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Financial Euphoria, Consumer Culture, and Literature of 1980s Japan


This book is an interdisciplinary study of Japan during the socially euphoric years of the Bubble Economy in the 1980s. Shedding light on consumer experiences, this study explores the socio-cultural landscape of Japan, the nation that boasted the second largest economy in the late twentieth century.

Drawing its analysis from various media sources, popular literary works, and public reports, the book articulates how the late 1980s calibrated consumer demands, lifestyles, and perceptions of wealth. Through an examination of the qualitative effects of “the Bubble money” on consumers, the book disentangles the anatomy of the festive ambience in the economic phase, closely reading fictional and non-fictional literary works that play the role of reportage, critique, and satire. Through observations of human behaviors in consumption, the book reveals psychosomatic experiences and self-consciousness prevalent in the epoch.

Featuring a wide range of sources from Japanese media and literary works which have yet to be translated for English-speaking audiences, this book will be a valuable resource for students and scholars of modern Japanese culture and literature who are interested in the socio-economic landscape of late-twentieth-century Japan.

Ikuho Amano is Associate Professor of Japanese at the Department of Modern Languages and Literatures, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, USA.
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Figures

1.1   “Oishii seikatsu” (Delicious Life), featuring Woody Allen, was published in 1982 as a Seibu Department Store’s advertisement. The marketing copy was written by Itoi Shigesato, and the visual image was created by Asaba Katsumi Dezain-shitsu (Design Office). Courtesy and copyright of Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu.

1.2   “Hoshii mono ga hoshiiwa” (I Want What I Want), featuring Miyazawa Rie, was published in 1988 as a Seibu Department Store’s advertisement. This copy was also written by Itoi Shigesato, and the visual image was created by Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu (Design Office). Courtesy and copyright of Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu.

3.1   The illumination of Akasaka Prince Hotel New Annex (shinkan) during the Christmas season. During the Bubble years, the hotel was fully booked several months before Christmas. Due to its aged condition, the hotel was closed and demolished in 2011.

3.2   An example of bodikon (body-conscious) mini-dress designed by Azzedine Alaïa (1935–2017), Paris, 1985. The photography is provided by Victoria and Albert Museum, United Kingdom.

4.1   Since the 1960s through today, Waikiki Beach in Oʻahu, Hawaii has been constantly one of the most popular resort destinations for Japanese travelers. The Bubble-phase tourists visited there typically through a package tour of three nights and four days (sanpaku yokka) plan and enjoyed shopping and marine activities.
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Engineering the Bubble Economy

After three decades, the economic phase known as baburu (the loan word from English borrowed from “bubble”) in the mid-1980s through the early 1990s ambivalently lingers in Japan’s collective memory. The short-lived Bubble Economy provoked nationwide festive moods, thanks to the superfluous money that enabled people to indulge in temporary pleasure.1
 As the term “bubble” metaphorically suggests,2
 the phenomenon was precarious and lasted only about five years from 1986 to 1991. Despite its brevity, the Bubble Economy profoundly affected Japanese perceptions of money, galvanizing zealous investment and consumption. And yet, akin to bubbles in a vortex, the untamed euphoria in economic activities quickly shrunk, diminished, and eventually collapsed almost overnight. The impact of the disaster was tremendous, dragging the traumatic aftermath and affecting people’s lives in various degrees in the ensuing Lost Decades (ca. 1992–2012).3
 As the most prominent consequence, the imploded Bubble created a chain of confusions by sweeping away stock and real estate markets, financial institutions, and corporate businesses.4
 With the deep scar, the country suffered from afflictions over the ensuing decades without fully recovering from the damage brought about by the unprecedented economic crisis.

Whereas the historical background of the Bubble Economy plays a key role, the aim of this study is not to document the economic phenomena, nor to analyze the financial mechanisms behind the disastrous end. Many experts have already examined those compelling issues in the past few decades. Instead of their scientific and objective approaches based on quantitative data, this study investigates the qualitative effects of the Bubble Economy observed in consumer experience that formed certain patterns and tendencies that could be holistically called “the culture of the Bubble Economy.” In this inquiry, the Bubble Economy cannot be assumed to be a phenomenon specific only to Japan; instead, the phenomenon can be considered a universally historical phase when the dynamics of geopolitical conditions, domestic growth of commerce and industry, and emergence of new consumer sensibilities manifested themselves organically in economic momentum. In 1980s Japan, the postwar paradigm founded largely on mass production and collective social ideologies dissipated,5
 and in turn, the presence of 
individualism and personalized patterns of lifestyle diversified both industrial production and consumption. Critics such as Hosaka Masayasu and Murata Kōji6
 concur that the decade of the 1980s played out “the final settlement of the postwar politics” (“sengo seiji no sō kessan”), borrowing the words of Nakasone Yasuhiro, Prime Minister of Japan from 1982 to 1986.7
 Led by the Liberal Democratic Party, which held the core of the national regime from 1955 through 1993, the nation not only rebuilt its economy and industry but also accomplished the goal of “Doubling National Income Plan.” It was made possible partly by the outsourced national security, thanks to the Security Treaty signed with the United States. As a result of these politically enhanced economies, 1980s Japan could reveal its international prominence, as Ezra Vogel’s Japan as Number One (1979) lauded the country’s “superiority over the United States in industrial competitiveness” and successful handling of issues prevalent in postindustrial society.8


Here, the dictum of “the final settlement” holds significance, as it goes beyond a collective national aspiration for recovering from the postwar socio-political pandemonium. In reality, the issues Japan faced in the mid-1980s were ironically the result of the steady postwar growth – the excessively positive trade imbalance with the United States, as well as the difficulty in alleviating the American trade deficit of the estimated 45 billion for 1985, jeopardized Japan’s political position as the defeated nation.9
 As the trade imbalance continued to grow, Japan’s exports were harshly criticized, with a blatant warlike dictum naming “Japan’s trade offensive” (“tekitaiteki bōeki”).10
 Clamors against Japan also triggered an array of American self-criticism regarding the post–World War II economic paradigm set forth, for example, by the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). In the essay entitled “The Danger from Japan,” journalist Theodore H. White reflected that Japan’s ability to compete with the United States was not in their political scenario: “The Americans had given them an invitation to the world trading game in total ignorance of what Japanese genius and tactics might accomplish.”11
 White, representing similar American voices, expressed frustration with the Japanese for their “‘unfair’ trading practices, its regulations, rules, restrictions, quotas,” citing Secretary of Commerce Baldridge, who equally condemned Japan’s policy on the basis that the nation does “not participate in, but domina[tes] world market” and egocentrically assumes a right to “protec[t] their industries.”12
 The judgment refers to not only the success of Japanese but also the United States, whose market favors Japanese products – automobiles, electronics, and appliances – and thus contributes to the Other’s prosperity. White concludes his essay with an openly begrudging and sinister tone: “The superlative execution of their trade tactics may provoke an incalculable reaction – as the Japanese might well remember of the course that ran from Pearl Harbor to the deck of the U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Bay just 40 years ago.”13


Less than two months after White published the article, on September 22, 1985, the Minister of Finance of Japan, Takeshita Noboru, was at the assembly table of the Plaza Accord with the G5 nations of the time (the United States, Japan, Britain, France, and West Germany). The meeting intended to build an agreement on a policy that would depreciate the US dollar against the Japanese yen and 
German mark. The results were made swiftly. On September 23, 1985, the dollar decreased its value from JPY 235 to JPY 215, and within a year settled at around JPY 150.14
 The negotiation for the agreement was initiated by US Secretary of the Treasury James Baker and Takeshita, who proposed that the governments intervene in foreign exchange markets and revise fiscal and financial policies. With the participating nations’ cooperation, the initiative concluded with the agreement, enabling the goal of alleviating the American trade deficit to take a step forward. However, in terms of approach, there was an unbridgeable gap between the two nations. While Japan planned to intervene in the foreign exchange market, the United States argued that the imbalance in trade should be mended by Japan’s twofold effort: increasing the fiscal spending and reducing taxes as well as the Official Discount Rate to expand domestic consumption demands.15


On April 23, 1986, the Official Discount Rate fell to 3.5%, the lowest since World War II. It was the result of an intervention, a request made by the President of the Bank of Japan Sumita Satoshi to Takeshita. Consequently, the Japanese yen continued to increase its value against the dollar despite an effort to stop the trend made by Miyazawa Kiichi, Takeshita’s successor as the Minister of Finance. Meanwhile, on October 31, in the form of a US–Japan joint declaration, Japan proposed three measures to meet American demands: (1) rapid tax reform that includes reduction of individual income and corporate taxes; (2) submission of a supplementary budget that implements comprehensive economic measures to the Congress; and (3) reduction of the Bank of Japan’s Official Rate.16
 These proposals were made while the US dollar kept depreciating, clearly aiming to boost Japan’s domestic consumption. On the other hand, the trend of endaka doruyasu (upward yen, downward dollar) provoked deflation that led to the condition of endaka fukyō (recession caused by upward yen). To address the declined exports due to the hike of the yen, Sumita decreased the Official Rate five times. In 1987, in addition to the financial easing policy, the government implemented an urgent economic measure involving 6 trillion yen (5 trillion for public investment and 1 trillion for tax reduction; 1 trillion yen is roughly 1 billion dollar). In the aggregate, these measures vigorously began to expand the economy.17
 Furthermore, as a result of the monetary easing promoted by the government, financial institutions became highly active in lending and investment. These financial activities altogether built the phenomena of the Bubble Economy, which propelled the unprecedentedly active trading and the increase of price in asset markets that dealt with credit, stocks, lands, real estates, and so forth.18


In 1988, the market became far more active than ever, empowered by a growth rate of 6.2% in GDP, the highest after 9.1% in 1972 prior to the oil crisis.19
 What supported the high growth the most during the Bubble Economy were corporate investments made to facilities (setsubi tōshi). This valence of investment reflected the collective response to structural changes in technological advancement (gijutsu kakushin), eased regulations (kisei kanwa), and increased value of the Japanese yen (endaka shinten).20
 Simultaneously, another significant impetus for the vigorous economy was the high rise of individual consumption (kojin shōhi) as targeted by the government. The factors that helped increase consumption were limited not 
just to the vigorous yen but also to the general increase in wages and employment, the decrease of corporate taxes, and the rapid growth of capital gains due to rising stock and land prices. In 1988, Japan’s positive account balance against the US shrunk from JPY 14.2 trillion of 1986 to JPY 10 trillion. Alongside, as speculated by the government, the country achieved steadfast growth in individual consumption in the domestic market.21
 All in all, these visible results could mitigate American frustration with the trade imbalance, the focal issue of the Plaza Agreement. Then, this moment of ease is precisely when the “bubble” swiftly began to swell up. In December 1988, the Nikkei Stock Average exceeded JPY 30,000 for the first time in its history, while land prices also saw a skyrocketing hike that amounted to 65.3% more than the previous year.22
 On December 29, 1989, the Nikkei Stock Average recorded an all-time high at JPY 38,915, with an expectation of a continuing trend.23
 However, against the market forecast, in the subsequent year of 1990 and thereafter, the stock price began to fluctuate, displaying a pattern of decline and reactionary rise. This gradual decline continued, and finally, the Nikkei Stock Average on August 18, 1992, reached JPY 14,309.24
 The downhill trend in the three components of the Japanese yen, bonds, and stocks was apparent, and the finale was marked by the government’s announcement of “the immediate implementation of the policy on financial governance.”25
 Even after the news, the financial markets kept going downward, and ultimately the Bubble collapsed.

The aftermath effect of the Bubble Economy cannot be easily measured due to its massive scale throughout Japan and beyond. In any case, an investigation of the multifarious factors that brought about the collapse is simply beyond the parameter of this study. In lieu of scientific and mathematical approaches, this study intends to revisit media sources, literary works, and critical discourses that attest to the collective psyche manifested in the visible act of consumption. In the qualitative analysis, assessing consumer behaviors is another challenging task since they led to innumerable outcomes under drastic impacts brought on by the Bubble Economy. Even so, consumer experience not only reflects the reality of the financial market but also unpacks the correlation between wealth and human desires in the economic milieus. Here, it is necessary to recall that the Bubble Economy infused Japan with an unfounded festive mood, as John Kenneth Galbraith anxiously called the social climate “financial euphoria.”26
 As though hypnotized by increasing stock and real estate prices, the archipelago of Japan was literally intoxicated with a precarious money game and optimism speculating that the economy would never cease to grow, without anticipating a catastrophic end. Therein the ringleader of the Bubble appears to be not individual citizens or private sectors, but the national government. As Galbraith notes in a somewhat appalled tone, the Japanese government was expected to intervene in the excessive decline of stock prices toward the end of the Bubble, although by global standards, the government was supposed to be a bystander for the market economy.27
 In the end, however, the government, together with leading financial institutions, also stayed helpless. Observing the catastrophic end, Galbraith axiomatically warns that all Japanese need to recall the fragility of 
the Bubble Economy, which is always built upon unsubstantiated optimism.28
 Despite his warning, the Japanese public and market did not doubt about the precarious nature of the Bubble, and instead were induced by the government’s temporary measures that lacked long-term solutions. Ultimately, Japan’s Bubble Economy exemplifies, as Charles Mackay’s classical study of the bubble demonstrates, “popular delusions and madness of crowds” that are driven to speculative investment.29
 The country apparently lacked the insight to hark back to the history.



Psychic Effects of the Bubble Economy in Japan

From the qualitative economic viewpoint, the Bubble Economy was a premonitory phase leading Japan to the ensuing decades of social deterioration. The collapse of the Bubble resulted in the immediate decline of financial markets, consumption, and investments, and thereafter these multiple factors prolonged the stagnant economy. In 1997, as the deflation became entrenched, the contraction in GDP growth began to exacerbate the recession further.30
 Insofar as the Bubble is understood as a fictitious form of the economy generated by speculative investments, the excitement instigated by high stock and real estate prices was a temporary jubilation; therefore, its perilous decline could have been anticipated by economists or financial experts. Nonetheless, precisely because of the fanatic degree of euphoria across the nation, there was no substantial space for rational prognosis. The archipelago simply could not confront imminent danger and instead accelerated its rapacity. Consequently, the Bubble Economy stood stripped bare as an ironic force of self-destruction and aggression to the markets through radical as well as reckless investments.31


Overall, the Bubble Economy seems to deserve retrospective condemnation, and its raison d’être would be to instigate a national sense of remorse. This line of introspection indeed dominates discourses on the Bubble in Japan and other cases of economic bubbles in general. Keeping the negative effect in mind, this study proposes to inquire what far-reaching effect or significance the Bubble Economy held for ordinary national constituents. Could it have any didactic value for the ensuing decades? By revisiting the realities of those fanatic festive years, what picture of the national history emerges 30 years later in the twenty-first century? A key to answering these inquiries lies in the effect of the Bubble: increased consumption not in quantity but in terms of quality. Unleashed from postwar frugality and the labor-driven cycle of daily life, Japanese people found momentary pleasure in dream-like Bubble consumption. Be it fictitious or real, the abundance of money was for most people not a tool for aggressive investment but a way to experience, to borrow the Freudian notion, “the pleasure ego.”32
 For the majority of people, the Bubble money was little more than just a reward for their hard labor, while for the nouveau riche it was life-changing wealth for opportunity. To different degrees, this superfluous money could afford individuals to step out of the quotidian routines governed by what Herbert Marcuse calls the labor-focused “performance principle.”33
 The importance lies in the meaning the money had for 
Japanese individuals – it can be equated to a psychosomatic effect of affluence that awoke the pleasure ego, but not the object of pleasure itself.34


Toward the end of the Economic Bubble in 1991, according to a public opinion poll conducted by the Cabinet Office, the population of Japanese citizens who “are not feeling any concern or worry” exceeded its counterpart for the first time since the 1960s.35
 This unfounded optimism or nonchalance is not unrelated to the occurrence of the Bubble Economy. It is not an exaggeration that the excessive degree of accumulated wealth deprived Japanese individuals of the ability to imagine their impending future and kept them in an intoxicating sense of gratification. Once again, however, the goal of this study is not to condemn the collective blunder of the Bubble Economy; instead, stepping off the beaten path, reflecting on the dazzling years of economic euphoria from a vantage point of consumer experience is the primary objective.

Regarding this approach, this study proposes a point – the Bubble money provided Japan not only a frivolous tool for reckless spending but also a conduit for consumers to connect them with the world outside the national border, namely through foreign products that were hitherto unreachable to Japanese individuals. Beyond basic subsistence, nonessential luxury commodities under the broad category of yunyū mono or inpōto mono (literally, imported goods) became accessible to middle-class consumers. Those products included but not limited to high-end brand handbags, leather goods, ready-to-wear clothes, jewelry, deluxe automobiles, liquors like Champagne, brandy, wine, specialty groceries such as caviar, cheese, truffle, foie gras, and much more. The 1980s became a turning point at which these products surged into Japan’s market mainly from Western Europe and the United States. Then, it would be fair to estimate that the ubiquity of those luxury items in department stores and specialty shops across the country advanced Japan’s post–World War II acculturation process. Whereas the Bubble was the real economic phenomenon for investors and businesses, for ordinary consumers, it was the effect felt through their daily experience at a concrete material level. Regarding the drastic exposure to imported products, as Baba Yasuo comments, the Bubble Economy metaphorically fostered Japan’s reckless youth, which provided an inevitable rite of passage.36
 For this collective experience of foreign materialism, the Bubble Economy cannot be dismissed as the mere result of Japan’s geopolitical as well as economic failure. Despite its briefness, the Bubble Economy improved Japanese consumers’ material life, or at least their perception of Western standards by means of the extravaganza afforded by the temporary wealth. The occasion shook off the remnant of postwar thrifty, repressive routines of consumption, and ultimately production-driven labor without sufficient rewards. In this regard, we can venture to state that the Bubble Economy fostered the pleasure of consumption, and thereby boosted the population of what Thorstein Veblen called “the leisure class,” a privileged social layer whose consumption consisted of far more superfluous and opulent commodities than basic subsistence.37
 Such an economic class became a collective national identity during the 1980s. Indeed, the Bubble Economy helped forge and expanded the affluent population, but by the time, Japan had already enjoyed the relatively 
successful allocation of wealth, cultivating its egalitarian social ambience based on a collective middle-class identity.38
 In this national foundation, the Bubble further boosted the volume of avid and hedonistic consumers who pursued the updated scale of consumption.



Consumer Mindset in the Age of Festive Consumption

As aphoristically posited by the scholar of 1980s Japan Hara Hiroyuki, the time of the Bubble Economy can be described overall as the age of “festive consumption” (“shukusaitekina shōhi”).39
 Despite the brief recession due to the inflated value of the Japanese yen, during the Bubble years, other factors including vigorous investments overseas and the gradual reduction of the official interest rate (kōtei buai) from 5% to 2.5% boosted investors’ capital gains from investments in stocks, real estate, and financial derivatives. Consequently, the oversupply of money in the markets combined with the frivolous social climate (uwatsuita shakai no kūki) allowed Japanese consumers to respond proactively to the national policy of increasing domestic consumption (naiju kakudai).40


However, intriguingly in terms of volume, during the Bubble Economy the national consumption did not drastically increase as a whole. The expense that grew most remarkably was kōsaihi (business-purposed expenses for socialization covered by a business entity), a category of expense that is not crucial in the international standard set up by the United Nation’s System of National Accounts but uniquely significant for Japanese companies and organizations. This category of expenditure, which is considered kakeigai shōhi (consumption outside household expenses), increased from 4.5 trillion yen (approximately 4.5 billion US dollars) in 1985 to 6.8 trillion yen (6.8 billion dollars) in 1991. What the data suggest is that the typical Bubble-era consumption – as often recalled with the images of prosperous nightlife in the Ginza district, rising sales of Ferrari, Porsche, or Mercedes-Benz’s high-end models, and winning bids on European paintings such as Van Gogh’s “Sunflowers”41
 at auctions – belonged mostly to corporate expenses for tax-deductible “socialization.”42
 On the other hand, this reality testifies that the level of consumption for private households remained relatively steady without indicating any excessive rise.

Observing both corporate and household cases, Matsubara Ryūichirō stresses that the undeniable trait of consumption during the Bubble years was qualitative shift, rather than quantity.43
 Regarding the point, he notes that high-end commodities outside basic subsistence are not a unified category, and the breakdown of classification holds the key to understanding the epochal characteristics in consumer trends. For example, luxury automobiles were purchased not for recreational purposes but viewed primarily as significant assets (for both private households and corporate organizations). While the possession of luxury vehicles could be a potential investment, “outrageously priced” restaurants (mainly European and Japanese) were frequented by corporate employees for business, and their expenses were financed by the kōsaihi as an integral part of business operation cost. Along with the large volume of such business-related consumption, “the 
irreversibly […] qualitative change” actually occurred to private households, with the phenomena that may be described “the deconstruction of consumption order” (shōhi chitsujo no kaitai).44
 Before the advent of the Bubble Economy, in line with the theory of Jean Baudrillard, upmarket commodities from, for instance, French fashion houses like Chanel, Christian Dior, Yves Saint Laurent, Hermès, and Cartier were situated at the summit of brand hierarchy. Consumption of these brand products occurred within a system of symbolic values, and the consumers could thereby fulfill their demand of displaying social prestige and economic power.45
 Surpassing the basic material function, those brand items articulate the owner’s socio-economic status and discerning aesthetic palate, and thereby establish his or her identity that is distinctively different from others. This classical notion of difference used to exist, for instance, in a simple dichotomy: while a T-shirt and jeans are associated with physical labor, a suit and a necktie signify a white-collar office worker. The meaning bestowed on commodities was intersubjectively shared among social constituents, and therefore consumption used to be a class institution built on “fetishistic logic.”46


The qualitative shift in consumption considered by Matsubara is inextricably linked to the Bubble Economy, which was in Japan’s postwar history a radical socio-economic intervention. The inflation of the Japanese yen decreased the relative price of imported brand goods under the system with a fixed exchange rate.47
 In addition, empowered by the effect of decreased corporate taxes and increased disposable income, for Japanese consumers, those luxury brand products turned out to be far more affordable than ever before. Consequently, the extra-material symbolic values attached to some products ceased to function as a marker of economic prestige. In such ways, the conventional order of consumption (shōhi chi­tsujo) crumbled during the Bubble years and thereafter.48
 The relatively decreased prices of some commodities significantly changed the country’s quotidian scenes. As a notable example, European brand apparel and bags with signatory logos exploded in popularity. The ubiquity of branded items such as Chanel’s bags and Hermès’s scarves – in fashionable urban quarters as well as at college campuses – provoked the emergence of a sarcastic phrase in mass media: “faith in branded items” (burando shinkō).49
 The quasi-religious faith and fascination with luxury brand items made them commonplace everyday products. This irony was (and still has been) obvious in the country where consumers could access those high-brand products not only at authentic brand shops but also at consignment stores and even pawnshops. The phenomenon suggests the simple fact that supposedly prestigious brand names became unreasonably popular for the Bubble-era mass consumers (taishūka shite shimatta).50
 It was typically the case for relatively affordable brand lines such as Louis Vuitton, MCM, and Hunting World. Those who carried these bags included even high school and college (mainly female) students, as well as women in their early twenties with or without a permanent job. The rampant presence inevitably decreased the relative value of those items and the significance of ownership. Therefore, the deconstruction of signs was inevitable also because the retail business environments were dramatically changing during the Bubble years. Popular brands continually opened their branch shops either as tenants in 
department stores or apparel-focused shopping malls called fasshion biru (fashion building). Furthermore, fashion houses of more pricy ranges such as Giorgio Armani, Chanel, and Max Mara kept opening street-level shops that are directly managed by their parent companies. Both import and domestic brand shops began to set up their retail businesses in nearly all prefectural regions by the end of the 1980s. During sale seasons, flagship shops of popular brands in major cities like Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya were overflowing with avid shoppers in search of a real bargain.

Whereas the prestige of upmarket commodities declined due to their ubiquity, the majority of Japanese consumers were not cognizant (or perhaps nonchalant) of it, and ardently pursued what they believed to be the tangible form of status symbol laden with aesthetic values. Consequently, it is not hyperbolic to state that popular name brands continued to thrive. In fact, Japanese consumers perceive that brand products are, as Matsuda Hidekazu states, the providers of panache far exceeding perfunctory merits. Such collective perception and the overall brand boom during the Bubble years are a reminiscence of bandwagon mass consumption – or more precisely an upscale brand version of mass consumerism – that used to be typical of the High Growth era (the 1950s through the early 1970s).51
 In any case, the tendency reflects a salient characteristic of the Bubble years, the time when a social paradigm summed up “consumption as virtue” (shōhi wa bitoku) was delightfully embraced by the country at large.52
 On the other hand, a pattern of bandwagon consumption could no longer hold sufficient accountability for the 1980s, an ambivalent economic phase when manufacturers and retailers could no longer hammer out mass-directed, one-dimensional marketing strategies.53
 Since the late 1970s on, their strategic shift from mass production to “tahinshu shōryō seisan” (production of large variations with small amounts) was a necessary measure taken for catering to ever-diversifying consumer demands. In particular, for apparel and shoe industries, this new trajectory of production and distribution was essential for survival.54
 Given these traits altogether, the Bubble-phase consumers displayed complex and eclectic characteristics – highly conscious of self-differentiation from others and yet not entirely divorced from the mentality of mass consumerism of the previous decades. Although they run after what innumerable others also like to possess, they somewhat believed in their unique identity by possessing the same. With these oxymoronic tendencies, however, the consumers of the late 1980s were generally capable of discerning socio-economic signs embedded in commodities (both tangible merchandises and intangible form of services), and even consciously subverted them in playful fashion. Their selective consumption might appear arbitrary on the surface, but constantly aimed at enhancing their personal image and aesthetic palate.55
 Under their keen selective eyes, this “buyers’ market” entailed perceptive reading of consumers’ psyche and tactics to fulfill their demands, and simultaneously retail businesses needed to stimulate new desires. As such, an exploration of how the epochal consumer behavior took shape vis-à-vis the Bubble affluence is the focal point of this study. Retrospectively, in the pre-Internet age of the 1980s, consumers heavily relied on mass media including newspapers, magazines, and TV, and to some extent, radio 
programs. Due to these one-directional sources of information, the Bubble consumers had yet to assert full independence for judging commodities and reflecting on their own behaviors. Because of the formative process, the Bubble years were a metaphorical phase of the national “youth” awakening to a potential new mode of consumption that could build their social, economic, and aesthetic identities. The Bubble Economy lasted for mere six or seven years, and therefore the opulent mode of consumption was also quickly renounced.56
 Henceforth, consumers in Japan faced a harsh economic milieu, wrestling with decreased resources to make ends meet.57
 Even so, the Bubble phase was not an insignificant period of collective folly; retrospectively viewed, the period offered Japanese citizens a multitude of lessons and awoke their potential as Homo consumericus
58
 that was hitherto dormant.

Before closing this introduction, it is necessary to note about the zeitgeist of the 1980s that drastically affected consumer behaviors. Compared with the previous postwar period, the decade is oftentimes described as the age of “lightness” that resonated with a collective sense of affirmation and optimism.59
 Whereas the postmodern phase of the 1980s evoked dystopic visions as shown in some veins of literature and film (in particular anime), it is also undeniable that literature, film, music, and fashion reflected the public ease felt for peaceful social life and growing opportunities. According to Fujiwara Wakao, former director of Public Relations at Dentsū Inc., the arrival of the age of lightness was not a coincidence but long awaited after the period of High Growth characterized by the “heaviness” that literally manifested itself in heavy industry for rebuilding the nation.60
 In his public campaign of 1970, Fujiwara’s copy featured the phrase, “from ferociousness to beauty” (mōretsu kara byūtifuru e), preempting the subsequent decade by navigating the public mindset toward the new social phase. The sense of lightness (or more precisely, “light-heartedness”) cannot be dismissed as a precarious fad. It keenly implies a reality regarding the historical vicissitudes of heavy industry – it was bound to fade out, being replaced by the rise of microelectronics and other (lighter) technological advancements.61
 Historically considered, “lightness” was always innate to Japan’s indigenous and traditional culture, integral to subtlety and delicacy not only in art but also in people’s quotidian life. After the Meiji Restoration, the sensibility of lightness was relegated to a trivial element for the ideology of modern nationhood that endeavored to emulate Western valorization of heaviness and grandeur.62
 The return of lightness or light-heartedness, therefore, may suggest Japan’s historical witnessing of the socio-economic limits of the West, which has been built symbolically on iron and stone. In 1980s Japan, lightness was a messianic keyword that rejuvenated its own cultural potential in fashion, cuisine, and other forms of art.63
 From the vantage point of consumer experience, the following chapters attempt to disentangle the intricate sensibilities embedded in Bubble Japan. All the chapters offer a homage to the reckless, liminal period of economic extravaganza, the time inspired by spirited squandering and indulgence with materialistic opulence. Those chapters altogether attest to the reality of the festive years that overcame the traumatic defeat of World War II and the repressed postwar years.
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Prelude – The Maekawa Report

A month prior to the 12th G7 Tokyo Summit in 1986, an ad hoc study group on economic issues for international cooperation released the document known today as the Maekawa Report.1
 The report was written in response to Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro, who requested an evaluation of Japan’s socio-economic structure and national affairs within the trend of international economy.2
 After 19 meetings in five months, the study group concluded that Japan’s positive trade balance had substantially increased, reaching an unprecedented 3.6% of gross national product (GNP) in 1985.3
 It was a critical level for the balanced international economy that entailed “a prompt shift to the economic structure that can be in cooperation with global trends” (kokusai kyōchōgata keizai kōzō).4
 In order to mitigate the trade imbalance, the report proposed three remedies: (1) policymaking based on market principles; (2) policymaking from global viewpoints; and (3) focusing on the long-term efforts of executing policies.5
 These three pillars lacked concrete details; nonetheless, the report urged a radical departure from the country’s industrial structure, which had previously relied heavily on exports. The report stressed the importance of advancing national participation in market economy, liberal policies, and the globalization of the finance system.6
 To the same extent, reframing the export-oriented manufacturing industry was an urgent matter for Japan. While reducing the trade imbalance, simultaneously, drastic expansion of domestic consumption (naiju kakudai) was absolutely imperative as well. Then, in order to achieve this goal, the report listed three crucial measures: (1) promotion of housing and urban redevelopment projects; (2) enrichment of consumer life; and (3) development of regional infrastructure.7
 These propositions were in agreement with the ad hoc study group’s priority – the necessity of “improving the quality of people’s lives” (kokumin seikatsu no shitsu no kōjō). The goal was expected to be achieved by well-balanced participation in the global economy, namely, “the increase of imports” (yunyū no zōdai).8


Overall, the Maekawa Report was a necessary political gesture for Japan to concede its excessive positive balance in trading against the United States. In the form of an official suggestion (teigen), the report stressed that the nation should alleviate future friction with the US economy. The political effort pronounced in 
the report was internationally well received, and the cabinet meeting for the economy also officially adopted the report as “the national objective for (improving) life” (“kokuminteki seisaku mokuhyō”).9
 In reality, the continuous rise of the yen added pressure to Japanese corporate business, not significantly allowing their efforts to reduce the country’s positive balance in trading.10
 And yet, even though the desired outcome did not follow immediately, the Maekawa Report played a manifesto-like role in the national economy. The proposal was a bureaucratic product with abstract, unarticulated statements, which nonetheless affected the forthcoming national policies for investment and consumption in the mid-1980s. It is of course an exaggeration to consider the report the only springboard for the emerging trend; on the other hand, the report “officially” endorsed Japan’s expansion of the consumption of imported products and thereby aimed to reduce the positive balance for relieving friction with the United States. Naturally, some degree of skepticism remains here. Even if the Japanese are known for their general uniformity, it is preposterous to assume that all consumers willingly obeyed the national edict. It is also not realistic to measure the report’s actual impact on corporate investments and consumers.

Despite the ambiguous nature, the Maekawa Report cannot be dismissed as a symbolic gesture typical of Japanese national politics. In reality, the report was part and parcel of the governmental apparatus, a package of economic policy aiming to boost the national scale of consumption. The most significant part of the report was the provision titled “the Expansion of Domestic Demands,” which hammered out a fundamental strategy to increase domestic consumption. While encouraging a greater distribution of corporate profits to wages, the report underscored that “increasing disposable incomes by reducing income tax is effective to magnify individual consumption.”11
 The report further endorsed the plan of reducing working hours to increase leisure time and paid vacations. The impact of the report was immediate and tremendous. In terms of work hours, the government swiftly realized the standard of advanced Western countries and adopted the system of a five-day workweek, at least for public sectors.12
 As the implementation of the policy advanced, the volume of domestic consumption increased hand in hand with the other economic factors that strategically concatenated financial ease, tax relief for savings, market, labor, a new standard of recreation, etc. In addition to the government-led policies, another factor promoting consumption was the increase of labor populations and surplus income disposable for commodities other than basic livelihood. This objective was partly generated by the Equal Employment Opportunity Law of 1985, which prohibited gender-based discrimination in the job market and workplaces. While the law at least officially leveled the labor-paying field, there was also an influential policy that significantly boosted the consumption of intangible experience, i.e., travel and recreation. It was the Comprehensive Resort Areas Development Law of 1987, which added national holidays and promoted the new construction of leisure facilities. Encouraged by the law that included tax incentives, about 18% of Japan’s land space was transformed into facilities such as resort hotels, theme parks, and sports facilities to fulfill the objective of promoting non-labor purposed activities.13



At the least, these laws intended to diminish the gaps between Japan and Western countries (above all the other G5 nations of the time) in the field of labor and leisure. And they did holistically improve Japanese citizens’ access to work and income, endorsing their consumption beyond basic subsistence and changing people’s perception of leisure as well as of disposable income for leisure. However, the idealistic scenario drawn by the government did not pervade the entire nation, limiting those who directly benefited to certain social constituents, namely white-collar workers in urban regions. While the government was motivated to mitigate the geopolitical constraints, the legislative policies were significant manifestations that “officially” endorsed the importance of leisure for people in Japan. The foremost impact of the laws was made on consumers who were awaken to the pleasure of spending their money, for the sake of not simply sustaining but enriching individual life. Therefore, the mid-1980s period was the turning point at which Japanese mentality widely changed gear – from that of worker bees accustomed to hard labor and frugality to that of enjoying the fruits of labor. Such a shift occurred collectively, and it quickly saw the rise of Homo consumens, whose goal combines both voracity and pleasure to complement their inner emptiness.14




Pleasure of Consumption – What the Bubble Brought to Japan

In the currents of neoliberal governance, John Kenneth Galbraith criticized Japan, stating that national governments elsewhere take up the position of bystander without excessive interference in the market. In stark contrast, the Japanese government plays a role of “an executive committee.”15
 His pointed remark speaks to a truth about the Bubble Economy, as mass media often dubbed the economic phenomena “the bureaucratic bubble” (kansei baburu). Galbraith’s dictum points at the core nature of the economic bubble; however, Japanese people were not entirely passive puppets controlled by political strings. By engaging in the massive scale of money games, not only institutional investors but also individuals experienced both tremendous success and disastrous failure because of the boisterous volatility in stock and real estate prices. Upon the collapse of the Bubble Economy and thereafter, thousands of businesses that went bankrupt sharply downsized the number of workers in the name of restructuring (risutora). Soon after the end of the Bubble phase, Japan entered a stagnant deflationary cycle that continued through the ensuing two decades. During the phase of recession known as the “Lost Decades,” the Japanese economy endured multiple hardships, as seen in the rising unemployment rate16
 and the inability to generate new and sustainable domestic demand.17


As though announcing the advent of the Lost Decades, Nakano Kōji’s bestselling Seihin no shisō [The Philosophy of Honorable Poverty] (1992) encouraged readers to reflect on traditional values that belong outside money games and consumption. The nonfiction work urged us to realize the folly of mammonism and materialism, extolling the virtues of the frugal and modest lifestyle Japanese people used to embrace. For Nakano, the high growth in the postwar decades was 
reasonable for securing the basic necessities of food, clothing, and shelter in a ravaged, ruined land.18
 While satisfying those needs, human demands in present-day Japan swelled greedily, expanding desire gradually to extraneous commodities that were not essential to sustaining or maintaining life, summed up in the expression “stereo, piano, and automobile.”19
 Mass consumption in the 1970s and after appeared to Nakano to be nothing but a degradation of humanity because the phenomenon reduced Japan’s social constituents to mere “consumers” (shōhisha) who cannot even distinguish between their needs and wants.20
 To make matters worse, he argued, advanced technology and commercialized society have alienated people from their labors.21
 Echoing Marxist views of labor, Nakano contended that the endless cycle of consumption has deprived Japanese people of a genuine sense of happiness, and in turn pushed them to the abysmal “sense of devastation” (kōhai no inshō).22
 In conclusion, the author proposed that we who are tied to the fate of ephemeral life should enrich each moment of that life by emancipating ourselves from materialistic greed.23
 This sermon-like book sold more than 710,000 copies within a decade of its publication.24
 The contents might sound rather condescending to the post-Bubble readership, but the book’s popularity cannot be dismissed as a cultural fad. After the disastrous end of the festive Bubble years, as reflected in the record sales of the book, a significant number of Japanese individuals came to sense that money and materially driven lives are obstacles for humanity, or at best a necessary evil. This backlash attests to the deep-seated skepticism toward collective indulgence and consumption throughout the Bubble years.

Nakano’s book was certainly the byproduct of fanatic consumption that drove the country to collective oblivion of its poverty-stricken but spiritual purity. In the recollection and reflection on the Bubble years, other observers such as Kamata Toshio presents quite contrasted views. In Kamata’s eyes, the Bubble Economy positively released Japanese people from the sense of guilt in consumption, making them aware of the happiness money can bring. Human nature (ningen rashisa), Kamata claims, has returned to our quotidian life through the enjoyment of consumption, and this is the major virtue of the Bubble Economy.25
 As if endorsing the view, from around 2010 to 2015 numerous publishers released special issues of magazine-type books compiling notable trends and fads such as iconic fashion, automobile models, investment patterns, and venues like discos and hotels that gained extreme popularity under the Bubble. One of such books Nasukashiki baburu jidai [The Good Old Bubble Era] (2015) features the subtitle “The Freakish World with Rupture” (kibatsu de uchōten-na sekai) and the headline of an article, “Playback of that Glaring Period!!” (giragira shiteita anojidai o preibakku!!).26
 Clearly informed by these titles, these magazines showcase extreme episodes typical of the Bubble Economy. They usually cover opulent anecdotes such as “Bubble celebrity,” “extreme seller’s market for jobs,” “golf boom,” “ski boom,” “college graduation party,” “overseas travel,” and the list goes on.27
 These articles sensationally report the paradox of the Bubble with graphic images – the more expensive, the more popular among consumers. From the perspective of the pre- or post-Bubble viewpoints, the short-lived economic 
euphoria appears to be nothing but excess and waste, which can be summed up as the age of cornucopia, when the very act of squandering held its own purpose. Revisiting the epochal trends, those publications maintain a narrative tone that goes between teasing the folly and seriousness. The underlined idea is not criticism but nostalgia for wealthy Japan, where most individuals could be benefited by the Bubble one way or the other. Despite the side effect of moral corruption, it would be fair to assume that money could provide Japan with a sense of gratification and merriment.

As represented by the perspectives of Nakano and Kamata, Japan’s mass media and general public have reflected the Bubble Economy from both ends of the spectrum. Whereas their critical interventions advocate the mutually exclusive natures of humanity associated with wealth, it is possible to surmise that such incommensurable dimensions set forth a sort of liminal phase when conventional norms and values were reassessed and reshuffled without clear moral standards. Alongside the inquiry regarding human relationships with money and consumption, the Japanese notion of zeitaku (extravagance, luxury) was at a transformative phase during the Bubble years. While Nakano’s view discredits mass consumerism and materialism, it was not an entirely novel idea but rather anachronistic. The Bubble consumers were far more exhilaratingly geared toward what Werner Sombart considered “luxury” above basic necessities.28
 In Sombart’s sociological observation, the momentum that fueled capitalism was not the supply of quotidian objects but the consumption of luxurious commodities. As exemplified by medieval Italy’s trading of spices, perfume, ornaments, textiles, etc., those items were not related to the necessities of survival, but were instead commodities that enriched affluent people’s private lives. Acquisition of those items was thus motivated not by needs but by egoistic voracity. A similarity can be located in the history of luxury culminating with Louis XIV of France, who radically invested one-third of the national revenue to build the Palace of Versailles for his lover, Louise de La Vallière.29
 This case of early modern France suggests that possession of luxury meant not only exhibition of wealth but also reifying the Sun King’s affection for the woman by means of a tangible, material form. The episode is of course a hyperbolic case of materialism; nonetheless, this lavish mode of consumption shares some traits with Bubble-era consumerism. To different degrees, both consumption styles are marked by audacity, libidinal drive, and the spirit of wagering and squandering that is reckless of consequences. Unlike the age of high growth in the 1950s and 1960s, when Japanese people still had difficulties sourcing basic subsistence materials such as clothing, food, and shelter, the Bubble Economy drove consumers to pursue commodities to fulfill their need for luxury and leisure. Therefore, the Bubble-phase consumption needs to be articulated in light of commodities that hold extra-material value beyond basic functionality. Such value is also prevalent in the design and purpose of various objects that include but are not limited to clothes, residential or commercial properties, and automobiles. Like these, a wide range of commodities held distinctive creativity and opulence; thanks 
to the Bubble, people could afford to supplement such resources to previously tangential dimensions.30
 The pursuit of extravagance became the quasi-synonym of the mainstream Bubble-phase consumption embraced by Japanese consumers, and it was the nationwide mindset galvanized by the fanatical degree of economic euphoria.

It is not a euphemism that the Bubble consumers embodied something akin to Jean-François Lyotard once called the “libidinal economy,” an unstructured overflow of unconscious desires that virtually governs the economy.31
 This radical, unprecedented degree of investment and expenditure permitted Bubble Japan to indulge in momentary pleasure, and engineered, again to borrow Lyotard’s phrasing, “the Ego as the evanescent instance of fulfillment.”32
 While such a postmodern subject built on the precarious drive of pleasure may sound pessimistic, the festive climate of the Bubble had overall vivacious effects on consumer experience. Officially endorsed by the Maekawa Report and encouraged by disposable money (both active and passive incomes), Bubble consumers unleashed their insatiable desire and passion for extravagance. This societal trajectory had a positive effect on Japan’s political situation with the United States as well. It undoubtedly alleviated the national tension that stemmed from the American trade deficit that doubled from $67 billion in 1983 to $112 billion in 1984, amounting to one-third of the trade volume with Japan.33
 In the domestic context, the proposals in the Maekawa Report were commensurate with Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), a classic economic theory that endorsed the principle of laissez-faire and public benefits based on limited interference from governmental policies. In his theory, Smith affirms consumption as a positive form of public participation that benefits people and society. By virtue of consumption, public benefits increase because they generate market growth and bring more revenue to each locality. Ultimately, he postulates that the more extensive the market is, the more advantageous to a larger public population.34
 Smith’s pragmatic endorsement of collective consumption was a Copernican overturn of what the poet Bernard Mandeville termed the “vice” in his influential publication, The Fable of the Bees or Private Vices, Publick Benefits (1705). In Mandeville’s view, people’s needs mean nothing but egoistic desire and vanity, and therefore all extraneous consumption was essentially synonymous with vice. Even so, this social economy is sustainable insofar as the desires of constituents continue to stay alive and diverse. This is because people utilize their labor and material in response to social demands, and in turn, they also receive benefits in the form of tangible objects and intangible services. On the other hand, where people’s “vice” ceases to exist, exchanges of resources among “grumbling hives”35
 – an apparent satire of economic activities by inhabitants across social units – would be discontinued as well. Here, the intervention of Smith is significant. He refuses to consider desires or needs for consumption as “vices” because those affective energies enable participation in economic activities and contribute to public wellbeing.36
 It is the same principle on which the Bubble consumption was viable, at least until the flimsy structure of the economy reached its disastrous finale.




Calibrating New Consumer Desirers – The Case of Saison Group

The 1980s witnessed a qualitative leap in consumer behaviors from those in previous decades of post–World War II economic high growth. Supported by the growing economy and the increased population of consumers, the 1960s and 1970s in Japan can be very nearly equated to the age of Fordism in the United States, when products and manufacturing lines were systematically standardized.37
 Consumption during those decades was robust, backed by a consolidated social infrastructure, sufficient supply of household goods, and growing investment in business and industry. In turn from the mid-1970s through the late 1970s, Japan’s mass market had reached a phase of maturity, hitting the point of saturation; therefore, manufacturers and retailers began to shift their strategy from mass production and consumption (tairyō shōhi) to individualized consumption (kojin shōhi).38
 Alongside the rapid increase of household incomes, other factors such as lower prices achieved by advanced industrialization, changes in family structure resulting from urbanization, and diversified consumer palates resulted in the gradual decline of mass consumerism.39
 During the 1950s and 1960s, from marketing viewpoints, manufacturers and retailers could accurately predict the pattern of consumer behaviors and expenditures because they were largely drawn to durable consumer goods (taikyū shōhizai) that reduced the burden of domestic labor.40
 During the Izanagi Boom (Izanagi keiki) of the late 1960s through the early 1970s, the most popular commodities were the so-called “three sacred treasures” (sanshu no jingi) that included laundry machines, refrigerators, and vacuum cleaners together with the so-called “3C,” which stands for car, color television, and cooler (air conditioner).41
 Two years later in 1968, the year when Japan’s GNP reached second place in the world after the United States, the “New 3C” signified a cottage (second house), central heating system, and microwave (minus the word-initial “C”), becoming the next milestone for consumers.42
 The increased popularity of these items suggests that the quality of Japanese life had improved dramatically by the end of the 1960s and gradually caught up with Western standards. When consumers sought these durable goods, they were literally filling the blanks in the Japanese lifestyle. Accordingly, publicity (TV commercials and advertisements in periodicals) from manufacturers and retailers could easily target the market and directly reach their consumers. Marketers and advertising agencies did not create new needs or wants, but they could play the instructive role of guiding the “purchasing goals” (kōbai mokuhyō) of Japanese consumers.43


Until the 1970s, advertising media could effectively communicate with consumers simply by announcing new products available in retail stores. Unlike such an unchallenging time, the marketing industry in the 1980s needed to target consumers of specific demographics by means of contrived advertisements. Accordingly, the decade witnessed the emergence of talented copywriters who worked freelance or for advertising agencies. Among numerous copywriters, freelancer Itoi Shigesato (1948–), together with Nakahata Takashi (1947–) and Kawasaki Tōru (1948–), stood out from the crowd. Itoi’s representative work in advertising copy 
such as Jibun shinhakken (“Newly Discovering Myself”) in 1980, Oishii seikatu (“Delicious Life”), Fushigi, daisuki (“Wonderment, Love You”) in 1982, and Hoshii mono ga hoshiiwa (“I Want What I Want”) in 1988 for Seibu Department Store (later a part of Saison Group) occupied the vanguard of retail business in the decade. With concise phrasing and eye-catching visuals, their marketing copy drew enormous public attention.44
 Unlike the previous practice in the industry, those slogans did not advertise specific merchandise; instead, their focus was the inspirational image of Seibu Department Store itself that helped to establish its corporate identity. Those short-phrased mottos eloquently announced the advent of a new age for retail business while challenging the sensibility of consumers unfamiliar with such intuitive image-centered approaches (Figures 1.1 and 1.2).


[image: ”Oishii seikatsu” (Delicious Life), Seibu Department Store’s advertisement, 1982]

Figure 1.1
 “Oishii seikatsu” (Delicious Life), featuring Woody Allen, was published in 1982 as a Seibu Department Store’s advertisement. The marketing copy was written by Itoi Shigesato, and the visual image was created by Asaba Katsumi Dezain-shitsu (Design Office). Courtesy and copyright of Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu.




[image: ”Hoshii mono ga hoshiiwa” (I Want What I Want), Seibu Department Store's advertisement, 1988.]

Figure 1.2
 “Hoshii mono ga hoshiiwa” (I Want What I Want), featuring Miyazawa Rie, was published in 1988 as a Seibu Department Store’s advertisement. This copy was also written by Itoi Shigesato, and the visual image was created by Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu (Design Office). Courtesy and copyright of Asaba Katsumi Design-shitsu.



Simultaneously, those advertisements reflect the need for a renewed mass retail business model to influence both consumers and retailers. Above all, Itoi’s 1988 copy, “I Want What I Want,” keenly verbalizes the reality faced by the epochal consumers. In the context of the time, the phrase echoes the laments of consumers who cannot satisfy their demands with the offerings of existing retail outlets. At the same time, paradoxically, they cannot even identify what they really want. Itoi’s copy eloquently captures the crisis of Homo consumens, revealing the fragmented identities of consumers that cannot be comprehended by conventional demographics based on age, gender, and socio-economic class. The aphoristic slogan is not mere wordplay but attests to the fact that consumers of the late 1980s were already uprooted from the grand narrative of national growth. From the postwar decades through the 1960s, the national constituents were bestowed the social functions of “consumer, producer, citizen (shimin), and national (kokumin).”45
 Itoi dismantles the prescribed national identities that are no longer applicable, and therefore takes a step forward from other contemporary mass media, manufacturers, and retail businesses. In this context, Itoi’s slogan symbolically echoes, as Miura Atsushi suggests, an outcry of consumers who “desire [their] desires,” having lost the solid ground of social identity and self-knowledge altogether. In such ways, the phrase “I Want What I Want” corresponded to the signified meaning, “I Want Myself” (Jibun rashisa ga hoshii or Jibun ga hoshii).46


As though exposing the limits of retail business, in Itoi’s other slogans such as “Newly Discovering Myself” and “Delicious Life,” shopping was proposed as a creative, self-reflective activity that occupies an integral part of individual life. His effort therefore elevated the repeated mundane activity of shopping from the limited notion of acquiring goods for livelihood to a much more meaningful process of cultivating individual selfhood. Furthermore, his slogans implicitly critique Japan’s retail business in general, suggesting the view that it has diminished consumers by reducing their activity to mere monetary transactions. Itoi’s perspective, although officially representing his client Seibu Department Store, also represents the voices and aspirations of consumers, and semantically awakens their potential to be subjects who could proactively determine what they want to enrich their quotidian life.47


Of course, the 1980s’ consumers cannot be entirely defined as portrayed by advertising media. They were not helpless drifters but mature and capable 

individuals, thanks to social stability, an ever-growing gross domestic product (GDP), and media outlets like specialty magazines catering to various genres (automobile, fashion, household design, cooking, sports, travel, etc.). In previous decades, average households (rather than individual consumers) collectively sought commodities that could meet their social standards of certain items. Then, as briefly discussed earlier, the bandwagon pattern of consumption began to dissipate when individual needs and palates were increasingly diversified in the late 1970s. Regarding this point, in recollecting the 1980s, Tsujii Takashi (Tsutsumi Seiji),48
 the founder of the Saison Group, states that self-sufficiency of independent consumers is the vital condition for a mature society.49
 To this end, though it sounds somewhat condescending today, Tsujii used to believe that retailers had the imperative mission of “educating” consumers. Following his vision, the Saison Group consciously spread the idea of designing one’s lifestyle through advertising campaigns and other methods. With a spirit of didacticism and innovation, Saison’s business initially developed the model of seikatsu teian (“proposal of lifestyle”) and gradually shifted its focus to building seikatsu sōgō sangyō (“comprehensive life industry”) in the form of a conglomerate 
involving diverse business fields such as retail, restaurants, financing, insurance, art museums, sports facilities, and so forth.50
 Among these, one of novelties was the “Saison Card,” a credit card that the company launched in 1983 when credit was not widely used by Japanese consumers. In the early 1980s, the credit card was unique because it featured purchasing ability not only at Seibu Department Stores, but also at any other participating retail stores nationwide, even at Seibu’s rival stores.51
 Before the Saison Card was introduced, most department stores in Japan offered a so-called “house card,” which allowed customers to purchase merchandise only at branches of the store that issued the card. The Saison Group’s innovation was that, by removing the enclosure approach, to extend its clients’ purchasing options while building its own credit card business.52
 By means of cards as a handy portal, the Saison Group literally encouraged the freedom and autonomy of their customers.

Another notable business of which the Saison Group began to develop in the 1970s–1980s focused on cultural activities (bunka katsudō) in the Shibuya and Ikebukuro districts in Tokyo. For this category of business, the company invested in visual and performing arts venues such as Seibu Museum (later Saison Museum) and Studio 200. These corporate projects began in the 1970s, aiming to develop groundbreaking leadership in Japan to promote avant-garde art forms. Reflecting this ambition, CEO Tsutsumi (as Tsujii) asserted in the declaration of the opening of Seibu Museum that the venue is “a repository of creative sense of beauty” (sōzōteki biishiki no shūnōko). He proudly claimed that the museum would serve artists and clients as “a home ground of the epochal spirit” (jidai seishin no honkyochi).53
 Considered in retrospect, the Saison Group’s advocacy of contemporary art was progressive at the time, and its venues vigorously disseminated the new wave art forms in Japan. It was a timely business in art and cultural scenes reflecting the rise of affluent markets. Accordingly, Saison Museum featured a wide range of modern art forms, including abstract art, three-dimensional art, conceptual art, and hyper-realism by new and young artists. In so doing, the venue clearly differentiated its mission from that of in-house art galleries owned by long-established rival department stores such as Mitsukoshi, Matsuya, and Takashimaya located in the conservative, high-end districts of Ginza and Nihonbashi. During the Bubble Economy and thereafter, the Saison Group kept its leading position as a corporate patron of modern and contemporary art, and its presence significantly stimulated other private companies to launch similar projects. Those projects were termed kigyō mesena (corporate mécénat – the latter word is a French term signifying “patron of art”) that supported a wide range of artistic and creative activities. It used to be a popular form of corporate philanthropy, partly because this type of extra-business activity qualified for tax incentives. In any case, the cities of Tokyo and Osaka bristled with kigyō mesena like Saison Museum, displaying the disposable wealth available to corporate businesses. Their initiative played a major role in making contemporary art accessible to Japan’s general population. Furthermore, according to Tsujii, at a more semantic level, the Saison Group’s investments in art venues were significant because the effort could intervene in “the cultural deterioration” (bunkateki 
kōhai) of Japan that had undermined the importance of education and culture for the sake of prioritized economic development.54


As shown in the examples above, the Saison Group was a vanguard of retail business and the cultural market that heavily influenced the consumer palates of Bubble-phase Japan. There were other models of retail business that had a large impact on Japanese consumers in the 1970s onward. A notable case included the expansion of the Seikyō (CO-OP, consumer cooperative or consumer association), which took over the organizational structure originating in nineteenth-century Britain. Compared with the Saison Group, Seikyō was more didactic and instructive by nature, as it aimed to promote the autonomy of consumers. According to the statement on cooperative identity issued by International Cooperative Alliance, co-op is “an autonomous association of people who voluntarily cooperate for their mutual social, economic, and cultural benefit.”55
 As a non-profit community organization, the business of a CO-OP is owned and managed by the people who use the service and receive the benefits produced by the respective local groups. Its business takes the form of retail stores (mainly grocery stores akin to supermarkets), credit unions, housing cooperatives, farmers’ cooperatives, and so on. In a nutshell, a CO-OP is a jointly owned enterprise engaging in production and distribution of goods as well as supplying services for its members’ mutual benefit. In 1900, the government enacted the Industrial Guild Act (or the Important Products Trade Association Act, Jiyū Bussan Dōgyō Kumiai Hō) aiming to “encourage the formation of guilds of the lesser producers or manufacturers” of nationally important products while legally controlling them with privileges.56
 Following the act, the government initiated the establishment of cooperatives, following the example of Germany. Nearly a century later, in the mid-1990s, all other retail sectors saw a steep decline in sales. In stark contrast, CO-OP in Japan had achieved the highest sales per square foot in its history, and some regional cooperatives were expanding the business to upscale high-end retail units. Consequently, the membership of the Japanese Consumers’ Co-operative Union (JCCU) exceeded 20 million in 1998, even at the peak of a recession.57
 This is an intriguing phenomenon because the prices of merchandise at CO-OP are not significantly lower and are often higher than those of other retail outlets. This may suggest that many Bubble-era and post-Bubble consumers supported the mission of CO-OP, which intends to minimize gaps among economic classes through collaboration with local governments, organizations, and business partners for a more sustainable society.58


While CO-OP has been widely endorsed by Japanese consumers, Saison Group companies such as Parco, Mujirushi Ryōhin (known as Muji in the United States and other countries), and Family Mart successfully established their targeted markets and unique objectives. Compared with so-called general merchandising stores like Daiei and Itō-Yōkadō (combining the functions of grocery stores, apparel shops, and household stores) that began to see a decline in their business model in the early 1990s, each Saison Group company could hammer out well-defined characteristics for survival.59
 Known as the leading operator of so-called fashion building (fasshion biru), Parco has specialized in fashion merchandise for young 
generations (late teenagers through mid-thirties as the main target group) in urban commercial districts. Similarly, Mujirushi Ryōhin was conceived as a distinctive form of retail store, developing all kinds of original merchandise ranging from food products to clothes and furniture of uniquely minimalist design and packaging. On the other hand, initially launched as a Saison Group project, Family Mart (under the group’s previous management in 1981–1998) accomplished a totally different mission. Its business style of convenience store chain gained a unique public position throughout Japan, having gone far beyond the function of a simple retail outlet. As a popular multiservice station, its branches have been integrated into public infrastructure, acting as a liaison between consumers and local communities by providing delivery services, banking services via in-store ATMs, ticket services for public transportation and cultural events, and original products that meet consumers’ local palates.60
 Indeed, as Itoi’s 1988 slogan “I Want What I Want” symbolically read, the Saison Group cultivated consumers’ new needs and wants by inventing new services and styles in a retail business. These new lines of business could be considered, in George Ritzer’s term, the “McDonaldization” of the retail industry. Backed by advertising campaigns, the new business model boasted gigantic theater-like retail venues and inevitably wiped out existing independent stores, especially in urban commercial districts.61
 However, the efficient and standardized services gained immediate popularity, and in rural areas those retail stores (in particular convenience stores) often played a significant role in social infrastructure as the providers of basic necessities.



Anatomies of the Bubble Consumers

In terms of quantitative data that analyze cases based on income, occupation, and industries, it is nearly impossible to gauge the effect of the Bubble Economy on individual consumers and their spending patterns. In reality, those who made large profits from investments in stocks and real estate were mainly private corporations rather than individuals.62
 According to economist Maki Atsushi, legal corporations (hōjin) used their profits mainly for “expenses for socialization” (kōsaihi), a minor item within the System of National Accounts designated by the United Nations.63
 Unlike individual consumers’ expenditures, which did not display a significant increase from previous years, social expenses increased JPY 2 chō (US$ 2 trillion) from 1986 through 1991 (a jump from five to nearly seven trillion dollars).64
 This notable hike seems to be the actual core of Bubble-era expenditures. In the category of socialization expenses, large companies acquired overseas real estate, invested in resort facilities, and spent lavishly on restaurants, bars, nightclubs, etc. These expenditures aimed at corporate investment as well as the enhancement of welfare programs and business partnerships. On the other hand, small and mid-sized business entities improperly expended funds for personal necessities and pleasure for employees who tended to be family members of CEOs.65


Even though the Bubble money benefited mainly corporate business, the festive mood that permeated Japan helped boost individual consumption as well, if to 
a lesser degree. As Maki notes, mass media of the time ceaselessly reported on the outrageous increase in sales of luxury commodities.66
 Urban (and even suburban) shops and malls were filled with alluring merchandise displayed under stylish indirect lighting, showcasing the epochal definition of the glamorous and chic. Particularly notable shops that started dominating the most visible main streets of Ginza and Omotesandō in Tokyo, as well as Midōsuji in Osaka, were dealers of imported automobiles such as BMW, Ferrari, Mercedes Benz, and Porsche. Additionally, street-level shops selling clothing, handbags, and other fashion items by European brands like Hermès, Chanel, Christian Dior, Gucci, Giorgio Armani, Fendi, etc., were lined up on those main streets. Individual consumers’ Bubble money was largely spent on fancy items and services that gradually became part and parcel of quotidian urban life. Dining out at French and Italian restaurants owned by chefs trained in Europe, all-inclusive vacation packages for domestic and international destinations, and sweating at exclusive members-only sports clubs exemplified this category of consumption. Savoring these luxurious items and recreational activities had become commonplace among those who had disposable income. The source of these supplementary incomes also varied – it could be capital gains from investment, a generous corporate “bonus,” an incentive added to their monthly salary, or a lavish “stipend” offered by a male lover to his mistress. The surplus money is of course not novel to Bubble consumers; nevertheless, the feeling of ease given by the epochal wealth significantly contributed to the zealous consumption during the Bubble Economy.

For ordinary middle-class consumers, the Bubble Economy was definitely welcome because it transformed exclusive, high-end merchandise into relatively affordable commodities. Under the boosted economy, Japanese consumers’ purchasing abilities were translated into corporeal, material experiences in everyday routine.67
 However, once again, consumption itself was quantitatively somewhat static in Japanese households. What differentiated this era from the pre- and post-Bubble years was, as Matsubara Ryūichirō reflects, “the quality of consumption itself.”68
 In his analysis, the salient characteristic of consumer experience was to witness “the deconstruction of consumption order” (shōhi chitsujo no kaitai), whereon a conventionally accepted system of commodity values lost its validity.69
 The major condition contributing to this phenomenon was the increased value of the yen, which in turn decreased the relative prices of imports. Thanks to the foreign exchange rate, the value of high-end commodities depreciated, and as a result, those became relatively accessible to even young adults such as college students and entry-level corporate employees. In this situation, the semiotic system of material values that was generally assumed by socio-economic standards in the 1970s suddenly became dated. The systematic social code attached to particular commodities and previous patterns of consumption were overthrown under the Bubble Economy. At this juncture, it is necessary to hark back to Jean Baudrillard’s The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (1970), which contends that consumers keenly perceive commodities as sets of social and economic meaning. Based on the principle, Baudrillard posits that consumers build their identities while tacitly engaging in social 
communication through the choices they make. The logic of consumption here involves two major factors. First, the power of the code can be unconsciously understood and shared among consumers to activate (unspoken) communication. The second factor is the differences embedded in each item that caters to “[t]he narcissism of the individual,” who assumes a certain hierarchical order in commodities.70
 By the intervention of the Bubble money, the code attached to, for instance, brand goods, lost its power of catering exclusively to consumers of a certain economic class.

What invalidated the conventional model of consumption was not limited to the increased value of Japanese currency provoked by the phenomenon of endaka doruyasu (“Japanese yen rises, US dollar declines”). By the time of the Bubble, average Japanese consumers had already passed the phase of satisfying their basic subsistence needs, and they were gradually catching up with American or Western living standards. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, Japanese consumers of the 1980s were no longer blindly manipulated by corporate advertisements precisely because their needs and desires had passed the phase of mass consumerism and significantly diversified. This new consumer trait perplexed manufacturers and retailers and forced them to change marketing strategies. A one-sidedly proposed lifestyle and products were no longer appealing to consumers; in turn, their motivation for purchasing shifted to the realization of personal images and differentiation of the self from the others. This reflects the rise of self-consciousness among consumers moving beyond facile collectivism and passivity. The shift is significant in the history of consumer culture in Japan because around this time, individuals began to acquire interpretive skills in reading the chain of meanings attached to commodities that could accentuate differences from others.71
 And yet, the rise of critical consumers is undeniable but, intriguingly, Bubble Japan never lost its collectivism altogether. In fact, the accessibility of branded commodities (and any other popular everyday items) intensified an egalitarian mentality formulated by a mindset of mass: “I buy it because everyone else buys it.”72
 This collective fear of being left behind a purchasing trend activated the thriving consumption, and ultimately built the middle-class identity shared throughout almost the entire nation.73


Whereas social codes attached to commodities in the 1970s became obsolete, the semiotic implications within a material hierarchy remained intact and were, to some extent, further reinforced during the Bubble years. In the system of semiotics proposed by Baudrillard, an act of consumption is tantamount to displaying our identity through possession of certain commodities. Under this assumption, certain attributes and values of particular objects need to be intersubjectively recognized and shared among social groups.74
 In the so-called tendency of burando shinkō (quasi-religious worshipping or valorization of branded items), which flourished during the Bubble years and after in Japan (and now East Asia in general), this premise deeply permeated the consumer mindset. Nonetheless, the Bubble consumers used to give weight to the outlook of branded items rather than the historical values or philosophy embraced by each label. This superficial stance suggests another dimension of epochal consumption – for them, branded merchandise largely served what Thorstein Veblen called conspicuous consumption, 
which is motivated by a desire to show off the owner’s socio-economic prestige and aesthetic consciousness to others.75


With these multiple intentions entangled, Bubble consumers displayed mercurial traits. What fundamentally changed was perhaps only the values of commodities, rather than the nature of consumers who are culturally tied to collectivism. As Matsubara points out, the codes or prescribed images attached to high-end commodities no longer functioned as they used to. Instead, socio-economic implications embedded in each branded item needed to be recognized by consumers.76
 This observation seems valid because it is easy to surmise that the outflow of Bubble money provided a far wider range of consumers than ever before with easier access to luxury brand items. In the economic current, the irony was that the nouveau riche often lacked the cultural literacy necessary to decipher socio-economic codes attached to commodities. In the eyes of those consumers, specific brand items (for instance, Rolex’s ultra-expensive Daytona, Chanel’s signature Matelassé handbags, Ferrari’s two-door coupe Testarossa, etc.) certainly meant highly reputed opulence that could satisfy their owners’ need for quality and exhibitionism. Their investment was primarily motivated by vanity in displaying their possessions to “others” rather than by pure material values.77
 In regard to this purpose of typical Bubble-phase consumption, Baudrillard’s thesis, which posits that possession of certain commodities and differences are the foremost factors that build our identity,78
 holds both truth and limits. It is undeniable that the majority of Japanese consumers of the time (prior to the advent of the Internet) were neither savvy shoppers nor self-assured aesthetes compared with consumers in the post-Bubble phase. They heavily relied on mass media and such resources as catalogue-style magazines and TV programs.79
 Photographed models inspired the readers’ passion for purchasing items, enticing them to imitate their visual images. Those consumers were frequently inspired by their mimicry nature (or egalitarian desire) to follow a popular choice. Their motivation was not to deviate from preference and the aesthetic trend of the majority, in order to stay aligned with popular choices. Then, in practice, their economic condition was not a primary factor in their decisions as to what merchandise should be purchased and owned.

Here, it is necessary to recall the ubiquity of high-end merchandises. Even college and high-school students had allowances for such popular items as Louis Vuitton’s monogram handbag Speedy 25, Tiffany’s Open Heart necklace, or Prada’s Tessuto nylon wallet, thanks to their modest savings from part-time jobs.80
 Their economic class and status as young students overthrew the semiotic implications attached to those brand goods – in Bubble Japan, possessing those high-end items was not indicative of owners’ long-term economic status. Possession of certain merchandises was within the parameter of collective popularity, simply a matter of choice, personal preference, and accidental discovery. A choice could be made haphazardly, based on a concern as to how others view it as well. Also, branded goods were oftentimes gifts – although the motivation of the affluent givers might not be entirely autonomous, their desire for conspicuously displaying pricey items was vigorous, underpinning their (superficial) identity. Within their 
ambiguous identity formation, there was a clear incongruity between one’s socio-economic status and the price points of brand items. The Bubble money tended to unleash bare desires without suppressing the consumers’ wish list.



Revisiting the Precursor to 1980s’ Bubble Consumers

Japan’s mass consumerism became prominent in the early 1960s when it was officially named in Kokumin seikatsu hakusho Shōwa 35nendo-ban [The White Paper on National Life, 1960 Edition] published in 1961.81
 The report, published by the Economic Planning Agency (Keizai Kikaku Chō), claimed that consumption had increased by 30%–40%, compared with the pre–World War II decades. From the perspective of material condition, national life attained considerable improvement.82
 This qualitative shift was made possible not only by actual economic and industrial development. It was fundamentally related to the collectively formed “actual sense of life” (jisseikatsu kan), which was backed by a respite from the political and ideological struggles of wartime.83
 Recovering from mental and physical exhaustion, postwar Japan could change gears and pursue material pleasures, and therefore the consumption of durable commodities such as homes and automobiles burgeoned, and it proved the simple fact that “the masses do not live on political ideologies.”84
 Coupled with corporate strategies of marketing, the unbound desire of mass consumers led to explosive consumption that nearly tripled from 1951 through 1971.85
 The thriving trend of mass consumption gained momentum precisely because of the collective optimism felt about upward economic conditions observed in all positive, future-bound factors: “availability of resources,” “technological advancement,” and “market development and improvement of life standard.”86


In turn, the 1970s began to witness a decline in optimism, as evidenced by the gradually declining pattern of mass consumption. By the end of the 1970s and since, Japanese consumers were noticeably departing from a one-dimensional selection of commodities compelled by marketing and publicity of manufacturers. “The three sacred treasures” (sanshu no jingi) in the late 1950s were black-and-white televisions, electric refrigerators, and electric washers. In the economically prosperous mid-1960s, the time known as Izanagi keiki (Izanagi Economic Boom, 1965–1970), those products shifted to “the 3Cs,” including color televisions, cooler (air conditioner), and car. Marked by these representative commodities, the 1950s and the 1960s became a time when individuals and the nation were “intimately linked to the notion of Japan as a ‘free’ country” that survived the defeat of World War II and the Cold War in East Asia.87
 Such a linkage was promoted in part by Japanese mass media, which advocated individual consumption in the name of national recovery.88
 In contrast, the 1970s witnessed gradual disillusionment with the previously imagined bright future, affected by a chain of nationwide events such as “student riots, demonstrations against environmental pollutions, and the Osaka Expo in 1970,” along with the oil crisis in 1973.89
 Then, the national paradigm shift had another impetus – that is, a collective urge to discover Japan’s cultural traditions. This sense of urgency took various forms. 
For instance, mass media brought old localities in urban areas and the countryside to spotlight, featuring them in special programs such as nostalgic documentary films. It was also the time academic discourses on nihonjinron (theories of Japanese-ness) flourished in search of Japan’s cultural origin and essence.90


In this social and cultural climate, Japanese people embraced a relatively unified sense of identity in the 1970s. The tendency worked favorably for manufacturers and retailers, allowing them to reach out to consumers effectively by means of TV commercials and print advertisements. While those means of communication in mass media dominated in the 1970s, manufacturers and retailers could no longer manipulate or speculate upon consumers’ purchasing patterns in the following decade using the same approach.91
 The difficulty may be attributed to growing differences in family structure, lifestyles of individuals, aesthetic penchants, newly emerging fields of recreation that began to occupy people’s leisure time, and so forth. Those emerging consumers of the late 1970s and thereafter no longer simply acquired ready-made products that were designed to cater to a broad range of users. This was inevitable partly because ongoing urbanization induced new spatiotemporal constraints (jikan/kūkan seiyaku), and thereby the need for smaller-sized housing and electric appliances began to rise.92
 Unable to catch up with the social trend, the government failed to implement new policies on infrastructure, housing, and labor that would have accommodated these changing demands. As a result, Japan could not make a holistic shift from a “supplier-ruled” society to a “consumer-led” counterpart.93
 Such an intangible but significant hiatus between changing realities led people to reflect upon their social position as consumers. In the following decade of the 1980s, consumers began to display their proactive self-orientation, which translated into their ability to select commodities and design their presence into personal lifestyle. This consumer mindset manifested itself, for example, in the popularity of Do-It-Yourself stores, on the one hand, and designer and character apparel brands (DC brands) on the other. These emerging business models supported increasingly divergent palates, interests, and individual personalities in lifestyle and fashion.94


In the late 1980s of the Bubble years, more precisely, what salient behaviors and mindsets were prominent among consumers? Defining them is almost futile because, as discussed earlier, their needs, lifestyles, and corresponding business models became extremely diverse. But by limiting the parameters only to individual consumption and excluding corporate or governmental investment, it is still possible to draw a general profile of typical Bubble-phase consumers. For this purpose, consideration of luxury items that are not essential to survival holds the key. Up until 1989, the peak of the Bubble Economy, the sale volumes of high-end brand merchandise at department stores and automobile dealers kept increasing.95
 In 1990, the upward trend began to slow down, and around 1991 the sharp drop in expenditures for luxury consumption became apparent, particularly dining at upscale restaurants and branded apparel.96
 Paralleling the economic downturn, however, the notable shift in consumption was not a significantly quantitative drop but rather a qualitative downgrading. According to Kitaka Takaya, vice president of retail chain Thanks and Associates Co. Ltd., the post-Bubble stagnation 
in retail sales was rooted not specifically in decreased income but rather in the ­psychological defensiveness of consumers. In the heyday of the Bubble Economy, millions of consumers squandered money on luxury merchandise, quenching the thirst for objects that tantalized them. On the other hand, in reality, in the midst of this economic euphoria, the majority of consumers remained unsatisfied because of the limitlessness of desire. Likewise, although they offered fleeting excitement, those upmarket items were ironically provoking a sense of “misery,” reminding consumers of their real economic class and lifestyle.97
 Thus, most consumers woke up from their momentary dream at the burst of the Bubble and returned to a down-to-earth routine of consumption more in line with their income level. In this regard, the Bubble years were not just a passing phase of nationwide folly, but a societal rite of passage that inspired consumers’ self-awareness. By crossing the epochal thresholds, Japanese consumers became far more conscious of their economic identity than before, awakening to the values of commodities based on their needs rather than on prices.98


Such an end of an economic dream sounds like classic disillusionment, but there was also a bright side to the Bubble Economy that deserves our attention. The abundance of high-quality items and purchasing ability transformed the average Japanese people into selective – if not necessarily sagacious – consumers who were capable of considering expenditures in terms of value, necessity, and personal meaning. While reckless and often blind spending driven by sheer materialistic fascination was unbridled in Bubble Japan, some layers of consumers remained conscious of their economic subjectivity, as observed in the contemplative mode of consumption, as seen in the growth of CO-OP.99
 On the opposite end of the spectrum, the desire to “show off” fancy branded goods also represented the Bubble-phase philosophy and lifestyle, and it was a precursor to today’s rampant exhibitionism on social media and various social scenes. “Conspicuous consumption” therefore has not been extinguished, but rather has powerfully outlived economic vicissitudes, reinforcing the presence of semiotic codes attached to commodities. If not always as a barometer of social class, that mode of consumer behavior is at least indicative of the owner’s economic power. As discussed earlier, the Bubble Economy appears not to have been the exclusive reason why individual consumers were drawn to invest in particular commodities. It is possible that consumers momentarily abandoned their previous habits to which they were accustomed; in turn, they expanded the horizon of material experience by their stretched allowance in the social climate where squandering was a virtue.100




Consumer Culture Redefined by Media

Now, it is an appropriate moment to reflect on the correlation between trends and mass media. As Sezaki Keiji’s Ryūkō to kyoei no keisei [The Formation of Trend and Vanity] (2008) details, a genesis of fashion publicity in modern Japan can be traced in 1899 Mitsui Clothing Store (Isetan Mitsukoshi Holdings Ltd., as of 2022), which published the public relations magazine called Hanagoromo (Flowery Clothes).101
 Keenly aware of the importance of “images” as core 
commodities sought after by consumers, the magazine became a significant conduit linking urban material reality and rural Japan.102
 It was the magazine that enacted the vogue (ryūkō) in Meiji Japan, literally mediating retailers and consumers by showcasing items that could help build the reader’s fashionable outlook in the most cutting-edge way. Throughout the twentieth century and after, while modes of communication have constantly evolved, it is undeniable that mass media have shaped the spatiotemporal notion of “consumer society” by setting forth various moments of vogue.103


Passed down from the late Meiji legacy of Hanagoromo, the 1980s’ consumer culture in Japan was also built around strategic communication transmitted through fashion magazines as the primary medium. Popular weekly or monthly magazines such as Popeye, an an, non-no, Men’s non-no, JJ, More, and CanCam among many others have played a vanguard role in Japan’s fashion trends. Each publication had (and still has) targeted readers based on demographics and stylistic preference and compiled articles accordingly, featuring popular brands of clothing, new lifestyles, social scenes, and leisure activities that could be enhanced by the focused fashion brands. In collaboration with the apparel industry, fashion magazines functioned as a catalogue outlet, sharing the goal of successful sales in volume. Alongside this general pattern, during the 1980s, a number of these publications began to feature so-called dokusha moderu (reader models) who were readers as well as amateur models. The system has flourished, especially in JJ and CanCam, the monthly fashion magazines popular among female college students and young adults like OLs (“office ladies,” white-collar female office workers). Since the 1980s this editorial style, which highlights the reader/consumer, has re-positioned the fashion magazine as a medium that connects the apparel industry and readers, setting aside their previous function as one-sided trendsetters. As a sort of social networking venue, fashion magazines have assumed two functions: introducing fashion products and cosmetic items alike, and providing a space for readers to exhibit themselves as exemplary users of those items. In this way, magazines have borne the character of fashion catalogues and sampler of actual consumers. Before the advent of social media on the Internet, such a strategic use of print media made sense for both magazines and manufacturers because it helped to develop a tight connection between industry and readers (consumers). This type of industrial alliance featuring amateur models has become popular since the 1980s. Avidly welcomed by readers/consumers, various magazines generated emerging fashion genres in the Bubble years, including the styles called Shibu-kaji (Shibuya Casual), Ame-kaji (American Casual), Konsaba (Conservative), Hama-tora (Yokohama Traditional), and Bodi-kon (Body Conscious). These styles often reflected the palates of each urban locality. Under the style categories, the plethora of female reader models made appearances in magazines like JJ and Can Cam – they typically displayed their curvy figures in sensual Azzedine Alaïa dresses, together with Louis Vuitton monogrammed bags and super-long “one-length” or “souvage” hair. Their surprisingly consistent look (with a few variations) exposed the absence of individual creativity while articulating the presence of the so-called Bubble style so fervently endorsed by female consumers.


What these actual consumer images in media revealed was not precisely the ostensible mass consumerism of the 1970s, but rather the vogue underpinned by a mimetic mentality among particular social groups such as female college students or young white-collar workers. In previous decades, successful marketing owed much to mass media like TV commercials and newspapers that reached the maximum size of audience. There, as noted earlier, the notion of a purchasing goal became a driving force for monolithic consumption patterns among middle-class households. During the 1980s, as exemplified by fashion magazines, Japanese consumers were zealously searching for information sources that could cater to their middle-class material needs and social identity. However, this did not mean that what Veblen called “conspicuous consumption”104
 disappeared from Japanese life; on the contrary, possessions and displays of economic prestige kept fueling the Bubble consumers. In fact, the social phenomenon of conspicuous consumption was nothing new in the 1980s, but was inextricably connected to economic prosperity. The vanity (kyoei shin) that provoked the malaise of fanatic consumption (ran bai shō)105
 has constantly remained in modern Japanese society, including that of the Bubble years. Above all, innumerable men and women who enjoyed the peak of the Bubble Economy contracted the disease and carried it over to the subsequent Lost Decades. Among those consumers, one well-known individual is Nakamura Usagi (1958–), a popular copywriter and essayist/novelist who lost control of her voracious shopping habits to a point at which she could not even pay her utility bills and residential tax. In her essay collection titled Shoppingu no jyoō [The Shopping Queen] (1999), Nakamura reflects on her addiction to shopping:


No matter what, I am driven to buy things. When I am stressed out, I am driven to go shopping. Even if I am not stressed, I end up buying something. If I don’t have money, I use a credit card, and if I hit the purchasing limit, I use a loan … I have insatiable greed for material, and the act of consuming something itself is the pleasure for me.106




Her shopping habit was developed during the Bubble years. She bought upmarket items from such brands as Chanel, Hermès, Fendi, and Tiffany, as well as countless smaller impulse purchases. Nakamura’s addiction is of course an extreme case whose initial financial power leveraged the allowances on credit cards and loans. Her fanatic degree of shopping can be described as a metonymic episode of the Bubble Economy: the large amount of disposable money and overflowing variations of alluring brand goods beckoned Japanese consumers day and night to Ginza and Omotesandō in Tokyo, Midōsuji in Osaka, and many other upscale shopping districts in major cities. The aggregate of these factors certainly excited people and boosted the festive mood of the Bubble. The consequence was, to borrow Nakamura’s words, the emergence of shoppers who “dash to the catastrophe as the herd of lemmings running toward the precipitous cliff.”107


These images of Bubble-era consumers in popular media are, of course, the tip of the iceberg and represent only a limited spectrum of the epochal reality. 
With the example of Nakamura, it is not far-fetched to envisage that the 1980s’ middle-class consumers were proactive difference-seekers who were conscious of the aesthetic value embedded in commodities, and at times prone to vanity.108
 One contradictory phenomenon was that, despite the growing impulse to explore differences, there were also persistent tendencies to follow the trends endorsed by the majority, as typically observed in the explosive popularity of high-end European brands such as Louis Vuitton, Hermès, Chanel, Dior, Armani, and Gucci (which has continued today and grown at larger global scale after going through corporate M&As). In the case of Bubble Japan, the phenomenon was supported by the endaka saeki, the profit produced by the vigorous exchange rate of the Japanese yen. Fueled by unswerving optimism, Bubble consumers enjoyed momentary pleasures and dreams of opulence without regard to the balances in their bank accounts.



Literature as Reflection and Intervention in Bubble Japan

While marketing copies and fashion magazines wielded tremendous power over consumers, it is also impossible to disregard popular literature as part of the cultural apparatus that delved into people’s economic euphoria and the unconscious realm of Bubble Japan. When people’s insatiable needs and wants were ceaselessly fed by mass media, the fictional literature of the time did not merely assume a bystander role. Popular writers such as Murakami Haruki, Murakami Ryū, Yamada Eimi, and Yoshimoto Banana, with stylistic variations, projected their insights on the country immersed in an unprecedented scale of money games and fanatic consumption. Furthermore, particular genres of the keizai shōsetsu (economic novel) and kigyō shōsetsu (corporate novel)109
 gained a new readership for their unequivocal narratives that combined an informative portrayal of business affairs with piquant poetic justice. Centering the motif of economic conditions, fiction and nonfiction not only illustrated realities surrounding the overabundant Bubble money and voracious consumers, but also critiqued corporate operation complicit with public entities, unlawful expenditures, and human interactions outside moral boundaries. These motifs reflect the libidinal forces of the Bubble Economy that drove human rationality away from conventional social norms and values. Such literary works were commercially successful but consciously avoided the beaten path taken by existing modern literary styles labeled jun bungaku (pure literature); instead, they explored new artistic terrain in the realm of entertainment.110
 Nonetheless, the mission of keizai shōsetsu or kigyō shōsetsu (also a more specific branch like ginkō shōsetsu, bank novel) is not limited to quench mass readers’ thirst for entertainment but, as Mayama Jin underscores, lies primarily in its uncovering “pathological issues gnawing at certain industries or Japanese society at large.”111
 In writing those novels, the authors frequently utilized their professional expertise and thus revealed the realities of each industrial or business sector. Novels under this genre not only dealt with internal corporate affairs but also interpreted the dark side of Japanese capitalism from social and economic perspectives.112
 As reflected in their commercial success, those publications were 
designed to be entertainment, oftentimes within a narrative framework of poetic justice. In so doing, the literary genre catered mainly to white-collar corporate or public employees.

With all these conditions in mind, the following chapters examine representative literary works that address sociocultural phenomena surrounding the Bubble Economy. Both nonfictional anecdotes and fictional novels discussed in each chapter offer valuable testimonials and critical reflections of the Bubble as a unique historical and cultural phase. The various narrative styles and respective themes unpack a wide range of commonly shared experiences among middle-class Japanese individuals. By virtue of interpretive vision, those literary works expand the limited economic realities of the late-capitalist nation as powerfully inscribed by Ezra Vogel’s eulogy, “Japan as Number One” on the globe. What we find in the literary testimonials are, then, both the memory and introspection of the feverish late twentieth century, the final phase of the postwar economic miracle. In terms of economic reality, the Bubble Economy was nothing but a precursor to the ensuing long recession, and simultaneously an accelerant of urbanization through which large cities like Tokyo and Osaka altered their role from a locus of production to that of consumption.113
 Therefore, the Bubble Economy has been the foremost culprit for the post-Bubble generation who could not even find entry-level jobs in the subsequent age of low job growth known as shūshoku hyōgaki (the job-seeker’s ice age). Similarly, for those who were subject to corporate restructuring and lost their careers, the Bubble Economy has been the foremost focus of abhorrence. All these multifarious dimensions are true to the Bubble and open to each individual’s subjective interpretation. Therefore, each chapter of this study also expounds on certain perspectives – those of both negativity and positive excitement. One way or the other, the following chapters are efforts to salvage the collective youth of the country that might be characterized by follies and recklessness. Despite the disastrous end, the Bubble years have been recalled increasingly by many as a paradise lost, a golden age built on four decades of hard labor after the miserable defeat of World War II. The Bubble dream was a house built on sand, but precisely because of its ephemerality, such a rare epoch keeps invoking a sense of nostalgia.



Notes


	The official title of the report is “Kokusai kyōchō no tame no keizai kōzō chōsei kenkyūkai hōkokusho” [A Report by the Study Group on Adjustment of Economic Structure for International Cooperation]. The group was chaired by Maekawa Haruo, former president of the Bank of Japan, and consisted of 16 other experts on the issue. See the full report on: https://www.komazawa-u.ac.jp/~kobamasa/lecture/japaneco/maekawarep.htm, accessed on November 23, 2016.

	Ibid.


	Ibid.


	Ibid.


	Ibid.


	Murata Kōji, Purei bakku 1980 nendai [Playback the 1980s]. Tokyo: Bungei Shunjū, 2006.

	Ibid.



	Maekawa.


	Murata, 215–216.

	Ibid., 216.

	Maekawa.


	Ibid. Previously, the majority of Japanese workplace in both public and private sectors followed the six-day workweek system. Some workplaces used to consider Saturday a half-holiday, typically implementing official labor until noon.

	Nagaie Kazutaka, “Baburu kara 30nen, Nihon no 5dai shōhi chōryū o kenshō” [Thirty Years Since the Bubble: Investigating Japan’s Five Major Currents of Consumption], Nikkei Shōhi Insight 36.3 (2016), 30–39. Also see Carolin Funck, “When the Bubble Burst: Planning and Reality in Japan’s Resort Industry,” Current Issues in Tourism 2.4 (1999), 333.

	Erich Fromm, “The Application of Humanist Psychoanalysis to Marx's Theory,” in Socialist Humanism: An International Symposium, ed. Erich Fromm. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965, 214.

	John Kenneth Galbraith, A Short History of Financial Euphoria. New York: Penguin, 1994, 139.

	Hiroshi Yoshikawa, Japan’s Lost Decade. Tokyo: LTCB International Library Trust, 2002. The unemployment rate in 1999 reached 4.8%, and the involuntary unemployed population hit 1.06 million, 143. Also, see 215 for Japan’s failure to sustain growth in the 1990s.

	Ibid., 215.

	Nakano Kōji, Seihin no shisō [The Philosophy of Honorable Poverty]. Tokyo: Sōshisha, 1992, 202.

	Ibid., 204.

	Ibid.


	Ibid., 205.

	Ibid., 208.

	Ibid., 216–217.

	Nihon chosha hansoku sentā (Authors’ Sales Promotion Center of Japan), “Sōshisha besuto 10” [Sōshisha’s best 10], http://www.1book.co.jp/002457.html, accessed on April 7, 2019.

	Kamata Toshio, “Natsukashii baburu jidai” [Nostalgia for the Age of the Economic Bubble], Nikkei shinbun, January 2015, 54.

	Sekikawa Makoto and Kumagaya Minori, eds., Natsukashiki baburu jidai [The Good Old Bubble Era]. Tokyo: Takarajima, 2015, cover page.

	Ibid., 12–21.

	Werner Sombart, Liebe, Luxus, und Kapitalismus, cited by Tanaka Hiroshi in Shōhisha kōdōron [On Consumer Behaviors]. Tokyo: Chūōkeizai, 2015, 212.

	Ibid.


	For example, Japan’s “postmodern architecture” flourished, thanks to the Bubble money. Notable examples of public buildings include the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Office, the Edo Tokyo Museum, and Osaka World Trade Center Building or WTC Cosmo Tower (currently the Osaka Prefectural Government Sakishima Building). Their colossal size and maintenance costs exceeded the counterparts of many other venues constructed by private sectors. See Sekikawa Makoto and Kumagaya Minori Shōko, eds., 39.

	Jean-François Lyotard. Libidinal Economy. Trans. Iain Hamilton Grant. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993, 219.

	Ibid.


	Iwamoto Yoshiyuki, Japan on the Upswing: Why the Bubble Burst and Japan’s Economic Renewal. New York: Algora, 2006, 65.

	Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Book III. New York: MetaLibri, 2007, 295, https://www.ibiblio.org/ml/libri/s/SmithA_WealthNations_p.pdf, accessed on October 5, 2019.



	Bernard Mandeville, “The Grumbling Hive: or Knaves turn’d Honest,” The Fable of the Bees or Private Vices, Publick Benefits, vol. 1, Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1988. https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/mandeville-the-fable-of-the-bees-or-private-vices-publick-benefits-vol-1, accessed on October 5, 2019.

	Katō Masashi, Shōhi suru hito: shōhi no keizai bunmeiron [Homo Consumens: On Cultural Economic Studies on Consumption]. Tokyo: Yotsuya Round, 1995, 27.

	“Fordism,” Leadership Glossary: Essential Terms for the 21st Century, ed. Jeni Mcray. Mission Bell Media, 1st edition, 2015. Credo Reference, http://libproxy.unl.edu/login?url=https://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/mbmlg/fordism/0?institutionId=3833, accessed 19 May 2021. In addition to the standardized products and manufacturing system, another pillar of Fordism was to provide sufficient wages to employees, in order to ensure that they become consumers of the company’s products and generate the cycle of production.

	Tsujii Takashi and Ueno Chizuko, Posuto shōhi shakai no yukue [The Destination of Post-Consumer Society]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjū, 2008, 110, 162. While the maturity of the market is generally assumed by the authors, Ueno later claims that individual consumption and the rise of smaller and segmented markets suggest the emergence of economically hierarchical patterns of consumption (“kaisō shōhi”), referring to Ozawa Masako’s Shin ‘kaisō shōhi’ no jidai’ [The New Epoch of ‘Hierarchical Consumption’], Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 1985.

	Maki Atsushi, Nihonjn no shōhi kōdō [Consumer Behaviors of Japanese]. Tokyo: Chikuma, 1998, 68.

	Ibid., 59.

	Ibid., 68. There are variations of three secret treasures. For example, in the 1950s through the 1960s, laundry machine, rice cooker, and electric fan were often considered 3S (sentakki, suihanki, and senpūki).

	Ibid., 77.

	Ibid.


	A notable visual includes the image of actor/film director Woody Allen, who accompanies Itoi’s copy, “Oishii seikatsu” (“Delicious Life”) in the advertisement poster for Seibu Department Store. Therein Allen unfolds a calligraphy scroll on which the copy, written in Japanese with a brush, is displayed. As an homage to their collaboration, when Allen released his film Small Time Crooks (2000), the translator of the film, Furuta Yukiko, and the distribution company, Gaga Corporation, employed “Oishii Seikatsu” for the Japanese title.

	Martin David Smith, Mass Media, Consumerism and National Identity in Postwar Japan. London: Bloomsbury, 2018, 16.

	Miura Atsushi, ‘Jiyūna jidai’ no ‘fuan na jibun’: shōhi shakai no datsu shinwaka [The Anxious Self in the Age of Freedom: De-Socialization of Consumer Society]. Tokyo: Shōbunsha, 2006, 20–21.

	The tendency was by and large instilled by Kōkoku hihyō [Critique of Advertisements], the magazine launched in 1979 by the editor, Amano Yūkichi. The magazine propagated the views of consumers and acknowledged the influential voices of amateurs in advertisements and commercials. According to Kashima Takashi, Amano’s stance was influenced by philosopher Fukuda Sadayoshi (1917–2002), who theorized consumers as “the mass who creates life as human beings” rather than “mere receivers” of commodities and acknowledged the value of advertisements in the intersection at which “self-expression of companies or merchandises and common sensibilities of the mass collide each other.” See “Daremoga kōkoku o kataru shakai: Amano Yūkichi to shoki ‘Kōkoku hihyō’ no ibasho” [The Society Where Everyone Talks About Advertisements: Amano Yūkichi and the Location of Early ‘Critique of Advertisements’], 1980 nendai [The 1980s], eds., Saitō Minako and Narita Ryūichi, Tokyo: Kawade, 2016, 294.



	Alongside his primary position as CEO of the Saison Group, Tsujii was the member of the advisory committee for the Equal Employment Opportunity Act and advocated the law. It was mainly because the retail business of the Saison Group, as a venture capital of the 1980s, extensively relied on a female workforce. However, according to Tsujii, the increase of employment of women in Japan at large was simply fueled by the Bubble Economy, and the law was not effective for protecting the female working population once the Bubble collapsed. See Tsujii and Ueno, 131–136.

	Ibid., 113.

	Ibid.


	Ibid., 139–140, 192. In the 1980s, Credit Saison, a company of the Saison Group, began to cover a wide range of businesses beyond financing individual shopping needs, providing such services as credit reporting, loans, and credit guaranteeing. As a comprehensive financial company, Credit Saison was the linchpin of the group companies by financing them as well.

	Ibid., 141. It is important to note, however, that in the early 1980s, credit limits tended to be smaller for most clients than those offered today. For instance, including a cashing option and purchasing, around 300,000 yen (about $3,000) was the typical limit. Also, unlike today’s credit cards in the United States, cardholders needed to pay off their debts in fixed installments each month (ribo barai, revolving payment) or pay the entire balance the month after the date of purchase. These are still widely used payment methods, and therefore, the majority of consumers do not fall into serious debt, thanks to the relatively low limits and the function of credit cards that is similar to debit cards in the United States. For the detailed history of consumer credit, see Andrew Gordon’s “From Singer to Shinpan: Consumer Credit in Modern Japan,” in The Ambivalent Consumer: Questioning Consumption in East Asia and the West, eds. Sheldon Garon and Patricia L. Maclachlan. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006, 137–162.

	Ibid., 143–144.

	Ibid., 149. Also, Tsujii (Tsutsumi) mentions that the investments on art and cultural venues were the expenditures from his own profits as the founder of the Saison Group.

	International Co-operative Alliance, “Cooperative Identity, Values & Principles,” https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity, accessed on July 11, 2019. Since CO-OPs in Japan are usually spelled out in capital cases, this chapter follows the customary practice.

	International Labour Office, Industrial Labour in Japan, vol. 5. New York: Routledge, 2000, 74.

	Japanese Consumers’ Co-operative Union, “History of JCCU and Consumer Co-ops Nationwide,” https://jccu.coop/eng/coop/history.html, accessed on April 12, 2020. As of April 2020, the union holds a membership of 29 million, and the total of gross sales of 320 member co-ops amounts to about 3.5 trillion yen. The union is the largest consumer organization in Japan.

	Ibid., “Message and Mission Statement,” https://jccu.coop/eng/jccu/message.html, accessed on April 12, 2020.

	Tsujii and Ueno, 239–240. General merchandise stores refer to the comprehensive structure of stores that sell both miscellaneous goods and food items.

	Ibid., 201.

	In order to mitigate frictions between small retail businesses and large department stores or shopping malls, the Japanese government implemented the law known as “Daikibo kouri tempo-hō” (the “Large-Scale Retail Store Law”), which came into effect in 1974. It was abolished in 2000, which led to the construction of large-scale shopping malls such as AEON Mall throughout Japan.

	Maki, 120–127.



	Ibid., 131.

	Ibid., 131.

	Inappropriate expenditures by juris person entities (hōjin) were conspicuous phenomena during the years of the Bubble Economy. The issue became the motif of Itami Jūzō’s A Taxing Woman (1987) and A Taxing Woman’s Return (1988). Chapter 6 of this book looks closely at the relation between entertainment as a reflection of tax dodging and illegal bookkeeping.

	Ibid., 124–125.

	Nakane Mitsutoshi, “Kōdo shōhi shakai ni okeru mono to aidentitī no henyō” [Changes of Commodities and Identities in High-Consumption Society,” Hiroshima Shūdai ronshū 34.2 (1994), 232. According to the survey on national life conducted by the Prime Minister’s Office, the percentage of the population that considers themselves middle class (including lower-middle, middle-middle, and upper-middle) increased from 72.4% in 1958 to 91.3% in 1979.

	Matsubara Ryūichirō, “Baburuki no shōhi towa nandattaka” [What was the Bubble-Time Consumption?], Daikōkai 68 (2008), 51.

	Ibid., 51–52.

	Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures. London: SAGE, 1998, 94–95.

	Matsubara, 55.

	Sekikawa Makoto and Kumagaya Minori, 52.

	Ibid.


	Matsubara, 57.

	Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions. New York: Macmillan, 1912, 75–76. In his term “conspicuous consumption,” Veblen presumes that the mode of consumption occurs at the level “in excess of subsistence minimum” (73), and it is intended to display one’s class distinctions between the noble and the ignoble (79). For the leisure class, its social reputation and pecuniary strength entail the display of their “conspicuously wasteful expenditure of time and substance” (82). Veblen’s theorization of conspicuous consumption is essentially consistent with Marcel Mauss’s observation of the potlach as the pre-capitalist practice of destructing one’s wealth by means of radically conspicuous gifting. See Mauss’s The Gift: the Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Society, trans. W.D. Halls. New York: W.W. Norton, 2000.

	Matsubara, 57.

	Ibid.


	Baudrillard, 87–90.

	Matsubara, 58.

	Miura Atsushi, ‘Jiyūna jidai’ no ‘fuan na jibun’: shōhi shakai no datsu shinwaka [The Anxious Self in the Age of Freedom: De-Mythologization of Consumer Society], Tokyo: Shōbunsha, 2006, 73–83. Miura interviews a number of young consumers, including a female office worker in her twenties and high school students who share their experiences purchasing goods of brands such as Louis Vuitton, Christian Dior, Tiffany, and Prada with the money they made from part-time jobs at fast-food restaurants.

	Keizai kikaku chō (The Economic Planning Agency), Kokumin seikatsu hakusho Shōwa 35nendo-ban [The White Paper on National Life, 1960 Edition]. Tokyo: Keizai kikaku chō, 1961, “Hashigaki” [Preface] (no pagination is given).

	Ibid.


	Inuta Mitsuru, Taishū shōhi shakai no shūen [The End of Mass Consumption Society]. Tokyo: Chūōkōron, 1977, 33.

	Ibid., 32–33.

	Ibid., 35.

	Ibid., 57.



	Smith, 5.

	Ibid.


	Ibid., 9.

	As noted by Smith, the collective 1970s’ attempts at rediscovering Japanese traditions were explored by numerous scholarly works, including Lise Skov and Brian Moeran’s “Introduction: Hiding in the Light: from Oshin to Yoshimoto Banana” in Lise Skov and Brian Moeran, eds., Women and Media Consumption in Japan, Richmond: Curzon, 1995, Marilyn Ivy’s Discourse of the Vanishing, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995, and Jordan Sand’s “The Ambivalence of the New Breed: Nostalgic Consumerism in 1980s and 1990s Japan,” in The Ambivalent Consumer: Questioning Consumption in East Asia and the West, eds. Sheldon M. Garon and Patricia L. Maclachlan. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006.

	Matsubara, 54.

	Maki, 88.

	Ibid., 88–89.

	However, DIY stores and DC brand shops are not entirely catering to self-conscious consumers who pursued their individual tastes. These retail outlets that typically emerged in the 1980s were in large part generating bandwagon consumptions as well. According to Kitayama Seiichi, who cites the concept of triangular desire theorized by René Girard, the dynamics of desire constitutes not only the subject and the object but also the intermediary third party that generates the subject’s mimetic desire for the object possessed by the third party. See Kitayama’s conversation with Miura Atsushi in Miura Atsushi, ‘Jiyūna jidai’ no ‘fuan na jibun’: shōhi shakai no datsu shinwaka [The Anxious Self in the Age of Freedom: De-Socialization of Consumer Society]. Tokyo: Shōbunsha, 2006, 53. Also see “Chapter 3: Triangular Desire,” in René Girard, The Girard Reader, ed. James G. Williams. New York: Crossroads, 1996, 31–44.

	Ueda Takaho, Fujii Nobuyuki, and Takeuchi Toshiko, “Baburu keizai hōkai go no shōhisha kōdō” [Consumer Behaviors after the Collapse of the Bubble Economy], Gakushūin keizai ronshū 30.1.3 (1993), 13.

	Ibid. In the analysis here, especially as it is not a study on qualitative economy, my study sets aside the post-Bubble decrease in household income for a number of reasons. It is partly a result of the government-initiated policy of decreasing work hours (jitan) and consequent decrease in overtime payments (zangyō dai). Further, those who shouldered the immediate impact of the collapse of the Bubble Economy were housewives whose incomes were earned through part-time labor. In addition, a significant portion of household income at the time can be attributed to the latent value of real estate. Ibid., 5–9.

	Kittaka Takaya, “Baburu hōkai de shōhi no kachikan ga kawatta” [The Collapse of the Bubble Changed the Sense of Consumer Value], Ekonomisuto [Economist], 70.43.10.13 (1992), 42.

	Ibid.


	Uchihashi Katsuto, Kai yori hajimeyo [Begin with Yourself], Tokyo: Kōbunsha, 1993, 84. The ideological standpoint of CO-OP is close to the principle of socialism, which is built upon the members’ proactive participation and the ideal of social revolution through democratic governance. In the middle of the Lost Decades in 2005, the number of CO-OP membership hit 60 million, nearly half of the country’s population.

	According to Maki, the capital gain from investments was the only factor that increased the consumption but not to a large extent, 123. On the other hand, Kokumin seikatsuhakusho Heisei gannendo [The 1989 Edition of the White Paper on National Life] reports that the drastic increase in consumption was noticeable, reflecting the swelling volume of income that increased by 22.6% in working households throughout the 1980s. As a result, the affluence contributed to realizing “the advanced degree of desire for consumption” (kōdona shōhi yokkyū), 43–48. Despite 
the ­incongruity between these two observations, it is generally undeniable that the Bubble Economy psychologically fueled celebratory moods and fueled both investment and ­consumption.

	Sezaki Keiji, Ryūkō to kyoei no keisei [The Formation of Trends and Vanity]. Kyoto: Sekai Shisō, 2008, 47.

	Ibid., 63–68.

	Ibid., 9.

	Veblen, 73–82.

	Sezaki, 183–184.

	Nakamura Usagi, Shoppingu no jyoō [Shopping Queen]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjyū, 1999, 12. Translation is mine.

	Ibid.


	Mikanagi Rika, “Baburu shōhi, fukyō ga shōhisha ni motarashita gakushū kōka” [The Effect of Lessons the Bubble Consumption and the Recession Brought to Consumers], Brain 34.9 (1994), 14–16.

	The genre of keizai shōsetsu or kigyō shōsetsu emerged in the late 1950s, the early phase of high economic growth. According to Nara Ikki, these genres of novel are “unique to Japan” because corporations are that to which Japanese people dedicate their entire lives and are “at times closely tied more than with family members.” Nara observes in this category of novels four generations: the first generation of high economic growth in the 1950–1960s; the second generation of the 1970s after high economic growth; the third generation in the 1980s; and the fourth generation in the 1990s that shifted its vision to the global economy. See Nara Ikki’s “Nihon dokutoku no shōsetsu jyanru o unda ‘yottsu no sedai’” [‘The Four Generations’ That Produced the Novelistic Genre Unique to Japan], Bunzō 56.5 (2010), 25–27.

	For example, the author of the so-called Hanzawa Naoki series, Ikeido Jun, clearly defines his novels as a form of entertainment that features “the contents as manga” although the stories are set in “conservative banks.” See his interview in “Baburu sedai no hoshi Hanzawa Naoki o ‘10baigaeshi’ de tanoshimu hōhō” [The Ways to Enjoy Bubble-Age’s Star Hanzawa Naoki Ten More Times], Shūkan Bunshun 8.15.22 (2013), 92–93.

	Mayama Jin, “Kigyō, shakai, kojin … . Shōsetsu deshika kakenai ‘honshitsu’ o motomete’” [Corporates, Society, Individuals … . In Search of ‘the Essence’ Only Novel Can Narrate], Bunzō 56.5 (2010), 9. Innumerable corporate novels were published around the period of the Bubble Economy. Inspired by realities of corporate affairs, crime, or scandal, those novels were written in the style halfway between fiction and nonfiction. In addition to the works analyzed in Chapter 7, some representative works under this genre include Takatō Kazuo’s Shōsha shinsabu 25ji [The Investigation Department at a Trading Company at 1:00AM] (1985) and Asakawa Jun’s Shanai hanzai kōza [Lectures on Insider Crimes at the Company] (1993), among many other works.

	Nara, 26.

	Miura Atsushi, ‘Yutakana shakai’ no yukue: Amerikan wei /Japanīzu wei [The Destination of ‘Rich Society’: American Way, Japanese Way]. Tokyo: Nihon Nōritsu Kyōkai Management Center, 1992, 40–41.





Bibliography


	Asakawa, Jun. Shanai hanzai kōza. Tokyo: Shinchō, 1993.

	Baudrillard, Jean. The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures. London: SAGE, 1998.

	Fromm, Erich. Socialist Humanism: An International Symposium. Ed. Erich Fromm. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965.



	Funck, Carolin. “When the Bubble Burst: Planning and Reality in Japan’s Resort Industry.” Current Issues in Tourism 2.4 (1999): 333–353.

	Galbraith, John Kenneth Galbraith. A Short History of Financial Euphoria. New York: Penguin, 1994.

	Garon, Sheldon M. and Patricia L. Maclachlan, Eds. The Ambivalent Consumer: Questioning Consumption in East Asia and the West. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006.

	Gordon, Andrew. “From Singer to Shinpan: Consumer Credit in Modern Japan.” In The Ambivalent Consumer: Questioning Consumption in East Asia and the West. Eds. Sheldon Garon and Patricia L. Maclachlan, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006, 137–162.

	Ikeido, Jun. “Baburu sedai no hoshi Hanzawa Naoki o “10baigaeshi” de tanoshimu hōhō” [The Ways to Enjoy Bubble-Age’s Star Hanzawa Naoki Ten More Times]. Shūkan Bunshun 8.15.22 (2013): 92–95.

	International Co-operative Alliance. “Cooperative Identity, Values & Principles.” https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity. Accessed on July 11, 2019.

	International Labour Office. Industrial Labour in Japan vol. 5. New York: Routledge, 2000.

	Inuta, Mitsuru. Taishū shōhi shakai no shūen [The End of Mass Consumption Society]. Tokyo: Chūōkōron, 1977.

	Itami, Jūzō, Director. Marusa no on’na[A Taxing Woman]. Tōhō, 1987.

	———. Marusa no on’na 2[A Taxing Woman]. Tōhō, 1988.

	Iwamoto, Yoshiyuki. Japan on the Upswing: Why the Bubble Burst and Japan’s Economic Renewal. New York: Algora, 2006.

	Ivy, Marilyn. Discourse of the Vanishing. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1995.

	Japanese Consumers’ Co-operative Union. “History of JCCU and Consumer Co-ops Nationwide.” https://jccu.coop/eng/coop/history.html. Accessed on April 12, 2020.

	Kamata, Toshio. “Natsukashii baburu jidai” [Nostalgia for the Age of the Economic Bubble]. Nikkei shinbun, January 2015.

	Kashima, Tadashi. “Daremoga kōkoku o kataru shakai: Amano Yūkichi to shoki “Kōkoku hihyō” no ibasho” [The Society Where Everyone Talks About Advertisements: Amano Yūkichi and the Location of Early ‘Critique of Advertisements’]. In 1980 nendai [The 1980s]. Eds. Saitō Minako and Narita Ryūichi. Tokyo: Kawade, 2016, 209–304.

	Katō, Masashi. Shōhi suru hito: shōhi no keizai bunmeiron [Homo Consumens: On Cultural Economic Studies on Consumption]. Tokyo: Yotsuya Round, 1995.

	Keizai kikaku chō (The Economic Planning Agency). Kokumin seikatsu hakusho Shōwa 35nendo-ban [The White Paper on National Life, 1960 Edition]. Tokyo: Keizai kikaku chō, 1961.

	Kittaka, Takaya. “Baburu hōkai de shōhi no kachikan ga kawatta” [The Collapse of the Bubble Changed the Sense of Consumer Value]. Ekonomisuto [Economist] 70.43.10.13 (1992): 40–43.

	Lyotard, Jean-François. Libidinal Economy. Trans. Iain Hamilton Grant. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993.

	Maekawa, Haruo et al. “Kokusai kyōchō no tame no keizai kōzō chōsei kenkyūkai hōkokusho” [A Report by the Study Group on Adjustment of Economic Structure for International Cooperation]. https://www.komazawau.ac.jp/~kobamasa/lecture/japaneco/maekawarep.htm. Accessed on June 26, 2018.

	Manderville, Bernard. “The Grumbling Hive: or Knaves turn’d Honest.” In The Fable of the Bees or Private Vices, Publick Benefits, vol. 1. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 
1988. https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/mandeville-the-fable-of-the-bees-or-private-vices-publick-benefits-vol-1. Accessed on October 5, 2019.

	Mcray, Jeni, Ed. “Fordism.” In Leadership Glossary: Essential Terms for the 21st Century. Mission Bell Media, 1st edition, 2015. Credo Reference. http://libproxy.unl.edu/login?url=https://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/mbmlg/fordism/0?institutionId=3833. Accessed 19 May 2021.

	Maki, Atsushi. Nihonjn no shōhi kōdō[Consumer Behaviors of Japanese]. Tokyo: Chikuma, 1998.

	Matsubara, Ryūichirō. “Baburuki no shōhi towa nandattaka” [What was the Bubble-Time Consumption?]. Daikōkai 68 (2008): 50–58.

	Mayama, Jin. “Kigyō, shakai, kojin…. Shōsetsu deshika kakenai ‘honshitsu’ o motomete’” [Corporates, Society, Individuals…. In Search of ‘the Essence’ Only Novel Can Narrate]. Bunzō 56.5 (2010): 8–13.

	Mikanagi, Rika. “Baburu shōhi, fukyō ga shōhisha ni motarashita gakushū kōka” [The Effect of Lessons the Bubble Consumption and the Recession Brought to Consumers]. Brain 34.9 (1994): 14–21.

	Miura, Atsushi. ‘Jiyūna jidai’ no ‘fuan na jibun’: shōhi shakai no datsu shinwaka. Tokyo: Shōbunsha, 2006.

	———. ‘Yutakana shakai’ no yukue: Amerikan wei /Japanīzu wei. Tokyo: Nihon Nōritsu Kyōkai Management Center, 1992.

	Murata, Kōji. Purei bakku 1980 nendai [Playback the 1980s]. Tokyo: Bungei Shunjū, 2006.

	Nagaie, Kazutaka. “Baburu kara 30nen, Nihon no 5dai shōhi chōryū o kenshō” [Thirty Years Since the Bubble: Investigating Japan’s Five Major Currents of Consumption]. Nikkei Shōhi Insight 36.3 (2016): 30–39.

	Nakamura, Usagi. Shoppingu no jyoō[Shopping Queen]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjyū, 1999.

	Nakane, Mitsutoshi. “Kōdo shōhi shakai ni okeru mono to aidentitī no henyō” [Changes of Commodities and Identities in High-Consumption Society.” Hiroshima Shūdai ronshū 34.2 (1994): 229–249.

	Nakano, Kōji. Seihin no shisō [The Philosophy of Honorable Poverty]. Tokyo: Sōshisha, 1992.

	Nara, Ikki. “Nihon dokutoku no shōsetsu jyanru o unda “yottsu no sedai”” [‘The Four Generations’ That Produced the Novelistic Genre Unique to Japan]. Bunzō 56.5 (2010): 25–27.

	Nihon chosha hansoku sentā (Authors’ Sales Promotion Center of Japan). “Sōshisha besuto 10” [Sōshisha’s best 10]. http://www.1book.co.jp/002457.html. Accessed on April 7, 2019.

	Ozawa, Masako. Shin ‘kaisō shōhi’ no jidai’ [The New Epoch of ‘Hierarchical Consumption’]. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 1985.

	Sekikawa, Makoto and Kumagaya Minori, Eds. Natsukashiki baburu jidai [The Good Old Bubble Era]. Tokyo: Takarajima, 2015.

	Sezaki, Keiji. Ryūkō to kyoei no keisei [The Formation of Trends and Vanity]. Kyoto: Sekai Shisō, 2008.

	Skov, Lise and Brian Moeran, Eds. Women and Media Consumption in Japan, Richmond: Curzon, 1995.

	Smith, Adam Smith. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Book III. New York: MetaLibri, 2007. https://www.ibiblio.org/ml/libri/s/SmithA_WealthNations_p.pdf. Accessed on October 5, 2019.



	Smith, Martin David. Mass Media, Consumerism and National Identity in Postwar Japan. London: Bloomsbury, 2018.

	Sombart, Werner. Liebe, Luxus, und Kapitalismus. Cited by Tanaka Hiroshi in Shōhisha kōdōron [On Consumer Behaviors]. Tokyo: Chūōkeizai, 2015.

	Takatō, Kazuo. Shōsha shinsabu 25ji [The Investigation Department at a Trading Company at 1:00AM]. Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2005.

	Tsujii, Takashi and Ueno Chizuko. Posuto shōhi shakai no yukue [The Destination of Post-Consumer Society]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjū, 2008.

	Uchihashi, Katsuto. Kai yori hajimeyo [Begin with Yourself]. Tokyo: Kōbunsha, 1993.

	Ueda, Takaho, Fujii Nobuyuki, and Takeuchi Toshiko. “Baburu keizai hōkai go no shōhisha kōdō” [Consumer Behaviors after the Collapse of the Bubble Economy]. Gakushūin keizai ronshū 30.1.3 (1993): 1–51.

	Veblen, Thorstein. The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions. New York: Macmillan, 1912.

	Yoshikawa, Hiroshi. Japan’s Lost Decade. Tokyo: LTCB International Library Trust, 2002.
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Expansion of Consumption to Intangible Experience

Unlike the 1960s and 1970s, which roiled with student activism, the 1980s celebrated the rise of an apolitical, free-spirited young generation that was mostly nonchalant about ongoing social and political issues. Instead of making a deep commitment to collective social movements, their laid-back disposition became a driving force for the emergence of new consumer trends and development of urban cultures. Young consumers began to select what they wore, ate, read, and listened to, consulting with their own individual tastes, lifestyle, and desirable self-image. For the young generation (mainly late teenagers through early thirties), shopping was a form of leisure that entailed their proactive exploration of the urban space – not only shops and stores but also certain neighborhoods that suited their personality. For instance, such quarters as Aoyama, Daikanyama, and Ebisu became vanguard districts of urban fashion trends, and their inviting ambience lured visitors from all over the country. Unlike department stores and shopping malls in suburbs, street-faced shops in the urban districts offered shoppers the value-added experience of strolling around, while transforming the significance of shopping into a spatiotemporal pleasure located outside daily routines. Those specialty stores at street level became the foremost home ground for proactive, self-conscious, and perceptive consumers of the 1980s. Departing from the earlier pattern, the urban consumers of the 1980s did not passively wait for commercial instruction on what merchandise they should purchase. Neither did they look for items that were just perfunctory. They were highly cognizant of the commodities they wanted for extra-material value that could enrich their private universe. In this regard, consumable items were no longer limited to tangible objects such as clothes, shoes, accessories, cosmetics, or automobiles, but also included space, time, activity, and experience that help contribute to the breadth and depth of their personal lives. In addition to residential spaces (houses, apartments, condominiums, etc.), commercial venues like cafés, bars, clubs, restaurants, boutiques, or even hair salons turned out to be what Suzuki Mitsugu calls “theatrical space” (“gekijyōgata kūkan”), reinventing consumers’ non-quotidian experience where desire for consumption is strategically aroused.1
 Side by side with those new commercial spaces, recreational activities (sports, music, dining out, etc.) became an integral part of the consumer experience. 
Given the fact that the dominant volume of commercial information was transmitted through mass media like TV, newspapers, and magazines, consumers had access to far more limited, one-directional resources about commodities. Above all, the influence of fashion magazines was immense. Publications such as POPEYE and JJ were the foremost providers of information, ranging from new fashion items, and social scenes or occasions perfectly fitting for the proposed fashion. Along with those fashion magazines, the readers/consumers avidly referred to regional guide magazines like Pia, Hanako, Savvy, and later Tokyo Walker. These resources provided young and young-adult readers with quasi-instructional information as to where to visit (destinations), what to do (activities), what to eat (gastronomies), and what to wear (fashion). The multi-dimensional life resources were usually tied up with fashion houses and cultural venues, thereby promoted comprehensive consumption that kept consumers current with trends.



Tanaka Yasuo’s Somehow, Crystal – Consumption Based on the Pleasure Principle


Even though these media became a vehicle of 1980s’ consumer culture, Japan had not entirely shaken off the remnant mood of postwar poverty.2
 This was particularly true in rural regions, where cultural novelty and stylistic datedness of materials coexisted in symbiotic ways.3
 To a different degree, metropolitan areas like Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya were also in a transitional phase. While re-developments of commercial districts were underway, an avalanche of imported goods began to fill retail stores and calibrated urban palates and consumer demands.4
 In these liminal conditions, Tanaka Yasuo’s novel Somehow, Crystal [Nantonaku, kurisutaru] (1981) keenly captured the psychic dimensions of emerging urban consumers. As this chapter analyzes in due course, the novel was dubbed katarogu shōsetsu (catalogue novel), while keeping the narrative style of seishun shōsetsu (youth novel).5
 Although the novel won the 17th Bungeishō Literary Prize in 1980 and gained critical attention, this influential literary work was not wholeheartedly endorsed by the conservative award committee members, except Etō Jun, who acclaimed the novel’s contemporary realism.6


Narrated in the first-person voice of affluent college student Yuri, the novel depicts the flamboyant urban life enjoyed by young individuals. Yuri enjoys her materially comfortable, laid-back lifestyle, financially supported by her jet-setting parents in Sydney and her part-time job as a fashion model. The narrative takes the form of a stream of consciousness through which her sophisticated palate and sensibility shape the core component of the novel. The reader learns at the outset of the story about her persona – a self-developed aesthete whose life principle lies in ennui-laden dilettantism. The following well-known passage reflects her capricious mood typical of the generation:


I guess I’m living in these “somehow moods.” Some might say that such a degenerate lifestyle so lacking in agency is disgraceful. But for me, born in 1959, “moods” drive my behavior more than anything else.7





To concretize her assertion noted here, Yuri’s narrative dedicates the subsequent 15 pages exclusively to the shopping experiences that uplift her “moods.” They are reified by a concrete list of shops, restaurants, and café that exist (or used to exist) in reality. Those urban spots include fashionable import markets such as Kinokuniya in Aoyama and Meijiya in Hiro’o, which cater to the grocery needs of affluent locals and expatriates in upmarket residential areas. Though these shops belong to stylish neighborhoods, the areas she is fond of are not limited to posh postmodern districts. Therefore, her list extends a mention of the old downtown districts of Tsukij, Asakusa, Sendagi, Yanaka, and Nippori, for her fascination with the enchanting ambience.8
 Shifting her focus back to more contemporary venues, the narrative keeps on adding venues and their specialties: for bread, Chez Lui in Daikanyama; for cake, A. Lecomte in Roppongi or Aile d’Ore in Ginza; and for ice cream, Swensen’s in Aoyama.9
 For dinner on special occasions, epicurean restaurants like Île-de-France and Aux Six Arbres in Roppongi serve her needs. For her birthday, Petit Point in Tengenjibashi provides her with opulent cakes.10
 The boutiques she names are all located in the vibrant fashion district of Omotesandō, adjacent to the metropolitan area of Shibuya. By naming specific brands like Yves Saint-Laurent and a domestic brand, Alpha Cubic, Yuri insinuates her fashion palate for timelessly chic and orthodox lines.11
 But for night outings, she expands her style to more casual and sensual lines – she would choose a skirt or pants by Courrèges and a sport shirt by Lanerossi when visiting Roppongi, but for a party at a disco, her choice would be a one-piece dress by Saint-Laurent or Dior.12
 To quench her thirst for music, she frequents Sandpiper in Aoyama, where imported records from New York and the West Coast are available immediately after being released in the United States.13


For the majority of readers in early 1980s Japan, the abovementioned brands, shops, and even localities in Tokyo were little more than names and did not function as meaning-laden social codes. Back then, Yuri’s selection of brands and shops sounded like nothing but fastidious snobbery to the majority of readers. However, by the end of the 1980s, people quickly acclimated to those Western brand names and incorporated them into their everyday lives. There were innumerable would-be Yuris in urban regions with substantial disposable income. For them, upmarket shops like The Ginza and Bernie’s New York (in Ginza and Roppongi, respectively, both of which closed in 2021) soon became an indispensable destination.14
 In Japan, these so-called “select shops” (a Japanized English term) emerged in the 1980s and promoted their selective lineups of fashion items. Like Yuri in the pre-Bubble 1980s, the clients who frequented those shops were no longer passive consumers. They were already capable of coordinating items appropriate for various purposes and occasions. What they valorized was the “genuine quality” of each item and thus avoided pre-coordinated ensembles of clothes that do not entail their discerning eyes.15


Whereas Yuri sounds as though she is randomly listing items, brands, and shops, her narrative does not haphazardly refer to each name. Her fascination with European and American imports, for instance, cannot be equated to blind infatuations with them typical of Tanizaki Jun’ichirō’s materialist femme fatales 
in his interwar stories.16
 In contrast to the sheer greed for all things Western during the Meiji and Taishō eras, the 1980s’ heroine Yuki is well aware of the aesthetic value of local and indigenous products available in traditional neighborhoods as well. Such sensibility has become part and parcel of her identity as a genuine Tokyoite:


When I would go for a walk, even Rikugi Park or the Furukawa Gardens in Komagome were enjoyable. I also liked looking around Hyakka Park in Mukōjima, eating Kotodoi sweet dumplings, then walking along the Sumida River.17




Being capable of naming these places attests to her pride as an established local resident, not a bumpkin newcomer to the city. Similarly, the narrator deems herself not a shallow gourmet running after European cuisine, but a whimsical epicurean who follows her moods and cravings. Here, her snobbery diminishes and in turn her curious nature as a city stroller arises:


I liked going to the Roppongi Shokudō in the evenings. The atmosphere of old guys who just got off work at the Defense Agency eating in silence alongside waiters who were about to go to work was out of this world. I would get macaroni salad, mackerel cooked in miso, a mince cutlet, and chilled tofu from the counter where everything is laid out. The sting of having to choose what to eat there was different from making a choice between meals in the school cafeteria. I would run into a waiter I know, and we’d both smile wryly at each other; only in Roppongi!18




The district of Roppongi has long been known for its gaudy and sumptuous nightlife. Yuri’s mentioning of the area defies the typical image and recuperates the authentic face of the locality. Such an implication within the narrative is reminiscent of Nagai Kafū (1879–1959), who expressed his nostalgia for the east bank of the Sumida River in the Meiji Restoration period. In fact, Tanaka calls the reader’s attention to “Mukōjima” (the East Bank) by footnoting the area as the literary topos where Kafū’s Bokutōkitan [A Strange Tale from East of the River] (1937) was set.19
 As a returnee from the West and self-conscious aesthete, Kafū used to stroll around the city and indulge in the remnants of pre-Meiji ambience on the east bank of the Sumida River. Although influenced by her materialist interests, Yuri suggests to be a postmodern successor to Kafū’s sensibility. Her narrative therefore constellates the multifarious dimensions that constitute 1980s Tokyo.20
 But the truth is that, unlike Kafū, for Yuri, who is not even a native of Tokyo, pre-modern localities are nothing but an anachronistic spectacle lacking authentic memories. And yet, she is urged to present herself as a connoisseur of the city to justify her nature as an urban consumer.

In essence, perceptive middle-class consumers like Yuri marked the advent of new social agents whose judgment and behaviors are significantly different from those of previous generations. This age group embodies what journalist Chikushi 
Tetsuya once called shin jinrui (literally a new human breed), a species far removed from the concerns of their parents’ generation. In Chikushi’s phrasing, they opt for squandering money on “outlandish luxury goods and experiences.”21
 This generation was steeped in the influence of mass media; however, at least in their self-consciousness, as exemplified by Yuri, the shin jinrui generation stepped out of the mass consumerist mentality typical of the 1970s and earlier decades.22
 While it sounds plausible, this new generation’s consumer pattern is not as simple as Chikushi describes it. What foregrounds Yuri’s selection of commodities is not only “loyalty for brands or shops” but also, and more fundamentally, her feeling, mood, and subjectivity developed out of the socio-economic class to which she belongs.23
 In this regard, shops, venues, and neighborhoods spelled out as proper nouns in the novel reflect not simply her economic status but her social and cultural awareness underscored by aesthetic sensibility. Primarily, she frequents the Aoyama and Omotesandō areas for shopping for brand apparel. Simultaneously, the traditional quarters of Asakusa, Tsukiji, and Ameyoko (Ameya-Yokochō) keep attracting her with their delightful shopping experiences – Ameyoko, a modest open-air market adjacent to Ueno in the Taitō Ward, remains indispensable for everyday needs like mayonnaise, canned foods, and candies, as well as shampoo and toothpaste.24
 Through these multiple preferences, Yuri exemplifies the shin jinrui generation’s eclectic traits, in particular as a shopper who flexibly builds a cognitive map for her needs and wants.

This eclectic, whimsical, and irregular pattern of shopping problematizes the sociological notion of what Pierre Bourdieu calls “habitus,”25
 patterns of experience accumulated in particular socio-economic classes. From the 1970s on, urban regions of Tokyo and Osaka, as well as their satellite areas, witnessed the rapid construction of innumerable new shopping venues. The variation included traditional family-run stores, local shopping arcades, department stores at hub train stations, small specialty shops, and large shopping malls. Regardless of household income, the majority of the national population (more than 90%) who identified themselves as middle-class citizens frequented all ranges of diverse shopping venues. Accordingly, their purchasing patterns and options rapidly diversified. Given these commercial circumstances, Japanese people’s consumption patterns and shopping behaviors cannot be explained on the basis of particular socio-economic class, as assumed by Bourdieu’s “habitus” concept. Unlike patterned middle-class consumer behaviors observed in Europe and the United States, the shopping experience in Japan (that of the 1980s and the present day) takes into account consumers’ flexibility, eclecticism, and indefinable whimsy.

Within the changing environments surrounding retail business, for Japanese consumers of the 1980s and after, shopping bears a significance far beyond a means of procuring goods for basic subsistence. As presented in Yuri’s narrative, shopping has become a sort of leisure activity that entails a volitional form of enjoyment and spontaneity. Since the late 1970s, retail businesses and developers were well aware of such an emerging consumer mindset. Shops and stores were conceived no longer simply as spaces where merchandise was stored and displayed; they were re-conceptualized and built to serve the needs of 
“a theatrical space” of grandeur and delight that exuded a non-quotidian ambience.26
 Such a dramatized space for thrilling experiences entailed not only a solid hardware design but also a software design for value-added shopping experiences. Reflecting on the new shopping environment, Yuri emphasizes the importance of the extra-material value of shopping that encompasses location, knowledgeable shop clerks who offer relaxed conversation as part of their service, and “original shoppers” (shopping bag of brand).27
 All these are meant to enhance her shopping experience (alas, Internet-based e-commerce cannot fulfill this). It is notable that these extra values in shopping began to play a serious role in the 1980s. As Yuri asserts, the typically insipid department stores and fashion malls located in major urban streets with heavy human traffic could not meet her expectations. Those larger, cookie-cutter venues would spoil her idea of shopping precisely because of their business model of catering to mass consumers.

To a similar extent, she is not a blind chaser of branded merchandises. Despite her love of luxury brands, Yuri avoids certain items such as Louis Vuitton bags.28
 She does not clarify the reason, but it is obvious in the context of 1980s Japan: the brand’s extreme popularity and ubiquity undermine her interest in the products. By avoiding the brand, she implicitly despises the herd of bandwagon consumers who ironically desire to fulfill their stylistic uniqueness. By the early 1980s, Louis Vuitton had established its status as one of the uber-popular luxury European brands in Japan. The heated adoration for Vuitton was a salient phenomenon during the Bubble Economy. The brand’s bags were repeatedly featured in women’s fashion magazines and other media sources. Innumerable female college students and OL (“office ladies,” or female corporate clerks in Japanese) alike were impassioned readers of magazines such as JJ, CanCam, and MORE, which constantly covered Vuitton’s popular bag lines “Speedy” and “Noé.” These publications endorsed (and still do today) the brand’s monogrammed bags made of polyvinyl chloride as the indispensable item for the fashion style they advocate. Partly because of its versatility and durability, the name value of Vuitton products grew rapidly in Japan, but its excessive popularity repelled more perceptive and sensitive consumers. Yuri is one of those who detest the insensitivity of mass consumers who tend to be oblivious of their actual economic standing.29
 Compared with the other brand items she selects (such as Saint-Laurent and Dior), Vuitton bags and accessories are not exorbitantly pricy but rather accessible to a wide range of consumers. On the other hand, because of its relative affordability, Louis Vuitton became almost synonymous with burando mono (branded goods) in 1980s Japan, and therefore the purportedly viable socio-economic code that was attached to those items ceased to function.

In this implicit politics surrounding certain brand goods, Yuri acts as a rebel against bandwagon consumption. Unlike most Japanese mass consumers, who rely on the already established popularity of specific merchandise, she valorizes her mood at an unconscious, intuitive level (muishiki no uchi)30
 and thereby establishes her identity as a maverick consumer: “It’s not like I didn’t have agency. It’s not like just either one would be fine. Which one I would pick was determined from the beginning.”31
 Here, Yuri’s assertion implies a twofold significance: a 
principle of making a choice for self-fulfilling experience; and a critique of the promiscuous, unprincipled mass consumerism that permeated Japan at the time. Her intuition-driven choice represents an antithesis to the so-called catalogue culture driven by fashion magazines that functioned as instructive textbooks. For Yuri’s independent mind, the widespread tendency to rely on mass media means nothing but an absence of agency (shutaisei) and inability of cultivating one’s individual sensibility. Therefore, the first-person narrative subtly ridicules a plethora of untasteful fashionistas lacking refined taste and stylistic vision. Her tacit sneer is apparent in the mentioning of her college peer Sanae, who cannot shake off the air of bumpkin. The girl sums up an average style loved by 1980s’ college students: “She was always wearing a sweatshirt from Berkeley or SHIPS, carrying around a Courrèges bag that looked like a bento box, and wearing Mihama flats over high socks with pompoms attached.”32
 Furthermore, Yuri scrutinizes a stranger at a casual restaurant – the woman dresses up in a Dior shirt, a skirt marked by a large Lanvin logo, and Ungaro canvas shoes. Together with these items, she completes her look with a Valentino bag and a Hermès scarf.33
 The pile of branded goods makes her nothing but a living example of “Vanity Fair,” overloaded materialism at its worst. However, despite the absence of refinement in their styles, Yuri comes to accept the presence of senseless sensibilities. The bottom line is that “[b]rands are one way to express identity,” and insofar as brand items gratify the owner’s feelings, that is the purpose of their mission.34


Yuri’s remarks in Somehow, Crystal are not exaggerations, but keenly reflect the foremost traits of the shin jinrui, whose action is determined by their feelings.35
 Her voice mirrors the sensibilities embraced by shin jinrui that are in reality well-informed urban consumers fond of Euro-American fashion brands. Likewise, their presence can be understood as occupying the intersection between the post-high growth generation and Japan’s geopolitical position invigorated by the increased value of the Japanese yen. As a result of these factors, as Hara Hiroyuki reminds us, 1980s Japan witnessed “the novelty of imported goods.”36
 The overflow of things foreign, together with expanded economic opportunities for surplus income, helped develop the palate of self-discerning consumers as exemplified by Yuri. Therefore, the plethora of brand names in Somehow, Crystal holds significance far beyond mere narrative décor that mimics “captions of fashion magazines.”37
 While the catalogue style is the salient characteristic of the novel, the constellation of specific names that range from clothes, food, shop, and location constructs the narrator’s material universe, ultimately an ideology of consumption through “the sign” known as the brand.38
 It is an aesthetic ideology that belongs to the opposite spectrum of egalitarianism. Thus, as Saitō Minako points out, the signs concealed in the proper nouns gesture (the author’s) arrogance, mercilessly ignoring the reader who does not understand what each of them signifies.39
 This remark makes sense because the novel’s footnotes often provide explanations and commentaries on brands, venues, or artists, with a noticeably condescending tone of the author. Less-known proper nouns in katakana – a clear marker of foreign provenance – consciously challenge the reader’s epistemic range regarding contemporary material culture. In lieu of lengthy descriptions, 
the brand names in the novel set forth a sort of intersubjective bond (or refusal) among the author, the novel, and the reader. Mediated by the brand names, the narrative not only renders the narrator’s socio-economic status but also indicates her stylistic palate and erudition as a consumer. In such a narrative strategy, the novel (or the author) maps out differences in readership, with an expectation that the capable reader will grasp intuitively the urban vibe and the aura exuding from what the protagonist consumes.

Whereas Somehow, Crystal seems to give weight to material culture, the novel also takes a form of seishun shōsetsu (youth novel) that delineates emerging urban lifestyles in the early 1980s. In previous decades, college students in Tokyo from other regions in Japan tended to rely on financial support from their (not always wealthy) parents or working part-time for modest wages as a newspaper deliverer, factory worker, or server at a café or restaurant, etc. Undercutting such a typical image of kugakusei (financially tight and suffering student), Yuri represents only the reality of affluent college students who can secure their urban life by parental support and the privilege of supplementing it. She earns her (seemingly) substantial income by part-time modeling, and her boyfriend Jun’ichi, another college student, also enjoys a comfortable life building his career as a keyboard musician. Their cohabitation in Jingūmae, a sophisticated neighborhood adjacent to Shibuya, is made possible by their economic ability to sustain their life (keizaitekina seikatsuryoku).40
 Precisely because of their independence, as Yuri reflects, she does not “subordinate” (jūzoku) herself but “belongs” (shozoku) to him, sustaining their relationship as symbiosis (kyōsei) rather than mere cohabitation (dōsei).41
 Their economic ability is the primary factor that allows their partnership to last without taking the form of conventional marriage. It is entirely a volitional choice that centers once again on feeling and mood (kibun):


Jun’ichi and I lived together without a care in the world. We bought, wore, and ate things that somehow felt good. And for fun we listened to music that somehow felt good and took walks in places that somehow felt good.42




Yuri names their pleasure principle of “feeling good” as “crystal way of life” (kurisutaruna ikikata), from which the novel derives its title.43
 Acquisition and enjoyment of commodities that comfort them constantly occupy the core of their identity, but their material conditions do not necessarily represent the common Japanese experience in the early 1980s. In fact, gender equality in the labor market was not yet (and has never been) in place. After the Equal Opportunity Employment Law came into effect in 1986, the law enforced neither regulation nor penalties against violations for gender inequality in wage and labor conditions.44
 Even today, the majority of Japanese women hold auxiliary positions in workplaces and households. Accordingly, rather than a first-hand acquisition of income, if any, other income streams such as parental support or inheritance have played a significant role in most women’s economic lives. This reality has made the economic divisions of labor clear: “Men earn, women spend.”45
 Given the gender-based economic status quo, the couple in Somehow, Crystal portrays a rare 
case in the city center of Tokyo. However, in urban regions where jobs are abundant, the protagonists of somehow play the harbinger role of the impending consumer life shortly before the Bubble Economy. Then, at least it is fair to situate the heroine’s limited experience, to borrow Ōtsuka Eiji’s words, in the “virtually real ‘artificial’ space” internalized within (her) subjectivity of postmodern Japan.46


The novel built out of brand names and footnotes reflects the reality of “diversified life space” that radically replaced postwar Japan conceived (or imagined) as a totalized society (zentai to shite no shakai).47
 Regarding the point, it is worth revisiting Etō Jun, who appraised Somehow, Crystal as a literary work that undeniably belongs to the realm of subculture. According to his definition, subculture constitutes “partial cultural phenomena that prominently reflect the characteristics of region, age, or individual immigrant groups, other particular social segments, and so forth.”48
 Whereas the novel is a tableau of limited urban realities, it is not a precarious trendy drama or a story about short-lived fads for a number of reasons. Morphologically considered, the narrative takes an innovative form complemented by an extensive list of 442 annotations that is akin to hypertext on the Internet. What the textual strategy implies here is nothing but the novel’s epistemic snobbery that plays a didactic role as interpolated by the author.49
 Facing an avalanche of proper nouns including the names of fashion brands, restaurants, streets, locales, and artists, the majority of readers of the time (especially those who resided outside Tokyo) surely felt dismayed or alienated, being reminded of the unbridgeable cultural and economic gap between urban Tokyo and the rest of Japan. In Etō’s view, as many other readers, the novel surely belonged to a subcultural category not catering to general public and mass.

On the other hand, Somehow, Crystal gestures toward being a youth novel that sketches the psychology of college students living in the age of post-high growth. There, the young protagonists are the agents that keep announcing the advent of “the generation whose action is governed by sensibility (kankaku de kōdōsuru sedai).”50
 Unlike the previous generations of the postwar decades, Yuri and Jun’ichi are not concerned with frugality but relaxingly spending years at college without committing their time and energy to academic work. Their image mirrors the reality of Japanese college in the late twentieth century, which used to be dubbed an “amusement park” where students enjoy a brief respite from the treadmill of work and study. Their major concern is no longer politics or social issues but “to live comfortably” (“kibun yoku kurasu koto”).51
 The generation tends to avoid conflicts or ordeals, thanks to the social stability and economic prosperity of the time, although, at the same time, the narrative insists that this generation is neither unaware of their socio-economic standing nor indifferent to contemporary world affairs. In the words of Masataka, Yuri’s partner in an ephemeral affair, their generation lacks serious enthusiasm for specific matters but is not brainless, apathetic, or simple.52
 To the contrary, by virtue of sensibility and intuition, they cultivate a new channel hitherto not cared for by older generations. The connection between Yuri and Masataka is precarious, exemplifying the lighthearted mindset of going with the flow, and spontaneity grounded in the mood of somehow-ness (nantonaku), an intuitive knowledge of the comfort sharable 
between the two. Their action is instinctual and empirical, and therefore allows their casual affair with no remorse or regret. Without involving a genuine consummation of love, their superficial encounter results only in a momentary consumption of their bodies that can be replaceable with any other partner at random. Here again, their consumption is governed by a whimsical feeling in search of comfort.

Nonetheless, this generation is not simply ensconced in such a detached mode of consumption. Surprisingly enough, Yuri’s affair is another manifest case of her life principle built on a clear sense of discernment. Ultimately, her relationship with Masataka is ephemeral and paradoxically affirms her attachment to Jun’ichi. Here, as Ōtsuka points out in the reading of Etō, Somehow, Crystal endorses the “old-fashioned disposition” and “healthiness” of the narrator concealed under her superficially constructed narrative of contemporaneity.53
 So much so that, even in the midst of their affair, Yuri is keenly aware that the absence of “spiritual connection” deters her orgasm. Through the casual affair, in contradiction, she reconfirms Jun’ichi’s presence as a large part of her identity.54
 Here, her awareness suggests a significant disjuncture from feminism in Japan, especially from a radical struggle over sexual liberation staged by the 1970s ūmanribu (Women’s Liberation) that denounced social divisions based on gender and sexuality.55
 As noted earlier, the Equal Employment Opportunity Law acknowledged a limited range of gender equality. However, Yuri belongs outside such social affairs – her self-consciousness and action implicitly manifest in the sensibility of an upper-middle class whose concern is not entirely in line with leftist egalitarian social ideals. Her financial autonomy enables such an unspoken social stance, as well as her personal choice of keeping the non-conjugal arrangement with her boyfriend.

It sounds oxymoronic, but what grounds Yuri’s identity is the presence of Jun’ichi, whose existence limits her entire freedom. Despite her economic autonomy, she is highly conscious of her emotional needs and therefore readily admits her weakness and fear of being alone.56
 On the surface, Yuri is fond of Jun’ichi for his affinity with herself – his “dilettante-like good breed”57
 and sophistication cultivated in upper-middle-class environments. Likewise, his fashion sense, which is geared toward traditional New York style (Nyū Yōku toraddo) such as Ralph Lauren and Amber House, resonates with her lifestyle (seikatsu kankaku).58
 Their cohabitation in Jingūmae is also a pertinent choice. The fashionable residential area offers easy access to urban playgrounds like Roppongi and Aoyama.59
 Including Jun’ichi as her steady boyfriend, Yuri needs to decide what she takes, and every single choice constitutes her universe. In 1980s Tokyo where opulent options abound, making good choices is an essential survival skill. As exemplified by her feel-good principle (“nantonaku no kibun”), making a choice rescues her from an unprincipled, voluptuous urban life laden with temptations. Both commodities and individuals in the novel are not random choices, but bits and pieces that ultimately constitute her personal life.

In the style of a catalogue novel, Somehow, Crystal shapes its narrative as a dialectic between sheer materialism and personal possession (and dispossession). In particular, the heroine’s association with Jun’ichi implicitly endorses an extra-material dimension of consumption that involves factors beyond acquisition and transaction. His disposition (upbringing, palate for fashion, talent for music, etc.) aligns with hers, 
but those are initial pretexts. Other ineffable factors like affection, intuitive connection, and attachment genuinely sustain her connection with him. Toward the end of the novel, her orgasm with dazzling sensation – she calls the moment kōatsu denryū (literally “high-voltage of electrical currents”)60
 – culminates in their sexual intercourse, metaphorically suggesting that such psychosomatic excitement completes the experience of consumption. The uniqueness of experience motivates her fidelity, and it cannot happen with a casual affair with Masataka. Reclaiming her symbiotic relation to Jun’ichi, then, Yuri actualizes a trait of contemporary consumers who strive for self-expression through “total coordination” unique to each individual.61
 In quest of such, neither quantity nor quality of materials contributes to the design of the self; instead, “subtle differences” are induced by an interaction between fashion items and the user.62
 The same idea is applied to her relationship with her boyfriend. In the same way, the brand goods in the novel bear some meaning only when filtered through her selective vision and intuitive grasp of differences important to her.

This process of semantic enactment is what Somehow, Crystal inquires about within early 1980s’ consumer culture. Consumers of the time were already saturated with abundant domestic and imported goods in tremendous variations and differences (style, material, quality, price range, etc.). In the vast sea of commodities, discovering what suits one’s palate and feeling was becoming a serious agenda for consumers. Ultimately, the tour de force of Somehow, Crystal lies in its elaboration of what consumption means to Japanese individuals shortly before the Bubble Economy overwhelmed the country. Japan in the 1980s shifted its focus from industrial production to consumption for sustaining growth. There, individual sense and sensibilities were becoming a helm to navigate a sea of abundant commodities.



Postscript to Somewhat, Crystal – the Communal Mode of Consumption in Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years

In 2014, thirty-three years after the first publication of Somewhat, Crystal, the author Tanaka Yasuo published the sequel novel, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years [33 nengo no nantonaku, kurisutaru]. Stylistically considered, the story takes the form of, to borrow Asada Akira’s words, “the Proustian novel that conjures the theme of time out of private or social pieces of memory.”63
 While Somehow, Crystal is presumably a fictional novel, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years shapes its narrative into a semi-autobiographical memoir that reminisces about the past three decades lived through by the 57-year-old narrator (who is explicitly suggested to be the author Tanaka himself). In the novel, the previous heroine Yuri mediates his first-person narrative, playing the role of an interlocutor who generates his self-reflexive memories. Akin to Somehow, Crystal, the novel constitutes the body text and footnotes, which articulate the narrator’s views on sociopolitical affairs and his connoisseur views on contemporary cultural matters, etc. In the hyper-sensitive monologue, his snobbery and pretentious nature are highly noticeable; however, as the story progresses, those personal attributes gradually diminish and are replaced with altruistic perspectives on geopolitical agendas such as biopolitics and environmental issues.


Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years embarks on the story with Yasuo’s peaceful quotidian scene that happens to be disrupted by Emiko, who is Yuri’s friend and his occasional lover. From this point on, the narrative portrays a social scene of an afternoon cocktail party organized by her. As though assimilating the joyful Rococo ambience of fêtes-galante, their longtime friends since the 1980s celebrate the reunion after more than 30 years. Restaging the past over vibrant conversation, imported high-end products play a conspicuous role in the pictorial vignette. What garnishes the table is a bottle of Champagne “Dominus,” which signifies the master of a household. It provokes the golden age of the Bubble era, as it used to be a “signature item” (teiban shōhin) at discos and clubs.64
 The accompanying Italian hors d’oeuvres, which include marinated octopus, caprese salad, and bruschetta, also recall the bygone festive years. Learning that the meal is catered by an Italian restaurant in Daikanyama, a fashionable district in the Shibuya Ward, Yasuo quietly challenges the party organizer’s choice:


I know the name (of the restaurant undisclosed in the novel). The house operates a number of restaurants within Tokyo and in Kansai, in addition to Daikanyama. Its name often appears in mass media as well. But I have never eaten there. For some reason, I am not inspired by it. It is because my intuition was telling me that the mindset of the operator-creator is that of restaurateur and not of cuisinier.65




His intervening soliloquy is a manifest case of his savviness and snobbery as an urban dweller. Therefore, he perfectly fits in the circle of upper-middle-class connoisseurs. Here, Saitō Minako is correct to sum up the story as “an autobiographical folkloric novel” (jidenteki fūzoku shōsetsu) dedicated “to affluent dilettantes.”66
 In this regard, the novel clearly inherits the sociocultural elitism and self-assurance of the author prevalent in Somehow, Crystal. Furthermore, as Saitō ridicules the author, Tanaka “has not learned his lesson at all” (zen zen korite inai).67
 Seemingly, she refers to his hyperactive self-conscious structure of the novel. After 33 years, the narrator/author expands his territory, dominating both the body text and footnotes with his pedantic, connoisseur remarks on geopolitical affairs, gastronomic opulence, and his successful career as a former politician and an award-winning writer. The list goes on.



From Feel-Good Consumption to Shared Consumption

Whereas the author/narrator’s elitist consciousness occupies almost the entire novel, the theme of consumer culture in Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years takes a new trajectory. It clearly departs from the self-gratifying indulgence with consumption prominent in the previous novel. As the phrase “after 33 years” suggests, the novel is retrospective of more than three decades since the early 1980s. Without building a clear plotline, the narrator interweaves personal anecdotes into current sociopolitical issues. One of his major concerns is the cold fact that Japan has steadily become an aging society since the 1970s, when the nation 
was reaching the peak of its economic development.68
 He has no solution for the declining birth rate; nonetheless, he rejects the national blueprint of accepting 200,000 immigrants per year, which was proposed by the cabinet’s economy and financial advisory board.69
 Such social agendas are surprising for those who are familiar with lighthearted, frivolous nature of Somehow, Crystal, but this is where his self-consciousness manifests itself, alluding to his proud career as the former governor of Nagano prefecture, which suffers from its declining population. Despite his displayed concern, his thoughts are constantly interspersed with multiple social and political issues, without delving into the core of them. In this fashion, the other topics range from daycare services for elders and infants70
 to public spaces lacking mobility for the physically challenged.71


Echoing his (author’s) dilettante nature, Yasuo’s Proustian narrative intertwines his memory of the years when he was the governor and dealt with social affairs that have headlined mass media. In contrast to egocentrism prevalent in the previous novel, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years consciously withdraws from it, as though vindicating the reckless life of youth he avidly endorsed three decades ago. Such a transition is noticeable also in the footnotes that mostly document objective facts and data.72
 There, his trickster-like voice of impresario dissipates, and in turn a more serious pensiveness surges through dialogic interaction with others. In the narrative structure, Yuri – the reader finds out that she used to be Yasuo’s girlfriend – occupies a pivotal role.73
 She appears in the novel at her early fifties and, like the narrator, shakes off her previous snobbery and aloofness. In turn, Yuri’s proactive engagement with social programs implies her inner growth. Her career history also underscores her maturity, reflecting the Bubble-era generation’s upward mentality.74
 She now manages a public relations office that handles cases of victims suffering from vaccination for cervical cancer. As her conversation with Yasuo progresses, she reveals a plan of joining the social program called “VisionSpring” in South Africa, which supports local areas in need of eyeglasses. Unlike a form of donation, the program trains individuals to acquire skillsets such as eye exams, promotion of sales, and post-sales maintenance of eyewear.75
 Yasuo feels empathy for the program that promotes people’s self-reliance in lieu of a patronizing philanthropic service that could potentially increase the recipients’ dependency on others.76


Yuri’s participation in the program is not a random choice she makes on a whim but a decision inspired by the economic downturn Japan faced after the Bubble. The episode is particularly significant in this post-Bubble novel because her engagement with “VisionSpring” exemplifies what Miura Atsushi calls “the fourth-stage consumption” (dai yon no shōhi) – a mode of altruistic consumption that rationalizes sharing resources and mutual support.77
 Prior to the fourth, the phase of the third consumption occurred during the age of high-consumption society (kōdo shōhi shakai) in the late 1970s through the 1980s. It was a time when consumption meant by and large enhancement of individuality. The prime example of the third consumption was Yuri herself in Somehow, Crystal, who valorized consumption for the sake of enhancing individualism. However, as Miura contends, individualization (koseika) prevalent in the 1980s alienated social 
constituents in the economic hierarchy.78
 In response to the consequence, the notion of the fourth consumption has risen to recuperate communal structures of social life.79
 Encouraging altruism, this socio-economic model centers on caring for other people’s needs and mutual satisfaction. There, the factor that mediates individuals is not limited to material means but extended to intangible knowledge or information sharable among people.80
 The activity of “VisionSpring” perfectly fits into this framework, as it emphasizes the importance of community building mediated by knowledge, skill, and local network. The initiative aims at each community’s autonomy and self-sufficiency in a sustainable way.81
 Such a value of “sharing” underlies the fourth consumption, which departs from conventionally one-directed charity programs. The ultimate goal of this consumption model is not to negate individual resources or abilities; it explores possibilities of redirecting resources from individual possession to communal allocation within collective society.82




Consumption for Ductile Individualism

As we have overviewed, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years constitutes twofold lines of narrative: Yasuo’s vigorous self-consciousness keeps building a cohesive history of his past three decades; on the other hand, a discursive stream of consciousness unfolds random thoughts, sentiments, and sensory experiences. There, occasionally his encyclopedic remarks on geopolitics and social affairs intervene, to add depth and breadth to the textual dimension of the novel. Keeping this digressive pattern of storytelling on hand, the narrator remains attentive to Yuri’s evolution – from an urban college student imbued with fashionable elitism to a mature individual engaging with social programs. In Somehow, Crystal, the author maintains his poker face regarding his relationship with her. Undercutting this sidekick stance, more than three decades later the narrative reveals his affection for Yuri, who repeatedly dodges their rendezvous.83
 To replace with his subtle pain for the unrequited love, the narrative ceaselessly tracks her history and the road to becoming an entrepreneur and philanthropist.

In the first place, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years is a reminiscence of the previous novel as it retains the upper-middle-class consumer culture. Nevertheless, the trajectory of consumption has shifted dramatically, diminishing egocentric and ephemeral pleasure from the scope. Instead, the image of “the fourth consumption” comes forward with such sharable motifs as music and food. In Somehow, Crystal, Yuri’s capricious mood and aesthetic sensibility prevail in her identity. There, all commodities built Yuri’s personal universe par excellence and substituted for her verbal communication with others.84
 Material culture and consumption continue to take on significant weight in Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years; on the other hand, those components enhance not individualism but intersubjective communities that share time, space, and material benefit. A prime example of such arrives when Yasuo is immersed in his thoughts listening to adult-oriented rock (AOR) at the hair salon “Still Waters” in Omotesandō. His mentioning of artists includes Robert Palmer, Adrian Gurvitz, Mark Almond, and 
Tommy LiPuma.85
 This valence of music used to be (in the 1970s and the 1980s) a catalyst that enriches mature conversation by adults.86
 Their music could create a web of communication among his friends and lovers. Today, music has become a tool that divides individuals, due largely to the method of distribution through the Internet.87
 In absence of mature communication, what dominates social life today is “one-directed utterances” (ippō tsūkō no iippanashi) that fatally lacks productive exchanges. But Yasuo sees hope once again. In recent years, AOR has regained people’s attention mainly because hyper-individualism has provoked a collective sense of crisis.88


To a similar extent, refined cuisine in Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years also plays a significant role as a resource for generating mature conversation. There are numerous dining scenes throughout the novel, setting forth a communal space among participants at the table. In Chapter 7, Yasuo, Yuri, and Sanae dine together at the ryōtei (traditional Japanese restaurant) called Daigo located within a Buddhist temple close to the Tokyo Tower. Although situated in an urban center, the venue is secluded from bustling city life. The two-story wooden house has preserved the sophisticated serenity befitting private dining and savoring drinks.89
 The venue serves shōjin ryōri, vegetarian Buddhist cuisine. While the narrative does not detail each dish, it extensively mentions about the wine called La Pace served there:


As read in its name, [this is] an Italian wine prayed for “Pace = Peace.” Every year [This bottle is] dedicated to the Pope by the Cormons Union of wineries in the State of Friuli-Venezia/Giulia, which shares the border with Austria and Slovenia. Don’t be surprised; the golden liquid consists of more than eight hundred grapes contributed from all over the world that are cultivated out of nursery trees and fermented together. Originally, [the state used to be] the territory of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.90




The narrator continues to note the modern history of the region in a digressive manner.91
 While keeping such a ludic element alive, the dining scene reconnects the three members by virtue of the sweet taste of the wine. The shared moment with the wine leads to a conversation about their common experience staying in Johannesburg, South Africa. Yuri has recently returned from Soweto, an urban township where she worked as a volunteer. Sanae used to live there in the 1990s for her husband’s work. For Yasuo, the city influenced his commitment to politics after observing the racial segregation under apartheid in the mid-1980s. Through their familiarity with the city, the narrative invests more than five pages in elaborating on various socio-economic issues the post-apartheid nation has faced. For the narrator, the reality in South Africa is not an insular phenomenon but ubiquitous in the world at large: “This time ‘the class segregation’ called disparity in wealth has become apparent,” even if the segregation based on race and ethnicity has become less explicit.92
 In the end, the narrative deduces the case:


Not only love or economy but also politics and society do always encounter the inquiry as to how they exist and operate, rather than their superficial 
structure. Above all, [this is the case] after the “Change” of the capital letter symbolized the end of the war. It was waited for by the majority of people and now actualized. [After that it is even more true] when people begin to explore diverse improvements [of society at the level of] “the lower case.”93




While these thoughts hover in the narrator’s mind, Sanae leaves the scene, and he is left in the dining room with Yuri. With a nostalgic recollection, they look back to the 1980s when they visited the same Japanese restaurant and observed the garden together. At the end of the chapter, Yuri initiates kissing Yasuo: “[O]ur tongues begin to entwine. Accentuated by the full-bodied maturity fermented in barrel, Vino della Pace and our saliva are blended.”94
 Here again, the Italian wine – an imported item that provokes the image of the festive Bubble Economy – plays literally a catalyst to their dialogue, enhancing intersubjective memory and the current moment they share.

As overviewed thus far, Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years consciously departs from pleasure-seeking individualism and snobbish materialism as celebrated by Somehow, Crystal. By commemorating Yuri and Yasuo’s actions from the early 1980s through the mid-2010s, the novel explicitly refutes egocentrism permeating all levels of social, economic, and individual life. Simultaneously, the novel unfolds its narrative as a retrospective Bildungsroman, through which the protagonists open their eyes to a new social framework of “public-interest capitalism” (kōeki shihonshugi). The concept opposes the capitalist logic that disregards “the values not accountable by number in financial market” and excludes concerns about human relations, culture, and traditions.95
 In his reflection, Yasuo elaborates the notion further – it should not negate the presence of individuals but entails “ductile individualism” (shinayakana kojinshugi) and the potential of building “an enriched and matured society of adults” (yutakade seijyukushita otona no shakai).96
 To the same extent, he touches upon Japanese language to depict the sensibility of his generation. What characterizes the generation of those in their twenties or early thirties in the 1980s is not politico-ideological “hunger,” unlike those of the previous decades. In lieu of a political sense of urgency, his “affluent generation” (yutakana sedai) has felt a constant and subtle “thirst.”97
 Ultimately, the narrative implies that such subtlety can be insinuated by “the unobtrusive subjectivity” (hikaeme na shutaisei) without overly stressing self-importance by enunciations of the subject, “I” (watashi).98
 The commodities enjoyed by ductile individuals are neither gaudy nor loud but bear sensitive subtleties. Akin to the matured protagonists, what money can buy also tacitly contribute to the narrator’s own maturity, long after the age of the Bubble Economy.
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3 The Age of FestivityWomen’s Ambition for Wealth and Consumption of Luxury


DOI: 10.4324/9781003298250-4


Since around the 2010s, the 1980s has become the subject of public attention because the epoch stirs a collective sense of nostalgia in present-day Japan, a nation whose golden age of economic prosperity has passed with the collapsed Bubble Economy. As the previous chapters discussed, Japanese society at the time aspired to “enrich individuals” after going through the postwar decades of collective rebuilding.1
 In a sense, the Bubble Economy itself symbolized the trajectory of the national aspiration, although it drove the speculative investments into the apocalyptic finale. The economic phase lasted only for a span of five or six years. Precisely because of its briefness and precariousness, instead of upfront criticism, both mass media and individuals have portrayed the Bubble years with a sense of nostalgia. What commemorates the epoch is often summed up by opulent material life: Italian supercars like Ferrari and Lamborghini, endless nightlife at bars and discos, cocktails of Dom Pérignon Champaign and Romanée-Conti wine, vacations at ski and beach resorts, and rampant emergence of theme parks, to name a few. Within the flippant cultural landscape of the Bubble, “enrichment” of individuals was not a euphemism but meant literally empowering and inspiring individuals by what money could buy. Then, the nationwide yearning for the economic phase has not disappeared but seems perennially returning with the IT bubble in the late 1990s and the national bond bubble (kokusai baburu) in the 2020s.

The euphoric nostalgia is prominent in mass media as well. Comedienne Hirano Nora (1978–) has restaged the typical Bubble fashion with her long permed hair and vivid body-con (i.e., skintight) dress. Singer Oginome Yōko (1968–) has continued to perform on TV her signature Bubble song “Dancing Hero,” which was released in 1985. A high school dancing team in Osaka reinvented the style in 2017 under the name of “Bubbly Dance,” featuring Oginome’s song.2
 These recurring phenomena attest to the inter-generational interests in the Bubble culture that is undoubtedly flashy but fondly remembered by the mass audience. It is intriguing that the reawakened memory has brought women into the spotlight as if they heralded an exuberant age of festivity. This reminds us of a truth of the Bubble Economy: those who participated in the investment game and consumption were not exclusively men. As critic and marketing expert Ushikubo Megumi claims, women made significant contributions to the thriving economy and 
deserve the honored title of “Japan’s asset” (“Nihon no shisan”).3
 They are literally assets, and that is not only because they constitute a hardworking population. Most importantly, the Bubble-phase women (those who were in their twenties and thirties during the Bubble years) were highly proactive and daring consumers. Flamboyant social venues like high-end city hotels, restaurants, or discos could not have sustained their businesses without their upscale female clientele.

There is no question that the surplus income from capital gains boosted exuberant Bubble-phase consumption. Like today, the Bubble-era money game involved not only banks and non-bank money suppliers but also professional stock agents as well as individual/amateur investors (kojin tōshika). The latter could be anyone, including corporate executives, small business owners, corporate employees, housewives, students, retired people with disposable resources, etc. Behind the ostensible financial operations, high returns were also produced by illegal lending practices and fearless investments such as insider trading.4
 Side by side with stock companies, the driving forces of this financial euphoria were banks and other financial institutions that could instigate the public passion for speculative investments. In order to increase their own assets, banks lent money to almost any client, even jiageya (robber barons of land) and antisocial yakuza members.5
 Similar to that of loan sharks, the lending methods by banks escalated to the level of “oshigashi” (imposed lending), a threat to borrowers not to finance them any longer unless they accepted the proposed loan. Consequently, small businesses were forced to make unnecessary capital investments, and the accumulation of these turned out to be lethal to their businesses soon after the Bubble collapsed.6


Alongside, there were also audacious individuals who took advantage of aggressive lenders. One of the most notorious cases was that of Onoue Nui (1930–2014?), who was the proprietress of the ryōtei (Japanese-style restaurant) Ekawa located in central Osaka. The woman was also known by the sobriquet, “the Genius of Kitahama” (Kitahama no tensai) or “The Empress of the Bubble” (Baburu no jotei),7
 a charismatic speculator who could predict bonanzas through her inspiration and fortune-telling.8
 During the Bubble years, banks repeatedly financed her with tremendous amounts unusual for individual borrowers. Once she earned capital gains that amounted to 100 million dollars (100 oku yen) out of an investment of 600 billion dollars (6,000 oku yen).9
 Despite the profits she made, toward the end of the Bubble, her debt increased dramatically. To escape her financial predicament, she forged certificates of her saving accounts, which amounted to 400 billion and 210 million dollars (4,210 oku yen), in collaboration with Tōyō Shin’yō Kinko (Eastern Credit Bank) and Kizu Shinyō Kinko (Kizu Credit Bank), respectively. Using those certificates as collateral for other banks, she stole securities of about 1 billion and 790 million dollars (1,790 oku yen) by replacing them. While the fraud led to her arrest in 1991, the amount of funds Onoue received on the accounts reached an astonishing 20 trillion and 7,000 million dollars (2 nichō 7,000 oku yen), respectively.10
 As a result, Tōyō Shin’yō Kinko was bankrupted, and a major bank Nihon Kōgyō Ginkō (Japan Industrial Bank) was forced to merge with Dai’ichi Kangyō Ginkō (The First Bank of Industrial Promotion). By the unwise practice of lending to the woman 
who was actually an amateur investor, those banks and financial institutions lost public trust and their own assets. Nevertheless, the most deceitful figures are not only unethical banks but also amateur investors like Onoue who wagered money with a tremendous degree of leverage.11
 In pursuit of fictitious money, audacious squandering was perhaps both their motivation and goal, in order to savor the thrill and pleasure of being on the verge of catastrophe.12
 The Bubble was obviously not anticipated to last forever; therefore, partly the sense of urgency agitated those radical investors to step beyond boundaries and explore their terra incognita.

Within the economic conditions that made large amounts of disposable money available, capital gains were reinvested toward further acquisition of resources or luxury items beyond basic subsistence. The dynamic flow of money benefited a wide range of businesses, primarily leisure-related entertainment, fashion retail, and tourism industries. What became instrumental to the thriving economy in these fields was in large part binary gender dynamics: a male patronage for their female partners like wives, girlfriends, lovers, or mistresses, as well as bar and club hostesses. From women’s viewpoints, the abundant Bubble money meant an opportunity for social climbing and access to wealth. Being aware of this implicit socio-economic order, women of ambition, especially those with youth and physical beauty, wielded these assets to gain access to men’s money. These opportunities abounded and were open to any individual to various degrees. Depending on their market value as determined by age, appearance, upbringing, education, occupation, and other factors, women could gain access to wealth either by themselves or by secondhand through a male partner’s support. They needed to come to terms with this harsh or advantageous reality and act accordingly, especially since Japanese society openly embraced the idea that women’s “market value” drastically dropped after they reach 25 years old.13
 In any case, thanks to multiple possibilities to access resources, innumerable women in Bubble-phase Japan were affluent and active consumers. Simultaneously, they proactively commodified themselves (or their bodies, to put it blatantly) for male consumption. Such male–female relationships, however, cannot be subsumed in limited monetary terms. Ultimately, their partnerships were conditioned by certain power relations and other interpersonal dynamics.


The Age of Akko-chan – A Gossip-Laden Enchantress in Bubble Tokyo


One of the most representative texts that illustrates the Bubble-phase gender dynamics is Akkochan no jidai [The Age of Akko-chan]14
 (2005) by Hayashi Mariko (1954–). It is the third novel of her series dubbed “The Bubble Trilogy,” which was published nearly a decade after Fukigen’na kajitsu [Grumpy Fruits] (1996) and Rosuto Wārudo [The Lost World] (1996). The Age of Akko-chan is a semi-nonfictional novel based on actual individuals who were subject to scandalous media coverage for their infamous extramarital affairs, love triangles, and flamboyant lifestyles. They were iconic Bubble celebrities who displayed the typical mentality of the epoch – excessively audacious, optimistic, and careless 
personalities compared with a societal standard of decency – at its best. In the narrative framework of an interview with a female writer Akiyama Satoko (a fictional writer; the author Hayashi’s alter ego), the 40-year-old heroine Igarashi Atsuko (Akko) chronicles the past 20 years since 1984, when she was a 19-year-old student. Growing up with her mother and rigorous stepfather, Atsuko was a beautiful girl who turned heads and was often recruited by modeling agencies. While frequenting the fashionable quarters of Roppogi and Nishiazabu, she happens to become acquainted with Inoue Kuniko, the mother of her acquaintance at college. As the skilled owner of an exclusive nightclub in Ginza, Kuniko is a mistress of Hayakawa Sakichi, the man known throughout Japan as “the Emperor of Robber Barons for Land” (jiage no teiō).15
 In his fifties, Hayakawa, the president of Hayakawa Kōsan Co., is the quintessence of the Bubble parvenu (narikin); he is actually a bumpkin from Yamagata prefecture who completed only the compulsory level of education and dropped out in middle school.16
 He settled in Tokyo at the age of 15 and became a self-made billionaire by his real estate business that made his fortune through the acquisition of the Western Shinjuku area.17
 A gossip magazine18
 reports that this celebrity enjoys his life in the lap of luxury: living in a three-story house of 300 tsubo (approximately 0.24 acres, extremely large by Tokyo standards) in the prestigious neighborhood of Seijō and keeping six mistresses as well as more than 150 racehorses. Alone among Hayakawa’s women, Kuniko, who is dubbed a predator-like “mantis mama,” lives with him, but Hayakawa falls head over heels in love with Atsuko as soon as he meets her.19
 His confession of love initially startles her, given their age difference and his position as the stepfather of her acquaintance. Since Atsuko is simply a college student and is unfamiliar with the bar and club business, she first hesitates to associate with Hayakawa. Eventually, though, her curiosity gets the better of her and she decides to date him because he is “the oldest, the richest, and the most intriguing villain she has ever associated with,” and so she expects that “something exciting would happen.”20
 By now, she is well aware of her beauty and youth that are well worth monetary gain. Plus, unlike Kuniko who has been in the nightlife business, being an amateur is a wiser choice, as it maintains her higher value as a woman.21


Shortly after, Atsuko’s expectation is well satisfied by Hayakawa’s generosity as the nouveau riche who daringly squanders a large amount of money on her outright pleasure. As soon as she accepts his love, Hayakawa tries to order a bottle of Dom Pérignon Rosé (the most popular and iconic high-end Champagne during the Bubble years) at a Chinese restaurant, but it is not on their wine list. He then takes her to an expensive suite at Akasaka Prince Hotel, a landmark of the Bubble splendor but a mediocre choice following the trend. In the hotel’s French restaurant, they finally toast with Dom Pérignon. Telling Atsuko in his rough Yamagata dialect to “[o]rder anything, drink anything, and ask for whatever the most expensive,” he encourages her to choose another wine. The scene triggers the sommelier’s sneer, but she happily picks another expensive bottle from Château Margaux.
22
 To prepare for the first night with him, Atsuko wears a sexy white dress Hayakawa purchased for her, designed by Azzedine Alaïa, a Tunisian-born couturier who introduced his signature style of bodikon (“body 
conscious”) dresses, skintight and often bandage-style – another iconic item of the 1980s fashion scene.23
 (Figures 3.1 and 3.2). Shortly after that night, they begin to live together in a condominium located in the exorbitant Jingū Gaien area. Furthermore, as a token of celebration, Hayakawa purchases for her a Swiss-made Chopard’s women’s watch priced at more than US $50,000 (500 man yen)24
.


[image: Akasaka Prince Hotel represents the Bubble-era life of opulence.]

Figure 3.1
 The illumination of Akasaka Prince Hotel New Annex (shinkan) during the Christmas season. During the Bubble years, the hotel was fully booked several months before Christmas. Due to its aged condition, the hotel was closed and demolished in 2011.




[image: Alaïa was considered the harbinger of skintight femine style in 1980s Bubble Japan.]

Figure 3.2
 An example of bodikon (body-conscious) mini-dress designed by Azzedine Alaïa (1935–2017), Paris, 1985. The photography is provided by Victoria and Albert Museum, United Kingdom.



Whereas Atsuko enjoys a momentary life of luxury, before long she begins to question her “value” of being Hayakawa’s lover, as their intimacy becomes routine. Observing the other women around her who enjoy their exquisite material life, she faces the reality that her man, although known as a prominent billionaire, is frugal and possessive of her. From his perspective, Atsuko should not be as greedy as Kuniko, who has sued him for not fulfilling his promise of marriage and demanding US$ 750 million (750 oku yen).25
 In contrast to the trophy items (senrihin) the other women have gained, the luxury goods Atsuko receives from Hayakawa have not impressed her enough in terms of quality and quantity. In 
particular, during the Bubble years, being the lover of a much older and rich man has become commonplace for many women. But those other men out there are far more desperate to please their young lovers: “At Chanel boutique in the Imperial Hotel, popular items are always out of stock; that is why girls are diligent at making ‘shopping trips’ to New York or Paris (with the men who sponsor their purchases).”26
 Similarly, her friend, who is a not-so-successful model, stayed at a first-rate ryokan (traditional Japanese inn) and enjoyed the time at a teahouse (ochaya, an establishment where guests are entertained by geisha) as well as at an expensive ryōtei (Japanese-style restaurant) with her older lover. Their luxurious but old-fashioned trip became “nettlesome,” so they moved to the Osaka Royal Hotel where there are numerous foreign boutiques lined up. They spent about US$ 40,000 (400 man yen) on a shopping spree there.27
 Such sumptuous and whimsical spending is not foreign to the Bubble shoppers, as the third-person narrative describes:


In today’s Japan, money seems endlessly welling up from the land. Even ordinary salaried workers possess a lot of surplus money that can be wagered for money game. The other day when the stock of NTT (Nippon Telephone and Telegraph) was on the market for the first time, the frenzy it whipped up was unprecedented. Since everyone rushed to buy the stock, the initial price around 200,000 yen (about US$2,000) and did not settle the trade on the first day but finally the second day stopped at the maximum limit of 1,600,000 Yen (US$16,000). Two weeks later then, the price went up to 2,400,000 yen (US$24,000). If you frequently use your brain and body a little, even an ordinary person can get a large sum of money.28




Under this economic environment, Atsuko feels that she should expect far more lucrative affiliations with wealthy men, instead of staying stuck with one stingy man who is far older than her. Once Hayakawa begins to restrain her active nightlife, his intervention quickly leads to the end of their relationship. Breaking up with him is not difficult for Atsuko because she has viewed their relationship as nothing but an unfair, bad deal for her: “I am losing a profit. I want to remind myself over and over again. I am suffering from a loss. I picked a short straw.”29


Atsuko’s remorse represents the mentality typical of Bubble-era women who were highly conscious of their “youth and beauty” as a value-laden commodity.30
 Soon after the breakup with Hayakawa, Atsuko happens to meet Igarashi Hideo, the owner of Chianti, a renowned Italian restaurant in the Nishiazabu district.31
 Far from the coarse bumpkin Hayakawa, Igarashi is a well-educated, urban snob who professes his dual expertise as a producer of music and commercial space (“kūkan purodūsā”). Growing up as the son of Chianti’s founders, he is not only a connoisseur of American and European cultures but also well connected to Tokyo’s contemporary cultural scene. As soon as he meets Atsuko for the first time, he becomes smitten with her, although he is already married to a famous actress. When Atsuko meets him after spending more than a year with Hayakawa, she is now keenly aware that she should not waste her youth as a valuable property for 
another married man, so she declares to Igarashi that she would date him only for one year.32


Atsuko remains pragmatic and does not emotionally invest herself. And yet she finds her liaison with Igarashi highly beneficial to her. Unlike the frugal Hayakawa, who kept dodging her requests for luxurious trips or gifts, Igarashi is generous and takes her to Paris on a first-class Japan Airlines flight and reserves a room at the five-star Hotel Plaza Athénée Paris. In the city, he buys her a black velvet jacket and skirt at Yves Saint-Laurent for luxury dinner, a dress by Jean-Louis Scherrer to wear at a casino, and a sweater and pants by Krizia to visit Deauville.33
 He dines with her at Lucas Cartons, a Michelin’s three-star venue known for nouvelle cuisine.34
 Sprinkling sophisticated luxury on Atsuko, Igarashi instills cultural literacy that opens her eyes to a new horizon of material experience. However, Igarashi is not a nouveau riche who just shows off his cash. He intends to offer his erudition to Atsuko through the style of French bourgeoisies, stressing extra-material values present in the brand items and social scenes. In the entire novel, Igarashi is diametrically opposed to the other money-driven characters and clearly represents an antithesis to the majority of Bubble consumers who are blindly voracious. The third-person narrative expresses his contempt thus:


Paris is filled with Japanese tourists. They are either middle-aged men or women wearing golf clothes and waist pouch, or wearing jeans and holding a copy of Chikyū no arukikata [How to Become a Globetrotter] (a popular tourist guidebook). Seemingly, both types of tourists have plenty of money, and they dare to enter classy brand shops with unconcerned attitudes. Then, they fumble merchandise and provoke shop clerks’ explicit annoyance on their face.35




In addition, Igarashi expresses his scorn for the scene at Louis Vuitton shops. Since the brand’s bags are often sold out to Japanese tourists, the shops limit the number of those who can enter, treating them like hungry dogs.36
 The Japanese tourists with their lack of self-awareness in the foreign country frustrate Igarashi and so that motivates him to educate Atsuko. At a boutique, speaking fluent French, he ensures that she understands the importance of communication and respect for the shop clerks’ professionalism.37
 Also at the dinner table, he meticulously explains the menu to her, suggesting a seasonal specialty like gibier (wild game) and asking for a recommendation from the sommelier.38
 After the sojourn in Paris, Igarashi introduces Atsuko to his friend Tabata, who owns a private jet and a number of hotels in Italy. Thanks to him, she steps into another realm of luxury in Florence, where an Art Deco hotel and jeweler Mario Buccellati deeply fascinate her. The list of opulence goes on.

The two radically different men – a parvenu robber baron and a sophisticated womanizer –guide her to materially unique Bubble experiences. Alongside these two men, Atsuko meets Andō Takashi, an alumnus of Keiō University who works for a foreign stock company. He is an “ordinary salaryman (white-collar corporate employee)” but well-bred and earns “an incredible amount of income by Japanese 
standards.”39
 Even though his financial assets are not comparable with those of Hayakawa and Igarashi, Atsuko finds his profile and personality congenial to her since he is a single man of her age. However, despite her plan of staying with Andō, Igarashi impregnates her and ends up marrying her.

Toward the end of The Age of Akko-chan, the story jumps to nearly 20 years later when Atsuko is 40 years old (in the mid-2000s). She and Igarashi have lived separately for four years without legally filing for divorce. Japan has been suffering from a long period of recession, and so many previously lucrative businesses, except those of information technology, are nearly extinguished. Even in the current conditions of economy, Atsuko, whose beauty has not yet faded, “has achieved a return” to the flamboyant social scene.40
 One night she meets Horiuchi, the owner of an IT company. Like Hayakawa and Igarashi, Horiuchi is married with four children. Despite this, he woos Atsuko even though she is still legally married to Igarashi. She accepts him, and as a result obtains a new condominium in the stylish Aoyama district, along with an exquisite ring from luxury jeweler Van Cleef and Arpels.41
 In sum, even after 20 long years, Atsuko is still the beguiling enchantress. Her continuous success suggests that the same gender dynamics has never ceased after the collapse of the Bubble Economy:


The men who possess money and power seek beautiful women as if they are in need of air or water. Accepting this is a duty of young and beautiful women. True, I have been only fulfilling this duty, haven’t I? […] We enjoy the delightful time that can be savored only by privileged ones. We spend the far more intense time than those available to ordinary people.42




Atsuko’s mindset hyperbolically epitomizes the effects of the Bubble Economy on Japanese women, particularly the social butterflies who are confident of their physical appearance. In Ushikubo’s analysis, the generation of college students in the late 1980s is the foremost age group that enjoyed Bubble affluence.43
 Since they savored the peak time of the Bubble, those women tend to remain energetic and never renounce their “unfounded confidence” (konkyo naki jishin) but keep on transmitting a powerful aura.44
 Atsuko belongs to this age group and shares these mental traits. Fueled by the upward economic conditions, the late 1980s encouraged women’s participation in the labor market as well. Notably, the Equal Opportunity Employment Act of 1986 provided a tailwind to increase women’s incomes from labor. Compared with other generations before and after the Bubble, their disposable income is significantly higher than the other age groups. This also contributes to their confidence and being “the winner in consumption.”45
 Since their generational privilege was vigorous, even today their desire for consumption has not shrunk. For Japan, which needed to increase domestic consumption, women of this age group were (and still are) literally the messiah.

Modeled on a real woman whose name is Kawazoe Akiko,46
 the heroine “Akko” is a legendary figure due precisely to her physical beauty and persona as a charismatic enchantress. Conservative society frowned upon her and her lovers for their lack of standard morality. On the other hand, the epochal social climate 
praised Akko for her libidinal pursuit of human instincts. For many individuals true to themselves, the Bubble Economy was nothing but grace, one of the rare moments of national history when unrestrained exuberance was viable. After the postwar decades of frugality and hard labor, Japanese individuals like Akko, Hayakawa, and Igarashi unabashedly unleashed their desires. They clearly knew what they wanted, and it was not available at conventional department stores, as the commercial copy of Seibu Department Store endeavored to awaken the Japanese desires of mass consumers.47
 But there were individuals like them in the novel who were cognizant of the fact that they could not obtain what they wanted within the framework of moral standards and material limits. What they realized was “the [image of] reckless youth” that had been suppressed by the previous decades of high growth.48



Hayashi Mariko and the 1980s Urban Female Population in Upward Mobility

For more than three decades since the 1980s, the author of The Age of Akko-chan, Hayashi Mariko, has been not only one of the most active and productive novelist/essayists but also a celebrity in Japan’s literary circles.49
 It is useful here to overview her impact on Japan’s Bubble years and her commercially successful work. Through fiction and nonfiction, Hayashi has portrayed the realities of consumer culture and disseminated commentaries on present-day Japan. Despite her upbringing in the rural region of Yamanashi, she successfully climbed the social ladder of the 1980s. She has enjoyed the privileges of urban life in such areas as Minami Aoyma and Azabu, the epicenter of fashion trends in Tokyo.50
 Known as the renowned Naoki Prize winner,51
 Hayashi’s numerous works have been influential among young and middle-aged readers alike. Her debut collection of essays, Run run o katte ouchi ni kaerō [Let’s Go Home after Buying Happy Moods] (1982), which sold 400,000 copies,52
 exemplifies her vision as a female worker and consumer who enjoys the 1980s’ material life within intricate human dynamics in Tokyo. As the title marked by the Japanese onomatopoeia run run (pronounced “loon loon” and meaning “buoyant” or “ebullient”) suggests, the tone of the narrative is lighthearted and uplifting, centering on everyday experiences of the author/narrator, who is a single woman in her late twenties. The first-person narrative depicts her as an unpopular woman who feels complex about her slight obesity. She has spent her years in Tokyo with neither boyfriend nor husband, not even a prospect of marriage; even with these socioculturally stigmatic conditions, her talent as a writer and her perseverance for work have begun to shine in her life. In the early 1980s when the majority of women married in their mid-twenties and left the workforce to raise children, the protagonist Hayashi stood out from the crowds as an “underdog” – the harshly popular term employed by the essayist Sakai Junko that refers to single women over 30 with solid jobs and income but without a spouse or children.53


Although the narrator’s profile is disadvantageous in 1980s Japan, she remains energetic with her unswerving ambition for winning “money, status, and honor.”54
 
Having already succeeded in the field of commercial copywriting, she has enjoyed an affluent life laden with brand goods, expensive restaurant meals, and overseas travels.55
 She claims that her financial security allows her to be socially confident and wards off shyness or hesitation in exclusive nightclubs and hotel bars.56
 Fully understanding the importance of modesty in Japanese society, she dares to express her ecstasy at being rich and famous in the ostentatious field of commercial advertising.57
 She understands that her success owes much to the epochal climate. In the past decades, social success was promised only to privileged individuals, but now it is not difficult for capable people to ride the upward mobility of the economy. The time when society was divided by invisible boundaries has gone, and now money and fame are easy to reach. All the possibilities ahead are open to everyone and thus stimulate her ambition.58
 This sense of egalitarian social ambience is not a trivial matter for individuals who decide to relocate to Tokyo from their countryside hometown. Hayashi is originally from Yamanashi, a landlocked prefecture located southwest of Tokyo. After graduating from Nihon University in Tokyo, she began to apprentice at a small advertising agency. Often portraying herself as an unpopular young woman (before her marriage at 36 years, considerably late by the standards of late twentieth-century Japan), Hayashi strategically utilizes her miserable past in writing. Her experiences, such as working as a cook for a periodical company and receiving more than 40 rejections during her job search, are materialized as a pretext that bars her from being attacked by her readers. With the dual backbone of misery and success, her rendition of ambition is coupled with occasional utterances of envy, jealousy, and an inferiority complex (higami, netami, sonemi) as her inner truth (hon’ne).59
 This range of negative sentiments grounds her vitality and productivity60
 and keeps fueling her passion for climbing the social ladder to attain the status of celebrity writer.

Likewise, in the essay “Yūetsukan no sīsō de onna no yūjō wa yurerunoda” [The Sense of Superiority Oscillates Female Friendships] included in Let’s Go Home after Buying Happy Moods, Hayashi does not hold back in stating her true sentiments: “Being hated by others makes me feel really good.”61
 The line can be read as a lighthearted provocation, a chiasmic self-affirmation that complements her self-degrading pity for her past and physical unattractiveness. She has secured an invincible position as a writer after formative years of hardship, and that confidence allows her to make a claim from a new vantage point: “I want to provoke people’s envy [of me]. I want to be envied by people as much as being hated.”62
 This radical confession concludes with a daring claim: “In my dictionary there is no word as rival,” but [I would rather] choose to “envy or hate” or “ignore [the person].”63


Insofar as the face value of her voice is concerned, Hayashi appears to be extremely arrogant, fearless, and reckless. Nevertheless, she has achieved stardom primarily because of her radical voice with honesty. Hayashi exaggerates her views, but one way or the other, her voice well represents the mainstream subjectivity of women in 1980s Japan and onward. As the phrase run run illustrates the upbeat mindset, the decade, especially for young women of the time, was filled with a continuously positive sense of adventure, excitement, and gratification. 
Certainly, such collective consciousness of the epoch stemmed from the thriving economy. Even after the end of the Bubble Economy, the generational temperament of uplifted feelings has well survived until today. In particular, the demographics of this female age group correspond to what Ushikubo calls “women of the Bubble” (baburu on’na), whose energy and optimism continue to fuel consumer trends in the twenty-first century.64
 Even during the Lost Decades when Japan was in stagnant recession, the women of the Bubble tended to spend money on what made them feel good, as if carrying over the legacy of Somehow, Crystal. Those women have sought quality rather than quantity, which they can use for life (isshō mono), as exemplified by their high-end choice of French-made Le Creuset and German-made Fissler cookware.65
 When they go out shopping, the women of this generation actively choose shops that boast “non-quotidian space” (hi-nichijō kūkan) accentuated by refined background music and hospitable shop clerks.66
 Their lavish investment is made not only in clothes and accessories but also in their physical experiences as well. They do not hesitate to spend extra hundreds of dollars on luxurious sports clubs and culturally erudite activities, including but not limited to horseback riding, traditional tea ceremonies, theatrical arts, foreign language lessons, and wine tasting. Their motivation is constantly fueled by the desire for “achieving self-evolution” (shinka shitai) and “meeting things genuine” (honmono to deaitai).67
 These collective ambitions are not prevalent in other generations, but were definitely cultivated among the specific age group during the Bubble years.

In summary, the Bubble Economy was the momentum for Japanese women of middle- and high-middle class to elevate their social status primarily as active and ambitious consumers, if not always productive laborers. In the late 1980s through the early 1990s, the division of gender roles tended to be much clearer than today. Generally, the social expectation was that men worked outside home to earn income, and women raised children while managing the household. Despite the thriving economy and increased revenue in private corporations and other sectors, women’s major role remained auxiliary, covering such menial work as answering phones, greeting clients, serving tea, making photocopies, cleaning ashtrays, etc. Even large companies hired women, expecting them to be “office flowers” (shokuba no hana), and men dated those attractive women, hoping to decorate their car with them as “passenger-seat flowers” (joshuseki no hana).68
 Accordingly, most women’s utmost goal was to leave their jobs as early as possible by marrying so-called 3-kō otoko (men with three high attributes: height, a high academic profile, and a high salary).69
 Some women succeeded, while others stayed in their workplaces as senior “salaried women” until retirement. In any case, women of that generation have lived with an acute sense of competition and rivalry against others. At the least, it is fair to estimate that such a survival instinct was closely related to the tirelessness of the Bubble women who are laden with “confidence without any decisive reason” (konkyonaki jishin).70
 The epochal social conditions have seriously affected the psyche and behavior of the other age groups as well. At least, it is understandable that the generation of those who entered the labor market after the Bubble Economy has displayed defensive attitudes toward 
consumption and preference for saving money.71
 Unlike their repressiveness and self-restrained mindset, coupled with their reluctance for consumption in general, the Bubble generation has not entirely renounced but rather continued to embrace the mentality of “bandwagon” and “conspicuous” consumption.72
 The tendency is ultimately not gender-specific but common among the age group in general. Whereas the post-Bubble labor market faced numerous issues such as the revision of lifetime employment, pension, and seniority system, the Bubble generation has not been significantly affected by these negative changes.73
 Partly due to these changing work environments, consumption of non-essential luxury items declined rapidly across generations shortly after the end of the Bubble phase. Consequently, Japan in the past few decades has needed to reflect on the “excessive and radical consumption” of human labor itself.74
 The harsh working conditions have caused an inevitable decline in domestic consumption, time for leisure, and eventually the birthrate. In the downward national currents overall, the notable phenomenon is that the Bubble women have not slowed down but rekindled their passion for enriching and rejuvenating their life through consumption of tangible and intangible commodities. Their unwavering desire can be likened to Nietzsche’s notion of eternal recurrence – the world governed by time repeats itself through an eternal cycle, although the existing energy is not infinite but renewed by the repetition of cycles.75
 Likewise, Bubble women’s energy, without ever being extinguished, has returned repeatedly and contributed to the recovery of consumption in Japan even after the Lost Decades (1992–2012).
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4 An Irony of the Bubble MoneyLavish Consumption and Patriarchy in Spleen
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As illustrated in Chapter 3, the Bubble money produced out of speculative investments and increased incomes became a driving force for the rapid emergence of affluent individuals across the national demographics. Along with this, the increased value of the Japanese currency expanded the purchasing potential of consumers and changed their perception of disposable money and material ambition. In particular, the Bubble Economy transformed Japanese women into not only avid consumers but also successful business owners, entrepreneurs, and daring investors themselves. Furthermore, such social dynamics made possible by economic conditions empowered women in multiple directions. Physically beautiful young women took advantage of their assets and used themselves as lucrative commodities for affluent men. Individuals like Kawazoe Akiko (the real woman on whom Igarashi Atsuko in The Age of Akko-chan was based), despite public scandals, enjoyed years of material opulence and flamboyant urban life thanks to their nouveau riche patrons and lovers, who were often known as “baburu shinshi” (Bubble gentlemen). Even women of less physical privilege like writer/copywriter Hayashi Mariko could successfully climb the social ladder, thanks to the economic conditions and mass media demands that worked in their favor. The large private corporations that were her advertising clients had sumptuous budgets, and Hayashi herself wisely utilized her talent of assessing epochal needs and became a pioneer for commercial essayists. While these successful images of female socialites in mass media are undeniable realities of 1980s Japan, it was still a time when the majority of women held auxiliary positions in their workplaces and households as either part-time laborers or full-time housewives. Behind the facade of spectacular media coverage, in reality the euphoric economy did not infiltrate actual workplaces to advance women’s social position at large. Therefore, wealth and social success were still privileges reserved mostly for men. In other words, the Bubble Economy primarily benefitted the male population across a variety of businesses, financial entities, investment firms, and mercantile activities including semi-criminal extortive acquisition of land and property. As breadwinners, it was mostly men who provided their households with financial support.

During the Bubble phase, there was a large portion of superfluous money left in people’s pockets. This extra income was spent on leisure if it was not saved or reinvested. This category of money was not just extra resources for luxurious 
commodities to elevate people’s material experiences. Semantically considered, this extra money was significant because it could attract people to a new, unknown field of experiences beyond their households. Those who possessed extra income from multiple streams were affluent business owners, corporate executives, investors, inheritors of fortunes, and so on. One of the most prominent usages of their disposable income was for “socialization” with female partners outside of marriage. Of course, extramarital affairs were nothing new in the 1980s; however, the Bubble Economy became a driving force for Japanese individuals to explore male–female relationships outside of legal conjugality. In Japanese terms, such a partnership is called furin (adultery; literally anti-ethical engagement). As the word suggests, it is a form of relationship frowned upon by the conventional value system of Japan, an East Asian country influenced by the Confucian tradition. The ironic truth is that, because the social code considers it a taboo, furin entices individuals to break moral prohibition. The ubiquity of adulterous relationships during the Bubble phase allowed men to assume highly defiant attitudes. The most well-known statement of such can harken back to popular actor Ishida Jun’ichi’s famous dictum, “furin wa bunka” (“Adultery is [our] culture”).1


Among relationships considered furin, one of the most common patterns was (and to some extent, still is) a liaison between an affluent older man and a much younger woman. In the context of the Bubble phase, the male role in furin was close to that of the North American notion of the “sugar daddy,” but what sustained their relationship was not limited to an exchange of sex to money. It could involve strong emotional ties and solid bonds over the long term. In any case, the supplementary money enabled men to seek illicit affairs actively and, of course, discreetly. Such an alternative life outside marriage or serious relationships was in most cases nothing but a casual form of leisure that survived for a short period. Therefore, the pervasive phenomena of furin did not jeopardize the patriarchal role of Japanese males but ironically reinforced their breadwinner position in the household. This is to suggest that by making a sufficient contribution to household, men could tacitly establish their privilege of enjoying a sexual life with someone outside their legal limit. At the peak phase of the Bubble Economy, Japanese male corporate workers and business owners worked until late in the evening, often close to midnight. Also, given their habit of socializing with their colleagues or business partners after work at bars or restaurants, they could easily come up with excuses and escape their wives’ suspicions.2


An asymmetric gender dynamic was another reality of economic euphoria. Even though the patriarchal authority of men did not decline, their economic power did not necessarily guarantee male superiority in individual relationships. Regarding the phenomenon, there are a number of terminologies that refer to subjugated male positions vis-à-vis women. For example, younger and less experienced men opted for taking up a role known as “asshī-kun” (provider of transportation; “kun” is a diminutive usually attached to a boy’s name) or “messhī-kun” (provider of meals), as well as “mitsugu-kun” (the man who gives gifts or money to a woman or women).3
 These terms are clearly derogatory, poking fun at men who voluntarily provide for women’s necessities or those who are demoted to a semi-servile 
position under female control. What those men provide to women (either upon request or in response to an implicit demand) include but are not limited to rides (in makes and models of cars that please women), pricey restaurant meals, and gifts – popular gift items used to be Tiffany & Co.’s Open Heart necklaces, Hermès’s silk scarves, and Cartier’s Trinity Rings, among others. These were typically given from men to women on special occasions like birthdays and Christmas.4
 Men play these giver’s roles not simply for the sake of flattering women, but with a clear goal in mind. They expected from women a serious sign of courtship, or casually pursued a temporary sexual liaison.5
 The dynamics of these male–female interactions involved largely playful elements, and women often used to take men’s favors for granted without any prospect of becoming their serious partner. Or, to gauge men’s seriousness, women observed the level of favor or gift given to them as an index while dating. With the array of asshī-kun, messhī-kun, and mitsugu-kun, some women enjoyed their psychologically dominant position, but this did not affect the patriarchal superstructure of Japanese society in general. The halfway committed but fleeting relationships were results of surplus money that men could spend freely. Here, those men included not only business owners of various sizes but also so-called salarymen, white-collar corporate employees who were in reality living from paycheck to paycheck. Regardless of their income sources, engaging with investments and holding another stream of income were becoming standard practices for financially keen individuals. Then, the question here is the actual effect of superfluous money on heterosexual relationships. Insofar as the outcome was doubtful or unsuccessful, male investments were entropic and evaporated, literally like bubbles. Presuming males as the primary provider, this chapter examines the effect of Bubble money on their behavior and psychology in transient affairs.


Investments on Precarious Return – Murakami Ryū’s Tennis Boy’s Spleen

Published shortly before the advent of the Bubble Economy, Murakami Ryū’s novel, Tenisu bōi no yūutsu [Tennis Boy’s Spleen] (1985), offered a nuanced prediction regarding the economic effects on the male psyche. Through a lighthearted tone of erotic comedy, the novel portrays the male protagonist’s pursuit of extramarital affairs and identity crises. His tireless investments in women bring him bliss and excitement. Yet, all his efforts end up being wasted, providing him with no sense of fulfillment or happiness. Within the genre of tsūzoku shōsetsu (popular folk novel),6
 the novel keenly depicts the ways in which surplus money is spent by opportunistic ordinary citizens. What centers the narrative is the psychological ambivalence experienced by a married man with a young son who is suspended between exuberance and lugubriousness stemming from his illicit relationships with two young women. The protagonist Aoki Shigehisa, a 29-year-old son of a so-called tochi narikin (parvenu millionaire who made a fortune out of selling off his land)7
 in northern Yokohama, lives a comfortable but boring life of routine in a newly developed suburb with his parents, wife, infant son, and housekeeper.8
 In 
the archipelago nation of Japan where developable land is limited, the hike in land prices was an unstoppable trend in the 1980s. Suburbs adjacent to urban areas, like where Shigehisa lives, became an immediate location of investment for the new development of residential or commercial properties. Before his father sold the family’s land that used to be dubbed “Yokohama’s Tibet,” Shigehisa grew up near an unpaved field where red soil was still exposed. Once the land of thicket populated by peasants was sold when a large train company began to develop the area, his father made a profit that “amounts to 200 [Mercedes Benz] 450 SLCs.”9
 Thanks to his affluent father’s financial support, Shigehisa now owns two steakhouses in the area but lacks serious interest in and passion for managing them. Performing multiple roles as business owner, son, husband, and father, he has grown tired of pleasing his family members and employees on a daily basis. His only invested passion is in tennis, the sport to which he is addicted like “heroin.”10
 Because of his love for the sport, Shigehisa is dubbed “tennis boy” by the third-person narrator throughout the novel. Reduced to this anonymous nickname, the protagonist epitomizes Japanese men of the late twentieth century whose lives are mired in boredom and patriarchal responsibility.

In this initial context, the advent of the full-scale economic boom gradually changes the protagonist’s lifestyle and human relationships. One day he becomes acquainted with Yoshino Aiko, a girl in her late twenties who is hired as a substitute model for a TV commercial for Shigehisa’s steak restaurant “Bon.”11
 Immediately infatuated with her, Shigehisa squanders his money to attract her attention. Before long, convinced by his chief employee Yamazaki, whose role is a sort of impresario within the novel, he invites the girl to a high-end resort hotel called Ocean Parks located in Atagawa, a popular resort destination on the Izu Peninsula south of Tokyo. With the pretext that the three-night trip is a settai tenisu ryokō (business-related trip to entertain patrons by playing tennis together),12
 Shigehisa escapes the routine of family life and indulges himself in an amorous rendezvous. Echoing the catalogue-like narrative of Somewhat, Crystal (as discussed in Chapter 2), Shigehisa and Aiko’s trip is also peppered with numerous brand names and luxury items, reflecting the impending Bubble Economy and fashion trends. The vehicle he uses for the trip is a Mercedes Benz 450 SLC, a luxurious high-end German coupe. Upon stepping into the car, Aiko emits the sensual odor of a fragrance by Jean Patou.13
 The hotel they arrive at is ornamented with plaid-patterned Italian tiles, black leather sofas, and genuine marble columns. Furthermore, a gigantic tapestry depicting a scene of the French Revolution decorates the lobby lounge where a foreign couple with Hermès suitcases sips tea as a bellboy waits on them.14
 However, Shigehisa is not a savvy connoisseur like Yuri of Somewhat, Crystal, whose identity is built around her favorite commodities and refined tastes. Therefore, without appreciating what the hotel offers to them, he feels rather intimidated by the décor and furniture. But at least he is conscious of his own vanity and feels comfortable with Aiko’s looks because the luxurious space and the girl are congenial to each other in light of the unwritten social code there: “If I were with an ugly girl, it would have made me feel pretty miserable.”15
 As displayed in the internal monologue, for Shigehisa all 
the extravagance means nothing beyond mere utilitarian objects. In stark contrast with the aesthetic appreciation expressed in Somewhat, Crystal, the man is devoid of excitement and interests in the luxury. For him, those objects do not constitute a significant literary trope, but rather a mere collection of props that only satisfy his basic vanity.

Shigehisa’s lack of interest in the luxury hotel was an average reaction common among Japanese men of the time. His main concern is to enjoy an amorous vacation there with Aiko. Even so, his sense of vanity and choice of venue play an important role in enticing the girl to the next stage. In the 1980s’ reality (and still today to some extent), men’s careful planning of a romantic getaway was a crucial process to advance their relationship with a female partner (or potential partner). Taking the initiative by planning, men were also expected to pay all or most of the expenses incurred during the vacation as well as providing transportation or booking train or airplane tickets. Similar costly occasions for many men included not only special vacations but also weekend getaways, birthdays, Christmas, New Year, and the long national holiday week called Golden Week (which runs from the end of April through early May). The men who intended to please their female partners needed to prepare for significant expenses, and their astute research and timely planning were indispensable. To meet their demands, male magazines such as Popeye, Brutus, and Nikkei Trendy became (and still are) prominent sources of information about travel destinations, venues, and activities. Since many men relied on these periodicals, securing a reservation at popular venues during the Bubble years was highly competitive. For instance, to reserve a hotel room for a Christmas date, they needed to plan at least six months in advance because rooms in top hotels such as the Tokyo Bay Hilton and the Sheraton Grande Tokyo Bay were fully booked by mid-August.16


Like many other Japanese men of the time, Shigehisa’s purpose in setting up a vacation with Aiko in Atagawa is to sleep with her in a romantic resort away from his spouse and workplace. While the purpose is pragmatic and simple, a well-planned vacation is essential for success. Arrangement for activities such as tennis or snorkeling, aperitifs, dinner, and post-dinner hangout also plays an integral part of planning. It is important also because those activities significantly mitigate his voracity for sex in her eyes. To this end, Shigehisa reserves a table for two in the main dining room at the hotel. Served by a well-trained sommelier, the couple keeps opening bottles of Champagne, Chablis, and Beaujolais, which are accompanied by cold vichyssoise and shrimp as appetizers.17
 In the mid-1980s, these wines and cuisine began to circulate through travel or food magazines, but their French names were recognizable only by a limited number of connoisseurs.18
 In the novel, these foreign loanwords are spelled out in katakana characters, but the presence of those imported food items was still a novelty in the Japanese food scene. In this sense, akin to Somewhat, Crystal, Tennis Boy’s Spleen also gestures at being a catalogue novel to a lesser degree. In any case, those foreign commodities in the novel testify to the impending advent of the Bubble Economy and the general public’s gradual exposure to them and new culinary experiences. Shigehisa, however, does not care what is being served at the dinner table and 
takes those French wines and dishes literally as appetizers, a prelude to the steamy evening to come. When the main dishes of bouillabaisse and steak are finally served, both he and Aiko are moderately drunk and engaged in lighthearted chatting about topics like his passion for tennis player Billie Jean King. However, even at this moment of dinner, Shigehisa cannot ignore his lust and imagines Aiko’s vagina.19


The protagonist’s vulgarity is juxtaposed with the girl’s unabashed materialism in a subtly chiasmic fashion. After dinner she takes him to the bar, where an oak counter and black leather sofas are stylishly laid out. Upon entering there, a garçon (a waiter, but the third-person narrative uses the French word, spelling it out in katakana) wearing a cummerbund invites them to the balcony overlooking a pool behind a large bay window. Lighting a Mild Seven cigarette, Aiko orders a glass of cognac “without [even] looking at the garçon’s face.”20
 She nonchalantly murmurs that she wants to meet someone who “could buy [her] a condominium in the area like Daikanyama or Hiro’o […] [and] a car like a Saab.”21
 Even after draining glass after glass of champagne, wine, and brandy, Aiko remains sober. Shigehisa, on the other hand, is in a drunken stupor and ends up vomiting in the bathroom of their hotel room.22
 The blunder metaphorically ridicules the excess of his hasty investment, consumption, and failure of his plan of romantic conquest. Later, finally they move forward to the point of sexual consummation; however, out of humiliation and rage, Shigehisa almost rapes her, revealing his anger and frustration against all the forms of consumption he has paid for.23
 In the next morning, he throws up everything he ate and drank the night before. He feels self-pity and cannot help talking to himself in the mirror: “What is wrong with you? […] [D]o you know how much the papaya you threw up cost? It was 800 yen, eight hundred.”24


When the protagonist’s desire to conquer the girl goes adrift, his assumption of being a provider follows the conventional gendered roles within what Stephen Jay Gould calls “a consumer lovemap.” The lovemap refers to a plan that is usually crafted by the man. It involves several stages of consumption that gradually forge ahead “the process of attracting a mate, engaging in sexual activity, and developing and maintaining sexual-love relationships.”25
 This conventional process of the consumer lovemap is what we observe in Shigehisa’s action plans and speculations. In the Bubble era, this gendered consumption pattern was part and parcel of the economic reality, reflecting the male economic privilege but sometimes being unfairly burdensome. This could cause pressure for men, as figuratively rendered in the depiction of Shigehisa’s vomiting, which unpacks the excess of consumption that gnaws at the man in the form of psychosomatic affliction. The punchline lies in Aiko’s strong tolerance for alcohol. While Shigehisa feels its effects quickly, Aiko is a hard drinker who is acclimated to all kinds of hard liquor and even pays for her own personal bottle of I.W. Harper bourbon at her favorite jazz bar.26


Aiko’s vigorous, self-sufficient drinking habit implicitly undermines Shigehisa’s lovemap scheme, and accordingly the value of him being her subservient asshī, messhī, and mitsugu also gradually dissipates. This is ironic because, 
even after continuing their affair for more than a year and a half, Shigehisa remains enamored with her and expresses that his feeling for her is “like glittering champagne.”27
 In the meantime, thanks to the thriving economy, his steak business begins to import beef from Brazil. As a consequence, sparing time to meet with Aiko becomes increasingly difficult for Shigehisa. Despite his tireless efforts to make himself available, their blissful time begins to fade away, and finally she refuses to sleep with him any longer. Dumbfounded, he weeps out of “the emptiness built on frustration, doubts, and despair.”28
 Even so, he internalizes the situation with explicit calculation in sheer material terms, even while kissing her desperately:


The texture of her pointed tongue provoked Tennis Boy’s erection, reminding him of the fact that there is nowhere he can find the substitute of what he has lost. […] From tonight on, Yoshino Aiko’s vagina will be gone afar from me. The women now available to me are either my wife or prostitutes.29




In response to Shigehisa’s plea, Aiko responds with harsh words like “I was forcing myself” and “I have become tired.”30
 Without verbalizing the clear reason, her rejection of him suggests that the equilibrium in their extramarital affair has collapsed, and their precarious relationship has hitherto been sustained only by material means. Finally, at this point, he realizes that she possesses something beyond the flesh that constantly makes him long for, but ultimately she “showed [him] only her vagina and passed by.”31
 The episode concludes with his castigation by his own lovemap, a plan that was initially intended to acquire the girl only to serve his sexual needs.



Another Escape from Family Life – Love Affairs in Resort Destinations

The second half of Tennis Boy’s Spleen continues to employ the motif of extramarital affairs, and this time shifts the setting to Saipan, the largest island in the Northern Mariana archipelago. Before continuing our discussion on the novel, it is important to contextualize the significance of overseas travels for Bubble-phase tourists. Thanks to the depreciated US dollar after the Plaza Agreement in 1985, overseas travel became increasingly affordable for Japanese people starting in the mid-1980s. Leisure and business travel both increased, and numerous travel guidebooks such as Chikyū no arukikata [How to Become a Globetrotter] and Rurubu published by Japan Travel Bureau (JTB) introduced various methods and tips for individual tourists. Overseas travel for sightseeing was legalized on April 1, 1964, but at the time there were a number of rigid regulations: (1) overseas travel was allowed only once per year for each individual; (2) the maximum foreign currency allowed to be taken out of Japan was $500, or JPY 20,000. In the same year, the JTB sold a tour entitled “European Jet Travel” at the price of JPY 715,000 (about US$ 25,700 in the exchange rate of the time) for 17 days.32
 The price was still too expensive for the majority of Japanese people, and the number 
of overseas tourists was only 128,000, although it was an increase of 27.7% from the previous year.33
 Yet, as soon as the yen increased in value, the number of Japanese tourists overseas rapidly grew from less than 5 million in 1985 to 5.5 million in 1986, 6.8 million in 1987, and 10 million in 1990.34
 These data suggest that overseas travel became a popular form of leisure and that people were expanding their consumption from tangible material to intangible spatiotemporal experiences.35
 In this context of the national trend, Tennis Boy’s Spleen aligns its narrative with the growing trend of travel to resort destinations in foreign countries, primarily to Pacific islands such as Saipan, Guam, and Hawaii (Figure 4.1).


[image: Waikiki Beach was one of the most popular resort desinations frequented by Bubble-phase Japanese tourists.]

Figure 4.1
 Since the 1960s through today, Waikiki Beach in Oʻahu, Hawaii has been constantly one of the most popular resort destinations for Japanese travelers. The Bubble-phase tourists visited there typically through a package tour of three nights and four days (sanpaku yokka) plan and enjoyed shopping and marine activities.



Alongside the quantitative jump in the number of tourists, the style of overseas trip also drastically changed. The late 1980s was the time when so-called “taizaigata” (stay-type) travel in resorts began to gain popularity among Japanese tourists. While organized group tours or package tours were still the main method of travel for sightseeing, more and more people started traveling overseas individually. Those adventurous travelers were eager to explore the countries they visited in-depth and stay for an extended period. In so doing, they abandoned the popular travel option of organized sightseeing tours for a pleasure jaunt (“monomi yusan no kankō ryokō”).36
 Instead of purchasing an all-inclusive tour program, those individuals preferred to design their own travel experience by booking their own flights, hotels, itinerary, and activities. On the other hand, conventional package tours organized by major travel companies like JTB, Nihon Ryokō, and Kinki Nihon Tourist remained popular. Their strong ties with airline companies and hotels allowed them to sell affordable tours on an efficient schedule. With these choices and the strong Japanese yen, overseas travel became a common leisure option for Japanese people by the late 1980s.

Under these circumstances, in popular literary works such as Kitajima Takashi’s Minami jyūji hoteru nite [At the Hotel of the Southern Cross] (1989) and Yamada 
Eimi’s Nettai anraku isu [The Cozy Chair in the Tropical Zone] (1990), so-called “rizo lava” (resort lovers) who engage in short-lived affairs during vacations became a popular motif.37
 As a literary trope, an exotic resort destination provides the narrative with a sanctuary for a Japanese protagonist who has become exhausted with work and everyday urban life. In novels set on tropical islands like Hawaii and Bali (as in Kitajima and Yamada’s novels), the narrative typically portrays the protagonist’s sensual encounters with locals, and he or she goes through a rite of passage as well as a process of recuperation from psychological fatigue. In this general pattern of narrative, tropical destinations are portrayed through a colonialist lens, thereby inevitably transmitting the dichotomy between a developed world of advanced civilization and an exotic space of primitive society. Those tropical islands are nothing but a brief stopover for the protagonist destined to return to the daily routine in the homeland. On the islands, resort hotels stand typically as a site of liminality, romance, and fascination with primitive locals.

***

The second half of Tennis Boy’s Spleen portrays the protagonist’s further pursuit of adultery that leads to a more emotionally exhausting consequence. Despite his agonizing separation from Aiko, Shigehisa continues to dive into reckless sexual escapades but cannot erase his sense of emptiness. Thus, he focuses on his business and visits Saipan to launch a new steak restaurant. There, he meets a beautiful Japanese girl in her early twenties, Motoi Kanako, who ignites Shigehisa’s renewed passion for extramarital affairs. Aiko used to allure him with her elusive persona, but Kanako is a more maternal type, who “provokes transparent memories […] without tiring men.”38
 Their relationship moves forward, once again through Shigehisa’s lovemap scheme that triggers her interest in him by material means: a gift of a Wilson tennis racket autographed by Chris Evert, along with a dinner that features a rare soup of bats and coconut crab, instantly conquers Kanako, whose upbringing has been materially quite modest.39
 Enticing her with unique treats, Shigehisa swiftly reaches an efficacious result. Their first sexual intercourse takes place the same evening on top of Banzai Cliff under the roaring squall.40
 Satisfied with the dramatic setting that led to his success, Shigehisa further invites Kanako to Battleship Island (Mañagaha Island, off the coast of Saipan) for an excursion and plays tennis with her. However, alongside the sense of contentment, the second occasion when they have sex brings him a moment of resignation and realization:


[I] cannot do anything for my lover, and neither can she. What only exists is a glittering moment in the bed and the champagne glass. Though its sparkle is irreplaceable with anything, it never produces anything down the road. So it is wise not to reflect on [what I have done]. No matter how deeply one of us was hurt, it is neither’s fault. […] The girl I can sleep with is invaluable and needs careful care. But if she displays her clouded face or cries, I should not reflect on what I did wrong. It will immediately spoil my beer.41





The protagonist’s pursuit of ephemeral pleasure metaphorically corresponds to the short-lived Bubble Economy. Yet, whereas this reflective monologue insinuates his growing sense of guilt, the repetition of affairs with the girl has already occupied the foremost purpose of his life: “I am just doing my work in order to produce time and money to meet my lover. I don’t care when the steak restaurants go bankrupt.”42
 In so stating, to rekindle their passion for each other, Shigehisa sets forth another round of lovemap creation by inviting her to Ocean Parks Hotel, the same hotel where he previously spent a vacation with Aiko. The gorgeous interior of the hotel has remained the same, but he no longer feels the sense of intimidation in the grand venue, thanks to the economic privilege and experience he has gained.43
 As if restaging the memorable time with Aiko, Shigehisa and Kanako play tennis together, open a bottle of Dom Pérignon at dinner table, and spend amorous nights in bed. While juxtaposing the past and present moments, he becomes more and more aware of Kanako’s mother-like nature that pacifies his excess of energy, and therefore fantasizes about a quiet life with her in a remote place.

Nonetheless, even in the midst of bliss, Shigehisa stumbles with the feeling of, as the novel’s title indicates, “spleen” (yūutsu). Shortly after their brief vacation in the Izu Peninsula, Kanako reveals that she is pregnant. Despite his affection for her, he falls into a state of delirium, realizing that “the glass board of happiness and pleasure made of […] stars in the sky, shades of coconut trees, swaying lights of coral reefs” are all shattering with sound.44
 At the moment, everything that comprises his life – family, work, tennis, and past relationship – pours into his mind. Ultimately, the extramarital affair results only in his spleen: “My lover is pregnant – that is not misfortune, neither hardship nor sadness. That is only gloomy.”45


In the context of 1985, shortly before the full-blown phase of the Bubble arrived, Shigehisa’s spleen does not suggest a common case of afflictions felt by rich individuals. It rather points to a prognosis of Japanese men who would collectively face a similar psychological malaise in the years to come. Toward the end of the story, Shigehisa asks Kanako to have an abortion, although he is not willing to break up with her. What plagues him is not the pregnancy itself, but the obligations that would accrue to him under conditions where “society does not accept” the illegitimacy of the child.46
 Simultaneously, his spleen stems from his limit as Homo economicus, who makes rational decisions when utilizing resources. At this point of the story, the protagonist realizes his sense of value for the conventional family life: “I guess I have things that I want to protect […]. And perhaps I don’t dislike protecting them.”47
 These internal monologues eloquently dismantle the patriarchal conservatism still permeating in Japan, the nation that boasted the world’s second-largest economy at the time. Anticipating the precarious nature of the Bubble Economy, Shigehisa’s illicit affairs have granted him brief moments of pleasure, as he puts it, like champagne bubbles. Literally for their ephemerality, fleeting affairs brighten up the boredom of quotidian life for Japanese men like Shigehisa who are laden with economic responsibilities and patriarchal pressure. In this social layout, the women outside legal wedlock, like Aiko and Kanako, are 
at the disposal of male money and in return invest their body and soul for nothing but a consequence that further reinforces patriarchy. Then, the parvenu millionaires who could ride high in the time of the Bubble like Shigehisa and his father were vulnerable to a different extent. They stumble upon the autotoxemia provoked by the magical effects of the unprecedented wealth they suddenly possessed.

All the narrative details in Tennis Boy’s Spleen, including characters, their affairs, and squandering of luxury, are not entirely fictional inventions but resemble nonfictional reportage that epitomizes ubiquitous phenomena in Bubble Japan. Raised near the urban port city of Yokohama, Shigehisa has observed the ongoing development of the mountainous locality where he grew up, which used to be on the periphery of the municipal map. While his father enjoys the wealth of multi-billion yen, he, the modest landowner, still cultivates the remaining land by planting eggplants and tomatoes. Such a down-to-earth and low-key family is, as the third-person narrative tells, not prone to “discordance among family members and spiritual decadence caused by the extravaganza typical of nouveaux riches who sold their land.”48
 Even such a modest social profile of the family does not stop Shigehisa’s passion for digression once a large amount of expendable money is available to him. The novel thus implicitly proposes an allegorical precept – wealth can be a double-edged sword that can offer freedom but can also rob its owner of their conventional social roles. On the other hand, it is not the novel’s aim to judge whether extramarital affairs are morally or ethically acceptable. Instead, through the protagonist’s oscillating sentiments, the novel challenges the feebleness as well as the tenacity of the social institution of marriage. As portrayed in the psychological ordeal resulting from his monetary, emotional, and physical investments, the novel’s message is ultimately equivocal, eschewing any decisive judgment. Japan, an economically developed nation in the late twentieth century, can no longer return to the pre-Meiji era, when men were legally entitled to keep concubines49
 and doing so was considered the privilege of capable men. At the dawn of the Bubble Economy, socially emasculated masculinity has no space to flourish but needs to be repressed, despite the wealth available to men. This is the core reason for men’s spleen, and therefore they need to find other outlets to expend their virility through physically challenging activities, like tennis for Shigehisa.



Escape from Quotidian Space and Time – the Bubble-Phase Logic of Festive Consumption

As exemplified by Tennis Boy’s Spleen, one of the prominent phenomena Bubble Japan observed was commodification of male–female relation of “love” (ren’ai) based on sexual and emotional liaison. It is not hyperbolic to say that it was “commodified” because the human connections of the time were largely made possible by a lovemap, a strategic investment of resources for efficacious results. Accordingly, Shigehisa’s efforts in setting up a series of dates and vacations are not an arbitrary leisure activity, but a stratagem that is carefully planned to enhance his lovers’ emotional attachment to him. The ultimate goal of his action 
is not to have a casual one-night stand or brief sexual adventure, but to invigorate his relationship with the women quite seriously. But of course, in reality, some individuals were only able to dedicate their energy to brief affairs. One way or the other, the socio-economic environment of the Bubble expected men to spend far more resources than women did. To be sure, the division of labor in dating scenes was blatantly clear: men set up a scenario for a romantic getaway by researching the itinerary and venues, making reservations, preparing a surprise, providing transportation, and finally paying all or most of the bills. In return for their male partner’s investment, women’s main role was to decorate the passenger’s seat, to entertain men with their physical beauty, and to offer their bodies at the end of the day. Assuming the role of main contributor for dates, some men graciously accepted the degraded but implied caretaker role under the title of asshī, messhī, and mitsugu, while some others proactively spent money to display their wealth and control women – these totally depended on each couple’s power politics. What enabled these variations of gendered roles was undoubtedly the Bubble money, a substantial allowance to spare for others. In this regard, both men and women in the epoch could engage in the spirit of Homo ludens,50
 a playful risk-taker, instead of clinging to the position of Homo economicus, a calculating rationalist.

Collective excitement for non-quotidian events and setting was one of the most notable features of the social climate during the Bubble years. When people enjoyed using their wealth for leisure activities, mass media radically fueled the pleasures of consumption, especially through lifestyle magazines like Hanako, Hotdog Press, and Boon! among many others.51
 What these media outlets proposed to the reader was a plethora of scenarios for successful dates and vacations, introducing trendy venues, cultural events, and even the fashionable coordination of clothes appropriate for each occasion and destination. This avalanche of information was transforming the quotidian routines of life into constant festivity (“hare no nichijyōka”).52
 As a result, hierarchical differences of special occasions and everydayness were overturned, and eventually all occasions became flat, without variation. Within this flatness, conventional notions of center and margin disappeared, and the consumers began to face the ceaseless routine of festivity on a daily basis. As Shigehisa in Tennis Boy’s Spleen experiences, his libidinal and psychological excitement needs to be constantly satisfied by extramarital affairs that entail investment in various items such as hotels, cars, luxurious dinners, occasional gifts, and so forth. This range of consumption boosted the continuous mood of festivity at the individual level; however, as the novel allegorically shows, the investments are bound to evaporate soon after providing ephemeral pleasure. Even though the effect is precarious, they are all attributable to the protagonist’s desire to escape from the boredom of regular life. At least, his consumption eradicates his damned everydayness, transforming the repetition of “flat” mediocrity into momentary jubilation.

The idea of living in eternal festivity was a dream that actually came true in the Bubble years. As metaphorically portrayed in Shigehisa’s ceaseless pursuit of love affairs, the late capitalist society of Japan was saturated with abundant commodities and literally looking for something that could quench its continual thirst. 
In response to such demands, what concretely emerged in material form were, for example, open 24/7 convenience stores (konbini), hypermarkets (especially DIY stores), and brand shops that could even be found in rural shopping arcades. Though it was still the pre-Internet age, technological advancement also extended the network of consumption. Computer terminals introduced a drastically more efficient method of ticket reservation and issuance (for public transportation as well as public events such as concerts, plays, movies, sporting games), while the point-of-sale (POS) systems improved not only monetary transactions for sales but also the management of marketing and consumer information. All these homogenized the experience of consumption, eliminating the differences between “center and marginal.”53
 The effect brought about by non-unique time and space was, once again, the elimination of differences between ordinary everydayness and special occasions of festivity. Ironically, then, the ubiquity of standardized opportunities for shopping gradually uprooted people from the sense of festive or celebratory feeling.54


The gradual disappearance of special festive moods was not the only result of drastic commercial development and fierce competition among manufacturers, distributors, and retailers. As unequivocally stated in the Maekawa Report of 1986, the increase in domestic consumption was an imperative political agenda.55
 In the parlance of “cooperation with global trends” and the necessity of “improving people’s life,” the Japanese government asserted that strengthening domestic consumption would be the national lifeline necessary for geopolitical maneuvers. In accordance with this political stance, the Comprehensive Resort Areas Development Law of 1987 was intended to develop leisure venues and facilities throughout Japan by supporting investments from private sectors. This valence of political influence, as Baudrillard postulates, exemplifies the fact that consumption is not pleasure for individual consumers, but rather an institutionalized form of duty imposed upon citizens.56
 In contemporary society, our social life invests far more resources in “the production and continual innovation” of one’s needs and happiness.57
 Within the systematic operation of society, then, our universal desire for pleasure – which takes various forms of intangible commodities such as leisure, vacation, educational or cultural experiences – is constantly manufactured. Here we are not proactively engaging in activities but continuously threatened by the fear of failing to be content and social.58
 Insofar as consumption is given and controlled, it is another kind of “social labour” that contributes to the operation of a bureaucratic social system.59
 However, Baudrillard continues to state that since consumers are subconsciously aware of their status as the “exploited subject” at the level of both production and consumption, they are potentially capable of displaying “tenacious resistance.”60


The dilemma of consumers outlined by Baudrillard coincides with the case of Shigehisa in Tennis Boy’s Spleen. His roles as business owner, husband, father, and son confine him to the multilayered structures of social convention. As a sufficiently successful business owner, like an automaton without passion for the business, Shigehisa participates in the economic cycle of labor and production. Being the center of the patriarchal household, his consumption caters to the 
well-being of his family members, especially that of his son Yoshihiko. To borrow Baudrillard’s words, however, Shigehisa expresses his tenacious resistance to the rigid convention of society by actively deviating from the moral standards of wedlock. His squandering on the two lovers, therefore, is a manifest form of his desire to be free from politically imposed pleasure through consumption. Nonetheless, as the novel concludes with Kanako’s abortion, his resistance to social convention reaches its limit without any meaningful outcome. The message of the novel is thus quite poignant: Shigehisa, the socially bound individual, endeavors to utilize consumption for his personal pleasure; simultaneously, his personal limits prove and reinforce the discourse on consumers as social laborers whose pleasure is tied to the cycle of capitalist labor and production. The most important production for the man is his child, which is made possible only through his legal marriage – this is particularly true in Japan, where having illegitimate children is still considered a deviation from a societal standard and stigma. Ultimately, the novel affirms the disturbing truth: consumers are not the subject but the object that is consumed by invisible socio-economic institutions, vigorous conventions, and their value systems.



Notes


	“‘Furin wa bunka’ hatsugen de ‘Ishida Jun’ichi’ no etamono ushinattamono [What ‘Ishida Jun’ichi’ Gained and Lost by the Remark, ‘Adultery is Culture’],” Shūkan Shinchō, 3.17 (2016), 39. The phrase, “adultery is culture,” has been attributed to Ishida and widely referred to in the media. However, in the article, the actor explains that the phrase is actually taken from the title of the article published by a weekly photo magazine, Focus, and not his words. Ishida simply disagreed with dismissing adultery as a vice, defending it by noting that the form of human relationship has inspired art such as literature and music, and emotional complications feed a certain form of culture. See the full interview with Ishida in the article.

	There is a Japanese dictum, “Teishu genki de rusu ga ii” (It is best if your husband is healthy and away from home). Since Japanese men rarely help with housekeeping or chores, many wives feel relieved if they are not at home. Similarly, because those men’s work hours and time spent for socialization were very long, most Japanese wives were nonchalant about their absence from home. In the late 1990s, when mobile phones became widely available, their communication became more frequent and affected male socialization outside of the home.

	Nishitsuno Kazue, “Baburu keizai ga umidashita shingo/ryūkōgo” [Neologism/Trendy Words Born Out of the Economic Bubble], Baika nichibun kōsō17.2 (2009), 37. As similar lines of terminologies, Nishitsuno notes on “benrī-kun” (men who take care of girls and therefore are useful (literally, “convenient”)) and “kīpu-kun (keep-kun)” (men whom girls date as an interim candidate until the odds-on favorite for future marriage comes along) as well. “-kun” is a diminutive suffix that refers to a male, in the context that he serves girls’ needs. As variants, these terms were widely used in media without “-kun,” to use them more abruptly.

	Kobayashi Akiko. “Baburu on’na ritānzu!” [Bubble Women Have Returned!]. Aera 26.55 (2013), 40.

	Miura Atsushi, ‘Jiyūna jidai’ no ‘fuan na jibun’: shōhi shakai no datsu shinwaka [The Anxious Self in the Age of Freedom: De-Mythologization of Consumer Society]. Tokyo: Shōbunsha, 2006, 39–41. As Miura states, sexual liaisons of the Bubble years involved multiple layers of consumption as though men and women played their roles 
following a certain scenario. In this regard, Miura concludes, their interaction used to exchange the semiotic implication of commodities related to sex, and such a prescribed consumption was far more humanistic and civilized than the blatant and nonchalant consumption pattern typical of millennials.

	Kamota Shin’ichi, “Jinsei wa tenisu to ii on’na: keikai de majime de omoshiroi kannō shōsetsu” [Life is All About Tennis and Sexy Women: Light-Hearted, Serious, and Interesting Erotic Novel], Shūkan bunshun 27.15.1333 (1985), 139.

	The term has a derogatory implication for those who made easy profit, usually from their inherited lands.

	Murakami Ryū, Tenisu bōi no yūutsu [Tennis Boy’s Spleen]. Tokyo: Shūeisha, 1985, 7, 8, 164.

	Ibid., 36. According to the American consumer research company J.D. Power, the original price of Mercedes Benz 450 SLC of 1980 model was $35,839. Therefore, it is possible to surmise that Shigehisa’s father earned more than $7 million for the land he sold. See J.D. Powers, NADA Guides, “1980 Mercedes-Benz 450 SL Prices and Values – 2 Door Coupe/Roadster,” https://www.nadaguides.com/Cars/1980/Mercedes-Benz/450SL/2-Door-Coupe-Roadster/Values, accessed on June 19, 2022.

	Ibid., 16.

	Ibid., 46. The name “Bon” may signify a French word, “good,” but in Japanese, bon means the son of an affluent family, usually implying a spoiled, good-for-nothing nature. As the restaurant’s name, it metaphorically renders the economic privilege given to the protagonist who has not seriously endeavored to build his business but has taken it for granted.

	Ibid., 85. “Settai” (to entertain important business partners) was (and still is, to some extent) a common practice among business owners or corporate executives (and even lower-ranking employees) as a token of gratitude for their clients and potential expansion of more lucrative business deals.

	Murakami Ryū, ibid., 90–91.

	Ibid., 91.

	Ibid., 93.

	For example, Tokyo Bay Hilton sold all the 782 rooms including the room with butler service at 375,000 yen (about $3,600 per night) in 1990, and the 780 rooms of Sheraton Grande Tokyo Bay were booked up by mid-August in 1988. Tsuduki Kyōichi, Baburu no shōzō [The Portrait of the Bubble]. Tokyo: Aspect, 2006, 43.

	Ibid., 96–97.

	Knowledge of French cuisine and wines was generally considered a sign of pretention and elitism in mid-1980s Japan. This point is exploited in the comedic representation of connoisseurs in Itami Jūzō’s popular film, Tampopo (1985). The film was premiered in the same year Tennis Boy’s Spleen was published, and both works appear to presume the reader/viewer’s unfamiliarity with the French terms, which gained more cultural currency during the high Bubble years in the late 1980s.

	Murakami Ryū, 98.

	Ibid., 99.

	Ibid., 101. Daikanyama and Hiro’o in the Shibuya Ward are known as the upmarket residential districts with stylish shopping options.

	Ibid., 104.

	Ibid., 106.

	Ibid., 109.

	Stephen Jay Gould, “Toward a Theory of Sexuality and Consumption: Consumer Lovemaps,” Advances in Consumer Research 18 (1991), 382.

	Murakami Ryū, 124. “Bottle keeping” is a common method of maintaining one’s status as a frequent client of a bar in Japan. A customer pays to keep a bottle of hard liquor (usually whisky) on the shelf behind the bar counter for his or her exclusive use. When visiting the bar, the customer drinks from the bottle and pays a seat or table charge and other fees for such accoutrements as ice cubes and water.



	Murakami Ryū, 149.

	Ibid., 216.

	Ibid., 218. Translation is mine.

	Ibid., 220–221.

	Ibid., 229.

	Murata Kōji, Purei bakku 1980 nendai [Playback the 1980s]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjū, 2006, 15. Around 1964, new college graduates’ starting salary was less than JPY 20,000. The fact suggests that JTB’s tour to Europe targeted only the wealthy economic upper class.

	Ibid., 16.

	Ibid., 185.

	Miura Atsushi,“Yutakana shakai” no yukue: Amerikan uei ⋅ Japanīzu uei [The Trajectory of “Affluent Society”: American Way, Japanese Way]. Tokyo: Nihon Nōritsu Management Center, 1992, 44.

	Saitō Minako. Bungakuteki shōhingaku [On Literary Commodities]. Tokyo: Bungeishunjū, 2008, 128–129.

	Ibid., 129–130. As an example of the Bubble-era trend of overseas tourism and affairs in a resort destination, Yamada Eimi’s Nettai anraku isu [The Cozy Tropical Chair] (1990) is discussed in Chapter 5.

	Ibid., 296.

	Ibid., 279.

	Ibid., 282–283. Banzai Cliff is a historical site where cenotaphs are placed to commemorate the spirits of Japanese civilians who committed suicide by jumping off the clifftop toward the end of the Battle of Saipan in 1944. Given the implication of the site, the protagonist (unconsciously) subverts the historical memory of Japan’s World War II and thereby displays himself as being a member of the generation ignorant of wartime tragedy.

	Ibid., 287–288. My translation.

	Ibid., 348.

	Ibid., 394.

	Ibid., 428.

	Ibid., 429.

	Ibid., 431.

	Ibid., 432.

	Ibid., 7–8.

	Tamaki Hajime, Ie to on’na no rekishi [The System of Household and the History of Women]. Tokyo: Kuroshio, 1956, 69–73. Until 1880 when the Meiji government banned men’s possession of concubines, the practice of holding multiple wives with three levels of chakusai (legitimate wife), honsai (main wife), and shōsai (concubine) was not uncommon, especially among high-ranked military men. Then, even after being outlawed, actual practices of polygamy and concubinage continued even until the mid-twentieth century. The gradual transition to outlaw concubinage began in the middle phase of the Edo period, along with the system of privatizing properties and assets within the patriarchal social currents and stipulations of the class system. According to Tamaki, the shift to monogamy aimed at the consolidation of the familial system and inheritance of assets within a single lineage, and therefore it is inextricably linked to development capitalism.

	Here, I follow the notion of play theorized by Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens. Huizinga identifies play elements as an integral part of modern as well as primitive cultures embedded in human instincts.

	Hara Hiroyuki, Baburu bunka ron: posuto sengo toshite no 1980 nendai [On Bubble Culture: the 1980s as the Post-Postwar Period]. Tokyo: Keiō University Press, 2006, 91.

	Ibid., 116.



	Ibid., 114–115.

	Tsuji and Ueno, 238.

	For the detailed contents of the Maekawa Report, see this book’s Chapter 1, “Dreams of the Surplus: The Age of Self-Conscious Consumption.”

	Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures, trans. C.T. London: Sage, 1998, 80.

	Ibid.


	Ibid.


	Ibid., 84.
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5 Affective Values in ConsumptionIntimacy with What Money Can(not) Buy
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In its surface image circulated through mass media, the Bubble Economy manifested itself in the form of rapacious materialism marked by an unquenchable desire for luxury and novelty. Commodified objects were reduced to a plethora of signs and their material values relegated to secondary importance, being replaced by class consciousness regarding economic ability, aesthetic tastes, and intersubjective knowledge of the self. As the previous chapters observe, these extra-material values embedded in commodities largely constitute the essence of material experience brought by the Bubble Economy. It is primarily self-serving, on a par with egocentrism aiming at enriching one’s life while conspicuously displaying the pleasures of consumption to others. Whereas such a semantic connotation of wealth occupies the reality of the opulence enjoyed by Bubble-phase Japan, following the 1970s, the 1980s was also a time when human sensibilities were further honed by the upbeat social mood and economic conditions.1
 Superfluous incomes and general wealth across the nation extended consumers’ horizon of experience in multiple ways – through not only consumption of tangible products, but also through affective services and other intangible forms.2
 The latter includes services provided by hospitals, clinics, hotels, bars, nightclubs, hair salons, boutiques, schools, and travel agencies, to name some examples.

The previous chapters demonstrate consumer experience from a vantage point of sheer materialism and mammonism. Setting those aspects aside, this chapter sheds light on far more nuanced perceptions of wealth and the affective nature of consumption expressed in fictional novels of the time. From this angle, the following discussion draws on the works by two Japanese women writers, Yamada Eimi (1959–)3
 and Yoshimoto Banana (1964–). In their literary voices, what the reader witnesses are not fierce battles over monetary gain or unabashed desire for consuming luxury, but instead affective interaction with what wealth provides. Their novels distance themselves from the crude and vulgar realities of the Bubble Economy that involved zealot money games and conspicuous consumption. Without blatant references to money, their novels profoundly engage with socioeconomic realities in which the female protagonists awaken to their desires, aspirations, and self-knowledge. Their narratives emerge from the epochal conditions that gradually liberated women as autonomous economic subjects. There, autonomy does not necessarily mean one’s financial independence – as the novels 
unfold, their sense of liberation grows into an empirical expansion of worldview that belongs outside the comfort zone initially regulated by epistemic limitations. In terms of theme and motif, the novels belong stylistically to opposite ends of the spectrum. And yet, both writers explore the psychosomatic terra incognita for Japanese literature (or more specifically Japanese women’s literature) that was hitherto unrealized but unfettered by an increasingly receptive society and its readership. Whereas affluent social conditions remain implicit, those elements are still crucial to their narrative backbones. Thus, despite stylistic differences, their texts offer us equally illuminating dimensions of the wealth Japan experienced in the 1980s.


A Female Colonialist Gaze: Affairs in the Resort Destination in Yamada Eimi’s The Cozy Tropical Chair (1987)

Yamada Eimi’s novel Nettai anraku isu [The Cozy Tropical Chair] (1987) unequivocally reveals Bubble-phase Japan’s semi-colonialist perception of neighboring Southeast Asian countries, setting its narrative in Bali, Indonesia. Through a female first-person narrator/protagonist, the novel examines the psyches of financially empowered Japanese women who enjoy the fruits of their labor and wealth in overseas travel. The emergence of the novel, then, is inextricably linked to multiple social and political factors that promoted “leisure” as an integral part of people’s consumer life. In 1985, the Kokumin seikatsu hakusho (White Paper on National Life) reported that leisure hours considerably increased from the previous decade, attributing the reasons to the growth of income and free time, as well as higher levels of education that helped expand the time to allocate to leisure.4
 Additionally, what became a tailwind of increased leisure was a Cabinet meeting in 1986 that introduced the five-day workweek to meet Western standards.5
 In addition to the disposable income boosted by the Bubble Economy and the increased value of the Japanese yen, these factors contributed to the rapid growth of both overseas and domestic tourism. This was the time when, as visitors to resort destinations increased, what is known in Japanese as “resort lovers” (rizōto lavā, often abbreviated as rizo lava) gained cultural currency.6
 The term refers to Japanese women who seek brief affairs with local men typically in resort islands such as Hawaii, Guam, Bali, and so forth.

The Cozy Tropical Chair centers on the decadent life of the protagonist, an unnamed female writer who sojourns in Bali – an island located in central Indonesia, one of the most popular destinations for Bubble-phase Japanese tourists. After going through a difficult breakup with her lover, an older married man, she takes refuge on the island where everything provides her with simple “happiness.”7
 Denpasar, the capital city of Bali, is the destination for her relaxation, where the primitive life of the people stimulates her visionary and olfactory senses:


Women carrying the fruits baskets are walking around, and spreading sweet smell. Children are hunkering down and slurping the soup of giblets. That 
extreme odor. Out of curiosity, I asked the driver to let me get off the car and walk around. In that place, there are all kinds of odors. As though being a pungent perfume, those fruits give me headache. While avoiding those tropical fruits on the ground, I pass through the market. The boy who avidly keeps eating the porridge poured into the banana leaves. His wet lips look like he has just vomited. The delicious food that includes his saliva. I don’t feel disgusted. All the scenes in front of my eyes are born out of instinct.8




These sensory images depicting local realities are ubiquitous in the novel. The narrative voice echoes the consciousness of the civilized tourist from a foreign country, which inevitably reduces the locality of Bali to a diametrically opposed primitiveness. In her vision, local people and cultural realities constantly signify simplicity, innocence, and subservience to foreign visitors. Such a colonialist perspective is inseparable from the narrator’s desire to be comforted by the tropical atmosphere akin to beds.9
 This is easily fulfilled, thanks to her (unspoken) economic autonomy and temporary freedom from the routine of her professional labor. This economic capacity enables the narrator to indulge in a wide range of material pleasures that encompass sensory experiences of vision, palate, olfactory sense, audibility, and tactility. The protagonist experiences these by means of savoring consumable objects that include foods, drinks, and male bodies. All these are provided by the local individuals’ subservience to satisfy the Japanese narrator’s whimsical desire. Most prominently, the hotel where she stays is notable because everything available there caters to her comfort:


The gardener doesn’t speak English. What wakes me up is the sound made by him, who cleans up leaves and new spider webs by moving the decanter for wine to the corner of the porch. Or, it is the pretty house gecko that gets up very early and croaks. He thinks he is a rooster. Even if I hear it, I don’t get up. The marble floor must be still cold. Until the tropic recovers its tropical nature, I remain lying down on the bed. I am urged to make a phone call and order liquors. Vodka as the eye-opener. And a tomato juice with a stick of celery. All day long, this land is dominated by liquors.10




The narrative is deterministically colonialist and thereby establishes a clear hierarchy between Bari/Indonesia and Japan as the primitive provider of service and the civilized recipient of service, respectively. While this perspective is condescending, her consciousness itself is at the core of her tourist consumption of the tropical island. All the aboriginal people, nature, and culture keep consoling the narrator as she distances herself from her unfaithful lover in Japan, with whom she is madly in love but is unable to possess.11


Although the narrator’s initial stance epitomizes a colonialist attitude not unique among Japanese tourists to Southeast Asia and other tropical destinations in the 1980s12
 (and to some extent even today), at least her intimate interaction with local individuals becomes a portal to the unknown world. Initially in Bali, she repeatedly unleashes her sexual desire, as much as she identifies herself as 
“a woman who (casually) plucks men as if stealing bananas.”13
 Her debauchery stems from an assumption that Balinese men are “docile” and pursue only fleeting “pleasure.”14
 On the other hand, Wayan, the server at the hotel’s restaurant, captures her attention in a different way because he is fluent in English and engages in witty conversation, although these excessive influences of civilization slightly nag at her.15
 Soon after, she plunges into an intense sexual liaison with him, and their affair continues throughout her time in Bali. Yet Wayan, as his common Balinese name (meaning “eldest”) suggests, he is just another man who caters to her capricious sexual desire and need for comfort. Likewise, she chooses him almost at random:


He rapes neither my heart nor even my body. That is why I stay with him. He is more serene than waves, and softer than the sun. And among all, he has an organ, which quickly learned how to give me pleasure. Then, refined words. Those words are unnecessary to me; and that is why they wet my ears like music. He likes modest jokes. They sweetly tickle me.16




In sum, Wayan is an object of her sexual desire that is “convenient,” like “a screw-style can opener” or “a clock that doesn’t need coiling.”17
 Reduced to a tool of the Japanese woman who sleeps with him “without any attachment,”18
 the man is instrumental in disentangling the psychopathological dimension of Japanese female tourists for the region in general. Wayan’s purportedly dark skin – the narrative bypasses a mentioning of his skin color but makes it nonetheless obvious – itself stimulates her insatiable appetite and, to borrow John G. Russel’s phrase, “the desire for consumption itself.”19
 The blackness (or darkness of skin) bears the implication of a “brand” to be possessed “in the Japanese perennial quest for identity.”20
 In this intricate subtext, the narrator’s complex desire for the Balinese man conceals “a discourse of complaint” that both genders engage to “contest, problematize, and negotiate traditional gender roles and expectations.”21
 In this regard, The Cozy Tropical Chair prominently exemplifies the discourse of complaint between the female Japanese tourist and her non-Western Asian neighbors in Indonesia. The body of the Balinese man subverts patriarchal conventions of gender roles in Japan, and in so doing provides the narrator with a psychosomatic refuge from male dominance (even in an illicit affair). Whereas such an imagined transformation of the Balinese lover creates an efficacious result for her, to borrow Russel once again, it “occlude[s] an interrogation of realities that would challenge nationalist construction of Japan as racially, ethnically, and culturally homogenous.”22
 Given the truth of the statement, it is clear that ordinary Japanese tourists of the 1980s were nonchalant about the political implications of their presence in the hosting islands as they innocently enjoyed their consumption.

Although this valence of colonialist perspective abounds in The Cozy Tropical Chair, the narrative does not limit its scope to the sheer consumerism and materialism exercised by the affluent Japanese protagonist. Despite the initial intention to seek comfort on the tropical island, the narrator gradually comprehends the significance of their affair. As time goes by, their sexual intercourse turns into mutual 
affection that could be love.23
 However, without perpetuating it, she elucidates her sentiment as a love for his “skin that loves her” without any intention of possessing each other.24
 Ultimately, their coitus attains a summit where she imagines possible death.25
 Echoing the Freudian dualism of Eros and Thanatos, their bodies celebrate the intensity of life and death instincts.26
 Nevertheless, their exchange remains at the surface of their skin, as she reminds herself from the beginning: “Skin does not have any speculation.”27
 The idea of detachment runs throughout the novel in her introspections because her affair in Japan failed due to her jealousy and sense of attachment.28
 Therefore, her recovery from the damage entails complete detachment in an economic sense, without calculating any gain and loss.29
 Her sexual intercourse with Wayan reminds her of this principle, and their sentient experience thus evaporates without emotional attachment or long-term prospects.

The allegorical notion of general economy that involves expenditure but disregards any returns becomes more apparent toward the end of the novel. A 15-year-old local boy, Toni, who is deaf but constantly stays around the narrator and Wayan, holds a key. Unable to communicate verbally, he repeatedly observes their sexual intercourse without displaying any sign of jealousy. However, one day his repressed emotion outflows when the narrator is alone with Toni on the beach. She anticipates his approach to kiss her:


He must be learning many things from me and Wayan. I close my eyes. Perhaps his lips would fall upon mine. But what came to fall were not his lips. On my eyelids, the rain falls. I am surprised and open my eyes […] I can finally see the color of his eyes. He is saying that he loves me. I can see it. He loves my walking, smiling, closing my eyes for the pleasure of making love with a man – he says that he loves all of these. Now, he is not holding back his desire of making love with me. He doesn’t need to do so. He just wants to look at me. He wants to see me staying with slightly opened eyes for happiness.30




Toni’s innocent desire concretizes what the principle of general economy endorses. He ceaselessly squanders his feeling for her and does not expect or imagine any return from her. Overwhelmed by “his eyes” that render his love for her, she happens to cry for joy.31
 Without physically consummating love, he exhibits the utmost generosity and dedication through his gaze. On the other hand, whereas their non-verbal exchange is ephemeral, the narrator feels the delightful satisfaction that she can “possess him.”32
 Despite her desire, the epilogue tells of Toni’s accidental death in the sea while surfing.33
 Toni assimilates Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale, The Little Mermaid (Ningyo-hime),34
 whose sacrificial death enables her beloved prince’s happy marriage with another woman, and in exchange, she dissolves herself into sea foam. Paralleling the fairy tale, Toni undermines his life and emotion, thereby implicitly teaches the narrator the beauty of dispossession.

The Cozy Tropical Chair reflects the rise of overseas travel during the phase of the Bubble Economy and Japanese tourists’ collective arrogance while in resort 
destinations. In the context of the time, the protagonist’s oxymoronic desire to become “nobody’s possession and everyone’s possession”35
 through physical intimacy perhaps epitomizes the spirit of “resort lovers.” Such yearning for fleeting pleasure disentangles Japanese women’s repression in the patriarchal, male-dominated social conventions, as suggested earlier, implying both physical and emotional ordeals in relationships. As metonymically displayed in the novel, the protagonist remains nobody’s possession; however, she cannot be everyone’s possession at the same time either. Therefore, the last scene of the novel is highly ironic – she calls her ex-lover, only to declare that she will neither meet nor sleep with him.36
 Does she need to tell the same to her resort lovers in Bali? No, not at all. By reminding her ex-lover of her intentions, she proves her inability to dispossess him and to be dispossessed by him.



An Affective Microcosm of Objects: Yoshimoto Banana’s Kitchen (1988)

Another notable literary work dealing with the affective effects of the Bubble-era affluence includes Kitchen (1987), a novella by Yoshimoto Banana. Being the recipient of the Kaien shinjin bungaku shō (the Petrel New Talent Literary Award) of 1987,37
 the novella represents the advent of a new literary generation in the 1980s. To borrow the words of Nakamura Shin’ichirō, one of the prize judges, Yoshimoto’s literary style readily “ignored traditional literary eruditions,” and in so doing materialized “the sensibilities and thoughts that are outlandish” for previous generations.38
 With such stylistic novelty, Kitchen gained media attention and recorded successful sales of approximately 1.5 million copies.39
 Its epoch-making presence marked a turning point in contemporary Japanese literature for various reasons: the casual narrative style accessible to young readership, phenomenological views of quotidian life through the protagonist’s subjectivity, unconventional images of gender and family structures, and so forth.

This often-cited novella has gained critical attention from multiple angles. Among those, reading the novella as a prominent case of iyashikei shōsetsu (healing novel),40
 whose calm approach catered to the market needs of the 1980s and 1990s is relevant to consumer experiences of the time. In the overarching theme of mourning, the space of the kitchen facilitates the narrator/protagonist’s psychological recovery from the loss of her entire family. From the first line of the narrative, the kitchen stands out as a symbolic repository where contemporary material experience and a sense of dwelling coexist. The opening passage sketches out the narrator’s fascination and personal connection with the space:


The place I like best in the world is the kitchen. No matter where it is, no matter what kind, if it’s a kitchen, if it’s a place where they make food, it’s fine with me. Ideally it should be well broken in. Lots of tea towels, dry and immaculate. White tile catching the light (ting! ting!).





I love even incredibly dirty kitchens to distraction – vegetable droppings all over the floor, so dirty your slippers turn black on the bottom. Strangely, it’s better if this kind of kitchen is large. I lean up against the silver door of a towering, giant refrigerator stocked with enough food to get through a winter. When I raise my eyes from the oil-spattered gas burner and the rusty kitchen knife, outside the window stars are glittering, lonely.41




The first-person narrator explicitly suggests that the domestic space of the kitchen is another protagonist in the novella. It showcases a cutting-edge space embellished by a glittering outlook and a contemporary style. The space of the kitchen here functions as a metonymic device for family life, where cooking utensils create meals and literally nurture each member’s body and mind. These lighthearted paragraphs keenly prescribe the intimate correlations between the space and those who occupy the space. Since kitchens are common to each household, the ubiquitous presence has hitherto been insignificant; however, the passage defamiliarizes the idea of the space – it serves as a linchpin for the set of human relations called family and reifies the postmodern material reality of everydayness.

Kitchen narrates the psychological interiority of Sakurai Mikage, a young protagonist who recently lost her grandmother, her only relative. With this minimal plot, the novella portrays her life in transition from one space to another. Mikage’s physically unsettled condition reflects her unceasing sense of insecurity and uncertainty rooted in the absence of her family based on kinship. As though consoling her unquenched desire to escape loneliness, the kitchens in the story embody a sort of locus amoenus, a beautiful place of peace, safety, and comfort. In the first instance, soon after her grandmother passes away, Mikage begins to sleep in the kitchen where the buzzing sound of the refrigerator and the glittering starlight from above protect her from the forlorn feeling of being alone.42
 Despite her nostalgia and sense of attachment to the space, Mikage soon decides to move out of the apartment she had shared with her grandmother. Even at the last moment, she dearly reflects on the affective nature of the space, sensing the ephemerality of time that can be sharable with others.43


Mikage’s vita nova begins at the apartment owned by the Tanabe household, simply because her deceased grandmother frequented the local florist where the family’s son Yūichi works. Despite such a remote connection, she quickly becomes acclimated to the new home. The unit sits in a high-rise building in an unnamed urban district, boasting its postmodern sleek outlook. Urban stylishness and contemporaneity abound in every corner. As soon as the door is opened, a gigantic beige couch strikes Mikage’s eyes. In front of the bay window, the terrace is filled with “a jungle of plants growing in bowls, planters, and all kinds of pots.”44
 Inside the apartment, there is a kitchen that embodies the late-1980s housing trend at its best:


the good quality of the mat on the wood floor and of Yuichi’s slippers; a practical minimum of well-worn kitchen things, precisely arranged. A Silverstone 
flying pan and a delightful German-made vegetable peeler – a peeler to make even the laziest grandmother enjoy slip, slipping those skins off.




Lit by a small fluorescent lamp, all kinds of plates silently awaited their turns; glasses sparkled. It was clear that in spite of the disorder everything was of the finest quality. There were things with special uses, like … porcelain bowls, gratin dishes, gigantic platters, two beer steins. Somehow it was all very satisfying. I even opened the small refrigerator (Yuichi said it was ok) – everything was neatly organized, nothing just “left.”45




Given the 1980s’ material conditions, almost all of these items are seemingly imported Western products. As discussed in Chapter 1, Japanese consumers experienced a transitional phase in terms of their exposure to new products, shifting their patterns of mass consumption to more personalized selection fitting their individual taste. In the process, imported furniture or kitchen items increasingly began to occupy Japan’s domestic space. The Tanabe family’s apartment exemplifies this epochal trend, displaying their considerable affluence in their tasteful choices in the kitchen and living room. Mikage falls in love with the space appointed with mesmerizing goods “at first sight.”46
 However, her fascination with those objects cannot lead to the genuine comfort she used to feel in her previous apartment. In the next paragraph, she finds herself reflecting on the large terrace window. It provokes a sense of “an immense loneliness,” reminding her that she has lost everyone related by blood in this world.47


Mikage’s loneliness implies an alienating effect of the space that comprises only multitudes of objects. Her initial helplessness is, however, a necessary narrative pretext from which she transforms the mere materiality of the apartment into the space where she genuinely dwells. At this juncture, this 1980s novel echoes Martin Heidegger’s proposition of the relation between space and homely sentiment, as discussed in his 1951 lecture, “Building Dwelling Thinking.” There, Heidegger differentiates the physical act of inhabiting from the existential notion of dwelling.48
 “Building” entails not physical construction, but rather habitual belonging to a particular space.49
 Then, “dwelling” does not necessarily limit its realm to a physical home or stationary location, but can also designate emotional attachments “to cherish and protect, to preserve and care for” a particular space.50
 Accumulation of everyday experience can lead to an act of building, and the constructive nature of this building innately comprises the notion of dwelling – cultivation of a personal home – as peace of mind and contentment.51
 In light of this insight, the apartment adorned with alluring objects fascinates Mikage, but the physical space does not immediately promise her a sense of “dwelling.” The lighthearted narrative, which is constituted of trivial everyday events and her sentiments, is in essence the process of her quest for a home, a space she belongs to by virtue of security and happiness.

While her life in the Tanabe’s apartment is peaceful and accommodating, Mikage’s precarious status as a visitor (she considers herself a parasite) never allows her to settle down there on a permanent basis. Even so, the space nurtures 
her with new experiences and encounters. The most shocking occasion is her first meeting with Yūichi’s transgender mother, Eriko, whose appearance is almost surrealistic:


This was his mother? Dumfounded, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her hair that rustled like silk to her shoulders; the deep sparkle of her long, narrow eyes; well-formed lips, a nose with a high, straight bridge – the whole of her gave off a marvelous light that seemed to vibrate with life force. She didn’t look human. I had never seen anyone like her.52




The Tanabe’s apartment with its Western decor and transgendered mother, whose face is heavily altered by cosmetic surgery, mirrors the material reality that has arrived in 1980s Japan. In a sense, the novella is a Bildungsroman, where Mikage’s encounter with the Tanabes is a metaphorical rite of passage that forces her into a new material reality hitherto unknown to her. Growing up with her grandmother, she was surrounded by traditional household items – futons, tatami mats, and a wall clock (hashira dokei).53
 Stepping out of the comfort zone of such an old-fashioned material world, what Mikage experiences at the Tanabe’s is Japan’s vanguard adaption of Western products. Those gleaming items, together with Eriko’s artificial face, implicitly celebrate the freedom and pleasure brought by the increasingly multicultural material conditions of Japan, although they astound the narrator in the first instance. At the subtextual level, these episodes set forth a metaphorical initiation, reminding the reader of the advent of a new consumer society.

To the same extent, the protagonist who quickly becomes acclimated to the Tanabe’s apartment epitomizes Japanese consumers’ curiosity, flexibility, and ability to domesticate foreign products and lifestyle. Shortly after moving into the Tanabe’s apartment, Mikage almost immediately normalizes her quotidian life there with a sense of comfort and security.54
 In the meantime, she actively participates in the household’s quotidian routine by cooking, drinking tea, chatting, and watching TV, as though these activities function to be her rehabilitation process: “Little by little, light and air came into my heart, I was thrilled.”55
 Such a subtle exuberance stems from Mikage’s sense of relief being emancipated from the precarious life with her aging grandmother.56
 Having lived with the constant anxiety that she might die anytime soon, her life was on an emotional tightrope; even so as the story progresses, her memory transmutes into a yearning for the space where she used to share with the grandmother. Then, her personal sentiment implicitly reflects collective nostalgia for the bygone decades that still linger around Japanese people’s memories. As Jordan Sand states, nostalgia arises in affluent and increasingly mobile social realities of contemporaneity.57
 Yearning for bygone old homes can be, then, an expression of “ambivalence about modern life” that possibly implies “a reaction against consumerism.”58
 Similarly, Mikage’s fascination with the (post)modern kitchen and other house products is not a contradiction to her affection for the house she left. Her dual sensibilities concretize the ambivalence of the Bubble consumers who lived a somewhat materially liminal phase.


The Tanabe’s apartment becomes Mikage’s temporary dwelling, not simply as a materially sufficient space for basic livelihood, but also as a home where the family’s peculiar exuberance and warmth console her.59
 Nevertheless, despite security and coziness, she is constantly obsessed with the idea that a pleasant and peaceful life cannot last long. This sense of ephemeral peace figuratively manifests itself in her meeting with her former boyfriend, Sōtarō. Out of the blue, he calls Mikage to find out about her recent life. In their trivial dialogue, there is lingering affection, but their emotion for each other immediately “traveled to some infinitely distant place and disappeared.”60
 As though foreshadowed by the scene, Mikage cannot permanently settle at the Tanabe’s apartment. Even when she writes notification postcards for her new address (of the Tanabe’s), a strong urge of moving out overwhelms her. These episodes are quickly interrupted by cheerful Eriko, who returns home with a new juicer and glasses. As a token of hikkoshi iwai (celebration gift for moving-in), Mikage receives a glass with the painted image of a banana.61
 This heartwarming gift is another affective object that warms her heart. And yet, even in the middle of this homely ambience, she cannot forget about the thought of leaving: “When I move out I’ll take this glass with me.”62


Marked by the urgency to keep moving, Mikage’s mindset resonates with the notion of nomadism conceptualized by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s “Treatise on Nomadology – The War Machine.” In their construct, nomads belong fundamentally outside state authority as a foreign force that threatens institutional infrastructures. Their autonomous capacity territorializes the other’s space by repeated relocation.63
 Quite literally, Mikage embodies a nomadic subject who resists settling permanently in a single location. Her self-imposed homelessness negates a fixed identity, and her sense of ceaseless mobility continues to territorialize the other’s space. Her presence is potentially menacing to a social stability built on institutional structures of family, residency at a fixed address, taxation, and so forth. In this light, the emergence of the story like Kitchen in the midst of the Bubble Economy (1988) is quite untimely and ghastly. This is to say that, in the opulent age of economic boom, the novel anticipates the rise of increasingly diverse social constituents that could jeopardize the nation’s stability and security. Through the protagonist’s nomadic mobility, the narrative seems to imply that steadiness in conventional structures of family, marriage, and gender roles has already become illusory. Tormented by the sense of loss, a nomadic individual like Mikage is however instrumental to a new mode of survival. At the material level, she is a remnant of the age of high growth that sustained the postwar economy and industry. On the other hand, the status as an orphan and parasite alienates her from social conventions. Such a disjuncture from a normalcy, however, suggests an ontological prerogative, a sort of freedom from institutional confinements necessary for surviving the age of post-industrial “lightness.”64
 In sum, Mikage implicitly embodies Japan in transit. In front of the unknown future, therefore, her plea is not a hyperbole but a serious outcry representing the collective helplessness: “I implored the gods: Please, let me live.”65


In lieu of a solid sense of belonging, what constitute Kitchen are the narrator’s senses and sensibilities, which subtly emanate from her interaction with other 
people, inanimate objects, and the spaces she inhabits. Those perceptions arise and disappear in almost every single moment, without ever being permanently cemented to confirm her identity. Such ephemerality corresponds to Yoshimoto’s choice of light and transparent diction, which avoids intricate psychological interiority.66
 Indeed, on the surface, Kitchen is a simple slice-of-life story whose narrative centers on trivial quotidian scenes where the characters live in fleeting moments with no purposes. Yet, such stylistic lightness is not a simple matter of arbitrary choice. Its aesthetic mission lies in rendering ineffable melancholy in front of the law of impermanence, which invalidates an embellished language.67
 To the same extent, the fragility of family structure and loose human connections in Kitchen tacitly display a sense of forlorn resignation in the age of the festive Bubble Economy. Its implied message is prognostic and almost philosophical. All the materials – kitchen, couch, or drinking glass – celebrate the fruits of economic prosperity; however, they all exist within a cruel law of impermanence. In contrast to this underlying pessimism, Mikage yearns for nothing but a solid dwelling, a subjectively constructed space in which she ensures her ontological belonging. For the quest for such a space, the novella proposes a solution through Eriko’s casual utterance:


[I]f a person hasn’t ever experienced true despair, she grows old never knowing how to evaluate where she is in life; never understanding what joy really is.68




Additionally, she states that “undertaking the care and feeding of something” such as children or houseplants could help realize one’s limitations.69
 Her philosophy of life implicitly negates a hierarchical order between subject and object, suggesting various possibilities of dedicating one’s energy to another existence. Whereas such a proposal might salvage the protagonist’s melancholy, the casual language of Kitchen gestures an enigmatic dissimulation by its lightheartedness. Somewhat rejecting rational interpretation, the final lines of the novella return to the motif of the “kitchen”:


Dream kitchens.

I will have countless ones, in my heart or in reality. Or in my travels. Alone, with a crowd of people, with one other person – in all the many places I will live. I know that there will be so many ones.70




This closing soliloquy foreshadows her nomadic life in the years to come. It also suggests that she will dwell in numerous kitchens without settling in a single place. Once again, these final lines affirm a somewhat philosophical worldview that runs through the story – the universal law of ephemerality that entails a carefree mindset that can renounce one space for another, or one relation for another. Given the epoch dominated by the festively euphoric Bubble Economy, the narrative tone of Kitchen is astonishingly sober and rational. Its lightness and gentleness certainly reflect the generational sensibility passed down from the 1970s,71
 but the 
foremost aesthetics underlying the narrative comprise an ingenious dissimulation that masks the sense of urgency and anxiety. This is why Kitchen appealed to a young readership and enjoyed commercial success. Its down-to-earth text gracefully succeeds in avoiding direct confrontation with the impending devastation the nation experienced several years later. This gently healing novella perfectly deters the harsh truth of impermanence by simply flirting with the surface of quotidian life scenes.
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6 Malaise of Economic EuphoriaBubble Japan in Search of Remedy
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Reflecting the thriving economy, Japanese literature of the Bubble era generally offers viable testimonials to the reality of its consumer experiences and human perception of the epoch. Without radically divorcing from the aesthetic style of pure literature (junbungaku), the writers of the postwar generation consciously directed their creativity to motifs prevalent in quotidian life scenes, mass media discourses, and socio-economic realities. Popular writers including Murakami Haruki (1949–) and Murakami Ryū (1952–) fall into this ambivalent category.1
 If there is any aesthetic factor that decisively separates them from pure literature, it would be their tremendous success in the commercialized popular book market and extended readership across globe and generations. Stylistically, their narrative frequently employs colloquial dialogues and soliloquies. Despite those cordial narrative voices, their rendition of Bubble-era Japan does not endorse a happy-go-lucky festive ambience and consumption-driven mentality. Their creativity is invested to dismantle the romps and frolics considered central to the Bubble Economy, poignantly unpacking the abysmal despair embedded in the contemporary economic prosperity. Though in quite different narrative tones, their visionary voices constantly invoke the dreadful and even catastrophic effects of late capitalism at the peak phase of the Bubble Economy, when the entire country was immersed in money games and shopping sprees.

Shedding light on the abovementioned trait, this chapter examines Murakami Haruki’s enigmatic novel, Dance Dance Dance (1988), which portrays the alienation of humanity in Japan’s late capitalism and thriving economy. The Bubble Economy produced innumerable individuals who profited greatly from the hike in stock and real estate prices. They enthusiastically enjoyed their newfound fortune that altered their consumer experience by giving access to luxury brand items, high-end sports cars, jetsetter vacations, second home, and so on. On the other hand, although the Bubble Economy enthralled the entire country, there were certainly people who belonged to the other end of the spectrum and remained on the margin of the economic boom. In this regard, Dance Dance Dance is a unique antithesis to the exuberance of the Bubble, as it vocalizes those who voluntarily or involuntarily remained bystanders of monetary as well as material privileges. In the narrative, the Bubble Economy constantly appears to be, to borrow a Deleuzian term, the body without organs, an uncanny apparatus within which 
an unfathomable logic of totality prevails the psychosomatic reality of human experiences.2
 Under this apparently negative presumption, the novel explores the way out of the labyrinth-like impasse of late-capitalist Japan that absurdly drives people astray. Whereas the conclusion of the novel remains ambiguously suggestive, at least the narrative offers an array of attitudes or mindsets that could possibly break through the dead end of mammonism fueled by the Bubble Economy. Such a diagnostic gesture is the tour de force of the novel that deserves our contemporary reexamination in the twenty-first century. It would certainly offer us an introspection on the festive Bubble years as well as a prognosis for the ongoing post-Bubble decades and the ensuing, perennial bubbles.

There is an undeniable gulf between Dance, Dance, Dance and the literary works discussed in the previous chapters. Tanaka Yasuo’s Somehow, Crystal illustrates the age of sensibility that rides the tailwind of the upward economy. Hayashi Mariko’s The Age of Akko-chan sketches the Bubble years through the viewpoint of a scandalous woman. Unlike these novels foregrounding excitements for jaunty social ambience, Murakami Ryū’s Tennis Boy’s Spleen gradually veers away from the economic fever and touches upon the melancholy and dilemmas that wealth has brought to a parvenu business owner. Murakami Haruki further unravels the poignant reality blurred by the superficially festive mood of the late 1980s. His novel configures the pernicious effects of the affluent society, revealing the flip side of the coin through defamiliarized images of Bubble Japan.


Murakami Haruki’s Dance Dance Dance – Bubble Japan as the Unfathomable Abyss


As a sequel to the so-called Mouse Trilogy (Nezumi sanbusaku),3
 Murakami Haruki’s Dance Dance Dance (1988) problematizes 1980s Japan as the metaphorical labyrinth where invisible socio-economic conditions estrange individuals, regardless of their class and identity. In that, as the title implies, the majority of characters have lost subjective control of their life and are forced to “dance” as though a puppet on a string. Narrated by the first-person “I” (“boku”), the story is set in 1983, a few years before the Bubble Economy began to forge its ferocious power across the nation. In the form of semi-detective narrative, “I” constantly visits one place after another in search of Kiki, a high-end call girl who suddenly disappears in front of him. On the surface, the novel poses a postmodern fugitive story by quickly switching locations. Unable to find her, the uneasy story goes on dismaying the narrator in a sort of liminal condition where his own physical and psychological self-assurance is challenged by an invisible force. As the motif of the disappearance foreshadows, the novel figuratively sets forth a story of the postmodern individual who has lost his ontological ground. Driven by the leitmotif of darkness, the narrative provokes a continuous sense of trepidation. Then, through the intermittent experience of groundlessness, the protagonist wrestles with random encounters and gradually recovers the lost sense of being himself. At a metaphysical level, this semi-detective-story inquires about the ontological location of the self in the age of late capitalism when monetary transactions and 
acquisition of material prevail humanity. In the process, the plethora of characters and their suggestive interactions with the narrator bewilder and alienate not only “I” but also the reader. Disentangling the enigmas might be the whole point of the narrative; or such expenditure of the reader’s energy here might be the essence of postmodern consumption – all are essentially wasted and innately left with the absence of meaning.

The narrator’s profile delineates an image of a lower-than-average laborer who remains in the margin of economic privilege. At the onset of the story, “I” describes himself as a 34-year-old freelance writer who mechanically produces PR newsletters and company brochures. But his work does not interest him, and he considers those products “[a] waste of pulp and ink.”4
 This sarcastic self-portrayal may be interpreted as his resilience to the advanced capitalist society accelerated by the presence of microelectronic technology and virtual data-oriented reality.5
 Displaying this subtle defiance, “I” is well aware of the fact that his presence undeniably contributes to the vast amount of data-based information that is wastefully produced, consumed, and replaced with individual citizens. Therefore, he despises his job as not fulfilling his aspiration or hope, but only a necessity to make ends meet. Out of self-pity, he sarcastically describes his profession as “a cultural snowplow” (bunkateki yukikaki),6
 tedious work undermining his genuine creativity. In lieu of creative ingenuity, the job requires only editing information available in the database and paying the annual dues for the subscription to the service.7
 In sum, all outcomes of his labor involve a minimal degree of real experience but rearrangement of existing resources. His cynical view regarding his labor exemplifies what Azuma Hiroki calls “database consumption,” which occurs at semantic consumption of prevailing reality. It takes place at the level of patterned (data-based) models and discards the uniqueness of the human presence vis-à-vis the individual characteristics of consumed materials.8


In the age of such monotonous labor and consumption, the protagonist “I” in Dance Dance Dance tacitly embodies an antithesis of the dominant traits of the 1980s. In Azuma’s term, the decade is equated to “the age of fiction” (“kyokō no jidai”), the time when “the consumer society’s cynicism [reached] at extremity.”9
 In Japan’s postwar decades through the phase of high growth in the 1960s, what sustained the nation was “the apparatus of social ideology” in the form of private business, education, and politics.10
 In turn, the ensuing decades of the 1970s through 1995 (the year when the doomsday cult Aum Shinrikyō terrified Japan by attacking Tokyo subways with toxic sarin gas), the country had already lost a grand narrative of the nation with a unified vision for growth. Precisely because of the sense of loss, the fabricated fiction was sought after in order to cater to the mass that needed to believe in the significance of life.11
 This line of reading 1980s zeitgeist is instrumental in understanding the protagonist’s psychic position in Dance Dance Dance. As Murakami mentions in an interview, the character “I” is based on the 1960s’ value system.12
 The 1960s may be summed up as the age of diligent labor, frugality, modesty, and hope for the nation in the upward momentum. On the other hand, Japan of the late 1980s no longer endorses collective virtue, having lost its unified trajectory as a postindustrial nation.13
 In such 
an age of emptiness, as a laborious worker, “I” has been excluded from the contemporary logic of societal operations, while eagerly clinging to any work offers and never missing deadlines. The rest of his life is similarly monotonous. He lives alone in a modest apartment “facing a (noisy) highway” and drives a used Subaru Leone, an affordable commuter car. He used to date a girl (Kiki) for a while, cook at home, celebrate their birthdays, and visit a jazz club.14
 These unglamorous routines exemplify the monotony of the 1960s. But they used to be the standard lifestyle for individuals before Japan transitioned to “advanced capitalism” (kōdo shihonshugi), the economic phase that broadly amalgamates post-Fordism and McDonaldization. In this socio-economic context, the disappearance of Kiki creates a metaphorical rupture in the modest but peaceful, predetermined harmony “I” longs for.

As we have observed thus far, Dance Dance Dance relentlessly portrays the 1980s with pessimism, repenting the national economic ascendancy. With subtle nostalgic sentiment, what mobilizes the narrative is an assumption that advanced capitalism has eradicated spirited desires and perpetuated a barren labor environment. Driven by the urge to find Kiki, “I” visits the “new” Dolphin Hotel (Iruka Hoteru) in Sapporo, which was recently dramatically renovated. Unlike the somewhat forlorn image of the hotel that appears in the third novel of the Mouse Trilogy, Wild Sheep Chase (1982), the refurbished venue boasts glittering glass walls, an atrium, exquisite sofas, and a gorgeous coffee shop.15
 Upon entering there, “I” is welcomed by the neat receptionists in light-blue blazers and a spacious room equipped with splendid amenities. The hotel provides guests with state-of-the-art facilities including a large shopping center, indoor pool, sauna, tanning salon, indoor tennis court, health club with instructors, conference rooms with a simultaneous-interpretation equipment, restaurants, bars, and even a helicopter port on the rooftop.16
 As “I” reflects on his monologue, this Dolphin Hotel exhausted the list as if there is nothing that does not exist there.17
 With its dizzying array of luxuries, the hotel satirically epitomizes the material splendor realized in Bubble Japan. But the absence of deficiency, absurdly, desensitizes the visitor and ultimately alienates him from the excess of material opulence. Therefore, the abysmal darkness protruding from the hotel seems a visualized form of despair, a drought of desire as a result of excessive acquisition and consumption.

To the same extent, the protagonist’s middle-school mate Gotanda, a handsome actor who happens to hold a leading role in the film in which Kiki also acted, represents the paradoxical absence of desires, despite his affluence. After years without contact, he suddenly shows up in front of “I,” escorted by a chauffeur in a Mercedes. His possession epitomizes the notion of success during the Bubble years: he owns a Maserati and resides in a gorgeous condominium in the posh Tokyo district of Azabu. When they meet over dinner, Gotanda spontaneously pays the bill at the steak restaurant, and later offers the protagonist a pretty prostitute to entertain him.18
 All of the costs are covered by his business expense account (keihi), a work-related fund that he has to spend for tax purposes.19
 At least, Gotanda is well aware of the nature of his expense, cynically calling it “not even money.”20
 During the Bubble years, like Gotanda, business owners and corporate 
employees enjoyed spending an avalanche of money as keihi (which translates simply to “expenditure”) to minimize corporate and income taxes. Popular items for this type of expenditure included restaurant bills, taxi fares or other transportation, lodging costs for business trips, etc. These items were tax deductible and categorized as kōsaihi (socialization costs) or settaihi (entertainment or reception allowances) and commonly expensed for facilitating interpersonal relations for business purposes. In the actual tax law in Japan, those who benefit from this category of expenditures are ambiguously interpreted. For this reason, business entities can legitimately include even employees and stockholders of the subject corporate and external entities, as well as individuals who are not directly related to the judicial person.21
 Who avails, who spends, and who owes what remains are irrelevant questions in the tax category. As soon as it is spent, this type of expenditure is recorded in an account book so as to be tax deductible – the system allows Gotanda to save his personal allowance and consider the expenditure to be empty money. In the legal contrivance, an act of consumption takes place, while the subjects who spend money and thereby receive benefits evaporate and remain in absentia on the balance sheets.

Despite his repeated appearances in the story, Gotanda does not take any significant action but embodies a semantic thrust in the novel. His foremost role is to remind the reader of the ubiquitous availability of empty and meaningless money like keihi. As a popular movie star, he lives in a world of vanity where artificially created extra-material values prevail: “Like a mantra. Azabu, BMW, Rolex, Azabu, BMW, Rolex, Azabu, BMW, Rolex, Azabu.”22
 Through his voice, the novel teases the superficial differences the upper-middle-class population dreams about: “[But] [I]f they believe that, they’re exactly like everybody else. They are blind; they got zero imagination.”23
 His assertion unravels the emptiness of not only the Bubble money but also the general public whose consumption is based on assumed values but not on individual desire and palate for specific products. The wealth does not help him “get what [he] really want[s],” although it offers an abundance of commodities.24


As his dialogue with “I” suggests, though he is a wealthy star, Gotanda is one of the individuals who internalizes the sense of alienation from economic climates and materialistic social currents. His suicidal dive into Tokyo Bay in his Maserati is a drastic consequence, but it reasonably underscores his ontological impasse built on money. Unlike the death of the other five characters, Gotanda’s suicide articulates the novel’s presumption that, in the façade of exuberance, advanced capitalism has severely jeopardized humanity. As his dive into the glaring urban bay displays, materialistic desires have already hit a peak and are bound to annihilate themselves from the clifftop. Such a reading aligns with the metaphysical implication of capitalism shared in Japan’s critical discourses, for instance by Saeki Keishi’s Yokubō to shihonshugki [Desire and Capitalism] (1993). In summary, Saeki posits that capitalism is a process through which commercial entities expand the desires of consumers and reify them in the form of commodities. This process is not a one-sided imposition from corporate manufacturer and retailer to consumer, but a movement within which all parties build an intimate tie to 
explore a new “frontier of desire.”25
 Having come to the pinnacle of excess in his material life, Gotanda has exhausted any possibility of expanding his desire – or the horizon of humanity in consumption-driven 1980s Japan. Simultaneously, the suicide echoes Itoi Shigesato’s compelling advertising copy for Seibu Department Store “I Want What I Want.”26
 Similar to this outcry for desiring desire, Gotanda finds suicide as the only solution, which signifies the practice of radical consumption targeting the body as the ultimate material. The act of dispossessing the self is a violent form of consumption; then, his sacrificial manner of consumption seeks pre-capitalist catharsis, which symbolically wields glory and power over others.27
 It displays the opposite spectrum of production and profit-driven capitalist economy, leaving out excess of wealth as an unaccountable, entropic portion that remains unusable for any productive end. Such negation of wealth is observed, for example, in the Pacific Northwest Native American practice of potlach that aims at self-aggrandizement by means of radical gifting and display of excessive generosity.28
 While it is a highly political ritual, the method of consumption undermines its counterpart in capitalism, a system that sustains itself through preservation of wealth and re-investment of it into a further cycle of production. In this anthropological light, the semantic role played by Gotanda is nothing but a contempt for the excessive wealth he accumulates for nothing more than vanity. Through his suicide, the man radically negates the capitalist wealth and disavows consumption and possession. For him, they empty meanings and reduce all to monetary transaction.

Dance Dance Dance certainly goes against the uplifting ambience and portrays the epoch as littered with uncanny deaths and corpses. One way or the other, the other individuals who die also lack their outright desire and remain subject to the other’s desire and control. In a figurative sense, they all die because, as Shigesato Tetsuya points out, they are unable to “dance.”29
 An act of “dance” in the novel holds multilayered nuances as the mysterious Sheep Man (Hitsuji otoko) aphoristically advises “I” to keep on dancing – dancing is nothing but a dissimulating attempt to be molded in “the [social or economic] system.”30
 Diminishing the ego, such ways of survival would potentially emancipate the protagonist from a sort of compulsion of the 1980s that stifles his old-fashioned life and mindset.31
 Lacking the ability of dissimulation, those who die in the novel are all victims who are too true to themselves and unable to hop on to the capitalist logic. Dick North, a physically wrecked survivor of the Vietnam War, who is also halfway between caretaker and gigolo of an affluent woman Amé, dies after a trivial traffic accident. He represents the American trauma of the 1960s, having ambivalently lived by both the Japanese woman’s mercy and his consolation for her. His death occurs nearly at random, but later his worthiness becomes apparent to the narrator.32
 Seemingly killed by Gotanda, Kiki continues to exist through the ambiguous overtone of the novel, somewhat providing a Freudian ego ideal for “I,” whose image of innocence keeps him moving on. Likewise, Mei, the high-class call girl, dies as if stepping out of the capitalist world that continues to exploit her body. Their lives are all wasted without any significance in the plot but collectively hover in the consciousness of “I” who senses their compelling presence.33
 The raison d’être of their death is to remind us of the social entropy, the excessive 
presence that cannot be used and reused in the systematic cycle of the capitalist social operation. They are readily excluded from the world because they fail to embrace the festive contemporaneity as subjects who “dance.” Therefore, they are bundled together as economic losers and appear in the form of literal skeletons in the narrator’s revelatory vision.34
 The uncanny image of their skeletons – the body without organs –metaphysically embodies the victimhood of late-capitalist society as the violence inflicted on their bodies. Their deaths enact a ritualistic sacrifice for the unswerving subjectivity of “I,”35
 who unconsciously imposes an unconditional acceptance of himself on them. Here, the correlation between him and the sacrifices implicitly mirrors the unspoken reality of advanced capitalism expounded on consumption. The novel’s foremost precept is quite implicitly rendered – consumption occurs fundamentally not only at a material level but also at an unconscious level of compelling human psyche. The six lives are all consumed by the mental power of “I,” whose projected desire is to “recuperate [the lost self] from his closed inner world […] to the external world of the 1980s realities.”36


Through the deaths and the survival, at the peak of the Bubble Economy, Dance, Dance, Dance delves into the most primitive but everlasting truth in the operation of the human world, fundamentally as agon, or conflict, based on the principle of competition, contest, struggle, and survival or annihilation. The six sacrifices are the synecdoche of defeat in reality, whose fragile nature stems from their inability to cope with the law of the jungle, i.e., the reality of the advanced capitalist society that metaphorically runs through the novel. While the novel is full of gloom and pessimism, it explores the method of survival through the narrative of the offbeat figure, “I.” His awareness as the bottom of capitalist hierarchy is apparent in multiple ways. He repeatedly calls his writing job bunkateki yukikaki (“cultural snow shoveling”) that demands repetitive, even Sisyphian labor, which produces no significant outcome but eternal ordeal. And yet, his endurance itself is the hint of survival. In the world of agonistic competition, like him, those who even reluctantly accept the modus operandi of contemporary reality are potent survivors. The narrator acquires the wisdom mainly from the Sheep Man whose aphoristic words are heard thus:


Dance. […]. Yougottadance. Aslongasthemusicplays. Yougotta dance. Don’teventhinkwhy. Starttothink, yourfeetstop. Yourfeetstop, wegetstuck. Wegetstuck, you’restuck. Sodon’tpayanymind, nomatterhowdumb. Yougottakeepthestep. Yougottalimberup. Yougottaloosenwhatyoubolteddown. Yougottauseallyougot. Weknowyou’retired, tiredandscared. Happenstoeveryone, okay? Justdon’tletyourfeetstop.37




In the nearly illegible phrasing, the didactic words uttered by the Sheep Man suggest the location of humanity within the circuit of advanced capitalism. His aphorism provides the protagonist with a guiding map to walk through the postmodern uncertainty that drives him without a clear purpose or reason for existence. Together with the survival skills, the Sheep Man’s words echo a sense of 
contempt against the socio-economic system that totalizes humanity and eliminates those who are unable to come to terms with it. Here again, Gotanda’s suicide holds a key to deciphering the novel’s intricate message. Even immersed in economic privilege, Gotanda lived a life of misery and emptiness. His possession of a Maserati or a Rolex may not even fall under Veblen’s definition of conspicuous consumption, as he has lost the intention to show off (his) nouveau riche status by means of goods that hold no obvious utilitarian value.38
 Even if his consumption brings no pleasure or sense of fulfillment, Gotanda could have kept on “dancing.” He fails to do so because of his psychic sanity that cannot yield to the emptiness of consumption from his labor.

Together with the Sheep Man’s words, Dance Dance Dance explores an ontological method for surviving in 1980s Japan – as a collective, national issue. As exemplified by the protagonist’s personality, some of the most crucial attitudes are nonchalance, indifference, and the negation of commitment. Unlike the six characters who end up dying in the novel, “I” is capable of going back and forth between two worlds, the reality of the present day and the uncanny dark space within the Dolphin Hotel. For his diachronic/synchronic journey, it is possible to interpret that the enigmatic hotel is situated at the intersection between the two phases of economic worlds. There, the important qualification he possesses is again nonchalance free from an inquisitive nature of the self, an attitude akin to Nietzsche’s endorsement of amor fati, love for one’s fate.39
 Its unconditional acceptance of everything in the course of life, in economic terms, is highly congenial with the pre-capitalist form of general economy that is not grounded on a balance sheet. The protagonist lives a series of journeys made up of mysterious encounters, deaths, and labyrinth-like liminal conditions. Altogether, the novel insinuates the danger of 1980s Japan as an advanced capitalist society, not only demanding every constituent’s contribution by consumption but also incessantly consuming them back. In this tacit mechanism, the Sheep Man’s teaching contains an important lesson. For the sake of survival, the protagonist can only throw himself into the preconceived system, unconditionally accepting it while balancing himself at a point of negotiation. It involves his tactical impassivity by dissimulating him to be an obedient member of the whole socio-economic system.

The final chapters of the novel are dedicated to the narrator’s recuperation of the lost self. Whereas the majority of the story deals with someone’s evasiveness, disappearance, and death, the resolution arrives in the end when “I” stops pushing the presence of Yumiyoshi away from him. The encounter with the girl occurs at the onset of the story, when he visits the newly renovated Dolphin Hotel. In the glittering hotel, Yumiyoshi (an unusual family name, spelled in katakana in the original Japanese) works as the receptionist, but with her modest and subdued disposition and dated eyeglasses, she seems rather out of place. Her composure and unpretentious personality go against the grain of the fancy venue hanging its signage displayed in French, “l’Hôtel Dauphin.”40
 When “I” returns to the hotel after multiple stopovers, he comes to realize that he needs to stay with her. Through physical intimacy, they recognize compatibility, not only at a sexual level but also for their sensibility toward the body as material, which is not for consumption but 
shareable pleasure. To the same extent, their sharing of time, space, and material plays an instrumental role in the psychological recuperation of the protagonist:


I took out the bottle of vodka and tomato juice I’d bought in town that afternoon and made us two Bloody Marys. No lemon slices or Lea & Perrins, but bloody good enough. We toasted. To us. I switched on the bedside Muzak and punched the Pops channel. Soon we were treated to the lush strains of Mantovani playing “Strangers in the Night.”41




The shared moment accentuated by the cocktails and the music stands out as it creates the long-awaited calmness in the novel, whose previous episodes see the characters fleeing from one moment to the next without respite. Ultimately, it is the sense of their togetherness that saves him from the cycle of despair and sarcasm. What he rescues includes his labor from the ceaseless routine of being consumed and exploited. Then, he comes to notice that his writing assignments earn a means of survival but not “something for [him]self.” So that he wonders “if, maybe, it [is] time to give up the shoveling habit” and “[d]o something for [him]self for a change.”42
 Such an attitude of self-cultivation, in Michel Foucault’s term “the care of the self,” is an important prerequisite for an individual to survive and maintain mental sanity. Care for the well-being of one’s own soul, by something other than obligatory activities, helps to fulfill the sense of freedom from the social structure that dictates the trajectory of individual life.43
 For “I,” abandoning the routine of contracted assignments would permit him, even momentarily, to escape the advanced capitalist system that imposes one-sided terms and conditions.

The process of “I”’s psychological recovery is not an arbitrary anecdote about self-conscious grudge against 1980s Japan. The society saturated by advanced capitalism has consumed him as part of its machine that must keep producing outcomes in response to random assignments. This motif of labor cycles and meager wages poignantly calls our attention to the social periphery, which undeniably existed even at the peak of the Bubble Economy. Nevertheless, within his limited allowance, “I” proactively makes his own choice for consumption, for example, by riding an old Subaru Leone and fixing a modest meal of o-chazuke (a light dish or snack made with leftovers and pantry staples).44
 These commodities are not the fruits of his compromise but items that enrich his life and build his identity. In 1980s Japan, a country that saw a sudden, explosive economic boom, there were no clearly stratified economic classes that display explicitly different habitus, as deemed in Bourdieu’s structuralist theory of differences.45
 The population of nouveau riche expanded in a short span of time because of their successful speculation and investments. Their monetary resources indeed provided quick access to luxury commodities, as exemplified by Gotanda’s lavish life with his Maserati and condominium in central Tokyo, as well as by the other cases observed in Chapters 3 and 4. However, their selection of luxury items cannot be simply equated with “their own palate” as a category of the habitus built on a well-established economic class. Individuals living during social upheavals like the Bubble Economy produced a large influx of wealth through swift cycles 
of investment and accruing capital gain. The quick and easy money certainly allowed investors to enjoy a brief period of millionaire-like life. Such a cluster of nouveau riche does not constitute a clearly defined upper or upper-middle class because their economic status depended on the ephemeral period of earning profits without perpetual guarantee. Lucrative opportunities abounded for a few years, but the disastrous finale of the economic euphoria resulted in rampant bankruptcy and unemployment – literally, heaven and hell took turns and almost coexisted at a certain point. Likewise, certain economic status, patterns of consumption, and identity out of these were extremely fluid and ephemeral. Bourdieu attributes economic practices and perceptions of practices to the preconceived class differences in deterministic binary terms such as high and low, rich and poor.46
 During and after the Bubble phase, everything fluctuated in Japan without cementing any of those as permanent or stable.

Further, the most fundamental question here could be the validity of “the […] structuring principles of practices” and “the perception of practices.”47
 Salient examples are found in the consumer behaviors of Gotanda, the millionaire actor who graciously enjoys o-chazuke served by “I,” and eagerly exchanges his Italian supercar for a Subaru.48
 To a similar extent, “I”’s consumer life tends to be anachronistic. Yet, despite his unstable life “without a regular job” and being unqualified for “a public housing loan,”49
 his consumer palate itself cannot be deterministically judged lowbrow. While recalling his early teen years, the narrator says that he used to collect single records by American artists: “Ray Charles’ ‘Hit the Road, Jack,’ Ricky Nelson’s ‘Travelin’ Man,’ Brenda Lee’s ‘All Alone Am I.’” He used to listen to them all the time and knew all the lyrics by heart.50
 These songs could be classified as R&B, rock, rockabilly, pop, or even country. While these popular music genres could well fall into a category of popular music meant for the mass audience, their reception by Japanese teenagers in the 1960s significantly alters the implication. Frequently cited as a developed country of low proficiency in English,51
 ordinary Japanese individuals are not exposed to authentic English, and the majority of them are not culturally proficient enough to savor the nuances of foreign music and lyrics. In turn, these realities of the Japanese cultural market suggest that the economically unprivileged narrator cultivated what Bourdieu considers the structured experience and acquired linguistics as well as cultural proficiencies that definitely belong to a highbrow or at least refined cultural category in the context of pre-Bubble Japan.

As discussed thus far, the protagonist’s consumer behavior cannot be confined to the theoretical notion of habitus that dictates the significance of economic class differences and perception of one’s experience as the point of reference. In the 1980s, when about 90% of the national population identified themselves as middle-class or upper-middle-class citizens, the notion of “economic class” was momentarily irrelevant to the collective, social consciousness. The reality was that the Bubble Economy eliminated the structured class practices, allocating the wealth to a wide range of national constituents regardless of their primary economic status conditioned by demographics (occupation, income, education, and regions). On the other hand, as “I” is initially distressed by the sense of 
alienation, the economic prosperity was not an egalitarian phenomenon across the entire nation. “I”’s genuine recovery would be possible when he conquers the stubborn self-consciousness that has repressively mortified his own consumer experience and choices.

In 1988, when the almost entirety of Japan was intoxicated by the Bubble, Dance Dance Dance’s offbeat gesture to be a bystander of the economic euphoria would have appeared radically sober. But shortly after, the country needed to discover that the novel’s prognostic vision was not an off-the-track attitude for reality. At the moment, the protagonist’s unassuming approach for consumption was not even a choice, but the only option. The aftermath of the Bubble Economy was so severe that consumers’ scars took more than two decades to heal, and many of them have not recovered completely even today. Since the mid-1990s, the post-Bubble generation (those who were born around the 1980s) has consciously stayed away from consuming non-essential commodities outside of livelihood. The generational tendency includes eschewing automobiles (especially if they live in urban areas), audio/visual equipment like large-sized TVs, and preferring to travel overseas as backpackers rather than luxury tourists. Their patterns of introvert consumption are understandable because they grew up in the middle of the recession. The generation’s reluctance for consumption has remained the same even after the Lost Decades (1992–2012) due to difficulties in securing a permanent job with a stable income. This collective attitude has brought a neology, ken shōhi’ sedai (“the generation that abhors consumption”).52
 For this generation, possessing non-essential items is not only uneconomical but also unreasonable and does not make them happy. They not only hate consumption in general but also question what made the previous generations choose those commodities.53
 As discussed in Chapter 2, the early 1980s witnessed the rise of personal identities that were highly symbiotic with personal consumables. One’s careful selection of items, be it fashion merchandise or automobiles, was closely connected to one’s identity and aesthetic sensibility. Consumers were literally transmitting who they are by means of what they purchase and possess. During the Bubble years, this line of semiotic formula reached its summit. Understanding social codes attached to each commodity was imperative for acquiring cultural and economic proficiency. Consumption was clearly a method of communication that led to a significant pathway for self-realization.54


On the other hand, the post-Bubble generation’s anti-consumption attitude cannot be explained only by the stagnant economy. The generation is undoubtedly prone to frugality, having sharpened their sense of financial management to survive in the severe socio-economic conditions of the country saturated with uncertainty. Their sense of resignation is not innate to the generation, but the sensibility fostered by the social lassitude as manifested in the defensive patterns of consumption – downgrading the quality and price of purchases, the rampant emergence of 100-yen shops (equivalent to American dollar stores), and frequenting cafés or affordable massage parlors that claim to provide “healing” (iyashi) for momentary escape. These are all meant to be agonistic compromises for what the Bubble-phase milieus could offer. Observing the constant news reports of 
declining Japan – about rampant bankruptcies, downsized businesses, increase of temporary, irregular employments, and the increasing visibility of homeless people – they developed the mentality of anti-consumption as a natural survival instinct. Those objective realities surely curtailed their ambition, and their introverted tendencies are a reasonable response to the Bubble generation. As numerous post-Bubble testimonials such as Kobayashi Kiyū’s Baburu eiji [The Bubble Age] (2000) and Sukehiro Syunsaku’s Baburu no ko [The Bubble Child] (2014) express, the spirited dynamic personalities prototypical of the Bubble era have been nearly extinguished, in particular, among Japanese males. In his poetry titled “Hitsujji ni naritai” [I Want To Become A Sheep], Sukehiro conveys his sense of resignation, while metaphorically idealizing the docile animal as a way of life liberated from all economic duties and self-consciousness. One of the stanzas reads as follows:


	 Turning my back to the people who drive on the highway at 140 kmph

	 Not being disturbed by the conflict between rights and duties

	 In the serene place without noises, without making any noises

	 I don’t spend my time on wasteful shopping.55





Here, the poet juxtaposes the life enjoyed by a sheep and the counterpart of Homo consumens. Consumption for him is no longer a pleasure or self-fulfilling factor but a painful duty that encroaches into his private realm. The image of the sheep surely embodies the poet’s desire for liberation from the clamorous human world laden with duties, competitions, and pressures. In reading the poem of sheep as an ode to post-Bubble humanity, Murakami’s mysterious Sheep Man suddenly appears to be a prophetic messenger. As his hybrid appearance suggests, the Sheep Man invocates both the bustling reality of the 1980s and the devastated post-Bubble Japan that is nonetheless liberated from the pressure of consumption. He instigated “I” to dance to ride the surging wave of the Bubble in a dissimulating fashion. Once the phase of festive consumption was over, however, the late-capitalist society at large transformed itself into a herd of sheep. Sukehiro’s poem succinctly confirms this irony.



Notes
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7 The Bubble Economy as the Inspiration for Mass Entertainment
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The rapid inflation of stock and real estate prices, along with thriving businesses of all kinds, generated the enormous amount of surplus money during the Economic Bubble. The unprecedented economic turmoil threw the Japanese into ephemeral wealth and its benefits. On the flip side of the coin, easy access to tremendous amounts of money caused rampant financial pandemonium throughout Japan. One of the conspicuous phenomena was innumerable cases of tax evasion by corporates, individual business owners, investors, and other obscure entities. It was the time when owners of relatively small businesses could avoid paying taxes due to the privilege of filing what is known as aoiro shinkoku sho (blue-colored tax return form),1
 the prescribed form that allows taxpayers to claim their income and deductible items for calculating the tax amount they owe. This system makes use of each business owner’s meticulous daily bookkeeping that records all revenues and expenditures, along with all relevant documents to prove the legitimacy of transactions associated with the business.2
 Insofar as all numeric figures are conscientiously reported, the system offers considerable incentives for business owners to ensure the precise payment of taxes. However, in reality, the filing format became a hotbed for wrongdoing, and local branches of the National Taxation Bureau were constantly investigating cases of fraud.

Since such illegal cases were ubiquitous, tax evasion became a very popular motif in mass entertainment. In novels, live-action films, and TV dramas, stories featuring battles between tax dodgers and public authorities became a well-established genre during the Bubble years. Even decades later, in the 2020s, this creative legacy of the Bubble has continued to thrive. In this popular genre, Marusa no on’na [A Taxing Woman] (1987)3
 and Marusa no on’na 2 [aka. A Taxing Woman’s Return] (1988) directed by Itami Jūzō (1933–1997) stand out for their vanguard usage of tax dodging as the driving force of narrative and action. This chapter reads A Taxing Woman as the paramount harbinger of the thematic genre. Similarly, novels also gained a cultural currency for the subgenre called kigyō shōsetsu (novels about corporate affairs) and keizai shōsetsu (novels about economic affairs), both of which build stories from nonfictional events, anecdotes, and the author’s own experience. From this valence of genre, the chapter examines Ikeido Jun’s popular novel Oretachi baburu nyūkō gumi [We, the Generation of the Bubble] (2004), which deals with fraudulent collaborations between banks 
and private corporates over illegal lending activities. The novel was first adapted as a TV drama in 2013, and since then the sequential series have been televised over the past several years. These works of mass entertainment genre reinforced a traditional precept of kanzen chōaku (promoting righteousness, castigating wrongfulness), which is built upon a narrative pattern akin to universal poetic justice.4
 The thriving motif of monetary issues in live-action drama is, of course, not a coincidental choice but inextricably linked to the social realities of the Bubble Economy. As Itami Jūzō sums up, the motif of money became literally a kind of “international currency” (kokusai gengo) reflecting the epoch when unprecedented mammonism (kūzen no haikin shugi) dominated every corner of Japan.5



Itami Jūzō’s A Taxing Woman: The Unconventional Protagonist, the Ubiquitous Crime


According to the director Itami Jūzō’s note, Itakura Ryōko, the protagonist of Marusa no on’na [A Taxing Woman] and Marusa no on’na 2 [A Taxing Woman’s Return], is loaded with unconventional images of heroine: a workaholic financial officer at a tax bureau, who is “short, ugly, and freckled” (chibi, busu, sobakasu). Played by Miyamoto Nobuko (1945 -) – a well-known actress and Itami’s wife – Ryōko is designed to be “an attractive non-beauty” (miryokuteki hi-bijin),6
 who is somewhat masculine, even asexual. Featuring a middle-aged woman lacking physical attractiveness was a challenging aspect of the film since such an approach completely went against the grain of glamorous Bubble-era women with their long, straight hair, and sexy, form-fitting “body-conscious” dresses. In addition, Itami writes, with “a strong sense of responsibility and intelligence,” Ryōko acts “like a female Lieutenant Columbo.”7
 Being “detail-oriented and empathic for others,” she is highly capable of “collecting various data, [not only] corporate history and industry [but also taxpayers’] academic and professional history as well as [their] friends and habits.”8
 In Japanese action films, these professional traits are rarely given to female protagonists. Their roles are usually auxiliary to male characters, being physically attractive and demure but neither rational nor analytical. In this standard portrayal of women, Ryōko announces the advent of a new breed in the tax bureau, a male-dominating workplace. She proves her invincible guts from the onset of the film – without hesitation, she reprimands her subordinate man who recklessly inquires on the phone “the address” of the business he needs to investigate: “If they look down on you, the game is over!”9


Centering on Ryōko’s investigation activities, A Taxing Woman uncovers various tax-evading methods and tireless work of the Taxation Bureau wrestling with criminal techniques. The opening shot displays the tax office’s mission by citing the National Tax Violations Control Act, Article 12.2 verbatim: “When a revenue officer […] believes that a violation has taken place, said office must file a formal charge.”10
 With the mission statement in mind, the film juxtaposes two veins of the story – Ryōko’s wrestling with an intricate tax dodging scheme set up by adult hotel owner, Gondō Hideaki; and other petty cases of tax evasion by small business owners. The former episode is shot in a linear narrative, while the latter 
group of episodes is presented in the form of vignettes. This dual structure is a reminiscence of another of Itami’s Bubble-theme film, Tampopo (1985), which showcases the smorgasbord of international cuisines in the style of a pseudo-spaghetti western film.

The prologue of A Taxing Woman presents Ryōko’s vigorous investigation projects at Minatomachi Taxation Bureau.11
 From the first episode, observing the interior of a fashionable café, she notices that the register remains open. There, two types of bills with different digits are used to discard a bundle of sales afterward. In addition, the sales made by two part-time wait staffs are clandestinely excluded. In another episode, Ryōko makes an inquiry as to how much food items are consumed per month at a tiny mom-and-pop grocery store. Without understanding the nature of the question, the owner couple confesses that they consume their store’s merchandise for their family’s everyday meals, which amounts 80,000 yen. Since the store is a judicial-person (hōjin) franchise, their private consumption of their store items is illegal. Thus, Ryōko concludes that the monthly consumption, multiplied by the number of months since their incorporation, should be considered the sales income for their business. Upon learning about the dramatic increase of the income tax, the owner’s wife yells at Ryōko: “Why would you pick on poor people like us? […] There are many worse than us! Why don’t you go after them?” This line of vengeful mindset, “why us,” is common whenever small businesses are severely audited. Meticulously examined by tax officers, most businesses would be revealed as operating with some flaws, and yet they tend to feel unfairness. But for Ryōko’s staunch sense of duty, in the law-abiding nation, their naïve mistake is subject to strict correction. Similarly in the following episode, Ryōko reveals a pachinko parlor’s tax evasion case, after sensing the owner’s cunning reduction of daily proceedings from the corporate account. Using a simple idea of marking bills in the ball exchange machine, Ryōko discovers that the owner eliminates about 350,000 yen per day.

What follows these opening episodes is the main pillar of the narrative, which focuses on the tax dodging case by Gondō, who owns a real estate developing business and adult hotels. Recently he made a capital gain of 170 million yen, but has no intention of paying income taxes. To hide the profit, he establishes a real estate brokerage Hakamada Real Estate, using the name of an elderly man in poor health, and lends the company 120 million yen. Shortly after Hakamada dies, Gondō issues the check and shuts down the company to complete laundering the capital gain. For the rest of the 50 million yen, he sets up a fictitious agreement that Ninagawa, a yakuza leader, has lent it to him without any corroborating documents, and hides the money in his secret room. Gondō’s stratagem extends to his private life. His common-law wife manages the key for his rental security box in a bank, while his mistress takes up the task of discarding all the records from the love hotels Gondō owns. Unlike other businesses issuing receipts, adult hotels are rented on an hourly basis for sex, and for privacy reasons, guests rarely demand any proof of payment. Being aware of such a standard practice, Ryōko’s boss Tsuyuguchi lectures at a briefing, “[T]he profit margin is extremely high – this means irregularities galore.”12



The first half of the film wraps up with the scene in which the building that is supposed to be Hakamada Real Estate – the company Ryōko has tracked down – is demolished by bulldozers. The sinister scene foreshadows the challenges she faces in the second half of the film. Because the local Taxation Bureau does not have a right to inspect further, her work has come to a stalemate. However, thanks to her successful investigation of the previous cases, the Department of Inspection at Tokyo Regional Taxation Bureau (Tokyo Kokuzeikyoku) promotes Ryōko to a full-fledged tax inspector and transfers her position there. The part of the film’s “Marusa” is a Japanese slang of the inspector position derived from the division of inspection (sasatsu) of the bureau.13


Shortly after assuming the new position, Ryōko joins the team that investigates Gondō’s adult hotel business and learns that it has apparently tampered with its sales figures. Normally, suspicious businesses receive an unannounced visit by the bureau for an audit, and their wrongdoing can be discovered on the spot. Nonetheless, since Gondō has been marked as a criminal for years, the team secretly tries to figure out his tax-evading stratagem, including all the individuals who have contributed to his illegal scheme. For this objective, the team painstakingly collects every piece of Gondō’s actions. Following an anonymous phone call (from Gondō’s jilted former mistress), Ryōko ruthlessly follows a garbage truck to a rainy dumpsite where she discovers the bundle of records. In another instance, she and his immediate boss Hanamura discover that Gondō’s current mistress, Kumi, facilitates his backstage deal with the safe kept in her condominium. Based on the discoveries, the team estimates that Gondō removes at least 50 million yen a year per hotel, and multiplied by five hotels, and possibly the evasion can be traced back for five years (50 million × 5 hotels × 5 years = 1.25 billion yen), plus 170 million yen for the recent sale of a condominium building.

At this point, the Taxation Bureau’s team plans on the simultaneous raid to seize those who are involved in Gondō’s illegal activities – his residence, his adult hotels, his mistress’s condominium, the yakuza Ninagawa’s office, the bank that is complicit with Gondō, and his common-law wife during her visit at a hair salon. For the violation of the Corporation Tax Law, the team forcefully enters these locations with a search warrant issued by the court. At the condominium, they discover a bundle of seals (inkan), which would have been used for a false account book for nonexistent employees’ salaries. At Gondō’s residence, when Ryōko leans on a bookshelf, it turns around and reveals his secret deposit room full of concealed cash, seals, and bars of gold. In the meantime, Hanamura hunts down his wife Mitsuko, who eventually gives him the key for a rental safe-deposit box at the bank. In minutes, Hanamura and the team force the bank’s branch manager to confess that they have accepted Gondō’s concealed deposit of 180 million yen under the false account. When the picture of the evasion scheme is almost fully clear, the section manager of the Department of Inspection receives a phone call from a politician Urushibara, who controls Ninagawa and Gondō’s business behind the scene, providing insider information for kickbacks. His name pops up on and off in the course of the film, but he never makes an appearance. The sequence of the raid and investigation scenes wraps up with the pan-back movement of the 
camera, distancing the section manager who coaxes Representative Urushibara who asks to keep the case unrevealed. The manager, however, gently rejects the plea saying that “[T]his is really an egregious case,” and “[t]rying to steer the case could backfire and hurt your reputation.”14
 Upon hanging up the phone, the manager sighs deeply. The scene implicitly suggests the Taxation Bureau’s intricate position in need of maintaining the power balance with private entities and its own position as the civil servant who tries to uphold tax laws.

As shown in the denouement, the story reveals the presence of a complex network for the tax crime. In A Taxing Woman there is no absolute villain or scoundrel who evades taxes just for the sake of accumulating wealth. Despite his multilayered schemes for the violation, even Gondō’s motivation is vindicated by the narrative. In private, he is a caring father who hopes to leave all his assets to his son, Tarō. In the epilogue, Ryōko shows her sympathy for him but not for his method: “If you care about him, instead of your estate, think of a way to pass on your strength to him.”15
 Replying “[p]eace of mind is best of all” to her, Gondō reveals his extra 300 million yen kept in another bank. He offers her the code for the safety box, writing it in his blood on the handkerchief Ryōko happened to leave at a bar when they encountered several months ago. It appears to be an amicable resolution, but it also foreshadows future battles over another tax evasion. His spontaneous confession signals that there are many other illegal monies beyond her reach, and thus the inspector’s work never ends. In such ways, the uncanniness of the last scene is highly suggestive of the dark reality hidden under the thriving economy. In hindsight, the scene was also foretelling the collective crime the Japanese government and financial institutions were all engaging with.16
 After all, Gondō’s tax evasion is just the tip of the iceberg.



A Taxing Woman in Search of Real Social Culprits


Although tax evasion is clearly a crime that needs to be suppressed, in A Taxing Woman the activity itself does not hold an absolute antisocial implication. As Ryōko’s work through the Minatomachi Taxation Bureau unveils, each business owner commits tax evasion as a necessary means of protecting their businesses and incomes from the high taxes levied on them. This sympathetic view reflects the director Itami’s personal experience. When his earlier film Osōshiki [The Funeral] (1984) earned a distribution revenue of 1,200 million yen,17
 the tax rate was 65%. In addition, an estimated prepayment for the following year was also required.18
 Facing these realities, Itami felt that the national government was “worse than robbers.”19
 Such a personal sentiment, as well as the harshness of income taxes, runs through the film, and therefore the ultimate goal is not to create a film that supports the national taxation policy and reprimands business owners as culprits.20
 The underlying thesis of A Taxing Woman is, in Itami’s words, the powerful and unabashed attachment to money solely determines “all kinds of acting principles” in contemporary Japan.21
 The collective mentality extends to that of antisocial yakuza as well. When his subordinate Katsumata leaves to serve a prison term, Ninagawa reflects on the implication of what is called crime: “The 
days of violence are over. Now we go to jail for tax evasion. We’re entrepreneurs, contributing to society, by providing conduits for tax evasion and politicians’ bribes.”22
 There is no sense of guilt or remorse in his words; instead, the passage articulates the outlaw group’s sense of awareness that they hold the key to a new social order that bridges private business and politics. To counter their complicity, the inspectors also fight a fierce battle that exhausts their intellectual capacity (chiryoku no kagiri o tsukushita shitō).23
 Viewers of the film may feel sympathy for either party, and according to Itami, it totally depends on the stance of each individual.24
 It is however a radical subtext not clearly readable for most law-abiding taxpayers in Japan, and therefore at least on the surface the film assumes a pretext that inspections are a necessary process to enforce the duty of paying taxes. In an interview with Itami, Isobe Ritsuo, the president of Hakuhōdō, Japan’s prominent advertising agency and the former Commissioner of the National Tax Agency, explains the significance of inspections:


An inspection is something akin to surgical operation. It inflicts considerable pain [on the suspect], but it is necessary, and the purpose is not to kill that business. The operation is meant to bring health back to it. But since it is a surgery, blood loss is inevitable. Therefore, we need to supplement blood. Unless a supplement is given, the business would die. Then, the one who supplement the blood is the main bank [of the business entity]. Therefore, we are very much worried whether the main bank continues to be supportive of the business without withdrawing [from their partnership]. […] Once the inspection is done and documents are forwarded to the Public Prosecutor’s Office, an administrative sanction is given [to the business]. After this point, when the business owner visits me, I ask if the main bank is taking care of [them]. If the answer is yes, I am relieved. If the main bank abandons [them], the situation is like when animals are bled out.25




This vein of humanistic tutelage over the tax dodgers is slightly noticeable in A Taxing Woman. Accordingly, the film does not underscore the business owners’ evilness per se. Instead, what is inquired about by the film’s narrative is their human nature to protect their hard-earning money, as shown by Gondō’s love for his son.26
 In other words, as the former Director General of the National Tax Administration Agency Fukuda Yukihiro points out, tax evasion does not exist a priori but stems from the excessively high corporate tax imposed on businesses.27
 Before the 1990s when tax reforms were introduced, for the largest companies in Japan,28
 the rate was nearly 50%, while in 2014 it has dropped to around 40%.29
 In the film, when Ryōko announces the revised corporate taxes with penalty percentages, all the business owners display their indignation and repulsion and so they yell at her asking “where are we supposed to come up with that kind of money?!”30


Given high operating costs and levied taxes, for some audience, the business owners’ outrage directed at Ryōko might be understandable. Yet, for many non-business owners in Japan, the taxation system for private businesses tend to still be considered advantageous, compared with that for corporate employees or civil 
servants whose income taxes are withheld from their paychecks. Finally, as the variants of illegal methods are shown in A Taxing Woman, actual sales can be dishonestly underreported. Insofar as the taxation system allows such liberty for private business, paradoxically, taxation bureaus need to continue their cat-and-mouse games.



Ikeiko Jun’s We, the Generation of the Bubble – the Bubble Economy as the Hotbed of Financial Pandemonium


With his real work experience as a banker for (former) Mitsubishi Bank from 1988 through 1995, Ikeido Jun (1963–) has occupied a vanguard position in the field of “corporate entertainment” (kigyō entāteimento) in Japan.31
 The genre emerged from kigyō shōsetsu (novels about corporate affairs), a genre that has gained popularity since around the mid-1990s. Through engrossing and thrilling plots, Ikeido’s novels tend to denounce organizations or individuals who malignantly disrupt the operation of large corporate businesses.32
 In the post-Bubble social currents, the mission of the genre has become not only inquiring but also challenging and castigating unethical insider activities and ringleaders. The audience welcome these narrative patterns because the fictional characters acutely denounce the malaise of conservative collectivism within corporate structures, representing the voices of them (readers) who are mostly corporate employees.33
 Following this orthodox mission of the genre, Ikeido has succeeded in creating a banker hero whose professional ability affords his daring action and success in climbing the corporate ladder. In this line of his novels, the most popular work is Oretachi baburu nyūkō gumi [We, the Generation of the Bubble] (2004). As the first novel of the sequels known as “the Hanzawa Naoki Series,” which features the titular protagonist, it was adapted to a serial TV drama in 2013.34
 Set in the city of Osaka in the early 2000s, the novel exposes the unlawful lending practices that permeated Bubble-era Japan. The novel was published amidst the “Lost Decades,” when the unprecedented degree of corporate restructuring and the plethora of bankruptcy were painfully fixing the national economy. Ikeido used to witness various cases of fanatic financial operations as the banker himself. Reflecting his professional experience, the novel displays a glimpse of the author’s own indignation in search of catharsis.

Revisiting We, the Generation of the Bubble is a worthy attempt primarily because the novel is an informative resource, though a fiction, for glancing the reality of lending practices from within banks. In the tone of social realism, the novel sheds light on the undisciplined, chaotic lending system left to the liberty of internal politics, the complicity with business owners, and human rapacity. Financial institutions, especially banks, are at the forefront of financing economic activities, playing an important role of supplying money to businesses that is tantamount to “blood” in the body.35
 The idea sounds almost reinstatement of Isobe’s view on money above. Despite this socially responsible mission, during the Bubble years, banks fanatically lent money for investments, mortgages, and other large purchases in order to enhance their lending records.36
 Their imposing 
attitudes were, however, not accused but rather welcomed by thousands of borrowers who benefitted from those loans. It was a good time for them to expand their business and purchasing ability under the tutelage of banks. Even when they were in trouble, banks were considered literally saviors for business owners.37
 Nevertheless, this general assumption dissipated when the government turned away from the so-called “convoy system” (gosōsendan hōshiki)38
 that was used to prevent the bankruptcy of financial institutions and related industries by intervening competitions and controlling interest rates. This is indicative of Japan’s de facto socialist practice that used to control and protect the sustainable growth of the economy by the government’s intervention. In the post-Bubble decades, now that they have lost the national substructure of convoy system, banks are no longer able to support small businesses with limited assets and credits. Consequently, small businesses have become vulnerable to bankruptcy.39
 The changes are apparent when the third-person narrative reflects on the year 1988, the golden age of banks at the peak of the Bubble Economy:


In the frontline of job hunting battles, urban banks were at the summit of popularity. At the time, nobody imagined banks could go bankrupt. Backed by high performance, many of them continued to purchase American banks, advancing their global strategy. It was also the time when the disorderly practice of financing began to rise, anticipating the decrease of interests. [Such phenomena were fueled by] the creation of credits based on the increase of land and stock prices.40




Contrasted with the past, the novel quickly shifts perspective to the mid-2000s, in the middle of the stagnant Lost Decades. Along with the main issue of illegitimate loans, the narrative enumerates unpleasant aspects of the bank in question – the internal landscape of organizational hierarchy, sectionalism, and power politics. The protagonist Hanzawa Naoki is an energetic and choleric banker in his mid-thirties, whose professionalism, rather than his righteousness, drives the story. As the manager of the financing section at the Western Osaka Branch of Tokyo Central Bank, he discovers a window-dressing settlement (funshoku kessai, fraudulent accounting) in the financial report of Western Osaka Steel Co., to which the bank had financed 5 oku yen (about $5 million).41
 Unlike the third-quarter report of the company that states 4 oku 5,000 man yen ($4.5 million) of sales volume, in reality, their transaction has fallen to the debt of more than 2 oku yen ($2 million).42
 While investigating the discrepancy, Hanzawa realizes that Higashida, the coarse president of the company, has fabricated the data of stock inventory, sales volume, and expenditure for personnel. Because window-dressing settlements are illegal, Hanzawa, who is in charge of financing, cannot dismiss the crooked bookkeeping. Therefore, he demands that Higashida return $5 million upfront.43
 Although his company is on the verge of bankruptcy, Higashida continues to act pompously toward younger Hanzawa and insults him by saying that bankers are merely moneylenders who can only eavesdrop on borrowers’ minds with petty management skills.44
 Shortly after their confrontation, Higashida’s company 
issues a bill of dishonor (fuwatari) to their main bank. Accordingly, now he just needs to rely on the mercy of Hanzawa’s Tokyo Central Bank. Such a dire situation, however, does not any longer affect the power relation between the bank and the debtor. Despite the disgrace severely harming their credentials, in the post-Bubble years, borrowers have become far more daring than before, and alongside, lenders are “immune” to their financial delinquency.45
 The audacity of Higashida epitomizes the epochal mentality of the debtor, a collective sense of contempt felt for the prolonging recession that has jeopardized their business.

At this point, the novel shifts the focus to the bank’s internal bureaucracy that enables a system of financing disqualified businesses. As soon as Higashida issues the dishonored bill, Hanzawa learns that the West Osaka branch’s head manager, Asano, has accused him, reasoning that he had not discovered the window-dressing settlement when the loan was approved. Hanzawa should take responsibility because of his insufficient financial analysis that overlooked the fraudulent accounting.46
 However, behind the scenes, Asano is the ringleader who gave the final approval for the $5 million without requiring any collateral. He passed the financing case because Asano himself has suffered from his personal financial predicament. To fix the problem, he accepted a bribe from Higashida when the loan was approved. As a general practice of the ringi system in Japan, whenever a business transaction is requested, a detailed proposal needs to be circulated among related sections and approved by each level of the organizational hierarchy.47
 Asano bypassed the business protocol for a fair screening process, and forced Hanzawa to approve the financing plan for Western Osaka Steel Co. without giving him sufficient time to review all the documents. Here, obviously, Asano is the villain who forcefully passed the unethical lending by abusing his power as the branch head.

The inappropriately passed loan brings disastrous consequences to Hanzawa. This is the point when Asano provokes the protagonist’s indignation and decision to take revenge. As a short-tempered go-getter, Hanzawa determines not to be Asano’s scapegoat but fight against the injustice tooth and nail.48
 But to restore his damaged reputation, Hanzawa needs to face a number of challenges: first, to collect the $5 million from Higashida by tracking his assets; and second, to reduce Asano’s egoistic control over the bank’s bureaucracy. As such, the novel gradually takes form of a revenge drama in which the enemy also constantly challenges Hanzawa, condemning him as an incapable lending officer. Going through the painstaking investigation, Hanzawa notices that Higashida never had any intention to pay back the loan and instead cooked up “a planned bankruptcy” (keikaku tōsan). His purpose was to purchase a mansion in Hawaii and build a new business in China, and to that end, he was gradually transferring the $5 million to his personal account.49
 In the meantime, the third-person narrative reveals that the ringleader who pushed Higashida’s loan application to be approved was Asano himself. Then, as the investigation advances, Hanzawa finds Asano’s passbook (tsūchō) recording the transferring of the 10% of the $5 million in question.50
 Tracking down the transaction, Hanzawa makes another discovery – the money was transferred to a stock company’s account to pay off the debt Asano 
accumulated for credit trading.51
 With all the information in hand, Hanzawa immediately decides to threaten him anonymously by email:


Now I am only thinking about when I should give this passbook to your supervisor. And then, I am delighted to imagine how your life in prison would be. In order to make it happen, I will publicize your crime to three entities: the bank, police, and the media. I cannot wait to see your beloved family surrounded by reporters.52




From the point on, the power relation takes a new trajectory, as Hanzawa’s revenge on Higashida and Asano begins. While the former’s swindles result in his arrest and confiscation of the property,53
 the latter receives a severe psychological sanction by Hanzawa.54
 Finally, Asano kneels in apology his subordinate Hanzawa, without even knowing that the email was sent by him, and acknowledges his misconduct in the loan process.55
 Consequently, Asano’s wrongdoing leads to his dismissal from the position of the branch manager. And yet, the man’s superficial apology does not satisfy Hanzawa – so, he proposes a deal for not disclosing the case: “Transfer me to the section I want. That is the requirement.”56
 Hanzawa boldly demands the position of the vice-director at the Section II of the operational headquarters of the bank (eigyō dai ni bu), where elite bankers handle the business for large companies that belong to the same capital group as Tokyo Central Bank.57
 The demand is readily granted by Asano, who desperately protects his position.58
 The transfer means a spectacular promotion for Hanzawa. It is important to him because the elite position gives him access to the power for fighting against the obsolete bureaucracy that allows “an incompetent boss” to determine subordinate employees’ fates: “[I]sn’t this a blasphemy against an individual’s life?”59
 In the context of the Lost Decades, the question problematizes not only a private business but also the organizational structure embraced by the nation at large. Hanzawa’s uproar reflects the collective desire (in particular shared among salarymen (sararīman), white-collar corporate workers) for overthrowing the dysfunctional hierarchy in the age of low growth after the collapse of the Bubble Economy. Implying Hanzawa’s promotion, in effect the revenge drama concludes the series’ first episode.

The popularity of the novel and its sequels stems from its exhilarating poetic justice set in the post-Bubble business world where the tyrannical bureaucracy holds no merit. In terms of narrative style, the novel constitutes threefold elements that broadly correspond to those segments identified by Aristotle’s Poetics: mimesis, hamartia, and catharsis. Mimesis refers to an imitation of an action, behavior, and other human traits, while it means representation or verisimilitude.60
 Hamartia means by definition “an error of judgement which may arise from ignorance or some moral shortcoming.”61
 Finally, catharsis means a “purge” of pity and fear, which also creates “a therapeutic effect” as well as “a sense of release from tension.”62
 Going through these three stages in the narrative, the reader, together with Hanzawa, takes pleasure in taking revenge on the enemies and wipes off the disgrace. In the depressing age of economic recession, the novel was surely received by mass readers as the timely provider of catharsis, albeit fictional.


The novel became a million-seller hit, and it was later broadcast as a TV drama in 2013. Its extreme popularity attests to the fact that the theme and motifs were highly relevant to contemporary Japan. The pattern of storytelling, which constitutes Hanzawa’s perseverance, contrivance, merciless castigation upon malicious puppeteers, and ultimate sense of catharsis, evoked deep empathy from Japanese corporate employees. Furthermore, the novel’s realism, which extends to the internal operation of banks, ignited the audience’s interest. It is highly informative as well as didactic, as the narrative often introduces the reader not only to organizational practices but also to the mindsets of professional bankers through Hanzawa’s critical perspective. For instance, the third-person narrative problematizes the contemporary lending process. Since many banks perceive their lending business as “the […] civic duty […] to support troubled firms,” they frequently set aside a careful credit analysis.63
 In return, the main banks of each business need to ensure their responsibility of monitoring the business operation and corporate governance.64
 Such a patron-like role of banks, however, has not always improved the deteriorated performance of borrowers. During the stagnant Lost Decades, banks rescued many moribund borrowers (for instance, a company like Higashida’s Western Steel Co.) for an extended period of time by offering “rolling-over non-performing loans” and additional “evergreen loans” that assisted them to make interest payments.65
 Then, ironically, such remedies by banks were gradually endangering themselves. At the time, main banks launched “perverse incentives” that increased loans to businesses with low performance, and “protected their own balance sheets from a further surge in non-performing loans.”66
 Interweaving all the actual issues into the revenge drama, We, the Generation of the Bubble mediates the banking industry and the public audience. The commercial success of the novel and TV drama lies in this accessibility to the operation of bank business, in the style of semi-documentary narrative. Ultimately, the foremost reason for the tremendous popularity owes much to the novel’s humanistic drama castigating the hazardous corporate politics, which appeared like a messianic entertainment for the depressingly sluggish 2000s.

According to the author Ikeido, he intends to create entertaining novels that step out of the existing paradigm of kigyō shōsetsu (corporate novel) or ginkō shōsetsu (bank novel) that mainly discloses the culture of business entities.67
 Indeed, in the post-Bubble years around the turn of the twenty-first century, popular corporate novels were ubiquitous, featuring motifs like the disorder of the financial market, but without notable commercial success. It is possible to surmise that the Hanzawa series became a great success partly because the author designed it as entertainment, rather than serious, pure literature in a journalistic tone. Placing the indignant antihero Hanzawa in the center, the series vocalizes the banker’s frustration that aligns with public views across the country. What makes the novel compelling is Hanzawa’s passion for castigating the other bankers who are collectively oblivious of the genuine social mission. Supplying the blood – the analogy of money – to worthy business for economic wellness is instrumental for bankers. The nationwide economic decline is depressing, but the worse than that is, as the novel presents, the depravity of bankers themselves. As the third-person narrative 
(as perhaps the author’s true sentiment) repeatedly criticizes, banks have remained conservative, uncreative, and inept in spontaneity.68
 Unfortunately, those institutions have become merely the bystanders of the apocalypse, standing aghast and yet dodging dangers with their keen survival instinct. In this line of reading, in the Lost Decades and thereafter, the Hanzawa series bears an implication of admonition for the perennial Economic Bubble and temptations for unethical deeds. But once again, the series is meant to be an entertainment, in which the antihero does not remain silent but tirelessly fights fire with fire.



Toward the Bubble Entertainment

This chapter has revisited the two major entertainment productions that portray the extreme attachment to money from different angles. Premiered in the middle of the Bubble phase, A Taxing Woman (1987) not only denounces the act of tax evasion but also gestures to show a subtle sympathy for tax dodgers. The ringleader of tax evasion in the film, Gondō, reflects the epochal mindset that intricately amalgamates energy, composure, and even generosity.69
 It is intriguing to note that even tax dodgers’ archenemy, the former public prosecutor Tanaka Morikazu, acknowledges those criminals’ human quality of being dynamic and full of vitality.70
 After the collapse of the Bubble Economy, those baburu shinshi (“Bubble gentlemen”) disappeared, and in turn “cold and rational IT millionaires” began to dominate the frontline of the socio-economic sphere.71
 At this juncture, there is no wonder why the post-Bubble novel, We, the Generation of the Bubble (2004), foregrounds the narrative on the poetic justice intertwined with the revenge game. There, no nostalgic sentiments for the bygone years of the Bubble are present. Despite his identity as “the generation of the Bubble” (Baburu nyūkō gumi), Hanzawa is ill-fated to clean up the blunders of the others (almost always his senior colleagues or executives, along with clients of someone else) who take advantage of the money and loose-lending practices nurtured by the Bubble Economy. Hanzawa’s mercilessness against the villains belongs to the mentality of the post-Bubble generation, which has constantly struggled to find a way of surviving over harsh social milieus and egocentric others. Then, his psyche is a byproduct of the post-Bubble workplace in general, where affective semi-family-like support and leniency have disappeared. As management theorist Peter Drucker once praised, Japanese corporations’ success used to lie in three instrumental factors: making effective decisions by consensus; safeguarding employment security with flexibility; and developing young professional managers.72
 These organizational practices are the legacy of high growth. In the twenty-first century, as exemplified by Tokyo Central Bank, the workplace has become a battlefield where even one’s superiors and colleagues are competing strangers, and they can potentially become predatory enemies.

According to Tanaka, the Bubble produced ample underground money everyone could take advantage of and use for their benefits. There were also people who could finance new businesses that could not secure loans.73
 Such economic fluidity and flexibility, together with a sort of reciprocal support based on generosity 
and playful wager, evaporated after the Bubble. Although the two entertainment works in this chapter are built on the sense of righteousness, they belong to the totally opposite ends of the spectrum. On the surface, We, the Generation of the Bubble endorses the long-surviving notion of kanzen chōaku, which translates as “promoting righteousness, castigating wrongfulness.” Nonetheless, the novel is, once again, an entertainment catering to the zeitgeist and mass audience of present-day Japan. This approach has been commercially sound. The last episode of the TV drama earned the unprecedented program rating: 42.2% in the Kantō area (Tokyo and its environs) and 45.5% in the Kansai area (Osaka, Kyoto, Hiroshima, and Nagoya) on September 22, 2013.74
 This fact eloquently suggests that the portrayal of organizational politics and revenge, in the form of gekokujō (a practice of subordinate overthrowing superior ubiquitous during the Warring State Period), was overwhelmingly endorsed by the mass audience. In the stagnant economy with prolonged deflation, it is not an overstatement that, through this revenge drama, the audience has cultivated a collective social identity as rebels – rebels against repressive life under organizational power struggles, and the fate of being a puppet on a string. In this regard, ironically, the drama brought the nation together. This may poignantly insinuate that, long after the postwar decades, the country has once again regressed to the monotonous age of mass consumption.
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Toward the Age of Post-Bubble Consumerism

After the collapse of the Bubble in the early 1990s, Japan endured at least two decades of economic decline and social degeneration caused by multiple consequences – the record-high unemployment, the crumbling of lifetime employment system, and the rise of contract-based temporary employment that has destabilized people’s life. The nationwide sense of uncertainty was further escalated by the prolonged deflation and wage disparities, which have been continuously declining the national birthrates.1
 To make matters worse, the chain of catastrophes caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2011, magnified the national crisis in the first half of the 2010s. The ongoing pandemic of COVID-19 has provoked shortages of product supplies, confusions in logistics, and nationwide lockdowns across the globe. In 2022, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has even furthered the plight in the form of not only devastated conditions of human lives but also skyrocketing inflation in innumerable countries and regions. Apparently, Japan is one of the countries heavily affected by these geopolitical predicaments that have made the nationwide social operations and economic activities dysfunctional. In addition, the assassination of former Prime Minister Abe Shinzō in July 2022 provoked widespread mourning, while the atrocity raised the question regarding national security at large. The list of depressive conditions and events goes on, as though Japan has been trapped in a cycle of eternal degenerations.

In these dystopic realities, especially for the millennial generation, the Bubble Economy is the foremost culprit that drove Japan to a state of misery. It has been long since the country lost its global prestige in the economy, and the national key industries of steel, electronics, and materials have faced a fierce competition within the East Asian region. In the past three decades, private sectors have lost momentum for innovation, investment, and the development of the new global market. Consequently, the domestic consumption has been shrinking in the climate of deflation and stagnant wages, accelerating the decline of low birthrate further. Likewise, “Cool Japan”2
 initiated by the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry has also become a forlorn campaign, an unsuccessful and desperate crusade for defending its popular culture and industry.


By the same token, the Bubble generation no longer nonchalantly enjoys carefree festive moods. Shortly after the Lost Decades, Tanaka Yasuo’s Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years (2014) reflected on the reckless social ambience of the Bubble years. The nostalgic recollection was narrated in a past perfect tense, thereby poignantly reminding us that the economic prosperity is the bygone past like a dream. In the 1980s, urban consumers like the novel’s protagonists enriched their material life, utilizing their hyper-self-consciousness and aesthetic palate as the guiding principle for their consumer life. For them, even if unconsciously, enhancing their individuality and building differences from others meant an important goal for consumption. Thirty years later, the same principle has been actively alive among the Bubble generation. Their instinctive as well as intuitive approach to what they want – brand products, automobiles, or resort vacations – seems not fading away. On the other hand, the severe economic downturn has produced a new vein of psychic conditions and literary genre, through which we witness a bundle of hardship, resignation, and lassitude prevalent in the post-Bubble generations.

In contrast to the Bubble phase, when the majority of Japanese believed their identity as middle-class or upper-middle-class citizens, in the twenty-first century, the country has been invisibly split into economic layers – the rise of advanced information technology has given birth to a small population of new economic elites, leaving older generations behind the competition. The rise and dominance of e-commerce have chased traditional retail stores, especially small individual businesses, away from people’s everyday life. With these situations, Japan has also observed a drastic bipolarization divided into clearly wealthy and poor populations. While the pandemic continues to suffocate the labor conditions of the poor, the rise of stock prices keeps granting more assets to wealthy individuals.3


Under the harsh economic conditions of the country, many citizens have explored ways of surviving and protecting their lives. As typically seen in the post-Bubble generation, they have renounced a lifestyle based on heavy possession and accumulation of materials. Large and expensive commodities such as houses and automobiles no longer appeal to them. In turn, they have become consumers who keenly share, borrow, and recycle various items in every corner of life. This is a conspicuous phenomenon since the Lost Decades, above all in the fields of basic subsistence of housing, clothing, and transportation. As portrayed in Somehow, Crystal after 33 Years, innumerable individuals have cultivated a sense of altruism for mutual survival and well-being. For instance, many local communities have opened restaurants offering meals free of charge for low-income families and children. Some others have taken care of elderly people at a fraction of the cost, almost in the form of volunteering, when expensive nursing homes and public supports are not options. Since the national government has fallen behind in setting up appropriate policies, individual citizens have taken initiatives for a wide range of mutual supports and cares. This trend of so-called “fourth-stage consumption,” to borrow Miura Atsushi’s term, based on voluntary sharing of resources would be imperative in the next decades to come.

Affected by the pandemic of COVID-19, like many other countries, Japan has received unprecedented damage to its economy, far more severely than the cases 
during the Lost Decades or the post-Lehman shock years. Due to restrictions on human mobility, the national plan of increasing inbound visitors from overseas has been truncated, and as of summer 2022, the national border is open only to a limited number of qualified groups and individuals. In the contemporary socio-economic climates, Japan’s economic classes are constantly fluid and ephemeral, quickly driving consumers from one status to another. Previous customers at brand shops are browsing deals at one-dollar stores such as Daisō, or frequenting discount supermarkets – these scenes are now everywhere throughout the country. Department stores have reevaluated product groups and marketing strategies to reach out to new customer groups. Their face-to-face customer service has been increasingly replaced by online shopping.4
 It has been long since the sociological notion of habitus has collapsed, together with one’s economic status that has been mercurial and constantly replaced with something else. Although such phenomena are undeniably real, consumption is still considered by many as a virtuous and much-needed action that sustains peaceful operation of society.5


Japan has dissolved the formerly thick layers of its middle-class population, since the collapse of the Bubble Economy. Whereas their labor and consumption were instrumental to the economic growth in the second half of the twentieth century, those factors would not revamp the same level of growth in the future.6
 Oddly enough, some individuals of the Bubble generation still dream about the glorious epoch and never renounce the habitus they acquired back then. Their appetite for consumption has not diminished; therefore, in the age of low growth, as Ushikubo Megumi hopes, they might become a messiah who can re-boost the national economy,7
 even if such an effect might be limited.

This book has explored various dimensions of Bubble-era human behaviors in consumption and their psychosomatic experiences. Those salient styles of consumption, self-consciousness, egocentrism, and daringness are somewhat outlandish in Japan’s recent standard. The Bubble-era episodes and literary works visited in this book narrate the arguably golden age of post-WWII Japan. There, the monetary power is the privilege that awoke not only daring behaviors but also youthful, spirited temperaments. Ultimately, what the economic phase brought to Japan were exuberance and recklessness that rejuvenated the labor-driven monotonous life of people, by virtue of recreational consumption. The delightful experience has never left some individuals and collective age groups. Today, their living memory is the foremost legacy of the Bubble Economy.



Notes


	According to Claire Parker’s report on The Washington Post, June 3, 2022, Japan recorded 811, 604 births and 1,439,809 deaths in 2021. Consequently, the population dropped by 628,205, the largest natural decline of the population since the data became available. On the other hand, the fertility rate (the average number of children to which a woman gives birth in lifetime) has been 1.3, six years in a row. It is the fourth lowest rate in the world. Consequently, about 30% of the population is over 65 years old. See Parker’s article, “Japan records its largest natural population decline as births fall,” in 
The Washington Post online edition, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/06/03/japan-low-births-population-decline-2021/, accessed on July 7, 2022.

	Naikakufu (the Cabinet Office), “Kūru jyapan senryaku” [Cool Japan Strategy], https://www.cao.go.jp/cool_japan/about/about.html. The Cool Japan campaign promotes a wide range of contents that encompass anime, manga, game, fashion, food, design, technology, etc. The strategic campaign began in 2015, aiming to “invigorate Japan’s soft power” by branding and transmitting national products to the world. While the initial focus was on popular culture, the parameter has been extended to various fields.

	As of June 3, 2021, the Nikkei Stock Average has been shifting around JPY 29,000, which is the level close to that of the Bubble Economy.

	Hendrik Meyer-Ohle, “Post-Bubble Japanese Department Stores: The Needs to Search for New Paradigms,” in Consuming Life in Post-Bubble Japan: A Transdisciplinary Perspective, eds. Katarzyna J. Cwiertka and Ewa Machotk. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018, 32.

	Katō Masashi states that consumption is the foremost effective method of rescuing nations from the danger of warfare. By interfering in the stock/accumulation of wealth, each national society has sustained its peace and stability. Destruction of wealth by consumption, as well as gifting of resources to developed nations, has prevented the world from the Armageddon. Shōhi suru hito: shōhi no keizai bunmeiron [Homo Consumens: On Cultural Economic Studies on Consumption]. Tokyo: Yotsuha Round, 1995, 254–256.

	Oda Makoto, Chūryū no fukkō [The Renaissance of the Middle Class], Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2013, 125.

	Ushikubo Megumi, “Baburu on’na” toiu nihon no shisan [Japan’s Asset Called “the Bubble Women”]. Tokyo: Sekaibunka, 2013, 10.
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