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GENDER, RACE AND NATION IN
JAPANESE CONTEMPORARY ART AND

CRITICISM

HEN I BEGAN FORMULATING my ideas for Fhis arti‘cl.e, Iw.astlo;)ll(;u:itfic:;
W ways to link the challenges and opportunities facmg.feml.ms:h artlsts VaV i ertics
i ith the current uneven state of feminist pr‘actlces in e ar rid and
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work done in Japan by my peers on femm.lsm, nationa 1sn: :est e with,
feminist transnationalism in the arts that stimulated my.nll( e to begin Wi,
and leave to the end the ways this work has nrlade me retl.un som of the issues of
feminism, art theory, and cultural difference in the US.‘lSn'lce me t}glou s to st
ulate discussions and not arrive at any ready—made COEQ‘?Sloné;rtainl gthe he fower
direct comparisons on the basis of nation alone the ette:l. T hav}; ey been
doing that kind of comparative analysis between the US an i;pde have aeacy been
convincingly argued against in recent books 'such ash j(l;tpan nahow he Yo;k e
ical analysis by leading Japanese and A.merlc.an scho g; o o et foreien
reporters often reproduce the ‘Japan is behind the mo
2 . .
Cove"ﬁlgi: :iiljl};ar;:‘ems from my ongoing work editing a multidisciplintiry femlfust
i i in vi as jus
anthology on feminism, coloni?lisrrl; abng r}iatlznallsgoziln;lj;all{ ;:Clzl:;l;ie(;e s;e:vpdji ot
ished this fall under the title, With Other Lyes: : olities
F: l;/11'lssua] Culture (University of Minnesota Pl.'ess,' 1999).. The an‘;h;)i}oo%z; el: ’z;ns ;::Zﬁes
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e b B mantics inrmationdll. The cssys i the
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ifﬁsﬁnge examples of how recent work c?mlng ot(Jl'ICH?f fer:;(rjlrlls;: Z}S}?Ilnicrlllilst::i
studies puts into practice the writing and teaching of a differen

history and art criticism.
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My approach in the anthology, as an editor, as well as in this essay is similar to
other feminists who are currently writing on what Inderpal Grewal and Caren
Kaplan call ‘transnational feminist cultural studies.” Like them, I, too, am uneasy
with a feminism which claims to be innocent of any colonial or racial overtones. In
the area of feminist scholarship, work on sex tourism, development issues, labor
movements and women’s labor has created a context to discuss both power rela-
tions between women as well as what constitutes feminist Practices in a transnational
world of globalizing economic structures and vast movements of populations,
cultural products, labor, etc. However, not only does one need to think about how
new forms of imperial practices that are gendered are being enacted within global
economic structures in the arts — for example in the arena of international
art exhibitions — but also how these operate nationally. Nationalist right—wing art
critics in both countries remind us only too often that there is a colonial and racial
context that remains real, which they will all too freely draw on and powerfully
exploit to their own end.

Teaching visual culture in the first Women’s Studies Ph.D. program in Japan
for the past year, has made me question some of the issues of feminism, and the
specificity of location regarding the writing, teaching and exhibiting of international
contemporary feminist art and video in both the USA and Japan. My situation in
Japan is a relatively unusual one, since the university where I teach prioritises inter-
disciplinarity, a notion of internationalism that I will return to, and women’s studies
over more discipline-bound approaches to visual culture. The emphasis on feminist
approaches that foreground issues of race and colonialism in an innovative curric-
ulum is the result of the efforts of a top feminist administrator, Noriko Mizuta, and
a mentoring system rather than any student, faculty, or community pressure or affir-
mative action policies, strategies which would be more frequently be the case in
the USA. Similarly, the diversity of both the faculty and students who are mostly
from different parts of East and Southeast Asia is due not to outside community
pressure but to an institutional mandate of internationalism determined in part by
the Ministry of Education (Monbusho). And, one cannot think of the international
(kokusaika) as practiced at certain international Japanese universities since the 1980s
without also addressing the ways its reinscribes the discourse called Nihonjinron, ‘the
master narrative celebrating Japanese uniqueness’ in both art institutions and univer-
sities, and the interests of the stale to engineer a society of homogeneous citizens
which ignores both Japan’s trade with citizens of other countries and cultures and
the diversity of people within Japan. So successful is this national fiction of homo-

geneous Japan that most Japanese people in Japan feel uneasy mixing with people
from other cultures and societies. International schools and universities are at best
one site at which citizens are beginning to deal with issues of diversity and differ-
ence, and one of the starting points for thinking about multilingualism and multi-
culturalism in relation to internationalism in Japan. Ideas of multiculturalism
now attracting attention in Japan significantly draw on theories and models imported
from the West rather than from Japan’s former colonized occupied territories of
East Asia.* For example, in the case of more progressive intellectuals in Japan, there
is currently a lot of interest in multicultural theories and policies stemming from
Immigrant cultures such as the United States, Canada, and Australia. However, it
would be a mistake to assume such theories would or could be accepted intact since
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ger piece of work which deals with Japanese war crimes in Asia, a piece that
~minist art critic, Hagiwara Hiroko, has written about in greater detail.'? In the '
Fpiece entitled A Picture to be Burnt (1993), Shimada uses an iconic image of Emperor

| Hirohito in a military uniform, which the artist then disfigures by covering the whole

f piece in red, and putting an x through it, and then burning out its eyes. Given the
prior fate of Nobuyuki Ohura’s catalogue which Shimada references in the title of

F her piece, it is not surprising that the only place that this piece is reproduced is
| outside of Japan, on the cover of a 1994 issue of Asian Art News, a publication in
English from Hong Kong.

j What is particularly significant is how artists including Shimada and Ohura,
among others,!? are using their art work as a way to critique the crucial role the
state plays in shaping the content of Japan’s national history by also setting limits
on the style in which the past is remembered. Since for them the function and insti-
tution of memory, and thereby of history, is a critical mechanism through which
the present gets constructed for younger generations. What I find significant about
Shimada’s work, as well as the writing on Shimada by Rebecca Jennison'* and Hiroko
Hagiwara is how a kind of transnational feminist art work and visual cultural criti-
¢ism puts weight on connecting a critique of Japan’s Emperor System and its
hierarchy to the effects this system has had on the lives of women in Japan and Asia.
Since the institution of ‘Motherhood’ still remains as one of the most contentious
issues for even contemporary Japanese feminists, Shimada’s critical reframing of
stills from old films and official photographs that sanctified the image of mother-
hood in Japan during the 1930s and 1940s in her art work series White Aprons, Past
Imperfect, Shooting Lesson, Mother and Child and other work of hers from 1993 is
unusual. Shimada explains the impetus behind why she did this work:

I
‘/ Figure 23.1  Yoshiko Shimada i
» Shooting Lesson (1992 i
/ (Courtesy of the artist) ( > ctching
’ why dj ;
| theysa nift{iaru: Sanda and Inaga Shlgerni attack feminist art historians at
o sam me: One of the reasons is the drastic increase in exhibiti
| 0 gender in Japan recently. Also we have t thi o
| rise of neo-nati e | o think of the effect that the
o e ism in Japan amongst Japanese politicians and hist
$ 15 having on art critics and historians now 10 . e

Shooting Lesson is one of the first works I have done relating war and

women. I was looking through old propaganda photographs during the

war, and this photograph struck me as somethingpeculiar, women in
Given this hi . white aprons shooting. My mother’s generation of women always told |

M especially Conteni'}gz SC}f‘;:g:i }Elitmfﬂ contex't, i.ssues concerning the Emperor are i 1 us aboult) the hardship%)f th)e,: war, how Et;hey suffered[:\ But here is a)}’)hoto—
’ . storians rethinking the discipline of Japanese art graph of Japanese women in the Japanese colony of North Korea !

) practicing shooting to protect themselves and their families from anti-

Japanese Korean farmers. If the Japanese women were wearing military

uniforms I would not have been so shocked, but I did not expect that

the women would be wearing white aprons — symbols of maternal love

and care. In this image, what I had previously thought as two opposite
entities, motherhood and Imperialism, seemed to merge together in,
what for me, was a surprising image of the Japanese Imperial system."®

the cons i .
| g r'cnruct:lon of Japanese art history is closely related to the creation
( the pove pelf:ottl'] system. In order to create Japanese art history we use
T of the emperor. . . To mak i ’
. ¢ certain exhibiti i
we say the Emperor saw that exhibition. !! ons important,

i
ol more critical approaches to the natj ;
i tion as d '
i ‘u | the Toy ama Public Museum of Art for pui‘cllhai?:gdthiyvt};iléomf.t case filed against To give you a greater sense of the range of her work on this issue, I want to
e p}(zrar y artist Nobuyuki Ohura. Ohura’s use of cutup images of(") tl-{ apgnese Cox?tem_ i contrast Shooting Lesson with another of her pieces Mother and Child from 1993. In
/ E] otomli)ntages Were seen as so blasphemous, so much s(g) that € Emperor in his ] this work, she points out the inequalities between Japanese mothers during the war.
‘ s works have been burned by the museum . .e\fe.n catalogues of If the official state ideology was hakko Ichiu which meant eight worlds under the one
L One res Sponsorlng the eXhlblthn
: ponse to the court case has been the work of Yoshik Sl;i , universe of the Emperor’s love, Shimada’s work shows the ways that this ideal failed
© Shimada who for certain women. For Shimada, not all Japanese mothers’ lives were, in the end,

1 used an image of the lat. irohito i
| g ¢ late Emperor Hirohito in one of her art works in 1993 fo ' lewi ! |
ra | saved by the gigantic will of the state. That is why she contrasts the fates of different
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Figure 23.2 Yoshiko Shi her
mada, Mother and Child 1 i
(Courtesy of the artist) H99), ctehing
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ionalist ideology. Not only was her work meant to make more complex the his-
ory of this institution of motherhood as it is understood within Japan, but its impli-

f cations are much more wide-ranging and significant. As Hiroko Hagiwara put it:

In her prints, installations and performances Shimada deals with issues
of Japanese war crimes in Asia, for which even ordinary Japanese women
were responsible, and with Asian women’s experiences, which made a
remarkable contrast with those of Japanese women. To focus on differ-
ences between ‘Japan and Asia’ is the artist’s far-sighted strategy to
position Japan in Asia. '

Though Shimada has-a small following in Japan amongst feminist and leftist
critics and curators, her work was also attacked indirectly (not by name) by Japanese
journalist Haruo Sanda, cited earlier, for not being ‘Japanese’ enough.!” Her femi-
nist perspective, political emphasis in situating Japan within Asia, and her method
of using found images which she alters is highly unusual in Japan. So too is Tomiyama
Taeko’s work. She is a Japanese printmaker and painter of an older generation than
Shimada whose work has also been extensively written about by Rebecca Jennison
and Hiroko Hagiwara. Writing about the difficulties she has encountered exhibiting
her work in Japan, the artist claims that: :

Working on a theme related to South Korea brought me up against a
wall of prejudice in the art world of Japan. The ‘Oriental Art’ typified
by Lee Dynasty ceramics or calligraphy might be alright, but in a Western
oriented art world, modern Asia was not a subject for art. It was next
to impossible to find galleries that would exhibit my pictures, aimed as
they were at calling back to mind a war that everyone wanted to forget,
a colonial past that no one wanted to deal with. !

Tokyo based curator, Toshio Shimizu explains furt}}ér:

The Japanese public prefers exhibitions of French Impressionism over
any other kind of art, and wealthy collectors in the past have spent huge
sums of money on paintings by impressionist masters. The Japanese
avant-garde reacted quickly to changes in art movements abroad, first
in France and then in the United States. Even today Japanese contem-

porary art is generally considered to be directly influenced by European

and American trends.'’

Shimizu points out that the reverse was true with respect to Asia. Until recently,
outside of very limited circles. there was little information on Asian art available in
Japan. The situation began to change in the 1990s when six major exhibitions of
Korean art were held in Japanese public museums during the first half of the decade,
with the most recent being an exhibition of Korean residents in Japan.”® According
to Raiji Kuroda, a curator at the new Fukuoka Asian Art Museum,?! the most
symbolic event of the boom was a symposium in Tokyo entitled The Potential of Asian
Thought organized by the Japan Foundation which invited Chinese, and Southeast




222 LISA BLOOM

ASlan Speakel S T athe tll y
T an ()I’ll ar tlsts alld curator S fl om NOI t}l Amer 1Ca d
an

> p §
tlll Ia an s hlSt()I lcall COIOnlahSt attltude t()W
ards

symposium in Tokyo, the ‘Japan-

through art exchange programs.’ Thou
vations might ring true, the rece
Fukuoka City with Raiji Kuro
thoughtful approach to the issu

Kuroda writes:

gh in certain instances Poshyananda’s reser
Nt construction of the ‘Asian’ Mus
da as one of its curators,

e of situating Japan within

eum this year in
suggests that a more
Asia is emerging. Raiji

lIrr;l o;i:l ttc; renovate the concept of ‘contemporary art’
" go_histor;alllti?:ta?d the art movements of each country, in their
it ot anex s and backgrounds, not by comparison with the
contempons aI.tpb egle (c>1r west.ern history. Secondly, we must define
O A y e‘ jcgre?e it reflects the present situation, and not
uality, orlgmahty or how avantgardist it may af)pear 2

in Asia, it is

How has the lon

g I g b4

GENDER IN JAPANESE CONTEMPORARY ART 223

F program at this university, but women’s studies courses on the arts exist in Western
b Civilization, Communication, and American and English literature departments,

;-' among others. With the exception of the exhibition of the work of Yayoi Kusama,
b there is very little known in the USA about Japanese feminist artists. This lack is
| reflective not only of feminism’s institutional situation in the USA and Japan but
' lso how it is frequently perceived by opinion-makers and journalists in both coun-
" tries. For example, one independent feminist forum is the Tokyo-based Image and

Gender Research Group which was founded in 1995 and has been successful in creating
an innovative monthly lecture series in feminist theory and the arts as well as work-
shops on institutional policy issues, such as sexual harassment. It, too, has attracted
negative attention from the same male critics mentioned earlier.? One of the argu-
ments against the group by Haruo Sanda who refers to the group as a ‘political sect’
is a right wing nationalist one — similar to a critique of multiculturalism and multi-
lingualism — that is feminism too is seen simply as another borrowed idea from the
West of little concern to authentic Japanese intellectuals and ordinary citizens. It is
significant that many of the feminist curators, art critics and art historians in the
group, though they have travelled and in some cases lived outside of Japan and speak
several languages, have nevertheless chosen to work in Japan in an attempt to inter-
vene in the art establishment here as well as to offer a much needed forum for
younger feminists working in the arts. In some cases, those who have remained have
only gained recognition abroad and have to exhibit or publish their work outside of
Japan to gain attention.

My participation and involvement in the /mage and Gender Research Group has
made me realize how different feminist artists and critics’ groups are in the two
countries. Perhaps the hostility to art work and scholarship that deals with issues of

gender, race and nation is more overt in Japan, and that has made Japanese femi-
nist art critics, academics, activists, curators, publishers, and artists more able to
bridge constituencies, and academic divisions more easily and communicate with
each other more intensely than women artists, curators, and critics do in the USA.
This uneven dialogue between feminists in the USA is pe;rhaps one of the conse-
quences of a fractured feminist art community divided alon “ethnic, racial, national,
and class lines, as well as a certain kind of USA parochialism that results in part
from the overspecialisation of scholars in the academy, the separation of the art
schools and art departments from women’s studies, ethnic studies, and area studies
departments on university campuses.

A major driving force behind a shift amongst Japanese ferinists in Japan towards
a more complex notion of feminist art in relation to race, ethnicity and nationalism
has begun to unleash a new form of transnational feminism which is very different
than the older European-based notion of a cosmopolitan feminism and its prob-
lematic Eurocentrism. If USA feminists are to contribute to developing a new
ferninist transnationalism in the arts — they might begin by engaging more seriously
with the work of feminist artists, curators, and critics from Southeast and East Asia
as well as Japan, and work harder at making connections between USA based artists
and critics and those feminists in Asia, Australia and Japan. There is lot for visual
cultural critics like myself to learn. For example, part of the rethinking needed is ;
Japan 4 to recognize that the internal dynamics of feminist art practices and academe in the
tudies ; USA is not a smooth or a simple art history but one that has very distinct regional
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locations (in which New York based artists tended to be favoured) and that this was
the direct result of a Eurocentric cosmopolitanism which excluded Chicanos, African
Americans, or Asian Americans. However, it is not perhaps by chance that some of
the most influential practices in Japan can also be found in artists and cultural critics
located on the West coast of the USA who are also elaborating a new kind of femi-
nism in relation to issues of multiculturalism and transnationalism. I am thinking of
the art work of Hung Liu and Yong Soon Min, as well as some of the feminist
cultural critics such as Lisa Yoneyama, Tessa Morris-Suzuki, Dorinne Kondo,
Miriam Silverberg, Hyun Sook Kim, Chungmoo Choi, and others who are currently
writing for the journal Positions. What connects their work is a concern with how
visual culture — photographs and films — represents contentious sites where national
history is written and the significance and impact of new and old politics of remem-
bering and forgetting on the lives of women in Asia, Japan, and their diasporas.

Notes

1 Colleagues and friends have inspired and assisted this article at various stages. I
especially want to thank Rebecca Jennison for her invaluable feedback as well as
for including this essay as a paper in the panel that she organized, ‘Different
Locations: Contemporary Visual and Performance Artists Seeking Alternatives in
Japan’ for the College Art Association that took place in Los Angeles, Cal., in
February 1998. Please note all Japanese names are given in English form with the
first name first, in Japan, the surname is usually placed first.

Special thanks to Yong Soon Min and Connie Samaras for inviting me to
present a version of this paper for the Univefsity of California at Irvine’s
Colloquium, ‘Straddling the Pacific Rim: Politics of Representation on the Move,’
in February of 1998. My special thanks to Apinan Poshiyananda and Raiji Kuroda
for their response to an earlier version of the paper. I also wish to thank Jonathon
Mark Hall, Suresht Bald, Megumi Kitahara, Roddey Reid, and Yoshiko Shimada
for extremely attentive and helpful comments, Material support has also been
important. A travel fund from my research budget at Josai International University
made it possible for me to travel to the USA in February of 1998 to present this
paper at the College Art Association Conference in Los Angeles and at the
University of California at Irvine’s Colloquium.

2 Zipangu (ed.), Japan Made in USA (New York and Japan, 1998).

"3 See Caren Kaplan and Inderpal Grewal, ‘Transnational Feminist Cultural Studies:
Beyond the Marxism/Poststructuralism/Feminism Divides’ in Between Woman and
Nation: Nationalisms, Transnational Feminisms and the State (Durham: 1999) pp.
349-63.

4 This has its parallel in the USA since the USA has also drawn little on intellec-
tuals located in its former colonies or occupied territories.

5  For amore detailed discussion of this specific issue as well as an excellent overview
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