
WOMAN IN ACTION 

O u t of h er mother's yard 
Keiko Ochiai is one of Japan's most accomplished feminists, author of over 20 books, and film and 
television producer. She was also one of Japan's most popular disc jockeys in the '60s. Twenty 
years ago, she founded the Crayonhouse, a three-story structure that houses an organic restaurant 
as well as Japan's first women and children's bookstore. Crayonhouse also serves as women's 
space for concerts, movies and lectures. Some Isis staff who went to Japan had the opportunity to 
meet her. 

ON SUCCESS 
Q: You are a successful woman—an accom
plished novelist, a radio personality, a 
pioneer in building this wonderful space 
with a women and chtfdren's bookstore and 
an organic restaurant. Is there anything 
that you still dream of doing at this stage? 
A: I a m wonder ing i f I a m a success fu l woman 
or not. F i rs t of a l l it 's been 20 years s ince 1 
started th is woman 's bookstore. B u t i n real
ity, for me to m a i n t a i n th i s p lace , I m u s t 
engage i n lecture tours . One other reason I 
don't feel 1 cou ld be considered a success is 
that my books are not accepted by ma ins t ream 
society. 

Success means that you have reached that 
point where you do not need to accomp l i sh 
any th ing more. I ask myself, "Have I actua l ly 
succeeded?" I want to t h i n k that be ing suc
cessful means be ing able to share that success 
w i th other women. B u t there are few women 
who use their success and money to reach other 
women. One reason is that it is very dif f icult 
for women to make money. In bus ine s s , for 
example, women se ldom reach the senior po
sit ions i n a given company . B u t th is is a system 
that men have created. . . 

ON BEING FEMINIST 
Q: At what point in your life did you feel you 
wanted to take on feminism? 
A: 1 cannot tel l when . I j u s t suddenly realized 
that I was a feminist . 

When I was y o u n g 1 wanted to be a cap ta in 
of a ship but the gir ls I played w i th wou ld say, 
"No, gir ls cannot be cap ta ins . " Th i s was one 

instance when what I wanted to do was differ
ent. A lso, when I was a ch i l d , I saw a n d felt the 
d i sc r iminat ion people showed towards me a n d 
my mother who was a single parent. 

Q: How did that make you feel? 
A: Angry and sad, yet 1 d id not want to be de
pressed by either. So I tu rned these feelings 
into a resolve to change society. 1 knew I cou ld 
not change it by myself, but I hoped that I c ou ld 
find people who would want to change it w i t h 
me. 

Q: How did you break away from the mold 
that says that you should marry and look 
for a man to protect you? 
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A: My mother is a single parent a n d she never 
once told me I shou ld get marr i ed . She always 
sa id , "It's your life a n d you decide what you 
want to do." Th i s is not the u s u a l th ing J a p a 
nese mothers say to their daughters . 

Q: How about the men in your life? Surely 
there were times in your life when men 
wanted to own you—hold you? 
A: As a feminist , I don't pay attent ion to men 
who want to contro l me. Men—even those who 
appear l i be ra l—cannot hide their macho side. 
I a m st i l l a single w o m a n . In Japanese society, 
women have to use the men's surnames , a l 
though we do have a movement to repeal th is 

"It's your life and you decide 
what you want to do." 

law. 1 never wanted to change my own name. 
C h a n g i n g su rnames is connected to the em
peror system, it is a way to connect famil ies. 
M u c h of the d i s c r im ina t i on in our society, es
p e c i a l l y tha t a g a i n s t m i n o r i t y g r o u p s a n d 
women , s tems from th is system where we have 
to go th rough some reg istrat ion process and 
indicate who our parents a n d s ib l ings are as a 
way of locat ing ou r famil ies i n society. Then 
you c a n easi ly tel l who is the single parent , 
who is not part of a legit imate family. W h e n 
you enter the univers i ty , you have to submi t 
th is form w h i c h r ight away reveals who your 
mother is or i f y ou are part of the A i n i u people. 
Even companies c a n deny you work based on 
what th is reg istrat ion form says. As a n i n d i 
v idua l , 1 oppose s u c h a marr iage system. B u t 
th ings are chang ing as f emin ism gets stronger 
and stronger. 

ON THE BEGINNINGS OF FEMINISM IN JAPAN 
Q: How can you tell feminism is growing? 
A: By the readers who come to the bookstore 
and later send me letters. S ince th is shop is 
20 years o ld , 1 c a n make some general izat ions 
about the readers. The first-generation read
ers were older. B u t now, it is their daughters 
who come here. Twenty years ago, when I had 
lectures on violence against women, 1 had to 
explain wha t th is is , but now, the react ion from 
those who at tend my lectures is marked ly dif
ferent. B a c k then , most people d id not even 
use the word ' feminist, ' but now, women are 

b e g i n n i n g to m a k e the c o n n e c t i o n between 
f emin ism a n d their own work. 

Q: What do you think happened over the past 
twenty years that women are appreciating 
feminism? \ 
A: Women started rea l i z ing the oppress ion they 
have l o n g suf fered as we l l as t h e i r r i gh t s . 
Twenty years ago few women 's organizat ions 
were wo rk ing on i ssues s u c h as women's r ights 
but now, even unpo l i t i c i zed women know that 
these organizat ions are places they c a n go to i f 
they need help. 

We used to have no word for sexua l har
assment a l though th is was t ak ing place even 
then. I have used the te rm i n the titles of my 
novels because I h a d wanted people to realize 
that sexua l ha rassmen t was real . At first, no 
p u b l i s h i n g c o m p a n y l i k ed these t i t l es—they 
said most people were not fami l iar w i th the term 
sexua l harassment . B u t w h e n readers became 
famil iar w i th the te rm, they began n a m i n g the 
experiences they have had . About 18 years ago, 
I also used the word 'rape' i n the title of a n 
other novel I had wr i t ten. Of course p u b l i s h i n g 
companies rejected this . B u t since then , women 
began u s i n g the word to describe the i r experi
ence. 

Q: Has this consciousness-raising led to 
policy and political changes? 
A: Women 's organizat ions have organized rape 
cr i s i s centers j u s t recently and eventually s im i 
lar centers w i l l be establ ished i n other parts of 
J a p a n . The creat ion of s u c h centers means that 
more women are now ta lk ing about their expe
r ience w h i c h for many years, were kept secret. 

O N OLDER VS. YOUNGER FEMINISTS 
Q: I heard a statement yesterday that young 
women today do not know that they are be
ing oppressed. Do you agree with this? 
A: Some people say s u c h th ings . Th is may be a 
case of the older ones be ing qu i ck to judge the 
you th . B u t I really don't agree. Maybe as women 
get older, they forget that the younger women 
do not have to fight for the same things the 
older generat ion h a d to. Young women do not 
live unde r the same k i n d of oppression and I 
th ink that th is is very good, don't you agree? 
If y oung women do not realize their oppress ion 
because of the affluence we now enjoy, then 
that 's a prob lem. In school , gir ls do not feel d is
c r im ina ted against. In fact, they tend to be the 
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better s tudents . B u t after g raduat ion , job h u n t 
ing becomes very, very h a r d if you're a woman . 
A n d w h e n they get a job , after two or three 
years, they realize what d i sc r imina t i on and har 
a s s m e n t a r e . A t t h i s p o i n t , t h ey b e come 
feminists . It is the y o u n g women who are i n 
volved i n f ight ing s exua l ha rassmen t a n d i n 
sett ing u p rape cr i s i s centers. They express 
the i r f em in i sm i n other ways t h a n the older 
feminists . 

I don ' t see t h i s as a 
problem of generat ion, be
cause there are also older 
w o m e n w h o d o n ' t k n o w 
w h e n t h e y a r e b e i n g 
c o m m o d i f i e d . S o m e wo
men are aware of f emin i sm 
a n d some are not, regard
less of age. 

Q: Do you see what could 
be ca l l ed a " w o m e n ' s 
movement " in J a p a n ? 
Are the w o m e n c o n 
nected? 
A: Ac tua l l y Japanese women do not have the 
space where they c a n meet w i th each other, 
w h i c h is one reason why 1 put u p Crayonhouse . 
1 wanted a place where women cou ld meet. I 
h a d hoped that th is place wou ld be a s tar t ing 
po in t for a n a t i o n w i d e " c o n n e c t i o n " a m o n g 
women. B u t we m u s t also recognize that even 
a m o n g the f emin i s t g r oups , there are c l ass 
struggles and other differences. There are those 
who don't want to work w i th others espous ing 
a different shade of f emin ism. I mysel f have as 
m u c h respect for the grassroots feminist groups 
as the academic ones. 

I'd rather use the word 'kni t work ' t han 'net
wo rk . ' The first means you c a n kn i t together as 
wel l as unrave l together w h e n a mis take has 
been made. 

O N MEN'S ATTITUDES TOWARD FEMINISM 
Q: What reaction have you seen from the 
men? 
A: At first, they were very negative. Most of the 
m e n don't believe they engage i n sexual har 
assment . They t h i n k rap is ts are a "spec ia l k i n d 
of m e n " a n d not one of them. In my books I 
challenge m e n to th ink . I raise the idea that 
maybe a l l men have the potent ia l to be rapis ts . 
I want them to realize th is point. Of course th is 
has generated negative react ions. 

I have been po int ing out to men , "You are 
educated to be macho m e n . " Macho behavior 
is not genetic, it comes th rough socia l izat ion 
and educat ion. My books say that women can 
not live i n a wor ld where there is violence, but 
they also say that nei ther can m e n live i n s u c h 
a wor ld . In this sense I ca l l on everyone—man 
or woman—to f ind h is or her own identity as a 
h u m a n being. 

1 have asked men what they wou ld do if their 
daughters became v i c t ims 
of rape or s e x u a l h a r a s s 
ment. The quest ion, I th ink, 
is effective because the i r 
< o m m o n response is that 
they wou ld not forgive such 
a th ing. 

ON PERSONAL CAREER AND 
GROWTH 
Q: Is there any chance of 
your books being trans
lated? 
A: 1 a m i n the pre l iminary 

negot iat ions of an autob iography, w h i c h w i l l 
part ly be the story of my own mother and of 
how she has inf luenced me. The tit le i s "I Don't 
Want to Play in Your Y a r d . " 

Q: Why that title? 
A: The yard itself refers to my own mom's space 
a long time ago—50 years ago—when women 
suffered so m u c h oppress ion. The message is 
that I don't want to go back to my mom's t ime. 
I want to create another y a r d or society for 
mysel f and the new generat ion. 

Q: How do you want people to remember 
you? 
A: 1 don't want to be remembered by my name 
or my books but by the work that I a m doing 
now to cont inue to broaden a n d deepen the 
mean ing of f emin ism, by leaving beh ind th is 
bu i ld ing that w i l l a l low women a space to meet 
and grow i n the women's movement. 

A l l I hope for is that each generation wi l l 
cont inue what has been started. I wou ld want 
to be known as a w o m a n who was part of the 
1990s women's movement .? 

Ms. Crayonhouse is at 
3-8-15 Kitaaoyama 
Minato-ku, Tokyo 107, Japan 
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