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Transcending the gendered body?
Transphobia and the construction of the
self in the writing of Shono Yoriko

In July 2022, Japanese writer Shono Yoriko (2022a) declared in a blog post that she
would vote for Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) politician Yamatani Eriko in the up-
coming upper house election. This came as a surprise to many, as Shono is consid-
ered one of Japan’s leading feminist writers, who in the past has publicly support-
ed the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) (Shono, 2017a, 2017h, 2018, 2019, 2022a), and
Yamatani is a right-wing social conservative with a long-standing record of oppos-
ing feminist activism and gender equality legislation (A. Shimizu, 2022, p. 381). Why
this sudden declaration of support? And was it really out of character?

In the first section of this paper, I examine this alliance between Shono and
Yamatani in light of the similarities between their trans-exclusionary discourses.
Since 2020, Shono (2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2021, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d)
has published numerous blog posts and essays, in which, similar to Yamatani,
she framed trans" women as a potential threat to women’s safety, denying them
the right to self-identification and bodily autonomy based on a biological essenti-
alist understanding of assigned sex as gender. Shono, in other words, has come
out as a trans-exclusionary radical feminist (TERF).” I argue that this transphobic
alliance is both part of a global phenomenon and symptomatic of historical prob-
lems within Japanese feminism.

In the latter sections of this paper, I revisit Shono’s fiction. I show that despite
her recent insistence on biological sex as a natural and inescapable foundation of

1 “Trans” refers to people whose gender identity differs from the sex they were assigned at birth.
While for some trans people, transitioning — that is, aligning their gender presentation, expression,
and/or physical attributes with their gender identity — is essential, not all can or do undergo med-
ical or surgical procedures as part of their transition, or transition at all, for financial, medical,
ideological, or other reasons. In addition, I use the term “cross-gender” to refer to instances
where gender presentation or expression does not match gender identity or assigned sex more
generally.

2 According to Christen Williams (2016), this term started being used in online feminist commun-
ities around 2008 to distinguish between feminists who take an exclusionary stance toward trans
women and those who do not (p. 254). “Radical” refers to the genealogical connection of this exclu-
sionary stance with certain factions of 1970s radical feminism. While Shono (2020c) has criticized
the use of TERF as derogatory, in this paper I follow Williams’ (2016) use of the term to refer to
contemporary feminists who are opposed to recognizing trans women as women (p. 255).
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gender identity, her novels actually are inundated with characters who are strug-
gling with their assigned sex and gender identity, and attempting to move beyond
their gendered body and the gender binary. However, this is not necessarily a con-
tradiction. As I will argue, Shono’s trans-exclusionary writing, as a manifestation
of transphobia, similar to misogyny and homophobia, can be understood as the
performative process of reestablishing a coherent and fixed female identity
through the abjection of trans women as the Other of feminism. Shono’s fictional
representation of the female body, which oscillates between identification and re-
jection, can be read as another facet of this process.

1 Unholy alliances: Trans-exclusionary discourse
as symbolic “superglue”

Shono Yoriko made her literary debut in 1981 with the novel Gokuraku (Paradise),
for which she received literary magazine Gunzo’s New Writer Award. She has
since accumulated numerous other awards, including the Noma Prize for New
Writers in 1991 for Nanimo shitenai (Doing Nothing), the prestigious Akutagawa
Prize for Taimusurippu kombindato (Timeslip Complex) in 1994, and the Itd Sei
Award for Kompira (Kompira) in 2005, making her one of the most decorated Jap-
anese authors of the Heisei period (1989-2019). Her novels have been lauded for
their feminist interrogations of the interplay between neoliberalism, sexism, pat-
riarchy, and cultural representation in postindustrial, post-bubble Japan (e.g.
Asano, 2018; Bouterey, 1996; Ebihara, 2012; Kotani, 2002; Naikai, 2006; Nakamura,
1999; Nitta, 2007; Noguchi-Amann, 2005; Noya, 1997 Tierney, 2010). These interrog-
ations tend to be performed from the perspective of a socioeconomically marginal-
ized female “I,” whose attempts at opening up utopian pockets of self-affirmation
and belonging in hostile environments — often through a dense and fantastic inter-
weaving of embodied experience, memory, dreams, history, and religious and
mythological motifs — form the core narrative movement of Shono’s otherwise
rather plotless, experimental writing.

Yamatani, conversely, was a prominent figure during the so-called “gender-
free” (jenda fur?) backlash of the early 2000s, which targeted efforts by feminists,
educators, and governmental agencies to free education from gender stereotypes
as a scheme to destroy the traditional Japanese family through “the total erasure
of cultural and biological differences between the sexes” (Yamaguchi, 2014, p. 559;
see also A. Shimizu, 2020, pp. 90-92; Yamada, 2022, p. 502). More recently, she was at
the center of a group of LDP politicians who opposed their party’s plans for an al-
ternative to the Draft Bill on the Elimination of Discrimination based on SOGI
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(LGBT Sabetsu Kaishohoan), which had been submitted by four opposition parties
to the Diet in 2016. The LDP rejected the opposition’s bill, which asked for the legal
protection of LGBT people from human rights violations. Instead, it announced in
2018 that it would submit the Draft Bill to Promote Understanding for LGBT People
(LGBT Rikai Zoshin Hoan), which aims only to cultivate acceptance toward LGBT
people and a more tolerant society but lacks any concrete sanctions for failures
to abide by its vague guidelines (Carland-Ecchavaria, 2022, p. 5).

The opposition of Yamatani and other social conservative LDP politicians to
the Draft Bill to Promote Understanding for LGBT People centered on the phrase
“discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity is unaccept-
able” (seiteki shiko ya seijinin o riyu to suru sabetsu wa yurusarenai).®> Owing to
their concern that it would open the door for “legal action to punish or prohibit
any speech deemed ‘discriminatory”” (Carland-Ecchavaria, 2022, p. 17; see also Ni-
kaidd, 2021, p. 14), the amended draft that was finally submitted to the Diet in 2023
stated, “there should be no unjust discrimination” (futona sabetsu wa atte wa nar-
anai), thereby implying the existence of “just discrimination” (Matsuoka, 2023a).

Yamatani and other LDP politicians also rejected the term seijinin to express
the concept of “gender identity” because, as Japanese studies scholar Patrick Car-
land-Ecchavaria (2022) summarized, “it sought to legitimize transgender identities
they deemed ‘threats’ to women” (p. 17). As noted by activist writer Matsuoka Soshi
(2023a), seijinin has long been used in Japanese judiciary and governmental docu-
ments to translate “gender identity.” However, in recent years it has become a sym-
bolic term that represents a shift from the medicalized and pathologizing under-
standing of trans people codified in the 2003 Law for the Handling of Gender in
the Special Cases of People with Gender Identity Disorder (Seidoditsusei Shogaisha
no Seibetsu no Atsukai no Tokurei ni Kansuru Ho; hereafter “GID Law”), to a focus
on the lived experiences, self-identification, and human rights of trans people. This
reflects a broader global movement toward depathologization that can be seen, for
instance, in the removal of “gender identity disorder” from the World Health Or-
ganization’s manual of diagnoses in 2020 and the Science Council of Japan’s (2020)
subsequent recommendation to replace the GID Law with legislation that allows
trans people to change their legal gender without having to undergo invasive med-
ical procedures.

It is this shift that moral conservatives such as Yamatani oppose. Their rejec-
tion of the term seijinin is, in fact, an attempt to exclude all traces of depatholog-
ization terminology from official discourse. Under their pressure, the wording in
the proposed Law to Promote Understanding for LGBT People has been changed

3 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Japanese into English in this paper are my own.
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to seidoitsusei (Matsuoka, 2023b), which mirrors the pathologizing language of the
GID Law.* The GID Law, as queer and trans studies scholar Yamada Hidenobu
(2022) emphasized, was “acceptable for moral conservatives” (p. 502) because it
stipulates requirements for the legal change of one’s gender that effectively pre-
vent the de facto legal recognition of same-sex marriage and the emergence of
“male mothers” and “female fathers” who, through their potential gender ambigu-
ity, could expose the gender binary as the normative fantasy that it is: Trans people
need to be diagnosed with “gender identity disorder” by two medical practitioners;
are not allowed to be married or to have underage children; and have to undergo
expensive gender reassignment surgery and sterilization (see also Norton, 2013,
p. 597). The official use of terminology such as seijinin, therefore, does not pose
a threat to cis women through a sudden increase in self-identified trans women
using public bathrooms, as Yamatani wants the public to believe (Ibuki, 2021;
“Jimin Yamatani-shi,” 2021; Nikaidd, 2021, p. 12; Okuno, 2021); in fact, self-identified
trans women have always been using public bathrooms with great caution because
of the long history of violence toward them (Halberstam, 1998, pp. 20-29; Komiya,
2019, p. 137). What is threatened, rather, is the deterministic and essentialist under-
standing of assigned sex as gender that lies at the core of Yamatani’s conservative
worldview.

This worldview is shared by Shono. Ignoring more than half a century of fem-
inist theory that followed Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949), Shono
(2022d, p. 7) has rejected the concept of a socially constructed gender identity as
unscientific “idealism” (yuishinron), in her attempt to exclude trans women
from the category of “women.” For Shono, there is no “becoming” in being a
woman. You are either born one or you aren’t one. Only in the “extremely rare”
cases of people suffering from “gender identity disorder” should they be allowed
to live as women, given that they fulfill the conditions stipulated by the GID Law
(Shono, 2022h, p. 31). Those assigned male at birth who, for financial, medical, ideo-
logical, or other reasons do not undergo gender-affirming surgery but identify and
live as women, as well as nonbinary persons, are potentially criminal usurpers of
women’s spaces (Shono, 2022b, pp. 33-34). Hence her opposition to the term seiji-
nin: it would legitimize their existence, which in turn would threaten the social
order of Japan (Shono, 2022b, p. 37). Comparing the inclusion of the expression sei-

4 The draft bill has since been amended several times and now uses the transliterated term jenda
aidentitt for “gender identity.” It also states that any efforts made to promote understanding to-
ward LGBT people must consider the comfort (anshin) of all citizens based on guidelines the gov-
ernment will provide. This has been criticized as effectively hindering the bill’s objective, since any
action deemed too radical could be rejected for fear of offending the majority (Matsuoka, 2023b;
Sato, 2023).
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jinin in the aforementioned draft bill to serving someone a “poisoned bun” (doku-
manji)), Shono (2022b) argued that recognizing trans women’s rights to self-identi-
fication would lead to the disappearance of such concepts as “the female body” or
“women’s rights,” in addition to “women’s sports, women’s changing rooms, wom-
en’s toilets and, of course, in the case of Japan, women’s baths” (pp. 31-34). She
decided to vote for Yamatani, because she was the only politician “who told the
truth” about this “erasure of women” (Shono, 2022a).

Fellow writer Li Kotomi (2022) and literary critic Mizugami Aya (2022) have
pointed out the manifold factual errors and inconsistencies in, as well as the dis-
criminatory nature of, Shono’s trans-exclusionary feminist writing. Here, I will fur-
ther scrutinize Shono’s transphobic views, as well as her alliance with Yamatani,
in light of how they point to issues within Japanese feminism and call for a critical
re-examination of her fiction.

As queer studies scholar Shimizu Akiko (2022) has pointed out, the framing of
trans people and trans-inclusive discourse as a threat to society has become a sym-
bolic “super glue” in recent years. Similar to the threat perceived in so-called “gen-
der ideology,” this framing enables broad alliances that unite people across polit-
ical lines by redirecting their discontent with the socioeconomic and political
status quo to what they see as the global libertarian elite’s prioritization of periph-
eral and ultimately dangerous identity politics over local people’s material needs
(Grzebalska et al., 2017, A. Shimizu, 2022, pp. 384-385). The difference between
the anti-gender ideology and trans-exclusionary discourses is that the former
has mostly targeted feminists and their agenda, while the latter increasingly in-
cludes and is included by feminists. Shono’s transphobic writing and her support
of Yamatani, as Shimizu Akiko (2022) argued, is a local variant of this global trend
(pp. 386-388).

This global “superglue” dimension is also evident in Shono’s (2022b) conspira-
cy-theory-like framing of trans depathologization as an international “movement
to annihilate women’s voices and bodies” (nyotai josei no zanmetsu undo)
(p. 38), which is supported by the likes of George Soros and forced upon the un-
knowing “common people” (shomin) of Japan (Shono, 2022d, p. 5). This claim,
which has antisemitic undertones (Center for Extremism, 2023; Joaquina, 2021;
Joyce, 2021, p. 227; Moore, 2020; Rabinowitz, 2022; Yudelson, 2021), has been circu-
lated among conservatives and TERFs since at least the 2010s (see, e.g., Riddell,
2016). Further, Shono (2022d) has cited Women’s Declaration International, a fem-
inist organization founded by leading TERF Sheila Jeffreys, as one of the main
sources of her transphobic arguments (pp. 16-7). She has also openly expressed
solidarity with fellow TERF writer J. K. Rowling (Shono, 2022b, p. 28; 2020c).
Both Rowling and Jeffreys have been criticized for their direct and indirect support
of far-right conservatives (Burns, 2019; Michaelson, 2018; Urquhart, 2023).



140 —— Stefan Warrer

At the same time, the figure of Yamatani connects Shono’s transphobic writing
with the heteronormative, cisgenderist discourse that dominated the “gender free”
backlash in Japan and facilitated the passing of the GID Law in 2003. Those at the
center of the backlash claimed that feminists were out to destroy the traditional
Japanese family, and ultimately the nation, by erasing biological differences be-
tween the sexes and turning underage girls and boys into homosexuals or “gender-
less beings” (chusei ningen) (Kazama, 2007 p. 26; Yamada, 2022, p. 502). Preventing
the emergence of the latter is what the conditions stipulated for the legal change of
one’s gender in the GID Law effectively do. It is also the reason for Shono’s support
of Yamatani. Importantly, feminist rebuttals dismissed the chiisei ningen rhetoric
as mere fiction. That is, they negated the existence of trans and nonbinary persons,
and effectively excluded them from feminist discourse (Kazama, 2007, pp. 28-31; A.
Shimizu, 2007 p. 504; Yamaguchi, 2014, p. 570).

It is in this history of transphobic rhetoric on both sides of the backlash that
we find, as Yamada (2022, p. 503) argued, the local roots of the recent trans-exclu-
sionary (feminist) discourse in Japan. In other words, feminist discourse in Japan
has been complicit in the exclusion of trans people since at least the early 2000s.
Shono’s recent writing is symptomatic of this. It is the consequence of the indiffer-
ence toward this history by the majority of feminist activists and academics in
Japan, who continue to ignore, in Shimizu Akiko’s (2020) words, the current attacks
on trans people “as peripheral events not worth their passing comments” (p. 102).
This historical dimension of Shono’s transphobic writing demonstrates, if any-
thing, that in order for Japanese feminism not to become complicit again with so-
cial conservative rhetoric and undermine its long-lasting efforts to interrogate and
liberate women from precisely the biologically essentialist notions of gender that
are now employed to exclude trans women, it is time to build intersectional alli-
ances and to rethink, as feminist scholar Iino Yuriko (2020) put it, “the strategy
adopted in the fight against the backlash” of the early 2000s (p. 88).

2 The ambivalent portrayal of the gendered
body in Shono Yoriko’s fiction

This problem of undermining one’s own efforts to interrogate gender norms can
also be discerned in Shono’s fiction. Her novels are full of ambivalent and ambig-
uous portrayals of the female body. They feature a number of characters who dis-
tance themselves from, reject, and at times transcend, the gendered body or the
gender binary. How are we to understand these seemingly non-normative charac-



Transcending the gendered body? =—— 141

ters in light of Shono’s (2022d, pp. 7 10; 2022b, pp. 35-36) biological essentialism and
transphobia?

As literary scholar Shimizu Yoshinori (2003, pp. 10-12) pointed out, Shono’s
novels of the 1980s feature a male third-person protagonist — such as in the above-
mentioned Gokuraku (1981), as well as Taisai (The Festival, 1981) and Kotei (The Em-
peror, 1984) — or a gender-ambiguous third-person narrator — such as in Kaijii (The
Sea Monster, 1984) and Yume no shitai (Dreaming of Dead Bodies, 1990). Only in Ise-
shi, Haruchi (Ise City Haruchi, 1991) does Shono begin to use a female first-person
narrator, which has since become the dominant modus operandi of her fiction. He
argued that the early male protagonists can be understood as Shono’s dis-identifi-
cation with, or her rejection of, her female gender, which she then gradually over-
came during the late 1980s (Y. Shimizu, 2003, pp. 69-70).

This seems to echo Shono’s own understanding of her early work. In a series
of conversations with fellow writer Matsu'ura Rieko in 1994, she characterized her
use of male protagonists as a kind of cross-gender performance to liberate herself
from stereotypical expectations toward women’s writing, such as a focus on the
female body or portrayals of romantic relationship with men. A male protagonist,
she said, allowed her to freely explore more abstract issues (Matsu’ura & Shono,
1994a, pp. 63—64; 1994b, pp. 123-125). Shono (2022d, pp. 13-14) reiterated this inter-
pretation over twenty years later in one of her recent trans-related essays, explain-
ing her use of male protagonists in the early 1980s as the result of the double-bind
of experiencing discrimination as a woman writer not only when rejecting, but
also when complying, with these expectations.

Yet this dis-identification seems unresolved. Shono’s novels after the 1990s re-
peatedly feature characters who struggle with their gender identity. Moreover, the
reason for this struggle might not just be societal gender norms in the context of
literature, but the complicated relation with their gendered body. In Kotei, the un-
named male protagonist dresses as a woman when outside of his apartment
(Shono, 1984, pp. 222, 250, 256). More precisely, he dresses in clothes similar to
that of an old woman that he supposedly killed and robbed earlier (Wirrer,
2019, pp. 112-114). While one could, as Shimizu Yoshinori (2003) did, interpret
his cross-dressing as a sign of Shono’s “return” (fukki) to her “original” female
self (p. 70), which Shono had to kill off in order to survive as a writer, there re-
mains one issue. Even if we accept Shimizu’s biographical reading of the cross-
dressing in Kotei as a sign for Shono’s newfound acceptance of her female self,
there are two bodies: that of the dead woman and that of the male protagonist.
It is over his male body, that Kotei’s protagonist wears women’s clothes. That is,
the performance of femininity that Shimizu reads as a sign of her renewed iden-
tification as a woman is performed on a male body. What implications does this
split have for Shono’s supposed identification as a woman later?
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3 Nanimo shitenai (1991): Talking bodies and the
desire for national belonging

In Nanimo shitenai we can find traces of this bodily duality. This novel is set during
a period of national holidays following the death of the Showa emperor and the
subsequent ascension to the throne of the Heisei emperor in 1989. It portrays, as
literary scholar Asano Urara (2018) showed, how the process of watching the
media spectacle surrounding the enthronement becomes the trigger for a recon-
nection with Japanese society for the socially withdrawn female protagonist
(pp. 191-192). Seeing the enthronement festivities on television, the novel’s protag-
onist, who up until then had retreated from society and lived secluded in her
apartment, suddenly feels “the oddly palpable sensation of being a citizen of
this country” (Shono, 2007 p. 156), and the wish to go outside and see for herself
what she saw on television, to “thoroughly watch in utmost normalcy the things
that ordinary people watch” (futsi no hito ga futsit ni miru mono o futstisa o tettei
shite mitsukusu) (Shono, 2007 pp. 168-169). It incites a renewed interest in the
world outside of her apartment, a reconnection that she hopes will lead to her
own “total [social] acceptance” (nanimo kamo ga kotei sarete shimau) (Shono,
2007, p. 168). However, the expression “citizen” (kokumin) is rendered not in
kanji (Chinese characters), but in the phonetic script katakana used, among
other things, for non-Japanese words, which hints, as Asano (2018) argued, at a si-
multaneous distancing from this newfound feeling of national belonging (pp. 177~
178).

Subsequent events mirror this ambivalence. When boarding a train to visit her
parents in the city of Ise, the protagonist realizes that some of the royal family are
on the same train in order to participate in the new emperor’s first visit to Ise
Shrine. She refrains from standing up to catch a glimpse of them and disavows
her excitement by emphasizing that in contrast to the other starstruck travelers,
she already knew that this train connects via Nagoya to Ise (Shono, 2007, p. 211).
This attempt to differentiate herself fails, however, as soon as she reaches Nagoya,
where the excessive police presence at the train station makes her feel like a “pow-
erless commoner” (muryokuna shoshimin).

Later that day, when watching the news at her parents’ house, she worries
about the foreign press not accurately reporting about the historical roots and in-
tricate details of this ceremonial visit (Shono, 2007, p. 222), a fear she had already
shown while watching the enthronement festivities (Shono, 2007, p. 158). As Asano
(2018) emphasized, both this knowledge and fear of the protagonist indicate an in-
terest in, if not an identification with, these events and the royal family (p. 186).
Similar to the scene on the train, however, the protagonist immediately adds
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that what really fascinates her are simply the shoes and clothes of the royals, as if
to gloss over and disavow this interest. She does realize that she is “absent-mind-
edly [boketa kokoro de] looking at nothing but fabrics,” “despite not knowing the
first thing about sewing” (Shono, 2007, p. 234), but can’t help watching. Nanimo shi-
tenai’s protagonist continues to be thoroughly, if not always consciously, obsessed
with royal events. The novel then follows her back home to Tokyo, where it ends
with her realization that she will have to move out of her apartment because the
building is being made accessible to students only.

Asano (2018) contrasted the ambivalent obsession of Nanimo shitenai’s protag-
onist with post-WWII discourses on the irrelevance of the Japanese emperor. She
argued that whereas these discourses see indifference as the proper reaction of the
modern Japanese citizen toward this merely symbolic figure, the protagonist’s self-
contradictory obsession with the enthronement and the subsequent festivities ex-
poses the limitations of such a view (Asano, 2018, pp. 191-192). Asano did not spec-
ify what kind of limitations these are, but if we take into account the reason why
this ambivalent reconnection was necessary in the first place, they become clear.

As Asano (2018, pp. 174-175) has pointed out, the protagonist has withdrawn
from society because of her mother constantly negating her efforts to become a
writer by lambasting her for “doing nothing” — not marrying, not having children,
or earning enough money (Shono, 2007 pp. 149-150, 161-2, 172). Given the protago-
nist’s somewhat sarcastic characterization of her mother as a “proper citizen” (sei-
jona shimin) (Shono, 2007, p. 160), this rejection is not simply an issue of a compli-
cated mother—daughter relationship but can be understood as representative of
the protagonist’s experience of Japanese society at large. By extension, her ambiv-
alent reconnection with society via the enthronement festivities can then be read
as the manifestation of her desire to belong to, and simultaneously keep a cautious
distance from, a society whose continuous rejection has driven her into isolation. If
anything, it exposes the display of indifference toward the symbolic emperor as a
potential privilege: a rejection possible for those who already feel a certain form of
social belonging, which the protagonist lacks because of her outsider status as a
young aspiring woman writer.

This gendered aspect of national belonging is further emphasized during a
scene on the train from Tokyo to Ise. Having realized that the royal family
might be on the same train, the protagonist is suddenly reminded of Mishima Yu-
kio’s novel Kamen no kokuhaku (Confessions of a Mask, 1949), which she had read
as a teenager in an anthology of Japanese literature. The association is, of course,
not that far-fetched, considering Mishima’s nationalistic attempt to overthrow the
post-WWII constitution and reinstall the emperor as a living god, which famously
ended with his ritual suicide in 1970. While the protagonist of Nanimo shitenai
mentions Mishima’s suicide, the reference to the anthology suggests that Mishima
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here functions not only as a political figure, but also as a representative of Japa-
nese literature. As if to reject this status, the protagonist goes on to say that Mis-
hima was a writer whom she barely read (Shono, 2007 208). There is only one
scene in Kamen no kokuhaku that she remembers: the beginning. There, the nar-
rator — whom she sees as an alter ego of Mishima (Shono, 2007 p. 209) — remem-
bers his younger self dressing up as the female magician Shokyokusai Tenkatsu
(1886-1944) (Mishima, 2017, pp. 19-21).°

Nanimo shitenai’s protagonist compares this scene with her own experience of
wearing a petticoat and dressing up as a queen with her female cousins. She con-
cludes that both performances of femininity are rather different and that she
found the cross-dressing in Kamen no kokuhaku “sickening, cool, and horrifying”
(kimochi waruku kakkoyoku osoroshi) (Shono, 2007 p. 209). The reason for them
being different, she emphasizes, is not necessarily the gender (seibetsu) of the per-
former. What she finds problematic is not that the narrator of Kamen no kokuhaku
was a boy and she a girl, but rather the “distance between matter [busshitsu] and
the human . . . the way I perceive my body [jibun no nikutai]” (Shono, 2007, p. 210).
What does she mean by this?

In the eyes of Nanimo shitenai’s protagonist, this scene from Kamen no koku-
haku is not simply the portrayal of an innocent act of a child playing dress-ups. It is
the memory of a man who retrospectively draws focus away from the act of cross-
dressing to the peripheral phallic objects with which he armed himself before ap-
pearing in front of his family — “a rod-shaped silver flashlight” and an “old-fash-
ioned engraved fountain pen” (Mishima, 2017 p. 29) - in the attempt to disavow
his “aversion toward dressing up as a woman” and foreground his masculinity
(Shono, 2007 p. 209). That is, what she finds “sickening ... and horrifying” is that
he brings up this episode of cross-dressing only to then fetishistically distance him-
self from it.’ Femininity, in other words, is shown as something to be rejected. One
feels tempted to agree, given that Mishima (2017, pp. 10-16) not only places this ep-
isode right after an almost erotic explanation about the roots of the narrator’s fas-

5 In fact, it is only through the name Tenkatsu that the reader can discern that the novel in ques-
tion is Kamen no kokuhaku, for the title is not explicitly mentioned in Nanimo shitenai.

6 This is an argument similar to that of feminist theoretician Carol-Ann Tyler (2003), who argued
that not every performance of cross-dressing necessarily questions or subverts the gender binary.
Tyler pointed out that, similar to parody and pastiche, cross-dressing is context dependent and in
certain cases simply re-emphasizes the ground — the body — as the “original” onto which the “fake”
figure — the cross-gender performance — is added, thus reproducing the idea of non-normative gen-
der expressions as an “inferior” copy. In addition, it can function fetishistically, as it highlights the
mastery of the performer who flexibly puts on and off the masquerade as if they were not subject
to, but rather exist in the beyond of the gender binary (Tyler, 2003, pp. 94-95).
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cination and identification with underclass masculinity and his disgust with cross-
dressing women, but also portrays it as a source of feelings of shame and guilt.

If this fetishistic distancing is indeed why she rejects that scene, then the pro-
tagonist of Nanimo shitenai is arguably trying to point out, via the comparison with
her own memory of playing dress-up, that the narrator of Kamen no kokuhaku can
retrospectively reject femininity, whereas she would like to but cannot. This is sug-
gested by her referring to his cross-gender performance as not just “sickening” and
“horrifying,” but also “cool” (Shono, 2007, p. 209). She rejects and desires it. But why
can’t she?

The text does not provide us with a conclusive answer to this question, but two
hints hidden elsewhere in the text suggest that the reason might be the aforemen-
tioned “distance between matter and the human,” her own perception of “her
physical body” (Shono, 2007, p. 210). Thinking about the difficulties she had of fit-
ting into society, she remembers taking a walk one day and being mistaken for an
older man (ojisan) by elementary school girls, complaining: “I don’t know why, but
children sometimes perceive me as an older man. My clothes might be a factor, but
my physique [taikei] clearly is that of a woman!” (Shono, 2007 p. 137). While her
gender expression might be ambiguous and she does only speak of a womanly
“physique,” not explicitly of a female body (karada, shintai), her frustration with
being misgendered indicates that she understands herself as a woman and desires
to be perceived as such.

This seems to be confirmed by another scene in which she talks about the
physical discomfort she feels in her arms because of her allergies (Shono, 2007
p- 213). Later in the novel she compares this ache to an “evil spirit” (akurei) run-
ning rampage in her elbow (Shono, 2007 p. 217). The first time she mentions it,
however, she calls this “evil spirit” a “male voice she is hearing from inside her
elbow” and jokingly interprets it as the manifestation of her childhood desire to
have been a man in her past life (zensei wa otoko da to iu, kochira no yoji no
ganbo) (Shono, 2007 p. 145). Her body’s voice, so to speak, seems to be at least par-
tially male. However, by framing this ambiguity as a child’s dream about a previ-
ous life, the protagonist defines her present adult self, including the body that is
speaking to her in this scene, as female.

Hence, on the one hand she identifies as a woman and wants to be seen as
such, and on the other she desires, as the adjective “cool” suggests, — if not to be
male, not anymore — a distance from the performance of femininity similar to
that in Kamen no kokuhaku. However, whereas such a distancing for Mishima
does not jeopardize his inclusion in the Japanese literary canon (i.e., the antholo-
gy), it is more complicated for her. As she has repeatedly experienced, distance
from the performance of femininity, deviating from what society considers femi-
nine, means being rejected as “doing nothing.” In that way, Nanimo shitenai
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hints at something similar to Shono’s use of a male protagonist in the early 1980s:
the difficulty of carving out an epistemological niche of existence for a female
identity beyond societal gender norms.

But the bodily ambiguity remains. While the male body beneath the cross-gen-
der performance in Kotei seems to have transformed into a female one in Nanimo
shitenai, it still makes itself heard. One might even argue that the protagonist of
Nanimo shitenai is performing a disavowal similar to that which she accuses the
narrator of Kamen no kokuhaku of: hinting toward the potential experience of
her body as (partially) male, while simultaneously disavowing it as a childhood
fantasy of a previous life.

4 The strange temporalities of “gender
dysphoria”

In fact, Shono herself has repeatedly stated that during her childhood and early
adolescence she believed herself to be male (Matsu’ura & Shono, 1994b, p. 177, Shir-
aishi & Shono, 2008, p. 191; Shono, 2008, p. 6). Most recently, in her trans-related
essays, she wrote about this experience of “a male soul” (otoko no tamashi) trap-
ped in a “female body” (onna no karada) (Shono, 2022d, p. 13) in two different ways.

First, she explains it as a “fiction” (fikushon) that she clung to during her
youth, because she thought “being a woman in itself is some sort of misfortune
[fuga]” (Shono, 2022d, p. 13). She felt it difficult to accept being a woman and to
keep a distance from societal expectations about her gender. Thus, she escaped
into the fantasy of being a man, using the masculine first-person pronoun ore
and wearing male clothes (Shono, 2022d, p. 13). She then suggests that the use of
a male protagonist in her early novels can be understood as a literary manifesta-
tion of this escapist fantasy (Shono, 2022d, pp. 13-14).

Later on, however, Shono (2022b) describes this experience within the context
of “gender dysphoria” (seibetsu iwa) (p. 37). She argues that the use of the term
sejjinin and the depathologization of trans people that it represents would lead
to minors getting unnecessary and invasive gender-affirming medical treatments
such as mastectomies. Speaking of “more and more children being sacrificed for
the profits of big pharma” (p. 37), Shono points out that she, too, has “struggled
with her gender,” but that she “has come to terms with [her] body without pursu-
ing medical treatment” (p. 37 emphasis mine). In her eyes, “gender dysphoria dur-
ing adolescence in most cases resolves itself on its own” (p. 37).

The term “gender dysphoria” is commonly defined as the “psychological dis-
tress that results from an incongruence between one’s sex assigned at birth and
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one’s gender identity” (American Psychiatric Association, 2022, p. 511) and tends to
be used in medical contexts to explain the experience of being trans (Nihon Seish-
in Shinkei Gakkai Seidditsusei-shogai ni Kansuru Iinkai, 2018, pp. 9-10, 19, 21). Sho-
no’s use of this expression and her substitution of “gender” with “body” as the
cause of her struggles suggest that what she is describing here might not (just)
be a struggle with societal expectations, but (also) stems from the physical sensa-
tion of her gender identity not matching her assigned sex. Nevertheless, she says
she overcame it on her own. Thus, minors need no gender-affirming healthcare.

The common argument by TERFs that gender-affirming healthcare is unneces-
sary and harmful to minors’ is reminiscent of homophobic discourses about gay
people being a threat to children and the negation of non-normative sexual desires
as “just a phase.” Moreover, by focusing almost exclusively on mastectomies or gen-
der-affirming surgeries (Shono, 2022b, pp. 34-36), Shono reduces trans people’s
transitioning process to invasive surgical procedures, which in Japan are not avail-
able to people under the age of eighteen in the first place (The Japanese Society of
Psychiatry and Neurology, 2017, Nihon Seishin Shinkei Gakkai Seidoitsusei-shogai
ni Kansuru Iinkai, 2012, pp. 1262-1263). She also ignores the fact that in Japan hor-
monal treatment for minors is available over the age of fifteen only with parental
consent and after a minimum of one year of medical observation (The Japanese
Society of Psychiatry and Neurology, 2017). Besides, several studies have shown
that access to gender-affirming healthcare can reduce the risk of suicides for
trans and nonbinary youth and should not be dismissed if the well-being of minors
is of primary concern (Adams et al.,, 2017, Allen, 2019; Bustos et al., 2021; Herman et
al.,, 2019; Herman & O’Neill, 2021; Rafferty, 2018, p. 3; Tordoff et al., 2022; Turban et
al. 2020).

In addition to these factual inconsistencies, there is another internal contra-
diction in Shono’s arguments. Though arguing that gender dysphoria resolves itself
during adolescence, citing her own experience as proof, she also implies that her
novels of the 1980s were in part an attempt to come to terms with precisely what
she retrospectively (also) calls “gender dysphoria”: her struggle with her gender
and body. Born in 1956, Shono was 25 years old when she published her first
novel in 1981, and 35 when she published Nanimo shitenai, that is, far beyond ado-
lescence. What should have just been a phase during her youth, according to Sho-
no’s own logic, seems to have continued well into her twenties and thirties, or at
least it occupied her thinking to the extent that it repeatedly manifested itself in
her writing for years after that. This is further indicated by Shono (2022d) herself
stating that she dealt with the experience of a male soul trapped in a female body,

7 The feminist sociologist Senda Yuki (2023) recently made a similar claim.
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her “soul’s gender” (kokoro no seibetsu), also in later novels such as Suishonai
seido (The World Within the Crystal, 2003) and the aforementioned Kompira
(2005) (p. 14).

In Suishonai seido the female protagonist Hieda awakens in a hospital of the
all-female nation of Uramizumo, where she seems to have fled to escape the mi-
sogyny of her native Nihhon, a dystopian version of Japan. However, she doesn’t
quite feel at home in Uramizumo either. As I noted elsewhere: “She experiences
herself harboring two contradictory minds. . . . one part of her is content with
her new life, whereas the other rejects it and urges her to flee” (Wiirrer, 2022,
p. 64). Among the various reasons the text offers for this ambivalent feeling of
(non-)belonging, is her potential identification as male (Wiirrer, 2022, pp. 65-69).
“In the worst case” she states, “I might have to say ‘I am a man’ (Shono, 2003,
p. 114).

Since in the all-female Uramizumo being a man means being subject to incar-
ceration, enslavement, and state-sanctioned murder (Shono, 2003, pp. 25, 189-192,
207-232, 248), Hieda “had to hide” her “soul’s truth” (Shono, 2003, p. 114). But, in-
stead of leaving Uramizumo or confronting the authorities, she ultimately buries
that part of her:

Having finished her feminist adaptation of Japanese creation myths, Hieda rewrites it one
final time, this time not to justify the existence of a nation but to affirm her male self, “to
write ‘him’ down, this man existing nowhere” (238). Expressing both the desire to become
“him” and the impossibility of . . . living as a man in Uramizumo, Hieda writes: “This part
of me, him, I place him there, on the shores of the underworld. In death I will become a
man . .. [b]Jut at that point, I won’t be me any longer (248)” (Wirrer, 2022, p. 68).

Suishonai seido, in other words, can be read as an elegy: a burial song the protag-
onist writes for this part of her, for “him,” for her male self.

Kompira, then, can be understood as the attempt to overcome this split be-
tween life and death, female and male. It is also the first-person narrative of a fe-
male writer. Unlike Suishonai seido, however, Shono intentionally foregrounds the
autobiographical nature of the narrator—protagonist, giving her the exact same
birthday and birth city as herself: March 16, 1956, in Yokkaichi, Mie Prefecture
(Shono, 2010, pp. 9-10). In addition, she experiences continuous difficulties adapt-
ing to life in Japanese society. Like Shono, the protagonist of Kompira believed her-
self to be male, was treated as such by her family (Shono, 2010, pp. 75-80), and until
adolescence expected that “eventually these breasts would fall off and reveal a
magnificent masculine physique” (Shono, 2010, pp. 185). She started working out
and engaged with girls in a courteous manner because she thought that this is
what is expected of an “accomplished man” (deki no ii otoko) (Shono, 2010,
p. 125). Her body, however, continued to develop into that of a woman, leading



Transcending the gendered body? = 149

the people around her to increasingly treat her according to societal norms about
what a woman is supposed to be, which resulted in a fundamental sense of (non)
belonging (Shono, 2010, pp. 185-189)

Kompira tells this story of (non-)belonging retrospectively. It portrays the proc-
ess of how the protagonist ultimately came to realize at the age of 47 (Shono, 2010,
pp- 10, 27 319) that the reason for the difficulties she had accepting her female body
and fitting into society was that she was not human, but the “genderless” (seibetsu
wa fumei) deity Kompira, who happened to decide “out of an impulse inexplicable
even to themselves,” to leave behind the bottom of the sea where they had origi-
nally resided and take possession of the body of a girl who had died shortly
after birth (Shono, 2010, p. 9). This mirrors the development of Shono’s fiction:
from the killing of the old woman in Kotei, via the genderless protagonist of the
ocean-themed Kaijii, to the female protagonist of Nanimo shitenai and her ambiv-
alent desire for social belonging.

Importantly, it is not just the original state of the protagonist that is non-bi-
nary. Kompira happens to reside within a female body, but it is through the process
of hearing the voice, and finally merging (shiigo suru) with the spirit of a man who
was buried as a woman in a tomb near their home, that they complete their self-
realization and exclaim: “I am Kompira! I have become Kompira!” (Shono, 2010,
p- 334). Almost as a sequel to Nanimo shitenai, the protagonist’s male self makes
itself heard from beyond the grave. But whereas in Suishonai seido it was ceremo-
niously laid to rest there, in Kompira it is brought back to life.

How should we understand this ongoing fictional struggle with the body and
gender, and this seeming affirmation of a nonbinary gender identity in the context
of Shono’s trans-exclusionary writing? In Shono’s view (2022b), “gender dysphoria
in most cases resolves itself on its own” (p. 37), and those who continue to expe-
rience it into their adulthood may be allowed to live as women, if they seek med-
ical treatment (p. 31), but any other trans or non-binary adult is a potential threat
to women (pp. 33-34). But doesn’t her fiction place her in the periphery of precise-
ly this last category of threat?

Before thinking about this question in the final section of this paper, I would
like to take a brief look at another novel by Shono, Uramizumo dorei senkyo (The
Uramizumo Slave Election, 2018) to demonstrate two things: First, that this struggle
with the gendered body continued to be central to Shono’s fiction until shortly be-
fore the time she began writing about trans women; and second, that whereas in
Kompira — mirroring the arguments in her trans-related essays — the female body
is presented as an inescapable destiny (onto which then the transcendence of the
gender binary, the merging of the female and male souls is performed), in Urami-
zumo dorei senkyo the transcendence of both the gender binary and the gendered
body is shown as a utopian ideal.
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5 Uramizumo dorei senkyo (2018): Utopian
transcendence

Uramizumo Dorei Senkyo is the sequel to two of Shono’s earlier novels: Hydsube no
kuni (The Land of Hyosube, 2016) and Suishonai seido. It takes its main political
agenda from the former, a cautionary tale on the Trans-Pacific Partnership
(TPP), which was ratified in Japan in a modified form in March 2018 and, more
generally, neoliberal politics and the neoliberal cultural climate in Japan (Shono,
2018, p. 12). From the latter it takes the setting of the eponymous Uramizumo, a
country populated only by women, which has separated from the deeply misogyn-
ist society of a dystopian future Japan called Nihhon.

There are two main protagonists: First, the ca. 2000-year-old deity Himemiya
(Shono, 2018, p. 36), who in 2068, the present time of the novel (Shono, 2018, p. 53),
appears in the form of a middle-aged woman in the city of S-kura. She is searching
for an arrowhead that she suspects is a clue to her lost hushand’s whereabouts
(Shono 2018, pp. 30, 83-84). He has disappeared after the people of S-kura decided
in a referendum - the eponymous dorei senkyo - to join Uramizumo. She bhelieves
it to be at what once was the National Museum of Japanese History, which has be-
come the Historical Museum of the Men’s Farm Sanctuary: an educational institu-
tion dedicated to the history of women and sexual harassment, where alongside
historical objects, living examples of sexual harassers and rapists are kept and ex-
hibited, and their sperm extracted for procreation.

The second protagonist, Ichikawa Fusayo, grew up in Nihhon, where women
are slaves by birth (Shono, 2018, p.136). She immigrated to Uramizumo in her twen-
ties and worked her way up to become the chief curator of this museum. At the
end of the novel, Himemiya meets Ichikawa there and, with her help, retrieves
the lost arrowhead and finds her husband. Himemiya’s quest for the lost object
is the frame that holds this novel together, which through the polyphonic collage
of Himemiya and Ichikawa’s alternating narration, and several letters by people
from Nihhon and Uramizumo inserted throughout the text, introduces the reader
to the history of the two lands.

Nihhon is depicted as a country that — as a result of ratifying the TPP — has
turned into a “colony” of global companies where corporate interests have become
the ideological foundation of national policy, with everything from water, forests,
and rice fields to healthcare, education, and state media completely privatized
(Shono, 2018, p. 30). The people work for a minimal wage, and, with no unions
left, die young due to harsh working conditions (Shono, 2018, pp. 31, 85-86). Foreign
workers who are brought into the country under the pretext of “globalization” to
increase the workforce face the same fate. Land left behind by dead workers is
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monetized as storage space for radioactive waste, leading to more deaths (Shono,
2018, pp. 30-33).

This recalls past and present government projects of privatization such as that
of Japan Railways and Japan Post in the early 2000s, or the revisions to the Water
Supply Act (Suidoho) in 2018 that enabled private companies to operate the water
supply (“Revisions,” 2018). It also brings to mind the government-run Technical In-
tern Training Program (Gino Jissha Seido), which aimed at giving people from de-
veloping countries opportunities to acquire skills, but has repeatedly been criti-
cized for the resultant exploitation and abuse of low-skilled workers from
overseas (Chaigne, 2022; Iwamoto, 2016; Jozuka, 2018; Nara, 2022; Sieg & Miyazaki,
2019).

Shono combines this sinister critique of neoliberal politics with a critique of
patriarchy. In Nihhon, women are first the property of their fathers and then of
their husbands. They can become quasi-citizens upon marriage (Shono, 2018,
Pp- 140), but nevertheless have to pay back the debt they have accumulated through
their very existence, that is, the costs for their birth and upbringing. While domes-
tic work is the duty of a slave, it does nothing toward repaying these debts (Shono,
2018, p. 153). Nihhon is an absolute patriarchy, where women are the commodified
property of men and made responsible for all kinds of social issues, from low
birthrates to their own sexual harassment (Shono, 2018, p. 34).

This hierarchy is explained as the result of men being “enslaved themselves”
by global companies, that is, men’s internalized denial of their own position as
subordinates to global capital (Shono, 2018, p. 71). Accordingly, discourses on “gen-
der equality” are hijacked by men who pervert them into justifications for mis-
treating women, arguing that having to wear condoms during sex or being kept
from entering women-only cars on trains is “sexual discrimination of men”
(Shono, 2018, p. 43). Feminists are portrayed as conspirators in such polemics.
They rush to the aid of men, fighting against this “sexual discrimination,” arguing,
among other things, that “molesting women on trains” should be legalized in order
“to prevent false accusations by women” (Shono, 2018, p. 112). In other words, Nih-
hon is a sinister, dystopian extrapolation of political, economic, cultural, and social
developments in present-day Japan.

However, the question I want to raise here is: What options does Uramizumo
dorei senkyo suggest for resistance? That is, what is the utopian alternative to Nih-
hon? At first glance it seems to be Uramizumo. As Himemiya says, “the only thing
that might save [us] is something like this all-female nation, which [we] can really
only see in our dreams” (Shono, 2018, p. 31). But is it really?

As we learn at the end of the novel, in 2086, all but two prefectures of Nihhon
have become part of Uramizumo. However, similar to Suishonai seido, Uramizumo
is repeatedly referred to as a “police state ... where democracy has died” (Shono,
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2018, pp. 22, 58), a fascist totalitarian state where “one gets shot for ridiculing the
country” (Shono, 2018, p. 38; Wiirrer, 2022, pp. 64-65). The exclusionary violence the
country is founded upon, the internment of men in the ghetto-like “farm sanctu-
ary,” and the most obvious display of state violence, the ritual killing of men during
the annual ostracism (Shono, 2018, p. 176), are portrayed as reasons for feelings of
uneasiness among its people. As Ichikawa remarks, Uramizumo is “quite a dysto-
pian paradise” (Shono, 2018, p. 188).

This ambivalence is further emphasized by the contrasting voices of women
from both lands, praising Uramizumo for providing a home to the maltreated
women of Nihhon and also criticizing its exclusionary violence (Shono, 2018,
Pp. 196197, 206-223, 241-242, 243-249). No, it is not an all-female world, not sepa-
ratism, that Uramizumo dorei senkyo suggests as an alternative. Its utopian horizon
is the dystopian imagination represented by Himemiya’s metafictional border
crossing. As narrated by Himemiya:

To put it in a nutshell, [Nihhon] is a parallel world, where as early as 2016, as originally plan-
ned, the TPP was ratified. But now, here, in the present — it is the Japan that is still called
Japan, which has begun to gradually resemble this fictitious country. (Shono, 2018, p. 32)

Himemiya, the main narrative authority, hovers between three worlds, or rather,
three levels: (a) extra-diegetic narration (“to put it in a nutshell”); (b) diegesis,
that is, the two fictitious worlds (“parallel world”); and (c) the extratextual reality
(“the Japan that is still called Japan”). In literary terms, we could call this an exam-
ple of metalepsis, a transgression of the boundaries between narrative levels. Hi-
memiya is always one foot across the border to the reality of present-day Japan,
linking the reader with the fictitious Nihhon.

Important to note here is that (1), the “all-female country” is qualified as a
“dream”; (2) it is a dystopian dream; and (3) this is first and foremost Himemiya’s
dream. Thus, what Uramizumo dorei senkyo posits as the utopian alternative —
“that which might save us” — rather than Uramizumo itself, is the process of
dreaming, that is, the juxtapositions of contemporary Japanese society, dystopian
Nihhon, and the also rather dystopian “all-female country” of Uramizumo. Hime-
miya’s movement between these three worlds, the dystopian imagination embod-
ied by Himemiya, is what Uramizumo dorei senkyo posits as a strategy of resis-
tance.

Given that all three of these worlds take the form of a nation-state, Himemiya’s
hovering between them without belonging to any one of them fully, similar to Hie-
da’s ambivalent status of (non)belonging in Suishonai seido, could be read as a cri-
tique of the nation-state and the gendered mechanisms of exclusion it is founded
upon (Wurrer, 2022, p.69). That Himemiya’s shrine is located in the borderlands be-
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tween patriarchal Nihhon and the all-female Uramizumo would further suggest
such a reading (Shono, 2018, pp. 251-253).

But, Himemiya, in addition to metafictionally transgressing the borders be-
tween the narrative levels of Uramizumo dorei senkyo, also seems to transcend
the gendered body. For one, Himemiya lacks a physical body. This is suggested
by her portrayal as immortal (Shono, 2018, p. 96), but also when she visits the cafe-
teria at the Historical Museum of the Men’s Farm Sanctuary and states that she
can only enjoy food through its smells (Shono, 2018, p. 105), implying that —
while seemingly having some sort of olfactory receptors — she lacks a digestive sys-
tem and the need for nutrition. Consequently, her gender identity, which generally
is given as female, is not defined by a physical body. It is her appearance and be-
havior that convey the impression of an older woman, but not always: when wan-
dering around the borderlands at the beginning of the novel, she is mistaken for a
man by Uramizumo’s border patrol and almost shot (Shono, 2018, p. 22). This is
reminiscent of the aforementioned misgendering in Nanimo shitenai.

This ambiguity is mirrored at the end of the novel when she is reunited with
her husband, for their reunification is portrayed as a fusion, a merging together of
female and male. Moreover, Himemiya states that her husband later became the
guardian deity of the cross-dressing men that started to appear in the borderlands
after most of Nihhon joined Uramizumo, and as for herself: “Similarly, my shrine,
at least from the outside, looks like that of a goddess” (Shono, 2018, p. 253). Lacking
further details, we are left to wonder what might lie beneath the surface. Here one
might draw a parallel to the cross-gender performance of Kotei’s protagonist.

This transgressive nature of Himemiya both in terms of gender and textual po-
sitions becomes more obvious when seen in contrast with Uramizumo dorei sen-
kyo’s second protagonist, Ichikawa Fusayo. Unlike Himemiya, she had to experi-
ence the full force of misogyny and gender discrimination in Nihhon. Ichikawa
is not in the privileged position of being able to freely move between worlds.
She saw no other way than to move to Uramizumo, which she sees rather ambiv-
alently as the lesser of two evils. In addition, she has a physical, female body whose
aging is repeatedly addressed throughout the novel (Shono, 2018, pp. 189, 195, 249).

So, on the one hand, we have the figure of a somewhat nonbinary, bodyless
deity who upon reuniting with her male half becomes the guardian deity of
cross-dressing individuals in the borderlands between Uramizumo and Nihhon.
She embodies the metafictional omniscience and border-crossing, that is, the uto-
pian horizon of Uramizumo dorei senkyo. On the other hand, there is the diegetic
reality of Ichikawa Fusayo, who has an ageing, female body and is unable to float
freely between worlds. She is also associated with feminism through her name: ex-
cept for the very last syllable/character, the spelling is identical with that of Japa-
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nese feminist, politician, and leader of the women’s suffrage movement, Ichikawa
Fusae (1893-1981).

By virtue of Himemiya’s metafictional position, Ichikawa Fusayo could be un-
derstood to be in part Himemiya. After all, Nihhon and Uramizumo with all its in-
habitants are first and foremost Himemiya’s narrative. Together they could be read
as the manifestation of a desire to transcend or leave behind, not just the gendered
nation-state and its exclusionary violence, but also the gendered body and the gen-
der binary exemplified in the figure of Ichikawa Fusayo. At the same time, howev-
er, the fact that the gender-ambiguous, bodyless Himemiya inhabits the virtual
space of metafiction, besides the fact that Himemiya is a supernatural being,
can be said to emphasize the opposite: the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of
transcending the gendered body and the gender binary as seen in the diegetic re-
ality of Ichikawa Fusayo. Moreover, Ichikawa Fusayo’s name connects her aging,
female body with social change in the form of feminism.

6 Transphobia as abjection, or the impossible
desire for a stable identity

This ambivalence is a common thread in Shono’s fiction. While many of the pro-
tagonists ultimately seem to embrace a female identity, traces remain in the text
that complicate such an identification: the male body beneath the cross-gender
performance of Kote’s protagonist; the male voice of the protagonist’s elbow
and her experience of misgendering in Nanimo shitenai; the burial and resuscita-
tion of the male self in Suishonai seido and Kompira, respectively; and the juxta-
position of the nonbinary, bodiless deity, Himemiya, with the embodied female
character Ichikawa Fusayo in Uramizumo dorei senkyo.

At first sight the biological essentialism of Shono’s trans-exclusionary essays
might seem to contradict this fictional oscillation between an affirmation of and
a distancing from an embodied female identity. However, if we consider transpho-
bia as a form of abjection, then her attempt to exclude trans women from the cat-
egory of woman can be understood as another facet of this ambivalence.

The transphobic nature of Shono’s recent essays becomes most obvious when
she argues that the GID Law should be amended, so that it allows for forcibly
changing back the legal gender of trans women who have undergone gender-af-
firming surgery if they commit a crime; or to make it a prerequisite to test
trans women for “misogynist tendencies” (josei ken’o-tekina keiko) prior to their
gender-affirming surgery and prevent them from undergoing it if they are found
to be “hating women” (josei o nikundeiru) (Shono, 2022d, p. 35). This claim is
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based on the unfounded and fearmongering suspicion that all trans women are
potential criminals and not to be trusted. Besides, the measures Shono is asking
for are inhumane and most likely unconstitutional. The policing of thought crimes
is prohibited under article 19 of the Japanese Constitution; legally treating trans
women differently from trans men would be discrimination based on gender,
which is prohibited under article 14; and revoking the legal change of gender in
case a trans woman commits a crime arguably constitutes double punishment
and, thus, would be in violation of article 31.2

As Christopher Shelley (2008) has argued, referencing Julia Kristeva’s Powers
of Horror (1980), such a display of transphobia is not simply the repudiation of a
feared object. It has to be understood as abjection, that is, repudiation as an at-
tempt to (re-)establish the boundaries of the self through demarcating and distanc-
ing oneself from what is not me (pp. 38-39). Summarizing Kristeva’s theory of ab-
jection, Judith Butler (1999) wrote in Gender Trouble:

The “abject” designates that which has been expelled from the body, discharged as excrement,
literally rendered “Other.” This appears as an expulsion of alien elements, but the alien is ef-
fectively established through this expulsion. The construction of the “not-me” as the abject es-
tablishes the boundaries of the body which are also the first contours of the subject. (p. 170)

Since what is rejected as “not-me” is always also part of the self, abjection never
fully succeeds. The coherence of the self is constantly threatened by the abject.
Hence, abjection needs to be repeated, if the self is to maintain its idealized boun-
daries. Butler (1999) emphasized that this process of abjection, the repulsion of the
“not me,” underpins the social reproduction of “hegemonic identities”:

As Iris Young has suggested in her use of Kristeva to understand sexism, homophobia, and
racism, the repudiation of bodies for their sex, sexuality, and/or color is an “expulsion” fol-
lowed by a “repulsion” that founds and consolidates culturally hegemonic identities along
sex/race/sexuality axes of differentiation. Young’s appropriation of Kristeva shows how the
operation of repulsion can consolidate “identities” founded on the instituting of the
“Other” or a set of Others through exclusion and domination. What constitutes through divi-
sion the “inner” and “outer” worlds of the subject is a border and boundary tenuously main-
tained for the purposes of social regulation and control. (p. 170)

Abjection, in other words, is the manifestation of the desire for the impossibility of
a coherent and stable identity. It is an ambivalent and precarious process of sub-
jectification, where what was once “me” is transfigured into an external threat and

8 I would like to thank attorney Satd Maiko from the Tokyo Taiju Law Office for clarifying this
point.
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fought off. Only through the fight with this disavowed part of the self can it keep up
the porous and vulnerable boundaries of its idealized identity.

As queer theorist Eve K. Sedgwick demonstrated in Between Men (1985) and
The Epistemology of the Closet (1990), homophobia functions in such a way. Heter-
onormative societies establish the heterosexual man as the norm through instilling
fear in the individual. It is consolidated through keeping the boundaries between
socially appropriate and inappropriate relationships between men — the border be-
tween homosocial and homosexual bonds — “invisible, carefully blurred, always-al-
ready-crossed” (Sedgwick, 1985, p. 89), so that “not only must homosexual men be
unable to ascertain whether they are to be objects of ‘random’ homophobic vio-
lence, but no man must be able to ascertain that he is not (that his bonds are
not) homosexual” (Sedgwick, 1990, pp. 88-89). The “progromlike” “randomness of
violence” against homosexual people (Sedgwick, 1985, p. 88) and “the historically
shifting, and precisely the arbitrary and self-contradictory, nature of the way ho-
mosexuality (along with its predecessor terms) has been defined in relation to
the rest of the homosocial spectrum” (Sedgwick, 1990, p. 185; emphasis in the orig-
inal) has resulted in the “blackmailability,” a fundamental vulnerability, of not just
homosexual men, but all men. Displays of homophobia, thus, are a defense mech-
anism: a preemptive abjection of homosexual desire to ensure one’s always threat-
ened social status as a proper male subject.

But all gender identities are vulnerable and unstable. As Butler (1999) has ar-
gued, if coherence and continuity are basic conditions of identity and if having a
gender is the prerequisite for social acceptance, then for individuals to become so-
cially “intelligible,” they need to present coherent gender identities, that is, “those
which in some sense institute and maintain relations of coherence and continuity
among sex, gender, sexual practice, and desire” (p. 23). While the very definition of
“biological sex” is an ongoing cultural process and there is no universal way in
which biological sex translates into social behavior (gender) and desire (sexuality)
(Butler; 1999, pp. 10-11), in heteronormative, cis-genderist societies, social recogni-
tion hinges on the performative display of continuity between these three dimen-
sions. “Discontinuity” and incoherence” are punished:

Inasmuch as “identity” is assured through the stabilizing concepts of sex, gender, and sexual-
ity, the very notion of “the person” is called into question by the cultural emergence of those
“incoherent” or “discontinuous” gendered beings who appear to be persons but who fail to
conform to the gendered norms of cultural intelligibility by which persons are defined. (But-
ler, 1999, p. 23)

That is, the foundational “flaw” of “discontinuity” and “incoherence”, while being
at the very heart of any gender identity, is transfigured into gender and sexual “de-
viants” — the abjection of homosexual people, transgender and nonbinary people,



Transcending the gendered body? = 157

among others — whose social policing then becomes the way through which the
normative fantasy, the naturalization of sex as gender is consolidated. When biol-
ogist and transgender activist Julia Serano (2016) wrote that “transphobia is first
and foremost an expression of one’s own insecurity about having to live up to cul-
tural gender ideals” (p. 12), she was describing this projection of “discontinuity”
and “incoherence” onto trans people that allows for cis people — despite their
own “insecurities” — to remain the norm.

In her critique of trans-exclusionary feminism, Sarah Ahmed (2016) argued
that we can understand gender as “places in which we dwell,” and gender
norms as the walls that surround them (p. 32). Some feel “more at home than oth-
ers . .. walls that are experienced as hard and tangible by some do not even exist
for others” (Ahmed, 2016, p. 32). Cis women and trans women may share some of
the rooms; others are accessible only to cis people. But while we might not share
the experience of being in a certain room, or being hindered by a certain wall —
perceived as “incoherent” or “discontinuous” different than others — we share
the experience of being put into these rooms, and the need to, as Ahmed (2016)
put it, “chip away at those walls” (p. 32), if we want to tear down not just a few
walls, but the whole structure, that is, the binary gender norms and the oppression
they create. Transphobia is the rejection of this potential for intersectional alli-
ances and radical change in favor of pushing trans women into the darkest corner
of this structure, effectively reproducing, reinforcing the walls of essentialism that
surround both cis and trans women.

7 Conclusion

Through her trans-related essays, Shono does precisely that. Whatever the ambiv-
alent and ambiguous portrayal of gender in her novels signifies — a struggle with
societal norms, gender dysphoria, or both - they demonstrate the restrictive na-
ture of essentialist and binary gender norms. Even if we understand Shono’s fic-
tion not as an ongoing struggle with her gender and body, with what it means
to have a gendered body that transgresses binary norms, but, as Shimizu Yoshinori
and Shono herself have suggested, an affirmation of her identity as woman — and I
hope to have shown that her texts allow for doubt about such a teleological read-
ing — this does not foreclose, as Ahmed emphasized, solidarity with trans women.
Similar to the framing of the male voice in Nanimo shitenai as a child’s dream of a
previous life, or the burial of Hieda’s male self in Suishonai seido, however, Shono
opted for exclusion, for framing trans women as a threat to women as such, for
locking them away in the darkest, smallest room in the back of the giant normative
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structure that is the gender binary. This ultimately bespeaks both the desire for
and the impossibility of a stable, normative female identity.

Shono’s repudiation of trans women as potential criminals seems like an at-
tempt to rid herself of the “incoherence” and “discontinuity” that lies at the
core of her fiction and threatens such an identity from within, by construing it
as an external threat to her and other “proper” women. The boundary-defying am-
biguity and ambivalence of the gendered body in her fiction could have had the
potential to inspire radical feminist interrogations of the gender binary and biolog-
ical essentialism. With her recent essays, however, Shono, pushes herself, and the
interpretation, of her fiction back into the confines of precisely these norms.
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