THE SALARYMAN'S FRIEND

Tom Gill riffles through the tabloid newspaper Nikkan Gendai, a Tokyo institution

The Japanese press has a reputation, not undeserved, for staid conservatism. A glance at the headlines on the average newsstand confirms the impression:

POSSIBLE DEVELOPMENT IN YARN TRADE DISPUTE ENVISAGED

INDUSTRIAL OUTPUT SLIGHTLY DOWN IN SECOND QUARTER

6 OUT OF 10 JAPANESE UNDECIDED ON NORTHERN ISLANDS ISSUE, EXCLUSIVE POLL SHOWS

LDP EXECUTIVES MEET TO DISCUSS RICE CULTIVATION AREA REDUCTION POLICY

WHY THE HELL IS THIS COUNTRY SUCH A PARADISE FOR CORRUPT POLITICIANS?!

Wait a minute... something different about that last headline. Something out of tone. Something unharmonious. Something strident. In short, something Nikkan Gendai.


Nikkan Gendai -- "Daily Modern Times" -- is a maverick publication, a cuckoo in the cozy nest of Japanese journalism. It was started in 1975 by Kodansha a publishing house, unlike most of its rivals which belong to big TV and newsprint empires. Papers like the Yomiuri and Mainichi can be controlled to some extent by government threats to censor their sister TV networks, which are more heavily regulated than newspapers. Nikkan Gendai has no such constraints on it. And so, where most papers here struggle to give at least the impression of sober objectivity, Gendai prides itself on pillorying the government, relentlessly, day after day, week after week:

LOOK HOW MANY DIRTY SECRETS NOBORU TAKESHITA'S GOT

SUPER-TIGHT SECURITY FOR EMPEROR'S FUNERAL -- WHATEVER HAPPENED TO OUR HUMAN RIGHTS?

FIVE REASONS WHY THIS GOVERNMENT MUST GO

That's what Gendai does on its front page: in blood-red and bile-yellow headlines, the paper hammers away, latching onto the latest corruption scandal, wheeling in personalities to say how scandalized they are, hinting darkly at still more lurid developments to come, and asking, with the voice of the common man, what it's all coming to.


Not that there's anything particularly leftwing about Gendai. As Minoru Yamada, a young man who writes some of those frontpage screamers puts it, "We'd have a go at the Socialists any way we could if they ever got into power. We're not so much anti-Capitalist as anti-establishment."


That's borne out by a look at the back page of Nikkan Gendai. While the government gets a kick in the pants on the front page, the Yomiuri Giants -- the establishment of Japanese baseball -- get their noses collectively rubbed in the mud on the back.

WHAT A SHAMBLES! GIANTS DISGRACE THEMSELVES IN SWALLOWS GAME

On closer inspection, it may well turn out that the Giants actually won the ballgame in question, but by a margin somewhat reduced by a couple of careless errors.

FIVE REASONS WHY THE GIANTS CAN'T POSSIBLY WIN THE PENNANT


Like the Liberal-Democratic Party, the Giants can do no good in Gendai's eyes. Defeats are reported in gleeful detail, and if they win -- well, Gendai wants to know why the hell the guy who hit the winning home run was omitted from the team that lost to the Whales last week. Yet more evidence of the incompetence of the Giants' manager.


Nikkan Gendai claims to have a circulation of around 2 million. And although exaggeration is not unknown in the trade, there's no doubt that the paper has a very extensive readership, mainly among office and factory workers in the Tokyo area. Undoubtedly, many of these readers must be LDP-voters and Giants fans. What masochistic instinct prompts them to read this kind of stuff?


"I think they read it for entertainment mostly. Most of the readers are men, working for companies where they're expected to obey rules and not get out of line. Their lifestyles may be the model of conformity, even their tastes and their mindset... but on the train home they pick up a copy of Nikkan Gendai and they get a kind of subversive thrill from seeing the sacred cows slaughtered," says Mitsuko Hikita, editor of a quarterly magazine. "When they get off the train they throw the newspaper away and revert to type again."


Certainly that's an accurate account of how Nikkan Gendai sells. Unlike the respectable broadsheet publications like the Yomiuri, Asahi and Mainichi, which have built massive circulations mainly through monthly subscriptions for delivery to the door, Gendai and other tabloids have to rely on that impulse to buy coming over the reader every day -- usually at a station kiosk. It's read almost exclusively in trains, and at the end of a weekday evening the rubbish bins of suburban stations are full to overflowing with discarded Gendais, the outraged headlines flapping feebly among crushed beercans and torn shopping bags.


There is a particular reason why most Gendais don't make it past the station exit. As you move in from the politics at the front and the sport at the back, you get to some pages that most salarymen's wives could hardly be expected to approve of. Sex is an important ingredient of tabloid newspapers the world over, but whereas Gendai certainly isn't the only tabloid to carry pictures of nude women, there can't be many others that actually tell you their telephone numbers and the price list for intimate services.


"The Golden Fountain is located in Sakae-cho, Chiba city. Head down Naka street towards Humming road. Turn right at the corner with the noodle shop, and you'll see a sign saying "Golden Fountain" in white characters on a black background. The phone number is 0472-24-6405. 


"When I got there, the boy at the door showed me to the waiting room without hitting me up for admission. Ha! Nothing like a free pass, eh? I wait five minutes over a cup of tea, then in comes bath attendant Reiko Oshida in a white blouse and a blue skirt. About thirty, kind of plump, like a sexy housewife from next door -- I feel a funny immoral sensation creeping over me. Anyway, she leads me into a rectangular ten-mat private room, and in an ever-so-sweet voice, she says, "It's 20,000 yen for 80 minutes including mat-play, or 10,000 yen for 40 minutes without mat-play. Which would you prefer?"


No prizes for guessing which option the dedicated Gendai journalist selects. The readers are always informed of the full range of services available -- mat-play included -- in Tokyo's soaplands (bath houses), pink salons, health clubs, no-panty coffee shops, love hotels -- all the thrones, powers and dominions of the baroque hierarchy of sex-for-money which infests the nocturnal metropolis. The "Gendai Guide" goes all the way down to the private rooms for watching porno videos and the shops which sell used ladies' underwear for fetishists.


It's all described with great enthusiasm, in prose that crackles with onomatapeia: with a guni-guni and a supponpon, a honyara-honyara and a zuko-zuko dobyuu, the men from Gendai invariably emerge from their sexual encounters feeling run-run --as pleased as punch.


I wondered how Mr. Yamada, young idealist and flagellator of money politics, felt about his satiric sallies sharing a newspaper with material actively inciting prostitution. "Well, I can't defend it, of course," he says. "But supposing I were to defend it, I might say that the nightlife sections do provide a service of sorts to our readers, many of whom clearly want to know about that kind of thing. Like our treatment of politics, it's something you can't find in the straight press."


I've never known a Gendai brothel-reviewer to pan the place he visited, which raises questions about objectivity -- but Mr. Yamada insists that establishments that provide poor services at ripoff prices are duly exposed. "And then, of course, we get a whole load of harrassing phonecalls from the yakuzas that run those places. Covering the underworld isn't easy, you know."


Gendai's dedication to its readers is just as clear from its other features. "Salaryman doc" contains useful advice for salarymen on how to cope with the kind of health problems salarymen are prone to: tiredness, stress, indigestion, high blood pressure, hangovers, liver problems, and of course, the kind of thing the reader might pick up through over-reliance on the Gendai Guide. Not long ago there was a special feature, stretching over several issues, on farting -- its causes, cures, and how to avoid doing it in sales meetings.


Another feature which ran recently was called "Salaryman crisis management." While the front page waxed indignant about the Recruit scandal, and the disgusting ties of money between politicians and business revealed therein, this feature was offering salarymen advice on how to stay out of trouble if their company asked them to deliver sweetners to politicians themselves, a la Recruit.


A large chunk of Nikkan Gendai is devoted to money. And it's a mark of what a relatively classless society Japan is that both horse-racing and the stockmarket are given extensive coverage. "I only buy it for the tips," says bar-owner Tomoe Mikio, "Gendai is the most reliable guide to the turf I know, and I've tried them all." Readers with a little more money to invest are equally devoted to "hit-maker" Takashi Matsumoto, who recommends stocks every day on page 5.


As a further indication of the salaryman lifestyle, the adverts for girlie bars are interspersed with page upon page of ads from "sarakin" loan sharks, with "super-low" interest rates of around 50% a year. The slangword "sarakin" is an abbreviation of "sarariman kinyu" or salaryman financing.


One recent issue of Gendai carried a special one-off feature titled "Getting to 100 million yen", which purported to give sure-fire advice to enable an ordinary salaryman to make that much money -- around $800,000 -- in a lifetime. The plan went like this. In your 20's, you give up all thought of living in style in Tokyo and rent a cheap little apartment in the notoriously unfashionable Saitama prefecture, an hour or more by train from Tokyo. You drive around in a pathetic little car instead of a nice big one. By the time you hit 30, you've already saved 5 million yen with this frugal lifestyle.


You then use that 5 million yen as downpayment on a 50 million yen luxury apartment near a station in central Tokyo. Only -- you don't live in it. You carry on living in squalor in Saitama, and you rent out the luxury apartment to some other sucker, using the rent income to pay off the housing loan. Tokyo's spiraling landprices mean you can flog the apartment five years later and end up 15 million yen in front. Then you put 7 million into a downpayment on a house and put the rest on the nose of one of Takashi Matsumoto's hot tips on the Tokyo Stock Exchange... and so on. By the time you're 60 you've got 100 million yen and can start thinking about moving out of the wooden box in Saitama. By that time, I calculate, you have also spent over 30,000 hours marinated in your own sweat in crammed commuter trains trundling in and out of Tokyo... and reading Nikkan Gendai, of course.


The thought is too depressing; let us turn the page. And what do we find? We find Episode 353 of Chapter 10 of Yaruki Man-Man -- "Ready and Raring to Go" -- Gendai's long-running daily full-page cartoon about the life and times of a walking, talking penis. The penis in question looks like a kind of squat, upright dachshund, with arms, feet and eyes. His master is a tall, muscular man, evidently an unspecified white foreigner, who gets into no end of exotic escapades which sooner or later oblige him to mount quite a few women to prove his honour -- or to avoid churlishly refusing their gratitude after he's rescued them from yakuzas.


The sex itself is depicted as this headbanded little animal crawling into caves and looking for sea-shells -- a representation of the female genitalia thousands of years old in Japan.


The day Emperor Hirohito died, Nikkan Gendai pulled its regular brothel guide as a mark of respect. But there is a limit to noblesse oblige -- Yaruki Man-Man ran as usual.


In fact the passing of Hirohito was a difficult story for Nikkan Gendai to cover. On the one hand, it would never do to follow the lead of the broadsheet press, showing endless respect and concern for the Emperor and toning down everything in sight. On the other hand, articles accusing Hirohito of war crimes might well alienate a substantial sector of the readership. In the end Gendai kept off the war crimes problem, except for reporting, as news stories, criticism of Hirohito in the foreign press. This is a common tactic among Japanese newspapers wishing to treat sensitive information or opinions without directly associating themselves with them.


For the rest, Gendai made do with a few potshots at the mainstream media -- for over-reporting the Emperor's illness -- at the Imperial Household Agency -- for under-reporting the Emperor's illness, and pretending he didn't have cancer -- and the government -- for using the Emperor's illness to divert attention from the Recruit scandal. Hence the hectoring tone was maintained without the need to get mixed up in anything really controversial. Meanwhile, it was business as usual in the rest of the paper. (A radical thing in itself -- business was not as usual in any of the other papers.)


Political scandal, sport, sex and money. All this in a paper that calls a spade a spade and a breast a swelling curvaceous orb. Nikkan Gendai is certainly an entertaining read compared with the mainstream press, and puts a sharper tweak on the news than its main rival, the less outrageous Yukan Fuji tabloid. Most objective observers of the Japanese media agree that, on balance and all things considered, Nikkan Gendai can -- just about -- be described as a healthy phenomenon. But what about the readers? The suit-and-tie stakanovites who furtively leave their Gendais behind when they get off the train in Saitama Prefecture? Who head off for dirty little hostess clubs and then check for VD symptoms with Salaryman Doc? Who are always worrying whether to put their money on a horse or Mitsubishi Heavy Industries? Then have to sell their soul to a sarakin to pay of the debts? Who enjoy seeing the LDP slammed and then go and vote for them anyway? The other side of Nikkan Gendai is a reader, a man who's lost in this huge and heartless metropolis, a man dangling from a strap in a train with only a tabloid newspaper between him and his fellow sufferers.

ENDS

