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JAPAN AS A GLOBAL CULTURAL POWER 

Since the late 1980s Japanese cultural industries and cultural forms have played 

a growing role in the transnational flow of media and popular culture. Sony's 

purchase of Columbia in 1989 and Matsushita's purchase of MCA (Universal) in 

1990 were key events, as they marked the entrance of Japanese hardware con

glomerates into the production and distribution of software. These acquisitions 

were greeted with disdain by many Americans who believed that technologi

cally obsessed hardware manufacturers would stifle the creativity needed for 

software development. Matsushita eventually retreated from Hollywood. But 

after a rocky start, Sony's Columbia TriStar film division has been earning 

phenomenal box-office sales. We seem to have reached the end of the era in 

which "the media are American" (Tunstal11977; 1995). 

Japanese consumer technologies have become so sophisticated that we can 

talk about a "techno culture" in which "cultural information and the technical 

artifact seem to merge" (Wark 1991:45) . More significantly, Japan is not only 

increasing its capital and market share in the audiovisua l global markets but also 

its cultural presence on the global scene through the export of anime (anima

tion) and computer games to both Western and non-Western countries. These 

japanese products, which embody a new aesthetic emanating in large part from 

Japanese cultural inventiveness, capture the new popular imagination. In the 

wake ofOtomo Katsuhiro's animated film Akira (1988), which became a cult hit 

internationally, the quality and allure of "Japanimation" has been increasingly 

acknowledged. In November 1995 the animated film The Ghost in the Shell was 

shown simultaneously in Japan, America, and Britain. Its video sa les, accord ing 



to Billboard (24 August 1996), made it to number 1 on the video charts in the 

United States. Three Japanese companies, Nintendo, Sony, and Sega, dominate 

the computer game market, though Microsoft has now joined the competition. 

Super Mario Brothers and Sonic, the Hedgehog, exemplify the popularity of 

Japanese game software. According to a survey, by the mid-1990s, Mario had 

become a better-known character among American children than Mickey 

Mouse (Akurosu Henshushitsu1995:41-42). And then came Pikachu. 

As these developments of the 1990s suggest, Japanese export strategy has 

gradually shifted from an emphasis on the sophistication of its technologies to 

the appeal of its animated and digitalized products. This sh ift was described in 

Akurosu Henshi:tshitsu's 1995 book, Sekai Shahin No Tsukurikata: Nihon Media 

ga Sekai o Seishita Hi (The Malting of Global Commodities: The Day Japanese 

Media Conquered the World): "It is a historical rule that an economically 

powerful nation produces in its heyday a global popular culture whose influ

ence matches its economic power. Such was the case with the British Empi re, 

imperial France, Weimar Germany and the United States of the 1950s and 1960s. 

What, then, has Japan of the 1980s produced for the world? Has Japan produced 

anything that is consumed globally and influences the lifestyle of world con

sumers?" (6). 

This kind of discourse emerged in Japan in the early 1990s. For example, in 

1992, a popular monthly magazine, Denim (September 1992:143), had a feature 

article on made-in-Japan global commodities that began: "Who said that Japan 

only imports superior foreign culture and commodities and has nothing origi

nally Japanese that has a universal appeal? Now Japanese customs, products and 

systems are conquering the world!" In this article, global Japanese exports 

included food, fashion, service industries, animation, and computer games (see 

also Noda 1990). 

Ryuko Tsushin, a monthly magazine on cultural trends in Japan, defines the 

term "global commodities" (sekai shohin) as things of universal or transcultural 

appeal that bear the creative imprint of the originality of a producing nation. 

The term seems to have been coined in 1988 in order to describe the phenome

nal global popularity of the Walkman (Akurosu Henshushitsu 1995:6-8). There 

has been a proliferation of Japanese global commodities since then. Made-in

Japan global commodities discussed in the Akurosu Henshf1shitsu book in

clude not only Japanese hardware commodities such as the Walkman, instant 
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cameras, and VCRS, but also such "soft" cultural products as anime, computer 

games, and even the Japanese system of producing pop idols (a know-how 
exported predominantly to Asia). 

Akurosu Henshushitsu's book featured an interview with Kuroki Yasuo, the 

designer of the Walkman, who lamented Japan's inability to produce the soft 

ware that people consume with the Walkman and called for a shift in japanese 

cultural exports from hard to soft products. He saw in the success of the new 

generation of animation and computer games a hopeful sign that Japan was on 

the verge of evolving from a hardware superpower to a software superpower 

(Kuroki 1995=14). The most important factor in the 1990s stimulating Japan to 

examine the Japanese animation and computer game industries was the reces

sion. After the collapse of the so-called bubble economic expansion in the late 

1980s, the Japanese economy suffered a long slump. The global popularity of 

Japanimation and computer games contrasted brightly with the dark prospect 

for Japan's economic future. Throughout the 1990s countless articles appeared 

in popular Japanese magazines, academic journals, and daily newspapers on 

the globa l popularity ofJapanese anime and computer games. Even the conser

vative biweekly magazine Sapio (5 February 1997; n June 1997) declared that 

animation and computer games had become two objects of pride that Japan 

could show to the world (see also Hamano 1999). 

With Japan poised to emerge as a major globa l exporter of cu ltural products, 

Japan's global cultura l influence may soon match its economic influence. But 

what will Japan do with this power? Will Japan's cultural power mirror Ameri

can cu ltural hegemony of the last half of the last century, or be something very 

different? In this chapter, I address this question by looking closely at the global 

success ofPokemon. I will first trace out the historical development of Japanese 

global exports of audiovisual products that can be described as "culturally 

odorless." Critiquing arguments in which the global spread of]apanese charac

ters and anime is interpreted in terms of a conventional ''Americanization" 

thesis, I will discuss some marketing trends in global media business that the 

Pokemonization of the world illustrates. I will suggest that the global success of 

Pokemon testifies to the acceleration of transnational corporate partnerships in 

deploying localization strategies, particularly between Japanese and American 

media industries, so as to maximize the penetration into as many urban areas in 
the world as possible. 
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CUU'URALLY ODORLESS COMMODI'I'IES 

As Japan has become the second biggest economic power in the world, its 

cultural influence has been discussed mostly in terms of the export of a Japa

nese approach to management styles, industrial relations, and organizational 

culture (e.g., Oliver and Wilkinson 1992; Elger and Smith 1994). The "Japaniza

tion" of industrial relations and organizational culture has been put forward as 

a post-Fordist industrial model, with "Toyotism," for example, being seen as a 

more flexible production system than Fordism (Dohse et al. 1985; Lash and 

Urry 1994; Waters 1995:82-85) . 

Japanese management models aside, Japanese cultural power has not been 

widely discussed outside Japan. I suggest that this lack of attention to Japan's 

expanding global cultural power reflects a discrepancy between actual cultural 

influence and perceived cultural presence. The cultural impact of a commodity 

is not always credited to the cultural innovations of the exporting nation. For 

example, for many years Japan has been the world's dominant exporter of 

audiovisual commodities, including televisions, VCRS, camcorders, computer 

game consoles, karaoke machines, stereo systems, and co players. Through 

these commodities, Japanese consumer technology has had an impact on every

day life around the world that arguably is more profound than that of Holly

wood films. Japan's VCRS and the Walkman have played a major role in promot

ing what Raymond Williams calls "mobile privatization" (1990:26). The new 

consumer technologies provide people with both mobility in their media con

sumption activities and the ability to consume cultural products in their domes

tic, private spaces. 1 To borrow Jody Berland's (1992) term, these commodities 

can also be defined as "cultural technologies" that mediate among texts, spaces, 

and audiences. 

Despite the profound influence of Japanese consumer technologies on the 

cultural activities of everyday life, they have tended not to be talked about in 

terms of a characteristically Japanese cultural presence. Colin Hoskins and Rolf 

Mints argue that, in contrast with the American dominance of world film 

markets, Japan's success derives from its exporting of "culturally neutral" com

modities whose country of origin has nothing to do with "the way [that they 

work] and the satisfaction [that a consumer] obtains from usage" (1988:503). 

Hoskins and Mirus contrast the ease of export of culturally neutral com

modities with the much greater difficulty of exporting products that are cultur-
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ally embedded. Examples of Japanese products that are not culturally neutral 

would include Japanese films, TV programs, and music. Altllough a few Japa

nese films and literary works have found a following, the outflow of Japanese 

popular cultural products to the West has been disproportionately small. 

Although Hoskins and Mirus's argument is West-centric, as it neglects the 

spread of Japanese TV dramas and pop music in East and Southeast Asia (see 

Iwabuchi 2001; 2002), I find their discussion stimulating in considering the 

spread ofJapanese animation and computer games in the world. Yet it seems to 

me that the term "culturally neutral" is somewhat misleading. The influence of 

cultural products on everyday life cannot be culturally neutral. Products in

evitably carry the cultural imprint of their producing country, even if not 

recognized as such. I would characterize the audiovisual products that Japan 

has long exported globally as the "culturally odorless" three Cs: consumer 

technologies (such as VCRS, karaoke, and the Walkman); comics and cartoons; 

and computer/video games. I use the term "cultural odor" to refer to the way in 

which cultural features of a country of origin and images or ideas, often stereo

typical, of its way of life are associated with a particular product in the con

sumption process. Products can carry various kinds of cultural association with 

their country of invention. Much has been written about how images of the 

foreign other are often connected with exoticism, as is the case with Western 

images of the samurai or the geisha girl. But I am interested in the moment 

when the image of the lifestyle of the country of origin adds to the appeal of a 

product, the moment when "cultural odor" becomes "cultural fragrance." Fra

grance, a socia lly and culturally acceptable smell , does not derive primarily 

from the inherent quality of a product; it has more to do with the image of the 

country of origin. For example, some of the influence of McDonald's through

out the world can be credited to the corporation's success in the bureaucratiza

tion and standardization of food, principles that have extended to other every

day life activities, such as education and shopping (Ritzer 1993). However, no 

less important to McDonald's' international success is its association in locales 

around the world with the attraction of "the American way of life" (Frith 

1981:46) . As Mike Featherstone argues: 

It is a product from a superior global center, which has long represented itself 

as the center. For those on the periphery it offers the possibility of the psy

chological benefits of identifying with the powerful. Along with the Marl-
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boro Man, Coca-Cola, Hollywood, Sesame Street, rock music and American 

football insignia, McDonald's is one of a series of icons of the American way 

of life. They have become associated with transposable themes, which are 

central to consumer culture, such as youth, fitness, beauty, luxury, romance, 

and freedom. (1995:8) 

In contrast, the dominant image of "Japan," one that is constructed by a West

ern Orientalist discourse and reinforced by a self-orientalizing discourse in 

Japan, is of a traditional and particularistic culture that recently has added high

tech sophistication (Iwabuchi 1994). While problematizing these stereotypical 

images of Japan, Paul du Gay et al. (1997) suggest that to international con

sumers the "Japaneseness" of Sony's Walkman lies in its miniaturization, tech

nical sophistication, and high quality. I would argue that the use of the Walk

man abroad does not evoke images of a Japanese lifestyle, even if consumers 

know it is made in Japan and even if they associate "Japaneseness" with tech

nological sophistication. Unlike Hollywood movies, McDonald's hamburgers, 

and other American commodities, as Featherstone points out, "Japanese con

sm11er goods do not seek to sell on the back of a Japanese way of life" (1995:9) 

and, as C. J. W.-L. Wee (1997) suggests, they lack any influential "idea of}apan." 

The cultural odor of a product is closely associated with racial and bodily 

images of the country of origin. The three Cs I mentioned above are cultural 

artifacts in which bodily, racial, and ethnic characteristic have been erased or 

softened. This is particularly evident in Japanese animation where the charac

ters, for the most part, do not look "Japanese." Such non-Japaneseness is re

ferred to in Japan as mukokuseki, which literally means something or someone 

lacking any nationality, but which is also used to refer to the erasure of racial or 

ethnic characteristics and contexts from a cultural product. Internationally 

acclaimed Japanese animation director Oshii Mamoru suggests that Japanese 

animators and cartoonists unconsciously choose not to draw realistic Japanese 

characters when they wish to draw attractive characters (Oshii eta!. 1996). His 

characters tend to be modeled on Caucasian types. Consumers of Japanese 

animation and games may be aware of the Japanese origin of these com

modities, but they perceive little "Japanese bodily odor." 
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JAPAII IS A COOL COUIIT RY!1 

The propensity of Japanese animators to make their products appe. 11 11o11 1 

Japanese is evidence that a Western-dominated cultural hierarchy cotllillllt "• t" 

govern transnational cultural flows. But there's more to this story. Ikginllill) ', 111 

the late 198os, Japan's hitherto odorless cultural presence in the wor ld Ito~ ·. 
become more recognizably "Japanese" as computer games and animation l11111t 

Japan have grabbed large shares of overseas markets. Japan's success in rx 

porting cultural products that are unmistakably perceived as "Japanese'' h,1 , 

evoked a sense of both yearning and threat overseas, including fear of cui 

tural invasion, as demonstrated by the negative reaction in the United States to 

the buyouts of Hollywood studios by Sony and Matsushita. These acquisitions 

led to claims that the Japanese are "buying into America's soul" (Morley and 

Robins 1995:150 ). Another kind of threat posed by the export to the West of a 

distinctively Japanese technoculture is what Morley and Robins (1995) call 

"techno-Orientalism." A negative image circulates in the West of} a pan as a land 

of otaku who avoid physical and personal contact and are "lost to everyday life" 

because of their immersion in computer reality (Morley and Robins 1995:169). 

Japan is depicted as a dehumanized society that epitomizes "the alienated and 

dystopian image of capitalist progress" (Morley and Robins 199s:I70). The fear 

in the West is of contamination and contagion: importing Japanese anime and 

computer games will turn Western youth into otaku. 

While feared and envied in the West, Japan's success in exporting cultural 

products led to the emergence in the 1990s of a chauvinistic, self-praising 

discourse in Japan. Flush with nationalistic pride, Japanese social commenta

tors suddenly found a specifically Japanese "fragrance" in these previously 

culturally odorless products.2 The most eloquent spokesperson for Japanese 

animations and computer games is Okada Toshio, a well-known manga (com

ics) and animation critic, who writes and speaks extensively on otaku culture 

and the global popularity of anime (e.g., Okada 1995; 1996; 1997). In contrast to 

the negative connotations given to the term otaku in the Japanese media and in 

Western techno-Orientalist discourse, Okada gives the term a positive valence, 

arguing that Japanese manga, anime, and computer games combined to give 

birth to Japan's unique otaku culture that he proudly proclaims is sweeping the 

world. Okada (1996; 1997) argues that because the West dominates the estab

lished cultural forms such as film, music, fashion, and painting, no matter how 



hard the japanese work to imitate or Japanize Western cultural forms, Japan is 

doomed to a peripheral role. While acknowledging America's historical influ

ence on the origins of manga and anime, Okada boasts that Japan's homegrown 

otaku culture will make Japan a cultural Mecca (Okada 1997:6-8) . 

Okada's most important evidence for the value of otaku culture is that it has 

passionate fans in the West. The Japanese media love stories about the West's 

growing passion for Japanese technoculture. Images of Westerners dressed and 

made up as well-known anime characters are presented in popular Japanese 

magazines as evidence of the "Japanization" of the West.3 Okada (1996:52-56) 

argues that in the West the term otaku connotes something stunning and 

attractive, so much so that anime and manga produce in Westerners a sense of 

yearning for "Japan." Okada describes in a jingoistic tone American anime fans 

who dream of coming to Japan, visiting the settings of their favorite anime, and 

wishing that they had been born in Japan or that they could become Japanese 

(e.g., Okada 1995) .4 Comparing this Western passion for Japanese anime to an 

earlier Japanese yearning for American popular culture and for "America;' the 

nation of freedom, science, and democracy, Okada (1995:43) proudly argues 

that to otaku in the West, Japan "looks like a more cool country" than the 

United States. 
These chauvinistic views of Japan's popular cultural exports are not shared 

by all Japanese media critics and academics (e.g., Otsuka 1993; Ueno 1996b; 

Mori 1996) . Some caution against celebrating the dominance of "Japaneseness" 

in the field of animation because the number of Western fans of manga and 

anime is actually rather tiny. 5 A more significant problem with Okada's claim to 

Japanese animation superiority is that this claim depends, ironically, on the 

approving gaze of the West. Anime and manga are more popular in Asian 

countries such as Hong Kong and Taiwan than they are in the West (see Ono 

1998), but to Japanese cultural chauvinists success in Asian markets does not 

count for much. In this sense, Japanese technocultural nationalism colludes 

with Western techno-Orientalism. The Japanese hyperreal culture based on 

anime, manga, and computer games has replaced such Western Orientalist 

icons as the geisha and the samurai in the exoticization of Japan (Ueno 1996a; 

Mori 1996). 
The global success of Pokemon, however, is unprecedented. With a popu-

larity in the American market unmatched by any other Japanese animated or 

computer game character, Pokemon has led Japanese scholars and social com-
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mentators to find in the product's global appeal evidence of Japan's emerging 

symbolic power and even "coolness." For example, Kamo Yoshinori (2ooo) , a 

U.S.-based sociologist, observes that American children who love Pokemon 

helieve that Japan is a very cool nation that produces wonderful characters, 

imaginary worlds, and commodities. He sees in Pokemon's success a very hope

fu l sign that American audiences are becoming more open to Japanese cultural 

values and that they are changing their image of Japan from a land that is 

strange and workaholic to someplace that is humane and cool. Sakurai Tetsuo 

(2001) also reads the success of Pokemon as a sign of hopefulness in what was 

otherwise a decade in Japan dominated by negative occurrences. According to 

Sakurai, in just a couple of years Pokemon has done more for Japan's image 

than was accomplished up till now by Japanese literature and films or by the 

Japanese government's public relations initiatives abroad. Sakurai, too, de

scribes Pokemon's global appeal in terms of it being "cool." 

Nevertheless, there is an inherent difficulty in ascribing a distinctive "Japa

neseness" to Pokemon and then rationalizing this "Japaneseness" with the 

contradictory processes of transnational cultural consumption. This is not to 

say that Pokemon and other anime do not embody some cultural characteris

tics that originate in Japanese culture. I would agree with Newitz that some of 

the pleasure Western fans find in Japanese animation is inescapably "dependent 

upon Japanese culture itself" (1995:12; see also Kamo 2000 ). But such celebra

to ry views of the West's embrace of Japanese coolness ignore an inherent am

bivalence and contradiction. As I suggested earlier, the recent international 

success of Japanese popular culture still at once expresses the universal appeal 

of Japanese cultural products and the disappearance of any perceptible "Japa

neseness." Cultural critic Otsuka Eiji (1993), warning against feeling too eu

phoric about the global popularity of Japanese animation, argues that it is the 

"odorless," mukokuseki nature (that is, the racially, ethnically and culturally 

unembeddedness) of Japanese animation that is responsible for its popularity 

wo rldwide. Likewise, Ueno (1996b:186) argues that the "Japaneseness" of Jap

<Jnimation lies, ironically, in its presentation of a mukokuseki visual culture. 

I r the Japaneseness of Japanese animation is derived, consciously or uncon

sc iously, from its erasure of physical signs of Japaneseness from the visual 

image ry, is not the Japan that Western audiences are at long last coming to 

.1pprcciate and even yearn for a de-ethnicized and cultureless, virtual version 

or Ja pa n? 
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It is one thing to observe that Pokemon texts are influencing children's play 

and behavior in many parts of the world and that these children perceive Japan 

as a cool nation because it creates cool cultural products such as Pokemon. 

However, it is quite another to say that this cultural influence and this percep

tion of coolness is closely associated with a tangible, realistic appreciation of 

Japanese lifestyles or ideas. The yearning for another culture that is evoked 

through the consumption of cultural commodities is inevitably illusory, as 

this yearning lacks concern for and understanding of the complexity of pro

cesses by which popular cultural artifacts are produced. This point is even more 

highlighted by the mukokuseki nature of Japanese animation and computer 

games. To interpret the global success of Pokemon and other Japanese cultural 

products as the mirror image of the global process of Americanization is thus 

fallacious because it disregards the mukokuseki character of Japanese cultural 

exports and it fails to appreciate the precarious nature of transnational cultural 

consumption (see, e.g., Appadurai 1996 and Howes 1996).
6 

THE POKEMOII SUPERSYSTEM 

In contrast to the euphoric arguments cited above, some critics argue that 

Pokemon's influence on the global cultural scene is in fact quite trivial when 

compared to such Western popular cultural products as the Beatles or rap 

music. These critics find Pokemon's message too superficial to count as a mean

ingful cultural export (e.g., Newsweek Japan, 8 December 1999:50-51). How

ever, this kind of comparison is also fruitless and even fallacious as it implies 

that American/Western popular culture continues to present the rest of the 

world with influential messages, ideas, and lifestyles that have the power to im

pact world politics and to launch social movements, just as it used to do. A 

more productive way of making sense of the symbolic power of Japanese ani

mation and computer games is to look at the issue of transnational cultural 

hegemony and power in a different light, rather than from a conventional 

Americanization perspective. The age of Americanization, in which cross

cultural consumption was predominantly discussed in terms of the influence of 

a single dominant country, is, if not over, at least coming to an end ( cf. Tomlin

son 1991). I would suggest that we use the rise ofJapanese cultural exports as an 

opportunity to reconsider the meaning of transnational cultural power. The 

international popularity of Japanese ani me and computer games as exemplified 
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in the Pokemon craze provides us with some clues we can use to discern 

emerging trends in the global circulation of characters, culture, and products. 

Pokemon's global success is indeed unprecedented. However, it would be 

misleading to think that the factors that contributed to this success are unique 

to Pokemon. I would suggest instead that Pokemon is the product that to date 

has most efficiently capitalized on emerging marketing trends. Animation and 

computer game characters are playing an increasingly significant role in the 

multimedia business. Computer game characters are intertextual, and can be 

used in a variety of media such as movies, TV series, comics, toys and asso

ciated merchandise. Marsha Kinder (1991) describes the multiple possibilities 

o f transmedia intertextuality as representing a "supersystem of entertainment" 

I hat has come to be a dominant force in the global entertainment business. In 

Japan, media industry leaders decided that computer games and animation 

would be the main features of such a supersystem. Together with the global 

success ofJapanese computer game software such as Super Mario Brothers, the 

realization, since the recent recession, of declining strength in the Japanese 

manufacturing-oriented economy has convinced many Japanese companies to 

invest in the development of animated and digitalized multimedia products. 

This shift is reflected in Sony's 1996 new corporate image slogan, "Digital 

Dream Kids" (see, e.g., Dime, 7 February 1991; Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 25 Febru

ary 1996; Nikkei Trendy, December 1998:48-51).7 

Pokemon exemplifies how the supersystem works. Pokemon was first cre

ated as Game Boy software. It then almost simultaneously appeared as a serial 

comic in Koro Koro, a monthly comic magazine targeted to boys, as a part of an 

overall marketing strategy. The positive reception of the computer game and 

the comics led to the creation of and further interlinking with trading cards, a 

Tv series, films, and, eventually, various merchandise featuring popular Poke

mon characters. Within this multiple product, multimedia business, Pokemon 

constantly reinvented itself. For example, for the creation of the comics and the 

T V cartoon, Pippi and Pikachu were chosen as the main Pokemon characters, 

respectively. Neither Pippi nor Pikachu was a main character in the original 

Ga me Boy software. Pippi (in English, Clefairy) was selected as the main Poke

mon character to make the comic book series more "engaging." However, in 

order to attract younger and female viewers as well as their mothers, Pikachu 

replaced Pippi as the central character when the Pokemon Tv series was intro

du ced in 1997. Th e pink Pippi was repla ced by the yellow, cuddlier Pikachu, 



whom the producers believed would seem like a more familiar and intimate pet 

to child viewers. There were other reasons as well for the producers' choice of 

yellow. Because yellow is one of the three basic colors, it is easy for children to 

recognize Pikachu even from a distance. Furthermore, the only competing 

yellow character is Winnie the Pooh (Kubo 20ooa; 2ooob). 

As we can see in the case of the emergence of Pikachu as the key character, 

the development of the Pokemon supersystem was achieved through trial and 

error in the Japanese market. But once the components of the supersystem were 

put together in Japan, they could be used systematically to introduce Pokemon 

in global markets. The overseas promotion of Pok6non was forged from the 

outset by a subtly packaged amalgamation of cartoons, comics, trading cards, 

feature films, character merchandise, and Game Boy games. 

AMERICAIIIZA'I'IOII OF JAPAIIIZA'I'IOII 

It is important to locate the global popularity of Pokemon, and of Japanese 

animation and computer games in general, within a wider picture of the in

creasing interconnectedness of transnational media industries and markets, an 

interconnectedness that in turn reflects larger processes of globalization. The 

accelerating rate of transmission of cultural forms from the dominant coun

tries to the rest of the world via communication technologies and transporta

tion systems has brought about the shrinking of the distance between one place 

and another that Harvey (1989) refers to as a "time-space compression." As 

mergers and collaborative agreements between transnational corporations of 

different countries of origin intensify, markets around the world become in

creasingly integrated and interrelated. This, together with advances in com

munication technologies, leads to an increasing simultaneity in the cultural 

flow of information, images, and commodities emanating from a handful of 

powerful nations, including Japan, to urban spaces across the globe. The speed 

and quantity of the global distribution of cultural commodities has been rap

idly accelerating. The popularity and quick decline in many parts of the world 

simultaneously of globally circulating cultural products such as the Spice Girls 

and Tamagotchi (a digital pet) testifies to this trend. 

Finding a local partner is particularly important for non-Western corpora

tions seeking to peddle their cultural products in Western markets. Morley and 

Robins (1995:13) identify three activities of global media corporations: produc-
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ing cultural products; distributing these products; and owning the hardware 

that delivers these products. Morley and Robins suggest that the penetration or 
multiple markets by transnational cultural industries requires the combination 

of at least two of the above three activities, particularly production and di s

tribution, both of which currently are dominated by American industries. The 

significance of Japanese inroads into Hollywood has to be considered in this 

broader perspective of media globalization. The rise of Japanese media indus

tries therefore constitutes a new phase of global cultural flow dominated by a 

small number of transnational corporations (Aksoy and Robins 1992). These 

moves testify to the growing significance of global media mergers that aim to 

offer a "total cultural package" of various media products under a single media 

conglomerate (Schiller 1991) . It was not to dominate American minds that Sony 

and Matsushita bought into Hollywood studios and Japanese trading com

panies such as Sumitomo and Itochu invested in American media giants (e.g., 

Sumitomo-Tci; ltochu-Time Warner). It makes much more sense to under

stand these investments as a logical extension of the global centralization of 

product distribution. The purpose was to construct a total entertainment con

glomerate through the acquisition of control over both audiovisual hardware 

and software. It was based upon the sober economic judgment that "it is 

cultural distribution, not cultural production, that is the key locus of power 

and profit" (Garnham 1990:161-62) . These incursions can be seen as confirm

ing the preeminence of the United States as the center for software development 

and distribution and therefore of Japan's second-rate status in these fields . 

Viewed from this perspective we can see that the purpose of these Japanese 

takeovers was not to kill or capture the American soul but, on the contrary, to 

capitalize on and extend Hollywood's global reach. Japanese ingenuity in hard

ware production and American genius in software go hand in hand because 

(Japanese) consumer technologies work as platforms for (American) entertain

ment products (Berland 1992:46). Japanese companies that acquire controlling 

interest in American media production companies strengthen American cul

tural hegemony by investing in tl1e production of Hollywood films and by 

facilita ting their distribution all over the globe. 

Japanese cultural industries and Japanese media products cannot com

pete globally without Western partners. The serious weakness of Japanese cul

tural industries, despite mature production capabilities and techniques, is the 

lack of internationztl distribution channels. It is therefore actua ll y Western 



(mostly American) global distribution power that is making Japanese ani

mation a growing part of global popular culture. The process can be called 

an "Americanization of Japanization;' in contrast to the Japanese buyouts of 

Hollywood studios, which could be called a "Japanization of Americanization." 

For example, it was the investment and the distribution channels of a British

American company, Manga Entertainment, established in 1991 as part of the 

Polygram conglomerate, that made The Ghost in the Shell a hit in Western 

countries. Similarly, in 1995, Disney decided to globally distribute Miyazaki 

Hayao's animated films. Japanese animation's inroads into the global market is 

an example of the ever growing global articulation of markets and media 

industries. The Japanese animation industry is becoming a global player only 

by partnering with Western media industries.8 

IS POKE"OM GLOBALLY LOCALIZED OR A"ERICAMIZED1 

Likewise, the global success of Pokemon has been heavily dependent on part

nerships with American corporations. The global distribution of Pokemon: The 

First Movie was handled by Warner Brothers, one of the major Hollywood 

studios, which also broadcasts the half-hour cartoons on its own TV chan

nel, Kids wB. However, American involvement in Pokemon is not just lim

ited to distribution; it includes as well involvement in production, in the form 

of alterations in the substance of Pokemon (as discussed in this volume by 

Katsuno and Maret). Nintendo of America (NOA) has been responsible for 

international marketing ofPokemon, except in Asia. It could be argued that this 

is not an American intervention, because NOA is a Japanese company. However, 

NOA does not automatically import what Nintendo in Kyoto wants to export. 

Most of the staff of NOA are local (Americans), and NOA makes its own decisions 

in selecting commodities for the American and other international markets. 

While it eventually spent a huge amount of money (allegedly more than $50 

million) marketing Pokemon in North America, NOA at first believed that the 

Pokemon game would not be attractive to American children. NOA's initial 

concerns about Pokemon's appeal actually facilitated the creation of a global 

Pokemon supersystem. NOA concluded that to successfully promote Pokemon 

it would be necessary to introduce the Pokemon Game Boy cartridges at the 

same time as the television show, comics, trading cards, films, and character 

merchandise. In other words, the creation of a coordinated Pokemon super-

66 Koichi lwahuchi 

system was NOA's minimum condition for marketing Pokemon in North Amer

ica (Hatakeyama and Kubo 2000:409). 

No less significant is how Pokemon, as a part of a global promotion strategy, 

was localized or Americanized "to hide its 'Japaneseness'" (Time, 22 November 

1999:68-69). This was not just an American decision. Pokemon's Japanese 

producers were perhaps even more determined than their counterparts at NOA 

to localize Pokemon for various markets. Japan's self-localizing propensity 

in the overseas markets extends far beyond Pokemon. Even if Japanese anima

tors do not consciously draw mukokuseki characters in order to appeal to inter

national consumers, they always have the global market in the back if not the 

front of their minds and they are well aware that the non-Japaneseness of 

their animated characters works to their advantage in the export market. Since 

Tezuka Osamu's Astro Boy in the early sixties, anime has been consumed over

seas. Fifty-six percent of films exported from Japan in 1980-1981 and 58 percent 

in 1992-1993 were animated (Kawatake and Hara 1994). While other film genres 

are mostly exported in the original Japanese language (with subtitles added), 99 

percent of animated exports are dubbed into English and other foreign lan

guages, which greatly facilitates sales abroad (Stronach 1989:144). Similarly, the 

producers and creators of game software intentionally make the characters of 

computer games look non-Japanese because they are clearly conscious that 

their market is global (Akurosu Henshushitsu 1995) . Mario, the principal char

acter of the popular computer game Super Mario Brothers, for example, does 

not invoke an image ofJapan. Both his name and appearance are stereotypically 

Italian. 

Sony is the leading example of a Japanese company that from the outset has 

aspired to be a global company. The name of the company and of its products, 

such as the Walkman, are in English, "the world language." What characterizes 

Sony (and Japanese manufacturers in general), is a marketing strategy that is 

sens itive to local market differences. This global marketing strategy is another 

of Japan's significant contributions to the world of commodities. It is best 

expressed by what Sony calls "global localization" or "glocalization." In order to 

succeed simultaneously in different local markets, global companies try to 

"transcend vestigial national differences and to create standardized global mar

kets, whilst remaining sensitive to the peculiarities of local markets and dif

ferentiated consumer segments" (Aksoy and Robins 1992:18; sec also du Gay et 

al. 1997). This strategy is not an excl usively Japa nese practice. The term "gloca l-
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,

11 
11, J,., ,. 111 , 1 l•ll tllv"" ' , tl )',ltth.d marketing. Its entry in The Oxford 

1 •1, "''""' 1 ••/ Nt 11 \\ ·,,,1-. however, acknowledges the term's origination in 

1 'I '·' " ' 1""'11-ln l 111 1 ).1p.1ncse dochakuka (deriving from dochaku ' living on 

1
1111·'.. ,,w 11 l.1nd ' ), o ri gina lly the agricultural principle of adapting one's farming 

IL'l linique to loca l conditions, but also adopted in Japanese business for global 

loca lization, a global outlook adapted to local conditions" (quoted in Robert-

son 1995:28). 
We should not regard the act of dochakuka (indigenization) as a unique 

cultural essence ofJapan (see lwabuchi 1998). Cultural borrowing, appropria

tion, hybridization, and indigenization have long been common practices in 

the global cultural flow. But this is not to say that the Japanese version of 

glocalization has no unique features. It is useful to analyze how Japanese com

pan ies imagine Japan's position in the global cultural flow when they develop 

strategies of glocalization. Behind such developments we can discern the effo rts 

of Japanese companies to suppress Japanese "odor" in order to market their 

products overseas. 
Although the Pokemon animation series and its Game Boy game were not 

created primarily for the global market, their domestic success quickly con

vinced producers of Pokemon's potential to succeed overseas. Kubo Masakazu 

explains that he and the other producers of the television series believed that 

Pokemon would be relatively easy to localize for a global market because "the 

setting of the adventure explored by Satoshi and Pikachu looks mukokuseki and 

religion-free. It appeared easy to produce international versions by erasing 

Japanese language signs as much as possible" (2ooob:345). 
Kubo contrasts Pokemon with other Japanese animated television programs 

such as Doraemon, which has been popular only in Asian regions due to its 

"Japanese" landscape and the presence of tatami mats and other Japanese 

housing features. Kubo boasts of the quality of the producers' efforts to localize 

Pokemon outside Japan. As an example, he cites the importance of their having 

renamed most of the characters to make their natures easily understood outside 

Japan. The Pokemon computer game software has been translated into English, 

French, German, Spanish, and Portuguese. The TV show and movies have been 

even more widely translated, including versions in Italian, Mandarin, Can

tonese, Korean , Hebrew, and Greek. 
Kubo admits that it was Ga il Tilden ofNintendo of America (whom Kubo 
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refers to as "the Dragon Mother of Nintendo") wh o best understood th e need 

to be aggressive in localizing Pokemon, to the degree of modifying the con tent. 

The translation of Japanese cartoons and feature films generall y is under the 

control of Americans. The American film producers, under the leadership of 

Norman Grossfeld of 4Kids Entertainment, made significant changes to the Tv 

series and the films. For example, a relatively ambiguous portrait of good and 

evil was changed into that of clear black-and-white confrontation between 

characters. As Katsuno and Maret explain in more detail in chapter 5, some 

scenes and even a few whole episodes were cut and the background music was 

changed to suit what the localizers believed to be the taste of American children 

and their parents.9 Kubo (2oooa; 2ooob ), who at first objected to the extent of 

the proposed changes, admits that the aggressive localization contributed to the 

huge success of Pokemon in the United States, and, in turn, in the world, in 

contrast to the more modest success abroad of animated Tv shows and movies 

fro m Japan such as Sailor Moon and Mononokehime (Princess Mononoke) , 

which kept their scenes and music intact. Attributing Sailor Moon's failure to 

find a large international audience to its lack of localization, Kubo (2oooa) cites 

a research report that suggests that Sailor Moon 's setting in what appears to 

be Japanese everyday life deterred American girls from identifying with the 

story. The refusal of the Japanese producers of Mononokehime to make the film 

more viewer-friendly by deleting violent scenes and substantially shortening 

the more-than-three-hour-long film drastically reduced the number of theaters 

that would show the film in the United States. Thanks to its extensive ''Ameri

canization," Pokemon: The First Movie experienced no such problems and was 

shown in three thousand theaters under the distribution network of Warner 

Brothers. 

It is the remade-in-the-U.S. version of Pokemon that has been exported to 

many parts of the world. NOA wanted to market Pokemon in the United States 

and internationally as a global rather than as a Japanese product, as Gail Tilden 

explains: "We try hard to keep American children from thinking ofPokemon as 

being from Japan. This requires localization, not to hide the fact that Pokemon 

is made in Japan, but to convey the impression that these are global characters. 

Therefore, we do not want to make Pokemon American, either. We want Poke

man to become global characters that children all over the world will find 

fam iliar" (quoted in Hatakeyama and Kubo 2000:421-22) . Given the fact that 



these globally circulating Pokemon are the American versions rather than the 

Japanese originals, Nintendo of America's marketing of Pokemon as global 

characters is a prime example of the Americanization of Japanization. 

JAPAIIESE/ASIAII CU'I'EIIESS VERSUS 

AMERICAN/GLOBAL COOLIIESS1 

As we have seen, there are two slightly different versions of Pokemon, one 

Japanese, and the other Americanized Japanese. Although very similar, these 

two versions aim to appeal in subtly different ways. The American and Euro

pean recognition of the "coolness" of Japanese technocultural products strokes 

Japan's national pride. But the overwhelming cuteness of the Pokemon charac

ters made the staff at Nintendo of America have doubts about the appeal of 

Pokemon to American children when they were first approached about market

ing Pokemon in the United States and abroad. They interpreted Pokemon's 

cuteness as a lack of coolness; and "coolness" is the buzzword American mar

keters use to describe the attractiveness of highly consumable cultural products. 

The staff at NOA even tried (but in the end failed) to get the Japanese producers 

to agree to redraw the Pokemon characters to make them cooler, according to a 

supposed American standard (Hatakeyama and Kubo 2000:407-8). 

In contrast, the key to the diffusion of Japanese popular culture in Asian 

markets is seen to be based more on their cuteness than their coolness, as 

exemplified by the comment made by Dick Lee, a prominent Singaporean pop 

singer, that "Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck are not cute .... Pokemon is 

cute" (Newsweek, 8 November 1999:42). "Cute" is the term most often used to 

describe the growing appeal of Japanese fashion, pop idols, and animated 

characters in Asian regions. "Cute" characters from Japan such as Hello Kitty, 

Chibimaruko, and Doraemon are much more popular in East and Southeast 

Asian countries than they are in the United States and Europe, whereas "cool" 

American cartoons such as The Simpsons and South Park, which are popular in 

North America and Europe, are not very popular in East Asia. It is interesting in 

this regard that NOA distributes Pokemon everywhere in the world except Asia, 

where Pokemon's dissemination is handled by such Japanese companies as 

Shogakukan, Nintendo, and JR Kikaku. 

As Anne Allison discusses in chapter 3, there is something distinctive about 

the cuteness of made-in- Japan characters. Masubuchi (1994), listing the criteria 
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needed to make characters cute, suggests they must be small. He says that 

smallness can have a psychological or emotional element, but it is basically 

about physical smallness; babyish, naive, and innocent; young; dependent; 

round and soft-edged; and brightly colored. As a final factor he points out that 

animals are cuter than humans. These attributes are characteristic not just of 

cute Japanese characters but of Western characters as well, such as Mickey 

Mouse and Snoopy. But Saito (2000) argues that there is a basic difference 

between Japanese and Disney characters. Saito suggests that Disney characters 

function metaphorically, as fictional equivalents to human beings. Their quasi 

humanness, according to Saito, limits their cuteness. In contrast, Japanese 

characters, such as Hello Kitty, appeal metonymically. Metaphor depends on 

shared abstract characteristics, while metonymy is based on contiguity. Accord

ing to Saito, this explains why Disney characters can function in narratives 

without humans, while Japanese characters such as Pikachu and Doraemon 

serve humans in their narratives, or why, like Hello Kitty, they exist outside of 
narrative. 

Arguments like Saito's divide the world of cultural commodities into two 

(or more) spheres: one of "Asian" I cute culture, the other of "Western" 1 cool 

culture. However, such binary divisions of cultures and civilizations can be 

essentializing ( cf. Huntington 1993). Making a clear distinction between cute 

and cool cultural spheres is a difficult task and a risky business, not least 

because both coolness and cuteness have a wide range of meanings and associa

tions, some of which overlap. The global acceptance of Pokemon characters 

demonstrates that Japanese cuteness can sell outside of Asia, which in some 

cases might be perceived as "cool" by American children. Here it needs to 

be noted that the meanings of cuteness and coolness are fixed not at the sites 

of production of texts and characters, but at the sites of their consumption. 

Mickey Mouse, who was more rodent-like when he was introduced in a cartoon 

in 1928, was quasi-humanized soon after by shortening his nose, re-propor

tioning his body, and giving him shoes and white gloves. His character was 

adventurous, reckless, and spunky, embodying the American frontier spirit. 

But these characteristics of Mickey are not well known in Japan, where Mickey 

is encountered much more often as an icon or a figure at a theme park, who 

functions metonymically, than as a character in a narrative, who functions 

metaphorically. Kubo (2oooa) argues that in order to increase sa les of their 

videos, Disney an im ated films wou ld need to be loca lized for Japanese tastes. 



But Disney characters are al ready localized in Japan, at the level of consump

tion. Mickey's attractiveness for Japanese children lies less in his naughtiness 

than in his cuteness, as the former has been, as it were, tamed in the Japanese 

context. 

Similar processes of locally contextualized consumption can be seen in the 

salience of cuteness and coolness in Pokemon in the United States compared 

with Japan. Kubo (2oooa:82) provides a very telling statistic: the best selling 

Pokemon commodities in Japan feature "cute" Pikachu, while in the United 

States T-shirts and backpacks with a picture of "cool" Ash (Satoshi in the 

Japanese version) are the top sellers. The usage and meaning of cuteness and 

coolness also vary according to age and gender, which complicates the picture 

of distinct Asian and Western cultural spheres. As other chapters in this book 

demonstrate, in the United States, the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, France, 

and Israel (and presumably in other countries), girls and younger children 

seem to focus more on Pokemon's cuteness and boys and older children on its 

coolness. These observations remind us that the terms "cute" and "cool," which 

frequently are deployed to express Pokemon's appeal, must be analyzed cau

tiously, with consideration given to the diversity of children's consumption 

activities, according to sociodemographic (particularly gender) as well as cul

tural difference. 

Instead of attempting to differentiate them in a dichotomous way, it is more 

productive to explore continuities between Japanese and American/Disney 

characters. Japanese "cutification" can be seen as an extension of "Disney

ization." Yoshimi (1997) argues that the abundance of Japanese characters in 

Asian markets testifies to the expansion of Japanese cutification, which he 

relates to the taming of nature. Disney has long done this taming in its movies, 

for example by depicting characters mastering the dark, mysterious, evil for

est. Encountering and controlling nature is a key theme in Pokemon, where 

a central motif is taming wild pets by reducing them to compact, mobile, 

controllable, and exchangeable objects. Pokemon characters are both friends 

and commodities that are trained and owned by human beings. By adding 

consumerist ideologies, Pokemon escalates the process of cutification of chil

dren's imaginary lives that Disney initially exploited. In this sense, cutifica

tion is not original or unique to Japanese animated characters, but instead 

reflects a Japanese sophistication based on globally diffused American popular 

cultural formats. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this essay, I have used the case of the globalization ofPokcmon to suggest the 

difficulty of pinpointing the distinctiveness of Japanese cultura l power. The 

discourse on globalization has tended to emphasize processes of homogeniza 

tion, either in the form of a nightmare of the global engulfing and erasing local 

difference (Ferguson 1992) or of a utopian view of the world as a sort of 

McLuhanesque global village of bonding, togetherness, and immediacy. How

ever, globalization processes are much more contradictory, multidirectional, 

and uneven. Transnational cultural power gets dispersed when it encounters 

localizing processes, and the symbolic center no longer seems to belong to a 

particular nation or region. It is in this context that the rise ofJapanese popular 

culture in the world markets has become conspicuous. 

Images and commodities tend to lose their cultural odor as their original 

meanings and purposes are recreated by processes of local appropriation and 

negotiation. The specificities or "authenticity" oflocal cultures, as Miller argues 

concerning the ways in which people in Trinidad make sense of American 

media texts in their sociocultural contexts, are to be found "a posteriori not a 

priori, according to local consequences not local origins" (Miller 1992:181). 

Through local practices of appropriating and hybridizing images and com

modities of "foreign" origin, even the central icons of American culture are 

conceived of as "ours" in many places. 10 McDonald's is now so much a part of 

their world that to Japanese or Taiwanese young consumers it no longer repre

sents an American way of life. 

At the same time, such a posteriori meaning construction is never free from 

~he command of transnational media industries. Pokemon culture originating 

111 Japan is hybridized and appropriated by young consumers around the world, 

and their perception of the Pokemon characters as "ours" is deeply implicated 

in, though not completely controlled by, global localization strategies devel

oped by transnational media industries. Media globalization promotes what 

Tomlinson (199n40-43) describes as "the de-centering of capitalism from the 

West" through increasing integration, networking, and cooperation among 

worldwide transnational cultural industries, including non-Western ones. For 

transnational corporations simultaneously to enter global, regional, national, 

and local markets, it is imperative that they establish business tie-ins with other 

corporations and adopt separate marketing strategies suitable for each level. 
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It is under these conditions that a variety of images and commodities, most 

of which still originate in the West, though non-Western countries such as 

Japan are increasingly contributing their share, circulate in urban spaces over 

the globe. 

Here, it needs to be stressed that global cultural power has dispersed, but 

global asymmetry has been more intensified. While Pokemon might be per

ceived as "ours" in many parts of the world, there are still many people living in 

poverty who cannot afford to consume Pokemon and for whom Pokemon 

therefore might carry the despairing sense of belonging to others. As com

modities and images are dominated by a small number of wealthy countries 

including Japan, many parts of the world are still excluded from enjoying the 

fruits of participation in global cultural consumption. The consumerist ide

ologies embedded in Pokemon's focus on exchange value and the commodifica

tion of animals cannot be reduced to a cultural divide between "Asia" and the 

"West" or between "Japanese cuteness" and "American coolness." Instead, the 

consumerist ideology in Pokemon that is readily understood and embraced in 

countries such as the United States and Japan highlights the widening material 

divide that globalized capitalism violently promotes. Even if the origins of 

cultural products become increasingly insignificant and difficult to trace, the 

"Japaneseness" of Pokemon still does matter with regard to Japan's collusive 

role in generating cultural asymmetry on a global scale. 

MOTES 

1. See Mitsui and Hosokawa (1998) fo r the globa l appropriation of karaoke; see Chambers (1990), 

Chow (1993), Hosokawa (1989) for social meanings ofWalkman usage. 

2. A japanese scholar of media art and aesthetics, Takemura Mitsuhiro (1996) co ined the term 

"digital )apanesque"' to propose a drastic restructuring of japanese cu ltural and aesthetic cap ital in 

order to create a new japanese national identity in the age of digitali zed globa li zation. As the 

development of entertainment businesses is the key to japan's survival as a globa l power, Takemura 

( 1996: 197-98) argued, it is no longer enough for }a pan to produce faceless commodities in order to 

produce globa l commodities: "Unless japa nese products embody a clearly arti culated japa nese 

identity and sensitivity, they will not reach a global standard." Japan, accord ing to Takemura 

( 1996:210- 25), must sea rch for its "cultural gene" and make it ubiquitous through global dig italized 

commoditi es. This, in his view, would rescue traditional japanese aesthetics from its status as a 

cheap copy of the Weste rn }apanesque. 

3· E.g., Slnikan Shincho, 24 july 1996; Shukan Bunsln111, 5 Sep tember 1996; Asal1i Shinbun, 23 

Oc tober 1997; Newsweek Japan, 30 Jul y 1997; O kada 1996:52-56; Shiikan Yomiuri, 2June 1996,30-31. 
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4· In a love-story animation, Kimagure Orenjirodo, for exa mple, the hero and heroine never confess 

their love for each other and their relationship is full of misunderstanding to the end. This might 

look ridiculous to many people in the United States where everyone is supposed to express every

thi ng they think and feel. However, as Okada reports, some American fans told him that they want 

to experience that kind of love affair. These Americans long for japanese ways of interpersonal 

communication (Shtikan Yomiuri, 2 June 1996, 30-31). 

5· See, e.g., Nikkei Entertainment (May 1997), 48; Newsweek ]a pan, 30 july 1997; Ono 1998). 

6. A contradictory facet embedded with transnational cultural flows can be seen in the perception 

of temporal distance in the American consumption of japanese animation. In relation to the 

Japanese romantic comedy an imation Kimagure Orenjirodo (mentioned above), the American 

researcher Newitz (1995) also observed the American fans' fascination with the Japanese mode of 

romance represented "a form of heterosexual masculinity which is not rooted iJ1 sexual prowess, 

but romantic feelin gs" (Newitz 1995=6). Nevertheless, Newitz's analysis shows that this ardent 

American consumption is articulated in the form of a nostalgia for "gender roles America ns 

assoc iate with the 1950s and 6os" (1995 :1 3) . It could be argued that this nostalgic longing displays an 

American denia l of ackJ1owledging their inhabiting the same tempora lity as Japan (see Fabian 

1983) . Japan is marked by a temporal lag and consumed in terms of a sense of loss, hence support

ing America's dominant position . 

7· The Japanese government has been blamed domestica lly for its failure to promote the most 

lucrative cultural software industry in the digitalized world (see, e.g., Dime, 3 june 1997; Takemura 

1996:72-105). Osh ii Mamoru , the director of Th e Ghost i11 the Shell, lamented the lack of govern

mental support for development of the a nima tion industry in Japan , and predicted the decay of the 

industry in the nea r future (Nikkei Entertainment [May 1997 ]). Responding to criticism, the Agency 

for Cultural Affairs belatedly dec ided to support multimedia software content in 1997 and held a 

Media Arts Festival in Tokyo in February 1998. Its purpose was to encourage the domesti c pro

duction of animation , comics, computer graphics, and computer game software. The Agency for 

Cultural Affa irs also decided to set abo ut eradicating piracy of Japanese software in Asia (Asahi 

Shi11bull, 22 January 1998). Animation and digitali zed software thus have become an officia lly 

recognized part of Japanese cultural production, but this has not yet led to substantial encourage

ment of, and investment in, these "soft" industries in japan (see Cluio Koron!May 2oooi). 

8. In this regard, Japanese animation is often compared by the Japanese med ia to ukiyoe-the 

premodern Japanese co lor prints depicting ordinary people's everyday life, whose beauty and 

values were appreciated as }apanesque by the West and which had a significant impact on Western 

artists. It is often suggested that an imation faces the sam e dilemma as ukiyoe, many of which have 

been taken out of Japan and exhibited in Western art ga ll eries from the mid-nineteen th cen tury 

onward. The West (America) may again appropr iate an important japanese cu ltural product which 

Japa n fails to recognize has great cultural and economic va lue (see, e.g., Dime, 6 October 1994; Bart, 

22 )a nuary 1996; Nikkei Trendy !October 1996] ). Precisely because ani me has come to be universally 

l Onsu med, it is destined to be copied, studied, and indigeni zed outside )a pan. Hollywood is trying 

lo develop a new global genre by maki ng use of Japanese animatio n. American film producers and 

directors are rec ruiting Japanese animators to develop American animation :1nd computer grap hics 
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(Aera, 29 july 1996; Nihon Keizai Shinbun, 5 january 1997 and 9 june 1997). Also, the South Korean 

government has decided to support the promotion of the local animation industry for the sake of 

the future development of the national economy. A Korean conglomerate has entered the anima

tion business by investing in domestic as well as japanese animation industries (Nihon Keizai 

Shinbun, 3 September 1996; Aera, 29 july 1996). 

9. It should be noted that producers' and localize rs' supposedly expert knowledge of which prod

ucts can succeed in which markets often turns out to be wrong. For example, as Kubo explains 

(2ooob:347-48), Takeshi, an adolescent Pokemon trainer, was dropped for a while from the Japa

nese version of the television se ries because hi s slim eyes were thought to be unacceptable to 

American children. But Takeshi (Brock in the English language vers ion) was brought back later as 

he proved to be a popular characte r in the United States (Katsuno and Maret discuss Takeshi/Brock 

in chapter 5). 

10. See Garda Cancl ini (1995) and Pieterse (1995) for their useful discussions of hybridization and 

the global spread of capitalist modernity. 
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