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Introducing Japanese Popular Culture

Specifically designed for use in a range of undergraduate and graduate courses, while reaching specialists and general readers, this second edition of Introducing Japanese Popular Culture is a comprehensive textbook offering an up-to-date overview of a wide variety of media forms.

It uses particular case studies as a way into examining the broader themes in Japanese culture and provides a thorough analysis of the historical and contemporary trends that have shaped artistic production, as well as politics, society, and economics. As a result, more than being a time capsule of influential trends, this book teaches enduring lessons about how popular culture reflects the societies that produce and consume it.

With contributions from an international team of scholars, representing a range of disciplines from history and anthropology to art history and media studies, the book covers:


	 Characters

	 Television

	 Videogames

	 Fan media and technology

	 Music

	 Popular cinema

	 Anime

	 Manga

	 Spectacles and competitions

	 Sites of popular culture

	 Fashion

	 Contemporary art.



Written in an accessible style with ample description and analysis, this textbook is essential reading for students of Japanese culture and society, Asian media and popular culture, globalization, and Asian Studies in general. It is a go-to handbook for interested readers and a compendium for scholars.

Alisa Freedman is a Professor of Japanese Literature, Cultural Studies, and Gender at the University of Oregon, US. Her books include Japan on American TV: Screaming Samurai Join Anime Clubs in the Land of the Lost (2021) and Tokyo in Transit: Japanese Culture on the Rails and Road (2010).
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Japanese Conventions


Major Eras in Japanese History

Japanese coins, calendars, and other media are often dated both by the Japanese reign period and the Gregorian year (for example, Reiwa 4 and 2022). Kamakura, Muromachi, and Edo are the names of the capital cities; subsequent time periods (after Meiji) were symbolically named by the government (for example, Meiji means “Enlightened Rule”) and correspond to the reign of an Emperor.



	Jōmon Period—10,000–300 BCE

	 Yayoi Period—300 BCE–250

	 Kofun Period—250–538

	 Asuka Period—538–710



	Nara Period—710–784

	 Heian Period—794–1185

	 Kamakura Period—1185–1333

	 Muromachi Period—1336–1568 (also known as the Ashikaga Period after the ruling clan)

	 Azuchi-Momoyama Period—1568–1600

	 Edo Period—1603–1868 (also known as Tokugawa Period after the ruling clan)

	 Meiji Period—1868–1912

	 Taishō Period—1912–1926

	 Shōwa Period—1926–1989

	 Heisei Period—1989–2019

	 Reiwa Period—2019–present






Names

Names are given in the Japanese order of surname before given name, unless individuals refer to themselves or their eponymous brands in the English order, such as Yohji Yamamoto and Issey Miyake. In cases where celebrities use mononyms or authors or artists use pen names, they are referred to by these chosen titles rather than by their last names.



Romanization

Following the Hepburn Romanization System, macrons are used to indicate long or sustained vowel sounds (e.g., bishōnen, furītā, and kaijū), with the exception of words commonly used in English, such as Tokyo (not Tōkyō) and Kyoto (not Kyōtō). English translations are provided for all Japanese titles and terms. Depending on their academic approaches and arguments, authors have chosen to use either the original Japanese words or their English translations in their analyses.





1 Introducing Japanese Popular CultureSerious Approaches to Playful Trends


Alisa Freedman and Toby Slade

DOI: 10.4324/9781003302155-1


Japanese characters, fashions, games, manga, anime, music, and more have spread worldwide, shaping Japan’s international image and creating an explosion of cultural influence, hybrid creativity, and economic opportunities. Instead of choosing a person, the Japanese government made Hello Kitty, among the most recognizable logos in the world, tourism ambassador to China and Hong Kong in 2008. In a similar gesture of mobilizing the accessibility of popular culture, the organizing committee chose nine well-known anime characters as ambassadors for the 2020/2021 Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games.1 Kumamon, featured on this book’s cover, is one of Japan’s approximately 1,500 local mascot characters (yuru kyara); marketed on a range of goods and appearing at events around Japan and internationally, Kumamon represents Kumamoto Prefecture better than any coat of arms could. The Japanese government has leveraged the global popularity of Japanese culture in attempts to improve the domestic economy, as exemplified by establishment of the Creative Industries Promotion Office in 2010 and its “Cool Japan” strategies (Iwabuchi 2010; METI 2010). (The overarching signifier “Cool Japan” (Kūru Japan) has been used in Japan to denote a national image inspired by global popularity for select kinds of mainstream manga, anime, and other cultural products.) Japanese popular culture has been headline news. As Christine R. Yano discusses in Chapter 3, in August 2014 the global press picked up the story that Sanrio had corrected her script for the Los Angeles Japanese American National Museum exhibit Hello! Exploring the Supercute World of Hello Kitty (October 2014–May 2015) to read that Hello Kitty is in fact a girl named Kitty White, and not a cat; instead of being dismissed as trivia, this item became one of the most circulated stories on the internet (Miranda 2014). When Japan’s Prime Minister Abe Shinzō (in office in 2006–2007 and 2012–2020) visited the United States in April 2015, President Barack Obama thanked him for karate, karaoke, anime, and emoji; Abe dressed as Super Mario at the Closing Ceremony of the Rio 2016 Summer Olympics to accept the hand-off to Tokyo. Although these acts can be read as cultural stereotyping (e.g., Abe probably would not thank Obama for the Kardashians and Marvel Comics), they demonstrate the political role of popular culture and the expanse of transnational fandoms. The Oxford English Dictionary (regarded as the gold standard of dictionaries) chose the “crying with joy” emoji as the top English “word” of 2015. Words like “otaku” and “emoji” are well known in many countries, and the suffix “-zilla” (from Godzilla) is part of American slang, illustrating Japanese popular culture’s impact on communication.

The internet has extended the reach of Japanese trends and has enabled new relationships between international corporations, cultural producers, and consumers. For example, audiences around the world can now watch Japanese television dramas and Miyazaki Hayao anime on subscription streaming services. Concurrently, in-person fan gatherings, such as anime conventions (cons), attract tens of thousands of participants. As Emerald L. King explains in Chapter 13, teams from more than forty countries dress in handcrafted costumes inspired by Japanese franchises to compete in the World Cosplay Summit. With increased global circulation has come increased global scrutiny of the content of Japanese popular culture, as governments, including those of Japan, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States, have regulated Japanese manga and anime (McLelland 2016). Groups that circulate fan-produced works—from Tokyo’s large biannual Comic Market (Comiket) to forums on anime-streaming sites like Crunchyroll—post warnings that appropriations of commercial characters can violate copyrights and obscenity laws. While many students in the 1980s were attracted to the study of Japan out of economic interest, popular culture is among the main reasons why generations who have come of age since the 1990s have taken Japanese language and culture courses. Students use their knowledge to pursue careers in fields as diverse as business, law, psychology, computer science, art, and journalism.

What makes Japanese popular culture so fascinating, visually appealing, and hotly debated? How are cute characters like Hello Kitty transforming international relations and the ways people construct their own identities? How does popular culture both provide a means for discussing topics otherwise difficult to approach and depoliticize public issues, making them seem instead like personal concerns? How have diverse people worldwide used Japanese popular culture to form communities and overturn stereotypes? How do popular culture aesthetics fit the spirit of their times? How can fans encourage the creation of new content within legal confines? Are there any negative effects of regarding Japan as the “capital of cool”? Through analysis of forty-two historical and contemporary trends that have strongly influenced artistic production, politics, and economics, Introducing Japanese Popular Culture seeks to answer these questions and investigates how popular culture reveals the values of the societies that produce and consume it.

More than serving as a “time capsule” of influential objects, our book imparts enduring lessons that popular culture teaches about history, international relations, business, class, gender, sexuality, inclusion, art, novelty, nostalgia, humanism, nationalism, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, urbanization, and notions of “home.” We examine how Japanese popular culture is constructed and circulated within a nexus of discourses—those occurring in the mass media, those shaped by social practices, and those advanced through the dissemination of objects and texts. We discuss how artists and corporations have spearheaded major trends, often with support from the Japanese government and through the efforts of fans. We analyze how Japanese popular culture both “belongs” to Japan and has become “international,” linking people around the world. More than surveying aspects that have come to characterize Japan’s “gross national cool,” to borrow a term from Douglas McGray (2002), we corral and make sense of the diverse meanings that arise from cultural texts. Offering enough material to satisfy the needs of an entire undergraduate course, while reaching specialists and non-specialists alike, this book helps readers become aware of how they themselves engage with Japanese popular culture in order that they may fully understand its globalization.

Accessibly written with ample description, but not at the expense of discursive analysis, Introducing Japanese Popular Culture aspires to be a university textbook, go-to handbook for interested readers, and compendium for scholars. The chapters make academic arguments supported by original research that expand our understanding of popular culture, while being concise to suit the needs of busy readers. Most are new, or substantially updated, work by established professors; others are cutting-edge pieces by young researchers. Acknowledging that Japanese popular culture studies is a field in formation and drawing from disciplines often at odds in their approaches, we promote synergies among academics and provide students with examples of methodologies to use as models. We promote internationalism, with contributors from Asia, North America, Australia, and Europe, reflecting the globalization of the trends described. Most authors teach Japanese popular culture and share their pedagogical strategies in addition to their research.

Our book is an answer to our students’ complaint that much contemporary literature on Japanese popular culture articulates theories that do not match the trends as they experience them. After all, our students are the ones surrounded by and involved in popular culture. At times, we find ourselves assigning readings that engaged students immediately identify as vague, orientalist, outdated, or simply wrong. Part of the problem is the tendency to fit cultural objects to current theories. Our method is the opposite. We begin with specific products and then explicate their greater meanings—what we call the “Jane Austen Approach” of writing about the particular and implying the universal, not the other way around. Our chapters do not address themselves to the abstract categories often used to explain Japanese popular culture, such as kawaii, “otaku,” or “soft power,” although these will be discussed. Naturally, larger abstractions, histories, and theories are explained, but to make this book approachable and convincing and to avoid the trap of developing a cultural category and then fitting evidence to it, each chapter focuses on a tangible object or phenomenon from which a whole body of work or a genre can be illuminated. We believe that this approach of building theory from data, and not attaching data to theory, makes for a useful teaching tool for beginners, encourages discussion among specialists familiar with major debates and controversies, and destabilizes some of the more orientalist or fanciful theories. By basing the chapters on single case studies as starting points to larger readings, we create a pedagogy that makes theory accessible, without doing away with theory or limiting the field to a few handpicked examples. In doing so, we also urge readers to consider what defines Japanese popular culture.


What Is “Japanese Popular Culture”?

At the heart of any definition of Japanese popular culture are a number of contradictions. First, we believe that the use of a nation state, such as Japan, as an organizing principle for the categorization of culture, especially contemporary popular culture, is ultimately untenable. We see Japanese popular culture as a study of information flows associated with Japan rather than anything “essentially” or “authentically” Japanese. In the case of Japan, this is sometimes less arbitrary because of the barriers of geography and language. Thus we demonstrate that the designation “Japanese” in Japanese popular culture is more an associative starting point than a marker of exclusivity or locus of origin for what is indeed a globalized set of phenomena. We strive to help readers understand the positive and negative, fanciful and realistic images of Japan that popular culture presents, thereby promoting cultural literacy2 and avoiding cultural misunderstanding. It is true that Japanese national identity has historically partitioned foreign influence and so-called indigenous culture, a recurring idea of a “double life” (theorized by Edward Seidensticker [1983] and other scholars), but this, too, is a nationalist narrative that disintegrates with close examination, as our chapters demonstrate.

The designation “popular culture” was originally intended to relegate things to a status inferior to “high culture,” thereby positing an opposition between the enduring, elite culture of museums and the ephemeral, quotidian culture of the streets. Serious academic attention has shown the culture of the streets to be as fascinating, valuable, and telling as the traditional contents of museums (e.g., Jenkins 1992 and 2006; McKee 2006), and the experiences of so-called “ordinary” people to “offer compelling insights into social world” (to quote the manifesto of the Journal of Popular Culture, n.d.). Notably, the high culture of one era or place becomes another’s popular culture, and vice versa. For example, Japanese art masterpieces were displayed in industrial and applied arts pavilions at late nineteenth-century world expositions, where high culture was defined according to the European history of painting. At the same time, world expositions gave masses of people the chance to interact with objects once reserved for the elite. Popular culture scholars have challenged the division of things into a simply commercial, disposable youth culture and the classical, stable, lasting objects of a cultural essence as a falsehood borne in the confusion of modernity and stubbornly remaining in contemporary nationalism. They refuse to let culture be simply a tool of social distinction, used to demonstrate social class or maturity or academic connoisseurship. The obsession with creating a unified hierarchy of cultural value is no longer a priority of scholarship. The impact of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) as the most serious critique of the way academic study serves political power structures and creates cultural hierarchies has been great and has questioned and corrected many scholarly methods and presuppositions. Yet this process is far from complete, and the scope of what deserves to be studied as culture is still contested. Our book intends to make a wide and inclusive claim about what cultural forms are representative and worthy of academic attention, as the table of contents attests.

As part of our efforts to reveal how commercialization and globalization have defined what many people in the world consider to be Japanese popular culture and to draw attention to trends that are marginalized by these hegemonic practices, we analyze examples of what we deem “unpopular culture,” especially in Part V on music, Part XI on fashion, and Part XII on contemporary art. These chapters further explore what the avant-garde, rebellious, recycled, upcycled, cathartic, and violent reveals about the inner workings of “popular culture” and its modes of communication. This broad category encompasses movements, like noise music, that veer toward “subculture” and things common to groups, like rural communities, not often associated with commercialized popular culture. Even if “unpopular culture” is not consumed by large swaths of the population, it represents the spirit of popular culture as something that resists control by the tastes of the elite.

The final designation of “culture” is perhaps less contested and problematic than the other two terms. In the earlier twentieth century, the study of a mass or popular culture was a project of Marxism; it was considered a potential tool for raising class consciousness. With the rise of poststructural and postmodern thought in the later twentieth century, culture was reconsidered as no longer simply a manifestation of economics, and this, in turn, allowed for new ways of approaching the understanding of culture through disciplines such as sociology and media studies.

We build on this trajectory to argue that popular culture is a key, creative node of cultural production. Culture is not politics or economics. For example, in Chapter 19, Eun-Young Jung traces the history of mainstream consumption of K-pop in Japan to show that, as Korean pop stars rose in Japanese music charts, the political relationship between the two countries worsened. In Chapter 34, David Leheny analyzes the role of popular culture as a nationalist tool at the 2020/2021 Tokyo Olympics and concludes that “the problem of representing Japan through its popular culture at the Olympics is that the nation’s popular culture is, like the country itself, complex and deeply contested.” Our chapters thus show that, while culture certainly has economic and political ramifications, the ambition of using it as a reliable tool of political influence is flawed. In addition to the difficulties of turning culture into political currency, abetted by the fact that popular culture tends to depoliticize issues, the brand of “Japan” continues to face the law of unintended consequences, as popular culture circulates and is put to originally unintended uses by global fans (Freedman 2016). We analyze how the consumption of culture has challenged Japanese business strategies, including the prevalence of the gender binary in the marketing of commodities. As Sharalyn Orbaugh notes in 
Chapter 32 on kamishibai (street theater using paper signboards), a survey conducted in 1934 in Tokyo found that, contrary to gender expectations, almost all boys liked the melodramas and almost all girls liked the adventure stories—that is, the gender division in terms of narratives was more in the minds of the creators and marketers than in the audience’s reception.

Our book provides insight into why certain texts more easily “translate” across nations and time periods than others. Anime were among the first television programs to be exported, in part because they were easy to dub into local languages. Much of the popular culture we examine has globalized because it emits the right “cultural odor,” a term coined by Iwabuchi Kōichi (2002) to explain the amount of cultural context a product carries. One model is for a text to be grounded in Japan, but understandable across nations. A prime example is Unicode emoji, a Japanese product that has been managed and augmented outside Japan. As originally defined by the term, emoji (literally, picture characters) are pictograms added to text messages to ensure appropriate emotional messages are received and to share images without taking up much bandwidth. Accordingly, emoji include customs, gestures, and gender stereotypes prevalent in Japan. Especially after being preprogrammed into most global smartphones in 2011, emoji have diversified, taking into account international cultures, while staying rooted in Japanese culture and aesthetics (Freedman 2018). Another model is the removal and recalibration of cultural context. As analyzed by William M. Tsutsui in Chapter 20, Godzilla is a franchise that takes on new meanings when it is localized, through erasing or inventing political subtexts, adding layers of interpretation through dubbing, and becoming available in different formats. However, television dramas, some manga and anime, and Japanese idol bands demand more familiarity with Japanese society to be enjoyed. Technology is accelerating the ability to experience global products, with the internet, smartphones, and instant translations continuously mixing Japanese popular culture with the culture of the world. Students who watch a Godzilla film today might do so (legally or not) on their smartphones, in their native languages, and then follow a link to a fan-produced webcomic about Godzilla, and instantly grant it their approval with an emoji in the comments, all without realizing how much more difficult this access would have been even a decade ago and how their actions might violate marketing conventions. We strive to make our readers more mindful of the speed of cultural translation and its implications.



Twelve Popular Culture Categories

Despite our goal to be an overarching survey of Japanese popular culture, we realize the impossibility of including everything. The themes of our twelve Parts follow our object-centered approach and adhere to a “satisficing” (satisfactory while sufficient) principle rather than a “maximizing” or “encyclopedic” principle. Some (e.g., Part V on music and Part VIII on manga) are longer than others to acknowledge student and scholarly interest in them. We include objects, like fashion and art, not often found in popular culture volumes in order to expand the canon of popular culture and challenge its assumptions. While we aim to provide a broad and detailed overview, there remain uncharted areas for future scholars to explore. This second edition includes six new chapters that analyze videogames, anime, manga, sports, and competitions that exemplify how popular culture offers experiences and spectacles that foster a sense of belonging, present alternative worldviews, and make consumers aware of regionalism, nationalism, and violence. We warn sensitive readers that some text and images are disturbing. Some chapters include spoilers and give away the endings of films, manga, anime, and television dramas.

We resist the standard ordering of categories, which tends to mirror chronologies of cultural production (e.g., placing manga before anime). Instead, we arrange categories roughly according to their economic success in Japan, furthering our book’s emphasis on patterns of consumption. Within categories, we position chapters to complement and challenge each other and elucidate the breadth of popular culture. For example, included are both narrative and non-narrative trends (i.e., those with backstories and those that can be enjoyed without any prior knowledge), those that rely on technologies of their times, those bound to Japan’s geography and those that are more portable, and those which, as “unpopular culture,” subvert the norms of their genres to make cultural statements or express the coolness of niche. We demonstrate that popular culture, while often considered to be new, instead has deep historical roots.

We start with characters, one of the most profitable Japanese culture industries, and analyze Kumamon and Hello Kitty: two ubiquitous non-narrative characters with different sets of educational, commercial, and institutional meanings. Kumamon teaches about Kumamoto Prefecture, but consumers do not need to know that Hello Kitty has a twin sister named Mimmy and is married to Dear Daniel (also not a cat) to use her goods (although this information adds interest). In these and other respects, they differ from the tokusatsu live-action superheroes, magical girls, detectives, robots, and other characters originating from narratives, discussed elsewhere in this book. Most characters we research have human traits (from Kumamon to Kikaider, Astro Boy to Tokyo Jungle’s Pomeranian), another way popular culture reinforces our sense of our humanity.

We then explore three dominant television genres—tokusatsu programs, serialized dramas, and travel shows—that have shaped the historical peculiarities of Japanese broadcasting, and, although originally intended only for domestic audiences, have attracted global fans. These chapters show how television tends to represent and reinforce, rather than overturn, dominant social discourses, such as notions of justice, Japan’s relationship to the rest of the world, and gender norms. As a contrast, our three chapters on videogames articulate how players (whether they realize it or not) engage with the imagination of disaster prevalent in Japanese popular culture.

We move from commercial production to fan media to investigate how photographic and music-making platforms, cosplay (costume play), and internet and mobile technologies have inspired self-expression, storytelling, and community building. Our chapters investigate key issues in the rising academic field of “fan studies”: gender vocabularies of trends, joint amateur and commercial creations, “supernormal stimuli” and the preference of the unreal to the human (e.g., Hatsune Miku), and legal and ethical issues inherent in the spread of popular culture.

Five case studies in popular music—electric guitars, “idols” (aidoru), Japanoise (an example of the abovementioned “unpopular culture”), and K-pop—showcase the diversity, national and transnational influences, image makers, and marketing models of the Japanese music industry, and the significance of performance events and fan interactions. Three cases in popular cinema—Godzilla and monster (kaijū) movies, Yotsuya Ghost Story (Yotsuya kaidan), and V-Cinema made for video distribution—demonstrate how business has shaped genres, mobilizing film traditions and the commercial power of adaptation, and—with the rise of cheaper modes of production like video—enabling more diverse stories and directors.

We take a historical approach to anime, covering main themes, genre conventions, producers, and “media mix” (extending a franchise across multiple media) through close reading of well-known texts. We explore how merchandising and sponsors have influenced content and aesthetics and how anime is a means to understand postmodernism. Part VIII on manga extends this analysis to also examine how manga artists use text and image to convey the emotional experience of history, speculate on the future, and inspire activism. Manga like gekiga exemplify popular culture’s political uses.

We present an array of spectacles, sports, competitions, and sites that convey how popular culture has historically constructed, disrupted, and regulated notions of place in Japan. In Chapter 33, Paul Dunscomb traces the rise of Japanese baseball as a national sport steeped in regional practices. We have chosen places that have come, through their attachment to popular culture, to represent Tokyo as the political, cultural, and economic capital of Japan. Edo Period fireworks festivals and early twentieth-century kamishibai made streets into sites of popular culture. Shibuya grew into a neighborhood associated with youth fashions thanks to competition among department stores and provides insight into how urban residents have shaped the growth of the city through their use patterns. Akihabara has been a primary site for promoting and policing “otaku,” avid consumers of anime, manga, and games who have become ambivalent representatives of “Cool Japan,” as Patrick W. Galbraith argues in Chapter 36. Ruins, embodying the aftereffects of economic growth and decline, are cultural topoi in recessionary Japan. This and other chapters explore the role of place in the historical confusion of popular culture, mass culture, and youth culture.

We end with fashion and art as two categories that perhaps most clearly comment on the historical divide between so-called “high” and “popular” culture and how ideas can flow from niche designers to the mass market and from the gallery into broad public consciousness. We explore moments and ephemerality in the relationship between fashion, popular culture, and the media through which they are disseminated, how the gender binary is taken for granted, and the prevalence of cute aesthetics (especially kawaii, the notion of cuteness premised on seeming vulnerable) since the 1970s. We end with artwork that, as unpopular culture by nature of its content, display, audience, expense, and cultural odor, among other factors, holds up a mirror to popular culture and to Japanese society at large. For example, Superflat critiques and celebrates its superficiality. Aida Makoto depicts the off-color, trashy sides of Japanese popular culture. Artists’ return to the rural community in various art projects on islands in the Seto Inland Sea, and to craft, can be seen as both a means to remember fading pasts and antidotes to the consumer desire for the “ever new” that characterizes much of popular culture.



Serious Study of Playful Delights

While acknowledging that the appeal of popular culture lies is its escapism and easy consumption without having to think deeply, this book demonstrates that it is possible to take popular culture seriously without denying its pleasures. We challenge readers to be “aca-fans” (e.g., Jenkins 1992 and Hills 2002)—academic fans who think critically about trends they love—and to analyze how Japanese popular culture makes us think and feel and constructs our identities and worldviews. Our extensive glossary and numerous images found in the volume and the reading lists and discussion questions sourced from chapter authors, along with additional reference materials and pedagogical features found on the companion website, assist in this effort. Some discussion questions help students process what they are learning, while others ask them to apply their knowledge to their own lives and to creatively interact with texts. The companion website provides features that help readers to experience the trends in this book so that they can better understand the serious study of playful trends. Popular culture, as primarily a form of entertainment, tends to comfort and amuse rather than offer solutions to pressing social concerns. Yet by analyzing the commercial and historical forces behind trends, much can be learned about nation, identity, and notions of home.

This second edition provided a valuable chance to update and augment the first edition to stay relevant and to add topics, methodologies, and teaching strategies to the larger conversation started by the first edition. For example, we include topics like mystery games and cosplay that were not yet widely researched when we prepared the first edition. We shine a broader spotlight on popular culture’s diversity. The field of Japanese popular culture studies has grown, and more scholars are now teaching and researching Japanese popular culture. Some of the young scholars included in the second edition used the first edition while students. Concurrently, the second edition includes additional established scholars who were not available to contribute to the first edition due to other commitments at the time. In addition, the second edition offered an opportunity for authors to revisit chapters they wrote before 2018 and to discuss new findings on their topics. The second edition fortifies the first edition and makes it an even more accessible, engaging, and enduring book.

We would like to thank Routledge editor Stephanie Rogers and her assistant Andrew Leach for their untiring patience and the book contributors for their unwavering enthusiasm. Toby Slade was a cofounder and coeditor of the first edition of the book. Huw Jones and Stephanie Derbyshire helped proofread this large book, and the team at Deanta Global typeset it. John Moore expertly commented on several chapters and created the map of Shibuya included in Izumi Kuroishi’s Chapter 35. The book introduction benefited from feedback from Mark McLelland, John Moore, and Kendall Heitzman. Funding was provided by the University of Oregon Center for Asian and Pacific Studies, Department of East Asian Languages and Literatures, Asian Studies Program, and Center for the Study of Women and Society.

Revised versions of six chapters appear here courtesy of their original publications (full citations can be found in the relevant chapters): Japanese Studies (Christine R. Yano, Chapter 3), Television Histories in Asia: Issues and Contents (Alisa Freedman, Chapter 5), Routledge Companion to Global Internet Histories (Alisa Freedman, Chapter 11), K-Pop: The International Rise of the Korean Music Industry (Eun-Young Jung, Chapter 19), Baudrillard West of the Dateline and International Journal of Baudrillard Studies (Alan Cholodenko, Chapter 23), and Canadian Journal of Film Studies (Marc Steinberg, Chapter 26). We are grateful to many individuals and organizations for permission to reproduce the images and to the people who helped us to find them. We thank Kumamoto Prefecture, Kitahara Yasuo and Taishukan shoten, World Cosplay Summit, Inc., World Cosplay Summit Australia, Inc., Jason Nocito, Kokusai Hōei, Tezuka Productions, Drawn & Quarterly, Viz Media, matohu, SOU･SOU, Nara Yoshimoto, Aida Makoto, the Mizuma Art Gallery, Fukutake Foundation, and Benesse Holdings, Inc. We made every effort to contact copyright holders for their permission to reprint images. We would be grateful to hear from any copyright holder who is not acknowledged here and will undertake to assign proper credit in future editions of the book.

This book is dedicated to our students who have inspired us with their enthusiasm for and curiosity about Japanese popular culture. It is in memory of Mark McLelland, whose research blazed trails in the field of Japanese popular culture.



Notes


	
Ambassadors included Astro Boy, Sailor Moon, Crayon Shin-chan, Naruto, Luffy from One Piece, Goku from Dragonball Z, Jibanyan from Yōkai Watch, and Cure Miracle and Cure Magical from Pretty Cure.


	
Coined by E. D. Hirsch Jr. (1988), “cultural literacy” denotes the ability to understand and participate in a culture by being able to “read” its semiotic signs. Hirsch advocated that being culturally literate requires knowledge of the shared body of information underpinning a society. An understanding of history, beliefs, customs, arts, media, values, and idioms is also important, as spoken and written words are insufficient for social communication.
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The Why and How of Mascots in Japan

Contemporary Japan is famous for using mascot characters to represent brands, organizations, government agencies, and localities. This chapter discusses how Kumamon, the mascot of Kumamoto Prefecture in western Kyushu (pictured on the cover of this volume), has become a national favorite. He is part of a mascot category known as gotōchi kyara (local characters), often called yuru kyara, literally, “wobbly characters.” (Kyara is an abbreviated form of kyarakutā, derived from the English “character.”) Popular culture critic and essayist Miura Jun coined the term yuru kyara in 2004 to denote characters designed for public relations of local governing bodies, events, and goods, especially when in kigurumi (full-body character suit) form. According to Miura (2004: 2–3), mascot characters derive from creature suits, like those for sharks and squid worn by kabuki actors, and hearken back to a long tradition of anthropomorphizing natural phenomena to naturalize cultural ideals (Occhi 2009, 2012, 2014b). Japanese folktales “frequently portray the metamorphosis of animals into humans” (Ohnuki-Tierney 1990: 131).1 When made into kigurumi, yuru kyara often seem unstable and literally wobble, making them all the more lovable, and “one’s heart feels healed” (iyasarete) just by looking at them (Miura 2004: 2–3). Thus local mascots represent their hometowns in hopes of sparking consumer interest, as quasi-celebrities in the national mediascape.

As one of over 1,500 contemporary yuru kyara, Kumamon participates in the branding of a locale and its products, not only through his public appearances but also through his use in fanshii guzzu. Fanshii, derived from the English “fancy,” refers to decorative designs; fanshii guzzu (fancy goods) are small, cute, decorative personal items often marketed to young women. As discussed in Chapter 3, Hello Kitty is a prime example. Sharon Kinsella (1995) analyzes the rise of fanshii guzzu in the context of commercialization of kawaii (cute or lovable) girls’ popular culture since the 1970s. This practice demonstrates a form of cultural logic that fits with Sut Jhally’s arguments about how advertising “absorbs and fuses a variety of symbolic practices and discourses” (Jhally 1990: 3). Mascot characters are given narratives and personalities and, as fanshii guzzu, are designed to be loveable and targeted to women in their twenties and thirties (while also appealing to people of other genders around the same age) (Kondō 2006). Mascot characters compete with an astounding variety of mass-marketed fanshii guzzu depicting licensed characters produced by such corporations as Sanrio and San-X and those that appear in manga and anime.

Stories about yuru kyara are published daily in local and national Japanese news outlets as part of ongoing feel-good promotional campaigns. Yuru kyara also compete for popularity; the largest of these competitions is the Yuru Kyara Grand Prix (Yuru kyara gurando purii). At live events, yuru kyara represent their locales and entertain audiences with spectacles and merriment (Occhi 2012). One feels almost as if Pokémon characters have come to life, and, rather than fighting each other, have undertaken the care of humans, offering hugs and posing for photos. Yuru kyara’s “healing power” (iyashi) and numbers increased after the March 11, 2011 earthquake and subsequent tsunami and nuclear disaster (3/11). During the COVID-19 pandemic, yuru kyara were again mobilized across the linguistic landscape, appearing on public notices and backdrops for televised official announcements. Kumamon occasionally appeared along with his Kumamoto ancestor Amabie, a folkloric yōkai spirit associated with pandemic relief who was also widely used (Tanaka 2021).

As I will explain, popular English-language news media on yuru kyara combine reports of these characters’ economic benefits with humor premised on how they are one manifestation of the stereotype of an immature “wacky Japan.” This reflects the notion of “cultural odor” that Iwabuchi Kōichi (2002) uses to discuss foreignness in globalized contexts, particularly in the case of media consumption beyond its culture of production. The amount of “cultural odor” a product or idea carries determines how easily it can be fit into local markets. Some things sell because their “cultural odor” can be easily diffused and they can blend more seamlessly into different national contexts; conversely, other products are promoted because their strong foreign “smells” distinguish them from local products. For example, the English-dubbed version of Tezuka Osamu’s Astro Boy (Tetsuwan Atomu) was popular on early 1960s US television (see Chapter 27) because it had plotlines familiar in the Cold War era and aesthetics that somewhat resembled those of Walt Disney, while in the mid-1990s Pokémon became a large global fad, in part because it seemed somehow “Japanese” (Allison 2006). For example, The Wall Street Journal (Landers 2015) reported that Japan has been infected by a craze for yuru kyara and called them a unique “mix of the cute and the bizarre.” The Japan Times titled an article “The Obsession over These Dumbed Down Cute Mascots” (Brasor 2008a). CNN has widely reported the Japanese Finance Ministry’s 2014 call to reduce the number of tax-funded mascots (e.g., McKirdy 2014). British comedian John Oliver (Hoskinson and Murphy 2015) in his US news parody television show Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (HBO network) called for a similar creation of mascots for US government agencies and later created his own yuru kyara, ChiJohn, based on himself, to send to Japan (Pennolino 2019a; Pennolino 2019b). I served as a consultant on ChiJohn’s narrative and design.


Another misconception about Kumamon is that he is a bear, the animal he most resembles. When I contacted Kumamoto Prefecture to use his image in my chapter, I was told that any such statements must be removed. Most Japanese people, along with foreign and domestic media, say Kumamon is a bear and are surprised to learn otherwise. Perhaps this reminds readers of the wildly popular news story of August 2014 in which Sanrio insisted that Hello Kitty is not a cat (see Chapter 3). Not only is Kumamon not a bear, he is not a human in a fuzzy suit. As I was told by the Kumamoto Brand Promotion Office (2015), “The Kumamon you see in the real world is not a kigurumi, the thing [you see] is his flesh and blood” (genzai sekai no Kumamon wa kigurumi de wa naku, namami no Kumamon sono mono desu).

This chapter analyzes Kumamon’s symbolic practices and discourses to show how he came to dominate the field of yuru kyara, promoting not only Kumamoto but also Japan as a whole. Issues emerging from his Japanese “cultural odor” and its loss in translation have affected his reception online, creating unintended meanings and alternative identities that the Kumamoto government has been unable to control. These phenomena show how yuru kyara and other characters represent an important pattern of cultural globalization in the digital age.



Kumamon’s Origin Myth

A 2013 mook (a publication more substantial than a magazine and with more images and in A4 format, larger than most books) titled Chi’iki burando no tsukurikata: How to Make a Local Brand tells Kumamon’s origin story (Kinoshita et al. 2014). The image of this stocky, black, two-legged, red-cheeked yuru kyara is the largest and most prominent in the mook. It is followed by details usually written on a Japanese job résumé (rirekishō). We learn that Kumamon’s birthday is March 12, the day of the opening of the completed Kyushu shinkansen bullet train line, and that he is rumored to be five years old. As a public official, albeit a young one, he raises public awareness for the “Kumamoto Surprise” (Kumamoto Sapuraizu) advertising campaign. He is male, in the human, not animal, sense (osu janakute otoko no ko!), and, like most male yuru kyara, is mischievous and full of curiosity (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 5). His stated mission is to make an impassioned appeal across Japan for the “delicious food and beautiful nature of Kumamoto with the intention of making everyone happy” (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 5). That sort of mission is typical of yuru kyara, which provide advertising representation for their sponsors along with cuddly comfort.

Kumamon occupies a sought-after position. His identity as a public official working in promotion provides an ideal argument for his activities. This kind of job bears an aura of stability sought by jobseekers, as well as by marriage-minded Japanese in this post-Lehman shock and post-3/11 era (the latter term referring to the time of economic and environmental instability following the March 11, 2011 earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown), and it echoes the overall desire to have faith in public officials. And as his popularity and that of his prefecture grow, Kumamon is the ideal advertisement for Kumamoto’s government, which already boasts about its governor, Kabashima Ikuo’s, Harvard education.

The use of yuru kyara in favor of human spokespeople as a ready means for symbolic representation is understandable given the largely non-Christian and non-Cartesian context of the Japanese worldview (Occhi 2014b). That is, humans, animals, and gods are not placed in the same kinds of hierarchies. Therefore, it is not blasphemous to say that yuru kyara are similar to local gods in terms of structure and function (Occhi 2012). They are cuddly deities, unlike hard Buddhist statues or seldom-seen Shinto gods. Yuru kyara can provide an ongoing festival atmosphere in that they are mobile and on display, unlike Shinto gods that are usually hidden in shrines except when brought out on special matsuri (festival) days. Yuru kyara are also less likely to create scandals than human spokespeople, especially when they do not speak (Occhi 2010, 2014a). Kumamon is only spoken for by handlers or quoted in print, so his utterances are monitored.

Kumamon was created in 2009 as part of the larger “Kumamoto Surprise” campaign. The 2011 start date of the bullet train connecting Kagoshima and Fukuoka created a sense of urgency for Kumamoto, located at the midpoint, to share in the projected benefits of increased mobility along the western side of Kyushu. Moreover, it was considered crucial for residents to feel happy about their locale. Therefore, the “Kumamoto Surprise” was intended to both “reset the locals’ mentality” and “surprise” visitors with natural beauty and delicious yet unpretentious cuisine. The words “Kumamoto Surprise,” written in black, were embellished by a melted-looking, stylized red exclamation point, forming a logo intended to symbolize the passion of the prefecture conveyed in Kumamoto’s nickname, “land of fire” (hi no kuni) (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 7). The yuru kyara “boom” (būmu, or large-scale fad that bursts on the scene) was already underway by the time of the March 11, 2011 triple disaster; decorative, licensed characters from around Japan were mobilized as comforting images in the aftermath (Occhi 2012). Kumamon’s emergence one year prior, along with his PR appearances distributing business cards in the target market of Osaka, allowed him to garner some fame before these traumatic events; over one hundred people sent him New Year’s greeting postcards (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 8). And although his (and the bullet train’s) nationwide launch on March 12 came just on the heels of the tragedy, he won the top place in the 2011 Yuru Kyara Grand Prix. Amidst Japan’s economic recession and various natural disasters, yuru kyara have provided a welcome distraction with their frolicsome antics and economic benefits.

Kumamon’s success stories often pay homage to his creator. Although originally only the “Kumamoto Surprise” logo design was requested from the Kumamoto-born designer Koyama Kundō, his art director Mizuno Manabu included a rendering of Kumamon in two poses as a surprise. This was no hasty sketch, however; the design of Kumamon went through 3,000 variations before Mizuno decided on the final version, which for Koyama combines appealing elements of other larger-than-life personages (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 13). One of these is Santa Claus, whose annual Santa Claus festival in Oyama’s hometown of Amakusa draws visitors. The other is Matsui Hideki, the former New York Yankees baseball player (see Chapter 33). The physical form of Kumamon also contains several meaningful elements. He is black, like the walls of Kumamoto Castle and the bodies of actual Japanese bears (yet Kumamon is not a bear, and Kumamoto is not home to wild bears). His solid body is reminiscent of a stocky Kyushu man, a stereotyped fellow said to be tough and tempestuous (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 9). This amount of detail is just a fraction of the knowledge about Kumamon and his activities noted by the prefecture on his website, in publications (Kumamoto Ken 2012), and by obliging Japanese news agencies for whom yuru kyara have become a fertile topic. In a market full of fanshii guzzu, the ability to distinguish oneself with unique and appealing traits is essential for yuru kyara success. Kumamon usually wears a look of surprise, echoing the campaign theme as it evokes curiosity in its viewers; his expression is sometimes amplified by making his mouth into a circle for emphasis. He is occasionally shown smiling by softening his eyes into two arcs that resemble his eyebrows and emphasizing the rounded red cheeks that stick out of the sides of his face (Figure 2.1).


[image: A picture of Japanese black bear mascot called Kumamon standing with a smiling face.]



Figure
2.1

Kumamon in his original pose. Source: © 2010 kumamoto pref.kumamon.



Despite (or thanks to) these oddly protruding cheeks, Kumamon won the Good Design Award from the Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry in 2013 (Japan Institute of Design Promotion 2013). These red circles are said to symbolize the “land of fire,” as well as the mark of Katō Kiyomasa (1561–1611), the first daimyō (feudal lord) of the Kumamoto region during the early years of the Tokugawa Shogunate (Kinoshita et al. 2014: 13). Notably, they are also reminiscent of the hi no maru (sun circle, or rising sun) of the Japanese flag, as are the cheeks of two other widely known characters, Pokémon’s Pikachu and the eponymous hero of the long-running children’s anime series Anpanman. Kumamon’s red cheeks even disappeared in a publicity stunt costing 600 million yen (roughly US$6 million) held in Tokyo’s posh Ginza neighborhood, where the Kumamoto products store is located, as well as on television and on social media like YouTube in late October and early November 2013. This promotion intended to whip up interest in Kumamon, Kumamoto produce, and the Santa Claus festival in Amakusa. Along with Kumamon, Governor Kabashima and several other human celebrities from Kumamoto, including the enka (Japanese folksong) singer Yashiro Aki and the impersonator known popularly as Korokke (Croket, from French croquette), joined the search for Kumamon’s cheeks while wearing replicas. The cheeks were eventually found when Kumamon held two tomatoes to his face, celebrating them, and by extension, other red products of Kumamoto.

This hide-and-seek tactic has been part of Kumamon’s successful strategy starting from his first public visit outside the prefecture. At a promotion for Kumamoto held in Osaka in October 2010, he handed out 10,000 business cards to spectators and then disappeared; spectators were invited to search for him (Yomiuri Shimbun 2012a). The tactic was the theme of a free game for cellphones and tablets released in 2012. This practice reiterates the theme of surprise with which Kumamon is associated, and it fondly reminds us of the earliest pastimes of childhood. In 2021, I visited Kumamon Square in Kumamoto, where fans can photograph his official desk, buy goods, and watch live performances. I saw Kumamon surprise his audience with ruses that appear to leave his human handler perplexed, for example by abruptly sitting down after a dance and refusing to move for several minutes and by leaving the stage to follow a mother and child who had to leave the area early. These ruses further engage audiences with Kumamon and make them feel closer to him.

Another game that spectators play with Kumamon centers on his imagined problem of metabo (metabolic syndrome), indicated by his blocky body and indexed by his career as a busy public official, a desk worker who is likely to develop this problem due to lack of exercise. The prefecture tells us he is as tall as six to seven large watermelons (another red product of Kumamoto). These would typically be roughly 25 centimeters (9.8 inches) in diameter, yielding a height of 150–175 centimeters (59–69 inches). His waist circumference is 270 centimeters (106 inches) (Kumamoto Ken 2012: 15). This information renders a body mass index (BMI) of 67.5, far over the suggested upper limit of 25 in the normal range, indicating that he might be at risk of heart disease, stroke, and diabetes. If measured at the annual health check customary for most adults in Japan, this would result in a request for him to exercise. This problem evokes sympathy among many people worried about receiving a similar diagnosis given Japan’s increased concern with obesity prevention. While the 2011 Kumamon exercise (taisō) song appeals to children, it invokes memories of performing radio calisthenics (rajio taisō, broadcast in Japan starting in 1928) and other group exercises in a comical way. In the accompanying video for the “Kumamoto Surprise,” as Kumamon and a female assistant dance, the song lyrics praise the prefecture by describing its location as the “belly button of Kyushu over which the bullet train runs” (Fujii 2013). In another song called “Kumamon mon” (KAN 2013), we are reminded of his obesity as well as his capacity to make people happy. A performance of this exercise dance welcomed the Japanese Emperor and Empress on their October 28, 2013 visit to the prefectural office.

Kumamon also invites us to replicate and promulgate him, creating our own simulacra. Producers of goods wishing to use his image must apply for prefectural permission. Nonetheless, these goods, which include toys, household items, food products, and much more, proliferate across Japan, creating a national souvenir shop of sorts. The manager of a spa hotel in rural Toyama Prefecture where I stayed in February 2014 complained of a caller soliciting to place Kumamon goods for sale there, despite the distance (1,000 kilometers [621 miles] by car) and an utter lack of connection between the two places. The more prestigious brands, including global luxury items, are displayed in a nonstop video loop shown outside Kumamon Square. One can easily make one’s own Kumamon goods. For example, books about Kumamon include directions for constructing his likenesses out of paper, clay, and felt, and even for food as part of kyara bentō (character lunchboxes, abbreviated as kyaraben) (Buteikkusha 2013). The popularity of Kumamon in kyaraben is no doubt owed in part to its ease of preparation, for it simply requires black nori (seaweed), either cut into shape or embellished with Kumamon’s facial features made of sliced cheese, laid atop rice, with his two cheeks easily made from circular slices of carrot or processed meat, or a halved cherry tomato. An especially speedy option involves cheese eyes and a mouth placed on the side of a nori-wrapped sushi roll, whose outer plastic wrap is then embellished with black marker and red stickers (Tanabe 2013).



Although Not a Bear, Kumamon Bears Comparison

Kumamon is not a bear, but if he were, he would not be the only bear in town. The number of competitors renders his success all the more surprising—or does it? The variety of bear characters available in Japan range from children’s stories, both imported (Winnie the Pooh and Paddington Bear) and local (the bear’s story, Gloomy, and Rilakkuma), to name a few. However, Kumamon’s identity contrasts with them. His simple black-white-red motif is clean-looking; in character design, black lends strength, white adds purity, and red gives passion (Pukumuku 2013). The strategy of juxtaposing the normative public servant image with the persona of a mischievous five-year-old also contrasts strongly with the identities of local fanshii guzzu bears. Chief among these is the laid-back Rilakkuma, whose mysterious rear neck zipper suggests that he may be a lazy human dressed in kigurumi, rather than a bear. He sponges off the unfortunate “office lady” (a name used for female office workers) Kaoru, in whose apartment he appears (Kondō 2003). Gloomy, the “naughty grizzly” designed by Mori Chack, appears in a variety of bright colors, including hot pink, that offset a vicious bloodthirstiness depicted on his bloody mouth and exposed, reddened claws. Although the name Gloomy may be a word play on gurumi (covering), as in kigurumi or nuigurumi (stuffed toy), Gloomy is much more like an actual bear, as he is liable to attack his owner, who in this case is a boy named Pitty.

These bears also compete with other local mascot bears—for example, with Nagano’s cross-eyed and apple-headed Arukuma, the frightening and fanged Melon Kuma (a bear with a melon head), and the cute but gross Zombear (a zombie bear). The latter two are both from Hokkaido and, like Gloomy, appeal more to the kimo kawaii (gross-cute) sensibility than the typical yuru kyara realm. As character producer Kondō Kensuke (2006: 52–54) points out, it is important to create the world in which a character lives, and the other yuru kyara and fanshii guzzu bears clearly require particularized worlds that limit their popularity. “The bear’s school” is a school-based world, with goods aimed at small children and their parents. Gloomy’s world is dangerous, hence his popularity among the disaffected teenaged set. Rilakkuma embodies a dreamlike world of procrastination that requires someone else’s financial support, which, as anthropologist Carolyn Stevens (2014) argues, may explain his appeal to university students.



Kumamon, Be Ambitious

When yuru kyara have gone abroad, as Kumamon has, they have often had to cope without the reliance on ready identification that they enjoy domestically and which forms the very source of their identity. This loss of “cultural odor,” in Iwabuchi Koichi’s terms—which domestically lends a pleasing fragrance—potentially includes the loss of symbolic identity tied in with their very names. Yuru kyara naming typically relies on the layering of meanings that resonate with words for or about their sponsors and often include emotionally evocative sound symbolism. This sound-symbolic word class in Japanese is extensive and useful not only in onomatopoeic giseigo/giongo (animal sounds/sound effects), but also in explaining actions and reactions. These mimetic terms, known collectively as gitaigo, play an important role in modifying verbs. For example, they are often used with the verb suru, to do (e.g., waku waku suru, “to be excited”) (Hamano 1998). This word class is felt by native speakers to be naturalistic and concomitantly difficult to translate (Occhi 1999). These fantastic, humorous resonances of word and image make yuru kyara memorable and contribute to their success. In my database of just over 1,000 yuru kyara, only Kumamon’s name ends in –mon.

There is an obvious symbolism in Japanese that Kumamon represents Kumamoto. One part of his name that mistakenly led me to believe that he was a bear is the word for “bear” (kuma) that appears in his name. The ending –mon is also a dialectal morpheme in Kumamoto dialect usually rendered mono (thing or person). So Kumamon is a “Kuma(moto) person” as well as an emblem of Kumamoto. When Kumamon’s speech is rendered in print (because he does not speak audibly), the use of –mon at the end of his utterances functions as yakuwarigo, or “role language” (Kinsui 2003) that identifies him uniquely among yuru kyara and as someone from Kumamoto. Whenever feasible, his utterances end in –mon. On his abovementioned résumé, he lists additional greetings that exemplify this playful role language: yoroshikuma, a play on yoroshiku, meaning to “look on me with favor” and often used as a form of “please” in requests; monjūru, a play on French bon jour (good day); and even kumantarebū for Comment allez-vous? (How are you?). These phrases play on both Japanese and global languages, revealing Kumamon’s aspirations to represent Kumamoto on the world stage. Kumamon’s forays abroad include visits to China and France, where he participated in official promotion events and just wandered around with his camera operator and other handlers near famous landmarks to garner attention (toshiokun77). In 2013, Kumamon visited Boston along with Kabashima, who gave a lecture at his alma mater Harvard titled “The Political Economy of Kumamon: A New Frontier in Japan’s Public Administration” (Boston.com 2013).

Notably, Kumamon has been globalized in ways unintended by the Kumamoto government through the internet, where his image has circulated widely since 2011 (Boston.com 2013). A prime example is the meme begun around December 2011 on the aggregator website FunnyJunk in which his official photos were embellished with the English-language phrase “For the glory of Satan”; the meme quickly spread through social media (forsatan91 et al. 2014). Perhaps this parody is a spinoff of the “Hell Kitty” meme based on Sanrio’s Hello Kitty, as described by Christine R. Yano (2013b: 186–187). Or could it have been done in anger when the name Kumamon supplanted the English name for a character in the Digimon anime franchise originally called Chakkumon in Japan? A Japanese news report suggests that while this meme was probably just a joke, it might have stemmed from the similarity between the word Kumamon and the English term “demon,” or specifically, Ammon or Mammon, and the mismatch between Kumamon’s cuteness and the idea of Satan (Livedoor 2014). This suggestion reflects the Japanese tendency to incorporate multiple meanings into character naming. Another permutation of this gag has also appeared in Russia, where Kumamon’s image has been used on a road sign to mark a “Hell Road” that is full of potholes. A news report about this stressed that Kumamon’s image was used without prefectural consent and that the government did not take the devilish connotations too seriously (Nichi Nichi 
Shimbun 2014). The Russian response indicated that they interpreted Kumamon as a “funny wild beast resembling a beaver” (Livedoor 2014).



Is Any Fame Better Than None?

When I discussed memes and other creative responses to the globalization of yuru kyara and potential misinterpretations of their local meanings at an international conference, I was reminded that for most Japanese, Satan is just one of countless numinous figures of record, good or evil, and that this problem may not be as grave as it might seem abroad. However jovial or sarcastic this international treatment of Kumamon may be, it points to some deep differences in treatment and/or acceptance of mascots between, broadly speaking, Japanese-speaking and non-Japanese-speaking cultural groups that potentially impact the success of yuru kyara abroad.

In Japan, local responses to the misuse of mascot characters further indicate that parodic treatment is taken less seriously than copyright infringement. Kumamon reacted benevolently to his parodic depiction in a gag manga published in the April 22, 2014 issue of the popular manga magazine Weekly Shōnen Jump (Usuta 2014). The comic depicted a boy whose spirit was displaced into his toy bear after a car accident. The “toy” grew up to resemble a human wearing an undersized bear suit. Notably, the bear-boy made critical comments about the use of yuru kyara as promotion, claiming that “Japan had gone rotten.” The gag specifically about Kumamon involved a reimagination of his origins as an actual bear that had undergone plastic surgery. Yet the only part of this manga that caused official offense was the unapproved depiction of Kumamon. The Weekly Shōnen Jump office was visited by Kumamon, who received an apology with dogeza (prostration) from the artist Usuta Kyōsuke, and photos of this apology along with the revised version of the manga were made available online. This escapade also seems to indicate that the English-language “Glory to Satan” meme may not damage Kumamon too deeply after all. We can only watch and see whether this ambitious yuru kyara may enjoy the global domination he seeks.

Currently, as the most popular yuru kyara, Kumamon provides a case study for success within this genre. Although he is not a bear, his position in comparison to similarly shaped characters that are described as bears is one that has yielded maximum appeal. His design and presentation contain a wealth of detail typical of the genre; these strategies for Japanese character creation include wordplay, colors, shapes, and a backstory intended to have a distinctive and memorable impact. However, Kumamon’s treatment in international media shows how these elements of “cultural odor”—in its fragrant sense that has led to domestic popularity—become bleached out with exportation, and may even be overlaid with a “stench” that reflects foreign interpretations and different attitudes toward mascots in general. The resulting interpretation of these newly attributed traits (e.g., that Kumamon could be seen as demonic) points back at the Japanese tendency to imbue layers of meaning in the naming of yuru kyara. Eventually, it appears that for Kumamon any publicity could be considered good publicity, so long as permission is received for the use of his image.



Note


	
A poignant example is “Oshidori” included in Kwaidan: Stories and Studies of Strange Things, a 1904 book of ghost stories translated from old Japanese texts by Lafcadio Hearn. Here, the female of a pair of mandarin ducks appears as a beautiful, grieving woman in the dream of a hunter who has killed her husband (Hearn 1971).
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On October 11, 2014, the Japanese American National Museum in Little Tokyo (a historical Japanese enclave in Los Angeles) opened its doors to the global world of Japan’s cute kyarakutā (character) industry with a first-of-its-kind exhibition, Hello! Exploring the Supercute World of Hello Kitty, which I curated. Over the course of its nearly eight-month run (and extended through a traveling version for three to five years), the exhibition drew crowds of all ages and ethnicities by the thousands. They came as part of the legions who have made the Japanese company Sanrio’s Hello Kitty a household name and symbol of cute, not only in Tokyo, Fukuoka, and Sapporo, but also in New York, London, Paris, and São Paulo. The now ubiquitous name “Hello Kitty” may have different sets of meanings within different cultural contexts, but the point here is the degree to which Sanrio’s iconic kyarakutā has become embedded in everyday life in many parts of the world.

Attendees of the exhibition also came intrigued by the media buzz that preceded its opening. The buzz began with an August 26, 2014 post by Carolina A. Miranda in the online blog of the Los Angeles Times with the headline, “Hello Kitty Is Not a Cat, Plus More Reveals Before Her L.A. Tour.” The post was based on an hour-long interview Carolina did with me about the exhibition. In closing the conversation, Carolina asked, “So was there anything you learned in curating the exhibit?”, to which I quickly answered, “Hello Kitty is not a cat!” In answering Carolina’s question, I was referring to the feedback that I received from Sanrio on the script I wrote for the exhibition. Whereas I referred to Hello Kitty as “Sanrio’s cat” or “a feline icon,” the company gently but firmly pushed back, saying, “We prefer to refer to Hello Kitty as a girl or a friend.” However, that quick headline went viral worldwide, traveling at lightning speed and with shock-wave impact. And what was mentioned lightly, cryptically, and somewhat in jest, had Hello Kitty fans and others a-twitter.

Two months later, the world’s first Hello Kitty convention was held in Los Angeles at the Geffen Contemporary at MOCA (Museum of Contemporary Art), adjacent to the Japanese American National Museum. Over the course of three days, from October 30 through November 2, 26,000 fans converged upon Hello Kitty Con 2014, celebrating forty years of Hello Kitty’s existence (Marchi 2015). The sold-out event included Hello Kitty fashion, themed food, live performances, workshops, panel discussions, and even a tattoo parlor with exclusive Hello Kitty inkings. With doors open from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m., fans began lining up at 3:45 a.m. In keeping with Hello Kitty’s motto, “You can never have too many friends,” this event demonstrated ways in which the enthusiasm of these fan-friends runneth over in manifold ways.

How do we understand the phenomenon of Hello Kitty as a Japanese kyarakutā with such global impact? This chapter considers some of the corporate strategies behind Hello Kitty’s worldwide success and takes her popularity as a starting point for explaining the larger social functions of kyarakutā in Japan and beyond. Sanrio’s icon exemplifies what I have called “pink globalization”—“the spread of goods and images labeled cute (kawaii) from Japan to other parts of the industrial world” (Yano 2013b: 6). Indeed, this is a business success story exceeding the wildest dreams of Sanrio’s founder, Tsuji Shintarō; but even more so, it has become a success story of girl culture stretching far beyond the girl herself and into the terrain of society that embraces an aesthetic and affective presence.


“Small Gift, Big Smile”

Sanrio labels its marketing strategy and the emotions it wants its goods to induce “social communication” (Sanrio’s coinage), which relies on an emotional affect, as well as the aesthetics of kawaii, a kind of cute premised on seeming lovable or vulnerable (see Chapter 38). This social communication becomes a commodity: bought, sold, and traded as part of the multivalent affective labor of kawaii (Allison 2004). These qualities of sociality, affect, and cuteness circumscribe a genre of products known as kyarakutā guzzu (literally, “character goods,” commodities of anthropomorphized figures), of which Sanrio has been a chief purveyor. Kyarakutā guzzu transform the mundane material world, depersonalized by mass production, into one occupied everywhere by the sensate and the sociable. They repersonalize the depersonalized goods of modern industrial society. The power of animism lies in this very intimacy, here made ineffably cute by infantilized figures.

Sanrio trades in social communication through its various kyarakutā, among which Hello Kitty reigns supreme. But why Kitty? Among Sanrio's pantheon of kyarakutā, not only was she one of the first, but she was and is the company’s most enduringly popular through the simplicity and genius of her design. Some say it is the blankness of Hello Kitty’s mouthless figure that sustains her chameleon-like ability to become multiple things to many people in varied contexts. The notion of “Hello Kitty everywhere” (not coincidentally, the title of a picture book issued by Sanrio) represents nothing less than “everywhere” as Hello Kitty-ed. Visually, Sanrio’s iconic kyarakutā represents the spareness of childhood figuration, invoking early primers through clean lines, primary colors (at least in the early years of her existence), and conceptually simple shapes (the circle of her head, the triangle of her squat, seated body). Indeed, Hello Kitty’s figure may be simple, but she is not symmetrical: her constant hint of off-kilter asymmetry is assured by the tilted red bow above one ear. Here, less is clearly more, each element of her spare design contributing to an overall appeal that piques the imagination in subtle ways.

Sanrio understands gifting as foundational to social communication and, as part of a larger industry, specifically targets females from tweens to young adults. By calling itself a promoter of “social communication,” Sanrio adopts the unassailable position of enabling and even enhancing Japan’s interpersonal ties. Sanrio made “social communication” a genre and a central part of its brand. Through “social communication,” the company claims to uphold the very fabric of social life in Japan. This “communication” takes place through gifts.

Indeed, gift exchange carries great historical depth in Japan, playing an important sociocultural role from premodern times to the present (Rupp 2003). Yet Sanrio’s clever branding of itself as a gifting center focuses attention not so much on economics as on emotion. In celebration of the company’s fiftieth anniversary in 2010, the Sanrio website located the foundations of the business of gift exchange in long-standing Japanese social practice: “Sanrio began in Japan where customary greetings are accompanied by an exchange of small gifts. Sanrio turned this gift-giving tradition into the company’s ‘small gift, big smile’ mission to ‘help people express their heartfelt feelings’” (Sanrio n.d.c.). Those “heartfelt feelings” are not always a part of gift-giving in Japan, which is typically laden with obligation and careful calculation (Rupp 2003: 50). Purchasing a cute Hello Kitty product as a gift for a friend not only becomes an individual act but also addresses a national need to assert and sustain social and emotional ties between people. These ties go beyond the social, with its obligations and responsibilities, and into the realm of affect. Following company logic, inasmuch as Japan needs a strong interpersonal network of citizens sustained through practices of gift exchange, and inasmuch as that network comes under threat from modernity and the stresses of daily life, Sanrio plays its part by addressing a national need. By promoting “social communication,” Sanrio handles that need not through rigid, formal ties that bind, but through informal, flexible bonds of kawaii. This is not business so much as old-fashioned social and emotional healing—physical and psychological.

Sanrio’s company slogan—“small gift, big smile”—encapsulates its claim to be not only a center, but also a catalyst of social communication. The slogan creates a modest calculus of affect: for the price and ease of a small gift, one may receive a big smile in return. The message suggests that Sanrio makes this exchange possible by providing gifts for all people, budgets, and occasions. The inherent strength of the company lies exactly in this flexibility. If one has a large budget, one may purchase expensive items, such as Hello Kitty diamond-encrusted watches. However, more commonly, if one has a limited budget or even when money is not an issue, Sanrio can offer gifts that may be modestly priced and pleasing, from gum to erasers (less than a few dollars).

Sanrio’s attraction for consumers revolves around kawaii goods, whose production does not necessarily entail large sizes or prices. Here is the hallmark of the “social communication” industry: the “big” gift does not necessarily count. On the contrary, one might say that the smaller and, to an extent, the cheaper the gift—not only in actual price, but also in its seeming trivialness—the closer to the spirit of kawaii. This is reflected in the colloquialism that a price (nedan) may be considered kawaii, that is, not only inexpensive, but attractively and artlessly so. This results in expressions such as kawaii nedan (cute price) or nedan mo kawaii (even the price is cute). By these criteria, what could be more kawaii than a Hello Kitty eraser or coin purse? Here, size matters: smallness carries significant cultural weight as a direct link to kawaii, goods, and kyarakutā. These elements form the affective cornerstone of the large-scale empire of gift-giving called Sanrio.

The notion of a small gift eliciting a big smile suggests various overlapping implications. First, it may be a gift for a child (or a childlike adult), the size of the gift befitting the actual or symbolic size of the receiver. Second, it may be a relatively inexpensive gift, but one that still elicits a warm reaction, especially through its cuteness. This is the warm-and-fuzzy emotional quotient that, in effect, may be enabled through kawaii nedan. Third, it may be a gift that is particularly appreciated because of its miniaturization; in this case, the smaller the gift, the bigger the smile. Fourth, it may be a gift whose low price generates the impulse to give—that is, the goods themselves, including their kawaii appeal and accessible pricing, may prompt gift-giving. It is this generative gifting—informal, voluntary exchange prompted by the kawaii nedan of the object in conjunction with affect—that becomes Sanrio’s social key.

In these ways, gifting by way of Sanrio may occur not as a means to balance the ledger of social obligation so much as a spontaneous act of affection—or “heartfelt feelings,” as the Sanrio website explains. This is how the company would like to position itself: outside the structures of obligation, inside the structures of feeling. With the availability of small gifts (generating big smiles), then one may regard gifting—whether as giver or receiver—as a constantly unexpected possibility. One may gift another casually and intermittently, which alters the social calculus. With the possibility of gifting ever present, presentation can be built on a whim—whether of sincere emotion or impulse shopping—rather than as codified practice. It is exactly the element of surprise that Sanrio enables, leading to “heartfelt communication.” The surprise gift is embedded in Sanrio’s structure, taken as the name of some of its corporate boutique stores globally—Sanrio Surprises.



Kyarakuta-: Cute Animism as Intimacy

Between the 1970s and the 2000s, kyarakutā developed in steps: (1) emotionalizing and humanizing the everyday material world through embodied kawaii, and (2) commercializing that same world. Although not all kyarakutā are commodified, those that are bought and sold allow the consumer to take a part of that figure home, in what Anne Allison calls “pocket intimacy” or portable companionship (Allison 2004: 45). Surrounding oneself with kyarakutā creates a nest of comfortable familiarity. The convenience of their miniaturization means that that nest is as portable as the plushie on one’s backpack. In fact, the plushie offers the convenient opportunity of customizing one’s surroundings with kyarakutā, turning an everyday object into an expression of kyarakutā identity. Ownership of kyarakutā guzzu offers the possibilities of buying into and creating an intimate relationship with some part of what the figure represents.

The genius of kyarakutā lies in the fact that they are not only objects, but more commonly transferable logos—that is, branded, recognizable symbols that identify goods. And as logos, they can “mark” their territory endlessly, increasing the number and variety of goods for sale. This is exactly the process of Sanrio as it extended the range of Hello Kitty products through licensing agreements in the 2000s. Sanrio, of course, is not alone in this. The character licensing business in Japan continues to grow, reaching new markets, cultivating new strategies, and developing new means to extend itself. In effect, Hello Kitty as a logo is perfectly encapsulated by one of Sanrio’s smaller, cheaper items. This is a pair of cardboard-framed lenses through which any concentrated light source magically transforms into an outlined image of Hello Kitty. The Hello Kitty glasses are nothing short of marketing genius. Look through them in the evening, and every streetlight becomes an illuminated Hello Kitty face creating a mind-boggling Sanrio world. Through the logo principle, any surface or object can be decorated with a kyarakutā like Hello Kitty and thereby stamped indelibly as kawaii and linked to a company or institution.2 In fact, the work of the logo goes both ways, especially as two recognizable commodities enter into a mutual licensing agreement: Hello Kitty on a Fender guitar suggests that the hard-rock world of the guitar is made more accessible to the kawaii world, at the same time as Hello Kitty and kawaii are given a new tongue-in-cheek wink of meaning.

The proliferation of these logos means more than the “cutification” of the everyday world; it suggests the corporatization of kawaii and its brand of asobi (play) through kyarakutā. As Allison argues, “No longer confined to particular objects … spaces … or times … ‘play’ [through kyarakutā] becomes insinuated into far more domains of everyday life. The border between play and nonplay, commodity and not, increasingly blurs” (Allison 2004: 47). The resulting kyarakutā overload potentially turns the everyday world visually into an elaborate, excessive playground whose every detail is planned, executed, and coordinated around cartoon figures. This is the work of the Hello Kitty glasses. We could call this a “theme park” for the logo-driven visual scape of kyarakutā, as well as for its foundationally commercial impulse. Certainly, Sanrio’s Hello Kitty theme park Puroland is an overt manifestation of the principle. But I argue that the logo-driven proliferation of kyarakutā makes urban Japan a kind of visual theme park of kawaii as an embodied, commodified, feminized world.



Kyarakuta- as the Past in the Present

It is easy enough to dismiss kyarakutā as the “cutification” of the material world, as many might in response to the constant barrage of cartoonish figures dotting the cityscape of contemporary Japan. While not denying the critique, it is equally productive to assess the cultural and socioeconomic resources that might generate the widespread use of kyarakutā, such as Hello Kitty, as well as suggest some implications wrought by their ubiquity. The question here is not only “Why kyarakutā?”, but “Why kyarakutā now?” What do Hello Kitty and other cartoon-like figures say about contemporary Japan? I suggest that in seeking answers, we look not only to current issues of kawaii, but also to past practices. It is this combination of the past in the present that gives the kyarakutā phenomenon—including Hello Kitty—particular significance.

The proliferation of kyarakutā suggests cultural processes at work that define particular, ongoing relationships to material objects. The work of Ellen Schattschneider on spirituality and human-made resemblances—first in the mountain asceticism of northern Honshu and subsequently in bride dolls at Tokyo’s Yasukuni Shrine—transform our discussion of kyarakutā in contemporary Japan from mere commercialism to culture, past and present, in its most profound sense (Schattschneider 2003: 2009). Schattschneider draws specifically on two Japanese concepts to interpret objects: mitate (referentiality) and migawari (substitute, surrogate). She utilizes the principle of mitate (a compound made of the verbs “to see” and “to arrange”)—the bestowing of objects with often oblique meaning—to understand processes of intertextual reference. Dubbed by anthropologist Yamaguchi Masao (1991) the “art of citation,” mitate rests in the human act of juxtaposition in order to create semantic linkages (58). Yamaguchi explains:


When an object is displayed on ceremonial occasions … a classical reference [in history or literature] … is assigned … so that the … object merges with … [that which] is being referred to …. Mitate, then, is the technique used to associate objects of ordinary life with mythological or classical images.

(Yamaguchi 1991: 58)



Mitate, in effect, operates within a continual, highly referential mode of citation, the circulation of meaning extending backward and forward in time. Although kyarakutā like Hello Kitty may not reference mythological or classical images, cute icons work on a symbolic level to “cite” particular places, times, or objects, especially those associated with childhood. Mitate is useful in thinking through kyarakutā because it assumes the power of objects and figures as loci of referential meaning. One sees, then, not simply a mouthless, catlike image, but a highly codified figure that conjures nostalgia, childhood, or the multivalent shōjo (young unmarried female, ranging in age from eight to eighteen).

Indeed, the meaning system of mitate can connect objects with the spirit world. Schattschneider (2003: 55) emphasizes the fluid relationship between the mortal and the divine, the one becoming, representing, and quoting the other at any given moment, so that the potential for both is omnipresent. That potential is actualized through human acts of imitation and representation, including that of migawari. Dolls and other anthropomorphic figures act as “prophylactic guardians” that “ease people through personal and cosmological transitions” (Schattschneider 2009: 302). Seen in light of Schattschneider’s analysis, kyarakutā—as dolls, as surrogates, as guardians—may be interpreted not as mere decorations, but as buffering protectors, easing the stresses and strains of daily life.

The buffering presence of migawari acts in two ways. First, kyarakutā can act as surrogates for specific persons or institutions. In other words, kyarakutā render potential elements of fear and anxiety kawaii, and thus more approachable. Second, kyarakutā can act as a more generally comforting presence in daily life; it may be one particular kyarakutā or the overall proliferation of these figures that provides comfort. This is akin to what childhood psychologists call a “transitional object”—something that helps the child shift from the dependence of the home to a more independent state. The classical “transitional object” in EuroAmerica is the much-beloved blanket or teddy bear carried around everywhere by toddlers . The omnipresence of kyarakutā frames daily life as always accompanied, constantly swaddled in public and private by cute anthropomorphized talismans. Guardianship by way of kyarakutā runs parallel with Japanese ideals of infant mothering, which are characterized not so much by verbal interaction (e.g., American-style), but by physical copresence (Lebra 1976: 139–40). Kyarakutā, like mothers, provide comfort and nurturance by simply being there. It is the constancy that counts. We can thus reinterpret Hello Kitty’s oversaturation as part of the very constancy that makes her a comforting presence. By this cultural logic, familiarity breeds intimacy rather than contempt.

These miniature mascots suggest a life always accompanied, sharing intimacies with the support group of pocket pals like Hello Kitty. Her mouthless countenance provides a sounding board to synchronize with the mood of her viewer. She is the “blank” mirror that never fails, providing the right touch at the right moment. In fact, Hello Kitty needs her fans to sustain her commercial viability, as much as her fans may need her to sustain their lives. Her inveterate cuteness speaks to the helplessness that is part of her appeal. She draws people to her through her vulnerability. Indeed, it is the mutuality—Hello Kitty and consumer, each dependent upon the other—that locks the relationship. She can thus become the kyarakutā support group on which one may continually and unabashedly interdepend.



“Hello Kitty Is (Not) a Cat”

Hello Kitty has a backstory that gives her an identity that goes far beyond cat-dom. Since her inception in 1974, Sanrio has provided a complete biography of Hello Kitty, which I contend was never crucial for Hello Kitty consumption. Instead, Hello Kitty has existed first and foremost as pure product, not tied to narrative. For example, in their publicity for Hello Kitty’s thirty-fifth anniversary, Sanrio reiterated Kitty’s story in a detailed three-part data sheet: (1) Kitty’s Profile, (2) Kitty’s Family, and (3) Kitty’s Friends (Sanrio 2009a: 6–7). We learn that she is British, having been born on November 1 just outside of London. We learn details of her physical self, including weight (three apples), height (five stacked apples), blood type (A, the most typical among Japanese, as noted in Sanrio’s profile of Kitty), and exact anthropometric dimensions (in mock centimeters, height, face width, length of head, distance between eyes, length of nose, width and length of torso, length of feet). These details help make Kitty real. We learn her full name, Kitty White, and members of her family: father George (a salaryman with a sense of humor), mother Mary (a housewife who likes to bake apple pies), identical twin sister Mimmy (who wears her bow over her right ear, while Kitty wears hers over her left), grandfather Anthony (who paints as a hobby), and grandmother Margaret (who makes puddings). (It seems more than coincidence that the names of her parents and grandparents echo those of British royalty.) We learn that Hello Kitty’s hobbies include tennis, piano (with ambitions to become a classical pianist like her mother, supported by her parents, who purchased a grand piano for the family in 1981),3 eating cookies her sister Mimmy bakes, tending to her goldfish, and playing with her childhood “boyfriend” (hatsukoi, first romance), Dear Daniel. Among other things, we learn that the country Hello Kitty most likes to travel to is Japan, where she can wear kimono. Why does Kitty have no mouth? Sanrio’s answer: Kitty has no mouth so that she may better reflect the feelings of those who look upon her. Sanrio points out that in earlier cartoons, Kitty did have a mouth, but now she does not (Sanrio 2009a: 42).

The first thing to note is that Sanrio creates and uses these biographical details in a process of constant “real-making.” Information acts as a narrative force, providing details that make Hello Kitty (and her family and friends) not simply a plush logo, but a being with agency. Through these fictionalized details, kyarakutā become true, individuated characters with whom one may form relationships, a logic used by other companies such as Mattel for Barbie.

Secondly, in all of these myriad details, Sanrio presents Hello Kitty as a middle-class British girl living a comfortable life in a White family, coincidentally named White. The only elements that tie her to Japan are her blood type and appreciation for certain things Japanese, such as wearing kimono. The inherent ironies of such a fictive possibility do not faze her Japanese consumers in the least. Hello Kitty speaks to their own cosmopolitan possibilities in a Japanese version of the global world, enhanced by the horizon of both Sanrio’s and consumers’ imagination. Thus Hello Kitty is neither Japanese nor a cat; she is a kyarakutā.

The details of Hello Kitty’s biography position her exactly where she was always intended: as a global figure. In short, an important component of Hello Kitty’s middle-aged achievement is her popularity outside Japan. She has received affirmation from US female celebrities—for example, Lady Gaga, Mariah Carey, Britney Spears, Cameron Diaz, and Katy Perry have all been caught sporting Hello Kitty. Sanrio stores are found on every continent. Several foreign locations warrant their own meibutsu (special goods), including Hawai‘i (Hello Kitty as a hula girl, pineapple, and more) and San Francisco (Hello Kitty as the Golden Gate Bridge). Hello Kitty’s strong connection to Asia has proven a critical stronghold, as exemplified in the opening of Hello Kitty theme parks in China (for example, in Zhejiang Province in 2014).



Reaching Back: Nostalgia as Social Communication

Through images, one can chart Kitty’s transition from the original 1974 seated Kitty in red, white, and blue, to the suddenly trendy 1987 “monotone Kitty” with Kitty in white outline against a solid black background, to the predominantly pink Kitty of the 1990s, to the thematic black, white, and pink Kitty of the late 2000s. The retrospective display of products includes key moments in product development, inevitably including the first coin purse, and quickly moving to the plethora of goods through the years. Just as 1987 produced the black and white Kitty image, so too did products from that year onward include more goods for adults; these include black bikini underwear (1987), neckties for men (1996), a pink cellphone holder (1997), a pink sake set (1999), a wine bottle opener (2002), and a Fender guitar (2007).

There are more than objects at stake here. Rather, by sketching the historic arc of products and design, Sanrio traces the development of a Hello Kitty lifestyle. The book Hello Kitty Memories (Sanrio 2009b) displays the developing array of Kitty objects for use by adults (primarily women) in home decor, tableware, cooking, cleaning, entertaining, and relaxing (e.g., aromatherapy). The Hello Kitty 35th Anniversary Book (2009a) illustrates “Yoga Kitty,” with both Hello Kitty and a human model assuming poses. In short, these books present Hello Kitty as lifestyle brand. Hello Kitty touches each aspect of her consumers’ lives. And if one began as a consumer of Hello Kitty in one’s childhood, one’s opportunities to cultivate the Hello Kitty lifestyle may extend well into adulthood.

Thus Kitty’s history becomes one’s own. One may chart one’s own life through Kitty products: each object serves as, in Marita Sturken’s (1997: 9) words, a “technology of memory,” each design a visual, Proustian madeleine. Because Hello Kitty does not get older, she can represent eternal, blissful childhood, the perpetual shōjo—in other words, one of the most powerful sources of nostalgia in Japan. This kind of nostalgia-making becomes nothing short of nostalgia-marketing, as Kitty slips effortlessly into yet another basket of consumer desire. The beauty of Hello Kitty is that she never changes, yet never stays the same. Trading on the familiar, Sanrio’s genius rests in always providing the consumer with something new to buy. This may be postmodern kitsch to some or ironic overload to others. But for the true believers, nothing could be more blissful than to be surrounded by Hello Kitty images invoking one’s shōjo past.

In fact, Sanrio takes memory seriously as a central part of its business and a key element in the affective labor of “social communication.” Sanrio informally refers to what it does as “memory work” (omoide no oshigoto)—that is, the production of memories. Memory work involves more than a sense of the past; it includes deliberate manipulation of affect, resulting in a positive imaging of that past. Furthermore, memory work need not be restricted to a person’s particular past, but may be fictionalized as a general sense of the past that Hello Kitty’s consumers may or may not know firsthand. Sturken’s (1997: 3) notion of cultural memory—that is, “memory that is shared outside the avenues of formal historical discourse yet is entangled with cultural products and imbued with cultural meaning”—informs our discussion. Here, the cultural product of Hello Kitty imbues a faux European storybook past with Japanese cultural meaning. This is memory as reworked image, marking someone else’s past (more to the point, an imagined version of someone else’s past) as one’s own. The constructed past, then, becomes a resource for nostalgia, packaged and commodified, fairy-tale style. For example, one of Hello Kitty’s 1985 product lines detailed as memory work in the anniversary book is named “Country Series.” Here the “country” is the United States, and the memory is of cherry pies baked as part of life in San Francisco (dubbed “American lifestyle”). Sanrio physicalizes this “memory” in deep “cherry” reds, sepia-tone backgrounds with checkerboard patterning, and the English words “Down Home; Kitty’s best home cooking” (Sanrio 2009b: 86–7). This form of memory work creates and commodifies a fictive “American” past as nothing more than a style resource. Nostalgia thus works in two ways here—first, to pull consumers back to their own childhoods filled with Hello Kitty objects, and second, to remind us that those objects typically reference a storybook past set in England, with mothers who bake pies and fathers who tell jokes while smoking a pipe.



Hello Kitty’s Continued Success

Nostalgia as a style resource situates Hello-Kitty-the-product as ever-the-same, ever-changing. The shifting retro feel of Hello Kitty deliberately places her outside time and within the highly marketable realm of memory. This appeal—far more to adults, far less to children—demonstrates Hello Kitty’s many reconfigurations from her original coin purse image. Indeed, she is all grown up, even as she remains a child. Through the disarming quality of kawaii, Hello Kitty embodies social communication itself, whether through gifts or stationery. That she does so with a global reach only adds to her luster and achievements. What becomes this icon most? I argue that it is exactly Hello Kitty as enabler of social communication—bridging people through “heartfelt communication,” providing the affective labor of kawaii kyarakutā, appealing simultaneously to children and adults, spanning generations of consumers, leaping oceans to transnational fame, transcending years through nostalgia—that drives Sanrio’s marketing claims of gendered iconicity. At the very least, Hello Kitty proves the potency of this repersonalization of everyday objects via the aesthetic of kawaii as this commodified form of social communication sweeps 
through Japan and elsewhere. Through Hello Kitty and other cute kyarakutā, kawaii has come to rock the world.



Notes


	
Much of this chapter was published as “Reach Out and Touch Someone: Thinking Through Sanrio’s Social Communication Empire,” Japanese Studies 30(1): 23–36. I would like to thank the journal editors for permitting its republication.

	
An inversion of the Hello Kitty glasses are Hello Kitty contact lenses, which turn the wearer’s pupils into small images of Hello Kitty’s head.

	
Many of these hobbies and personality traits reflect those of Yamaguchi Yuko, Hello Kitty’s third designer (since 1980).
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Introduction

At the beginning of the 1970s, the tokusatsu (live-action) superhero genre dominated children’s television programming. Although this genre had been part of children’s television culture in Japan since the mid-1950s, the first half of the 1970s was its golden age. Japanese television companies produced at least forty-five distinct tokusatsu programs between 1970 and 1975, some of which competed for viewers during the same time slots on different television channels. But the tokusatsu “boom” (būmu, large-scale fad that burst on the scene) of this period could not simply be characterized as a mere programming trend. Rather, two distinctive elements of early 1970s tokusatsu hooked children: (1) these superheroes underwent henshin (metamorphosis), and (2) their post-henshin figures were marked by igyō (grotesque and monstrous) characteristics that turned them into anthropomorphic animals, insects, and machines whose ontological ambiguity deviated from the conventional image of superheroes and called into question earlier absolutist depictions of justice.

This chapter explores the golden age of tokusatsu superhero programs in the sociopolitical context of the early 1970s, a time of momentous change for Japanese society. In the economic realm, the 1973 oil crisis ended the period of high economic growth that had raised living standards for most of the country since the late 1950s, begetting the ideological myth of Japan as “a nation of middle-class people.” More broadly, this entailed the demise of the legacy of the wartime regime, as the high-growth economy was fundamentally a continuation of wartime political and legal systems (Yoshimi 2009). In the political realm, the 1972 Asama-Sansō Incident, a ten-day hostage standoff between police and the United Red Army, is typically considered to mark an end to the “age of politics” whose heyday in the 1960s saw a series of ideological struggles, from student riots to institutional conflicts over the US-Japan Security Treaty and the anti-Vietnam War movement (see Chapter 28). Viewing this turbulent period, researchers and critics state that 1970 was the approximate year in which Japanese society experienced a major sociocultural change from modern to postmodern; this shift is characterized by the declining credibility of modern grand narratives that united the postwar Japanese nation (Mita 1996; Miyadai 2011; Ōsawa 1996; Ōtsuka 1996).

This chapter addresses how the early 1970s tokusatsu superhero genre reacted to this paradigm shift, particularly in its depiction of justice. Since the debut of the prototypical tokusatsu superhero franchise Moonlight Mask (Gekkō Kamen) in 1958, the genre had centered on invincible superheroes and had portrayed justice in absolutist terms.1 As these superheroes were immensely popular with children, profiting corporations through viewership and merchandizing, this trend served both ideological and commercial ends. However, the state of sociopolitical flux from the 1960s to early 1970s upset the superhero’s identity as the embodiment of justice. An early sign of this emerged in the Ultraman series in 1966 and reached a critical point with the rise of the 1970s grotesque superheroes. In this chapter, I first provide a historical overview of the pre-golden age tokusatsu superheroes, beginning in the mid-1950s. I then discuss the 1970s tokusatsu boom, specifically focusing on Kikaider, also known in English as Android Kikaider (Jinzō ningen Kikaidā, broadcast 1972–1973) as a paradigmatic series. This show pivots on themes of relativized justice and self-uncertainty, which continue to recur in Japanese popular culture. My analysis suggests that this transitional period of the 1970s is an origin of critical concerns in Japan’s superhero genre that continue to the present day.



Tokusatsu Superheroes before the 1970s

Although tokusatsu is an abbreviation of tokushu satsuei (special effects), it generally refers to live-action movies and television programs that rely on such effects to portray imaginary worlds. While special effects have been in use since the early days of film, they were a prominent aspect of the Japanese cinema industry during the 1950s and the early 1960s. The field’s leading expert was Tsuburaya Eiji, cocreator of the Godzilla series and producer of Ultraman, known as the “God of tokusatsu” for his special effects in over 150 films. Among the techniques he developed from the 1930s to the 1960s, “suitmation”—human actors playing monstrous non-human characters in costumes surrounded by scale-model scenery—brought a distinctive flavor to Japanese popular culture (Allison 2006). Tsuburaya originally introduced suitmation in Tōhō’s Godzilla series to simulate giant monsters (kaijū); it became an essential element of superhero television programs when Tsuburaya used it in Ultraman in 1966. Suitmation helped establish tokusatsu shows’ dramatic form of thirty-minute episodes containing two types of scenes: (1) the main dramatic storyline with non-suited actors and (2) the superhero’s post-henshin action scenes with fully costumed “suit actors.”

The live-action superhero genre in Japan can be traced back beyond Ultraman to the 1957 film Starman (a.k.a. Super Giant, Kōtetsu no kyojin), directed by Iishii Teruo and produced by Shin-Tōhō (for more on Shin-Tōhō, see Chapter 21). Starman was inspired by the popularity of the 1956 premiere of Adventures of Superman, the first Japanese television series featuring the comic book superhero Superman, in terms of its hero’s name, costume (tights and a cape), and storyline—an alien superhero fighting evil organizations to maintain peace on Earth. The film’s success spawned a popular series of nine films between 1957 and 1959 by Iishii and other directors. A year after Starman—and just five years after Japan’s first television broadcast on KRT (now TBS) in 1953—the first tokusatsu superhero program appeared: Senkosha’s Moonlight Mask (Gekkō Kamen). In this smash hit show, the pistol-wielding hero in a white turban and sunglasses performed a characteristic jump from great heights onto a moving motorcycle. Although the show established a model for the Japanese tokusatsu superhero as a “masked-biker superhero,” it was canceled in 1959 after a child attempting to emulate Moonlight Mask’s stunt fell to his death (Abel 2014: 199).

To produce a Japanese superhero who could compete with Superman, Moonlight Mask’s creator and scriptwriter Kawauchi Kōhan drew inspiration from the image of Moonlight Bodhisattva (Gekkō Bosatsu) that serves Yakushi Nyōrai (Medicine Buddha). Kawauchi’s basic idea is that the superhero is not the embodiment of justice, but instead an “ally of justice.” These words appear in the show’s theme song, also written by Kawauchi: “That guy, Moonlight Mask is an ally of justice, a good guy” (Abel 2014: 190). This “ally” status is illustrated in “Chapter Mammoth Kong” (third season, fifth episode) when Moonlight Mask tells members of an evil organization:


Killer gangs, I know you are trying to drive the people in Japan to the depths of despair by murdering one national leader after another. But … however you intend to plunge Japan into chaos, you will wind up with nothing …. You would never understand why … it is because Japanese people love and cherish their native land.

(Funatoko 2013)



Moonlight Mask suggests that the common people, who identify justice with patriotism, are society’s true protectors and that he appears only when villains threaten the people’s justice. In this sense, depictions of the superhero-as-ally potentially make audiences realize that justice is their responsibility.

At the same time, Moonlight Mask’s standpoint as an ally of justice shows the difficulty of depicting a Japanese brand of justice, as embodied by a new superhero, on 1950s Japanese television. As Jonathan Abel indicates, the hero’s origins and true identity remain unknown, symbolizing 1950s Japanese uncertainty about justice:


The mask does not hide an inner face or truth of postwar justice, but rather it is itself the truth. The mask represents the contemporary perception of postwar justice—a masked justice that cannot be easily located, identified, or named.

(Abel 2014: 191–192)



Thus the first tokusatsu superhero program left the location of justice ambiguous. In the context of 1950s Japan—undergoing national reconstruction as a US-influenced capitalist democracy in a new bipolar world order, in which several of its neighbors became communist—the ambiguous location of justice reflected the sense that “postwar justice originated from abroad and … concomitant doubts about the possibility of a truly native Japanese justice” (Abel 2014: 188).

This primary stage of tokusatsu history overlaps with the heyday of “the era of ideals,” a division of sociopolitical periodization of Japan’s postwar history proposed by sociologist Mita Munesuke (1996) and developed by sociologist Ōsawa Masachi (1996). According to Ōsawa, the era of ideals was from 1945 to 1970, when people throughout Japan shared the goal of rebuilding their devastated country by realizing the American way of life.2 In this sociocultural environment marked by growing US power, justice, too, was considered to come from an external, idealized America. The masked superhero as an “ally of justice” represented ambivalence between the lament for Japan’s postwar powerlessness and the preparation to reinvent justice under the US-influenced ideals of human rights, democracy, and peace.

The challenge of depicting justice in tokusatsu superhero programs reached a critical point in 1966 with Tsuburaya’s creation of Ultraman (Urutoraman). As the film industry declined, the “God of tokusatsu” first brought his distinctive, revolutionary techniques to television programs earlier that year with the TBS series Ultra Q (Urutora Kyū). Bringing movie-quality production values to a weekly television schedule, this smash hit sparked the first television-based kaijū boom. Influenced by such US science fiction television programs as The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits, the series follows the stories of three human characters investigating supernatural phenomena caused by kaijū. Building on this dramatic structure, Tsuburaya created the sequel series Ultraman, introducing the idea of a giant superhero who fights against kaijū and aliens to protect Earth. This character became so popular that the series has continued intermittently since 1966, including as of 2022 more than sixty different versions of Ultraman.

Ultraman is a 40-meter-tall space ranger from the “Land of Light” in Nebula M78. He usually disguises himself as an ordinary-sized human, Hayata Shin, who defends Earth as a member of the “Science Search Special Team.” Once confronted with a crisis, Hayata transforms into a red and silver giant being and fights giant monsters to protect Earth. Sculptor Narita Tōru designed Ultraman to embody justice, modeling Ultraman’s face on the “archaic smile” of Miroku Bosatsu (Maitreya Bodhisattva), and his streamlined silver body on spaceships (Kashiwara 2013: 87). While the spaceship symbolized the latest technology, Ultraman’s red part evokes a feeling of vitality.

Despite the destruction they wreak, kaijū in the Ultraman series are not simply evil. As with Godzilla,3 these giant monsters appear as natural phenomena, raising questions about their interrelationship with the issues causing their appearance (Tsutsui 2004). In many cases, kaijū are mysterious giant creatures living in unpeopled, remote areas of Earth since ancient times, but the modern logic of anthropocentric development and exploitation leads to their disturbance by and conflict with humans.


Ultraman’s narrative structure shapes justice in conjunction with the exercise of public authority. Critic Uno Tsunehiro (2011: 166) argues that Ultraman, a titan who helps human beings to expel giant city-destroying kaijū, functions as an analogy of state-sponsored violence, similar to Orwell’s personification of state power as “Big Brother” in his 1949 novel 1984. Such totalizing, moralizing symbolizations of states as giant superheroes and kaijū became more explicit in the series Ultraseven (TBS, 1967–1968). Ultraseven, a giant extraterrestrial from the same planet as Ultraman, works with the Ultra Guard of the Territorial Defense Force to combat highly intelligent alien invaders. From Uno’s viewpoint, this schema in which a giant superhero fights against giant foreign invaders represents a total warfare scenario in which the transcendental Big Brother stands up against invasion by foreign nations. As other critics have also indicated, it allegorizes the US-Japan Security Treaty in the Cold War’s bipolar world order: the Science Search Special Team and the Ultra Guard represent Japan’s Self-Defense Force, while Ultraman and Ultraseven represent US forces in Japan, and the invasive kaijū are Communist powers, including the Soviet Union and China (Kiridōshi 1993; Satō 1992).

However, the US-centered sociopolitical system represented in the early Ultraman and Ultraseven series became anachronistic and dysfunctional during the strained social conditions of the 1960s. Throughout the 1960s, Japanese society grew increasingly skeptical of the United States because of the struggle over the US-Japan Security Treaty, the Vietnam War, and environmental problems. Particularly, the prolonged Vietnam War increased the inconsistency between views of the United States as the bestower of the normative model of peace, democracy, and abundance and as an executor of self-approving justice through war. In this liminal social condition, it became difficult to depict Ultraman as the embodiment of absolutist justice, given his allegorical meaning as US troops. The gap between the two visions of the United States led Ultraman scriptwriters to write self-critical episodes about Ultraman’s absolutist justice and the society he protects (Uno 2011).4 This trend became more explicit in Ultraseven, which included various episodes focused on the dark side of postwar modernization under the strong influence of the United States, such as nuclear development, territorial disputes, and problems with ethnic minorities and pollution. For instance, at a crucial moment in the twenty-sixth episode, “The 8,000 Megaton Mistake,” Ultraseven’s human alter ego, Moroboshi Dan, criticizes the Terrestrial Defense Force’s stance, “Weapons breed peace,” implicitly criticizing the United States’ nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union.



Kikaider and the Golden Age of Tokusatsu Superheroes

The internal contradictions that emerged in the Ultra series cooled the 1960s fervor for giant tokusatsu superheroes, but a different type of superhero soon emerged. Starting with the smash hit Masked Rider (Kamen Raidā), broadcast from 1971 to 1973, Toei produced strings of titles in collaboration with the legendary manga creator Ishinomori Shōtarō. The superheroes in these works are not giant, but life-sized. They transform into igyō figures, often hybrids of human and non-human creatures. The idea of the superhero’s transformation had been a cliché from the beginning of this genre, but the 1970s phenomenon, later called the “henshin (metamorphosis) boom,” distinctively emphasized the visual sequence of metamorphosis with a distinctive pose that signaled the moment of transformation. This pose drew on the kabuki theater tradition of stylized mie poses and was mimicked by Japanese youngsters on playgrounds.

Kikaider was paradigmatic of Ishinomori’s work in the 1970s henshin boom, during which he was director, author, and/or scriptwriter for over twenty tokusatsu superhero series. Following the huge success of Masked Rider, Toei produced forty-three episodes of Kikaider. Toei planned it as an original series with Ishinomori as the writer and character designer. At the same time as the television show aired, Ishinomori drew a manga version for the magazine Weekly Shōnen Sunday (published by Shogakukan since 1959 as a competitor to Weekly Shōnen Jump), which then influenced the program’s directors and scriptwriters. Thus the production of Kikaider took place at the confluence of various creativities and intentions in conjunction with the “media mix” (media mikkusu) marketing strategy pervasive in the post-1960s Japanese entertainment industry, in which a text or character simultaneously appears in multiple media outlets such as television, comics, music, and toys (see Chapters 24 and 26).5


Kikaider plotlines center on an ongoing epic battle between Kikaider and DARK, a villainous organization attempting to conquer the world with robotic monsters and android soldiers. At the beginning of the series, DARK captures Dr. Kōmyōji, a robotics expert, and his assistant and daughter Mitsuko, to force them to build robotic warriors. While imprisoned by DARK, Kōmyōji secretly creates a conscience circuit in Jirō, a motorcycle-riding, guitar-playing, denim-clad android who transforms into the red-and-blue superhero Kikaider. Professor Gill, the head of DARK, discovers Kōmyōji’s secret and stops him before he can install the final piece of the conscience circuit, so Kikaider’s conscience remains incomplete. Kikaider rescues Mitsuko, and they escape from DARK. Kōmyōji also manages to escape from Gill, but suffers amnesia and wanders from town to town in a mental fog, taking jobs like gardening, driving a cab, and bartending. Kikaider follows Jirō’s journey with Mitsuko and her younger brother Masaru as they track down their father.

The core element of Kikaider is the conscience circuit: the robot’s heart. DARK robots created by Kōmyōji are in the condition of tabula rasa, following Professor Gill’s orders without reflection. Jirō’s conscience circuit is a retrofit that turns him into Kikaider: a robotic hero of justice that acts on his own moral judgment, rather than at human command. However, because the circuit is incomplete, Professor Gill can use his evil mind-control flute to bring Jirō back to DARK, causing Jirō excruciating pain as he is torn between good and evil. Jirō’s ambivalent identity is represented by his grotesque, post-henshin asymmetrical appearance as Kikaider: his blue-colored right side symbolizes good whereas his red-colored left side reveals evil. The exposed panels on the right side of his head emphasize his incompleteness.

Kikaider episodes follow a conventional format: (1) Professor Gill introduces a robotic monster to perpetrate a criminal plot. (2) Mitsuko and Masaru get involved in the sinister plan when searching for Kōmyōji. (3) The robotic monster and android soldiers attack and try to capture them, but are interrupted by Jirō, who appears in a high place, playing familiar guitar music. (4) Jirō drives off the destructive monster and androids and rides off on his yellow motorcycle. (5) Mitsuko and Masaru continue to search for their father but get attacked again, and Jirō reappears to save them. (6) Professor Gill in the distance targets Jirō’s incomplete conscience circuit with his flute. Jirō suffers, but manages to find a way to block the sound and performs the henshin sequence: “Change! Switch on! 1–2–3!!” When the transformation is complete, the lively Kikaider theme song begins playing. (7) Kikaider smashes the foe with his signature final move. (8) After saving the day, Jirō rides off on his motorcycle, leaving Mitsuko and Masaru behind.

In this predictable formula, the faulty conscience circuit constitutes a cliché that puts the superhero in crisis and forces him to regain himself to win, exciting viewers, especially children. The sorts of serious political issues treated by the late 1960s Ultra series never carry weight on Kikaider; rather, like other 1970s Toei superhero shows, it is pure action entertainment. As Uno (2011) suggests in his analysis of Kamen Rider, this contrast partially derives from the different backgrounds of their production teams: Tsuburaya developed his tokusatsu techniques while making propaganda films for the war under Tōhō,6 whereas Toei members had made samurai movies. Toei tokusatsu’s most distinctive features are martial arts combat scenes by costumed “suit actors.” Their theatrical combat techniques originate in kabuki’s tate stage fighting, later incorporated into the swordfight choreography of samurai action films.

Nevertheless, Kikaider is not a simple, didactic show. Rather, over the course of the series, it provokes open-ended, reflexive questions regarding the location of justice, which are attributable to its protagonist being an igyō superhero with an incomplete conscience circuit. The grotesque characteristics central to the 1970s tokusatsu superhero reverse the conventional relationship between superhero and villain. In pre-1970 superhero narratives, villains brought the drama. Superheroes have civilian personas, but when evil powers threaten society’s peace and stability, they become superheroes and restore social order. In these worlds, where right and wrong are clear-cut, villains are basically external menaces, like invasive alien species and international groups of assassins or spies.

In the case of Ishinomori’s superheroes, however, the drama arises from the superheroes’ igyō backgrounds, as robots, cyborgs, and mutants inhabiting an ambiguous space between human and non-human, good and evil. Jirō/Kikaider’s igyō background is strengthened by the fact that he is a creation of an evil organization, compelled to rebel against his intended purpose. While Ultraman’s heroism is transcendental intervention by an external “Other” from the “Land of Light,” Kikaider’s inter-clan conflict setting blurs dualistic boundaries between good and evil.7 In other words, Kikaider redefines the raison d’être of the superhero and the location of justice by depicting a hero who suffers from internal conflict.

It is through this betwixt and between-ness that Kikaider—and the 1970s igyō superheroes—evoke a new type of thinking similar to the sociocultural role of the monster. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues that the monster embodies:


a certain cultural moment—of a time, a feeling, and a place …. A construct and a projection, the monster exists only to be read … the monster signifies something other than itself: it is always displacement, always inhabits the gap between the time of upheaval that created it and the moment into which it is received, to be born again.

(Cohen 1996: 4)



In other words, cultures produce monsters when changes force them to reevaluate their internal values. Following this logic, the early 1970s igyō superheroes do not embody justice. Rather, their post-henshin ambiguous bodies reflect the social confusion about justice at that transitional time. The “age of politics” ended with the 1972 Asama-Sansō incident, and the myth of Japan’s endless economic growth ended with the first oil shock in 1973. In Ōsawa’s periodization, these events were linked to the transition from the “era of ideals” to the “era of fiction,” in which individual values and identities are diversified as society becomes defined as consumer markets. As the grand narratives of modern nation state became less effective, grotesque heroes appeared, asking people to reevaluate their cultural assumptions about justice.

Robots with hearts appear in numerous Japanese media texts, starting with Tezuka Osamu’s Astro Boy (Tetsuwan Atomu), a serialized manga from 1951 to 1968 and an animated television series from 1963 to 1966. One of the best-­recognized robotic fantasy heroes in the history of Japanese popular culture, Astro Boy fights monsters and bandits in the name of peace with his 100,000 horsepower strength powered by a nuclear reactor (Shimotsuki and Shida 2003: 58). Yet he became popular not only because he is strong, but also because he is intelligent and emotive, able to see into people and recognize whether their hearts are good or evil. He is a moral agent with a strong sense of justice that spurs him to leap to the defense of humans and robots in quandaries that often involve high technology.

Astro Boy’s heroic image in the televised anime version as an android with feelings that helps mankind was shaped by and linked with the high-growth era’s techno-nationalist uncritical celebration of science and technology. He became a symbol etched into the national consciousness as the embodiment of expectations and dreams in the era of ideals. In contrast, Jirō’s heroic stature was not formulated in relation to national symbols. His story takes place in relatively closed situations surrounding the Kōmyōji family and DARK. Also, while Astro Boy is undisputedly a “child of science,” as it says in the lyrics of the animated series (Mushi Production 2008), Jirō struggles with his identity as a product of science and technology.

Jirō’s distress will not be resolved by becoming “complete.” He has several chances to get his conscience circuit fixed by Mitsuko, but he refuses, instead coming to terms with himself. For example, in Episode Three, Mitsuko tries to fix Jirō:

Jirō: I’m happy just I am. It’s unnecessary.

Mitsuko: Don’t stop me! This was Father’s wish.

Jirō: Dr. Kōmyōji’s conscience circuit may be incomplete. But I can ­compensate with my will. I will be fine.

(Kitamura et al. 2004)

In this conversation, Jirō positions his “will” in opposition to his conscience circuit. Here, the will works metaphorically to sharply distinguish Jirō/Kikaider from pre-1970s superheroes. By emphasizing that his will is the foundation of his actions, Jirō implies that to be equipped with a complete conscience circuit would ironically reduce him to an ideological puppet, for it is merely a replaceable program of social norms and morals. On the contrary, Jirō expresses his intention to choose good independently, which implies the potential to commit evil. In short, this decision leads to his battle against himself—specifically against his vulnerability to Gill’s flute—as well as against DARK’s robots. Paradoxically, Jirō attains heroic stature by refusing to become an absolute superhero—an ideological puppet. Thus, by focusing on Jirō’s internal struggle, Kikaider is revolutionary, uncovering the illusory nature of the modern justice that was unquestioningly embodied by pre-1970s superheroes.

This respect is most evident in his relationship with the rival robot Hakaider. Hakaider was made to destroy (hakai) Kikaider. He only appears in the last five episodes but is recognized as one of the most popular villains in the history of tokusatsu because of his strong antihero characteristics (Katsuno 2006: 175–176). Hakaider’s cultic status resulted in the production of the original tokusatsu film Mechanical Violator Hakaider (Jinzō ningen Hakaidā), directed by Keita Amemiya in 1995. Hakaider is a cyborg equipped with an evil circuit, countering Jirō's conscience circuit. He is black from head to toe, is an expert gunslinger, and rides a 750 cc Kawasaki motorcycle. His living part is Kōmyōji’s brain, revealed within Hakaider’s transparent head. Hakaider was programmed to be the ultimate Kikaider killer and considers this to be his personal agenda, regardless of the wayward tactics assigned by his master. Hakaider can be read as Kikaider’s younger brother, because he, too, was created by Kōmyōji. However, he is also in a sense Kikaider’s father, as he is technically a form of Kōmyōji himself. Kikaider cannot kill Hakaider or Kōmyōji will die, but if he does not fight back, he will fall victim to his enemy’s tenacity.

In Episode Forty-Two, when Kikaider is destroyed by another DARK android (although Mitsuko later fixes him), Hakaider loses control, saying, “What am I? What purpose was I created for? … What is left for me to live for?! What is my purpose? How will I live from now on? … I despise Professor Gill for creating me!” (Kitamura et al. 2004). Hakaider’s desperation demonstrates that he ironically fulfills the conditions of the conventional superhero: he fights the presupposed opponent without reflecting on the justice of his actions. In this sense, this scene of Hakaider losing his purpose shows the fate of conventional superheroes that inevitably self-destruct with the decline of their puppeteers: politically shaped grand narratives of absolutist justice.



Concluding Thoughts

The early 1970s boom of henshin tokusatsu superhero programs cooled with the end of Ishinomori’s Kamen Rider Stronger (Kamen Raidā sutorongā) series in 1975, but the tokusatsu superhero genre continued even as the focus of children’s media moved to anime. Toei revived the Masked Rider series in 2000, after a decade of inactivity, with Masked Rider Kuuga (Kamen Raidā Kūga), followed by nineteen other series (as of 2021). Among these, some series intentionally tackled Kikaider’s main theme: self-uncertainty in the face of relativized justice. For example, in Masked Rider Ryuki (Kamen Raidā Ryūki, 2002), thirteen different Masked Riders battle each other to fulfill their own wishes. Here, there is neither absolute evil nor transcendental justice, but only individual desire. A similar trend is recognizable in the Hollywood’s “superhero decade” of the 2000s (Gray II and Kaklamanidou 2011: 1). Unlike the traditional superhero genre, lines between good and evil are blurred in the new millennium. Ostensible villains have their own reasons and justices. In the early 2000s, global trends toward the relativization of justice seemed to be triggered by the moral panic since the terrorist attacks of 9/11 (Gray II and Kaklamanidou 2011: 1), heightened further by growing political polarization. Yet, on a larger scale, this relativization is grounded in the diversification of contact zones that accompany increasingly globalized social conditions. In the light of this social fragmentation, the single master narrative of the modern nation state undergoes liquefaction (Bauman 2000), disrupting absolutist justice. In today’s fluid society, superheroes lack a unified, self-evident justice; must navigate multiple conceptions of justice. In this sense, the philosophical underpinnings of the igyō superhero in the transformative period were not a temporary phenomenon. Rather, as embodiments of relativized justice, these grotesque heroes were the seeds for enduring trends in Japanese popular culture.



Notes


	
The trajectory of superhero stories can be further traced back to Golden Bat (Ōgon Batto), which originally debuted as a kamishibai (picture-story show) in 1931 (see Chapter 32).

	
Based on the idea that the order of reality is always constituted in relation to its counter-reality, Mita (1996) periodizes Japan’s postwar history into the following three divisions according to the dominant mode of counter-reality of each era: (1) the era of ideals from 1945 to 1960; (2) the era of dreams from 1960 to 1970; and (3) the era of fiction from 1970 to 1995. In reaction to Mita’s periodization, Ōsawa (1996) regarded the era of ideals and that of dreams as a continuum—more specifically, taking the era of dreams as a transitional period to the following era of fiction—and redefined the period between 1945 and 1970 as the era of ideals.

	
There is a direct connection between Godzilla and Ultraman, as the suit of Jirass, a kaijū that appears in the Ultraman episode “The Mysterious Dinosaur Base,” is a modified 1964 Godzilla suit.

	
The main scriptwriter Kinjo Tetsuo was a native of Okinawa, a key staging area for US air power during the Vietnam War.

	
In response to the success of the tokusatsu version, Toei produced the subsequent series Kikaider 01 (1973–1974), which was followed by Android Kikaider: The Animation (2000–2001) and Kikaider 01: The Animation (2001). The original Kikaider series was remade into a movie called Kikaider Reboot (Kikaidā reboot) by Shimoyama Ten in 2014.

	
His best-known work as special effects director is The War at Sea from Hawai‘i to Malay (Hawai Mare oki kaisen, 1942).

	
The basic storyline of the Kamen Rider series is also an inter-clan conflict (Uno 2011).
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