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The Dark Relationship between the Suppression of
the Social Welfare System and the Backlash
Against Gender Equality in Japan

From “Beijing + 10” to the Hidden Agenda behind the Amendment to
Article 24 (Gender Equality in the Household) of Japan’s Constitution

Mieko Takenobu

“Today 3 backlash against gender equality
is meant to suppress the social welfare
system,”” | said to a foreign correspondent
who was researching the gender-equality
backlash in Japan. The correspondent seemed
confused by my comment. While some
understand  the  relationship  between
conservative/militarist trends and
gender-equality bashing, most cannot quickly
understand that the backlash against gender
equality influences the social welfare system.

Through analyzing a selection of
incidents, | will show the dark and profound
relationship between budget cuts in the social
welfare system and the backlash against
gender equality. Several examples | will
address are the controversial debates at
Beijing + 10, the hidden agenda behind
amending article 24 of the Japanese
constitution, and attacks against gender-equal
education in Japan.

The US Government’ Desire for a
Revision at the “Beijing + 10”
“Beijing + 10*”was a conference held at

the United Nations in New York from the
end of February to the beginning of March
2005. Instead of a regular session of the
Commission on the Status on Women (CSW)
the conference was held as a high-level
meeting for conducting a 10-year review of
the implementation and outcome of the
Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA), adopted
at the Beijing World Conference on Women in
1995.

At the Beijing + 10 meeting, serious
arguments arose because instead of simply
reaffirming the BPFA, the US wanted to
introduce a revision to the Beijing + 10. The
draft declaration was simply reaffirming the
BPFA. The US proposed adding that the
BPFA “tloes not create new international
human rights and does not include the right
to abortion.””This proposal was brought forth
on a backdrop of a heated debate then
occurring in the US.

The right to abortion and homosexual
marriage was not even an issue at the Beijing
+ 10. However, the US government was
aggressively attempting to push a political
agenda. The US attitude was severely
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criticized not only by participating countries
but also by the editorial articles of New York
Times. Consequently, the US withdrew its
proposal after a week-long heated discussion,
after which the conference closed.

Market Fundamentalism, Military
Expansion, and Religious
Fundamentalism

Why did the US have to intervene in
such a controversial way? In order to clarify
this difficult question for non-Americans, I
interviewed Professor Linda Gordon of New
York University, who is a historian and an
expert in the history of reproductive health.

Professor Gordon pointed out that:

“The Bush administration3
economic policy is favorable for rich
people, but that is not good enough to
win the election. In order to gain votes
from the poor, he (Bush) makes a big
deal of abortion, which nobody likes to
talk about it due to its negative image.
They (the Republicans) would like to
promote an image that the Bush
administration is a morally right
government because it tackles the issue
of abortion. That is effective for the
election.””

Moreover, Gordon argues it is necessary
for the government to silence women3 voices
in order to expand military expenses after 9.11
and to manage budget cuts in social welfare.

Because of the gendered division of
labor in the US as well as in the other
countries, women are commonly more
dependent and involved in the welfare sphere.
If there were a budget cut in social welfare,
women (and especially mothers), rather than
men, would be the first to suffer from it.
Consequently, women tend to complain more
than men against cuts in social welfare. That is
why the administration has an interest in

suppressing women § voices.

In addition, if a negative image of
women as “angry feminists promoting
fmmoral abortion””were widespread, society
would appreciate “wvomen who are not
assertive for their rights.”” Consequently,
women would start to internalize the image of
“good women devoting themselves to their
family without complaining despite of the
budget cut for the social welfare.”” Thus,
suppression of women?d rights to abortion
would carry over to silencing woman on the
matter of social welfare.

The international NGO, WEDO
(Women3 Environment & Development
Organization) released a report called “Beijing
Betrayed”” prior to the Beijing + 10. The
report identified three obstacles preventing
the transformation promised in the BPFA, (1)
Growing militarization, (2) The dominance of
neo-liberal  economic  frameworks and
market-driven policies, (3) Rising
fundamentalist movements. These analyses
are identical to Professor Gordon 3§ arguments
saying market fundamentalism is shrinking
social welfare, military expansion encourages
violations of women3 human rights, and
religious fundamentalism pushes women back
home to confinement.

Similarities to Attacks against

“Gender-Equal Education” in
Japan

Professor Gordon3 analysis of US
policies reminds me of gender-equal

education bashing and sex education bashing
in Japan, as well as of the move to amend
article 24 of Japan3 Constitution.

Some members of Japanese local
governments started to attack “Gender
equality’” in 2000. They repeatedly made
comments at municipal meetings saying that
“Bender-equal education forces girls and boys

7 WOMEN'S ASIA 21

Voices from Japan

No. 16 Winter 2006



(

ol
Y'Y
Social Welfare Reform L«( l

)

change their clothes together in the same
classroom because they have to be treated
equally>” or that “ft forces them to sleep
together in the same room at summer camp,””
etc. Finally, demands were made to delete
“Bender””(as well as “tinpaid work”} from all
official documents.

The above comments are actually not
valid at all. Girls and boys had to share the
same classroom for changing their clothes
long before the introduction of gender-equal
education. In fact, some female teachers
promoting gender-equal education suggested
separate changing rooms should be provided
for girls and boys to protect womeng3 human
rights. It is not gender-equal education that
forces girls and boys to share the same
changing room. The reason they share the
same room is that the government of Japan
has not been allocating sufficient budgets for
school facilities. Additionally, the Japan3
authoritative education system has not been
teaching children gender sensitivity because it
argues that type of behavior is not
“thild-like.””

Local government officials also attacked
sex education. They said that “Schools teach
children names of the sexual organs,”’and that
“Schools teach sexual intercourse using dolls
with  the genitals which looks like

pornography.”” In  reality,  educational
methodology is very different than what
critics think. The only reason critics interpret
sex education materials as pornography is
because they received no sex education and
consequently have very distorted images of
sexuality. Therefore, critics of sex-education
both represent reality falsely and also spread
negative images and antagonism  of
gender-equal education and sex-education in
society. As Professor Gordon pointed out,
Japand backlash resembles negative abortion
campaigns common to the US religious right.

Social Welfare Budget Cuts and
the Issue of Body Control

Originally, “tender equality”” aims to
create a society both women and men can
overcome socially and culturally constructed
gender roles to move beyond the gendered
division of labor; e.g. women can gain
financial independence and men can enjoy
childrearing. In light of Japan3 declining
birthrate, the Japanese government has been
encouraging women to participate in the labor
force since the mid- 90s. By trying to make a
gender-equal society where women and men
can take a partnership to share work/house
chores because the government thought it
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