguistic meaning behind another common term associated with same sex

behaviors historically, Wakashudo (the way of youths) provides a heightened sense of

ritual. Tamagawa 2016 explains “’way (do)’ connotes an ethical tone, and it was pursued

and perfected, akin to a flower arrangement (kado) (p.162). Japan’s historical

relationship to same-sex behaviors cannot be considered a part of a taboo past when,

such actions and behaviors were celebrated, glorified, and revered by the highest

classes of society, including the Imperial Court. Such glorification would lead many to

draw a conclusion that Queer populations in Japan would experience equal status and

rights in the modern era, yet they do not. As Japan opened its borders to other nations

during the Meiji period (1868- 1912) the importation of Western Christian missionary

ideals and ethics surrounding gender and sexuality were also imported, acting as a

catalyst for ignoring the sexual fluidity of the historical past and jumpstarting cemented

fixed gender roles.

Modern Gender Relations:

Gender and sexual practices may have been fluid before the arrival of western

missionaries who were associated with European empires, but the introduction to

western philosophies and societal structures greatly influenced today’s gender dynamic

in Japan. Rigid gender structures along the male/female binary were indeed present

before Western influences among the Japanese people, however, there was fluidity, as

male to male same sex behavior was far more tolerable than it is by today’s modern

standards. With the cultural shift into a modernized Japan that could compete with the

Western world, came new ideologies contrary to historical traditions.
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Whereas the arrival of Christian missionary ethics caused the Meiji government

to institute an anti-sodomy law in 1873 to crack down on same-sex behaviors, the law

was quickly repealed in less than ten years later in 1882.  Powell 2019 demonstrates

the power of cultural tradition in the wake of these new concepts coming from the west

stating, “the 19th century import of western scientific ideas on sexual normality should

not lead us to conclude that moral or legal sanctions arrived immediately in their wake,”

but they do provide a foundation for future policies made by the Japanese government

heading into the 20th century, and more importantly, the Pacific War starting in 1931 with

the Japanese invasion on Manchuria (p. 2). Japan’s colonization efforts throughout Asia

brought forth a feeling of racial superiority, one that bore the sociocultural power to

stand up to Western nations. McLelland et al., 2007 finds “Japan’s 15 year war, as it is

sometimes referred to by historians, was characterized by increasing state surveillance

of an interference in the personal lives of the Japanese population” because “Japan

shared with European nations, particularly Nazi Germany, an interest in race

improvement, and both the state and the media were proactively engaged in

promulgating eugenicist policies” (p.9). For Japan to produce the “perfect” race, men

and women would need to play specific roles in sexual practice and “one result of this

discourse was an increase polarity in gender roles that resulted in women being cast as

mothers whose purpose was to breed sons for the empire, and men being regarded as

fighting machines, part of the national body” (p.10). It is important to note, however, that

although gender roles began to cement leading to and during the Pacific War, the

practice of same-sex behavior within the military was still a common occurrence due to

the belief that pent up sexual desire would cause men to be less efficient soldiers.
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It wasn’t until after Japan’s surrender in 1945 and the subsequent US occupation

of the Pacific nation that same-sex behavior became socially taboo, rather than

tolerated. Under the Meiji government, Japan took on many western customs to

compete with western nations they saw colonizing great swaths of Asia. Their success

in pushing into Taiwan, Korea, and China gave Japan and the Japanese people a sense

of cultural superiority. That socio psychological sense of superiority was challenged with

Japan’s surrender as McLelland 2005 explains:

“Where allied nations saw their success in the war as a vindication of their social

systems and ideologies, Japan’s shocking defeat resulted in widespread

disillusionment among the Japanese with previous paradigms, practices, and

moral codes. Indeed, as Dore comments, ‘the confusion which followed the

defeat was catastrophic to the old morality. In some cases, it was catastrophic to

moral restraint of any kind.’ It was in this context of widespread social confusion

that a new kind of sexual culture rapidly emerged” (p.56).

Rather than simply believing the loss was a matter of superior military capabilities over

another nation, the Allied powers believed their success was due to their cultural values,

and Japan believed their success in the war would be due to theirs. Coming on the

heels of defeat however, Japan underwent a national identity crisis, which resulted in a

further embrace of western ideals and norms. Gender and sexuality were just one

subject area which came under strict scrutiny.

The embrace of stricter gender roles, and a more purified heterosexual sexual

ethic became institutionalized in the Japanese family following the end of the war. This

development can also be linked to Japan’s great economic success, which became the

envy of the world by the latter half of the 20th century. Ideas from the Meiji period

regarding the duties of men and women were cemented in the industrializing period of
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the Japanese economy. Instead of Japanese men needing to fight for their country in

the military, they instead were called to aid their country in employment and economic

productivity. Tamagawa 2016 writes, “Japanese male workers are expected to marry,

have children, and support their families before they become fully qualified for

opportunities such as promotions” and “by contrast, Japanese female workers are

considered to have achieved full adulthood by marrying, bearing and raising children,

and becoming mothers.” (p. 170). The economic success thus brings about a new

Japanese psychological identity, one which believes the strictness of sexuality and

gender roles in the institution of family is the reasoning behind their economic success.

Goldstein-Gidoni 2019, examines the power of familial institutionalization in

Japan during this period of rapid economic growth, believing the success is not simply a

sociological phenomenon of gender roles, but a deliberate policy choice which married

the state, economic actors, and gender roles to one another. It is in this

institutionalization where “a description, a norm, about what man and woman should do

in relation to each other” which then requires “both men and women participate in

upholding the gender order, albeit without suggesting a concept that is blind to the

aspect of power and hierarchy” (p. 838). Essentially, as institutionalization occurs, it

becomes ubiquitous and feels natural even though it is socially constructed. As Japan

institutionalized the family as a system, the roles in which men and women in that

system play become cemented and any deviation from those roles is seen as unnatural.

For Japan, “’the standard Japanese family’ that emerged during this period of economic

growth and stability has had three main metaphorical ‘signatories’: the male

breadwinner; the dependent wife, usually in the role of a full-time housewife; and the
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corporate sector,” but what ties all of these together is the role of the state, which

continues to perpetuate the strict roles for men and women to play (p. 838).

To be a Japanese citizen then, is to participate in the institutionalized Japanese

family, which has strict and fixed gender roles for men and women. Men are meant to

be productive members for business, thus denying them the ability to take on the role of

nurturer. Women must play the role of nurturer for children, rather than pursuing their

career. From this strict dynamic “the idea of the traditional Japanese family has been

institutionalized and perpetuated, reinforcing its heteronormative norms and, thus,

systematically excluding LGBT individuals” (Tamagawa 2018, p. 498). If heterosexual

males are not allowed by Japanese custom to become stay at home dads and women

are denied the chance to be the breadwinner, then the possibility for Queer Japanese

populations to exist in their identity becomes impossible. Regardless of the historical

past, where same-sex eroticism and behavior was celebrated, during this new era of

economic growth and success, “same-sex sexual contact was linked to the federal past

that the government was eager to reform” and “after a few decades had passed,

same-sex sexual cultures came to be regarded as a ‘shadow’ of westernization, at a

time when Japan needed to seek its national identity” (Kawasaka 2018, p. 606). The

hundreds of years of same-sex cultural behavior of Japan simply became known to the

modern-day political powers as the sins of Japan’s past, a symptom of their failure to

progress and modernize. Yet, due to the economic success of the latter half of the 20th

century, the new cemented strict gender roles for men and women represented the

dawning of the new era of Japanese greatness, a greatness which “was actively
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promoted by government policies, media reports and social pressure” (Ishida et al.

2005, p.36). Yet, in this era of greatness, comes the erasure of Queer identity.

Sexual Orientation in Contemporary Japan:

The previous section described modern gender relations on a male/female binary

which included strict social rules and regulations for how men and women are to

operate in Japanese society. The presence of Queer individuals then illustrates a swift

departure from those rules and regulations. What makes Japan unique regarding

Queerness is its lack of criminalization of Queer behaviors. In comparison, Queer

populations in the west, particularly the United States were targeted for brutal violence,

mass arrest, and criminalized for their mere existence in public places. That is not to

say voices within Japan did not attempt to sway public policy toward criminalization of

Queer people. In fact conservative ideological voices during the mid-latter half of the

20th century felt homosexuality was evidence of sickness, perversion, a threat, odd, and

dirty. Mackintosh 2010, in his research on homosexuality in Japan found psychologists

giving their expert testimony regarding gay men:

“One of the symptoms that a homo displays is a desire to avoid becoming an

adult. The number of cases are extremely high in which a man after witnessing

his father beat his mother turns homo so as to not become like his father. It’s a

case of rejecting the manliness that manifests the adult condition. As evidence of

this infantilism, there are many homo people who are selfish, self-centered, and

terribly demanding” (p. 30).

This type of judgment, though not uncommon, was never codified into law as it was in

western contexts. Regardless, Japanese Queer people face similar challenges and

barriers, not only from institutions of authority such as doctors and hospitals, but if they
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choose to come out and live their sexual orientation authentically, their families can

produce the same level of contempt. Summerhawk et al. 1998 documented the stories

of many Queer Japanese individuals. One story reflects the psychologist’s harsh

judgment of Queer people, as he recalls:

“My parents came across one of the letters I received from a gay friend. Did all

hell break loose! I copped it most from my mother. She came to me infuriated,

saying “what’s this?! How revolting! If this kind of letter ever comes here again,

I’m going to rip it up and burn it!” (p. 48).

Yet, it is not necessarily the Queer same-sex behavior that is the problem in Japanese

society, rather the identity of being Queer that causes great friction.

In 2001 McLelland asked if there was a Japanese gay identity in an influential

article and although the date of publication is over twenty years old, the work still holds

profound meaning for Japanese Queer communities. His conclusion illustrates the

power of Japanese citizenship as it relates to the duties associated with the institution of

family stating, “as long as individuals’ sexual practices do not interfere with or challenge

the legitimacy of the twinned institutions of marriage and household, Japanese society

accommodates and in the case of males, even indulges diversity of sexual behaviors”

(p. 467). Much like the historical past, same sex-behavior in the contemporary context is

tolerated, but to claim it as an identity provokes strong institutional resistance. One such

Queer Japanese person describes his experience with coerced heterosexuality:

“Heterosexuality may be so entrenched as the norm that people simply assumed

I was heterosexual too. Over the years of working in corporations and agencies,

my strength to continue in this way gradually weakend. I would like to discuss

this point a little further. There are types of coworkers who are totally clueless as
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to the existence of people whose sexual orientation is other than heterosexual.

To these coworkers it is automatically assumed that I am heterosexual, which

brings upon a number of problems. Stating my true identity would make me the

odd one out, disturbing the organizational harmony, and that’s an invitation to

malice and finally being shunned. In such institutions as banks, not getting

married means being assigned a dead end job with no real responsibility. In such

a light, it is more advantageous to act like a heterosexual in conversation and

behavior. All this requires an extraordinary amount of effort” (Summerhawk et al.

1998, p. 78).

To become a fully-fledged Japanese citizen who can receive respect, a male does not

reach a certain age, but rather “when he starts his first full-time job” and “the process is

the only finally completed when he marries, and just as importantly, fathers a child”

(McLelland 2005, p. 98). To claim any other identity, which would cause a male to take a

different path would be grounds for society to see him as a failure. The potency of

coerced heterosexuality means “even gay people succumb to heterosexual marriage,

especially if they want to reach a certain position in the social hierarchy” (Pascale

1982). Although many Japanese Queer people believe they are consciously choosing to

forego their Queer identity, Tamagawa 2016 states, “under the influence of this

heterosexual ideology, Japanese homosexual workers, especially males, are forced to

live double lives” (p. 170).

A tension of identity thus begins to form for Queer Japan, to embrace one’s

sexuality as an identity or fulfill the role of Japanese citizen by adhering to strict rules

and norms surrounding gender. When there is an embrace of Queer identity in Japan,

there is usually discriminatory backlash which only works to coerce heterosexuality

among the population. For instance, the Queer organization OCCUR was denied
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housing by a youth hostel operated by the Tokyo metropolitan government “on the basis

of moral grounds, claiming that facility guidelines mandated that they provide a healthy

environment for youths to thrive in” claiming the embrace of Queer identity by the

organization was unhealthy for minors (Lunsing 2005, p. 143). OCCUR then proceeded

to sue the government based on discrimination, which resulted in their victory and the

government was required to pay damages. Contemporary legal policy regarding Queer

identities is virtually non-existent as “LGBT specific clauses were not included in the

government’s anti-bullying policy until 2017, and same-sex couples do not have access

to any legal protections in terms of partnership or inheritance (Wallace 2020, p. 668).

The ruling party of Japan, the Liberal Democratic Party also maintains a strict

adherence to promoting heterosexual identities thus ignoring Queer identities on the

basis on Japan’s institutionalized family system, rather than on western ideas of

psychological illness. One such LDP leader “Sugita Mio goes no further than criticizing

gays for being unproductive for not bearing children” (Upham 2020, p. 200). Ahead of

the 2020 Tokyo Olympics the LDP released a statement on Queer populations in Japan:

“the LDP does not hesitate to characterize Japanese society as a contradictory place for

sexual minorities” therefore “their ideal ‘LGBT friendly’ society will be not the one where

gender and sexual minorities are able to come out and openly talk about their problems

under legal protections but one where the people do not have to come out and naturally

accept each other without special legal protections” (Kawasaka 2018, p. 610). Such a

statement leads Takao 2017 to conclude “the LDP that’s expresses little support for

sexual minority rights and seeks to maintain the norm of heterosexuality” (p. 3). By not
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actively embracing policies to promote equality among diverse populations in Japan, the

LDP creates a stance which promotes the status quo of coerced heterosexual identity.

This coerced heterosexuality is not simply seen within governmental policies

which ignore Queer populations of Japan but give permission for social forms of

discrimination to develop. Powell 2019 demonstrates a long list of discrimination against

Queer populations in Japan noting issues of hate speech, bullying, and social

ostracization with one survey stating, “at least half of LGBT respondents in every age

group reported experiencing hateful language” (p. 5). Bullying reached a high point

when “a student at Hitotsubashi University, one of the country’s top national schools,

plunged to his death in an apparent suicide after a classmate he came out to exposed

him to ridicule on social media” (p. 6). Without governmental intervention, Queer

populations continue to see privatized forms of discrimination in employment, housing,

access to financial resources etc. All these forms of discrimination thus contribute to the

state’s official policy of protecting the institution of the Japanese family, which is

structured on strict, rigid, fixed gender roles.

On a final note in relation to state of sexual orientation in Japan, coerced

heterosexual identity does not simply harm those Queer populations who do not

embrace their Queer identity. Baudinette 2021, found the coerced heterosexual identity

within Japanese society had effects within Queer populations who had embraced their

identity as Queer people:

“The gender binary inherent to the hetero system structuring knowledge of

sexuality in Japan has led to the privileging of the heteronormative ikanimo-kei in

the Japanese gay media landscape. Whether it be GV (gay pornographic video)

and its fetishization of straight men or the event listings in ‘badi’ magazine and
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their conflation of a happy gay lifestyle with the party boy consumerism of the

ikanimo-kei, my analysis of the Japanese gay media landscape has uncovered

that desirable gay masculinity is produced via the disavowel of a problematic

‘soft’ Kawaii other” (p. 180).

The dominant ideal of what a man should be within Japanese society, has permeated

Queer populations to the extent where they problematize their own Queer traits. Queer

men thus emulate the hegemonic themes that the state props up by attempting to be

rough, masculine, and “straight acting.” Even though Japan’s Queer socio-cultural

institutions such as gay bars, onsens, and even districts of the city such as Ni-chome

are popular and prevalent throughout Japanese society “Japanese gay media

landscape is dominated by regimes of desire that promote heteronormative

understandings of gender and sexuality as normatively desirable” (p. 217). This is a

direct result of fixed gender roles established by the institution of the family system and

as it pertains to Queer identity development, greatly hinders the ability future

generations of Queer people to come out and receive any type of formal legal protection

by the government.

Gender Identity in Contemporary Japan:

Ironically, one of the reasons for the fortification of Queer identities in Japanese

society is due to transgender identities growing among the population. There is an

increased number of transgender Japanese individuals needing various forms of gender

affirmation therapies that are not necessarily needed for those with a differing sexual

orientation. Sexual orientation is largely seen societally as a sexual preference or

behavior that is not related to a fixed identity. However, because of the need to

transition in a medical sense, the idea of being transgender creates a fixed permanent
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identity, an issue related to the medical field which the government, and the ruling LDP

cannot ignore, though there are caveats and conditions behind governmental

acceptance of transgender individuals that have direct negative implications for Queer

identities and their equal legal rights and protections in Japan.

“In 1997 a Japanese society of psychiatry and neurology special committee

announced a guideline that acknowledge sex reassignment surgery is proper medical

conduct” for individuals diagnosed formally with Gender Identity Disorder, a

psychological condition which requires special gender affirmation therapies (Takao

2017, p.3). The embrace of this medical condition by governmental institutions requires

an individual to change their gender marker within the official registry, a system which

assists in the institutionalization of the Japanese family, consequently cementing gender

roles. For an individual to be diagnosed with Gender Identity Disorder in Japan “this

may entitle them to legal gender reassignment and amendment of the family register,

but only after radical surgery tantamount to sterilization to ‘reduce confusion in families

and society,’ a practice condemned by international health bodies such as the world

health organization” (Powell 2019, p. 10). Five conditions must be met before one can

change their gender within the official registry, “one has to be over 20 years old and

single at the time of application, not have children or gonad function, and have a sex

appropriate organ through surgery (Abe 2010, p. 7).

The issue of sterilization is indeed problematic as many medical ethics scholars

and physicians have cried out against such a condition. Deo 2019 forcefully condemned

the stipulation proposed by the Japanese government asking, “how can forced

sterilization, which recalls the darkest period of the 20th century, still exist in 2019” and
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“how can a seemingly liberal law that permits sex-change be contingent upon a horrific

system of sterilization?” (p.1). The LDP responded to these questions in such a way that

they justified sterilization for the purpose of protecting the institution of the Japanese

family’s coerced heterosexuality stating, “measures are necessary for people with

gender identity disorder but not for homosexuals” (Takao 2017, p. 4). The fear for the

LDP is that an individual will be married with children before undergoing any gender

reassignment therapy and thus ruin the heterosexual basis of the family registry by

being forced to list two men or two women as married with children. To do so would be a

justification for marriage equality for same-sex couples, thus opening the door for Queer

identity development within Japanese society. The solution then, is to enforce

sterilization practices to prevent homosexuality from ever tainting the pure heterosexual

nature of the family registry thereby continuing to cement fixed gender roles for men

and women in society.

Implications Beyond Japan:

Japan is not the only nation within Asian geography with Queer populations, but

in comparison, Japanese Queer populations are allowed to express their behaviors.

Taiwan became the first in Asia to legalize same-sex marriage, causing a ripple effect

regarding the state of marriage equality through the rest of Asia, but specifically within

Japan where “65% of Japanese approve of same-sex marriage, up from 40% in 2015”

(Economist 2021, p. 59). Taiwan continues to make headlines being the first in Asia to

host World Pride in 2025, a massive global event for Queer identities. The visibility of

Queer identities at such a scale have tremendous impacts on Queer populations in

nations with less than stellar treatment as Bartlett 2021 states, “Beijing and Seoul
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continue to fail the LGBTQ community by refusing to adopt legislation that recognizes

their protection from discrimination” (p.3). The progress made in Taiwan brings the

conversation back to the policy forefront of Japan’s government causing more

progressive reforms to take place.

Japan has a unique opportunity to cement itself as a regional leader on human

rights by embracing a more robust policy agenda recognizing the diversity of Queer

populations and protecting their rights. To differentiate themselves from their

authoritarian counterparts in North Korea and China, where Queer populations are not

even tolerated, but persecuted, Japan can make a stand with Taiwan and recognize the

legal rights of Queer people. To do so would help diffuse policy protections across

jurisdictions by forcing nations which persecute Queer people to re-examine their

governing philosophy toward the community. In China, a recent onslaught of erasure of

Queer identities occurred. These events reported by CNN found a “clamp down on

LGBTQ space is appeared to accelerate on July 6, when China’s most popular

messaging app WeChat suddenly shut down dozens of LGBTQ accounts run by

university students, one of the most widespread and coordinated access censorship

targeting sexual minorities in the country in decades” (2021, p.2). CNN additionally

reported that China began a process of censoring and erasing all mentions of

Queerness in popular television shows (2021).

China’s Queer populations are not simply dealing with issues of censorship and

representational erasure. Burki 2017 found “Chinese lesbian, gay, bisexual, and

transgender community still face substantial barriers to protecting their health and

human rights” (p. 1286). Diverse populations have diverse needs and governmental
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exclusion of these groups threatens their well-being. Wang et al., 2020 “assess the

discrimination experienced by LGBT individuals in China in a comprehensive way,

covering discrimination perpetuated by family, media, medical services, religious

communities, schools, social services, and in the workplace” (p.1). Given this structural

discrimination within other countries in the region, Japan can emerge as a leader in the

promotion of equal rights for Queer populations. Japan’s long embracing historical

tradition of Queerness in the highest classes of society dismantle any contemporary

argument or “the myth of a homogenous society built exclusively on heterosexual

relationships” and it can once again reclaim its diverse past to emerge as a regional

leader for Asia’s Queer identities (Powell 2019 p. 1).

Conclusion:

Although contemporary Japan has a rich queer culture in the form of gay districts

such as Ni-chome, hundreds of queer bars, and a massive market for homoerotic

literature and comics, equal rights under the legal system for queer populations and

identities are lagging behind most of Japan’s liberal economic industrialized peers. This

of course create a peculiar situation sociologically as we have established from the very

beginning of written historical record, Japan has a long history of embracing same-sex

behaviors and same-sex eroticism in manners that move from the territory of tolerance

into the realm of ritual. For hundreds of years, men of the temple, the imperial court, and

military caste have embraced same-sex behaviors giving rise to a market like culture for

same-sex sex in the merchant era of the Tokugawa period. Yet contemporary Queer

communities in Japan face hurdles of discrimination socially, and even legally in cases

of equal protection from discrimination and marriage equality.
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To illustrate the contemporary phenomenon of queer Japan, a meticulous

analysis regarding the institutionalization of the Japanese family and by proxy the

cementing of fixed binary gender roles needed to be done. It is through this cementing

of fixed binary gender roles within the family registration system that bring forth the

foundation for contemporary discrimination against queer identities within Japan. The

family registration system coerces individuals within Japan to maintain a heterosexual

identity as a means of keeping social harmony and retaining their sense of citizenship to

Japan. For any Japanese individual, whether male or female, to diverge from these

fixed roles is to abandon one’s duty to the nation. This mentality is so ingrained into the

collective Japanese conscious, that individual Queer people lack the desire to explore

their own identities and develop their own unique Queer conscious.

It is only due to the permanent nature of Gender Identity Disorder and the

medical transitioning needed for transgender individuals that has caused the Japanese

government to rethink its policies regarding Queer identities. Even in this case, the

ruling party of Japan, the LDP, forces Queer populations to give up their bodily

autonomy and reproductive rights through sterilization to ensure the institutionalized

family registry system does not list two males or two females in a marriage together as

a consequence of the medical gneder transition. Japan’s legal insistence that

citizenship and the duties that come with it be based in heterosexuality do great harm to

Queer identities. Although it is not criminalized, and behaviors are widely tolerated,

psychological damage occurs by denying the existence of Queer identities and forcing

queer populations into a system where they must adhere to something they are not.
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The world is in a state of globalization, and Queer populations are more

connected to one another than ever before in human history. Due to this fact it is

impossible to try and erase identities and deny them equal protections under the law.

Though Japan’s history and culture clearly illustrate a differing understanding of

same-sex behaviors and eroticism than in most western countries, the truth is Queer

identities are forming across Japan despite the level of tolerance for their sexual

behaviors. The future is Queer and Japan can play a key role in aiding the call for

human rights for Queer populations over the rest of Asia by embracing full equal rights

for its Queer populations. Denying a part of your identity for social harmony and societal

approval is a temporary solution for a long-term problem. The collectivist nature of

Japanese society paired with fixed gender roles as a part of the family registry system

prevents the development of Queer identity and thus denies the right for diverse

populations to exist. As McLelland 2001 states, “Japanese gay men and lesbians need

to strengthen their understanding of themselves as gay men and lesbians in order to

build up a community-based movement which could pressure the government for

increased social rights” (p. 467).
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