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1. What are the objectives of organizing a study
field trip to Japan?

While the Department of Japanese Studies offers many
courses about Japan'’s history, society, politics, business,
literature, religion, and more, we know that academic
study may not have the same long-term impact as
traveling to and around Japan. Therefore, one of our
goals is to have as many students as possible learn from,
and learn in, Japan. The Field Studies in Japan course
explores one academic topic each year through on-the-
ground exposure to the issue. Through this experience
Japan becomes more than an object of study. It is also
the people, places, tastes, and feelings students
encounter. Another objective is to introduce students to
research methods that they will use to study the theme
for each year. A final objective of the course is to expose
students to places and aspects of Japanese life that they
may not normally encounter as a tourist in Tokyo or
Osaka. We fulfill this objective not only by visiting small
hot springs and agricultural villages deep in the
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mountains of Kyushu, but also by arranging encounters
with inspiring individuals, such as rural entrepreneurs in
the Aso region and a methyl-mercury poisoning victim in
Minamata.

2. How long has this program been running?

The program has been running every year since 2011. We
hope to run it again in 2016 with another ten students
and a new theme.

3. Is this program solely open to students from
the Department of Japanese Studies? How are
the participating students being selected to
embark on this program?

The program is open to any undergraduate student at the
National University of Singapore with conversational
Japanese language ability (necessary to conduct
interviews and do a homestay). However, the number of
students that can attend is limited to ten, because some
places we visit cannot accommodate many people. All
students complete an application, and successful
students are chosen based on a short essay about their
reasons for applying.

4. What was the main scope of study for the trip
in 20157

In 2015, we focused on Heritage Tourism and Ecotourism.
These are themes that resonate with communities
throughout Japan, and around the world. This means
students not only learn about specific issues facing a
handful of communities in Japan, but also get to think
about the wider implications of the theme elsewhere.
Ideally, they will also be able to make connections to
their lives.

INTERVIEW: JCCI SINGAPORE FOUNDATION 2014 RECIPIENTS



5. In what ways have the students benefited
from this recent trip?

Many of the students on the recent trip had never been
to Japan, so the trip exposed them to many new people
and places. Importantly, this face-to-face exposure rid
the students of many stereotypes about Japan that they
learned from popular culture. For instance, some
students thought that most Japanese women were in
subordinate positions in both companies and families.
However, we met several female business owners and
other women who challenged these ideas. Also, all the
students came home with a new appreciation of Japan’s
rural areas. Hiking through Japan’s countryside was an
exhilarating and eye-opening experience for students
raised in Singapore. Finally, students came home with
insights into the challenges facing all nations when it
comes to deciding what should be protected and
respected as heritage, and what should be left behind as
we move into the future. Thanks to the sponsorship of
JCCI, students in the Field Studies in Japan course could
learn all of these lessons and more.
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....we know that
academic study may not
have the same long-term

impact as traveling to
and around Japan.
Therefore, one of our
goals is to have as many
students as possible learn
from, and learn in,
Japan....
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Photo above: Students learning about the annual cycle of rice farming and the benefits of organic agriculture in

Minami-Oguni town (Kumamoto)

Photo on the left top: Participants on the peak of Kijima-dake, near Mt. Aso (Kumamoto)
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“Hello everyone! I am Janice
Chen, and I was the JCCI
Scholar for the Waseda
Scholarship Program from
2014-2015.

For my study report, I wrote
on sportswomen in Japan. I
am in awe and inspired by
the female athletes in Japan
having played side-by-side with some world-class
female athletes during my time in Japan. (I play
competitive Ultimate Frisbee.) I hope my report will
provide some interesting perspectives towards the
sportswomen in Japan. Lastly, I would like to take
this opportunity for JCCI for the scholarship to allow
me to have a great one-year experience living and
studying in Japan.”

Introduction

At the London Games in 2012, Japan’s women football
team, Nadeshiko Japan, flew in premium economy
class while their under-23 male counterparts flew in
business class, generating much controversy about the
unequal treatment. This was in spite of Nadeshiko
Japan’s World Cup-winning performance in 2011.
According to the Japanese Football Association, they
reasoned that the men are professional players whereas
the women are not.i They further reasoned that the
male players were sponsored and hence were able to
obtain flight upgrades from their respective sponsors
whereas the women did not have access to such
privileges.ii In the end, Nadeshiko Japan took home the
silver medal and was rewarded with business class
upgrades for their flight home by the association.ii

In this essay, I investigate the image of Japanese
women in the world of sports. I argue that the recent
athletic successes and achievements of women athletes’
temporary mask existing social inequalities faced by
women athletes in Japan. I examine my case through
the elaboration of two factors — societal notions of
femininity in Japan, and the media portrayal and
commercialization of female athletes. I will look into
these two factors and analyze how they contribute to
the concealing of gender inequalities in the sporting
world of Japan.

Participation of sports by Japanese women

Since postwar Japan, there is a significant increase in
the number of medals won by Japanese female athletes
in the Olympic games, at times even more than their
male counterparts. For example, at the 2000 Sydney
Games, Japanese women won 13 medals whereas the
men won only five. Japanese female figure skater,
Arakawa Shizuka, made history with her gold medal
win at the 2006 Winter Games at Turin."¥ At the 2012
London Olympics, out of 38 medals won for Japan, the
women athletes won 17.Vv These medal achievements
can be seen as a form of progress and improvement in
the area of women’s sports in Japan.

Women’s sport has come a long way since its
inception as a form of physical education in the Meiji
period (Orlansky 2007, 76). The number of female
athletes participating in the Olympics swelled since the
first Japanese woman took part in the games in 1928.
The numbers jumped significantly especially after
Japan hosted their first Olympic games in 1964, from
61 participants to 156 participants in 2012.i From the
figures, one can assume that the environment for sports
participation and excellence is thriving for Japanese
women. Yet, despite the many successes and
achievements of Japanese female athletes and teams in
recent years, issues stemming from gender inequality,
such as Nadeshiko Japan’s flight controversy, continue
to surface in Japan.

Societal Notions of Femininity in Japan

The introduction of sports through physical education
during the Meiji period (1868-1912) was first and
foremost a nation-building agenda. As with the Meiji
government’s motive for Japan to modernize, sport was
a tool to meet that goal (Kietlinski 2011, 20-21). Young
men were trained to become physically fit and active
while young women were taught physical activities that
coincided with the “Good Wife, Wise Mother” (Ryosai
Kenbo) ideology (Ibid., 132). The “Good Wife, Wise
Mother” ideology represented the ideal for womanhood
in the East Asia such as Japan in the late 1800s and
early 1900s. Women were expected to master domestic
skills as sewing and cooking, as well as develop the
moral and intellectual skills to raise strong, intelligent
sons and daughters for the sake of the nation.

Japan’s forthcoming attitude and support towards
women’s participation in sports were visible even
before the pre-war years. Such reactions were fueled by
intense nationalism in the late 1920s that led to
increased opportunities for women to compete
internationally (Ibid., 67). Although the main motive of
sports participation was initially a modernizing tool,
opportunities to compete at a high level became
available to women in Japan steadily throughout the
years. Since 1960 where the Olympics took on a more
gender-equal approach by including more sports with
women’s categories, Japan was almost always
represented in those new categories (Ibid., 133).

Yet, even with those opportunities, sports in Japan
have always been a male-centered domain (Tomei,
Iriguchi, Yamashina and Matsubara 2003, 447). The
long history of male-centeredness in physical education
and sports has left a permanent man vis-a-vis woman
view as well as a strong prejudice against women doing
sports in Japan. Due to the physiological differences in
physical strength and build between men and women,



stereotypical views of women such as “doing active
sports is impossible for females” and “doing sports is
unfeminine” are deeply etched into Japanese society
(Ttani, Matsuoka and Matsuoka 1999, 2). Hence, female
athletes are pressured to conform to gender stereotypes
of femininity set by Japanese society beforehand, the
root of which can be traced back to the late 1800s when
the Meiji government propagated the ryosai kenbo
ideology.

Japan’s first female Olympic Gold medalist Maehata
Hideko’s example illustrates the point on gender
stereotypes. Maehata first won a silver medal in her
maiden Olympic appearance in 1932. With that silver
finishing, she became the second Japanese woman to
win an Olympic medal and instantly became a national
heroine. However, Maehata was intent on winning gold.
Having just turned 18 years old right after the games,
an age where most girls in Japan were already getting
married, Maehata wavered between continuing her
athletic endeavours or retiring for marriage. She
received immense societal pressure to get married,
having told that she had done enough by winning a
silver medal for Japan. Instead, Maehata followed her
heart and the urges from her family to continue her
athletic career. Eventually Maehata won the coveted
gold at the 1936 Berlin Games. The nation celebrated
her win and anticipated her upcoming marriage with
huge expectations (Kietlinski 2011, 69-73).

Maehata’s story is reflective of Japanese society’s
mindset of women in the 1930s. Women were thought
less of their capabilities as individuals, but more in
terms of their gender and familial roles as a wife and
mother. Such deep-rooted gender stereotypes have
prevailed since modernization times and those efforts
have restricted women’s free participation and
continuation in sport. Till now, a sportswoman juggling
between her career and family commitments is still a
relatively new concept in Japan. For example, seven-
time world Judo champion, five-time Olympic medalist,
mother of two children and Japanese parliament
member Tani Ryoko was a highly celebrated, popular
and successful athlete in Japan during the 1990s. One
of the most significant highlights in Tani’s career was
winning her seventh straight gold at the World
Championships in 2007, following the birth of her son.
In 2011, she announced her retirement from
competitive Judo to focus on her political career (Ibid.,
119-120). While Tani’s personal experience represents a
breakthrough from the past ideals of femininity, her
case is exceptional and is not the norm for most women
in Japan yet. This, in turn, reiterates the belief that
women should stick to their societal roles as
homemakers and caregivers instead.

Media portrayal and Commercialization of Female
Athletes

Studies by scholars have identified the negative
representations of female athletes in mass media and
how the media contributed in the construction of
oppression and marginalization against sportswomen
(Thompson 2002, 117; Creedon 1994, 8). In addition,
the act of women entering the male domain of sports
threatens the established gender and sexual
arrangements (Cahn 1994, 207-208). To counter this
challenge of power, men re-establish their authority in

various ways. Mass media becomes a main outlet where
men regulate the representations of sportswomen in
such a way that enables them to reassert patriarchal
dominance.

The story of pioneer track athlete and Japan’s first
female Olympic medalist Kinue Hitomi is a definitive
example. Her excellent sports achievements and
Olympic win garnered her huge popularity in Japan as
well as all over the world. But Kinue also received many
criticisms about her career choice as a competitive track
athlete and a sports journalist. In several interviews,
Kinue explicitly turned down the idea of marriage
(Frost 2010, 138). Her choice of remaining single
indirectly challenged the Japanese family and
femininity ideal prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s.
Furthermore, her record-breaking achievements on the
local and international level led the media to scrutinize
her distinct physical attributes as masculine and
unfeminine. The media subsequently speculated her
gender, questioning if she was in fact a man (Ibid., 139,
144). Frost states that “Hitomi's athletic success abroad
implied that something was amiss with Japanese men”
(Ibid., 143). This resulted in rising tension and anxiety
among Japanese men whose masculinity in the male
domain of sport was threatened by Kinue’s success in
track and field sports.

Kinue was and is still regarded as the forerunner
and role model for many female athletes in Japan. She
rigorously promoted competitive sport for women with
her writings and talks throughout her short lifetime
(Ibid., 130). However, the negative representations in
the media overshadowed the more important
accomplishments in her life. The huge speculation,
which many articles reported on, claimed that Kinue
could only be a man to be that successful. By potentially
labeling Kinue as a “man,” Japanese men, athletes and
non-athletes alike, were able to come to terms with her
achievements and differences from other Japanese
women.

In general, women sports receive significantly lesser
media coverage compared to men sports, which leads to
the impression that women are absent in the world of
sports (Thompson 2002, 117; Greendorfer and Kane
1994, 34). However, when women sports do receive
coverage, the demeaning tone used in the media
downplays women'’s involvement to a less serious and
trivialized level (Greendorfer and Kane 1994, 36). An
example to illustrate this point is the study done by
journalist Yamanaka Toshiko on the coverage of the
2000 Sydney Olympics across Japan’s three major
newspapers. She noticed the belittling tones used by
writers and commentators when reporting about
women’s efforts in sports. She also indicated the
excessive use of “flowery language” and cute nicknames
to address the athletes instead of their names. The news
reports were also more interested in the personal lives
of female athletes, such as their marital status or
motherhood, than their athletic careers (Yamanaka in
Kietlinski 2011, 134-135). By trivializing their
achievements, the media has made women athletes less
threatening in the public eye.

From the examples given, even through different
time periods, the media has been used as a patriarchal
tool to oppress female athletes, By emphasizing on their



“femininity” and “sexuality,” the media creates a
perceived difference between male and female athletes
(Greendorfer and Kane 1994, 30). Such media portrayal
of sportswomen reaffirms the status quo that male
athletes are better and different from their female
counterparts.

Greendorfer and Kane argue that although the presence
of female athletes in the media represents some sort of
social change, the traditional stereotypes of femininity
still persists but in the modern form of feminized and
sexualized portrayals (Ibid., 28).

As with the global trend of athlete endorsements,
Japan is no stranger to this phenomenon. Kietlinski
states that the public image of a sportswoman in Japan
is based on three elements: the sport they play, their
physical appearance and the success of the athlete
(Kietlinkski 2011, 130). Being a strong athlete in their
own field of sport asserts a certain amount of popularity
in Japan, as seen with the cases of Tani Ryoko and
Kinue Hitomi. It is also extremely advantageous if the
athlete is marketable in an attractive or ‘kawait’
manner (Ibid., 131). A successful athlete who is
physically attractive is more likely to land endorsement
deals to sell commercial products.

Arakawa Shizuka shot to fame in 2006 when she
won gold in figure skating at the Winter Olympic
Games. Her performance won Japan’s only medal at
the games. At the same time, Arakawa became the first
Asian in the history of Winter Olympics to win the
coveted gold in figure skating (Ibid., 116). This
accomplishment intensified the attention she received
while adding another milestone to the history of women
sports and figure skating in Japan. After her win, an
onset of commercial goods and services related to
Arakawa specifically and figure skating in general
became widely popular with the Japanese public.

For Arakawa, the three factors mentioned before
fitted her situation perfectly. The combination of the
feminine sport of figure skating, Arakawa’s relatively
pleasant looks and her gold medal win skyrocketed her
public image and popularity. The widely circulated
images in the media and advertisements exhibited
Arakawa, beautiful and poised, in her stylish and
revealing costume worn during her gold medal routine.
The photos, much like the sport itself, focused on
visually appealing attributes that emphasized feminine
grace and beauty. The use of such sexualized imagery in
the media enforces the characteristics of femininity —
“not just beauty but passivity, submissiveness, frailty
and service,” within female athletes (Kietlinski 2011,
133-134).

Using Greendorfer and Kane’s argument, the
media’s constant focus on feminine and sexualized
attributes of Arakawa and figure skating affirmed the
notion of traditional femininity apparent in Japanese
society. Furthermore, while selling “conventional
beauty and sexuality,” organizations capitalize on the
celebrity status and achievements of athletes with the
plain goal of making more money (Dworkin and
Messner 1999, 354). Both the portrayal of Arakawa in
the media as the ideal ‘product’ of femininity and the
exploitation of her superstar status by capitalism
reduced the impact of her achievement. This has

undoubtedly hindered the recognition of progress in
women’s sports, the athlete’s personal success, and
concealed issues of inequalities while maintaining
gender stereotypes of female athletes in Japan.

Conclusion — How much further should female athletes
go?

In this essay, I talked about the societal notions of
femininity, the media portrayal and commercialization
of female athletes in Japan as reasons for the persistent
social disparities faced by female athletes despite their
recent successes and achievements.

In the case of Japan, sport is still a male-centered
domain. Though the increase in women’s participation
in sports across time can be seen as a form of physical
empowerment and social change, strong prejudice and
bias against female athletes are still tough obstacles to
overcome. The media also plays an active role in the
construction of connotations with the images they
display and in the way women’s sports is reported.

In a piece published by The Japan Times after the
London Olympics in 2012, Japanese wrestler Yoshida
Saori was awarded the People’s Honour Award by the
Japanese government in recognition “for bringing hope
and courage to society” with her three Olympic gold
medals and 10 world championships titles.vii The same
award was given to Nadeshiko Japan last year for their
inspirational performance at the World Cup whilst
Japan was recovering from the 2011 Tohoku
Earthquake. Yoshida zand Nadeshiko Japan’s
recognition with the award is significant as both
awardees are in an area of sport, soccer and wrestling,
that is mostly perceived as masculine. This signifies a
degree of headway made in women’s sports and
society’s view on sportswomen as a whole in Japan.

The significant number of female athletes and teams
that have emerged successful and visible through their
achievements make up the voices of many struggling
female athletes in Japan. Though ingrained views on
gender roles, male dominance in the media and the
highly commercialized images of popular female
athletes momentarily masks away existing gender
inequality issues, the women of Japan are showing no
signs of stopping in the world of sports.
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