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The shôjo archetype and the kô-gal strategy

In Japan, there is a class of women who have independent lifestyles, an abundance of pocket money, and an unrestrained approach to life that some find dangerous, but many find irresistible. These women are called shôjo, which translates loosely into English as "little girls." The shôjo represents an archetype of female assertiveness that is central to understanding many aspects of Japanese society, but the women who exploit this ideal to its fullest, the kô-gals, are met with condemnation and attack by Japanese moralists.

To understand the profound influence the shôjo has had on the cultural environment of Japan, one must first get a picture of the situation shared by most wives of men stationed in the upper echelons of Japanese society. Anne Allison performed an extensive examination of this particular aspect of Japanese life in her ethnography on Japanese hostess clubs, Nightwork
. She reports that the wife of a sarariiman, or businessman, stays at home during the day while her husband works long hours (sometimes punctuated by a company-sponsored excursion to a hostess club) to support them and their children. As the excitement in the marriage wanes, the husband often expresses no sexual interest in her and no parental interest in the children. Thus, all of the domestic and parental responsibilities of the household fall squarely on her shoulders. She considers herself lucky to lead a financially cushioned life, yet feels psychologically trapped by her monotonous lifestyle and her husband's unresponsive nature. 

The prospect of this kind of future is simply unappealing to many young women in Japan, so for them the image of the shôjo appears as a more exciting alternative. The woman who most explicitly fulfills the role of the shôjo is perhaps the Japanese hostess, who makes a living simply by being a shôjo, entertaining groups of businessmen at a club. The hostess' primary responsibility is to make her sarariiman customers feel at home and boost their egos in the presence of their boss and coworkers. She directs the focus of the conversation from one employee to the next, reflecting each as they would have themselves be seen. Even if she is actually married, she must flirt generously with the men and never mention her family. In short, she must put on the mask of the shôjo, the object of boundless affection of thousands of sarariiman. According to Allison, men come to these clubs as an escape from both the work and home setting, neither of which provides them with an adequate outlet for release, and this is why the hostesses do so well. They are objects of fantasy for the men who patronize them, and thus often receive a considerable amount of their income, sometimes as business and sometimes as a gift.

Because the shôjo ideal holds such allure for both women and men in Japanese society, it is a very profitable ideal to propagate. This is why it is so prevalent in advertising and Japanese popular culture. One of the most successful cultural franchises in Japan is Sailor Moon, a cartoon show about a teenage superheroine who fights evil between going shopping with her friends and crooning over men. In a somewhat silly and exaggerated way, this lifestyle epitomizes the shôjo stereotype. This is very popular among young girls in Japan, not to mention older men, drawn to the image of the schoolgirl dressed in uniform
. Interestingly, the heroine in the show must usually undergo a dramatic transformation facilitated by jewelry before she battles the villain. This suggests to me that there's something inherently contradictory about the shôjo; she's materialistic yet noble, fragile yet unshakable. Men want to protect her, and she responds in an outwardly submissive manner, but both of them really know it is she who will end up protecting him. The message to young girls contained in this show upholds a kind of tribal materialism: as long as you stick with your friends and have the right accessories, you can reach this ultimate shôjo power. 

While the image of the shôjo is widely supported in this fashion by the mass media of Japan because of its commercial value, a very similar kind of woman is consistently condemned by that very same institution. I am referring to the urban female sex workers prominent in high-density city centers, known to the Japanese as the kô-gals. These are typically women who have dropped out of high school in order to pursue a more lucrative career on the streets. Harada Masato's film "Bounce, Kô-gals" provides an illustration of this kind of lifestyle from the perspective of its followers. In it, a cautious exchange student attempts to enter the sex trade of Shibuya briefly in order to make some extra money before she leaves the country. Just as she arrives, she is accosted by a man who insists that she offer him such a service. As she enters the city, she passes a ten-story shopping mall which caters entirely to the tastes and needs of the teenage girl.


It is my opinion that the occupation of the kô-gal is simply an extremely successful strategy for capitalizing on the prevalence of the shôjo archetype in Japanese culture. They have carried this ideal, portrayed positively in Japanese advertising and entertainment, to its logical extreme, and have attained such a high degree of success that the media have turned around and responded oppositionally. Because of their involvement with the propagation of the shôjo meme, they are disturbed by the flamboyant independence of the kô-gal, perhaps even viewing her as some kind of cheater in the Japanese society.
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