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Disability, gender and power in Japanese television drama

Arran Stibbe

Abstract

Traditionally, people with disabilities have been kept segregated aistbieyn Japanese society and media.
The 1990s, however, saw the start of a surprising bodheiportrayal of disability on Japanese television.
Within the last ten years, there have been popular, giimee dramas featuring portrayals of paraplegia,
deafness, autism, visual impairment, and learning disabilities. sAtsfight, the sudden incisain programs
about disability seent® follow a number of political changes which occurred in Japan during the 1990's, as
increased disabled activism created pressure to move away from the widely weddesdical model of
disability towards new constructions. But closer analysis suggests thig,tiditelevision dramas manage
to avoidsomeof the negative images which have appeared on television in the west, their ofecalisef
that of reinforcing many of the aspects of the traditional, medical modelisTparticularly true for dramas
which feature disabled female characters, suggesting a relationship between tejppesenf disability
based on the medical model and traditional representations of gender.

Keywords:Japan, disability, sociabastruction, media, gender, television

Introduction: Disability in Japan

Originally in Japan, responsibility for the disabled people are expected to depend on doctors
welfare of people with disabilitiesvas a private for a ‘cure’, psychologists for help in 'adjusting' to
matter, assigned entirely to 'family lovkagoku &), life with adisability, or are expected to work hard on
a euphemism for the physicéabour of female their own to be as 'normal’ as possible, for example,
relatives (Yoda 1999:304)Disabled peoplewere to walk again (Pointon and Davies 1997:2; Morris
stigmatised, isolated, and hidden by shdithed 1997). If they could not succeed in their atfgs to
relatives. Then, as the economy of Japan improvéeé 'normal’ then segregation would result, having the
after the posworld-war-1l depression, a partial shift effect of ‘assuring the nodisabled world that
in responsibility occurred, mailin response to normal is right, to be desired and aspireéd(korris
demands from the parents of disabled children f&997:18).
state provision of residential institutions. The life Despite the successes of the disability
provided by these institutions was one o#ctivist groupAoi Shibain the 1960s and 1970s
'segregation and obedience, without privacy' whertisabled people who could not be ‘cured' or
residents ‘cried quietly in their beds Whi otherwise rendered ‘'normal’ remained largely
tolerating...daily abuses' (Hayashi and Okuhiraegregated in hospitals, institutions, family homes,
2001:857). or special needs schools. However, in 1981, the

The experience ofdisabled people in United Nations launched the International Year of
institutions was similar to that of the victims of Disaded Persons (IYDP), mandating ‘full
Hansen's disease who were forced into isolation Iparticipation and equality’ (United Nations 2000).
theHansens Disease Prevention Lawepealed only The IYDP was based on the recognition that 'social
in 19% (Matsubara 2001). In many ways disabilityattitudes...were a major barrier to the realisation of
was constructed as a disease, and medical modelshef goal of full participation and equality in society
illness are just as much a part of Japan as they ardinpersonswith disabilities' (United Nations 2000).
the west. Within the medical model of disability,This was an early version of ttemcial modelof
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disability (Finkelstein 1980; Oliver 1990), within members of the six million disabled populativare
which: still more likely to appear in low budget espalist
programs squeezed into unpopular time slots, Japan
disability is viewed as a problem locatedvitnessed a massive boom in the portrayal of
within society rather than within individualsfictional disabled characters, played by wbsabled
who happen to hee impairments. Thus the actors. These characters emerged within the highly
way to reduce disability is to adjust the socigbopular genre of théorama(dramay.

and physical environment to ensure the needs At first, the introduction of disabled
and rights of people with impairments arecharacters intodorama was tentative: in 1993,
met. (French 1993:16) Fumiya, a wheelchair user, appeared as one of six

siblings in the family dram&litotsu yane no shita
Among other things, the United Nations(Under one rogf Then in 1994, Nana, a visually
encouraged disabled people tonfioorganisations to impaired character, appearéd Kono yo no hate
‘express their views and promote action to improvdhe end of the world@s part ofa subplot. The real
their situation' (United Nations 2000). This sparkedoom in disability drama came in 1995 witoshi
a new kind of activism in Japan, based on the socia kinka (Star coins)a love story featuring a deaf
model, which looked to 'disability movements in thaurse (Aya), in love with a doctor. Its immense
United States as examplesdsfiant disability pride popularity led to another sifar drama in the same
and rights consciousness' (Heyer 2000). year: Aishiteiru to itte kure(Tell me you love me
Because of international pressure, andith a deaf, male protagonist, and deafness became
pressure from the new generation of disabilitgn enduring theme, with several follaywp dramas
activists, a council to oversee independent livingver the next few yealsee Valentine 2001).
centres was created, several new laws and action The exploration of mental disabiés started
plans were created by the government, and the 199@ish the minor role of a character with a learning
'saw the discussion of disability assume a greatdisability inMiseinen (Under agen 1995. This was
than usual degree of prominence in Japan' (Gottliédlowed by three dramas with learning disabled
2001:981). In general, the direction of social changgharacters in the main role (in 1996, 1998 and 2002),
in Japan has been away from isolation in familgnd one drama with an autistic pratagst (in 2000).
homes, segregation in institutions, and the medical The climax to the disability drama boom
model, all of which rendered disabled peopleppeared in the year 2000 witByQtifuru raifu
powerless, and towards disabled activism, the soc{@eautiful Life), a love story about Kybko, a
model, and the political power it entails (Mogiwheelchair user, falling in love with the hair stylist
1994). Shdji, played by top Japanese idol Kimura Takuya.
There have been criticisms of the sociaBydtifuru raifuproved immensely popular not just in
model (Morris 1991; French 1993; Crow 1996Japan but also in Hong Kong, Taiwan and other East
Oliver 1999}, so rather than the engoint of Asian countries (Leung Yuk Ming 2002D67
disability activism, the social model should be Sugimoto (2001) argues that the dramas
consideredhe starting point in moving away fromhave had a significant impact on Japanese society.
the widely condemned medical model. In the wesghe explains thatlthough the terrbariafuri (barrier
the social model 'was and reimavery liberating for free) has been around since the 1970s, few people
disabled individuals' allowing them to 'becomeainderstood the concept until it was brought up in
empowered to mobilise, organise and work for equBlyQtifuru raifu She also describes the sudden boom
citizenship' (Corker and Shakespeare 2008 the study of sign language after dramas featuring
Tregaskis 2002). The same can be said of Japan. deafness sttgd appearing: one sign language
dictionary which had sold only 20,000 copies in ten
years, suddenly sold 8000 copies in six weeks.
Disability on Japanese television Television, clearly, has the power 'to play a
part in the formation of social opinion and ultimately

Beforethe 1990s the invisibility of disabled the removal of discrimation and barriers to
people within Japanese society was paralleled Bysabled people (Proudlock 1997:72)But more
their invisibility on television The disabled than that, because of segregation, for many Japanese
population of six millionwas marginalisedas an Peopletheir only experience of disability is through
'existence which should not existigyashi and portrayals on televisionTelevision, therefore, has
Okuhira 2001:86)1L Disaility appeared only the potential to play agpticularly important role in
occasionally in documentaries or educatiofonstructing the concept of disability within
programs, but never during prirtiene (Sugimoto Japanese society (Baehr 1980:29; Safran 2001).
2001). But thenthings changed. Although actual



Date | Disability | Sex | Role Drama Type Drama Name
1993 | paraplegia | M Minor Family drama | Hitotsu yane no shita
(Under One Roof)
1994 | blindness | F Minor Love story Kono yo no hate
(The end of the world)
1995 | deafness | F Major Love story Hoshi no kinka (Star Coins)
1995 | deafness | M Major Love story Ai shiteiru to itte kure
(Tell me you love me)
1995 | learning M Minor Human drama | Miseinen (Under age)
1996 | learning F Major Love story PyQOa (Pure)
1996 | deafness | F Major Love story Hoshi no kinka series 2
1997 | paraplegia | M Minor Family drama | Hitotsu yane no shita series 2
1997- | deafness | F Major Love story Kimi no te ga sasayaiteiru
2008 (You hands are whispering)
1998 | learning M Major Love story Seija no kbshin
(March of the Saints)
2000 | autism F Major Love story Kimi ga oshiete kureta koto
(Things you taught me)
2000 | paraplegia | F Major Love story Bydtifuru raifu (Beautiful life)
2001 | deafness |F Major Love story Shin hoshi no kinka
(New Star Coing)
2002 | learning M Major Love/Medical Arujanon ni hanatabi o
(Flowers for Algernon)

Table 1: Major disability dramas appearing on Japanese television 199020012

The portrayal of didaility in Japanese the extent to which the dramas support the agenda of
dramas has managed to avoid many of the negatidisability activism, and the extent to which they may
images that critics such Klobas (1988) havbe reinforcing restance to social change. The
identified in films and on television in the west. Thdollowing analysis examinesrepresentations of
characters are not represented as ‘freaks' (Nora#sability in the dramas that formed the disability
1994), 'as dastardly, as evil' (Campbell and Hoeboom on Japanese television (table 1), in terms of
2001), 'deformity of body' does not 'symbolise ththe medical and social models of disability.
deformity of soul' (Longmore 2001:5), there is no
'fear and loathing of people with disabilities' (ibid:4),
disabled people are not sinister, objects of ridicule, .
villains or super cripples (Baes 1992), and are Analysis
certainly not sexually deviant (Shakespeare 1997).

The disability boom on Japanese television
has given visibility to a formerly marginalised,Representations according to the social model
invisible section of the population, traditionally

considered unsuitable for romance or Wwe The While disabled pe0p|e in Japan have been
fictional disabled characters showcased in thénbracing the social model and uniting for political
dramas are both attractive and engaged in romangigtion, in all the dramas the tendency is to portray
relationships with attractivepeople The importance (isabled characters as isolated victims of
of this should not be lost in criticism of the drama%ircumstance, having little contact Wit other
because, as Shakespeare (1999:165) points Qijabled people, and no contact with political
‘overcensorious readings’ can have the effect @hpowerment groups. Kimi no te ga sasayaiteiru
‘undermining the possibility of filhmakers dealing and Shin hoshi no kinkahere are scenes in which
with impairment at all, and ‘even flawediwo deaf characters meet and sign to each other, but
representations may be considered preferable fthout captions, any political topics the cheeas
broad disregard’ (Valentine 2001:708). might be discussing are lost to the audience.
However, dven the central position of wMorrison and Finkelstein (1997:63) write that 'as

Japanese television in the socwonstructionof |ong as traditional media imagery represents
disability in Japan, it is important to question both
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disabled people as tragic individuals, with no Within the 'love acrossboundariesgenre,
collective voice and with little access to each othethe irresistible force of love meets the immovable
we can expect the activities of disabled people to dgparrier of society, resulting in a@matic tension

no further than personal complaint.’ which resolves itself only in a cataclysmavent
Central to the social model is the idea that people asach as the death of one of the characters. Dramas of
disabledby social and physical barriers, and much the genre seem neither to condone nor condemn
disabled activism works towards the removal of  relationships across boundaries. Instead, the
these barriers. Reesentations in line with thio unhappy ending emphasises the impossibilityhe
appear in the dramas, but only as far as making relationship and the tragedy that the partners came
viewers aware of the existence of barriers. When from different sides of the barrier in the first place.

Meiko, the deaf protagonist &imi no te ga The immutability of the barrier is therefore
sasayaiteiryhas an important package to deliver, presupposed, presented as a tdkegranted fact of
the train suddenly stops aslle looks at the Japanese society, without so much as Huat it
loudspeaker in frustration that she cannot hear the might be overcome.

announcement. When she arrives at the station she In nearly all the disability dramas, fate
stares aaitelephone she cannot use. She asks prevents the disabled and rdisabled partners from
someone for help, but he is busy. In the end, her crossing the barrierand having a successful
interior voice says relationship In Bydtifuru raifu, Kyoko plans to

marry Shji, and everything seems todmng well
Meiko: | wonder why | catt survive unless | ask when, suddenly, she dies. Arisu, who has a
people to help me, unless | disturb other peopleslationship with a learning disabled marSeaija no
Why? Késhin, gets killed by a train. In a sytiot in the
Meiko: Déshite watashi wa, hoka no hito ni tasuketeame drama, Momo finally declares her undying
morawanai to, dareka ni meiwaku o kakenai tdpve for Ren, who has a learning disability, does

ikiteikenai no deshd ka? Ddshite? so in an ambulance just before he dies of a stab
wound. In PyQa, YO0ka, who has a learning
The tone of heraice and her facial expression disability, overcomes many adversg§ and is about

suggest extreme self pity, rather than justifiable  to get together with Téru when he accidentally gets
anger at, or political opposition to, a society which hit by a steel girder and dies.
deliberately excludes disabled people through lack Commenting onPy(Qa, Kawahara remarks
of provision of appropriate facilities. that the death of Téru might have provided an easy
Kybdko's reaction to barriersn By(Qtifuru solution for the makers of the drama, but does not
raifu is different from Meikds. She wants to eat at asuggest a solution to the real problems of
restaurant with Shdiji, but every restaurant they try telationships between disabled and -disabled
enter has stairs, making it inaccessible for hgeople in Japanese society (Kawahara 1996:23).
wheelchair, so in the end they eat at an outdo@nly in Kimi no te ga sasayaiteiris the barrier of
noodle stand. This raises the uesof physical prejudice overcome and a successful relationship
barriers, which is an important aspect of the socifdrmed. The majority of dramas go a long way
model, but Kybdkbs reactions are predominantlytowards displaying the barriers described by the
those of passive acceptance, rather than politicadcial model, but, with the exception I§imi no te
consciousness. ga sasay#eiru, steadfastly avoid the conclusion that
As well as physical barriers, social barriersociety can, let alone should, change.
are frequently represented in the dramas. The most
important of thesés the social barrier of prejudice
against romantic relationships between disabled and
nondisabled people which appears to be Representations according to the medical
particularly resistant to change Japan However, model
in the disability dramasall romances involving If societyis not prepared to change, then the
disabled characters are with Rdisabled characters, expectatioris thatdisabled individua mustchange.
placing theedramas in the ‘love across boundarieg'here are several ways, according the medical
genre. Other examples ofishgenre are about the modef, in which individuals might change to
relationship betweena teacher and studentachieve a more 'normal life: a) by being cured b) by
(Kokokyoshi, High school teachdi993),a Japanese stojcally putting up with the disadvantages caused
female teacher and foreign male studeDbku by barriers c) by battling to overcome barriers d)
1996), and a prison warder and inmate through psychological adjusent to disability or e)
(Rippusutikkul ipstick 1999). by submitting to the protection of a ndisabled



person. Examples of all of these aspects of thelerate barriers, stoically and silently, rather than
medical model feature in the disability dramas. attempt to remove them through political action.
All of the disabled characters in the dramas
displaygamanto some extent, but it is particularly
a) Cure clear in the portrayals of female charactersKdémo
Cure is central to the medical model, haviny© no hate Nana tells her sister that she does not

the effect of 'absolving si@y from responsibility' Mind being visually impaired because she canl rea
(Darke 1997&10) for the barriers of prejudic&OOkS in Braille and smell flowers. But as soon as
However, in only two of the dramas are the disablede is alone, she plugs in a vacuum cleaner, which is
characters phys|ca”y cured. The first of theséWitChed on, paniCS, and falls over. Life is hard, but
appeared ear|y in the d|sab|||ty boom Kpono yo no she is putting a brave face on it, and not Ietting it get
hate to her, a prototypical example géman

In Kono yo no hateMaria is obsessed with The virtue of not complaining makes the
finding a cure for her blind sister, Nana, andgilence of deaf characters a particularly convenient
frequently consults a doctor in Nana's absence. ¥ghicle for the dramas to promote the exemplary
pay for her sister's operation, Maria takes a job ins@lution ofgaman.Aya, in Hoshi no kinkawatches
hostess bar, saves up money and, in the last episdfesilence as the person she loves (Shuichi) starts a
Nana is cured. The stotine parallels western films relaionship with the very woman who caused him to
in which ‘The ‘curé climax of a majority of blind’  trip and lose his memory. Throughout the series she
films ensures that the medical model ofhowsgamanby not declaring her love for Shuichi
impairment...is falsely validated and thblind’ (which she could easily do by slipping him a note),
individual denigrated{Darke 1997b: 37). and not reminding him of his forgotten promise to

The 2002 dramarujanon ni hanatabi dis marry her. In the end she selflessly pretends she
the second example centred around cure. Haru,dges not love himmaking way forhim to find
learningdisabled character with an 1Q of 68 is cure#appiness wither nondisabled rival.
by an operation never tried on humans before. He
goes from what he and other characters a@ina C) Battling to overcome barriers (gambaru)
ga warui (literally head is bad, ie, stupid) sagama
gaii (head is good, ie, intelligent), and, in fact, way Gaman(a noun), is essentially passive and
beyond that to the level of supgenius. Although at can be contrasted withambary a \erb, meaning
first he is dependent on his doctors, he turns th#orking hard, doing one's best, battling away.’
tables around when he becomes a genius, lambastftigce the characters in the dramas are politically
their ignorance and accurately predicting thter Passive, when theyambary the aim is to overcome
downward spiral of his I.Q. barriers privately, rather than to destroy them

The relative absence of physical cures in theublicly. A good example is Meiko iKimi note ga
dramas might, in isolation, be considered indicativ@asayaiteiry who battles to cope adequately with
of a move away from the medical modebwever, work and motherhood, but not to change the society
the frequency\Nhich aher aspectsof the medical which causes her to Struggle. K@JL the deaf artist in
model appear in the dramasuggestthis may be Ai shiteiru to itte kureis represented as overcoming

becauselove across boundaries' drantasd not to barriers of prejudice through his pistence and
have happy endings. talent as an artist, eventually encouraging his partner

in her struggles with her acting career (Valentine
2001:713). Likewise Y0Oka iPyldaworks extremely

b) 'Putting up' with barriers (gaman) hard at her art, and through its success leaves the
confines of her home and enters sbgi
In his analysis of accounts of deafness in By idealising characters who shayaman

Japanese television and film, Valentine (2001:719 Whogambaruin a nonpolitical way, the dramas
remarks that 'The key h@c virtue represented by reinforce the medical mOdel, Suggesting that it is up
disabled characters is that of perseverageenan’ t0 the individual to put up with barriers without
However, renderinggaman as the English word complaining, or go to heroic lengths to overcome
'perseverance’ does not capture the semarfiem pivately. There is no suggestion that the
elements of 'putting up with a bad situation' antemoval of barriers might be the responsibility of the
'without complaining Dramas whichportraygaman society which creates them.

as an admirable quality shown by disabled

characters reinforce the medical modelby

suggesting that theolution for disabled people is to



d) Psychological adjustment deaf]. Some people have fat legs, some are fat, some

short, some tall. I8 just the same as that.
The most significant representation of the

medical model in the dramas concepsychological Nobe: Kimi wa, sonnani tokubetsu na no ka? Jibun

adjugment. When physical cure is impossible, the tokubetsu da to omoteru, shégaisha o tokubetsu no

medical profession can aim to ‘cure' patients ofingen da to omoteru no wa kimi no hé da yo! Sore

psychological problems associated with beingia kimi no koseimitai-na mon daro. Ashi ga futoi

disabled. Labelling the alienation of disabledoka, futotteru toka, se ga hikui to kaore to onaji

individuals as 'medical' has the effect of attributingayo!

their problemsto defects in their own characters,

rather than to the defects of society (Shakespeare Darke argues that the disabled character

and Watson 1997; Longmore 2001:9). Morris, awho is ‘represented as a bitterengon with an

disabled activist, argues thatOur [disabled attitudinal problem that needs confronting

peoples] dissatisfaction with our lives is not aepitomisesthe medical model of disability whereby

personality defect but a sanresponse to theit is neither the environment nor societyattitude

oppression we experieng@orris 1991:9). that are the problem but the disabled character’'s own

The issue of dissatisfaction is dealt withattitude (Darke 1997a:13).

particularly clearly inKimi no te ga sasayaiteiru In many ofthe other dramas, too, tlable

where 'deafness is reduced to a problem describedbaslied characters change the attitude of their

individual, a personal shortcoming' (Valentinalisabled partners by confronting them, advising

2001:716). In this drama, Meiko is deaf, and, likéhem, encouraging them, or telling them how they

deaf characters in western dramas, seems to servelasuld live their lives. For example, Bydtifuru

a symbol for loneliness and alienation (Schuchmaaifu, Kyéko (who uses a wiedchair) admires what

1997, 1988). Her dissatisfaction is relayed to th&he calls Shdji's 'barrier free thinking', ie, his ability

audience through her constant internal questioningto not to be troubled by the barriers which beset their
relationship. In the end she learns an important

Meiko (in interpreted sign language and interndkesson from her non-disabled partner:

monologue in various places in the drama): | wonder

why | was born. What am | living for? What for?...IKy6ko: You are the one who tabhgme that my life

wonder why | can't survive unless | ask other peopise my own possession.

to help me, unless | disturb people, why?...WhiKyéka Watashi no jinsei ga watashi no mono da to

must only | be so sad? | wish | had never been borroshiete kureta no wa anata desu.

Meiko: Nande, watashi wa umarete kita n dard. NaKazuki, in New Star Coinsencourages his deaf
no tame ni watashi wa ikiteiru no dard6? Nan ngartner, Mahiru:

tame ni?...Doshite watashi wa, hoka no hito ni

tasukete morawanai to, dareka ni meiwaku ®&azuki: Someday the day you will be happy will
kakenai to, ikit.kenai no deshd ka? Doshite?...definitely come. So you must never give up!
Doshite, watashi dake konna kanashii me ni au ri6azuki Itsu ka kanarazu kimi mo shiawase ni naru
dard ka? Umarete konakereba yokatta. hi ga kuru. Dakara akiramecha dame dayo!

Throughout the drama, Meiko's unhappiness Toru, in Pyda, transforms his disabled
is portrayed as a personality defect which neegsirtner through his advic¥(ka, who has a learning
curing through the love and advice of her partnedisability is, at first, dominated by her mothemd
Nobe. A key scene in the drama exemplifies whaiccepts everything she is told without question, for
Longmore (2001:7) calls a ‘confrontation scene iexample:
which a nordisabled character gives the disabled
individual an emotional "slap in the face" andVother: It's something you don't have to hear about,
tells...her to stop feeling sorry for [herself]." MeikoYUka. Because Mother will decide properly.
is distraught because Nobe's mother lpste YOka:Yes.
unjustifiably opposed their marriage. Rather thamMother: Yika wa, kikanakute ii o hanashi na no!
shouting at his mother for her prejudice, Nob®kéasan chanto kimemasu kara.
shouts at Meiko for overeacting: YUka Hai

Nobe: Are you so special? You think you are sdradually, YlOka starts deciding things for herself
special. Its only you who thiks that disabled and reaches a turning point when she defies her
people are special.’ # just your idiosyncrasy [being mother. But the driving force behind this



transformation is Toru, her partner, who tells hdsy passively placing herself between him and a knife

that she should think for herself: attacker, an act of sedfacrifice in line with her
‘gaman’, although later on shepmotected and her

Téru: | told you, you have to think for yourself. Youlife saved by an ablbodied character.

must decide your own affairs for yourself. How long

are you going to be dependant on other people?

Toéru: Jibun de kangaertte itte n dayo! Jibun no

koto ha jibun de kimeru. Hito ni tayotteiru uchi wapiscussion: Gender, power and

itsu made datte mo... representation

Sutherland is critical of the portrayal of . _
disabled people as reliant on others for The examples discussed aboweghlight

transformation, since it suggests they are ‘incapab'?@"eral different fac.ets of the medical model which
of achieving independence on their own.appearedcross a wide range dfamas although it
(Sutherland 1997:19). shoutl be apparentthat nearly all examples were

drawn from dramas involvingfemale disabled
charactersThis is not just because the majority of
d) Protection d;satlra]led chaal_raclters e(ljrel female, but_ttr)]ecfause;] _aﬁpects
. . : 0 e medical model appear wi ar higher
in th Slxhe{Ianc;iialsgﬁi(t)lntsi out theé[ |n' any f'mflsirl frequency in dramasvere the female character is
e west sability 1S~ use as a 1a ydisabled The dimension of gender is central to the

s_trgightforward _representation of VUI.nera.b”itydramassincethepromotion of themedical models
(ibid:18), and this seems to be occurring in th learly split along gender lines:

Japanese dramas too. In many of dramas,- able The example of cure appeared in two

bodied protagonists protect their disabled partnegﬁ,amas_ In one, the female character Nana ends up

from external threats. The partnr-therescue cured and grateful to her doctors. In the other, the

wgrrlr(\je \I;hé?]kel\rl] a;% ttﬁhgxfgeviiug?le ier?]da?r];éheismale characteHaru, lambasgs his doctors for their
’ ’ y 1mp '’ “ignorance, ungrateful for his temporary cure. In

kidnapped by a murderer, and is about to be thro ims ofgaman Nana excels. In terms gambary

off a cliff. Her partner, Jun, comes to her rescue Paru excelsT ypically, it is female charactersvho

his motorbike beats up the murderer and saves hafsplay admirablegaman, not male charactets
lite. In a similar scene iBvatifury raifu Kvoko COMPare the suffering but uncomplaining female
N ar scene 1wy Uy Aya, in Hoshi no kinkawith the irritable Kgjiin Ai
is suicidal and is sitting in her wheelchair at the ed% iteiruto itte kure
of a cliff while Shdji races to save her on his The suppdsition behind the dramas is that
motorbike. Like the knight on hors_eba_ck offemale protagonistmust make adjusmentsto deal
Europeariegendwho rescues the damsel imprisoneqliy, “yheir dgisabilities But even if the female
mnc? towerr, Shhlujl?( njﬁtorblhke Iripr_?scir][';]s rnél)b'“wfcharacter is1ot disabledthere is still an expectation
?he gl‘i)f\fN?e' \;\(Iasleentsy(i)m(rsﬁc\;\;)il(iete Car?(lll aow:rleesgﬁeosthat she, rather than her disabled male partner, must
pr ity P Adjust. This is particularly clear i shiteiru to itte
When he arrives, he puts his arms over her shouldﬁr te where Hiroko is portrayed as innocent and

in a protective geare and says: ignorant, in need of adaptation to her deaf partner

L : Kdji. Towa, the learninglisabled protagonist in

ihg{('bl_ :nhgiriirigdsufjl?(lecg but when vou huaaed mSeija no késhingounsels his female partner over the

| ():/ame. t0 life againy ’ y 99 8hone and transforms he_,'r from an emotionally

Shaji: Ore, iru dar(“); Bakayaro unstable _rebeI to a prototypically 'gogidl.'

Kyék;)' SF\indeshirn.atta Sthi. ni dakishimerareta Dlsabled' female characters are _often

kara kénkaku ga mo dotﬁm protected by their mal_e_partners, but where disabled
) characters are male, it is the disabled character who

does the protectiormowasaves the life of his able

- bodied partner, Arisu, by leaping off a high diving
partnerto-thesescue theme. For example, $hin board to prevent her suiciden Ai shiteiru to itte

hoshi no kinkahe deaf character Mahiru rescues hq{ure, there is a moment when Hiroko tells her deaf
hearing partner Kazuki from a diving aCCidentmale partner Koji that she will protect hirout he

Z(;Vevgler ’alé:;tjjll? ?:dni?/iss%r;:c;r;a”\é;'}/l;?'srgrfro%acts extremely negatively, strongly asserting his
’ y independence. Later he saves Hiroko's life by

when she literally begs him to take her with him tg . :
Tokyo. Aya inHoshi no kinkaprotects her partner %ulllng her away from an approaching car.

There are a few reversalkthe ablebodied-



Gender is central to the dramas, and seemersisting with the difficulties of her training as an
to be an even more powerful predictor ofctor' (Valentine 2001: 713)However, when it
representation than disability. In terms of workgcomes to female disabled characters, they all tend to
Kdji's job as aalentedartistis at a higher level than have lower job stas than their male counterparts
his female hearing pamer Hiroko, who struggles as (see table 2).

a wouldbe actor. Koji's examplencourages her in

Drama Name Male, able-bodied partner's job Disabled woman's job/position
Kono yo no hate Mechanic Flower shop assistant

Hoshi no kinka Doctor Nurse

PyQa Journalist Amateur artist

Hoshi no kinka seées two Doctor Nurse

Kimi no te ga sasayaiteiru | Office worker Junior office assistant

Kimi ga oshiete kureta koto | Doctor Patient

Byatifuru raifu Top hair stylist Librarian

Shin hoshi no kinka Student No job

Table 2: Comparison of occupationisdisabled female characters and their partners.

Another aspect of the representation ofagenda of disability activism, but a reaction against
gender is that female (but not male) characters wiih
learningdisalilities are portrayed as childre¥ika, If that is the case, then we are left with the
in PyOa(Pure), is presented abke adult trapped at a question of why television dramas, and Japanese
childlike (simple) stage of developméiiKimpton- society in general, is resisting the activism which has
Nye 1997:32). Like representations of learninpeen steadily growing in Japan for the last 15 years.
disabilities in the west, Yika ishe embodiment of Although it is not possible to be definite, one reason
all that is‘simplé, innocent, untainted and childlike’ may be related to Chinese Confucianism, which ha
(ibid:32). Her childlike nature is portrayed througha strong influence on Japanese culfurStone
the clothing she wears (a bright yellow coat)(1999:143) describes Confucianism as 'a philosophy
symbols such as the sweets she offers people withvaich  prizes orthodoxy...leaving no room
broad grin, and her lack of sexuality. Nana, too, ifor...deviancy." This manifests itself in what
Kono yo no hatés reduced to the status of a childvalentine (2002:214) calls 'Japan's celebrated
when she happily gives up her independence and lifference’ which 'is based on a claimed
own apartment to live with a kindly elderly couple.homogeneity that fails to recognise internal
Despite the fact that Nana is an adult, this couptifferentiation, including disability.'tlis not that
‘adopt’ her, having her fill out a legal adoption formdisabled people threaten homogeneity. Rather,
(y6shiengunji through the marginalizatiomnd stigmatisatiorof

The dramas seem to be correlaing disabled people the group which is left, however
traditional  social inequalities (male/femalediverse the members might bepnsiders itself
adultchild, nondisabled/disabled) with unequalhomogenous anduperior. The marginalization of
power relationships (advisor/adviseddisabledpeopleis carried out through the medical
protector/protected, rescuer/rescued, anmdodel and 'if society can't render [disabled people]
higher/lower job status).Through the use of safe through a cure, it rejects them in ways ranging
representations based on the medical mod&pm simply ignoring them to institutionalising
disability is portrayed as a form of powessness, them...and thus moving them out of the public
which is attached to female characters in what gphere..." Norden (2001:26).
arguably a celebration of both maleness and-able The 'significant denial and denied
bodiednessThis has the effect of justifying andsignificance of outsiders within' (Valentine
naturalising traditional inequalities at a time whed998:4.2) may, therefore, be a way of creating a
activism is challenging them. sense of belonging and salbrth among the more

The dramas wereof course, written by a powerful nondisabled majority. In terms of the
number of different scriptwriters, and by their naturdramas, as.ongmore (2001:2), points out about
they are full of twists and turns. There are thereforepresentations in the west, 'Popular entertainment's
exceptions, but it is difficult to avoid the conclusiordepicting disabled characters' seeks to 'reassure us
that the dramasreflect and potentially reproduce[non-disabled people] about ourselves.'
traditional irequalities not a positive response to the
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Notes

1 The main criticism is that the social model does not recognise the embodaeiecp of disabled people
(Morris 1991, French 1993), for example, the 'pain, fatigue, depression and ¢lmes& (Crow 1996)

which are facts of life for many disadi@eople. Clearly, a model of a complex situation is, by definition, a
simplification (Miles 2000), and theorists such as Corker (1999) anc:Shedre (Shakespeare and Corker
2002) are working on more sophisticated, embodied theories of disability.

2 Japanesdorama(dramas) are complete stories usually divided into approximately twelve weekly
episodes, broadcast during pritie. An alternative format is the 'drama special’, with one or more éeatur
length episodes. Only one of the dramas mentiondddratticle Kimi no te ga sasayaiteirus a 'special'.

3 This drama was broadcast in 4 feature length annual episodes, tmelf@87i(see note 2).

4 This is a new drama, with completely different cast from the origdnahi no kinkathough it explores
similar themes.
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5 The fluent Japanese of her interior voice emphasises the fact thatahiaétress pretending to be
congenitally deaf.

6 From this point the termmedical models used in its wider sense miedical/individual modelg, any
account of disability which places the blame for disadvantages in physitimept rather than in barriers
created by society.

7 Arujanon ni hanatabi @s based on the 1959 award winning novéllawers for Algernonby Daniel
Keyes. Although the plot isot the result of Japanese scriptwriters, there was a conscious choice to use this
particular plot rather than others.

8 This perhaps reflectgamanin society in general, where thepectation is often that women shgaman
by putting up with bad situations without complaining, rather than attemptingngekséuations by
challenging traditional power relatiorshinobuy which is similatto gaman is used almost exclusively for
women.

9 Otherpossiblereasons include the influence of medical models of disability transferdspan as part of
western medicine, and the influence of the negative images of disability inm@ésteravailable in Japan
(see Norden 1994).
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