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Foreword

GARY CROSS

Those of us who work in the often uncharted jungles of American and European popular and commercial culture are continually encountering the “monsters” of Japan—those often cute and cool critters that, especially of late, seem to have crashed onto the scene. They make us wonder: Where did they come from? Why have they so captured the imagination of children and adults on a global scale? I have often thought a really informed book about why and how Japanese popular culture has succeeded in becoming (with American pop culture) the leading exporter of fantasy, especially to the young, would go far in explaining both cultural globalization and contemporary children’s commercial culture. In these covers, we have that book.

Of course, much of Japanese fantasy in anime, comic books, video games, and toys has been influenced by the West. For the first sixty years of the twentieth century, the Japanese playthings industry was indebted to German and especially American innovation. Linkages between Japanese and American children’s consumption were well established by the 1930s, when Louis Marx, the famous American manufacturer of windup Popeyes and racist “Alabama Coon Jiggers,” outsourced production to Japan. After World War II, Japan became an exporter of robots and space toys made of tin cans to an American market eager for science-fiction and space themes: Japanese spaceships looked like hastily recycled tanks and other war toys, and the toy figures looked alien to Westerners because Japanese toy makers could not afford to license images of movie and TV icons like Flash Gordon and Space Cadet.

By the late 1960s, however, Japan was producing quality Datsuns and other cars for export, and it exploited the development of transistor and digital technology to drive American and European manufacturers of TVs, radios, and stereos out of business. Still, few in the West seemed to take Japanese popular culture seriously. Until recently, the memory of cheesy Godzilla movies shown for laughs on late-night television seemed to epitomize Japanese popular culture. The revolutionary Walkman was widely embraced, but not Japanese music. Japan got its own Disneyland in 1983, a decade before Europe, but, while it had its own character, Tokyo Disneyland was still derivative. Yet all this began to change noticeably in the 1990s with the coming of Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, Sailor Moon, tamagotchi, and Pokémon, along with anime movies, video games, and much else.

One factor behind this transformation was the fact that the business models of Japanese manufacturers of playthings were consistent with American models of merchandising and manufacturing fantasy; they did not stick with the more parent-friendly approach of European toymakers. As early as the 1920s, toy and children’s-book producers had learned the art of sliding characters and stories across “platforms” of fantasy. While British and German doll and toy makers stuck to miniaturizing adult life (e.g., through dolls’ houses and vehicles) and usually maintained a didactic tone, Japanese manufacturers were influenced by American innovation in children’s fantasy by cross-marketing characters from comic books and illustrated stories in the form of dolls, toys, and games. Tying toys and dolls to children’s fantasy narratives was key to Disney’s success in the 1930s, when Mickey Mouse became a global “friend” via sand pails, toothbrushes, and comic books as well as through Saturday-morning gatherings of “Mickey Mouse Clubs,” which met to watch his cartoons in neighborhood cinemas. The merchandising of Pokémon sixty years later followed the same path. The proliferation of Hasbro’s GI Joe “dolls” and military gear in the 1960s and the endless action-figure montages of the 1980s—perhaps best seen in the dizzying array of character goods spun off from the three Star Wars movies of 1978 to 1983—were adopted by the Japanese. Despite the pressures of education, work, and family, Japanese commercial culture, like the American one, invited children into a fantasy world of playful stories and toys divorced from adults’ memories and expectations that children should “train” for adulthood in play. Even the Japanese cultivation of images of the “cute” in Hello Kitty and Pikachu has been influenced by German and American dolls and comic-strip characters from a century ago. Japanese “millennial monsters” are part of a wider and older world of children’s fantasy.

But none of this takes away from the striking impact of Japanese imagination on today’s children’s culture. Nor should it obscure the fact that Japan’s millennial monsters represent something new. As Anne Allison shows us, what is new and important for understanding our own times is the way that Japanese stories are told and how their characters behave and interact. From a superficial perspective, in fact, the Power Rangers are just another group of superhero fighters, appearing at the end of an era of action-figure warriors that began in the late 1970s. But this would miss the point. Japanese children’s fantasy is different and seems to be defining children’s culture in the twenty-first century just as American dream makers did in the twentieth.

This book tells why and how this happened by relating postwar Japanese society to children’s fantasy culture. Even more interesting is Allison’s linking of Japanese social experience to the globalization of contemporary consumer culture, of which children’s longings are in the vanguard. Japanese dream makers capture the hopes and frustrations of life in the global economy more effectively than America’s Disney. This is a big and provocative claim often wrapped in postmodernist packaging, but it is rich, thoughtful, and compelling.

Allison skillfully situates the well-known 1950s images of Godzilla within the despair of recently defeated and oppressed Japan, and relates the technological obsession of Astro Boy to the peculiarly Japanese longing for renewal in a high-tech world. With much sensitivity, Millennial Monsters contextualizes the seemingly contradictory world of Japanese fantasy within both the economic boom that began in the 1960s and the subsequent bust of the 1990s. With a deep knowledge of a culture foreign to most Westerners, Allison shows why disciplined and overworked Japanese longed for materialist fantasies. Technologically advanced capitalism produced a loss of place and community, and feelings of alienation from parents and the past. All this created longings for identity via the “friendly” characters of comic books, toys, and cartoons, as well as merchandise emblazoned with images of these characters. Allison shows very concretely how consumption has become a replacement for social contact, and how portable entertainment—in the form of Pokémon video games and handheld electronic pets—offers an alternative to place and to older kinds of relationships.

Japanese children’s fantasy is riddled with technological imagery, not in a simple celebratory fashion, as with American and European electric trains, construction toys, and science sets of the early twentieth century, but through machines that are infused with techno-animism, or personality and animistic traits. Unlike the fixed world of Western children’s fantasy, Japanese stories and character play are about continual transformation, or polymorphous perversity. Japanese cartoons, video games, and action-figure sets are even more foreign to American adults than were the Star Wars toys of the early 1980s (which were at least modeled after older Western traditions of heroism). Japanese stories experiment with more unexpected disruptions of old stereotypes (as in the case of Sailor Moon, with its fashionable female fighters and its edgy interpretation of the cute). Pokémon, or pocket monsters, are simultaneously pets and fighters, exchanged but also battled with.

Yet this is more than a story of Japanese culture and childhood. The Japanese experience is increasingly a global one, and its success in adapting to the demands of the American market and convincing American children to adapt to its aesthetics is part of the story. Western children may embrace Japanese imagination because it is “foreign” and thus “cool,” but they also do so because it fits the stresses and aspirations of the postmodern age and helps them cope.

Americans, long used to hegemony in popular culture, as well as in the political, economic, and military realms, may find this recentering of global imagination hard to accept. Disney’s nostalgia and cultivation of the cute and of fantasy places may continue to have global appeal, as is evidenced by the ongoing success of Walt Disney World and its spawn in France, Japan, and, soon, Hong Kong. But Japanese have captured the frustrations and longings of a world now beyond nostalgia and dreams of magical places through an ever-changing fantasy of polymorphous perversity and techno-animism: a world of millennial monsters.
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1 Enchanted Commodities

Peter and His Yu-Gi-Oh!

The boy is sixteen years old: a good student, a star athlete, and college-bound. A colleague’s son, Peter is polite but bored as we chat on a warm North Carolinian fall day in 2003. When the subject turns to hobbies, however, and I ask about Japanese fads, the sober-looking youth immediately transforms. Practically jumping out of his seat, he announces, “I’m obsessed with Yu-Gi-Oh!”—an obsession his father confirms while confessing total ignorance about the phenomenon himself. A media-mix complex of trading cards, cartoon show, comic books, video games, movie, and tie-in merchandise that became the follow-up global youth hit on the heels of Pokémon, Yu-Gi-Oh! entered the U.S. marketplace in 2001, promoted by the New York–based company 4Kids Entertainment. Here, as my teenage interviewee makes clear, lies a fantasy world where monsters, mysteries of ancient Egypt, and tough opponents all entwine in card play—his preferred venue of Yu-Gi-Oh! play, as well as that of his (mostly male) high school buddies.

As I learned from fieldwork over the last decade, there is a veritable boom these days in Japanese fantasy goods among American youth. This is not the first time, of course, that U.S. mass culture has been influenced by Japan; Japanese cartoons like Speed Racer have played for years, for example, and Godzilla was such a hit in the 1950s, it spawned Japanese monster sequels for decades. But as one twenty-something young man told me recently, J-pop (Japanese pop) is far more ubiquitous today. According to him, properties like manga (comic books) and anime (animation) are “kicking our ass” because they are better, more imaginative, and way beyond what Hollywood can muster in terms of edginess, storytelling, and complex characterizations. The comparison with American pop culture is instructive. For what is new here is not simply the presence of Japanese properties in the United States or the emergence of American fans (I routinely meet diehards who, raised on Godzilla or Speed Racer as youths, have carried the flame into middle age). Rather, it is the far greater level of influence of Japanese goods in the U.S. marketplace these days and upon the American national imaginary/imagination.

As with Peter, part of the appeal of the game play is its novelty. Whether because of the Japanese script, foreign references, or visual design, Yu-Gi-Oh! has a feel that is distinctly non-American. Retaining, even purposely playing up, signs of cultural difference is more the trend today than simple Americanization of such foreign imports.

In 2003, for example, when the popular Japanese youth (comic) magazine Shōnen Jump was released in the United States, it was formatted to be read Japanese style, from right to left. Yet, why such an aesthetic is enticing seems to do “less with a specific desire for things Japanese than for things that simply represent some notion of global culture”—as a reporter writing in the New York Times has said about the current manga craze in the United States. For the “Google generation,” worldliness is both an asset and a marker of coolness (Walker 2004:24). But whether the attraction is coded as global culture or as culturally Japanese, it involves not only a perceived difference from American pop but also a constructed world premised on the very notion of difference itself—of endless bodies, vistas, and powers that perpetually break down into constituent components that reattach and recombine in various ways. And, as with Peter and his Yu-Gi-Oh! cards, the pleasure of play here is studying, mastering, and manipulating these differences: an interactive activity by which something foreign soon becomes familiar.

Pokémon at LAX

It is a fall day in 1999, and a crowd of children gathers excitedly by a window at LAX airport. Gazing at the runway in front of them, they are captivated by a 747 just landing from Japan that has been magically transformed into a huge flying monster toy (figure 1). Cartoonishly drawn down the side of the aircraft is a figure recognizable even by adults: yellow-bodied and red-cheeked Pikachu, the signature fantasy creature from the biggest kids’ craze of the decade, Pokémon. Known for its cuteness and electric powers, Pikachu is one of the original 151 pokémon (short for “pocket monsters”; there are now more than 300) that inhabit an imaginary world crafted onto a media-mix entertainment complex of electronic games, cartoons, cards, movies, comic books, and tie-in merchandise.1 By 1999, what had started modestly as a Game Boy game in Japan three years earlier had become a megacorporation and the hottest kid property in the global marketplace. Given the currency and spread of the Pokémon phenomenon, it is hardly surprising that children would thrill at the sight of its popular icon Pikachu plastered on the side of what otherwise would be a mere vehicle of transport. More remarkable is that an airline, a business usually prone to promoting the “seriousness” of its service to adults, would willingly turn itself into an advertisement and carrier for a children’s pop character. Remarkable as well is the fact that this fantasy fare causing such a splash in the United States came not from Disney or Hollywood but from Japan.

[image: Images]

Figure 1. Mobile culture/character carriers: the ANA Pokémon jet. (Courtesy of Shōgakukan Production.)

For the children hugging the window at LAX airport, excitement comes from seeing a familiar pop figure extended onto what is a new and unexpected playing field: a passenger plane. Yet for those traveling inside the carrier, the encounter goes much further than an external facade; it defines, in fact, the entire flight experience. Attendants dress in pokémon-adorned aprons, and passengers are surrounded by images of the pocket monsters on everything from headrests to napkins to food containers and cups. For in-flight entertainment, there are Pokémon movies and videos. And, disembarking from the plane, passengers receive a goody bag (like those at a birthday party) filled with Poké-treats—a notebook, badge, tissue container, comb. To fly on an All Nippon Airways (ANA) Pokémon jet is akin to visiting a theme park; it means total submergence in Poké-mania, from the body of the plane to one’s own bodily consumption of food and fun. According to an ANA ad aimed at Japanese children, such an atmosphere promises not only recreation but also intimacy and warmth: “It’s all Pokémon inside the plane. Your happy Pokémon friends are waiting for you all!!!” (Kinai wa zenbu Pokémon da yo. Tanoshii Pokémon no nakamatachi ga minna o matteru yo). Commodities of play and travel become personal friends on an ANA jet thematized as pop culture.

Another ad, directed as much to adults as to kids, evokes similar sentiments (figure 2). The image, drawn to resemble the material of a snuggly sweater, shows a huge smiling figure of Pikachu set against a background of a blue sky dotted with fluffy white clouds. Flying into Pikachu’s tummy and scaled at about one-tenth the figure’s size is an ANA plane that looks as if it is trying to cuddle up against the monster. The cartoon plane has a disproportionately large head and a small tail that flips up cutely as if it were a baby bird practicing its flying technique. Against what is both a playful image and an image of playfulness, the message reads across the top, “Enjoy Japan!” or “Make Japan fun!” (“Nippon o tanoshiku shimasu!”). Here the referent for fun has shifted; Pokémon jets are not only imaginary friends but also vehicles for viewing, experiencing, and selling Japan. By appropriating Pikachu, this ad sells domestic travel around Japan for ANA airlines but also carries another message about the prominence of Japanese play industries in a national economy that has suffered a debilitating recession since the bursting of the Bubble in 1991. Exports in fantasy and entertainment goods (comic books, animated cartoons, video games, consumer electronics, digital toys) have skyrocketed in the last decade, providing much needed revenues at home and making Japan not so much a fun site (as the ad promotes) as a leading producer of fun in the global marketplace today. Douglas McGray (2002), an American reporter, has referred to this as Japan’s GNC (gross national cool), noting how the stock in Japanese cultural goods has recently soared (the Pokémon empire alone has sold $15 billion in merchandise worldwide). Here the commodification of play becomes a national resource and cultural capital for Japan.

[image: Images]

Figure 2. Plane as jumbo toy: advertisement for the ANA Pokémon jet. (Courtesy of Shōgakukan Production.)

Crossover Vehicles/Global Culture

In such crossover character goods as Yu-Gi-Oh! and the ANA Pokémon jets, Japanese “cool” is traveling popularly and profitably around the world and insinuating itself into the everyday lives and fantasy desires of postindustrial kids from Taiwan and Australia to Hong Kong and France. This global success in transactions of images, imaginary characters, and imaginative technology marks Japan’s new status in the realm of what is sometimes called soft power (by Joseph Nye and others) and cultural power (by the mass media and government officials in Japan). This is a recent development, because even when Japan was most economically strong (through the Bubble years and at the height of its economic superpowers in the 1980s), its influence in the sphere of culture (images, ideas, films, publications, lifestyle pursuits, novels) penetrated little further than its own national borders. Curiously, though, along with the bursting of the Bubble, Japan has started to soar in one domain of its economy: creative goods whose value outside (as well as inside) the country is taking off like never before. And, at the same time that Japan’s place in cultural production rises in the worldwide marketplace, so does the hegemony once held in this sphere by the so-called West and particularly the United States begin to erode.2

What interests me in these new global flows of Japanese children’s properties are the ways in which fantasy, capitalism, and globalism are conjoined and (re)configured in toys like Yu-Gi-Oh! trading cards and an ANA Poké-jet. The lines between these categories blur here, for whereas Yu-Gi-Oh! is more clearly a play product marketed to youth, a Poké-jet extends the meaning of “playtoy” in a new direction by (also) being a clever marketing strategy to extend profits for a capitalist corporation not usually associated with children’s entertainment. Further, according to some people at least, both these products are also vehicles of/for Japan’s “cultural power”—high-tech fun goods that, in traveling popularly around the world these days, are spreading Japan’s reputation as a first-class producer of imaginative fare. As a group of American kids (aged eight to eighteen) told me in 2000, the associations they hold of Japan are neither of kimonos, tea ceremonies, or kamikaze pilots nor of Honda, Toyota, or Mitsubishi but of Nintendo video games, Sony’s Walkman, and Pokémon. It is as consumers and players of Japanese manga, anime, video games, trading cards, and entertainment technology (Walkman, Game Boy, Sony PlayStation) that postindustrial youth today—an ever-increasing demographic in consumerism more generally—relate to Japan.3 And, given their abiding fandom of such properties, many of these kids also said they hoped to learn about Japan, study the language, and travel there one day. This is a fascinating shift from the early postwar period, when few American kids were interested in studying Japan at all, to the 1980s (the era of the Bubble economy), when Japanese-language classes were filled by eager American students hoping to do business someday in Japan, to the present, when Japanese fantasy creations are inspiring a wave of Japanophilia among American and global youth.

What exactly is it about Japanese anime or video games that is driving such a worldwide appetite to consume these virtual landscapes and imaginary fairy tales at this particular moment? Further, how are we to understand the interest(s) paid this “soft business” by the Japanese themselves, by a press that reports on the success of Pokémon overseas as front-page news, by writers who have proclaimed Japan the new “empire” of character goods, and by a government that is treating manga and anime like national treasures? From both sides, that is, made-in-Japan fantasy goods are becoming invested these days with particular kinds of (affective, aesthetic, financial, trans/national) value in the global marketplace where they are bought and sold with much vigor.

How to excavate, decipher, and situate these sets of values is the aim of Millennial Monsters. To be sure, the orbit of the Japanese play market today is global, and this is how I refer to it throughout the book. I have chosen, however, to focus on two specific sites in this traffic: Japan as the generator and the United States as one of many consumer marketplaces for Japanese cultural goods today. This is in part because these are the two sites in which I have lived and conducted research, but also because of the long-standing and particular attributes the United States brings to this nexus of trade/politics/play/power with Japan. Because of its size and wealth, the United States is a coveted market. It is also loaded with symbolic cachet for the dominance U.S. cultural industries have held in setting the trends and standards of mass entertainment around the world. In Japan, too, and particularly during the decades following its defeat and occupation by the United States, American influence on popular culture and, more generally, on shaping desires for a lifestyle marked by modernity, materialism, and McDonald’s has been strong.

But in this era of late-stage capitalism and post–cold war geopolitics, global power has become more decentered, and American cultural hegemony has begun to disperse. In what Iwabuchi Kōichi (2002) refers to as the “recentering” of globalization, there is a rise today in new sources of cultural influence in global trendsetting (such as Japan) and also an expansion of new consumer marketplaces (such as China). As he and other scholars have pointed out, it is important to study such recentered globalization outside the scope of a Western anchor: looking, as he does, for example, at how Japan operates as a cultural broker and power in the “inter-Asia” region (of China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, South Korea, Thailand).4 Equally important, however, is to test what is happening in the old center of global culture itself, the United States, examining what kind of influence Japanese goods are actually exerting in the market and on the imaginations of American kids in this moment of changing globalization.

Throughout Millennial Monsters, I tack between Japan and the United States and move dialectically between the level of fantasy and play and that of context and the politico-economic marketplace. The book is organized around three main issues: (1) fantasy—the composition and grammar given to the imaginary characters and fanciful world(view)s at work in specific entertainment products from Japan that have been globally successful in recent years; (2) capitalism—the ways in which these products are marketed for both domestic and global sales, and are inflected and shaped by the conditions in which children actually live in specific places (namely, the United States and Japan); and (3) globalization—how the flow of Japanese character goods into the globalized market of the United States actually takes place and is invested with certain (and competing) meanings, interests, and identities (such as Japanese, American, and transcultural).

A case in point is Miyazaki Hayao’s evocative anime movie Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi (Spirited Away). Released in 2001 by Studio Ghibli, Spirited Away was the highest-earning movie to date in Japan and won an Academy Award in the United States for best animated film (in 2002). In Japan, sentiments congealed around what the movie expressed about lost (cultural) values. A tale about displacement and loss (a young girl, moving to a new town, is temporarily stuck in an abandoned theme park and is separated from her parents, who are turned into pigs for their slothful eating habits), the movie is also redemptive (the girl learns how to work in a bathhouse for spirits and, trusting in herself and her new loyalties to spirited allies, earns the return of her family to the “real” world). The movie is arguably an allegory about millennial capitalism, as all the characters save Sen (the young girl, whose name is changed to Chihiro) are grossly self-interested and materialistic (her parents pig out on food, and her fellow workers in the bathhouse gorge on everything from leftover food to the gold dispensed by “No-face,” the mysterious spirit who also consumes a few workers in return). Notably, the heroine becomes a paragon not only of hard work and loyalty to friends but also of sobriety; she refuses to consume anything (figure 3) except two old-fashioned rice balls (onigiri), which, given to her by Haku, her new friend, she forces down along with tears.5 These rice balls—a sign of traditional food, traditional values—were reproduced as a plastic toy and accompanied the release of Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi in Japan; embodying the pathos evoked by the film, they circulated as a mini-fad for months.6

In the United States, Spirited Away—released by Disney—earned rave reviews from both critics and audiences, making it one of the most popular Japanese movies to circulate in the United States (Pokémon: The First Movie, beat it in sales, however, though Shall We Dance?, released in 1997 and considered a success at the time, earned far less).7 By contrast, Miyazaki’s earlier anime Princess Mononoke, released in November 1998 (the same week as Pokémon: The First Movie), did far less well and was treated as obscure Japanese fare. Why Spirited Away was so much better received is undoubtedly due to a number of factors, including the fact that adults flocked to the theater (much as in Japan, where anime is considered a serious medium not limited to kids).8 And what they, as well as children, picked up about the film was a story with an intriguing and different cultural coding: one whose appeal came largely, it seems, from the intermixture of a spirit world (otherworldly, haunting, intriguing) with that of a contemporary, modern, and familiar setting. The fantasy here triggered not nostalgia for lost traditions but fascination with something different: the recognizable signs of modernity (dislocation, separation, and materialism) reenchanted with spirits, witches, and a tough girl—what Arif Dirlik has called the “articulation of native culture into a capitalist narrative” (1997:71). What precisely was appreciated and understood in the fantasy of Spirited Away differed, that is, between these two audience bases. Yet both brought to it shared experiences as well: of living in a world conditioned by postindustrialism, global capitalism, and—as their contingent effects—dislocation, anxiety, and flux.
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Figure 3. Refusing gold: the anticonsumption stance of Sen in Miyazaki Hayao’s Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi (Spirited Away). (From the book Spirited Away, vol. 4 [San Francisco: VIZ Media]; courtesy of Studio Ghibli.)

Where’s the Fix?
Animistic Technology and Polymorphously Perverse Play

Similar to the way in which Pokémon moves from mere images on the exterior of an aircraft to the total immersive experience of a flying theme park, there is a polymorphous perversity in Japanese play products in how they spread—and incite desires—across various surfaces, portals, and avenues for making and marketing fun. As Freud ([1910] 1963) has used the term, pleasure that is polymorphously perverse extends over multiple territories, can be triggered by any number of stimuli, is ongoing rather than linear, and invites a mapping of gendered identity that is more queer than clear.9 Such a construction of pleasure, I will argue, is key to the appeal of Japanese play products—the reason they have earned world renown and have sold so successfully in the global marketplace of popular (kids’) culture today.10 Indeed, the spread of kid-oriented fantasy creations across ever-new borders, media, and technologies defines this business more than anything, making Japanese children’s goods a ubiquitous presence in a world itself marked by shifting identities, territories, and commodity trends.

These properties, recognized worldwide as the cutting edge of postindustrial youth and blended, as in the case of ANA, with capital(ism)s of various kinds, include Game Boy (Nintendo’s handheld game system); Walkman (Sony’s portable tape player that revolutionized music listening); the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers (the live-action television show, originally produced by Tōei Studios, that ignited a worldwide “morphin” craze in the mid-1990s); Hello Kitty (the cute white cat by Sanrio currently boasting thirty-five hundred specialty shops around the world); Mario Brothers (video software by Nintendo, whose Mario is more popular with American kids today than Mickey Mouse); Sailor Moon (a cartoon and comic about female superheroes with toy merchandise marketed by Bandai); tamagotchi (Bandai’s handheld electronic game that hatches a virtual, digital pet); and, of course, Pokémon. In all these goods, polymorphous perversity is produced, at one level, through marketing and product development. A property that begins in one iteration is continually refashioned and regrafted onto new forms (from a Game Boy game to an ANA Poké-jet, for example).

But what is considered a principle of perpetual innovation (or perpetual obsolescence) in product design, in fact, drives capitalist production all over the world today and is not in itself unique to Japan (except perhaps in degree). Far more distinctive is how the very construction of fantasy across the spectrum of Japan’s “soft power” is itself one of polymorphous perversity—of mixing, morphing, and moving between and across territories of various sorts. In the television series Power Rangers, for example, teenagers transform into warriors empowered by both spirits and cybernetic technology to battle evil foes. In the technology of Walkman, the act of listening to music is transformed from a more stationary soundscape into the body itself, becoming a prosthetic attachment/experience. Such a logic of creative reconstruction is particularly well suited to today’s world of rapid change, speeded-up economy, and flows (of people, goods, ideas, and capital) across geographic borders marking global capitalism. It accounts, in part, for the zeal with which Japanese cool has been taken up by (kid) consumers around the world today; its techno-spun fantasies of mutable identities and disjunctive imaginaries are in sync with lived experiences of fragmentation, mobility, and flux.

But why has Japan assumed the cutting edge in a popular play aesthetics that could be called postmodern, in what theorists of late capitalism call the cultural logic of late capitalism, or virtuality, in what Manuel Castells calls the cultural logic of today’s informational global capitalism (Castells 1996; Harvey 1989; Jameson 1984)? Is there something distinctive about Japan as a particular place/culture/history or about Japanese cultural industries that accounts for the production of a fantasy style that is gaining so much currency in global circuits today? I want to suggest that Japanese “cool” is certainly rooted in the industry itself—in the design, marketing, and creative strategies that have been adopted and promoted through consumptive practices over the years—but also, and more important in my mind, is the influence of two other factors: one historical and the other involving consumer aesthetics. The first factor is the specific conditions and policies in postwar Japan that shaped both the nation’s mass fantasies and the vehicles through which they are communicated in particular ways. This starts with the wholesale disrupture, defeat, and despair Japan found itself in following the war that fed a popular imaginary in the 1950s of mixed-up worlds, reconstituted bodies, and transformed identities—monstrosities of various types. This was exemplified by the movie spectacle Gojira (Godzilla), which, released in 1954 and spawning a host of monster sequels, featured a country terrorized by a prehistoric beast that, thanks to nuclear testing by Americans in nearby waters, mutates into an atomic weapon. Though Japan’s historical fate at Hiroshima and Nagasaki was rendered dystopically in Gojira, the country’s exposure to New Age technology was configured far more utopically in what was arguably the other most popular mass fantasy of the early postwar period, Tetsuwan Atomu (Mighty Atom).

Designed as a manga and, later, a television cartoon by Japan’s leading animator, Tezuka Osamu, Tetsuwan Atomu was a high-tech robot, crafted by the head of the Ministry of Science as a replacement for the son he lost in an accident. With a boyish body, admirable character traits (sweet, industrious, altruistic), and mechanical superpowers (including a nuclear reactor as a heart), Atomu embodied the future of Japan: a technological power-house rebuilt from the dead. Both these pop icons from the 1950s were hybrid entities that, birthed from horrendous events, cross over and remix different eras. Following the concept of polymorphous perversity, they also were figures at odds with what Freud called the paternal signifier: a father figure dictating the familial drama by which normal/normative desires are structured.11 Atomu is a boy (whose “father” abandons him for not growing bigger like a real boy and later becomes deranged), and Gojira is a monstrous antifather (trying to destroy rather than defend the human world). Reflected historically here, amid all the other upheavals experienced by Japan/ese following the war, is the collapse of paternal authority (from the desacralizing of the emperor to the national condemnation of the military leaders who had misled the country into a disastrous war—a discrediting of fathers that trickled down to the male soldiers who returned to the family and household, where adult men no longer commanded ultimate respect). Thus, the dismembering of the nation—physically, psychologically, socially—in wartime and the postwar years helped propel a particular fantasy construction I am referring to here as one of polymorphous perversity: of unstable and shifting worlds where characters, monstrously wounded by violence and the collapse of authority, reemerge with reconstituted selves. By contrast, the 1950s in the United States was an era of (comparative) domestic stability and postwar pride yielding a different tropic orientation in pop culture: the presumption of family intactness and paternal authority underwriting such shows as Father Knows Best, Ozzie and Harriet, and Leave It to Beaver.

But another factor is at work in the development of a consumer and entertainment style internationally recognized today as “Japanese.” This is more an aesthetic proclivity, a tendency to see the world as animated by a variety of beings, both worldly and otherworldly, that are complex, (inter)changeable, and not graspable by so-called rational (or visible) means alone. Drawn, in part, from religious tendencies in Japan, these include Shintoism (an animist religion imparting spirits to everything from rivers and rocks to snakes and the wind) and Buddhism (a religion routed from India through China adhering to notions of reincarnation and transubstantiation). To be clear, I have no interest here in facile generalizations that pose animism as an essential, timeless component of Japanese culture as if the latter itself is stable, coherent, and homogenously shared by all Japanese (which it is not). Diverse orientations and behaviors certainly exist in Japan today (as in the past), and social trends have also changed, sometimes radically, over time. Yet it is also accurate to say that, fed in part by folkloric and religious traditions, an animist sensibility percolates the postmodern landscape of Japan today in ways that do not occur in the United States. Investing material objects and now consumer items with the sensation of (human/organic/spiritual) life, such New Age animism perpetually (re)enchants the lived world. This runs against the grain of Weber’s thesis of the disenchantment accompanying capitalism. In this sense (and others), Japan offers an alternative capitalism to what modernization theory claimed in the 1950s would be the standardized (Western) form capitalism would take in any and all countries across the world.

This animist unconscious (a term I borrow from Garuba 2003) is particularly vibrant and noticeable in certain practices in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Japan. Included here is its industry of fantasy production where, in postwar properties like Tetsuwan Atomu, for example, one sees a universe where the borders between thing and life continually cross and intermesh.12 The entire world here is built from a bricolage of assorted and interchangeable (machine/organic/human) parts where familiar forms have been broken down and reassembled into new hybridities: police cars are flying dog heads, and robots come in a diversity of forms from dolphins and ants to crabs and trees. Not only is boundary-crossing promiscuity rampant here, in the sense that there seems no limit to what can be conjoined and cross-pollinated with something else, but also technology (mecha) is a key component to the way life of all kinds is constituted—a priority the Japanese state placed on technology as well in its reconstruction efforts following the war. Taking account of the centrality of mecha in Japanese play goods throughout the postwar period to the present, I call this aesthetic techno-animism.

As we will see, techno-animism is a style that is deeply embedded in material practices of commodity consumerism. In reenchanting the everyday world (ANA jets that convert to a flying Pikachu), this linkage also reproduces a consumer capitalism tied to commodities that stand (in) for fun, release from everyday stress, and the warmth of intimacy and friendship (one is surrounded by “friends” when traveling on a Poké-jet). This is where polymorphous perversity (detached from fathers) and techno-animism (reconfiguring intimate attachments) join together.13 Plugging consumers into cutely fun techno-toys, properties like Pokémon provide access to imaginary worlds but also map the desire to find meaning, connection, and intimacy in everyday life onto commodified apparatuses (goods/machines). Brand-name goods and trendy or chic fashions are so fetishized in the popular consciousness in Japan as to make this a consumer culture of excessive proportions even in post-Bubble times. Affective ties are formed with such objects, particularly when they are endowed with techno-animism: a cell phone accessorized by a Pikachu strap, a Sony PlayStation equipped with a karaoke system for the home.

Social critics often lament the materialism of contemporary Japanese society, referring to it as a culture of transparency where people value personal acquisitions far more than they do the interpersonal relations once so key, it is often believed, in social traditions. But this trend, too, has historical roots in the postwar period: the replacement of subjection to emperor and group by the primacy of the individual in the democratization following the war (and according to the strictures of the “democratic” constitution imposed by the occupying forces in 1947), and of the turn by the national polity from militaristic takeover of Asia to industrial production, with its goal of material abundance for Japanese citizens. Today, after decades of a corporatist drive to perform and a consumerist orientation to seek individual pleasure(s), there is a profound unease (fuan) in Japan, piqued by the current recession that has led to a rise in unemployment, layoffs, homelessness, and suicide. In this moment of economic downturn, there is nostalgia for a past that is remembered and (re)invented as utopically communitarian: a time when people were plugged into each other rather than into headsets or computers. In what is said to be today’s era of heightened “solitarism,” people seek out companionship, but ironically (or not), the form this often takes is commodification itself: a machine or toy purchased with money that is wired into the (individual) self. “Healing” and “soothing” (iyasu, iyashikei) are perpetual tropes in the marketplace of play goods these days, and increasingly adults as well as kids engage the animate inanimateness of fantasy fare as “friends,” or even “family.” Said to be a relief from the stresses caused by consumer capitalism (and its downswing in Japan since the bursting of the Bubble), such devices are also capitalistic: commodities and things that stand (in) for spirits and kin. Such encodings of intimacy, consumerism, and techno-social interactions are part of Japanese play equipment as it travels so popularly around the world today, becoming familiar and familial to global kids.

A Postmodern Currency:
Character Merchandise

Since the 1970s the cyberpunk author William Gibson has written Japan into his novels as the frontier of the new cyber world order. His sci-fi descriptions of Japan bleed into those of the world at large: a landscape in which borders dissolve, bodies continually transform, virtuality is more real than reality, and space simultaneously collapses and opens up into multiple dimensions. This is a world not unlike that described by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Empire (2000), their study of global conditions at this moment of the millennial crossover. Today’s empire, they say, is a place where the ideology of the world market dovetails with that of postmodernism, differences proliferate, and mobility, diversity, and mixture are the very conditions of possibility (for communities, corporations, existence). Space is always open, modernist distinctions (private/public, inside/outside, self/other) disappear, and power is exercised not through nations or disciplinary institutions (family, state, school) but through international bodies and corporations (the United Nations, the World Bank, Microsoft, CNN). In this era of globalization, flexibility and portability are keywords for the ways in which bodies, capital, and material objects continuously move through and inhabit (shifting) space.

Flexibility and portability are also signature features for the new wave of Japanese children’s properties circulating so widely in the global marketplace. In the imaginative universe of this play empire, bodies of multiple kinds are broken down, recombined, newly invented, and fluidly transported (teenagers morph into cyborgs, virtual pets are raised on digital screens, ANA planes transform into Pokémon theme parks). This construction and characterization of play have been fostered by specific conditions and trends in postwar Japan. They are also resonant with the millennial era/world of empire in which postindustrial kids across the world are navigating the dispersals, fluctuations, and deterritorializations of everything from bodies and identities to relationships and basic sustenance. This book will examine how Japanese play properties articulate (in Stuart Hall’s usage of the word) these different planes—postwar Japan/millennial empire, play/capitalism, culture/commodity, globalism/localism.

While my subject is the business of Japanese play, I am not interested in simply tracing the history and operation of the kids’ entertainment industry in Japan. Rather, I aim to track the ways in which specific children’s properties have emerged in Japan, have circulated in export markets outside Japan (specifically, the United States), and have been imprinted with meanings and pleasures of various kinds (including the new imprint of Japan as a producer of cuteness and “fun,” as encoded in the ANA travel campaign). The book is organized around four waves of entertainment properties, selected for the timing and differential treatment and success with which they entered the U.S. and global marketplace, and also for the diversity of play product/fantasy they represent (superheroes, girl morphers, virtual pets, collectible monsters across the media of cartoon, comic book, electronic games, and media-mix empires). In all cases, I concentrate on the production and circulation of these entertainment waves within Japan, as well as their marketing and reception in the United States. My time frame runs from the year 1993, when the Japan-based Mighty Morphin Power Rangers (a live-action television show about teenagers who morph into superheroes to save the world, and humanity, from destruction) was successfully launched (but heavily Americanized) in the United States and elsewhere, to 2000, a pinnacle year following Japan’s sensational successes with the Pokémon craze (a media-mix empire of Game Boy game, comic, cartoon, movies, cards, and toy merchandise structured as a virtual world with hordes of pocket monsters that players try to discover, catch, and collect). In between Power Rangers and Pokémon, I also examine Sailor Moon (Bishōjo Sērā Mūn, the comic and cartoon about a female team of transforming superheroes)—a property that initially bombed in the States but was later picked up as a cult favorite—and the virtual pet, encased in an electronic handheld egg, called tamagotchi, a toy that had a huge but short-lived fandom in the United States.

This fantasy fare, I believe, is best regarded as a type of currency: goods that are bought and sold. At the same time, it consists of imaginary creations that both extend and collapse the materiality of play products into other dimensions. To borrow from Walter Benjamin (1999), this is a business of enchanted commodities. Play creatures like pokémon are packaged to feed a consumer fetishism that, in this age of millennial and global capitalism, penetrates the texture of ordinary life in ever more polymorphous ways. Circulating in Japan by means of fads, these have been—starting in the 1970s and peaking again in the late 1990s—a “cute” (kawaii) craze (also called a “character” craze) grafted around lines of merchandise such as those of the company Sanrio, known for their bright colors, miniaturization, and hordes of small articles as well as other pop cultural forms generally associated with girliness, fun, and childhood, such as writing in a childish script known as burikko. Today some white-collar workers (sararīman) even adopt a burikko style of endearing cuteness in an effort to retain jobs in this recessionary climate. Characters, often designed to be cute, come in toys, backpacks, lunch boxes, clothes, theme parks, telephones, wristwatches, bread, snacks, key rings, and icons promoting everything from neighborhood meetings and government campaigns to banks and English schools. These commercialized creations—including Doraemon (a blue robotic cat), Kitty-chan (Sanrio’s femmy white cat, also called Hello Kitty), Tarepanda (a droopy, cuddly panda), and Pikachu—sell, and are sold by, a number of commercial interests by projecting an aura of fancy and make-believe.

These play characters are brands used, in turn, to brand other commodities—ANA airlines, for example, with its Pokémon campaign—yet they also function as transmitters of enchantment and fun as well as intimacy and identity. As presented in a book on character merchandising published by Dentsū (1999), the largest advertising firm in Japan, play characters have become a popular strategy used by groups, products, and companies of various sorts to stake their own identity and differentiate it from that of others. Adopting a language commonplace for the discussion of cute character goods in Japan, the book’s authors also state that the aim of those in the business of marketing these properties is to make them “close” to consumers. “Closeness” means, in this context, both extending a product’s range of play to make it as intimate for fans in as much of everyday life as possible (from toys to food, clothes, phones, and airplanes, for example) and capitalizing on the popularity of an already established character to foster an intimacy in others for the goods in question, whether this be a product, a company, or a country (Dentsū 1999).

Japanese play goods become a currency for multiple things (identity, closeness, coolness, comfort), and they also travel in multiple circuits—friendship, pop culture, corporations, the global marketplace. Carrying Doraemon phones or Pikachu key chains is customary among Japanese sararīman, and the tamagotchi virtual pets, a fad in 1996–97 (with a new edition in 2004), were as popular with young working women (OLs, which stands literally for office ladies) as with kids. Like the ANA planes, however, the play goes much further for certain consumers and attaches to a body of technologized machines—Game Boys, video systems, Palm Pilots, cell phones, iPods, and electronic devices of all kinds—that are used increasingly to navigate ever more of life and the world. Information, communication, and friendship are sought along with entertainment. So, for example, one might use a cell phone (keitaidenwa) as a fashion accessory or for e-mail, Web surfing, game playing, downloading programs that feature play characters (a new service started in 2000), and communicating with friends, many of whom may never materialize beyond the phone (remaining mere phone acquaintances and, thus, almost as virtual as the favorite choices for phone straps—pop characters like Doraemon, Hello Kitty, or Pikachu).

A keyword in marketing cell phones to Japanese is wearability, given that keitaidenwa are adopted mainly for personal use in Japan, and the average Japanese urbanite spends far more time walking, biking, or commuting on trains than riding in cars (figure 4). Detached from any specific space for use (home, car, office), the cell phone becomes affixed instead to the body. Portability, in other words, makes it prosthetically personal—not just a machine that is owned and used but an intimate part of the self (as reflected by the vast attention paid by Japanese to cell phone brands, fashions, and accessorization). Here physical intimacy overlaps and converges with the psychological intimacy promoted by the new fads and marketers of cute character goods in Japan. A big appeal of a Miffy or Pikachu is that people become attached to them, taking their virtuality as a source of personal amusement, companionship, even identity. No wonder, then, that these characters become such a medium for bodily wear and personal expression, accessorizing objects that ride closest to bodies and “selves”—T-shirts, underwear, even dildos (as in the case of the Kitty-chan dildo).
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Figure 4. Techno-animism: the spirit(s) of capitalistic Japan. (New Yorker cover, March 18, 2002; illustration by Christoph Niemann.)

Commodities with Market and Affective Value

No wonder, too, that the success such character goods as Pokémon are having overseas is seen as a symbol not only of Japan’s rising cultural power (bunka pawā) in global circles but also of its ability to cultivate international “friendships.” As a reporter for one of Japan’s leading newspapers, the Asahi Shinbun, wrote in his account of the splash the first Pokémon movie made in the United States (it was the top-ranking movie of the week, yielding revenues in excess of even Disney’s Lion King) in 1999: “This is amazing. And it’s possible that, if we can maintain these spectacular results, we’ll outrun Disney in a country where Disney is a pronoun for the United States itself. . . . Why have we been so successful? Well, first, we cultivated the foreign market and then we pushed friendship towards Japanese products” (Hamano 1999:4).

What is called “friendship” here is made both to and through products, and the acclaim a Japanese movie has in the States is read as a sign of both economic and cultural merit. Similarly, in another article in Asahi Shinbun, the reporter describes how he was filled with tremendous pride when he saw Pokémon trading cards being sold even in U.S. grocery stores. Noting how the Japanese entertainment market still imports many goods from the United States and how, after the war, Japan could only “hold out its stomach in pride” again when Japanese companies like Sony and Toyota became common names in the States, he adds that “Japanese culture has at last produced products that circulate well in the US marketplace.” In summing up his viewpoint, he writes: “Products [shōhin] are the currency by which Japanese culture enters the United States” (Kondō 1999:4).

What matters here is not just the purchase of Japanese goods in the United States but the type of cultural product the game Pokémon or the movie Spirited Away represents. To penetrate the U.S./global marketplace with this type of popular property is seen as a crossover triumph for Japan: a move that makes Japan recognizable not merely as an industrial power (whose “hard” technology of automobiles, VCRs, and televisions has been exporting well since the 1970s) but also as a producer of play fantasies that, transmitted through “soft” technology (comic books, cartoons, the software for video games), grab the hearts and imaginations of kids around the world. Indeed, Japanese pop (cool) is booming across Asia from Hong Kong and Taiwan to China, South Korea, and Singapore (Koh 1999). One of the attractions of J-pop in these countries is said to be its “Asian” aesthetic that resonates as more familiar than Western-produced fare.14 In non-Asian countries, by contrast, the same style is popular for its “coolness” and the very difference this poses to homegrown fantasies. (Many U.S. fans of the various properties discussed in this book have said they like Japanese mass culture precisely because it is so “unlike” anything American.) But no matter the reasons for their popularity in different places, the very fact that Japanese play products are spreading globally is a sign back home that something identifiably “Japanese” is becoming recognized, appreciated, and picked up around the world.

At one level, this marker of Japaneseness is literal: explicitly tagging these goods as “made in Japan,” a practice that breaks from the commonplace policy of many Japanese companies in the postwar era when exporting overseas. Because Japan’s national identity was considered a deficit both in Asia (because of Japan’s legacy as brutal colonizer) and in the West (where the Japanese brand was considered too parochial, foreign, and—with popular fare like the 1950s hit movie Godzilla—kitschy), it tended to be effaced or deleted when goods (particularly cultural goods) left the country.15 This practice of “denationalizing” (mukokuseki) Japanese products is starting to lift. The new mood is apparent in the case of Pokémon, which, despite undergoing adjustments in different marketplaces (called localization or glocalization, as in global brands that are altered in local markets), has been recognized worldwide as Japanese.16 But the marker of Japaneseness operates on another level as well: of capturing an aesthetic, expressive, or spiritual sensibility deeply linked, it is often thought, to what is culturally unique about Japan and its people. For the cultural critic Miyadai Shinji, properties like tamagotchi derive from a sense of “enjoying life now” that stems not from traditional culture but from a lifestyle orientation that developed in Japan over the postwar era (Miura and Miyadai 1999). Okada Toshio, a game designer and lecturer at Tokyo University, believes the quality captured by play goods like Pokémon is “cuteness,” which, because Japanese are particularly skilled in crafting it and because it is “one thing that registers for all people,” may well be the nation’s resource for “working foreign capital in the twenty-first century” (Yamato 1998:244). And, as described in the economic journal Nihon Keizai Shinbun, it is the “expressive strength” (hyōgenryoku) of Japanese traditional arts that is fueling what is becoming the “international common language” of manga, anime, and video games today. The market for these three industries has surpassed that of the car industry within the past fifteen years in Japan, forming an anime, komikku (comic), and game industrial zone (for Japan, what the Silicon Valley is for the United States) that may well be the root of the new twenty-first century’s center for culture and recreation (Nihon Keizai Shinbun 1999:3).

For still others, what is both distinct and compelling about a fantasy product like Pokémon is the “Japanese sensibility” (yasashisa) it captures that, characteristic of Japan’s spiritual culture, is transmitted to present-day kids and helps them to face the next century (Nagao 1998:142). This inter-mixture of the old (spirituality) with the new (digital/virtual media) in Japan exemplifies what I have earlier dubbed techno-animism: animating contemporary technology and commodities with spirits and recuperating cultural traditions with New Age practices. Nagao Takeshi, the author of a book on Pokémon, explicitly uses the Japanese word—yōkai—for spirits and otherworldly beings of various kinds to identify the hordes of pocket monsters that, inhabiting the virtual terrain of Poké-world, are what players strive to capture in operating the game (137). The latter are artificially constructed, but their “fakeness” or “non-aliveness” is not so different from that of the traditional yōkai, whose meaning and value in the cultural cosmology are those of a (polymorphously perverse) being that hovers between two worlds—one, phenomenal, the other, more noumenal (189). In both cases—the game space of Pokémon and a cultural milieu that accommodates yōkai—an animist logic prevails in which the borders between human and nonhuman, this-worldly and otherworldly, are far more permeable than fixed.

Different, in this sense, from the common Euro-American worldview—where humans center existence and the distinction between life and death is more definitively conceived—this also constitutes a more general aptitude in daily Japan for animating, spiritualizing, or altering the material world that is at once playful and deadly serious. Such a worldview borrows from folkloric and religious traditions, where (theoretically) everything, even robots, is credited a spirit—as argued by the author of The Buddha in the Robot, a robotics professor at the University of Tokyo and also a Zen Buddhist priest (Mori 1981). The aesthetic or technological manipulation of nature has a spiritual dimension; intervention by human hands can be seen to enable the ideal or potential of life to be more fully realized. Examples include the traditional art of bonsai, in which trees, extracted from nature, are carefully pruned to grow into a longer-living and more perfected version of the original, and virtual beaches today that, enclosed within a dome, artificially reproduce (and outperform) the natural outdoors. Such practices enchant everyday life, where such enchantment is neither discredited nor devalued for being at odds with the “real” or “authentic.”

Combining disjuncture elements (future with the past, organic with mechanic) is a signature of Japanese play products as well. In Mighty Morphin Power Rangers and Sailor Moon, the central trope is transformation: ordinary teenagers morph into superheroes battling witches, demons, and beasts who, like the Rangers, have powers rooted in ancient spirits or animals as much as in cybertechnology. And the designer of the tamagotchi virtual pets has said his aim was to create a “strange species of life” (Yokoi 1997): organisms culled from both the (naturally) familiar and the (artificially) fantastic—a masked head perched on stick legs, a big-lipped octopus sporting a beret wired with a periscope.

It is this crossover quality (of polymorphous perversity and techno-animism) that more than anything is seen to capture, and serves to identify, such play fare as distinctly Japanese. And this compulsion to remix or blur borders is also at work in the way made-in-Japan cultural products can appropriate elements from other cultures and still be regarded (in Japan, at least) as “Japanese.” In manga and anime, for example, scenes are frequently set in other countries, and characters often appear Caucasian. Few Japanese, however, regard any of this as “foreign” (and though Americans, I have found, are constantly perturbed by the tendency, the same remixing of cultural codes is appearing ever more in United States–made fare as well these days).17 Similarly, Hello Kitty, one of the biggest and most global icons of Japanese cool today, was given an English name when first designed in the 1970s because—as its creator has explained—anything American was faddishly popular in those days, but few Japanese had the means to actually travel to the United States themselves. Making Kitty-chan part American gave this character greater appeal to Japanese (and perhaps global) consumers. And “playing” with identity has only continued. In 2001, Sanrio officially announced that Kitty now had a last name (White), making this most profitable and popular of Japanese playtoys a mouthless cat with the name Kitty White (McGray 2002).

In such a property, the line between authenticity and inauthenticity collapses. For it is not Japan in some literal or material sense that is captured and transmitted in the new global craze of Japanese cool, but rather a particular style. And it is as trademark and producer of this distinctive style that Japan has acquired new notoriety in the global marketplace of popular culture today.

Technology Begets Mythology:
Healing and Nomadicism, Enchantment and Illumination

In a book on Pokémon, the anthropologist Nakazawa Shin’ichi (1998) has written that Japan is a world leader in products that not only capture children’s imaginations but also yield enormous profits—a combination that may seem paradoxical (figure 5). Yet it is precisely this paradox, he concludes, that “encapsulates the direction in which capitalism is headed today” (personal interview, May 2000). Indeed, we live in an era in which the imagination plays an increasingly important role in the (global) economy and is ever more embedded within, and a stimulus for, commodification. By crafting playware that not only appeals to the needs and desires of postindustrial kids but also tethers the latter to a New Age capitalist imagination, Japan is emerging as a toy maker and toy marketer of millennial times.18
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Figure 5. Cute profits: fantasy toys and global sales. (New Yorker cover, November 1, 1999; illustration © 1999 Harry Bliss.)

More than anything, according to Nakazawa, two qualities in Japanese play goods like Pokémon account for their admixture of popularity and profitability. One is what he calls their potential to “heal”; the other is their portability (as in games played on Game Boys), so in sync with today’s mobile lifestyles. But joined to these and spurring the capitalist imagination that Nakazawa intuits (but leaves unexamined in his own work) is a third quality I call the addictive frenzy fed by Japanese toys. As imaginary playscapes that polymorphously change form and perversely go on forever, they incite a consumer appetite to play more and more, and to buy more and more of the merchandise sold in the marketplace.

By “healing,” Nakazawa (and multiple others in what is a central trope in the Japanese discourse surrounding made-in-Japan playtoys) means that Pokémon and other Japanese kids’ products offer children a way of imaginatively engaging a world beyond that dictated by the rules and rationality they must usually abide by.19 Here kids play with make-believe, test new territories, have thrilling adventures, and meet fantastic beings. Such a magical space is not merely at odds with the orderly, sanitized, and disciplined lives kids normally inhabit; it is especially scarce today at a time when “play” for children has become cannibalized by the demands of school and the hyperregimentation of daily schedules (Nakazawa 1998:22–30). Populated by hordes of creatures polymorphously perverse in the shapes, powers, and identities they assume (a common feature of Japanese play properties, including Urutoraman, Digiman, Yu-Gi-Oh!, and Pokémon), this imaginary universe also harkens to an era preceding modernization. In these times—particularly before the country opened up to the West (triggered by Perry’s invasion in 1853) and the onset of its intensely rapid period of industrialization in the late nineteenth century (when attempts were made to repudiate the country’s traditional belief systems)—Japan/ese indulged an animist worldview where gods, ghosts, and monsters were as viable as any other life-form. It is such a mind-set that is both retained and reinvented in the postmodern playcraft Japanese creators are producing today, as Nakazawa sees it. Following Lévi-Strauss, he calls this the “primitive unconscious” and believes it offers a soothing counterpoint to what has been lost and extracted by the motors of industrialist capitalism undergirding contemporary Japan (157). But, as I would add here, the loss of cultural traditions is not merely an effect of postindustrialization but is actively produced and shaped by it as well. Claiming a solitarism in Japanese today feeds the interests and products of an industry trying to sell companionship as a means to suture over this supposed lack.20 In this sense, what Nakazawa refers to as a “primitive unconscious” is as much conscious and consciously manufactured.

Japanese play products are noteworthy for a second reason. Plugging into and feeding the world of the unconscious for kids, they also tend to come packaged in a portable form that makes access to its fantasy making both constant and personal. Children can carry a tamagotchi or Game Boy everywhere, making of it a fantasy world that travels with its user. Like the Walkman, these electronic game systems are technological machines that transport the user (via sound waves, play waves, or visual waves) to an alternative space of his or her own choosing. As a subset within cultural technology, nomadic technology has proliferated in the postindustrial world. It is also a field in which Japan has been a leading force, in both production and consumption (as in consumer styles and trends). But the concept of nomadicism (as defined, for example, by Deleuze and Guattari 1987 and Hosokawa Shūhei 1984) also defines something more critical about the postmodern world of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Lyotard has written of the postmodern self that it is “small but not isolated, and held in a texture of relations which are more complex and mobile than ever before” (1984:31). A portable device like the Walkman not only plays music events that are “unique, mobile, and singular” (Hosokawa 1984:169) but also allows its user to experience a “singularity” that interlaces with other singularities to form what there is of the “self.” Rather than a whole of parts that unifies such a self, there are just “emissions of singularities” that proliferate into “nomadic multiplicities” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Shaviro 2003). This is all to say that fantasy properties like tamagotchi and Pokémon, with a technological interface to nomadic fantasy waves as well as a nomadicism of a deeper, more all-encompassing kind, resonate at many levels with today’s postmodern child.

For these two qualities of healing and portability, according to Nakazawa, a play product such as Pokémon both mimics and exceeds the world in which it is used. It embodies (and enhances) the nomadic lifestyle of a postindustrial subject but also magically “heals” the stresses of living in an environment with little time or space for the imagination. And, ironically (or not), the form this takes—a commodity that is bought and sold in the marketplace—is highly addictive. Not only are these play creations promoted with all the savvy of the most current marketing strategies (where what is au courant is the very latest—and most changeable—in fashion style), but the very logic of fantasy itself is one of endless possibility. As in Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, characters continually alter/enhance/remake the parameters of their bodies/powers/identities by appropriating a range of weapons/outfits/spirits/tools. Everything is at once fluid and boundless in this imaginary universe: one constituted by a host of particles and elements that, by being rearranged or replaced, generate ever new entities and relationships. And the desire this feeds is to expand the possibilities even further, whether the commodity/play form is Yu-Gi-Oh! trading cards, Sailor Moon comic books, or Pokémon Game Boy games.

Enchantment is continual here, but so is the impulse to keep changing and acquiring more and more of whatever it is that constitutes the core of the fantasy—whether more pocket monsters (to win the game in Pokémon), more action figures (as in the newest version of the heroes in Power Rangers or Sailor Moon), or more virtual pets (as in purchasing a different tamagotchi or resetting the original to “birth” a new pet). Players become addicted to the rush of transformation, and this itself feeds a capitalist imagination, one dressed in commodities of limitless play and possibility. But, true to the principle of capitalism, the desire to expand further (by acquiring more powers, more pokémon, more wins in battle) eludes ultimate closure or satisfaction (there is always more—of whatever—to obtain/attain). In this way, playing with a Japanese fantasy good both replicates and reproduces the very conditions of postindustrial capitalism (fragmentation, speed, flux, flexibility), with its effects on subjectivity (anxiety, atomism, and alienation).

Yet there is another side to this frenzied addiction. As I was told often (by children, parents, marketers, child experts, and scholars of play) in the course of fieldwork for this project, the sensation that is also produced in the course of immersion in a Japanese playscape like Sailor Moon or tamagotchi is one of titillation, mastery, and abundance. There is an array of separate and endlessly proliferating parts (swords, skirts, eyeglasses, tulips, pots, big lips) into which entities are disassembled but also reassembled in a plethora of ways. And it is by mastering these codes and also personalizing them (at each point in Pokémon games, for example, players have several options for proceeding) that children gain a sense of deep attachment to, and control of, this imaginary space. For even though this is a world of boundless fragmentation, kids continually make connections—both between different particles (as in joining the individual robots of five Rangers into a megarobot on Power Rangers) and between themselves and different parts or entities in the playscape (as in playing Pokémon and acquiring different pocket monsters but trading others away). And like the repetitive nature of the fort/da game that Freud observed played by his grandson, entities continually come apart (often through violence, as does the boy who dies and is remade as a robot in Tetsuwan Atomu) yet are continually reconstituted.21 Stitching together and animating what would otherwise be inanimate, discrete objects (a virtual blob on the screen whose octopus head and periscoped beret add up to a “pet” on the tamagotchi) is what makes play in these fantasy-scapes seem “healing.” It is also what evokes the otherworldly spirits of a bygone era: an enchanted space inhabited by a mélange of beings, creatures, and entities whose “lifeform,” not conforming to that of the phenomenal world, invites a special kind of (imaginary) connectedness for humans.

The entwining of culture and capitalism, and past traditions with contemporary technologies, is hardly unique to the industry of Japanese play products or to the postmodern times in which virtualized and commodified yōkai circulate today. Japan’s transition to modernity at the end of the nineteenth century, in fact, was haunted by the same ghosts of the past—otherworldly spirits. Such beings and beliefs were considered a sign of Japan’s (primitive) traditions when the country embarked upon modernization, accompanied as this was by reverence for the new gods of science, technology, and rationality (that came dressed, at this point, in Western costume). Efforts were thus made by Japan’s new forward-looking leadership to eradicate belief in such entities. Yet a fascination with monsters (bakemono) and other “strange”—supernatural, mysterious, and fantastic—things (fushigi) endured into the twentieth century, stimulated by the very endeavors intended to contain it.

A preoccupation with “things that change form” (the literal translation of bakemono) is not surprising in a country itself undergoing such radical transformations (Figal 1999)—and it is true as much for the millennial crossover today as of Japan’s crossover into modernity. But interest in “intangible otherworldliness” also kept alive a familiar worldview and sensitivity: something that, by not changing form, reflected what many thought was the essence of cultural (in contrast to modern or Westernized) identity. Committed to salvaging what he assumed would soon be anachronistic, Yanagita Kunio (Japan’s “father” of ethnography) spent years (from 1908 to the early 1930s) researching and recording local sightings, customs, and folklore involving the supernatural. Yanagita’s work provoked deep interest and passion across the country, and his volumes were consumed avidly by Japanese of all walks of life: rural and urban, the middle class as well as peasants and farmers. Rather than documenting beliefs that were quickly fossilizing then, Yanagita (and other scholars of yōkaigaku—the study of yōkai—native beliefs, ethnology) directed his efforts, and the discursive forms they took, toward actively inspiring, and keeping alive, interest in the otherworldly. According to Gerald Figal, a historian who has written a book on the subject, this obsession marked, as much as anything, Japan’s transition into modernity, investing it with an attachment to cultural roots. Thus, not only did the supernatural fail to be dislodged by modernity, but the discourse of fushigi was itself actively constitutive of Japan’s modern transformation:

The fantastic as I conceive it is the constant condition of Japanese modernity in all its contradictions and fluidity. I would even extend this argument to suggest that to some degree modernity in general is born of fantasy and that any “doubling” perceived within it is between modernity as “reality” and modernity as “imaginary.” Whether configured as negative impediment to national-cultural consolidation or as positive site of alternative new worlds, the fantastic allows the modern to be thought. In a sense, modernity itself is phantasmagoric; it ceaselessly generates that which is a la mode by consciously imagining difference from things past. Embodying transformation, a change of modes, modernity is akin to the root definition of bakemono, a “thing that changes form.” (Figal 1999:14)

Dialectical Fairy Scenes

Writing about the same time period, the second half of the nineteenth century in Europe, Walter Benjamin described a similar process of encasing contemporary change within traditional mythology. His Arcades Project depicted an urban metropolis at the dawn of modernity transformed simultaneously by both the drudgery of industrialization and the enchantments of a burgeoning consumer culture (Buck-Morss 1997). Technology, particularly in moments of radical change and transformation, becomes entangled in the mythology of a previous age. As Benjamin also believed, the very forces fragmenting people’s lives—the spread of technology and jobs that split people’s bodies and labor into discrete units—contain the potential for recouping their “capacity for experience.” Whereas other scholars such as Max Weber argued that modernity brought rationalization, Benjamin thought that under the surface of rationality the urban-industrial world had become reenchanted on an unconscious level. Mythology did not disappear in this age of technology but, rather, became rooted within technology itself. This phenomenon resulted from what he believed to be a creative potential within industrial production, as well as the imaginative effect on consumers of the spectacular display of goods (as in the Parisian arcades) as a kind of phantasmagoric “dreamworld” (Benjamin 1999; Buck-Morss 1997).

Benjamin observed this effect in the way that industry and technology were presented as if they were new gods, capable alone of producing peace, progress, and happiness. New department stores arranged goods in carnivalesque dream form, and urban space became transformed by (and into) markets for selling dreams. While such mystification drew people into a system of industrial capitalism that also exploited, isolated, and alienated them, Benjamin (unlike Marx or Adorno, his constant critic) thought there was, or could be, something redemptive in the capacity shown here to hold on to the imagination. An example of this creative potential from Benjamin’s time, nearly a century ago, is the mimetic capability he saw accruing to the new technologies of photography and film. Just as young children “mimic” the world as a means of exploring (through creatively replaying) it but lose this ability as they develop language-based cognition, so, too, does industrialization, with its fixation on “objective” science and facts, weed out mimetic play. Yet film and photography offer a means of recouping this doubly lost quality: of mimicking the fragmentation, for example, of bodies and space brought on by new labor regimes by showing it in slow motion, close-up visual detail on the screen. Seeing the effects of industrialization replayed for them in a photo or film (such as Charlie Chaplin’s routines in silent films) opened the possibility not only for humor but also for recognition, reflection, even political critique. In such ways, technical reproduction can give back to humanity that capacity for experience that technical production threatens to take away (Benjamin 1999; Buck-Morss 1997).

Benjamin, writing at the beginning of the twentieth century, aimed to tap into the fantasy energy encapsulated in commodities and new technologies, transforming what it said and did for people from mere enchantment to political and metaphysical illumination. His project used modern myths dialectically, retooling them into “dialectical fairy scenes” that “wake people up” from the slumber of everyday labors and mesmerizing commodity spectacles. Borrowing from Benjamin, my own objective in this book is to treat Japanese play goods as dialectical fairy scenes: to analyze their power to enchant, stimulate, and soothe the imaginations of players but to also dissect how such fantasies come embedded in—and help reproduce or alter—relations of capitalism, cultural geopolitics, and techno-communication. In all this I will attempt to take play seriously: to ask how, why, and under what (historical/economic/cultural) conditions such fantasy-scapes as tamagotchi and Mighty Morphin Power Rangers become so meaningful and pleasurable for their fans (in the two sites I have designated here, Japan and the United States). But, like Benjamin, I also see the imagination as a tool situated within the machinery of, in this case, mobile commodities that circulate the globe in a flow of merchandise, New Age technology, and cultural power. Without merely reducing play here to the media (machines/commodities/cultural capital/popular culture) within which it is set, I will examine here the “work” that Japanese play products performs at multiple levels: the desires, subjectivities, and connections that are produced in playing a tamagotchi or Pokémon game, and how the players are thus situated to resist, conform to, or modify particular worldviews (such as the hegemony of American pop culture) and worldly relations (such as the rigid academic expectations in Japan to study hard for entrance exams).

As for the politics of these capitalistic playtoys, this is an issue that, quite frankly, I have struggled with ever since embarking upon this project. In the end, is there anything redemptive for kids here as Benjamin saw in the new technologies of consumerism a century ago? Or are these toys so deeply entangled in circuits of commodities that the imaginative play they evoke is always, and inevitably, channeled to desires and relations of consumption? Over the years, I have gone back and forth on my own position. Shocked, on the one hand, at the commercialism embedded in these perpetually spreading, morphing, and growing playscapes, I am struck, on the other, by the intensity and profusion of attachments children make to and through these virtual worlds. I have seen lonely kids find electronic companionship in their tamagotchi and groups of children work for hours assembling information and strategies to hone their competitive strengths in Pokémon. As it has evolved, then, my current view on the subject is that, while grafted on to and actively inciting a commercialism of runaway (and possibly new) proportions, these playtoys also speak to children in powerful ways that scholars—and adults in general, so often clueless about the imaginary worlds their youth inhabit—must, in my opinion, better understand.

In the end, I do see a redemptive potential here not only in the power with which these goods capture kids’ imaginations but also in particular capacities these play technologies accord youth for interacting with, connecting to, and (re)imagining the world today. More than anything, these toys engage in a continual breakdown and recombination of multiple bodies, powers, and parts. This is the logic of play that not only reproduces a lived world of flux, fragmentation, and mobility but also gives kids the opportunity to both mimic and reweave such particle-ization. The tamagotchi does this more through a trope of biological reproduction (hatching one’s own pet and raising it to adulthood), Pokémon through discovery and conquest (catching hordes of monsters, which are also exchanged along with information between kids), and the team superheroes (Sailor Moon, Power Rangers) through morphing and collective battle scenes. Though the strategies differ, all these playscapes operate through technologies—portable electronics, televisual storytelling, virtual game consoles—that, like (and also unlike) cinema, reenvision the volatility of bodily/familial/spatial borders that come unfixed and are realigned at such frenetic speed today. Kids have continually told me that, in this realm of play, they feel a certain sense of control and also comfort: that this space is their own—to generate pets, friends, or card decks but also to destroy and rearrange as they see fit. This, too, then, is a form of mimetic play where youth explore the world by creatively replaying it—by duplicating breakdown (with potentially destructive, even violent, implications) but also by producing connections. It is in the latter I see the seeds of a dialectical fairy scene: the potential for postindustrial play technologies to give back to youth that capacity for experience that late-stage capitalism threatens to take away.

The structure of the rest of the book is organized mainly through an analysis of four separate waves of Japanese play properties: one chapter each for Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, Sailor Moon, and tamagotchi and two for Pokémon, reflecting both the magnitude of the latter fad and the greater length of fieldwork I devoted to it. In chapters 2 and 3, I precede the discussion of the individual case studies with two historical chapters intended to serve as background for the period during which Japan’s postmodern play industry rose so successfully. The first encompasses the years immediately after the war when, in such figures as Gojira and Tetsuwan Atomu, techno-fantasy became a popular fixture in the mass imaginary of Japan/ese. This constitutes one bookend to the postwar period. The other consists of the years of the late 1990s and millennial crossover: a time when Japan’s currency in the world marketplace of play products increased astronomically just as Japan was plunged into national malaise following the burst of the Bubble economy. Both these times have been marked and marred by upheaval at home; they have also been characterized by a flush in fantasy production whose reception overseas has been vitally important to Japan. Setting up here the relationship between fantasy, capitalism, and global/cultural power (in terms of Japanese play goods, a changing form of advanced capitalism, and United States–Japan relations), this is the rubric around which my discussions of specific play products in the rest of the book will unfold.

Methodology:
Ethnography of the Global/Millennial/Capitalist Imagination

I end this chapter with a word about methodology. Given my subject—the globalized flow of Japanese character goods into the U.S. market and their capitalistic spread as playscapes marked by portability, flexibility, and techno-animism—I deploy here a range of methodological techniques and theoretical paradigms. I remain committed to ethnography—the method of my discipline—but as anthropology and ethnography have moved away from the bounded village into the global ecumene, it has had to confront challenges that are quite new to its objects of study and to the contemporary moment.

How does one do ethnography without the false comfort of imagined local boundaries? Certainly, in my own case, the object of study here—toys that travel in a global marketplace and project fantasies of endless morphing and reconstruction—is unwieldy, mobile, and multiedged. Despite its slipperiness, however, I have sought to bring to this project what has always been the premise and promise of ethnography: getting to know a subject inside and outside its skin—what Malinowski long ago referred to as the “imponderabilia” of everyday life. Here it is critical to approach a subject not only through a body of literature and analytic guidelines but also by gaining understanding into its lived and discursive nature—how it is actually experienced, conceptualized, and talked about in the field. The latter applies particularly well to popular culture, in my opinion: a field that is most often studied through cultural studies, with its proclivity for textual analysis, theoretical acrobatics, and what has sometimes been characterized as drive-by ethnography. What a grounded ethnographic study can add to this is examining a popular phenomenon more from the perspective of those living it: a terrain—involving emotions, desires, bodily sensations, otherworldly spirits—that not only is messy itself but often muddies the categories of a more academy-directed approach.

My own project is deeply concerned with matters of the imagination. I am looking at toys that feed and construct the imagination in particular ways that are shaped by the global, millennial, and capitalistic nature of their current traffic. All these parts of the puzzle are important, but paramount is understanding the logic of the fantasy: why and how these goods work so powerfully on kids’ minds and in the marketplace today. I call my book Millennial Monsters because monsters, both literal and figurative, figure so prominently here: border crossers with identities culled from a (monstrous) blend of the familiar and unfamiliar—normal teenagers who morph into cyborgian superheroes, electronic icons that assemble into virtual pets. By definition, monsters live between two worlds and threaten to collapse or break down the mediating border. Why is this such a compelling fantasy structure for kids in today’s postindustrial world, and how significant is it that Japan currently is the cultural producer of such globally faddish monsters: goods that, as they make their way into a market like the United States, do so with the marker of the monstrous—both familiar to humans and radically other (Rony 1996)? Consider Peter in North Carolina. He plays Yu-Gi-Oh! cards that are deeply familiar to him but also, in some sense, foreign (and feel much more foreign to his dad). To understand how this imaginary world makes sense to fans like Peter and how the fantasy shifts in different contexts and for different actors in the play scene is my ethnographic objective here.

This is a daunting challenge nonetheless, considering that I am neither a child nor an adoring fan of these properties. So, I have immersed myself in the play culture—watching countless movies and cartoons, reading guidebooks and comics, and endlessly playing electronic games—but also employed other strategies such as observing children as they play, interviewing parents and marketers (ethnographers themselves) about the appeal of particular toys, and studying new waves of merchandise at toy stores and toy shows. Interested as well in the production, marketing, and ideological and historical circulation of these toys as their logic of fantasy, I have adopted a multiperspectival approach for studying my subject, itself not only mobile but also multifaceted. Conducting multisited fieldwork (both in the United States, during summers and spring breaks starting in 1995, and in Japan, for short stints and a full year in 1999–2000), I utilized a range of methodological techniques.22 These included interviewing executives, designers, and advertisers at (in the United States) Saban Entertainment, Warner Brothers, 4Kids Entertainment, Hasbro, Nintendo, Wizards of the Coast, Bandai America, and Mattel and (in Japan) Shōgakukan Inc., ShoPro, Tomy, and Bandai; conducting an Internet survey of fans of Sailor Moon; visiting classes in a U.S. middle school on Japanese pop culture; doing an internship at the advertising firm launching the early Pokémon ads for Hasbro; following and analyzing mass media coverage and commentary in both countries; reading scholarship (on cognate toy and kids’ trends); interviewing child experts and scholars who have written on characters/toys/global merchandise (particularly in Japan); studying the historical periods (particularly in Japan) of both the 1950s and the 1990s; and reading what is a vast literature and discourse in Japan on children’s entertainment, including books written by the creator of tamagotchi and the producer of Pokémon. My research plan was more flexible than religious in the techniques used to study each wave of toy merchandise. This was for reasons both of serendipity (different opportunities and contacts presented themselves in each case) and of purposely trying to mix up and vary the strategies employed. So, while I conducted an Internet survey with fans of Sailor Moon in the States and played tamagotchi alongside kids in North Carolina, for example, I studied the seasonal changes of Ranger television shows at the Bandai Museum in Tokyo and interviewed a host of producers and executives involved with Pokémon in both Japan and the United States.

In the end, I have examined the toys in my study from multiple angles: as commodities in an ever-cascading empire of addictive consumerism (using theories of political economy and global capitalism), as signs of cultural power (as expressed in local discourses in Japan), as fantasies that elicit pleasure and intimacy (according to players and marketers), and as symptoms of postindustrial youth culture marked by techno-animism, nomadic subjectivity, and anxiety (read through the lens of behavioral trends and socioeconomic conditions). This range of perspective has added complexity if not always clarity to my subject matter; contradictions and tensions abound here in how toy culture is articulated by different voices and positions. But my aim in being multiperspectival is not so much to present an array of viewpoints (that, treated as neutral and transparent, add up to a social fact) as to understand the logic by which these complicated objects circulate in a marketplace of soft power and fantasy capital. Thus, I take it as a given that each position has its own bias that comes ensconced in its own interpretive framework. Marketers of toys are looking to sell their product no matter how eloquently they speak of its redemptive or imaginative potential for kids. And fans are so enamored they rarely can see the hook with which these products also feed an addiction to consume.

Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global Imagination is a book about entertainment goods that, produced in Japan and out of specific conditions, are shaping—and being shaped by—the global/millennial/capitalist imagination for postindustrial youth in profound ways. Ultimately, Millennial Monsters is about not any static object but interlocking relationships: between global capitalism and Japanese capitalism, fantasies and commodities, techno-animism and polymorphous commercialism, Japan and the United States. Not bounded or grounded units but relations that move and shift, this is how I see the “millennial monsters” in the title: enchantments and commodities that hover between reality and the imagination with the power to both unsettle and entice.

So, with methodology behind us, on to flows of toys and goods, currencies of culture and money, and trades in fantasies and powers.




End of sample
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