DEROIIRIEEEE MR C—BRLGBTA—RIVAFz Iy /Oy b—— 85
Minority Loneliness Crosses National Borders
The Japan-UK LGBT Youth Exchange Project
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The UK-Japan Youth Exchange Project (YEP) is an initiative coordinated by the Center
for Gender Studies (International Christian University) and Youth and Play Service
(Bristol City Council, the U.K.). After ten months of preparation from last fall, seven
LGBT youth and three staff members from Bristol city visited Japan from August 19 to
30, 2008, and met with young Japanese LGBTs and their friends.

"Health Education textbooks are heterosexist. They don't mention non-heterosexual
individuals at all." "Teachers and classmates make fun of homos, and it hurts because
it feels as if they are laughing at me." "All the restrooms and change rooms at school
are segregated by gender. There are no options for students with gender dysphoria."
"School uniforms should not be gender-specific. We should have the option of
wearing either uniform.”

These are typical comments by young LGBTs on the difficulties of school life in Japan.
School is a place of education, of course, but it also provides an environment full of
heterosexist values which continues to deny the sexual orientations and the very
existence of LGBT and questioning students. How can these students be expected to
focus on study under such circumstances?

In the UK., following the 1999 legislation that banned gender inequality and granted
sex reassignment rights to its citizens, local governments have supported LGBT youth
and even have fiscal budgets specifically for that purpose. The aforementioned Youth
and Play Service is one such government-funded support group in the UK. But in
school, bullying that is based on homophobia and transphobia still prevails.

In Japan, where there is no official, governmental support for LGBT individuals,
students themselves have formed an inter-college student organization called
Rainbow College (RC), which is aimed at effecting positive change in education. Their
activities include analyses of heterosexism in textbooks and discussions on sexual
minority rights and lifestyles from an academic perspective.

Unfortunately, homophobic and transphobic discrimination and oppression persist
throughout the globe. The YEP was created in order to turn this brutal fact into a
strength, by facilitating the interaction of LGBT youth across borders so they can
join hands to work towards the creation of a society in which all kinds of sexual
orientations and gender identities are respected.

As part of the August exchange program, five workshops were held, entitled "coming-
out," "school life," "homophobia and transphobia,” and so on. On the 24th, there were
presentations and performances by the LGBT youth and their friends for a wider
audience that included members of the public and the press. One presentation, for

example, reported on the problems of LGBT invisibility in Japan on the one hand and,



88

on the other, the physical violence in UK schools that even teachers often pretend to
ignore.

The feeling of loneliness and isolation, caused by social systems, can cross such
boundaries as national borders and cultural barriers, and bring us all closer. | believe
it is this very contradiction that gives us strength. The YEP administrators and staff
are now reviewing opinions and requests gathered at the final event on the 24th and
are planning to compile educational pamphlets for government and educational
institutions.

*LGBT:-- LGBT is short for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender/Transsexual and
signifies the major categories of sexual minority individuals. Transgender refers to
those who refuse to be categorized as either male or female. A transsexual individual,
on the other hand, is a person who lives or wants to live as the opposite sex of the
physiologically assigned sex upon birth.
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