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A Social Game for Capturing Customers:
Female Managers’ Strategy in Kyoto's Geisha Quarters

MATSUDA Yukiko

Abstract:

Most studies on geisha quarters in Japan have focused on two business practices of the female managers of
geisha teahouses: managing financial risk and controlling the emotions of their geisha employees. These
viewpoints, however, cannot explain the managers’ intentionality in encouraging their customers to engage in
formalized social etiquettes and compete against each other through the rules of geisha entertainment. This
paper shows that this business orientation is inseparable from what female managers call jimina-shoubai, or
“low-profile business strategies,” which they commonly describe as strategies for capturing long-term
customers. Based on fieldwork conducted at geisha quarters in Kyoto, this paper examines how geisha
entertainment is made of intimate interplays between geishas and their customers and formalized social
interactions. Male customers are obliged to master formal etiquettes while female managers attempt to draw
them into the sphere of geisha entertainment, often in a sexualized manner. The so-called low-profile business
strategy is an artistic skill which blends business strategies for achieving stable management with daily
practices to establish the teahouse entertainment as a formalized game. By focusing on this social game, this

paper argues that these expressive social etiquettes are indispensable for geisha entertainment.

Keywords: geisha quarters, play theory, cultural anthropology
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