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Japan is reinventing superpower—again. Instead of collapsing
beneath its widely reported political and economic misfortunes,
Japan’s global cultural influence has quietly grown. From pop music
to consumer electronics, architecture to fashion, and animation to
cuisine, Japan looks more like a cultural superpower today than it
did in the 1980s, when it was an economic one. But can Japan build
on its mastery of medium to project an equally powerful national
message? ¥
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On Sunday mornings, teenagers crowded the sidewalks of Tokyo's
Shibuya district until they spill over the curbs and into the streets.
They start at Hachiko Square, under a video monitor that takes up

the entire face of a glass and steel high-rise, and spread out, 30 or

40 wide in the crosswalks. They mill around displays stacked with new
sneakers—Nike and New Balance from the United States, Puma and
Adidas from Europe via New York. They gather in a small music store
that specializes in the American vinyl records played in Tokyo’s popular
soul bars—Grandmaster Flash, Curtis Mayfield, Parliament. They
spend 370 yen (roughly $3) at Starbucks for a tall iced latte, which
tastes just as it does in Washington, D.C., and is just as overpriced.
Like any global metropolis, Tokyo serves up a substantial dose of
American culture, particularly to its youth. Sometimes, like Starbucks
or Nikes, it 1is authentic. Sometimes, like a “Harbard
University’sweatshirt or a potato salad pizza, it is not. But cultural
accuracy is not the point. Less important than authentic American
origin is the whiff of American cool.

A few blocks from the Starbucks in Hachiko Square you will find
Mandarake, a shop that sells used manga and anime (Japanese

comic books and animation, respectively). There is no storefront

full of dog-eared comics in plastic sleeves, just a maw of an entrance
carved cavelike out of fake rock and flight after flight of stairs down to
the basement-level shop. There, comic books and videotapes are
stacked to the ceiling, alongside the toys and collectibles they inspired.
The real esoterica are under glass, rare Godzilla and Ultraman action



figures selling for hundreds of dollars each-
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Over the course of an otherwise dismal decade, Japan has been
perfecting the art of transmitting certain kinds of mass culture.

Japan was postmodern before postmodernism was trendy, fusing
elements of other national cultures into one almost-coherent
whole.

Perversely, recession may have boosted Japan’s national cool,
discrediting Japan’s rigid social hierarchy and empowering
young entrepreneurs.

Japanese firms have strong financial incentives to hew to the
demands of a generation with high disposable income, regardless

of economic ups and downs.
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Japan’s history of remarkable revivals suggests that the outcome of
that transformation is more likely to be rebirth than ruin. Standing
astride channels of communication, Japan already possesses a vast
reserve of potential soft power. And with the cultural reach of a
superpower already in place, it’s hard to imagine that Japan will



be content to remain so much medium and so little message. ”
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“Cool Japan’as is currently understood is a relatively recent
phenomenon, which gathered momentum following an article
published by an Amereican journalist observing Japanese popular
culture in the post-bubble economy. Japanese bureacrats and cultural
critics readily latched on to this concept as a basis for renewed national
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pride.
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(3) Patrick W. Galbraith. 7The Otaku Encyclopedia. (2009)
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Patrick W. Galbraith is a journalist based in Tokyo. He specializes in
Japanese popular culture and writes regular columns for Metropolis
magazine, and the Otaku2. com website.

He is a Ph.D. candidate researching otaku at the University of
Tokyo and is familiar face in Akihabara, where he gives regular tours
of the otaku capital dressed as Goku from Dragon Ball. His writing
has also appeared in Akiba Tbday and Akibanana, and he has
academic articles upcoming in Signs, Positions, Mechademia and the

journal of Japanese Studies. ‘' ¥
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Are you an otaku? Do you have otaku friends you can’t relate to?
Then let The Otaku Encyclopedia expand your knowledge of the
fascinating subculture of Cool Japan. This definitve guide intro-
duces the world of Japn’s anime nerds, game geeks, and pop-idol
fanboys, with over 600 terms that any fan Japanese pop culture
simply must know. Moé doujinshi, cosplay; and most importantly
otakuitself, are clealy explained in a fun yet informative way by a
self-confessed otaku who has spent years researching the otaku
heartland.

Scattered among the enclcopedia entries are interviews eith
key otaku like artist Takashi Murakami, otaku expert Okada
Toshio, J-pop idol Shoko Nakagawa, and many others entrenched
in the world of maid cafés, street-idols, and figure collecting. An

essential A-to-Z of otaku culture not to be missed. ! ¥’
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Aoki thus suggests that performing‘Cool Japan’serves ‘the national
interest’because it helps reduce anti-Japanese feelings in East Asia
(Aoki 2004), whilst Ogura argues that Japan needs an active
‘cultural diplomacy’of exprting ‘Japanese spirit’ via popular culture
(Ogura 2004; see also Hamano 1999; McGray 2002).
Japan’s international prominence, and its high profile in enter-
tainment, fashion, literature and art, has also attracted English-

language interest in Japan’s relations with popular culture. ")
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Japan’s history of remarkable revivals suggests that the outcome
of that transformation is more likely to be rebirth than ruin. Standing
astride channels of communication, Japan already possesses a vast
reserve of potential soft power. And with the cultural reach of a
superpower already in place, it’s hard to imagine that Japan will be

content to remain so much medium and so little message. ¢
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