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1．Introduction

　　　　　One　of　the　most　common　types　of　comment　1　have　heard　about也e　s加dents　at　my

皿iversity　when　I　talk　with　Americans　who　have　visited　Japan　is　how　surprised　they　are　at　the

media　preferences　of　those　stUdents　and　ofJapanese　people　in　general．　ln　part，　they　are

surprised　that　these　Japanese　students，　despite　their　easy　access　to　Japanese　an重mation　and

music，　are　so　fbnd　ofAmerican（primarily　Disney）animation　and（pop）music．　Of　course，

these　Arnericans　are　often　far　more　interested　in　Japanese　media－ranging　f㌃om　a　fascination

with　anime　to　an　interest　in　J・pop．　Many　of　these　people，　then，　are　in　the　paradoxical

situation　of　being　interested　more　in　the　cultural　artifacts　produced　by　the　other　cultUre．　There

are　a　number　ofreasons　why　that　might　be　so，　qf　course，　but　this　paper　seeks　to　examine　j　ust

one　of　them－－and　in　doing　so，　talk　about　the　difference　in　the　two　cUltures．

　　　　　　One　of　the　appeals　of”foreign”　entertainment　is　that　it　is　not　quite　as　normal　and

predictable　as“domestic”en翻㎜ent晒at　we　mi帥t　call　the　co㎜onpla㏄s㎝d⑰s　of

也eco㎜unication訂e価rent一孤d也ose　di危rences　mean伽t　what　may　be　commonplace

to　one　culture　seerr｝s　fresh　and　interes血g　to　another　Many　of　the　students　I　have　talked　to

love　Disney　because，　in　part，　the　stories　have　far　happier　endings　than　the　traditional　Japanese

stories　w垣c輪m　the　backdroP飴r　most　Ja卿ese　animatioトthat　is　they　con仕ast　what　they

see　as　the“realism”ofJapanese　movies　with　the‘‘fantasy”of　Westem　ones．　Similarly，　the

Americans　are　often　surprised　by　the　behavior　of　the　actors　in　Japanese　films　as　opposed　to

what　they　see　as　the“realism”of　Westem　films．

II．　Conside，ring　Collectivism　and　lndividualism

　　　　　So，　what　factors　make　Japanese　entertairment　different飾m　Westem　ente血i㎜ent？

Well，　one　simple　answer　is　the　group　fbcus．　We　are　o危en　told　that　Japan　is　a　more　collectivist

society（group　oriented）while　the　West　is　more　individualist（selforiented）．　As　a　result，　we

could　expect　that　the　media　produced　in　each　cult町e　would　represent　that　kind　of　group　or
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selforientation．　The　diVision　is　not　always　so　simple，　ofcourse．　Not　all　Japanese　think　of

themselves　as　group・oriented　and　not　all　Westerners　think　of　them　selves　as　individualists．

In　fact，　David　Matsumoto（2002）challenged　the　very　notion　ofJapanese　tendencies　toward

collectiVism，　claiming　that　tempOral　and　cultUral　changes　had　made　Japanese　more

individualistic　than　they　had　been　in　the　past．　After　revieWing　some　research　done　on

Japanese　college　students，　he　concluded：

this［research］suggests　that　not　only　is　the　stereotype　conceming　Japanese

coUectivism　not　supported，　but　in　fact　the　oppOsite　may　be　true－the　Japanese

may　aCtually　be　less　collectiVisti．c，　that　is，　more　individualistic　than　are

Americans（41）．

　　　　　　Now，1　think　that　Matsumoto　pOses　an　interesting　challenge　to　the　Widespread

assumption　of　collectivism　in　Japan，　but　1　also　think　that　his　research　is　missing　the　mark　ifit

hopes　to　supplant　that　assumption．　The　notion　that　changing　times　would　change　the　cultural

assumptions　of　the　Japanese　themselves　is　well　taken．　Cultures，1ike　people，　adapt　and

change・　Just　because　a　culture　vaiues　or　enshrines　a　value　in　one　part　of　its　history　does　not

mean　that　it　Wi11　continue　to　do　so．

　　　　　　However，　there　are　several　concems　which　Matsumoto’s　response　raises．　The

rese舳he　is　ex㎝ining（and　conduding）assumes　that，　for　example，　being　collectivist　means

that　one　Wi11　prefer　collectivism－i．e．　that　self　repOrt　data　woUld　accumtely　reflect　what

students　would　actually　do（or　that　a　zero・history　task　group　wouId　have　status　as　an‘‘in・

group”to　the　s加dents）in　a　real，　un・s伍ged　situation．　Both　assumptions　are，1也ink，　mis伍kes

because　they　con丘lse　world　view　with　desired　outcome．　I　may　hope　for　the　best　but　know

that　the　wOrld　wm　end　badly．　In　that　sense，　I　am　a　pessimist　but　I　would　appear　an　optimist

ln　testlng．

　　　　　　In　a　similar　way，　it　seems　to　me　that　my　studentS　may　often　desire　individualisip　while

『　living皿t　their　lives　in　the　cultural　reality　of　collectivism．　They　may　Wish　to　live　in　a　way

that　emphasizes　their　interests　or　goals　over　the　goals　of　the　whole　of　the　group，　but　they　still

feel　the　assumptive　cUltUra1　reality　of　the　world　which　tells　them　that　in・group　goals　are　more

lmportant．
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　　　　　　lf　perforrning　direct，　measurable　observation　is　not　the　answer，　what　is？　There　are

many　oppor㎞ties　fbr　study，　but　what　1　want　to　examine　for　the　moment　is　the　idea　of　the

cultUre　bearer－that　is　the　items　which　contain　and　transmit　culture　to　the　people　inside　and

outside　of　that　culture．　One　obvious　culture　bearer　in　the　modern　age　is　the　movie、　Movies

convey　narratives　which　must，　at　some　level，　make　sense　to　the　members　of　the

society／culture．　Movies　might，　then，　provide　a　Window　into　the　unstated　and（virtually）un－

testable　assumptions　that　a　culture　passes　on　to　its　members．　ln　his　discussion　of　the　history

of　Japanese　film，　for　example，　Donald　Richie（2001）noted　that　even　though　they　do　not

intend　to　discuss　the　concept　of　being（culturally）Japanese，　the　movie　makers　invest　in　their

movies　the　culmm1　assumptions　they　carry：

though‘Japaneseness’is　not　a　concept　which　ever　much　interested　the

Japanese　filmmaker（though　it　has　oocasionally　fascinated　the　Japanese

politician），　filmmakers　remain　Japanese，　and　the　international　language　of　film

is　even　now　locally　spOken　With　a　native　accent（11）．

　　　　　This　“native　accent”is　not　at　all　surprising．　Stories，　narratives，　moVies　rely　on　the

audiences’abilities　of　making　a　coherent　reality　out　of　the　strands　of　the　teXt．　These　texts　all

rely　on　the　audiences’ability　to　make　the　reality　ofthe　story　fit　meaning血11y　with也e　reality

oftheir　lived　experiences．　As　a　result，　Kenneth　Burke　claimed　that　the　purpose　or　function

of　poetic　myth　might　lie　in　its　ability　to　be　more　revealing　of　relationships　in　our　world　than

direct，　objective　observations：

Apoet’s　myths，　I　tried　to　make　clear，　are　real　in　the　sense　that　they　perform　a

necessary　fUnction．　They　so　pattem　the　mind　as　to　give　it　a　grip　upon　reahty．

For　the　myth　embodies　a　sense　of　relationships．　But　relationships　cannot　be

pointed　to，　in　the　simple　o句ective　way　in　which　you　could　point　to　a　stone　or　a

house．　It　is　such　a　sense　of　rela”o〃ぷ乃ψ5（I　have　sometimes　called　them

‘‘唐?モ盾獅р≠窒凵@reality”）that　I　had　in　mind　when　I　used　the　word‘‘m｝戊h”（279）．

　　　　　In　addition，　as　we　interpret　and　strive　to　understand　or　make　meaningfu1　the　stories

and　movies　which　we　encounter，　we　may　also　experience　stories　or　narratives　which　do　not

quite　make　sense－or　which　do　not　fit　into　our　preconceived　ideas　about　the　world．　That

moment　of　vieWing　or　reading　can　be　delightful－it　can　open　our　eyes　to　new　possibilities
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and　choices－一一〇r　it　can　be　fiightening－as　it　reveals　the　sometimes　shaky　and　idiosyncratic

cultural　unde】4）innings　ofthe　reality　we　live　in．　Either　way，　those　moments　of　surprise　and

con血sion　may　reveal　to　us　the　differences　in　cUltUral　attitUdes　and　assumptions　in　a　kind　of

reliefthat　oヒjective　study　can　not．

　　　　　　In　essence，　films　may　provide　one　meaningful　way　of　examining　the　gaps　in　culture－

those　momentS　that　are　revealing　by　their　breaks．　In　fact，1　think　that　examining　movies

could　be　a　particularly　illustrative　way　to　test　Matsumoto’s　hypothesis．　My　stUdents　often

tell　me　that　they　like　Arnerican　movies　because　they　represent　a　fantasy－while　Japanese

films　are　too　realistic．　Of　course，　to　each　audien㏄，　reality　is　defined　by　the　culture　they　are

in．　What　makes　a　film　strange　or　unusual　to　a　member　of　another　culture　can　reflect　breaking

points　or　points　of　dissimilarity　in　the　cultural　assumptions　at　play　in　the　na　ative．　Indeed，　as

films　force　us　to　examine　what　is　real　or　more　than　real　about　our　interactions　with　one

another　and　our　enVironment，　they－along　With　other　forrns　of　narrative　account－may

actUally　provide　an　easier　way　to　examine　attitUdes　and　feelings　about　individualism　and

collectivism　than　quantitative　measures．

III．　Magical　Realism

　　　　　　The　connection　betWeen　observable　reaUty　and　cultural　assumptions　in　fiction　can　be

found　in　many　places．　One　popular（and　collscious）minghng　of　reality　with　cultural

assumptions　is　“magical　realism．”This　movement，　often　associated　with　Latin　American．

writers　is　an　attempt　to　seamlessly　mix　the　real　and　the　unreal．　Beverly　Omerod（1997）

wrote　that　“magical　realism　is　a　literary　technique　that　introduces　unrealistic　elements　or

incredible　evellts，　in　a　matter－of二fact　way，　into　an　apparently　realistic　narrative”（216）．　That

is　to　say　that　the　narrative　in　magical　realism　tries　to　make　the　magical　elements　of　the　story

appear　as　though　they．are　perfectly　norm［al　and　natural．

　　　　　　In飴ct，　these　stories　which　mingle血e㎞｛astic　or　magcaM也the　real　or　assumptive

reality　of　day　to　day　life　can　bring　even　closer　to　the　foref｝ont　the　assumptions　of　cu1加re　and

society．　Maggie　Bowers（2004）claimed　that　magical　realism　depends　mo爬than　o也er　fbms

of　narrative　on　the　Willingness　of　the　audience　to　aocept　the　strange　and　the　magical　elementS

ofthe　story　as　part　ofthe　created　reality　of　the　story：
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One　of　the　unique　features　of　magical　realism　is　its　reliance　upon　the　reader　to

follow　the　example　of　the　narrator　in　accepting　both　realistic　and　magical

perspectives　of　reality　on　the　same　level．　It　relies　on　the　fUtl　acceptance　of　the

veracity　of　the　fiction　during　the　reading　experience，　no　matter　how　different

this　Perspective　may　be　to　the　reader’s　non－reading　opinions　and　judgmentS・

（Bowers　20044）

　　　　　in　essence，　narratives　which　use　some　sense　of　magical　realism　must　depend　heavily

on　the　cultUra1　assumptions　ofthe　audience．　If　some　bit　of　fantasy　seems　too　strange　or

incongruent，　it　may　throw　the　audience　offLKIepriving　them　oftheir　participation　in　the　world

of　the　story．　Happily，　in　the　case　ofJapanese　cinem式　it　would　seem　that　a　great　dea1　of　it　is

aimed　away　from　representation　of　reality．　Richie　argued　that　the　impUlse　in　Japanese　films

comes　from　a　desire　to　make　nature　into　what　it　should　be　rather　than　the　dangerous　place　it

is：

Such　a　Wi11　to　dominate　natUre　might　then　explain　Japan’s　perhaps　othervvise

puzzling　lack　of　interest　in　realism　as　a　style，　and　itS　correspOnding　lack　of

respect－ifthat　is　the　term－for　reality　itSelf　It　might　be　argued　that　there　is

no　reality－that　is，　everything　that　we　call　by　that　name　has　really　been

programmed　somewhere　down　the　line　and　hence　has　become　something　it　was

not（253）．

IV．　Magical　Group　Realism

　　　　　The　specific　form　ofJapanese　magica1　realism，　I　wiU　argue，　has　to　do　with　the　magical

power　ofthe　group．1　have　often　been　astounded　at　the　Willingness　ofmy　Japanese　friends　to

stand　in　long　lines．　One　once　told　me　that　the　long　line　was　annoying　but　comfoning．　It

meant　that　the　Person　waiting　had　made　a　good　choice－－the　length　of　the　line　being　a　sign　of

popularity　and　the　popularity　being　a　sign　ofquality．　Groups　Wield　an　incredible　amount　of

power　in　the　real　Japan　and　they　can　exert　even　more　power　in　the　media　ofJapan．

　　　　　In　order　to　explain　the　power　of　groups，　I　am　going　to　examine　briefly　three　Japanese

mms，ぬτθ’Boγs　and　Swing　Gi〃ぷby　Yaguchi　Shinobu　and　Dθηs加0’o庇o　by　Murakami

Masanori，　These　three　films　and　a　few　American　counterparts　should　help　explain　the
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predominance　ofmagical　gro叩realism　in　Japanese　movies　and　help　demonstrate　the

continued　importance　of　collectivism　in　Japanese　society．　i　1　that　sense，　I　am　going　to　be

engaging　in　a　kind　of　self二ethnography－revealing　where　my　reading　of　a　movie　bumps　up

against　the　cultural　assumptions　1　bring　With　me．　Though　1　am　genetically　half－Japanese，　my

cultura1　upbringing　is　much　closer　to　the　West（and　I　did　engage　in　a　limited　fomi　of

reliability　checking　by　discussing　the　films　with　other　Westemers）．

　　　　　　In　the　movie〃石τθγ8（～γs，　a　group　of　young　men　j　oin　the　swim　club　only　to　discover

that　the　coach　is　a　synchronized　swimmer．　Most　of　the　boys　leave　the　team　The　remaining

five　members　have　to　struggle　to　teach　themselves　how　to　do　synchronized　swimming．　After

a　summer　of　effort　and　hard　work，　they　finally　begin　to　perfbrm　synchronized　routines．

Suddenly，　the　boys　that　quit　the　team　retum．　They　notice　the　attention　the　synchro　team　is

getting　and　beg　to　be　allowed　back　on　the　team．　This　is　a　key　moment　in　the　film　My

expectation　as　a　Western　viewer　was　that　the　boys　would　be　refused．　These　boys　had　quit　the

team．　They　had　not　been　through　the　struggle　of　the　summer．　They　had　not　bonded　together

cleaning　at　the　aquarium．　They　lacked，　in　other　words，　every　qualification　fbr　in－group

membership．　However，　the”quitters”were　allowed　back　onto　the　team　and　something

magical　happened．　Without　the　training，　Without　the　effort，　suddenly　these　new　boys　could

also　perfbrm．　They　did　their　routine　at　a　nearby　school　and　are　lauded（as　a　whole）for　their

efforts．

　　　　　　Virtually　the　same　plot　is　replicated　in　Swing　Girls．　After　food　pOisoning　strikes

almost　the　entire　baiid　the　group　of　students　stUck　in　summer　classes（who　were　responsible

for　the　food　pOisoning），　form　a　jazz　band　With　the　one　healthy　band　member　in　an　attempt　to

have　some　kind・of　band・for・the・baseball・team．　After・the・school・band・recovers，　the　jazz　band

breaks　up　with　only　a　few　core　members　training　to　perform．　The　rest　of　the　members

scatter－finding　part　time　jobs　and　spending　their　free　time　shopping（memorably　working　at

the　same　store　the　band　is　performing　in　front　of）．　At　the　last　minute，　the　jazz　band　gets　a

chance　to　enter　a　music　contest．　Again，　suddenly，　the‘‘quitters”retum　and　are　asked　to

rejoin　the　group．　Again，　they　are　accepted．　Again，　they　magically　gain　the　ability　to

perform　and　do　so　at　the　contest．　Again，　my　instincts　told　me　that　the‘‘qUitters”　should　have

been　rejected．　They　did　not　dedicate　themselves　to　the　music　or　to　the　group．　They　did　not

struggle．　They　did　not　forge　the　bonds　of　friendship．　And　yet，　somehow，　as　a　unit　they
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were　able　to　make　good　music．

　　　　　Contrast　these　stories　With　a　similar　film　from　the　United　States，　The　Badハtevs　Bears．

In　The　Bad　News　Bears，　a　group　of　unskilled　little　league　baseball　players　is　humiliated　by　a

rival　team　colnposed　of　the　most　skilled　players　in　the　league．　Their　coach　recruitS　tWo

‘‘窒奄獅№?窒刀h－skilled　players　to　j　oin　the　team：a　young　9irl　who　can　pitCh　very　well　and　a　tough・

wild　kid　who　is　incredibly　talented　at　batting　and　fielding．　By　adding　these　two　members，　the

team　is　able　to　become　strong　enough　to　win－－though　the　bad　players　remain　bad　players．

The‘‘magic”for　these　boys　is　that　they　get　a　lucky　hit　or　catch　at　the　right　time，　not　that　they

become　ski11劔．　The　key　momentS　in　the　fiim　are　in（∬vidual－Kelly，　the　young　tough　kid，

finding　the　personaheasons　to　play；Morris，　the　coach，　finding　the　incentive　to　clean　up　his

act　and　devote　himselfto　coaching．

　　　　　In　the　film　Derzsha　Otoko，　the　main　character（who　is　something　of　a　nerd）tries　to

shed　some　of　his　social　awkwardness　and　woo　a　more　sophisticated　woman．　He　seeks　the

help　of　others　he　knows　only　through　the　lnternet　to　help　him　leam　to　be　more　sophisticated

and　tastefUl．　He　correspOnds　regularly　with　seven　other　people　but，　at　the　critical　moment，

dozens　ofother　people　appear　to　encourage　him．　My　initial　reaction　was　that　these　eXtra

people　had　no　reason　to　appear．　Their　opinions　and　suppOrt　should　mean　nothing　to　the

densha　otoko　because　they　had　no　particular　connection　to　him．　However，　cheered　by　their

support，　he　goes　on　to　woo　Hermes，　the　sophisticated　woman．

　　　　　Contrast　that　story　with」〉砲01θoη卿m”θ，　an　Americag　movie　about　a　nerd　who　is

trying　to　find　his　place　in　school　and　in　a　relationship．　The　main　character　befhends　two

other　social　misfits　and　they　each　strive　to　accomplish　sometl血g　in　their　lives．　In　the　key

moment　ofthe　film，　NapOleon　is　trying　to　help　his　thend　Pedro　get　elected　class　president．

H・g・e・・ut・n　t・th・・t・g・a・d　Perf・・m・a・t・ang・d鍋ce　a・脚・f也・tal・nt…t・St・At血・

end　of　the　dance，　the　audience　applauds　wildly，　indicating　that　he　has　succeeded　in　Winning

them　over　to　Pedro’s　side．　Neither　Pedro　nor　Deb（the　love　interest）attempts　to　convmce

Napoleon　to　do　his　dance．　It　is　his　idea　and　his　decision．

V．Conclusions　about　Culture

Of　course，　the　analysis　done　here　is　very　limited　and　only　begins　to　suggest　the
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possible　directions　and　dimensions　of血ture　study，　but　each　of　the　Japanese　films　examined

was　quite　success血1　at　the　box　office－indicating　some　degree　of　acceptance　by　the　Japanese

audience．　In　each　case，　as　well，1　could　take　the　eXtra　step　of　gathering　together　people　from

different　cultures　and　attempting　to　do　open　ended　interviews　about　their　reactions－but　I　am

not　sure　that　there　would　be　much　added　value．　The　fact　is　that　the　narrative　of　the　films

relies　on　a　sense　of　community　and　collectivism　which　still　far　outstrips　that　found　in　the

American創ms．

What，　then，　do　these　films　teach　us　abOut　Japanese　culture？

　　　　　　1’mstill　not　exactly　sure，　but　they　do　show　something　fundamenta1　about　the

differences　between　the　cultures　and　the　idea　of　groups．　In　the　United　States，　a　group　may　be

formed，　forged　by　common　experience．　Only　through　a　bonding　event　can　a　group　truly　come

together．　As　a　result，“quitters”cannot　possiblyjoin－－they　are　outside　ofthe　group　and，

having　rej　ected　the　group　before　or　during　itS　formative　stage，　can　never　truly　be　members．

They　have　not　experienced　the　moment　of　group　cohesion．　They　have　not　experienced　the

transcendent　moment　of　groupness．　In　Japan，　it　would　seem，　groups　are　more　the　nom．　One

doesn’t　need　to　build　a　bond　between　the　members　of　a　group－one　need　only　extend　the　bond．

One　does　not　need　to　transcend　individuality　to　become　a　member　ofa　group－一◇ne　need　only

join．

　　　　　　In　addition，　groups　in　American　movies血nction　largely　as　collections　of　individuals．

There　is　no　hint　in　The　Badハlews　Bears　that　the　addition　of　Kelly　and　Amanda　improves　the

other　players－they　improve　the　team　but　only　by　being　good　players．　Similarly，　there　is　no

implication　that　Deb　and　Pedro　help　Napoleon　Dynamite　though　his　problems　or　his　dance

routine．　They　merely　are　the　confederates　who　rejoice　in　his　dance　and　benefu　f「om　it．㎞

the　Japanese　films，　it　would　seem　that　by　becoming　part　of　a　group　you　become　better　than

you　are．　None　of　the　swimmers　or　jazz　band　members　had　any　particular　talent－and　their

training　was　poor，　ifmemorable．　And　yet，　by　co㎜晦themselves　to　a　common　goal，　the

whole　of　the　group　became　better．

　　　　　1　was　fascinated　to　see　the　scene　detailing　the　expansion　ofthe　group　from〃石陀アβ（～ys

replicated　in　Sw加gα’～ぷand　even　in　the　romantic　comedy，　Dθη5加αoたo．　Small　groups　that

had　been　fbrged　through　eHbrt　and　hard　work　were　expanded　at　the　key　moment　of　each　film
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to　easily　include　others　who　had　not　put　in　the　effort　or　hard　work。

　　　　　Part　of　this　researclt　then，　suggestS　that　MatSumoto　is　placjng　too　much　emphasis　on

the　idea　of　in－groups　and　out－groups　when　considering　the　dynamics　of　collectiVism　and

individuaUsm．　Matsumoto　contends，　fbr　example，　that‘‘in　supposedly　collectivistic　cultures

such　as　Japan，　individuals　make　large　distinctions　between　ingroups　and　outgroups”（43）・　It

seems，　on　the　basis　of　the　cultUral　artifacts　examined　here　that　while　the　distinctions　may　be

（and　certainly　are）made，　they　are　neither　rigid　nor　easily　definable．　Matsumoto’s　finding

that　Japanese　are　relatively　tolerant　ofstrangers　might　be　indicative　of　a　number　of　things－

from　the　assurnption　that　a　stranger　is　j　ust　an　in－group　member　that　hasn’tjoined　to　the

cultural　beliefthat　one　should　treat　those　outside　of　the　group　with　more　kindness（even　a

distancing　kindness）than　one　might　treat　those　inside　the　group．

　　　　　Many　times，　students　have　told　me　that　they　don’t　like　stUdying　films　because　they

believe　that　films　are　made　to　be　enjoyed　not　analyzed．　To　a　certain　extent，　of　course，　those・

students　are　correct．　The　intention，　as　Richie　contended　earlier，　was　not　to　explore　or　explain

“Japaneseness，”　but　that　doesn’t　mean　that　the　movie　can’t　be　used　in　that　fashion．　Watching

a　movie　can　tell　us　about　so　much　more　than　the　plot　and　characters．　A　movie　can　tell　us　what

kinds　of　things　a　culture　expects　and　believes．　When　you　find　a　moment　in　a　movie　that

surprises　you，　pay　attention！This　moment　is　the　one　where　you　have　been　shown　a　Window

into　allother　culture．
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