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Introduction 

Gender, as Joan Scott asserted in 1986, is a useful category of historical 
analysis.1 In the last quarter century, gender has emerged as a lively area 
of inquiry for historians and other scholars. Gender analysis has sug­
gested some important revisions of the "master narratives" of national 
histories-that is, the dominant, often celebratory, tales of the suc­
cesses of a nation and its leaders.2 These narratives, like all histories, are 
provisional and incomplete and, to varying degrees, reflect the changing 
material, discursive, and ideological contexts of their times. 3 To men­
tion just two of the fields of history that had traditionally formed the 
core of national(ist) narratives-colonial history and political history­
bringing in gender has begun to alter the dominant narratives in those 
fields.4 Recent colonial studies examine such issues as gendered notions 
of expansion; virility among colonizers and colonized; and relations be­
tween men and women, women and women, and men and men on the 
colonial periphery. Because political histories look at the meanings of 
citizenship and participation, gender, like race and class, clearly has 
utility as a category of analysis. 

While modern Japanese history has not yet been restructured by a 
foregrounding of gender, historians of Japan have, indeed, begun to 
embrace gender as an analytic category. Interested readers can barely 
keep up with the exciting new scholarship in the form of journal arti­
cles and monographs in both Japanese and Western languages. If the 
experience of previous turns in Japanese historiography is any guide­
for example, in the 1950s and beyond, interest in the course of Japan's 
modern development led to the categorizing of historical patterns as 
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stages of modernity, and interest in social groups defined by categories 
such as material circumstances, cultural identities, occupation, religion, 
or residence has complicated and enriched the master narratives of 
Japanese history-gender too will emerge as an important issue in rede­
fining master narratives in modern Japanese history. This interdiscipli­
nary volume attempts to ignite the process of redefinition by bringing 
together research by Western-trained historians of Japan and histori­
cally minded scholars in other disciplines. 5 

Problematizing gender in an anthology on modern Japanese history 
recognizes the stimulating developments in that field of scholarship.6 A 
number of Japan scholars, including some of our contributors, have 
been engaged in research in women's history for over a decade, and are 
now producing works in the area of gender history. Gender history 
emerged from women's history outside the Japan field as well, although 
the sometimes rivalrous tension between women's history and gender 
history in other fields has not been replicated in Japan studies.7 

This volume, which assembles articles on men as well as women, on 
theories of sexuality as well as on gender prescriptions, and on same­
sex as well as on heterosexual relations, takes the position that history is 
gendered. To say that history is gendered is to make two interrelated 
claims. First, historians invariably, though perhaps unconsciously, con­
struct a gendered notion of past events, people, and ideas. That is, we 
engender the past, creating ways of thinking about the past through our 
notions of gender (and other categories we take for granted) in the 
present. A gendered history, like any type of history, is an invention of 
historians. History attempts to view ideologies, discourses, practices, 
bodies, and institutions as both derived in part from notions of gender 
and, conversely, constantly reifying these notions. 

Second, the assertion that history is gendered arises from the discov­
ery and publication of evidence that societies, ideologies, and discourses 
in the past were ordered in varying degrees by notions of gender. 8 

·while gender was certainly not the only organizing principle in any 
given society-class, status, race, and various other factors have on 
many occasions trumped gender-people and institutions have often 
been implicated in the creation of gendered legal, social, cultural, politi­
cal, and economic systems, institutions, and ideas. We do not believe 
that gender is an essential derivative of "biological" sex-indeed, "sex" 
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is given definition through "gender"-but we do believe that laws, cus­
toms, ideologies, and the structures of societies, based as they have of­
ten been on the idea that gender is biologically determined, contribute 
to the social construction of gender. In other words, gender acts as if it 
is "real" despite being constructed and constantly redefined.9 The arti­
cles in this collection address both of these claims, building on earlier 
efforts to incorporate gender perspectives into modern Japanese his­
tory.10 Together these essays construct a history informed by the idea 
that gender matters because it was part of the experience of people in 
the past and because it often has been a central feature in the construc­
tion of modern ideologies, discourses, and institutions. Separately, each 
chapter examines how Japanese in former times (en)gendered their 
ideas, institutions, and society. 

In the past several decades, there has also been notable interplay be­
tween history and other fields, as evidenced both by cooperative 
projects between historians and scholars in other disciplines and by the 
interest of these scholars in examining the hypotheses, concepts, and 
theories of other fields, especially anthropology, literary or cultural 
studies, and sociology. 11 This volume, then, a historical project in Japa­
nese gender studies whose contributors represent social sciences, his­
tory, and cultural studies, reflects larger trends toward interdisciplinary 
exchanges in the fields of history and women's and gender studies. 

This volume demonstrates that it is important for historians of mod­
ern Japan to continue to engage with research on gender. Modernity in 
Japan as elsewhere has encompassed changes in notions of gender and 
gender roles as well as economic, political, and cultural changes.12 To 
understand Japan since the nineteenth century, especially the role of 
gender in its modern transformations, the authors of this volume aim 
to encourage cross-disciplinary dialogue around issues of gender among 
Japan specialists. Moreover, in order to advance the field of gender 
studies, it is important for historians of gender in Japan to exchange 
ideas with researchers pursuing cross-cultural approaches to gender and 
gender studies in other regions. 

The time period covered by this book can be called the "long twen­
tieth century," from the late nineteenth through the twentieth century. 
If, strictly speaking, scholars use "modern" to refer to the period 1868-

1945 and popular writers use it to refer to Japan since 1868, the long 
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twentieth century encompasses a longer "modern" period than these 

common definitions. The long twentieth century spans three commonly 

used eras of Japanese history: the final two decades of the Tokugawa 

(1603-1868), or early modern period; the modern 13 period (1868-1945); 

and the contemporary or postwar period (1945-present). As with most 

historical eras, these have been typically defined by political trends and 

events-decentralized, hereditary rule by samurai under the Tokugawa 

shogunate from 1603, followed by a centralized, civilian administration 

promoting national strength and imperial expansion under a strong 

monarch and constitution after 1868, and after \X!orld War u a central­

ized government under a revised constitution that relegated the em­

peror to a symbol of the state and outlawed resorting to war. A long 

twentieth century helps make gender changes in modern Japan more 

readily visible, because the continuities and changes that fascinate histo­

rians stand out more sharply in relief when observed in a longer time 

frame. 

Modernity /Modernization in Japan 

As a historical study, this exploration of gender in modern Japan also 
addresses modernity and its interpretations. Interpretations of moder­

nity have influenced studies, including gender studies, of Japan and 

other parts of Asia and most of the rest of the world, due to similar 

concerns of historians and scholars in other disciplines. These issues 

include the formation of nation-states; the establishment of representa­

tive governments; the mobilization of mass participation in national af­

fairs; the rise of industry along with associated changes in values, social 

life, and culture; the elimination or weakening of hereditary principles 

in occupations and leadership; and more recently, gender change. All of 

them are processes that have affected many regions of the globe for at 

least the last century or two. 
Modernity studies of Japan do not by any means begin with this 

book, but as we shall see, modernity studies tracing gender change are 

relatively new. In fact, under the rubric of "modernization" studies, 

particular concerns related to "modernity" have long infused studies of 

Japan. 14 Modernization studies as well as the responses to that ap­

proach-visions of modernity that focus on radical political economy 

or the perspective of conflict, humanism, or victimization, on the one 
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hand, or postmodern considerations of ambiguities and multiple identi­
ties, on the other-have had a significant impact on Japanese history 
and Japanese gender studies. 

For most of the Cold War era (1946-1989), modernization theory was 
the dominant perspective in the United States informing studies of Ja­
pan and the rest of Asia as well as studies of Africa and Latin America. 
Although the modernization perspective was not monolithic even at its 
height from the 1950s to the 1970s, on the whole studies of this type 
presented a group of interrelated changes culminating in a society char­
acterized by a capitalist economy and a representative government.15 As 
the only non-Western industrialized country before the 1970s and one 
that was a Cold War ally of the United States, Japan was showcased as a 
model of industrial development, capitalism, and democracy in the 
competition between communist and free enterprise blocs for the loy­

alty of emerging nations. The discussion of history was often, though 
certainly not always, celebratory. The following quick introduction to 
Japan in the three eras of its long twentieth century is drawn from stan­
dard modernization sources. The absence of gender in this sketch re­
flects its relative neglect in modernization studies of Japan. 

As Japan modernized in the late nineteenth century, rising educa­
tional levels, the flowering of textile and handicraft production, the 
spread of production for the market, a vibrant commercial economy, 
urbanization, migration, the importing of \X'estern texts, institutions, 
and techniques, and the forced opening of diplomatic and trade rela­
tions with Western countries laid the foundation for the building of 
new infrastructures and a centralized, increasingly "modern" state. This 
permitted Japan to increase its military power, resulting in imperialism 
and domestic bureaucratization. In the early years of the modern period, 
officials and intellectuals initially stressed self-reliance and rising in the 
world over hereditary occupations and lifelong loyalty and deference by 
inferiors in return for benevolence by superiors. But Meiji-era leaders' 
fear that political movements rooted in popular rights (which these 
leaders saw as the masses' self-interest) would undercut an agenda de­
signed to maximize national strength provoked them to revive earlier 
values of loyalty and filial piety in order to institute policies of obedi­
ence to superiors, repression of individual interests, and loyalty to the 
emperor. 16 The modern quest for national strength and security also led 
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the Japanese to overseas wars and several waves of territorial expansion, 
including the acquisition of Taiwan (1895), the annexation of Korea 
(1910), the seizure of Manchuria (1931), and war with China, the United 
States, Great Britain, and their allies (1931-1945), including the occupa­
tion of much of the South Pacific and the Asian mainland (1937-1945). 

Following defeat in the Pacific War, the Allied Occupation (1945-
1952) dismantled the Japanese empire, abolished the armed forces, and 
implemented reforms in education, the constitution, civil code, family, 
and economy with the aim to demilitarize Japan and foster democratic 
institutions, ideologies, and attitudes. Industries, infrastructure, and 
housing stock lay in ashes, but Japanese will, know-how, and energy 
along with American procurements during the Korean War brought 

about economic recovery by 1955 and a position as the number two 
economy in the world by the late 1970s. Japan has gained recognition as 
an advanced economy and constitutional democracy, and Japanese con­
sumer products and culture ranging from cars and advanced electronic 
devices to sushi, pop music, fashion, comic books, and DVD cartoons 
are in demand around the world. In contrast to the emphasis on conti­
nuities throughout the period under consideration in this volume, 
modernization studies foregrounded discontinuities between the pre­
and postwar eras. 

Rejecting the modernization approach that celebrated institutional 
development, progress, and the benefits of social change, historians, 
writing against the turbulent backdrop of the late 1960s antiwar and 
social protest movements, produced new studies of Japan that probed 
exploitation, resistance, and conflict. 17 Instead of touting Japan as a 
model of success for non-\Vestern nations, these studies exposed 
the dark underside of economic and political changes, including their 
negative impacts on ordinary farmers and workers, women, and minori­
ties. This triggered two trends that have continued from the 1970s to 
the present, a turn first to social history and then to cultural history. 
From these directions have emerged, since the mid-197os, several 
streams of gender history, including, in roughly the following order, 
women's, men's, and sexuality studies. 18 The frontiers of Japanese 
modernity studies remain in social and cultural history. They include 

not only gender history and studies, but also the social and cultural his­
tories of colonialism; the analysis of the social and cultural dimensions 
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of Japanese modernism in elite society and popular culture; the interro­

gating of the links between race, ethnicity, identity, and citizenship; and 
tracking the particularities of individual as well as collective experience. 19 

The articles in this volume take up all these issues, and view them 

through the lens of gender. They are also mostly in accord with a view 

expressed by Harry Harootunian that 

see[s] modernitv as a particular mode of experience that is not necessarily and 
only reducible to the empirical domain, as many historians have believed. In­
stead of examining the material transformation of Japanese society as an in­
stance of some hypostatized conception of the social-the very subject and 

substance of social and political history-we need to read this episode not for 
the familiar story lines authorized by such historical narratives but rather as the 

production of experience that tried to catch hold of the moving present 

("fleeting and fragmentary," as Baudelaire described the modern present) and 

thus give it meaning and direction.20 

From the 1980s, ideas deriving from linguistic and critical theories 

have influenced Japanese historiography and Japanese gender studies, 

as some scholars have attempted to move beyond Japanese modernity 

or modernism and embraced postmodern approaches to what many see 

as the postmodern state and society.21 However, as Harootunian and 

Miyoshi have pointed out, "as the term itself suggests, analyses of Japan 

as postmodern find it difficult to elude the earlier terms, conclusions, 

and debates of modernity and even modernization studies."22 We have 
presented the historiographical categories of modernization studies, 

modernity studies, and postmodernism as distinct in this introduction, 
but all may be, in the end, interwoven in the interpretations of gender 

in modern Japan. 

Studying Gender 

Just as a fuller consideration of gender is beneficial to studies of Japa­

nese modernity, learning from gender studies outside the Japan field of­

fers new vistas on gender and processes of gender change in Japan's 

long twentieth century. Key issues in gender studies that help illuminate 

modernity studies are identity and linkages between gender and power. 

Recent gender theory highlights the relative neglect of individual ex­

periences and, perhaps more tellingly, weaknesses in the conceptualiza-
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tion of identity in both modemi7:ation and modernity studies concern­

ing Japan. Themes of gender construction and contestation have, in the 
last two decades, characterized research on gender in Japan. These 
themes play a major role in this volume, and they are joined by new ap­
proaches to gender studies that focus on identity (or subjectivity) and 
gender ambiguity. 

In considering the relationship between gender and subjectivity or 
identity, it is possible to state that external labeling of gender may be at 
odds with self-identified gender, and those constructions of gender by 
other persons, groups, or society may be at variance with the percep­
tions and experiences of the individual. Individuals' identities are com­
plicated by their multiplicity. 23 That is, individuals are constituted by a 
mix of characteristics derived from their gender(s), ethnicities, class, in­
termingling with others and their ideas, as well as other factors. Histori­
cal context also affects notions of individuals' identities; postmodern 
ideas of multiplicity differ from the modern emphasis on the unitary 
subject. In Japan's long twentieth century, individuals have constructed 
and experienced complex, fluid identities, while social institutions and 

the state have attempted to craft and enforce unitary constructions of 
gender. Social history and postmodern orientations lead us to question 
the success of these efforts to invent unitary gendered subjectivities. 
Indeed, throughout the long twentieth century, ambiguity has charac­
terized notions of gender identity as well as gender norms. Variability in 
gender performance, including performance of sexuality in the early 
modern period, male and female androgyny in the 19ros-r920s, and fe­
male refusals in the 1990s of marriage, motherhood, and domesticity, re­
inforces the salience of ambiguity in constructions of gender. An ex­
amination of the Japanese case enriches the broader scholarship on 
genders, identities, and subjectivities and the role of contemporaries, 
historians, and subjects themselves in their construction. 

"Gender" has not always been viewed as a constructed category 
describing relations of human beings. Historically, it came into use 
among Western feminists in the 1960s as a means of destabilizing "sex," 
which was seen as biologically determined and the basis for sex­
difference-based discrimination.24 "Gender" could be seen as a socially 
constructed notion with some attachment to sex. 25 That attachment 

was the basis on which different societies in various historical eras con-
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structed different notions of gender. That is, sex was taken as the irre­
ducible foundation on which all sorts of "cultural artifacts, specifically 
those of personality and behavior, [were] thrown or [were] superim­
posed."26 Feminists who used "gender" in this way found that it satis­
fied the need to explain both commonalities and differences among 
women and encouraged the possibility of social transformation. As at­
tractive as this view was, however, it was grounded in a kind of biologi­
cal determinism and made unfounded transcultural assumptions about 
"women" and "men."27 In its more egregious form, it made false uni­
versalizing claims about women transculturally and ahistorically; in its 
more modest form, it suggested that women's reproductive biology 
caused men and women to react in similar ways across many different 
cultures. 

One way to avoid biological determinism is to reverse the relation­
ship between "sex" and "gender." This is done by some feminist histo­
rians, most notably Joan W. Scott: "We cannot see sexual differences 
except as a function of our knowledge about the body, and that knowl­
edge is not 'pure,' cannot be isolated from its implication in a broad 
range of discursive contexts."28 Philosopher Judith Butler expresses this 
more boldly: "[S]ex is a gendered category."29 

If "biological sex" is not the grounding for gender, it cannot stably 
ground gender identity either. How, then, does a gendered subjectivity 
or identity come into being?30 Joan Scott's work on "experience" may 
be useful in addressing this question. She acknowledges that under­
standing one's identity as a subject permits one to speak from her or his 
"experience" and, in turn, for historians of difference to use a diversity 
of previously unheard voices as an exciting way to widen historical per­
spectives. Yet, at the same time, she notes the limitations of taking for 
granted the identity of those whose experience is being recounted, as it 
fails to question why subjects are able to speak or act-that is, have 
agency-and "precludes analysis of the workings of [the ideological] 
system and of its historicity; instead, it reproduces its terms."31 Scott 
analyzes the problems that even well-intentioned historians of differ­
ence, studying the experiences of heretofore ignored groups, may face. 
Less charitably, identities may be defined for commercial reasons­
consider the magazine publishers discussed in this volume by Barbara 
Sato-or defined for academic or other reasons-see the critics ana-
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lyzed by Ayako Kano. More perversely, perhaps, identities may also be 
defined for political reasons by those in power. Part of the process of 
Japan's modernity from the late nineteenth century throughout World 
War II was the state's defining its power in relation to its subjects, and, 
as in modernizing states elsewhere, this included gender construction. 
Thus, as Kathleen Uno notes, "good wife, wise mother" ideology, de­
veloped and fostered as an important part of womanly identity, was 
closely bound with national needs over the course of seventy years of 
Japanese historv. Even more ominously, Haruko Cook tells us that in 
1944 Saipan women were given a false gendered "identity" in order to 
have them "speak," as it were, from a patriotic grave (false because it 
was constructed from misleading fragments of reality, and in quotation 
marks because it was not an identity claimed by any living, real woman). 

Admittedly, allowing outside forces to define others' identities, then, 
is fraught with problems: what is the agenda of the definer? On the 
other hand, for political purposes it might seem highly useful to reify 
the gendered subject (that is, define woman as a category), as many 
women have done, for instance, in the course of organizing to identify, 
oppose, and negotiate with the processes that define them. Even 

though defining woman as a category will produce an essentialized 
subject, this is not, however, necessarily a problem for activists. Con­
sider, for example, the Japanese men and women of the late nineteenth 
century who advocated rights for a set of people understood to occupy 
a subordinated group called women. As Barbara Molony indicates, 
women's rights were defined by a neologism, joken, whose presumed 
universality (to all women, that is) preserved social status disjunctions 
and hierarchies produced by identifications other than gender (e.g., 
class, regional origin, or ethnicity). Or consider the activism on behalf 
of women undertaken by Hiratsuka Raiche\ as analyzed by Sumiko 
Otsubo. Ostensibly supporting all women against all diseased men, Hi­

ratsuka's proposal ignored protection for some classes of women, par­
ticularly sex workers. 

"Masculine" and "feminine" are conceived by some feminist histori­

ans and other theorists, possibly aware of the problems of essentializing, 
in terms of relations of power. But this perspective has limitations, too. 
As Jane Flax writes, "If subjectivity is constituted by pregiven categories 
like masculine and feminine, no individual subject can escape the effects 
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of these categories .... [T]hese categories will continue to generate par­
ticular forms of subjectivity beyond the control of individuals." 32 If 
masculine is to feminine as powerful is to weak, things can look rather 
bleak both for progressive activists and for historians seeking to under­
stand gender in the past. Positing a binary power relationship may un­
dermine our understanding of gender in Japan. For example, although 
unequal power relations were embedded in the texts studied by early 
modern Japanese schoolgirls, Martha Tocco writes, they paled in 
significance to the empowering role of those texts' promotion of fe­
male literacy. Decades later, during the Taisho era, Otsubo notes, Hi­
ratsuka and other feminists attempted to regulate male subjects and 
their sexuality. 

It appears, then, that the concept of the gendered subject must 
be nuanced to be useful for understanding gender in Japan, as else­
where. Perhaps the most notable need is to historicize notions of gen­
dered identities. The importance of historical change is recognized in 
insightful introductions to each of the seven volumes of the 1994-1995 

series Nihon no ftminiz!1mu. In the volume on "sex roles," Inoue 
Teruko's introduction takes up the issue of historical changes in sex 
roles and their effect on the formation of gender identity.33 (Though we 
do not view socially constructed sex roles themselves as subjectivities 
or identities, their performance is, in many ways, analogous to the per­
formance of gender.) In another introduction in that series, Ehara Yu­
rniko stresses that "motherhood," rather than being simply an essential 
part of women's gendered identity, is constructed, institutionalized, and 
politicized. 34 

Wakita Haruko, one of the editors of another important collection, 
Jiendd no Nihonshi, places the (spatial) binary division of two sexes in the 
Meiji period. In her preface, she notes that this modern (kindaiteki) divi­
sion created a public (man) / private (woman) dichotomy.35 Janet Hunter, 
Andrew Gordon, Theodore Cook, and Donald Roden, in this volume, 
show us a much more permeable boundary between public and private. 
As Hunter notes, jobs came to be identified as either masculine or 
feminine, and, in turn, both employers and workers came to apply the 
gendered division of the workplace to individual workers' identities. 
Nevertheless, women's work, like men's, was in public, even if the pub­
lic workplace was itself divided by gender. Gordon describes a signifi-
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cant moment in the evolution of gendered subjectivities in his analysis 

of the New Life Movement in postwar Japan. By virtue of their gender 
identity, women were to claim the home and men the workplace. Yet, 
the home was hardly private, nor were women seen as divorced from a 
public identity when they focused their performance of gender in the 
home. Cook shows us male schoolteachers in the Meiji era being called 
upon to act as "mothers" to help create the ne,v Japanese male, a fasci­

nating bridging of public and private spheres. Roden indicates that the 
public gentleman was, in part, a performance based on personal hy­
giene, a distinctly private behavior. 

Unitary notions of gendered subjectivity are also called into question 

when we consider sexuality. Gregory Ptlugfelder describes public worry 
about teenage girls' same-sex attachments in the early twentieth century. 
The critics of this anxiety argued that it reflected an improper focus on 
the girls' sexual identity. Mark Driscoll's analysis of Japanese sexolo­
gists' treatment of male and female sexualities shows the importance of 

fracturing and historicizing a unitary concept of sexuality; sexologists' 
work, done against a backdrop of discourse on modernity, colonialism, 
state building, military organization, and so on, influenced men's and 
women's sense of their gendered subjectivity. Setsu Shigematsu's depic­
tion of the contemporary "ladies' comics" creator and artist Uchida 
Shungiku shows us a stunningly complex woman with a command of 
her sexuality that in no way fits into the stereotyped female norm. 

If one part of the process of modernity was the reification of the 
gendered subject, often as a unitary subject for purposes of labeling and 
control, then the nuancing of the subject as one with multiple subjectiv­
ities parallels our unease with universalizing ideologies in the contem­

porary (postmodern) era. Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, in the in­

troduction to their collection, Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and 
Transnational Feminist Practices, write that, "We see postmodernism as a 
critique of modernist agendas as they are manifested in various forms 

and locations around the world."36 Following up in her own chapter in 
the collection, Grewal notes that many feminists of color do not "share 
the position of the subject as individual (i.e., unitary and centered and 

created out of the binaries of Self-Other, Subject-Object) that has 

been part of the Western philosophical tradition." 37 Rather, Grewal 

calls for a multiple subject (which she calls the "collective subject") and 
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reminds her readers that sharing a time and place does not mean that all 
women will share the same multiplicities. 38 (For example, all Japanese 
women of, say, 1900 did not share the same multiplicities.) In this vol­
ume, Donald Smith's chapter, which addresses Korean women in Japan, 

and Barbara Brooks's chapter, which examines nationality and citizen­
ship of Japanese women in the colonies, support that insight. 

The notion of "hybridity" may be a useful model for working with 

gendered subjectivity in Japan and elsewhere.39 Although the concept 
was developed to address "the borrowing and lending across porous 
cultural borders,"40 and generally has an activist sense of negotiating 
those flows rather than a passive sense of absorption by osmosis,41 it 

can be helpful in understanding multiple subjectivities. 

Metaphors of hybridity and the like not only recognize differences within the 
subject, fracturing and complicating holistic notions of identity, but also address 

connections between subjects by recognizing affiliation, cross-pollinations, ech­
oes, and repetitions .... Instead of endorsing a drift toward ever greater atomiza­
tion of identity, such metaphors allow us to conceive of multiple, interconnect­

ing axes of affiliation and differentiation.42 

This mode of analysis is particularly applicable to the topics addressed 
in this ,,olume by Roden, Molony, Driscoll, Brooks, and Smith. As we 

have noted earlier, modernity in Japan involved state formation, the rise 
of industry, mobilization of mass participation in national affairs, 
changes in values, social life, culture, and identities, and interactions 
with non-Japanese in colonies and in Western countries. Modern man­
hood and womanhood in the Meiji era, as discussed by Roden and 
Molony, were strongly influenced by selected \X!estern ideas of man­
hood or womanhood. To gain international respect, Japanese males 
should exhibit the qualities of modern English gentlemen; to gain re­

spect as subjects at home, Japanese women might borrow from con­
temporary Western ideas linking personhood with modern education. 
At the same time, men and women were not unitary subjects created on 

Western models, but a shifting blend of characteristics that could be 
called on in different contexts. As Driscoll notes, discourse about 

sexualities was influenced by Western as well as Japanese ideas that 
were themselves affected by the course of Japan's modern development. 

Brooks and Smith discuss Japanese and non-Japanese both in the colo­
nies and in metropolitan Japan. Shifting notions of gender in the two 
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settings were the product of cross-pollination and both settings rein­
forced (in the case of colonial power) and undermined (in the case of 
gender) relations of power. 

Structure of the Book 

The essays in this book are organized into five sections that probe ma­
jor themes in the field of gender studies, such as the construction of 
identities and sexualities; gender and imperial regimes; divisions of la­
bor in households, economy, and society in general; and definitions and 
theories about gender, power, and the state. At the same time, the es­
says have implications for both new and classic issues in Japanese his­
tory in the long twentieth century-the shaping of modern and con­
temporary selfhood or subjectivities; the interpretation of cultural 
expressions of elite and ordinary Japanese; the policies, institutions, and 
ideas of imperialism and war and their impact on Japanese society; and 
gendered patterns of participation in economy, voluntary associations, 
polity, and culture. Each of these sections reveals that a consideration 
of gender can help to explicate the shaping of modern Japanese history. 

Part I: Gende1; Se!fhood, Culture 

Genders and subjectivities intersect in complex ways. Notions of the 
self are not only generated by the subject or individual but also devel­
oped within historically changing discursive contexts that are influenced 
by state goals, the mass media, schools, and other institutions. These 
chapters address important issues in the construction of modern Japa­
nese "masculinities" and "femininities," including changing assump­
tions about the educability of women, the demeanor and character of 
the modern gentleman, and the search for self-fulfillment of young 
middle-class women. 

These chapters, which examine gender, selfhood, and culture, open 
new perspectives on Japan's transition to modernity. Early modern in­
stitutions of government, finance, foreign and domestic trade, educa­
tion, law, social relations (particularly the status groupings required in 
the old regime), and the military were rejected in favor of new, often 
Western-modeled institutions. But modernity was also permanently 
embedded in the reconstructions of gender, the molding of the self, 
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and the transformation of culture. Even before Japan developed such 
visible signs of modern strength as overseas colonies, Japanese mod­
ernizers were eager to develop men and women of "civilization and 
enlightenment" (bunmei kaika). These were code words for the creation 
of new subjects (in both senses of that word) whose modern accep­
tance of the "self" would make them, and Japan, deserving of Western 
respect. In a sense the new women and men were the cornerstone of 
modernity and, thus, one of the principal reasons for the West's grow­
ing, though still grudging, respect for Japan. 

Martha Tocco's chapter in this volume contends that female educa­
tion in the modern era was shaped by early modern Japanese ideals and 
practices, not just by imported Western notions. This revisionist view 
challenges notions of gender in Japan that overemphasize Western in­
fluence in the creation of modern schools for women. Donald Roden 
traces the evolution of gentlemanly ideals in Japan from their mid­
nineteenth century moorings until the end of the nineteenth century. 
He explores transitions from the learned but rough warrior activists 
(shishi) in the last days of the shogunate to the refined gentleman and 
his coarser variants in the modern period. Roden's investigation of the 
qualities ascribed to the gentleman has particular relevance for the con­
struction of manliness and the culture of gender in the middle class and 
above. Barbara Sato argues that self-cultivation (sh4Jo), a focus on per­
sonal success originally intended for men aspiring to upward mobility, 
was ardently embraced by many younger middle-class women who 
encountered the notion in popular books and magazines of the early 
twentieth century. Spurred by publishers seeking profits, the young 
women's desires for self-improvement lured them beyond the confines 
of domesticity and thereby promoted a certain degree of gender con­
vergence. The new women's culture that emerged advocated attitudes 
and behavior somewhat at odds \vith good wife, wise mother (ryosai 
kenbo), the state's expectation for women. 

Part u: Genders) Bodies) Sexualities 

As Thomas Laqueur in Making Sex (1990), Linda Nicholson in "Inter­
preting Gender" (1994), and many other scholars have shown, genders, 
bodies, and sexualities, and even that seemingly solid category, sex, are 
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historically contingent. These chapters examine the continuing process 

of constructing genders, bodies, and sexualities in historical context. 

In modern regimes, the articulation of appropriate sexualities and is­

sues surrounding the body are often linked to power, and the case of 

Japan since the late nineteenth century is a good example. \X'hile Gia­

como Puccini's 1904 opera, lv1adame B11tteif!J, presented the international 

power relationship of Japan to the United States in gendered terms that 

were almost a caricature in their theatrical starkness, nevertheless, the 

opera's contemporaries would have easily recognized the embodiment 

of the two countries as masculine (United States) and feminine Qapan). 

The control of sexuality and the body have been important concerns 

for leaders in Japan. No sooner had Japan opened its ports to interna­

tional visitors than disease became an issue in foreign affairs. Some of 

those diseases, such as the cholera outbreak in the 186os,43 had nothing 

to do with sexuality, but some were linked to prostitution.44 Successive 

Japanese governments, by involving themselves in the regulation of 

sexuality, clearly stated that definitions of sexuality were within the pur­

view of the state. Official versions of sexuality as patriarchal and het­

erosexual were by-products of modernity. But the expanding public 

discourse of the modernizing state offered commercial media outlets, 

public pundits, and emerging feminist voices opportunities to weigh in 

on the topic of sexuality, and they introduced a broader spectrum of 

sexualities. As the articles here show, sexuality was discussed in many 

contexts, including the rise of female education, the movement of men 

and women throughout the empire and the potential for cross-cultural 

sexual contact, the developing concerns about race and sex, the mod­

ernization of the delivery of health, and the rise of female self­

expression and feminist agency that contested the relationship of sexu­

ality to power. 
Gregory Pflugfelder analyzes the role of female sexuality in the emer -

gence of the same-sex love (doseiaz) construct in discussions of the ex­

periences of young women attending girls' schools in the early twentieth 

century. He explores some of the differences between female-female and 

male-male doseiai, and considers their meaning in the gender system of 

modern Japan as a whole. Mark Driscoll analyzes the writings of three 

Japanese sexologists in the early twentieth century. He finds that these 

pioneering sexologists did not engage in wholesale adoption of prevailing 
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\'1/estern notions. He debunks conventional views that tolerance for 

male-male sexual practices in the early modern period was destroyed by 

the intrusion in the Meiji period of \XTestern notions denigrating mas­

turbation and same-sex sexual relations. Driscoll also argues that the 

construction of a ferocious male sexual desire demanding gratification 

was one of the reasons for the founding of army brothels and places 

the construction of notions of female sexuality in the context of J apa­

nese colonialism. Otsubo examines the attempts of feminists of the 

New Woman Association (1919-1922) and their male supporters to gain 

passage of a eugenics law that would regulate the bodies of males seek­

ing to marry by forcing them to undergo premarital tests for sexually 

transmitted disease and allowing women to break off engagements with 

infected men. Their direct approach to the legislative arm of the state to 

limit male sexuality challenged notions of unrestrained satisfaction of 

male heterosexual desire, female agency, and female exclusion from the 

state. 

Part III: Gender, Empire, War 

Imperialism and war often transform gender and society. These three 

authors consider crucial issues in the engendering of Japan's imperialist 

agenda and military development-including the formation of mascu­

linity as the modern army evolved, gender and the formation of Japa­

nese colonial societies, and shifting notions of womanhood under the 
stress of total war. 

The building of an empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries accompanied Japan's quest for modernity. A modern army 

and navy were deemed essential to national security. Paralleling the shift 

in the role of the military was the shift in the meaning of manhood, as 

the nation went from concern about being a victim to inflicting imperi­

alism on its o\vn neighbors. Within a half-century of the founding of 

modern Japan, membership in the modern state had come to embrace 

certain masculine and militarv values. Numerous historians have treated 

Japan's expansionism in Asia, its changing diplomatic roles in Asia and 

in world arenas, the impact of world economic problems, the rise of 

nationalism and the demand for self-rule in colonies around the world, 

and the road to \X'orld Warn. But none has brought in gender as a sig­

nificant element in state-building through empire and war. These essays 
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re-examine the last 150 years of history through the lens of gender and 
suggest new approaches to empire and imperialism. They look inward 
as well, analyzing the meanings of membership in the nation, and at­
tempt to answer the question of whether inclusion was earned through 
military service, nationality, or sacrifice. 

Theodore Cook examines the creation of the "soldier" in modern 
Japan and the ways in which gendered views of state service, citizen­
ship, obligation, and rights emerged. He addresses the meaning of 
manhood in a nation first concerned about not being a victim of impe­
rialism, then becoming an imperialist power itself. Modern conscription 
broke with the warrior tradition. Service in the modern army created 
new linkages between common men and the state and also facilitated 
social and sexual encounters outside the village. Despite the small 
number of men actually conscripted, the soldier became an important 

model for pre-World War II Japanese manhood. Barbara Brooks dis­
cusses gender in the colonial societies of Korea and Manchuria. Signifi­
cantly, Japanese women outnumbered Japanese men on the frontier; 
Japanese colonial women were lauded as pioneers and were encouraged 
to marry Korean and Russian men in the early years; and single women 
were praised for working to support the empire. Brooks contrasts these 
patterns with European colonial experiences, while showing similarities 
in the patterns of interpenetration of colonial and metropolitan cultures. 
Gender was used as a tool of imperialist penetration by women on the 
borders at the same time that Japanese women in the colonies sub­
verted gender and hybridized ethnicity. While some women negotiated 
their membership in the state, others ,vere subject to manipulation. As 
Haruko Cook notes, the gendered rhetoric of nationality and citizen­

ship could also be subject to manipulation. Cook explores the creation 
of the myth of women's self-sacrifice through death during the battle of 
Saipan in the summer of 1944. While women had been exhorted to a 
life of frugality, hard work, and bearing children during earlier phases of 
World War II, this new myth valorized women's dying in defense of the 
empire and became the basis for a new model of feminine behavior in 
the war's final stage. She raises the question of whether, by putatively 
"offering" their lives for the empire, women at last achieved a place in 
the imperial state equivalent to that of men. 
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Part Iv.· Gender, Work, Economy 

Scholars who have dealt with the intersection of gender, work, and the 

economy have often arrived at one of two opposite and equally unsatis­

fying conclusions: that work is liberating in that it destroys gender dif­

ferences; or that \vomen in the economy are to be pitied. These three 

chapters advance discussion of gender far beyond those simple ideas. 

They suggest an increasing importance of gender in Japan's industrial 

economy as well as the mutual constitution of corporate needs, gender 

ascription, and, in the case of Smith's chapter, race and ethnicity, in the 

twentieth century. 
The standard narrative of the development of the Japanese economy 

since the mid-nineteenth century is well known. The economy has been 

both lauded as an example of successful growth by a late developer and 

vilified as an example of growth at any cost. Studies of Japan's mod­

ernization have stressed the building of the infrastructure (media, 

communications, transportation, finance) in the early years of the Meiji 

period; the establishment of pioneering industries in mining, textiles, 

shipbuilding, and chemicals; the changing role of agriculture; the im­

portance of the munitions sector; and the role of the government in 

supporting industrial and economic development. Studies of the dec­

ades following the end of the J\feiji period have focused on Japan's 

need to negotiate its role in the larger and often hostile international 

arena and on the unequalizing effects of capitalist development on 

farmers, laborers, employers, and people under colonialism. In the 

postwar period, Japan was seen as enjoying the fruits of an economic 

miracle until the recession started in the early 1990s. Recovering from 

deep poverty, starYation, and a lack of housing in the first years after 

the war, Japan's economy grew by leaps and bounds for thirty years. 

Accounts of Japan's economic growth have taken for granted stages of 

modern development, but few have been informed by a deep analysis 

of the role of gender and its construction in the context of the econ­

omy. These three essays open new avenues of inquiry about gender. 

They consider the reification of stereotypes of men and women as 

workers as well as the negotiation and sub\'ersion of those stereotypes. 

They relate the success stories in the prewar and postwar eras to the 

fashioning of gendered roles in the family and the factory. 
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Hunter addresses the reasons for Japanese employers' increasing 
segmentation of the textile labor force by sex, age, and marital status 
during the early twentieth century and considers the generally over­

looked employment patterns of men in that crucial industry. Further­
more, she suggests long-term effects of the mutual constitution of gen­
der-segregated employment patterns and gender ascription. Smith's 

analysis of the gender division of labor among Korean coal miners in 
Japan during the interwar period provides important lessons about the 
ways in which ethnic discrimination, gender stereotypes, cultural differ­
ences, and the logic of capitalism interacted to shape the lives of indi­
vidual workers. Gordon discusses the postwar New Life Movement, a 
set of loosely connected initiati\-es of government offices, women's 
groups, and corporations aimed entirely at women. He argues that the 
corporate manifestation of the movement naturalized a model of gen­

der relations in which women of all social strata managed the home so 
that men could concentrate on the workplace. 

Part v. Theorizjn!!, Gender 

Both gender discourse and gender ideology have a long and changing 
history in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Japan. These four essays 
examine the assumptions and political agendas of critics, rights advo­
cates, and segments of the state- and corporate-based economic inter­
ests in theorizing gender in different historical eras. 

This book is itself part of the interpretation of Japan and the dis­
course on gender. We hope these essays will shed light and open up 
new avenues of investigation rather than channeling discussion in lim­
ited ways. Participants in history, while often reflective about how they 

will be percci\-ed by posterity, usually theorize primarily for political 

ends. Gender in Japan was theorized both by those who sought to tear 
down essentialist limitations on women's rights (while often preserving 
"woman" as a category for political reasons), and by those who used 

the power of the state to expand women's usefulness to the nation. In 

both cases, construction of gender was in conjunction with power. 
Molony examines varying strains of "women's rights" (/oken) and 

their similarities and differences with late nineteenth-century Japanese 

arguments for expanding men's inclusion in the state. She suggests how 
gender was embedded in notions of the state and society and was in-
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strumental in the defining of "modernity" in the early twentieth century. 
Uno contends that there was a linkage between the state's female gender 
expectations and Japan's imperial expansion. Ryosai kenbo, a synthesis 
of early modern wifehood and late nineteenth-century imported notions 
of motherhood, was established by the Education Ministry as a model of 
ideal womanhood in 1899 in the aftermath of the first Sino-] apanese 

War (1894-1895). Following each war that gained territory for the empire, 
a reassessment of the mobilization of women resulted in contested re­

constructions of 1yosai kenbo that expanded norms of women's societal 

participation. Kano argues that a powerful strain in Japanese literary criti­
cism of the 1980s incorporated transhistorical femininity ("some things 
about Japanese women never change") and reverse Orientalism ('}apan 
is uniquely different from the West"). These assumptions have operated 
as two wheels of a perpetual motion machine, driving and reinforcing 
each other. They have led to a denial of Japan's masculine aggression to­
ward its neighbors as well as an antifeminist affirmation of the status quo 

of gender relations in Japan. 
Shigematsu interprets the paradoxes of contemporary female sexual­

ity and individual empowerment by looking at the work of Uchida 
Shungiku and its role in cultural production in the 1990s. She places 
Uchida's work and significance in the context of the last several dec­
ades of feminism in Japan, from "women's liberation" in the 1970s 

through the promotion by the state and corporate interests of their own 
versions of feminism since the mid-197os. While Uchida serves as a 
model for the type of sexual ambiguity highlighted in this volume and 
for the female transgression lauded by many feminists, Shigematsu 
notes that Uchida is also emblematic of the corporate world's com­
modification of sex, of women who transgress gender boundaries for 
their own advancement, and of the state's emphasis on hard work as 
the route to individual success. 

Conclusion 

An analysis of gender enhances understandings of Japanese modernity. 
As the field of Japanese studies has turned away from modernization 

perspectives grounded in Cold War concerns valorizing capitalist soci­

ety, institutions, and culture, modernity perspectives placing more em­
phasis on themes of conflict, inequality, or exploitation as well as post-
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modern perspecth·es have come to the fore. Influenced by interpreta­
tions of modernity and the postmodern, this book aims to contribute to 

both social science and cultural studies of Japan by further historicizing 
gender construction, gender contestations, and gender ambiguity. In the 
preceding decades, a significant amount of research has emerged on 

gender construction and contcstation in Japan's long twentieth century. 

However, gender ambiguity in Japan has been only lightly pursued. 
If it can be said that deliberate state construction of male and female 

gender operated at a relatively low level in the early modern period, 
then current research suggests that on the whole that trend continued 
in the first several decades of the modern period. However, from about 

1890, the Japanese government and its supporters made greater efforts 
to intervene in the construction of distinct male and female genders. 

Sexuality came under greater regulation, and heterosexuality was in­
creasingly defined as normative for men and women. Despite contesta­

tion by individuals and groups and modifications bv administrators and 
political leaders, especially during the mobilization for World War n, 
the continuities were probably greater than the changes in the official 

visions of woman as patriotic "good wife, wise mother" and man as 
servant of the state or loyal soldier. Nevertheless, to some extent gen­
der expectations varied by class as well as ethnicity, race, and residence, 
that is, for Japanese and non-Japanese subjects at home and in the 
colonies. 

Despite the demise of the wartime self-sacrificing soldier and 
mother, the legacy of public man and private or domestic woman has 
endured in the postwar period. Contemporary gender expectations are 
reflected in the attitudes and representations of the salaryman warrior, 

stoically enduring grueling overtime and spurning vacations to gain 

family income and prestige, increase corporate earnings, and raise the 
nation's exports, and of the housewife/mother lovingly yet efficiently 
managing all aspects of the household from budget and menus to 

cleaning, yardwork, childrearing, and perhaps even her husband. 
However, even as boundaries of male and female gender were being 

delineated throughout the long twentieth century, they were continually 

being tested-especially those that created separate spheres or the 
paired binaries of public man/private woman often prominent in the 

agendas of modernity. From the 1880s until the twenty-first century, 
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gender expectations have been contested by feminist movements and 
female workers' organizations and by individuals, including female and 
male students, educators and intellectuals, young and middle-aged 
women, and single and married women. Recent research reveals ongo­

ing contestation of the postwar conventional wisdom about gender, 
e.g., domesticity as woman's primary destiny and performance of sexu­

ality beyond heterosexual and marital sex. 
While histories of women, men, and sexuality have deployed binaries 

of victimization and resistance used by Japanese men and women in 

their lived experiences and struggles, gender ambiguity has also been a 
characteristic of Japanese society and culture. In the early modern pe­
riod, for example, there was no necessary one-to-one correspondence 
benveen sex and sexuality, whether in male-female sexual relationships 
or in same-sex liaisons. Purthermore, it was acceptable, indeed it was 
art for men to act as women on stage in the kabuki theatre; some even 
said that the female impersonators (onnagata) performed a more perfect 
femininity than could have been enacted by women had they been 
permitted to perform on the stage. 

At the dawn of the modern era, as we have seen, the state attempted 
a greater differentiation of gender spheres \vhile some men and women 
contested those moves. Thus, an unsung but salient characteristic of 
modernity has been continuing gender ambiguity. Multiple voices con­

tributed to notions of gender, impeding the state's initiatives to define 
the masculine and the feminine to advance its nationalist agenda and 
blurring the boundaries between the two. Against state policies, indi­
viduals and organi,:ations called for access to higher education for 
women, female suffrage, and continued acceptance of same-sex sexual 
relations. Desire for less rigid gender prescriptions has, at times, also 
slowed the progress of unified movements contesting the state. For in­
stance, the classic debate, which occurred in Japan as elsewhere, be­
tween those who took a position of essentializing women as mothers 

and those who argued for women's rights irrespective of maternal roles 

hindered the emergence of a united feminist movement. At the same 
time, since the modern period, ambiguities derived from contestations, 

undefined attitudes and behaviors, and contradictions in policies and 
norms have provided space for men and women to perform their gen­

der or sexuality in varying ethnic, class, or regional contexts. During the 
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early Occupation years, moral chaos in the wake of defeat increased 
gender ambiguities. But by the 1970s, economic policies and industrial 
discipline attempted to reinscribe women's place as the home even as 
married women were allowed to enter the wage labor market under in­
ferior conditions. In the late postwar period, boundaries between male­

ness and femaleness are again blurring-that is, there is again a swing 
toward gender ambiguity. 

Indeed, in the long twentieth century, Japanese modernity has been 
characterized by oscillation between gender boundary construction 
and gender ambiguities. The ambiguities arc particularly informative as 
they call into question binary models, e.g., the equations of 

woman/private/inside and man/public/ outside. \X'hile research on the 
construction of gender norms by the state and other social actors as 
well as research on resistance to received norms has become estab­
lished over the past several decades, the notion of gender ambiguity is 
relatively new and bears further exploration in Japan and elsewhere. 

Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno 
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Modern Japan, ed. Stephen Vlastos (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
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University of Hawai'i Press, 2001); and Jan Bardsley's "Discourse on \X'omen 

in Postwar Japan: The Housewife Debate of 1955," U.5.-Japan Women's Journal, 
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Century," in The Culture of Japan Seen through Its Leisure, eds. Sepp Linhart and 
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reject thinking in terms of gender for different reasons. See also, for example, 
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of Hawai'i Press, 1984); Gail Lee Bernstein, Harttko's World: A Japanese Farm 
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zuko Ueno, "Origins of the Japanese Housc,vife," Anthropo!ogiral Qttmter!J 55, 
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Image cmd Chan._gin._g Rea/it)' (Cambridge, MA Harvard University Press, 1994); 

Glenda Roberts, Staying 011 the Lim: Bl11e-Collar Women in Contemporary Japan 
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glish Supplement. Sec note 18 for additional works and trends in cultural stud­
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sexuals, eds. and trans. Barbara Summerhawk, Cheiron McMahill, and Darren 
McDonald (Norwich, VT: New Victoria Publishers, 1998); Robin LeBlanc, Biry-



Copyright 2005 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Do not reproduce.
Introduction 33 
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