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“Coming Out” as a family with an LGB member in Japan:
Normalizing strategies and negotiating with social norms
Kotona Motoyama

Global Communication Center, Japan Advanced Institute of Science and Technology, Nomi city, Japan

ABSTRACT
Research on parents of an LGB child demonstrates the processes of
parents’ emotional and behavioral changes leading them finally to
accept their children. Only after parents accept their childrenwill they
be able to start their own process of “coming out”. This article
examines how families with an LGB member in Japan come out by
negotiating with social norms. Interviews with family members in
Japan revealed that most respondents went through emotional and
behavioral changes to accept an LGB member; however, their strug-
gle continued even after they accepted an LGB member due to their
fear of negative judgments by others around them. Also, the respon-
dents felt more difficulty coming out to people they know than to
anonymous others. How the respondents try to control their emo-
tions and negotiate with others reveals that families face difficulties
dealing with one of their members being an LGB person and coming
out to others despite social improvements surrounding the LGB
community in general. This shows that a certain degree of stigma
against sexual minorities at the interpersonal level remains strong in
the society. In response, respondents used a normalizing strategy in
order to avoid possible conflicts with people in close relationships.
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Introduction: Social changes surrounding sexual minorities and
experiences of parents of LGB children after their coming out

Japanese society nowadays has tried to show signs of greater acceptance of LGB people and
broader public awareness. Japanese mass media and local governments have recognized
the existence of minority sexualities1, and they have started considering unfair treatment
toward peoplewithminority sexualities as a social issue in Japan. For example, Pride Parades
in Tokyo have caught the attention of media, numerous gay characters appear in and are
presented as “normal” people in TV dramas, and there have been movements to issue
partnership certificates for same-sex couples in over twenty municipalities.2 More local
governments have tried to have a consultation desk to provide a safe space for sexual

CONTACT Kotona Motoyama kotona.osaka@gmail.com; kotona@jaist.ac.jp Global Communication Center,
Japan Advanced Institute of Science and Technology, 1-1 Nomi, Asahidai, Ishikawa 923-1292, Japan
1Minority sexualities include lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and/or questioning and asexual (LGBTQA).
I intentionally use the term “sexual minorities,” “minority sexualities” or “people with minority sexualities” to
distinguish them from “majority sexuality (heterosexuality and cisgender).” Since the term “diverse sexualities” also
includes heterosexuality and cisgender, it may result in neglecting marginalized and discriminated experiences of
people with minority sexualities. Though this paper deals with the case of LGB (lesbian, gay, or bisexual) people and
their families of origin, I use the broader terms above when reporting general information about their experiences.
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minorities. A few companies also have started to promote a sexual-minorities-friendly
environment by providing human-rights education or some social security to protect
individuals who are members of sexual minorities. Thus, the situation of people with
minority sexualities has been changing in a positive way especially in major metropolitan
areas, while it remains more sensitive in other rural areas. Despite the fact that public
acceptance of the sexual minority community has grown in Japanese society, accepting
one’s own family member as being a sexual minority could be a quite different story.

A nationwide survey on “people’s consciousness about sexual minorities” was conducted
in 2015 in Japan with a random sample drawn from the basic residents’ register and including
both genders in the age range of 20 to 79 (Kamano, Ishida, Kazama, Yoshinaka, & Kawaguchi,
2016).3 The research aimed at finding out how sexual minorities (LGBT) are perceived in
Japanese society by asking respondents their possible feelings if their coworkers, friends and
family members came out to them as LGBT. The research showed that people become more
homophobic toward someone with whom they are in a close relationship. One question
asked, “What would you feel if your neighbors, coworkers, siblings or your own children were
homosexual?” To this question, almost 70 percent of men and almost 64 percent of women
answered that they would not like it if their siblings were homosexual. The percentages
increase to 76 percent and 69 percent if their children were homosexual. These numbers are
significantly higher compared to the percentages of their negative feelings toward learning of
LGBT neighbors (47 percent and 33 percent) and coworkers (51 percent and 34 percent).

This finding is especially interesting because 51.2 percent among the same partici-
pants also answered they support (including “support” and “slightly support”) same-sex
marriage while 41.3 percent answered they do not support (including “slightly do not
support” and “do not support”) it4. This reaction gap implies that society may be
becoming more LGBT friendly while negative feelings toward LGBT individuals at the
interpersonal level still remain strong. It suggests that family members may still struggle
after they find out that one of their members identifies as an LGBT person. According to
the chairperson of LGBT no Kazoku to Yūjin wo Tsunagu Kai (The Organization to Connect
Families and Friends of LGBT, hereafter Families of LGBT), an NPO to support families
and friends of sexual minority individuals, they have received increasing phone calls
from parents for consultation about their difficulties since 2015. This was the year when
Shibuya Ward became the first district in Japan to issue certificates recognizing the
relationship of same-sex couples. This event might have encouraged non-heterosexuals
to come out to their families, prompting these parents to contact the NPO in tears,
asking for help in how to accept their children.

In this article I focus on the experiences of family members of LGB individuals. The
LGB category does not include the full range of sexual minorities such as pansexual or
transgendered persons, and some people use different terms for self-identification, often

2Same-sex marriage is not legally allowed in Japan. However, there are same-sex couples who live like married couples
in Japan. Some of them went to a country such as Canada to receive a marriage certificate. Other couples received
a certificate from a municipality in Japan that recognizes same-sex partnerships. Some couples “adopt” their partner
so that they can be in the same family register (koseki). There are also couples who introduced their partners to their
family, had a wedding, and thereby received social recognition.

3Total collected data was 1259 respondents and the return rate was 48.4 percent.
4Since 2015, there have been surveys of public opinions on LGBT conducted by Asahi Shinbun and Dentsu, a Japanese
advertising company. Though their research samples have some limitations, their results show that the rate
supporting same-sex marriage has increased (Yamashita, January 12, 2019).
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to avoid accepting sexuality as binary. Since there is not enough relevant data on
parents and siblings of transgendered people, this article focuses solely on non-
heterosexual individuals’ family members. Thus, I will use both LGB and non-
heterosexual interchangeably in this article.

This article analyzes the experiences of families of LGB members in Japan by asking
how these families deal with their emotional responses to an LGB member’s coming out
and what they do after they overcome their initial emotional response. Thus, as
a complement to the growing literature on the coming-out experiences of LGB indivi-
duals themselves, the aim of this article is to examine how parents and siblings of LGB
individuals in Japan come out as family members of LGB individuals by negotiating with
social norms. The following sections provide an overview of existing research on what
parents of LGB children have gone through after their children’s coming out. After that,
research methods will be described. The data from the interviews, which include not
only parents but also siblings, will be presented to illustrate how family members felt
about their daily interactions after they knew that one of their members was LGB. Lastly,
based on the respondents’ narratives, possible implications of their behavior in reference
to cultural characteristics of Japanese society will be discussed.

Literature review: Parents’ experiences after LGB child’s coming out

Coming out is said to cause a “family crisis” or emotional distress (Savin-Williams & Dubé,
1998; Williamson, 1998). Research on families of an LGB member has been developed
mostly in the American psychoanalytic literature and studies have focused on parents of
an LGB child. Books written by parents of LGB children incorporate their experiences of
their children’s coming out and the experiences of other parents whom they met
through parents’ activities. These works, including books written by scholars, rarely
take racial and ethnic differences in coming out into account. Most of the literature,
including non-academic sources, demonstrates the processes of parents’ emotional and
behavioral changes leading them to finally “accept” their children (Beeler & DiProva,
1999; Ben-Ari, 1995; Borhek, 1993; Dohrenwend, 2012; Griffin, Wirth, & Wirth, 1996;
LaSala, 2000, 2010; Robert-John, 2012; Williamson, 1998). According to this literature,
when parents are in the initial process of accepting, they are emotional and fed up with
their inner struggle. Much of the previous literature has shown that parents experience
initial shocks such as feelings of sadness, loss, fear, grief, loneliness, guilt, shame,
mourning, and blaming themselves (Beeler & DiProva, 1999; Griffin et al., 1996; LaSala,
2000, 2010; Williamson, 1998). An inner struggle is triggered when parents blame
themselves and suffer from feelings of guilt. Parents also feel a sense of loss because
the child’s coming out disrupts parents’ dreams for their children such as having a family
and producing grandchildren.

There is little empirical research on parents of LGB children and their relationship in
Japan (Khor & Kamano, 2013; Motoyama, 2014, 2016, 2017; Sambe, 2014a, 2014b).
Families in Japan also experienced “initial shocks” such as feelings of loss, responsibility,
and inner conflicts caused by their shared beliefs in heteronormativity and homophobia.
It is reported that parents who acknowledged that their child already had some
“problems” such as being mentally unstable or refusing to go to school, experienced
less initial shock and they were more likely to accept the child’s sexuality. In prior
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research (Motoyama, 2016) I found that parents’ narratives reported a sense of relief
when they found out their child’s sexual orientation, such as in the words of one parent:
“I was relieved for my child that we could finally name our child’s longtime struggles”
(Motoyama, 2016, p. 88). As parents overcome their inner feelings, they eventually come
to accept their child’s non-heterosexuality.

Once parents have accepted their LGB children, they also start coming out to
others on behalf of their children. Accepting LGB children means that parents can
“identify the benefits of having a lesbian and gay child” so that they can be proud of
their children (LaSala, 2010, p. 184). Griffin et al. (1996) point out that coming out as
a parent is the “key to personal freedom” because this action directly or indirectly
helps to change society’s negative attitude toward non-heterosexuals; and thus, it
also helps them to come out more easily. At the same time, some authors (Borhek,
1993; Griffin et al., 1996) also acknowledge there are lots of conflicts and risks
parents need to face, such as in relationships with other family members and during
family gatherings at holidays. Parents’ coming out is a long, slow, and step-by-step
process because they could also become a target of stigma due to their association
with an LGB relative, which has been labeled “courtesy stigma.” (Glennon, 2012;
LaSala, 2010; Sambe, 2014a, 2014b) Originally Erving Goffman’s concept, courtesy
stigma occurs when “individual[s] who [are] related through the social structure to
a stigmatized individual are obliged to share some of the discredit of the stigmatized
person to whom they are related” (Goffman, 1963, p. 30).

Referring to Goffman, Corrigan and Miller (2004) researched the effects of stigma on
North American families where one member has mental illness. They categorized
courtesy stigma into two types. First, “vicarious stigma” is the suffering parents feel
empathically because their loved one is suffering. Second, “public stigma” is the stigma
family members experience directly because of prejudice and discrimination by the
general population against the family. LaSala (2010), a family therapist and researcher
on non-heterosexuals and their parents in the US, draws from Corrigan and Miller’s
categorizations of courtesy stigma and indicates that parents of non-heterosexuals
experience these stigmas. Glennon (2012) also refers to Goffman’s concept of courtesy
stigma and indicates that parents of lesbian and gay individuals face challenges in social
interactions with others due to three key dimensions, ambiguity, hostility and privacy
concerns. Sambe (2014a, 2014b), the first researcher who took both LGB children and
parents’ perspectives into account in the field of sociology in Japan, also points out that
parents in Japan are compelled to be aware of being “ones with courtesy stigma” after
they overcame their negative feelings toward non-heterosexuality and changed their
perception, which made them realize their new identity as “parents of an LGB child.” In
other words, discovering this new identity makes parents realize that they could be
subject to criticism because they develop the recognition that they also “became
a ‘concerned party as family members,’ and are forced to manage its impression.”
(Sambe, 2014a, p. 193)

The current trend of research on LGB individuals and their families of origin has also
shed light on positive aspects of minority sexuality identities. Discovering children’s
same-sex orientation could be a positive experience for parents to grow with the help of
a positive atmosphere surrounding them (Gonzalez, Rostosky, Odom, & Riggle, 2013). In
my opinion, however, this trend itself reveals that parents are still suffering from their
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children’s coming out due to stigma against sexual minorities rooted in their respective
societies. If parents decide to come out, it occurs within the context of interactions with
others and is constrained by the norms for such interactions (Glennon, 2012). With this
in mind, how do social norms affect their experiences of coming out in Japan?

Research method: Interviewing families with an LGB member

Field work was conducted between 2012 and 2015 using semi-structured interviews and
participant observation. As shown in Table 1, the total sample includes 22 family
members from 12 families in different locations in Japan. The 22 participants were
composed of ten mothers, five fathers, five sisters, one brother and one cousin. Each
interview took one and a half hours to four hours. Respondents are designated by
a pseudonym for their family name followed by the relationship to the LGB member,
such as “Aragaki Mom,” which refers to the mother of an LGB child named Aragaki. The
relationship is abbreviated: Mother as mom, father as dad, brother as bro and sister as
sis. For older sister, it shows as “O-Sis” and for younger sister as “Y-Sis.” (See Table 1 for
more detail on the respondents.) [Table 1 near this section]

In addition to the interviews, I conducted supplementary observation research at
the NPO Families of LGBT. This was the first organization in Japan to focus on caring
for families, friends and allies of LGBT persons. It was organized in 2006 and became

Table 1. Information on Respondents.
Name of non-
heterosexual
members

Gender/Sexual
orientation

Relationship (names), age of family
members

Interviewed region/area (place) and
date

1 Suzuki Woman/
homosexual

Mother (Suzuki Mom), 56 Chūbu (home) 6 January 2013
Older sister (Suzuki Sis), 24 Kantō (café) 19 January 2013
Cousin (Itō), 30 Chūbu (Suzuki’s house)

5 January 2013
2 Yamamoto Woman/bisexual Mother (Yamamoto Mom), 49 Kinki (home) 12 January 2013
3 Nakamura Woman/lesbian Mother (Nakamura Mom), 68 Kinki (café) 27 February 2013
4 Yamaguchi Man/gay Father (Yamaguchi Dad), 66 Kyushu (café) 17 February 2013
5 Yoshida Man/gay Mother (Yoshida Mom), 59 Kinki (café) 6 March 2013

Older sister (Yoshida Sis), 28 Kinki (café) 9 March 2013
6 Higa Man/gay Mother (Higa Mom), 58 Okinawa (café) 6 April 2014
7 Aragaki Woman/unknown

(has a girlfriend)
Mother (Aragaki Mom), 58 Okinawa (café) 8 April 2014
Father (Aragaki Dad), 58 Okinawa (Aragaki’s house)

7 April 2014
Older brother (Aragaki Bro), 32 Okinawa (café) 8 April 2014
Younger sister (Aragaki Sis), 25 Okinawa (home) 7 April 2014

8 Morita Woman/homosexual Mother (Morita Mom), Kinki (Morita’s house) 12 July 2014
Father (Morita Dad), 54 Kinki (Morita’s house) 27 July 2014

9 Kiyohara Woman/bisexual Mother (Kiyohara Mom), 55 Chūgoku (café) 2 November 2014
10 Miyazato Woman/lesbian Older sister (Miyazato O-Sis), 30 Tokyo (bar) 25 November 2014

Younger sister (Miyazato Y-Sis), 23 Kyūshū (meeting place)
29 November 2014

11 Katō Man/gay Mother (Katō Mom), 55 Hokkaido (café and home)
3 December 2014

Father (Katō Dad), 62 Hokkaido (hotel lobby)
2 December 2014

12 Fujii Man/bisexual Mother (Fujii Mom), 53 Kinki (café) 9 March 2015
Father (Fujii Dad), 56 Kinki (café) 9 March 2015
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an NPO in 2007. The executive office is in Kobe, and there are three other chapters in
Tokyo, Fukuoka and Nagoya. This NPO was established based on the model of
Parents, Family & Friends of Lesbians and Gays (hereafter PFLAG) in the US. The
purposes of the group are: to create a society which eliminates discrimination
against LGBT and promotes respect for diverse sexuality; to support sexual minorities
in accepting sexuality with their friends and families; and above all, to “create
a society in which everyone’s own characteristics and human rights are respected,
by increasing awareness and broader understanding through information in educa-
tion about the issues of sexual minorities” (Families of LGBT, 2015). They organize
monthly gatherings and other events and lectures to understand diverse sexualities
by inviting keynote speakers. As a part of their activities, they also attend parades
and negotiate for equality of LGBT with local governments, educational institutions
and centers for human rights. An average of 15 to 30 people attended the monthly
gatherings. Most of the participants were mothers of sexual minority children, and
only a few fathers came together with their wives. Participants in the monthly
gatherings also included people who self-identify as sexual minorities, their friends,
and other concerned people. I attended the gatherings in the Kobe branch about 8
times a year between 2012 and 2015 and a few times in Tokyo and Fukuoka. The
gatherings lasted three hours and included self-introductions and discussion among
participants.

The interviewees were gathered through introductions by non-heterosexuals who
were at self-support group meetings where I did participant observation. Some of them
also introduced other non-heterosexuals who have come out to their family members.
To establish rapport with the families, I made careful arrangements. I contacted potential
respondents to make sure they were willing to participate in the research and asked
them to choose the most comfortable place to talk about their experiences. Some of
them invited me to their homes. Because I was introduced by someone they knew or
their own non-heterosexual family member, the families were supportive about partici-
pating in the research. Moreover, some parents told me that they viewed participating in
my research as an opportunity to consider their “inner feelings” caused by their child’s
coming out and to accept their feelings. They also seemed to take advantage of my
presence as a “specialist,” so they asked me questions about basic knowledge of
sexuality. Some of them also told me they decided to participate in my research to let
more people know about their situation and that of their non-heterosexual family
members.

All the participants in my study are family members who had already come to terms
with LGB relatives’ coming out or who were presently trying to deal with it. The source
of my sample was necessarily limited. The respondents whom I met at Families of LGBT
may tend to be more open to the issue of sexual minorities than non-participating
individuals, although not all the participants in the group had overcome their inner
struggle of accepting their LGB family members. Also, the meetings are held in large
cities, so people who are living in rural areas may not be included; however, there were
people who came to the group from neighboring prefectures. Needless to say, this study
could not reach family members who are still suffering from their inner conflicts, have
not yet accepted their LGB members, or have not yet started coming out to anyone due
to the fear of social stigma. Moreover, it should be noted that not all of my participants
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have had the same experience or responded to it in exactly the same way. Nonetheless,
there are still common issues they raised as experiences of families of an LGB member.

Findings: Coming out experiences for families in Japan

Some of the respondents I interviewed were in the middle of the process of accepting
an LGB family member. Even among respondents who said they already had accepted
an LGB member, many of them had suffered inner conflicts from the process. This article
will only focus on the participants’ experiences after the stage of initial shock, and when
they have started thinking about coming out to others.

How do these families feel before coming out to others? To whom do they come out
or choose not to come out, how and why? In this section, first, I will introduce the
families’ concerns or fears before coming out to others. There seemed to be mainly three
reasons why family members were hesitant to come out to others: 1) Fear of being
a target of stigma, 2) Fear of being different from the majority, and 3) Fear of “outing” an
LGB member. Next, I discuss to whom my respondents are more and less afraid about
coming out. Then finally, I introduce how my respondents actually came out to others
and the reactions they elicited.

Struggles before coming out: Fear of being a target of stigma

Many of the respondents expressed fear that they also might be a target of stigma when
others found out that they are family members of an LGB person. This fear was stronger
when the respondents had overcome their initial shock but had not completely under-
stood and accepted their LGB member’s sexual orientation. Nakamura Mom was afraid
of being pointed out as “the mother of a non-heterosexual child.” She was afraid that
her relationships with neighbors and coworkers would be negatively affected and, in
fact, she did face negative consequences. She explained, “I imagined that I would be
wiped out. Maybe not wiped out but I was scared that my neighbors would start
ignoring me. I also thought I would be kicked out of my workplace. I was just so scared.”
Then she kept quiet and tried to forget about her daughter’s coming out for two years.
Her great fear might be caused by her traditional family values as she clearly said that
she had strong pride in making her family and raising two kids “without problems.”
Kamano’s research (2017) found that those who are more conservative about family and
gender values tend to be more homophobic. Also, Nakamura Mom said she had
dreamed of living with her daughter’s family. This might be why she said that she
believed she and her family members would be “isolated from society (seken)” when
others found out her daughter’s non-heterosexuality. She also blamed herself for bear-
ing and raising a non-heterosexual child. Katō Mom, who also blamed herself for her
son’s non-heterosexuality, explained she was afraid of revealing her son’s same-sex
marriage5 to her parents because she thinks her parents would blame her. When parents
have blamed themselves for children’s non-heterosexuality, they might also feel a fear of
being blamed by others.

5Her son and his partner were married in the US and since his partner is an American they are protected by the law if
they live in the US.
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Furthermore, some of Nakamura Mom’s narratives indicate why she was frightened of
other people’s judgement. She told me about her childhood experiences when her
parents told her not to get close to hisabetsu-burakumin, Japanese who historically faced
discrimination as outcastes, and Chōsen-jin, Korean residents living in Japan. She also
observed people’s discriminatory behavior against persons with mental disability
through her work experiences with these people. These experiences might have influ-
enced her to imagine that she also could be a target of discrimination because of her
daughter’s non-heterosexuality, which she thought to be “very strange.”

Aragaki Dad also said hewould not disclose his daughter’s non-heterosexuality to people
he knows because of he does not want to be singled out by others. His daughter writes
articles in local newspapers and mentioned her non-heterosexuality. When asked how he
feels about the possibility that people would read the articles and find out his daughter’s
sexuality, he said “I guess I have no choice if people found out about it.” I asked if he had
desires of not being found out, he answered, “I don’t tell others because of sekentei.”When
I asked what he meant by sekentei, he said “I don’t want to be singled out and called, ‘The
father of a rezu [lesbian].’” Sekentei refers to one’s appearance and reputation in the eyes of
the “imagined community” (seken) of others (Lebra, 2004). He also told me that he had
mixed feelings. Hewas ashamed of his daughter’s non-heterosexuality on the one hand, but
he was also proud of his daughter being involved with activities and writing articles in order
to change the social atmosphere for sexual minorities on the other hand. This was why he
said, “I won’t hide anything about my daughter as long as I don’t have to tell it to others,
because it’s her life.”

Some siblings also expressed fear of coming out to others. Aragaki Sis expressed her
fear of telling certain others about her sister. Asked why, she answered, “I used to joke
around, like saying ‘fag’ or ‘dyke’ to putting people down . . . That’s why I might have
worried that someone would also put me down, as I have done to other people with
jokes.” Her narrative suggests that her worry was created by her past experience of
herself as homophobic. Since the existence of non-heterosexuals has become more
natural for Aragaki Sis and she has developed her consciousness of sexual minority
issues, she forgot her feelings and reactions in the past when she had first learned about
her sister’s non-heterosexuality. Though she herself did not remember, Aragaki Sis was
told by her sister that she first said “that’s gross!” when her sister came out to her.
I asked her if she could guess what made her feel “gross,” and she told me about her
past experiences of making homophobic jokes. Aragaki Sis continued, “I’m afraid of
being perceived as different from everyone else. I guess I am afraid of other people
looking at me with prejudice.” She believed that having a lesbian sibling would cause
her to become a target of stigma.

Aragaki Bro also explained that he would be hesitant to come out about his
lesbian sister. He proclaimed that he is still unsure whether he has been able to
accept his sister’s non-heterosexuality or not. He said that he “still has mixed
feelings” about his sister being a non-heterosexual although he emphasized that
he respects his non-heterosexual sister’s life. He explained, “I interact with people
with disabilities and the elderly, so I don’t have prejudice against such people [sexual
minorities], so I would not say ‘I hate you’ to their face. But this is about my sister. If
a younger sister told me ‘I’m homosexual,” this is a different story. It gets more
complicated.” When I asked him what part is “complicated,” he said, “Well, I guess I’m
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worried about how others perceive me. I talk about my family to my wife and
friends. When my friends and I have conversations about blue jokes (shimoneta) or
something related to my family members, I’m hesitant to disclose about my sister.”
Asked whether he is worried about how others perceive him or his sister, he
answered, “I guess it’s both . . . My sister is actively involved with social activities
[on behalf of sexual minorities] and I wonder if her friends know about it and talk
about it behind her back . . . Plus I may have a feeling that I don’t want to tell my
friends that my sister is a homosexual.” His narratives in the interview were rather
tentative and indirect, and there may be several reasons for this. Unlike Aragaki Sis
who was told about her sister’s sexuality directly and had enough time to discuss it
with her sister and digest the fact, Aragaki Bro learned of his sister’s non-
heterosexuality through Aragaki Sis. Thus, he could not mention his mixed feelings
to other family members whom he thought had overcome their own inner conflicts.
In addition to that, it seemed that my interview questions made him think for the
first time about his sister and the surrounding matters. He might not have been used
to verbalizing his feelings to others; he said that he usually does not tell his inner
feelings to others. In addition, perhaps he had not overcome his own mixed feelings,
as he himself also proclaimed.

In another case, Miyazato Y-Sis expressed her fear of possible negative influence upon
her future career due to her association with an LGB family member. She was
a university student when interviewed and expressed concern about her future work
environment if coworkers knew about her sister’s non-heterosexuality. “I wonder if my
sister’s non-heterosexuality would affect my work relationships or working environment
when I start working,” she reflected. Although it is unclear what will actually happen to
her in the future, the fact that she expressed this fear implies that families of an LGB
could suffer from what other people around them would think.

There was one narrative that was specific to siblings, who referred to stigma as
potentially leading to the misunderstanding that they are also a member of
a sexual minority. Yoshida Sis said she feels strong responsibility to correct some-
one who says something homophobic. At the same time, she would be anxious
about doing so because she is “afraid something might happen to her.” Asked if
she ever worried about being mistaken for a non-heterosexual, she said “Yes,
maybe that’s it.”

As seen from their narratives, their fear is generated by other people’s judgements, or
their sensitivity to sekentei in which the social standard regarding sexuality is considered
to be heterosexuality. This creates bias and discrimination against non-heterosexuality in
society. In such a society, families feel they will also become a target of stigma due to
their association with LGB members. In addition to shared norms about sexuality in the
society, many respondents had actually encountered a homophobic environment where
others were making fun of non-heterosexual persons. Experiencing a negative atmo-
sphere toward non-heterosexual persons discourages families from telling others about
their LGB members.

Fear of being different from the majority: Survival skills to avoid exclusion
There was also another reason for family members to be afraid of coming out. They were
afraid of revealing that they and their family members are different from the majority by
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coming out. Higa Mom told me that one reason why she was hesitant to tell her sister
about her son was, “I thought it would shock people who have known my son since he
was a child, more [than strangers].” Another participant, Katō Mom, also expressed her
concern about shocking others by coming out because she believes many people are
unfamiliar with the actual presence of an LGB person in their midst. Katō Mom
expressed feeling difficulty when confronted with situations where people ask her
about her son, who married another man and is a coordinator of an organization
specializing in sexual minorities. Asked why, she answered “I think they would be
surprised if they knew there was such a person [a gay person] so close to them.
I think they would feel shock that I am the parent of such a person [a gay person].”

A few times during the interview, Katō Mom also mentioned that “I wish my son was
a girl” because she “wish[ed] for a futsū [normal or ordinary] marriage” for her son. She
continued, “I look like I understand, but I don’t really . . . I still think marriage is between
a man and woman. A futsū marriage as seken says. Marriage between two men is not
futsū right? So I’ve never disclosed about my son to seken.” Because she strongly desired
to maintain a close relationship with her son and also she was happy about her son’s
“partner [being] a good person,” she thought she “should show him understanding.” At
the same time, she also felt that her son’s non-heterosexuality was “something I cannot
tell seken” about.

In Katō Mom’s interview, she repeatedly used the word seken. She was referring to
seken as being people she knows, such as her friends and coworkers. According to
research on seken, the term means “the link which connects people” (Abe, 1995, p. 16),
and shared rules in seken tell people what normality means and compel people to be
the same, not different (Abe, 2002a; Abe, 2002b; Kōkami, 2006; Lebra, 2004; Nakamura,
2011; Sato, 2013) As Katō Mom herself admitted, she was not fully understanding of her
son’s sexuality because she shared a social standard that marriage means a heterosexual
marriage. This led her to feel that same-sex marriage is not “normal,” and thus she
believed that she could not disclose her son’s sexuality to people she knows.

Concerns with how other people might react to learning about one’s relationship
to or understanding of LGB individuals can also prevent family members of LGB
people to critique homophobic behavior in public contexts. Yoshida Sis felt it was
extremely difficult to correct coworkers and business partners at drinking occasions
when they behaved in a homophobic way. “I’m scared to correct that person in front
of everyone . . . I don’t want everyone to think I’m the only one becoming so serious
on drinking occasions . . . I’m afraid that people would think ‘why are you so serious
and trying to provoke a quarrel?’” Her narrative implies that she faced a dilemma
because she thought that becoming serious at drinking sessions is inappropriate
behavior. When I asked if Aragaki Bro had ever heard “gay jokes,” he answered that
he had. He explained that although he thinks telling “gay jokes” itself is inappropri-
ate, he does not object to his friends’ gay jokes. He said, “I don’t think deeply about
it but it’s like playing with words . . . Whenever I hear and see people who make fun
of these people [sexual minorities], it reminds me of my sister’s face . . . But how
I deal with these occasions is to just let it go . . . And I feel guilty, but I won’t
condemn these people who just joke around. As long as they just make funny
stories, I think it’s wrong for me to correct them saying ‘you shouldn’t make fun of
them because it hurts them.’ I rather think it’s sometimes necessary [to stay silent] as
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long as we are just having fun.” His narrative could be seen as offensive to LGB
individuals because “gay jokes” would reinforce homophobia; however, his and
Yoshida’s narratives suggest that they feared the possibility of being excluded as
a result of ruining the mood of the occasion.

Although the narratives of the two mothers and two siblings express a range of
differences in their concerns and reactions, there are commonalities. They feel con-
strained when they are in a situation where their ideas or statements are different from
the majority’s. Higa Mom and Katō Mom seemed to perceive that talking about their
sons would worsen their relationship with others, because they believed that their
siblings, friends and coworkers would not have any idea about LGB people and talking
about them would reveal that they and their LGB children are different from the
majority. Yoshida Sis was afraid of being the only person to be serious at drinking
occasions where having fun was the primary expected behavior, because becoming
serious in this setting would disrupt the group’s relaxed atmosphere. Aragaki Bro felt
guilty about telling or laughing at “gay jokes” even though he could not stop doing it
when he was with friends. In these situations, he confessed that he felt it was necessary
to laugh along with others rather than standing up and saying, “That is homophobia,” or
“Gay jokes are not acceptable,” because he was more afraid of ruining the atmosphere
than he was of disrespecting his sister who was not present.

Since we never know how others will react to ideas which are different from a so-
called majority perspective, my respondents had to pay attention to what “appropriate
behavior” is in each setting. “Appropriateness” can be different based on what situation
they are in and with whom they interact. If a person misjudges what the situation is and
“misbehaves,” that person can be excluded. Also, parents are especially expected to
behave “appropriately,” otherwise they need to take responsibility if their child acts
inappropriately and apologize on their behalf for causing “trouble” (Sato, 2013).
Steinhoff’s article in this issue also indicates that parents are unable to escape from
their child’s notoriety, and similar dynamics can be observed among my informants.
Moreover, the worries expressed by family members show that being non-heterosexual
is also considered to be “inappropriate behavior.” Their fear is not only caused by biases
and prejudices against LGB people and sexual minorities in general, but also fear that
they might behave inappropriately, which makes them different from the majority and
can cause them to be excluded.

In order to behave appropriately, family members try to avoid conflicts by “reading
the atmosphere” (kūki wo yomu), which means observing and discerning the social
mood. Yoneyama, who studies bullying in Japan, describes it as “reading the vibes”
and points out that if students failed to read the vibes shared “in class for a sign of what
is acceptable at a particular point in time,” they could be a target of bullying or exclusion
(Yoneyama, 2008, p. 6). The atmosphere or “vibes” is fluid and can change easily, thus
people must acquire such a skill to avoid being targeted as the next potential victim of
exclusion. Steinhoff also finds that decisions made by the members of Rengō Sekigun
(United Red Army) adopted a Japanese consensus procedure in which they were
expected to follow the group decisions made by its majority and to participate in the
group’s actions (Steinhoff, 1992). Reading the atmosphere in Japan means to be con-
scious about what the majority perceives and to conform to the harmony that is created
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based on similarities. Not coming out to others and not denouncing gay jokes were
survival skills my respondents used to avoid any conflict.

Fear of outing an LGB member
Some respondents also explained that they are afraid of “outing” an LGB member.
“Outing” an LGB person usually means that someone discloses it to others without the
LGB individual’s will and thereby forces them to come out of the closet. The closet is
a metaphor of the space where people stay, living in denial and secrecy by hiding their
sexual orientation.

Yoshida Mom expressed a strong desire to come out as the mother of a gay son.
However, she decided not to because her son is still in the closet. She was more
worried about outing her son through her coming out. She said, “I can come out as
long as my son is OK about it. I rather want to tell as many people as possible
because it will help eradicate discrimination against sexual minorities around the
people I come out to . . . I’m sure there are one or two sexual minority people around
where I live. I want to ask them if there are people in their family who do not get
married and tell them the possibility that they may be sexual minorities. I think,
I want to say it out loud to let many people know about it.” Yoshida Sis also shared
a similar frustration to her mother. Yoshida Sis expressed her strong responsibility to
come out as a sister of a gay brother especially after she attended Family of LGBT
meetings. She said participating in Family of LGBT made her realize that there are
many people who do not know about this issue. She started feeling that it is her
duty to spread it. “I began telling my friends and coworkers about my gay brother
even though I have to think about possible consequences for my brother because it’s
his private story.” Miyazato O-Sis also explained that she wants to talk about her
non-heterosexual sister because “It’s a story of my family. I want to tell them in daily
conversation that my sister came to visit me with her girlfriend.” However, she tried
not to talk about it, especially in her hometown, because that is where her non-
heterosexual sister and their parents live and work, and where her sister does not
want to be out because she is concerned about negative effects on her career.

These respondents express mixed feelings in which they have a desire to come out
on behalf of their non-heterosexual family members but are reluctant to do so because
they want to respect their LGB members being in the closet. They show some frustration
because they have to make a choice between respecting the LGB family members’ life
and taking actions to change society to reduce discrimination against LGB people by
coming out. For them, both choices are equally important. Their frustration might be
caused by the interpretation of who is the person concerned. The term “coming out” has
been used among the sexual minority community as a shortened form of “coming out of
the closet,” where they were forced to hide their sexual orientation. Thus, coming out is
considered to stand against unfair treatment by empowering their sexual minority
identities. In these respondents’ cases, they consider themselves the people concerned,
as they have accepted their new identity as the family of an LGB individual while their
LGB members have not fully accepted their non-heterosexual identity.
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Less fear of coming out to unrelated others
While respondents confronted difficulties in coming out to someone they knew and
expressed clearly that they cared about their relationships with others, they expressed
less concern about unrelated people knowing about their LGB member. Aragaki Dad
showed little interest in how many people would find out about his daughter, who writes
articles in local newspapers about her sexuality. However, he clearly stated that he would
not come out to someone he knows. In another case, Higa Mom also insisted that she
prefers talking about her gay son to utter strangers rather than to someone she knows well.
She felt it was extremely difficult to come out to her own sister. She said, “She is an aunt who
knows my son well. I guess it’s easier with some strangers. I think if it’s someone who barely
knows my son in the first place, it would be easier for them to accept.”

Through my research at Families of LGBT, I also found out that some of the parents
joined pride parades and walked with their banner or message while they said they
cannot come out to someone they know around the area they live in. Attending
a parade with their banner or messages means they are coming out as the parents of
LGBT children, which alone shows they seem to be taking an active role in supporting
the LGB community. A public action in many other societies might be considered more
personally stigmatizing. However, their behavior exemplifies that the families are less
concerned about coming out to anonymous people in a public place, while they are
more concerned about coming out in front of people related to them.

This behavior can be interpreted to mean that they are overwhelmed by the power of
the community they belong to, but do not necessarily fear the power of society in
general. Nakamura points out that seken (community) functions more specifically in
people’s lives than society, while society is more structurally organized (Nakamura,
2011). He explains that people’s lives take place in a community, which exists within
the larger society. It means people’s lives are influenced by specific norms and values in
their community. According to Inoue (1977), people’s life spaces consists of three
concentric circles: 1) The uchi zone which includes miuchi (relatives) and someone
they relate to with intimacy; 2) Seken, which exists in between uchi and soto and it
includes narrower and wider communities; and 3) The soto zone which means others,
thus, society. It is understood that the uchi zone is considered a protective and inclusive
zone while the soto zone is considered more hostile and exclusive, thus if someone
breaks the harmony among people who are supposed to be intimate, such a person
would be excluded from the uchi zone and treated as an outsider (Lebra, 2004).

My respondents’ differing attitudes in different zones implies that in dealing with
their close associates and family members, it is more important for them to avoid
conflicts among related people. Applying their narratives to Japanese people’s life
space, it can be said that stigma against families can possibly be created in both their
immediate community and society, but ones in the community may be more threaten-
ing for them because they care about their actual human connections they need to
maintain for their lives. Somewhat positive changes in the society surrounding sexual
minorities’ community may also encourage my respondents to feel that coming out in
the broader anonymous society is easier than coming out to people they know.
Furthermore, even in the uchi zone, because relatives are connected through blood
ties, telling them that one of their members is an LGB person may affect the relatives
who might also suffer from stigma.
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Decisions about whether to come out to people in the uchi zone but with less
intimacy

While my respondents expressed their fear of coming out to someone related to
themselves, a great number of respondents also expressed the feeling that there was
no need for coming out to those who are technically or formally in kin relationships but
with whom they feel less intimacy. It seemed that my respondents felt intimacy to
a person when they have communicated often enough so that they have been able to
establish mutual understanding with each other. The intimacy level may differ depend-
ing upon how often they communicate. The respondents would be able to share their
inner feelings or emotions to the person when necessary.

Many parents decided not to come out to their own parents. They said that coming
out to someone older than themselves is more difficult because they believed that the
older generation is more conservative and will not understand it. Yoshida Mom and her
gay son decided to tell her side of the family and relatives, including her aunts. However,
her family decided not to tell her husband’s side of the family because they live far from
Yoshida Mom’s home and they only meet once in a while. Yoshida Mom and her other
family members felt pity, especially for a grandmother who lives far away, because they
would not be able to support her if she gets panicked by hearing about her grandson’s
sexual orientation. They also decided not to disclose it to the husband’s siblings and
their children because they did not see them often. Yoshida Mom's husband also agreed
with his family’s choice of not coming out to his mother and relatives.

Suzuki Mom shared a similar struggle before coming out but had an unexpected
experience when she came out to her own parents, who live next to them in a two-family
house. She said, “I stopped my daughter from telling her grandparents about her sexuality
because my parents . . . went through the time when gender divisions were clear, so
I thought they wouldn’t accept it.” However, after Suzuki Mom discussed it with her
daughter, she decided to tell her parents about the daughter’s sexual orientation. It turned
out that her parents showed understanding of her daughter’s non-heterosexuality.

Some respondents explained that it is the degree of intimacy that matters, and being
relatives or family is not a necessary condition to come out. Yoshida Mom’s and Suzuki
Mom’s decisions of whether they come out to the grandparents may be affected by their
degree of intimacy, although both of them seemed to have an attitude of caring for
their grandparents. Yoshida Mom and her family decided not to come out because the
grandmother lives in a distant place and they do not meet often enough to talk about
something that might cause emotional reactions. On the other hand, Suzuki Mom and
her own parents live next to each other. According to Suzuki Mom, her daughter has
had a close relationship and personal communication with the grandparents, such as
talking about her daily life with her friends and what happened at school. The relation-
ship of shared intimacy between Suzuki Mom’s parents and her daughter might have
encouraged Suzuki Mom to decide to come out to her own parents.

When asked whether respondents consider coming out to their neighbors, most of
them said that they do not talk about family matters with their neighbors. They also felt
no need for coming out at the workplace or to their coworkers because they believe that
the workplace is a place where they barely discuss inner feelings or private matters. For
these respondents, their friends were the easiest people to come out to. They felt easier
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coming out to people with whom they have histories of sharing their feelings and thus
felt more intimacy toward. They felt that it is difficult to break off ties with relatives and
kin, whereas relationships with friends are different because they can choose their
friendships. If their friends behaved negatively when they came out, families feel it
would be easier to stop communicating and interacting with them, compared with
relatives.

Ways of coming out: The “educational strategy” and the “normalizing strategy”
There were only a few respondents who came out for the sake of enlightening others
about sexual minority issues, which I call coming out as an “educational strategy.”
Nakamura Mom did not have a choice because her daughter came out very publicly,
which resulted in her relatives, neighbors, coworkers and friends all knowing that her
daughter was a lesbian. Nakamura Mom actually experienced homophobia and negative
attitudes from others when her daughter came out publicly. It took a while for her to
overcome her struggle about accepting her daughter, as mentioned in previous sec-
tions. Yet, she decided to take action and began to get involved with sexual minority
activities, including organizing a support group for family members, attending parades,
writing articles in newspapers and distributing flyers as the mother of a lesbian daugh-
ter. She said, “I’m no longer afraid of anything. I’m getting older and coming close to
death, so I made a virtue of the necessity to support her.” She continued, “I’m also glad
to make good use of myself and to show my face in public.” There were also a few other
respondents who expressed that they tried to come out in order to achieve social justice
and change society to be less homophobic. They shared a strong problem conscious-
ness about the discrimination sexual minorities face.

Others come out in a different way, which is less educational. They come out by
emphasizing that having an LGB identity is something futsū or normal. They do not take
coming out as a weighty matter, but instead they want to treat coming out as a lighter
matter that they can talk about in daily conversation. Aragaki Sis proactively mentioned her
sister being a lesbian in daily conversation with others. Aragaki Sis was living with her
husband, child, her lesbian sister and her sister’s girlfriend when I conducted the interview.
When she told her friends about her living situation, her friends reacted and said, “Aren’t you
uncomfortable living together?” She responded to the friends that “No, I am not uncomfor-
table at all. It’s just a normal thing.” Kiyohara Mom also tried to talk about her lesbian
daughter to others as much as possible. She said, “I don’t want to consider my daughter’s
sexuality as something special, like something I cannot tell others. I often just mention it in
daily conversation with my friends who are talking about our kids.” She intentionally did not
mention the reality that non-heterosexuals are facing, such as their hardship caused by
discrimination and stigmatization against sexual minorities.

The way respondents come out by emphasizing the normality of LGB identity is what
I call a “normalizing strategy.” The differences between the educational strategy and
normalizing strategy is their purpose and actual ways of coming out. Those who used
the educational strategy have strong problem consciousness and they are critical about
society tolerating unfair treatment toward sexual minorities. Thus, the families seem to
use the educational approach as an objection to unfairness and inequality. Therefore,
they intentionally try to talk about the negative situations of LGB individuals. On the
other hand, those who use the normalizing strategy do not necessarily consider coming
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out as an educational method to eradicate discrimination. The normalizing strategy is an
approach that treats non-heterosexuality as something normal that should not be
exceptionalized.

Among respondents who used a normalizing strategy, however, there seem to be
two kinds of approaches. One is that they intentionally talk about an LGB member as
one of their family members who happens to be non-heterosexual. Another is that they
use the normalizing strategy unconsciously. The commonality among the approaches is
that they know that the society and most people assume heterosexuality is “normal.”
Though my respondents explained that they also used to share this assumption before
knowing a close family member who is non-heterosexual, they had reached the stage
where they already had become used to the existence of non-heterosexuality in their
family. Moreover, the society surrounding LGB people has also changed. Sexual minority
issues have been discussed more often, which has raised the awareness of fair treatment
toward minority sexualities in addition to a familiarity with LGB characters in the media.
These changes also help the normalizing strategy work in favor of the respondents.

I have found that the normalizing strategy causes fewer negative reactions compared
with the educational strategy. Nakamura Mom used the educational approach to come
out to her best friend whom she has known for 40 years. However, her friend reacted
negatively and showed no interest in listening to anything related to sexual minority
issues, the lesbian daughter, and Nakamura Mom’s involvement in related activities. On
the other hand, Kiyohara Mom used the normalizing strategy and never experienced
negative reactions from those to whom she came out. The different experiences of
Nakamura Mom and Kiyohara Mom perhaps can be explained by their age differences;
Nakamura Mom was in her late 60s and Kiyohara Mom was in her mid-50s. However, it
may also be that the strategy of coming out influences people’s reactions to it. In my
research, more people used the normalizing strategy than the educational strategy, and
they faced fewer negative reactions. These results imply that the normalizing strategy is
somewhat effective to come out in Japanese society. Then why could this strategy be
effective?

What does it mean to be “normal” in Japan?
It has been argued that LGB people have suffered from discrimination because of
homophobia which is produced and reproduced by heteronormativity (Altman, 1993;
Eaklor, 2008; Horie, 2004, 2006; Kawaguchi, 2003; Kazama, 2002a, 2002b; Kazama &
Kawaguchi, 2010; Pharr, 2006; Rich, 1980; Vincent, Kazama, & Kawaguchi, 1997). The
literature suggests that this is also the case in Japan (Horie, 2004, 2006; Kawaguchi, 2003;
Kazama, 2002b; Kazama & Kawaguchi, 2010; Motoyama, 2015). Theoretically, if the
atmosphere surrounding sexual minority issues improves, and a society becomes less
homophobic, people would place less emphasis on the norm of heteronormativity
because the presence of LGB individuals in the society would become more “normal.”
This is indeed the normalization of non-heterosexuality, which is what the educational
strategy intends to do, and this directly affects the norm of heteronormativity. However,
challenging the “norm of heteronormativity” by identifying people as LGB individuals
does not seem to be the only cause of discrimination in Japan. Another factor may be
found in challenges to the “norm of harmony” that marginalizes anyone who violates its
assumed norms of similarity.
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It is often pointed out that people construct their identity through the group to
which they belong, but this has been emphasized particularly in Japan (2002a; Abe,
1995; Cousins, 1989; Hamaguchi, 1977; Kōkami, 2006; Lebra, 2004; Markus & Kitayama,
1991; Peak, 1989). As Abe (1995, p. 30) notes, “Japanese individuals construct interior
and exterior selves through behaving and speaking distinctively according to what is
appropriate to seken [their community].” The characteristics of the rules shared among
people delineates what normality means and incentivizes people to be the same, not
different (Abe, 2003; Kōkami, 2006). In such an environment, being different from others
or expressing one’s opinions can be considered a threat that destabilizes a shared
harmony and causes conflicts. It is not only unappreciated but may be sanctioned to
protect the group. Thus, people may feel the need to be quiet by avoiding insisting on
their uniqueness to prove that they are “normal.” This can also be found in Asahina’s
article in this issue, which illustrates how related others consider political activities such
as street demonstrations and their “new values” as something deviant. Consequently,
new right-wing activists become the target of marginalization.

Navigating the norm of harmony is not particular to approaches toward the normal-
ization of non-heterosexuality, because this is something Japanese are expected to do in
relation to any form of difference. The existence of these two norms (the norm of
heteronormativity and the norm of harmony) suggests that discrimination against the
LGB community may be solved by the normalization of non-heterosexuality, but solving
any form of discriminations caused by the norm of harmony may require people to
change their perceptions and attitude toward “being different” from others.

When considering these two norms, it is understandable why the normalizing strat-
egy was somewhat efficacious. This strategy was a means to avoid conflicts caused by
the disturbance of the norm of harmony. By using this strategy, families present their
identities as accepted members of their community. When families talk about an LGB
child as something natural and include it in a daily conversation, they may be able to
create the sense that being an LGB person is acceptable and nothing special. As a result,
however, it unexpectedly loosens the norm of heteronormativity that recipients have
shared as part of their similarity. Another possible reason why this strategy was effective
is because of the social changes surrounding the broader LGB community.

In recent years there has also been a movement toward taking advantage of the 2020
Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics to raise awareness of human rights, because prohibi-
tion of discrimination based on sexual orientation has been included in the Olympic
Charter. For example, the Japan Alliance for Legislation to Remove Social Barriers based
on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (J-ALL) organized the “Second Rainbow
Assembly” on 13 March 2018 by inviting Diet members, staff members of the
Olympics and Paralympics, sexual minority individuals, allies, families, friends, and peo-
ple from educational institutes and companies to discuss how to eliminate discrimina-
tion based on sexual orientation and gender identity from sports in the context of the
2020 summer Olympics (Japan Alliance for Legislation to Remove Social Barriers based
on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity [J-ALL], 2018). Asahi Shinbun has also
reported that some cities in Japan have officially introduced a regulation opposing
discrimination in reference to the fundamental principles stated in the Olympic
Charter (Asahi Shinbun, June 25, 2019). Though I believe the change in policy cannot
completely eliminate discrimination, this positive trend has also encouraged the social
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environment to be more friendly to the LGB community. The friendlier environment
means that people would feel more comfortable about non-heterosexuality, thus loos-
ening the norm of heteronormativity.

I am not suggesting that the normalizing strategy is the best way to eradicate
discrimination against LGB individuals. The normalizing strategy used in Japan contains
a few problems, as normalization in general does. Since the normalizing strategy enables
families not to talk about the discrimination non-heterosexuals face daily, their unequal
situation remains invisible. Invisibility of the real discrimination against sexual minorities
means continuing to ignore injustice and inequality. Though Japanese society seems to
be heading toward a more LGB-friendly environment, this does not mean that LGB
individuals are well protected and they do not experience discrimination. For instance,
since non-heterosexuals and couples in Japan are not given equal treatment compared
to heterosexuals and heterosexual couples, but rather are marginalized legally, institu-
tionally and socially, they remain vulnerable. There are still many LGB individuals who
cannot come out and live as they want due to the fear of discrimination, and thus they
remain unstable and unprotected. Therefore, using the normalizing strategy would not
necessarily change the bias and homophobia that remain in people’s subconscious
minds. Although the normalizing strategy is useful to avoid unnecessary conflicts
among people with whom they have close relationships, it does not necessarily mean
this strategy can work to solve the root cause of discrimination in Japanese society,
which is the intolerance of being different. To solve any form of discrimination caused
by this intolerance requires Japanese people to overcome the prevailing norm of
harmony and accept rather a harmony based on diversity, which is formed by a variety
of individuals.

Conclusion: Gaps of acceptance surrounding sexual minorities at the social
level and interpersonal level

New trends such as globalization and the introduction of advanced technologies bring
significant changes to Japanese society that affect people’s lifestyles, values and beliefs.
Globalization has introduced various values and ideas, and the new perception that there
are diverse sexualities has also been introduced in Japan. As mentioned, there are certainly
some positive movements in Japanese society concerning acceptance of sexual minority
people. This reveals that the two norms, the norm of heteronormativity and the norm of
harmony, have loosened in the larger society. This may be why some of the families of an
LGB member felt less stress about coming out to people they do not know.

As many of my respondents expressed, however, they felt difficulty coming out
to people they know, such as friends and close relatives. My respondents expressed
that a kin relationship in particular is something they cannot break off easily, thus
they wish to avoid any conflict with them. Yet, while they felt difficulty coming out
to people they know, they also felt no need to come out to the people with whom
they felt less intimacy even if they were relatives, such as their in-laws and relatives
who lived far away. This could simply mean that their degree of intimacy with
relatives has become weaker and people may no longer consider relatives as close
as before. Or it may mean that they tend to prioritize the degree of intimacy rather
than specified kin relationships. This may be related to changing communication
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styles as a result of advanced technologies, which may influence people’s percep-
tions regarding how they feel intimacy and establish relationships with others.
While these new trends have influenced broader social changes, how much impact
they will have upon people differs depending on their age, gender, residential area
and social class. This also suggests that more variables have to be taken into
account in future research to observe these effects on people’s experiences.

My respondents’ narratives also imply that they feel more difficulty coming out to
those with whom they feel greater intimacy. The narratives of why people felt less fear
coming out to unrelated others rather than intimately related others may suggest that
while they see the society as being more friendly to sexual minorities, the atmosphere
surrounding themselves has not changed as much. In other words, the two norms are
still shared in many communities they belong to; thus, they have first-hand experience
of homophobia and have seen homophobic reactions at the interpersonal level, regard-
less of positive changes at the societal level. This was why the families might have used
the normalizing strategy to come out to related others in order to avoid possible
conflicts and being a target of stigma.

How my respondents were suffering and negotiating with others highlights an
important message: We must be very careful not to be misled that institutional
changes can solve all problems. We may predict that smaller communities will loosen
these two norms and accept sexual minority persons more and more in the future, as
we can see positive changes in the larger society. Homophobia, however, is triggered
by psychological fear (Weinberg, 1972), which can be reproduced by social and
cultural values, beliefs, and norms (e.g. heteronormativity), and the norms are justi-
fied through institutionalization. Even if society has provided equity and equality to
sexual minorities at an institutional level, if people do not change their feelings,
attitudes and behavior toward members of sexual minorities, discrimination could
easily take place and the division between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals will
persist. To erase a discriminatory mindset, accepting and respecting differences is
indispensable, which directly challenges the norm of harmony based on similarities.
This implies that eradication of discrimination against LGB persons should be
achieved with eradication of other forms of discrimination based on being different
from the majority.
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