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Introduction

A young black man strolls down the street in Oakland, California’s African American community. He is wearing a Chicago Bulls athletic suit with expensive matching sneakers. The sneakers are untied and he walks with a slight limp, leaning just a bit to one side. His arms take turns trailing behind him as he ambles on his way. He knows he is cool and looks good. He follows the popular rap groups and knows all the latest dance steps. Since he lost his job as a stock clerk six months ago, he has been unable to contribute to the support of his two children who live with his former girlfriend and her mother. Halfway down the block, he runs into a good friend who is similarly dressed. They exchange a variety of low-five and high-five handshakes. Using a combination of Black speech patterns and street terminology, they discuss the latest happenings and exchange ideas about generating some income (White & Cones 1999: 92).

Shinjuku, Tokyo. A group of extremely high-heeled Japanese girls wobble towards a group of Japanese young men who are sitting at a restaurant table. The girls’ faces are made up with thick layers of cream foundation and powder and all of them wear sparkly things in their hair. As they listen to the men, their outlined mouths are permanently smiling. Their shaded eyes, emerging under heavy fake eyelashes, adopt the shape of golf balls and convey the impression of astonishment as well as the vague feeling that whatever the males are saying will not be fully understood. The perpetual look of embarrassment, an effect of a sophisticated application of rouge, contributes to this impression. While they clap their hands whenever one of the males makes a joke, the few words that the girls occasionally breathe into the conversation come across as squeaky, high-pitched singsong sounds modeled on “cute” anime voices. Finally, one girl takes out her cell phone from which six plush animals dangle and shows off a recently added glittery toy. In unison the other girls scream: kawaii!—Observed in Tokyo, June 2007.

What do these two examples—the one African American cool, the other Japanese cute or kawaii—have in common? At first glance not much. One is masculine and preoccupied with the dissimulation of emotion; the other is feminine and engaged in the ostentatious display of sentimentality. In these examples, cool produces an aesthetic of the emotionally restrained and the detached, while kawaii excels in attachment to creations with resonances in childhood. Cool appears as an aesthetic used by the leader of the gang while kawaii seems to remain the option of women who have decided to remain children.

Still, in spite of these exterior oppositions and in spite of their different origins, the present book will explain that both phenomena have important conceptual structures in common: both are social expressions that invite interaction and involve the spectator’s imagination. Both engage in a consistent aesthetization of sexuality in which the repressed parts will not necessarily reappear in a sublimated “Freudian” form. Both “hold back,” are potentially sexually fecund, and operate within the realm of possibilities rather than appearing as openly threatening and aggressive behaviors. Both undertake a subversive liquefaction of values up to the point that even gender identities get dissolved though at the same time reinstated. Both contribute to the construction of a personal identity.

Both cool and kawaii are antidotes to stereotypes of their respective homogenous “official” societies, which are the blandness of a plain, barren, vague, and featureless white American monoculture, and the uniformity of postwar Japanese group-oriented society determined by the corporate worker’s lifestyle, entrance examination prep schools, and the domestic boredom of housewives. It is in these modern environments that cool and kawaii (successfully or unsuccessfully) attempt to establish personal identities. The African American philosopher Cornel West sees “black-based Hip-Hop culture of youth around the world” as a grand example of the “shattering of male, WASP cultural homogeneity” (West 1993: 15). Kawaii culture engages in a similar fight against an “official” modernity attempting to replace it with a subtler mode of what West calls “New World Modernity.” In a more global context, cool and kawaii are even linked, as they combat, each in its own way, the American “uncool” (and notoriously sexist) aesthetics of Disney by introducing values of communities, cultural heritages, and histories.

Conquering the World

The new millennium is characterized by an international youth culture dominated by two types of aesthetics: the Afro-American cool, which, propelled by Hip-Hop music, has become “the world’s favorite youth culture;”1 and the Japanese aesthetics of kawaii or cute, which is distributed internationally by Japan’s powerful anime and manga industry. Hip-Hop has become “the center of a mega music and fashion industry around the world”2 and “Black aesthetics,” whose stylistic, cognitive, and behavioral outfits are to a large extent based on cool, has arguably become “the only distinctive American artistic creation” (White & Cones 1999: 60). The “got to be cool” rhetoric of global brands is, according to Nick Southgate, “more often than not, an indirect way of saying “got to be black.’ For many of the superbrands, coolhunting simply means black-culture hunting” (Southgate 2003b: 457). While several recent studies have shown that American brand names have dramatically slipped in their cool quotients what remains exportable were symbols of black coolness. Hip-Hop cool has remained popular even when worldwide anti-Americanism reached highwater marks.

However, Japan has also managed to massively export cool products and is no longer a faceless economic superpower. Sixty percent of the world’s cartoon series are made in Japan and Japanese games running on PlayStation 2 and Nintendo are as popular (Avella 2004: 218). Recently, Asian cartoons have been bought by Hollywood producers. Steven Spielberg adopted the manga/anime Ghost in a Shell (Kôkaku Kidôtai) and the Wachowski brothers adapted the 1960 Japanese anime series Speed Racer. New schemes—like that of hit-producing music stars exclusively known as animated characters such as Gorillaz—have become acceptable for the American mainstream. Since the release of Ôtomo Katsuhiro’s popular animation film Akira (1999), “Japanimation” continues to invade the world. Super Mario is a better-known character among American children than Mickey Mouse (Iwabuchi 2002: 30).

While perhaps the world has not been penetrated by a realistic appreciation of concrete Japanese lifestyles, it is a fact that young people are fascinated by a more or less abstract concept of kawaii. The kawaii boom does not only concern anime and manga; even kawaii teen fashion has become a field of inspiration for international fashion designers. Karl Lagerfeld regularly stops at Tokyo’s Shibuya 109 store to keep an eye on the newest development of Gal’s street fashion. A Hello-Kitty parade with designs by Emanuel Ungaro, Esteban Cortazar, and other international designers was featured in New York City’s Fashion Week in February 2009. The Sanrio luxury store on New York’s Times Square offers diamond-encrusted watches bearing a Hello Kitty logo for Japanese, American, and European buyers (see Yano 2009: 682).

Who could imagine that only five decades ago Japan was still passively consuming American culture? The situation is similar to what Benjamin Barber has said about the 1960s, when American music invaded the Caribbean. The Caribbean reacted with enormous music production of its own, of which reggae is only one well-known example (B. Barber 1995: 12).

The immense popularity that Japanese popular culture enjoys in other Asian countries has led to Japan’s spectacular “return to Asia.” Kawaii culture occurs in all industrialized East Asian countries. Tzu-I Chuang remarks that, under the influence of Japanese anime, in Taiwan kawaii-like “baby talk has become a common way of speaking among adult women” (Chuang 2005: 22) and Xiaoming Hao and Leng Leng Teh, in their article on the impact of Japanese culture on Singaporean youth, focus on “cutie street fashion” (2004). In Thailand the word kawaii has become a common expression (Shunya 2000: 222) and even among youths in mainland China kawaii aesthetics is becoming increasingly popular. The Chinese magazine Rayli ([image: Images]) distributes every month information about the Japanese and Korean entertainment and fashion industry to Chinese youths and publishes special issues like “Childlike 31 Days” (2006).

Kawaii and Cool as Soft Powers

Still in 1990, Joseph Nye wrote that “although Japanese consumer products and cuisine have recently become more fashionable, they seem less associated with an implicit appeal to a broader set of values than American domination of popular communication” (Nye 1990: 169). Today even the Japanese government actively uses J-cool to burnish the country’s international image, that is, it uses kawaii as a soft power. Nye himself defined soft power as a co-optive power “in contrast with the hard or command power of ordering the other to do what it wants” (166). Soft power arises when a country’s culture is not only attractive but when this attraction turns out to be an advantage in international affairs or is even used by administrations to raise the country’s status. Today, kawaii’s efficacy in public diplomacy is so powerful that, according to Peng Er Lam, being cool “has become serious business for the Japanese state” (Lam 2007: 351). The positive image of Japan as a peaceful though dynamic country depends very much on the kawaii aesthetics it exports and how important it is deemed by diplomats. Others even refer to a new Pan-Asianism and find that in the light of this new popular culture, Japan can “regain the role it briefly assumed at the turn of the nineteenth century, when it simultaneously sought to engage the West and to become a cultural and military power on its own terms” (McGray 2002: 48).

The fact that Japan’s exports are not an image of its own traditional culture adds to the new particularity of this soft power. It is difficult to decide if popular culture products like Hello Kitty, Doraemon, or Pokémon have or do not have something Japanese about them; or perhaps they are Japanese only because Japan has subsequently been identified with this kind of aesthetics? Some authors (Alison 2002 and Shiraishi 2000) hold that kawaii culture is more or less faceless or odorless in terms of national culture. The phenomenon is rather like that of the hen and the egg; in any case it is certain that this culture does not essentialize Japan as an ethnic unity. Japan’s soft power has no ethnic attraction, but it does have some national attraction. This is consistent with the hypothesis of Yun and Kim which states that the most recent development of globalism effectuates a shift from ethnic to national attraction (Yun & Kim 2008). Japan’s new face is that of a vaguely, nationally colored kawaii culture and this cultural power is much more transferable than anything that could be directly derived from Japan’s ethnic dimension or long cultural tradition.

It is certainly more difficult to establish African American cool as an American soft power though there would be enough reasons to do so. Interestingly, the two countries in which “soft power” has become a buzz word in the first decade of the new millennium are Japan and America (Watanabe & McConnell 2008: xxix). Japan’s desire to raise its status in world affairs through soft power can be explained through its peculiar culture of anti-militarism on the one hand and its loss of power during the recession in the 1990s on the other. America, however, is interested in soft power for opposite reasons. Being burdened with a weird sort of nationalism and the Bush regime’s almost exclusive reliance on military power in the recent past, America definitively feels the need to regain soft power. Can this be found in the form of African American cool that has traditionally adopted a critical view of the American state and is by definition much more hostile to any sort of political instrumentalization than Japanese kawaii? Can black cool be not only an economic power helping the “NBA to sell Iverson jerseys in Eastern Europe” (Cobb 2008: 70), but also a soft power used by diplomats? It no longer seems to be impossible. The election of Barack Obama has boosted A-cool in the world. Obama’s African origins as well as the African American origins of his wife Michelle have deeply contributed to this effect. Indirectly, African American cool increases America’s soft power.

The Fusion of Cool and Kawaii

In the past, quite frequently, the voids created by a cultural malaise in Western civilizations have been filled with Asian values. Books on Asian management practices (bought stackwise by U.S. corporate executives in the 1980s) as well as Asian literature and avant-garde films have long attracted attention. Today, the world is impressed by what Kelts has called the “third wave of Japanophilia” (Kelts 2006: 5), the first one having taken place in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when European artists discovered a uniquely Japanese aesthetics and the second wave in the 1960s when hippies and beatnik writers were drawn to Asian spiritual traditions. What is new is that today’s “pink globalization” (Yano 2004: 69) finds an ally in the form of an American subculture with which it can fuse: black American cool culture.

The United States and Japan are cultural superpowers and global trendsetters because—and only as long as—they make use of two particular concepts that hide complex structures under their simple surfaces and are difficult to define. Cool and kawaii consistently penetrate the cultural fabric of international youth culture as they intermingle and form a compact concept of cool-kawaii.

The 1999 Newsweek article “Cute power!” which reported that “Western-style cool is out, everything Japanese is in” (Newsweek Asia 8 November 1999) misinterpreted the situation. Cool and kawaii are interdependent. Even more, as a compact amalgam they develop a sort of “New World Modernity” often prophetically alluded to, directly or indirectly, in works by Roland Barthes, Cornel West, as well as other specialists of Japanese and African American culture. This modernity is not simply the catchword for innovation, cutting edge technology, and trend setting styles practiced in a powerful and rich country. This is rather how modernity once used to be perceived. New World Modernity inspired by black America and Japan is more virtual, more subjective, more fluid, more uncanny though not necessarily more artificial, and also more human.

The present study analyzes cool and kawaii not only as such, but also in order to understand the intrinsic powers that are actually leading to a fusion of both aesthetics. Christine Yano, in her most recent article on kawaii culture, uses cool and kawaii as if they were interchangeable concepts without analyzing their respective anatomies. In my personal view, the new concept of J-cool (that embraces kawaii elements) can only be understood by going back to the roots of coolness which are African American.

Normally, kawaii or cute, is immediately related to that which is warm, as opposed to “cooler” emotional temperatures. However, the relationships and interactions between cuteness and coolness are complex. While in “white” European and American culture, cool and cute were, most of the time, defined as opposites, the modernity created by this Afro-Japanese aesthetics is able to unite both by following its intrinsic ironical patterns. This is the reason why the Washington Post has called Japan, which is the country of kawaii, “the coolest nation on Earth” (Faiola 2003).

There are other indicators of this new fusion. Together with perhaps France and Korea, Japan—in spite of (or simply because of) its dominant kawaii culture—is the country outside of the United States where Hip-Hop music has developed authentic roots and has almost been established as a local culture. Though Ian Condry affirms the contrary, in Japan Hip-Hop is not “a veritable macho island in a sea of cute stars” (Condry 2006: 164), but tends more and more toward a fusion of both poles. While the Sukeban or “Lady’s” fashion of tough Japanese women warriors of the 1970s looked into biker culture for inspiration, today’s bad girls will rather go for Hip-Hop.

Also the American pop artist Prince, who was in 1996 presented by Esquire as “both imposing rock star and diminutive dress-up doll,” symbolizes this sort of fused aesthetics because as Rhonda Garelick has found, he radiates “snarling virility commingled with doe-eyed femininity” (Garelick 1998: 155 and 158). Even though female rapper Sister Souljah sneers at “effeminate” black artists like Prince and Michael Jackson announcing that genuine “rappers are bringing back the notion of strong, masculine voices” (Cheney 2005: 283), indirectly she points to an essential flexibility intrinsic to African American culture. The same kind of flexibility is present in popular Japanese culture which produces an aesthetics of ambiguity, of fluid transformation, and an “in-between” that cannot be found, for example, in the rigid moral dualism of Disney culture.

The present book attempts to define this flexibility by describing the cool and kawaii as well as models of convergence or commutation that are characteristic for the contemporary cultural situation of which popular culture merely represents the surface. On a deeper level this fusion leads toward the development of a “New World Modernity” in which flexibility represents one of the most prominent challenges. From the writings of Zygmunt Bauman follows that in post-industrial society convergence, commutation, and flexibility become more and more necessary for social survival: “The virtue proclaimed to serve the individual’s interest best is not conformity to rules . . . but flexibility: a readiness to change tactics and style at short notice, to abandon commitments and loyalties without regret . . .” (Bauman 2007: 4). Even a CEO like Bill Gates must be flexible and willing to “destroy what he has made, given the demands of the immediate moment” (Sennett 1998: 62). The same goes for identities which are disposable, tried on or trashed. What is most asked for is tolerance for fragmentation.

Cool and kawaii, especially when they are used as intercultural concepts, help to reveal underlying patterns that are obvious since Marshal McLuhan’s reflections on the hot and the cool in the 1960s (McLuhan 1964), but which have, most recently, been reinforced through globalization as well as through the “cool” technology of the Internet. The present book addresses these questions by drawing an outline of a New World Modernity as an alternative to “Western” mainstream modern culture. The last part of the book examines cool and kawaii as phenomena closely linked to the development of

Cool, Kawaii, and Decadence




Afro-Japanese Culture







Against Afrocentrism




An Anthropology of Cool-Kawaii





A Study of Space




The Chapters





First Degree Parallels between Cool and Kawaii


Notes





OPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  







OPS/images/9780739148471.jpg







OPS/images/f0xiv-01.jpg





OPS/images/copy.jpg





OPS/images/pub.jpg
'w«,;

LEXINGTON BOOKS
A division of
ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INC.
Lanham * Boulder » New York » Toronto * Plymouth, UK





