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A n g e l a C o u t t s

Imagining Radical Women in Interwar Japan: Leftist and

Feminist Perspectives

What is it we want really?
For what end and how?
If it is something feasible, obtainable,
Let us dream it now.
—Louis MacNeice (1939, 164)

To textualize everything is to cut off one’s head. . . . Human cognition is
in considerable measure the evolutionary inheritance of a complex visual
apparatus.
—Joan Landes (2001, 172)

A
ll revolutions require an act of imagination, an ability to picture new
ways of being. I have previously explored the role that fiction played
in rethinking ideas of female being in Japan (Coutts 2006); here I

wish to explore the role that visual depictions of women played in the
process of imaginative revolution.1 My particular focus is on depictions
of the female body in radical Japanese journals from the era between the
Great Kantō Earthquake and the invasion of Manchuria (1923–31), a
time of flourishing radical activity and potential revolution before the
Japanese state embarked on a sustained period of military aggression.

The adoption of the Meiji Civil Code in 1898, which served as the

I would like to acknowledge the inspiration and support given by Yasuko Claremont and
the other participants of the 2010 Nyonin Geijutsu symposium at the University of Sydney,
without whom this article would not have been written. I would also like to thank the three
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments and suggestions. I would like to thank
the Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, for providing figures 1, 7, and 8.

1 See Edelman (1995) for an in-depth discussion of the relationship between art and
social change.

This content downloaded from 
�������������49.98.39.247 on Tue, 02 Aug 2022 01:20:32 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



326 ❙ Coutts

basis of Japanese law until the end of World War II, did not provide
equality for women; it did not give them the right to vote and denied
them any autonomy from the patriarchal family structure (Mackie 2003,
24–25). Furthermore, Article 5 of the 1900 Public Peace Police Law
(Chian keisatsu hō) prohibited women from joining political parties and
even went as far as denying them the right to listen to political speeches.
Although Article 5 was overturned in 1922 due to campaigning by the
New Women’s Association, women could not join political parties or vote
until after World War II.2

It was with the promulgation of the new constitution in 1947 that
Japanese women gained equality under the law, but it is important to
remember that prior to this there had been sustained activism by Japanese
women since at least the turn of the nineteenth century.3 While activism,
legislation, and social reform are all vital to effecting change, the spread
of ideas is also necessary, and images make an important contribution to
this. As Murray Edelman (1995) has argued, “art should be recognized
as a major and integral part of the transaction that engenders political
behavior. . . . It supplies images that construct the worlds in which we
act” (2–3). Thus, rather than looking at the impact of specific legislation
or women’s involvement in radical organizations, my interest here is to
examine the way that radical publications used images of the female body.
These images provide interesting material for thinking about the ways
women were imagined in the revolutionary process and therefore how
they might be imagined as part of the evolving modern Japanese state.

Japanese women and the modern state

By the mid-1920s, social change had had a huge impact on women’s lives.
Mass migration to urban areas, education for women, and a whole new
range of jobs for female workers inevitably meant that women left the
traditional feminine sphere of the home and began to appear in the outside

2 For detailed accounts of the New Women’s Association and the female suffrage cam-
paign, see Tokuza (1999) and Tomida (2004, 2005).

3 Women were active in the freedom and popular rights movement in the 1880s; joined
the socialist Commoner’s Society (Heiminsha; founded in 1903); created feminist and socialist
organizations such as the Bluestocking Group (Seitōsha; 1911), the New Women’s Association
(Shin fujin kyōkai; 1919), the Red Wave Society (Sekirankai; 1921), the Women’s Suffrage
League (Fusen kakutoku dōmei; 1925), the Proletarian Women’s League (Musan fujin dōmei;
1929), and the Birth Control League (Sanji seigen kyōkai; 1930); and published and ran
radical journals such as Nijūseiki no fujin (Twentieth-century woman; 1904–6), Sekai fujin
(Women of the world; 1907–9), and Seitō (Bluestocking; 1911–16).
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S I G N S Winter 2012 ❙ 327

world in larger numbers. One could see modern consumer society as a
process by which the female body was gradually accepted into urban public
spaces. Scholars have explored in depth the phenomenon of the Modern
Girl that emerged at this time (Silverberg 1991, 2006; Sato 1993, 2003).
Miriam Silverberg (2006) describes her as “a highly commodified cultural
construct crafted by journalists who debated her identity during the tu-
multuous decade following the great earthquake of 1923” (51). She links
the media creation of the Modern Girl to the growth in female employ-
ment and the new category of shokugyō fujin (working woman), explaining
that although this term nominally referred to the rapidly growing numbers
of white-collar employees who went to work in Western dress in areas
such as Tokyo’s financial district, it also referred to a wide range of other
jobs for women that had been newly created by urban society, including
bus conductors, café waitresses, gasoline girls, elevator girls, girls who
handed out publicity for businesses, and shop window mannequins—all
jobs that required women, usually young women, to dress in a new “mod-
ern” style (66). Silverberg feels that, ultimately, the significance of the
invention of the Modern Girl by the media was that she “stood as a vital
symbol of overwhelming ‘modern’ or non-Japanese change instigated by
both men and women during an era of economic crisis and social unrest.
She stood for change at a time when state authority was attempting to
re-establish authority and stability” (70). Thus anxiety about social change
came to be embodied in the imagined body of the Modern Girl, whose
real-life counterpart was in fact far less prevalent than the mass media
would have people believe (Sato 2003, 49).4

At the same time, as women struggled to gain acceptance as citizens
with rights, anxiety about specific political changes came to be embodied
in the female form. Vera Mackie (2002) has explored the ways in which
women’s bodies were used in political cartoons of the 1920s and 1930s
to depict the contest over political space at a time when the franchise was
expanding and when extending the vote to women was an issue under
consideration. The imagery used in political cartoons reinforced the idea
that women had no place in politics or in political spaces by using the
female body to symbolize corruption and dangerous, impure sexuality
(52–54). Thus for the mass media, whether targeting political activists or
frivolous young urbanites, visual depictions of the female form created
imagined women’s bodies that were symbolic of a threat to social stability.

The journals that I am going to discuss were not part of the mass media
and placed themselves in opposition to the existing social order; one would

4 For media images of the Modern Girl, see Sato (2003) and Silverberg (2006).
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328 ❙ Coutts

therefore expect them to view social change in a positive light. Through
an examination of selected images from four of the most influential radical
publications of the era, two of which are leftist journals and two of which
are feminist journals, I aim to assess the extent to which the images they
presented differed from those of the mass media and whether they used
the female form to connote positive messages about social change. The
leftist journals are the literary arts publications Bungei sensen (Literary arts
front; 1924–30) and Senki (Battle flag; 1927–31). The feminist journals
are Fujin undō (The women’s movement; 1923–41), which focused on
the rights of working women, and the literary arts journal Nyonin geijutsu
(Female arts; 1928–32), which was largely responsible for creating an
environment in which female authors were taken seriously as writers of
fiction, essentially transforming Japan’s literary world. Importantly, all four
of these journals put an emphasis on the role of creativity in effecting
social change.

Creativity, censorship, and the state

The majority of the images that I discuss below fall within the category
of political cartoons. I have chosen to explore these images since they
represent imaginative endeavors reflecting on some of the debates about
the place of women in modern Japanese society.5 As Peter Duus (2001)
has noted: “Like old photographs or newsreels, cartoons reveal a side of
political culture not found in official memoranda, public speeches and
newspaper editorials, theoretical tracts, and ideological pamphlets. They
provide access to ‘everyday’ reactions to politics that even public opinion
polls cannot capture. Cartoons thus constitute a vast archive that reveals
not only fundamental shifts in political consciousness but also the ebb and
flow of political sentiments among the thousands and millions who read
them—sentiments left unvoiced by the silence of other texts and other
archives” (995). Duus’s reference to silence is most apposite given that
this was a time of increasing state censorship. Censorship legislation in
Japan had been in force as early as 1875; the 1909 Press Law (Shinbunshi
hō), together with the 1893 Publication Law (Shuppan hō), remained the
basis of laws concerning the media until the end of World War II (Mitchell

5 As Mark Johnson (1987) has noted, “creativity is possible, in part, because imagination
gives us image-schematic structures and metaphoric and metonymic patterns by which we
can extend and elaborate those schemas. One image schema can structure many different
physical movements and perceptual interactions, including ones never experienced before”
(169).
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1983; Rubin 1984; Kasza 1988). These laws gave the Police Bureau of the
Home Ministry the power to impose fines and prohibit the publication, sale,
and distribution of publications. But as Gregory J. Kasza has noted:

Officials devised methods of their own to regulate journalism. . . .
A further source of discretion lay in the administrator’s right to
interpret the law’s general prescriptions against violations of “public
order” and “manners and morals.” . . . Since the police did not
publicize a fixed set of standards or identify the offending passage
when an edition was banned, journalists could not know how public
order might be construed in regard to any particular story. . . . Given
the bureaucratic power to formulate censorship standards, the am-
biguity of the standards themselves, and the further discretion af-
forded by circumstantial considerations, the press control system was
in great measure a rule by men rather than rule by law. (Kasza 1988,
31–35)

Thus, all of the images I am going to discuss were at risk of censorship.
Duus (2001) feels that political cartoons were generally given light cen-
sorship: “Perhaps the political and bureaucratic elites had come to un-
derstand that although the cartoon might be a weapon, it was certainly
not a deadly one, and that political satire and ridicule could purge political
hostility by venting it” (980). However, as Kasza has documented (1988,
41), the authorities used censorship most vigorously against leftist groups,
so it is perhaps the venue of publication that becomes more relevant than
the contents of the visual image itself. Indeed, as Senki was affiliated with
the banned Japanese Communist Party, involvement with it would have
led to arrest and imprisonment. When Nyonin geijutsu moved from being
a feminist cultural journal to one with clear links to banned leftist orga-
nizations, it was subject to censorship.6 The journal that came under least
scrutiny was Fujin undō, perhaps because its main focus was the practical
improvement of the lives of working women and because its editor, Oku
Mumeo (1895–1997), was explicit about not wanting it to become an
organ of the proletarian movement (Loftus 2004, 69–70). Yet even Fujin
undō, in common with many publications of the day, used self-censorship
to avoid the considerable expense of having issues pulled from the shelf
by the censors after publication. It is not unusual, therefore, to see portions
of text in all of these journals replaced with naughts or crosses (so-called
fuseji), which were put there by the editor in place of controversial terms

6 The September and October issues of 1930 (vol. 3, nos. 9 and 10) and the October
1931 issue (vol. 4, no. 10) were all banned due to the political content.
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330 ❙ Coutts

or ideas. These fuseji could range from one or two omitted characters to
whole pages of text (Rubin 1984, 29; Kasza 1988, 30).

In addition to specific censorship laws, all creative enterprises were
subject to the strictures of the infamous 1925 Peace Preservation Law
(Chian iji hō). It was with the Peace Preservation Law that the notion of
thought crimes (shisō hanzai) was introduced.7 After 1931, the remit of
the Peace Preservation Law was expanded to include cultural organiza-
tions, making people involved in the creative arts vulnerable to intimi-
dation, arrest, and imprisonment. The Peace Preservation Law also con-
cerned itself with public morals, and as Gennifer Weisenfeld (2002) has
pointed out, “Though the government brutally suppressed leftist political
ideas, by far the largest portion of censored publications dealt with erotic
topics, particularly those marketing sexual deviance under the larger rubric
of the ‘erotic-grotesque,’ which were thought to pose an ongoing threat
to public morality” (248).

As I have outlined above, in the mass media depictions of the female
body often acted as a metaphor for the state’s anxiety about upholding
public morality and social stability. This makes images of women a par-
ticularly interesting area of study when it comes to radical publications
that were in opposition to the state. While the four journals under dis-
cussion have different specific ideologies, a key feature that they all share
is a belief that modern society should include changes to the role and
status of women. It is therefore interesting to explore whether the female
body took on different connotations in this context and whether, rather
than embodying anxiety about social change, it came to represent a po-
tentially revolutionary force. Furthermore, it is interesting to explore
whether there was a celebration of female sexuality rather than a fear of
it. In other words, was the imagined female body endowed with a positive
power of revolution rather than serving as a negative representation of
the fear of change?

Women imagined by the Left: A revolutionary body?

The proletarian arts movement flourished in Japan during the 1920s and
early 1930s; its end is generally marked by the 1933 murder in police

7 Thought crimes were investigated by the newly formed special higher police (tokkō)
and led to the mass arrests of around 1,600 suspects in 1928 (Mitchell 1976, 81–95). In
1932 there were further mass arrests of some 400 members of the Proletarian Cultural
Federation (Nihon puroretaria bunka renmei). When Japan entered a state of total war in
1941, resistance became more difficult, and paper and artists’ materials became scarce.

This content downloaded from 
�������������49.98.39.247 on Tue, 02 Aug 2022 01:20:32 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



S I G N S Winter 2012 ❙ 331

custody of the prominent activist and writer Kobayashi Takiji (1903–33)
and by the so-called ideological conversion (tenkō) that many of the move-
ment’s members underwent in prison, particularly the written statements
of the Communist Party leaders Sano Manobu (1892–1953) and Na-
beyama Sadachika (1901–79) (Shea 1965). The journals Bungei sensen
and Senki were the ideological outlets for this movement. They were
conceived primarily as creative ventures and comprised various types of
fiction, real-life accounts of the lives of Japan’s proletariat, and ideological
debates. They also included a wealth of visual material.

During archival research conducted in the United Kingdom and Ja-
pan, I looked at every issue of Bungei sensen and Senki, as well as their
precursor Tanemakuhito (The sower; 1921–23).8 I was particularly
struck by the fact that there are virtually no images of Japanese women
in these publications. It appears that it was impossible to imagine a
Japanese woman as being involved in the revolutionary process, despite
the active involvement of women in political movements, the fact that
around 60 percent of the industrial workforce was female, that the majority
of factory workers were women in textiles and light industry, and that
major export industries were dependent on young female labor (Mackie
1997, 126). Typical images of revolutionary women found in these jour-
nals are photographs of Rosa Luxemburg (1871–1919), Nadezhda Krup-
skaya (1869–1939), and Soviet women workers. Bungei sensen featured a
women’s column, which had an accompanying illustration, yet even here the
image is of Western women in a domestic interior performing the gender-
stereotypical activities of ironing, cooking, and cleaning (vol. 4, no. 9 [1927];
artist uncredited).9

Within these leftist journals, there is certainly no image of a Japanese
woman that could be said to embody a proletarian or socialist revolution
nor even one image that shows Japanese women as participating in po-
tentially revolutionary activities such as demonstrations or strikes. An im-
age that exemplifies this pattern is an uncredited illustration of the history

8 Due to space limitations, it is not possible for me to include all the images that I discuss.
I am grateful to the Bodleian Japanese Library at the Nissan Institute of Japanese Studies,
Oxford, United Kingdom, for access to Tanemakuhito and Bungei sensen and to the
Nihon Kindai Bungakukan (Museum of Modern Japanese Literature) in Tokyo for access
to Senki. A limited number of images related to these literary journals can be viewed
online at http://www.bungakukan.or.jp/. For a discussion of Tanemakuhito, see Shea
(1965).

9 It is not my intention here to detail the biographies of the artists who created the works
under examination, but I strive wherever possible to include names and birth and death
dates.
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332 ❙ Coutts

of the Soviet revolution from Bungei sensen (vol. 4, no. 11 [1927]) titled
Rōnō bunka kensetsu no jyūnen (Ten years of building a worker-peasant
culture). There are two things worth noting about this image: the first is
that it depicts the revolutionary struggle as a struggle among rampaging
capitalists, rather effete politicians, and muscular, hypermasculine workers;
the second is that women are entirely absent. The images in this journal
repeatedly give the same message: the power of the revolution is embodied
in a strong, ultramasculine male.

If women are not involved in revolution, where then are they to be
found in Bungei sensen? When one looks at the depiction of the female
body in the journal as a whole, it is the naked female body that predom-
inates. One finds that, in line with what Mackie (2002, 2005) and Sil-
verberg (2006) have documented, this body is symbolic of the decadence
and corruption of the modern capitalist consumer society. In an untitled
image by the prolific proletarian artist Yanase Masamu (1900–1945) found
in the first issue of Bungei sensen (fig. 1), the smoking factories of the city
and the seductive figure of a naked female are juxtaposed with the face
of an angry shouting man and a fist holding a blazing torch. Read against
other images by Yanase, which I do not include here, the shouting man
represents the capitalist, and the fist is the rising proletariat.10 The smoking
factories are, of course, the urban landscape of this era of burgeoning
industrialization, and the naked woman is symbolic of the corruption of
the capitalism driving this industrialization. The circles possibly represent
coins, the profits of the shouting capitalist, that are falling out of his pocket
and going to waste. This image encapsulates much about how modern
Japan was imagined by the Left. This iconography is repeated in the journal
through its publication of Yanase’s reproductions of drawings by George
Grosz (1893–1959), who depicts the Weimar Republic using a similar
symbolism: the city as a place for gluttonous capitalists and corrupt pol-
iticians, with naked women representing this greed and corruption. It is
almost as if the sexual female body is something that needs to be destroyed
along with corruption and greed. In this sense, despite its otherwise radical
stance, Bungei sensen is no different from the mainstream press in the way
it uses the female body. It is very much in line with the popular satirical
magazine Tokyo Puck, in which, as Mackie (2002) discusses, “Several il-
lustrations . . . showed women as dangerous, sexualised figures. . . . In
[an] illustration, called ‘The City’, it is the corrupt city itself which is
represented by a rouged woman in transparent dress and stockings” (48).

10 For details of Yanase’s life and art, see Weisenfeld (2002); for examples of his political
images, see Menzies (1998) and Mizusawa (1998).
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Figure 1 Untitled illustration by Yanase Masamu, 1924. From Bungei sensen, vol. 1, no. 1,
p. 5. Courtesy of the Bodleian Japanese Library at the Nissan Institute of Japanese Studies,
Oxford University.
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334 ❙ Coutts

When the editorial board of Bungei sensen split in 1927 and Senki, a
journal that had direct links to the Japan Communist Party, was formed,
the images of revolution became ultramasculine, idealizing the male body
of the proletariat as strong, muscular, and powerfully destructive. For
example, in a selection of Senki’s covers shown in the exhibition catalog
Mobo moga ten (Modern boy modern girl exhibition; Mizusawa 1998,
133), the only woman depicted looks downtrodden and emaciated. She
is shown accompanied by her child at the police station in a supplicating
pose, presumably asking after her revolutionary partner who has been
detained for his political activities. Whereas the images of the male pro-
letariat are shown as overpowering and superhuman in scale (the boot in
the image on one of the covers being large enough to kick over a building),
the woman is shown on a human scale and at the mercy of the powers
of the state. Rather than being out in the world, as are the men shown
as the power behind the machines of industry and the warriors of the rice
fields, she is shown in a domestic role and as unable to support herself
and her children without her male provider. My archival research revealed
that women, whether Japanese or otherwise, rarely feature in Senki at all.

The way that revolution is being imagined in these two leftist journals
is clear: a strong, masculine proletariat will band together to use their
combined strength to physically overthrow, smash, and destroy both their
chains and the rulers who put them in these chains. Japanese women
appear to have no part in this process, although the photographs of smiling
female Soviet workers make it clear that the outcome of a socialist rev-
olution will be positive for proletarian women.

Did women of the Left see things differently?

For a few months in 1931, Senki published a journal for women called
Fujin senki (Women’s battle flag), which ran for three issues.11 Like Senki,
this had direct links with the banned JCP. It was coedited by two women,
Sata Ineko (1904–98) and Miyamoto Yuriko (1899–1951; née Chūjō),
but the majority of its content was written by men. The front cover of
this journal shows a Soviet woman carrying a flag, so once again there is

11 I am grateful to the Nihon Kindai Bungakukan in Tokyo for access to this journal. In
January 1932, it was renamed Hataraku fujin (Working women) and ran sporadically until
April 1933. It was published by the Women’s League of the Japan Proletarian Culture
Federation, which was known as KOPF from the Esperanto “Federacio de Proletaj Kultu-
rorganizoj Japanji” (Shea 1965, 205). Covers of this version did show drawn images of
Japanese women (Nagahata and Ogata 1990, 151–53).
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no prominent image of a Japanese woman embodying revolution. How-
ever, there is an interesting image from 1931 (vol. 1, no. 2) produced by
two women, Yoshii Ichiko and Shirai Mineko, titled Puroretaria onna wa
baka de nai (Proletarian women are not stupid), which is a series of seven
images contrasting proletarian women with bourgeois women, each with
a brief accompanying descriptive text.12

In contrast to Bungei sensen and Senki, here Japanese women are shown
as part of the proletariat: they are preparing for a workers’ uprising by
making political posters, leading strikes, and being part of a group wielding
sticks to knock down barriers. In two of the images these women are
shown carrying children on their backs, indicating both that motherhood
is part of the female role and that this is not an impediment to being an
activist. It also more than likely documents the fact that many women
had to go to work with their babies strapped to their backs. These women
are shown in powerful, active poses with raised fists and determined ex-
pressions. They are compared favorably with the bourgeois women of the
day, who are depicted as prim and passive. The bourgeoisie are represented
by a young woman, dressed in a traditional kimono and wearing an ornate
hairstyle, who sits quietly at home with her sewing; a mother, her privilege
shown by the emphasis on her rings and wristwatch, who is nevertheless
unable to control her son, with whom she is arguing; and a member of
the Women’s Suffrage League who resembles their leader, Ichikawa Fusae
(1893–1981), addressing what appears to be a group of well-dressed ladies
sitting obediently in rows. The image ends with the following message:
“There’s an old saying that women are stupid, but the ones who are stupid
are the rich women; proletarian women are different because they can see
the future. The future belongs to women and workers!”

Although this image stands out by virtue of the fact that it both depicts
Japanese women and that they are shown as active participants in the
revolutionary struggle, it is clearly following the ideology of the Left by
prioritizing class over gender. Women are pitted against other women
based on their allegiance with men of their social class: working women
are a subgroup of the proletariat; campaigning for female suffrage is de-
rided in favor of direct action by the workers. Therefore there is no concept
here of women as a group with a shared political intent or of the female
form per se being symbolic of revolution.

12 It is likely that the artists’ names are pseudonyms; in 1935 the editors were arrested
and charged under the Peace Preservation Law (Loftus 2004, 214–15).
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Feminist movements and publications

In the 1920s and 1930s another important strand of radicalism was found
in the women’s organizations. Women’s publications proliferated, offering a
wealth of written material by self-styled feminists debating a wide range of
issues and using terms such as “feminism” (feminizumu), “liberation” (kaihō),
“oppression by men” (dansei sensei), “matriarchalism” (boseishugi), and “rev-
olution” (kakumei) in a nuanced manner. These feminists can be divided into
three broad categories: liberal feminists, such as Ichikawa and Oku, who
believed in change through political reform and female suffrage; Marxist-
feminists, such as Yamakawa Kikue (1890–1980) and Miyamoto, who
believed in change through a revolution based on the Soviet model and
who prioritized class over gender; and the so-called anarchist-feminists,
such as Takamure Itsue (1894–1964) and Mochizuki Yuriko (1900–
2001), who believed in the overthrow of patriarchy and who rejected the
state.

All the radical women’s journals of the day published writings by these
key feminists in which they aired serious ideological disagreements with
one another, but one important fact to note is that they were in agreement
that women were neither viewed nor treated as equals by the state or by
the patriarchal Japanese family (Coutts 2006, 178). They were all highly
critical of the existing power structures and aware that even within the
leftist political groups there was a need to create separate women’s or-
ganizations in order to combat sexual discrimination, harassment, and
exploitation (Okada 2001; Loftus 2004).

I have chosen to focus here on two broad-based feminist journals for
a number of reasons. First, rather than having a specific political affiliation
or a single-issue focus, they both prioritize women as a group. Second,
both journals put an emphasis on creativity as a vehicle for social change.
(Although the primary focus of Fujin undō was practical help for working
women, a significant portion of every issue was devoted to creative
writing.) Finally, both journals contain a wealth of fascinating visual ma-
terial that, unlike some of the written debates, has not been previously
explored.13 This material gives important insight into the multifaceted
nature of the debate about the changing role of women in modern society

13 Scholarship on debates between feminists includes but is by no means limited to the
debate about motherhood between Yamakawa and Takamure in Fujin kōron (Women’s re-
view; 1916–; see Tsurumi 1985), the debates among women in the labor movement about
legislation to protect female workers (Mackie 1997), and the debates about chastity and free
love in Josei (Woman; 1922–28; see Tipton 2005). Sadly, the anarcho-feminist journal Fujin
sensen (The women’s front; 1930–31), which was a third important and influential women-
centered journal of the era, did not print any visual material.
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Figure 2 The women of Nyonin geijutsu at the first anniversary of the journal’s publication,
June 28, 1929. From Nyonin Geijutsu, vol. 2, no. 7. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern
Literature, Tokyo.

through its documentation of contemporary events; it also enables us to
explore creative imaginings of the relationship between the female body
and revolution.

Before discussing selected images I am going to present a revolutionary
body of a slightly different sort: a photograph from 1929 (fig. 2) recording
the commemoration of the first year of Nyonin geijutsu’s production.
Many of the women in the photograph had encounters with the state
authorities and the mass media, both of which censured their political
activism and their personal morality. Many of them were to undergo such
scrutiny in the future. Ikuta Hanayo (1888–1970; front row, seventh from
the left), Hasegawa Shigure (1879–1941; sitting to the right of Ikuta),
and Kamichika Ichiko (1881–1981; standing behind Ikuta) were well-
known activists who had all been involved with the publication of the
literary feminist journal Seitō (Bluestocking; 1911–16), which had been
banned several times.14 In addition, their supposedly scandalous lives had

14 The journal was banned five times. Three of these bans applied to works of fiction
that challenged women’s role in society. These bans indicate that the state was vigilant about
the potentially subversive role of creative enterprises. For further details, see Reich (1976).
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provided endless stories for the mainstream media. Hayashi Fumiko
(1903–51; front row, fourth seated figure from the left) would be ques-
tioned by the Special Higher Police (Tokkō) in 1933, and Yagi Akiko
(1895–1983; front row, first seated figure from the left) would be im-
prisoned for dangerous thoughts for two and a half years in 1935 (Ogata
1981). Several of these women would also have known Itō Noe (1898–
1923), the onetime editor of Seitō who was murdered by the police in
the aftermath of the Great Kantō Earthquake just six years before this
photograph was taken.

What is also interesting about the photograph is that it shows that this
was a time of transition for women’s physical appearance. While the vast
majority of women are wearing kimonos, there is a stark contrast between
the two women on the left of the photograph—with their short bobbed
hair, Western-style clothing that reveals their legs, Western shoes, and
light makeup (if any) that reveals their faces—and the two women on the
right, traditionally dressed in formal kimonos that cover their bodies down
to their feet (themselves covered with white tabi socks) and wearing elab-
orate hairstyles and white mask-like makeup.15 One can imagine that there
may well have been debates between these women about Japanese identity
and clothing. Undoubtedly dress was also linked to class, generation, and
social occasion, and it is likely that women switched between Western and
Japanese styles of clothing and attire much more often than today.16

Imagining the women’s movement: Fujin undō

Having set the scene with this photograph, which gives us some idea of
what Japanese feminists of the time looked like, I wish to turn to the
images of women in the feminist journals, discussing Fujin undō first.17

The first thing to note is that this journal contains a much wider range
of images of Japanese women than the leftist journals discussed above.
For example, in 1925 there is a photograph of a female tram conductor
(vol. 3, no. 3) and a photograph of a woman playing a koto as part of a

15 See Ashikari (2003) for an interesting discussion of traditional makeup, femininity,
and nationalism in Japan.

16 See also Silverberg’s (2006) notion of code switching during the modern era (33–
34).

17 This journal was edited and run by Oku, who had been politically active since 1918,
when she was one of the first Japanese women to speak publicly on labor issues; she was
also one of the founders of the New Women’s Association. For a detailed study of Oku, see
Tokuza (1999). I am grateful to Nichibunken (International Research Center for Japanese
Studies) in Kyoto for access to Fujin undō.
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radio broadcast (vol. 3, no. 4); in 1929 there is a special feature on female
writers that includes their photographs (vol. 7, no. 3). The range may be
due to the fact that although all publications had to be constantly vigilant
about state censorship, Fujin undō was not an overtly leftist publication,
and therefore it was far less dangerous to include photographs featuring
Japanese people.

The front covers of the early issues of Fujin undō look rather similar
to Bungei sensen. For the first four volumes (1923–26) they are of a design
favored by most radical journals of the day: a variety of geometric com-
positions in red, black, and white reminiscent of the influential construc-
tivist style.18 However, for the fifth volume (1927) an image of a woman
is featured on all of the eleven issues published that year (fig. 3). The
woman sits purposefully at a desk looking out toward the viewer; her right
hand is poised to write, her left hand resting calmly but firmly on the
desk. Her body, which is clothed in a plain Western-style shirt buttoned
up to the neck, looks strong and capable, and her hair is tied back. The
woman in this image is not sexualized, eroticized, or even particularly
feminine; she is powerful and challenging. The fact that she is engaged
in the task of writing reflects the serious intent of the women who wrote
and produced Fujin undō. The title of the journal, The Women’s Movement,
is placed directly above the image, and a broken chain runs down the
side, both images conveying the message that women are at the center
of their own liberation. The artist is Yanase, who, as discussed above, was
part of the Bungei sensen editorial team and produced much of their
artwork. It is difficult to know whether the cover was designed specifically
for the journal, as he was a prolific artist whose work appeared in a variety
of publications, public posters, and political flyers. It is also difficult to
know whether this is an original artwork by him, since he was certainly
not averse to creating homages to other artists, as his reproductions of
works by Grosz indicate. Nevertheless, this image stands in opposition to
both the mass media and the leftist publications in that it depicts a woman
as a strong and active participant in social change rather than as weak,
passive, or a source of bourgeois decadence and corruption.

However, when we look at the images within the journal, a more complex
message emerges. Some of the political cartoons featuring women’s bodies
contain the same underlying messages as those that occur in the mass media

18 Murayama Tomoyoshi (1901–77) popularized constructivism in Japan during the
1920s; see Weisenfeld (2002). For examples of a range of art from the 1920s and 1930s,
see Hiroshima Kenritsu Bijutsukan (1996). For a detailed discussion of constructivism with
visual examples, see Margolin (1997).
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Figure 3 Cover of Fujin undō by Yanase Masamu, 1927

and the leftist journals. For example, an image by Shimizu Keijirō (dates
unknown) titled Nani ga karera o byōki ni shita ka (What made them ill?;
vol. 6, no. 2 [1928]) contains the conventional depiction of the naked
female body as symbolizing corruption and decay. In the image, which is
composed on the diagonal, there are two women, both depicted in bed:
the women depicted in the top left of the image is labeled “Bourgeois,”
and the woman depicted in the bottom left is labeled “Proletariat.” The
proletarian woman is weak from starvation, her thin naked breasts exposed
as she attempts to feed a child; the bourgeois woman slumps against her
plump pillows in an excess of gluttony, her full rounded breasts clearly
visible through her thin nightdress. Females are shown as the sick and
decaying counterparts of male members of their class; while divided by
class, women are united by their victimhood. They are interior figures,
prevented by their bodies from being active in the outside world and
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therefore incapable of playing a useful participatory role in a changing
society. Whether overfed (underproductive and eroticized) or underfed
(overproductive and weak), the female body epitomizes a negative em-
bodiment of the prerevolutionary world.

A further image from Fujin undō (vol. 5, no. 2 [1927]) by Arakawa
Yoshio (dates unknown) reiterates the message that the male proletariat
is the most effective political voice for women. When this image was
produced, women did not have the vote, and although universal male
suffrage had been enacted in law, the first election held with this new law
in effect would not occur until February 1928. In this untitled political
cartoon, a vulnerable and passive-looking woman is being hauled out of
a river onto a bank labeled “Female participation in politics.” The rope
that she holds, which is bringing her to shore, is being pulled in by a row
of men representing the combined force of the proletarian parties. The
mainstream political parties look on from the confines of the Diet building,
and a policeman, truncheon visible, stands watching with his hands on
his hips. The line of the river makes a clear divide between the woman
in the water below and the men above her on the bank; the steps that
move diagonally across the image up to the Diet building on the right
indicate the steep route the woman would have to climb if she tried to
make it on her own. In actual fact, the alliance between the proletarian
political parties and radical women’s organizations was not especially fruit-
ful for women. As Mackie (1997) discusses, the Kantō Women’s League
(1927–28) was active for less than a year before being forcibly disbanded
by the leaders of the Labor-Farmer Party (Rōnōtō) with which it had
aligned itself: “The League was accused of pursuing bourgeois objectives,
and it was stated that women would best be occupied in mobilizing pro-
letarian housewives and women in factories” (137).

A third image from Fujin undō (fig. 4) contains another familiar trope
associated with the female body: corruption and danger. Drawn by Ka-
miyama Sōkun (1898–1966), Shokugyō fujin hakugai no kuni (A country
that oppresses white-collar women workers) depicts a young woman going
out into the world of work. She has a rather strange animal-like face, free-
flowing collar-length hair, a Western-style dress, and Western shoes. She
is being forcibly pulled from her feet by three impediments, the most
prominent being a giant claw labeled “Violation of chastity” (teisō jūrin),
which is almost as big as her entire body. Around her waist is a big, heavy
chain linked to the claw and labeled “A difficult life” (seikatsunan). Her
third impediment, labeled “Loss of marriageable age” (konki shittsui), is
a dragon dog with big teeth ripping at her billowing skirt to reveal her
stocking-clad leg and high-heeled shoe, which are labeled “Vanity” (kyoei).
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Figure 4 Shokugyō fujin hakugai no kuni (A country that oppresses white-collar women
workers) by Kamiyama Sōkun, 1928. From Fujin undō, vol. 6, no. 1.

Despite the title, this image seems to be a warning to women against
going out to work rather than a condemnation of society or a portrayal
of working women as victims of oppression because of their gender. It
therefore vividly depicts the tensions involved in placing the female body
within the urban working world and, furthermore, within a public space
that is different from the controlled internal environment of the factory.
The image’s foremost message is that the female body is a source of
corruption and danger. There is no challenge to the maternal role or to
heteronormative relationships, as the image clearly indicates that work is
an impediment to marriage and that by stepping out into the world of
work a woman is abandoning the interior domestic space of motherhood.
As with the two previous images, the visual composition is on the diagonal;
the woman falls backward, to the right, and the empty space on the left
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Figure 5 Nōfu! Kōjo! Shokugyō fujin! Danketsu!! (Farmers! Factory workers! White-collar
women! Unite!!) by an unknown illustrator, 1927. From Fujin undō, vol. 5, no. 8.

is the active world of work from which she is being held back or possibly
warned not to enter.

However, there are other images in Fujin undō that have more positive
connotations. The first one, by an unknown illustrator, is titled Nōfu! Kōjo!
Shokugyō fujin! Danketsu!! (“Farmers! Factory Workers! White-Collar
Women! Unite!!”; fig. 5).19 Here women are imagined as powerful and
cooperative. Unlike the previous images, in which the composition is based
on a diagonal division of the page, this one has a circular composition
with the focus on the center of the page, where the women’s arms reach
out to one another. The lines radiating upward from between the two

19 Many of the political cartoons and illustrations use special artists’ signatures rather
than names. This is the case with this image. I have been unable to trace the signature.
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women at the top of the picture seem to represent the hope of a new
dawn. In addition, unlike the previous images, women are not defined in
relation to men or to male behavior but in relation to one another. Al-
though these women are clearly identified as being divided by the location
of their work—the factory, the farm, and the desk—they are nevertheless
depicted as being united as a group. Rather than their bodies being sex-
ualized or eroticized, the focus is on their strong arms reaching out to
one another, thus representing them as what powers the factories, farms,
and offices. Women are imagined as strong, capable, active, and in control
of the means of production. What is also interesting about this image is
that the most prominent figure is the white-collar worker. Although she
is drawn facing away from the viewer, she is the largest figure, and the
other two women are reaching down and looking to her for support. The
writing materials on her desk indicate not only her clerical role but could
also symbolize the power of the pen and the central role that the journal
itself plays in giving strength to women workers.

The potential power of women as a group is reflected in another image,
this time by Shimizu Keijirō, titled Fujin undō ni kyōryoku se yo (Work
together in the women’s movement; fig. 6). This shows four women, each
labeled “Female Activist” (Fujin undōsha), literally creating a revolution-
ary female who is labeled “Proletarian Women’s Liberation Movement”
(Musan fujin kaihō undō). This image is of particular interest because it
is one of the very few that attempts to embody revolution both in female
form and in a Japanese context. A huge female figure towers over the
industrial cityscape, arms outstretched and hair flowing behind her as she
strides toward the future. In one sense she parallels the hypermasculine
worker of the leftist journals with her strong limbs, yet her femaleness is
clearly signaled by her breasts, visible through the fabric in which she is
draped, and by her rounded belly and powerful hips. Apart from the
woman facing toward the viewer, who is carrying a pen and notebook
and looking on approvingly, the women are involved in the hard physical
labor of using a hammer and chisel to literally carve out their own lib-
eration. While women are depicted as having different roles in the labor
force, thus acknowledging division, the more powerful message is that
women are a source of strength to one another and are strongest as a
group. There is no indication of class enmity, nor is there any indication
of an enemy, such as the capitalist. The message seems to be that hard
work and cooperation will create a brighter future in the form of a strong
female body, which is both the literal, physical female body and the met-
aphorical body of women as a group.
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Figure 6 Fujin undō ni kyōryoku se yo (Work together in the women’s movement) by Shimizu
Keijirō, 1928. From Fujin undo, vol. 6, no. 1.

Reading these images from Fujin undō against one another, we can
see the complex range of ideas that were associated with the conceptu-
alization of women and their role in society during an era of transition.
What should be noted, however, is that the last two images I have discussed
deal with an imagined future, whereas the other images document con-
temporary anxieties.

Artful women: Nyonin geijutsu

I wish to further explore the role of the imagination in relation to the
revolutionary potential of Japanese women by discussing some images
from the journal Nyonin geijutsu. Founded by Hasegawa Shigure, it was
originally intended as a showcase for women’s creativity of all kinds. The
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images that I am going to discuss here are from the cover, frontispiece,
and table of contents of the very first issue of the journal (1928).20 At
first glance there does not seem to be anything particularly remarkable
about this visual material. The front cover features a domestic interior
with a still life of fruit in delicate pastel colors by Hanihara Kuwayo (1879–
1936). Inside the front cover, there is a photograph featuring Miyamoto,
the writer, with other intellectuals in Moscow at the time of celebrations
of the tenth anniversary of the Soviet revolution.21 This photograph is
followed by the title page of the journal, on which is reproduced a woodcut
titled Peace by the German artist Maria Uhden (1892–1918).22 Finally,
there is the table of contents, which is decorated with illustrations by
Hasegawa Shigure’s sister, Hasegawa Haruko (1895–1967), who had re-
cently returned from studying art in Paris and oversaw the visual content
of the journal. The illustrations are three simple black-and-white ink
sketches of naked women done in soft brushstrokes (fig. 7). One is of a
woman giving a clarion call as the sun rises; another shows a group of
women dancing joyfully in a large bright sun, which is reminiscent of
Henri Matisse’s Dance; and the third is of a woman reclining in a thought-
ful posture with a pen in her hand.

These images from the first few pages of the inaugural issue do not
seem to project a strong political message about women’s role in society
or the need for social change. Unlike the stark image of the woman on
the cover of Fujin undō discussed above, the cover of Nyonin geijutsu
does not seem to be overtly challenging; in fact, it seems to convey con-
ventional messages of domesticity and femininity. Indeed, a criticism that

20 The ideological origins of the journal lie more with the modernist arts journal Shirakaba
(White birch; 1910–23) and the avant-garde artists of Mavo than with the proletarian arts
movement. Hasegawa was already known as an actress and playwright; from 1915 until
almost the end of her life, she dedicated herself to writing a seven-volume historical-critical
biography of female artists collectively, titled Bijinten (Biography of beautiful women). For
a discussion of Hasegawa’s life, see Ogata (1980). For an in-depth discussion of the journal,
see Frederick (2006). I am grateful to the Bodleian Japanese Library at the Nissan Institute
of Japanese Studies for access to Nyonin geijutsu.

21 Both the front cover and the photograph can be viewed online at http://www
.bungakukan.or.jp/.

22 This image can be viewed as part of the New York Museum of Modern Art’s online
collection, at http://www.moma.org/collection_ge/object.php?object_idp123299. Here
it is titled Animals and People (Tiere und Menschen) and identified as being published in
1917 in Der sturm, vol. 8, no. 8. Uhden was a friend of feminist Dadaist artist Hannah
Hoch. She left home at age eighteen to study art in Munich. She married Georg Schrimpf
(1889–1938), an artist of the new objectivity school. She died in childbirth at age twenty-
six.
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Figure 7 Illustrations to the table of contents by Hasegawa Haruko, 1928. From Nyonin
geijutsu, vol. 1, no 1. Courtesy of the Bodleian Japanese Library at the Nissan Institute of
Japanese Studies, Oxford University.

was often leveled at Nyonin geijutsu in its initial years of publication,
including from the women producing the journal, was that it had no
obvious political aim. Many activists of the time felt that to focus on
woman as a category was bourgeois and that to maintain a creative focus,
as indicated by the geijutsu (arts) of the title, was a luxury during such
difficult political times.

However, we need to consider why Hasegawa felt that it was important
to publish such a journal at this time. Her inspiration for publishing
Nyonin geijutsu came from her belief that the arts were a powerful force
for change. She believed that the journal had the ability to unite women’s
creative forces and thus become a catalyst for a new and more equal society.
Much like Hungarian constructivist László Maholy-Nagy (1895–1946),
who made a distinction between production and reproduction (Margolin
1997, 64), Hasegawa was interested in the creative use of the medium
itself rather than the simple transmission of content through a medium.23

In other words, it was the form of the journal and the ways that the
different elements interacted with one another that constituted its message
as much as any of the specific political ideologies presented in either the
writings or the images.

Therefore, we need to consider these images in terms of the revolu-

23 For more information about Japanese radicals’ knowledge of the journals of the Eu-
ropean constructivists, see Weisenfeld (2002, 184–85).
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tionary potential of the arts themselves. We also need to take into account
both the fact that the constructivists’ radical ideas were very influential at
this time and Silverberg’s (2006) contention that montage and collage
were the modern forms of representation used to depict the multifaceted
changing times during the unstable postearthquake era.

It is therefore possible to view these images in a different way. The
front cover could be read as asserting women as artists in a male-dominated
profession by featuring the work of Hanihara, the first woman to become
an affiliate of the Nikakai (Association of the Second Section), a group
Weisenfeld (2002) describes as “the largest and most influential indepen-
dent exhibiting society of so-called progressive artists” (22). Similarly, the
photograph showcases a prominent female author, thus asserting her role
in the male-dominated literary world. Miyamoto was already well known
as a writer, having had her first story published in 1917 in the prestigious
journal Chūō kōron (Central review; 1899–) and her autobiographical work
discussing women’s creativity, sexuality, and male-female relations serial-
ized in the respected progressive journal Kaizō (Reconstruction; 1919–
55) from 1924 to 1926. Not only did she challenge gender roles in her
writing, she also challenged accepted notions of femininity and heter-
onormative relationships. Miyamoto is pictured with her female compan-
ion, Yuasa Yoshiko (1896–1990), a scholar and translator of Russian lit-
erature, who is dressed in a shirt, jacket, and tie.24 The photograph has
other resonances: on Yuasa’s left is the socialist author and Esperanto
expert Akita Ujaku (1883–1962); Esperanto was the language favored by
radicals as a way to communicate across national and linguistic divides.25

Finally, of course, there is the association with the Soviet revolution.
At first glance Uhden’s artwork on the title page may appear to be a

rather charming and naive depiction of African animals, but on further
inspection it turns out to show naked women in various states of sexual
ecstasy with these animals, clearly subverting notions of both conventional
sexual practice and female sexual passivity. The fact that this work is by a
radical female European artist also offers a message about shared con-
nections among women and the potential international reach of feminism.

The illustrations by Hasegawa are all utopian images. The soft fluidity
of the naked women, whose breasts are suggested rather than shown, does

24 For an interview with Yuasa, see Yuasa (2007). The two women lived together from
1925 to 1932 and spent three years studying in the Soviet Union, from 1927 to 1930.

25 The other two people in the photograph are Russian studies expert Narumi Kanzō
(1899–1974) and a Russian woman identified only as Nikitina, possibly the literary critic
and historian Evdoksiya Nikitina (1893–1973).
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not offer a message of seduction and temptation, nor of corruption and
decadence, but suggests innocence, freedom, and joy. They seem to por-
tray an idealized female-centered world in which women are liberated
from the confines of patriarchy. Furthermore, these naked women dance
above the titles of ideological writings by three controversial female po-
litical activists who, incidentally, took opposing views on many subjects:
“Feminizumu no kentō” (An exploration of feminism) by Yamakawa, “Fu-
jin to musanseitō” (Women and the proletarian political parties) by Kam-
ichika, and “Fujin kaihō no michi” (The revolutionary female path) by
Mochizuki. The juxtaposition of these words and images challenges the
idea that the body, and in particular the female body, is somehow separate
from the intellect.

By reading the opening pages of the journal this way, one could assert
that Nyonin geijutsu offers a nuanced and complex view of female revo-
lution that works through the imagination and the association of ideas
rather than through literal representation. This artful approach enabled
things to be depicted that moved beyond the confines of society and
therefore offered a potentially subversive message to women. Further-
more, it was an approach that circumvented censorship from the state.

Conclusion

My aim in this article has been to explore the relationship between imag-
ination and revolution by studying a visual medium. My particular interest
has been to analyze depictions of the female body in radical Japanese
journals of the interwar years to determine whether they worked in op-
position to the negative images produced by the mass media to provide
women with more positive imaginings of themselves and their role in the
evolving modern Japanese state. From this study it emerges that the jour-
nals of the proletarian arts movement, an area that might be thought of
as providing fruitful material for study in relation to revolution, in fact
had a very limited view of the revolutionary potential of Japanese women.
The imagery reveals that the movement did not challenge the mainstream
trope of woman as a symbol of corruption and weakness. Therefore, in
one sense we could view both the lack of images of Japanese women and
the very limited number of images of women as a whole in the leftist
journals as representing a failure of the imagination. The visual material
clearly reveals that ideas of revolution were taken from the Soviet model
rather than being adapted to fit the specific circumstances of Japanese
society; the Japanese proletarian movement was unable to imagine women
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as a significant force for social change, which perhaps prevented it from
having a significant impact on society.

In contrast to the leftist journals, the feminist journals are an extremely
rich source of visual material related to Japanese women. Images from
Fujin undō offer insight into contemporary debates among Japanese rad-
icals about the role of women in society, such as the perceptions of class
division and how women are constrained by class, issues related to the
role of women in the expanding franchise, and the new category of shoku-
gyō fujin (white-collar female worker). As creative endeavors, these images
also offer insight into how women were imagined, and it is here that visual
material can offer an important contribution to understanding the com-
plexity of the debate in a vivid and immediate way. The political woman
is imagined as being in need of male assistance to pull her to safety; the
working woman is imagined as weak and vulnerable yet also alluring as
she is dragged back by a giant claw, her head threatened by the massive
jaws of the dragon dog. These images help us to understand that women’s
presence in the outside world is thought of as needing mediation by men
and female behavior as needing modification in relation to the imagined
uncontainable force of male sexuality: the proletarian woman has too many
children; the working woman is endangering her chastity. Unlike the imag-
ined strong masculine body of the proletariat, the imagined female body
is both weak and a source of weakness to society. It is primarily viewed
as a site of reproduction and male erotic desire.

However, the changing consciousness of the times can be seen clearly
in other images from Fujin undō, which imagine women as a powerful
united force with revolutionary potential. They use a creative medium to
compete against the dominant ideology by shifting the symbols usually
associated with the female body to ones that imagine women in a more
powerful position with the aim of changing women’s consciousness so
that they begin to imagine themselves as powerful and then go on to
claim that power.

One could argue that these images and the reading of the visual material
from Nyonin Geijutsu that I have given are evidence that there was a shift
in consciousness toward understanding women as a powerful united force
with a strong revolutionary potential. While this may be true, it did not
lead to revolutionary shifts in societal structures, and the specific goal of
female suffrage held by many radicals of the day was not achieved.

In fact, this imagined future emerged as a reality in a way that was
perhaps not envisaged by the radicals opposed to the state. From the late
1920s onward, the state increased its focus on national identity in order
to unite the people behind an imperialist, expansionist militarism. This
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meant that a potentially revolutionary ideology of women as a strong
united force worked quite well alongside the state’s reactionary ideology.
As Narita Ryūichi has pointed out, “In the latter half of the 1920s, Oku
[the founder of Fujin Undo] had attempted to transform women into
active subjects and encourage public participation, seeking at the same
time to achieve official recognition for women’s capacity for agency. Under
the wartime system, her position did not change. . . . The call for active
identification with the nation was latent in her attempts to turn women
into subjects. It was merely clarified under the wartime system as changing
circumstances brought the national dimension to the fore” (Narita 1998,
147).

When one looks at the two idealistic images of powerful Japanese
women from Fujin undō discussed above, one can see how they could
very easily be used to encourage women to work together for the strength
of the nation, which perhaps helps us to understand more fully the di-
lemmas faced by activists such as Oku, who, after Japan’s defeat, were
regarded as having collaborated with the state.

The more artful approach of Nyonin geijutsu, though less easily co-
opted by the state, was also unable to sustain an oppositional voice because
it became a mouthpiece of the leftists when, in 1931, men from the
proletarian arts movement joined the editorial team. By this time the two
literary arts journals of the Left had folded, and those associated with
them were under increasing state scrutiny; many were subjected to mul-
tiple arrests and police brutality. Several key women involved with Nyonin
geijutsu had strong links with the proletarian movement, and after the
splits caused by the so-called anarchist-Bolshevik debate (ana-boro ronsō)
that took hold of radical intellectuals, the anarchist faction left Nyonin
geijutsu to set up Fujin sensen (The women’s front), leaving the Marxists
with editorial control.

Sarah Frederick’s (2006) conclusion is that Nyonin geijutsu failed to
“see the ways that art was in fact useful or necessary for its own political
aims. . . . Inasmuch as many of the writings became overly literal in their
readings of the reality of society and writing about it, they often lost their
ability to capture the imaginations of the people they wished to seduce
away from mass culture, or from mass mobilization of the state” (147).
This change is most apparent in the changes to the journal’s visual ap-
pearance. Female artists who had been featured on the cover for two years
disappeared, to be replaced by an austere design in maroon and black.
Inside the journal, as well, the emphasis on female creativity and the arts
was downplayed. Visual material shifted to photographs from the Soviet
Union, with an emphasis on men involved in heavy industry. This led to
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Figure 8 Cover of Nyonin geijutsu by an unknown artist, 1932. From Nyonin geijutsu, vol.
5, no. 6. Courtesy of the Bodleian Japanese Library at the Nissan Institute of Japanese
Studies, Oxford University.

the incongruous juxtaposition of a journal with the title Female Arts
having a frontispiece of two Soviet male workers wielding hammers (vol.
5, no. 2 [1932]). The ideals that the Hasegawa sisters and others had
about the transformative potential of the arts were subsumed by the more
utilitarian approach of the Left. It seems that by aligning with the Left,
Nyonin geijutsu lost the opportunity to imagine, and possibly to create,
a different kind of revolution for women. Imaginings of a utopian world
were replaced by literal representations of Soviet women, as illustrated by
the cover of the final issue of the journal, which features Soviet women
carrying a hammer and sickle (fig. 8). Japanese women had once more
disappeared from the revolution, and the standard Soviet model had re-
turned. Furthermore, the direct involvement of male left-wing activists
such as Kobayashi and Nakano Shigeharu (1902–79) led to the journal
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being banned; this was a financial burden that Hasegawa could not sustain,
and it contributed to the journal’s closure in June 1932.26

Thus in different ways, complex imaginative endeavors were suppressed
and coerced into a more simplistic unitary view. Nevertheless, the images
themselves remain to remind us, in an immediate and tangible way, of
the vibrancy of radical imaginings that were present at this crucial era in
Japanese history when revolution still seemed possible.

School of East Asian Studies
University of Sheffield
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jidai e no hōka [Profusions of feminism: Beacons in a cold climate]. Tokyo:
Shakai Hyōronsha.
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