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Session 2-1
Transnational Pop Culture:Creating a Common Asian Pop Culture?

In the post-Cold War era, world pop culture has begun to change. During the half-century of the Cold
War, the United States lead the world pop culture scene and exported a lifestyle symbolized by jeans.
rock-and roll, and Coca-Cola. Japanese pop culture initially idolized and imitated American pop
culture, then embarked on a gradual process of “self-closure.” In popular music, for example, a
clear contrast between Western and Japanese music in the 1960s tumed vague after the 1970s, and the
Japanese market share of music software increased to more than fifty percent. “Self-closure,” as
mentioned above, rcfers 1o the phenomenon of people willing to appreciate domestic cultures which
have become more Western-style at the expense of the original, indigenous style.

In the 1990s, with the rapid economic development of East and Southeast Asian countries, attention
has tumed to weaving cultural networks among these countries. For instance, mainland China holds
great love for both Hong Kong and Taiwan, and Japan is considered the model of a consumption
culture. Among the countries of Southeast Asia too, there is a complicated network of interrelation-
ships. What does this mean? Will the popular cultures of Asia merge?
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HASHIZUME Daisaburo

. i . “Transnational Pop Culture: Creating a Common Asian Pop Culture?”
\a_ raises the question of whether Asia will become a kind of coherent unit or not. In

% order to consider this question, we intended to -consider the facts and their
implications in the field of popular culture because it is this field in which each
country’s products are now entering into the markets of other countries on a large
scale. We confined ourselves to the field of culture as a premise of the discussion,
thus we did not discuss politics and economics. And we concentrated further on
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- - e e popular culture, so-called pop culture. First of all, three panelists have reported

EBEFBETT— 7 A - - several concrete examples of popular culture that transcend national I?ound‘aries.

__Zf E2EMEz OO I X8 & B i x 7 The first presentation was made by Mr. Saito Eisuke, Executive Director of
ol - % % ;:b g;g ;g 5 ?:t g § §§ B 75( i‘l the Intemational Division of Amuse, Inc., who has been working in the business of
g % Iiﬁ éﬁ ?L 5 M2 MW A ﬁ{g B = different genres of popular culture such as introducing Asian singers in Japan.
- S E A & g Z A g: 25 ﬁ According to Mr. Saito, this Amuse, Inc. at first approached the American market,
j(\ g % Z*-)S: -3‘{ %C? % %ﬁi E ] _§_ i ; % fify but the business ran into a blank wall; for example, when they brought Japanse rock
M 7T ',‘ » EE /03 Z A g o Z (& musicians, who they thought had the potential to be a hit, to the United States,
% it tﬂ\ £ % 5 ?f £ 7 é% 3 ; § i American business perceived them as something strange from Asia. Therefore, in
= é 54 % 5 x o ;D} 7}; EQ & = L iﬁ 1990 they established a company in Hong Kong without doing any market research.
55 & %}? % 2 g i—\} B i fé % Because doing business in Asia gave them the feeling that they are accepted by

=~ z = Y F b . . . . . s . -

e om0 W5 0 k& & Asian society as compatriots, they made a business decision to change their policy
) ;% A from Westemn-oriented to Asia-oriented.  He related many interesting episodes,
% ? E r@ 4 gf % B % HBE fé ﬁ % ?’)E fﬁ E g,:j 7?\ ?ut to c?umlthlem up wledsl?guld nite Fhat in the future, Shina VYliIH emc;rge as z}f
: " XTo LEALOS oo i remendously large worldwide market in many aspects, and we will see the age o
g ;% ’;’ % ']: ;é - E ﬁ g & g g # % é = the English and Chinese languages. Thus, the frontier of Japanese culture business
(A =[] I 72 -4 F OSN3 B EHmop @ lies in the creation of new cultures in a worldwide network.
RC-NEFHD & 23 m T =

ooy o o= % = o P S g.g g}% % I The second presentation was made by Ms. Shiraishi Saya about Doraemon, a
% %DU {f ,@ & g_i g bV EBEEET (:) Japanese popular TV animation program. Originally this Doraemon was a cartoon,
B ey BE R él{z] gg ;,i % L(/ 1‘% E‘? g % but later it was developed as an animated film. During her fieldwork in Indonesia,
2N OFL - WBsx® LR
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HASHIZUME Daisaburo

she observed that this animated film was broadcast by Indonesian TV and was well
accepted by Indonesian children. Doraemon, a robot from the future, is very kind
to contemporary people—unlike Terminator, a hero of American film—and solves
many problems using high-tech products taken out of his pocket. Her analysis
suggests that this presentation of Doraemon reflects the attitude of high-tech
industries toward consumers, and thus Doraemon could be considered the symbol of
capitalism.  Further, we may say that Doraemon is a symbol of Japanese business
activities which understand the detailed differences of Asian countries and so
produce and sell goods appropriate to each market.

The third speaker was Dr. David Wu. Dr. Wu remarked on the fact that
youth culture in various Asian cities has been established as a common Asian
culture. He raised food culture as an example, which so far has attracted less
attention. Among the epivsodes he raised, for me the most impressive one was the
story of when Kentucky Fried Chicken opened its first shop in Hong Kong.
Because of insufficient market research, they failed, but when they tried a second
time, due to an adequate study of the market, they were successful. This case
clearly shows that when entering into a new market, a well-planned market strategy
is necessary in order to find the social context in which a cultural product may be
accepted. This has strong implications for the theme of the session.

In the discussion held after the presentations, so many problems were raised
that I cannot report all of them in this limited space. Thus, I would like to point
out some of the more important topics. First of all, I should mention that the
panelists unanimously agreed that Asia is so diverse and heterogenous that we
cannot start our discussion from a simple assumption that Asia is a unified entity.
Then, the discussion focused on the question of how transnational cultural
circulation takes place despite heterogeneity. We came to the conclusion that this
phenomenon occurs when certain conditions are fulfilled.  One of the conditions
is the social context of the recipient side as previously mentioned. This social
context is not always rational, but sometimes it is based on a misunderstanding on
the recipient side. For example, Dr. Wu asked the question, when did Japanese
begin to drink oolong tea, which originated in China and is now very popular in
Japan. I think that it was about ten years ago, but the social context behind the
acceptance of this tea is not clear. I guess that this habit of drinking oolong tea
began with an association by similarity with the Japanese traditional custom of
drinking cool barley water during the summer season. However, I realized that in
China, oolong tea is a very hot drink of nearly 100 degrees Celcius. Therefore,
this typical case of transnational cultural circulation might have begun with a
misunderstanding on the recipient side. Whether it is a strange way of drinking or
not, it is a fact that oolong tea transcended national boundaries and entered Japanese
daily life. It is difficult for Japanese to notice this kind of misunderstanding unless
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it is pointed out by Chinese people. So, we agreed that it is important to study
these issues from many angles. .

Secondly, the problem of the role of language was discussed, the question of
whether it is difficult for culture to circulate if language is involved. In the case of
food culture, this is not a problem; but for example, in the case of songs which
naturally involves language as lyric lines, there may be some difficulty because of a
language barrier. Thirdly, we discussed the United States. The so-called
Americanization of urban culture widely took place after the Second World War in
the bigger Asian cities. A question arose if this Americanization caused the
transnational circulation of Asian popular culture in the later period? We could
not reach a conclusion, but it seems that there is some relation between
transnational Asian popular culture and Americanization. The fourth issue
concerns the so-called Greater China Zone. In Asia, it is obvious that the
Chinese presence is huge, but to what extent will it become the key factor of the
problem? We did not come to a conclusion on this issue, either.

To recapitulate the whole session, since transnational cultural circulation is
an ongoing process, we need further observation and it is not yet time to make any
conclusions. Secondly, we are involved in this movement so that we may assume
the attitude of a creator of new culture, not an observer. As Mr. Saito of Amuse,
Inc. has pointed out, in the process of creation we should find a partner or partners,
either the Americans, Vietnamese, or someone else, and collaborate with them
based on mutual understanding. We can no longer develop our business or other
cultural activities among Japanese alone, but cultural creation can only be
implmented through partnership between different cultures.  Speaking of
partnership and a network of international cooperation sounds like whitewashing
the reality, but we also talked about the problem of prejudice as Mr. Saito pointed
out. First his company considered America, then turned to Asia, and he frankly
admitted that he had and perhaps still has biased views on Asia. Japan as a whole
veils its phychological complex toward Asia as it has never confronted, only
glossed over its history of invading Asia. I think that unless we look steadly at our
prejudice toward Asia, we will not be able to establish partnerships with Asian
people. The same is true for other Asian countries, which also have their own
prejudice about others. Thus, it is my impression that eradicating these prejudices
might be the task of the people who are engaged in cultural activities.
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