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The Rainbow Award for Gender and Sexuality
Studies in AY 2021

Kana TAKAMATSU

(AY2021 Selection Committee Chair)

The Rainbow Award for Gender and Sexuality Studies was established by
Professor Kazuko Tanaka, who founded the Center for Gender Studies (CGS).
The award’s purpose is to recognize outstanding gender and sexuality-related
research in B.A., M.A., or Ph.D. dissertations submitted to the ICU and
encourage further development of gender and sexuality studies.

Several outstanding papers were nominated for the academic year 2021.
The winner was finally selected for Mishima Saki’s senior thesis,
“Amatonormativity in Japan: Interviews with Self-Identified Aromantics/
Asexuals.” The award-winning paper focuses on the concept of “Amato-
normativity” and aims to clarify how “Amato-normativity” is experienced in
Japan. The research revealed that the experience is not limited to the exclusive
belief in long-term romantic coupled relationships, as pointed out in previous
literature, but is the marginalization from support relationships. The study
conducted interview research and was carefully examined qualitative data
from gender and sexuality perspectives. This research was informative and

was awarded the Rainbow Prize for Gender and Sexuality Studies in AY 2021.
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(Original work published 2012).
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Amatonormativity in Japan: Interviews with

Self-Identified Aromantics/Asexuals

Saki MISHIMA

This paper aims to empirically clarify how “amato-normativity,” which is
distinct from hetero-normativity, is experienced in Japanese society.

American philosopher Elizabeth Brake coined the term “amato-
normativity” after “hetero-normativity” to question the discriminatory nature
of privileging one-to-one amorous relationships. Amato-normativity is defined
as “the assumptions that a central, exclusive, amorous relationship is normal
for humans, in that it is a universally shared goal, and that such a relationship
is normative, in that it should be aimed at in preference to other relationship
types”(Brake, n.d.). Amato-normativity prompts the sacrifice of other
relationships to romantic love and marriage and relegates friendship and
solitudinousness to cultural invisibility. Thus, Brake problematized the
privileging of monogamous amorous relationships with a view to dismantling
the heterosexual order.

The purpose of this paper is to empirically clarify how amato-normativity
is experienced in Japanese society. In previous studies, the focus has been on
the practices of lesbian and gay families, living in a shared house between
people who are not related by blood or sexuality, and open relationships; and
the problems of hetero-normativity and monogamy have been pointed out.
However, previous studies that focused on heterosexuals or homosexuals,
contrasts such as heterosexuality and homosexuality, monogamy and
polyamory (open relationships), and the existence of sexual and amorous
relationships have been considered self-evident. In addition, studies of shared
housing between people who are not related by blood or sexuality have
focused on the contrast between nuclear families and the practice of shared

housing, in terms of shared residential life, and have not questioned the social
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privileging of sexual and amorous relationships. Therefore, it has been difficult
to distinguish hetero-normativity and monogamy from amato-normativity,
and it is not sufficiently clear how the social norms that privilege amorous
relationships, which are at the core of amato-normativity, are experienced.

This study clarify how amato-normativity, which is distinct from
heterosexuality and monogamy, is experienced in Japanese society through
interviews with self-identified aromantic/asexual spectrum people (Aro/Ace).
This is because Aro/Ace, who do not necessarily experience romantic or sexual
attraction to others, may experience more conflicts with amato-normativity,
which privilege exclusive amorous relationships, than hetero-normativity and
monogamy.

Through the experiences of Aro/Ace, this study reveals that amato-
normativity in Japanese society is experienced and perceived not only as the
privileging and centralization of romantic love but also as the marginalization
of supportive relationships outside of amorous relationship/marriage.
Specifically, it is suggested that romantic love is normalized as being linked to
sex and cohabitation (1), and further that romantic love is regarded as a
universal ideal (2) and romantic relationships are valued more than other
relationship types (3), thereby marginalizing supportive relationships other
than amorous relationships or marriage (4). Thus, amato-normativity prompts
confining the relationship of people helping and supporting each other in their
lives to the relationship of “love” between two people. This tendency can be
seen not only in social norms but also in the current marriage system.

This study is significant for two reasons: First, as a sociological study in
Japan, it empirically clarifies the centrality and privilege of “romantic love” by
using the concept of amato-normativity, which has not received much attention
so far. Second, this study tackles the Aro/Ace research that is a relatively new
field of gender and sexuality studies, and most of it is centered in English-
speaking countries. While there are only a few qualitative studies on Aro/Ace

in Japan, this study reveals, albeit in part, the experience of Aro/Ace in Japan.
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It is very significant that in the fields of family sociology and gender sexuality
studies, the experiences and difficulties of Aro/Ace have been used to
empirically clarify the way in which amato-normativity is experienced in

Japanese society.

Brake, E. (n.d.). Amatonormativity. Elizabeth Brake. https://elizabethbrake.com/
amatonormativity/
Brake, E. (2012). Minimizing Marriage: Marriage, Morality and the Law, Oxford University

Press.






