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Special Contribution Column

Emergency Symposium

“Academic Freedom and Gender Studies:

The Case in Hungary and a Response in Japan”
Collection of Presentation Manuscripts

Natsumi IKOMA

(Symposium organizer, Professor, CGS)

A special contribution section was added to this journal in 2013, the year that
celebrated the 10th anniversary of the Center for Gender Studies (CGS). The section
receives contributions on easily overlooked issues, challenging topics and other
critical issues from leading scholars.

In June 8th, 2019 an emergency symposium on “Academic Freedom and
Gender Studies” was held at ICU. This special section gathers manuscripts
based on the presentations given during this symposium.

We invited Andrea Petd, as keynote speaker, a Professor at the Department
of Gender Studies at Central European University (CEU). CEU was founded
in 1991 and has been running U.S. and Hungarian accredited higher education
programs based in Budapest, but in 2017, the Hungarian government passed
a law that resulted in the expulsion of Central European University, and in
2018 banned gender studies programs within Hungary. Since the fall of 2019
CEU has moved most of its courses to Vienna, becoming the first university in
exile after World War II. Professor Petd pointed out how Gender Studies have
become inconvenient to the current dictatorial government in Hungary, and
the research and education that can be pursued within such a context results
in having unmotivated researchers unable to do their research. This situation
can be thought of like a fungus that absorbs all the energy of a parasite and

self-propagates, which can apply to the country itself, which Professor Petd
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has called a “Polypore state.” Contrarily, the knowledge of this situation
extended all over the world, and the number of applicants to the Gender
Studies program at this same university has significantly increased. Also, this
case calls for solidarity; and Professor Pet&’s CEU’s colleagues, as well as
researchers from all over Europe, and over the globe have shown their support
too.

In response to Professor Petd’s main lecture, researchers in the field of
gender and sexuality studies living in Japan, at the time, submitted their
manuscripts. Professor Emeritus at Ochanomizu University, Adachi Mariko
reports on the history of reorganizing the center for gender studies at this
university and how it incorporated the current administration’s vision by
focusing on women'’s success. Professor Adachi also discusses how “illiberal
democracy” is also rampant in Japan, together with the government’s
neoliberalism, in particular with its series of policies regarding fiscal austerity,
which require the internalization of conservative and discriminatory thinking
in order to view measures of unbalanced reductions as natural; hence, she
observes how the acceptance of measures that reduce the standard of human
life—historically constructed —includes an ideology that allows it.

Doctor Sonja Dale, visiting researcher at Sophia University, speaks from
her experience supporting minorities on campus, and points out that, at times,
when universities under neoliberalism do not work to protect freedom and
safety, women and members of minorities end up victimized, which
emphasizes the importance of cooperation between gender researchers and
external collaborators.

Professor Okano Yayo from Doshisha University addresses the attacks on
academic freedom and constitutionalism by political parties by reporting on
the bashing of their Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) research
grant by a member of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in the House of
Representatives, Sugita Mio. In line with Abe Shinz6, Sugita Mio’s assertions

with regards to the so-called “comfort women” issue reproduce historical
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revisionism in an anti-gender equality fashion. We may consider that Professor
Okano’s research became a target of Sugita’s attacks as being “anti-Abe” or
“Anti-Japan” because her research deals with “the bridge between research
and social movements” from a gender and feminist perspective. Yet, it cannot
be denied that Sugita’s claim —that is, this kind of research should not receive
public funding—has gained some strength within the public consciousness. In
order to survive within this context Professor Okano calls for international
solidarity.

Associate Professor Chelsea Szendi Schieder from Aoyama Gakuin
University indicates how the threat on “academic freedom” for gender scholars
is two-pronged: not only political powers are attacking gender research as a
field, but also, neoliberalism in a university setting puts researchers—especially
those belonging to ethnic, racial and gender minorities—in precarious
situations.

Professor Akiko Shimizu from the University of Tokyo invites to examine
critically discriminatory thinking among gender researchers, especially in the
context of backlash against feminism and current government led anti-gender
movements which seem to misuse or abuse some of the ideas of mainstream
feminism that leaves minorities behind when aiming to protect only “women”
rights.

Doctor Grace En-Yi Ting, JSPS Postdoctoral Fellow at Waseda University,
stresses the necessity of tackling gender discrimination and all discrimination
against minorities in research institutions and organizations, problematizing
rampant harassment, and questioning the sexist and racist desire for “Japan”
together with white-male-centrism in the field of Japanese Studies abroad.
Given employment instability in academia, solidarity beyond world borders
is of special importance.

Professor James Welker from Kanagawa University points out how
nationalism and racism prevailing in Japan are connected to gender

discrimination, as well as how this is reflected in the repeated use of politically
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incorrect language by Japanese politicians (especially those from the ruling
party). Politicians are constantly promoting childbirth, just like the wartime
slogan “umeyo, fuyaseyo.” Yet, still, in this society women cannot give birth
safely without resolving problems regarding extended working hours and lack
of childcare facilities. Professor Welker shows that they completely lack a
gender perspective, and in addition to opposing current policies, he stresses
the need of training in gender studies, and incorporating a gender perspective.

Professor Petd’s “polypore state” is also applicable to Japan, and it can be
said that gender research faces a loss of dynamism from within. In this context,
an important question is raised: how can we spin words of opposition and
build solidarity beyond differences?

Some of the manuscripts were originally written in Japanese and some in
English, yet, aiming to connect with and transmit them to the world, all the
manuscripts herein published are in English. This is a collection of texts
worthwhile reading that probe into the possibilities and dangers of gender

studies in contemporary society. Please keep reading.
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