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Introduction

Walk anywhere at night in Tokyo’s famous Kabuki-cho sex district, the largest in
Japan, and you can’t miss them — young males, mostly, wearing fashionable dark
suits with matching leather shoes and typically smoking cigarettes. They are hosts
—“hosuto” in Japanese — men who make a living entertaining Japan’s increasingly
restless and well-heeled women. Thousands of these so-called hosts prowl the
streets of Kabuki-cho, making every effort to draw women’s attention. With their
slim bodies, tanned skin, and perfectly set medium-long hair, they show off their
assets like peacocks preening for the attention of potential mates. On the crowded
streets, they intercept dressed-up female passers-by, handing out their business
cards. “Hey, are you going back home? Why don’t you stop by our club to relax
and enjoy yourself?” they implore. Many women ignore their come-ons, but a few
will inevitably go on to spend tens of thousands — and in some cases millions — of
yen on hosts at host clubs. To explore why women are so intrigued by the host club
scene which has only recently gained notoriety in Japan, I spent two months in the
summer of 2003 interviewing people who participate in this unique subculture.

While hostess clubs are well established and normalized in male-dominated
Japanese society (Yoda 1981; Allison 1994; Mock 1996), establishments catering
to women have received little attention until recently. The first host club that opened
in Tokyo in 1966 was a highly exclusive establishment serving upper-class matrons
and wealthy widows and it remained largely invisible to the public.! As a result of
news reports and other media attention in the past five years, however, the Japanese
public has become intimate with such institutions. Mainstream media coverage has
included inside exposés, hidden cameras and such sensationatized reports that some
hosts have become overnight celebrities. Whiléhost clubs are still mainly centered
in big cities like Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya, they have sprung up all over Japan,
with an estimated 200 clubs and over 5,000 hosts plying an increasingly lucrative
trade within Tokyo’s Kabuki-chd entertainment district alone — the holy ground
for sex-related businesses.? Moreover, the host business continues to flourish
despite Japan’s weakened economy.

Why did this little-known subculture suddenly emerge so prominently? To some
extent, the recent success of host club establishments can be viewed as another
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example of Japan’s fad-driven consumer culture. In other wagys, it reflects. the
undeniable economic power of Japanese women whose free-spending habits have
evolved from satisfying material wants to less tangible desires. It also reflects
the changing attitudes of Japanese women who increasingly choose to avoid the
confines of Japan’s marriage and family system.? According to Japanese com-
mentators, Japanese women are now fascinated both by the notion of romantic love
(in a phenomenon now called renai shijoshugi or “romance supremacy”) and by
hosts themselves who sell romance as their main commodity (Ishizaki and Hamano
1998). While many housewives, office ladies, hostesses, and sex workers go to
host clubs for no other reason than to have fun and escape from daily stress, others
pursue a fantasy of romance, including sexual encounters. Their romantic aspira-
tions, coupled with the rising commodification of male sexuality in the host club
scene, have fostered a new form of intimacy, called gijiren’ai (pseudo-romance).
As Chapter 13 by Dales suggests, gifiren ‘i can be seen as yet another way in which
Japanese women deploy men as “resources” to create a more woman-friendly
lifestyle. As I argue, however, commodified romantic love in host clubs serves as
an effective stimulus for women’s greater consumption while also reinscribing
gendered characteristics and hierarchical relations — paradoxically host clubs
underscore the prevailing gender logic in Japan.

Such a paradox is well reflected in media representations. Western media have
described the host club phenomenon as “turning the tables on the geisha club
concept” and “traditional sex roles™ (Associated Press 1996; Marketplace Radio
2003). In these reports, Japanese women are portrayed as being empowered.
Japanese media, however, have represented female customers as the exploited
victims of sleazy, manipulative male hosts. Yet neither representation adequately
captures the complex relations that take place between Japanese women and their
hosts. This is because the manner in which mainstream Japanese media perceive
the host club phenomenon is deeply rooted in asymmetrical notions of gender and
sexuality. For example, female hostesses are said to enact “natural” sex and gender
roles when nurturing and comforting Japanese men. When male hosts play such
“female roles,” however, they are perceived as “unnatural” and therefore disin-
genuous. The widely held assumption is that men go to hostess clubs seeking sex,
whereas women’s motivations are perhaps less obvious to the public. However, it
would be a mistake to assume that the sex roles in host club culiure are a simple
reversal of sex roles operating at hostess clubs.

Through examining the phenomenon of host clubs against the backdrop of
changing, yet still pervasive gender asymmetry in contemporary Japan, this
chapter demonstrates how commodified romance in host clubs transgresses while
simultaneously reinforcing prevailing gender and sexual inequalities. However,
in conclusion, I will suggest how consumption can become a new medium for the
subversion of gender-marked heterosexual norms — men as the penetrator and
women as the penetrated — operating from within Japan’s late-capitalist protocol.
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Late capitalism and the supremacy of romance

Japan’s postwar social structure centered on the nuclear family as the basic socio-
economic unit and promoted a gendered division of labor — that is, men were the
breadwinners and women were homemakers and consumers (Amano 1987; Ueno
1994; Dasgupta, Chapter 12 in this volume). Since the 1980s, when Japan’s so-
called “bubble economy” was in full swing, however, women’s lifestyles have
changed dramatically. More women were being employed in the newly develop-
ing financial, service, and leisure industries and were consequently becoming
financially independent. Along with shifts in the economy from production to
consumption, increasing numbers of Japanese women started to postpone or avoid
marriage, and married women began having fewer children in order to enjoy their
increased autonomy and financial independence (Kashima 1989: 103; Twao 1993:
63; Imamura 1996: 4; Kelsky 2001: 2).

At the same time, a small number of Japanese men began to question their social
role as workers/producers through which they were discouraged from expressing
their own masculine aesthetic and narcissistic pleasure through consumption (see
also Watanabe 1986; Miller 2003). As Chapters 11 and 12 by Taga and Dasgupta
show, the bursting of Japan’s bubble economy in the late 1980s followed by the
great Heisei recession intensified concerns about men’s well-being. The severe
risutora (economic restructuring) fractured the lifetime employment and senior-
ity system, which had long protected the salaried employee in core industries.
Attention was drawn to the increase in the numbers of male suicides and karoshi
{(death caused from excessive work) as manifestations of the masculinity crisis that
Japanese men were experiencing. In addition, women’s increasing avoidance of
martiage also created men’s kekkornan (marriage difficulties) and further fueled
the sense of crisis (Ito 1993).

Such economic and demographic transformations encouraged by Japan's late-
capitalism made it difficult for the family wnit to maintain its role ag a basis
for both production and consumption as the individual instead became the iconic
model of consurmption and heterosexual romance, rather than marriage per se, was
promoted through the media (Kitano 1991; Yamazaki 1993; Miyadai 1994; [shizaki
and Hamano 1998; Yoda 2000). Young adult fashion magazines, for example,
traffic not only in fashion but also dating and romance. Leisure and service
industries also intensively promote heterosexual romance through advertisements
that feature couples giving gifts on Valentine’s Day, sharing romantic dinners on
Christmas Eve and other amorous settings. Pop songs played on frendy TV dramas
reinforce the precious Gestalt of romantic love aind encourage the listener to share
in these feelings. These messages underlic the emerging view that, whether married
or not, only a couple in the throes of romantic love is living 2 meaningful life and
that being single is inadequate. _

Ishizaki and Hamano point to the intimate connection between the supremacy
of romance (ren ‘ai shifoshugi) and late-capitalist ecopomics in Japan (1998: 17;
see also Kitano 1991). As they illustrate, various aspects of Japan’s consumer-
oriented economy are invested in promoting romantic relations. Thus, the
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promotion of romance does not merely encourage the developgnent of intimate
human relations in an age when marriage and family are becoming increasingly
unstable and decentered but also serves as a stimulus for greater consumption.
Indeed, the host club as a consumer space, where romance is easily obtainable in
exchange for money, reflects and intensifies the supremacy of remance in Japan’s
late-capitalist period, simultancously catering to the desires of female consumers
while profiting the club, the hosts themselves and by extension the Japanese
economy. Host club culture offers, I argue, a sort of microcosm of the broader
socio-historical context of romance supremacy within late capitalism.

Hosting service in host clubs

Fantasy,! one of the largest host clubs in Kabuki-ché, employing over 90 hosts,
is located in a basement and officially opens its doors at 7 p.m., but business
really only gets going after 9 and typically lasts until dawn.® Housewives, office
ladies, nurses, and college students visit the club in the relatively early hours, and
hostesses and sex workers stop by late at night after work.® Qutside the building’s
street-level entrance, a large glass showcase features glossy photos of the club’s
top-ranking hosts who entice women passing by with their celebrity-like features,
Upon entering, the female customer descends into an opulently decorated open.set,
with gold-colored chandeliers, red carpet, mirrored walls, and green faux-leather
sofas neatly arranged in rows separated by various objects such as gold-painted
sphinxes and lions. The host club, which has no windows, is a totally self-contained
space, suggesting to the customer that her everyday life is left outside.

As a customer arrives, hosts greet her with a familiar call of “irasshaimase”
(welcome). Unless she is a first-time visitor, she designates her own preferred host,
who usually comes with four or five “helper” hosts. Once seated, her host starts
up a conversation while the helper hosts serve alcoholic beverages in order to
lighten the moad and relieve stress and tension, During the conversation, the hosts
make sure that drinks are always fresh and food is served on small plates to thos¢
sitting at the table. They also offer efficient, highly stylized forms of service. If a
woman wears a miniskirt, for example, a host will carefully lay a lace napkin on
her lap so that she can relax without worrying about men peeking at her thighs.
If she stretches her hand to reach for a cigarette, a host produces the light before
she has time to put it into her mouth. Her host also escorts her to the ladies” room
and patiently waits outside, ready with a steaming hand towel for when she
emerges.

The smooth, glossy, superficial atmosphere derived from the club’s décor and
the hosts’ polished etiquette makes the host club and the people in it seem
phantasmal. In addition, every effort is made to construct a fantasy world in which
women will willingly spend money to satisfy their desires whether to escape their
everyday lives or explore, if only fleetingly, the potential for romance or sex. In
terms of appearance, hosts offer a seductive masculine image — slim bodies, salon-
tanned skin, trendy hairstyles and expensive brand suits and accessories. Hosts
are good listeners, express sympathy and concern about their clients’ everyday




204 Alkiko Takevama

complaints and take time to comfort them. Hosts also respond to customers’
romantic aspirations and sometimes submit to requests for more intimate attention,
including outside dating and sex.

In return, hosts, as well as the host club, receive money from their customers.
The drinks and food are exorbitantly expensive. A bottle of champagne, for
example, costs about 40,000 yven (almost 400 US dollars). The cheapest brand of
shochii, a potato-based liquor, available at most stores for $7 runs at about $70 at
host clubs. Dishes such as spaghetti, sautéed vegetables and fruit plates cost about
$50 each, Even if a female customer does not drink or eat, she is expected to pay
the entire tab for the table and offer tips to the helper hosts. While an average tab
at Fantasy is about $400 for a night’s worth (an average of two to three hours) of
entertainment, a customer can easily spend hundreds more and even thousands of
dollars per visit. By paying eight to ten times more than regular prices for drinks
and food at the host club, the women customers acquiesce in accepting the value
of the service (and romance) hosts provide.,

What entices female customers to pay such inflated prices and spend great
sums of money at the host club? The media have reported a variety of opinions.
For instance, the editor of the monthly Seiron, an influential opinion magazine,
proposes that hosts manipulate female customers into spending. According to the
editor, hosts exploit naive and vulnerable shéjo (female minors), and are nothing
more than “lowlifes who prey on women™ (Seiron 2000). As evidence, the editor
writes about a 17-year-old high school girl who was “deceived” by a 20-year-old
host into spending two million yen (nearly $20,000) on him over half a year,
Assuming that a high school girl couldn’t have such a large amount of cash, the
author suspects that her host forced her to work in the Kabuki-cho sex district.
Interestingly, the author does not problematize the male-centered sex industry
where the female minor was supposedly employed. Instead he posits the hosts as
lowlifes and their female clients as victims,

The female customers in host clubs do not think that they are victims, but instead
feel that going to host clubs is a personal choice. For exanple, a 22-year-old college
student named Yoko, who is a customer and the “girlfriend™ of a host at Fantasy,
says:

Minors are not supposed to go to host clubs to start with. Apart from high
school girls, there are some unwise and irresponsible customers who do not
think of their financial capability and let hosts manipulate them. Like any other
consumer activity, if you are not a wise consumer, you are easily manipulated
into spending. If you know that and keep #ourself in control, you can really
enjoy host club entertainment. .
Although it is expensive to go to host clubs, Ydoko and other customers claim that
there are few other places in Japan’s male-centered entertainment world where
women can safely enjoy romantic excitement.

Hosts themselves tend to explain that their stylized behavior, attitudes, and
various kinds of “service” are a byproduct of Japan’s male-dominated society.
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Many hosts I interviewed regard their service as deriving from the Western
gentleman’s custom of “ladies first,” providing women with courf¥sies not usually
forthcoming from Japanese men. A 32-year-old veteran host, Ryn, for example,
insists:

Host club culture couldn’t exist in the West, where men are genuinely gentle
to women and ladies-first services are provided for free. Host clubs can only
exist in such a male-dominated country as Japan where men are insensitive to
women’s psychological needs.

Hence; some hosts posit themselves as-understanding, ideal “gentlemen” by
aligning themselves with Western men’s suppesed chivalry. However, in the terms
of this discourse women are once more posited as victims, this time of ordinary
Japanese men’s insensitive attitude toward women (see Kelsky 2001: 4).

In the above accounts, men see themselves as saviors of women. While con-
servative, mainstream opinions expressed by such men as the Seiron editor seek
to rescue women from culturally deviant hosts, the hosts themselves think they are
saving oppressed women from the “ungentlemanly” conduct and “insensitive”
attitudes of other Japanese men. Clearly, neither perspective challenges the funda-
mental principles of Japan’s male domination or attempts to construct relations of
greater gender equality, While the ‘editot of Seiron wishes to eliminate the host
trade and protect the gender status quo, the hosts themselves depend upon the status
quo to maintain their business. Thus, paradoxically, both perspectives support
Japan’s male-centered social structure,

Women’s desires and social contexts

Some might ask: Are the female clients in host clubs reaily the victims of both
social attitudes and the host clubs themselves, as conservative ..Eumsamm media and
the hosts seem to argue? Or, as Western media apd female customers suggest, arg.
these women so empowered financially and sexually that their participation in the
host subculture is a sign of liberation? These kinds of sither—or questions, however,
simplify and overlook the complex and contradictory forces at work on the host
club scene.

For example, Megumi, a 31-year-old housewife and part-time worker, visits
the host club Fantasy once a week in order to recuperate her “lost” feminine
attractiveness and self-confidence. Megumi says that once they get married, women
in Japan are not treated as individual women. Since her marriage ten years ago,
which she insists was based on love, Megumi’s husband has recently begun to
show less interest in her. Her neighbors, she says, call her the wife of Mr. So and
So or the mother of So and So, and she feels as if she has lost her self-identity.
Megumi confides:

In the host club, hosts call me by my first name and treat me as an individual
womar, They pay attention to what I’m wearing, my hairstyle, my cosmetics,
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and give me timely feedback. These comments help motivate me to make an
effort to become more beautiful because there’s someone who’s always caring
about me.

Megumij adds, “Re-recognizing my female attractiveness boosts my self-confidence
1n many ways.”

Housewives like Megumi, who actively seek individual recognition in order
to avoid being a part of the nameless “wife and mother” collective do not intend
to challenge the norms of feminine appearance or overturn the existing gender
hierarchy. This is because such a challenge would risk undermining the effec-
tiveness of their feminine performance. In order to experience themselves as
feminine and attractive, they need an audience of sensitive yet domineering men.
Although the female clients attempt to liberate themselves from the Japanese
patriarchal family system which reduces them to thejr roles as wives and mothers
by creating a fantasy world where their unique feminine identity is recognized and
cultivated, they also reinforce social norms of ideal feminine appearance. As a
result, gender hierarchy is still very much manifest in host clubs, where Iapanese
waomen’s self-autonomy collides with gender norms that continue to posit women’s
physical attractiveness as their most important attribute and the need for this
attractiveness to be endorsed by an appreciative audience of men.

Hence, despite the symbolic subordination of the hosts manifest in their sub-
servient manner and eagerness to please, gender relations at Fantasy are not simply
areversal of those operating at hostess clubs and more widely throughout Japanese
society. In addition, gender relations are not static but are transformed as time goes
on. One veteran host explains that even though women may appear to have greater
power over hosts at the beginning of a relationship, they are eventually undermined.
The host comments: _

At first, a host obeys his customer in order to be liked, however he will
gradually, yet steadily try to shift the power relation once he is assured that
she has fallen in love with him. He has to do so in a way the customer does
not recognize. A capable host can do so and make his customer willingly
provide whatever he wants — money, cars, expensive watches, you name it.

His assessment is supported by female customers such as Nakamura Usagi, a
famous writer and host club patron, who reportedly spent 15 million yen (roughly
150,000 US dollars) in 2001 at her favorite host clubs. In an interview with the

Japan Times, Nakamura said:
»

With the host, it starts off with you wa_.mm the one governing the relationship,
but before you know it, he’s the one in control. You just don’t know when it
shifts. The thing is, if you fall for him, you lose, because you want to listen to
him so he thinks better of you . . . I think that although many custothers may
feel like an odaijin (lord) while they’re in the club, they are really more like
a servant of the host,

(Japan Times 2003; emphasis added)
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Nakamura suggests that the game of romance, while helping women to rediscover
their female attractiveness, eventually leads them to lose iron:ﬁrm% let the host
govern the relationship. These accounts from a veteran host and a female patron
might seem to reinforce the view that hosts are manipulative and female clients
are victims, However, hosts and their clients do not see it this way. Instead, hosts
understand women’s self-devotion and largesse as a result of women’s “motherly
instinct,” while their fernale clients explain it as a matter of personal choice.

While feminist scholars have argued that many so-called gender traits are
not biological attributes but socially constituted, women’s “motherly instinct” is
one supposed biological trait that hosts constantly refer to. Reiji, a charismatic
37-year-old host, insists that women’s motherly instinct makes them feel good
about their devotion to others, in particular the men they love. Technically, once
they understand the logic of motherly instinct, Reiji says, hosts can take advantage
of it and kill two birds with one stone — customers’ satisfaction and hosts’ success
(Reiji 2001: 108). A typical plot involves a host asking his clients” help to achieve
his sales goals; and hopefully, to become a “number one” host at the club. As all
hosts know, however, the method of entreaty is the key to unlocking a bounty
of riches. Instead of “Please spend more money on me,” a host might instead
plead, “You are the only woman I can ask. Please help make me & real man” or
“Please help me achieve my goal and then I can make you happier.” In this way
the host thinks that he neither begs nor cajoles his customers but activates their
motherly instinct to make the women submit to him voluntarily, Moreover, he
avoids feeling an obligation to return the money they spend on him or guilt about
what they may do on his behalf,

Akemi, a woman in her forties, exemplifies an extreme case of a female customer
enabling her host. She divorced her husband of two years after falling in love with
a young host and became a sex worker in order to financially support him. She
spent over 100 million yen (nearly $1,000,000) on him over eight years and helped
elevate him to the top rank among hosts at his club. When he opened his own host
club and broke up with her, she finally realized that their romance was, after all, a.
pseudo-romance. Because she hag spent all her income on the host and has no
savings, she still lives in an apartment house and works in the sex industry, Despite
these drawbacks, Akemi still believes her spending was justified by the mental
support she received and the joyous times she spent with him. She says, “Although
I spent so much money on him, he never asked me to do so. I voluntarily did it. I
did it in order to satisfy mainly myself. The harder things got, the more love I felt
for him and the more strength I felt within myself.”

Akemi’s understanding of her behavior as a personal choice, as well as the
hosting technigue employed by Reiji to take advantage of motherly instinet, shows
how gendered individuals in society utilize and interpret male-centered social
situations differently. Whether taking the issue as personal or biclegical, these
views depoliticize socially constructed gender difference. Furthermore, romantic
love both veils and privatizes gender hierarchy. In Ai to shihonshugi (Love and
capitalism), a popular novel based on her own host club experience, Nakamura
Usagi challenges these views by having the book’s male host and protagonist ask
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reflexively: “Why do women believe love is something requiring self-sacrifice for
others, particularly for their men? Whose value is it?” (2002 1021 03). Nakamura
suggests that Japanese society, in which women are evaluated through the success
of their men, underlies women’s devotion to men. In her interview with the Japan
Times Nakamura elaborates on the connection between the female clients’
ama...onou for their hosts and the hosts® success in monthly sales competitions,
saying:

I always live with anxiety about my position i the world [because] I carmot
numerically express my value as a woman, or what I do professionally. So
when I entered the [sales competition] game, I was projecting myself onto my
host. And when he was moving upward it made me feel as if my own value
was rising as well,

(Japan Times 2003)

Nakamura defily captures how male-centered social stnictures confer a subsidiary
status on the value of women and their work, Within such structures women are
encouraged to devote themselves to men and live vicariously through projecting
themselves onto their men. The gender imbalance at work here is made clear
when it is considered how women’s self-affirmation through devotion to the
hosts in host clubs stands in stark contrast to the manner in which male clients
present themselves as “splendid men” in hostess clubs (Yoda 1981: 27; Allison
1994; 24). Psychologist Yoda Akira describes how the male clients of hostess clubs
desire to show off their own capabilities as successful and powerful men (Yoda
1981: 27). Unlike the female clientele in host clubs, men who visit hostess ¢lubs
expect the hostesses to act as a feminine audience and show great interest in their
impressive stories and masculine display rather than project themselves onto their
hostesses or enjoy their success vicariously through the success of their favorite
hostess.

Hosting, whether in host or hostess clubs, is a profession that diagnoses the
desires of the customer (who is socially situated as a gendered being) and then
converts these desires into something tangible and exchangeable for money. At
ahost club, women may desire a variety of things — ladies-first service, stress relief,
special recognition of their self-identity, cultivation of their female attractiveness,
and intimate relationships. In order to satisfy their desires, the host club environ-
ment provides women with experiences that Japanese society in general fails or
refuses to provide. Nonetheless, the environment is also very much embedded in
the overall gender hierarchy of society and largely reproduces it. This is because
desire, which derives from the frustrations ¢f everyday life, relies on the existing
social context for its recognition. In this sense, as Foucault reminds us, “Where
there is desire, the power relation is already present” and therefore, total trans-
gression is impossible (1978: 81). Nevertheless, Foucault adds, “where there is
power, there is resistance” (ibid.: 95). Since power is not out there to be seized but
emerges as it is exercised and negotiated from innumerable points, subversion is
possible only from within the power dynamics (ibid.: 93-95; see also Butler 1990:
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31; Kondo 1997: 152). The next section considers some transgregsive elements of
the gendered interactions that take place in host clubs.

Non-penetrative sex

One specific example of how normalized patterns of gender and sexuality can be
subverted in the host club envitonment is the manner in which sexual relations are
carried out between hosts and their clients. Female clients demand that hostg
maintain an attractive appearance and digplay a sensitive, caring attitude. As Dales
describes in Chapter 13, Japanese women are thinking in increasingly instrumental
terms about their own sexual pleasure and it is common for women to expect their
sexual partners to have the so-called *3Cs,” that is, be “comfortable, communi-
cative, and cooperative” (Miller 2003: 54). Conventional sex discourse in Japan,
as in many other cultures, is centered on male erection, penetration, and ejaculation
(Segal 1994: 266; Allison 1996: 62). In Japanese, for example, the phrase
“saigomade thi” (meaning to “carry on till the end”) indicates penetration and by
extension ejaculation. Everything else is considered peripheral, or zengi (foreplay).®
The phrase indicates a male perspective since the “end” envisaged is male and not
female orgasm. In short, sex is something that is “done” by men to women, and is
always already understood from the male point of view.

Women’s sexual dissatisfaction relates not only to men’s attitudes about
sex but also to the humdrum sexual life that the marriage system unintention-
ally creates. Tachibana argues that the current marriage system legitimizing sex
between couples and promoting it as part of a national project to increase child-
birth also provides a sense of security and citizenship. This system, however,
has the effect of making sex feel less than exciting and even obligatory. This
is because security {anshin) and excitement (kdfien) are inversely proportional:
anshin outweighs kafun when sex receives official permission and takes place
routinely in the context of marriage. On the contrary, prohibition, illegitimacy,
and temporality enhance kafun (Kishida and Takeda 1992: 35; Tachibana 1994r
150; see also Ishizaki and Hamano 1998: 174). Hence, the monogamous marriage
and coupling systemn that aims to limit women’s sexual contacts outside of the
relationship and to maintain security ironically undermines eroticism and sensual
stimuli within the relationship. Likewise, because of their illegitimacy and
ephemetal nature, extramarital or unforeseen sexual relations geperate increased
sexual excitement.

While men (funds permitting) have unfettered access to hostess clubs and
the sex trade and therefore do not have to make a choice between sex which
is anshin or kofin, Japan’s double standard in sexual matters requires women to
choose one and relinquish the other. Women who have chosen the safety of
monogamy are socially validated as faithful wives and girlfriends, whereas those
who choose sexual excitement are viewed as promiscuous. Despite these percep-
tions, many women today seek the excitement of commodified romance so as to
revel in feelings of sensual excitement not readily experienced in monogamous
relationships.
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Women who are dissatisfied with male-centered sex and/or humdrum, secure
sex might be able to pursue more reciprocal and stimulating sex in host clubs.
While accurate statistics on women who actually have sex with their hosts is
unknown, most hosts suggest that more than 80 percent of hosts have had physical
relations with their clients and almost all hosts engage in some sort of sensual
contact including cheek-to-cheek dancing, touching, exchange of eroticized
glances, sexual conversation and kissing. The majority of hosts have also had
penetrative sex with some clients. Nevertheless, [ want to highlight the occurrence
of non-penetrative sex as an alternative form of heterosexual practice that takes
place in the host club environment.

Akemi, for example, admits that her ex-host often slept with her without sexual
intercourse taking place. Akemi explains that hosts are often drunk or so tired after
work that they have no energy for sex or have erectile difficulties. She says,

Iwas rather happy to see such an unostentatious aspect of him because it meant
to me that I was special enough to be shown his unperformed self. Because I

really loved him, I was very happy just to be in his arms, being kissed and
cuddled.

When asked if she was ever sexually satisfied, Akemi answered:

‘What really matters is not sexual techniques or size of the penis but the
affectionate heart and passionate feeling. If you are really passionate about
the relationship, just holding hands and cuddling each other gives you an
electric pulse you feel in your entire body.
Sachiko, a 46-year-old widow, also stresses such feelings in her ongoing, year-
long romantic relationship with Hikaru, a 29-year-old top-ranking host. She admits
that she does not have sex with him but believes that he is serious about their
relationship. “After all,” she says, “sex does not really matter. I guess women
oftentimes just want to be held tightly. Affectionate cuddling communicates
feelings much better than a fragile physical connection, and satisfies women more
holisticalty.” Miki, a 33-year-old divorced mother with two sons who has been
involved in a three-year romance with a host, shares Sachiko’s view. Miki explains
that her marriage became sexless because of her ex-husband’s inconsiderate and
disinterested attitude toward her. She says that:

[In contrast], my host is a good listener mﬁwm consultant on personal matters,
making me feel that he will always be there for me. This kimochi (heart and
feeling) is more important than mere physical relations for me. Because of the
kimochi, even just being touched on the shoulder or kissed on the forehead is

very special to me.

Female clients like Akemi, Sachiko, and Miki attempt to cultivate the “3C” —
comfortable, communicative, and cooperative — relations with their male hosts.
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They emphasize heart and feelings in sexual matters more than sexual technique,
penis size or physical intimacy. In addition, they challenge the sacial perceptions
that place some women outside of the category of jdeal “woman™ based on their
age and marital status (see also Dale, Chapter 13). Yet, while they actively dndo
the conventional understanding of ideal women as young and single and of sex as
a heterosexual penetrative act, they simultancously reinforce the assumption that
unlike men, women cannot have sex without love, Soine would also argue that
these women are simply putting a gloss on their hosts’” sexual disinterest and that
inevitably this kind of affectionate or passionate feeling will fade away, Indeed,
hosts say that ideally they want to make money without having “actual” sex which
takes up their time and energy. In this respect, hosts who satisfy their clients with
non-penetrative sex might be seen as taking advantage of women'’s feelings.
However, in the end, the hosting business does rely upon satisfying the needs of
female customiers. Koji, a 25-year-old veteran host who has been a host since the
age of 17, uses a common metaphor shared by hosts to explain the kind of service
he aims to provide — “kayui tokoro ni pin-pointo de tega todoku sabisu,” — literally,
service that scratches the exact point where the customer feels itchy. The metaphor
suggests that even if the customer cannot verbally articulate the exact spot, the host
has to locate it and know how it should be scratched.

Although Koji employed the metaphor to explain the hosting service in general,
it is also applicable to sexual contexts — even if a woman does not or cannot overtly
express where and how she can get pleasure, it is the host’s job to intuitively find
the right spot(s). When he judges that what she wants is not something he can
provide, he has to find something else to substitute so as not to lose her. The
customer, too, needs to negotiate with her host if she does not want to dismiss or
lose the host. In this respect, romance without penetrative sex is a result of the
negotiation between some female clients and their hosts. Female clients like Akemi,
Sachiko, and Miki in turn prefer a more communicative and negotiable form of
erotic contact rather than mere physical connection and genital pleasure.

Although these women do not overtly overturn the existing male-centered
discourse about sex and female passivity in sexual matters, they do challenge thé
norm and create an alternative paradigm for sexual relations, one that relies on non-
penetrative, non-reproductive and negotiable (albeit commodified) sex. Through
prioritizing their own physical and affective needs, female customers challenge the
manner in which heteronormative sex is tied up with an officially endorsed ideology
of national reproduction. Non-penetrative sex is also a challenge to the gendered
understanding of heterosexuality — the phallocentric assumption that sex is
something “done” by men to women (Allison 1996 92). Non-penetrative sex blurs
the traditional dichotomy structuring sexual relations in which men are active and
domineering and women passive and subordinate. While the multiple hetero-
sexualities which are enacted in the host club environment may not overthrow the
wider sex and gender system per se, nevertheless the sexual relations encouraged
by the host ctub culture do contest common-sense notions about “good,” “normal,”
and “natural” sexuality which is normally defined as “heterosexual, marital,
monogamous, reproductive, and non-commercial” (Rubin 1984: 280).




j

212 Akiko Takeyama
Conclusion: cultural politics as resistance

Alternative, consumer-based forms of romance and heterosexuality, such as those

It is claimed that because they do not lead to organized social movements which
challenge the status quo there is no real liberation (Sait ez al. 2001: 141; see also
Miyoshi and Harootunian 1989). However, this perspective more or less assumes
that consumption is a passive affair, foreclosing politica! possibilities for resistance.
It also overlooks the fact that consumption is not simply the activity of buying
ready-made commodities and meanings but rather a social enterprise leading to
5 the creation of new markets, the cultural production of new meanings, and the
transformation of social values and ethics (Miyadai 1994; see also de Certeau
1984).

Cultural production is inevitably contradictory, that is, simultancously contes-
tatory and complicit. It can, however, be more effective than social movements in
disturbing the status quo in late-capitalist society, where power, as Foucault argues,
is everywhere, not to be seized or overthrown in any one place, but “runs through
the social body as a whole” (1978: 94-95; see also Kondo 1997: 184). Because of !
the decentered, intangible nature of power relations, subversion is possible only
_ from within, not from outside (Kondo 1997: 152). In this sense, host club culture

in Tokyo is both a part of the larger social context and a site where subversion is
possible from within Japan’s late-capitalist protocol. Its sporadic violation of social
assumptions intensifies the transformation of gender characteristics and sexual
relations, impacting on the existing heteronormative gender system. In so doing,
the host club phenomenon reflects the paradoxes inherent in the rapidly changing,
yet still pervasive gender logic at work in contemporary Japan.
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Notes

1 McLelland (2005) describes numerous host clubs where “gay boys” served a clientele
of both men and women in the early 1960s. Hg also points to a few establishments I
Srono dansé no reifin or cross-dressed female hosts entertained a similarly mixed 1
clientele. In this chapter, however, 1 focus exclusively on the recent development of
Jjosei senyo hosuto kurabu (host clubs for women only) singe the number of such clubs
is rapidly increasing and receiving sensational treatment in the media. '

2 Accurate official numbers are not available. Unofficial estimates suggest that the
number of host clubs in Kabuki-chd is 200, employing 5,000 hosts; figures based on _
Nakatani (2001: 98), as well as information obtained via interviews.

3 One of the ways that women attempt to avoid the system is postponing or avoiding
marriage and having fewer children. The average age of first marriage, for example,
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rose from 24.4 in 1960 to 27.4 in 2003 (National Institute of Population and Social
Security Research). Meanwhile, the fertility rate dropped from 2.18 in 1971 t0 1.29
children per couple in 2003, a record low.

promated by the host clubs, are often yiewed as mere entertainment or escapism. 4 My analysis in this chapter is based on archival research and interviews on men's

beautification practices conducted in the summer of 2002 and preliminary ethnographic
research in the summer of 2003 and 2004 at a Tokyo host club called Fantasy. My
investigation consisted primarily of participant observation as a researcher, inter-
locutor, and customer in and out of the club; in-depth interviews with dozens of hosts
and six customers (a 31-year-old housewife, a widow in her early forties, a'33-year-old
divorced woman, a 22-year-old college student, a 26-year-old hostess who used to work
in the sex industry, and a sex worker in her mid-forties) and extensive oredia discourse
analysis. All names, including that of the host club, are pseudonyms.

5 The current Entertainment and Amusement Trade Law in Japan forbids host clubs to
operate between midnight and sunrise in order to eliminate “unhealthy™ sexual encoun-
ters. Nonetheless, the host business prospers during those illegal hours and silent
approval is given by the authorities.

6 The majority of female clients in host clubs are hostesses and sex workers who visit
after work, i.c., early morning. Therefore, most host clubs open around midnight.
Fantasy is one of a few host clubs which opens earlier to attract so-called “ordinary
women’” such as housewives, widows, office ladies, nurses, college students, etc.

7 Yoko believes that she is a real girlfriiend of her favorite host Takuya, however, other
hosts in the club assume that she is a pseudo-girlfriend because if she were a “real”
girlfriend, Takuya would not let her come to the club and spend a lot of money on him.
In addition, Takuya would not want her to see him flirting with other customers,

8 In the sex trade, “honban” (the real thing) refers to vaginal penetration.
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