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In this paper, I chronicle my experiences in screening a documentary of the 1970s Women’s Liberation Movement in Japan, 30 Years of Sisterhood. Critical to this screening was the presence of the documentary’s filmmakers and the women they interviewed in the film. I will consider the impressions I was left with after the screening and throughout my discussions with the Japanese feminists themselves. I hope to show, through my own efforts to understand feminism, that treating things too academically can often end up blinding you to obvious truths. That is, maintaining a critical distance for the sake of being negative prevents one from truly understanding any given subject. To show this outside of my own experiences, it is also my intent to look at discourse on Japanese housewives. The treatment of housewives in particular has tended to give very little consideration of them as real human beings with choices. Human identity is not in any sense permanently etched in at birth. Our individualities are flexible, and I consider this paper part of an on-going attempt to integrate an understanding of myself with what I have learned from Japanese feminism. 
This was not my first time seeing 30 Years of Sisterhood. The previous occasion was during Tomomi’s class last year on “Gender in the Anthropology of Japan.” While I do not remember all the specifics of my response at the time, I do recall being vaguely dissatisfied. I appreciated the feminist struggles the film’s subjects undertook, and I sympathized with them for having been brunt of so much negative media attention. Further, I understood the value of the documentary as a tool to preserve a history that is so often overwritten in contemporary views of Japan. Despite this, I was unable to take the film at face-value and felt compelled to disparage it in an overly critical manner. I never vocalized my complaints, seeing myself as professional enough a student to keep unbecoming thoughts to myself. Self-conscious as I am, I’m certain that none of my snickers found breath. Still, I distinctly feel vestiges of my callous amusement during scenes of old women bouncing together in an incomplete conga-line circle. “These women look very sad,” I said to myself, and then I asked, “Where did they get this awful music from?” I look back and wonder how common it is that people dislike their past selves. 
 For this reason, this time around, I find it very difficult to reflect on the screening of the film independently from the visit by the filmmakers and its subjects. Their presence changed the ways I reacted entirely. I knew these women. I had the opportunity to speak with them and let the strength of their belief in the feminist cause wash over and surround me. When I first saw the film, I listened to the dialogue and watched the women as they appeared on screen; the picture of nonchalance, I was completely unengaged. I saw and heard nothing but a series of indistinguishable women. I didn’t even recognize the same person when they appeared in different settings. The exception was Tanaka Mitsu, whose professional airs and well-thought statements somehow overcame my skepticism. It probably helped that the backdrop for her interview (complete with housecat) as well as her apparel were both somewhat remarkable. None of that happened once I had met these women in person. Their conviction quickly overcame my disaffection, and I watched the film for the second time with fresh, excited eyes. “Of course, that is Tanaka Mitsu center-stage in that archival photograph. There is Miki-san to the left.”
Now, having some hindsight regarding this second viewing, I can question whether I was simply feeding off the atmosphere or legitimately moved. Why did I feel that distinct tug in the corner of my eyes at the end of the second viewing? Why did they begin to water? And, why did something flutter in the middle of my chest? When I considered this emotional response in light of my reaction one year ago, self-suspicion arises. There was an element of convenience involved that I could not shake. In the context of a class on feminism, it is only natural that one should co-opt feminist discourse as one’s own. In fact, this came up in class discussion. We collectively acknowledged that arguing for feminism in the world at-large is a whole different animal from arguing for feminism in the classroom, where such a stance is both safe and expected. However, prone as I am to taking the road least contested by my peers, I do not believe that I am this time resigning my feelings in favor of harmony. 
After watching 30 Years of Sisterhood again with the filmmakers, I felt I came away with something new. They gave me insight into individual integrity. As an individual, I am often plagued with self-doubt. I assume that most people experience this to some degree or another, but I also believe that successful people have disencumbered themselves of this habit. Hence, when confronted by particularly strong, charismatic personalities, I am always impressed. When those Japanese feminists entered the room, I immediately perked up because I knew from even the most cursory glance that these were immensely interesting people. When someone made a joke during discussion, everyone laughed warmly, and that was how I could tell we made a community based on shared ideals. After class was over, I waited outside, hoping to speak with them just a little more. I wanted to ask a question, any question, just to see how they would respond. So, I asked Miki-san, “What do you think about Tanaka Mitsu’s individual-based initiative? Do you think they are more or less effective than group-based initiatives?” To me, the question itself didn’t really matter; I really just wanted to have a chance to speak person-to-person with Miki-san. She, amongst all those present at the time, seemed fiercest. 

When Miki Soko speaks seriously, she arches an eyebrow and inclines her head slightly at an angle. Although her head bobs gently in time with the clear enunciation of her words, her eyes remain intensely locked on her listener. I will probably never forget what she said to me. “Listen, the important thing to do--is to change yourself. After that,” she shrugged, “it’s up to you. Once you change yourself, you can think about changing other people. If you have been honest with yourself, other people will see it too. You understand?” I was dumbfounded, and I grappled for an awkward response. While she had answered my question as it was asked, I also felt that she had somehow seen past the surface of my inquiry and understood the reason I had needed to talk with her in the first place. To her, I’m sure the notion of “changing oneself” is almost second nature by now, but for me, it was a revelation. When we screened 30 Years of Sisterhood later that week, her words were ringing in my head, and I was moved. I realized that not only Miki-san, but all of the women involved in the Lib movement had confronted and overcome their personal problems in order to grow stronger together. It was at this point that I heard and took Professor Akiyama’s words to heart: “I used to live only with my brain. I was living, feeling as if I would have been much better off without my own body. In that aspect, we truly dealt with our bodies, and I understood that I was not just composed of my brain, and with my own body, I became myself.” 

What I learned from my encounter with the filmmakers, I, personally, could not have garnered from my own studies. I am a well-trained student, and I enjoy scouring resources for the information I need. As a class, we learned much of the factual history behind the movement from the articles we read. Intellectually, I understood and agreed with the Lib Movement’s radical critique of society as they appeared on paper. I didn’t require the documentary or the filmmakers to teach me about the contradictions of capitalism and the state of the Subaltern; I was aware of that much already. Instead, I saw in myself the mercurialness of my own individuality. Upon noticing that her parting words in the credits of the documentary (quoted above) went untranslated, Professor Akiyama, who initially struck me as demure, made special effort to translate her statement impromptu. These words continued to have special meaning for her, and I found it very powerful that she felt such a need to share them with the audience. I had some sense of her personal struggle. When I reflected on how I felt about the feminists, I realized that what touched me most was that the strength of their friendship had enabled them each to become the people they wanted to be. I realized that inner transformation and living for higher principles is not nearly as possible without a group of like-minded people collectively affirming each other. Each of the feminists are their own person, and its obvious from observing them for even a little while that they fought tooth-and-nail to come to that point as individuals. Doi-san seems almost casual when she talks about leaving her family. 

My experiences bring into question the entire notion of self-initiated transformation. I know myself well enough to be certain that I would never have come to this point on my own resolve without meeting with these women. Further, this also brings into question the nature of different media in movements. I would never deign to classify my own “struggles” as feminist because I do not think that actual feminists would really appreciate that. Still, I think it is worthwhile to consider my original treatment of 30 Years of Sisterhood as not-uncommon for someone first introduced to something they do not entirely grasp.  I imagine that there have been many women who initially saw feminism as some social aberrance before they understood what it actually was. The purpose of media in a movement is to give physicality to the feelings and ideas at stake by its participants. If the various media present are effective, these kinds of responses will be mitigated. If that’s the case, was 30 Years of Sisterhood an ineffective film? The issue is more complicated than that. When I originally saw the documentary, there was no initiative on my part to be particularly receptive to the ideas it represented. In contrast, I matured sometime in the last year, having grown tired of always second-guessing myself. In short, the environment and community around me made me realize my own dissatisfaction and opened my heart and mind to new ideas. The documentary itself was merely a conduit that connected something latent within me to those who could help me learn more. 

In several of the accounts of the Women’s Lib Movement I heard women say that their interest was initially piqued after reading Tanaka Mitsu’s “Liberation from the Toilet.” It made them realize that their personal problems were also problems shared by the vast community of women everywhere. In this way, even women from the most remote regions of Japan could pick up a women’s journal and connect to the movement as a whole. Something must have happened to these women in their lives to make them see the truth in the movement’s pamphlets, and this prompted them to participate by writing editorials, attending camps, etc. The sense of solidarity provided the courage to escape the drudge of their lives. What they had read or seen had inspired them to change themselves. So why wasn’t I drawn in? We questioned as a class, “Why do we live in an era of political apathy?”
 
As a student, or perhaps simply as an individual living in these times, I find myself inundated with media from a variety of sources. While the mass nature of modern media is not a new idea, I feel that the advance of the internet and high-speed tele-communication have served in some ways to desensitize people. New media start off liberated/liberating, by the forces of capitalism have historically shown themselves to be highly adaptive. Confronted with so many things to consider and keep up with, shutting one’s eyes and turning off higher processing thought seems far more comfortable. In a world full of distractions, I think it very easy to avoid thinking very profoundly at all about one’s own life. That’s why I needed Soko Miki to bodily grab me by the arm and narrow her crosshairs on my deeper feelings. I was not going to understand active, living feminism by reading yet more words. I’m sure this varies from person-to-person, but that’s why there exist so many mediums from which to choose. The function of different media in movements is to provide the widest variety of “leads” back to the original, human source of the thought. Once one bites, tracing the line back is inevitable. 

Coming to the necessity of human interaction, I thought back to our readings on housewives. Throughout modern history, housewives have been treated in a variety of ways in public discourse. Alternatively, they have served as affirmations of Japanese imperialism and the nationalist state and also as radical critiques of contemporary society. In some ways, housewives qua housewives seem like a specter in considerations of Japanese womanhood; they are an important, reoccurring figure in society, but they have no physical representation at all besides a mass of undifferentiated, utterly banal women. They rarely speak for themselves, but everyone has something to say to them. During World War II, housewives were beseeched to put aside their self-interests and rear soldiers for the War. Then, during the ‘80s, they were asked to provide a safe environment for Japan’s corporate warriors to refresh themselves before returning to the office, at the effacing of their own interests. In contrast, rather than seeing housewives as the pillar of society, some thinkers like Takeda Kyoko envisioned housewives as the ideal liberated human beings. She argues that because housewives do not directly participate in the job market, they are free to explore and express themselves however they wish. To accept any of these views is to ignore the diverse feelings among housewives themselves. 

Housewives are not just a construct. Clearly, women who classify themselves as housewives do exist, but, more importantly, these women are people unto themselves. They are, incidentally, also pointedly aware of the attention they receive. “We are not politicians, diplomats or businesspeople. Such people might think our ideas and desires are unrealistic. But people who view things only from their professional standpoint tend to lose sight of humanism. We, as women and mothers, who protect the invaluable lives of people, hope to think and act from the standpoint of humanism (Yamamoto, ‘The Women’s Peace Movement.’ 224).” This point, expressed and signed by a number of notable figures in Japanese feminist history (including Ichikawa Fusae, Hirabayashi Taiko, and Hiratsuka Raicho) is precisely that which I have been emphasizing all-along. Group consciousness and solidarity do not come from abstraction Shared experiences must actually be shared in the sense of narration. An isolated housewife has nothing but herself to rely on, but surrounded by like-minded peers, she can be part of a social force. Just as in Newtonian physics, without enough force to overcome inertia and friction, nothing resembling a movement can take place. 

Ideally, humanism and theory should not be mutually exclusive. Academic inquiry has value itself, but without exploring the practical implications behind theory, nothing can be accomplished. That means we should all try to be a little more humanist. Being part of humanity means more than accepting the fact of your biological species. It implies embracing your own humanness along with others in the collective effort to make everyone’s lives better. If we become lost in the quest to find scientific and philosophical Truths, then surely we are losing sight of the world around us. It is disempowering as an individual if we can no longer place ourselves within the greater framework of society. By meeting with the feminists, I have learned to think of people when I consider theoretical positions to support or contest. I try to keep Professor Akiyama and Miki-san’s words close. I don’t know if I will be able to sustain their message on my own, separated from the fount of that wisdom. Miki-san’s parting words to me were “I will not forget you. I hope you find many friends who think like you do.” 
