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Coming Out Experiences of Non-heterosexuals and Their Families in Japan: Asserting Normality
and Preserving Harmony
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In a heteronormative and homophobic environment, coming out to one’s self and others is
a challenging experience for non-heterosexuals. Specifically, coming out to their own families is
considerably more difficult because family is seen as a vital part of life. Family members also
face difficulties “understanding” and “accepting” the fact that one of their members is a
non-heterosexual. The studies of non-heterosexual coming out and the experiences of family
members have developed mainly in the field of Western psychoanalysis. Only a few examples
exist in Japan. Previous research neglected cultural specificities, but nevertheless predicted that
the experiences of non-heterosexuals and their families would differ in different societies with

different norms and cultural values.

This paper explores how the experiences of non-heterosexuals and their families were
affected by Japanese cultural norms of interaction, family and gender. Interviews with 24
non-heterosexuals revealed that they had to deal with “perceived homophobia,” which was
created by the expectation of “respectable Japanese selves,” in addition to heteronormativity and
homophobia. Interviewing family members in 12 families with non-heterosexual members
clarified the character of the struggle over “accepting” and disclosing a non-heterosexual member
to others as due to the fear of courtesy stigma. This stigma existed in society generally but was
even stronger in the more intimate sphere called seken. Thus, family members emphasized
non-heterosexual members being “normal or ordinary (futsuu).” In proclaiming the normality of
non-heterosexual members, they recalibrated heteronormativity inside and outside the family.
Insisting that having a non-heterosexual member was futsuu was used as a strategy (“futsuu
strategy”) of family preservation. However, it also perpetuated the force of seken and reproduced

heteronormativity.
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