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The Metamorphosis of the “Mask Beauty”:
A Sociolinguistic Approach

CIOLCA Raluca Maria
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1. Masuku-bijin at the center of attention

Among the various terms used to refer to attractiveness in Japanese, bijin (‘beautiful
woman’) is a strong candidate for the title of most well-known or most commonly used.
This paper focuses on a type of bijin, namely the masuku-bijin. It would be fitting to first
establish a working definition for this particular type but, as will become clear throughout
this paper, that is no easy task. In the title of the paper, the literal translation “mask
beauty” was used out of practical considerations, as a shorter version of the more accurate
“woman who looks beautiful with a mask on”.

At first glance, it may seem that masuku-bijin does not require or even allow in-depth
analysis — it is just another term used to talk about beauty in Japanese. However, this
paper will shed light on the complex social dynamics reflected in and through the use of
this particular term. In her study on the beauty industry and the Japanese body aesthetics,
Miller (2006) stresses that “beauty as an object of research is sneered at because it is
primarily a concern of women [...], yet it has enormous economic and cultural weight”
(12). The economic and cultural dimensions will prove essential for understanding
the impact of masuku-bijin, which captured public attention during a time of profound
uncertainty at the level of society: the COVID-19 pandemic. At the end of each year,
several rankings of popular or representative words are published in Japan, one of them

being Shogakukan’s Daijisen New Words Award ranking. In 2021, masuku-bijin featured
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in Daijisen’s top 10 words of the year. While it was not the only pandemic-related term
included in the top, the others arguably reference more practical aspects of the new way
of life brought about by the virus, like in the case of fukuhanno (‘adverse reaction’) or
masuku-kaishoku (‘mask dining’). In 2022, Daijisen’s website specifies that masuku-bijin
was among the words with the most votes from the public but did not appear in the top 10
because it had already been featured in the previous year'.

Why did a beauty-related term spark the public’s interest to such a degree, especially
during a period marked by health-related anxiety and restrictions on social interaction?
Several studies analyzing the psychological impact of habitual mask use mention
either the birth of masuku-bijin (Sugai and Ariga 2023, Yamamoto 2023) or its rise in
popularity (Kawahara et. al 2023, Hayashi 2025), but only tangentially. Prior to the
pandemic, Miyazaki and Kawahara (2016) mention that the term started to spread
rapidly through mass and social media since 2012 and that it “implies a (false) belief that
wearing a sanitary mask may increase female facial attractiveness by concealing spots or
birthmarks”.

The present paper will provide data to confirm that masuku-bijin does, in fact, predate
the pandemic, but its main objective lies in establishing that the mask-related restrictions
imposed during that time had a far greater impact than just an increase in usage, from a
linguistic point of view. In reality, the term underwent a significant change in meaning
which, in turn, had notable societal effects. To prove this, the paper will first examine its
structural and semantic properties and will then proceed to explore its evolution within
discourse, by analyzing data available online. Finally, its impact will be accounted for
through a sociolinguistic approach, illustrating how a term originally used to talk about
beauty in Japanese has developed into something that can exert significant pressure or

cause emotional distress.

2. Defining the bijin
2.1. Bijin and its subtypes

What would be an appropriate definition for masuku-bijin? Structurally, it can be
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categorized as a compound headed by bijin, which is generally understood to reference
women with beautiful physical features’. Semantically, at least upon first inspection, the
element on the left, masuku (‘mask’), identifies a subtype of the head’s referent, namely
women who look beautiful when wearing a mask. From this perspective, there is nothing
unusual about masuku-bijin — Japanese compounds are typically right-headed and allow a
wide range of internal semantic relationships (Kageyama 1982, 1993, 2009). In fact, there
is a large variety of compounds with a similar structure in Japanese, and the ways they
have been used in discourse can help contextualize the linguistic and social phenomena
at the center of this paper. Below, a selection of data collected from The Balanced
Corpus of Contemporary Written Japanese (BCCWJ) will be analyzed, aiming to provide
background information on the functions of compound terms headed by bijin.

A highly productive pattern observable in the data consists in combining specific body
parts with bijin. The corpus suggests a tendency to focus on the face within this pattern,
obtaining compounds such as kogao-bijin (‘small face beauty’), suhada-bijin (‘bare skin
beauty’), and even memoto-bijin (‘eye area beauty’) or hitomi-bijin (‘pupil beauty’).
For example, as illustrated in (1) below, an article in COSMOPOLITAN associates memoto-bijin
with mastering professional eye makeup techniques. In (2), another magazine — this
time specializing in health advice — uses irojiro-bijin (‘white skin beauty’) to represent

someone who has succeeded in fading out pronounced skin pigmentation.

(1) AT R AFAFHE
ERRIDAAL T TATHENZIETATAF— ! ERIfE-THDHADHIT
Ry F VY EHRN, 70T ATA TV =y 7 k~vAX—LTHbLEEA
FHELELED !

COSMO Cosmetics Consultation Room
The must-have makeup item right now is eyeliner! Used well, it opens up the eyes

and makes them unforgettable. Let’s master pro eyeliner techniques and strive to

become eye area beauties!
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(BCCWI: COSMOPOLITAN Japan, 2004)

Q) KF¥srFrEEANCTLEL M
Ry EEND kFLF) THAEFr fFrodi!
N 252D
WO INHA ) MAENCKREY

Free water kimchi for 100 people!

I'lost 15 kilos, 10 kilos with water kimchi, and it’s so easy to make!

Works wonders for high blood pressure

My dark spots have disappeared! I’ve transformed into a white skin beauty!
(BCCWI: Sokai, 2005)

Despite the above-mentioned tendency, it would be difficult to identify the limits of
acceptability when it comes to this particular compounding pattern. The corpus includes
instances of use of bikyaku-bijin (‘beautiful legs beauty’), kyakucho-bijin (‘long legs
beauty’), heso-bijin (‘belly button beauty’), and even ushiro-sugata-bijin (‘backside
beauty’). As shown in (3), the women’s fashion magazine JJ mentions ushiro-sugata-bijin

in a section dedicated to shoe recommendations.

(3) LoThEDEHAESR
ZZETHERET DBRAERENDNN T AL NE
ARV =R AL NOM TSR A iRE T AU AN D OREE T
HODER,

A special dining occasion
Backside beauty pumps are a must, too — they will show their strength when it
matters

During the event season, use backside beauty shoes to make sure you look flawless
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from close up, and you won’t hesitate even on raised platforms or stairs.

(BCCW1I: JJ, 2005)

Example (3), situated within the context of fashion, can also be linked to a different
compounding pattern revealed by the data, which involves combining bijin with clothing
items or accessories. The corpus includes examples of yukata-bijin (‘yukata beauty’),
wafuku-bijin (‘traditional Japanese clothing beauty’), or kimono-bijin (‘kimono beauty”).
Another compound that can be categorized under this pattern is sutairu-bijin (‘style
beauty’), since it evokes the outward appearance reliant on clothing or accessories. This
is illustrated in (4), in which the fashion and beauty magazine CLASSY recommends an

outfit that can transform one into a sutairu-bijin.

@) FoFV =y MZZEbolzty NT v TAXANVEANIC
Foz el LlzEhnwiyiloy hEIFELIWT ¢y MNENLHIBWE » b
T,

Become a style beauty with this coordinated set designed for a slim silhouette
A coordinated set that feels comfortable thanks to a slim, clean silhouette and a
just-right fit.

(BCCW1J: CLASSY, 2005)

Regardless of the pattern they follow, the terms listed above mirror certain beliefs
about what is considered attractive or desirable. When bijin is combined with a body
part — like in the case of memoto-bijin and irojiro-bijin — the most readily available
interpretation is that the referent is a woman who is perceived as beautiful as a result
of that specific body part — eye area or white skin — aligning with attractiveness or
desirability standards. This interpretation also applies to compounds that involve clothes
or accessories — like sutairu-bijin — with the implication that the items in question suit

the referent very well, resulting in her being perceived as beautiful. What is of particular
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relevance here is that these terms can be seen as the linguistic realization of certain
beauty standards. For instance, the preference for pale, evenly pigmented skin in the
Japanese society is well known and well documented. Ashikari (2003) explains that in
the premodern period painting one’s face with white powder was a status symbol for both
men and women and that during the Meiji Period (1868-1912) the white face came to
symbolize ideal womanhood, representing tradition and native culture. This is consistent
with the creation of a compound term like irojiro-bijin and with its use in discourse,
as illustrated in example (2) above. Miller (2006) also stresses that beauty standards
emphasizing pale, translucent skin have existed for centuries in Japan, discussing what
she calls “the bihaku biamu (beautiful white boom)” in the context of the beauty industry
developing an impressive range of skin whitening products and treatments. The reference
to the beauty industry is significant in the context of the present paper as well, as the next
section will show that compounds headed by bijin do not merely mirror beauty standards

— they serve more practical purposes, as well.

2.2. Practical uses of bijin

What do the four compounds analyzed in the previous section — memoto-bijin (‘eye
area beauty’), irojiro-bijin (‘white skin beauty’), ushiro-sugata-bijin (‘backside beauty’)
and sutairu-bijin (‘style beauty’) — have in common from a practical point of view?
They are all used in magazines in the context of promoting or selling certain products
— eyeliner, water kimchi, a pair of pumps, and a coordinated outfit. The connection
between eyeliner and an attractive gaze, for example, seems reasonable. However, there
is room for debate as to whether eating water kimchi can “completely transform” one’s
complexion, as it is claimed in example (2).

In analyzing the discourse of the Japanese beauty industry, Miller (2006) brings up
the word nayami (‘worry’) and demonstrates its use in advertisements or headlines
such as “A small bust is a big worry!”, emphasizing how new body worries are created
in order to promote products or services that address them. Playing on anxiety about

beauty standards may apply to compounds headed by bijin, as well. For instance, in
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example (3), ushiro-sugata-bijin is described as someone who does not hesitate even
on raised platforms or stairs, because she is wearing a specific pair of pumps. However,
these compounds appear to be better suited for capitalizing on an idealized aesthetic
image — represented by bijin — to promote a particular product or service. Miller (2006)
also mentions that the industrialization of beauty and body aesthetics relies heavily on
the creation of new concepts and words, which are used to sell “not only cosmetics or
body improvement products but also hope and fantasy” (194). Hope and fantasy are
two things bijin evokes, so mentioning it becomes an effective promotion strategy. A
similar phenomenon is discussed in Tanaka (1991, 1994), who demonstrates how words
with positive connotations, such as chisei (‘intelligence’) or chiteki (‘intelligent’), are
deliberately used in advertising to the point of over-extending their standard meaning in
order to imply desirable qualities that the advertisers see as selling points. For example,
she mentions a campaign by the cosmetics company Kanebo in which it is claimed that
chisei resides in the clothes and even in the lipstick a woman wears (1994, 113)’.

Mentioning bijin as a promotion strategy can also be observed in the context of a
third compounding pattern, which involves elements not directly related to the referent’s
physical features. Okamoto (2004) discusses the term kotoba-bijin, translated as “language
beauty”, pointing out that it is common for self-help books to teach women how to use
language, especially honorific expressions, to become more attractive. Expanding on
this, Okamoto and Shibamoto Smith (2016) and Okamoto (2018) point out the existence
of numerous compounds that use bijin, listing hanashi-kata bijin (‘speaking beauty’),
kaiwa-bijin (‘conversation beauty’), koe-bijin (‘voice beauty’), denwa-bijin (‘telephone
beauty’) and keego-bijin (‘honorifics beauty’)* as examples relevant for the concept of
linguistic femininity. The emphasis self-help books place on beautiful ways of speaking is
taken as an indication that language — like makeup — is an equipment that makes women
more attractive (Okamoto 2018).

This perspective aligns with the findings in this paper, in the sense that compounds
headed by bijin reflect certain attractiveness or desirability standards, as discussed in

the previous section. In Okamoto (2004), it is argued that self-help books “promote
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the notion that women’s attractiveness depends on their appearance (beauty), which is
in part determined by their good upbringing and education, including the knowledge
of honorifics” (42). However, whether such compounds refer to appearance per se
may depend on the context. Consider examples (5) and (6) below, collected from
The Balanced Corpus of Contemporary Written Japanese (BCCWJ). In (5), the term
o-shokuji-bijin (‘meal beauty’) is mentioned in a book on good manners, where it used
to refer to someone who can move her non-dominant hand skillfully when eating with
a fork. To some degree, this can be interpreted as part of one’s general look. In contrast,
the link between appearance and being mindful of how one’s voice is conveyed over the
phone — definitory for a denwa-bijin (‘phone beauty’), a term also mentioned in Okamoto

and Shibamoto Smith (2016) and Okamoto (2018) — is less clear.

(5) EFRICELLERDaY2
Tx—2i%, T [9< 2] BERHLOT, TOHELFTI LI L E
LHNRBRBORNET, [£F FIEFETIERWE) DE<EICZ L] M
BEFEAOIYROT, ILEIZIE, BELZLEFICRHLAEZ T, BHRY%ER
RTCHEL LI,

Tips for enjoying food with skill 2

The fork is used to “spear” and “scoop” the food, so rotate it in your left hand as
you eat. To become a meal beauty, you have to “move your left hand (non-dominant
hand) well”, so try to switch your chopsticks to your left hand when eating your
bento from time to time.

(BCCW1: Reigi to Saho, 2003)

HagE AR DD

el IR ORENRKY), 7Z0hbblc Lk, WobBL R () ICREEY £
Fo * VOB IV EFLDLWVEWETHT &, FANFICRD, « STEAED
PoL VEET, - —HOIEFHE L VI VDT, FICE-Z2V 25

2
s %
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To become a phone beauty

On the phone, vocal expression is important. That is why I am mindful of my voice
more than usual. Use a pitch half a tone higher than usual, and my voice will sound
cheerful. Speak at a slower pace than usual. The first sound is hard to hear, so I
pronounce it clearly.

(BCCWI: Hito ni Sukareru Kotoba Ressun, 2004)

In the context of the present paper, compounds like o-shokuji-bijin (‘meal beauty’) and
denwa-bijin (‘phone beauty’) are especially significant from an alternative perspective,
that of bijin being used to promote or sell. Regardless of the specific standard they reflect,
both o-shokuji (‘meal’) and denwa (‘phone’) can be regarded as an integral part of what
each book promises advice on, namely table manners and conversational skills. This
reveals that compounds headed by bijin can be deliberately used for lucrative purposes,
echoing Tanaka’s (1991, 1994) findings about words with positive connotations being
manipulated in advertising in order to appeal to target groups. The fact that the terms
identified by Okamoto and Shibamoto Smith (2016) and Okamoto (2018) were collected
from self-help books can be interpreted as further confirmation. In fact, Okamoto (2018)
concludes that such books exploit the creative use of language in order to attract buyers.
The findings in the present paper align with this conclusion, though from a more focused
perspective. Specifically, compounds headed by bijin are seen as having promotional
appeal in and of themselves. In other words, simply combining bijin with an element
associated with a specific product is seen as way to promote that product, be it eyeliner,

kimchi, table manners, or sanitary face masks.

3. Defining the masuku-bijin
3.1. The mask and the emphasis on beauty
How does masuku-bijin fit into the broader category of compounds discussed above?

From a subtype perspective, it best aligns with the second compounding pattern, since
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a face mask can be viewed as part of someone’s overall attire, functioning like an
accessory. With respect to meaning, then, it would be reasonable to expect the term to
refer to someone who looks beautiful when wearing a face mask, with the entailment
that the mask suits her very well. The following examples, collected from online sources,
confirm the availability of this interpretation.

The passage in (7) is taken from a 2012 Asahi Shimbun article about an event aimed at
popularizing face masks during the exam period. The event’s host uses masuku-bijin to
describe the guest, a beautiful (utsukushii) female celebrity, who had just demonstrated
the proper way to put on a face mask. In (8), expert advice on how to wear masks is
presented in a 2015 interview from TOWNWORK Magazine. The interviewer is exploring
recommendations for masks that can make one look beautiful, creating the impression
of a small face (bijin & kogao ni mieru masuku), and then concludes that the key to

becoming a masuku-bijin lies in choosing a mask that fits one’s face well.

(7) EREZRDS Z L BRDERVZEW, ~ 272 &ML TA 7T R0
WE7R &% PRI 2 X O FFONT HHEFEA N2 b3, 12 BIZH R - B~ —
7T 4 AT, 7 A N THEMERARERER AT L o \H
HERTIE, BB S O/ T~ 227 OIE LWERZFEH, S0 12 Lniett
Ev A7 &% L THAZEATTRA] EOFHEZ THORES TINET
LR LT,

During the exam period, when maintaining one’s health is essential, a street event
encouraging mask use to prevent influenza, hay fever, and the like was held at
Shibuya Mark City in Tokyo on the 12", Guest Ayako Hatta, a graduate student at
the University of Tokyo and TV personality, demonstrated the correct way to wear
a mask in front of the press. When the host commented, “A beautiful woman stays a
mask beauty even if she has a mask on,” she smiled wryly and replied, “Thank you.”

(https://www.asahi.com/edu/center-exam/TKY201201120563.html)
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(8) LARARIZ, WIETIERMEIVNE, ATEXNELRNED, SEITERVA
IR S TWET R, EMENL R TEAN&NHICRA DLV AZ T
b FEFM?

(X HALET A ANESTELDOEERSZ ENRAETE, (THE) ~ 27 BEIC
T4y hLTWHIE, YaviBEERDT, MEHERLEHEF T HDTIX
IRNTL X 9D

EIYRHBTATEANDIXL, 74w MIHDH LD TT,

By the way, various masks are sold nowadays, some for beautiful skin or a small
face, others to avoid your eyeglasses getting foggy. From an expert’s perspective, are
there masks that can make one look beautiful and create the impression of a small

face?

“Choosing the appropriate size is crucial. [...] If the mask fits your face, it will

create a neat look, so you can expect to get a small-face effect.”

Apparently, the key to becoming a mask beauty is in the fit, too.
(https://townwork.net/magazine/life/10012/)

As with other compounds headed by bijin, the type of semantic interpretation
illustrated through examples (7) and (8) frames masuku-bijin as the realization of certain
beauty standards present in the Japanese society. At first glance, the association between
beauty and sanitary face masks, objects primarily mean to protect against health-related
risks, may appear counterintuitive. However, in Japan, mask-wearing habits had become
established in the community long before they became the focus of global attention
during the COVID-19 pandemic, sometimes serving aesthetic purposes, like concealing

one’s makeup-free face in public spaces (Burgess and Horii 2012, Horii 2014, Miyazaki
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and Kawahara 2016). Moreover, it may be argued that the link between beauty and hiding
one’s face goes beyond such readily observable practical motivations, reflecting long-standing
cultural practices (Masuda 2010, Hiramatsu 2020). In fact, in examining the evolution
of facial beauty standards in Japan, Murasawa (2007) describes the Japanese culture as
a kao-kakushi bunka (‘face-hiding culture’). Yonezawa (2022) views this as a potential
explanation for how easily the Japanese adopted the sanitary mask during the pandemic,
suggesting that what she calls the “mask face” could be a contemporary manifestation of
this type of culture. Viewed through this lens, the emphasis on looking beautiful when
wearing a mask and, consequently, the creation of the term masuku-bijin appear natural.
In discourse, the term can be associated with various ideas related to attractiveness or
desirability, depending on the context. In example (8) above, wearing a mask beautifully
is dependent on the fit, which in turn creates the “small-face effect” (kogao koka). In
(9) and (10), that power is transferred to makeup. Notably, these examples reveal that
masuku-bijin, too, can be used to promote certain products or services. The excerpt in (9)
is from a press release advertising an event organized by the makeup company Shiseido
in 2017. Aimed at nurses, who wear masks routinely by virtue of their occupation, the
event features demonstrations of time-saving makeup techniques. In the excerpt, masuku-bijin
is described as someone who can look both healthy and glamorous. Example (10) is taken
from an article published in 2016 on Joshitsuku!, an online platform offering advice on
aesthetic procedures and wellness, mainly targeted at women. As signalled by the title,
the information in the article, namely makeup tips that can transform one into a masuku-bijin,

is deemed essential during the cold season.

(9) X RAZ KNI D AA I iz 25 b T EA/A N B

B TIRE AR EO NKGEN, REAEESAZ T A ML, #ENT

HFRNZ A DI A7 RN AL 70, RO L FHTR-5D & L
FDAL T E LT 2 ZHABIT,
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Beauty event for nurses: Learn makeup techniques to become a mask beauty

In the second part, we will welcome popular Shiseido Gakuen instructor Morita
Haruka as our guest. She will introduce time-saving makeup techniques for mask
beauties who look healthy and glamorous, as well as makeup touch-up methods that
will increase your feminine appeal with minimal effort after work.

(https://prtimes.jp/main/html/rd/p/000000148.000010591.html)

(10) ZDOHHIM A ! [RTEN] ICRDAA T T I =)

BN To A FEDA BIRZIZESI BRI L, KEH LIED TV DIABE
WEDTT, ZORH, ~RZBRFHERVENI HTHZWIET, LiL,
VAT T HEBEOIEGBENT LEST-D, ~ A7 Bb7e 235 Dbkt
TR -T2, WEEBY DAL 7 HRpRpELDEFA, TA
IR AN Z DENED T DIZ, AN HEEND AL 7T IR0, aViEL
7F ¥ —LbeET!

A must-see at this time of year! Makeup techniques to become a “mask beauty”

This winter started out warm, but the cold has finally settled in, and it seems that
many people have started to fall ill. At this time of year, many may find themselves
relying on face masks. However, wearing a mask means hiding a large part of the
face. At the same time, some may worry that their makeup will smudge in the areas
the mask touches, which makes it difficult to enjoy makeup as usual. For women
struggling with these issues, we will provide a lecture on makeup techniques and
tips that can make you look attractive!

(https://www.joshitsuku.com/beauty026/)
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From the analysis in this section, it may be concluded that masuku-bijin does not
deviate from the behavior of other compounds with a similar structure — it can be used
for lucrative purposes because it reflects certain beauty standards, and these standards
are compatible with deeply ingrained cultural and social practices involving hiding one’s
face. Yet, as the next section will demonstrate, the fact that wearing a mask inevitably
involves partially covering the face complicates the semantics of the term, which in turn

translates into a profound, far-reaching impact on social interaction.

3.2. The other side of the mask

Under the subtype lens, the semantic relationship between the two elements in
masuku-bijin appears fairly simple and logical. However, a closer examination of
its use in discourse reveals an inherent ambiguity as to whether it carries positive or
negative connotations. Acknowledging this ambiguity, the current section will provide
data illustrating the term’s evolution in the negative direction, placing emphasis on
its influence at the level of society. The data were collected from Yahoo! Chiebukuro,
an online Q&A community that allows users to address a wide range of inquiries and
concerns while maintaining anonymity.

Example (11) clearly indicates the duality involved in the use of the term. The author
of the question, submitted in 2011, is wondering whether her colleague, whom she
identifies as an older woman (obasan), intended to compliment or insult her through the
label masuku-bijin. Another user shares that she has had a similar experience, suggesting

they could interpret it as a compliment about their eyes.

(ADQ:TxAZFEN] > TEDSETTI N2 T RLISHETTM?
FERZBINT A7 % L THFIZITo7 b, A MEeOBIEIAIZ TR 7
EATER o TEbRE LT,
L TZNEDOSELLHV EFHAL (B)) ERLEL, [2~2&HTDH
X EEbhELL,
HHICBERZ THEDSELCHY FEALNR?
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A FLBRG CENICENWZ EEE b2 ET (KR

JER D o — X ANIFEBEATS L BEHM S ATZb b BRAR~Y A LTET X
2,

BAIRDON WX DB ATEE S T,

LV BT TIRVBAHO) EWHIZETRLELEEAMN??

Q: Is “mask beauty” an expression you use to compliment people? Or to mock
them? I caught a cold and went to work with a mask on, and an older woman from
my part-time job said, “You’re a mask beauty.”

I replied with “That’s not a compliment (lol)”, but she was surprised and said, “I was
complimenting you.”

Normally, that’s not a compliment, right?

A: 1 was also told something like that at my workplace.

When you go to the hospital during cold season, the nurses all wear masks, right?

Apparently they all look cute.

Why don’t you think of it as “You have attractive eyes (heart)”?
(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q11257572426)

As mentioned in the Introduction, the COVID-19 pandemic marked a significant
increase in the popularity of masuku-bijin. The data analyzed for this paper suggest that
uncertainty regarding its meaning persisted during this time. However, a shift toward
predominantly negative interpretations seems to have occurred, as shown in the examples
below. The question in (12), submitted in February 2022, is nearly identical to the one in
the previous example. Out of the 15 answers it received, 9 clearly state that they regard
masuku-bijin as an insult, as illustrated in (12-A1). The remaining 6 answers suggest
more nuanced interpretations, like in (12-A2). However, none of the users indicate a

purely positive interpretation. Furthermore, the author of the question in (13), dated
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January 2023, associates the emergence of masuku-bijin with the coronavirus. While
this statement may not be perfectly consistent with linguistic data, it can be viewed as
proof of the pandemic’s influence on the use of the term in public discourse. At the same
time, example (13) is representative for the semantic shift observable in the data, since
it proves that masuku-bijin has developed to convey a meaning in contrast to that of its
head, bijin (‘beautiful woman’). Responding to several comments from other users, the
author of the question explains that they have never met a masuku-bijin, since everyone

still looked beautiful after having removed their mask.

(12)Q: ¥ AZ ENITEHSEETT N2 EOTT N

Al: O T9 i,
BEEDRERLEE R, ~AZITUEHLAL, ] » T2 EROT, ODEWEQD L
BWES, 27 EALEDLNIEZOATARLLTEVIELTRY EL &

Do

A2 5D .

R AT EA=ATEBELNA

BILi3®HTo, ZALSMIEE (EOTHLIRLTHWARY) LT
AW E TP A7) OELLDOWREMELE X HLD,
SOTARNCHER LRV E EBLLNDNGRR,

Q: Is mask beauty a compliment? Or an insult?

Al: It’s an insult.
It means “Hide half of your face. Be grateful to the mask.” So, I think it’s a big
insult. If someone calls you a mask beauty, say it right back at them, just like a

parrot.
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A2: Hard to say...

Mask beauty = someone with a beautiful eye area

It’s a compliment about the eye area, but there are two possibilities about the rest:
it’s either normal (not complimenting, not insulting) or below average (to put it
plainly, ugly).

Unless you check with the one saying it, you won’t know which of the two it is.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q11257572426)

(13)Q: 2 F T AT EATCSENHTEIELEN, TARAZRZZEHY
FIn?
~ AT UTE B L RSREENE o T AT (FRE)

HNIREDIDPINERTHHLWOTTN, RTELEHET2FER VAT
T &, BRI AL THEANRA LD,

Q: During the pandemic, we got the word mask beauty, but have you ever seen
someone like that?
Someone who looks completely different from what you imagined once the mask

comes off [...]

Everyone seems to have seen people like that, but I haven’t met one yet. Everyone
I’ve met with beautiful eyes was still beautiful without a mask.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q13274631788)

Of course, it would be impossible to draw an exhaustive semantic description of
the term, since its interpretation depends on the context, or, to be more precise, on
the speaker’s intended meaning. Still, its development is of interest because it can be
correlated with a remarkable level of impact on behavior. Specifically, the simple mention

of masuku-bijin seems to have acquired the power to elicit intense reactions, mainly from
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those it is used in reference to.

In example (14), submitted in November 2021, the user recounts an episode in which
two strangers seemed to make fun of her appearance, in an environment where she had
removed her mask. Having stated that she does not want to take off her mask anymore,
she brings up masuku-bijin’, expressing that hearing the word per se is a nuisance
(meiwaku). Example (15), from May of the same year, starts with the user asserting that
she hates being called a masuku-bijin. She explains that the term has had a profound
impact on her emotional stability and wonders whether the only solution is to undergo

plastic surgery.

() ~A7 % LTI, BMADJFE T AT 24 L THEZT D EANTE-
TWEBM2L ARFOBEAZRTaYaYEAODL I RFELES>TWVELE,
(i) ~AZFFK, A7 BANE VS EFELZREC LRV ELE
D ARYICHRETT, MEBICENL KD LEHE- O TTR, My
FTo L LIES TEYEYTHOTI I THE TV EREEE L,

I don’t want to take off my mask. I took off my mask to eat and drink during a party,
and two men who were sitting in front of me were whispering while looking at
my face, as if gossiping. [...] Recently, I’ve been hearing the words “mask fraud”
and “mask beauty” a lot, but it’s really a nuisance. I tried to just forget about it,
but unpleasant memories tend to linger in my mind and make me feel uneasy, so I
vented here.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q11253224026)

(15) A7 EAS>TEONDORBTT, LI 20 £9 (FIE)
—HEEDZ L TR D EIERARLEIC > Tay hr— L T&ERIRY
En
YAV FEASTHIEETH LTI L
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Q: I hate being called a mask beauty. It makes me want to die [...]

Once I start worrying about my face, I become emotionally unstable and can’t
control myself

There’s no other option for mask beauties than plastic surgery, right?

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q11244009396)

A similar level of impact on behavior is revealed in examples (16) and (17) below.
The former was submitted in November 2021, and the latter in June 2022. Interestingly,
both users state that they used to receive many compliments about their appearance in
the pre-mask period and that they were very hurt to be described as a masuku-bijin by
people who, in all likelihood, had not even seen their bare face. As a result, the first user
declares she does not want to go to school anymore, while the second confesses she has

lost self-confidence and even feels disillusioned with her life.

(16) v A7 ENE SO TENTT,
anF T AT E L TCWRWKIITAARICATEWESbn ., (FE)
ZORIBR ST N RICEEED DN TWE LT, TH, artolpic
D, FH SR TY AT TR NIxAZENEEDNE LT, 72K
ODNTNET, bIFRIATE LB A,

I’'m struggling because I’ve been called a mask beauty.

Before COVID, when I wasn’t wearing a mask, everyone called me cute, [...] and I
received compliments about my face from all the people I met. But after the COVID
era started, I was called a mask beauty by someone I met for the first time while
wearing a mask. I was really hurt. I don’t want to go to school anymore.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q13251904368)

UDFFNESVWELSEVICEANESbRLTTF Y ARYInTnE Lz, (HI)
P E, v AV ETERIZERD L, 2 N\OB T AT ENTT L SbhvE
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LTze BFETEDE IR ZLEZSONIZZ ENRDN-T=DTT I GHE %
L7ze BOWCHENR2L 25T, BUTE TS Yo TCLENWE LTz, /hE
WEN L EDON TS EII NG~ 72007 > T LAEXTTHWE DO Lk
<9,

Ever since I was little, I was called beautiful and doted on by those around me. [...]
But when I entered high school wearing a mask, two boys called me a mask beauty. I
had never been told something like that before, so I was really hurt. I lost confidence
in myself, and I even took it out on my parents. When I think that the words I’ve
been told ever since I was little were all lies, I don’t feel like living anymore.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q13256689213)

To a certain degree, the evolution of masuku-bijin may be linked to the social
dynamics over the course of the coronavirus pandemic. On the one hand, it has been
widely reported in the literature that wearing a sanitary mask can influence the perceived
attractiveness of the face (for example, Miyazaki and Kawahara 2016, Bassiri-Tehrani
et al. 2022, Hies and Lewis 2022, Kamatani et al. 2022, Pazhoohi and Kingstone 2022,
Kawahara et al. 2023). On the other hand, taking into consideration that beauty was
already a concern in the context of mask-wearing before the onset of the pandemic, an
increase in interest can be seen as a natural consequence of the generalized adoption
of masks prompted by the spread of the virus. Moreover, as illustrated in Yonezawa
(2022), the sanitary mask itself was redefined as a fashionable item, featuring in various
campaigns in the beauty industry’. However, this alone does not accurately account for
the power masuku-bijin acquired in discourse. In other words, the events unfolding during

the pandemic cannot be considered the sole cause of the reactions the term per se elicits.

4. Masuku-bijin through a sociolinguistic lens
How did masuku-bijin come to be perceived as a nuisance or a source of shock and

distress? The answer lies in the associations the term projects. In sociolinguistic research,
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this is understood by drawing on indexicality — using linguistic forms to perform
pragmatic work, such as conveying stances or evoking social constructs like identity
and gender (Ochs 1990, 1992). Indexicality is not a fixed process, since social meanings
can be added and repositioned based on the context (Silverstein 2003). In this paper,
an important concept is Eckert’s (2008) indexical field, defined as a “constellation of
ideologically related meanings” (454) including stances, permanent qualities, and social
categories that speakers can activate in each communicative instance. As illustrated
in the previous sections, the patterns of use of masuku-bijin in discourse involve two
major dimensions: an attempt to clarify its meaning and the impact its use has on social
behavior. Below, it will be argued that the former is a matter of stance, while the latter
can be related to the qualities included in the term’s indexical field.

The analysis in the previous section started with examples in which anonymous
users were seeking answers about the meaning of masuku-bijin, wondering whether it
is a compliment or an insult. Both options were considered valid by some of those who
responded, outlining a description of the facial features they associated with the term.
This clearly involves a process of evaluation: while it may seem that the users are simply
debating the meaning of a linguistic item, their dialogue clearly involves judgements
on what counts as a “mask beauty” or, in broader terms, as beautiful. Evaluation is
broadly recognized as a means by which speakers take stances or express attitudes
toward, viewpoints on, or feelings about the entities they are talking about (Hunston
and Thompson 2001: 5). In Du Bois (2007), stance is defined as an act through which a
social actor simultaneously evaluates objects, positions themselves or others, and aligns
with others through discourse. As the data in this paper show, the use of masuku-bijin
involves all three dimensions of stance-taking. First, it involves evaluation of both the
concept of “mask beauty” and the referent. Second, depending on the context, it allows
positioning on a continuum between complimenting and mocking. Finally, the inherent
ambiguity of the term can be seen as a catalyst for discussion, thus leading to alignment
or disalignment among the speakers. This process is perfectly illustrated by example

(11), reproduced here in part, since the main trigger for the user’s post on the online
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community was disagreement with her colleague, who had intended masuku-bijin as a

compliment.

(1) Q: Tz AT EN] » TEDEFETTN? FRLSETTN?
FEURZGIWT~ A7 2 LTHFITIT o726, N MEOBIXIAKE TR
JENER] o TELILE LT,

BT TZNEDSELSHV EHAL (BB)) ERLEL, [2~248DT
L&) EEbIVE L
EEIZEX THEDEE LDV FHALA?

Q: Is “mask beauty” an expression you use to compliment people? Or to mock
them? I caught a cold and went to work with a mask on, and an older woman from
my part-time job said, “You’re a mask beauty.”

I replied with “That’s not a compliment (lol)”, but she was surprised and said, “I
was complimenting you.”

Normally, that’s not a compliment, right?

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q11257572426)

Furthermore, the use of masuku-bijin may be linked to stance from an alternative
perspective. In their study on discourses on body shape and weight loss, Coupland and
Coupland (2009) introduce the concept of stance attribution, which they define as the
act of specifying someone else’s stance. Focusing on data from geriatric medicine and
magazine features, they illustrate how institutional voices attribute stances to people in
relation to their own bodies. As the following example reveals, stance attribution may
manifest in the case of masuku-bijin as well. The question, submitted in April 2021,
focuses on the feelings of those referred to by the term. It is followed by several options,
namely discomfort, happiness, a sense of power, and guilt. While it is unclear what these
options are based on specifically, they can be interpreted as an illustration of stance

attribution, in Coupland and Coupland’s (2009) sense, since they reflect an implicit claim
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about others’ feelings or reactions.

(18)Q: ¥ AZ EANELEEOLNTHANILOFTIIEIB-THATTN?
A Qe /AN A P AN G IV/ENY
an SO 726, HTEXD ww E0ESTHATTN?
kb, SREETHSIENTTR?

What do people who are called mask beauties feel deep down?

Do they hate it? Are they happy?

Do they think they are invincible (lol), in the COVID era?

Or are they filled with guilt?
(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q10242071050)

Stance is particularly relevant because it can be linked to the second dimension of
the term’s evolution in discourse. As previously noted, ambiguity inevitably results in
the projection of a stance continuum, allowing speakers to access both appreciative and
pejorative connotations. This, in turn, can shift the responsibility of discernment toward
the referents. Coupland and Coupland (2009) remark that stance attribution can put the
addressee in the position of having to struggle against a socially attributed orientation, but
this also seems to hold in the opposite direction. Specifically, it may fall on the referent’s
shoulders to identify what quality masuku-bijin evokes — or indexes.

As Eckert (2008) posits, a linguistic item’s indexical field is complex and flexible,
and the findings in this paper align with this approach. For instance, in example (9),
reproduced below, masuku-bijin appears to simultaneously index qualities like “healthy”,
“glamorous”, or “feminine”, as well as a socio-professional category associated with

frequent mask use, namely nurses.

O AT RN D A A Vil %55 BT LA A~ Bk
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BT E AR EO NKGEN, REAEESAZT A ML, KT
HFRNNT A DI A7 RNAA 70, HROLFHTR- SV & b
FDAALTELT 7 ZHEIT,

Beauty event for nurses: Learn makeup techniques to become a mask beauty

In the second part, we will welcome popular Shiseido Gakuen instructor Morita
Haruka as our guest. She will introduce time-saving makeup techniques for mask
beauties who look healthy and glamorous, as well as makeup touch-up methods that
will increase your feminine appeal with minimal effort after work.

(https://prtimes.jp/main/html/rd/p/000000148.000010591.html)

One of the key issues explored in this paper is the influence masuku-bijin has come to
exert on social practice, and one particular quality included in the term’s indexical field
seems to hold the answer. The data suggest that the term has developed to now index a
type of contradiction of expectations, which translates into qualities like “surprising” or
“misleading”. Example (18) provides valuable hints in this respect, since the suggested
attitudes include “feeling invincible” during the pandemic and an “overwhelming sense
of guilt”. The author’s intended meaning is unclear, especially when it comes to why
someone would feel guilty in this context, but one plausible explanation is provided by
the indexicality process outlined above.

In other words, it is not the mere mention of masuku-bijin that causes feelings of
annoyance or distress, but a particular meaning it indexes. The following examples
support this approach. In (19), the author starts by bringing up the term, wondering
whether taking off one’s mask is typically met with disappointment and expressing
feelings of fear. Similarly, in (20) the author recounts being called a masuku-bijin in
middle school and confesses that she feels she will “lose her human rights” the moment
she takes off her mask, fearing the others’ disappointment. Another user answers, noting

how words said casually can weigh heavily on someone’s memory.
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(199~ AT EANSTEE -, RUIVVARITHN LTINS NRZNTT N2 72 A
MBS PR LN R THi < THTOBRRND THAN?E WL
TR o= ATANELE?

The word “mask beauty”... Are people mostly disappointed when the mask comes
off, after all? Don’t you think it takes courage to remove it, since it’s like showing
your bare face? lol Or was there anyone who felt removing it worked for the better?

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q12253742207)

(20)Q: FATHFZDORENS BT HIC | BRI- T AT LN L7 | LEbhTz
D, BEKEIZ oo hr Ao TvAIMXTHHIL LA LEbhizy L
TWT, EEYRAZEATT,

WE, anFORBETCAENLT oL I TADRARIIT AT L TNDHE
LAETEY EHA, (FIF)

BT~ A7 2 LT BRI AMER 2R D LN E T, v A7 B L THARIC
Woh LTIt % SVD OBRARYIZZbnTT,

A BBFEILE—TY, ACEONIATRBENEE > TEHEDITEDLAT
T LA,

Q: Ever since middle school, boys have told told me “You are a mask beauty”, and
lately my friends told me “...-chan, you have a face that looks great with a mask
on”. And I really am a mask beauty. [...]
Now, because of COVID, I have only appeared in front of my classmates with a
mask on, ever since I started school. [...]
I feel like I will lose my human rights the moment I remove my mask. I’'m really

scared everyone will react with disappointment when I remove my mask.
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A: 1 am also in my first year of high school. Words people say casually do linger in
your mind more than you’d expect, don’t they.

(https://detail.chiebukuro.yahoo.co.jp/qa/question_detail/q14230620004)

Clearly, masuku-bijin is brought up because it is associated with fear and pressure
regarding others’ expectations. Its power lies in what it indexes, namely contradiction of
those expectations. From this perspective as well, the term demonstrates its dual nature,
in that it points to both the referent and the speaker. Beaton and Washington (2014) start
from Eckert’s (2008) indexical field, which had been formulated to include stances,
qualities, and social categories pointing toward the speaker, and propose that, in the case
of lexical items with referential functions, only stances are associated with the speaker,
while qualities and social categories point to the referent. Indeed, as the data in this
paper have shown, the qualities indexed by masuku-bijin are indicative of the referent.
This clearly applies to “healthy”, “glamorous”, or “feminine”, illustrated by the excerpt
in (9). However, when it comes to indexing “surprising” or “misleading”, which have
been identified as the source for feelings of annoyance or fear, a more nuanced approach
is necessary. Specifically, while on the surface the qualities in question may point to the
referent, they cannot be considered truly characteristic, since contradicting expectations is

entirely dependent on external and, oftentimes, arbitrary or unfounded judgement.

5. Concluding remarks

This paper has strived to shed light on the evolution of the compound masuku-bijin
in discourse, emphasizing its influence in society. Though spotlighted during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the term was neither new, nor immediately distingushiable from
other compounds headed by bijin. The analysis started from a classification of such
compounds, providing background on their potential to both reflect Japanese beauty
standards and function as a means to promote specific products or services. To some
degree, this potential is manifested in the case of masuku-bijin, as well. However, the data

in this paper have illustrated its development toward a complex semantic relationship,
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which enables its use to convey a meaning in contrast to that of its head.

More importantly, the analysis has offered insight into the impact masuku-bijin can
have on social practice. On the one hand, its inherent semantic ambiguity has been
the catalyst for debate. On the other hand, its mention in discourse can elicit intense
reactions, with the term itself being perceived as a nuisance or a source of distress.
Adopting a sociolinguistic approach that draws on the concepts of indexicality and
stance, this paper has argued that masuku-bijin’s impact stems from its potential to index
a contradiction of external expectations. This type of indexicality might also explain the
term’s semantic evolution, which would frame it as undergoing a process of “derogation”,
understood as McConnell-Ginet (1989) defines it. On a more practical note, the analysis
has sought to illustrate the real-life influence of masuku-bijin. Considering that wearing a
facial mask entails partially covering the face, discrepancy with expectations is a natural
and inevitable result. Ultimately, this paper does not seek to evaluate the motivations
behind or the reactions to the use of the term, but rather to highlight that — as one user in
the examples analyzed above remarked — words do have the power to linger in the mind

far longer than expected.

Notes

1 The ranking (in Japanese, Daijisen ga erabu shingo taisho) is based on submissions from the
public, but the final selection is made by specialists affiliated with the dictionary Daijisen,
published by Shogakukan. The complete lists for 2021 and 2022 are available at the URLs below.
https://daijisen.jp/shingo/archive/archive 2021.html
https://daijisen.jp/shingo/archive/archive 2022.html

2 Kajien, 7" edition (2018) defines bijin as “woman with a beautiful face/appearance; sometimes
used about beautiful men” (kao/sugata no utsukushii onna. bijo. kajin. reijin. bidanshi ni iu koto
mo aru). In Nihon gogen kojiten (2010), it is mentioned that in contemporary Japanese, the term
generally means “woman with beautiful facial features” (kao-katachi no utsukushii joser).

3 The campaign in question is quoted below. The transliteration and the translation are Tanaka’s
(1994).

Intelligence. (in English) Sore ga kimi no utsukushisa. Kite-iru fuku ni chisei o kanjiru. Tatta
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ippon no kuchibeni kara mo... Intelligence. (in English) That is (the secret of) your beauty. Your
intelligence is seen in your clothes. Even in the lipstick which you wear.

4 The transliteration and the translation are Okamoto’s (2018).

5 The user also brings up the term masuku-sagi, literally translated as “mask fraud”. While similar
to masuku-bijin, it is less gender-specific and its interpretation appears to be predominantly
negative.

6 Yonezawa (2022) mentions masuku-bijin in reference to beauty and fashion mask campaigns,

while discussing the pandemic’s influence on makeup.
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