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Still a Child?
Liminality and the Construction  
of Youthful Masculinities in Japan

emma e. cooK

“I’m still a child,” twenty-two-year-old Kazuyuki noted by way of expla-
nation for his refusal to work full-time, as a seishain, in favor of pursuing 
his professional break-dancing dreams. Kazuyuki is one of many young 
men known as “freeters” (a category of part-time workers) in Japan, and 
their reluctance to fit into normative masculine roles has provoked pro-
found controversy. In this chapter I explore how the concepts of youth 
and childhood are utilized by young men who work as freeters. While 
some authors, such as Liechty (2002) in his work on Kathmandu, have dis-
cussed how youth is essentially a new social category, in Japan it is a social 
category that has some history under its belt. As Alisa Freedman notes, 
“The discourse on urban youth has been a perennial favorite among writ-
ers since the early days of modernization and urbanization in the Meiji 
era [1868–1912], though in the past decade it has acquired a new sense of 
urgency with the rapid transformation of the cityscape and the increased 
instances of juvenile delinquency” (2006, 383).

Yet this most recent urgency on discourses of youth in Japan is also 
linked to the rapid changes that the nation has undergone since the 
bursting of the economic bubble at the beginning of the 1990s and the 
increasing neoliberalization of the economy that has subsequently taken 
place. With the popping of the bubble economy and Japan’s decline into a 
near two-decade recession, large-scale changes have been wrought in the 
employment sphere. As companies struggled to stay afloat and competi-
tive in the global market, they restructured their workforce. Hiring of new 
permanent graduates was frozen, older workers were encouraged to retire, 
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bonuses were curtailed, and, perhaps most important, the hiring of flex-
ible temporary staff became widespread. Indeed, just over a third of the 
workforce is now employed on irregular contracts. This figure is up from 
16.4 percent in 1985 (Chatani 2008; Weathers 2009). Increasing numbers 
of youth entering such employment have significantly contributed to this 
rise. For example, in 1989, 20.4 percent of fifteen- to twenty-four-year-old 
males were in nonregular employment. By 2007 this number had risen to 
45.6 percent (Chatani 2008).

Alongside economic restructuring, new social attitudes regarding 
work and the life course can slowly be seen to be emerging as young people 
seek to adapt to the demands of a newly flexible labor market. A clear gen-
eration gap thus exists between the expectations and life courses of men 
and women currently in their forties, fifties, and sixties and the ability of 
the younger generation in their late teens and twenties to be able to live 
up to these expectations and follow a similar life course (cf. Mathews and 
White 2004). However, as I show in this chapter, many youth clearly do 
not want to follow their parents’ examples in work and lifestyles.

The university years (roughly between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
two) are a time for youth to relax a little after the rigors of high school 
education and before the demands of adult working life. Ando notes that 
“leaving home used to synchronize well with the first job among those who 
grew up in Japan’s economic booming era in the 1960s. Today, however, 
it synchronizes more with the first marriage among the younger cohorts” 
(2004, 227). Thus, younger people remain at home and dependent on par-
ents for longer than before. This trend has also been well documented in 
the UK and other countries (Furlong and Cartmel 1997). Transitions from 
school to work have also changed greatly, as links between schools and the 
workplace become more tenuous owing to companies’ decreased hiring of 
new graduates (see Honda 2004; Kosugi 2005). Well aware of the possibili-
ties and constraints of the labor market, and supported by their parents 
at home, young freeters made conscious decisions to enter the irregular 
employment sphere, for a time at least. They believed they had time (and 
youth) on their side to try out alternative jobs and realities to help them 
decide the path they wanted to take into the future.

Through thirteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in the city of 
Hamamatsu in 2006–7 and numerous discussions with informants, it is 
clear that the period of the early twenties operates as a liminal space where 
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youth are not yet expected to be adults, nor do many of them expect them-
selves to be. I will show in this chapter how, through their self-positioning 
as children, two young men—Kazuyuki and Shiro—seek to postpone 
adulthood in order to explore alternative lifestyles and stave off conform-
ing to contemporary hegemonic masculine ideals.

Freeters, Ambivalence, and Popular Culture

Kazuyuki was working at the local nine-screen cinema when we met. He 
was a quiet young man with shoulder-length black hair, large almond-
shaped eyes, clear skin, and high cheekbones. He dressed simply though 
accessorized boldly. On one sunny Saturday afternoon, we met up at a 
local coffee shop for an informal interview. When I arrived he was loung-
ing on a chair outside, iPod earbuds snugly sitting in his ears, watching the 
world go by. When I was almost at the table he noticed me, grinned, and 
removed his earbuds slowly, giving me a casual nod and a slow “Uiissu,” 
an informal greeting common among young co-workers. He wore black 
jeans turned up to three-quarter length, Converse tennis shoes, oversized 
eighties-style sunglasses (all the rage in 2007), a flat cap (again eighties 
style, with a square pink-and-blue pattern adorning the visor), and a lot of 
jewelry. He regularly wore two necklaces, one with a blue opal, the other 
featuring a gold sneaker; a gold signet ring on the first finger of his right 
hand; a large watch on the left wrist; and three earrings—a big silver-dol-
lar sign in his right ear and a small stud and large gold hoop in his left. 
Finishing the look was an iPod shuffle hanging around his neck.

After completing a two-year English course at a vocational college in 
the nearby city of Nagoya, he returned home and began working at the 
cinema part-time.1 His main hobby and aspiration was to be a profes-
sional break-dancer, and to that end he spent most evenings, when not 
working at the cinema, training with friends. This practice was either 

1. Tertiary education comprises vocational schools and junior colleges where stu-
dents can take a two-year course, often involving learning a skill, and universities that 
offer four-year degrees, leading to a bachelor’s degree qualification. People hoping to gain 
a “good” job in a large company have less chance of succeeding without a degree from a 
four-year university course. See McVeigh (2002) for a critical look at the Japanese higher-
education system.
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out on the street with a small boom box or in a dance studio that they 
were able to hire cheaply because one of his friends was friends with the 
manager of the school. Kazuyuki was definitely not alone in his interest: 
street dance, including break dancing, is increasingly popular in Hama-
matsu, with different groups of young people often out dancing on the 
street in front of large floor-to-ceiling shop windows in the evening (see 
also Condry 2001).

Shiro, the other main character in this chapter, was also twenty-two 
years old. He was a shy and quiet young man. We initially met in 2006 at 
a lecture held in a local community center on the topic of NEETs (people 
who are Not in Education, Employment, or Training), originally a Brit-
ish term describing youth between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. The 
Japanese government appropriated the term, but extended the age range 
from fifteen to thirty-four. This age extension is significant, as it reflects 
the Japanese government’s general view that between those ages people 
are not yet fully adults, but are in fact still youth.

After the lecture, I struck up a short conversation with Shiro and 
his friend, who I assumed to be students as they were conspicuously the 
youngest listeners in the room. After saying good-bye and while I was 
waiting for the bus, Shiro ran out, introduced himself properly, asked why 
I had been there, and on hearing that I was doing research on freeters pro-
claimed himself to be one. At that moment my bus arrived, and he urged 
me aboard. I thrust my business card in his hand and at his insistence got 
on the bus.

A week later a letter arrived, written on Mickey Mouse paper and 
enclosed in a Mickey Mouse envelope. Shortly thereafter, we arranged 
to meet up and have a picnic lunch in the park. Just after the appointed 
meeting time he came rushing up to our meeting place on his bicycle, 
shyly apologizing for being late (he had bicycled forty-five minutes from 
his house, which was in the more rural outskirts of the city). Shiro sported 
a shaved head and a distinct lack of fashion consciousness compared to 
many of the überfashionable youth I worked with. He often wore jeans that 
were slightly too short, old black sneakers, and a camouflage-style T-shirt. 
He was uninterested in fashion and generally uninterested in many of 
the must-haves of today’s contemporary Japanese youth. For example, he 
owned neither a cell phone nor a computer, though after starting a new job 
(halfway through my research year), he purchased a refurbished laptop 
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with his first paycheck. On the whole, he held to a simpler and more rural 
way of life, quite a contrast to the more consumer-conscious and hip street 
dancer Kazuyuki.

Shiro graduated from an agricultural high school (nôgyô koko).2 
Rather than go to a more academically focused school, he wanted to go 
somewhere where he could learn about plants and growing vegetables. 
However, at the time his dream was to become a voice actor for Japanese 
animated films (anime). Consequently, after graduating from high school 
he went to a vocational college in Tokyo that specialized in training voice 
actors. However, after completing the first year of the course, he dropped 
out and moved back home: “I was very lonely living in Tokyo on my own, 
and I did not want to continue living there.” At the time he had purchased 
a cell phone because he thought it would be necessary when living alone, 
but “for most of the time I kept it turned off. . . . I didn’t like to be con-
tactable all the time and at any time.” Partly as a consequence of his inac-
cessibility he had made no friends and thus spent his days alone in the 
urban jungle of Tokyo—a drastic lifestyle change from the quiet rural 
paddy fields of home. After returning home, he decided to revisit his inter-
est in agriculture and set his sights on becoming a small-scale horticultur-
alist while also working part-time.

Both these young men were considered, and considered themselves, 
freeters, a term that has come to embody competing discourses surround-
ing youth, and young men in particular. Created in the late 1980s by the 
head of a part-time employment magazine called From A, the term freeter 
was created to denote a “free” part-time worker. Significantly, part-time 
work in Japan is defined not by hours worked but by receiving an hourly 
as opposed to monthly wage and by receiving none of the benefits that 
regular (seishain) workers receive: no bonus, no sick pay, no paid holidays.

Initially, the spin on the term freeter was positive; it was the height 
of the Japanese bubble economy when jobs were plentiful, thus taking 
time out to work in different jobs and exploring alternative lifestyles were 

2. There are various types of high school in Japan: academic high schools that teach 
general courses and also more technical high schools that specialize in, for example, agri-
culture or manufacturing. See Rohlen 1983 as a good starting point for exploring Japa-
nese high schools.
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not deemed particularly problematic. This perception, however, changed 
drastically after the economic bubble burst and the recession wore on 
through the nineties (now dubbed the “lost decade”) and into the early 
2000s. The term freeter is now far more ambiguous. For some, such as the 
Japanese government and labor economists (see Genda 2005, 2007; Kosugi 
2003, 2008), the definition of a freeter now appears somewhat clear-cut, 
although they have also had their difficulties pinning down just what they 
mean by the category. This point can be clearly seen by the fact that the 
Japanese government has had three definitions since 2003. Understand-
ing the number of freeters working in Japan today is therefore quite com-
plicated. Initially, in 2003, there were estimated to be 4.17 million. This 
number was drawn from the first definition, which stated that freeters 
were those people aged fifteen to thirty-four who were not housewives or 
in education and worked as temporary, dispatched (haken), or part-time 
workers. It included people who wanted to work in any capacity (Ministry 
of Health, Labour, and Welfare 2003). The 2004 definition was essentially 
the same, but was amended to include people who specifically wanted to 
work as temporary, dispatched, or part-time workers (Ministry of Health, 
Labour, and Welfare 2004). The estimated number of freeters consequently 
declined to 2.17 million people. The most current (2007) definition is as 
follows: “Freeters [are] . . . those aged between 15 and 34, graduate in the 
case of male, graduate and single [unmarried] in the case of female and, 
(1) for those currently employed, who are treated as part-time or arbeit 
worker by their employers, (2) for those currently unemployed, who seek 
the part-time or arbeit jobs and (3) for those not currently employed, who 
are neither engaged in household duties, attending educational institu-
tions nor waiting to start a new job, and wish to find part-time or arbeit 
jobs” (Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 2007b, 26; Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Communications n.d.).3 There are now considered to 
be 1.8 million freeters, with numbers being split almost equally between 
men and women (920,000 and 950,000, respectively).4

3. With the rise in the use of the term freeter, arbeit (or arubaito, as it is commonly 
pronounced) is now used more, in popular parlance, to signify students working part-
time. However, generally the word arubaito denotes part-time work.

4. Previously, numbers of female freeters consistently outstripped their male coun-
terparts. In 1997, for example, there were just over 1 million female freeters and 490,000 
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While the term freeter is now recognized as a distinct way of working 
in Japan, with free job magazines routinely advertising for freeters and 
with definitions appearing, on the surface at least, to be relatively clear-
cut, the reality is more complex. Talking to freeters, temporary workers 
(haken), and regular employees (seishain), the term becomes more fluid, 
more nebulous, and far more dependent on who these workers are talking 
to, their purpose, and their feelings about their lives at the time regarding 
how they relate to the label of freeter. Part of this ambiguity stems from the 
way freeters are viewed in wider society. They have, in recent years, been 
debated about vociferously in the mass media: illustrated as lazy, irrespon-
sible youth (see “‘Freeters’ Shun” 2003; Kitazume 2005) or portrayed as 
victims of the recession and the subsequent corporate restructuring that 
began in the 1990s (cf. Genda 2005; Hirano 2005; Pilling 2005). Both posi-
tions (and variations thereof) remain active in the public sphere, at regular 
intervals being debated in newspapers and on popular television shows.

The emergence of increasing numbers of male freeters, many of whom 
are now entering their late twenties and early thirties, and the widespread 
concern and moral panic that have followed regarding freeters and other 
youth in general have had a large effect on popular opinion in Japan. Indeed, 
moral panics have erupted around NEETs, hikikomori (youth who “shut 
themselves in” their rooms and rarely venture outside) (cf. Furlong 2008; 
Horiguchi 2011), and young people engaged in enjo kôsai (compensated 
dating), among others (cf. Ching 2008). Although freeters are often roman-
ticized in popular culture, there has been a great deal of angst and negativity 
about them—making youth today seem somehow more deviant than the 
youth of bygone days. In addition, the Japanese government has instituted 
various policies such as the Wakamono Jiritsu Chôsen Puran (Plan to foster 
a spirit of challenge and independence in youth), to try to improve youth’s 
(bad) attitudes toward work and encourage more young men to find work 
in the regular full-time employment market (cf. Inui 2005; Matsumiya 2006; 
Toivonen 2008, 40). Yet given that companies want to utilize this grow-
ing flexible labor market, and the fact that it was the government’s actions 

male. In 2003, there were 1.19 million of the former, and 980,000 of the latter. Numbers 
of male freeters are increasing steadily year to year (Ministry of Health, Labour, and 
Welfare 2007a).
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itself, through the relaxation of protective labor laws and the deregulation 
of recruitment practices in 1998, that allowed companies to employ larger 
numbers of flexible workers for longer periods of time (Lukács 2010), the 
government’s actions seem both contradictory and shortsighted.

During fieldwork, it became clear that the majority of people I knew 
often held their personal views of freeters somewhere in between the two 
main positions outlined above. It was apparent that when people talked 
of freeters, particularly when discussing negative views, they were talk-
ing of male freeters, not female. This attitude can be attributed to the fact 
that part-time work has often been associated with women in the postwar 
period (cf. Broadbent 2001). However, as already mentioned, increasing 
numbers of young men have in the past ten years been encroaching into 
this previously female domain (Weathers 2009). Age, gender, and social 
standing all played into how freeters were viewed. Many men (of varying 
ages) saw them as idle, irresponsible good-for-nothings who shirked their 
responsibilities. Many others, however, made the distinction between 
those freeters who had dreams (yumei ga aru) and those without. For 
example, Tatsu, a man in his late twenties who had recently quit his full-
time job, stated, “I don’t know any freeters, but I think that those freeters 
with a dream are okay. However, those without are not. I wonder, ‘Why 
don’t they want to work if they don’t have a dream?’ I want to know what 
they are doing.” Meanwhile, Tani-san, a twenty-four-year-old man, said:

Many people become freeters—those with a purpose and people who 
don’t want to work much. Also people who find it difficult to become a 
regular worker might become a freeter. It’s difficult to give one image of 
them. I think that if a freeter has a purpose, it is probably okay [tabun 
daijôbu]. However, it is hard for freeters to get married because their 
income is low and they get no bonuses. I think that if a freeter gets mar-
ried, he is not responsible [sekinin motteinai to omoimasu] because they 
cannot offer stability.

Sato-san, a fifty-eight-year-old owner of a small computer school, reflected 
the changing views on freeters when he said, “Before, when the recession 
was bad the image of freeters was very negative. Now though, this has been 
changing. Now there are many views . . . and there are a growing number 
of people who think that freeters are okay.” These ideas and images are 
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also transmitted through popular culture that tends, however, to take a 
more romantic view of the freeter, as shall now be briefly discussed.

Popular Culture

In the late 1980s, Michishita Hiroshi, the head of the job magazine From 
A, set about creating a new image of part-time work aimed at young 
people, and he did this via a campaign that utilized popular culture. 
Numerous stories about freeters and their lifestyles were published, most 
of which featured people working in part-time jobs by day and then 
pursuing creative or artistic endeavors by night. The job magazine also 
published a book about celebrities who had been freeters before making 
it big in their chosen professions. Furthermore, in 1988, the magazine 
produced a feature-length film titled Furiitaa (Freeter), the hero of which 
lived in Tokyo, played in a rock band by night, and did various one-day 
jobs while working for an agency named the Freeter Network. Part-time 
work was thus a way of enabling freeters to do the kind of work that 
they really wanted to do (C. Smith 2006, 95–97). The freeters depicted 
were confident, full of ambition and energy, and living lifestyles that they 
wanted, as opposed to regular workers, who were depicted as being slaves 
to their companies. Michishita and his team were thus creating, through 
the medium of popular culture, “a new way of relating self to work and 
company” (ibid., 96).

Aside from these carefully crafted and popularizing images, popu-
lar culture (films, television dramas, literature, and so on) tend to over-
whelmingly focus on female freeters. They often romanticize the freedom 
thought to exist in working part-time: freedom to choose when and where 
to work, but also a freedom from being outside of mainstream rules and 
expectations. This view thereby gives not just a sense of labor freedom 
(to move from one job to another), but also the idea that it is possible 
to move outside of social constraints if working in a part-time capac-
ity. Lukács gives a very interesting exploration of a workplace drama in 
the late 1990s called Shomuni that centered on the lives of female office 
workers. The show was so popular that its stellar ratings of more than 28 
percent ensured the commissioning of three additional seasons and two 
feature specials. Although the show did not explicitly deal with the lives 
of freeters, Lukács discusses how many male freeters could relate to the 
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show’s main character, Chinatsu, who stridently claimed that no career 
was “worth losing oneself for.” She continues:

By introducing a freeter attitude into the corporate world, Chinatsu 
became a reminder that a symbiotic dependence between corporations 
and employees was at odds with the demands of the new economy for 
entrepreneurial spirit, mobility, and flexibly reconfigurable work skills. 
By representing these values, Chinatsu epitomized a new worker subjec-
tivity. Yet the answer she offered was nothing more than a labor fantasy; 
an uncritical celebration of freedom that obliterated the fact that neolib-
eral economies thrive on the liberal rhetoric that recognizes freedom as 
an inalienable property of individuals. (2010, 170)

Workplace television dramas problematically celebrate, Lukács states, 
“freedom as courage on the part of young people to steer clear of secure 
employment that would require them to sacrifice their individuality by 
becoming part of a homogenous and highly disciplined workforce” (forth-
coming, 15).

Male freeters, however, are conspicuously absent as main characters 
in much of the popular culture representations.5 Whereas it is acceptable 
to be a freeter if female, for male freeters the issue is far more complex. 
Thus, references to male freeters have tended to be more implicit rather 
than explicit, as in the case of Yū Yoshizawa’s character in the 2005 horror 
film Chakushin ari 2 (One missed call 2). Yoshizawa’s character is a part-
time restaurant worker who dreams of becoming a photographer. His role 
is rather romanticized compared to the other adult men in the film, who 
are depicted as working full-time and supporting families. It is Yoshiza-
wa’s character that can travel to Taiwan with a friend and journalist to try 
to unravel the mystery, thus again suggesting that part-time workers have 
the freedom to leave work and travel whenever they wish. Depictions of 

5. Since the writing and submission of this chapter, a television drama titled Furiita 
ie o kao (Freeter buys a house) was broadcast by Fuji TV in the fall of 2010. It focuses on 
a young man who quits his job soon after starting largely because of an inability to fit in 
with the politics and demands of salaried life at a large company. The drama then follows 
his job search, subsequent jobs, and his resolve to buy a house for his mother, who has a 
breakdown and falls into severe depression early in the series.
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male freeters tend therefore both to be implicit (not naming the character 
as a freeter per se but focusing on the aspiration they are attempting to 
achieve) and to romanticize the freedom they are supposed to possess. Yet 
this presumed ability to do what they want when they want is a far cry 
from the lives of most of the freeters I knew who worked long hours for 
little money.

Kazuyuki and Shiro, however, also chose to focus on the freedom 
that working as a freeter afforded them. Kazuyuki mused, “I’m a freeter 
because I work part-time, but I can choose my working times and I can 
easily quit. I want to experience many different things while I am young. I 
want to try many different jobs to see what makes me happy before I make 
any decisions about the future.” For him, being a freeter was something 
that he considered transitory. Shiro felt similarly: “I’m a freeter because I 
can choose what I do and when I do it. . . . I am free to choose.” The debates 
that rage over these workers, however, remains relevant, as older freeters I 
knew came to gradually have contradictory feelings about “freeterhood” 
as they aged and found themselves slowly losing the ability to find full-
time work because they had worked so long in the irregular employment 
sphere. Kosugi (2005) notes that since Japan continues to have rigid age 
norms in the regular employment sectors, it becomes increasingly difficult 
for freeters to find regular employment after they reach their late twenties 
and thirties. Kazuyuki and Shiro were also not immune to this worry and 
did express mild concern over their futures. Yet, as Kazuyuki said, “That’s 
years away. . . . I cannot think about that now. I don’t know where I will 
be or what I will be doing in even three years’ time.” The here and now 
remained for the most part their focus.

Youth, Work, and Masculinity

For Kazuyuki, work was a means to an end, a way of supporting himself 
while dancing. He planned to move back to Nagoya, a city about an hour 
by train from Hamamatsu, to live with friends, work in a café, and pur-
sue his dream of being a dancer. He wanted, ultimately, a job that “was 
more like a hobby than work,” and he was vehemently against working as 
a regular worker, stating, “I couldn’t imagine it. There is no room for self-
expression working as a seishain [full-time regular worker], and therefore 
I absolutely cannot think about it [zettai kangaerarenai].” Throughout the 
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course of my fieldwork, he remained working at the cinema effectively 
full-time, with five or six shifts a week, noting that “generally I like work-
ing here. The only thing that is not so good is that often my shifts end late, 
and then I miss the dance practices that my friends do, but still . . . I feel 
supported here. The manager often listens about what I want to do and 
gives me advice.” Thus, although his shift times were often not ideal, feel-
ing supported and comfortable in his work environment made him want 
to stay with the cinema until he moved back to Nagoya.

Shiro’s work life over the course of the year was patchier and followed 
more closely the stereotype of the job-hopping freeter. After arriving home 
from Tokyo, he began to work part-time planting and harvesting organic 
vegetables at two local family-run farms. They were flexible on work hours 
but paid little; however, he felt that the learning experience made up for 
this fact. Complementing this work, he also planted some of his family’s 
land on the outskirts of Hamamatsu, using a plot 33 feet by 230 feet. He 
said, “I could never be a salaryman [a full-time regular worker]. I think 
that it is better for people to do jobs they like.” Salarymen, Shiro thought, 
had to endure difficult working conditions for good wages, something that 
he was not prepared or willing to do.

As my fieldwork progressed, changes were, however, afoot in Shiro’s 
work life. Initially, he took two months off to do an 870-mile trek-cum-pil-
grimage around the eighty-eight temples situated on Shikoku, one of the 
four main islands of Japan located off the southeastern coast of the main 
island. This trip he undertook to try to challenge himself and to increase 
his confidence. Yet, he said, “While walking I realized that if I want to 
make a living from growing vegetables, I will need to sell them, but I am 
not confident I can.” As a result, when he returned home he signed up with 
a local job agency and shortly thereafter began working at a bread factory 
part-time during the day and cultivated the family field in the evenings.

A few months later Shiro quit this job and decided to work with a 
temporary agency, citing the fact that he wanted a more varied work 
experience. Yet at the same time, he wanted a job that did not require 
much communication with co-workers. After a few days working at a new 
assignment sorting newly delivered stock in a storeroom, he quit, stating, 
“Everyone was very quick and very good at their jobs, and I was not. The 
men were not unfriendly but were not particularly friendly. Sometimes I 
thought they were angry. Anyway, I felt they were not approachable, and 
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I didn’t want to continue.” This experience left Shiro deflated, concerned 
about his ability to communicate with people and feeling like a quitter. 
The absence of a supportive environment, something that Kazuyuki felt 
he had at the cinema, was a crucial factor in Shiro’s decision to quit. He 
wanted to have increased confidence and independence, yet felt unable to 
achieve these aims in an environment that undermined the very things he 
was attempting to develop. After this Shiro returned to his previous agri-
cultural employers. However, just before I left the field, he began working 
at another factory, this time putting together pistons for car engines; it 
was a job requiring little communication with co-workers, but he hoped 
to gain experiences that would help him develop himself.

Neither of these young men was unusual. I met many freeters who 
worked for a long time in one place of work as a freeter, renewing their 
contracts every six months or so, and I also met many young men who 
job-hopped in the search for meaningful work where they felt comfort-
able. Feeling comfortable and happy at work was a key component of most 
freeters’ narratives. This desire contrasts significantly with older full-
time male workers’ narratives, who described working loyally for their 
company, irrespective of personal happiness. These differences can be 
attributed to the different economic climates and opportunities that were 
prevalent throughout much of their working lives, compared to the situa-
tion in which youth today find themselves.

Being a salaryman or “corporate warrior” was both an ideal and an 
idealized position during the period of economic growth from the 1960s 
onward. Linked to rapid expansion, the rebuilding of the nation, and a 
growing economy, salarymen were said to embody “the samurai spirit.” 
The values most respected in men today—for example, respect for order, 
discipline, self-control, endurance, loyalty, and activeness—are those 
traits attributed to the samurai, and it was this spirit that was said to be 
evoked by the new middle class that arose in the 1960s and paralleled the 
economic recovery of Japan (Sugimoto 2003).

Dasgupta (2004, 83) notes that it was in the 1960s when the salaryman 
“became the overarching embodiment of hegemonic masculinity, as alter-
native/competing masculinities such as the soldier and farmer became 
neutralized as a consequence of Japan’s defeat and subsequent social and 
economic transformations.” In its narrowest sense, the salaryman usu-
ally refers to university-educated white-collar male employees who work 
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full-time in large private-sector companies and institutions. Within work 
they are expected to be loyal to their employers, diligent, dedicated, and 
self-sacrificing. Outside of work the salaryman is expected to marry at a 
suitable age and once married perform his role of husband, provider, and 
father appropriately by providing for the family (Dasgupta 2003). Until 
relatively recently, the idea that a “real man” should sacrifice his family 
life for his life in the company was a given (Henshall 1999), in the middle 
classes at least.

While the salaryman may appear to be symbolic of a post–World 
War II generation of Japanese men, it is also important to note that it is 
a firmly middle-class ideal, and in recent years the idea that “one should 
‘live for one’s company’” (Mathews 2003, 113) has lost ground. Mathews 
states, “Walk into any bookstore [in Japan] and one will find dozens of 
titles . . . [stating]: ‘Live as you yourself want! Don’t be chained to working 
for your company!’ as the cover blurb for one recent bestseller proclaims 
(Ôhashi 2000).” Many other books urge people to take alternative paths, 
and Mathews notes that “the ideal for many aspiring young people today 
is to be not a salaryman but an entrepreneur” (ibid.), with the focus being 
on individual self-fulfillment rather than on self-sacrificing loyalty to a 
company. While this situation may well be the case and is the dream of 
many, including many of the freeters I knew, people are also aware of the 
difficulties of achieving this goal: being a successful entrepreneur is a risky 
business. Furthermore, it was this discourse of masculinity, this ideal of 
the salaryman, or of the humdrum job and regular full-time (seishain) 
contract that he represented, that was invoked by all my male (and female) 
informants in various ways, even by those individuals who wanted to be 
entrepreneurs. For Kazuyuki and Shiro, it was something they definitely 
wanted to avoid.

For older freeters I knew with limited educational backgrounds, 
whose interactions with the employment market were more diverse and 
more complex, becoming a full-time employee often became their aspira-
tion. However, for tertiary-educated graduates with dreams of becoming 
an entrepreneur, musician, or artist, the stability of a full-time position 
was often something to consider when thinking about marriage pros-
pects and deciding whether they should continue to pursue their dreams. 
Thus, all the freeters engaged with the idea that adult men should be 
engaged in full-time permanent employment, and as they aged they often 
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considered the repercussions of remaining outside what they perceived to 
be the mainstream.

What is interesting here is the strength of this discourse of mascu-
linity that links productive adult men to full-time positions, especially 
given that although the salaryman has become the dominant masculine 
discourse in contemporary Japan, the vast majority of Japanese men are 
not now and never have been one (Dasgupta 2003; Roberson and Suzuki 
2003). Indeed, a growing number of people, approximately one in three, 
are currently working in the irregular employment sector (Ministry of 
Health, Labour, and Welfare 2007c) with limited chances of gaining regu-
lar employment status. I would suggest that partly it is the irregularity, the 
fear of instability, and a heightened sense of risk (cf. Beck 1992; Furlong 
and Cartmel 1997), especially in an increasingly flexible, neoliberal labor 
market that allows this ideal to remain a potent, albeit ambivalent one, 
force for so many.

Younger freeters in particular, the ones who position themselves as 
children, are specifically trying to avoid these ideals of what men should 
do and be. This particular life course, so clearly enacted in various ways 
in their own families by their fathers, is one that they ultimately do not 
want to embody. Typically, fathers in Japan, though extolled by media and 
government policies to be more active in their family lives, remain rather 
in the background (cf. Mathews 2003). Women are generally expected to 
be the main child rearers, with men participating in family activities on 
the weekends (cf. Ishii-Kuntz 2003). This situation, of course, is also depen-
dent on other factors such as class and occupations, but for a large part of 
both Kazuyuki’s and Shiro’s lives, their fathers were in the background, 
though in differing ways. Kazuyuki stated, “When I was young my father 
was typical. Always at work [he was a white-collar worker in an office job] 
and not around much.” However, as Kazuyuki described it, that situation 
changed when his mother ran away (nigeta) when he was thirteen. This 
had altered his relationship with his father, a man who had previously been 
quite distant, mostly because of the demands of his work. Watching how 
his father coped with adjusting to the demands of bringing up two children 
elicited a newfound respect for him, and Kazuyuki talked warmly about 
him, describing him as “really cool” (hontô ni kakkoi). He said, “I feel my 
family really support me; my father has implied that he does. Although 
he has never said it to me, I feel that he wants me to do something that 
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will make me happy.” His disdain at the thought of working as a salary-
man was largely derived from watching his father working long hours each 
day, unhappy in his work, but having to keep at it to make ends meet and 
provide for his family. For Kazuyuki, control over the direction of his life 
was of great importance. He did not want to follow the crowd or follow his 
father’s footsteps into unrewarding work. He felt that there was more to life 
than work. Kazuyuki’s father implicitly agreed and was keen for his son to 
carve out a productive but enjoyable life for himself.

Shiro’s father(s) had also been distant. His mother and father divorced 
when he was very young, and although Shiro saw his father occasionally as 
a child, all contact ceased when his father died when Shiro was seven. His 
mother had remarried when Shiro was still very small (he thought it was 
when he was three or four), and while his stepfather is a good man, Shiro 
does not feel close to him, though he felt well understood, particularly by 
his mother. Although he talked of his family relationships during his early 
years as being difficult, he now felt very differently, “I feel very lucky and 
blessed. I feel most parents tell their sons that they must work properly, but 
my parents want me to do something that I enjoy and like. I think they are 
really kind, and I feel safe and secure with them.”

These two young men were not, however, unusual. Many freeters and 
nonfreeters talked similarly of watching their fathers from a distance, 
and desiring an alternative, closer relationship with their future families. 
Furthermore, many people discussed how their parents wanted them to 
find work they enjoyed. However, the difference between many freeter and 
nonfreeters was that many male freeters, especially those from middle-
class backgrounds, were vehement in their desire to not work like their 
fathers. Mathews also makes this point when discussing one of the main 
reasons (male) youth become freeters. He concludes, “Some young people 
may fully understand the economic odds against them, but may feel such 
repugnance at the lives their fathers have led that they are willing to aban-
don the pursuit of regular employment in order not to have to live such a 
life themselves” (2004, 129).

For Kazuyuki, the changes wrought by his mother’s departure led him 
to see his father in a new light. Rather than being a distant figure, his father 
moved more to the foreground of his life, and he was then able to see what 
the demands are on a man who embodies the hegemonic discourses of 
adult manhood: working hard in a full-time white-collar salaryman job, 
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doing mandatory overtime, and having very little time left over to spend 
time on himself. Kazuyuki was adamant he did not want to emulate this 
life and was thus actively seeking to resist normative expectations of what 
he should do and be by devising alternative lifestyle strategies that would 
enable him to make a living in a different and more meaningful way. The 
problem with this plan was that his strategies (to become a professional 
street dancer and café owner) looked to remain a dream—he did not 
believe that he was good enough to be a professional street dancer, and he 
had no financial capital nor a family with spare money to open such a café.

I have shown in this section how work expectations are intricately tied 
up with hegemonic masculine discourses of what an adult man should do 
and be in Japan. Many young male freeters struggled with this ideal, and 
the younger men in particular tended to retreat into a liminal space of 
childhood in order to postpone the realities of adult manhood.

Youth, Liminality, and the Expectations  
of “Full” Adulthood in Japan

The dominant masculine (adult) ideals of responsibility, stoicism, bread-
winning, and fatherhood are all far away from the current realities of 
these young men. Yet the early twenties is just such a time when people are 
almost expected to resist, reject, and consequently learn to negotiate adult 
norms as they move into adulthood. Wider Japanese society considers the 
early twenties to be a time when young people are learning the social skills 
necessary to fit into adult society, while also operating somewhat outside of 
the constraints of it. Youth are not yet expected to conform to adult norms. 
For example, Takehiko, a thirty-eight-year-old man, commented, “I think 
it is good for young people to take time to think about what they want to 
do, to try new things, while they are young, before marriage and regular 
life.” Youth is thus not only a transitional space but also one of liminality.

As Dewey and Brison state in the introduction of this volume, the very 
notion of youth as a liminal period of exploration that gives license for 
innovation defines youth as immature, insignificant, and not to be taken 
seriously (Caputo 1995; Wulff 1995b), thus limiting their impact on adult 
worlds. Kazuyuki and Shiro positioned themselves firmly within this lim-
inal space of youth. Yet simultaneously, many young freeters felt stuck: 
stuck between the kinds of lives they felt they wanted to construct for 
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themselves, the kind they felt they were able to construct, and the wider 
social expectations of the types of lives they should attempt to achieve. 
Or as Liechty puts it, they are stuck “in the ‘in-between’ space: between 
expectations and reality; between past and future; . . . between child- and 
adulthood; .  .  . between education and meaningful employment” that is 
the lived experience of modernity (1995, 191).

Garsten, in her article on temporary workers and agencies, notes that 
in at least a metaphorical sense, temp workers are also liminal: they are 
transitory and exist outside of the structures and social relationships of 
the organization for which they work. She states, “The attributes of limin-
ality or of liminal personae (‘threshold people’) are necessarily ambiguous, 
since this condition and these persons elude or slip through the network 
of classifications that normally locate states and positions in cultural space 
as Turner (1977, 95) puts it” (1999, 606–7).

Young male freeters, by dint of their youth, are in a liminal space—
not children, yet not adults, somewhere, as Liechty (2002) puts it, “in-
between.” Yet as freeters they are also liminal—temporary or irregular 
workers whose contracts are up for renewal usually every six months: cru-
cial to the company as cheap labor, yet easily dispensable. If we consider 
mainstream expectations, freeters are at the margins of society and work, 
yet they are also part of an irregular workforce that is increasingly part of 
the employment norm. Thus, young male freeters exist in a dual liminal-
ity. As work is deeply implicated in male transitions to adulthood in Japan, 
young male freeters are betwixt and between in two interrelated senses.

I have already noted that becoming an adult man in Japan has been 
linked, in the postwar period, to successfully completing the school-to-
work transition. Roberson elaborates, “In Japan, the transition from school 
into the working world marks one’s transformation from student (gaku-
sei) to social person (shakaijin). This transition is particularly important 
for men, for whom work remains a more permanent source of social iden-
tification than it typically does for Japanese women” (1995, 294). Social-
ization into a company as a salaryman is considered one of the core parts 
in the process of becoming a shakaijin, but becoming an adult is far more 
complex than just becoming a full-time worker.

Becoming a full adult (ichininmae) is more than job status. Self-
awareness, responsibility, self-discipline, and internalization of social 
norms are all part of being a full adult. It is a long process of social becoming 
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(cf. Christiansen, Utas, and Vigh 2006) that does not end at the acquisition 
of a full-time job or marriage, though these events are important markers. 
Kazuyuki and Shiro were just at the beginning of this journey but taking 
advantage of a window of opportunity, seeking to postpone all thoughts 
of adulthood.

Postponing Work and Marriage

As already noted, work and marriage are two of the main signifiers of 
adulthood, and they play key roles in normative ideals of Japanese mascu-
linity. They are consequently important concepts to analyze in a discus-
sion of the postponement of adulthood. Taga (2003) states that young men 
in Japan continue to embrace the ideals of men being main breadwinners 
and good responsible husbands and fathers, while also negotiating and 
resisting this notion in various ways. Although both Kazuyuki and Shiro 
rejected the idea of becoming a full-time worker by clearly stating that 
they would never want to get such a job, this attitude can be seen as part 
and parcel of being young and being expected, at an age when it is socially 
acceptable to resist normative notions of work, rather than being an out-
right rejection of hegemonic masculine ideals.

Their engagement with the model of “being a good, responsible hus-
band and father” is, however, more ambiguous. In general, it is possible 
to see that as marriage is increasingly coming later and education longer 
as the transitional stage of youth and adulthood is increasing for many, 
with the mean age of first marriage in 2007 at 30 for men and 28.2 for 
women (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 2008). Post-
ponement of marriage is happening in many places, not just Japan (cf. 
Fornäs 1995; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Hogan and Astone 1986; Hogan 
and Mochizuki 1988). However, while the majority of young people I 
worked with did want to marry in the future, both Kazuyuki and Shiro 
were unsure as to whether they wanted to marry at all, or even if they 
could, citing financial barriers. Shiro noted, “If I remain a freeter, I think it 
will be impossible to get married. If I can make good money, then it might 
be possible, but really I would prefer for my wife to work and for me to be 
a househusband at home. I don’t want to be the breadwinner.”

Financial barriers to marriage are, of course, not something unique to 
Japan. Mains, in his article on the lives of Ethiopian youth, states, “Many 
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young men believed that nearly insurmountable financial barriers pre-
vented them from dating, marrying and having children. They claimed 
that they would not marry before the age of 30 or 35 and then only if 
they had become wealthy” (2007, 665). Shiro was not wrong, however, in 
his assertion that being a freeter would prove problematic for marriage. 
Awano, a married woman aged thirty, said, “Freeters who have a dream 
are ‘okay,’ but those without are no good. However, I would probably never 
have married one, even if I loved him.” Younger women were more force-
ful in their views. For example, twenty-year-old Kawai-san mentioned 
that she would never marry a freeter. “I would always be worried about 
money. I want to marry someone who has a good job, can offer a stable 
path [antei michi].” Many other unmarried women echoed this concern 
about financial stability in the future. They all wanted to marry a man 
with a stable job.

If Kazuyuki and Shiro choose not to, or are unable to, marry in the 
future, this decision will have potential repercussions not just on how they 
are viewed in wider society, but also on their work possibilities. Indeed, 
marriage is often thought of as proof of responsibility and of adulthood in 
Japan. Moreover, larger companies effectively reward men for being mar-
ried by providing them with special allowances (Iwao 1993, 236; Mackie 
1995, 237}, and marriage may also be a prerequisite for transfers aboard in 
some companies.

In the case of Kazuyuki and Shiro, their general resistance to marriage 
is linked to their immersion in the social space of being a youth, and both 
men mentioned their age when talking about it. They felt that thinking 
seriously about marriage and relationships was not something to be done 
then, in their early twenties, but more appropriate for the late twenties or 
early thirties. Thus, not being ready to marry or wanting to be a bread-
winner can be seen as a product of youth rather than a desire to actively 
resist hegemonic ideals of masculinity. Both men sought to delay the onset 
of adulthood and adult masculinity and thus postponed thinking about 
adult things such as marriage and breadwinning responsibilities.

Although they are not expected to conform fully, just yet, to domi-
nant adult and masculine ideals, the pressure to do so in the near future 
exists. What differentiated Kazuyuki and Shiro (and other young freeters) 
from students of the same age, however, was a reluctance to accept these 
norms as an inevitable part of their lives. Whereas most of the students 
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I worked with felt it was unavoidable that they would soon graduate and 
find socially approved jobs, effectively ending the liminal time of student-
hood and entering the adult social order, many young male freeters sought 
to evade this outcome and prolong their time in the liminal space that 
being a youth afforded them. Peers were an essential part of this resistance.

Youth and Their Peers

While Kazuyuki tended to take his time before speaking and listened 
to others’ opinions before vocalizing his own, he was also outgoing and 
social with his peers. He spent the majority of his free time with friends 
who also engaged in break dancing. Shiro, meanwhile, was shy and had 
only two close friends, whom he saw roughly once or twice a month. Both 
were working part-time in agriculture. One was an avid train spotter who 
had failed twice to get regular employment with Japan Rail; the other was 
interested in agriculture and was a keen fan of anime. Shiro attributed his 
small number of friends to a lack of confidence in himself and in his abil-
ity to communicate with others. Shiro’s peer group, though very differ-
ent from Kazuyuki’s, effectively did the same things: they reinforced each 
other’s lifestyle choices, provided mutual understanding, and gave them a 
sense of belonging.

Kazuyuki had a strong desire to make his own way in life, and he 
spent his free time with peers who had similar aspirations, “I want to 
do the things that I want to do, whatever other people say. I want to be 
that way. I want to make my own path.  .  .  . My friends are the same. 
None of us wants to be company men. We all want to live differently.” 
One of his friends was, however, about to get married, and he described 
feeling sad at this prospect, “Once he is married, he will not be able to 
come out with us much. Family becomes the most important thing, not 
your friends.” Kazuyuki lamented the change that this marriage was to 
bring to the dynamics of the peer group. Furthermore, it brought home 
to him the realization that his peer group would not always be as close 
as they were now. In some ways, Kazuyuki found this thought threaten-
ing: it would impose limits on his own choices by being a reminder that 
friends were growing up and moving in different directions. Although 
he did not explicitly express this point, some other young freeters did. 
Hiro, a twenty-five-year-old freeter, said: “Lately I look at my friends, and 
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most are working full-time now. They work hard, but they get bonuses 
each year; they don’t have to worry too much about money, and they can 
live independently. Some are in relationships and are beginning to think 
about marriage. But I cannot think of those things. Lately I wonder if try-
ing to achieve my dream is good or not.”

Peers, as reference groups, give space within which it is possible to 
remain a “youth.” They also indicate when it is time to move on from the 
edges of youth into adulthood. Kazuyuki created facets of his masculine 
identity through the peer group that he identified most with—his fellow 
break-dancers. Being part of this group was one such way that Kazuyuki 
got his sense of belonging, as well as mutual support, understanding, and 
acceptance of his views about life, work, and manhood (cf. McDowell 
2003; Swain 2005).

All of Kazuyuki’s friends believed that it is important to do enjoyable 
jobs. Although it could be expected that most youth thought the same 
thing, the majority of young students I knew braced themselves when 
looking for jobs. Many accepted jobs that they had not envisioned them-
selves doing and did not particularly enjoy, but felt that they had to endure 
(gaman) and try their best (ganbaru). Kazuyuki and the majority of his 
friends, meanwhile, were not doing that and not willing to. They rein-
forced each other’s lifestyles and aspirations through tacit approval and 
thus were able to remain within a transitional space of youth. While all 
members were doing the same, it remained a valid, uncontested option, 
and being in such a liminal space felt normal. As Liechty has stated in his 
work on youth in Kathmandu, “Peer groups allow young people to aban-
don themselves in the utter banality of a day-to-day material existence, 
consciously avoiding the future by living for each other in the present” 
(1995, 190). Here is perhaps another reason Kazuyuki was sad about his 
friend getting married: it was a clear sign that one of his inner circle was 
moving beyond “youth” and into adulthood.

Conclusion

The two freeters in this chapter rejected normative adult ideals of a “nor-
mal life” (futsû na seikatsu). Like many youth around the world, they did 
not want to be like their fathers—business owners or salarymen—whom 
they saw as sacrificing their own desires for their families. They wanted 
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to find themselves, nurture their aspirations, and ultimately create a life 
that made them happy. Although there were mild echoes of concern about 
their futures—about whether they could marry if they did not find stable 
work—they continued to eschew normative gender ideals: Shiro wanted to 
turn gender norms on their head and be a househusband, and Kazuyuki 
wanted his future wife to work and for them to share everything fifty-fifty. 
These young men were not unusual. Most of the male freeters I knew were 
seeking to break out of the normative life course. However, the older a 
man gets, the harder it is for him to ignore wider social expectations of 
what he should do and be as an adult man. Kazuyuki and Shiro were thus 
in a privileged and liminal stage where they were not only allowed to seek 
alternatives but encouraged to do so by their families, and often implicitly 
by friends who were doing similar things.

Although Kazuyuki and Shiro were seeking flexible work to finance 
their aspirations, they were at the same time responding to changes in 
the economy and employment systems, which have inexorably become 
more neoliberal in their shape. Yet in spite of the fact that these economic 
and employment changes have taken place, wider social attitudes of what 
men are supposed to do and be remain largely rooted in postwar ideals 
of the salaryman, in Hamamatsu at least. Freeters are thus portrayed as 
either deviants or victims. However, by appropriating the space of youth, 
Kazuyuki and Shiro were able to gain time, space, and a certain amount of 
acceptance of their choice to be freeters at this time in their lives. By refer-
ring to themselves as children, they gave themselves some psychological 
breathing room, some space to move in, before having to decide what they 
were to do, and, perhaps more pertinent, before they began to receive pres-
sure from others to conform to expected life courses and routes.

While many of the young people I knew did not share Kazuyuki’s and 
Shiro’s explicit positioning as children per se, they did speak of the early 
twenties as a time to try out new jobs and alternative ideas, though this 
discussion was often followed by resignation when they talked of the time 
limit they felt existed. This period of time was usually articulated as being 
around the age of twenty-five, which was when they felt they would have to 
give up irregular work to look for stable, regular employment. Other non-
freeter contacts of various ages concurred and spoke, with some nostalgia 
for some, about the freedom of the early twenties, when exploring differ-
ent jobs and identities was socially acceptable. These views were in stark 
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contrast to the youth policies of the Japanese government, which appears 
to consider young people as being in need of both moral and practical 
guidance regarding their attitudes and ethic toward work.

Even though Kazuyuki and Shiro appeared to be rejecting core val-
ues of adulthood and masculinity, their actions were condoned and 
expected because of their young age, which they knew and relied upon. 
They acknowledged, with some trepidation, that it would not always be 
so easy. Neither of them had solid plans to start moving in the direction 
of regular employment, and both were looking to prolong the transitional 
stage of youth past what has previously been considered the norm. Peers 
with whom they worked were graduating from four-year universities (or 
had already graduated from the vocational colleges) and were, for the most 
part, starting full-time jobs or searching for such work. Both men, how-
ever, situated themselves within groups or around people who were not 
doing these things, who were in a similar place to them. Neither knew 
what he would end up doing in the future. With the changes in school-
to-work transitions, the later age of marriage, and an employment system 
that favors hiring more nonregular staff, this transitional stage leading 
into adulthood seems likely to continue to be prolonged for increasing 
numbers of youth.

Kazuyuki and Shiro were, in Durham’s words, “neither .  .  . autono-
mous liberal actors nor . . . overdetermined victims” (2000, 113). Instead, 
they were negotiating a largely liminal space in which to explore their 
dreams and make new paths for themselves, while simultaneously being 
constrained by their perceptions and expectations of adulthood and the 
new realities of an increasingly neoliberal economy. By using the liminal-
ity youth provided, they were able to give themselves time and space to 
explore different options before becoming (and before being expected to 
become) full members of adult Japanese society.


