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Althoughnever named as a soda movement, Japanese gaming culture has, ever since
since Pac Man, produced arangeof highly successful gamestha have appealed to girls
aswell asboys In additionto Pac Man, games such Donkey Kong, Pengo and Dig Dug
provided alternatives to shooing, fighting, and racing asidioms for game play. Further,
across different game genres, many (if nat mos) Japanese games have been characterized
by relatively girl-friendly cute characters derived from anime (animation) styles. Many of
the most memorable charactersin Japanese gamingN Mario, Y oshi, Baby Kong,and the
early Final Fantasy charactersN were depicted with big eyes and cute child-like
propottions More recently, Pikachu demondrated on aglobd scale tha cute characters
and (relatively) nonviolent game play idioms appeals to both boys and girls. Although
gaming culture in Japan as elsewhere continues to bedomnaed by boys the pog-
Pokemon landscape in Japan-origin media exhibits an ongong attention to cute
characters and a growth in girl-friendly content.

This essay addresses the question of the girlsGgame movement from a somewhat oblique
angle. Rather than take up issues specific to girlsand gaming in theUS, | introduc some
of the contemporary cultural politics surrounding video games, children@ media culture,
and gende in Japan, a context quite different fromthe US, butonetha has had astrong
influence on US gaming cultures. My god is not to anayze the problematics of gende
and gaming pe se, butrather to present some historical and ethnogphic cases of how
boysand girls have engaged with the popubr cultures surrounding gamingin Japan, in
hopes that this mightinform alternaive imaginings of agende politics. Although
Japanese gaming has not been consdered central to the girls gaming movement, therole
of Japanese gaming genres in bringing girls into electronic gaming should notbe
overlooked. Much as the Sims has provided arelatively genda-neutral avenueinto
gaming for women (Jenkins 2003) Pokemon broke new groundfor girlswho
subsequently adopted the Game Boy platform and trading card games. In thisessay | first
describe some cultural and historical backgroundto Japanese gaming, induding media
mixing, cute culture and otaku culture. | then describe two cases of contemporary
Japanese mixesN Yugioh and HamtaroN which illugtrate some of the gender dynamics of
gaming among elementary aged children in Japan.

Contexts of Japanese Gaming Cultures

AlthoughJapanese gaming and anime has evolved over theyearsinto an internaiond
market, thelocal Japanese context for popukr culture and gaming still remainsdistinctive
in many respects. As backgroundto my discussion of Yugioh and Hamtaro, | describe
some of thekey elements of this distinctiveness in relation to US children@®@ media



cultures: themixing and cross-referendng between media types, cultures of cute, and
otaku.

The Media Mix

Electronic gamingin Japan needsto beundestood as onecomponent of a broader media
ecology tha indudes anime, manga trading card games, toys and character

merchandise. | borrow the naive indusry term, Gnedia mix,Oto describethis linked
character-based media. Althougheach media platform has particular emphases, Japan has
amore integrated and synergigtic relationship between different media types than you
tend to see in the case of US children@ culture. Popular series will make ther way to all
of thedifferent platforms of the media mix and each plays off the strengths of the other.
Weekly or monthly mangamagazines providetheserialized narrative founddion for the
series, aswell as a venuefor disseminaing information aboutnew game and toy rel eases,
strategy, and tournaments. TV series provideafocusfor younge children, a broader
audience, and a marketing channd. Gaming packages that same content into an
interactive form, building on existing recognition of character and backstory established
throughthe narative media. The synergies between the different mediatypes have grown
fromthepogwar periodto the present, beginningwith mangain the sixties and seventies,
then incorporating the anime and toy indugries. While electronic gamingwasin a
somewha separate domain throughtheeighties, by the nindiesit was well integrated
with the overall media mix of mangaand anime characters, aided by the popukrity of
game-origin characters such as Mario and Pikachu. The close ties between manga
animation, and gaming are onedistinctive element of the Japanese media mix.

Theother distinctive element isthe centrality of serialized print media. Mangaare
genegadly (butnat always) the primary texts of the media mix, generating the characters
and narrative tha go onto popukte anime and games. The Japanese mangaindugry is
uniquein tha it comprises about38% of all printed matter in Japan (Schodt1996,20)
and spansa much wider rangeof genres and topics than in other counties. Topics taken
up by mangaindudefictiond and nonfictiond topics that are generaly not published in
comic bookselsewhere, for example, romance, pornography, stories of busnessmen,
child rearing, mah jong, sports, and historical fiction. Today, mangaare enjoyed by al
agegroupsin Japan, and are geneaaly the primary literacy experiences for children.
Mangaare such a central fixture of Japanese childhoodtha oneeditor asked me with
puzzlement after our interview, @Vha do American children do withoutmanga?O
Serialized manga printed vastly and diversely on cheap newsprint are a way for content
indugriesto test the market. When a series takes off it can be simultaneoudy released in
an integrated way throughoutthe other avenues in the media mix ecology. Thebasein
popukr, serialized print media can suppot longrunning, complex naratives that can be
easly revisited and mined by other media platforms. Inrelation to gender dynamics, this
issignificant in tha media content for girls and women, induding complex and sog
opeaadtic naratives can become thebasis for gaming content in aform of trandation that
iscultura well established.

Cultures of Cute



From the perspective of style, Japanese media mix content is aso distinctive because of
the centrality of GkawaiiO(cute) culture. Hello Kitty and Pikachu are theface of kawaii
culture overseas. In Japan, these kindsof cute characters are much more ubiquitousand
central to cultura life. Sharon Kinsella (1995 describes kawaii culture as oneof the
dominant forms of Japanese popukr culturein theeighties and beyond. Kawaii or @uteO
essentially meanschildlike; it celebrates sweet, adorable, innoent, pure, smple, genuine,
gentle, vulnerable, weak and inexperienced soda behaviour and physcal appesrances.O
It isacultural style that manifestsin domainsinduding popidols, handwriting, fashion,
speech, mudgc, and food buthas its mog iconic manifestationsin media mix characters.
Kinsella (1995;2000)suggests that younggirlsCcultures of cute operate from an
outsiderly postion of resistance and irresponsbility, cut off from maingream sources of
power. Sheechoes the arguments of Lise Skov and Brian Moeran (1995 when they
describe how Japanese women came to take a central rolein thedomainsof popubr
culture and consumption, reflecting thar disenfranchised role in produdion. While this
relegaion of women to therole of consumptionis not unique thedominance of girl-
centered popular culture is somewhat more naticeable. Kinsellawrites, QVhile old
fashioned mums in England grumble tha they can no longe distinguish between girls
and ladsbecause thegirls al dresslike boysthese days, Japanese soda commentators
have bemoaned the dominaion of moden culture by youngwomen and theincreasingly
cute, little girlish appearances of youngmen.O

Far from bangamargind cultural form, kawaii culture is embodied by girls, but
embraced by people of al ages and both gende's. It is quite unremarkable in Japan to see
characters such as Miffy or Snoopyadvertising adult-oriented services such as travel
agendes and insurance policies. Approximately one third of all character merchandise in
Japan is consumed by adults aged eighteen and over. The consumption of cute characters
also crosses gende lines. Popular culture for yourg boysis overwhdmingly kawaii, and
even youngmen adoptkawaii culture in some forms, becoming fansof kawaii idds and
anime characters, adoping cute fashion, buying character goods More ingdioudy,
school girls and childlike comic characters have become obijects of adult male desire.
Trade shows like theannud Character Show are oriented primarily to the youngadult
male, and you see erotic images of younganime girl characters alongsde boothsselling
Snoopypendls and hamster note pads  Althougha limited market overseas, bishoujo
(beautiful girl) genres of mangaand games are a sizeable portion of the Japanese market,
and often feature cute but sexy girl characters. The Qlating smOgenre, feature narratives
for getting to know bishoujo, has barely registered in the US, but comprises abouta
gquater of the market for Japanese electronic games.

Althoughkawaii culture is something tha hasfourd alargeinternationd audience, the
cultural domnance and consumption by adults and men is something that is till
relatively distindive. Thistendency is oneindication of the cultural centrality of girlsO
and children@ culture in Japan. Not only is girlsQand children@ culture fetishized as
something unique pure, and specialN atendency common to mogt cultures with moden
notionsof childhood\ kawaii cultureis also seen as something that other can adoptand
emulate. Theandogueis howin Euro-American contexts male-domnaed youth culture



styles are often emulated by people of all ages and gende's. This tendency meanstha, at
least in come cases, it is culturally acceptable for boysto engagewith gamestha are
girlish in style. We don®have to assume tha atitle crossing gendas lines necessarily
means girls accommodating to boyish genres.

Otaku

In additionto kawaii culture, Japan is also home to the distinctive subaulture of otaku, a
term tha can beroughly trandated as Onedia gesk.Oln the maingream, otaku is a
pgorative labd attached to youngmen and women who are avid fans of media mix
content, and who go onestep further to remake and traffic in the elements of tha culture.
In thearea of computer gaming, these are the subaultures tha own hard technical and
gaming mastery. Elsewhere | have written aboutotaku culture and howit embodes the
ethnic of amateur cultural produdion, remix, and connosseurship central to
contemporary media literacy (Ito Forthcoming). For my purposes here, | would like to
note thegende dynanmics of otaku culture. Although otaku-like engagement with media
is culturally acceptable for youngboyswho spend hours at thar game consles or
playing trading card games, girls who are highly involved in mediamix content tend to
bemore soaaly margindized. In my fieldwork with boysand girlsin Japan, | foundthat
it was generaly cool for boysto have an intense interest in populr culture and games,
butthe mog popukbr girlstended to befocused more onreal life friendshipsthan fantasy
oriented play. While gaming otaku cultures have been largdy dominaed by boys girls
have had aleadership rolein the cultures of doujnshi (amateur mangg), an arenaof otaku
practice tha isin many ways more chdlenging to mainsream sengbilities than young
men obsessed with computers and video games.

Themore commonway of girlsto ge involved in otaku-like media engagementsis
throughthe drawing of manga Girls will often learn how to draw mangacharacters at an
early age, and might even make thar own Qpendil mangaOwith some friends It iswhen
they start to produce more seriousdoujinghi or amateur computer games that they enter
the subaulture of otaku. Althoughnearly invisible to the mainstream in Japan, the girlsO
otaku subaulture of amateur comicsisimmense. Thebi-annud, Comic Market,
domnaed by youngworking class women, is thelargest trade show in Japan, convening
up to 300,000 people buying and selling doujinshi. Different days of the Comic Market
are dedicated to bishounen (beautiful boys doujnshi created mogly by girls, bishoujo,
and amateur computer games. Despite the centrality of girlsQparticipaionin certain
elements of otaku technoaulture, they still are overshadowed by male otaku, paticularly
in terms of technical mastery. GirlsOmore activist paticipaion in mediamix culturesis
domnaed by therelatively nontechie skills of drawing and making cogumes, unlike
boyswho gravitate towardsthe computer and gaming based elements of the media mix.

Today’s Media Mix
The contemporary media mix for children needsto be undestoodin relation to Pokemon,

a breakthroughmediaform that hasinformed all subsequent media mix series. Pokemon
pushed the media mix equaioninto new directions Rather than being pursued seridly, as



in the case of mangabeang converted into anime, the media mix of Pokemon involved a
more integrated and synergistic strategy where the same set of characters and narratives
was manifest conaurrently in multiple mediatypes. Pokemon aso set the precedent of
locating the portable media formats of trading cards and handhdd networked game play
at the center rather than at the peaipheay of themedia ecology. This had theeffect of
channding media engagement into collective soda settingsboth within and outsidethe
home as kidslooked for oppotunitiesto link up their game devices and play with and
tradethar Pokemon cards Trading cards Game Boys and character merchandise create
wha AnneAllison has called Qpodket fantasies, OQligitized iconsE  tha children carry
with them wherever they go,Oand Qhat straddle the border between phantasm and
everyday lifeO(Allison 2004,42).

Fromthepoint of view of genda dynamics, Pokemon broke new groundby hybridizing
styles and game play that crossed gende lines. The large pantheon of Pokemon meant
tha they could indudecreatures tha appealed to both boysand girls, butby andlarge
they were dominaed by thekawaii aesthetic. The game mechanic is aso hybrid,
induding competitive batles between themongers, as well as adimenson of pe care,
nurturance, and soda networking with more feminine overtones. The main character in
the seriesis predictably a boy, butoneof his close companionsis a pre-adolescent girl
Pokemon trainer. Part of Pokemon’s success was clearly based onits ability to appeal to
girlsaswell as boys and become a central part of the childhoodstatuseconorny. Given
tha Game Boy gaming was so central to Pokemon, it dso had the side-effect of drawing
girlsto gamingin large numbers. Thedominance of the Game Boy as the preferred
platform for girls persists to this day.

My research was conduded in the wake of the Pokemon phenomenon. From 19982002
| conduced fieldwork in the greater Tokyo area among children, parents, and media
indugdrialists, at theheaghtof Yugioh’s popuarity. My research focused on Yugioh as a
case study, asit was the mos popubr seriesin currency at thetime. My descriptionis
drawn frominterviews with these variousparties implicated in Yugioh, my own
engagements with the variousmediaforms, and participant observation at sites of player
activity, induding weekly toumaments at card shops, trade-shows, homes, and an
afterschool center for elementary-aged children. Amonggirls, Hamtaro was the most
popukbr children@ series at thetime, so it became a seconday focusfor my research. |
also conduded research that was not content-specific, interviewing parents, participant
observing awiderangeof activities at the afterschool center, and reviewing diverse
children@® media. | turn nowto descriptionsof Yugioh and Hamtaro and thegende
dynanmics surrounding these two series.

Yugioh

Like other media mixes, Yugioh relies on cross referencng between serialized mangg a
TV anime series, acard game, video games, occasiond movereleases, and a plethara of
character merchandise. Themangaran for 343indallments beween 1996and 2004in the
weekly magazine Shonen Jump andis still continuing as an animated series. In 2001the
anime and card game was released in the US, and soonafter in the UK and other parts of



theworld. Theseries centers on aboy, Mutoh Yug, whois agame master, and gets
involved in variousadventures with a small cohott of friendsandrivals. The narative
focuses onlong sequences of card game duds, stitched togeher by an adventure
narative. Yugiand hisfriendsengagein a card gane derivative of the US-origin game
Magic the Gathering, and the seriesis devoted to fantastic duds tha fundion to explicate
the detailed esoterica of the games, such as strategies and rules of game play, propeaties
of the cards and thefine points of card collecting and trading. The haight of Yugioh’s
popukrity in Japan was between 1999 and 2001.A 2000survey of three hunded
studentsin a Kyoto elementary school indicated that by thethird grade, every student
owned some Yugioh cards (Asahi Shinbun2001)

Compaed to Pokemon, where games are only loosly tied to the narrative media by
character identification, with Yugioh thegaming comprises the central content of the
narative itself. In media mixes such as Pokemon and Digimon, thetrading cardsare a
surrogae for Gictud Omongersin thefantasy world: Pokemon trainers collect mongders,
notcards In Yugioh, Yugi andhisfriendscollect and traffic in trading cards, jud like the
kidsin Gur world.OThe activities of children in our world thusclosely mimic the
activities and materialities of children in Yugi@world. They collect and tradethe same
cardsand engagein play with the same strategies, rules, and material objects. Scenesin
theanime depict Y ugi frequenting card shopsand buying card packs, enjoying thethrill
of gdting arare card, dramatizing everyday moments of media consumption in addition
to the highly stylized and fantastic dramas of theduds themselves. Thisissimilar to a
serieslike Beyblade tha followed Yugioh, which involves kids collecting and batling
with cugomized batle tops The objects collected by the fantasy characters are the same
asthos collected by kidsinrea life. When | was conduding fieldwork, Yugioh cards
were a pervasive fact of life, afantasy world made manifest in the podkets and backpacks
of millionsof boysacross the county.

Unlike Pokemon and Digimon, Yugioh has relied more heavily on aesthetics and play
mechanics tha are more tied to boyscultures. Althoughsome of the characters are cute
(mog notably Yugi), theseries overall isbased onadak, occult-like theme. Unlike the
cuddly Pokemon and Digimon, themongersin Yugioh are mosly scary and ferodous
(eg. Blue Eyes White Dragon,Dark Magician), with jug afew exceptions(eg. Time
Wizard, Magician Girl) that seem designed as small conaessionsto girls. Unlike
Pokemon’s Misty, who is aformidable game player, Y ugi@ girl companion is amediocre
oneand takes on a spectator, victim, and suppot role. Theseriesis aso more closly tied
to compditive game play and the narrative focuses on the esoterica of card game play
itself, featuring long drawn-out duds depicted in somewha excrudating detail. The
narative tendsto focuson Y ugi@® progression through different competitive scenarios
like toumaments or the hodile incursionsof evil dudists. These features of Yugioh have
codel it as much less girl-friendly than Pokemon or Digimon. At thesametime, it was
such a central part of children® popukbr culture during the pesk years tha girls also took
an interest. Almog all girls owned some Yugioh cardsand watched the anime at least
gporadically. When Yugioh toumaments were hdd at the afterschool center | observed at,
a handful of girls might participate, but they tended to watch in the sddines even though
they likely had thar own stash of cards When thegirls did paticipate, they seemed well-



versed in the characters and idioms of game play, attesting to their ongongrole as
gpectatorsin the series.

Hamtaro

As we saw with many of the mediamix series tha followed PokemonN Yugioh,
Beyblade, Duel Masters, Mushi KingN for contenttha centers on gaming, boy<culture
isstill central. It sets the trendsin media mixing that girlsOcontent follows. But girlsO
content is following. Thetrendis dower but as of thelate nineties mog popukr girls
content will find its way to Game Boy, thoughnotusudly to platforms like Nintendo
conles or Playstation. Thee is yet to beapopubr trading card game based on girls
content, butthere are many collectible cardswith content oriented to girls. Otaku-like
forms of character development and multi-year and multiply threaded narrative arcs are
also becoming more common in series oriented towardsgirls. Serieslike Card Captor
Sakura, Corrector Yui, and Angelic Layer relied on boyish idioms of action and batle,
butrendered in the shojo (younggirl) style of manga Althoughthe main charactersin
these series were girls, they appedled to both girlsand boys To give oneexample of how
thedynamics of new mediamixesis making its way girls content, | will describethe case
of Tottoko Hamutarou (or Hamtaro, asit isknown in English), the series tha was mog
popular anonggirls during the period of my fieldwork.

Hamtaro is an intrepid hamster owned by alittle girl. Thestory originaed in picture
bookform in thelate nineties and became an animated seriesin 2000.This year, the
anime series will passthe 300 episodemark. After beng released as atelevision anime,
Hamtaro attracted awidefollowing, quickly becoming the mog popdar licensed
character for girls. It wasreleased in theUS, UK and othe pat of theworld in 2002.
Hamtaro 1s an interesting case because it is clearly codad as girls content, and the human
protaganist isagirl. Butthecentral character, Hamtaro isaboy. It has attracted afairly
widefollowing amongboysas well as girls, thoudh it was dwarfed by Yugioh in the
boyOmarket during thetime tha | was conduding my fieldwork. The story makes use
of aformulatha was developed by Pokemon, which is of aproliferating set of characters
tha create esoteric knowledgeand domainsof expertise. While not nearly as extensve
asthe Pokemon pantheon or Yugioh cards Hamtaro is pat of agroup of abouttwenty
hamster friends each of which hasadistinct persondity and life Situaion. To dae the
series hasintroduced over 50 different quirky hamster characters, and complex naratives
of different relationships compaibilities, antagonisms, and rivalries. Theformulais quite
different fromthe classic onefor girlsGmangaor anime that has tended to have shorter
runsandistightly focused on asmall band of charactersinduding the heroing friend,
loveinterest, andrival. Ingead, Hamtaro isacuriousblend of multi-year sogp opaaand
media mix esoterica, blending thegirly focuson friendship and romance with otaku-like
attention to details and a character-based knowedgeindugry.

In additionto the narative and character developnment tha follows some of theformulas
established by Pokemon, the series aso exhibits the conveagent characteristics of the
contemporary media mix. Hamtaro’s commercial success hinges on an incredibly wide
array of licensed produds tha make him an intimate presence in girlsQlives even when



heisnotonthescreen. These produdsindudeboard games, clothing, curry packages
and corn soup,in additionto theusud battery of pendls, stationay, stickers, toys, and
stuffed animals. Another element important e ement of the Hamtaro media mix is game
boy games. Five have been released so far. Thefirst (never released overseas),
Tomodachi Daisakusen Dechu (The Great Friendship Plan), was heavily promoted on
televison. Unlike mog game commercials tha focuson the content of the game, the
spot featured two girls sitting on thar bed with ther Game Boys discussing the game.
The content of the game blendsthetraditiondly girly content of relationshipsand fortune
telling with certain formulas aroundcollection and exchangedevelopeal in the boysmedia
mix. Girls collect daaonthar friendsand inputthear birthdays. Thegame then
generates amatch with a particular hamster character, and then predicts certain
persondity traits fromtha. Thegame aso alows playersto predict whether different
people will get alongas friendsor as couples. Girls can also exchangedata between
game boy cartridges. Thegame buildsonamodd of collection and exchangetha was
established in theindugry since Pokemon, but applied to aless overtly competitive girl-
oriented exchangesystem. The subsquent Game Boy games have been based on an RPG
format. In Japan, Hamtaro even has atrading card game assodated with it, thoughit
paesin scopeand complexity compared to those of Yugioh and Pokemon.

Conclusion

In this essay | have tried to provide some background and description of how gende
dynamics opeate in Japanese children@ popubr culture. Thehopehas been toillstrate a
different set of gendeed cultural politicsin order to suggest alternaive ways of
imagining therelation between girls and games. While the gende differences between
boysand girls play are resilient in Japan as elsewhere, there are uniquepaints of fluidity
and crossove. Japanese media mixes have become inareasingly visible in internaiond
gaming, exerting a particularly stronginfluence in content directed at children. In many
ways, Japanese media mixes have become ambassadors for Japanese notionsof gende
and childhoodto different parts of theworld. These gende dynamics are embodied in the
seemingly innoalousform of cute characters, akind of stealth gende politics tha has
demondrating a surprising internationd appedl.
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