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Fe a t u r e s

Ikeida leaves the house once every three days to buy
food, shuns deliveries to avoid human interaction and
has not seen his parents or younger brother for 20

years. The 55-year-old has chosen to shut himself com-
pletely away from society-such a commonplace phenom-
enon in high-pressure, conformist and workaholic Japan
that there is a word to describe it: “hikikomori”. Until
recently it was thought to be an issue mainly afflicting
those in their teens and 20s, but ageing Japan is seeing a
growing number of older hikikomori cloistering them-
selves away for longer periods of time.

There are more than half a million hikikomori in
Japan-according to the latest government survey pub-
lished in 2016 — defined as people who have stayed
home for more than six months without going to school
or work and interacting with no one other than family
members. However, this underestimates the scale of the
issue as it only counts people under the age of 39 and the
government has now decided to conduct the country’s
first survey of hikikomori aged between 40 and 59.

Ikeida (not his real name) told AFP he graduated from
a prestigious Tokyo university and received several
lucrative job offers from major firms during Japan’s “bub-
ble economy” period in the 1980s. But he quickly realized
he could not follow his university colleagues into the
massed ranks of Japanese salarymen. “I went to a good
university my parents wished me to go to and tried hard
to conform,” he said in a rare interview arranged through
a non-profit trying to help those isolated from society
and their parents. “But I realized I had to conform forever
when I got those job offers. I felt hopeless. I couldn’t
wear a suit. I felt like my heart had broken,” he added,
speaking on condition on anonymity. Feeling under
unbearable pressure, he took the decision to shut himself
away in his room, shunning all forms of human contact-a
pattern that was to continue for the next three decades.

‘They have been hurt’ 
What drives people to shut themselves away is not

entirely clear, but many featured in the survey said they
stopped interacting with society after struggling with
relationships at work or school, or failing at job hunting.
“Some people who suffer from schizophrenia become

hikikomori. But it’s often hard to know as they don’t go
out to see a doctor,” said Kayo Ikeda, a clinical psychol-
ogist who heads a non-profit offering advice to elderly
parents with hikikomori children.  “What we know is that
they have been hurt. They were bullied or experienced
interpersonal trouble at work,” she said.

Ikeida describes in his blog how his mother would hit
him if he did not study hard enough and also subjected
him to psychological pressure. Statistics suggest they
also find it harder to reintegrate into society after turning
away. In the 2016 survey, more than one third of hikiko-
mori said they had withdrawn from society for more than
seven years, up from 16.9 percent of such cases in a pre-
vious survey in 2009. As the hikikomori age and shut
themselves away for longer periods of time, this places
more pressure on elderly parents, both financially and
emotionally.

“Maybe it’s common overseas that grown-up children
leave their parents’ home, but in Japan, parents let them
stay,” said Ikeda, the clinical psychologist. Rika Ueda,
who works for the non-profit that supports parents of
hikikomori children, says social stigma can make the situ-
ation worse. “Families with hikikomori children are very
ashamed of themselves.... They hide their situation from
their community and become isolated” without being
able to seek help, Ueda told AFP. “I think such circum-
stances contribute to the problem of prolonged cases,”
she added.

‘Lonely death’ 
Recognizing the growing problem, the health ministry

has requested 2.53 billion yen ($24 million) to support
hikikomori people from the next fiscal year starting in
April. The government also aims to help such people find

employment that suits their condition. Ikeida lives mainly
on social benefits but also makes a little money by writ-
ing online articles from his room. He desperately wants to
recover and has asked his parents several times to
accompany him to a psychiatrist but they refused. “I
want society to understand that we are not crazy peo-
ple,” said Ikeida. He also worries about dying alone,
another common fear in ageing Japan. “I think about a
lonely death. I don’t want to die that way. I don’t want to
be found rotten. So maybe I can ask for more visits by
welfare officials, but I don’t want that either,” he said. “It’s
such a contradictory feeling.” — AFP

Japan’s isolated older ‘hikikomori’ shun society for years

Pictures show Ikeida, a 55-year-old Japanese man who has chosen to shut himself completely away from society, posing for a picture in Tokyo. — AFP photos

There is no known record of the
American  artist Mary Cassatt giving
Edgar Degas a good slap. But in the

half century the two were friends, there
must have been times when she was
tempted to take a swing at the French
painter. “I don’t believe that a woman can
draw that well,” Degas told her in 1892,
taken aback by her painting “Young
Women Gathering Fruit”. On another
occasion standing before one of her
Japanese-style prints, he asked in disbelief,
“Did you really do this?” To top it all,
Degas painted a “repulsive” portrait of his
young friend-a picture that left her so furi-
ous she painted a riposte.

The sparky relationship between the
pair is at the center of the first major retro-
spective of Cassatt’s work in Paris.
Although Cassatt is something of a nation-
al hero and female role model in her home-
land, she is little known in France, the
country where she spent most of her
working life as the only American member
of the Impressionist movement. But the
new show at the Musee Jacquemart-Andre
in the French capital finally aims to put that
right.  Curator Nancy Mowll Mathews said
Cassatt and Degas were the oddest of
couples-a feminist and the misogynist who
somehow became friends for life.  “Degas
could be awful, I mean really awful,” she
told AFP. “He had no filter.  “Everybody
had a falling out with him eventually. He
said terrible things. 

He was a misanthrope, and could be
really cruel.” Wanting to be Michelangelo -
Yet when the young Mary Cassatt defied
her rich Pennsylvanian parents to decamp
to France to become a painter, Degas invit-
ed her to join him, Claude Monet, Auguste
Renoir and the other Impressionists.
Cassatt was fiercely ambitious, Mowll
Mathews said. “She wanted to be the
female Michelangelo... for her paintings to
hang in museums with the great artists of
the past.” Such was her confidence that
she deliberately chose homely models to
grandstand her talent, she added.  While
her women were not pretty, they were “tall
and very strong and confident-this was the
image that she wanted to project of
women,” the curator said.

And when men patronized her, Cassatt
loved proving them wrong-producing
some of the best prints of the period when
others claimed that Japanese woodblock
prints could not be matched in the West.
When Degas painted a portrait of her that
she found “repugnant and repulsive”, she

took up her brush. She rebuked him with a
self-portrait that Mowll Mathews said
“swiftly corrected him. In his she is
stooped over, in hers she is upright and
feminine and most important of all, she is
painting...”

Sexual tension with Degas 
The curator is still unsure what went on

between them. “Is hard to say if there was
sexual tension. They were both flirts. “I
think they were both quirky and shared a
sense of humour, which was a humour of
abuse in a way-particularly Degas
because he would say very mean things
particularly to and about women.” Luckily,
Cassatt-who became so financially suc-
cessful from her painting that she was able
to buy a chateau near Paris-was thick-
skinned. “She wasn’t that sensitive,” Mowll
Mathews said. “Their relationship worked
because she thought he was funny, he
thought he was funny and her family liked
him. He was half-American after all and
both his brothers married Americans.”
After the last Impressionist exhibition in
1886, Cassatt went her own way and made
the “mother and child painting her own”,
said Mowll Mathews. It was a daring
choice for a woman who had turned her
back on motherhood.  “People could not
resist saying, ‘Well she didn’t have any
children, she never married... tut, tut.’ “So
for her to continue when her private life
was being dissed like this, she had to have
a lot of gumption.”

The competition was also fierce from
Paul Gauguin, Maurice Denis and many
others.   “Most of the other mother and
child specialists of the time, and they
were many, have no great place in art
history now, but she does,” Mowll
Mathews said. Beyond her own work,
one of Cassatt’s greatest legacies was as
an evangelist for Impressionism in the
US, where the movement had a more
lasting impact on the public and collec-
tors thanks to her than in France, said the
show’s co-curator Pierre Curie. 

There she was a celebrity in her own
lifetime, organizing a show of work by
herself, Degas and several Old Masters in
New York to raise money for the suffra-
gette movement. “The message she was
sending,” said Mowll Mathews, “was that
in 1915 men and women were equal and
both were the heirs of the great art of the
past.” — AFP 

Impressionism’s US icon Mary 
Cassatt finally gets her due

A woman stands by paintings on the eve of the public opening of an exhibition of the work of
US artist Mary Cassatt (1844-1926), a friend and protege of French painter Edgar Degas, at the
Jacquemart Andre museum. — AFP

Zimbabwe’s first Miss Albino Sithembiso Mutukura (center) sits holding a
bouquet of flowers after receiving her crown during the inaugural Miss
Albinism beauty contest, early in Harare. — AFP photos

Zimbabwe’s first Miss Albino Sithembiso Mutukura (right) receives a bouquet
of flowers after receiving her crown during the inaugural Miss Albinism beau-
ty contest.

Oozing charm and confidence, 22-year-
old Sithembiso Mutukura beat 12 other
contestants in Zimbabwe’s first Miss

Albinism beauty contest aimed at reducing stig-
ma and increasing awareness about the condi-
tion. Friday’s “Beauty Beyond the Skin” pageant
was held in a Harare nightclub, making
Zimbabwe the second African country after
Kenya to host such an event. Many African
countries have a dark relationship with
albinism-a genetic disorder inherited from par-
ents who both carry a faulty gene that prevents
the skin from making melanin properly and
thereby giving it color.

They are hunted down in some African coun-
tries by witch doctors for their body parts which
are used in potions to bring good luck or riches.
Some are even kidnapped and sold by relatives
out to make a fast buck. Mutukura said she
entered the pageant to raise awareness. “The
people with disabilities are always looked down
upon even in schools. I have gone through a lot
but I want people living with albinism to be

brave and persevere in life,” the social work stu-
dent at the University of Zimbabwe told AFP
after winning the crown.  “We must continue to
advocate for our rights and I hope my win will
empower the girl child. People with disabilities
must not look down upon themselves.” 

The contestants sashayed down the catwalk
in gowns and traditional African robes and were
asked an array of questions to decide the win-
ner.  Mutukura won a food hamper and $85 (70
euros) — a fair bit of money in Zimbabwe.
Pageant organiser Brenda Mudzimu said she
was happy to finally host the event as it was
postponed last year due to a lack of funds.

Global pageant 
“The pageant aims to instil confidence in

girls living with albinism in Zimbabwe as well as
reduce the stigma,” Mudzimu said.  “People liv-
ing with albinism are talented, beautiful and
intelligent just like any other normal human
being. My experience living with albinism was
not easy.I learnt that in life living with albinism

you have to persevere and survive in life.”
Mudzimu said she hoped to organise a global
contest.  “This will be an annual event which will
later be advanced to Miss Albinism Africa and
Miss Albinism World because we want to reach
all corners of the world,” she said. 

The southern African country has about
39,000 people living with albinism, she said.
Tapuwa Muchemwa, a government representa-
tive who was the guest of honor, said
Zimbabwean authorities were committed to
uphold the rights of albinos.  “We as govern-
ment strongly advocate that people with
albinism deserve their right to life and security
and to be protected as well as the right not to
be subjected to torture and ill treatment,”
Muchemwa said.  Albinism groups say more
than 90 percent of people with the condition in
Africa die before they reach the age of 40. The
rate of albinism in Africa is much higher than in
other parts of the world. — AFP

Contestants go through their paces
on stage during the inaugural Miss
Albino beauty pageant.

Zimbabwe holds Miss Albinism 
beauty pageant to fight stigma


