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Bathing is one of those daily activities that most people rarely stop to think about.
In much of the world, a bath or shower is understood primarily as a matter of hygiene —
a quick and efficient way to wash away the dirt and sweat that build up over the course
of the day. Even in cultures where people do occasionally choose to soak in warm water
for comfort, this is usually seen as a secondary benefit, something pleasant but incidental
to the real business of getting clean.

In Japan, however, a rather different tradition has taken shape. People typically wash
and rinse their bodies outside the tub before stepping into it, a practice that reveals
something important about the purpose of the soak itself. Since the body has already been
cleaned, what follows is not about hygiene at all. The time spent submerged in hot water
is instead directed toward a less visible but no less valued goal: restoring a sense of
internal balance that the pressures of daily life tend to disturb.

There is, in fact, a physiological basis for this. When the body is immersed in warm
water up to the shoulders, core temperature gradually rises and blood vessels widen,
allowing circulation to improve. These changes activate the *parasympathetic nervous
system — the branch of the *autonomic nervous system that governs the body's rest-and-
recovery functions. As this system becomes dominant, heart rate slows, breathing deepens,
and accumulated muscle tension begins to ease. The process is not dramatic, but its
cumulative effects — on stress levels, sleep quality, and even long-term immune function
— have drawn increasing attention from medical researchers.

What is perhaps most striking is that these benefits are not an accidental byproduct
of the Japanese bathing tradition. The entire ritual, from the preliminary washing to the
extended soak, appears to be structured around creating conditions in which this
physiological shift can occur. In other words, relaxation is not a bonus; it is the point. This
stands in quiet contrast to the assumption, common elsewhere, that bathing is essentially

a practical task — one that should ideally be completed as swiftly as possible.
T

parasympathetic nervous system: &3 EAHE R

autonomic nervous system: BE#E%
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