
Diana Khor and Saori Kamano

Same-sex partnerships in Japan: Would
legalization mean deradicalization?

In the first judicial ruling on same-sex marriage in Japan, the Sapporo District
Court ruled on 17 March 2021 that it is unconstitutional to deny same-sex couples
the right to marry. This ruling was based on Article 14 of the Constitution, which
guarantees the right to equality under the law. While same-sex marriage advocates
celebrated this, they also lamented that the court appeared to affirm the definition
of marriage as a heterosexual union in stating that disallowing same-sex marriage
does not constitute a violation of Article 24, which defines marriage as being based
on the mutual consent of “both sexes” (“Japan Court Rules,” 2021; Kawamura,
2021).¹ Is the ruling to be celebrated or lamented? And for what reasons?

Early efforts to legalize same-sex marriage in the West were accompanied by
critical discussions of its potential impact, specifically about whether it would fur-
ther reinforce the heterosexual, patriarchal institutions of marriage, family, and
kinship, or whether it would challenge the foundation of these core social institu-
tions.² The surge in the legalization of same-sex partnerships across the world in
the past few decades has provided invaluable field data to adjudicate among these
claims.³ It has become apparent that how one argues for it is as, if not more, im-
portant, than the actual legalization. Equally important is how same-sex partners
negotiate the system and understand their own partnership.

In this paper, we will briefly review recent works on the framing of same-sex
partnerships before discussing the situation in Japan. Drawing on our previous
analyses of same-sex partnerships in Japan (Khor, 2020; Khor & Kamano, 2021),
as well as ethnographic and survey data we have collected in various projects in-
volving same-sex partners (Kamano et al., 2018; Khor & Kamano, 2017, 2019; Tang et
al., 2020), we aim to elucidate how same-sex partners make sense of their relation-
ship, particularly in the context of kin relations.⁴

1 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Japanese in this paper are by the authors.
2 See Sullivan (1997) for an early anthology of the debate and Tang et al. (2020) for a review of the
arguments. For arguments criticizing the impact of same-sex marriage in Japan, see Horie (2010)
and Shida (2009).
3 As of 2022, over 30 nations and territories have enacted laws legalizing same-sex partnership,
over half of which occurred after 2010 (Masci et al., 2019; Neghaiwi & Wiegmann, 2022).
4 This paper was written in the context of a larger project, Same-Sex Partnership in Hong Kong and
Japan: Where Family Studies Meet Queer Studies, funded by the JSPS Grant-in-aid for Scientific Re-
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1 The significance of frames

The arguments used to advocate the legalization of same-sex partnerships in court
or in society can not only shape the success or failure of legalization, but also have
a broader, long-term impact on the very institution of marriage and the (de)legit-
imation of sexual diversity. Put very simply, depending on the framing, the legal-
ization of same-sex marriage can make society more inclusive of diverse relation-
ships through reaffirming individual rights, or less inclusive by specifying a
standard of monogamous coupledom to which one should conform in order to re-
ceive the privileges accorded to such unions. In other words, legalization may rad-
icalize and fundamentally change the institution of marriage and kinship, or it
may also simply consolidate it. Thus, it is not whether, but how, one argues for
the legalization of same-sex unions that matters. Here, we will tease out the rele-
vant arguments in the extant literature to provide an interpretive framework for
Japan.

In an analysis of how the framing of political debates can affect policy prefer-
ences, political scientist Deva Woodly (2018) found that “all kinds of families” was
the most resonant frame in arguments for same-sex marriage in New York Times
articles from 1994 to 2014. To counter the anti-same-sex marriage arguments that
affirm “family values” rooted in religious teachings and traditions, the “all kinds of
families” frame affirms the stability of (same-sex) families and relationships and
“the social good of family relations” (Woodly, 2018, p. 31), whereas the “equality
frame” argument shifts the focus from religious values or morality to the value
of “equal access” as the determinant of social policy (p. 30). Woodly (2018) ob-
served that both frames moved the discussion away from sexual and gender
norms, which improved its resonance with the public. Centering her analysis on
changes in public opinion in response to how the issue was framed, Woodly
(2018) did not discuss the implications for the institution of marriage. Focusing
on “the public good of family relations” and the stability of same-sex families
can result in a lost opportunity to create a truly inclusive society as the main-
stream institution of the family remains uninterrogated. Similarly, an emphasis
on “all kinds of families” in the mass media, especially with a focus on love and
stability, does not necessarily endorse all types of unions, as they reaffirm main-
stream family values and only tolerate same-sex unions if they form the same
type of “loving and stable” families.

search (19H1571), Principal investigator: Diana Khor; Co-investigators: Saori Kamano and Yusuke
Kamiya; Research collaborator: Denise T. S. Tang.
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Legal scholar Macarena Saez (2014) argued that if same-sex marriage were le-
galized without allowing for other forms of emotional associations, a hierarchy of
families would result in which some unions would receive more legal protection
than others (p. 128). In contrast, Saez (2014) continued, embracing different
forms of family while legalizing same-sex marriage has the potential of dissociat-
ing citizenship from marriage and allowing for diverse family forms that all enjoy
equal protection from the state so long as they remain committed to respecting the
rights of each family member. Following the same line of reasoning, other re-
search, as reviewed below, has examined how the very arguments made in
court have a direct impact on whether the heteronormative institution of marriage
would be strengthened or weakened by the way same-sex partnership is legalized
cross-nationally.

Comparisons have been made between legalizing same-sex marriage and de-
criminalizing (male) homosexual sex in some states in the US. Political philosopher
Marino Croce’s (2018) close reading of the legal opinions on Lawrence v. Texas
(2003) showed that homosexual relations become “speakable” only in coupledom
in the private sphere (p. 409). In other words, instead of a liberalizing decision
that results in the acceptance of diverse modes of intimacy, the decriminalization
of homosexual sex affirms the hegemonic form of monogamous kinship that now
admits a mode of same-sex relationship in its image. Croce (2018) cited similar ar-
guments in courts outside the US, including the European Court of Human Rights,
which in 2010 affirmed that same-sex couples in a stable relationship should have
the right to enjoy a “private and family life”; and the Italian Court of Cassation in
2012, which directly emphasized the “aptness” of some unions to be considered
“families” (p. 410). Indeed, citing Pierre Bourdieu (1987), Croce (2018) argued that
bringing the issue of same-sex marriage to court appears to have reframed it in
a way that conforms to current legal categories – the process of reframing creates
a “new homosexual” who meets the standard to claim the rights previously re-
served for heterosexuals (p. 418).

Across nations, empirical studies have shown that legal arguments can cut
both ways. Arguments affirming the value of marriage can be seen to constitute
an assimilationist position that affirms the heteronormative marital institution. Ex-
amples include the various cases in the US (e. g., Geiger v. Kitzhaber, 2014; Goodridge
v. Department of Public Health, 2003) that “mandate a particular moral code,” pre-
scribing strong, stable marriages that are to be protected above all other emotional
associations, to which same-sex couples (must) conform to gain legal recognition
(Saez, 2014, p. 137). In contrast, human dignity can be invoked without connecting
it to the “goodness” or the importance of marriage. Saez (2014) discussed the case
of South Africa, where same-sex unions were legalized with reference to dignity
being connected to equality (of worth) and autonomy – the legalization of civil un-
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ions that can be entered into by both heterosexual and same-sex couples is indica-
tive of the legal inclusion of diverse family forms, since “it is not marriage per se
that gives individuals dignity, but instead, dignity is derived from the capacity to
choose to marry” (p. 150). Similarly, when same-sex marriage was argued in courts
in Mexico, Brazil, Colombia, and Spain, the emphasis was on dignity defined as
equality and autonomy (Saez, 2014, pp. 194–196).

In 2019, Taiwan became the first, and is to date the only, nation in Asia to have
legalized same-sex marriage. Justice Yuan’s interpretation of the constitution can
be examined for arguments supporting legalization (Constitutional Court R.O.C.
[Taiwan], 2017). The freedom of marriage, guaranteed by Article 22 of the Consti-
tution, was seen to include “decisional autonomy” with respect to “whether to
marry” and “whom to marry.” Such autonomy was argued to be “vital to the
sound development of personality and safeguarding of human dignity” and is
therefore a “fundamental right” protected by Article 22. As such, while the specific
right of freedom of marriage was invoked, the core of the argument was human
dignity. Narrowly defining marriage as “permanent unions of [an] intimate and ex-
clusive nature,” however, the argument concluded:

The need, capability, willingness, and longing, in both physical and psychological senses, for
creating such permanent unions of intimate and exclusive nature are equally essential to ho-
mosexuals and heterosexuals, given the importance of the freedom of marriage to the sound
development of personality and safeguarding of human dignity. (Constitutional Court R.O.C.
[Taiwan], 2017)

In one breath, “human dignity” was merged with an affirmation of marriage as
permanent, intimate, and exclusive, limiting the imagination of alternative unions,
even though it was also mentioned that procreation is not part of the definition of
marriage and that unions are formed “for the purpose of living a common life”
(Constitutional Court R.O.C. [Taiwan], 2017; see also Chen, 2019a, 2019b; Wang &
Chen, 2017).

2 Japan

Same-sex marriage has not been legalized in Japan. However, beginning with Shi-
buya Ward in 2015, over 200 local governments, as of 1 July 2022, have allowed for
the registration of same-sex partnerships (Niji Bridge, 2022). These registrations
are not legally binding and the right to register is restricted to residents of that
ward, city, or prefecture. While these registrations are far from an alternative
form of legal same-sex partnerships in terms of legal protection, they might
have been instrumental in placing the issue of same-sex marriage on the public
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agenda. In two recent publications, we examined public arguments for and against
same-sex marriage (Khor, 2020; Khor & Kamano, 2021). Suffice it here to point out
that activists do invoke the arguments presented by the Japanese state that empha-
size the naturalness and importance of the family as an institution (Khor, 2019;
Khor & Kamano, 2021), albeit toward a different end. The ruling party’s proposed
amendment to the Constitution of Japan adds a description of the family as a “nat-
ural” and “fundamental” unit of society, in which mutual help is “mandatory” (Su-
giura, 2013). Equal Marriage Alliance (EMA) Japan (n.d.), for example, champions
same-sex marriage by describing the institution of marriage as a system that “im-
proves the stability of the household and society” and arguing that countries that
recognize same-sex marriage are further improving the productivity of society as a
whole (Khor, 2020, p. 34; Khor & Kamano, 2021). According to EMA Japan (n.d.), to
exclude same-sex couples from “the most important legal system for humans and
society” is a dire violation of the principle of equality and, in contrast, legalizing
same-sex marriage would make it possible for same-sex couples to “take more re-
sponsibility toward each other’s health and well-being.” Not only does this argu-
ment reinforce marriage as a natural institution into which same-sex couples
are merely incorporated, it also affirms the heteronormative foundation of the
state, that is, the married couple as the contributing members of a stable society.

The construction of marriage and the family as a “natural” institution that is
the core of a stable society feeds into what Lisa Duggan (2002) termed “the new
homonormativity,” which is a “politics that does not contest dominant heteronor-
mative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them while promis-
ing the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized
gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption” (p. 179). However, putting
the arguments by the state aside, it is understandable that activists and same-
sex couples themselves would make arguments for same-sex marriage being “pub-
licly acceptable,” regardless of their own opinions. It is even conceivable that those
who put themselves at the forefront to fight for the legalization of same-sex mar-
riage might be ambivalent about marriage itself but committed to securing the
legal rights for others for whom it is paramount due to their residence status, eco-
nomic needs, or health issues. Therefore, it is important to listen to how same-sex
couples themselves talk about same-sex marriage. Here, we draw on three previ-
ous studies that we conducted to examine how same-sex couples negotiate legal
same-sex partnerships.⁵

5 For relevant works developed from these projects, see Khor and Kamano (2017, 2019, 2021), Khor
(2020), Tang et al. (2020), and Kamano et al. (2018).
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1. “A Qualitative Analysis of Intimacy in Mother-Daughter Relationships: Negoti-
ating Heterosexual, Gender, and Family Norms” – a comparative study of
Japan and Hong Kong – funded by JSPS Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research
(B) (JP26285120) (Principal investigator: Diana Khor). The data drawn upon
here were based on interviews conducted in 2015 with five non-heterosexual
women about their relationships with their mothers in Japan from two age
groups (28–39 and 40–50) recruited through personal acquaintances. They
are indicated by “(MD)” in the text.

2. A comparative study of the legalization of same-sex partnerships in Hong
Kong, Taiwan, and Japan, funded by the Sumitomo Foundation (158038) (Prin-
cipal investigator: Denise T. S. Tang). The Japanese sample consisted of nine in-
terview participants, including two lesbian activists who were a couple. The
participants were recruited through personal acquaintances via social media
posts, and all but one participant in his fifties were in their thirties and forties.
The interviews with individuals and couples were conducted in 2017 and fo-
cused on their views on the legalization of same-sex partnerships. Data
from this study are indicated by “(S)” in the text, after the participants’ pseu-
donyms.

3. A study focusing on the partnership certificate granted by Shibuya Ward in
Tokyo, planned by the Shibuya City Office but involving researchers from a
JSPS Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research Project (16H03709) (Principal investi-
gator: Kamano Saori). Sixteen persons were interviewed, 12 of whom (includ-
ing five couples) were registered as partners in Shibuya and four of whom (in-
cluding one couple) were interested in doing so. The interviews were
conducted in 2017 and focused on their experiences and ideas about their part-
nership registration. Data from this study are indicated by “(Shibuya)” in the
text, after the participants’ pseudonyms.

3 Same-sex partners’ negotiation of same-sex
partnerships

In our most recent analysis invoking philosopher and queer theorist Jasbir K.
Puar’s (2017) concept of homonationalism to explore how the Japanese state por-
trays itself as “tolerant” without devoting itself to protecting the rights of sexual
minorities, we identified ideas expressed by same-sex couples that inadvertently
naturalize and affirm the primacy of marriage (Khor & Kamano, 2021). At the
same time, we also noted their ambivalence toward marriage as an institution
and their critical assessment of heterosexual unions. Here, we would like to
look more closely into this ambivalence and derive implications for the institution
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of marriage should same-sex unions be legalized. We identified various ideas that
affirm the normalcy, legitimacy, and/or significance of the existing institution, but
also show a desire for “queer” marriage or an acknowledgment of those queer
people who feel left out by the same-sex marriage discourse.

There are various ways of conceiving or talking about same-sex relationships
that not only leave the primacy of the marital institution unquestioned, but actual-
ly affirm its significance. One common argument is that if heterosexual couples
can get married, why not same-sex couples? The equivalence of same-sex partner-
ship to heterosexual marriage is also asserted through invoking symbols of and
common practices in the latter.

To some couples, invoking symbols such as the wedding ring, or calling one’s
partner “wife” or “husband,” renders one’s same-sex relationship intelligible to
others as “marriage.” Chie (S), who had lived with her partner for over 10 years
when she filed the registration of partnership in Shibuya, elaborated on the signif-
icance of the ring:

We both wear rings now, but we were never really interested in making our relationship pub-
lic/symbolic like this. At least, I didn’t really care when I was married to a man before. I’m
now in my 40s and people ask me about my marriage status a lot if I don’t wear a ring.
I’m happy to answer their questions and tell them about my life history and current same-
sex relationship status, but it is just too much to do every time they ask me the same question.
If I put on a ring, people would assume that I’m married and I can avoid those stressful sit-
uations. The rings are very useful.

Chikako (S), Chie’s partner, also in her 40s, concurred:

I just wanted to be honest with people. Also, I wanted to avoid situations where I need to ex-
plain my complicated relationship status. If I’m wearing a ring without the certificate,⁶ I feel
like I’m lying to people. When they ask me if I’m married because of the ring, I can talk about
the partnership certificate….

This makes a difference. I can say to others that I have a serious partner. Nevertheless,
there aren’t many practical changes. We cannot benefit from the partnership certificate that
much…. It is like a weapon to protect ourselves. It gives us some assurance.

6 The “certificate” here refers to the Shibuya Partnership Certificate. While not legally binding, it
allows the registered partners to apply for joint housing loans, family discount deals for cell
phones, and so on. To apply, the partners are required to draw up a notarized partnership contract
that proves that they are in a true relationship based on love and trust, and that they are living
together, taking responsibility for and supporting each other, and shouldering the obligation to
share living expenses (Kamano et al., 2018).
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Eri (S), in her late 20s, had started living with her partner just one year before she
was interviewed. She explained why she refers to her registered partnership as a
“marriage”:

Before we got married, I called her “girlfriend,” even though it’s perfectly fine to call her
“partner” too. Personally, I feel that “partner” is most appropriate but, for me, to say that I
am married, I do feel a sense of responsibility, and people around too, well, [think] these
two are married. They might feel it a little odd at first, but for these people, we’d like to
raise their consciousness, and so I do use terms like “married” and “wife” quite deliberately.

Putting on a ring invokes a shared symbol in a heteronormative society and af-
firms the legitimacy of the marital institution, even though the partnership regis-
tration is not equivalent to a legally sanctioned marriage. The same goes for how
one calls one’s partner. And, ultimately, it is the legal recognition that authenticates
these symbols of marriage and makes them “real.” Without this, a same-sex rela-
tionship remains unintelligible to others. In other words, the same-sex relationship
is rendered intelligible only within the heteronormative paradigm. At times, the
reference to marriage as it is practiced now is explicit, and conformity to its
norms becomes an indicator of a “real marital relationship,” as expressed by Kei-
suke (Shibuya), a gay man in his late 30s who had registered his partnership a year
before the interview took place:

In a “real” marital relationship, people share their household income. If not, the one with
more money might just go and have fun on their own, etc. So, from the beginning, we
said, let’s put our money together.

That some form of legal recognition seals the relationship, making it more “real,”
more “important,” is an idea iterated by interview participants who might also be
critical of heterosexual unions. Using heteronormative marriage as a standard in
some way is not to say that same-sex couples consider their relationship inferior
to that of heterosexual couples. Indeed, it is quite the contrary. At the same time,
however, the claim of authenticity and importance – as if same-sex couples surpass
heterosexual couples at their game – inadvertently affirms the heteronormative
marital institution.

Fumi (Shibuya), in her early 40s, was self-employed and had lived with her
partner for a year at the time of the interview. Their partnership was registered
in Shibuya. Fumi compared same-sex partnership registration with heterosexual
marriage as follows:

When heterosexual couples decide to get married, they think about ceremonies, whom to in-
vite, and so on. Not that they don’t find importance in each other’s feelings and relationships,
but for them, [getting married] is just submitting a form. I think it is better for heterosexual
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couples to make this type of contract too, [so that they would] think seriously about their lives
together.

Chie (S), who was quoted above on the significance of the ring, had been married
to a man before and described that experience as “just about filling out a form, and
with that the contract was sealed.” She felt quite differently about her same-sex
partnership, as she and her partner Chikako had gone through the process of mak-
ing a commitment together.

The authenticity of the same-sex partnership was emphasized by Nao (Shi-
buya), who identifies as a man and was in his 30s at the time of his interview.
He was planning to obtain a notarized partnership contract that would “prove”
that he and his partner were committed to supporting and caring for each
other. His purpose was to show their children (from his partner’s previous rela-
tionship) that they “are in a real relationship” and “to give them an example of
a positive relationship” (Nao [Shibuya]).

Hanako (Shibuya), in her 40s, likened her partnership registration to mar-
riage, albeit indirectly, and saw the certificate as a tangible “proof” of their rela-
tionship:

Before, proof of our relationship was only our feeling…. People say marriage is “just a piece of
paper,” but there is a significant weight to it, and that’s the same for us.

The natal family was also brought in as a witness to the commitment, affirming the
significance of both the commitment and their family ties. Rin (Shibuya), in her
30s, who had lived with her partner for a year before the interview, said:

We want to do a ceremony upon obtaining the SPC [Shibuya Partnership Certificate]. We have
other ties, including our families, and we want to emphasize the importance of our families.
We want to show our family members that we are living seriously.

While Rin and her partner, Ryōko, connected marriage to family ties, Kenta and
Keisuke, both in their 30s, seemed to consider marriage as inseparable from hav-
ing children. Kenta connected the approval of same-sex marriage to that of same-
sex couples having children, but Keisuke expressed concern that such children
would be bullied, saying that the children’s well-being should be considered as
well when considering marriage. Conversely, Takumi (Shibuya), who had been in
a steady relationship for over 10 years, explained that he was “not seeking mar-
riage” because he and his partner did not have children who required legal protec-
tion for inheritance purposes.

Others emphasized the importance of genetic ties and having children the
“natural” way. For example, Kazu (Shibuya), who had been living with his partner
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for six years and had registered their partnership in Shibuya, would not have a
child unless the child could have both their DNAs. Similarly, Hanako (Shibuya),
whose emphasis on the “weight” of the partnership certificate was quoted
above, would have children only if she and her partner could become pregnant
“naturally,” ruling out the use of artificial reproductive technologies.

The interview participants who had registered their partnership, despite the
lack of legal status, seemed to find it easier to feel as though they were in a “mar-
riage,” compared to those who had not registered their partnership or did not live
in a city that provides for partnership registration. Indeed, the interviewees above
associated marriage with kinship and having children, including the importance of
genetic ties, illustrating how same-sex marriage is envisioned within the paradigm
of heterosexual marriage.

The practical benefits of legal recognition were quite frequently mentioned by
the participants as a reason why same-sex couples should have access to marriage.
However, such a focus precludes thinking about alternatives that can provide se-
curity and rights outside of marriage. While the participants problematized the
lack of access to marriage and its benefits, they left unquestioned the fact that it
is only through marriage that one can obtain rights and benefits. For example,
Akiko (S) was worried that if she bought a house and died before her partner,
her partner would not have access to the house. The solution to the problem, in
Akiko’s view, was gaining access to the “current marriage system”:

What is necessary is that the current marriage system should be open to homosexual couples
too. At least, we need to have the right to choose whether we want to use it or not. That the
marriage system can only be used by heterosexual couples creates a gap between heterosex-
ual and homosexual couples, and this gap needs to be reduced. Furthermore, it would be nice
if gender becomes insignificant when practicing marriage. Every adult of any gender should
be able to marry if they want to. I think this would be desirable.

At the same time, some interviewees also thought that same-sex marriage, even if
legalized, would be less socially accepted. For example, Haru (Shibuya) said:

Even if same-sex marriage is approved, I don’t think we can get the [same] level of social ac-
ceptance. Also [we do not have] the [same] type of obligations to the other family. So, in that
way, the SPC and same-sex marriage won’t make us feel as though we are married [to a man].

Both Akiko and Haru connected the seriousness of their relationship and the need
for their parents or family to know about it. In the Asian context, it has been
shown that the natal family and the larger kin network are important for many
individuals in negotiating their same-sex relationship (see, e. g., Brainer, 2019;
Tang et al., 2020). As the natal family in most cases is the bastion of familial het-
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eronormativity, how same-sex couples negotiate their relationship in the kin con-
text becomes important in deriving implications for whether their narrative about
their relationship serves to reinforce the marital institution or not. To explore this
point, we introduce one case below in which an actual wedding ceremony was
held with the blessing of the natal family of one partner while the mother of
the other partner refused to attend the ceremony. This unusual case gives insight
into how the marital institution can be reinforced through a deliberate display of
the same-sex union:

The mother suggested a traditional Japanese wedding ceremony for the daughter and her
partner, arguing that if they were to be together, then they should do it “properly.” The part-
ner’s mother refused to attend, but two sisters attended. Relatives beyond the immediate fam-
ilies were apparently not invited, but the “wedding” was known to a wider circle of relatives
and neighbors. When the daughter went back for a visit, she got comments from neighbors
that it was good that she “got married.” She didn’t clarify [and the neighbors didn’t know] that
it wasn’t a heterosexual marriage. This lack of openness about the same-sex partnership cou-
pled with actual cordial interactions with the daughter’s partner and her family, despite the
partner’s mother’s rejection of the partnership, might suggest that the mother was trying to
understand and cope with the daughter’s partnership within a heteronormative framework.
(Khor & Kamano, 2019, p. 23) (MD)

This example shows that supportive parents can also affirm the significance of the
institution of marriage. Similarly, Mamoru (Shibuya), who had registered his part-
nership in Shibuya with his partner from overseas, reported how his mother encour-
aged them to go ahead with the registration as well as to have children, showing
how supportive parents can make same-sex relationships resemble heterosexual
marriage:

My mom calls me every day, and she said to me, “Oh, you guys, one can get something now in
Shibuya Ward,” and she asked us, “Aren’t you going to go for it?” My mom values stability,
being in a stable relationship, forming a family, etc. Even about having children, she said,
“You know, it seems possible with test tubes these days.”

Despite the decreasing marital rate and delay in marriage among heterosexual
people (National Institute for Population and Social Security Research, 2017), mar-
riage continues to be a significant social institution and the paradigm through
which same-sex marriage tends to be considered. It is important, however, to
point out that the interviewees quoted above also recognized that same-sex mar-
riage does not result in full equality for all, and that some would be left out
even if same-sex marriage were to be legalized.

Some of the participants who registered their partnership and argued for
same-sex marriage said explicitly that they did see problems in the current mar-
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riage system. Further, despite the inadequacy of this right to register their partner-
ship and have it recognized, some deliberately acted upon this right in Shibuya so
that it would not be taken away for others who might want to have their relation-
ship legally recognized. Some also noted that legalizing same-sex partnership ren-
ders sexual minorities visible. Chie (S), cited above, reflected on her personal ex-
perience:

I suffered from my gender identity and sexual orientation for almost 30 years. If I had known
that there are people with diverse sexualities and gender identities, not just heterosexual men
and women, it would have changed my life. It makes it easier for people to accept themselves
for who they are.

Despite her rather strong argument for access to marriage and embrace of the
(wedding) ring as an important symbol of commitment, Chie (S) also recognized
that marriage was not the only option, citing the French civil solidarity pact
(PACS; pacte civil de solidarité), heterosexual partnerships without marriage, and
so on – indeed, she said, “it’s better to expand the options.”

Eri (S), who had started living with her partner a year before the interview,
referred to a case of non-romantic relationships in which the rights of two sisters
living together were also not guaranteed, as one sister could be driven away from
the house if it were registered under the name of the other when the latter passed
away. The conclusion she drew from this case was that “it’s better to have a system
that can protect the rights of various people” (Eri [S]). Chikako (S), Chie’s partner,
mentioned asexual people and people who remain single throughout their life, sug-
gesting that their needs should be recognized as well.

The ideas our participants expressed indicate not only a recognition of alter-
native relationships, identities, and lifestyles, but also the exclusion of some people
from having their rights protected or recognized even if same-sex marriage were
legalized. At the same time, it is also true that in the interviews, these ideas were
more an afterthought following an appeal for same-sex partnerships or marriage,
about which they were clearer. The idea that people who are not in a same-sex re-
lationship should be recognized and taken care of does not connect to a coherent
rethinking of the marriage system or the very idea of partnership, legalized or not.
The difficulty of imagining an alternative to marriage, or at least the lack of a co-
herent discourse of how rights can be guaranteed in an inclusive way outside of
the marriage system, may be attributed to the strength of the institution of mar-
riage. To further ponder the impact of same-sex marriage on this institution and
kinship, we would like to end with an examination of nationwide survey data
on heterosexual and same-sex marriages.
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4 The desirability of (heterosexual) marriage and
support for same-sex marriage

To assess the implications of the ideas about marriage from our ethnographic stud-
ies, we need also to examine the desirability of marriage as a way of life and the
general public’s attitudes toward same-sex relationships and partnerships.

If marriage as an institution or the ideology of marriage as it is practiced today
remains strong, it would offer a buffer against changes that might be brought
about by the inclusion of same-sex couples. Relevant surveys have shown that de-
spite the decreasing marriage rate and delayed age of first marriages in Japan, the
vast majority of respondents expressed an intention to marry. Further, this has re-
mained quite constant through the years (National Institute of Population and So-
cial Security Research, 2017). In another survey, it was shown that remaining single
for one’s entire life is one of the least preferred ways of living (Kamano, 2018).
Japan also had the highest percentage of respondents among four countries
(Japan, France, Germany, and Sweden) saying that “it is better to get married,”
though it also had the highest percentage of respondents saying that “marriage, co-
habitation, having a partner” is not necessary (Cabinet Office, Japan, 2020).

These survey findings may reflect the ideological significance of the institution
of marriage in Japan, albeit not perfectly so, which suggests two possible scenarios.
Conservative politicians and community leaders, as well as those who are current-
ly in a heterosexual marriage or inclined toward it, might want to protect the in-
stitution from being “contaminated” by inappropriate members. Alternatively,
some of these people who truly believe in the importance of marriage might
want to increase membership in such a core institution. The Research Group for
the 2019 National Survey on Attitudes Toward Sexual Minorities (2020) found
that the majority (64.8%) support same-sex marriage, and an even higher percent-
age support anti-discrimination laws for sexual minorities. However, the survey
also revealed that about a third of those polled find same-sex or bisexual romantic
orientation “strange.” Slightly less than 50% consider female same-sex sexual be-
haviors “disgusting,” while over 50% consider male same-sex or bisexual sexual
behaviors “disgusting.” Only a minority (about a quarter) reacted negatively to hav-
ing a neighbor or colleague who is homosexual, but the majority reacted negatively
to having a homosexual sibling (53.1%) or child (61.2%) (Research Group for the
2019 National Survey on Attitudes Toward Sexual Minorities, 2020).

These contradictory findings can be interpreted in different ways. It is possible
to see the support for same-sex marriage as support for human rights, no matter
how one feels about sexual minorities. The fact that close to 90% of respondents
agreed to anti-discrimination legislation might be consistent with this interpreta-
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tion. Another possible interpretation is that same-sex marriage is imagined ab-
stractly and dissociated from the facts of emotional and sexual intimacy. The sup-
port for marriage is arguably not for the intimate union of two individuals, but for
them to have a status and position in society. The dominant arguments that show
the effects of exclusion from the marital institution might have had an effect on
the general public, as it is an argument that is easy to understand and hard to re-
fute. In other words, the support for same-sex marriage is dissociated from how
one thinks about sexual minorities. Similarly, the majority of Japanese people
might not disagree with the idea of their child marrying a “foreigner” (Institute
of Statistical Mathematics, 2017), but this does not necessarily mean that they
are accepting of foreigners (see, e. g., Arudou, 2021; Morita, 2015). How these differ-
ent attitudes are or are not articulated might indeed deserve a deeper analysis.

5 Conclusion

We would like to emphasize that the demand for same-sex marriage does not in
itself necessarily reinforce the heteronormative institution of marriage, as the
very framing of the demand makes a difference. It is also important to recognize
that activists and individuals constructing arguments apparently in support of the
naturalness of the marital institution are also aware of how same-sex marriage
alone does not address the exclusion of alternative ways of living or, albeit less ex-
plicitly, the association of marriage with privileges that disadvantage individuals
and partnerships outside of the institution. In other words, the demand for
same-sex marriage potentially has a radicalizing effect. At the same time, the pub-
lic opinion in favor of (heterosexual) marriage, the tendency of the popular me-
dia’s emphasis on “love” as a rationale for the legalization of same-sex partnership
– captured well in the title of a newspaper article, “I Love You, but I Can’t Choose
Marriage…” (Takagi, 2021) – and, indeed, the theme of love and equality in the 2018
Tokyo Rainbow Pride parade all align same-sex marriage with the ideology of ro-
mantic love and marriage as it is known and practiced today.

However, in a context where the state is reluctant to pass any anti-discrimina-
tion laws or in other ways guarantee the rights of sexual minorities,⁷ an apparent
“mainstreaming” strategy of same-sex marriage or any form of partnership might
allow sexual minorities a voice in the system, which can potentially challenge the
heteronormative marital institution from within, so long as those same-sex couples

7 See Khor and Kamano (2021) and Khor (2020) on the ruling party’s stance on anti-discrimination
legislation in Japan.
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who have registered their partnership remain critical of the system despite having
become part of it. A more effective strategy to guarantee the rights of sexual mi-
norities, while also dismantling the heteronormative institution of marriage to
achieve freedom of choice for all, might consist of meaningful dialogues among
all those affected by changes in the institution – dialogues that recognize and
find ways to meet the actual needs of all those excluded from the institution,
and which are also critically aware of the limitations of seeking rights from a het-
eronormative state.
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