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ABSTRACT

Area studies has been described as having lost its significance and legitimacy 
in the 21st century globalised world. However, research has shown that 
the strengths of area studies—empirical research and context-sensitive 
knowledge—remain relevant not only in helping us to understand our 
contemporary world, but also in challenging the hegemony of theories and 
concepts developed in Euro-American contexts that have come to dominate 
both academic and general writing. In this paper, I draw on my research on 
the transgender community in Japan—an area of study that is relegated to the 
margins of both Japanese studies and trans studies—to show how the tools of 
area studies play an important role in expanding the conceptual boundaries 
of trans studies, and how the lens of transgender can expand or complicate 
existing knowledge on the culture and society of Japan. I highlight how 
Japanese transgender identities and cultures are shaped not only by global 
processes, but also legal, medical, cultural and social conditions specific to 
Japan. I argue against the assumed universal applicability of Eurocentric 
conceptualisations of gender/sexual non-conformity, and in doing so I call 
attention to the ways in which the fields of transgender studies and Japanese 
studies can enrich each other. More than ever in these precarious times, we 
need to emphasise the strengths and overcome the weaknesses of our field(s), 
so that we may be better equipped to turn marginality into possibility.
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INTRODUCTION

As a Japan specialist based in a Japanese Studies department in a 
university in Asia, I am frequently asked by my peers based in social 

science disciplines about the future of my department, and by extension, my 
career. Given the drastic decline of area studies and Asian Studies in North 
American, Western European and Australian universities since the 1990s, 
their concerns are not unwarranted. Area studies was institutionalised at 
universities in the United States during the Cold War years to support US 
military and political needs, and is frequently criticised for being essentialist, 
descriptive and neo-imperialist. In the post-Cold war era, area studies 
has, according to some, increasingly become “a second-class enterprise in 
the university context” (Chua et al. 2019, 45) that is hopelessly caught in a 
vicious cycle of decreased funding, dwindling student numbers and loss of 
“academic legitimacy” (32).  

The precarity of my academic career, however, results not only from the 
(perceived) declining relevance of area studies in the 21st century academy, 
but also from the marginal status of the subject of my study—trans and queer 
in Japan—within Japanese/area studies.1 I remember feeling awkwardly out 
of place at a literature panel that I was assigned to at a major international 
conference on Asian Studies several years ago—my paper was on the 
representation, embodiment and practices of transgender masculinity based 
on my ethnographic fieldwork in the trans male community in Tokyo, while 
the works of my fellow panellists, all literary scholars, did not deal at all with 
gender or sexuality. While this may have been a slip-up on the part of the 
conference organisers, I could not help but agree with what Howard Chiang, 
Todd Henry and Helen Leung observe:

“although scholars and activists have begun to examine long-standing 
histories and the politically engaged nature of trans cultures across the 
diverse societies of Asia over the past two decades […] such work remains at 
the margins of Asian studies, rather than receiving the spotlight.” 
(Chiang et al. 2018, 298)2

If studies on trans and queer lives are marginalised in area studies, the 
reverse is also true: the focus of queer/trans studies has mainly been on 
North American and Western European societies (Jackson et al. 2005, 299). 
Even when queer lives in Asia are addressed, they tend to be studied as local 
phenomena to be explained by Euro-American theoretical paradigms (Chu 
and Martin 2007, 483). However, as Huso Yi reminds us, “caution must be 
used both in attempts to globalize US-dominant concepts of minority, and 
attempts to project modern, western notions of homosexuality into regions 
where these notions are inappropriate” (Yi 2005, 308).

1 I use the terms ‘trans’ and ‘transgender’ interchangeably to refer to people whose gender identity differs from 
the sex they were assigned at birth. Queer is used here as an umbrella term for non-normative configurations of 
gender and sexuality, as well as in a deconstructive sense to refer to practices and positionalities that may have 
the potential to destabilise or challenge normative ways of being and knowing. 
2 It is worth mentioning that the establishment of the Society for Queer Asian Studies as an affiliated 
organisation of the Association for Asian Studies in 2016 marked a significant moment in the recognition of the 
academic value of queer Asian studies.
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Although area/Japanese studies may be “struggling” (Ting 2020, 69) to 
maintain its relevance in today’s academy—some have even suggested 
eradicating it entirely (see for example Chua et al. 2019; Chow 2002)—as 
Gavin Walker and Naoki Sakai remind us, the end of area (in the sense of 
“schema area” or “regime area”) does not mean “the end of the importance of 
specific knowledge, linguistic study, or historically particular circumstances” 
(2019, 20). Working at the margins—and intersection—of area studies and 
trans/queer studies, I am constantly reminded that area studies is ‘passé’ and 
that research on queer in Japan has little value. I find solace and inspiration 
in the works of scholars researching gender and sexual non-normativity in 
Asia. These scholars, even if they do not necessarily identify as areaists, have 
recognised the significance of and used the tools of area studies to intervene 
in the exclusion of Asian queer lives in both queer studies and Asian studies 
(see for example Jackson 2000, 2001; Martin and Ho 2006; Sinnott 2004; 
Chiang 2012; McLelland 2005). By focusing on the historical, linguistic and 
cultural specificities of queer Asian lives, these works demonstrate how non-
normative gender and sexual identities and cultures in the Asian region 
have been variously shaped by local histories, as well as the legal, medical, 
cultural and social conditions specific to each location/culture. In so doing, 
they “resisted situating developments taking place across the societies in 
[…] Asia in terms of western developmental narratives” (McLelland 2018, 
1273), and contributed to a reorientation of how scholars think and write 
about non-normative gender and sexual configurations, embodiments and 
practices in ways that de-privilege paradigms developed in North American 
and Western European contexts. 

If the context-sensitive insights into the power formations, cultural 
expressions, social structures and processes of societies provided by area 
studies can contribute to a “deparochializ[ing] of US- and Euro-centric 
visions of the world in the core social science and humanities disciplines, 
among policy makers, and in the public at large” (Szanton 2002, 2), then 
trans/queer perspectives will also enrich area studies by bringing to the 
fore new issues and ways of thinking that area studies has traditionally 
overlooked. As pointed out by some, area studies, which takes an area and 
its population as the object of its inquiry, has a tendency to over-emphasise 
the fixity and coherence of an area when “the stability and continuity of 
culture areas and their diverse populations [have, in fact, been] held together 
in tenuous ways and through struggles that have privileged the interests of 
majority populations […] at the expense of marginalized others” (Chiang et 
al. 2018, 299–300). The recently published edited volume Queer Korea (Henry 
2020) shows us one way in which this shortcoming of area studies can be 
overcome. The chapters highlight how “practices of non-normative sexuality 
and gender variance have been consistently ignored or thought away” in 
both popular thought and academic writing in Korea (8). In accounting for 
these overlooked aspects of Korean society and history, the book contributes 
to a queering of the “nationalistically heteronormative” Korean Studies (8), 
thus illustrating how queer approaches can contribute to destabilising the 
assumed coherence of an ‘area’. 
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The work by queer Asian studies scholars has shown, and continues to show, 
that there are possibilities in marginality, and that marginality can be turned 
into possibilities. In the following sections, I draw on my research in the 
trans community in Japan and offer some thoughts on how my experience 
working at/from the margins helped me re-think my approaches in the fields 
of Japanese studies and trans studies. In particular, I discuss how Japanese 
studies can help to re-orient how we conceptualise trans practices and 
embodiments, and how trans perspectives can not only enhance, expand 
and/or complicate existing knowledge on the culture and society of Japan, 
but also provide some hints as to how we can take Japanese studies beyond 
its current boundaries. 

RETHINKING TRANS THROUGH THE LENS OF JAPAN

My research focuses on trans men, or efu-tii-emu (エフティーエム; the Japanese 
transliteration of the English term ‘FTM’ or ‘female-to-male’; hereafter, 
‘FTM’) in Japan. I explore how trans men experience and negotiate inclusion 
in a society that continues to marginalise those who do not or cannot conform 
to prevailing gender and sexual norms.3 During my fieldwork, which took 
place between 2013 and 2018, I visited numerous places and attended various 
events organised by and/or for trans men, predominantly but not exclusively 
in Tokyo. They included FTM bars, various businesses owned and run by 
FTM-identified people, drinking parties, matchmaking events, peer-support 
sharing sessions, outdoor picnics and barbeques, home parties and music 
promotion events for an FTM idol group. I also attended photoshoots sessions 
of Laph—the only FTM magazine in circulation in Japan today, and the key 
site of my fieldwork. Depending on the scale of the event, at each of these 
events, I met anywhere between twenty to more than a hundred trans men 
and their partners.4

As a non-Japanese and non-trans person, and given the lack of in-depth 
studies on trans people—and especially trans men—in Japan in English-
language academic scholarship, prior to entering the field I could only form 
a mental picture of my would-be informants through the lens of trans and 
queer studies based in Euro-American contexts that were available at the 
time. I had assumed that these theories and concepts on trans and queer 
would also apply to trans men in Japan. It turned out that this was not the 
case. I assumed that my informants would be keen to celebrate their transness, 
and use it to fight against the rigid gender system in Japan; after all, queer is 
defined as “against the regimes of the normal” (Warner 1993, xxvi). As such, 
I was surprised when I found the bold statement “We are normal” (僕たちは 

3 I am aware that many trans people in and outside of Japan may not identify with the term ‘FTM’, but almost 
all trans men (a term which I am using interchangeably with ‘FTM’) whom I met during my fieldwork referred 
to themselves and other trans men using this term.  
4 My fieldwork in Japan was first conducted between January 2013 and January 2014; I subsequently made 
several trips back to Tokyo from June 2014 through 2019. In addition to conducting participant observation 
at social events organised by and for trans men, I also conducted in-depth interviews with twelve trans men 
between 2013 and 2014. While my position as a non-Japanese and non-trans researcher from an overseas 
university relegated me to the status of an outsider, the border between outsider and insider was never a clear 
one for me: my perceived foreignness to Japanese and trans culture actually eased my entry into the FTM scene, 
and spurred the eagerness among many of my informants to share some aspects of their culture (Japanese and/
or FTM) with me. My familiarity with the Japanese language and cultural practices further allowed me to 
quickly develop a rapport with my informants. I am, however, mindful that I can never speak of my informants’ 
experiences from their position.
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フツウです) in the editorial of one of the issues of Laph (Akito 2010, 61), and 
when informant after informant told me that all they want is to get married, 
have children, and lead an ‘ordinary life’ just like any other Japanese man. I 
could not help but wonder, why was the producer of a queer media product 
desiring, and creating the desire for, normality, instead of questioning and 
dismantling ‘normal’? 

From my participant observation at various FTM social events, and from my 
analysis of back issues of Laph and Japanese trans autobiographies, I found 
out that most of my informants prefer to—and in fact can only afford to—
live ‘under-the-radar’ as gender-normative, ‘ordinary’ men (legally and/or 
socially) in their everyday lives. While there certainly are trans individuals 
and activists in Japan who reject the state-endorsed medico-legal discourse 
of transgender (see below), and who live openly as gender non-conforming 
persons, most of my informants chose not to come out or only come out 
selectively about their trans backgrounds. The transgender masculinity that 
is represented in, endorsed and promoted by the FTM magazine Laph is also 
one that emphasises naturalness, averageness and ‘ordinariness’” (for a more 
detailed discussion, see Yuen 2018). 

However, my informants also do not deny their trans backgrounds or reject 
connections with the trans community. Many of my informants were quite 
happy to mention (to me and to their trans peers) their birth names and pass 
around photos of themselves in their sailor suit uniforms during their high 
school days.5 During the weekends or after work, they participate in social 
activities such as drinking parties that are organised by and for trans men, 
and in so doing, they carve out a space for themselves to live as trans, and for 
a sense of community and belonging to a collective sociality of FTM trans  
people without undermining their male public selves (for more, see Yuen 2020). 

While many queer scholars have repeatedly emphasised the need to resist 
normativity and trouble the status quo—which influenced the way I had 
thought about trans people in Japan prior to entering the field—it remains a 
fact that in many parts of Asia where being openly queer is not an available 
option, normativity is something that gender/sexual non-conforming people 
need to negotiate and seek to achieve, rather than resist, in order to survive 
(Yau 2010). Todd Henry (2020), John Cho (2020) and Layoung Shin (2020) 
have noted that even with the advancement of the gay and lesbian movement 
in South Korea since the mid-1990s, many queer Korean people prefer to stay 
invisible in society by not visibly manifesting a queer identity and avoiding 
open participation in LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer) 
advocacy activities. When measured against the Anglo-Western model of 
rights and visibility, South Korea may appear ‘backward’. However, as Henry 
(2020) argues, in a society where homosexuality is still highly stigmatised, 
adopting the Euro-American form of out-and-proud politics is not a viable 
option for these queer Koreans. It can “endanger one’s ability to please kin 
networks, maintain intimate relationships, and succeed (or even survive) in 
the labour market” (Henry 2020, 30).

5 This was another unexpected finding as I had (falsely) assumed, based on my understanding of Jason 
Cromwell’s (1999) research on trans men in the United States, that birth names are a source of insecurity for 
trans men and a “painful” reminder of how society sees and what society expects of them as females (2).
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Similarly in Japan, prejudice and a general lack of public understanding of 
gender and sexual non-conforming people continue to limit the life choices 
of many trans people. Yet, my informants do not concern themselves with 
demanding rights or lobbying for the de-medicalisation of transgender, 
even though many other trans people do. The abovementioned choices 
and practices of living publicly as men and participating in the FTM scene 
privately are, as I realise after spending some time in the field, strategies that 
my informants adopt to gain self-validation, economic survival and social 
membership as both trans and men. To my informants, the fact of being trans 
does not eclipse the myriad of identities that they may have, including their 
identity as men (and vice-versa). Like their gay and lesbian counterparts in 
South Korea, living socially as gender-normative men and privately as trans, 
rather than actively engaging in rights-based activism, has been perceived by 
many Japanese trans men to be the best or only way to ensure their liveability 
and survival in mainstream Japanese society. This reveals a different narrative 
of FTM lives in Japan—an alternative transgender modernity that does not 
necessarily diffuse from or converge towards a Western narrative of progress 
that has visibility, rights and recognition as its end point.

As seen from the assumptions that I brought into the field, an uncritical 
application of Euro-American theoretical paradigms onto the Japanese 
context is problematic and even imperialist (by erasing other ways of 
knowing, doing and being trans). It can also create a “hierarchy of experiences 
and subjectivities” (Leung 2016, 435) with the West—constructed as more 
‘advanced’ and ‘progressive’—at the top. In fact, this can be observed in 
some English-language media reports and articles on the latest developments 
concerning Japan’s gender and sexual minorities. For example, in a recent 
84-page Human Rights Watch (2019) report on Japan’s gender recognition 
law, the author emphasised that the law, which “rests on an outdated and 
pejorative notion that a transgender identity is a mental health condition” and 
which enforces sterilisation of trans people, is “abusive” (3) and “regressive” 
(11). The report makes an urgent call for Japan to reform its laws (including 
removing the requirement to undergo surgery before qualifying for legal 
gender change) to be in line with international human rights standards and 
best practices of “modern medicine” (8). This, in effect, creates an image of 
Japan as backward and pre-modern. 

In Japan, gender reassignment surgery, or sex reassignment surgery (性別適

合手術 or SRS) as it is commonly called in Japan today, became recognised 
in 1996 as the legal and appropriate medical treatment for the condition of 
Gender Identity Disorder (GID), or ‘seidōitsuseishōgai’ (性同一性障害) in 
Japanese.6 In 2004, trans people gained the right to change their legal gender 
in the koseki family register (戸籍) under the “Exceptional Treatment Law 
for People with Gender Identity Disorder” (性同一性障害者の性別の取り扱い

の特例に関する法案; hereafter, Exceptional Treatment Law) after completing  
6 In Japan, GID is understood as a medical condition marked by a disjuncture between one’s gender identity and 
one’s biological sex. For more on the guidelines for the diagnosis and treatment of GID in Japan, see Nomiya et 
al (2011, 14-19), and Nihon seishin shinkei gakkai (2006). Regarding SRS, although the term ‘sex reassignment’ 
has come under critique for reinforcing the notion that the truth of one’s gender lies in one’s body/genitals, and 
is increasingly being replaced by ‘gender reassignment’, ‘gender confirmation’ or ‘gender affirmation’ in the 
anglophone sphere, it remains the dominant term in Japan for referring to the family of surgical procedures 
that trans people are required to undergo in order to change their legal gender. As such, while I acknowledge the 
problems with this term, in this article, I refer to sex reassignment rather than its more recent variants in light of 
the context of my discussion—that is, contemporary Japanese society.
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sex reassignment surgery and fulfilling a list of other conditions.7 Despite the 
international move towards de-pathologising transgender in recent years, 
Japanese law continues to insist on a GID diagnosis and sex reassignment 
surgery as the key requirement for legal gender change. One common 
critique of the situation in Japan is that Japan is the only G7 country that 
maintains such a stringent requirement, and as such, there is a crucial need 
for it to ‘catch up’ to the standards of other first-world countries. This stance is  
highly reminiscent of the “tradition-modernity split” that Grewal and 
Kaplan (2001) observed in their international study of sexuality, where “the 
United States and Europe are figured as modern and thus as the sites of 
progressive social movements, while other parts of the world are presumed 
to be traditional” (669). 

While there are indeed limitations to the law and the medical model of GID 
upon which the law is based (I will elaborate on this in the next section), 
criticising Japan on the basis of its departure from so-called modern 
international standards (of human rights and medicine) may risk what 
Mark McLelland (2005) would call a “transcultural reductiveness”—that 
is, “a tendency to locate the sexual ideas and practices of ‘other’ societies 
along a continuum of sameness or difference from those of the west” (4). 
No doubt, understandings and articulations of LGBTQ in Japan are to some 
extent Western-inflected (Shimizu 2007). For example, ‘seidōitsuseishōgai’ is 
itself a term and concept translated from the English term ‘Gender Identity 
Disorder’, and the diagnostic criteria for seidōitsuseishōgai in Japan was 
adopted from the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) published by the American Psychiatric 
Association. However, as illustrated by the assumptions that I had brought 
into the field at the beginning of my research, explaining, measuring and 
criticising Japanese trans experience and culture in the language of those 
in Euro-American contexts can end up privileging Euro-American sexual 
identities and cultures. In effect, Japanese trans people, their cultures and 
practices become (problematically) constructed as backward, outdated and 
in need of liberation. To overcome “Western hegemonic interpretations of 
queerness and of non-Western sexualities [and genders]” (Wilson 2006, n.p.), 
it is therefore crucial that anyone writing about trans people in Japan (in fact, 
in any culture) recognise the role of not only global processes, but also local 
histories, socio-cultural processes, and medical and legal conditions in the 
shaping of their identities, practices and communities. 

The strict conditions, including enforced sterilisation, stipulated in the 
Exceptional Treatment Law have certainly attracted criticism, including 
from within Japan itself. However, as Japan’s first trans female politician Aya 
Kamikawa (2007) highlights, the requirement that the trans person making 
the legal gender change has no children (commonly known as the ‘no-child 
condition’) was critical to the passage of the law as it was used to appease the 
conservative members of the leading Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the  

7 Under the Exceptional Treatment Law, the following five conditions must be fulfilled before an individual can 
change their gender in the family register: (1) to be above twenty years old, (2) to be unmarried at the time of 
application, (3) have no child, (4) to be deprived of gonad or gonad function, (5) to have genitalia that resemble 
the sex to which they have been reassigned. The ‘no-child condition’ was the most opposed condition among 
trans people, and this regulation was eventually relaxed in 2008 to “no child below the age of 20”. For details 
on the Exceptional Treatment Law, see Taniguchi (2006); Harima et al. (2007); Kamikawa (2007, 104–34); 
Suganuma et al. (2010, 419–37).
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opposition parties.8 For the conservative LDP members, the family register is 
an inviolable sacred document that is the source of “Japanese family values” 
(Kamikawa 2007, 113). These are the people who have repeatedly rejected 
the bill to revise the civil code to allow married couples to have separate last 
names, and it was these people that the lawmakers, lawyers and activists who 
campaigned for the passing of the law needed to convince. Without the no-
child condition, and other conditions such as sex reassignment surgery and 
the requirement that applicants are not married at the point of application, 
the law would result in same-sex marriages and families with two fathers/
mothers. This is an outcome that would destabilise the heteronormative 
family and gender binary systems, and to which the conservative politicians 
would definitely object. From this brief backstory to the passing of the 
Exceptional Treatment Law, it is clear that any critique of the law needs to 
take the socio-political context of Japan into consideration, and not assume 
the universality of the transgender experience, nor draw conclusions on the 
basis of sameness or difference from so-called ‘international standards’.  

RETHINKING JAPAN THROUGH THE LENS OF TRANS

Just as area studies can enrich other disciplines—in this case, Japanese 
studies enriching transgender studies—our understanding of an area can 
also be enhanced by looking at the area through the lens of transgender. 
As Susan Stryker (2006) highlights in the first volume of The Transgender 
Studies Reader, the Foucauldian notion of “the insurrection of subjugated 
knowledges” (12) is one key methodological concern of transgender studies. 
For Stryker, the potential of transgender studies lies in its ability to recover 
both knowledges and subjective experiences of trans people, and in so 
doing, “recapture, for use in the present, a historical knowledge of particular 
structurations of power” (13). Following Stryker, in the rest of this article, I 
will show how the trans voices and experiences that I have unearthed in my 
research reveal a simultaneous recognition and regulation by the Japanese 
state of the transgender subject in the late 1990s/early 2000s. This finding 
can in turn bring to light the operations of neoliberal governmentality in the 
managing of gender/sexual difference and diversity in Japanese society—a 
topic that has largely been excluded from the discussion on diversity in Japan. 

For a large part of its modern history, Japan has maintained a self-image of 
an ethnically, culturally and linguistically homogeneous nation. Not only 
has this discourse of monoculturalism and monoethnicity been reproduced 
and reinforced in national policies, senior politicians such as former prime 
ministers Yasuhiro Nakasone and Tarō Asō have also time and again 
publicly claimed that Japan is a homogenous country with no minorities 
(Burgess 2007).9 Such claims of monoculturality have resulted in the belief 
that (ethnic and cultural) differences do not belong in Japanese society, and 
that assimilation is the only alternative to exclusion (Chapman 2006, 91). 

8 Aya Kamikawa [上川 あや; b. 1968] is an elected municipal official in the Setagawa ward assembly. She was first 
elected in 2003, and is currently serving her fifth term in office. 
9 Yasuhiro Nakasone [中曽根 康弘; 1918–2019] was prime minister of Japan and leader of the conservative 
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) from 1982 to 1987. Tarō Asō [麻生 太郎; b. 1940], also an LDP member, was 
prime minister of Japan from 2008 to 2009, and has served as deputy prime minister since 2012 (still current at 
the time of writing).
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In the 1990s and 2000s, an alternative to assimilation and exclusion 
emerged following rising claims of discrimination and injustice from ethnic 
minority groups, as well as the increasing presence of migrant workers 
in Japan. These culminated in an ostensible recognition of the country’s 
diverse ethnic and social composition through tabunka kyōsei (多文化共生; 
‘multicultural co-existence’), a Japanese notion of multiculturalism that 
emphasises harmonious co-living between the Japanese and foreigners. On 
the one hand, the adoption of tabunka kyōsei policies appears to suggest a 
positive move towards a recognition and inclusion of difference in Japanese 
society.10 On the other hand, however, minorities, and only specific groups of 
minorities, are included and tolerated as ‘others’ who are expected to learn 
to co-exist in harmony with the Japanese (Chapman 2006; Chapple 2011; 
Kawabata and Yamamoto 2020). Significantly, tabunka kyōsei discourses 
focus mainly on foreigners or ethnic ‘others’—in other words, on difference 
that has been constructed as coming from ‘outside’ of Japanese society. 
Meanwhile, ‘internal’ differences within Japanese society such as disability, 
gender variance and non-normative sexualities continue to remain excluded 
from the parameters of ‘tabunka’ (多文化; lit., ‘many cultures’) (Flowers 2012, 
529). In this way, through the strategic inclusion of some differences in the 
name of harmonious co-existence, diversity is contained by the authorities. 

The Japanese state’s agenda of managing rather than “recognizing differences 
and the resulting tensions that are manifest in such contexts” (Chapman 
2006, 100) becomes especially apparent when we consider the simultaneous 
recognition and regulation of trans people via the Exceptional Treatment 
Law during this time of the 1990s/2000s. The Exceptional Treatment Law 
(passed in 2003 and promulgated in 2004), while signifying the Japanese 
state’s recognition of trans people as ‘ordinary’ citizens who are deserving 
of rights, also acts as a means through which trans people are rendered 
governable. Under the law, the transgender subject is defined as one who 
suffers from the medical condition of GID and desires sex reassignment 
surgery to change their physical sex. These conditions, and a few others 
(as mentioned earlier), must be fulfilled before a trans person is allowed to 
change their legal gender in the family register, a powerful state apparatus 
that identifies, defines and documents people as legal subjects and citizens 
of the Japanese state.11 In the process of making trans people verifiable and 
thus governable, the law produces specific regulatory practices (psychiatric 
counselling, hormone therapy and sex reassignment surgery) that discipline 
potentially unruly “trans bodies and narratives into fixed and permanent 
states” (Repo 2019, 15). 

Even if the state’s understanding of trans may not necessarily reflect trans 
people’s realities, it is only by conforming to the state’s disciplinary practices 
that trans people become intelligible to the state and are permitted to become  

10 In the late 1980s and 1990s, local governments, especially in municipalities with a high number of foreign 
residents, started engaging with the idea of ‘tabunka kyōsei’ by implementing various initiative to support their 
foreign residents. Some of such initiatives include creating enquiry hotlines in foreign languages, providing 
support and advice on living in Japan, and organizing multicultural events and activities. It was only in 2006 
that the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications started promoting and supporting intercultural 
cohesion at the local level across the nation. In 2007, Miyagi prefecture was the first municipality to issue an 
Ordinance for the Promotion of Multicultural Society (多文化共生社会の形成の推進に関する条例), which obliges 
businesses and residents in the prefecture to provide their support in creating a “multicultural co-living society” 
(多文化共生社会) (Miyagi Prefectural Government 2021). 
11 For more detailed discussion on the Japanese family register, see for example Krogness (2014).
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legitimate subjects (by having a proper/corrected record in the family 
register). This is illustrated by my informant Kazuma’s (pseudonym used) 
experience in making up parts of his personal history so that he could receive 
the GID diagnosis he needed to live legally as a man:

“I had to indicate on the form ‘when I started feeling this way’ or ‘when I 
began desiring to become a man’ in order to get my hands on the diagnosis 
letter to support my application to change my gender in the family register 
[…] But for me, it wasn’t a matter of at what age I started feeling this way. I 
had always been like that; or rather, I always thought I would grow up to be 
a man.” 
(Kazuma 2013)

Despite the gaps between the criteria and his experience, Kazuma was able 
to navigate the process and receive his GID diagnosis, granting him the legal 
right to change his gender on the family register. However, trans people who 
cannot or refuse to receive a GID diagnosis and/or undergo sex reassignment 
surgery, or whose gendered practices and embodiment fall outside of the 
binary of male and female, will continue to remain unaccounted for and be 
excluded from the rights and privileges that come with legal gender change. 

Following the promulgation of the Exceptional Treatment Law, sexual 
diversity became listed in 2004 on the agenda of human rights education and 
enlightenment by the Ministry of Justice (MOJ; 法務省) and the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT; 文部科学

省).12 However, the latter has made no move to formalise the teaching of 
sexual diversity in the classroom (Watanabe et al. 2011, 97). Such a hands-
off approach towards human rights and diversity by the MOJ as well as 
other governmental bodies resonates with Timothy Amos’ (2011) analysis 
of the government’s stance towards the human rights of burakumin (部落

民; a historic group of social outcasts). As Amos highlights, at the level of 
the state’s discourse, human rights is portrayed as something that should 
be learnt and nurtured “at home, at school and the workplace” (177). In 
other words, it is something that should be dealt and engaged with at the 
individual or everyday institutional level, rather than something that the state 
is responsible for. This most likely explains why sexual diversity and human 
rights were not, and will not, be formalised in the official school curriculum.  

The government’s tokenistic and cosmetic approach to recognising and 
including trans people in society is further revealed when we examine how the 
law affects the lives of trans people at the level of the everyday. My informant 
Kazuma, whom I mentioned earlier, recounted to me that he attempted to 
enrol in a healthcare-related certificate course at a vocational school multiple 
times, but was rejected because of his trans background. Despite having 
updated his official documents following his legal gender change, he was not  

12 In the early 1990s, Japan’s pursuit for a permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council contributed 
to its active involvement in human rights domestically and internationally. The announcement of the UN 
Decade of Human Rights Education (1995-2004) in 1994 also led the Japanese government to establish human 
rights centres and pass laws relating to the promotion of human rights in Japan. It was within this context that 
sexual orientation and GID came to be included in the list of “Major human rights problems” (主な人権課題) 
in the MOJ and MEXT’s “White Paper on Human Rights Education and Enlightenment” (人権教育・啓発白書) 
following the enactment of the Exceptional Treatment Law in 2004 (MOJ and MEXT 2004). However, although 
MEXT issued a memo to all schools across Japan “to provide consultations for and to be considerate to the
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able to change his given name as recorded on his university certificate, causing 
him to be outed as trans on occasions when his university certificate must  
be produced, such as when applying to the vocational school. As Kazuma 
points out, 

“I graduated from a public university, and unlike private universities, public 
universities do not allow a name change on their certificates. Because of the 
nature of the course that I wanted to enrol in, the interviewers told me that 
it’s going to be a problem if other students find out that I’m trans, and if that 
happens, the school will not be able to deal with it.” 
(Kazuma, 2013)

Kazuma’s case further highlights the superficiality of the government’s 
approach to dealing with trans issues in society. Although the government 
appears to recognise the gender identity of trans people through the 
Exceptional Treatment Law, the universities that it funds ironically do not 
allow transgender graduates to change their names on their certificates, 
causing their trans backgrounds to be traceable in records that, more often 
than not, work to their disadvantage, entrenching discrimination. 

Thus, the recognition of transgender subjects by the state is simultaneously a 
regulation of gender variance that in turn brings about, and even encourages, 
new forms of exclusion. The narrowly defined nature of transgender 
subjectivity, and the stringent conditions that need to be met before a trans 
person can have their gender legally recognised presents a strong signal 
that there is no room for gender ambiguity in Japanese society. The lack 
of government support for sexual diversity and transgender human rights 
education further reveals the state’s neoliberal stance in constructing 
exclusion or discrimination as an individual matter, especially for those who 
fail or choose not to conform to the traditional gender economy of male or 
female. On the surface, the Exceptional Treatment Law suggests a paradigm 
shift towards a liberal acceptance of gender variance in Japanese society. 
However, when we consider the normalising logic of the state’s recognition 
of gender variance that comes intertwined with regulation, these are recast 
as a neoliberal agenda of social control and assimilation. Recognition, and 
the associated rights and privileges, while bringing about inclusion (as legal 
Japanese subjects via the family register), can also be a means of discipline 
and control, and even exclusion, for those who fail to conform to the ‘correct’ 
way of being trans. Examining the processes by which trans bodies are 
produced, disciplined and governed thus brings to light a complex situation. 
Trans people's struggles for validation as gendered subjects conflict with the 
state’s attempt at containing the perceived threat of gender/sexual diversity—a 
situation that the current tabunka kyōsei discourse (including its critiques to 
date) has failed to capture. 

feelings of students with GID” in April 2010, research reveals that knowledge about the existence and/or content 
of this memo is actually very low (Yasuda 2010, 72). For example, a survey by Sex and Human Rights Network 
ESTO in October 2010 shows that only 39 percent of the school nurses from a sample of 251 elementary schools 
in Akita prefecture said that they have seen the memo from MEXT (Takahashi 2013, 349).
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CONCLUSION 

This paper was motivated partly by a desire to defend the academic legitimacy 
of Japanese studies, a field that I remain deeply passionate about despite 
its increasing marginalisation in the academy. However, I am by no means 
arguing for a return to an essentialist, neo-imperialist or homogenising way 
of understanding culture. As Morris-Suzuki (2019) observes, area studies has 
moved on from such 1950s-style way of conceptualising the world (213). My 
focus on the local and specific also does not represent an automatic rejection 
of global and transnational influences. Rather, my aim in this paper is to 
show how the tools of area studies play an important role in expanding the 
conceptual boundaries of trans studies, and how the lens of transgender can 
helpfully complicate existing knowledge on the culture and society of Japan. 
Probing into the less-often heard narratives and struggles of trans people (albeit 
a particular group of trans men predominantly located in Tokyo) in Japan has 
enabled me to see beneath the surface of a heteronormative and apparently 
culturally homogenous (recently more visibly multi-cultural) Japan that the 
Japanese state, social institutions and even some scholars have constructed 
and tried to sustain. My examination of how trans bodies are brought into 
subjectivity and simultaneously disciplined (through regulatory practices 
such as sex reassignment surgery) reveals how the Japanese state is invested in 
defining and categorising its population into male or female subjects to upkeep 
the heteronormative family and gender-binary system. Behind the seemingly 
liberal recognition and inclusion of trans people in Japanese society is, in fact, 
an attempt at managing and containing a perceived threat to social cohesion 
that gender transgression might bring. The desire among my informants to 
live as ‘ordinary’ men may be seen as a manifestation of such state control 
and regulation. Their shuttling between their public male selves and private 
FTM selves can also be seen as a strategy that they adopt to ensure economic 
and social survival in a culture that has yet to fully accept gender/sexual  
non-normativity. 

From the perspective of Euro-American queer theory, my informants are likely 
to be seen as ‘unqueer’. However, as I have tried to demonstrate in this article, 
an uncritical application of theories conceived in a different culture onto the 
Japanese context is most likely bound to fail. Even if concepts such as ‘GID’ 
and ‘FTM’ were originally borrowed from the United States, and even as some 
Japanese LGBTQ activists have embraced the language of rights, liberation, 
normalisation or antinormativity (rhetoric commonly used in North America 
and Western Europe) in their efforts to push for social change, we need to 
remember that there are many trans people in Japan (and elsewhere too) 
who “do not always rely on well-known logics of public visibility or espous[e] 
antinormative politics as their modus operandi” (Chiang et al. 2018, 300). 
As such, researchers should always consider the complex dynamics between 
global trends and locally situated socio-cultural and political conditions 
that have come to enable and limit the imaginations, articulations and lived 
realities of trans people in the areas/cultures that we study. And area studies, 
with its emphasis on empirical research and contextual knowledge, provides 
us with the tools to do just that. 
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In her closing remarks to the virtual roundtable “The ‘Rebirth’ of Japanese 
Studies”, Japan scholar Paula Curtis urges “members of a global Japanese 
Studies community” to rethink our profession and facilitate the rebirth of our 
field (2020, n.p.). When our position in the academy is pushed to the margins 
of the margins, what can we do, individually and collectively, to ensure 
the survival of our field and safeguard our livelihood? Perhaps it is in such 
precarious times that we need, more than ever, to emphasise the strengths 
and overcome the weaknesses of our field(s), as I have done in this article. We 
need to think beyond Japanese studies, both in the sense of engaging with 
other disciplines as well as breaking through the traditional, and at times 
problematic, way of doing Japanese studies. In doing so, I envisage we will be 
in a better position to turn marginality into possibility.
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APPENDIX: LIST OF INTERVIEWS

Kazuma. 2013. Interview by author. Digital recording in Japanese. 
November 23. 

GLOSSARY

burakumin (部落民) 
a historic group of social outcasts in Japan 

Exceptional Treatment Law
Exceptional Treatment Law for People with Gender Identity Disorder (性同一

性障害者の性別の取り扱いの特例に関する法案); stipulates the conditions that 
must be fulfilled before an individual can change their gender in the family 
register in Japan

FTM (エフティーエム)
female-to-male transgender

GID 
Gender Identity Disorder

koseki (戸籍)
family register

LDP
Liberal Democratic Party; a leading conservative political party in Japan

LGBTQ
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer
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MEXT 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (文部科学省)

MOJ 
Ministry of Justice (法務省)

no-child condition
a term used to refer to the requirement under the Exceptional Treatment Law 
for People with Gender Identity Disorder that a trans person making a legal 
gender change has no children

seidōitsuseishōgai (性同一性障害)
Gender Identity Disorder

SRS (性別適合手術)
used in Japan to mean gender reassignment surgery (from ‘sex reassignment 
surgery’)

tabunka kyōsei (多文化共生) 
lit., ‘multicultural co-existence’; a notion of multiculturalism that emphasises 
harmonious co-living between the Japanese and foreigners
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