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THE INVISIBLE MALE BODY

H ir o sh i Yo sh iok a

Two conversations I recently  h ad  with friends m otivated m e to write on this 
subject. O n e  was a b o u t th e  leaflets I always find  in  my m ailbox at my apart
m en t in Kyoto. T hey are  all the  sam e size, as small as a page o f a pocket paper
back, show ing nak ed  young fem ale bodies, with their stereotypically inno
cent-looking faces, u n su ited  to th e ir  provocative poses. T hese are advertise
m ents fo r a “sex delivery service,” which is quite com m on in J a p a n ’s u rban  
areas today. Girls a re  delivered like pizza, and  the custom er is charged for 
every twenty m inutes (the  m axim um  use is 120 m inutes). O nce when I showed 
a m agazine to my friend  she fo u n d  an advertisem ent in it recruiting  new “work
ers” fo r this jo b ; the  advertisem en t explained  how easy and safe the jo b  was. I 
even fo u n d  an  advertisem en t fo r m ales who could  work as drivers taking the 
girls to th e  custom ers.

“H ere , you see ,” said the  friend , “you can buy sex on one  side, and  sell it 
on  the o ther. This k ind  o f business used to be dom inated  by yakuza (Japanese 
gangsters), an d  p erh ap s still is, b u t you can no  longer d e tec t any danger or 
crim e in this advertisem ent. P rostitu tion  has becom e a p art o f  industry in this 
country. Sex is ju s t consum ption , neat, safe and  systematic. Girls are n o t forced 
to do  it from  poverty. T hey ju s t  w ant to m ake quick m oney for their own 
p leasure. So, w hat’s w rong?” I rep lied  th a t sex is always rep resen ted  th rough  
fem ale bodies, and  they are  th e re fo re  too visible in  the society. This over
exposure b linds us, an d  m akes our own bodies invisible. O n  the o th er hand , 
m ale bodies a re  invisible b eh in d  th e  profusion o f female. Perhaps m ale bod
ies are in separab le from  industry  itself. They are subm erged in the system.

T he o th e r  conversation was ab o u t the pho to  exhibition o f Laurie Toby 
Edison, an  A m erican p h o to g rap h e r, which took place in Septem ber 2001 at 
T h e  N ational M useum  o f A rt in  O saka.1 T he show included  works from  two of

1 Recent Works of Laurie Toby Edison: Meditations on the body, The National Museum of Art, 
Osaka, Japan, August 2, -  Septem ber 2, 2001.
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her series o f  work: Women En Large, Familiar Men an d  Japanese Women, a new 
series she was working on. I have b een  in te re sted  in E d ison ’s app roach  to 
photography because she challenges the  rep resen ta tio n  o f  h u m an  bodies tha t 
is deeply in fluenced by mass m edia. In  mass m ed ia  you can never en c o u n te r  
fat fem ale bodies unless they are supposed  to  illustrate som eth ing  negative 
(the body before dieting) ,2 In  the sam e way, m e n ’s naked  bodies are n o t shown 
as such, never seen as som eth ing  “fam iliar.” T hey  are always rep resen ted  as 
signs o f sexual (bodies o f actors, rock  m usicians, etc.) o r physical s treng th  
(those o f athletes, football players, e tc .). E d ison ’s p h o to g rap h y  breaks this 
unspoken  code, and  makes us no tice  how  invisible h u m an  bodies are in fact 
in  o u r society.

Laurie Toby Edison, 
from  Meditations on the 
Body (2001)

2 Women En Large: Images of Fat Nudes, Photographs by Laurie Toby Edison. T ext by 
D ebbie N otkin , Books in  Focus, San F ransisco  1994; w ebsite: h ttp ://w w w .ca n d y  
darling.com /lte/gallery.htm l
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I have know n the  cu ra to r o f this exhibition , Ms. Akiko Kasuya, for many 
years. W hen  the  exh ib ition  was over I asked h e r w hat kind o f response she 
h ad  go t from  visitors. “I t ’s am azing ,” she said. “First I th o u g h t it would be the 
n udes o f fat w om en th a t m igh t be provocative to som e of the audience. I was 
wrong. It was the  m ale bod ies in  the  Familiar Men series w hich tu rned  ou t to 
be m ore  em barrassing .” “E m barrassing to w hom ?” I asked. “T o some m iddle- 
aged  m ale viewers, those who work in the adm inistrative office o f the m u
seum , fo r exam ple. T hey fo u n d  the  series alm ost disgusting. They told m e 
th a t th ey ju s t c o u ld n ’t s tand  looking  at tha t p a rt o f  Edison work.” I asked: “Is 
this because they th in k  m ale bodies are n o t som eth ing  you can appreciate in 
th e  artw ork?” Kasuya answ ered: “Perhaps, because those are the bodies of 
o rd inary  m en, in  norm al, everyday situations.”

I th o u g h t she was right. If  the  m ale body were shown as som ething excep
tional, like those o f m acho ath letes, film stars or even gays, these images would 
be accep ted  m uch  m o re  easily. F inding the body m arked  as som ething ex
traord inary , the  viewer w ould have a feeling o f safety, a  feeling that would 
reassure h im  th a t he d o e sn ’t b e lo n g  to what is rep resen ted  here. But w hat we 
can  see in E d iso n ’s ph o to s  are  ju s t  o rdinary  males. They are naked, b u t with
o u t any appeal to  th e ir physical strength , n o r can we see here  any sign of 
sexual seduction.

So, why shou ld  usual an d  o rd inary  m ale bodies be seen with em barrass
m en t, while u n u su al an d  ex trao rd inary  ones are seen as a com m onplace?

T hese conversations rem in d ed  m e o f a passage in a  newly published book 
I am  read ing , whose title cou ld  be literally translated  as What It Means to Make 
Love with a M an}  T h e  bo o k  is th e  reco rd  o f a long talk by th ree  fem ale writers 
based on th e ir experiences with m en. T he m ain topic of th e ir conversation is 
how m en  are  fram ed  with a lim ited  im age o f sex and  sexuality in our contem 
porary  society. A m ong th e  th ree  is Tom oko M inami, a  w riter and  sex worker 
who declares th a t she has seen m ore than  thirty thousand penises(!) She has 
observed th a t m any m en  seem  to hate  looking at th e ir own naked  body in the 
m irro r. “Many m en  feel th a t the  m ale body is ugly. They say their desire is 
spoiled  by seeing th e ir  own body in the m irror. I t’s perhaps because they are 
n o t accustom ed to b e in g  looked  at. They d o n ’t understand  how wom en look 
a t them , e ith e r in a sexual o r non-sexual way.”

T h e  sex industry  exploits fantasy. It casts sexual fantasy into a certain  
m old, w hich is based  on  th e  d ichotom y o f the overexposed fem ale body and 
th e  invisible m ale body. W hat in terests m e here  is that, in industrialized soci

3 Otoko wo Dahu tolukoto, by Ayako Saito, Tomoko Minami and Xanae Kameyama, Asuka- 
shinsha publishers, 2001.
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eties, to be a m an one is req u ired  to h id e  the  individual body u n d e r  o n e ’s 
social function . Being a m an m eans b e in g  able to  identify o n ese lf with w hat 
one is supposed to be in society, instead  o f  w hat o n e  really is. A nd I suppose 
this can be seen in Jap an  in an  especially obvious form , as h e re  m odern iza
tion in this aspect has gone very far, even fa r th e r  th an  in W estern  countries.

M odernization has taken the  form  o f s tandard ization  an d  uniform ity. 
U niform  m ight be the key to th in k in g  ab o u t th e  s tructu re  o f desire in this 
culture. People love being  un ifo rm ed , because they are b ro u g h t up  in such a 
way. T he uniform  p u t on the body p ro d u ces “u n ifo rm ed  sexual fantasy.” 
Uniforms for fem ale students and  workers are very often  associated with m e n ’s 
sexual fantasies. Miwa Yanagi, a co n tem p o rary  Jap an ese  artist, critically rep 
resen ted  this shared  m ale view in h e r  early works.4 O n  the o th e r  h an d , u n i
forms fo r m en show how they fu n c tio n  in  th e  system. By w earing uniform s, 
wom en have to suggest, and  m en have to  deny, th e  existence o f th e ir  body.

H ere I am n o t only re ferring  to un ifo rm s like those o f po licem en , b u t to 
everything people pu t on  the body to  show how they should  be trea ted . U ni
form  culture in this sense can be seen in two very p o p u la r m ale stereotypes in 
m odern  Japan: “Salary-man” and  “O tak u .” “Salary-m an” is a ja p a n iz e d  E n
glish w ord for an  office worker, b u t the  im p o rtan t th in g  is th a t it im plies th a t 
som eone is decent, norm al, average an d  safe. T h e ir  actual un ifo rm  is a suit 
and  a tie in a ra th e r sober color. “Salary-m an” rep resen ts  the  sociable side o f 
the Japanese m ale identity. “O taku” is the  o th e r  ex trem e. They can be recog
nized by their untidy clothes, disheveled hair, stubble an d  so on. T hey  restric t 
their world to a particu lar field (such as an im ation , co m p u te r m an ipu la tion , 
etc.) and  they typically lack skills in  sociability an d  com m unication . T hey are 
som etim es even infam ous for th e ir “loli-con,” the  sexual fantasy ab o u t prepu- 
bescent females (the word is derived from  “Lolita com plex”) .

T hese two types -  Salary-man an d  O taku  -  m ay seem  to be the  opposites 
o f each o ther, bu t they have the sam e desire in com m on, to deny th e ir ind i
vidual existence as a m an. They share the  h a tre d  o f looking at th e ir  own body, 
and try to h ide b eh ind  the un ifo rm  ap p earan ce . It is im p o rtan t to u n d e r
stand th a t these two characters stand  fo r two basic functions in Jap an ese  soci
ety which enabled  the quick deve lopm en t o f th e  country: Salary-man rep re 
sents the spirit o f  cooperation , while O taku  is an  ex p e rt in technology. W hat 
we can see b eh ind  the diffusion o f these two p o p u la r m ale stereotypes is how 
im portan t the process o f industrialization  is in  transfo rm ing  the  individual 
m ale body in to  an invisible one; it was m ade, transfo rm ed  in to  an  anonym ous 
part o f the  system in o rd e r to m axim ize the  efficiency o f the  state m achine .

4 h ttp : / /www.yanagimiwa.net/
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T o m ake the m ale body invisible means, however, to set it up  in the mythi
cal d im ension . T h e  Jap an ese  body has becom e a sanctuary, like the em p ero r’s 
body used  to be befo re  W orld  W ar II. T he body is n o tju s t invisible, bu t som e
th in g  th a t sh o u ld n ’t be  m en tio n ed  in secular words. Sheer racism can result 
from  this w hen p eo p le  have to face the body issue. In 1994 som e “onsen” (ho t 
spring) bathhouses in  th e  sm all town in H okkaido p u t u p  signs “Japanese 
only,” because they h ad  been  d istu rbed  by d ru n k en  Russian sailors. They tried 
to exclude all fo reigners, b u t actually the nationality was n o t the po int, the 
d istinction  was m ade betw een Jap an ese  and  “foreign” bodies. A person who 
h ad  already becom e a natu ra lized  citizen o f Jap an  was also d en ied  entry into 
the  b a th h o u se  because he  h ad  a W estern body5.

In this contex t, I have b een  very in terested  in works o f a r t which attem pt 
to resist this invisibility an d  m ystification o f the m ale body, and  to recover the 
possibility o f its rep resen ta tio n .

Miyako Ishiuchi has taken  p h o to g rap h s o f hum an  bodies, bo th  m ale and  
fem ale, b u t they are  n o t no rm al n u d e  photos. Like Edison, she is in terested  
in the  aspect o f th e  body th a t has been  excluded in the mass m edia. She has 
b een  a ttracted , fo r exam ple, to  “scars” on  the body, the skin o f old people, 
ro u g h  nails o f  m iddle-aged  w om en and  so on. In the interview I had  with her 
fo r the  critical jo u rn a l Diatx., 6 1 asked abou t the  in terest she has in “scars” 
an d  the skin o f elderly  peop le . “F or m e, the pho tog raph  is a device for visual
izing the  flow o f tim e, ra th e r  th an  fixing a m om en t,” she replied . “Tim e is 
invisible, b u t you can  see it on  th e  h um an  body.” In  the course o f conversa

Tadasu Takam ine,
Kimura-san, perfo r
mance (2000/2001)

5 For fu rth e r  in fo rm atio n  on this inciden t, visit: h ttp ://w w w .d eb ito .o rg /o ta ru la  
wsuit.html

6 Diatxt. volume on  “Future M emory,” ed. H iroshi Yoshioka, Kyoto Art Center, 2000. 
For fu rther inform ation on this jo u rn a l, visit h ttp://w w w .diatxt.com /index_e.htm l
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tion she m entioned  the “quietness” o f the body in  h e r works. T h o u g h  h e r 
works include criticism o f the mass m ed ia  w hich brainw ash us everyday with 
perfect young bodies, Ish iuch i’s works are an  alternative way o f looking a t the 
body, ra th e r than  an  attack on the d o m in an t way o f  body rep resen ta tio n .

It is also im p o rtan t to m en tion  Miyako Ish iu ch i’s selection  o f works en 
titled Sawaru: Chromosome XY,7 w hich shows close-up im ages o f  m ale bodies 
to g e th er with their norm al portraits. T h e ir bodies are all so close th a t we feel 
as if we are  touching, ra th e r th an  w atching th em  (T he first p a r t o f th e  title 
“Sawaru” simply m eans “to u ch ” in J a p a n e se ) . C loseness creates a feeling  o f 
intimacy, b u t it d o esn ’t lead  to th e  eroticism  we see in com m ercial photos. 
H ere again, the crucial th ing is th a t they are all o rd inary  m en , young  an d  old, 
Japanese  and n o n jap an e se . U n d e r each p o rtra it  you read  th e ir nam e (in 
English) and  their year o f b irth , w ithou t any im plication  o f th e ir  jo b  o r any 
social ro le. Still, m ost m en in the  p o rtra it seem  to try to show th e ir social 
status (you can read  this from  th e ir  ex p ressio n ). By p resen tin g  this in te rest
ing con trast betw een the ID-like p o rtra it a n d  th e  unusually  close sight o f  the 
body, Ish iuchi seems to suggest a new way o f look ing  at m ale bodies. In o th e r 
words, she is trying to demystify th e  m ale body, to  ease its tension , an d  to 
rescue it from  the suppressive invisibility in o u r m o d ern  society.

W hile Ishiuchi’s work suggests the  possibility o f rep resen tin g  the  m ale 
body by giving it a gen tle look, T adasu T ak am in e’s app roach  shows a harsh  
and  v io len t approach toward the issue. In  his m ulti-m edia perfo rm an ce  en 
titled Kimura-san, he obviously addressed the subject o f “disability,”8 b u t I th ink 
the w ork connotes the issue o f the m ale body too, or, maybe the  m ale body as 
som eth ing  systematically “d isabled.”

“Kim ura-san” is the nam e o f a m an  who was a victim o f the  M orinaga 
arsenic m ilk poisoning  inciden t in 1955 in Jap a n . In  spite o f the disability 
affecting a large p art o f his body, h e  has lived a lo n e  in  Kyoto fo r fifteen years. 
T akam ine had w orked for five years as one  o f  th e  voluntary aid staff visiting 
his house once o r twice every m o n th . O ne day, h e  h ap p e n ed  to “discover” 
that Kimura-san had  a sexual drive like any o th e r  m an, an d  this dram atically 
changed  his views o f the bodies o f d isab led  peop le . H e m astu rbated  the  m an 
who was obviously unable to have a re la tio n sh ip  with a w om an in  a norm al 
situation. T he artist videotaped the  scene, a t th a t tim e w ithout any in ten tio n

7 Sawaru: Chromosome XY, by Miyako Ishiuchi, Shinchosha publishers, 1995.
8 In relation to the m ore general them e o f this work, i.e., to the issue of the sexuality of 

handicapped people, I would like to note that there is a book and website by a writer who 
is in a wheelchair himself, about freedom  of sex fo r people with handicaps. Tatta Go- 
senchi no Hadoru or Sex for the handicapped, which has never been spoken of, by Yoshihiko Nojo, 
Wani Books, 2001. h ttp ://w w w .netlaputa.ne.jp /~k-nojo/C H IK A /
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to  m ake it public. B ut h e  finally dec ided  to use the  tape in  his perform ance, 
partly because K im ura-san h im self w anted the tape to be publicly presented.

In the  p erfo rm an ce  T akam ine wears a kind o f fram ed headgear (like 
th a t o f  an ice hockey p lay er), with two small video cam eras a ttached  inside of 
it w hich take close-up p ic tu res o f his eyes. H e sits in  fron t o f  a table with plates 
o f glass o n  it, an d  b e h in d  h im  th ere  is a huge screen  showing the scene o f 
K im ura-san’s body. In th e  course o f the narra tion  (which is in English and  
read  by his own reco rd ed  voice), he  abruptly  sm ashes the glass by h itting  it 
with his head , an d  the  m o m en t h e  does this the screen suddenly changes into 
th e  im age o f his irises. H e does this again and  again.

“T he w orld awakes by lau g h te r ,” w hen Kim ura-san’s face shows the m o
m en t o f  ecstasy on  the  screen. “This is based on som ething, b u t n o t on sexual 
desire. His behavior -  ju s t  the  opposite o f m asculine -  is a ra re  sphere in 
w hich no  o n e  will lose th e ir  reality .” By “opposite o f m asculine,” the artist 
refers to  K im ura-san’s disability, n o t only in the sense of his physical hand i
cap, b u t in  the  sense o f “the  disability to refuse.” In o rd e r to survive, the m an 
has no  choice b u t to accep t o thers. ... “his body does no t have privacy in the 
first p lace .”9 This very “disability” leads to the laugh ter that awakes the world, 
affirm ing the  visibility an d  existence o f the body.

T h e  body is n o t a m a tte r o f  fact. O n the contrary, it is still an unknow n 
d im ension  which we shou ld  exp lo re  very carefully, th rough  artistic expres
sion an d  philosophical th ink ing  as well as norm al scientific investigation. And 
I believe th a t various attem pts to recover the visibility of the  m ale body could 
radically change o u r view o f m any problem s in o u r society, m any o f which are 
caused by th e  stiffness o f m asculinity.

9 The full text o f the narra tion  (both English andjapanese) is published in Diatxt., vol. 
3., “Vita Sexualis,” 2001, including o ther works by Tadasu Takamine.
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