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‘Sotokomori’: Escaping from the Blockage of Japanese Modernity or Scapegoats
of Neoliberalism? _KWEON Suk In

This paper reviews and explores the group of young Japanese people who are referred
to as ‘sotokomori’. Sotokomori are the young Japanese who migrate out of Japan
into ‘Asian’ cities in oder to lead an idle and secluded life (“genuine sotokomori”), or
those who wander about Asian countries for an extended period of time (“sunken
backpackers”). Whether they are ‘genuine sotokomori’ or ‘sunken backpackers’,
sotokomori are the people who either rejected or could not adjust to the way of life
that has been established as ‘normal’ in the post-war Japanese society. There are several
social and personal backgrounds for them to become sotokomori; failure to bridge
oneself from school to work environments, falling behind in competition, the quest for
self-identity, suffocation from Japanese modernity, expanding neoliberal employment
structure, and stress from personal relationships. What is interesting about sotokomori
movement is the fact that their destinations are within ‘Asia’, especially the towns and
cities of Southeast Asian countries that are less modernized and more ‘relaxed’ in the
atmosphere than Japan. Asia does not include Japan by definition of this context. There
is a sense of orientalism among those young Japanese people who head out to the Asian
cities in search of emotional healing and psychological salvations from the Japanese
society, for these ‘Asian cities” supposedly symbolize the antithesis of Japan’s modernity.
At the same time, the emergence of ‘sunken backpackers’ since the 1990s and the
recent rise in the number of sotokomori can be best understood as the epitome of their
anxiety and frustrations toward Japan’s prolonged economic recession and industrial
restructuring, which evidently have created highly-elevated pressure for reflexive project

of self-making as well as the chaos caused by the compressed Japanese modernity.

Keywords : sotokomori, sunken backpackers, transition to adulthood, Japanese

modernity, neoliberal restructuring, reflexive project of self-identity

Young Women in the Empty Country: Cellphone Novels, Koakuma Ageha, and the
‘Depression Culture’ in Contemporary Japan _KiM Hyo Jin

In this paper, on the basis of Hayamizu’s analysis on cellphone novels(2008), I examine
cellphone novels and Koakuma Ageba, a magazine specialized for ‘hostess’, as the
media that reflects the subculture as well as the everyday life of the young women in
the secluded suburbs in the 2000s. And I will also address the development of new
communication and how the influence of Yankee culture of the 80s are represented
in those media. Koizora, one of the most famous cellphone novels, describes the

use of cellphones in a very realistic manner, faithfully reflecting the characteristics of
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communication through cellphone usages. It is important to note that these cellphone
novels are more popular in large-scale shopping malls and bookstores in the suburban
areas than they are in the urban centers, alluding its relations to the depressed
local economy after the collapse of the bubble economy. The decline of the local
economy has led to both the weakening of Yannkee culture as subculture as well as
the emergence of hostess clubs as employment opportunities for the young women
in the suburbs. As shown in the analysis of Koakuma Ageba, some young women in
the suburbs do not see much choice but to become hostess in order to make a living,
due to the ever-shrinking employment opportunities. The popularity of Koakuma
Ageba reflects the changing nature of suburban subculture that is heavily influenced
by the economic depression after the 1990s. In spite of the apparent differences in
technology — cellphone and prints—, both cellphone novels and Koakuma Ageba deal
with the same subculture shared by the young women residing in the empty suburbs

and country areas.

Keywords : cellphone novels, i-mode, depression culture, Yankee culture,

suburbanization, country, doughnut phenomenon

A Paradox of Impotence Reality and Almighty Art: Japan as viewed by Otaku
Culture and Takashi Murakami_ KIM Min Soo

The purpose of this article is to uncover the inner scape of Japanese art and popular
culture through the investigation of Japanese Otaku culture and pop artist Takashi
Murakami’s world. Murakami is known as “a Japanese pop artist who stemmed from
Otaku”. This paper asks various questions like, what is the meaning of Otaku in relation
to Murakami? What kind of backgrounds, strategies, tactical issues are activated in his
artworks? What is the critical meanings of his works? What kinds of connections can we
find between Murakami’s works and Otaku culture? And finally, what do these inquiries
denote on ‘Two Lost Decades’ in Japanese society and popular culture?

Murakami was born in 1962 and grew up as the first generation of Otaku. But his
works differ from those of Otaku. He bridges the worlds of pop art and business and
he is well-known for the commercialization of the Japanese Otaku culture and practice.
After graudating from Tokyo University of the Arts(TUA), he spent some time in New
York in 1994 where he learned about the art industry and how to utilize his knowledge
of Western art and integrate it into Japanese traditional arts like Ukiyo-e as well as the
contemporary arts like manga and anime. He also came to a resolution that the Otaku
culture should be the source of unique Japanese-ness’ that brings about the new
phenomena. In doing so, he developed the strategy of ‘POKU’— combination of Pop art
and Otaku culture—along with the concept of ‘Superflat’.

Murakami’s artworks are characterized by his quite explicit statement that captivates the
market. Behind his entrepreneurial march towards the contemporary art market, there
is an ongoing structural changes in the art world. This is the reason why he has been
criticized as a broker or an exporter of the Otaku culture who sells products to the

contemporary art world. On the other hand, Murakami considers the Japanese Otaku
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