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Research questions

ÅHow do young Japanese salarymen feel about 

their bodies and sense of being a man in a 

contradictory context of social requirements 

regarding menôs physical attractiveness and 

their responsibilities as workers, husbands and 

fathers?

ÅWhat isthe significance of body as means to 

achieve recognition in the society?



Bodybuilding as means for self-
control

ñit is one of paradoxes of modernity that if one feels 
unable to exert influence over an increasingly complex 
society, one can at least affect the size, shape and 
appearance of oneôs bodyò (Shilling 2012: 9) 

Taking into consideration that self-control is one of the 
required attributes of hegemonic masculinity embodied 
by the category of salaryman, bodybuilding project 
might become one of very limited possibilities to 
experience and express oneôs sense of power and ability 
for self-control in the context of salarymanôs
ódependent masculinityô



Research Methodology

Method: semi-structured in-depth interviews with Japanese 
salarymen (26) and semi-structured interviews with 
specialists of body care practices (10)

Informants: married and single salarymen aged 24-35 with 
university education; body care specialists in 3 areas: sports, 
beauty work and recovery practices

The age category of the informants is based on the age categories used in 
Japanós National Institute of Population and Social Security Research 
surveys (Attitudes towards marriage and family among Japanese singles 
(2010), Fourth National Survey on Family (2008), which encompasses two 
age categories (24-29 and 30-34), representing the age of Japanese males 
when they establish themselves as full-time employees and enter marriage.

Site and time of research: Tokyo area, September-December 
2013



ΨaŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜΩ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
for achieving social rewards

(based on social exchange theory by Blau 1964)

-Why does physical appearance matter?

-What physical features express masculinity, which 
brings social rewards?

-By what means salarymentry to achieve the 
desired appearance?



Salarymanmasculinity

ÅSalarymenare otherwise called ƪƛƎȅǁsenshi
(corporate warriors)

after the World War II salarymanas a 
masculine ideal replaced military masculinity of 
samurai as well as farmer masculinity. (comp. 
Dasgupta2013)



SalarymanƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅΥ ΨƘŀǊŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻŦǘΩ

YǁƘŀƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ όΨƘŀǊŘΩύ

Gaman(endurance)

Makoto (sincerity)

Isshin(single-minded 
commitment)

Loyalty

Self-sacrificing

Self-control

Respect for order

NanpaƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ όΨǎƻŦǘΩύ

Beauty

Purity

Youthfulness

Sensitivity

Intelligence



Samurai code: moral   beautiful   strong

Beauty= purity

Purity of mind and body= 

ability for self-control and discipline

άWhat is beautiful must be strong, vivid and 

brimming with energy. This is the first 
principle; the second is that what is moral 
Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭέ(aƛǎƘƛƳŀΩǎYukio Mishimaon 

Hagakure: The Samurai Ethic and Modern Japan(1967); recited 
from Mason 2011: 80)



The main areas of ǎŀƭŀǊȅƳŜƴΩǎ
concern over their bodies

ÅExcess weight

ÅHair loss (baldness)

ÅExcess body and facial hair

ÅSkin problems (acne, pimples etc.)

Aim: clean and youthful appearance



Connotations of seiketsukan
(cleanliness)

Self-control

Respect for 
orderReliability

Endurance
(gaman)

Warrior 
masculinity 

features



Self-control and seiketsukan

LǘΨǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-control. When you control 
yourself properly, you create this image that you 
can also manage properly at work, and as I said 
before, it means you can manage well your family 
and home affairs etc. , right? Talking about fat 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ άǎƳŜƭƭȅέ ƻǊ ǎƻΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛƴ 
ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ hYΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΣ 
right? Probably rather those who are fat make 
ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ 
(Informant Y, 28)



Respect for order and reliability

Finally, I think itôsa symbol. In my opinion, not growing a beard is a
sign that itôsprobablya personwith the sameway of thinking as I
am. If thereentersa manwith a beard,Iôdstart thinkingthat maybe
his valuesare different than ours, and if a man wears the same
clothes,thesameésharesthesamecultureof shavingbeard,well, I
donôtknowexactlywhat is the meaningof this, but in the senseof
culture, if onesharesthis symbolicculture,thenour wayof thinking
shouldbe similar, so probablyweôllunderstandeachother, and I
think itôsa base for trustworthy relations. I think so. I think so,
right? In this senseitôsa symbol. I thinkitôsa symbol. If herecomes
a manwith beardand in a suit with lots of personalityin it, during
the negotiations, while working, Iôllthink and think that heôs
different,anditôsscary. Itôsscaryto trust him. So,becauseyoudonôt
want to be like this, youhaveto shavebeard,weara suit according
to the samerules, and soyouôlldemonstrateimagelike ñthisis a
friendò. I thinkso. (InformantS,24)



Gaman

Well, things remain, right? Like photos, like video 
records. Of course, I thought Iód like to show 
myself in the most perfect, most representative 
condition. Because well, it would be pitiful if my 
wife had to listen to things like Ăyour husband is 
fatñ, and myself, I wouldnót like to be told this. On 
the contrary, I thought it would be good if they 
said something like Ăoh, he lost even 15 kilos by 
the weddingñ, Ăyour husband really tried hardñ. 
(Yamato, 28)



Gaman2

Suppress yourself and serve. This way, how to say, having the sense of 
self-sacrifice, I think this is one aspect of masculinity.

{é}

Then, I was told by the boss ĂCan you really do that?ñ and I thought 
ĂLetós do itñ. My workplace is totally menós workplace, all 
employees are men. When they teased me and kept saying ĂCan you 
really do that?ñ, I decided ĂOK, letós do that.ñ This has become a 
reason, as I felt annoyed. Then it stuck to my mind.

I did training as hard as earlier (before becoming a salaryman- my 
note), but well... My work finishes late, so I only could do it once, 
sometimes twice a week...but I did it hard, 4 hours at once or so. 
Always...Also I think in the beginning the restriction of food is 
extremely difficult. I almost didnót eat, only food supplements inside 
a train, now I am already coming back to normal, but only eat two 
meals a day.(Informant O, 25)



9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǘȅ
ÅIn search for compromise between appearance 

required from salarymen and oneôs individual 
self-expression (hair style, beard, clothing)

-rebellious acting;

-searching for job that allows individual self-expression;

-trying to fit the image of a shakaijin as an inevitable 
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