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Japanese pop culture, as represented by comics, animations, and games, has gained the world's
attention. In contrast to Japan’s economic recession in the 90s, Japan-made TV games spread
throughout the world and Japanese animations began to enjoy high audience ratings. Japan has thus
entered into the spotlight of the younger generation’s attention—not only in Asia but also in the US and
in Europe. The power of propagation and influence possessed by today’s Japanese pop culture can be

said to be far greater than ukiyo-e, which gave birth to Impressionism at the end of the 19th century.

Japanese pop culture is the subject of great commercial expectations. The market size for comics,
animations, and games, including the music used in them and associated character-related items, totals
three to five trillion yen. Together with related markets, such as design, architecture, and sightseeing,
the entire market size exceeds 100 trillion yen. Japanese products conventionally opened the way into
the international market through their high functionality and quality, while the new Japanese pop
culture businesses adds extra cool, pop, and cute flavors to the standard commercial items and services

and thus providing a new aspect to the established “Japan brand.”

In particular, the comic market has seen an unmatched global growth. The share of comic books
occupies 70% of the entire publication. The number of newly introduced animations on TV now boasts
around 80 programs per week. In 2001, 60% of box-office profits in the Japanese movie industry were
from animation movies. The market is diverse and ramified. For example, it has established genres
such as love stories, teenager stories, and gourmet and historical dramas. At the same time, the “media-
mix” business, where the same content is presented in different formats, for example, as a comic, game,

or animation, is also developing.

Technologies related to comics, animations, and games were all introduced from US and Europe and
then developed in unique forms in Japan. However, the root of story-telling and the manner of
expression is grounded in secular culture, as seen in the caricature scrolls of the 12th century. Nobles
and Samurai did not give birth to this form of culture, nor did religion. Such development of popular
culture depends on the characteristic and size of the audience. An environment that allows people to
enjoy comics or games even on a train, school, or in work places, regardless of their age or gender is the

foundation of Japan’s pop culture industry.



In Japan, culture is not so clearly divided between adults and children. Therefore, comics, animations,
and games, which are regarded as “children’s entertainment” in American and European culture, are
not so controlled in Japan, and those targeted at adults are widely available. This means that the social
and institutional control over such products’ contents is less restrictive compared with in the US and
Europe, allowing an inundation of sexually explicit and violent presentations. Such sexually explicit or
violent presentations provide competitiveness for Japanese pop culture products, but at the same time,

they stir up criticism from international society.

The growth of comics, animations, and the game industry in the 90s was accelerated by the downsizing
and networking of computers. The new technologies enabled new modes of expression, generated new
channels of sales and distribution, and delivered new culture, customs, and businesses. Digital
technology is now contributing to the development of non-business personalized contents by amateur
users through websites, emails, and blogs. Pop culture is no longer one-directional, where a small
number of professional creators provides contents to a mass audience, but is developing into a form

where a mass audience creates, presents, publishes, and shares contents by themselves.

The Japanese government is keen to support the commercial aspect of such Japan-made pop culture
today, although they once regarded such pop culture as a subject to be controlled. Recent Japan-made
pop culture is even valued in terms of international politics, for its possibilities as a source of Japan’s
“soft power,” equivalent to its quality corporate brands and its diplomatic peacekeeping efforts. Japan’s
political stance towards the continuing development of pop culture is as yet unknown, compared with
the US’s “private-finance-driven and industry-policy-oriented” stance, France’s “government-driven and
cultural-policy-oriented” stance, and Korea’s “government-driven and industry-policy-oriented” stance.
However, it is clear that the Japanese government is attempting to become more involved in the future
of pop culture. But political approaches could be seen as a danger to the “outlaw” nature of pop culture,
and the formulation of policies with a long-term vision and that keep a suitable distance from pop

culture are desirable.
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