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A Façade of Privilege: Unmasking Hidden Power Relations in Women’s Rights Discourse
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Japan’s Sexual Roundabout

Despite an anarchic melee of Chinese characters and Japanese kata-kana - otherwise unintelligible to the average Western tourist - drunken revelers have no excuse for wandering into the “Sexy High School” nightclub, on the main street of Sapporo’s Susukino entertainment district, unawares. A large manga – a comic book style cartoon - hung prominently beneath the requisite gaudy neon sign indicates, quite unashamedly, that Sexy High School is one of those kind of clubs. A middle-aged businessman is depicted, groping a scantily dressed – and clearly distressed – high schoolgirl. As he slides his hands up the girl’s miniskirt and into her pastel pink underwear, a thought bubble offers the Japanese-speaking pleasure seeker a glimpse into the businessman’s eager mind: “I reached my finger to her secret place. It hasn’t been touched by others”, he leers. Beneath the manga, some boxed blurb advertises Sexy High School’s range of drink promotions and urges prospective punters to “Tanoshinde!!” – “come and have fun!!”

Fun aplenty is certainly being had in Susukino that night, though of a drastically different nature from that presumably taking place in Sexy High School. Right outside the adult nightclub, the 55th annual Sapporo Snow Festival is in full swing, and as ever has drawn some two million well wrapped up visitors to Japan’s fifth-largest city. With a clear view of the cartoon pornography, children play happily on an ice slide, and hungrily devour hot crepes as they gawp wide-eyed at the captivating array of ice sculptures lining Susukino’s main street, occasionally lit up neon pink, blue or green by the district’s other noteworthy attraction: its plentiful supply of sex shops, hostess bars and “soaplands”, touting for business along with Sexy High School. 

No-one appears to bat an eyelid at this unseemly montage of family fun, snow, ice and commercial sex. But then, commercial sex has its place in Japan. It simmers under the surface of mainstream society – omnipresent, yet unspoken - and serves key social functions.  Pornography is widespread - whether mingling alongside regular special interest periodicals in convenience stores, or dangling provocatively above the crepe-filled mouths of babes - and reinforces men’s control of women’s sexuality; a control that extends into other areas of women’s lives, from acceptable social behaviour, to contraception (the Pill was only liberalized in Japan in 1999, following years of blocked distribution by doctors benefiting from an abortion trade which has affected an estimated 72.9% of women between 40 and 49) and employment. Hostess bars, offering overpriced flattery and drink re-fills from attractive women (usually Filipinas), provide working men with a sense of manliness and control despite an ailing economy’s suggestions to the contrary. As a popular destination for social bonding between male co-workers, these bars reinforce the perception of work outside the home as an almost exclusively male domain and buffer the conflated Japanese model of the male/female, public/private divide. For despite 1999 statistics identifying women as 40.6% of the paid workforce and recent Cabinet Office research suggesting that Japan is becoming more accepting of women working outside the home, women’s labour remains deeply subordinated to men’s. The stubborn persistence of traditional gender roles - emphasising housekeeping and childcare as specifically feminine responsibilities – set within an unfavourable economic climate, increasingly casts Japanese women in an unenviable, no-man’s land social role:  too occupied with household chores to become full-time career women; insufficiently affluent to become full-time housewives, they often have to simultaneously juggle part-time work, (which of course does not entail the same benefits as full-time, usually male-dominated, positions), motherhood, care for elderly relatives (given Japan’s widely-adopted extended household structure) and a largely absent husband.

The latter, meanwhile, contributes an average of just 5 minutes per day to housekeeping activities, and 9 minutes to childcare (according to the Japanese Statistic Bureau’s 2001 Survey on Time Use and Leisure activities), subsumed as he is by Japanese conceptualizations of masculinity equating manliness with the antithesis of domesticity: extreme workaholism. The time he doesn’t spend at the office, he spends adhering to holistic Japanese working practices which emphasize the importance of fostering harmonious working relations after hours – frequently in hostess bars employing Filipinas, who may have been trafficked into Japan, and who increasingly find themselves working in the sex industry to make ends meet and send money to even poorer relatives back home. Welcome to the dizzying gendered vicious circle that is Japan. 

A Simple Matter of Persecution vs. Privilege

Despite the apparent poor state of women’s rights in Japan however – a nation economically and technologically developed to an almost hyperbolic degree  - it is women in the developing world who are frequently the only visible figures within global women’s rights campaigns and commentary: women in Iran or Saudi Arabia, beaten or arrested for wearing un-Islamic clothing; Afghan women, still subject to violence and political disenfranchisement despite the fall of the Taliban; Pakistani women, suffering domestic violence including acid attacks and so-called “honour crimes” (rape or murder carried out to cleanse violated male honour) in some 80% of Pakistani households; women in Banda Aceh, India or Sri Lanka, bracing themselves for the gender-specific aftershocks of the Asian tsunami – trafficking, rape, abuse. If conventional discourse is to be believed, the frontline in the ongoing global struggle for universal women’s rights lies firmly in the world’s poorest, most crudely patriarchal and least democratic nations. 

Compare and contrast women in the developed world: Their relative absence from reporting on women’s rights cannot but invite that ubiquitous undergraduate essay imperative. Discuss: Set against a widely reported backdrop of horrific women rights violations in the developing world, women in the wealthy, democratic core emerge as the privileged few, for whom economic and political development has secured immunity from persecution, discrimination and violence, and the freedom to participate on an equal footing with men in civil society. In industrialized democracies – where feminism has become an outmoded label – the notion of a struggle for women’s rights is considered absurd. It’s taken for granted that the struggle has already been won. Case closed. Simple. As one response to the April 4 New Stateswoman reader poll, “Do any of the UK political parties understand women?” questioned in frustration, “Isn’t it about time we moved beyond seeing women as a complicated separate entity?”

Social Fabric Spins a Tangled Web

Certain scholars however, argue that we no longer see women as complicated enough. Japan certainly presents a more complex view of women’s rights in developed nations than conventional discourse typically allows. Technological pioneer, second largest economy in the world, largest global aid donor, yet bordering on one of the worst categories of human trafficking offenders, and seemingly offering women a far from privileged or enviable lot, the Japanese paradox serves as a stark counter to popular perception.   Though skeptics may argue that Japan is an unfair example, that Japanese culture is well regarded as deeply patriarchal with a strict hierarchical structuring of social relations producing a more accentuated gender dichotomy than exists elsewhere in the developing world, the liberal democratic West – that oft-evoked yardstick by which global standards of development, democracy and human rights are so often measured – hardly paints a simpler picture. 

Take the United States for example, a nation described by President Bush in a message to “repressed people around the world” (and historically, there has been no group more repressed than women) as “the world’s leader in support of human rights”. According to research by Amnesty USA, guns in American homes increase the risk of someone in a household being murdered by 41%, but increase this risk for women by 272% - not so surprising considering 1999 statistics, indicating that women account for some 85% of domestic violence victims in the US. Leaving abusive relationships is made all the more difficult for American women given the severe financial disadvantage that comes with being a single female in the United States. Poverty is largely feminized in the land of the free: two out of every three poor American adults is female, and in 1996, 42.3% of female-headed families were living below the poverty line, compared with 8.5% of families in which men were present. Though they can apparently ill afford it, American women are nevertheless less likely than men to get the healthcare they need within a system already the focus of derision by smug European socialists. They pay approximately 68% more out-of-pocket for health expenses than men, partially because many insurance policies do not cover reproductive health care. Perhaps such issues have thus far failed to be addressed properly because women have been historically quite woefully under-represented in the US political system. Despite the prominence of Hillary Clinton and Elizabeth Dole, only 14 members of the current 100-strong United States Senate (quite an achievement given that only 33 women have served as Senators since the Senate’s inauguration in 1789 – a whopping 1.75% of all senators ever) and only 69 of the 435 members elected to serve in the US. House of Representatives are women.

Though women’s rights in the developing world are occasionally reported with accuracy and condemnation – as in Amnesty UK’s campaigns on domestic violence and the global arms trade, citing substantial evidence from developed countries – they are typically reported as isolated incidents, in comparison with a largely homogeneous representation of repression in the developing world. The case studies of Japan and the US however, highlight that women’s rights issues are in fact social phenomena, all complexly interwoven. Even more than that, they reveal links between women’s rights issues in developed and developing nations, beyond the simple fact that all of the aforementioned issues – from political under-representation in the US to honour crimes in Pakistan – are defined as women’s rights abuses by the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). The feminization of poverty, for example, is not a phenomenon peculiar to the world’s poorest nations; it is prevalent in the US as well. Japan’s sex industry, which perpetuates Japanese men’s control of Japanese women, relies to some extent on the services of exploited Filipina hostesses, who allow themselves to be brought to Japan in the vain hope of alleviating the poverty suffered by family members back in the Philippines. 

Beyond Statistics: Gender has been Made

Such case studies however, even when they establish connections and emphasize complexity, still only offer a partial sketch of the complicated mosaic that is women rights. Thus, despite the valuable work of human rights groups such as Amnesty and Human Rights Watch, in making public a wealth of statistics on women’s rights, progress globally remains characterized by the all too proverbial one step forward, two steps back. It seems imperative therefore to go beyond statistics, if women’s empowerment – identified by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan in his 2005 International Women’s Day message as the most effective “tool for development…[and] in preventing conflict or in achieving reconciliation after a conflict has ended.” – is indeed to be realized. To ask why an estimated 90% of women and girls in Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Mali undergo female genital mutilation (FGM)? Why women do two thirds of the world’s work yet receive just 10% of global income and own just 1% of the means of production? Why in the United States a woman still earns just 74cents for every dollar a man earns? And to search for causal connections between statutory rape porn in Japan, domestic violence in the UK, gender-specific healthcare inequities in the US and female infanticide in China. 

Cynthia Enloe, a professor at Clark University in Massachusset,s is one scholar who has gone beyond statistics and uncovered a causal connection between all these women’s rights issues: the way that gender has been socially constructed to place men in positions of dominance, and women in positions of subordination. In her seminal (sic) work Bananas, Beaches and Bases - a feminist revisioning of the international system - Enloe uses anecdotal accounts of female actors typically hidden within international relations – “wives who are willing to provide diplomatic husbands with unpaid services so those men can foster trusting relationships with other diplomatic husbands, a steady supply of women’s sexual services to convince soldiers that they are manly” or Filipina hostesses fostering a sense of manliness amongst Japanese businessmen, and fulfilling commercial imperatives on a more superficial level by encouraging consumption of alcohol – to quash the conceptualization of the international system as a neutral object of enquiry. Rather, she argues, this system is fundamentally imbued with power to sustain socially constructed, biased notions of gender and keep the status quo tipped in favour of a small male elite. Her twin manifestos, “everything has been made” and “the personal is international” reveal how the international system is dependent upon allegedly personal relationships between men and women, themselves governed by social constructions of gender.

A recent high profile human rights case appeared to confirm quite graphically this social construction of gender roles: the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal. The widely circulated, degrading images of Iraqi prisoners were taken with the full complicity of three female US soldiers.  As they played up to the camera, alongside hooded and bound Iraqis forced into humiliating sexual poses, Spc. Megan Ambuhl, Pfc. Lynndie England and Spc. Sabrina Harman demonstrated that women too are capable of sadism and violence. Thus they emphasized how women’s historic absence from the military has been entirely socially constructed, instead of – as is typically argued - arising from biologically determined values or attributes making women essentially gentler and less militaristic than men.

If this social construction of gender roles maintained through power, is indeed the common denominator linking all women’s rights abuses, taking for granted women’s empowerment in developed nations may be considered not simply misleading, but inherently dangerous and detrimental to progress on women’s rights. Complex power workings keeping women in a subordinate position throughout the world remain concealed by this discourse. As such, if gender continues to be accepted as an ideologically neutral term, referring to wholly biological distinctions between the otherwise equal categories of men and women, women’s political under-representation will justifiably continue because women “are not nearly as interested in politics as men” (to cite another opinion in the aforementioned New Stateswoman poll), and Ugandan women will continue to bear a disproportionate burden of the AIDS epidemic because of their socially constructed position of inferiority within marriage and society at large, which leaves them vulnerable to rape and abuse, and unable to make demands regarding the use of condoms.

The Tip of The Iceberg

The web becomes even more tangled and insidious however, when the power identified by Enloe is shown to be not simply a matter of patriarchal control of women. Colonial patterns of dominance are also expressly reinforced by conventional discourse on women’s rights.  Women from developing nations are often explicitly used to buffer notions of the developed world’s supposed superior morality. Images of Afghan women shrouded in burqas at the height of the Taliban’s extremist rule were almost inalienable from news reporting on the US Operation Enduring Freedom, and reinforced the perception of the United States troops as moral guardians of democracy and human - particularly women’s - rights. By implicitly comparing and contrasting Afghan women’s savage victimization with Western women’s modern emancipation, classic Orientalist dichotomies flattering developed nations and portraying the developing world as backward and in need of patriarchal protection, were reproduced, and the military campaign in Afghanistan was seen as just by Western audiences. 

The developed world’s perceived moral high ground is a dubious one though. As shown, women’s rights remain far from a fait accompli even in Western liberal democracies, and even more worryingly, actions by developed nations internationally are serving to directly undermine women’s rights campaigns in those countries where they are most urgent. The US remains the only industrialized democracy (and one of only a handful of nations per se, comprising such notable women’s rights champions as Iran, Sudan and, umm… Sao Tome and Principe) yet to ratify CEDAW, because of fears it presents a challenge to US decision-making and a moral affront in tacitly sanctioning abortion through its promotion of access to “family planning” (in fact, the Convention doesn’t mention abortion, and was previously described as “abortion neutral” by the US State Department itself). US failure to ratify robs CEDAW of considerable legitimacy in implementing its provisions amongst nations that – by and large, unlike the US - fail to make the grade. Western hypocrisy with regards to women’s rights issues also undermines progress. As if the Abu Ghraib abuses weren’t enough of a demonstration of Western flip-flopping with regards to human rights, support for such serial women’s rights abusers as Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and a US-friendly, Hamid Karzai-led Afghanistan, hardly conveys an image of the West as moral standard bearers, and moreover helps fuel cultural relativist arguments which stand as major obstacles to progress.

Female Accomplices: Women Perpetuating and Re-making the System  

Perhaps the most shocking power play masked by conventional discourse however, is the relationships of dominance between women themselves. Standard women’s rights reporting, presenting women in the developing world as a homogeneous, victimized bloc, neglects the role middle and upper class women in these countries play in perpetuating social structures that keep their poorer compatriotes underfoot. It is women in the developed world though – frequently the most vocal supporters of global women’s rights campaigns - who are in fact the chief accomplices in perpetuating abuses against women in developing nations. Although it has been suggested that all women’s rights abuses are linked by social constructions of gender, it would be absurd to suggest that they are all on an equal footing. Power is still at work when career women in London hire Eastern European nannies to look after their children, seek exoticism on adventure holidays in Asian or Caribbean destinations whose tourist industries exploit women’s labour, and when as the primary consumers of fashion goods, they buy clothing from Nike or Gap that has been manufactured in Southeast Asian sweatshops. 

If women play a role in perpetuating a gender biased international system however, so they play a key role in reshaping it. If “everything has been made” then everything can be re-made. This involves more than simply inserting women into the existing system, in the hope that their inherently gentler, righteous qualities will produce a domino effect of goodness that can reshape the irrational, anarchical world of men’s device. The three female Abu Ghraib prisoner abusers quite literally laughed in the face of such naïve inverted essentialism. It also involves more than the all too familiar fight for equality; proving that women are capable of doing the same things men are. If the very system women are fighting to compete in is fundamentally biased against them, and relies upon them slotting into socially constructed gender roles in their personal, everyday lives, then surely instead of accepting pre-existing models, women ought to challenge the very foundations of the international system, and re-make it according to their individual experiences as women. They must go beyond fighting for equality, and instead fight for change, if they are ever to remove the businessman’s hand from their knickers, and if women’s rights are indeed to become, not the privilege of a few, but human rights for all. 
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