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I am going to introduce you to one 
particular facet of Japanese culture. I 
am not going to analyse it. I want you 
to do that. Please listen to my talk and 
think about what this tells us about 
Japanese culture in general… and 
salaryman culture in particular. 



 

I will ask for comments 
at the end, so please 
pay attention! 



 

It’s a Thursday night in autumn, 2012, and we 
are on a late-night commuter train heading 
out to the suburbs from Tokyo. 

The passengers are packed together like a 
can of sausages, marinating in their own 
sweat. Wedged into the crowd next to us is 
a tired, middle-aged man in a rumpled suit 
and tie. 

He has a tabloid newspaper in his hand. 



… and this is what you see. 

 

As the train rumbles through the night, its 
swaying and silent human cargo of 
strangers pressed together in intimate 
contact, you can’t help looking over his 
shoulder and seeing what he is reading. 



Obama re-
elected! 
(Nikkan 

Gendai called 
this election 
very early) 



At press time he had only won 
one state, and had 3 electoral 
college votes to Romney’s 19 



 

 

 

 

… that’s the tabloids for you. 



Obama’s re-
election was a 

very rare case of 
a foreign news 

story on the 
front page. 
Usually it’s 

domestic politics. 



Justice minister 
Tanaka to quit: sex 

scandal exposed 

Autobigraphy 
 out already  

Star of 
NHK 
drama: 
shock 
opinion 

Evil ex-cop: see his face 



This denies 
democracy! 

Are they 
trying to take 
this country 
back to its 
totalitarian 

past? 

The big newspapers have 
forgotten their crimes of 

compliance and are taking us 
back down the road to ruin  

Noda 

Yamaguchi Abe 



No election – instead the leaders 
of DPJ, LDP, Komeito decide our 

future in closed meetings 

Prime minister Noda refuses to open a special 
session of the Diet. Important bills lie neglected. 

LDP’s Abe calls for 3-party talks. The mass media all 

join the chorus. How about a proper election? 

Yamaguchi 

Abe 
Noda 



 

That is a typical Gendai front page. A fairly 
dull topic – should these three parties 
have a meeting to break up the 
legislative log-jam? This is portrayed as a 
threat to democracy. Gendai likes to 
compare the present age to the early 
Showa period (the 1930s) when 
democratic politics broke down and the 
military seized power. Is that really likely 
to happen again? 



A Cassandra warning of doom 

 

Japan is sinking into ever worse economic 
and political crisis while pygmy-like 
politicians squabble about trivia. 

 

The best lack all conviction, while the 
worst are full of passionate intensity. 



O tempora, o mores 
 

Language is inflammatory. Politicians are 
idiots; mentally ill; traitors; criminals. 

Japan is endlessly humiliated – her spineless 
leaders ignored by America, China, Korea etc. 

Inability to stand up for her rights – inability to 
communicate in international forums. 
Diplomats can’t even speak proper English. 



A few individual cases 
Noda Yoshihiko [DPJ]  – incompetent, unprincipled, 

lying, preening, overweight, alcoholic, doomed. 

Abe Shinzo [LDP] – stupid, unmanly, right-wing 
nutter. Headline when he won the LDP leadership: 
“Nippon chinbotsu” 日本沈没  Japan sinks. 

Yamaguchi Natsuo [Komeito] – dangerous 
brainwashed cult mouthpiece. 

Hashimoto Toru [Isshin no Kai] – upstart pup, 
downright fascist [luckily no-one will vote for him]. 

Ishihara Shintaro – Senile, power-mad, destructive  
self-important nutter. 



In the old days, the LDP were always 
in power and Nikkan Gendai was 
rock-solid anti-LDP. Now the political 
scene is more complex and the 
paper is hostile to all political parties 
and hates all politicians… 

 

… except one. 



Ozawa’s secret strategy to win election 
and rid Japan of nuclear power plants 



Gendai once compared 
Ozawa Ichiro to wartime 
prime minister Tojo Hideki 
(In the 1993 Hosokawa 
cabinet, where Hosokawa 
was cast as Konoe 
Fumimamaro, another 
ineffectual aristocratic 
leader in wartime Japan.) 
But now he can do no 
wrong. There must have 
been some kind of deal… 



One last look at 
the front page. 



The cutting power of the black 

Yu Darvish: Japanese but half foreign: associated, by 
advertising men at least, with the colour black. 



Cf. Kane Kosugi (Kaku-Ranger Black in 

1994): Another ‘half’ Japanese who was 

made an honorary black. 



 

After 3 pages of solid politics, 
Gendai turns to business news. 



 

As economic crisis looms, firms like NTT that pay 
high dividends are a relatively safe investment. 



iPhone 5 will 
make Japanese 
deflation worse 

as young 
people save 

money to pay 
for overpriced 
gadgets. Time 
to buy stock in 
100 yen shops. 



Shakō 
fuan shōgai 

 

Messes up job 
interviews… 
can’t get on 
with work 
colleagues… 
Could your 
child be 
suffering from 
Social Anxiety 
Disorder? 
 
 
 



Paroxetine is the 
stuff you want! 

A questionnaire may 
help… does s/he make 
eye contact with 
strangers? Does s/he 
use public toilets? 

If you feel an 
improvement in 1 
month, you’ll be 
totally cured in 3  
to 6 months. 



Labour advice by charming lady 

Can I get compensation while working 
for pensioner employment programs? 



Dietry advice from charming 
young lady using only things 
you can buy in a convenience 

store  

Radish and honey 
will put your sore 
throat right! 



Those who refuse to lose 

Chapter 2: The Fossil Project 

“Corporate  
model novel” 
by Egami 
Tsuyoshi 



Our hero works for a company that make film for cameras. 
Demand has collapsed. The president wants to put our hero 
in charge of a top secret mission to find a substitute project 

... involving fossils. 



This week’s top book recommended 
by “a beautiful bookshop clerk” 

Whistle, a novel about a corporate whistle-blower 



Corporate philanthropy 

Meiji and Yasuda Life Insurance Companies,  
sending volunteers to the Tohoku disaster zone 



Health and lifestyle 

Gendai contains useful advice for 
salarymen on how to cope with the 
kind of health problems salarymen 
are prone to: tiredness, bad backs, 
stress, indigestion, high blood 
pressure, hangovers, liver problems, 
and of course, sexual diseases.  



Diabetes 
is a major 
obsession 



Pressure point 
on the back of 

the neck to 
combat 

insomnia 



The Happy Bowel 
column, vol. 56 

Laxative reduction 
program, part 3 



And as this article 
scientifically explains, 
the best treatment to 
relieve stress is… sex. 



Playback: 
Showbiz scandals 

of yesteryear 
When Hirota Mieko 
was stabbed by the 

wife of her 
adulterous lover in 

January 1977 



Reminiscences by Saison 
Group chairman Seiji 

Tsutsumi: The day in June 
1989 when he invited 3 top 

LDP leaders to view his 
priceless Modigliani. 

Abe Shintaro and Takeshita 
Noboru proved total 

Philistines, but Miyazawa 
Kiichi knew his stuff… 



Veteran rocker 
Yuzawa Ekichi 
(63) now has 

his own record 
label and is 

promoting his 
daughter’s 

career 



(He admits that 40 years of 
swinging microphone 

stands around his head 
have given him a chronic 

back problem) 



Don Juan 
in 

salaryman 
shoes? 

What 
have 
we 
here? 



Ai Futatabi 
“Love once 

more”  
Novel by 

Watanabe 
Jun’ichi, 

episode 77 
Sexual styles, 

part 3 



木楽堂   斜め側臥位 

Kirakudo’s favored sexual position 
was the naname sokugai (it 
involves lying on your side at an 
angle like a patient on a hospital 
bed…)… what sort of effect did it 
produce on his lady friends? The 
way they blazed, the way they 
went wild… was rather striking. It 
had a firm, enduring popularity. 
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With a nice picture of a shoe….  



Dear students, 

 

For professional reasons, I had to delete 
some slides here. 

 

The point is that Gendai reviews the sex 
industry as well as restaurants, films, etc. 



 

(The word “kind” (yasashii 優し
い）is surprisingly frequent 
amid the more titillating 
vocabulary.) 



“Three kind girls” 

(Review of strip cabarets) 



Full-page advert for 
alternative impotence 

remedy 



Over 100,000 users!! 

95.2% can really feel it: Coupling power!! 



Each pill has the extract of 20 scallops. 

 

A box of 3 pills for just 1,980 yen, only 
to the first 300 applicants. Stocks 
are limited, so only one box per 
applicant. 



ＭＡＮＧＡ 
 

Tadano Hitoshi, special 
section chief 



Section 
chief 
Sagawa 
and his 
mistress 
debate 
predest-
ination 

Life… it 
can be 

turned to 
hell in a 

fraction of 
a second! 

Yeah, 
that’s 

how long 
it takes 

for a man 
to meet a 
woman! 

You and I 
were fated 
to meet! 



I wonder 
what’s been 

decided… 

… for 
us… 

That 
seems 

to 
follow

… 

So our 
future’s 
already 

decided too, 
right…? 

I guess 
it’s better 
to think 

of all our 
lives 
being 

decided 
from the 

very 
beginning 



It’s because they 
don’t know the 
future that 
people are able 
to carry on 
living, Kazumi 
san… 



So 
everyone’s 

life is 
determined 

at birth… 
whether 

they’ll have 
a long life or 
a short life… 

That’s 
what I 
think! 

It was all decided  at 
birth that you’d 

managed to avoid 
cancer and live this 

long, darling  



Could be! We’d 
better make sure 

we have fun 
tonight! 

But then it might be 
decided that we’re 

going to die 
tomorrow… 



Long-running series on the history of the allied occupation 
period, here on Japan-Soviet negotiations over repatriating 
Japanese nationals left in Soviet territory after the war. 



Itsuki Hiroyuki’s “Daily Chronicle” Nagarete 
yuku hibi was launched in the first ever issue of 
Nikkan Gendai.  It has been running for 30 
years, and over 9,000 columns. Volume 9055! 



It’s interesting to be alive 



Nagarete yuku hibi 
The days that drift away 

Everything around us is uninteresting 
these days. Is it just because of my age? 
No – I asked the young editor here. He 
said “No, it’s true. There isn’t a thing 
that gets my pulse racing. It’s a boring 
old world! 

 All around me I see bored faces. We 
seem to need some kind of technique to 
make this dull world more interesting.  

 

流
れ
て
ゆ
く
日
々 



So I thought I’d take a close look at 
myself. I’m not talking about 
something posh like reforming my 
mind – just taking another look at 
everyday things like sleeping, eating, 
walking and breathing. 

I decided to try eating just 1 meal a day 
–  it turned out to be very interesting! 

Nagarete yuku hibi, vol. 9055 
“It’s interesting to be alive” by Itsuki Hiroyuki 

流
れ
て
ゆ
く
日
々 



Knowing you only have 1 meal today 
makes you appreciate your food – you 
can’t afford to fuss about whether it’s 
tasty or not, you just chew it very 
carefully to get any nourishment you 
can out of it. 

 Chewing carefully, I realized that the 
way I used my teeth was totally 
unbalanced. I was chewing almost 
exclusively with my right molars. 

Nagarete yuku hibi, vol. 9055 
“It’s interesting to be alive” by Itsuki Hiroyuki 

流
れ
て
ゆ
く
日
々 



Perhaps people favor one side of their 
teeth, like being right or left-handed or 
favoring one eye over the other. Now I 
take good care to balance left and right, 
and to make full use of my front teeth. 
Somehow it feels good to chew properly, 
making full use of all your teeth.  

I’ve got a feeling that those teeth I wasn’t 
using properly may have been 
weakening from the disuse…  

Nagarete yuku hibi, vol. 9055 
“It’s interesting to be alive” by Itsuki Hiroyuki 

流
れ
て
ゆ
く
日
々 



Err, is this racy tabloid journalism? 



… and that is how the days drift by. 

On following days he goes on to 
devote an entire column each to 
sleeping and breathing. 



Review: The Lego Idea 
Book 



Review: The Lego Idea 
Book 

“You can freely make the kinds of vehicle that 
children love with Lego. City cars, off-road cars, 
a truck loaded with cabbages, a steam engine, a 
speedboat, all can be made from the same 
standardized, featureless blocks – anything that 
goes on land, air or sea you’ll find in this book.” 



Page 21 
Erotic novel, 

walking tour of 
historic Tokyo, 

cheap restaurant 
guide, crossword 



“Tappun misshiri” (Plump 
secret arse) by Shinji Kitsu 



Walks around Ed 
Walks 
around old 
Tokyo/Edo 
No.54: 
Ryogoku. 
The 
remains of 
the Yasuda 
zaibatsu 
dream 
 



Built in memory of Yasuda Zenjiro, founder of the 
Yasuda business empire and one of the richest 

men in pre-war Japan. 
Often condemned as a 
robber baron, he was  
assassinated by a self-
styled patriot and his 
business empire fell into 
ruin after the war. Only 
after his death did his 
many charitable donations 
come to light, including 
the money to build Yasuda 
Hall, at Tokyo University.  



The garden is open to the public, but it’s 
only a couple of acres and not many 
people know about it. 

This tranquil 
urban oasis is 
worth a visit. 



Super tasty 
lunch 

exploration 
unit…  

the ramen and gyoza 
at this hole in the 

wall (anaba) in 
Nakameguro are just 

right for the older 
customer…  being 

relatively low in fat 
and cholestrol  



…and the prize crossword. 

(not too difficult… no cryptic clues.) 



Numerological 
analysis of the 

lottery: numbers 
in the 30s have 

come up a lot, so 
should continue 

to do so… 



How to 
improve 
your go 



… and 
your 

shogi… 



And your golf swing… 



Political advertising from the Zenroren 
union federation 



… deploring the spread of unstable, short-term 
employment conditions and erosion of labor 

standards 



Adverts for betting systems… 



…that claim to correctly predict results of 
90%+ of horse races… 

(The price, 
just  
¥30,000, is 
in the small 
print right 
here…) 



Characteristic advertising…. 



Booze and 
shoes, health 

drinks and hair 
tonic… 



The back page 



In 21 years in pro baseball, 
Hanshin Tigers megastar 
Kazuhiro Kanemoto has 
earned well over 5 billion 
yen. You might think he’d be 
looking forward to a life of 
luxury after retirement. 

Think again! 



Kanemoto has fallen foul of a real estate 
swindler and recently had to sell his 
luxury house in Kobe. Despite his huge 
earnings, he is sunk deep in debt… 



Right now 
you may be 

looking 
chubby and 
self-satisfied 

with your 
big bunch of 
flowers but… 



Kanemoto, hell awaits thee! 



Tabloid schadenfreude? 

 

….how the mighty are fallen. 
That’s another theme that 
keeps coming back in Nikkan 
Gendai.  



We’ve arrived at our station… 

The salaryman gets out of the train, walks 
unsteadily along the platform, and tosses his 
copy of Nikkan Gendai into the overflowing 
bin. There are many other Gendais and Fujis 
already in there… the readers have no 
further use for them and do not want their 
wives to see them. The screaming headlines 
and erotic photographs flutter weakly in the 
cold breeze of a suburban midnight. 





A few of my own thoughts 

1. Oppositional identity 

---- One enduring image of Nikkan 
Gendai is its violent opposition to 
the political and journalistic 
establishment. (Not so much the 
business establishment… perhaps 
because Gendai takes the side of 
business against politics) 



2. Dual identity 

---- Most readers will also be 
reading a mainstream 
newspaper in the morning, with 
a totally different tone and 
approach. Jeckyll and Hyde?  



 "In scurrilous, scabrous attention to the 
lowest common denominator Japanese 
tabloids admit no superior.  They pander, 
quite literally, to the Mr. Hyde in every 
loyal, work-worn salaryman... In 
comparison the stupid-and-proud-of-it 
heartiness of the British tabloids seems 
positively refreshing." (Peter Tasker, 
Inside Japan 1987, p.133).  



3. Blurred class issues 
Sometimes Gendai sounds more like Socialist 

Worker than the Sun. Labor rights, union 
issues, workplace health and safety, lottery 
and gambling information, cheap places to eat 
and drink… working-class themes in the UK. 

But golf, shogi (=chess), golf, buying and selling 
shares, interviews with company presidents… 
that sounds more like the bourgeoisie. 

Itsuki Hiroyuki column and literary/historical 
features would work in the Guardian. 



The meaning of “salaryman” 

 

It reminds us that the identity of 
“salaryman” floats interestingly 
between the British identities of 
“worker”, “manager” and 
“businessman”. 

 



4. Social positioning of sex 

Gendai reviews massage parlors and strip 
shows in much the same tone as it uses for 
restaurants and sports reports, albeit with a 
little more élan. 

Good thing? Sex treated as a non-taboo part of 
a continuum of human activity. 

Bad thing? It demeans women by treating them 
as comparable to cuisine or baseball as an 
enjoyable activity for men. 



Gendai-style sexism 

Nikkan Gendai is of course drenched in sexism. 
But there are various styles of sexism. Gendai 
never condemns women the way it condemns 
politicians or fallen pop idols. The reviewers 
who check out the brothels adopt a tone 
where they enjoy playful badinage as well as 
sexual play – “asobi.” The usual implication is 
that the reviewer is much older than the girl, 
a slightly pathetic “ojisan” grateful for the 
service he gets from the kind “oneesan”. 



The fact that the men are customers and 
the women are selling means of course 
that this is fundamentally unbalanced 
power relationship. But we never quite 
forget that the men are paying because 
of their greater need, as well as their 
greater resources. 



After reading Nikkan Gendai, I always feel 
slightly sad at the image of the aging oyaji, 
losing his hair and his vigor, overweight and 
diabetic, still looking for commercial sex and 
checking the phone number of the VD clinic 
for later. And I also feel sad about their wives, 
their marriages, and about family life in 
Japan generally. 



Relevance to this course 

All of human life is there in Gendai. It 
relates to Japanese politics, business, 
labor relations, sport, gambling, and of 
course, sexuality….and in general, the 
way the worlds of work and play relate 
to each other in contemporary Japan. 



What is NOT in Gendai? 

• Sarakin adverts (now illegaｌ） 

• Job recruitment adverts 

• Detailed reports on yesterday’s 
sports 

• Exposes of business scandals? 

• Gay sex 


