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Introduction

It had been a productive interview lasting nearly two hours. But as I thanked my informant, an experienced editor at one of the most important manga publishing companies in the United States, once more for his time and stood up to leave, he cleared his throat pointedly and frowned. I paused, half-risen from my chair.

“You’re at Cambridge, and this is what you’re researching?” he asked with a vague gesture meant to take in everything about the situation in which we had found ourselves. “Isn’t it too … ,” he searched at length for a word, “stupid?”

I was momentarily dumbfounded. By that point in my fieldwork, I had conducted well over thirty interviews with his industry colleagues in the United States and Canada, and no one had ever suggested that I might be wasting my time (and, presumably, my university’s resources). Yet, here was a person who had dedicated his entire adult working life to manga publishing wondering if it was stupid to try to understand him and his world.

So, I echoed his question back to him. “You work in this industry,” I said, stating the obvious. “Do you think it’s stupid?”

“I don’t count,” he replied dismissively without missing a beat.

Although we then discussed possible ways in which my research should contribute to the stores of sociological knowledge, this editor, whom I will call Thom (short for Doubting Thomas), simply would not be persuaded that those who actually do the labor of transnational cultural production are important and that this study might be valuable because it is about something that he himself values. He sincerely believed that, in this context, he simply did not matter enough. Furthermore, upon reflection I now realize that many other informants, their initial replies to my email approach skeptical that they possessed any relevant expertise worth sharing, were not merely being obstinate in the face of an inconvenient, pesky researcher making demands upon their already overscheduled lives. Though they may have shared his views, they were too polite (or perhaps too embarrassed) to raise the issue with me as bluntly as this one editor did. Had I allowed my research agenda to be wholly determined by my informants, I would have deemed it unworthy of serious inquiry and abandoned the subject entirely. It is a sobering thought.

It is also, at least on the surface of things, a profoundly puzzling one. According to the research firm ICv2, American manga sales grew 350 percent from $60 million in 2002 to $210 million in 2007, and this so-called “manga boom” effected changes in the publishing landscape that have become spatially inscribed into the floor plans of every mainstream bookstore in the country (Brienza 2009a). Manga, which until the start of the twenty-first century was often mistaken for an exotic fruit in the English-speaking world, had quickly become serious business. Journalists, scholars, and policy wonks all began to write about the importance of manga. To them, the humble comic book seemed to represent a Japanese challenge to the hegemony and cultural imperialism of American popular culture, a global phenomenon in need of interpretation—and perhaps replication.

There are, in short, plenty of people out there on record suggesting that the story of manga in America is an important one needing to be told. And it is one, moreover, that manga industry professionals like Thom had experienced firsthand. As a veteran editor, in fact, he had a direct and instrumental role in manga’s overseas commercial success. Why should this not be obvious to him? Why was he so very convinced that his opinions and role in it all did not “count”? What was going on?

The answers to these questions, surprisingly, may be found in how, precisely, these commentators had being telling the manga story and what sort of language they had been using. Sociologist Sharon Kinsella, writing in 2000, likens manga in its original Japanese context to “air” because it has “permeated every crevice of the contemporary environment” (Kinsella 2000, 4). And intriguingly, she is not alone in using atmospheric metaphors either; in his monograph Recentering Globalization, Koichi Iwabuchi attributes the success of manga outside of the Asian region to being culturally “odorless” (Iwabuchi 2002, 24). While, in his view, the Japanese origin of many of its cultural objects intended for local consumption hangs about them like invisible but all too perceptible olfactory particles in the air, manga can circulate the globe freely because its national, racial, and ethnic characteristics are undetectable and therefore do not pique the proverbial olfactory sensibilities of non-Asian noses. This odorlessness was not, as it was for goods such as electronics and automobiles specially manufactured for export, a deliberate business strategy. Instead, the reason proffered for the lack of offense is simple: The medium of the cartoon was American before it was Japanese, and its flow is therefore innocuous and easy to reverse.1

This discourse on air and odorlessness reflects Japanese common wisdom through the 1990s about the origins, properties, and appeals of its popular culture. For example, famed Japanese cultural philosopher Hiroki Azuma argues that contemporary popular, or as he terms it “otaku,” culture in Japan such as manga is the product of “a complex yearning to produce a pseudo-Japan once again from American-made material, after the destruction of the ‘good old Japan’ through the defeat in World War II” (Azuma 2009, 13). The Japanese so fully embraced manga, then, precisely because military defeat had made other older forms of media distasteful. If it is received well in America, that is only because it was already kind of American. This explains why journalist Douglas McGray observed “a strange point of pride, a kind of one-downsmanship, to argue just how little Japan there is in modern Japan” among the Japanese “artists, directors, scientists, designers, and culture mavens” he interviewed in the early 2000s. This, he too goes on to suggest, may be a crucial component in the global spread of what he calls “Japan’s Gross National Cool” (McGray 2002, 48).

McGray’s article, however, published in Foreign Policy in 2002, represented a historic turning point in the way in which the story of manga was represented. Drawing upon political scientist Joseph S. Nye’s conception of “soft power” (Nye 1990, 2004), he argues that Japan’s popular culture might be actively deployed both to revive the nation’s export economy in the postmanufacturing age and to improve its position on the global diplomatic stage.2 In his view, Japan is “one of a handful of perfect globalization nations,” having succeeded “not only in balancing a flexible, absorptive, crowd-pleasing, shared culture with a more private, domestic one but also in taking advantage of that balance to build an increasingly powerful global commercial force” (McGray 2002, 53). For a country which has renounced the coercive “hard power” of military domination, such an alternative means to influence should be particularly desirable, but unfortunately, it has not thus far had the will or means to tap it. McGray is optimistic about the future, however, finding it “hard to imagine that Japan will be content to remain so much medium and so little message” (McGray 2002, 54). After all, he argues, the rewards could be tremendous: “If Japan sorts out its economic mess and military angst, and if younger Japanese become secure in asserting their own values and traditions, Tokyo can regain the role it briefly assumed at the turn of the 19th century, when it simultaneously sought to engage the West and to become a military and cultural power on its own terms” (McGray 2002, 48).

Gone with the wind, then, went the metaphors of air and of culturally odorless gases that might first have come from America on random currents of global circulation. In their place appeared a militaristic language about “cultural power” and “commercial force,” along with the possibility of newfound global influence—and manga, of all things, was among those objects of popular culture to lead the charge. By the middle of the first decade of the 2000s, subsequent commentators throughout the media and the academy, and indeed the nascent manga industry itself, had begun imitating and expanding upon this new style of rhetoric. In their hands, the story of manga in America became one of all-out war. Journalist and critic Roland Kelts was commissioned to write a book subtitled How Japanese Popular Culture Has Invaded the U.S. (see Figure 1.1). This book was published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2006. In 2007, Wired magazine ran a cover story on how manga has “conquered America” (see Figure 1.2). The magazine also promised to explain, albeit in a slightly smaller font size, “how Japanese comics are reshaping popular culture” in a mere ten pages. Similarly hyperbolic, the largest independent American manga publishing house of the period, called Tokyopop, coined the phrase “Manga Revolution” and used it extensively on published titles and assorted promotional material beginning in 2002. In his scholarly book about American comic books, sociologist Paul Lopes deploys this very same slogan and devotes five pages to “The Manga Revolution” (Lopes 2009, 152), arguing that manga was an “external” force of transformation upon comics
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