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WOMEN AND MEN
J. Zeugner

For the past five years 1 have been connected
to an on-going oral history project of women en-
gineers/scientists in the United Kingdom. Since
in the UK. science/engineering is an extraordi-
narily gendered profession, it would seem that
women who enter the field and flourish there in
fact regender themselves. And of course that is
the explanation offered by males for the pre-
sence of women in engineering. “They were all
tomboys to start with,” explained the headmaster
of an elementary school to me, “It’s basically a
biological thing.” The project has been a
wonderful entry into the issue of gender/role/
self definitions within a different culture. I
mention this oral history project at the outset
only to reference the data from which I may now
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speculate a bit about gender/role/self issues in
the UK. and in Japan.

I have spent three three-month stays in the
UK. and three two-year stays in Japan, but I
freely admit my Japanese data is mostly impres-
sionistic and anecdotal. Two of the stays in
Japan occurred before the oral history project in
the UK. began, and so I was not cognizant of,
nor much interested in, gender/role/self issues
during those times. Nonetheless I will make a
few dubious pontifications on the matter.

At first I was struck that these two island
societies, Japan and the UK. had relegated
women to such an isolated status. And I sup-
pose anyone might be struck by the degree to
which male-only preserves stream through the
two societies, whether it is in the vaguely
homoerotic socializing structures in the UK.
(the Worshipful Company of Engineers for ex-
ample had only three women members out of its
215 list, and those seldom came to Company
functions since the formal dress of the Livery
was not suitable for female forms), or the
hierarchical corporations of Japanese life and
their attendant after hours frolics—such earnest
male bonding/clutching enterprises. But as an
American [ was somewhat amazed at the de-
marcations of those male-only zones. But of
course isolation can be a matter of perspective.

My impression more recently is that Japanese
women enjoy far more actual power than British
women. And that's an interesting point since
British women seem to have more career oppor-
tunities than Japanese women; over half the Brit-
ish doctors are women, for example. But in
terms of power over substantial portions of dai-
ly living Japanese women seem to have enormous
control; indeed one wonders where autonomy for
Japanese males is ever exerted—at work they
deliver decision-making to negotiated consensus
or dictates from the top; at home they deliver,
apparently, decision-making to their wives/
mothers. Maybe Japanese males have discov-
ered, or at least believe, that autonomy is a
rather wan delight anyway.

Whereas in Britain the bias/limitation seems

to be against gender, ie. against females, in
Japan the bias seems to arrive because of such
clear role demarcations. Roles are so clearly
perceived to be all-encompassing and limiting,
the issue of their gendering does not seem to be
significant—at least on the conceptual level.
One can hardly be blind to the observation that
certain roles, rigidly prescribed as they are, are
limited to gender, but I nonetheless have the im-
pression that gendering of roles may have a pos-
sibility of flexibility that I don’t see in the U.K.
And I say that having experienced here in Japan
the extraordinary awkwardness of being male
and dropping off and picking up my five-year
old at a nearby yochien. Clearly the role of
yochien mother being played by a male poses
enormous problems of acceptance, but I remain
convinced that at bottom in Japan the equation is
role=self and that gender=self is very much a
fifth or sixth level priority. If that is true, the
male yochien mother is possible conceptually in
ways that seem quite alien to my admittedly
rather limited experience of the U.K. In that
sense Japan appears to me to be far closer to
Southeast Asian approaches to gender than to
western approaches. No one doubts for a min-
ute that it is women, despite all manner of pub-
lic subservience, who run the Philippines and
Thailand, for example.

And it seems perfectly clear that Japan’'s export
mania, and internal maze of distribution channels
and bureaucratized inefficiencies could not last a
month without the continuous cooperation of
women who accept their rigidly cast roles, a point
made in another context by Cynthia Enloe in her
splendid book, Bananas, Beaches, and Bases. It is
precisely that acceptance that seems demograph-
ically at least to be shifting in very significant
ways. As marriages get delayed or avoided, as
child bearing gets delayed or avoided, it seems
Japanese women have opted for new roles or at
least different possibilities, without ever having to

" confront or proclaim that issue directly. A very

Japanese solution. One worth exploring and dis-
cussing with the very front lines of that change,
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