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Introduction

1. Throughout the postwar period in Japan, normative (and national) ideals of masculinity have linked full-
time labour productivity and masculinities, with men expected to be primary breadwinners and the pillar
of the household (daikokubashira). This expectation is intimately interlinked to the post–World War II
introduction of the 'living wage' and employment benefits for permanent employees, such as tax relief
benefits for dependents, health care, and subsidised mortgages. Such benefits helped transform gender
roles and relations after the war and were consolidated throughout the postwar economic expansion by
companies and the Japanese nation state in the form of taxation and welfare systems that continue to
privilege heterosexual marriage and the male breadwinner model.[1] Crucially, however, companies
were able to provide such benefits to a core of (male) permanent workers because they could draw on a
flexible irregular labour market that was populated primarily by women.

2. Since the decline of the Japanese economy in the 1990s, and the periodic economic recessions that
have followed, employment practices and ideals of workers have diversified as companies have
attempted to remain afloat and globally competitive: Core workforces have shrunk,[2] flexible irregular
workers that can be hired and fired at need are increasingly employed, companies have moved factories
offshore to cheaper places,[3] and since the late 1980s women have increasingly been hired for
permanent full-time positions in line with the Equal Employment Opportunity Law.[4] Japan's irregular
labour market has considerably expanded in the past twenty years, and although most of these workers
continue to be women, male irregular worker numbers have risen from 2.4 per cent in 1982 to 21.8 per
cent in 2014.[5] In line with such shifts neoliberal capitalist discourses that urge individuals to be
independent, self-aware, and self-responsible workers are increasingly prevalent, but also share space
with older ideas that companies should look after their core workers as if they were family, in return for
loyalty and (hopefully) permanent employment. These ideas are also present and drawn on in the
construction of masculine subjectivities.

3. With an increasing number of men working in the irregular labour market without recourse to the kinds of
employment protection that full-time workers receive, the ability to perform normative gendered ideals of
labour and productivity is structurally limited.[6] Such an expansion of the male irregular employment
market consequently has repercussions for the lived experience (and understandings) of gender in daily
life. Some authors in Japan have argued that irregular workers consequently represent a 'failed'
masculinity.[7] However, many of the men I worked with understood and lived their masculinities in the
labour sphere not predominantly through the trope of failure, but through aspiration.[8] With full-time
permanent labour continuing to be tightly interlinked with normative ideals of masculinity, some men in
the irregular labour market drew instead on neoliberal discourses of selfhood and labour, particularly on
what I have dubbed 'aspirational labour,' as a means of making sense of their employment situation (to
themselves and others).[9] In this context, aspirational labour is understood as future-oriented work—the
work these men wanted to be doing. Such labour aspirations are not necessarily entrepreneurial or
creative, but are about finding work that had meaning to them and which fitted their values and interests.
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By striving to achieve their labour aspirations they were, in the process, creating aspirational
masculinities.

4. This does not mean, however, that they understood their masculinities only through the lens of
aspiration, or that they were blind to their problematic structural position in the labour (and marriage)
market. Indeed, many men balanced norms and ideals of masculinity that exist within the normative
discourse of Japanese masculinities relating to characteristics of responsibility, loyalty, psychological
'strength' (seishinteki ni tsuyoi), and (future) family caregiving, with neoliberal ideas of selfhood that
prioritise individual aspirations and self-making. Different ideas of manhood were drawn on in different
spheres: aspirational masculinities and individualisation in the labour market, and older normative ideas
of gender and gender roles in the domain of marriage and family creation. These different ideas often
began to be experienced as contradictory as men reached their late twenties if they wanted to marry in
the future, making this age a time of reconsideration about the labour sphere, and what they felt they
should do, as men.[10] In this article I explore how the pursuit of aspirational labour produces
aspirational masculinities. However, these masculine subjectivities are not fixed and, for many of the
men I worked with, were foregrounded for a limited period of time. Aspirational understandings of
manhood begin to shift and change if men begin to think of marriage and family creation. In such cases
men merge their aspirational understandings of masculinities—to a greater or lesser extent—with
normative ideas of manhood, ultimately producing masculinities that speak to hegemonic norms and
reinforce the link between labour productivity and masculinities.[11] This does not, however, result in a
fixed sense of masculinity that is unchangeable over time. I argue that this process is performative, and
ideas and experiences of masculinities change and are negotiated over time and with significant others.

Aspirational labour and neoliberal subjectivities

5. Processes of neoliberal individualisation are at the heart of aspirational labour and the performativity of
aspirational masculine subjectivities. Neoliberalism has been defined by David Harvey as 'a theory of
political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong
private property rights, free markets and free trade.'[12] Aihwa Ong describes this as an ethic that has
transformed relationships between those governing and those governed, where governance is no longer
so much political as technical.[13] As Rosalind Gill and Christina Scharff put it: 'Neoliberalism is a mobile,
calculated technology for governing subjects who are constituted as self-managing, autonomous and
enterprising.'[14] The irregular workers I worked with—known as freeters: a word that combines the
English word 'free' with the German word 'arbeiter' (worker)—are located at the heart of neoliberal
economic and employment changes that have been reshaping Japan's economic environment since the
1980s. Defined broadly as individuals between the ages of 15 and 34 who are neither students or (if
female) married, the category of 'freeter' is itself an embodiment of neoliberal ideas.[15]

6. In the late 1980s, the chief editor of a job magazine called From A created the category using imagery of
the self-disciplined, autonomous subject making work-lives (and biographies) of meaning by tapping into
notions of individualism, aspiration, entrepreneurialism, freedom, choice and self-determination to pursue
work flexibly and according to individual goals and personality. Of course, such rhetoric conveniently
obscures the precarity of such positions, offering what Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim have
termed 'precarious freedoms.'[16] Yet, as they have illustrated, individualisation is not something an
individual chooses freely, but is a social condition which individuals have no choice but to do in order to
adapt to new social conditions and realities of changing economic and employment markets and
changing welfare structures.[17] Individualisation also plays an important role in neoliberal governance,
which operates to acknowledge and use individuals' 'capacity to act' for state objectives.[18] Neoliberal
policies 'individualise experiences of marginalisation'[19] and obscure class and structural privilege,
consequently creating particular kinds of neoliberal subjectivities. Practices of governance thus do not
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operate outside of us, but instead get 'inside us' and through this they work to produce particular kinds of
subjectivities.[20]

Methodology

7. This paper draws on ethnographic data gathered in Sapporo since 2013. However, the arguments are
also based on material gathered between 2007 and 2013 with 56 male freeters in Hamamatsu city and in
Tokyo. In 2006 and 2007 I conducted 13 months of fieldwork in Hamamatsu at a large cinema chain and
at a non-profit organisation (NPO) working to help young people into employment. Since that initial
fieldwork I have returned to Hamamatsu three times to conduct follow-ups: in the summer of 2009,
during a Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) postdoctoral fellowship in 2010 and 2011,
and in the summer of 2013. During 2010 and 2011 I also conducted interviews in the Tokyo area. Since
moving to Sapporo in 2013 I have interviewed a further 11 men. This paper features three recent case
studies collected among men working in the restaurant and café service industry in Sapporo.[21] To
preserve anonymity all names are pseudonyms and some small details, such as job description and
aspirations, have been changed.

Hegemonic ideals and performativity

8. One of the main ways to understand masculinities in different cultural contexts since the late 1990s has
been to use the theory of hegemonic masculinity. R.W. Connell argued that hegemonic masculinity,
whilst unattainable by most, is the masculinity that is culturally elevated, linked to social institutions (such
as state and industry) and which operates normatively through persuasion. It is culturally striven for
rather than forced.[22] In the Japanese context the figure of the 'salaryman,' a white-collar permanent
employee, has come to stand for hegemonic masculinity throughout the postwar period.[23] 'He' is a
complex representation of the ability to sustain a family as a primary breadwinner— the major tenet that
lies at the heart of normative ideals of masculinity in Japan— as well as a beacon of perceived
stability.[24] Focusing on the salaryman figure as the hegemonic masculinity, however, only takes us so
far. Differentiating salaryman (hegemonic) masculinities from 'other' masculinities may work at the level
of ideology and discourse, but it is a dichotomy that is problematic when we turn to lived experiences and
individual understandings of masculinities, not least because of the diversity of lived experiences and
understandings within the category of 'salarymen' by salarymen themselves.[25]

9. It has become so commonplace to think of the salaryman as hegemonic masculinity that we run the risk
of creating a bounded typology of masculinity that oversimplifies and obscures lived experiences—both
of people in salaried employment and people who do not work in such a way.[26] Whilst hegemonic
masculinity is argued to be the 'culturally exalted' masculinity that men may strive for, my research
suggests considerable ambivalence about the salaryman figure and the masculinity he represents, and
about gendered norms and expectations. Indeed, masculinities vary according to time, place, age,
feeling, peers, partners and families. This is as true for 'salarymen' as it is for irregular workers. At the
same time, however, there are certain ideas, ideals, expectations and norms that are consistently drawn
on in discussions—and lived experiences—of masculinities in Japan. I suggest therefore that by
understanding our interlocutors engagement with gendered norms and expectations through defaulting
to the theoretical frame of hegemonic masculinity we are perhaps unnecessarily limiting the questions
and possibilities of research,[27] as well as restricting our analyses of men's experiences and
understandings of manhood. In this article, I am interested in exploring why and how ideals and norms of
masculinity are drawn on in experiences of masculinities in the Japanese context and how these
produce certain kinds of masculine subjectivities.[28] Ideals and norms act as cultural tropes of what it
means to be a 'man' and are negotiated in and through lived experiences of masculinities, but they are
also performative.
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10. I consequently draw on Judith Butler's ideas of gender performativity[29] to explore the ways that men
frame and experience their masculinities differently in different spheres of their lives, looking specifically
at labour and romance: two spheres that are intricately interrelated in the production, construction and
lived experience of masculinities. Butler argues that:

Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender
is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts … This
formulation moves the conception of gender off the ground of a substantial model of identity to one that requires a
conception of gender as a constituted social temporality.[30]

11. Men's understandings and experiences of masculinities change as they age, as their circumstances
change, and through negotiation with others' expectations and understandings. The performative
'repetition of acts' and the 'social temporality' of gender can be seen when looking at how men negotiate
and draw on both normative ideals of masculinities and neoliberal notions of the active individualised self
in different spheres of their lives as they age. This is not, however, a choice per se. As Butler argues:

Gender practices [are] sites of critical agency … If gender is not an artifice to be taken on or taken off at will and,
hence, not an effect of choice, how are we to understand the constitutive and compelling status of gender norms
without falling into the trap of cultural determinism? How precisely are we to understand the ritualized repetition by
which such norms produce and stabilize … the effects of gender?[31]

12. Following Butler's assertion that 'performativity must be understood not as a singular or deliberate '"act,"
but, rather, as the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse prodces the effects that it
names.'[32] I argue that the discourse of neoliberal subjectivity that men in irregular labour draw on
produces a particular kind of aspirational neoliberal subject—the self-responsible, self-made man
seeking aspirations that transcend their current labour, but remain rooted in ideas of masculine
productivity.[33] However, this production of aspirational masculine subjectivity is not a final definitive
act, nor a permanent one. When men begin to draw on other discourses of gender that relate to and are
rooted in normative ideals of familial breadwinning masculinity, their senses, experiences and
understandings of their masculinities shifts, as do their lived experiences.

Individualised labour and aspirational masculinities 

I never thought I would want to open a restaurant. I came to Hokkaido to learn art: I like to make things, pottery mostly.
I really never imagined I would want to open a restaurant. I don't know when it happened really … Timing, it's all about
timing!

Interview with Hiroaki, Sapporo, May 2015

13. Hiroaki, a stylish, communicative and quietly confident 28-year-old had never envisaged himself working
in a white-collar office job. At 18 he had moved to Hokkaido, the northernmost island of Japan, to study
art at university. During the course of his studies he worked part-time in the service sector, and after
graduating university had decided to do an extra year of study at a vocational college that specialised in
training people to be chefs, sommeliers and baristas. It was whilst studying there that he decided to open
a restaurant with his brother back in his hometown. When we met in January 2014 he had been working
as a chef for three years and despite being offered a permanent contract had opted to remain part time:

I work almost everyday, usually six days a week and a minimum of nine hours a day.[34] I'm working part-time, not as
a permanent employee, because I want to open my own restaurant and go independent (dokuritsu shitai). So this is
really good experience for me. The owner knows my plans and I talk about it with him a lot, asking for advice about
opening my own place. My brother will specialise in sweets/confectionary (okashi), so he is working part-time in a
patisserie now. A few months ago he went to Italy for a month to study. Our plan is that I'm going to deal with the
mains, and he'll be in charge of the sweets.[35]

14. Hiroaki and his brother had a clear business plan and they had managed to secure their parents'
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support. In August 2015 he confided that the time had come: he and his brother had secured a small plot
of land in their hometown and acquired a loan. He was leaving Hokkaido to return home to oversee the
building works and to open the restaurant in spring 2016. I asked why he wanted to 'go independent' and
he replied:

I think it's important to know yourself, to know what fits you. I never wanted to be an office worker. I like to create
things, to be independent, to learn, experiment. Going independent is really scary (hontō ni kowai). I signed for the
loan last week and it made it real. My father agreed to be the guarantor so my parents are involved, and they are
supporting our plans. It's a lot of responsibility. I really feel it now. But, I think we can make something good. We have a
good location. I want to make something … make my own path. Before, it was my goal, but now it is happening![36]

15. Hiroaki's self-determination, independence, continual growth and taking responsibility for making the kind
of living that he feels suits his personality and interests is rooted in neoliberal ideals of selfhood and
subjectivity. He (and his brother) want to be self-made independent proprietors—particular kinds of men.
He rejects the subjectivity he imagines office work engenders, feeling that it would not suit who he feels
he is.[37] Instead, he spent time and resources actively working towards his goals. All of his actions at
work, the friendly networking he did among local restaurateurs, and his stylish self-presentation were
geared towards making a success of his aspirations. This influenced, and was influenced by, what he
thought of masculinity:

For me, well, it's about looking after people. I think masculinity is about supporting family. But at my age, I think it's
about working hard doing what you think is right or working to achieve something. Now, I think I am being selfish, I am
thinking only about myself, but I'm making something, something for the future. In the future I hope I will support a
family, and partly that will happen through my work. I think it's important to do work that fits your personality. For me,
that is about making things, being creative. So now I am focusing on that goal. I am learning as much as I can about
running a restaurant from the people around me, from my experiences at work, from visiting lots of places in the city
and making networks.[38]

16. Hiroaki's understandings of masculinity indicate that he feels that the ways men should be men varies
according to age. In the future, masculinity is about supporting others, but now it is about making his
aspirations a reality for the future. As such he feels that the pursuit of aspirational labour itself is
incompatible with romantic relationships:

I am single at the moment and I plan to stay single for a while. I think it would be too hard to date when I was opening
the shop. I need to focus all my attention on making it successful and I don't think a relationship would go well. [Why, I
ask]. Well, I think if I was dating someone they would support me, but, how do I say, there are expectations. Like, men
should pay on dates, and should look after women. Not all women think that, but I guess I want to focus on myself right
now, on what I'm trying to achieve. The last couple of years I've been saving as much as I can, and I know I'm leaving
[Hokkaido] so I prefer to be friends now. Also, if I was dating someone she would have ideas about how I should set up
the restaurant, or she would worry about what might happen if it didn't go well, and I guess I just want to be selfish at
the moment and enjoy what I'm doing. I want to focus. I have to focus now.[39]

17. Hiroaki provides an example of a man in his twenties in the midst of pursuing his aspirations. Focused
primarily on achieving his objectives he produces a masculine subjectivity that is aspirational and single.
He understands his labour aspirations and the pursuit of these goals to be incompatible with a romantic
relationship. Whilst he may receive some support from a partner, he felt that this was outweighed by the
potential distraction and pressure that being a boyfriend would entail. Gendered expectations of men in
relationships were often understood by my interviewees to be incompatible with the pursuit of
aspirational labour,[40] and therefore Hiroaki made a conscious choice to remain free, single and able to
put all his energies into focusing on achieving his goals. Of course, not all men felt the same as Hiroaki,
and indeed I met some who were dating whilst pursuing their aspirations, but in general men who were
focused on their aspirations considered romance to be incompatible.[41] Typically, among men who
wanted to marry in the future, aspirational masculinities and aspirational labour were the product of their
twenties. Aspirational labour functions as a medium through which particular kinds of aspirational
masculinities are produced. However, when men stop pursuing such aspirations alternative masculine
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subjectivities are foregrounded. The following two cases explore two possibilities that men dealt with: the
changing—or failure of—aspirational labour, and changing masculine demands related to family
formation.

From aspirational labour to limbo

18. Eiji was a quiet 32-year-old. We met in March 2014 in Sapporo when he had just been hired to work in a
specialist coffee shop. His route to part-time barista was the result of his pursuit of aspirational labour.
He had started his working life as a full-time permanent employee for an agricultural machinery
company. He worked there for four years before quitting to set up his own small café in Sapporo.
Ultimately this closed three years later, and he subsequently shifted from being self-employed to a part-
time barista, where he initially struggled to make sense of his age and where he had ended up:

After I graduated from university I took the usual route. I did job hunting (shūshoku katsudō) and found work in an
agricultural company. The working conditions were good, it was quite relaxed and the people were good. I worked there
for four years before I quit. I left to follow my own interests, I wanted to cook and I was interested in coffee. After
studying for a year I opened my own small cafe specialising in home-style dishes (katei ryōri). I closed it last year
though. I don't really know why it failed, perhaps I had a bad location, but it didn't go that well. Afterwards the manager
of the coffee shop where I bought the coffee beans I served at my own place invited me to work for him. He said that
maybe next year [2015] I'll get the chance to be a permanent employee, though he also said that it will depend on the
situation and others' opinions.[42]

19. He was self-conscious about being the oldest worker at the coffee shop, stating self-deprecatingly: 'It's
hard to imagine that I'm so new right, with this old face?! …:. But it would be better to be permanent than
part-time.' Eiji's ideas of aspirational labour and doing labour that fit his sense of self changed as a result
of his experiences of achieving the aspirational labour of his twenties and ultimately being unable to
sustain it:

When I was working full-time at the agricultural company I really wanted to do something that I enjoyed. The people
were nice, it was fine, but I just felt that I wanted to do something that I loved doing. I still think it's good to do what you
like, but I realised when I was running my café and cooking all day—which is really what I love doing—that sometimes
having to do it every day, even if I did not feel like it, turned what I loved into 'work.' So, it's good to do what you love,
but I realised that sometimes doing it as your work changes it. Now I look back and realise that I loved doing it, even
when I was doing it. But I'm not doing it every day now, so maybe that's why I think that now![43]

20. Achieving his aspirations to do what he loved was not everything he thought it would be. Cooking—his
passion—became work, something he had to do no matter what he felt like. It became pressurised and
linked to his survival as a self-employed café owner and chef. Yet it also became a key element of his
sense of masculine selfhood as a self-employed independent proprietor who was struggling to make his
dream of a successful café a reality.[44] With the closing of the shop, his sense of independent
entrepreneurship disappeared. In 2014 he felt a strong sense of unease about his social positionality:

I'm thirty-two and am single. I spent a lot of time and energy setting up my café. I worked hard and occasionally dated,
but mostly I just worked hard. All my energy went on it. It was hard, and I really worked hard to make it successful.
Unfortunately, it didn't go so well. I mean, I had to close it … And now, I'm thirty-two and working part-time, and single.
That's, erm, not so good.[45]

21. Whilst Eiji was working to make his aspirations a reality he had no time or energy for serious romance.
Indeed, like Hiroaki, this was not something that he thought was compatible with achieving his
aspirations. He had envisaged making a success of himself and then turning his attentions to family
creation, and he was worried about what it meant for him now that he's in his thirties, single, and working
part-time.[46] For Eiji and Hiroaki, working towards aspirational labour was individualised and
individualistic—a time to be selfish and self-determining. Their goals were prioritised and they sought to
achieve them without the entanglements of romantic engagements or expectations. They drew on
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neoliberal entrepreneurial discourses to make sense of their actions and in the process developed
aspirational masculinities that were linked to achieving their goals. Yet, their ideas that romance were
incompatible with their aspirations reveals a deep engagement with older ideas of men's roles within
romance or family creation—that of stable male breadwinners able to look after the family and home.
They sought to become successful first to be able to become the kinds of family men they thought they
ought to (or needed to) be. Not all men, however, attempt to go it alone, as the next case illustrates.

Family responsibilities and aspirational masculinities

22. Masaru was married and a father of two by the age of twenty-five. He had moved from eastern Hokkaido
to the city of Sapporo when he was eighteen to attend a vocational college. Although the oldest son of a
farming family he had no desire to take over the farm, mostly, he confided, because of allergies. Not only
was he allergic to the animals they had, but he also had severe hay fever and found it more comfortable
living in the city. Although it remains possible for him to go back he was determined not to, feeling that it
is not a life that fits him, nor the kind of job he wants to do. Unlike the other men I have worked with in
Sapporo, Masaru was married whilst striving to achieve the labour aspiration of his early twenties—
working full-time as an accomplished barista in a speciality coffee shop.[47] His marriage was not
planned, but happened at age 21 when his wife became unexpectedly pregnant.[48] He initially
continued to work part-time gaining knowledge and skills, and at the age of twenty-two was given a full-
time permanent contract. Although finances were tight, Masaru was happy when we met in 2013. He had
achieved his goal to work as a barista and he was employed at a well-known coffee shop. Masaru was
enjoying the work, and he was able to provide stability for his family, though his wife also supplemented
their income by working part-time. He thought it would be better if he could provide all the family income
so his wife could stay at home while his son was small—a normative tenet of hegemonic masculinity—
but he accepted that that was not their reality. With his family responsibilities he had also put his current
aspiration of opening his own café on the backburner, but he continued to reference it as a possibility for
the future. Masaru appeared to have reached a balance where he could fulfil his family responsibilities
whilst doing a job that was meaningful to him. However, the balance shifted in 2015 when his wife
became pregnant with their second child:

I've decided that I'm leaving the café. It's been a really hard decision but I need to earn more. I don't want to leave. I
love my job and talking to customers, dealing with speciality coffees, running coffee seminars etc., but my wife will stop
working next month and then have the child, and then she won't work for a few months. Through a friend I've found
work at a good restaurant where the hourly pay is quite high, and hopefully after a few months they will offer me a
permanent position.[49]

23. Three months after he left the café to work at the restaurant he returned part-time to the café for
weekend shifts. The manager needed an extra person to cover the busy afternoons on the weekends, so
Masaru did the shifts before going out to his main job at the restaurant. As the months wore on he began
to look exhausted from doing long hours six-days a week. After a year at the restaurant he continued to
work for an hourly wage and to work at the café on the weekends. In February 2016 he was looking
particularly worn down when we met after he had just recovered from a bout of the flu. Although Masaru
had previously found a permanent position that he loved and that satisfied him, it did not pay him enough
to support his growing family. Consequently he left to pursue labour that paid more (so long as he did not
get sick), in order to be able to support his family. The birth of a second child meant that finances
became more important than personal labour satisfaction or aspiration because an extra child in the
house tipped the precarious balance of their finances. Initially optimistic that he could gain alternative
benefits from shifting jobs, such as more time with his children, he now appears consumed by financial
pressure. Rather than spending more time with his children he sees less of them, and actively tries to
avoid them when they are sick in order not to get sick himself and jeopardise the family finances. The
aspirational masculinity of his early twenties has given way to financial pressure, precarity and the
demands of being the primary breadwinner providing for a family. Whilst he remains hopeful that he can
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pursue future aspirations down the line he has no time, energy, or financial space in which to pursue
them now, and therefore presently embodies a family-man subjectivity that prioritises the male
breadwinner and family man aspects of masculinities. This was not, however, a choice, but one of
necessity and circumstances. Changes in his masculine subjectivity were neither self-directed nor
conscious per se but circumstantial and reactionary.

Conclusions: The limits of aspirational labour masculinities

24. In arguing that many of the men I worked with are constructing aspirational masculinities through
aspirational labour I suggest that they are drawing on particular neoliberal subjectivities that are
individualistic and individualised. By this I mean that men in irregular labour who focus on their
aspirations draw on discourses that stress self-determined, self-responsible, entrepreneurial masculine
subjectivities. However, this is not to say that drawing on such discourses entails a rejection of normative
ideals of masculinity or gendered roles. Nor is it divorced from socio-economic conditions. The men I
worked with who were working in the irregular labour force focused on their aspirations and created
particular aspirational masculine subjectivities because of the very risks that are incurred by being in
irregular labour. Not only are jobs unstable and wages low, but there are also social risks to working as a
freeter, especially for men; male freeters are typically considered in a negative light unless they are
actively trying to achieve particular goals. This has potential repercussions on their ability to marry and
have a family life.[50] Aspirational masculine subjectivities are thus partly a response to the social and
economic risks of irregular labour and not necessarily a radical move away from normative ideas of
masculinity. Rather tension exists between the two. As Jens O. Zinn argues:

Sometimes the notion of individualization is misunderstood as pure positive liberation from traditional bonds or
surmounting of social inequalities. But both are wrong. There is a strong tension between the sociocultural framing of
individualization as self-fulfillment or 'liberation' and the 'new political economy of uncertainty and risk.' The individual's
situation in the individualised society is rather one of precarious freedoms.[51]

25. Constructing aspirational masculine subjectivities is one way in which men attempt to engage with, cope
with, and attempt to be successful in a vulnerable, precarious environment.[52] By linking masculinities to
aspirational labour, they are managing the risk of their economic positions and the risk of how their
masculinities are perceived by others. This is part of an individualisation process linked to neoliberal
ideals of selfhood, which in the sphere of irregular labour is a necessary component of retaining hope for
the future as well as a means to actively pursue aspirations. Such aspirational masculinities are
performative but limited mainly to one sphere of their lives—the labour market—because ideas of
aspirational masculinities are often not transferred (nor do men necessarily expect to transfer them) to
the familial/romantic domain. Instead, the majority of the men that I worked with who wanted to marry
were aware of the structural limitations of the labour market that continues to operate in a gendered
format. Consequently, if they wanted to marry, they sought 'stable' work to improve their marital
prospects.[53] This has knock-on effects for the possibilities of gender in daily life. Therefore the
performativity of masculinities is not uniform or un-contradictory across different spheres of life. Instead,
at different stages of life and in different spheres of life at the same time, the different demands of
masculinities are performed and performative, often in contradictory ways that change over time.
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