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Takada-san looked weary and sounded miserable. It was an unusually 
warm Saturday morning in January, still almost three months before 
the beginning of the official campaign period for the 1999 Shirakawa 
Ward Assembly elections in which Takada-san hoped to follow in 
his father’s footsteps. As is commonly the case in Japanese elections, 
Takada-san’s efforts to win endorsement from the Liberal Democratic 
Party and round up supporters for his bid had begun the previous fall, 
when the legally recognized, ten-day public campaign period was more 
than half a year away. Takada-san described the emotional strain he 
was feeling as we chatted in the campaign office he had set up in the 
home he shared with his parents.1 We were planning to go together 
to the neighborhood association’s mochi-tsuki festival, a traditional 
New Year event where highly glutinous mochi rice is made into chewy 
cakes by pounding boiled rice in a large wooden container with a huge 
wooden mallet until it turns into a springy-sticky ball, which is then 
cut into pieces and used for making sweets and soups. Because the mal-
lets are so heavy, they are usually wielded in turns by the neighborhood 
men, the way an old-fashioned ice-cream maker might be passed from 
person to person, each turning the crank for a few minutes at a time. 
The festival was an opportunity for Takada-san to show himself to his 
neighbors as a strong and earnest young man committed to preserving 
community traditions, and therefore the festival was a good place to 
drum up support for his campaign.
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Takada-san and I sat chatting in his office before it was time for him 
to appear at the festival. His father was phoning Takada-san’s key cam-
paign advisors. One of these advisors had heard that the local television 
station, which broadcasts ward news on a local-access cable channel, 
was going to film the event. They couldn’t decide what Takada-san 
should wear to the mochi festival. A suit would look professional but 
might convey an unwillingness to join the volunteers in the sweaty work 
of pounding the mochi; more casual clothing risked portraying Takada-
san as insufficiently serious for elected office. At last they settled on the 
combination of suit pants and shirt, topped with an athletic-looking 
windbreaker bearing his university crest. Takada-san told me he was 
getting weary from the seemingly endless round of events he attended in 
search of supporters. Still, he dressed obediently in the outfit his father 
and advisors chose, and we set off for another event at which he would 
have to grin niko niko (as if he were overflowing with happiness) and 
present himself to his potential constituents more convincingly than his 
grim outlook warranted.

At the mochi festival Takada-san seemed to have worn the right 
clothes, and contrary to the morning’s glum start the event worked very 
well for him. Only two others wore suits, one an advisor of Takada’s 
and the other a female incumbent of the ward assembly, a member of 
the Communist Party. As expected, the local television station focused 
on the two candidates for ward seats. The Communist assemblywoman 
gamely took up the mallet and attempted to pound the mochi. But she 
managed its weight as awkwardly as did I and, I’m sure, most of the 
women who tried it. Once she finished her brief effort at pounding she 
was without a task or companion. Most of the other women were wear-
ing aprons and already very busy preparing and distributing the food, 
and the assemblywoman did not seem to have many friends among the 
men in attendance. Takada-san, on the other hand, managed the mal-
let beautifully. He was then in his late thirties. At about six feet he is 
quite tall for a Japanese man, and with his even features he is better 
looking than average. He was younger and taller than most of the men 
present, and he swung the mallet hard, hitting the wooden bucket with 
a steady, sonorous rhythm. His athletic-style college jacket accentu-
ated his youthful prowess. Everyone, especially the women, murmured 
approvingly.

Counting both the seniors who waited in the warm gymnasium for 
their mochi and the few children who had been brought to the event 
by their parents, the average age of the festival attendees was around 
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fifty. As the organizers explained to me, the attendance was not what it 
had been in times past. As one put it, the idea of previous generations, 
that one should engage in a community activity because “it will make 
everybody happy,” had been replaced by a more self-centered vision of 
spending free time on “things that are fun.” No one said it directly, but 
it was obvious that thirty-something Takada-san, swinging a heavy 
mallet with ease and enthusiastically slurping up large quantities of the 
women’s pork and mochi soup, represented the possibility that younger 
generations would return to the spirit of community about which older 
men had spent the day reminiscing. Takada-san simply looked like a 
man who should represent his ward.

Some workings of masculinity in politics are easy to see. In Japan, 
and in most countries, the most obvious of these is the overwhelming 
number of elected offices held by men. In 1999, when I was first doing 
fieldwork for this book, the rural town of Takeno became one of the 
national leaders in the percentage of assembly seat holders who were 
women: 26 percent. Women hold fewer than 10 percent of the seats in 
typical local assemblies, and female representation in rural assemblies is 
even lower on average. During the April 2007 Unified Local Elections, 
three election cycles after the election I observed, women won a total 
of 8.4 percent of seats in town and village assemblies nationwide, an 
increase of more than 2 percentage points over the result of the pre-
vious elections in 2003.2 The story of Takada-san’s appearance at a 
traditional New Year festival represents another of the obvious ways 
masculinity often seems to be at work in politics. He used his masculine 
appearance and his physical vigor to connect to constituents who worry 
about the well-being of their community and its traditions as people’s 
habits change and society ages. In the festival setting Takada-san had 
obvious advantages over the female incumbent. He was comfortable 
playing a man’s role in a highly gendered setting; she couldn’t both play 
the woman’s role and present herself as a competent community leader. 
Actually, given that she couldn’t really swing the heavy mochi mallet, 
she seemed, at least in this setting, unable to be either a proper woman 
or a community leader.

If we couple Takada-san’s demonstration of his masculinity as a sym-
bolic resource with statistics describing the dominance of men in elected 
office, the gendering of Japanese politics seems clear. Men can do things 
in politics that women cannot. The statement is true enough, yet describ-
ing Japanese politics as simply male-dominated eliminates important 
elements of gendered power from our analytical view.3 Because Takada-
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san uses a masculinist performance to seek recognition and ultimately 
political power from his constituents, his success in politics seems at 
least in part dependent on his being male.4 It is tempting to conclude 
that he is mobilizing a resource that all men have to some degree, that 
the only difference between him and another man who might not be 
able to best Takada-san in a mochi display would simply be his posses-
sion of fewer of Takada-san’s “manly” traits — insufficiently strong arms 
or an insufficient sense of duty, for example. In fact, as we stood in the 
schoolyard discussing the small festival attendance, the organizer who 
had mused about the changed habits of young people gestured up at a 
high-rise apartment building across from us. The organizer said that 
he didn’t know the sort of young people who lived in the building and 
that he had no way of meeting them. He suggested that young people 
had chosen not to pursue their connections to the community because 
they had other, more enjoyable (and selfish) things to do. Arguably this 
presumption that the young people in the high-rise lacked a will toward 
community offered a contrasting background against which Takada-
san’s performance of traditional masculinity was especially attractive 
to the festival-goers.

Yet the assumption on the part of the festival organizer that Takada-
san had a sense of (manly) duty that the young people in the high-rise 
did not have may not be quite fair. Most men are as excluded from 
political life as are most women. Men’s political exclusion is not the 
result of their inability or unwillingness to do their manly duty. Nor 
is it the result of a general breakdown of cultural expectations about 
community obligations or masculine roles, although changes may well 
be occurring. Actually, the problem is quite the opposite: most Japanese 
men are not involved in politics because they are too encumbered by 
the expectations placed on them as men to engage their citizenship in 
an active way. If most young men cannot share in Takada-san’s pur-
suits, then their turning out to watch him swing the mochi mallet is 
much more important to Takada-san and his campaign advisors (who 
are looking for every vote they can find) than it is for the young men 
themselves, who might quite rationally view the festival as just one of 
many potential opportunities for pleasure on a Saturday morning.

In Tokyo I focused on Takada-san’s campaign, which played itself 
out through a range of community activities, and so I was daily im-
mersed in a world of men who are sufficiently privileged to manage a 
full engagement with political life. From that perspective, the festival 
organizer’s complaint about the poor community values of disengaged 
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young people was quite persuasive. However, in Takeno-machi, as I fol-
lowed the efforts of Baba-san and his fellow Referendum Association 
leaders seeking to round up candidates to fend off the power of conser-
vatives similar to Takada-san in their local assembly election, I came to 
a fuller understanding of the problem of men’s political disengagement. 
I watched the Referendum Association leaders enter into a head-on 
confrontation with how the expectations of masculine duty, in par-
ticular a man’s duty as a breadwinner, constrain men’s citizenship. In 
fact, young and middle-aged men were so generally marginalized in 
Takeno-machi’s political world that, as male-dominated groups of local 
activists tried to stop the building of a nuclear power plant, they found 
themselves forced to rely on the electoral muscle of women, in some 
cases their wives and daughters. In the second half of the 1990s women 
became the standard-bearers in elected office for the challenge to con-
servative hegemony in Takeno-machi. Although prior to 1995 only a 
single woman had ever served in the twenty-two-member Takeno Town 
Assembly, by 2004 seven women held seats and Takeno had  become a 
leading example of women’s advancement into formal political power. 
These women brought into politics not only opposition to the nuclear 
power plant favored by the town’s conservative leaders, but also the 
“care” agendas and anti-organization constituency networks that they 
used to distinguish their contributions to politics as particularly  female. 
Accordingly, because men involved in Takeno antinuclear politics could 
not take office themselves, they ceded to women both formal political 
power and some of the symbolic advantage we might have thought 
would be the privilege of community-minded men.

In the past decade Japanese female politicians have received enor-
mous attention for their growing presence in local politics and for their 
demands that politics focus on issues neglected by the postwar con-
servative regime. The voices of these new women politicians are often 
summed up as the kurashi or seikatsu (daily life) perspective. Making 
creative use of the widely accepted stereotype that women are closer to 
the home than men are, these women emphasize the importance of an 
ordinary citizen’s voice in politics, focus on quality-of-life or “care” 
issues, and pursue constituency mobilization strategies that downplay 
organizational hierarchy and professionalism in favor of what is often 
called the “handmade” election. In my own work I have called this 
sort of politics “bicycle citizenship” to contrast it with the largely male 
world of established political parties characterized by institutionalized 
hierarchies and considerable resources (which I have called “taxi poli-
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tics”).5 Just as there are places, in the midst of traffic jams and down 
narrow streets, for example, where bicycles are a more effective form 
of transportation than cars, the home-centered, female politicians I call 
bicycle citizens can do some sorts of political work more effectively 
than the elite men of taxi politics.6

Unfortunately nonelite men cannot as easily use their outsider status 
as a symbolic ground from which to resist the political status quo and 
demand a new politics with greater emphasis on broad participation, 
ethical clarity, flexibility, and sensitivity to the needs of the weak-
est members of society. Like bicycle citizen women, nonelite men are 
excluded from the centers of political power in a variety of ways; how-
ever, the source of men’s political exclusion differs from that experienced 
by women. The limit of a nonelite man’s political participation is often 
powerfully influenced by gender expectations about men’s work out-
side the home as household breadwinners. Determination to meet these 
expectations constrains nonelite men’s capacity to voice complaints 
about the terms of their exclusion from politics. In fact, when political 
involvement threatens their breadwinner capacity, men may be at least 
as constrained by the culture of gender-role expectations as women are. 
Further, Japanese men cannot draw on their sex as a shortcut symbol 
of their challenge to status quo politics in the way that women can 
claim to represent the viewpoint of a daily life nurturer simply by being 
women. It is easy to see how gender expectations contribute to women’s 
exclusion from politics. Men’s gender-based exclusion is comparatively 
harder to see but persists nonetheless. Japan’s political system is male 
dominated, but most Japanese men, unable to play either the taxi politi-
cian or the bicycle citizen role, are not likely to play a part in it.

Students of gender and politics have documented how widely ac-
cepted notions of womanhood affect or are affected by women’s par-
ticipation in politics but have neglected to think about the ways gender 
conditions men’s participation.7 Japanese female politicians are using 
their experiences as housewives and mothers to justify themselves as 
spokespersons for ordinary citizens on issues such as care for the aged, 
consumer and environmental protection, and freedom of information. 
That story deserves attention because the policy questions on which 
women’s voices have been effective are important ones, and the grow-
ing involvement of women in the political process demonstrates a 
significant change in gender-role expectations for women.8 However, 
as paradoxical as it may sound, the focus on the rise of women’s “car-
ing politics” as an achievement of female politicians obscures the fact 
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that even where women are gaining a new political voice, men’s voices 
remain curiously controlled. The growing field of men’s studies has 
done much to uncover the ways gender expectations constrain men’s 
life choices, sometimes to the extent that men must fight employers 
and social norms in order to fully participate in some aspects of life to 
which they would seem to have a natural right, such as fatherhood.9 
Nonetheless, social scientists make little effort to examine how men’s 
actions in politics are shaped by notions of masculinity.10

Social scientists’ silence on the connection between masculinity and 
politics means we ignore the ways men in politics are constrained 
by their gender; by association we imply that a politics that does not 
include women is not lacking in anything other than female bodies, 
that women’s use of the politics of bicycle citizenship is simply their 
attempt to substitute for a more whole politics they could practice 
freely if they were men. But is that true? By looking at how gender kept 
some men in Takeno-machi from running for office in a challenge to 
postwar conservative hegemony, we can see how the gendered notion of 
men as breadwinners works to keep men from practicing the politics of 
bicycle citizenship even when that is precisely what they wish to do. If 
men, because they are men, find it difficult to practice certain kinds of 
important politics, then a political world in which few women partici-
pate is gravely distorted — not only because women’s voices are missing 
but also because gender expectations repress men’s ability to speak for 
the full diversity of political needs men have. As a structure of social 
expectations that predetermines which sorts of behaviors are normal 
and good, gender places remarkable constraints on the men in my two 
field sites. The evidence that what is possible in democratic political life 
is reduced by the connection between the gender identity of the men 
who dominate politics and the choices of men more generally to engage 
or resist engagement with community politics should provoke a larger 
reexamination of the marginal status social scientists have given to the 
study of gender in political life.

When Men’s Political Opportunities Suffer 
in Comparison to Women’s

To understand the sort of politics men’s voices have often been excluded 
from, we need to know something about the role some women have 
played in the Japanese political system. As bicycle citizens, women have 
made their way into politics precisely where cynicism about the policies 
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and practices of postwar leaders has been at its highest. Since the late 
1970s increasing numbers of women have entered formal political are-
nas. Despite the generally low levels of women’s representation in elec-
tive office across Japan, in population-dense prefectures such as Tokyo, 
Saitama, and Kanagawa women have occupied more than 10 percent of 
local assembly seats for the past couple of election cycles.11 Following 
the 1999 local elections in Saitama, women took 14.2 percent of all city 
(as opposed to village, town, or prefectural) seats.12 In Osaka women’s 
move into politics is attracting attention.13 These trends have continued 
in the most recent elections. Women made news from Oiso, Kanagawa 
Prefecture, in June 2003 by capturing 50 percent of the seats in the 
town assembly.14

The rise of the number of women in elective office in disaffected 
urban areas is not the only significant aspect of women’s growing par-
ticipation in politics. Just as the growing numbers of female elected 
officials attract attention, so does their tendency to justify their claims 
to power on the basis of their capacity to make quality-of-life concerns 
central to public life. Where quality-of-life challenges to conservative 
dominance spring up, so does the political participation of women. 
Most of the Oiso female politicians got their start in a citizen’s move-
ment advocating environmental protection.15 Similarly ten women were 
elected to the thirty-six-member Tokorozawa City Assembly in subur-
ban Saitama Prefecture following the 1999 scandal over dioxin-con-
taminated spinach caused by trash incineration in Tokorozawa.16 The 
election of these ten women was an increase of nearly half again on the 
previous historic record of seven women. Of course scattered episodes 
such as the rise of women in the Tokorozawa Assembly during a local 
environmental crisis or the rise of women in politics, even to the status 
of mayor in Zushi City during a dispute over the disposition of forest 
land there,17 cannot decisively prove that quality-of-life challenges are 
avenues for increasing women’s participation in formal political arenas. 
But the coincidences are more than a little provocative.

In each election cycle, reports from around the country document the 
slow but steady advance into formal political arenas of women bearing 
a bicycle citizen’s message. For men, however, the story is different. As 
the changes I followed in Takeno-machi illustrate, women find success 
with quality-of-life challenges to the postwar political establishment 
more easily than men do. Notions of masculine power provide men with 
some political benefits, but the breadwinner expectations that come 
with masculine power are also disabling, especially for men in similar 
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middle-class positions as those occupied by the female bicycle citizen 
activists. To put it more baldly, Japanese men who want to mount a 
quality-of-life or “ordinary citizens’ ” challenge to the underpinnings 
of the postwar policy consensus and political power structure are often 
dependent on women to do it for them.

Takeno’s New Gender Regime

As I explained in the introduction, in Takeno in the mid-1990s citizens’ 
groups defeated a long-serving mayor and an overwhelming conserva-
tive majority in the Takeno Town Assembly to bring about an official 
(local government-sponsored) referendum on whether a nuclear power 
plant should be built in their municipality. Other attempts to stop the 
power plant in the nearly three decades prior to the rise of the referen-
dum movement had been unsuccessful. Anti – nuclear power groups had 
sponsored several different men as candidates for mayor, but these can-
didates were branded Reds by the conservatives, who dominated local 
politics from the end of World War II until the late 1990s. Moreover 
antiplant groups could not amass sufficient campaign funds to compete 
with the notoriously well-funded and corrupt conservatives with ties 
to the power company that planned to build the plant. When the two 
local factions of conservatives that had competed to control town poli-
tics joined together, the company planning to build the nuclear power 
plant took the sitting mayor, who had spent several terms “considering” 
nuclear power plant safety, on a power plant “study tour” to Europe. 
After his return the mayor announced that he now considered the plan 
a safe one. He declared he would seek approval from the pro-plant 
local assembly to sell the remaining piece of municipal land necessary 
to build the plant.

When it appeared that the plant would finally be built, two dif-
ferent groups tried to defeat the incumbent mayor in the next may-
oral election. Baba-san represented the first group, a loose gathering 
of self-declared pragmatic men who approached another conservative 
and offered to back him for mayor if he would agree to hold a referen-
dum or a substantial electorate survey on the plant after his election. 
A second group banded together as the Green Association, dominated 
by young families that worked in surrounding cities but had moved 
into new suburban housing developments in Takeno. They chose to 
run their leader for mayor. He was a declared nuclear power opponent, 
in contrast to the conservative candidate of Baba’s group, whose only 
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public statement on the plant was his agreement to offer citizens some 
means of sharing their opinion on the project. The contest for mayor 
became a three-man race. In the end, the combined total votes for the 
two candidates who had expressed either clear opposition or at least no 
explicit support for the plant outstripped the votes won by the incum-
bent mayor. The voters could be said to have voted against continuing 
with the plant project; however, they had split their votes between two 
candidates, so the pro-plant mayor won the greatest number of votes. 
Therefore, representing a minority of the electorate, the pro-plant 
incumbent took office once again.

Disturbed that the plant might get built despite opposition from 
the majority of the voters, the two groups opposing the sitting mayor 
joined forces. They approached the mayor and requested a citizens’ ref-
erendum on the nuclear power plant. When the mayor refused to grant 
the request, Baba-san and the other Referendum Association founders, 
known collectively as the Seven Samurai, contacted every town resident 
on the voter rolls, hired an accounting firm to manage secret ballot 
proceedings in an impartial, secure manner, and held an unofficial 
referendum. Forty-five percent of the local voters turned out to vote 
in the unofficial referendum. Still, the conservative assembly and the 
conservative mayor refused to hold an official referendum.

In response, the pro-referendum citizens’ groups banded together to 
elect representatives to the local assembly, hoping to replace a number 
of oppositional conservative assembly members with new people who 
would pass a referendum ordinance ordering the local government to 
offer citizens the ballot on the plant. Baba’s Referendum Association 
took an officially neutral position on the building of the plant but 
demanded an official town referendum be held and that the town’s 
elected leaders abide by its results. The Referendum Association was 
joined by two groups that had taken public antiplant stances: the Green 
Association, which was fighting the plant primarily for environmental 
reasons, and a group of socialist independents. These nonparty, pro-
gressive groups became what I call the “referendum alliance.” Other 
groups that had long led plant opposition provided support as well, 
but nearly all of their members had overlapping membership in one 
of these three groups. In the 1995 assembly election the referendum 
alliance groups succeeded in electing four new representatives to the 
local assembly. The Social Democrats and the Communists, which held 
one assembly seat each, pledged their representatives to the referen-
dum cause. The alliance also persuaded four conservative incumbents 
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who had won reelection to pledge support to a referendum bill in the 
assembly. After a complicated series of events, including the threatened 
recall and eventual replacement of the pro-plant conservative mayor, 
the referendum was held. Sixty-one percent of voters in the referen-
dum said no to the nuclear power plant (turnout was approximately 
89 percent), but nothing in Japanese law makes a local referendum 
of this sort binding on the actions of local officials.18 A new assembly 
majority could legally disregard the referendum results and vote to sell 
the municipal land inside the proposed plant site to the power com-
pany or act in other ways that would make it easier to build the plant. 
Therefore in 1999 the referendum alliance once again ran candidates 
in an effort to make sure the city assembly continued to act in line with 
the referendum results.

In both the 1995 and 1999 elections in which the referendum alli-
ance ran candidates, they were most successful with female candi-
dates, despite the fact that men held most of the formal and informal 
leadership positions in these groups. In 1995 the referendum alliance 
put up six candidates for the twenty-two-seat assembly, two men and 
four women; three of the women and one man won seats. (The term 
“referendum alliance” does not include the pro-referendum conserva-
tives, the Social Democrats, or the Communists, who also opposed the 
plant and ran only male candidates.)19 In 1999 the referendum alliance 
offered voters seven candidates, two men and five women. This time 
all five women were elected, while the two men failed to win seats, 
including one who was an incumbent, the single referendum alliance 
male elected in 1995. By the end of the election cycle in Takeno in 
1999, three citizens’ groups in which men were the formal leaders, key 
decision makers, and chief fundraisers found themselves dependent on 
women for public representation. Takeno, a town formerly known for 
its corrupt, conservative (and masculine) politics, became a leader in its 
prefecture and the nation for the proportion of its elected offices held 
by women.

How Breadwinner Status Kept Men out of Politics

In Takeno in 1995 and 1999 male referendum alliance activists who 
had no intention of challenging contemporary gender-role expecta-
tions backed a history-making number of women’s campaigns for local 
office because they could not get their male friends to run.20 The forty-
something and fifty-something men who dominated the referendum 

UC-LeBlanc-1pps.indd   47UC-LeBlanc-1pps.indd   47 5/7/2009   8:31:43 AM5/7/2009   8:31:43 AM



48 Chapter 1

alliance were dominated in turn by their family breadwinner role. Thus 
they experienced real limits on their capacity for political involvement, 
despite the fact that they shared an intense desire to bring a voice to 
politics they believed had been ignored by the conservative men of 
older generations who had long dominated the mayor’s office and local 
assembly.21

Research by sociologists and historians documents the force of the 
family breadwinner expectations placed on Japanese men. Even men 
of the postwar “bubble generation” who claim to believe that men and 
women should share equally in the home and in work outside the home 
usually find themselves playing out a traditional breadwinner role, 
devoting themselves first to the needs of their employers, leaving the 
duties of home and community to their wives.22 According to Amano 
Masako, “Until now, the number one condition of a man being a man 
has been his taking on the economic responsibilities of the family. In 
this way, to ‘do something for oneself’ and to ‘do something for one’s 
family’ have been seen as largely the same thing.”23 Even when men 
have seen the gendered division of labor as problematic, most have cho-
sen not to rebel against it.24

When men choose not to fulfill the role of family breadwinner, they 
are often obliged to justify their claims to a masculine identity with the 
self-conscious construction of an alternative narrative that replaces the 
predominant image of dedicated salaryman. For example, they might 
choose to describe themselves as independent loners whose spirits can-
not bow to family demands.25 Alternative narratives might help men 
who have eschewed or failed at the breadwinner role find peace in 
private life. However, in Takeno-machi public life, commitment to the 
breadwinner role was a prerequisite of a man’s participation because 
his family was usually dependent on his earnings in paid employment 
and because a man’s reputation as a good man, the sort of man one 
would want to elect to office, was dependent on his reputation as a 
hardworking and uncomplaining breadwinner. The employment and 
reputation demands placed on men often knocked them out of conten-
tion as candidates, and thus referendum alliance members were forced 
to ask women to take their voices into politics. By the end of the 1999 
election season, all the members of the Takeno-machi assembly backed 
by nonparty referendum alliance groups were women.

After the 1999 elections the Referendum Association women who 
had succeeded in winning assembly seats joked that the Association 
was now represented by “three mere women.” The joke played up the 
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distinction between the Association’s male decision makers and its 
female public officeholders, but it actually understated the importance 
of “mere women” to the public face of the larger and similarly male-
dominated referendum alliance. Following the 1999 elections the alli-
ance was represented in the assembly by five women (the three from the 
Referendum Association and one each from the Green Association and 
an independent socialist group) and supported by four men who were 
elected to office with more traditional party bases (two conservatives 
and the Social Democrat and Communist representatives). The fact 
that women were so prominently placed in the referendum alliance is 
surprising given the history of extreme underrepresentation of women 
in the political institutions of Takeno and the rest of Japan.

What is more surprising is that, unlike groups such as the progres-
sive, female-dominated consumers’ network, the Seikatsu-sha (or Ordi-
nary Person’s) Network, that have had notable successes in electing 
women to local office, the groups in Takeno that pushed women to 
the fore of electoral politics were unabashedly male in their leadership. 
At the Referendum Association meetings the discussion was managed 
by Baba-san and his male friends and otherwise dominated by men’s 
voices. Other sorts of work were also divided by gender. Women pre-
pared and served refreshments at meetings and group events while men 
formulated strategy, designed fliers explaining the group’s principles, 
and did their best to assess campaign progress. Men formed the bulk 
of the group that discussed the names of potential candidates and 
approached the named individuals with requests that they run. Men 
were the contacts with the many journalists from around the country 
seeking to understand the movement.

The male leaders of the Referendum Association, the Green Associ-
ation, and the independent socialist group that shared in the alliance 
expressed no desire to remake the gender power structure of their town, 
and they made few efforts toward gender equality in their own organi-
zations. During my fieldwork I stuck as close as possible to Baba-san 
and other male alliance leaders in order to get the best inside view of 
the organizations driving Takeno’s anti – nuclear power politics. As the 
election date grew closer, the meetings I attended with these leaders 
became more and more male. This was especially true in the Refer-
endum Asso ciation. At the most sensitive meetings discussing projected 
vote counts or the delicacies of the Association’s alliance with other 
antiplant groups I was often the only woman. Perhaps there was no 
greater symbol of the men’s preeminent position than the fact that they 
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sat huddled around the kerosene heater in the center of the prefabri-
cated building the group used as their headquarters. The women kept 
to the chillier outskirts of the room, not an enviable spot in a northern 
Japan winter.

When I visited meetings of the Green Association and events at the 
campaign headquarters of the female independent socialist Kagawa, 
men occupied center stage in similar ways. The Green Association did 
include women in strategy discussions, but men who also happened 
to be academics tended to dominate, using their specialized skills of 
analyzing and presenting information to control the discussion. At the 
office opening party for Kagawa-san, women were so marginalized 
that most of them sat in a different room from the male representatives 
of supporting organizations and the Social Democratic Party who gave 
the speeches that preceded the main event.

Women ended up representing their organizations in public office 
because gender-role expectations got in the way of men’s running for 
office. Even though many of the female members of alliance organiza-
tions worked at least part time, the primary breadwinners in nearly 
all of the families with members involved in the antiplant movement 
were men, and movement members generally believed that holding an 
assembly seat was incompatible with male members’ role as breadwin-
ner. This belief may be surprising given that, prior to 1995, all but one 
assembly seat had always been held by a man. But as Baba-san and 
several others, male and female, explained, those seats had long been 
viewed as “honorary positions” (meiyo shoku) for men who were either 
retired or so advanced in careers such as farming or running a small 
business that they had the time to devote to the weekday assembly 
meetings. According to the town’s official report for 1999, the previous 
year the assembly had met for sixty-five days out of the year, divided 
into four regular sessions and two special sessions that were only four 
days long. Because forty-five of those days were devoted to committee 
work, it is likely that not all days would have required the work of all 
assembly persons. The basic assembly person’s salary was 246,000 yen 
per month (slightly less than $2,400 given the exchange rate at this 
writing). On meeting days, assembly members received an extra 1,000 
yen, and seasonal bonuses were also paid. The assembly speaker and 
committee chairs received a slightly higher base salary.

Given the amount of time required on weekdays and the constraints 
of the salary, it is not hard to understand why men in their prime 
breadwinning years would find it inadvisable to run for a seat. Men 
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employed at large companies or institutions were particularly poorly 
situated for elective office. They may not have had sufficient vacation 
time to cover absences that the assembly meetings required, and they 
were subject to frequent transfers. In fact, I knew two men who were 
very active in the antiplant movement who were transferred to work in 
other cities during my time in Takeno. They used their vacation time to 
return to their hometown and campaign for the female candidates who 
represented their groups. During the 2007 Unified Local Elections the 
Asahi Shinbun newspaper reported on a new phenomenon: companies 
that give salarymen leave to pursue elective office. But the newspaper 
also recounted the persistence of strong doubt among many workers 
and employers that an employee taking leave to run in an election 
would or should be welcomed back to his job.26

Members of the referendum alliance included representatives of all 
sorts of professions: plumbers, farmers, independent business owners, 
schoolteachers, bureaucrats (on the sly), engineers, and lawyers. But on 
the whole, in terms of age (averaging in the low forties for the Green 
Association, the high forties for the Referendum Association, and the 
midfifties for the independent socialists) and work situation, the men 
of the antiplant group differed from typical assemblymen. Indeed all 
but three of the conservative assembly members were older than sixty, 
and those who were involved in assembly politics prior to reaching 
retirement age were either farmers or small business owners, capable of 
controlling their own work schedule to some degree. The Social Demo-
crats’ single representative was a retired postal worker. The Commu-
nists’ representative was an exception; he supported himself on his 
assembly seat salary and by doing party work, as his father, a former 
assembly member, had before him.

With the assembly election, scheduled for the end of April, slightly 
less than two months away, the leaders of the antiplant movement were 
still searching desperately for enough candidates to allow them to pres-
ent the voters with the possibility of electing a pro-referendum majority 
to the local assembly. Baba explained why they had some faith they 
could elect a pro-referendum majority if they could field the necessary 
number of candidates. In 1995, when they threatened the mayor with a 
recall election, they had been able to collect signatures in support of a 
recall from a majority of registered voters. Moreover, when the threat-
ened mayor stepped down, the Referendum Association candidate was 
handily elected. When the referendum was finally held in 1996, more 
than 80 percent of voters had turned out to vote, and a clear majority 
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of voters had voted no on the plant project that most of the conserva-
tive assembly members had long supported.

In the April 1999 elections the Referendum Association hoped to 
put up six candidates. With the support of representatives elected from 
other alliance groups, as well as the Social Democrat, Communist, and 
two pro-referendum conservative assemblymen, the pro-referendum, 
antiplant groups could control the assembly majority. If the Referen-
dum Association could get at least five candidates into office, the pro-
plant and antiplant forces in the assembly would be tied. Supposing the 
conservatives put their own man up for the speaker’s seat (a likelihood, 
given the traditional prestige and extra compensation attached to the 
position), the pro-referendum groups would have a working majority 
on most votes because speakers in Japanese assemblies traditionally 
refrain from voting. By the end of February 1999 the Referendum 
Asso ciation knew it would be able to run at least three candidates, but 
it struggled to add more to the list before the April election. Eventually 
Association leaders had to content themselves with only five candi-
dates. Two of the five were men; one, Takahashi-san, had won a seat in 
1995, when the Association had sponsored two male and two female 
candidates and elected one male and one female. The other male candi-
date, Horiuchi-san, was running for the first time. Both men lost.

The other three Referendum Association candidates were women; 
all were wives or daughters of men whose breadwinner obligations had 
prevented them from considering a bid for office. One was the incum-
bent Aoki-san; her husband was a founding member of the Association 
who had run for mayor of Takeno in 1982 as a representative of the 
nuclear power plant opposition movement. Another, Toda-san, who lost 
as a Referendum Association candidate in the 1995 assembly elections 
but won in 1999, was the daughter of a deceased former assemblyman. 
Originally her father had been a conservative supporter of the power 
plant, but in later years he had decided the plant was a bad idea. The 
third Referendum Association woman, Miura-san, was the daughter 
of one of the original group of Seven Samurai who joined Baba-san in 
contributing financial support to the Association’s self-administered, 
unofficial referendum. Two other women who represented the alliance, 
the Green Association’s Sakata-san and the independent socialists’ 
Kagawa-san, were running in place of their husbands, who were lead-
ers of the groups backing the women’s bids for office.

Baba and other alliance leaders actively sought more male candi-
dates, but when they approached men they thought would be strong 
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candidates they were repeatedly told that work obligations would not 
permit the potential candidates to run. The husbands of Aoki-san and 
Sakata-san were clear cases of this problem. As both men had run for 
mayor in the past, they were likely choices for assembly candidacy. 
Sakata-san’s husband was the 1994 antiplant mayoral candidate, and 
Aoki-san’s husband had run for mayor in 1982. In their respective bids 
for the mayoralty, each man had captured far more than enough votes 
to win seats in the assembly. However, breadwinner duties made run-
ning for the assembly hugely impractical. The men were mid career pro-
fessionals who might have managed on a mayor’s salary of 818,000 yen 
per month (approximately $8,000) but who would not ask their fami-
lies to try to squeeze by on the fraction of that amount paid to assembly 
members. The husband of the independent socialist candidate Kagawa-
san had been active in the Social Democratic Party since his youth. He 
certainly had the political connections to build a campaign, but he too 
could not countenance the salary cut he would have to take if he won an 
assembly seat. The more poorly paid male members of the Referendum 
Association might have found the assembly salary acceptable, but they 
were least able to take the risk of taking time off from their current jobs 
to campaign for an uncertain new one. Tellingly, all three of the men 
who did run for seats as representatives of the Referendum Association 
in the 1995 and 1999 elections were independent workers in one way 
or another. One had a small travel business that was very busy in only 
a couple of short seasons, one was a rare full-time farmer, and the third 
was part owner of a car repair business he shared with his brother, who 
was willing to work harder to make up the difference during assembly 
sessions.

The difficulty of fielding young or middle-aged men who did not 
have especially propitious financial circumstances was highlighted by 
the case of yet another man, Abe-san, a full-time farmer in his thirties 
who at first agreed to run as a Referendum Association candidate and 
later withdrew. Abe-san was a vocal opponent of the planned nuclear 
power plant. He had even posted huge signs in his fields expressing 
his opposition. Early in 1999 he agreed to run for an assembly seat 
as a representative of the Referendum Association, but just about the 
time I settled in Takeno group leaders began to be concerned that his 
candidacy would fall through. One night we all assembled in the cold 
prefab building where the referendum group made its office in order for 
Abe-san to sit down with the group leaders and discuss his campaign 
strategy. But Abe-san never made it to the meeting. He called about a 
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half-hour after it was to start and said a cold kept him from leaving 
home. A week later we gathered again. This time Abe-san showed up, 
and in his humble posture and words he made a good impression on 
some of the group leaders. But when Baba-san asked him what his wife 
and parents thought about his run for office, Abe-san said in a soft 
voice that his family suffered from the same cold that had kept him 
home, and, in this spate of ill health he had not found a convenient time 
to mention his candidacy to them.

“Daijobu da kai? Omae? Daijobu kai? [Is that okay? Are you 
sure?],” Baba asked, his agitated voice ringing with the local dialect. 
The young man bowed his head and said everything would be okay. 
Abe-san worked with the incumbent assembly member Aoki-san to 
create a one-page leaflet. Together they printed thousands of copies on 
the copy machine, and he gave her the information she needed to make 
business cards for him. He collected his leaflets and left, ostensibly 
to attend an organization of young farmers in his village. Later that 
evening, at Baba-san’s home, those of us who had been at the meeting 
told Baba-san’s wife of the discussion with the new candidate. The 
conversation went like this:

 Baba’s friend: What kind of man is it who doesn’t tell his wife and 
parents that he’s running for office?

 Baba:  He’s a good man. He put up those opposition signs 
when he didn’t have to. And they say he’s in the youth 
association, and he pulls his weight in the village. He 
participates.

 Baba’s friend: But he seems like he doesn’t have it all together. What 
kind of a campaign will he run?

 Baba: Perhaps his parents or wife would oppose him running, 
but he knows if he just gets out there and does it, they’ll 
back him. He has a responsibility. He’s the sort of man 
who would not shirk the responsibility.

 Baba’s friend: But when you went to ask him to run, what did he say? 
Are you sure he said yes?

 Baba: He said, “Hai wakarimashita” [I understand]. He said 
he would do it. He knew he had a responsibility.

 Baba’s friend: But what did he mean when he said “Wakarimashita”? 
Maybe he’s just got a weakness for the word sekinin 
[responsibility].

 Baba: He’s a grown man. He said “Wakarimashita.” He will 
stand. He just has to work out his family issues.

 Baba’s friend: They say he’s a flaky farmer. Insists on going to Tokyo 
to sell his rice by himself.
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At this point in the conversation, Baba told his wife to call a friend 
who was familiar with the young man’s village. She made the call, 
then she told everyone what she learned. “There are rumors that the 
young man will run for office, but that’s it. No bad story about this 
young man has ever entered the man’s ears.” The analysis of Abe-san 
continued.

 Baba: He’s a hard worker. He wants to do things the right way. 
He has ideas. But that’s okay.

 Baba’s friend: I’ve never known a man like this [Konna otoko wa 
inainda yo].

With this point we all agreed.
Abe-san’s business cards were printed, and the Referendum Asso-

ciation organized a small kickoff party the following weekend for the 
candidates it had recruited by that point (four of the six it hoped to 
eventually field). Abe-san did not make it to the party. Instead, only 
a few hours before the party, his young wife went to the home of a 
referendum group leader with a new baby strapped to her back. “Please 
don’t make my husband run,” she begged. The leader she talked to 
came to the party certain that the young man would not run, and a pall 
was cast over the whole party. If Abe-san decided not to run, the group 
would need to find three more candidates.

The group members didn’t give up on Abe-san immediately. A small 
group of them traveled out to the young man’s village. But as Baba 
said, he could not properly press the man on his responsibility to the 
referendum group and to its goals for the town while the prospective 
candidate’s wife sat nearby with a newborn at her breast. Group mem-
bers could not agree on what the abandoned candidacy said about the 
young man’s character, but they knew it said something. Baba was 
accused of having been too optimistic a judge of character. Abe-san 
was obviously flaky. No agreement could be reached on the quality of 
the wife’s behavior. Had she undercut her husband in a grotesque way 
by going around him to the group leaders, by the doubt she expressed 
about his ability to manage both farming and political life? Was she 
thus an inexcusable sort of wife? Or was it his fault? Was he weak? 
If Abe-san had been a better husband and father, would his wife have 
stood behind him? Should he have run for office despite her protest and 
found a way of quieting her? Did he have a responsibility grounded on 
that “Wakarimashita” he had uttered to Baba when Baba asked him 
to stand? Was he a good man simply victimized by the fact that the 
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world of politics made demands that ordinary men, mere middle-class 
husbands and providers, could not meet — the demands his character 
made of him unanswerable in a political world that was designed to 
exclude his sort? How much should a family endure for the sake of 
a town? Where must a good man draw the line between saving some 
comfort for himself and his family and standing up for those principles 
in which he believes?

The Referendum Association leaders relinquished Abe-san, and they 
managed to persuade another man to run in his stead, Horiuchi, the 
man who shared a car repair business with his brother. By late March 
1999, less than a month from election day, the Referendum Association 
had lined up four candidates: incumbents Takahashi and Aoki, new 
candidate Horiuchi, and Toda-san, the woman who had run and lost in 
1995. At this point Baba-san suggested that five candidates rather than 
six would be sufficient, but the Association struggled to find even one 
more. After being turned down by several prospective male candidates, 
Baba-san, his cousin Ota, the friend with whom he had debated Abe’s 
character, and Takahashi-san at last began to talk about searching for 
a young female candidate. When Baba-san’s friend first suggested that 
a young woman might make a good candidate, the other male leaders 
resisted the idea. Baba-san said he worried what a run for office might 
do to the reputation of a young woman (a worry I never heard him or 
others express when discussing potential male candidates). Eventually 
the men reasoned that a young woman would be hard-pressed to find 
better career options elsewhere and that the freshness of a young female 
face might make the campaign attractive to voters otherwise disaffected. 
Thus they settled on Miura-san, the young daughter of a founding 
member of the Referendum Association. Miura-san was a controversial 
choice, and I discuss the issues surrounding her candidacy and the mas-
culinist strategy Baba pursued to resolve them in chapter 5.

Breadwinner obligations deterred otherwise seemingly viable male 
candidates from standing for the referendum cause, but that was not 
the only effect of men’s breadwinner identities on antiestablishment 
political engagement in Takeno-machi. In another, more insidious 
way, men’s roles as breadwinners prohibited their fullest participa-
tion in the antiplant movement. Men who worked in businesses that 
were owned by or served supporters of the plant project had much to 
lose if they expressed their opposition openly. As elsewhere in rural 
Japan, construction firms were powerful locally. Their owners were 
conservative, and they expected to be the likely beneficiaries of pub-
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lic works projects that would come with the building of the plant or 
because of the subsidies the national government would pay the local 
government for accepting the plant.27 A close male friend of Miura-san 
was an employee of an area construction firm and, as a result, could 
not do much to aid her campaign. A key female leader of the Green 
Association was married to a carpenter who did not dare show his face 
at any Green Association activities because he feared that construc-
tion firms in the area would stop hiring him. Several women I met 
at Referendum Association meetings attended without their husbands 
because the men feared the economic consequences of being associ-
ated with the plant opposition movement. Leaders of the Referendum 
Association who operated restaurants or stores knew how real such 
threats could be; their businesses had been boycotted by supporters 
of the power plant. Baba-san had his long-term Lions Club member-
ship revoked by the other members, who were supporters of the plant 
project, and, as I witnessed myself, a local police detective stopped by 
Baba’s shop to ask him “friendly questions” about his politics on more 
than one occasion.

Of course, a curious puzzle remains: Why was a wife able to brave 
a reputation as opposition activist without adversely affecting her hus-
band’s workplace interests? I think one might find the answer in what a 
conservative assembly member said to me about losing the referendum 
to the antiplant activists. The loss, he said, was the result of “young 
mothers” being emotionally swayed by schoolteachers who claimed that 
the nuclear power plant would endanger their children. The opposition 
activities of women were, in this man’s estimation, the understandable 
result of their emotional involvement in motherhood. He did not blame 
the young mothers. In fact, he blamed the male schoolteachers and later 
the “activists from outside” for preying on vulnerable subjects. Because 
the conservative plant supporters did not think women were capable of 
making reasonable decisions in the face of pressure from men, they did 
not see women’s political behavior as the appropriate object of sanc-
tion in the way they saw the behavior of male business associates and 
employees. Comments I heard from other conservatives who blamed 
men for upsetting mothers or failing to calm them support my reading 
of the constraint that expectations of masculine responsibility placed 
on men’s behavior.

The men in the referendum alliance were quite aware of the fact that 
their role as breadwinner constrained their activities in politics. They 
empathized with those men who were unable to back up conviction 
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with action by standing for office when those men were perceived as 
having responsibilities, such as supporting a wife and young children. 
Interestingly, alliance men did not describe the political constraints 
they struggled against as gender-based despite the fact that, arguably, 
that is exactly what they were. Because men in some positions could 
participate in politics, the general assumption was that politics was a 
hard place for women but not for men. Viewed from another perspec-
tive, however, politics was in some ways actually harder to enter for 
most men than it was for some women. Consigned to the role of family 
provider in the gendered division of labor, men were much more at the 
mercy of those who could affect their income.

Moreover, men in the ranks of Takeno’s referendum alliance judged 
each other as men in large part on how well each seemed to main-
tain his breadwinner status. Men interested in participating more in 
the alliance’s activities could not simply make the choice to reduce or 
change their employment commitments because such choices would 
tend to make them appear less than men in the eyes of their fellow 
activists, who might, in turn, be less inclined to share with them in 
political endeavors. This breadwinner reputational constraint was not 
merely a judgment of a man’s earning prowess. For example, Baba-san 
had great respect for some men believed to have low incomes. When 
they turned down his urging to stand in the elections because they felt 
unable to take the financial risk, he praised them as men who worked 
isshokenmei (with their whole life’s effort) to maintain their seikatsu 
(daily life).

Of course a man’s earning prowess was not entirely irrelevant to 
his reputation; after all, the men who provided the initial financing 
for the referendum group were known as the Seven Samurai: men’s 
men. Correspondingly, men who simply did not fit the role of breadwin-
ner were not welcomed into the group. I listened as alliance members 
derided one man, Yano-san, who frequently came by Baba’s shop to 
join morning chats about politics. As one said, Yano-san was able to 
stop by and join conversations about the group’s political objectives 
because he was a mere “thread” of a person. When I asked Baba-san 
what the comment meant, he told me that the man’s family relied 
primarily on his wife’s larger income, which the man supplemented 
by working nights at the local supermarket. The man had the perfect 
schedule to run for and serve in local office without damaging the fam-
ily income, but that schedule gave him an unmanly reputation that kept 
group leaders from considering him as a potential candidate.
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Quite conscious of the breadwinner burden borne by their fellow 
movement members, leaders of the referendum alliance told me they 
did not feel they could ask typical salarymen to run for office because 
the leaders could not guarantee victory and the salarymen did not 
want to jeopardize their jobs. Ironically this led the Referendum Asso-
ciation to turn to exactly the same sorts of retired and well-off men 
who formed the conservatives’ candidate pool, the men whom alliance 
members slightingly described as “honorary” representatives or people 
“who just like to be in elections” (sukide sukide shouganai). But when 
the Asso ciation approached these men problems developed. Either alli-
ance members suspected the strength of the men’s commitment to the 
alliance cause and disagreed strongly about the prospective candidate, 
or the prospective candidate turned down requests to run, sometimes 
pointing out that running under the alliance’s banner would be a hard 
way to win an election.

Why Gendered Campaign Strategies Gave Women 
Advantages over Men

The three men in the Referendum Association who did become candi-
dates over the 1995 and 1999 election cycles suffered handicaps related 
to their responsibilities as family breadwinners. Worse, the fact that 
they were men prevented them from effectively using some of the clever 
underdog strategies employed by female candidates. As men they found 
that differentiating themselves from conservative male candidates was 
more difficult than it was for progressive female candidates. Thus for 
the Association men, selling themselves as true fresh faces with real 
reform agendas was made more difficult by their gender. Part of this 
was the effect of the reality that, because women had been almost 
entirely excluded from past political practices that were widely accepted 
as thoroughly corrupt, female candidates’ claims to represent a new 
politics was true on its face. Part of the problem for male candidates 
was that their natural support base, networks of friends and colleagues, 
had often already been mobilized by leaders in the conservative politi-
cal establishment that had dominated Takeno-machi since the early 
postwar era. For men, mobilizing friends usually meant reversing the 
mobilization that had already occurred. For women, mobilizing friends 
often meant asking for active support from women who had never been 
directly asked to support a friend; it meant asking a woman to change a 
vote she cast as a favor to a husband or father or some other male who 
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had been the direct beneficiary of the old, male-centered mobilization 
practices. I’ll treat the first problem for men, the image problem, and 
then return to the second problem, the mobilization problem.

Given the policy role of local governments, it is not surprising that 
both male and female candidates in the antiplant, pro-referendum 
groups presented relatively similar concerns in the fliers, postcards, 
and government-sponsored advertisements they circulated to potential 
voters. In 1999 all of the circulated materials from each of the anti-
plant alliance candidates stated prominently that the candidate would 
work hard to make sure that the results of the 1996 referendum in 
which voters had displayed their opposition to the nuclear power plant 
would be reflected in town policy. Connected with this pledge was 
usually a pledge to protect Takeno’s natural resources, such as clean air 
and water. Beyond that, most antiplant candidates claimed a desire to 
improve social welfare services such as care for the aged and disabled 
and the children of working mothers. Several candidates, male and 
female, promised to represent farmers’ voices in the assembly.

The antiplant, pro-referendum candidates’ self-presentations did dif-
fer markedly from the presentations made by most conservative, pro-
plant candidates. For example, most conservatives produced no fliers 
and made only the barest effort to use their allotted advertising space in 
the government-sponsored election newspaper. A couple of candidates 
actually used hand-lettered statements in that official publication. One 
of these was so poorly lettered — illegible, small, and crooked in the 
box — that I could have prepared a better looking one. (And my hand-
written Japanese is ghastly.) A few relied on a slogan on a business card. 
One 1999 conservative male candidate had run in 1995 as a supporter 
of the referendum, then turned against the referendum cause after win-
ning and consequently suffered a recall at the hands of referendum-
supporting voters. When he sought a return to office in 1999, he cir-
culated a full-color, professionally produced flier, but its main feature 
was a photo of him in athletic gear kicking a soccer ball. Journalists 
and referendum alliance members I spoke with suspected that this man 
got funding from conservatives at higher levels of government. Most 
of the conservatives emphasized economic redevelopment as their key 
issue. Only one of the conservatives admitted in a publication that he 
was still a supporter of the nuclear power plant, despite the fact that, 
when asked by researchers and journalists, the pro-plant candidates 
were perfectly willing to admit that what they meant by “economic 
redevelopment” was accepting the nuclear power plant.
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Male and female, the candidates from the referendum alliance could 
fairly argue that their campaign literature, in style and substance, dif-
ferentiated them from the pro-plant conservatives. However, viewed 
in a larger context, the female candidates’ literature may have seemed 
especially distinctive to voters. For example, although men and women 
mentioned social welfare and education in their fliers and other meth-
ods of presentation, the women were able to add language that capi-
talized on the special expertise as family caregivers that voters were 
likely to assume traveled with their gender markers. One female can-
didate began her flier by addressing a question about street safety to 
“those of us in the middle of child rearing.” The four other female 
candidates used pink prominently in their circulated materials; three 
used it as the background color for a flier or postcard, and one used 
a painting of a cherry tree in full bloom on the front of her postcard. 
The candidate with the cherry tree postcard was widely known as the 
operator of a child and elder care center. One of the candidates with 
a pink flier, a full-time housewife, specifically mentioned household 
garbage problems in her discussion of environmental concerns. As this 
and other research I have done has shown, women believe that they 
are especially able to speak about garbage problems because, in Japan, 
managing household garbage is usually women’s work.28 Another full-
time housewife simply declared on her pink postcard that she would 
use her “clean” (migakiageta) housewife’s perspective (shufu kankaku) 
to “refresh” (rifureshhu) politics.

Obviously the male candidates could neither capitalize on house-
wives’ previous exclusion from corrupt politics nor declare themselves 
hands-on garbage experts. In fact, declaring themselves garbage experts 
might have been dangerously effeminizing. Worse, the men occasionally 
had to settle questions about why they were involved in politics when 
it might make their breadwinning role harder to perform. The man 
who lost in 1995 was not seen as a potential candidate in 1999, despite 
the fact that the Referendum Association was desperate for candidates. 
Baba-san told me this was because the man had gotten divorced since 
the previous election, and it was widely said that he did not fully support 
his ex-wife and daughter. His small travel business that required sales 
work only during a very limited part of the year and maintenance work 
during partial days the rest of the year was not seen as a sound financial 
means of supporting his family. Ironically the irregular work schedule 
meshed nicely with the assembly demands, and with the assembly sal-
ary he would have earned if elected he could have better supported his 
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wife and daughter. But just as his fellow male movement leaders had 
ugly words for men who were financially supported by wives earning 
higher salaries, they were dubious that, given his family and employ-
ment circumstances, he could appeal to enough voters to make a second 
run for the assembly.

Horiuchi, the man’s replacement in 1999, actually tried having his 
picture for his official campaign poster taken in the crisp work cover-
alls he wore to his job; he believed it would strengthen the impression 
that he was gainfully employed. Baba, Takahashi, Ota, and a few other 
of the group’s core leaders decided that the work coverall photo would 
look too odd next to photos of other male candidates in jackets and 
ties. In a revealing paradox, the farmers, small businessmen, and inde-
pendent contractors who could scrape together the time to get engaged 
in politics did not look “right” on campaign posters if they did not 
present themselves in the jacket, starched shirt, and tie that they hardly 
ever wore, whereas the salarymen who regularly donned such a uniform 
simply did not have time to run for office. In other words, men who 
run for political office must present themselves in the clothing of men 
whose work prohibits their running for office. Of course, because this 
convention of public appearance compels all political leaders to pres-
ent themselves as salarymen, it becomes literally impossible to see that 
salarymen are, on the whole, excluded from most forms of engagement 
with political life.29 Thus while female candidates could complement 
their claims to provide a fresh voice in politics with simple references to 
their femininity, the men who wanted to challenge the town’s pro-plant, 
conservative establishment had to contend with the psychological noise 
caused by the assumption that politics was an activity for dilettantes 
who had either retired or were not serious about earning their family’s 
living. Moreover conventions of male self-presentation as responsible 
breadwinner citizens encouraged the men to portray themselves in a 
narrow salaryman image that obscured both visual symbols of resis-
tance to the dominant political men and the way the men actually did 
earn their family’s living.

I cannot be certain that voters read these messages as I did, but I 
do have some clues that my analysis is not completely wrong. Because 
I was in Takeno during the prefectural assembly elections as well as 
the town assembly elections, I was able to observe how my research 
subjects were approached about voting in an election in which the 
 pro-plant/antiplant divide was not operational. In that election relatives 
and neighbors active in the various prefectural assembly candidates’ 
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campaigns would stop by Baba’s home or shop to drop off candidates’ 
fliers and talk about the candidates’ qualities. I collected quite a lot 
of prefectural election fliers by sitting in on the visits, and I was able 
to listen in as the information on the fliers was translated into specif-
ics about the candidate’s work history or gender. I frequently heard 
comments such as “He just waited around until he could get his seat 
from his daddy. He’s never done anything,” made about one candidate. 
Yet whereas judgments of male candidates for the prefectural assembly 
usually included some reference to whether the men were perceived to 
have been gainfully employed prior to seeking a position in politics, 
discussion of female candidates seldom centered around their work his-
tories. I certainly never heard anyone make a claim about a female can-
didate’s ability to financially support a family (or her inability to do so). 
Also, female candidates were uniformly associated with  freshness — not 
a guarantee of victory but an asset for candidates who hoped to chal-
lenge incumbents.

We might think that in a relatively small town like Takeno, where 
connections with other political leaders, whether with one’s politician 
father or with a mentor involved in politics at a higher level of govern-
ment, were seen as integral to the campaign process, men would have 
an advantage because they would, on average, be members of more 
politically influential circles. But in Takeno only some men, members 
of the long-term conservative political establishment as well as the 
Socialists and the Communists, had such benefits. The Referendum 
Association’s male candidates who wanted to challenge the conserva-
tives from outside the Social Democratic or Communist camps (neither 
of which had ever held more than one Takeno assembly seat anyway) 
were disadvantaged in comparison with women. Over the years the 
conservative establishment had so penetrated most local, male-member 
organizations in their efforts at voter mobilization for elections to all 
levels of government that male challengers seeking a new voter base 
had to work with men who already had histories of loyalty to other 
candidates or to higher level elected officials supporting particular local 
candidates. Takeno’s elections were historically known by journalists 
for the prefectural paper as among the most corrupt in the prefecture. 
In fact journalists, taxi drivers, even conservatives themselves referred 
to them as nomase, kuwase senkyo, or “let them eat, let them drink 
elections.”

Even in the Referendum Association leadership, I knew of only one 
man who had never been included in the nomase, kuwase elections 
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prior to 1995. He had been an antiplant activist since his college days 
and commuted to work in a larger city. The small shop owners, farm-
ers, and employees of local businesses I met had all been out drinking 
with local political bosses at some point in their lives, as members of 
the chamber of commerce, the neighborhood youth association, or the 
area farmers’ cooperative. Most had been out repeatedly over the years. 
Some had even prepared or delivered the food or drink served at the 
events. For some it had been a typical source of social life in their 
youth. Salarymen living in newer housing developments might not have 
been tapped by the old boy networks, but they also lacked the time 
and connections in the area to develop alternative networks. So, for 
the Referendum Association’s male candidates, campaigning among 
their same-sex networks meant doing a lot of explaining, and doing it 
without sake and sushi.

Women, on the other hand, had not traditionally been the direct tar-
gets of these mobilization efforts. The men in politics, including Social 
Democrats and Communists, admitted that they had never thought to 
try to reach women in a special way, assuming husbands, brothers, or 
fathers would carry home a ballot message. Certainly, my imperfect 
sample of women voters explained to me, women did pledge loyalty on 
the basis of these indirect relationships, but when their female friends 
asked them to reconsider their votes they were more open to doing so. 
Not surprisingly, the female candidates from the referendum alliance 
relied very heavily on same-sex networks in their mobilization efforts, 
turning to PTA friends, mothers who had used the same day care, old 
schoolmates, and neighborhood housewives. The surprising effective-
ness of the female candidates’ same-sex mobilization strategies in 
1995 was rued by the conservatives and praised by the longtime (male) 
nuclear power opponents for the same reason. As the Social Demo crat 
who sat in the Takeno Assembly pointed out, everyone had assumed 
that the women’s votes were tied up by their male connections until 
women candidates went out to seek the votes themselves.

As a result of the serendipitous rise of women to the forefront of the 
referendum, movement in Takeno, gender expectations for women in 
politics were altered noticeably. What did not happen was a change 
in gender expectations for men. The fact that some male candidates 
lost to women proved that women could win elections, but it was not 
viewed as proof that men could not. After all, sixteen of the twenty-
two assembly seats were still held by men. Yet a more careful examina-
tion of those seat holders would tell a different story. Men younger 
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than retirement age did not have seats, with the exception of the single 
Communist, two conservatives who owned their own businesses, and 
the conservative with the professionally produced campaign flier. He 
was a full-time farmer, which probably meant he had a considerable 
degree of flexibility with his schedule during assembly terms, but his 
flier also suggested to me (and to several journalists with whom I dis-
cussed it) that the man’s political endeavors were probably well financed 
by some larger conservative interests. Middle-class salarymen, those 
who would write their occupation kaishain (company employee), were 
not represented in the assembly in any way, unless their wives count 
as their representatives. Nor were lower-class men. A portion of the 
local population had been effectively silenced, but it was not the female 
portion we gender scholars usually assume it is. Instead, the silenced 
were men who might easily be characterized as “ordinary” men: middle 
class, middle-aged, not aligned with either the left or right ends of the 
political spectrum — the core of the Japanese workforce. They went to 
work and stayed out of politics. Their acceptance of a gendered division 
of labor ensured that they did.

Gender as a Fundamental Constraint 
on Men’s Political Behavior

The effects of gender expectations on male participation in politics 
that I observed in Takeno were not unlike those I observed following 
Takada-san in Tokyo or in interviews with members of local assem-
blies in other areas of Japan. In metropolitan Tokyo the growth of life-
style politics in groups such as the Seikatsu-sha Network, represented 
entirely by female politicians, has attracted a great deal of attention 
because of its connection to the expansion of women’s presence in elec-
tive office. Yet the success of women in the Seikatsu-sha movement is, 
ironically, also evidence of the exclusion of most men from the politics 
of their communities. The cooperative movement that led to the rise of 
Seikatsu-sha politics was founded by progressive, nonparty male activ-
ists who could not figure out a way of establishing a foothold in subur-
ban Tokyo other than reaching out to its female residents. Responsible 
for housework and children, women were more likely to be at home 
and active in their neighborhood than their husbands who commuted 
to full-time jobs usually located outside the residential district.30

In conservative politics too, which continues to rely primarily on 
men to fill elective office, the powerful constraints of breadwinner 

UC-LeBlanc-1pps.indd   65UC-LeBlanc-1pps.indd   65 5/7/2009   8:31:45 AM5/7/2009   8:31:45 AM



66 Chapter 1

expectations are apparent. For example, as Takada-san’s grim mood 
on the morning of the mochi festival demonstrates, even men who are 
socioeconomically well situated to pursue politics struggle with the gen-
dered dimensions of presenting themselves to their constituents. Because 
Takada-san’s only previous paid employment had been in his parents’ 
real estate firm, some people, even some conservatives, described him 
as a Botchan, the title character of a famous Japanese novel about a 
privileged and naïve young man.31 One of Takada-san’s closest support-
ers explained to me that, even though he was a young man, Takada-san 
could run for office because he was “very rich” and did not need a salary. 
This supporter explained that Takada-san’s wealthy family had an obli-
gation to represent the local neighborhood, and in presentations to his 
supporters Takada-san seemed to echo such thinking by talking about 
himself as taking on a role of public service that men in his family had 
assumed for generations. In his dealings with male constituents in his 
ward, Takada also confronted the power of the breadwinner ideology.

After he had been elected to his second term in the Shirakawa Ward 
assembly, I asked Takada-san how he thought gender affected the way 
assembly members performed their jobs. He gave me a curious answer. 
He began by telling me a tale about a budget meeting members of the 
LDP in the Shirakawa Ward assembly had held for their supporters. 
He said the meeting was the best example of how masculinity oper-
ated in politics. In the slow-growth economy, the ward budget was 
tight, and Shirakawa Ward suffered from a terrible debt problem. As 
LDP supporters came in with their various budget requests (including, 
for example, requests for continuing certain local subsidies for home 
renovations that would help to guarantee work for struggling local 
contractors and architects), Takada-san keenly felt the enormity of the 
demands LDP supporters made compared with the constraints of ward 
resources. Many of the requests seemed disappointingly self-serving. 
“We say we’ll look into it seriously,” he said. “But we want them to 
understand the financial situation of the ward.” He went on:

As we’re listening to these stories I think, well, if you’re really suffering 
that bad, couldn’t you change to another line of work? When there are 
so many other kinds of business, why do you have to come to this point 
[of demanding subsidies from us]?

I think that, but they can’t change professions or they are staying in 
this one — Well, in the case of men, well, there are assembly members who 
have built relationships in these business sectors, and then, I do under-
stand a man’s desire to stick with the line of work he started in. Up until 
now, in Japanese society it was always men working outside the home and 
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women doing the housework — and if you think about it along those lines, 
you can see how male assembly members, how they say to these requests, 
“I understand what you’re saying,” and why they end up saying “We’ll do 
what we can to help you out.”

As I explain in greater detail in chapter 5, Takada-san argued that 
the male constituents’ entreaties were particularly hard for male assem-
bly members to ignore because male members were manipulated by 
the expectation of mutual understanding, what Takada-san called the 
“gut” ties between men.

Until very recently students of politics tended to assume that gender 
scholarship could be reserved for those whose primary interest was 
increasing women’s participation in the political sphere. But the case of 
the citizens’ movement in Takeno-machi as well as the work I have done 
in Tokyo suggest that gender is a powerful structure shaping political 
life for all participants. Of course if we cite gender identity as one fac-
tor influencing why women’s political engagement lags far behind that 
of men, we necessarily imply that political men are beneficiaries of 
their gender identity. However, gender identity does not work in a sym-
metrical fashion. Some men may well experience their gender as politi-
cally empowering, but the very same masculine identity that seems to 
naturalize one man’s political engagement also tends to suppress the 
engagement of many others. Without a careful analysis of how men’s 
gendered identities are formed and maintained, we cannot account 
for the heterogeneous effects of apparently similar social expectation. 
Certainly we cannot fully understand which men participate and why 
they participate in the way they do. We would also find it much harder 
to see what might be most accurately described as class differences 
at work in the political arena. Importantly, these class differences in 
access to power are managed through the common participation of 
nearly all men, regardless of class, in playing out and thus reinforcing a 
gender role that makes some men politically more powerful than oth-
ers. Breadwinner expectations constrain men and do so effectively in 
part because men are both proud to be breadwinners themselves and 
willing to judge their fellow men in terms of their commitment to the 
breadwinning role. As with all structures, however, masculine gender 
identity is not entirely determinative of its bearer’s choices. In Takeno 
progressive men who could not take an official role in local politics 
because they could not relinquish their breadwinner role at home still 
chose to assert themselves against the constraints of gender discourse. 
They worked hard to change the terms of political life — for women.
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