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I N T RODUCT I ON
T EL E V I S I ON  A N I M AT I ON  A N D 
I N FR A S T RUCT U RE  ECO LOGY

THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE RELATION BETWEEN TELEVISION AND ANIMATION. IT DEALS WITH HOW TELEVISION AFFECTS 
animation, and how animation allows for a different perspective on television 
media, one more in keeping with the contemporary situation in which what has 
traditionally been designated as television is now thoroughly mixed with a host 
of other media and media practices. Such an exploration is necessarily broad in 
reach and synthetic in impulse. It draws on research conducted in a number of 
disciplines, including cognitive science, neuroscience, economic and sociologi-
cal studies of telecommunications, infrastructure studies, as well as in the vast 
middle ground of cultural studies, film and media studies, and critical theory 
and philosophy, not to mention the field of Japanese studies.

In this Introduction, I wish to provide an overview of and guidelines to my 
approach to the key concern of this study: how the relation between television 
and animation hinges on infrastructures, multimedia franchises, and media 
ecologies. The result is a far- reaching introduction to a capacious and synthetic 
study. Yet I feel such an introduction is both necessary and desirable in order to 
situate my approach and findings in the context of contemporary debates within 
television, film, and media studies. I thus provide here an overview of some of 
the current questions about what is happening with television today and what 
is happening with animation, infrastructures, and multimedia franchises. This 
Introduction addresses what is happening concretely and pragmatically with tele-
vision out there, and what is happening conceptually or speculatively within our 
interpretations of television. The speculative “in here” follows from the pragmatic 
“out there”: interpretation tracks, follows on, and hovers over concrete changes 
in practices, discourses, and technologies of the production, distribution, and 
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consumption of television and animation. As such, I tend to situate myself more 
as a tracker and gatherer than as a keeper of fields or a builder of monuments. 
But television’s appeal, despite its thoroughly sedentary tendencies and statist 
legacies, may not ultimately lie in its association with settled worlds or monu-
mental histories but rather in its calling for other kinds of society.

Television
Something’s happening with television. TV industries around the world are pro-
ducing record numbers of new shows, and these programs are finding their way 
into new markets via streaming services, cable and satellite services, and down-
loads, both in regular and informal economies. What is more, although there 
are pronounced generational differences, surveys tell us that people of all ages 
are watching as much or more television than ever.1 Still, it is equally plausible 
in response to such surveys to declare, as a young friend did, “How is that even 
possible? No one I know even has a television!”

The sense of what’s happening to television depends on what your image of 
television is— media platform (the television set), mode of reception or cultural 
practice (domestic versus ambient viewing), content (specific patterns of serializa-
tion), communications infrastructure (broadcast, cable, streaming), globalized 
experience of synchronicity, a bid for national or global unification based on de-
mographic segmentation of content, or some combination of these modalities.2 
Because any or all of these modalities may be called on to define tele vision, 
it is equally plausible today to speak on the one hand of the marginalization 
or even the demise of television, specifically of broadcast television, as a result of 
its being subsumed within telecommunications networks and being received on 
tablets, phones, and computers. On the other hand, the conversion of broadcast 
television in Japan to digital terrestrial television, which is a digital update of the 
prior broadcast system, together with the completion of the Tokyo Sky Tree in 
2012, at 634 meters the world’s tallest broadcast tower, duly attest that broadcast 
television is far from over, as much in its symbolic dimension as in its financial 
dominance of media ownership.3 In the North American and European contexts, 
the term “posttelevision” is increasingly used to split the difference between the 
two contemporary sides of television.4

The first wager of this book is that what’s happening with television today is 
a continuation of what’s been happening with it for a long time. Interestingly, 
accounts of posttelevision in the North Atlantic region usually make reference 
to the rise of transmedia storytelling. In the context of Japanese television, how-
ever, trans media storytelling is nothing new. It meshes with all periods of tele-
vision. Japanese scholars thus tend to speak in terms of periods and generations 
of transmedia storytelling, or media mix, and to address transformations in it 
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rather than isolate it as posttelevision (see chapter 5).5 Similarly, the buzz over 
post television in the North Atlantic context stresses the recent “unbundling of 
TV from the medium that delivers it and the machine you watch it on.”6 There is 
buzz in Japan, too, about TV that is not TV as a result of its medium and platform. 
A Nippon Telegraph and Telephone Company (NTT) service launched in 2013 
bears the provocative name NOTTV (nottīvī) yet delivers television programming 
such as news and sports to smartphones. This not- TV form does not break with 
broadcast television; in fact, it is promoted as Japan’s first smartphone- oriented 
broadcaster. As such, NOTTV builds on a deeper history of the unbundling of 
TV from medium and platform that was hotly debated in 1980s Japan under the 
rubric of new media (see chapter 7). For these reasons, I do not adopt the rubric of 
post television. Japanese television, which remains the world’s second largest in-
dustry, affords a different historical perspective on transformations in tele vision 
media, platforms, and infrastructures. The rubric of posttelevision runs the risk 
of erasing the sociohistorical and geopolitical dimensions of contemporary tele-
vision formations by introducing a globally synchronized break.

Recent developments in information technologies and telecommunications 
infrastructures have profoundly affected television modalities. Yet they have not 
resulted in a definitive rupture with prior modalities. In fact, I would like to up 
the ante here: thinking of television history in terms of rupture merely tends to 
sensationalize certain kinds of practices in certain parts of the world at certain 
times, fragmenting and detotalizing television only to retotalize its world pre-
emptively, even if unwittingly. Presenting Japan as always already posttelevision, 
or as entering into a postposttelevision era, simply posits North Atlantic history 
as a normative point of reference, with Japan alongside the master. This is why 
this study, in its historical dimension, takes the form of genealogy: both continu-
ity and discontinuity are evident at the level of television platforms, content, and 
infrastructures, which is also to say modes of reception, transmission, produc-
tion, and serialization. What is deemed television at any one moment is an as-
sembling of these modes.

One might also take another step back, as Siegfried Zielinski does, and con-
sider television as an entr’acte in a deeper history of audiovision, which is to say, 
as one assembling of modalities in an even larger history of audiovisual media.7 
Here too the problem is that the articulation of historical depth is also the ar-
ticulation of a (European) center, without any account of how that center was 
produced. Again, adding Japanese television to this deeper history of audio vision 
would demand some reckoning with how Japan has come to be constructed as 
a center or in relation to a center. For these reasons, the focus of this study is 
on Japanese television rather than the larger history of audiovisual media— 
not to isolate Japan in advance but to understand its formation as an urbanized 
media center. In addition, instead of delineating periods of television, the focus 
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is on genealogical transitions between one assembling of television and another. 
The overall emphasis falls on a particular lineage, in which domestic television 
practices centered on the family TV set were gradually expanded into the home 
media network in two registers: at the same time that game consoles and VHS, 
LD, VCD, DVD, and DVR devices were being plugged into the TV, new infra-
structures of distribution (closed- circuit television, cable, satellite) were altering 
broadcast infrastructures.

This domestic lineage of television has profoundly affected geopolitical re-
flection on audiovisual media, encouraging a focus on national television, or 
more precisely nationalized television, which Yoshimi Shun’ya nicely captures 
with his rubric “national domestic television formation.”8 Television was both 
domesticated and nationalized. To take seriously the processes of domestication 
and nationalization without reinforcing or reinscribing them, I move back and 
forth across two levels: the macrohistorical level of television (the formation of 
nationwide networks and nation- orientated programming) and the micro socio-
logical level (the relations between audiences, platforms, and content). Looking at 
how these two levels interact serves to disclose the regional, international, trans-
national, and cosmopolitan registers of nationalized television. What’s happen-
ing with television today in terms of contemporary trends toward trans national 
and regional TV presents important continuities with what was happening in 
prior eras. Arguably, television was only ever transmedial and transnational. Na-
tionalized television introduces a kind of geopolitical segmentation that amplifies 
transnational flows instead of reinforcing territorial boundaries.

The second wager of this book is more original, and as such potentially more 
polemical and controversial. The wager is that animation will afford a better per-
spective on this genealogical lineage of television than the usual historical em-
phasis on the liveness and presentness of television.9 Accounts of television have 
often lingered on the trend toward simultaneity of the capture of image and its 
transmission, which has generally encouraged a bias toward live broadcasting as 
the key to understanding the impact of television. Its reality or actuality effects 
are thought to derive from its telecommunicational drive toward immediacy, si-
multaneity, and synchronicity. Such an understanding is often extended to the 
electronic and the digital. As Vivian Sobchack describes it, “Unlike the cinema, 
the electronic is phenomenologically experienced not as a discrete, centered, in-
tentional projection but rather as a simultaneous, dispersive, and neural/‘neutral’ 
transmission.”10 Other scholars, notably Jane Feuer, have noted how such a meta-
discourse on television relies on the allusiveness of the term “live,” resulting in a 
degree of imprecision that has hindered the analysis of television.11

Animation, precisely because it need not rely on live broadcast or on live ac-
tion, provides a way to work past the ontological and phenomenological compart-
mentalizing of media types. The wager here is that animation affords a better 
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understanding of how television has continuously mutated through a series of 
assemblings and yet has persisted, and how it has taken on computational mo-
dalities and telecommunications technologies by making way for them within 
its very operations. To grasp television from the angle of animation, however, 
demands some reconsideration of animation itself.

Animation
Something’s been happening with animation. Generally speaking, until the 1990s, 
the wisdom was that animation was a genre, a kind of content whose form of 
expression relied on the sequential photography of paintings or drawings (hand- 
drawn cel animation), or of clay figures, puppets, or other objects (stop- motion 
animation). In the North American context, animation as a genre had become 
conflated with two formats: children’s TV programming (Saturday morning car-
toons) and theatrical animated films to which the family took children (Disney 
films). This was never all there was to animation, of course; among its diverse 
lineages, significant forays into experimental art animation persisted. Yet it was 
the increased usage of digital technologies in filmmaking in 1990s that would 
shatter this prior image of animation and introduce a new one: animation as a 
kind of technicity, that is, a set of technical operations that made for a distinctive 
mode of technical existence. Lev Manovich captured this new image of anima-
tion with a series of provocative claims, including this: “Manual construction and 
animation of images gave birth to cinema and slipped into the margins . . . only 
to reappear as the foundation of digital cinema. . . . Born from animation, cinema 
pushed animation to its periphery, only in the end to become one particular case 
of animation.”12

In retrospect, it is easy enough to take issue with Manovich’s exclusive reli-
ance on cinema as a point of reference, and on his characterization of cinema in 
terms of photography and photography in terms of indexicality.13 Nonetheless, he 
provocatively demonstrated how, with the rise of digital technologies, a notion 
had emerged that would utterly change the conceptualization of animation: live- 
action cinema. Suddenly everything that was not live action could be taken as 
animation. It thus became difficult to determine the actual limits of animation, 
the technical mode of existence of which was now deemed pervasive and ubiqui-
tous.14 This new image of animation, partly because of its very capaciousness, has 
spurred a boom in animation studies. The feeling that emerged in the 1990s— of 
something happening with animation— made it possible to approach animation 
once again from the abstract side, in a more philosophically speculative man-
ner.15 Such an image of animation is a far cry from the notion of animation as 
cartoons for kids or family films.

Still, if the perception of animation as children’s cartoons has nonetheless 
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proved surprisingly persistent alongside the notion of animation as a pervasive 
technical mode, it is because both ways of thinking about animation are neces-
sary. While I don’t endorse the idea that animation is best thought of as a film 
genre or a kind of television programming, I do think it crucial to maintain 
something of both perspectives on animation— abstract and concrete, specula-
tive and pragmatic.

Not surprisingly, as with the feeling that something’s happening with tele-
vision, this new orientation in the 1990s toward the happening of animation 
has also made it possible to perceive that what was happening had been happen-
ing for some time.16 The emergence of digital technologies may not have intro-
duced the definitive rupture they were so often purported to introduce. Indeed, 
the central problem that emerged in the digital production of moving images— 
compositing— turned out to have precedents in the production of cel animation, 
that is, animation composed of celluloid layers. The key problem of cel anima-
tion was how to manage the relation between multiple layers of the image under 
conditions of movement, as movement tended to make the gap between layers 
perceptible. A variety of solutions to this problem arose through experimenta-
tion with concrete materials: animators might, for instance, use techniques to 
suppress the perception of the gap between layers; they might try to mobilize the 
movement of layers to heighten a sensation of movement; they might try to call 
attention away from the movement between layers by focusing attention on the 
movement of a character. There are yet other possibilities for drawing attention 
from the gap, such as the use of color or music to impart a sense of seamlessness 
of the experience of moving images.17 The multilayered image thus implies the 
generation of a translayer force.

Digital animation and special effects present a transformation of this problem 
of compositing in that digital images frequently resort to different media sources: 
some elements of the image come from live- action photography. Others come 
from computer- generated imagery, including computer techniques for drawing 
and painting, motion capture, and digital photography of models or figures.18 The 
term “plane” thus is probably preferable to “layer” in the digital context. In any 
event, one plane of the image may appear photographic or photoreal while an-
other plane may appear to be drawn by hand; one plane may appear volumetric, 
and another rather flat.19 Various strategies for compositing these media planes 
have been worked out, with different tonalities. The interval between the mul-
tiple layers in cel animation and the interval between “media textures” or “media 
planes” in digital production are not different in nature but rather are differ-
ent in kind. The problem of managing the relation between components of the 
image under conditions of movement is the same. While the term “montage” is 
sometimes used to designate this problematic,20 I prefer the term “compositing” 
because montage has historically been associated with structuring movement, 
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and I wish to give priority to what happens in relation to movement and to con-
sider process as well as structure. The problem of process runs deeper: the multi-
planar image implies the generation of a transplanar force of movement, which 
appears to precede it.

The study of animation as moving images thus invites a genealogical ap-
proach, for the basic problematic of compositing remains without definitive solu-
tion. This is why it is impossible to define what animation is. It is only possible to 
track what animation is becoming. The genealogical approach thus proposes lin-
eages of animation instead of genres. These lineages are technoaesthetic lineages 
based on tentative experimental solutions derived from working with the abstract 
machine implicit in the problem of compositing, which became concretized in 
history of cel animation in a series of variations on the base apparatus used to 
work with cel layers: the animation stand. Solutions are also made, abetted by, 
and prolonged through social and financial investments as well as received aes-
thetic conventions, even though they are not reducible to any of them. In sum, 
a lineage of animation hinges on the formation of a distinctive technosocial as-
sembling that is at once concrete and abstract.

In a prior study, I delineated three lineages of Japanese animation with refer-
ence to three different ways of grappling with the problem posed by the abstract 
machine for animated movement, which I styled the anime machine in that 
context. The first two lineages were associated with major studios and famous 
animation directors— Studio Ghibli and Miyazaki Hayao, and Gainax Studio and 
Anno Hideaki— which offer polarized solutions to the problem of animation. 
They correspond to what historian of Japanese animation Tsugata Nobuyuki calls 
the two axes of Japanese animation.21 Miyazaki situates his animated films in a 
lineage of classical full animation, which emerged in 1930s Japan and flourished 
in the theatrical animated films of Tōei Studios (Tōei dōga) of the 1950s and 
1960s. Although Miyazaki explicitly differentiates his “cartoon films” (manga 
eiga) from television animation, he does utilize a range of techniques associated 
with limited animation. If his films impart sensations akin to full animation, it 
is because he deftly opens the movement of layers within the image while playing 
with the orientations of weightless characters to enhance the overall feeling of a 
“movementful” cinematic world. In contrast, Anno Hideaki and Gainax Studios 
embrace the lineage Miyazaki so adamantly rejects: the highly limited television 
animation that began with Tezuka Osamu’s Tetsuwan Atomu (Astro Boy or Mighty 
Atom) in the early 1960s. Anno Hideaki’s animations use various techniques 
that tend to flatten the sense of a gap between layers, which forces movement to 
the surface, encouraging a zigzagging, scanning sensation.

These polarized solutions are not purely technical solutions; they imply techno-
social assembling. Put another way, they imply worlds that extend beyond the ani-
mation object to affect makers and users, producers and consumers. Miyazaki’s 
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animations, for instance, dream in general of a minimally technologized eco-
logical relation to the world. For much of his studio’s history, this dream was 
enmeshed with minimally technologized animation techniques that demanded 
specific kinds of work and labor relations; it also encouraged a minimally com-
mercialized franchise to harmonize with the contemplative stance expected of its 
audiences. In contrast, Anno Hideaki’s animations develop an alternative kind of 
technological capture, a structure of exploded projection that solicits a high de-
gree of interaction on the part of audiences, encouraging fan production and par-
ticipation as a key component of a commercialized franchise while strategically 
mobilizing social discourses on the allegedly antisocial behavior of otaku (that 
is, “fan cultures” or “subcultures”) fandom. Such animations become interactive 
milieus, easy to repurpose and easy to outsource.

To discourage a reduction of the contrast between Miyazaki and Anno to a 
binary opposition between cinema and television, I introduced a third lineage 
of animation, one centered on the adaptation of manga series into animated 
television series, where the source manga and its creators matter as much as 
(and often more than) the animators. I used the example of Chobits where the 
animated series is calculated to harness the creative energies of the four- woman 
manga team known as CLAMP. While this lineage of animation shows a good 
deal of affinity with the Gainax lineage in its technical solutions of the problem 
of the anime machine, it differs in significant ways in its technosocial assem-
bling. Specifically, its story hinged on the idea of reset, and the animation series 
intuitively expanded the notion of reset into a general logic for understanding the 
relation between the different media instances or instantiations of a multimedia 
series: manga, toys, television animation, films, light novels, console games, and 
visual novels, to mention a few.22

The genealogical approach to the creation of animation thus reaches the point 
where another problem is appearing: that of the relation between media instances 
in a multimedia series or franchise. Put another way, the problematic governing 
animation production (managing the relation between layers) has shifted into 
another register, toward a problem that is like that of the multiple planes of the 
animated image but is clearly not identical to it. The problem of production shifts 
into that of distribution. The distribution of anime is the focus of this book.

Distribution is also where questions about the role of television must be ad-
dressed. After all, as mentioned previously, Japan has the world’s second largest 
television industry (after the United States), and Japanese animation studios have 
been the largest producers of animation in the world since the 1970s. The bulk of 
that animation production has been for television or for television- related audio-
visual formats such as the OVA (Original Video Animation), the OAD (Original 
Animation Disk), and the ONA (Original Net Animation), all of which may be 
screened today on mobile phones, televisions, or computers. What is more, at 
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the box office, animated films based on manga and anime series outnumber 
the cinematic animations we associate with such directors as Miyazaki Hayao 
and Takahata Isao (Studio Ghibli) and Hosoda Mamoru (formerly Madhouse 
and now Studio Chizu). Prime examples of such franchise anime films are the 
annual cinema installments in the Crayon Shin- chan and Doraemon series, and 
anime films related to more recent franchises such as Naruto and Fairy Tale. 
While these anime films are exhibited in a cinematic fashion, they are equally, 
perhaps principally, of the world of television in both their aesthetics and their 
distribution. They move quickly onto DVD and into broadcasting or streaming 
markets, which is ultimately their commercial base. As such, the actual theater 
release of the anime film feels more like promotion for DVD sales, or like a public 
event acknowledging the broad- based public success of a multimedia franchise. 
Significantly, the two biggest films of 2016 were made by animation directors as-
sociated with otaku circuits: Shinkai Makoto’s animated film Kimi no na wa (Your 
Name), which broke box- office records for animated films, and Anno Hideaki’s 
live- action special effects feature, Shin Gojira (Godzilla Resurgence). Not surpris-
ingly, interpretations of their success oscillated between two poles: either otaku- 
related television anime had been absorbed into mainstream and thus crushed 
by it, or cinema had finally been overtaken and crushed by television anime.

The distributive force of television is formidable beyond the Japanese markets 
too: it has played a crucial role in the movement of Japanese animation into re-
gional and national markets across the world. The general pattern has been as 
follows: television anime travels first, with the manga and other related products 
in its wake; subsequently, as the franchise system becomes established, the se-
quence for the release of other media instances such as toys, soundtracks, and 
novels occurs, but in a more variable fashion.

Television is not merely a distributive force behind animations, however. It 
is not as if animated series are made, and then television picks them up like so 
many objects, distributing them in the sense of putting them into circulation. 
When animation is considered from the perspective of its creation, for instance, 
the impact of television on animation is already palpable. On the one hand, the 
basic parameters for television series— rapid production of weekly episodes— 
made techniques of limited animation the best option, the funnel for creative 
energies. On the other hand, television is already within and across animation 
series at the level of segmentation within program episodes (openings, endings, 
ads, story segments) and across episodes (series). Television is a transversal force: 
it works through and acts with animation.

It is here that my wager about animation begins to take shape. As television 
works its way through animation, animation becomes something other than a 
self- contained object or self- identical content existing apart from its distribution. 
It becomes a kind of nondiscrete object. As it folds the segmentations and flows 
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of television into it, it takes on something of the distributive force of television. 
After its encounter with television, animation is not only a form of content but 
also (and, I will argue, principally) a force of distribution. This force of distribu-
tion is particularly evident in four registers of anime series: (1) the use of limited 
animation to solve the problem of the compositing within the image; (2) seg-
mentation within each episode; (3) serialization of the anime, or the segmenta-
tion of the whole into serial components, and (4) serialization across media, or 
the formation of multimedia franchises, commonly called “media mix” in the 
Japanese marketplace. These four registers of segmentation and flow make the 
anime series difficult to localize and to treat as a discrete form or object. They 
may be considered as nondiscrete objects akin to what Timothy Morton calls 
hyperobjects, “things that are massively distributed in time and space relative to 
humans.”23 Indeed, I would push the notion further and would argue that in its 
encounter with television, animation ceases to be an object in the received sense 
of the term, instead turning into a mode of existence. This way of looking at 
animation returns me to Manovich’s proclamation about animation subsuming 
cinema, but with a different spin: if animation seems to be everywhere and no-
where, it is because it is no longer a localizable discrete object but a technosocial 
mode of existence.

Still, rather than simply conclude that animation has always already been the 
ultimate multimedia or omnimediating entity, I would like to consider how this 
anime technosocial mode of existence has emerged as an internal limit on the 
distributive force of television, appearing where television folds back on itself 
in an assembling of polarized tendencies that at once affects and follows from 
specific kinds of content and audiences as well as platforms and infrastructures.

Infrastructures
Something’s happening with infrastructures. As audiovisual experience is in-
creasingly organized around ever smarter mobile devices with wireless service, 
everything appears to be structured like a network, with any point in the net-
work potentially connected to any other point, and with so many connections 
being made that data proliferate to the point where they allow for innumerably 
diverse pathways through them. The impression is one of network logic being 
pushed toward its absolute limit, tending toward pure horizontal or lateral con-
nectivity without an external boundary, which makes for an emergent system 
whose limits cannot be perceived or known— a frictionless cloud, akin to what 
Deleuze called in a different context “gaseous perception,” echoing Marx’s no-
tion of sublimation, in which “all that is solid melts into thin air.”24 This situation 
seems diametrically opposed to the situation commonly attributed to broadcast-
ing: the histories of radio and television broadcasting are frequently characterized 
in terms of a subsuming of point- to- point or networklike tendencies within the 
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one- to- many paradigm in which a signal is transmitted from a central source to 
multiple locations. Contemporary discussions about broadcast vis- à- vis networks 
often make reference to an inversion of the prior situation: the ascendency of 
networks has not merely liberated point- to- point connections but has also over-
turned their prior subsuming within the one to many: the network formation 
is now subsuming broadcast. Now that each point can connect to many other 
points, what was once the central point has lost its privilege. Broadcast is but one 
point among others.

Such a story about broadcasting recalls Manovich’s story about animation and 
digital media: animation, previously subsumed by cinema (old media), is now 
subsuming cinema. The new has not emerged through a rupture with the old, 
however. Rather, something that had been subsumed within a prior formation 
has emerged to subsume that prior formation. Television historian Shiga Nobuo, 
writing on the emergence of new media in 1980s Japan, presented the relation 
between television and telecommunications in exactly that manner: where tele-
vision had previously gained autonomy from telecommunications and estab-
lished control over its networks, telecommunications had now begun to bring 
television back into their fold.25

Such stories invite a reconsideration of the notion of subsuming in the context 
of infrastructural transformations. The term “subsuming” has gradually come 
to imply a totalizing historical movement. Now that it has become possible to 
speak of an inversion of subsuming (what was subsumed is now subsuming) in 
the context of television, the received notions of subsuming might be effectively 
stretched and reconsidered as well. If the subsuming associated with broadcast 
television has been desubsumed and resubsumed, then it is probably time to 
introduce another concept alongside subsuming— in this case, assembling. To 
take into account the possibility of an historical movement in which one- to- 
many broadcasting effectively subsumes point- to- point networks only to be sub-
sequently overturned and subsumed by them, I propose a genealogical approach 
to television media centered on assembling.

Assembling happens between, and strives to hold together, the two polarized 
tendencies (point to point, one to many), resulting in a continuous process of as-
sembling, disassembling, and reassembling. The actual functioning of media 
infrastructures will tend toward one pole or the other— toward point- to- point net-
working or toward one- to- many broadcasting. When an overall tendency toward 
one pole becomes pronounced as a result of a variety of social factors, it is possible 
to speak of subsuming. Yet subsuming is not totalizing— or at least, it is only total-
izing in the last instance. There will always be a mixture of tendencies; each ten-
dency will retain and work with features of the polarized tendency. As such, even 
if the one- to- many tendency appears historically to subsume the point- to- point 
tendency, this does not mean that the point- to- point tendency disappears. Even in 
the heyday of broadcast television, the point- to- point tendency subsists, insists.
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Assembling occurs because there is a problem or problematic implicit in the 
formation of telecommunications and television infrastructures that cannot be 
resolved once and for all: some points take on greater weight than other points, 
contingently. So even if television flows today are no longer organized around 
a central point or central points (broadcast monopoly or oligopoly), and even if 
those points in the network are all deemed equivalent, they are not equal when 
it comes to the actual functioning of the network. Hence one of the salient so-
cioeconomic tensions of contemporary media flows: in an era noted for horizon-
tal, lateral, nonhierarchical connectivity and participation, media ownership is 
concentrated in fewer and fewer hands. Dealing with such problems is the goal; 
looking at processes of assembling allows for a more finely grained discussion of 
historical transformations than is available through global narratives of subsum-
ing. Yet insofar as the perspective of assembling strives to understand something 
of the overall movement of television rather than atomize it, it is not in opposition 
to the notion of subsuming. It radically complicates it.

In his account of television, Raymond Williams dwells on the subsuming of 
point- to- point connections within the one- to- many structure of broadcast tele-
vision, yet he shows an awareness of the insistent generative irritation posed 
by network tendencies. Subsuming, then, is not a once-and-for-all solution; it is 
just one concrete instance of the assembling of polarized tendencies, one with 
teleological ambitions. Nor does Williams’s account preclude the possibility of 
other kinds of assembling. His account remains open to other possibilities be-
cause he strives to grasp the social technology of television from the angle of its 
distributive force. Indeed, Williams may be said to sometimes exaggerate this 
point: in contrast with cinema, where products are made and then distributed, 
Williams argues that with television (and telecommunications in general), distri-
bution comes prior to, and takes priority over, the production of content.26 Still, 
his point is sound. The problem or problematic of television lies in its harnessing 
of a genetic or generative force prior to either the point- to- point or one- to- many 
tendency. Broadcast television is one way of managing this distributive force 
and one manner of solving the basic problem posed through the development of 
infrastructure.

Williams’s emphasis on distributive force opens a strand of thinking in Marx 
that has been largely ignored because of the insistence on a limited economic 
model in which the production of goods is taken to be the economic base or in-
frastructure, with all else being superstructural.27 In one of his rare comments 
on the impact of communications in Capital, however, Marx remarks, “A rela-
tively thinly populated country, with well- developed means of communication, 
has a denser population than a more numerously populated country, with badly- 
developed means of communication.”28 Means of communications serve to in-
tensify something that initially appears to be entirely extensive and thus immi-
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nently measurable: population. Population, however, turns out to have two kinds 
of density, one related to extensive quantities (the number of inhabitants) and 
the other to intensive magnitudes (the connections between them). As a result 
of these intensive effects, the means of communication must be deemed pro-
ductive; such means are not superstructural to an economic base or production 
proper. Elsewhere Marx notes, “The conclusion we reach is not that production, 
distribution, exchange and consumption are identical, but that they all form the 
members of a totality, distinctions within a unity. Production predominates not 
only over itself, in the antithetical definition of production, but over the other mo-
ments as well.”29 It is this line of inquiry in Marx that encouraged Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari to speak of the production of production, the production of 
distribution, and the production of consumption.30 While tacking the term “pro-
duction” onto all three modes feels awkward, the shift in perspective is essential 
to this study for three reasons.

First, the production of goods is not the sole or primary infrastructure. The 
notion of infrastructure can be extended to distribution and consumption with-
out distorting Marx’s insight.31 This is in effect what Williams does in his account 
of television: he sees infrastructures of distribution as productive in themselves, 
and he gives priority to them. He thus makes it possible to consider infrastruc-
tures in terms of forces of distribution and relations of distribution.

Second, the focus then falls on what happens between or across these three 
(or four or more) infrastructures— production, distribution, consumption, and 
circulation, to name the obvious ones. The production of distribution, for in-
stance, overlaps with or intersects the production of production, but the two in-
frastructures are not identical or reducible to one another. They are members of 
a totality, to use Marx’s term. The resultant unity or totality may be conceptual-
ized as a society effect (Althusser), a socius (Deleuze and Guattari), or the social 
(Foucault). Here my point of departure is the technological assembling that hap-
pens within the television infrastructure, but in agreement with Williams’s em-
phasis on television as social technology, I understand technical assembling in 
terms of social implications and practices. The forces and relations of television 
distribution make for technosocial assembling.

Third, when Deleuze and Guattari tack the term “production” onto produc-
tion, distribution, and consumption, it is their way of calling attention to the two 
sides of each infrastructural mode of production: forces of distribution and rela-
tions of distribution; what distribution produces, and what produces distribution. 
Take television distribution: on the one hand, something produces distribution 
(technical experimentation, financial, military, and government investments in 
platforms and infrastructures), and on the other hand, distribution produces 
something (affects and values).

These three points allow me to build on Williams’s approach to take into 
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account the productivity of both faces of infrastructure: extensive and intensive. 
The extensive side of television infrastructure is what is normally thought of 
as the actual infrastructure— for instance, platforms (television sets, computers, 
mobile phones) and all the rigging used to connect them (relay towers, satellites, 
power lines) that permit broadcast, cable, satellite, and wireless networks. When 
it comes to studying the extensive side of infrastructures, there exists a well- 
established academic tradition of research, commonly associated with the sociol-
ogy or social sciences of communications. I draw a good deal on such studies, for 
they have laid the foundation for understanding the territorial distributions and 
populations of television— its actual coverage, as it were. The focus of this study 
is more on the intensive side, however, where recent trends in media studies and 
science and technology studies have invited a renewed consideration of technolo-
gies and infrastructures in terms of experience, affect, and values.32 Already two 
distinct orientations have begun to emerge in the study of the intensive side of 
infrastructures.

First there are accounts, such as Brian Larkin’s seminal discussion of infra-
structures in Nigeria, which place greater emphasis on large- scale transforma-
tions, grand spectacles, and public display: “Just as the ritual surrounding the 
opening of the Kano Water and Electric Light Works was designed to represent 
the plant as a technical object, so that plant was itself involved in a representa-
tional project intended to signify the future and promise of an electric Nigeria, 
bright and modern.” Thus Larkin focuses on the “provision of infrastructures as 
a work of state representation as well a technical process.”33

The history of television in Japan abounds with analogous spectacles orches-
trated on the part of the government, corporate broadcasters, or both in attempts 
to make the modernity of the Japanese nation or economy both perceptible and 
desirable to consumers. Examples from the earlier years of television continue 
to be cited: the placement of television sets in public places to encourage sales 
in the mid- 1950s (gaitō terebi), the use of the imperial wedding of 1959 to spur 
television sales, and the hype around satellite broadcast for the 1964 Olympics. 
Contemporary examples are equally striking. The Tokyo Sky Tree is a powerful 
recent example of the infrastructure- related entwinement of technical processes 
with state (and corporate) representation. A whirlpool of discourses swirls around 
it, including those attesting to the Japanese qualities of its design and those sig-
naling a new era of prosperity for Japan’s export economy.

Studying large- scale events orchestrated around infrastructures provides in-
sight into the social and cultural values, or symbolic values, enmeshed with the 
actual technical processes. This sort of technosocial assembling turns the com-
ponents of television infrastructure— broadcast towers, large television screens 
in public places, and even the humming array of transformers and power lines— 
into symbols of modernization, internationalization, and globalization, as well 
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as into purveyors of social and cultural values. Such an approach runs parallel 
to and complements the study of the extensive side of infrastructures. While 
it evokes something of the intensive side of infrastructures, it sustains a focus 
on what is perceptible, primarily on a large scale and at a macro level. As such, 
this approach tends to subordinate the intensive side of infrastructure (what it 
produces— affects and values) to the extensive side of infrastructure (what pro-
duces it— governments, corporations, and engineers and technicians). As I will 
show in this study, it thus tends to focus primarily on the one- to- many tendency 
of infrastructures— on centralizing tendencies— in a symbolic register.

Second are accounts of infrastructures that strive to give more latitude to their 
intensive side by shifting attention away from the perceptible and focusing more 
on the imperceptible. Two general manners of thinking have emerged in this 
respect. The first may be characterized by its emphasis on the disruptive.

The emphasis on the disruptive finds its classic expression in Heidegger’s 
account of the tool: when the tool fails to function, the excess of its being, sud-
denly revealed, is felt.34 Similarly, when infrastructure does not function— if, for 
instance, water does not flow from the tap or if there is a blackout— one must 
suddenly confront the practices and technologies that sustain the functioning of 
the infrastructure, which normally fade into the background. Such an emphasis 
on the moment of disruption gravitates toward large- scale disruptions. In effect, 
it addresses the large symbolic or poetic functions of infrastructure that Larkin 
highlights but focuses on the site or moment of their breakdown.

Although Heidegger acknowledges that disruption serves to disclose some-
thing of the smaller practices and technological negotiations that ordinarily sus-
tain the infrastructure, his interest lies elsewhere than in infrastructures and 
technologies. What stands revealed in disruption is being itself, which had been 
covered over by the metaphysical condition that makes humans absent to them-
selves: a promise of salvation from a technoscientific condition. His focus on the 
disruptive is part of a larger philosophical project interested in the play of the 
presence/absence of Being, which has often been adopted in psychoanalytic and 
deconstructive approaches to questions of technology. In the psychoanalytic ver-
sion, however, humans are deemed absent to themselves in a different manner: 
humans are always already internally disrupted, that is, constituted through ne-
gation (constitutive lack). The disruption of infrastructures is thus read in terms 
of the disruption of the symbolic or symbolization— which, again, is useful in 
that it steers toward the intensive flip side of Larkin’s poetics of infrastructure.

The problem is an emphasis on the disruptive lends itself to a tortured meta-
physics because what you experience when tools, technologies, and infrastruc-
tures fail to function is the human condition writ large. Still, it is possible to over-
turn this orientation toward absence or lack by resituating the problematic within 
the history of telecommunications, as John Durham Peters does in his account 
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of the telephone. He considers the anxious interpretations that arise when you 
are waiting for a phone call that does not arrive: “The exploding of dialogue into 
two remotely linked halves makes the validity of interpretation obscure. The in-
ability to distinguish inner projections from outer messages flourishes in condi-
tions where interpreters have to bear the weight of the entire communication 
circuit. This inability, psychologically conceived, is called paranoia; socially con-
ceived, we should call it mass communications.”35

Peters also tends to look at telecommunications from the angle of the break-
down or disruption of communication, and from an explicitly Heideggerian 
angle, which dwells on the interplay of presence and absence. Treating infra-
structures and media as akin to Heidegger’s ground of being, he focuses on how 
moments of failed communication or noncommunication (between humans and 
cetaceans, for instance) bring the ground to the fore, revealing or disclosing the 
medium (environment and vessel).36 But in that context, as in the above quote, his 
account implies an important shift in emphasis as it teases out the nonrelation at 
the heart of relatedness: breaking down is essential to functioning; disclosing or 
revealing is productive, even operative. Discontinuities are built into continuous 
functioning. It is discontinuity that generates continuity, but now continuity is 
happening in two registers. One appears to be objective: the continuous func-
tioning of the telecommunications infrastructure through physically engineered 
linkages. The other appears to be subjective (paranoia and mass communica-
tion): you feel all the possible connections impinging on the point where an in-
terval opens between you and the caller, for the lack of a call feels like a call. The 
discontinuous or the interval, then, is not disruptive but rather disjunctive. It 
allows for a disjunctive synthesis of these two distinct faces of continuity, holding 
them together across an interval.

It is useful here to introduce Deleuze’s terminology. In Difference and Repetition, 
Deleuze refers to the one side of continuity as passive determination or connec-
tive synthesis. The other side of continuity is conjunctive synthesis. Between 
them lies a second synthesis, disjunctive synthesis. Subsequently, in Anti- Oedipus, 
Guattari collaborated in the transformation of these concepts through their en-
counter with Marx’s conceptualization of production, distribution, and consump-
tion.37 For the sake of clarity, let me present it schematically:

connective synthesis k production of production
disjunctive synthesis k production of distribution
conjunctive synthesis k production of consumption

As noted previously, in contrast with Marxist accounts that take the production of 
production as the primary infrastructure, Guattari and Deleuze pave the way to 
consider each of these syntheses or productions as infrastructures. What is more, 
even if these infrastructures enjoy some degree of autonomy, they do not occur 
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in isolation from one another: disjunctive synthesis (assembling) also happens 
across infrastructures (connective synthesis) and implies socius or society effect 
(conjunctive synthesis). What some Marxists call the primary mode of produc-
tion in fact entails a threefold synthesis instead of the two- sided economic deter-
mination of base and superstructure.

When it comes to the study of television or telecommunications infrastruc-
tures, the point of departure is the production of distribution, which implies 
disjunctive synthesis. On this point Raymond Williams’s account of television 
agrees with Deleuze and Guattari. In fact, Williams pushes the point: what char-
acterizes television and telecommunication is the dominance of the production 
of distribution. The novelty of Williams’s approach becomes clearer when con-
trasted with recent trends in infrastructure studies, which tend to look at media 
infrastructures primarily from the point of view of their production (connective 
synthesis), or to assume subjectivity all the way down (conjunctive synthesis). 
Still, these approaches are not incompatible with a focus on the disjunctive. The 
problem is that they are all too one- sided.

Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder sum up the Heideggerian impasse of 
infrastructure studies: “Common metaphors present infrastructure as a sub-
strate: something upon which something else ‘runs’ or ‘operates,’ such as a 
system of railroad tracks upon which rail cars run. This image presents an in-
frastructure as something that is built and maintained, and which then sinks 
into an invisible background. It is something that is just there, ready- to- hand, 
completely transparent. But such a metaphor is neither useful nor accurate in 
understanding the relationship between work/practice and technology. It is the 
image of ‘sinking into the background’ that concerns us.”38 They then begin to 
delineate an approach complementary to Williams– Deleuze– Guattari’s empha-
sis on production of distribution.

Star and Ruhleder do not recommend turning to moments of massive dis-
ruption of infrastructural services as a way to bring them to the fore. Indeed, 
they argue generally against the infrastructural inversion that favors an account 
of the impact of infrastructures on humans at the expense of what humans do 
with infrastructures. They note how the emphasis on the disruptive tends to give 
greater weight to infrastructures than to humans. To counter such a tendency, 
Star and Ruhleder strive to bring both infrastructure and human agency to the 
fore, exploring how infrastructures are produced and maintained through the 
agency of humans, acknowledging not only engineers and technicians but also 
users: “Within a given cultural context, the cook considers the water system a 
piece of working infrastructure integral to making dinner; for the city planner, it 
becomes a variable in a complex equation. Thus we ask, when— not what— is an 
infrastructure.”39 When they enumerate the principal dimensions of infrastruc-
tures, “becomes visible upon breakdown” is but one dimension alongside the 
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following: embeddedness, reach or scope, learned familiarity, links with other 
conventional practices, embodiment of standards, and built on an installed base.40

Their focus is thus largely on production, on designing or making infrastruc-
tures. Star and Ruhleder attend to how discontinuities— that is, the various prob-
lems and challenges presented to design— allow for the construction of technical 
continuities, which involve a complex ongoing process of maintenance and fixes. 
This is precisely what Deleuze and Guattari call connective synthesis or the pro-
duction of production: it is the discontinuity, the cutting or segmenting, that gen-
erates flow. Bruno Latour presents a similar understanding in his account of the 
discontinuities and heterogeneity implicit in the construction of networks, which 
he calls “paths of reference.” From the angle of users of infrastructures, he notes 
that these discontinuities may not be perceived: “There are paths of reference 
that resemble gas pipelines or mobile phone networks: once they are in place, no 
one (except someone responsible for maintaining them) is interested in the other 
meaning of the word ‘network’ (the one involving heterogeneous associations 
that were necessary for putting the functioning networks in place).”41

This way of thinking about infrastructures is useful in that it brings to the 
fore the complex series of actors and actions that go into producing, sustaining, 
and altering infrastructures. Yet as Guattari and Deleuze point out, and as Latour 
too is well aware, although such a focus on connective syntheses demonstrates 
a keen sense of technical processes, its account of the human and the social 
remains thin. Star and Ruhleder’s account, for instance, often speaks of human 
agency without considering any sort of constraints— internal or external— on 
it. The risk, then, is that human agency becomes conflated with human sover-
eignty, thus presupposing mastery over objects and the ascendency of the subject. 
It is for this reason that Latour introduces the agency of nonhuman actors and 
proposes to treat them symmetrically with human actors. To present his stance 
somewhat crudely, the TV set and its audience might both be considered agents 
or actors, meriting equal attention for their active contributions to the network 
or infrastructure— but so too might electrons, photons, cathode ray tubes, cable 
boxes, modems, antennas, and relay towers, to name a few possible nonhuman 
actors. The big question emerging from Latour’s work is, once you acknowl-
edge all these nonhuman actors, how are you to represent them? Latour moves 
directly to the matter of political— or rather cosmopolitical— representation of 
nonhumans.42

Latour’s approach intersects with that of Deleuze and Guattari in its attention 
to distributed agency (distributed across human and nonhuman actors), yet the 
latter thinkers take a different tack. In keeping with Marx’s insights— first, that 
circulation produces unevenness, and second, that circulation is produced via a 
social distribution that occurs through assembling across infrastructures of pro-
duction, distribution, and consumption— Guattari and Deleuze are interested 
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in how technical processes (connective synthesis) and psychosocial processes 
(conjunctive synthesis) are at once held together and held apart (disjunctive syn-
thesis). Peters’s example is relevant: the person waiting for a phone call does not 
know whether the problem lies in technical processes (is there a technical break-
down?) or in the one who should call (is the caller dead, has the caller forgotten to 
call, does the caller intend never to contact him again?). On the one hand, there 
are technical processes with their discontinuities and continuities, and on the 
other hand, there are psychosocial processes of paranoia, of feeling the burden of 
the entire system of communication. The two processes do not map neatly onto 
one another in a causal manner or through a system of correlation, yet they are 
undeniably entangled. This is a matter of technosocial assembling— or more pre-
cisely technopsychosocial assembling, in which technical processes and psycho-
social processes enter into disjunctive synthesis.

Disjunctive synthesis implies a perspective similar to Latour’s principle of sym-
metry in that it gives equal weight to technical and psychosocial processes. As 
such, it provides a way to situate and build on the approaches to infrastructure 
presented above. For instance, Larkin’s attention to large- scale events tends to 
see technical processes subordinated to psychosocial processes, such as state- 
organized cultural events operated as representations that “subjectify” technical 
processes. In contrast, Star and Ruhleder tended to bracket questions of subjec-
tivity, instead bringing technical processes to the fore and showing how engage-
ment with them at different moments in the making of infrastructure creates a 
sort of community. A similar contrast plays out in the studies of Japanese tele-
vision history. Yoshimi Shun’ya, for instance, offers a detailed analysis of the na-
tional subjectification of domestic television through mass- targeted events, syn-
chronized scheduling, and other symbolic means. In contrast, Katō Hidetoshi 
lingers on the technologies of television, seeking sites and moments where they 
might be turned in other social directions. The perspective of disjunctive syn-
thesis does not rule out these two levels of interpretation. It is always possible 
to subjectify technical processes, and conversely to technologize human agency. 
What is more, disruptions may serve to expose something of operations of infra-
structures, revealing dysfunctions internal to functioning.

Ultimately, however, the perspective of disjunctive synthesis is broader in that 
it does not rule any of these possibilities. At the same time, however, it is nar-
rower in that it is attentive to the relation prior to the two terms— technical and 
social— that is active as they emerge together, assembled. In this respect, dis-
junctive synthesis acknowledges both the symmetry and asymmetry between 
two registers of continuity implicit in infrastructures. To give a simple example, a 
human being and a television set are not normally thought to be symmetrical in 
terms of their agency. After all, humans construct and operate televisions. Still, 
humans and televisions may in fact act symmetrically in some instances. They 
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may even begin to feel asymmetrical in the other direction: the charge of tele-
vision feels more forceful than its listener. As these inversions and conversions 
become entangled and stabilized, the result is what Guattari calls an “infrastruc-
ture complex.”43

Where Freudian lineages of psychology speak, for instance, of Oedipus and 
Electra complexes, Guattari evokes infrastructure complex in order to break with 
the Freudian penchant for confining psychology to the nuclear family and do-
mestic space, and to consider how psychosocial and technical “machines” enter 
into entangled, socially operative complexes. In effect, this complex arises where 
the disjunctive synthesis is already fueling a conjunctive synthesis, and a form 
of subjectivity is beginning to condense or cohere. Because disjunctive synthesis 
is always happening together with the production of production and the pro-
duction of consumption, it is often overlooked. Yet there is something at stake 
in focusing on it. Today it is generally acknowledged that the interval between 
production and consumption seems to be shrinking, compressing, or collapsing. 
Fan cultures are one prime example because the fan mode of consumption is so 
productive that it scarcely feels like consumption at all; it feels like a mode of pro-
duction in itself. This observation, although valid, often encourages a simplistic 
account of technologies and infrastructures, in which digitalization is at once 
everything and nothing, ontologically. As such, the digital or the computational 
may appear to be all controlling or all liberating in social terms simply because it 
is productive. It is here that Star and Ruhleder’s intervention is apt: the question 
is not what but when is the digital.

This is also where the Marxist insight into the intensive side of communica-
tions, which informs Raymond Williams’s account of the distributive force of tele-
vision, proves invaluable. The when of broadcast television infrastructures lies in 
the encounter between tendencies— the one to many and the point to point— that 
have become polarized through a set of relations catalyzed or precipitated around 
the historical event of television. In the context of experiences of television, that 
is, the kinds of experience implicated in using, watching, listening to television, 
which are the focus of this book— the when of television infrastructures happens 
in the moment when you feel the pressure of the encounter between the one to 
many and the point to point at once: you alone are experiencing television, you 
and innumerable others linked to you; those entities on the tube are small and 
intimate, at your disposal, and at the same time, you feel some powerful unilat-
eral force beyond your control lies behind them; you are the one among many, 
you are but one among many, and you are many vis- à- vis the one. But this when 
is not simply your personal experience. The very pressure on “you” serves as a 
reminder that the when of television for you is also genealogical.

But what does animation have to do with any of this? How does Japanese 
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television animation in particular contribute to an understanding of television 
infrastructures?

Approaching Electromagnetic Reality
This study began with a simple observation: alongside its generating and har-
nessing of transplanar forces through multiplanar images (connective synthesis), 
Japanese television animation has a penchant for transmitted light effects, and 
especially for various kinds of flash and flicker effects. Such effects populate the 
screen to different degrees, from the twin beams of automobile headlights to 
the elaborate luminosity of control panels. Transmitted light effects are widely 
applied: they represent electromagnetic events ranging from lightening bolts to 
extrasensory- power attacks and mind- control waves. They also run the gamut 
in intensity, from slow pulsing or blinking to eye- searing flashes. Flashing and 
flickering effects have often been evoked as a cliché of anime, especially after the 
Pokémon Incident of 1997, when thousands of children experienced photoepi-
leptiform seizures watching an anime episode with particularly intense red– blue 
flashes. Needless to say, given that anime is audiovisual in nature, sound and 
music are frequently mobilized to intensify such effects, to the point where the 
audio and the visual often feel entirely fused within the flash.

I began to pay closer attention to such effects and to track them across numer-
ous series because I was interested in exploring how anime dealt with television 
and computer screens. It occurred to me that if I were interested in the rela-
tion between television and animation, then I should not only consider the his-
tory of television and of broadcasting animation but also how anime series deal 
with television screens. Because animation relies fairly heavily on hand- drawn 
elements (even if they are drawn into a computer), the presentation of screens 
within anime introduces a wrinkle into the photographic model of realism as-
sociated with live- action cinema, in which screens would be captured by a movie 
camera. As it turns out, anime has its own distinctive manner of realism when 
it deals with television, computer, and other kinds of screens. The presentation 
of screens in anime generally oscillates between two possibilities: either screens 
pulse blankly with light, glowing and flickering, but do not show images, or 
screens show images, yet these images are usually drawn in the same style and 
with the degree of intensity as the nonscreen components of the image. In the 
latter case, the boundary between screen world and actual world is tenuous or 
nonexistent.

The oscillation between these two screen modalities in anime opens a truly 
novel and significant perspective on television. Much of the literature on tele-
vision, including film studies, has tended to portray it in terms of a unified and 
simplified effect: immediacy. Discussions of the immediacy of television tend 
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either to dwell on presentness and liveness (simultaneity) or on distraction, that 
is, inattentive attention (the boob tube). In the 1950s and 1960s in Japan, as 
Yuriko Furuhata has shown, an emphasis on the liveness and presentness of 
television was fueled by a fascination on the part of avant- garde artists with tele-
vision news reports and live broadcast.44 Filmmakers in particular described and 
championed such effects as a mode of actuality that promised to revolutionize 
cinema and to bring about an aesthetic revolution.

Such an emphasis on actuality in the theorization of television in 1950s and 
1960s Japan strongly parallels the account of television that Dudley Andrew teases 
out of André Bazin’s writings. Andrew explains that Bazin saw photography as 
a document of the past that addressed the present, which allowed photography- 
based cinema to preserve the ongoingness of phenomena but at a remove.45 In 
contrast, Bazin associated television with presentness, for it strove to eliminate 
the temporal interval between photographic capture and its experience. In other 
words, television was characterized largely in terms of immediacy, which tended 
to eliminate the sort of spatial or temporal interval that was thought to allow 
for an ethical or political aesthetic engagement with reality— critical realism, as 
it were. Cinema, in contrast, afforded a spatial and temporal interval through 
which memory allowed for a thoughtful and ethical relation to documentation 
and thus history.46

Such a characterization of television was part of broader orientation toward 
contrasting cinema and television. In his books on cinema, for instance, Deleuze 
contrasts cinema and television by situating television within telecommunica-
tions, with unfavorable implications: television is closer to the production of 
clichés, the greatest obstacle to a genuinely thinking cinema.47 Still, it should be 
noted that neither Bazin nor Deleuze aimed to separate cinema and television in 
a definitive manner. In fact, much like the interest in actuality among Japanese 
filmmakers in the 1960s, Bazin’s and Deleuze’s emphasis on the presentness 
of television was calculated as a challenge to the contemporary complacency of 
cinema, to force it into new kinds of ethical reflection and political action. As 
William Marotti has demonstrated, for instance, avant- garde artists in 1950s and 
1960s Japan proposed to extend the contemporary revolution in aesthetic repre-
sentation to the entire social and political field of representation.48

Clearly these earlier biases toward reality or actuality in television, grounded 
in strong assumptions about its presentness and liveness, do not seem to leave 
much room for animation, let alone television. Yet I will later draw on Andrew’s 
recent presentation of Bazin’s writings on television, for Bazin stresses one the 
aspects of television that is integral to this study and closely associated today with 
animation and media mix: its parasocial effects. What is more, in her account of 
actuality in Japan, Furuhata notes that as avant- garde filmmakers interested in 
actuality began to experiment with the remediation of one medium by another 
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(say, comics by cinema), they entered a domain that might be called animation.49 
Such a take on animation recalls that of Manovich: animation is defined in terms 
of a technical mode enabling multimediation rather than as a genre. The interest 
in actuality thus shifted seamlessly into social experimentation with multime-
dia precisely because artists and filmmakers were focused on the ways in which 
cinema might be transformed through its remediation of television and other 
media. The result was, above all, cinema expanded in its use of media in order to 
enlarge its scale to the point of immersing audiences.50

Something different was happening in the domain of television animation, 
however, and what we loosely call anime arrives at a far different understanding 
of the social experience of television. The genealogy of that “something differ-
ent” is the focus of Part II of this study. By way of introduction, suffice it to say 
that anime developed its own take on the television experience, an experience 
polarized between two possible modes of reception that hinge on two kinds of 
imperceptibility. On the one hand, when the screen flickers, the content becomes 
imperceptible. It is surely there, but it is acting below the threshold of perception 
and thus of consciousness. On the other hand, when the screen shows images, 
the distinction between screen world and real world becomes imperceptible. 
Again, the distinction may indeed be active, yet it remains beneath the threshold 
of perception and consciousness.

There are thus two modes of address, which in turn imply two kinds of at-
tention in reception practices. The second mode of address is easier to character-
ize: it implies “worlding,” or the production of a parasocial field. The boundary 
between screen world and real world disappears, allowing television entities to 
swarm into the real world, and conversely real persons to enter the television 
world. The result is a distinctive social field in which television entities and real- 
world entities mingle freely. It levels ontological and hierarchical distinctions in 
the encounter between humans and TV personalities and characters. Usually 
this sort of television effect is placed under the rubric of parasocial relations or 
parasociality to indicate that it is like sociality but not real sociality. While I take 
on the term “parasocial,” I do not consider its like- social relations to be less real 
than real- world sociality. For better or worse, our media have definitively eroded 
a binary opposition between real sociality and media sociality. The parasocial 
has its own social reality. To adopt something of Simondon’s perspective, this 
parasocial field is one on which nonhuman actors may be ontologically distin-
guished from humans in their mode of existence yet not are different from them 
essentially or substantially.

The first mode of reception is harder to characterize because the blank flicker-
ing or pulsing glow of the television screen is so different from the presentness 
and liveness of television often evoked in film studies. This flicker effect does not 
dwell on the tendency toward simultaneity of image capture and its transmission 
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(presentness), which allows for increased synchronization of broadcasting in 
various locations around the world (liveness). It implies a play with frequencies 
or wavelengths, evoking frequency allocations and separations within the sig-
nal. Crudely put, it is about noise instead of signal. More precisely, it is about an 
experience in which signal is imperceptible from yet is somehow felt through 
noise. Such an experience opens a zone in which what is liked (or not liked) about 
television is its hum, glow, fuzziness, snow, flicker, scan lines, bands, or hiss, to 
name a few qualities; these are what audiences engage with first and foremost. It 
might be characterized as an analog experience, in that analog media are com-
monly defined in terms of the entanglement of noise and signal (whereas the 
digital strives to eliminate noise for the sake of compression). Such an experi-
ence, however, carries over into digital television and onto liquid crystal displays. 
It is akin to the experience of glitch, that is, an experience of discontinuity within 
the seemingly continuous process of scanning, transmitting, and receiving the 
image flow.

This sort of glitchy discontinuity may be characterized in terms of connective 
synthesis; it is the discontinuity that produces continuity, or the segmenting that 
generates flow. It concerns the production of the production of distribution— the 
productivity of electromagnetic wavelength and frequency whose weird space- 
time particle– wave existence are the stuff that go into making actual infrastruc-
tures work. Here I call it the stuff of blink. But when I do so, I am already treat-
ing it as it passes from connective synthesis into disjunctive synthesis, for I am 
also addressing how it feels. The discontinuity at the level of the production– 
transmission of the television image is prolonged into a discontinuity at the level 
of its transmission– reception, where the glitch implies a disjunctive synthesis.51

Here the contrast between cinema and television in the Bazinian line of film 
studies pays off, if reconfigured. The Bazinian line looks at cinema in terms of 
approaching reality.52 It considers how the interval between reality and its me-
chanical capture is then prolonged across registers of cinematic experience.53 
Television may also be characterized in terms of approaching reality, but it adds 
another dimension of capture to the capture of moving images— an electro-
magnetic capture. Cinema has tended to grasp the capture of reality in terms of 
a particulate reality, treating light as particle, while television approaches light 
both as particle and as wave. Television might thus be described in terms of ap-
proaching electromagnetic reality, in which that reality is both particulate (dis-
continuity) and wavelike (continuity). Capture is thus diffuse and heterogeneous. 
For historical reasons, it is the wavelike continuum of television that has been 
emphasized, either to celebrate it (global village) or demonize it (boob tube). The 
productivity of its glitches has been largely ignored.

When addressing television in this way, one of the challenges comes of the 
basic intuition, so often hardened into dogmatic position, that television waves 
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are somehow like brain waves. In Part I, I deal extensively with this sort of discur-
sive hardening of the problematic of approaching electromagnetic reality, show-
ing that it makes for a specific kind of apparatus: the screen– brain apparatus. 
The screen– brain apparatus is a major part of the story of television, allowing 
television to be conceptualized and harnessed as a force acting directly on brains, 
allegedly in a unilateral fashion. Significantly, in the context of the Pokémon 
Incident, which is arguably the most important incident to date for grappling 
with the electromagnetic effects of television, everything hinges on television 
animation. But now, I hope, it is more evident why animation, instead of live 
broadcast or live- action programming, may provide a better way of understand-
ing the electromagnetic reality of television.

Animation production has always used, and continues to use, photography- 
inspired modes of image capture in the digital era, yet when rendering move-
ment, it takes on a different problematic from cinema: the separation of the 
image into multiple layers and multiple planes. These planes may also imply 
distinct media textures or tones. With its techniques of compositing, animation 
pragmatically tended toward multiple capture and thus toward a multimedia 
image instead of a photographed profilmic reality.54 This process entails connec-
tive synthesis; it concerns the production of production of animation, wherein a 
specific sort of discontinuity or interval generates a specific sort of continuity or 
flow, which makes for a distinctive kind of animated movement. Subsequently, 
as cinematic animation went onto broadcast television, its connective synthesis 
meshed with the televisual domain of distribution in a distinctive manner. With 
the rise of so- called limited animation, the interval within the multiplanar image 
became flattened, moving toward the surface of the image and becoming distrib-
uted across the image. At this juncture, these animated moving images started, 
as if spontaneously, to lend themselves to the production of distribution. Simply 
put, the interval at work in the domain of animation production meshed readily 
with the interval at work in television distribution.

Japanese television animation pushed this tendency toward the distributive 
image to a remarkable degree, which allowed its anime to take on an unusual 
and distinctive relation to television distribution. That relation comes to the 
fore in the way in which anime portrays television screens oscillating between 
two modes of reception. The screen approaches the flicker and hum of electro-
magnetic reality, only to flip, as if naturally, into a parasocial field, a world of 
social relations in which human and nonhuman actors mix and mingle. This 
ability of television animation to switch between (and effectively fuse) electro-
magnetic reality and parasociality allows it to generate what might be called the 
electromagnetic socius or electromagnetic society effects. This twofold nature of 
the television screen in anime recalls the two sides of television infrastructures: 
the entangling of psychosocial machines and technical machines. Time and 
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again, at different levels, in different registers, the study of television encounters 
this yoking of the technical and social. Still, what is happening at the level of the 
screen in anime and what is happening at the level of infrastructures is not the 
same thing. Although they are like one another, they are neither structurally 
identical nor isomorphic. They are semblances, so to speak.

Studying television animation thus brings into play a distinctive register of 
technopsychosocial assembling: media ecologies. In terms of their scale and 
magnitude, television media ecologies may be said to be smaller than infrastruc-
tures and larger than screens. In the context of anime, for instance, the most 
important media ecology is the expanded home television network, that is, the 
expansion of the television through the addition of plug- ins or peripherals such 
as VCRs, DVD players, and video game consoles. In terms of scale, the expanded 
home television network is larger than the television screen (or computer screen) 
and smaller than broadcast television infrastructures (or Internet). It is situated 
between the two in terms of magnitude. But scale is just one way of looking at 
the situation. This sort of television media ecology has also its intensive side, 
particularly evident when the television screen becomes the site of switching 
between the (large) broadcast network and the (small) home network that com-
prises recorders, players, game consoles, and sometimes computers. The result 
is a zone of encounter between two tendencies of television infrastructure. The 
one- to- many tendency of broadcast television is shunted and transformed into 
point- to- point tendencies within the home television network. Here too television 
animation plays an integral role, which encourages one other shift in emphasis 
in this study: from media mix to media ecology.

Prior studies of multimedia franchise models, such as Japan’s media mix and 
America’s media convergence, have tended to treat them as simple combinatory 
systems, a gathering together or mobilizing of components. When seen from the 
angle of television, however, it becomes clear that something like media mix de-
pends on a site of encounter between polarized infrastructural tendencies, which 
makes for a charge running through the components and provisionally order-
ing them. While “ecology” is a loaded term, thanks to its naturalistic connota-
tions, it is not an entirely inapt term either. Just as the biome becomes organized 
around flows of energy that give rise to increasingly enmeshed life pathways, 
so the media ecology takes form through and with the distributive force, the 
coursing energies of which allow for cuts and segmentations that generate flows. 
Nevertheless, to avoid naturalizing multimedia formations, I frequently refer to 
media ecology by Guattari’s quirkier term: infrastructure complex. Thus the case 
studies of different kinds of media mixes and media ecologies in Part III take on 
monikers such as “family broadcast complex,” “home theater complex,” “game 
play complex,” and “interface complex.”
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Overview
To address the range of concerns evoked in this Introduction, this study consists 
of three parts, each of which deals with the relation between television and ani-
mation in a different register. Part I centers on the famous (or infamous) incident 
in which thousands of children across Japan simultaneously experienced photo-
sensitive epileptiform seizures or symptoms during a broadcast of the Pokémon 
animated series in 1997. This incident forced a closer look at the physiological 
and neurological effects of animation. Also, because it gradually became clear 
that the effect resulted from both the animation and the television, the incident 
led to government regulations for both broadcasters and animators. Given the 
double origin of the incident (animation and television), it is perhaps not so sur-
prising that, even though the facts of the matter are fairly clear, a strictly causal 
scientific explanation has eluded researchers because cofactors began to multiply. 
The Pokémon Incident thus served as a catalyst for the formation of a new set of 
relations vis- à- vis television and animation. I refer to this set of relations as the 
screen– brain apparatus and explore how it meshes with the contemporary surge 
in discourses on media addiction, where the Pokémon Incident is commonly a 
major point of reference.

What also interests me about the Pokémon Incident is the challenge it pres-
ents to received ways of thinking about discursive construction and apparatuses. 
It is frequently assumed that discourses and apparatuses are culturally, socially, or 
discursively constructed all the way down— that is, top to bottom— irrespective 
of physical reality. In the context of the Pokémon Incident, however, some sort of 
electromagnetic reality is evidently pushing back, precisely because it is entan-
gled with social realities from the outset. To address this very real entangled 
stuff, I turn to William James’s notion of pure experience, offering a character-
ization of the plane of immanence of television animation: the stuff of blink. It 
is the stuff of blink that is cut, stitched, and patched together to form the elec-
tromagnetic social reality of television. Put another way, Part I deals with two 
connective syntheses: the connective synthesis implied in the relation between 
television screens and the human eye, and the connective synthesis active in the 
relation between animation and television.

Part II takes up the disjunctive synthesis of television and animation, that 
is, the production of television distribution. Using Raymond Williams’s account 
as a point of reference, this section follows the historical formation of a national 
television network in Japan but with a genealogical spin, that is, with attention 
paid to the ways in which the one- to- many tendency of broadcast infrastructures 
have remained in constant antagonism with the presumably subsumed point- to- 
point tendency. The aim of this genealogical spin is to move beyond a fundamen-
tal divide within historical studies of television, whereby television is construed 
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either as totalizing or individualizing, either as social or technical, but rarely are 
both aspects taken seriously together. Point- to- point tendencies are all too often 
treated as synonymous with individualizing techniques and are placed in oppo-
sition to the totalizing procedures of the one- to- many broadcast system. When 
television is examined genealogically from the angle of distribution, however, 
the assembling of tendencies comes to the fore: television is simultaneously total-
izing and individualizing, social and technical.

Here a focus on the national dimensions of television threatens to become a 
liability. The risk is that of resting content with an account of the assembling of 
the Japanese nation- state (totality) and the Japanese subject (individual) within 
the domestic household. To counter such a naturalizing of Japanese domestic 
nationness, I work through histories of Japanese television that are critical of its 
national dimension, especially those of Yoshimi Shun’ya, taking up the alter-
natives arising in that context. As I shift my focus toward the assembling that 
occurred within domestic space, I track the ways in which the platform devoted 
to reception of national broadcast was gradually networked through the addi-
tion of various plug- ins and peripherals, from the dream of interactive TV in 
1960s, through the emergence of VCRs and game consoles in 1970s and 1980s, 
to arrive at the era hailed as “new media” in Japan of the 1980s and early 1990s. 
Such an approach allows me to consider how the social technology of television 
media stretches across the sovereign power of the family, the disciplinary spaces 
of school and work, and biopolitical sites of crisis, disaster, and emergency. If 
the social technology of television remains a considerable force in the era of new 
media (and through new media), it is because it contributes to a regime of what 
Brian Massumi calls ontopower that helps to stabilize the relations between these 
power formations, promising modes of social existence able to work across and 
through the family, work, and emergency.

In Part III, I explore the relation between disjunctive synthesis and conjunc-
tive synthesis to consider television ontopower from the angle of practices of self. 
Across the four chapters comprising Part III, I work through four media ecologies 
or infrastructure complexes, each implying a distinctive subjectivity, or an affec-
tive ecology: the Crayon Shin- chan series, the Detective Conan series, the .hack 
series, and the Persona series. In each case, I begin by considering the series’ 
media mix configuration, that is, its serialization across media. Yet to counter 
the received tendency to treat media mix as a combinatory system, I draw on 
the prior discussion of television infrastructures to consider how the underlying 
media ecology channels the distributive force of television through the media 
mix. In this context, I explore how the television- animation ecology bifurcates be-
yond one- to- many and point- to- point tendencies into hierarchical and heterarchi-
cal tendencies as well as unidirectional and environmental tendencies. A media 



 I N T R O D U C T I O N  | 29

ecology, then, is not a simple combination of elements but rather a complex as-
sembling of infrastructural tendencies relative to a distributive force.

I selected these four case series from a truly daunting array of multimedia 
franchises because I thought they provided the best spread of possibilities, both 
in terms of their television media ecology and in terms of how they move toward 
a metamodel of their infrastructure complex.55 I had initially assumed that more 
cyborgesque and technophilic fare, such as the Cyborg 009 series and The Ghost 
in the Shell (Kōkaku kidōtai) series, would furnish the most challenging material 
for thinking through technosocial assembling. Of course, I address robot and cy-
borg anime as well as other series such as Pokémon and Doraemon. Surprisingly 
enough, the Shin- chan and Detective Conan series ultimately permitted keener 
insight into television media ecology.

Such a surprise may well be the point of this study: expansile and scopious 
multimedia series are now familiar features on our local and global mediascapes. 
Yet because we are heirs of modernist legacies of interpretation that favor dis-
crete art objects, we have yet to develop concepts and terms adequate to them. 
Even though our experience of them feels increasingly intimate as well as in-
tegral to our social experience of the world, these nondiscrete objects still feel 
cumbersome and unwieldy in conceptual terms. In media and cultural studies, 
the preference is still highly modernist in that discrete art objects are critically 
leveraged against large social forces and power formations. We are at a loss when 
it comes to nondiscrete objects. Thus it always feels like something’s happening 
with them, but you never really know for sure when or how it is happening with 
you. One of the principal aims and potential contributions of this study, then, 
is to begin to address their complexity, to generate concepts and terms for deal-
ing with what makes them significant, happening, and eventful. It all begins by 
putting pressure on that site and moment when television and animation are 
happening together.
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POPUL AT I ON 
S E I ZURE

1

IN THE FIRST FEW SECONDS OF EACH EPISODE OF ANIMATED SERIES SHOWN ON TELEVISION IN JAPAN, A MESSAGE TO 
this effect usually appears: “Please watch television animation in a well- lit room, 
and do not sit too close” (Figure 1.1). The warning comes in response to the so- 
called Pokémon Shock of December 16, 1997, when an episode of the animated 
Pokémon series provoked photosensitive epileptic seizures in about 700 children 
across Japan as well as photosensitive epileptiform responses in a far larger popu-
lation, perhaps as large as 100,000.1 The broadcaster (TV Tokyo) suspended the 
series, and together with the National Association of Commercial Broadcast-
ers and the NHK (Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai, or Japan Broadcasting Corporation), it 
worked with government ministries to study the event and formulate guidelines 
for animation production.2 These study teams also made recommendations for 
animation broadcasters and producers to include an advisory message for chil-
dren viewing television— hence the commonly seen warning at the opening of 
television animations, enjoining viewers to refrain from watching television in 
the dark or sitting close to the screen.

Similar incidents had already occurred. A British TV commercial provoked 
seizures in three individuals in 1993. This incident “prompted the Independent 
Television Commission (ITC)— the statutory regulatory body for all commercial 
TV in the United Kingdom— to request the drafting of guidelines to prevent a re-
currence,” which led to the adoption of a similar code by the British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC).3 There were a series of incidents, in Japan and other coun-
tries, in which Nintendo video games induced seizures. What is more, something 
like the Pokémon Incident had already occurred earlier the same year (1997) in 
Japan: NHK’s broadcast of an episode of YAT Anshin! ūchū ryokō (Yamato Anshin 
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Travel: galactic travel, no worries!) apparently induced epileptiform seizures in 
some viewers, but on a lesser scale.4

The very scale of Pokémon Shock, as the incident also came to be known in 
Japan, in conjunction with extensive news coverage, both domestically and inter-
nationally, made it impossible to ignore. Indeed the anxiety and uproar around it 
led to a second rubric, Pokémon Panic. Nonetheless, because there was a body of 
scientific research as well as precedents for broadcasting guidelines in the United 
Kingdom, even while animators and broadcasters in Japan continued to claim in 
all sincerity that they were not sure what exactly triggered such widespread epi-
leptiform phenomena, guidelines and advisories went into effect fairly quickly.

In this chapter, by way of introduction, I propose to explore the implications 
of these advisories and regulations in order to begin to delineate the contours 
of the power formation that the Pokémon Panic served to catalyze. I also aim to 
show how Foucault’s notions of positive unconscious, apparatus (dispositif), and 
productive power provide the best points of departure for understanding the im-
plications of the Pokémon Incident. These notions will pave the way for a more 
general understanding of a new form of media- related power, the screen– brain 

FIGURE 1.1. Marvel Disk Wars: 
The Avengers (2014) includes 
the television animation 
advisory over its opening battles 
sequence: “When you watch TV 
anime, please try not to approach 
the screen, and keep the room 
well illuminated.”
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apparatus. In addition, I will contrast this understanding of power with some 
of the received paradigms and hypotheses for understanding media apparatuses.

Circling the Anomaly
The animated Pokémon series recommenced broadcast some four months after 
the Pokémon Incident, on April 16, 1998, with an hour- long special episode 
called “Pikachū no mori” (known as “Pikachu’s Good- bye” in English). Not sur-
prisingly, this episode deliberately presents a sharp contrast with the previous 
combat- heavy, flash- laden, cyberadventure episode responsible for the epilepti-
form phenomena, which will be discussed more fully in chapter 2. In the follow-
 up episode, the young male protagonist Satoshi’s best- loved “pocket monster,” 
Pikachu, discovers an entire forest full of wild pikachus. The central question, 
then, is, will Pikachu leave Satoshi and return to his kind in the wild? Ultimately 
Pikachu decides to stay with his Satoshi, even though Satoshi is prepared to let 
him go. In the meantime, the possibility that Pikachu might leave Satoshi al-
lows the episode to include a heartwarming review of all of their best moments 
together.

Before the episode, a sequence entitled “to all of you in the front of the tele-
vision” was aired, with the title superimposed onto a collection of Pokémon toys 
as if they were addressing the audience (Figure 1.2).5 Host Yadama Miyuki ap-
pears on screen in the middle of a huge collection of Pokémon toys and proposes, 
with the utmost courtesy and gentleness, to discuss the Pokémon Incident with 
children, to treat them as adults. Naturally, she softens the impact of incident, 
mentioning that many children felt ill, and some went to hospitals. Upon offering 
an apology, she then explains, with the use of visual aids, how the show was sus-
pended while a research team was formed to look into the causes (Figure 1.3). The 
visual portrayal, cartoonish as it is, deserves closer attention because it starkly 
presents a new constellation of forces precipitated by the Pokémon Incident: 
medical professionals (men in white coats at a table), television broadcasters (a 
dish atop a building sending forth a signal like a lightning bolt), and government 
officials (a government building with “country” written on it). Yadama also il-
lustrates the cause of the incident— rapid alternation of red and blue— with card-
board squares, clarifying that the effect was not (as initial reports assumed) the 
result of light flashing directly from the screen. In the future, she concludes, they 
will be more careful with the use of alternating red and blue as well as spiraling 
patterns. The preshow ends with a reading of various letters from all over Japan 
asking that the station not to put an end to Pokémon.

Significantly, while the research team had more or less identified the trigger 
for seizures, extensive in- depth scientific research only commenced after the in-
cident had in effect been handled administratively and commercially. Such rapid 
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management of the crisis was possible because information gathered from prior 
incidents, in conjunction with clinical observations, created a sense of confidence 
that developing guidelines for animators, broadcasters, and viewers could indeed 
prevent such incidents. As a result of the wealth of prior incidents, initial assess-
ments of the Pokémon Incident were not far from the mark.

The day after the Pokémon Incident, the Asahi newspaper printed a fairly sub-
stantial article covering various aspects of the event. In the opening paragraph, 
the article attributed the incident to the use in “anime and SF” of powerfully 
flashing lights. Then the article presented the analysis of a specialist in otaku 
culture, Okada Toshio. Okada calls attention to two common effects: flicker and 
“transmitted light” (tōkakō). Flicker is a matter of rapid alternation of contrast-
ing saturated colors, such as red and blue, white and black. Transmitted light is 
a technique of double exposure. Footage is first shot normally; then it is filmed 

FIGURE 1.2. When Pokémon resumed 
broadcasting on April 16, 1998, a 
brief explanation of the Pokémon 
Incident preceded to the episode, 
in which Pokémon toys seem 
to directly address the audience 
with the words “To all of you 
sitting in front of the TV.”
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a second time with strong light projected through it from behind. Some areas are 
masked so that light does not pass through, while the areas that are not masked 
are brilliantly, even aggressively, illuminated. The flashing eyes of giant robots are 
a classic instance of transmitted light, and indeed Okada traces the technique back 
to war scenes in two famous television series of 1970s, Majingā Z (Mazinger Z, 
1972– 74) and Ūchū senkan Yamato (Space Battleship Yamato, 1974– 75). But he 
adds that from the early 1990s, when anime styles became faster, it became so 
common as to be ubiquitous today. This technique is so pervasive in Japanese 
animation that it has both a proper name, tōkakō, and a nickname, paka- paka.

Even if the Asahi article does not actually mention the specific effect that 
eventually emerged as the cause of the incident— 12 Hz red– blue flicker— what 
is striking is that by exploring prior less- publicized incidents and looking into 
accounts of television seizures, the Asahi article not only comes close to that 
explanation but also succeeds in formulating the basic advisory: keep the room 

FIGURE 1.3. Preshow host Yadama 
Miyuki explains the research 
team mobilized to determine the 
cause of Pokémon Shock, with a 
drawing to illustrate the coming 
together of doctors, broadcasters, 
and government officials.
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well illuminated, stay as far away from the screen as possible, and avoid watch-
ing TV for extended periods.6 The question thus arises: if it was relatively easy 
to figure out what happened, and what should be done, why were animators so 
surprised? The temptation is to conclude that animators should have known that 
their attention- grabbing techniques might produce such responses, or that they 
did know but chose to ignore the fact. As it turns out, however, the 12 Hz flicker 
was not produced by animators. Animation at the time was still shot on film, 
with a frame rate of 24 frames per second. But because television is broadcast at 
60 frames per second, the transfer of the film to television produced a new frame 
rate and frequency. As Takashi Takeo and Tsukahara Yasuo report, “Changing 
the film’s two frames into the TV scene results in three red fields and two blue 
fields. The resultant alternating red/blue light frequency is therefore 12 Hz.”7

In other words, all of the elements that went into the guidelines and advisories 
were largely in place and available for use before the incident, but Pokémon Shock 
nevertheless served as the catalyst for the formation of a new set of relations vis- 
à- vis television and animation. With the Pokémon Incident, an operative set of 
relations precipitated out of the mix, as it were, generating what I will initially 
call the television- animation apparatus. In the next chapter, I will look at the role 
of brain sciences and neuroscientific research on the effects of television, and I 
will resituate this particular television- animation apparatus in the context of a 
more general screen– brain apparatus comprising other media and platforms. In 
this chapter, however, to set the stage for that discussion, I wish to consider the 
implications of regulations, guidelines, and advisories generated by the Pokémon 
Incident. I also wish to avoid imposing an order onto the events that is ultimately 
misleading: beginning with scientific accounts of photosensitive response might 
make it seem that scientific knowledge was driving the formation of the appara-
tus, when in fact analysis of Pokémon Shock brings a whole series of elements 
into relation, with neuroscience but one element among them.

In sum, governmental, clinical, and commercial groups worked together to 
find a scenario to reduce anxiety about the effects of television animation on 
children. Yet even as they labored to situate the incident as an anomaly, they 
could not explain it away; they could not guarantee its complete eradication. This 
ineradicable anomaly triggered the precipitation of an apparatus, a set of rela-
tions across these various groups and concerns, as they began orbiting around 
the nonanomalous anomaly that had suddenly appeared in television animation.

What Is a Media Apparatus?
As my choice of terminology thus far makes evident, I am using the term “appara-
tus” in the Foucauldian sense of dispositif: “a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble 
consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 
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laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and 
philanthropic propositions— in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are 
the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that 
can be established between these elements.”8 In the instance of Pokémon Shock, 
we are dealing with a system of relations coursing through a heterogeneous en-
semble that comprises media practices (animators), discourses on media (media 
scholars were included in the study teams), institutions (research laboratories, 
hospitals), architectural forms (household layouts for television viewing), regu-
latory decisions (advisory messages and other measures to inform the general 
populace), administrative measures (guidelines for animation production), sci-
entific statements (by doctors, engineers, neurologists, and psychiatrists), and of 
course philosophical, moral, and economic propositions concerning relations be-
tween scientists and children (one brave teacher warned that the rush to collect 
data about Pokémon Shock might constitute a violation of their rights and expose 
them to discrimination),9 parents and children (does television viewing require 
supervision, and what are parents’ responsibilities?), and awareness of the global 
reach of Japanese animation, made keener by the Asian financial crisis in July of 
the same year (anime was now seen as an important export and relatively stable 
business proposition).

At the same time, I place greater emphasis on technological and what might be 
termed medial elements (television sets, in- camera effects, broadcast networks, 
and other infrastructures) than Foucault might.10 Such an emphasis is keeping 
with the television- animation apparatus itself, which invariably refers us to the 
operations of actual technological devices (televisions, screens, cameras) and to 
various media- related techniques. Such an emphasis on technologies and media 
runs the risk of falling into a deterministic argument, of assuming that a tech-
nological apparatus fully determines or unilaterally causes the dispositif. Indeed, 
discourses surrounding Pokémon Shock often tend toward such determinism, 
for the entire incident seems to hinge on a simple fact, which is frequently taken 
as a straightforward unilateral determination. Takahashi Takeo et al., in their 
research on the Pokémon Incident, neatly state this fact: “TV images with 12 Hz 
red/blue flicker provoked photosensitive seizures in a number of children distrib-
uted over a wide area of Japan.”11

While I do not contest these scientific statements or deny that specific frequen-
cies of screen and flicker directly provoke photosensitive epileptiform seizures, 
I begin with the governmental advisory because my focus is on the television- 
animation dispositif or apparatus that Pokémon Shock served to precipitate out 
of the general media economy of Japan. I see the television- animation– induced 
seizures more as catalyst than a cause for the television- animation dispositif. To 
stick with variations on Foucauldian language for the moment, I would propose 
that we think in terms of different kinds of spacing, abruptly forced into relation: 
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(1) the interval between television and viewers, (2) the interval between animation 
and viewers, (3) the interval between television broadcasting and animation pro-
duction, and (4) the interval or intervals within television, within animation, and 
within audiences. Bringing these spacings or intervals into relation serves cata-
lytically to increase the rate of articulation of relations between sciences, media, 
homes, schools, and government while these sites and institutions struggled to 
grapple with what was happening with television, animation, and children.

From the Cinema Apparatus to the Television Apparatus
If we return to the warning message with such qualifications in mind, then what 
is initially striking is how the proposed ideal for viewing television appears dia-
metrically opposed to cinema. After all, cinema viewing is associated with watch-
ing images in the dark, and if you do not need to sit close to the screen in a movie 
theater to have a cinematic experience, it is surely because the screen is so large 
that it sufficiently fills your view. You are already close to it, and you are not sup-
posed to look away or close your eye— at least, such is the cinematic experience as 
it came to be formulated in film discourses, exhibition practices, and institutions, 
particularly from the 1910s. Siegfried Zielinski, in his account of the cinema dis-
positif, emphasizes the relation between the discourses on cinematic motion and 
illusion, in conjunction with technological developments and the construction of 
a sort of culture and sphere for viewing: “The cinema, where the filmic discourse 
of perfect illusionisation of motion in space and time in the intimate– public 
sphere became concretized and where the culture– industrial element came to 
dominate.”12 Raymond Bellour focuses more on the specific combination of pa-
rameters that make for a particular kind of aesthetic experience: a relation of the 
force of the image to its temporal consequences. Such an experience is related, 
but not reducible to, viewing films in movie theaters on fairly large screens in 
the dark, and so forth. He notes, “As soon as the lights go off, and the spectator 
begins to forget the room and the other spectators whose presence he nonethe-
less vaguely feels, and images appear, shot after shot, take after take, to which he 
entrusts his body and soul, forgetting himself but also finding endless opportu-
nities, diverse as the diversity of film, for coming back to himself, for thinking 
the film as if it were thinking within him— as soon as all this comes together, 
the spectator, thus embodied in this singular time knows he is at the movies.”13 
Naturally, as Bellour is aware, such a combination of parameters need not be 
obeyed in all instances.14 It is more like a field of possible engagements arising 
across audiences, movies, theaters, critics, owners, distributors, and police.

In contrast, recommendations for television viewing in the wake of Pokémon 
Shock advise a well- lit room and a good distance from the screen. In the govern-
mental and scientific literature, there are additional recommendations, which do 
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not appear in the warning message but follow naturally from it: the image should 
not fill your view (thus the larger the screen the farther away you should sit), and 
if you feel yourself becoming too absorbed in the image, you should look away or 
close an eye before it causes discomfort. Narrative and diegesis may also come 
into play: the seizure- inducing 12 Hz red– blue flicker happened at the moment of 
greatest narrative absorption, when the beloved Pikachu finally launched his fa-
mous thunderbolt attack against incoming missiles. Arguably, the narrative pat-
tern contributed to keeping children’s eyes glued to the TV set when they should 
have looked away. In sum, the ideal situation for television viewing (bright room, 
distance, diminished image size, avoiding absorption) stands in sharp contrast to 
received ideals for cinema viewing (dark room, sense of proximity to screen, large 
image, diegetic absorption).

This opposition to something like cinematic experience in the context of the 
television- animation apparatus merits closer attention because it delineates the 
apparatus while bringing us closer to the internal limit of that apparatus— and 
thus its potentiality. The initial temptation may be to blur distinction between 
cinema and television, between live- action movies and animations, and to think 
in terms of a general (and maybe quintessentially modern) paradigm of “haunted 
media” or “cursed technologies.” After all, the idea that you may become ill, go 
crazy, or lose consciousness while watching movies is one that goes back to the 
early days of moving images. Tanizaki Jun’ichirō’s 1917 story, “The Tumor with a 
Human Face,” comes to mind, in which there is a silent black- and- white film that 
terrifies and eventually kills those who watch it alone in the dark: “To watch a film 
all alone in a dark room without sound or dialogue somehow causes ghostly and 
quite uncanny sensations. This is true of course with quiet, desolate images, yet 
even with scenes of banquets and skirmishes, as the images of so many people in 
action flicker, you feel not so much that they are lifeless but rather you have the 
sensation that you who watch, you yourself are about to vanish.”15

Other, more recent popular examples of haunted media also come to mind, 
such as Suzuki Kōji’s novel Ringu (Ring, 1991) and its film adaptation (dir. Nakata 
Hideo, 1998), in which a videotape kills those who watch it within seven days;16 or 
Kawamata Chiaki’s 1984 novel Genshigari (Death Sentences), in which a surreal-
ist poem kills those who read it by spurring an addiction to the sensation of being 
transported into other dimensions; readers eventually leave their body behind to 
perish. There are numerous other examples of spirit media in Japan, including 
the divination games called kokkuri popular in the Meiji period and phenomena 
like spirit photography.

Such examples may encourage the formulation of a generalized mechanism 
whereby, to use Brian Rotman’s phrase, “ghosts cling to communicational media.”17 
Rotman’s project, which centers specifically on the remediation of speech by writ-
ing, nonetheless strives to formulate a general paradigm: “To illuminate the way 
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communicational media can facilitate new psychic entities and objects of belief. 
Such facilitation occurs when a new media confronts and absorbs its predecessor.”18

Read in Rotman’s terms, the injunction against something like cinematic ex-
perience in the television- animation warning appears to be an instance in which 
a newer medium (television or animation) confronts and absorbs its predeces-
sor (cinema or movies), which facilitates new psychic entities (flicker- sensitive 
children’s brains) and objects of belief (dark shadows of media influence can 
be dispelled by illuminating rooms and adopting a respectful distance vis- à- vis 
dangerous entities such as the television set). Rotman’s paradigm helps to draw 
attention to the occult sensibilities that frequently spring up around technologies 
related to the commercial distribution and personalized consumption of media: 
the home movie projector, cranked by hand, in Tanizaki’s story; the circulation of 
videotapes in Ring; technologies of mass reproduction and circulation (print and 
audio formats) in Death Sentences. Similarly, the warning about television anima-
tion, while grounded in an actual event and scientific research, serves to generate 
new dispositions toward television viewing and children. More precisely, it serves 
to make a set of existing dispositions more salient and dominant.

Some caution is needed, however, in mobilizing these high modernist para-
digms of cursed media and haunted technologies. I do not wish to fall into a 
deterministic stance by placing too much weight on technological devices and 
media forms. Yet if we blur distinctions between, say, the haunted videotape of 
Ring and the investment of television- animation with new powers in the wake 
of Pokémon Shock, we risk falling back on dubious cultural generalities and be-
come unable to address the positivity at work at the scientific research and gov-
ernmental practices. Simply put, we risk ending up with a thoroughly idealist 
account in which everything is culture, ideas, or ideology all the way down, and 
natures appear only the form of ghosts, specters, and curses, that is, materiality 
under erasure.

To avoid such idealism, and to deal effectively with the positive effects of sci-
ences and screens, I propose that we turn the mechanism of remediation on its 
head. We need to avoid positing two self- identical media, followed by a struggle 
in which one tries to assimilate and preserve (that is, sublate) the other, which re-
sults in a historically newer, higher, or more omnivorous medium (say, the digi-
tal) in a caricature of Hegelian epochal history. Instead, we need to attend to how 
Pokémon Shock, for instance, served to produce and enact medium specificity. 
Government reports and scientific experimentation went to great lengths to iden-
tify and define animation techniques, and to hone in on the ones that potentially 
produce seizures. Something like medium specificity begins to emerge through 
discourses and practices that orbit around a potentiality, the ever- present, not 
entirely localizable potential for animation to produce a specific effect, which 
makes for an animation field.
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Oddly enough, while the specificity of animation became a hot topic in the 
context of Pokémon Shock, television only later emerged as a site of medium 
specificity: government ministries and sciences tended to highlight animation 
effects and downplay those of television. Gradually, however, other practices, 
statements, and institutions drew television into the dispositif. In this way, efforts 
to locate the cause of seizures generated a sense of medium specificity. Of course, 
entities like animation, television, and even cinema cannot be defined categori-
cally, once and for all. But this does not mean they are haunted by what they 
are not. On the contrary, they begin to act as fields in relation to the television- 
animation apparatus.

Limit- Experiences and Potentiality
The warning message may give the impression that it is intent on stripping all 
traces of cinema experience from television viewing. Television- animation ap-
pears, then, to take on consistency through a simple negation of cinematic ex-
perience. Yet it is clear that cinematic experience verges on becoming a quasi- 
orgiastic, horror- filled, death- ridden limit within television viewing: as you 
darken the room and approach the TV screen, you may experience headaches, 
nausea, or convulsions; you may even black out. For some viewers, the possibility 
may prove tantalizing: how close can you come to such an experience without 
completely losing yourself? What would it feel like to lose consciousness?

Affirming the power of flickering televisual images to overwhelm and harm 
the TV spectator may serve to reenchant television watching, which usually is 
seen as such a daily and ubiquitous viewing practice that it scarcely deserves 
special attention. In any event, it is clear that the warning message takes on an 
expressive function as it strives to articulate the specific parameters for television 
viewing. On the one hand, it forms a field of potential stances and experiences 
vis- à- vis the TV screen. On the other hand, it sets up a specific arrangement 
within domestic space or personalized space. This is not to say that television 
viewing is limited to domestic or personalized spaces.19 Television screens are 
ubiquitous in public places in Japan, but the viewing parameters associated with 
ambient television do not generally allow viewers to come close to the screen in 
the dark. In effect, the warning assumes a viewer enclosed in a space that can be 
made dark and a screen that can be physically approached.

A field of variation also arises around displaying the message. The Japanese 
government recommends including the message in the first few seconds of an 
animation broadcast, but the recommendation is not legally binding, and many 
broadcasters, especially smaller local stations, do not include it. Sometimes it 
is broadcasters that add the message using “telop” (teroppu, an abbreviation 
for “television opaque projecting device”), that is, superimposing the message 
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directly during broadcast. Sometimes producers add the message, “hard sub-
bing” it into the show, where it extends beyond the context of its initial broadcast 
to appear on the video or DVD releases. As such, the display of the message does 
not correspond case by case with the actual situation addressed by the message. 
For instance, when the animated film Road to Ninja: Naruto the Movie showed 
on big screens across Japan in summer 2012, the television- animation warning 
incongruously appeared. Such incongruity arises because animation producers 
are more intent on DVD release than on theatrical release. They thus included 
the message on the master copy before its screening. For movie viewers, for bet-
ter or worse, it is as if the cinema experience had been absorbed into or coded by 
television. Indeed, the yearly increase in animated films associated with manga, 
television anime, and video game franchises are sometimes taken as evidence of 
ongoing destruction or invasion of cinema by television; although such animated 
films are feature- length theatrical releases, their aesthetics are not deemed par-
ticularly cinematic.

In the case of the warning appearing in movie theaters, the crossover from 
television animation to other screens and media might be deemed a side effect. 
But the warning may also extend to animated films (that is, animations not in-
tended for television) when they are shown on television, and to video and DVD 
releases of nonanimated children’s movies destined for home viewing, presum-
ably on a television screen. Such instances show concern specifically about the 
television screen rather than targeting animation per se. Thus the television- 
animation apparatus is readily extended to other small screens and other media. 
A similar safety warning about seizures appears in pamphlets accompanying 
Nintendo handheld consoles and games played on them, and more recently for 
the Wii. A number of incidents have occurred in which gamers have experienced 
epileptic seizures while playing arcade games, console games, and Game Boys. 
Before the Pokémon Incident, the association of seizures with Nintendo games 
became so pronounced that such seizures became styled as “Nintendo seizures” 
in the press in 1994, in the context of John Ledford’s lawsuit against Nintendo. 
Ledford allegedly experienced his first seizure at the age of twenty- seven while 
playing one of their games at a video arcade. In 2004, the BBC aired a documen-
tary, Outrageous Fortune, which exposed evidence showing that Nintendo had 
deliberately suppressed knowledge of game- induced seizures.20 In sum, although 
responses to Pokémon Shock initially emphasized the specificity of animation, 
there were previous game- related instances of seizures that had focused attention 
on screens, interfaces, and hardware.

Significantly, despite the seriousness of the actual seizures, the warning be-
comes caught up in forms of expression, especially in the context of television 
animation. This is not because producers and broadcasters do not take the mes-
sage seriously but rather because the message has become part of the experience 
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of watching animation. The Japanese broadcast of recent Disney– Tōei– Marvel 
coproduction, Marvel Disk Wars: The Avengers (Disuku uōzu: Abenjāzu, 2014) de-
ploys the message in its conventional form with telop. Yet the seemingly child- 
friendly message plays over a fast- paced, light- riddled aerial battle that seems to 
belie the expressed concern for young viewers (Figure 1.4). Or maybe it serves to 
remind and possibly tantalize young viewers with the possibility that animation 
is always on the verge of inducing a shock to the brain? In the animated Fairy Tale 
series, one of the characters, Natsu, appears and cheerily enjoins viewers to keep 
the room nicely lit and not to get too close to the television (Figure 1.5). Such a pre-
sentation may be read as a clever way to channel both the shock of animation and 
emotive concern into the character form. In contrast, Anno Hideaki’s 1998– 99 
anime adaptation of the manga Kareshi kanajo no jijō (His and her circumstances) 
presents the warning with highly stylized, honorific expressions hardly suited for 
an audience of children, which may impart a sense of haughty impudence and a 
slyly mocking tone (Figure 1.6). Again, such expressive variations do not neces-
sarily mean that animators wish to undermine the warning. Rather, the warning 
cannot stand outside television animation and effectively provide a perspective 

FIGURE 1.4. The use of intense 
transmitted light effects in 
conjunction with the television- 
animation advisory over the 
opening battle in Marvel Disk 
Wars: The Avengers (2014) seems 
to enact the very effects it warns 
against.
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on it because the warning and the television animation now function as elements 
within a set of relations, the television- animation dispositif.

As an enunciation, the television- animation warning unfurls variations across 
media (animation, game software), exhibition and interaction sites (homes, 
theaters, arcades), technologies (game hardware, television screens), broadcast 
situations, production sites, and creative practices. What at once empowers and 
consolidates the enunciation across such variations is the articulation of a limit- 
experience— convulsions, headaches, seizure, and loss of consciousness. If some-
thing like cinematic experience comes into play at the limit, conjuring up older 
paradigms about the dangers of letting yourself become absorbed into the screen 
in the dark, such an experience is not evoked as an external limit. It does not 
mark a line between the desired television viewing practice and the undesirable 
cinema- like relation to the screen. It does not make for a bounded territory called 
television animation. Rather it implies an internal nonlocalizable limit, which 
generates a field with shifting fringes.

A nonlocalizable limit serves to potentialize a field. While it works through 
the field, it remains somehow outside it. Yet this nonlocalizable limit is not a for-

FIGURE 1.5. Fairy Tale plays with the 
television- animation advisory 
with one of its heroes, Natsu, 
directly reading the message to 
the audience in his own style: 
“Hey kids, when you watch Fairy 
Tale, keep away from the TV and 
keep the lights on!”
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eign medium or invading entity that become lodged inside territory; it is not an 
inassimilable foreign entity that must be continually repressed or held under era-
sure (like a negative unconscious). Nor does it entail generalized mechanism of 
remediation in which television or animation confronts and absorbs its cinematic 
predecessor. Put another way, if something like cinematic experience appears as 
the nonlocalizable limit of the television- animation apparatus, it is not because 
cinema has invaded the sovereign realm of television and set up shop, alienating 
the television- animation apparatus from itself. Although negation and regression 
come into play, they do so in a second instance in the same way that government 
injunctions follow the scientists testing the children who tend to scatter and mu-
tate under pressure, while the company buries evidence of seizures. Likewise, 
even if it is possible to speak of an “expanded television” in which television is 
entering into or overcoding cinematic experiences, aesthetics, and spaces (the 
appearance of the television- animation advisory in movie theaters is the tip of the 
iceberg), the warning itself implies that there is something positive in television 
animation that is already in communication with cinema, as it is with manga, 
video games, and other media forms.

Positive Unconscious and Productive Power
In speaking about how seizures catalyze the formation of a television- animation 
apparatus in the context of Pokémon Shock, I am using terms such as “positive” 
and “productive,” which may trouble some readers. Shouldn’t I be directing at-
tention to all the negative effects, to the suffering of victims and their families, to 
the criminal irresponsibility of corporate profiteering, and to the indifference of 
a government that remains content to place responsibility on consumers rather 

FIGURE 1.6. Kareshi kanajo no jijō 
(His and Her Circumstances, 
1998– 99) adopts an arch tone 
when conveying the advisory: 
“On those occasions when 
you view television animation, 
please take care so as not to 
approach the screen, and keep 
the room illuminated.”
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than slow down the generation of profits from lucrative TV shows? Isn’t it wrong 
for seizures to be associated, however tangentially or provisionally, with positivity 
and productivity? Any response to such questions will necessarily be a compli-
cated one because Pokémon Shock has incited an outpouring of concern for chil-
dren and fears about media in conjunction with the need for consumers to shoul-
der increased responsibility. In this respect, Pokémon Shock has already proved 
productive in reinforcing a general trend toward replacing governmental and 
corporate responsibility with forms of media care. Referring to power as produc-
tive does signal an affirmation of it, however. If I adopt something of Foucault’s 
emphasis on positivity, productive power, and the positive unconscious, it is for 
specific reasons.

First, while I would be happy to join in direct action against government min-
istries and media corporations, I tend to agree with Foucault that merely de-
nouncing power is an ineffective tactic, particularly in this context. What would 
it mean to denounce television or television animation in general? As Said put it 
in the context of Orientalism, “One ought never to assume that the structure of 
Orientalism is nothing more than a structure of lies or myths which, were the 
truth about them to be told, would simply blow away.”21 The television- animation 
apparatus is configured to deflect such denunciations through its production of 
a system of relations between discourses, institutions, media, architectures, and 
laws. Not only do government officials and research scientists show genuine con-
cern about media effects but also individuals and social groups are enjoined to 
care for themselves in their use of media and to care about how media affects 
them. In other words, this apparatus consolidates and reinforces media prac-
tices of self, which deflect and diffract indictment and incrimination of media 
producers and broadcasters by evoking media care. Suddenly politics takes the 
form of pointing fingers at someone or something who does not appear to care—
not really.

Second, as scholars like Vicki Kirby, Elizabeth Grosz, Judith Butler, Karen 
Barad, and Pheng Cheah have persuasively argued for some time, Foucault’s 
focus on productivity and positivity is calculated to avoid treating everything as 
culture or ideas, as culturally or ideationally constructed, all the way down. A 
new challenge arises. Addressing the question of materiality or mattering has 
moved in a number of directions in recent years, among them the object- oriented 
ontology of speculative realism; the natures, actors, and modes of existence as-
sociated with Bruno Latour; and the ecology of practices of Isabelle Stengers. If I 
begin with an emphasis on Foucault’s notions of positivity and productive power, 
it is because I feel that the questions about power have not been as thoroughly 
or forcibly addressed in these other approaches as in Foucault. At the same time, 
as I have already indicated, and as Friedrich A. Kittler signaled some years ago, 
Foucault’s approach tends to avoid directly addressing the positivity of media and 
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technologies.22 Foucault also generally avoids any account of what Thomas Kuhn, 
one of his sources, calls “normal sciences.”23 Consequently, while my account of 
television begins with Foucauldian paradigms, I do so in hopes of drawing more 
effectively on approaches that speak to modes of existence, objects, ecologies, 
technologies, and mediality.

To give a more concrete sense of what such an approach means, let me turn to 
an interpretation of Pokémon Shock that calls attention to the production of ob-
jects, beings, and modes of existence. This brief account touches on a number of 
the same concerns as my account, and so I wish to work through it in some detail.

Beyond the Metaphysical Hypothesis
Spyros Papapetros writes, “The Pokemon incident acts as a painful reminder that 
humans instinctively attribute agency to inanimate images and things when 
something bad is happening to them.”24 Drawing on some of the horrifying 
personal accounts (“Her eyes rolled back and she went into convulsions . . . she 
didn’t come round for more than ten minutes,” reported a mother),25 Papapetros 
refers us to a general response mechanism in which humans attribute malevo-
lent agency to what harms them. Yet he also wishes to complicate such a response 
to the terrifying effects of episode 38 of the animated Pokémon series. His ac-
count thus highlights two points about animation made evident by the seizures: 
first, “we can never know much about animation,” because as soon as we begin to 
produce knowledge, we have left behind the immediate experience; and second, 
animation produces “complementarity” between subject and object, as evidenced 
in the “white blasts and flashing lights on the television screen were replicated by 
the ‘whitening out’ and ‘hot and cold flashes’ on the spectators’ faces.”26

In other words, the experience of animation is one in which subject and object 
are not readily separable but are mirroring each other. Then knowledge steps 
in, and subject and object are held apart. Although he does not make the point 
explicitly, his insistence on the apparently inevitable phobia toward the harmful 
object implies that the emergence (or return) of human agency in the wake of the 
immediate experience of subject– object complementarity is a formation in which 
the subject not only stands apart from the object but also strives to stand over and 
above it, striking back at it, expressing anger, and treating it as a source of malign 
intentions. “Things are not considered for the good they may produce, but rather 
for the harm they are capable of inflicting,”27 Papapetros notes. What is at stake 
in Papapetros’s account is not merely challenging the separation of subject and 
object but also the ascendency of subject over object, that is, subjectification of 
the object.

What attracts me to his approach to Pokémon Shock comes of its evocation of  
what William James called pure or immediate experience. Papapetros signals 
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an experience of animation that is nonconscious (not experienced consciously) 
and nonsensuous (not localized perceptually or sensuously). In a similar vein, 
Tohkura Yoh’ichi uses the phrase “unexperienced information” to describe 
Pokémon Shock in order to indicate that the effects were not experienced con-
sciously, perceptually, or sensuously.28 Insofar as immediate experience is non-
conscious and nonsensuous, it might well be described as nonexperienced expe-
rience, or nonexperience. But I will stick with the terms “pure experience” and 
“immediate experience” used by James and other philosophers. In any event, 
Tohkura’s point is that information does something: “Information acts on hu-
mans just as medicine does.”29 Similarly, Papapetros proposes that animation 
does something and implies that what it does is not consciously or perceptually 
experienced. It is not an object but a process. In this respect, I am entirely in 
agreement with Papapetros and Tohkura.

It is the next move in Papapetros’s account that troubles me. He suggests 
that knowledge steps in and transforms the nonconscious nonsensuous some-
thing into an object. Two problems arise. First there is a problem of temporality: 
Pokémon Shock encourages us to think in terms of a traumatic event followed 
by perceptual and conscious responses, that is, in terms of an immediate expe-
rience that is subsequently unpacked or covered over, through perception and 
consciousness. The temptation is to think of the event in terms of loss and re-
covery (of perception, of conscious). In fact, however, perception and conscious-
ness are not lost and then found, any more than immediate experience is lost. 
Consciousness, perception, and the nonconscious nonsensuous something are 
always there, even if relative intensities fluctuate. Likewise, the actual experience 
of animation is always a combination of conscious experience, perceptual experi-
ence, and immediate experience.

Second, when Papapetros considers the formation of animation as an object of 
perceptual and conscious knowledge, he presents us with a general mechanism 
of phobia, of fear and hatred toward the object. The title of his essay implies that 
this is a “cultural response,” yet he turns primarily to Western art theory and 
to Warburg’s assertion that humans and animals invariably perceive everything 
that looks alive or merely moving as hostile.30 In other words, in this approach, 
knowledge is not formed culturally in the usual sense of culture (national culture, 
global culture, or subculture). It is instead formed metaphysically, as formulated 
in the metaphysics of Western art theory. As such, rather than address practices 
per se, the account verges on a psychologistic and anthopologistic primitivism. 
Thus, in a final twist, Papapetros proposes to invert Warburg’s values: where 
Warburg claims that art pacifies humans by endowing objects with a liveliness 
that counters our inherent phobic response, Papapetros wishes to hang onto the 
possibility of the animation object as an encounter with “a being that is radically 
different from our own.”31 He proposes, somewhat obliquely, for us not to “oblit-
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erate the enigmatic power of an object,” for us not to “strip the thing of all of its 
deathly connotations.”32

The strength of such an approach lies in its reminder that experiences of and 
responses to animation are not primarily rational and thus may not be explicable 
in cognitive terms. Papapetros forces us to acknowledge a magical or nonrational 
mode of relation arising between viewers and animations, between subjects and 
objects, which runs counter to received ideas about the subjection of objects, 
about the subject’s mastery over them. Indeed, through Pokémon Shock, a new 
series of things emerge as objects of concern: television sets, animation tech-
niques, architectural layouts and lighting, parental absence, advertising and the 
attention economy, the transformation of children into research data, and the 
global economy, not to mention cinematic experience, broadcast infrastructures, 
and networks. Modes of magical thinking and behavior vis- à- vis objects may 
play a role, and even a significant one, within this field of knowledge and power. 
Nevertheless, a purely metaphysical account of knowledge formation (the failed 
drive for mastery over moving objects and our consequent fear of them) does not 
help us to understand the formation of a knowledge/power field or to assess its 
implications.

Again, this is why I have begun with a more Foucauldian approach, exploring 
the warning message in order to begin a tentative delineation of a television- 
animation apparatus that generates a knowledge/power field that produces media 
techniques of self. I would argue that although animation and other objects ap-
pearing in this field undoubtedly have an existence outside this field (they are 
not culture or idea all the way down), they take on a specific mode of existence 
through this field. As Alfred North Whitehead remarks, “The molecules within 
an animal body exhibit certain peculiarities of behavior not to be detected outside 
an animal body.”33 Likewise, we interact with animation through this dispositif 
in a particular manner, and it is the power of an apparatus that it makes a cer-
tain range of interactions feel possible. The apparatus does not need to make 
an interaction feel thoroughly natural or ineluctable. It need only assure that it 
feels possible, at once constrained and potentialized, promising a possibility that 
is not airy fantasy or ideological illusion. Indeed, as we will see, the television- 
animation apparatus catalyzed by Pokémon Shock both constrains and potential-
izes specific practices of self— at the moment when, in a darkened room, the 
viewer approaches the flickering screen.

An ethical concern nonetheless lingers when potentiality is evoked in the con-
text of Pokémon Shock. Because there were victims who experienced epileptic 
seizures as well as those who underwent the ordeal of witnessing their loved 
ones experience headaches, convulsions, and blackouts, commentators tend to 
convey their concern for victims by casting a pall of horror over every aspect of 
the event. The problem is, victimhood may thus become generalized to the point 
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where we speak of how images harm “us.” Foucault encourages us to resist this 
sort of hysterization of power. It is crucial to dehystericize our account of power 
because its effects are not evenly distributed among “us.” It is possible (and desir-
able) to introduce gradations among those affected— victims, witnesses, bystand-
ers, and perpetrators— and gradations within these gradations. It is also possible 
(and necessary) to establish degrees of responsibility. Are animators to blame, or 
broadcasters, or parents?

By the same token, however, it is precisely because responsibility cannot be 
definitively localized and assigned that Pokémon Shock can serve to catalyze the 
formation of an apparatus. For as we step back and try to account for the set of 
relations that makes up this apparatus, we find that it all hinges on what is com-
monly called the attention economy. Everything circles around experimentation 
with ways of capturing and holding attention, which inevitably places the non-
conscious and nonsensuous something at the center of a vortex— let’s call it a 
brainstorm. We may of course denounce the attention economy, yet no one takes 
seriously proposals to abandon televisions, computers, or cell phones, along with 
all advertising and image making. We opt instead for regulation, which tends to 
rehystericize the understanding of power, attributing quasi- magical agency to 
images, television sets, animation techniques, lamps, and darkened rooms while 
producing an understanding of the human body as inherently passive, frail, pre-
carious, and under siege, and hence in need of regulatory governance based on 
studies of neurological development. All this productive activity circles like a 
storm system around a nonconscious nonsensuous something that potentializes 
the field of knowledge and power.

Brainstorm
Is it possible to be more specific about this nonconscious nonsensuous some-
thing? Max Tegmark’s definition of two nonconscious states provides some in-
sight: “Although our neurons remain alive and well during sedation and deep 
sleep, their interactions are weakened in a way that reduces integration and hence 
consciousness. During a seizure, the interactions instead get so strong that vast 
numbers of neurons start imitating one another, losing their ability to contribute 
independent information, which is another key requirement for consciousness 
according to IIT [integrated information theory].”34

I will resort again, at the risk of overdoing it, to the running contrast between 
cinema and television- animation. Cinema has often been likened to a waking 
collective dream in a dark theater, with a dreamlike loss of self that is spurred 
by an uncanny doubling with the screen, a loose integration at the level of un-
conscious investment. With the television- animation apparatus, seizures become 
the major issue, and Tegmark’s descriptions point to a far different kind of non-
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conscious state, one in which individuals start to do exactly the same thing at 
the same time, losing autonomy as their interactions become stronger. Is this 
not precisely what happened during Pokémon Shock, with individual children 
across a wide area of Japan starting to experience exactly the same thing at the 
same time, interacting with one another so strongly that they lost their ability to 
contribute independent information? This is the possibility that Pokémon Shock 
brings to the fore, and here is the potentiality around which a set of relations 
circles like a storm around a vortex: a nonconscious nonsensuous something that 
overintegrates individuals through the television infrastructure.

What is striking about the relation between individuals is that it is uncon-
scious— or more precisely nonconscious— and so the group it draws together is 
not imaginable in the usual sense of an imagined community. I am thinking of 
imagined community of the sort hypothesized by Benedict Anderson, in which 
participants in media networks (readers of newspapers, for instance) imagine 
other participants participating at the same time as a result of effects of syn-
chrony (everyone reads the same headline on the same day), which are largely 
confined to the borders of a nation.35 Newspaper readers thus feel a sense of be-
longing to a national community as a result of this imagining of proximity over 
distance. Media such as newspapers may be said to mediate the flattening effects 
of capitalism to create an imagined community.

The population seized by Pokémon Shock, in contrast, is not experienced as 
mediation to generate a bounded territory. Pokémon Shock happened only in 
Japan as a result of broadcast zoning, and it can be said to be more statistically 
likely to affect children between the ages of six and twelve. Yet it is not inclined 
toward producing an imagined community of, say, Japanese children— at least 
not in the first instance. National discourses and institutions do not fail to swarm 
onto the gathering storm, but they are riding its wind, trying to determine the 
shape of a coming community. The Pokémon Incident suggests that at the heart 
of mediation there is immediation, and at the heart of imagined community 
there is an image economy wherein it is impossible to separate neurons and 
television infrastructures. This economy may be called an attention economy, 
with the caveat that it is precisely because attention to specific features or objects 
can never be assured that an economy actually emerges, gathering, vortexlike, 
around something prior to attention. Likewise, governmental, medical, parental, 
and media concerns begin to circle around the anomaly they cannot dispense 
with. This is the brainstorm that the first part of this study aims to explore. To 
track it, we may have to come closer to the screen, closer to both television and 
animation, than is perceptually or consciously comfortable.
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A GROWING NUMBER OF ESSAYS WITH STRONG SCIENTIFIC BACKING TELL US THAT TELEVISION IS BAD FOR US. THERE IS 
nothing new about talking about the ills of TV and deploying cognitive sci-
ences, psychological research, and physiological studies to do so, but there has 
been a gradual yet pronounced shift in emphasis. In “Television Addiction 
Is No Metaphor,” published in Scientific American, Robert Kubey and Mihaly 
Csikszentmihaly put it this way: “Scientists have been studying the effects of 
television for decades, generally focusing on whether watching violence on TV 
correlates with being violent in real life. . . . Less attention has been paid to the 
basic allure of the small screen— the medium, as opposed to the message.”1

Anyone familiar with Marshall McLuhan will probably not find such a state-
ment particularly novel. Within communication, media, and film studies, a reso-
lute distinction between medium and message feels as tired and overworked 
as nature versus nature in popularized biology. But there is something other 
than a dubious distinction between medium and message at stake. As Kubey and 
Csikszentmihaly’s essay suggests, prior studies tended to highlight the impact 
of television on social behavior and to link physical issues to mental health (for 
instance, violence, obesity, sociality, or school performance), whereas newer stud-
ies place greater emphasis on the physiological, primarily neurological, effects 
of media. The shift is from psychology to neurology. As such, even though the 
echoes of media determinism in these new discussions of why television is bad 
for us often lack nuance and novelty in accounting for the effects of media, what 
demands attention is the shift toward neurosciences, which brings something 
new into the mix.

NEURO S C I ENCE S 
A ND  T E L E V I S I ON

2
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Intoxication and Brain Health
The shift from psychology to neurology brings with it a shift in social concern. 
Studies of the effects of television on violence, antisociality, obesity, numbing of 
emotion, and reduced ability to learn, for instance, displayed concern for devi-
ant behavior, as if television— or more precisely an excess of it— interfered with 
the processes of healthy development in accordance with received social norms. 
Such studies have not disappeared, of course, and will not soon disappear.2 But 
as neurosciences gain in explanatory range and scientific authority, they are dis-
placing them. A different concern is appearing. No longer is television primar-
ily a matter of social norms and deviancy but of brain health and controlled in-
take. Kubey and Csikszentmihaly’s conclusion clearly articulates such a shift in 
concern: “Maintaining control over one’s media habits is more of a challenge 
today than it has ever been. TV sets and computers are everywhere. But the small 
screen and the Internet need not interfere with the quality of the rest of one’s 
life. In its easy provision of relaxation and escape, television can be beneficial in 
limited doses.”3

Simply put, media are increasingly treated as intoxicants, comparable in effect 
to other everyday yet potentially harmful substances such as alcohol and ciga-
rettes. Research on media addiction thus faces problems similar to those faced 
by addiction research more generally. An article in Nature, for instance, compares 
the difficulties faced by those who wish to conduct research on television with 
the difficulties faced by those who conducted research on the effects of smoking: 
objections to such research arise because it is seen as ethically intrusive, and ef-
fects are exceedingly difficult to track.4 Difficulties arise because culture gets in 
the way: not only do families resist studies because they feel their practices are 
acceptable but there is also always the possibility of hidden factors not directly re-
lated to media exposure that interfere with solid results based on isolable effects.5 
In any case, even if no one is proposing that television screens are like cigarettes 
in terms of degree of toxicity, it is clear that television and other media, especially 
video games and the Internet, are being treated in light of how they affect and 
alter the brain in the manner of intoxicants or toxic substances. Troubling ques-
tions arise. What does it mean to rely on neurosciences and cognitive science to 
define doses and limits of media based on brain health?

References to the Pokémon Incident frequently appear in the literature on why 
television is bad for your (brain) health. This is not surprising: in terms of sheer 
numbers and news coverage, the incident remains the most spectacular instance 
of television- induced neurological effects. Consequently, the Pokémon Incident 
is almost invariably cited in the neurological literature as proof of the direct ef-
fect of television on audiences. Discussions of television effects commonly move 
rapidly from Pokémon Shock to video games. The evocation of video games is 
not surprising for a number of reasons. First, the Pokémon anime series derived 
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from the globally popular handheld Nintendo game. Second, incidents in which 
both Nintendo handheld games and arcade games had apparently induced sei-
zures had been widely reported in Japan and North America. Finally, although 
quickly discredited, Mori Akio’s account of “game brain” was highly popular in 
Japan and widely cited in the international press and online reviews, and its very 
popularity has given it a good deal of currency.6 Noting a decline in beta brain 
wave activity in gamers, Mori claimed they “were hardly using the frontal re-
gions of their brains, which are important for emotional processing, planning 
and self- control.”7

It is not surprising, then, that the effects of television, animation, and video 
games should be folded into a general discourse on the neuronal impact of 
screens. Indeed, discussions of media addiction move readily from television 
screens to “electronic game screens” (as they are frequently styled), conflating 
them. In the Scientific American article, for instance, the Pokémon animation is 
actually described as a “video game broadcast”:

In 1997, in the most extreme medium- effects case on record, 700 Japanese 
children were rushed to the hospital, many suffering from “optically stimu-
lated epileptic seizures” caused by viewing bright flashing lights in a Pokémon 
video game broadcast on Japanese TV. Seizures and other untoward effects 
of video games are significant enough that software companies and platform 
manufacturers now routinely include warnings in their instruction booklets. 
Parents have reported to us that rapid movement on the screen has caused 
motion sickness in their young children after just 15 minutes of play.8

Even as the article proposes to call attention to the effects of the medium (tele-
vision), the scope rapidly expands from television to other media, such as video 
games, mobile phones, the Internet, and screens in general. Similarly, broad-
cast and cable, the wireless and wired, merge into general paradigm of screen 
exposure. In contrast, in the actual research on photosensitive epilepsy (PSE), 
scientists introduce basic distinctions between media, distinguishing between 
animations and video games when considering, for instance, the effects of light, 
color, and flicker, and when distinguishing between different kinds of screen 
technology such as cathode ray tube (CRT), liquid crystal display (LCD), plasma 
screens, and combinations thereof. The scientific accounts generally agree that 
CRT screens and low- wavelength deep red flicker present the worst- case scenario 
for evoking seizures. But ultimately, despite the distinctions drawn between 
media platforms and mediums in their research, they nevertheless conclude that 
newer screen technologies and moving image techniques present similar risks. 
Scientific research on epilepsy thus winds up endorsing the idea of screen ecol-
ogy, which is to say that although screens may be empirically different in their 
technological parameters, they may induce similar effects. As Charles Acland 
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writes, “The concept of the ‘screen’ stitches together an identifiable and mean-
ingful array of artifacts” but “technical specifications— screen size, aspect ratio, 
resolution, frame and refresh rate, brightness, color scale— only [get] us so far 
in our job of actually understanding the related senses, sensibilities, and prac-
tices that form as a consequence of media use.”9 A sort of “virtual unity” arises 
through and across distinctive kinds of screens, these “surfaces for animation.”10

A variety of new research projects propose to identify how media affect brains, 
not merely for the sake of gathering information but in the name of prevent-
ing harm to children’s development and brain health, which is posed in terms 
of neuroplasticity. Because of the scale of the incident and the extensive media 
coverage, the Pokémon Incident is equally often evoked to justify such research. 
Take, for instance, the research initiative launched in Japan in the first decade of 
the new century under the rubric “Brain Science and Education.”11 A review of 
international trends on brain science and neuroethics, published in Neuroscience, 
conveys the concerns of the Japanese initiative:

One of the greatest societal demands in Japan is for accurate information 
about critical periods in brain development. When is the best time to begin 
teaching English? Or sports? What is the influence of video games, cell 
phones and “anime” (Japanese animations) on children? Many of the modern 
ills emerging among Japanese youth are attributed to excessive technology. 
Staggering increases in violent crimes, vagrancy and suicide among this sector 
of the population raise many questions about what can be done for children 
who burn out (known as “kireru”). In response, large cohort studies that will 
follow 10,000 Japanese children during the first several years of life have 
been launched under the rubric of “Brain Science and Education.” This links 
pediatricians, educators, parents and scientists on a scale that has not previ-
ously been attempted.12

A number of assumptions about Japanese society are at work in this brief pas-
sage. Note that the passage does not make an appeal for accurate information 
about crime, vagrancy, and suicide, and the facts are mistaken: crime has not 
shown “staggering increases” in Japan, and insistence on such increases is argu-
ably an ideological position adopted by an aging media elite of journalists and 
intellectuals; vagrancy is more readily linked to socioeconomic inequality than to 
youth brain burnout.13 Instead, there is an appeal to understand how children’s 
brains develop. Similarly, rather than call for an in- depth account of social prac-
tices related to media, there is a call for accurate information about brain develop-
ment. Needless to say, even if there is a “societal demand” for such information 
about children’s brains, such a demand may not necessarily be socially progres-
sive or even socially acceptable. The warning of a teacher in Kanagawa, Japan, 
published the day after the Pokémon Incident makes the point clearly: the push 
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to collect scientific data on children might permit an abuse of power by violating 
basic human rights. Likewise, the collection of data on children cannot be pre-
sented as a neutral process, even if it is in the name of protecting neuroplasticity. 
Claims for a societal demand in Japan for such research need not be accepted at 
face value. Indeed, as if in compensation for the shakiness of arguments linking 
social ills to childhood brain development, the essay turns to Pokémon Shock 
as if to provide incontrovertible evidence: “One need only consider the synchro-
nized, photic seizures that were induced in almost 1,000 Japanese children by an 
episode of Pokemon to see the relevance of the basic biology of neural plasticity 
to humans.”14

In signaling some of the misguided assumptions about society and Japan 
within this call for neuroscientific research, I do not aim to dismiss neurosci-
ences. The basic biology of neural plasticity poses a profound challenge to re-
ceived ways of doing cultural studies, area studies, and media studies, and that 
challenge should be taken up. As William Connelly presents the challenge beau-
tifully, “Although cultural theorists do have things to teach neuroscientists, some 
research by the latter can teach us a thing or two about the layered character of 
culture. It can show us how the inwardization of culture, replete with resistances 
and ambivalences, is installed at several different levels of being, with each level 
interacting with the others and marked by different speeds, capacities, and de-
grees of linguistic sophistication.”15 In fact, it is impossible to understand tele-
vision and animation in Japan without taking the Pokémon Incident seriously, 
which also means taking brain sciences seriously. Caution is needed, however. To 
meet that challenge and to build bridges between neurosciences and what might 
loosely be called culture and technology studies, I wish to address the problems 
that arise if neurosciences are not understood to operate in two ways at once.

The Two Neurosciences: Apparatus and Diagram
On the one hand, as is evident in the continual evocation of Pokémon Shock as 
incontrovertible proof of the effects of television screens and/or moving images 
on brains, neurosciences have come to function as key elements within a set 
of relations, forming a screen– brain apparatus. This apparatus is for all practi-
cal purposes synonymous with the television- animation apparatus presented in 
chapter 1, but now television may be expanded to comprise a broader range of 
screens; instead of an exclusive focus on animation, a broader range of tech-
niques used in moving images may be considered. The screen– brain apparatus 
gravitates toward and revolves around brain mechanisms of attention (orienting 
response, flicker fusion, for instance) and their dark precursor (seizures) in rela-
tion to screen experience. It should be noted that although eyes and vision are 
often the point of departure, multisensory experience is ultimately at stake as a 
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result of the focus on general processes entailed in brain, mind, and conscious-
ness. As Antonio Damasio reminds us, “The brain maps the world around it and 
maps its own doings. Those maps are experienced as images in our minds, and 
the term image refers not just to the visual kind of images but to images of any 
sense origin such as auditory, visceral, tactile, and so forth.”16

Neuroscientific experiments and statements are not the source or cause of this 
screen– brain apparatus or dispositif. They constitute key elements brought into 
relation through the apparatus. As examples cited thus far suggest, the screen– 
brain apparatus tends to confer responsibility on viewers, to recommend self- 
control and personal management, and to naturalize rather than dismantle the 
attention economy, all under the aegis of media- orientated protectiveness, that is, 
media care. As such, the orientation of the screen– brain apparatus around media 
care resonates with key features of neoliberal ideology. For instance, the screen– 
brain apparatus meshes smoothly with what Maurizio Lazzarato dubs the “work 
on self” characteristic of the incessant generation of indebtedness within neolib-
eralism: “Debt is an economic relation which, in order to exist, implies the mold-
ing and control of subjectivity such that ‘labor’ becomes indistinguishable from 
‘work on the self.’”17

It is important, however, not to collapse these different registers, and so I 
will repeat: neurosciences are not the apparatus or its cause but rather are key 
elements contributing to the set of relations that is the apparatus; likewise, the 
apparatus is not in and of itself neoliberalism. The apparatus must be linked 
to techniques of work on self if it is to be yoked to the production of debt to 
drive profits. Nonetheless, the screen– brain apparatus contributes to a distinctive 
power formation, in which knowledge and power are intertwined and mutually 
constitutive— what I have called media care.

On the other hand, Deleuze’s widely cited aphorism “the brain is the screen” 
has become the major point of reference for bringing neurosciences into film 
and media studies, philosophy, and political theory.18 Deleuze situated neuro-
scientific insights in a highly specific way, however. He stressed how contempo-
rary neurosciences had dismantled both the Cartesian legacy (in which the mind 
implied subjective mastery) and the Freudian legacy (of neurosis and psychic 
health): “Psychology has a good deal to say about a lived relationship with the 
brain, of a lived body, but it has less to say about a lived brain. Our relationship 
with the brain becomes increasingly fragile . . . The brain becomes our problem 
or our illness, our passion, rather than our mastery, our solution or decision.”19

When Deleuze calls on neurosciences against Cartesianism and Freudian-
ism, his stance resonates with Foucault’s work (he was writing a book on Foucault 
at the time). Foucault’s work had painstakingly recast Cartesianism and Freud-
ianism as distinct knowledge/power formations. Psychoanalysis, for instance, 
was presented as an apparatus of power in The Birth of the Clinic wherein the 
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Freudian superego turned out to be a production of the panopticon. Foucault’s 
work generally associated Cartesianism with early modern forms of sovereignty 
and grids of universal knowledge. In his later works, however, Foucault began to 
delineate practices of self (techniques de soi) in the wake of an extended critique of 
neoliberalism. Deleuze’s evocation of neurosciences seems consonant with this 
aspect of Foucault’s critique of the subject as formulated both within Cartesian-
ism and Freudianism, and with Foucault’s subsequent turn to practices of self.

Behind Deleuze’s aphorism “the brain is the screen,” then, there lies an ef-
fort to address a political shift away from the apparatuses of Cartesianism (sov-
ereignty) and Freudianism (disciplinization) to “societies of control.” When 
Deleuze refers to the brain as our problem or our illness, he is evoking some-
thing akin to Foucault’s “practices of self” and “care for self” against forms of 
politics based on mastery, or critical reason, or psychological norms. Deleuze’s 
use of neurosciences should not be taken as a straightforward endorsement of 
neurosciences. Oddly, however, despite the cautious precedents set by scholars 
such as Brian Massumi,20 accounts of the neurosciences within film and media 
studies often seem to assume that neurosciences are automatically Deleuzean, 
which has skewed analyses toward presuming that neuroscientific paradigms 
invariably afford new possibilities for social or political resistance.

Because Foucault and Deleuze were more intent on challenging Cartesian 
and Freudian paradigms, neither thinker directed much attention specifically 
toward the neurosciences in terms of their social relations and political implica-
tions. Awareness of the basic problem posed by neurosciences is nonetheless 
evident within Foucault’s discussion of neoliberalism and affect- based economy. 
His remarks there provide some insight into how we might begin to understand 
what neurosciences contribute to an apparatus of power: “Action is brought to 
bear on the rules of the game rather than on the players . . . and there is an en-
vironment of intervention instead of the internal subjugation of individuals.”21

In sum, understanding how the neurosciences contribute to the screen– brain 
apparatus calls for a twofold approach. For instance, the paradigm of media care 
may be seen to oscillate between two kinds of self- practice, work on self and 
care for self, which entail a tension between self- enclosure and self- activation, be-
tween self- instrumentalization and self- potentialization. Deleuze’s aphorism— 
the brain is the screen— may also be construed in terms of a pivot between ap-
paratus and “diagram” in the Deleuzian sense. Diagrams, he writes, “mark out 
possibilities of fact, but do not yet constitute a fact.”22 The diagrammatic, then, is 
a specific marking, mapping, or distributing of potentiality. While it has specific-
ity, it is not about something else; it is not a model, illustration, or blueprint for 
something.23 Whereas the apparatus is the set of relations that constitutes facts 
and depends on constituted facts, the diagram marks, maps, or distributes pos-
sibilities of fact.
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In the context of the Pokémon Incident, for example, photosensitive epi-
leptic seizures are widely cited as proof of the effects of the television ecology. 
Seizures become facts. At the same time, as I will discuss below, the Pokémon 
seizures have tended to elude received forms of measurement. Some neurologi-
cal effects were not in fact recognizable as seizures. Something is happening 
before recognition, something that also extends beyond recognition and beyond 
the constitution of the fact of TV- anime- induced seizures. Because something 
was happening before and beyond the demonstrable seizures, it became pos-
sible for subsequent discussions to characterize the entire incident as a kind of 
overdose, a tipping point where intoxicating doses of television reach a saturation 
point, becoming fully toxic for the viewer and doing genuine damage.24 The tran-
sition from possibility (possible seizures) to facts (measurable seizures) is thus 
articulated in terms of a transition from harmless intoxication to harmful toxic-
ity. Permeating the facts in advance, then, is a distribution of attention- grabbing 
effects, which may suddenly coalesce into the fact of toxicity, causing headaches, 
nausea, vomiting, and blackouts. Yet the same distribution may be experienced 
below the threshold as pleasant, mildly intoxicating, possibly relaxing and be-
nevolent doses of television. The distribution of toxicity, then, is at once inside 
and outside TV screens. This is how an apparatus, a set of relations, is able to 
arise across the facts of neurosciences, layouts of living rooms, parent– child rela-
tions, techniques of animation, screen parameters, and governmental institu-
tions. This apparatus harnesses the potentiality of the distribution of toxicity and 
gives structure to it. Toxicity is at the tipping point between possibility and fact, 
potentiality and factuality, the diagrammatic and the apparatus.

Let me turn now to neuroscientific accounts of the Pokémon Incident with 
these concerns in mind, and with the caveat that brain sciences alone do not 
make for an apparatus.

Pokémon Shock
When “Dennō senshi Porigon” (Computer warrior polygon) went on air on De-
cember 16, 1997, it was via TV Tokyo, which broadcast the show to twenty- seven 
prefectures in Japan, predicting that of the approximately ten million people who 
would watch it, over seven million would be schoolchildren.25 The estimate was 
based on the show’s ratings, which, at over 15 percent, were the highest in the 
6:30 to 7:00 PM slot. The Pokémon franchise enjoyed phenomenal popularity 
from the launch of its handheld console Nintendo game in 1996, and the debut 
of the animated series (April 1, 1997) had spurred the franchise to new heights 
of popularity. By the time the first season’s episode 38, “Dennō senshi Porigon,” 
went on the air, the animated series had hit its stride, with a fairly distinctive 
look and feel, a recognizable set of characters, and a growing collection of brand 
products, such as card games, foodstuffs, figures, and other toys.
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At about 6:50 PM, however, roughly two-thirds into the episode, a large num-
ber of viewers, especially children between the ages of six and twelve (the age 
group most prone to PSE), experienced headaches, nausea, blurring of vision, 
convulsions, and other symptoms characteristic of photosensitivity. By 7:30 PM, 
618 children had been taken to hospitals, and as word spread, several television 
stations replayed the flash sequence, which may have triggered additional cases. 
Ultimately, the Fire and Disaster Management Agency reported that 685 chil-
dren (310 boys and 375 girls) were rushed to hospitals and were seen by physi-
cians.26 This figure has become the official count for Pokémon Shock, generally 
cited in subsequent news reports as “about 700 children.” Of these children, 
however, hospitals only admitted about 150 to 200 children because symptoms 
cleared up in the other children either on the way to the hospital or at the hos-
pital.27 In addition to this core group of children whose cases were actually re-
ported at the time, subsequent surveys by doctors indicate that larger numbers 
of children experienced symptoms of neurological distress, running the gamut 
from headaches, blurred vision, loss of vision, nausea, vomiting, and abdominal 
pains.28 The affected population was probably much larger than actually reported 
through hospital cases. Some reports calculate that because statistical analysis 
showed that about 5 percent of children viewers experienced neurological dis-
tress, even a conservative estimate would put the number of affected children 
closer to 100,000 among the over seven million school- age viewers.29

On the basis of how different populations were affected, some commentators 
use the term “Pokémon phenomenon” to refer to these broader effects in which 
children clearly showed symptoms in keeping with epileptic phenomena, but 
their symptoms were not immediately recognizable as such because the affected 
children did not require hospitalization or medical treatment and recovered fairly 
quickly. Indeed, it may be useful to think of the Pokémon Incident as comprising 
three overlapping yet distinct sets of responses: Pokémon Shock (the induction 
of recognizable PSE), the Pokémon Phenomenon (photosensitive epileptic phe-
nomena of a less recognizable sort), and Pokémon Panic (widespread anxiety and 
contagion- like propagation of social panic vis- à- vis Pokémon in particular and 
television animation in general).

What, then, produced such effects according to subsequent scientific studies? 
Although occasional reports point out that the episode as a whole may have con-
tributed to the induction of seizures, scientific studies tend to ignore nonisolable 
elements such as story, as they are not well equipped to reproduce the effects of 
content or narrative. Yet the events in the episode seem to prefigure the incident. 
“Dennō senshi Porigon” opens with the main characters— the boy Satoshi (Ash 
in English) and his “pocket monster” or pokémon, Pikachu— agreeing to go to 
the Pokémon Center in a nearby town because Pikachu is feeling tired after all 
his prior battles and competitions. Apparently his charge of energy can be re-
newed there. With his close friends Kasumi and Takeshi (Misty and Brock) and 
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their pokémons, Satoshi arrives at the Pokémon Center, only to find that the 
center’s nurse (all Pokémon Center nurses are identical women called Joy) is 
having trouble with their pokéball transfer apparatus (tensō sōchi). When they 
try to transfer a pokémon via the computer (which entails intense flashes of jag-
ged light to send the pokémon’s ball into cyberspace), the pokémon disappears. 
Something is seizing up within the system. The inventor of the system, Professor 
Akihabara, shouts that it cannot be the system itself malfunctioning because 
his invention simply cannot break down in this manner (Figure 2.1). The pro-
fessor abruptly runs to his laboratory. The children pursue him, but instead of 
the professor in the flesh, a glowing computer- generated image of the profes-
sor projected from a mobile unit greets them and takes them into the facility.

The professor then traps the children inside a device designed to transport hu-
mans into the computer, explaining that the three members of nefarious Team 
Rocket have stolen his prototype for a pocket monster who can live in cyber-
space, Porigon or Polygon. (Presumably the polygonal surfaces of this pokémon 
convey an enhanced sense of dimensionality, hence its ability to go into other 
dimensions.) Team Rocket has entered the computer with Polygon and has made 
a blockade to prevent the transfer of Pokémon, apparently in hopes of seizing 
all of them en route. Gotta seize ’em all! The professor transports the children, 
against their express wishes, into cyberspace to stop Team Rocket. The episode 
lingers on the body of the girl Kasumi as it is erased while she screams in terror 
(Figure 2.2). The spiral whorls on the professor’s glasses begin to occupy more 
and more of the screen (Figure 2.3). Brilliantly glowing concentric circles fill the 
screen as the children fall, still screaming, into computer space, and brilliant 
flashes of white mark a series of electronic transitions (Figure 2.4).

FIGURE 2.1. In episode 
38 of Pokémon, 
Professor 
Akihabara and 
Nurse Joy consult 
the computer to 
determine why the 
pocket monsters, 
zapped into the 
computer with 
lightning flashes, 
are not arriving at 
their destinations.



FIGURE 2.2. Kasumi 
screams as Professor 
Akihabara sends 
her body into the 
computer against 
her will.

FIGURE 2.3. Professor 
Akihabara’s glasses 
with their whirling 
spirals, a common 
accessory for mad 
scientists in anime, 
begin to fill more 
and more of the 
screen as episode 
38 progresses, 
contributing to 
the overall effect 
of vertigo.

FIGURE 2.4. Screaming 
in terror, the three 
kids and Pikachu 
are transmitted 
into cyberspace by 
Professor Akihabara.
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When the children finally find the blockade and Team Rocket, a new problem 
arises. Nurse Joy has called in a computer technician, who launches an antivirus 
program designed to erase everything in the system, including the children. The 
episode plays with images of viral contamination: the antivirus program shoots 
giant hospital needles at the children in the form of “vaccine missiles” (Figure 
2.5). Anyone afraid of injections should not watch this episode! Although Satoshi 
and friends have sufficient time to escape, they linger, as vaccine missiles ex-
plode around them, to save the members of Team Rocket. At about the twenty- 
minute mark, at approximately 6:50 PM, as a final massive grouping of vaccine 
missiles bears down on the children, Pikachu uses his famous thunderbolt attack 

FIGURE 2.5. Unaware 
that the children are 
in the computer, to 
combat the computer 
virus, Nurse Joy 
and a computer 
technician send in 
“vaccine missiles,” 
which look like 
injection needles 
as manifested in 
cyberspace.

FIGURE 2.6. When 
Pikachu launches 
his thunderbolt 
attack against the 
incoming vaccine 
missiles, a large 
portion of the 
screen flashes 
rapidly between 
red and blue for 
some seconds.
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to destroy the missiles. A rapid series of deep red and bright blue flashes cover 
most of the screen for some seconds (Figure 2.6).

It is this 12 Hz red– blue flash that was taken as the principal cause for the sei-
zures because it was right at 6:50 PM that children began to experience epileptic 
phenomena, leading to the approximately 700 children being rushed to hospitals. 
News reports immediately identified this flash sequence as the culprit, and they 
quickly mobilized media experts, animators, broadcasters, and producers to com-
ment. Initially news reports targeted the effect of flicker and transmitted light, 
while neuroscientists quickly detected the effects of color inducing seizures.30

But what are we to make of all those children who were not rushed to hospitals 
but who (it was later claimed) had experienced symptoms? Should the Pokémon 
Phenomenon be considered as part of Pokémon Shock or as part of Pokémon 
Panic?

Pokémon Panic
Among the few commentators on Pokémon Shock who read the Pokémon Phe-
nomenon in terms of social panic are Benjamin Radford and Robert Bartholomew. 
In a coauthored essay, “Pokemon Contagion,” they call attention to the fact that 
only a small fraction of children demonstrably exhibited PSE. They provocatively 
characterize the response of children who exhibited signs of Pokémon Phenome-
non as “mass hysteria” or “conversion disorder” (as it is now commonly called), 
that is, “converting emotional conflicts and anxiety into physical symptoms.”31 
The essay denies any organic basis to the widespread symptoms among the 
Pokémon Phenomenon children: “The outbreak of illness symptoms coinciding 
with the broadcast of the Pokemon television program fit the profile of the mass 
anxiety hysteria triggered from either observing someone having a genuine sei-
zure or learning of the illness from mass media reports or word of mouth.”32

To highlight processes of epidemic hysteria and contagion, Radford and 
Bartholomew have to downplay the physiological trigger for the actual seizures 
while offering an exceedingly reductive vision of Japanese society: they ground 
their argument for an irruption of mass anxiety in Japan at that moment by call-
ing attention, albeit tentatively, to a “strong compulsion to conform” in conjunc-
tion with high school entrance exams in December.33 They later reworked this ac-
count of the Pokémon Incident in their book on media- driven panics and hoaxes, 
casting additional doubt on the scientific explanation and amplifying the diag-
nosis of epidemic hysteria: “The researchers believe that the children’s sensitivity 
to color— in particular, rapid changes between red and blue— may have played a 
role in triggering the seizures. As for the vast majority of other children who fell 
ill, mass hysteria was the culprit.”34
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It is not surprising that in response to Radford and Bartholomew’s essay two re-
nowned neuroscientists, Benjamin Zifkin and Dorothée Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité, 
point out that the symptoms— “headache, nausea, vomiting, visual changes, and 
nonspecific abdominal symptoms”— associated with the wider Pokémon Phe-
nomenon are “highly suggestive of migraine or of photically- induced occipital 
seizures, a recently recognized and less common epileptic phenomenon that is 
difficult to discriminate from migraine.”35

Zifkin and Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité also worry about belief. They express con-
cern that Radford and Bartholomew’s diagnosis of mass hysteria does not make 
clear whether they believe that the initial outbreak really entailed photosensitive 
seizures.36 As such, to prove that the seizures were real, Zifkin and Kasteleijn- 
Nolst Trenité indicate that the effects are reproducible in the laboratory: “The 
unusual potency of that particular Pocket Monsters sequence in causing photo-
sensitive epileptiform EEG activity has been confirmed in other settings. One of 
us (D.K.N.T.) found that 25 or 35 known photosensitive patients (71%) were even 
sensitive to that specific 12 Hz colored flashing sequence segment when it was 
shown on a 100 Hz television, which generally reduces the chance of seizures 
triggered by the screen.”37

Although I concur with Zifkin and Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité’s diagnosis and do 
not endorse Radford and Bartholomew’s bid to eliminate the physiological and 
to homogenize the social, Radford and Bartholomew are nevertheless correct to 
point out that something strange is happening with the population of children 
(Pokémon Phenomenon) whose experience lies somewhere between the chil-
dren who demonstrably experienced PSE (Pokémon Shock) and all those people 
who were anxious, frightened, or shocked in different ways (Pokémon Panic). 
And what are we to make of subsequent reports that adults experienced seizures 
upon watching recordings of the episode? For instance, the Asahi evening paper 
reports on the evening of December 18, 1997: “According to contacts made on 
the night of the 17th with the Fire and Disaster Unit in Ibaraki Prefecture, at 
about 6:30 in evening of the same day, a man (age forty- two) from Nagareyama 
in Chiba Prefecture lost consciousness and collapsed while watching a recording 
of TV Tokyo’s popular anime, Pocket Monster, at a friend’s house in Tsukuba in 
Ibaraki Prefecture.”38

The Asahi article also reports on governmental measures for stopping sales 
and rentals of Pokémon videos, expressing concern that offers are already ap-
pearing on the Internet to buy copies of the episode. In this instance, physiologi-
cal and social factors appear inextricably intertwined. While the man’s seizures 
were presumably genuine (or could be disproven scientifically), his experience 
moves the Pokémon Phenomenon well beyond the expected age distribution— 
children aged six to twelve are the most sensitive population. Moreover, in a 
manner recalling popular science fiction stories and films like Ring and Death 
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Sentences, distribution networks are now subject to suspicion and therefore sub-
ject to control.

The new article does not specifically cite episode 38 yet mentions that govern-
ment officials were taking measures to stop sales and rentals of videocassettes 
and DVDs of the second volume of the Pokémon anime. The article thus tends to 
enlarge the scale of Pokémon Phenomenon to include other Pokémon episodes 
on the same disc. This example shows that there is a diagrammatic distribution 
at work.  This diagrammatic distribution comes prior to the establishment of the 
facts of epileptic seizures, tends to extend beyond them, and spurs regulatory 
efforts in a number of ways. It incites additional fact- finding studies to curb the 
not fully perceptible and not fully known distribution by producing reproducible 
evidence; it tracks measures that develop a series of correspondences between a 
not- yet- known distribution (who exactly will prove photosensitive?) and actually 
existing distribution networks (rental stores, convenience stores, and media retail 
stores, as well as online modes of distribution); and it encourages speculation, 
which comprises gains in symbolic capital or hard cash for possessing copies of 
the episode (a kind of economic speculation), affective contamination (physiologi-
cal effects without demonstrable causes), and a speculative movement of thought 
(pursuing the implications of the nonsensuous nonsconscious diagrammatic 
distribution, as I am here). In sum, there is a diagrammatic distribution from 
which facts are carved and from which points of correspondence with existing 
networks of distribution are established, both of which will allow the elements of 
the apparatus to hold together. Setting aside for now the question of the effects 
produced by distribution networks, let me continue to explore what happens as 
scientific facts are carved out of the Pokémon Phenomenon.

Epileptiform Phenomena and Singularity
For over a century, flickering sunlight has been known to induce epileptic sei-
zures in susceptible individuals, and similar effects have been observed with ar-
tificial light and striped patterns. Yet it is only in recent decades that PSE seizures 
have become associated with television and video games in particular.39 PSE has 
come to be measured in terms of an abnormal response, called photoparoxysmal 
response (PPR), provoked by intermittent photic stimulation during an EEG.40 
What proved unusual about the Pokémon Phenomenon is that many children 
who experienced actual seizures, which is indicative of PPR, did not test for PPR 
on the EEG. For instance, one research team found that of 685 children stud-
ied, 560 had actual seizures.41 Among those who experienced seizures, at least 
70 percent had no history of epilepsy,42 and 81 percent of these children showed 
no recurrence of epileptic seizures in a five- year follow- up study.43

There are various ways to interpret such results. A team headed by Yamasaki 
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Takao concludes that even healthy individuals may experience image- induced 
seizures, proposing “chromatic sensitive epilepsy” as a variant of PSE and rec-
ommending study of “the neural basis of latent color- luminance sensitivity in 
healthy people to prevent epileptic seizures occurring when watching TV.”44 
Takada Hiroyuki and colleagues, who conducted an extensive questionnaire sur-
vey in Aichi, also call for a shift of thinking about PSE: the previous belief in 
generalized seizures must be supplemented with attention to partial seizures. 
Their study concludes, “Photosensitivity may not be an all- or- none phenomenon 
as has been believed. It may be possessed by any individual in whom a maxi-
mal visual stimulus can eventually produce abnormal paroxysmal discharges, as 
chemical convulsants or electric shock will do. The TV program may have been 
so highly epileptogenic as to induce epileptic seizures even in ‘subphotosensi-
tive’ persons.”45 Likewise, Zifkin and Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité’s interpretation of 
the Pokémon Incident calls attention to more unusual and recently discovered 
forms of epileptic phenomenon. In sum, even as neuroscience research strives to 
determine the underlying physiological causes of the seizures observed during 
the Pokémon Incident, the incident is altering the definitions of seizures, effec-
tively broadening them as they are more fully described, precisely because the 
experienced seizures did not fit the received forms of measurement. In the ab-
sence of a strictly measurable, isolable, and reproducible effect, it is not possible 
to localize the effect definitively in specific bodies. Even healthy teenagers, for 
instance, might be subphotosensitive and thus prone to partial seizures, which 
may involve a previously unrecognized form of epileptic phenomenon, akin to 
but mistaken for migraines.

This difficulty in localizing the cause for the effect is a sign that neurosci-
ences are confronting a singularity.46 In physics, a singularity is understood as a 
breakdown in the geometrical structure of space- time. Black holes, for instance, 
are often said to contain a space- time singularity at their center, but a singularity 
is not a thing that resides at some location. The singularity, sometimes described 
as a tear in space- time, brings with it notions of incomplete paths and missing 
points: when structures of location are torn, it is not possible to assign origins 
to movements. Put another way, particles function as intensities, not extensities. 
Consequently, in one interpretation of singularity, the relation between measure-
ment (extensive) and intensity goes haywire: “For example, some measure of the 
intensity of the curvature (‘the strength of the gravitational field’) may increase 
without bound as one traverses the incomplete path.”47 This is one way to explain 
the phenomenon of a black hole.

Because singularity is associated with a boundless increase in the measure 
of intensity, Vernor Vinge used the term to explain Irving J. Good’s prediction 
about a possible “intelligence explosion” due to an “ultraintelligent machine 
[that] could design even better machines; there would then unquestionably be an 
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‘intelligence explosion,’ and the intelligence of man would be left far behind.”48 
Vinge used the term “singularity” to underscore that a point would arrive where 
we could no longer make accurate predictions about the development of intel-
ligent machines. While the jury is still out on whether such a singularity will 
soon happen (and what the impact on humans will be),49 philosophers have noted 
other implications, showing how the notion of singularity takes us beyond the 
philosophy of mind.50 The singularity arising in the context of Pokémon Shock 
points to something similar, but in reverse, as it were. The singularity is already 
there, already operating before and beyond the philosophy of mind.

In any event, scientific studies of epileptic phenomena in the context of the 
Pokémon Incident, while seeking to pin down the cause of the seizures, confront 
a singularity: the cause evades received forms of measurements (subphotosensi-
tive), eludes definitive localization (even if seizures can be located in the occipital 
lobe, the phenomenon may entail partial seizures), and threatens to spread rap-
idly to populations not previously recognized as photosensitive. There is an un-
derlying nonisolable “brain singularity” on the brink of exploding into a nova or 
collapsing into a black hole, so to speak. Again, my aim in raising this problem is 
not to cast doubt on the facts of neurosciences or on the reality of image- induced 
seizures (as Radford and Bartholomew do). On the contrary, there is nothing like 
the sciences for producing empirical encounters with singularities. The ques-
tion, then, is, what do we make of this (brain) singularity?

What to Make of Singularity?
Sciences, as the prior discussion indicate, tend to make singularities into rec-
ognizable, demonstrable, and reproducible facts, which makes for usefulness. 
Massumi puts it this way: “The processings of science run usefully from recog-
nizability to reproducibility.”51 Sometimes this reproducibility is taken for univer-
sality. For instance, a specific kind of 12 Hz flicker will induce photosensitive epi-
leptic seizures or other epileptic phenomenon, primarily in children aged six to 
twelve, anywhere and everywhere. Because this demonstrable and reproducible 
fact is not dependent on cultural determinations or symbolization, it might be 
taken as a universal truth. It is nonetheless important to point out that this alleg-
edly universal truth depends on a process of universalization, which is grounded 
in the production and maintenance of highly specific material networks: for in-
stance, laboratories with specialized equipment are needed to produce the exact 
frequency of flash so they can measure children’s responses, with procedures to 
rule out the influence of other factors— not to mention the need for obtaining per-
mission from parents as well as long- term clinical data on patients and families.

Bruno Latour makes a similar point when he provocatively declares that sci-
entific facts do not exist outside their networks and that scientific truth expands 



 72 | N E U R O S C I E N C E S  A N D  T E L E V I S I O N

its networks to expand the scope of their effectiveness in the world.52 This point 
may seem scandalous if taken to mean that facts and realities do not exist. But 
that is not the point. Latour, for instance, writes, “When I discuss the invention- 
discovery of brain peptides, I am really talking about the peptides themselves, 
not simply their representation in Professor Guillemin’s laboratory.”53 My point 
is likewise simple and reasonable: it does not make sense to speak of the univer-
sality of certain kinds of television- induced epileptic phenomena in the absence 
of the prior universalization of television and its infrastructures as well as neu-
rosciences and their infrastructures. In sum, it does not make sense to speak 
of universals without taking into account actual processes of universalization. 
When actual processes of universalization are ignored in favor of the universality 
of facts, the result is what I will call enclosure.

Enclosure builds on the neurosciences’ act of processing singularities into 
reproducible facts, but it transforms those facts into universals while obfuscating 
the process of universalization. Enclosure makes for selves that appear to be per-
sonalized, particularized instances of universal brain. As I will discuss in later 
chapters, enclosure also tends to collapse the distinction between person and 
nation, or more precisely between personal sovereignty and national sovereignty, 
seeing them as identical processes of self- formation. Enclosure thus de politicizes 
what the brain can do and what the self can make of its self. It lends itself whole-
heartedly to the screen– brain apparatus. This is why Massumi proposes a re-
consideration of processes in relation to singularities. He sees philosophy and 
art “concerned with eventful expression of singularity,” and as such functioning 
as bookends to science, “working from opposite scientific termini.”54 He con-
tinues, “The processing of philosophy runs uselessly from accompaniment (ac-
tual qualitative expression) to relationality (virtual connection to singularities). 
Those of art cleave to actual qualitative expression, running from quality to qual-
ity in a way that envelops actual movements (in a composition that can be either 
seamless or disjunctive, contagious or off- putting).”55 What would such distinc-
tions mean in the context of the Pokémon Incident?

Philosophy might run this sort of process: while admitting that the epileptic 
phenomena observed in the incident are scientifically isolable and reproducible, 
the incident as a whole cannot be isolated or reproduced. In additional to ethical 
constraints on reproducing it (researchers can’t ethically or seriously propose to 
recreate an event that proved harmful to so many people), there are too many 
accompaniments to take into account: the content of the episode, the degree of 
absorption into the narrative and into the franchise, time of day, time of year, il-
lumination, relation to parents, advertising, prior exposure to the attention econ-
omy, history of attention economy, and a variety of socioeconomic factors that 
might have affected the child’s sense of exposure to or absorption in Pokémon, 
and the parents’ response as well. As such, philosophy might call attention to the 
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virtual unity arising in relation to these diverse accompaniments— what I have 
called a diagrammatic distribution prior to the apparatus.

For its part, art might take all the elements of the Pokémon Incident— loss 
of self, absorption into the television, emission of harmful effects, parental con-
cern, quasi- criminal activities of corporations vis- à- vis the attention economy, 
school- yard discussions of television effects, and so forth— and across these dif-
ferent qualities of the incident compose an animation that would envelop the 
actual movements that took place around the incident. In chapter 13, I will talk 
about the animated series Persona 4 in precisely such terms, as producing a new 
composition of the elements and relations of Pokémon Incident. At this junc-
ture, a fan fiction entitled “The Mysterious Original Pokemon Red and Green 
Incident,” circulated as an anonymous message, provides a good example. The 
anonymously circulated message describes horrible effects on children spurred 
by the Pokémon Red and Green Nintendo game, as if the game were a mysterious 
precursor to the incident with Pokémon animation. It begins:

During the first few days of the release of Pokemon Red and Green in Japan, 
back in February 27, 1996, a peak of deaths appeared in the age group of 10– 15.

The children were usually found dead through suicide, usually by hanging 
or jumping from heights. However, some were more odd. A few cases recorded 
children who had began sawing off their limbs, others sticking their faces 
inside the oven, and choked themselves on their own fist, shoving their own 
arms down their throat.56

The rest of the story can be found online. I will let readers decide if this sort of 
composition is compelling or off- putting.

Other examples of compositions with the elements associated with the 
Pokémon Incident may be found in tales of extrasensory perception, telekinesis, 
and a range of other psychic powers or supernatural abilities (chōnōryoku), which 
are typically located in the brain, the mind, or the brain– body interface. How 
often the recipient or bearer of a special brainpower or additional sensory organ 
suffers from it, and in the process of adopting and using it undergoes seizurelike 
contortions, writhing and convulsing, and usually emitting bursts and flashes of 
light, accompanied with zapping noises and other electronic sound effects. Such 
enhanced powers of brain, mind, and perception appear as if uncanny intensi-
fications of the singularities related to photosensitive seizures, as if the human 
being had really become both the screen and its audience, taking on and also ex-
pending those electrifying powers. Such fictions are not merely allegories of the 
effects of television on brains and perception, in the sense of representing and 
commenting on them. Rather, they are actual qualitative expressions of them, 
compositions of sensations, affording an experience of them.

This example brings me to the fourth line of processing, which Massumi 
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describes as “from relationality to expressed quality,” which “would distinguish 
itself from both art and philosophy by taking their political middle as its eventual 
terminus.”57 It is precisely this fourth line of processing that I would like to fol-
low, with help from philosophy and art, in the context of the Pokémon Incident. 
The actual problem can be stated simply enough at this juncture. What are the 
potential politics of flash and blackout? How can they amplify effective resistance 
or empower a new collective within the screen– brain apparatus? What effect do 
compositions offering an experience of qualities such as special brainpowers, 
journeys in cyberspace, or killer media have on the screen– brain apparatus?

Expression of Singularity in Media Networks
To summarize, I began with an exploration of how neurosciences address the 
effects of television, which helped me to delineate a specific set of relations. But 
this set of relations is two- sided, entailing on one side a screen– brain apparatus 
and on the other an underlying– overarching diagrammatic distribution. The ap-
paratus moves from relationality— that is, relations between terms prior to their 
constitution as terms (screen neurality)— toward relationships between con-
stituted terms (screen and brain). The diagrammatic distribution, in contrast, 
moves from relationships toward relationality. As such, distribution is where the 
political middle ground is happening, as it moves us closer to the expressed quali-
ties and the intensity building up around singularities. Now that I can delineate, 
with some confidence, four lines of processing within the expanded empirical 
field afforded by neurosciences and television, I wish also to address some of the 
difficulties arising in the context of pursuing the fourth line of processing.

Massumi draws attention to these difficulties when he writes, “This [fourth] 
process line could well be cultural studies. But it isn’t. . . . As it is widely prac-
ticed, cultural studies falls short of singularity at both limits because it clings to 
the notion of expression of a particularity. It realizes that expression is collective. 
But it takes the collectivity as already constituted, as a determinate set of actually 
existing persons (in common parlance, a constituency).”58 Needless to say, nation- 
based or region- based area studies, such as Japan studies or China studies, reach 
a similar impasse, taking the nation or the region as an already constituted set of 
persons rather than considering how this constituency is actually being consti-
tuted, enacted, and processed. The flip side of such a presumption of (Japanese) 
particularity is, as Naoki Sakai has so insistently shown, (Western) universality.59 
Likewise, Jyotsna Kapur warns us of the “inadequacy in assuming children to be 
a natural category, an audience that is simply found rather than constructed.”60 
Indeed, the challenge of the Pokémon Incident comes precisely of how it defies 
reduction to the expression of a particularity, of a preconstituted set of actors, 
either Japanese people or Japanese children.

On the one hand, what appear to be familiar constituencies, such as chil-
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dren, parents, and nation, are brought into relation with other familiar con-
stituencies, such as television screens, flash effects, animators, broadcasts, and 
networks, but in entirely unfamiliar ways. Although such actors— parents, sci-
entists, or government officials, for instance— may act on precedent, how they 
act and the meaning of their actions do not necessarily follow precedent. There 
is a transformation underway. On the other hand, actors that seem to be already 
solidly constituted come into relation with new actors in unprecedented ways: 
children across Japan experience analogous symptoms at the same time. In both 
instances, we encounter another actor that all accounts thus far presume yet 
largely ignore: television infrastructures.

Radford and Bartholomew, for instance, insist on social contagion rather than 
physiological effects, yet when they try to ground their discussion, they conclude 
with McLuhan’s notion of the global village, highlighting that contemporary 
media networks aid and abet social contagion.61 Accounts of television addiction, 
such as that of Kubey and Csikszentmihaly, often characterize their approach 
in terms of a focus on medium rather than message. Likewise, neuroscientific 
studies tacitly assume the agency of media: television networks allow for both 
synchrony and instantaneity, which assures scientists that the events of the 
Pokémon Incident “occurred with no warning or societal exposure as individual 
acute events in private homes,”62 inadvertently providing the ideal parameters for 
large- scale randomized clinical trial on the effects of television. In other words, 
accounts that are polarized at the level of nature (physiology) versus culture (soci-
ety) nonetheless share assumptions about television networks. Even as the func-
tioning of television networks is ignored, they are presumed to be integral to the 
incident. This is precisely where attention needs to be directed: to this middle 
ground that is neither nature nor culture but surely both, and that allows for the 
expression of a singularity.

In conclusion, the Pokémon Incident does not allow for a purely cultural 
interpretation, that is, an analysis based on reading the event as an expression 
of received cultural positions. Rather, it forces us to reckon with neuroscientific 
data, making clear that fields such as cultural studies or culture and technol-
ogy studies will have to move beyond their reliance on expression of a particu-
larity and grapple seriously with singularity. This shift in emphasis might be 
underscored by heralding a new field, which perhaps might be termed sensory 
ethnography or media ethnography. But it may be too soon for that. In any case, 
we can no longer maintain the reigning separation between the cultural studies 
question “what do audiences do with media or technologies?” and the sciences’ 
question “what do media or technologies do to audiences?” The political middle 
ground is already appearing in the screen– brain apparatus, with its incitement 
for work on self and care for self through media. With and through this appara-
tus, a brainstorm gathers, vortexlike, around a singularity, spinning elements 
into new trajectories.
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A CHILD IS WATCHING AN EPISODE OF POKÉMON AND BARELY BLINKING. CONCENTRIC CIRCLES, GLOWING WHITE, RADIATE 
outward from one of the pocket monsters, filling the screen (Figure 3.1).1 The 
child’s father, noting her tendency not to blink as well as her fits when the flow of 
images ceases, begins to wonder: what is the tube doing to us?

This scene appears near the start of a documentary film, The Tube (Le Tube, 
2001), directed by Peter Entell. The film follows Luc Mariot, who plays himself 
(father and journalist) as he delves into the effects of television. Mariot remarks 
at a number of points how his daughter scarcely blinks while watching TV, and 
unblinking eyes become a refrain in the film, a sign of passivity toward, and 
exposure to, what is happening on the screen (Figure 3.2). The screen, on the 
other hand, appears active, with light flickering, pulsing, and radiating (Fig-
ure 3.3). The Tube gradually builds up and dramatizes this contrast between 
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FIGURE 3.1. In the 
documentary The 
Tube, a young girl is 
raptly watching this 
scene from Pokémon, 
apparently from 
episode 24 of the 
first season, featuring 
the pocket monster 
Gengar.
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the unblinking eye, passive and vulnerable, and the flickering television screen, 
active and even coercive.

Don’t Blink
When I watch this scene of the child not blinking while watching Pokémon, an-
other actor catches my attention, precisely because it too rarely blinks: the pocket 
monster Gengar. Indeed, if you pay attention to the eyes of the characters in 
the “Dennō senshi Porigon” episode of Pokémon, no one blinks much— not 
the friendly little monsters, not the kids, not any of the other characters. (One 
possible exception is Takeshi’s eyes, drawn as slashes, yet they presumably are 
open even if they look closed.) The large round eyeglasses of the mad scientist, 
Dr. Akihabara, with their psychedelic spiral whorls, feel more like an amplifica-
tion of than an exception to the generally oversized, wide- open, almost never 
blinking eyes of the characters. For the first three and a half minutes of the 
“Dennō” episode, for instance, no one blinks. Nearly three more minutes pass be-
fore a character blinks again. If you carefully follow their eyes for signs of blink-

FIGURE 3.2. Scarcely 
blinking eyes 
become a motif in 
The Tube, signaling 
both the exposure 
and the passivity of 
television audiences.

FIGURE 3.3. The 
Tube continually 
underscores the 
activity of the 
television screen 
vis- à- vis its viewers, 
as in this image of 
a CRT firing at the 
television screen.
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ing, you will probably feel your own eyes begin to strain: when you focus intently 
on such large, open eyes, you tend to keep your eyes open longer and wider than 
usual. This makes it difficult to see anything, yet you don’t want to blink because 
you might miss the character blinking.

Eyes remain wide open throughout the introductory sequence of the “Dennō” 
episode, throughout the montage of the opening song (although Satoshi once 
seems to be looking down), and well into the action of the first segment. When 
blinking does occur, it tends to convey emotion of some kind, often anticipating 
a smile or some manner of interaction with another character, sometimes in 
response to a pleasant surprise. Thus, at about three and a half minutes, Satoshi 
blinks as he turns his head in surprise, and then Kasumi blinks at him as if in 
acknowledgement. Later Pikachu closes his eyes in pleasure. This limited use of 
blinking primarily to express emotion runs counter to human physiology, for we 
are constantly blinking. If our perception feels continuous despite our constant 
blinking, it is because the brain and sense organs are continually filling in the 
scene during our moments our eyes are shut.

Years ago, researchers conducted studies of the nonblinking eyes common 
in cartoons for kids. Nonblinking is especially common in limited animation, 
where minutes of dialogue may occur with only mouths moving (in a loop) with-
out a single blink or any other kind of movement. The studies suggested that un-
blinking eyes were disturbing to children. In compensation, animated characters 
in Saturday morning cartoons in North America started blinking all the time. 
But because the eyes of such characters tend to be proportionally larger than 
those of actual humans, constant blinking can also be quite distracting, even 
disconcerting. The largeness of the eyes makes us perceive the blinking as exces-
sive. Indeed, sometimes sound effects are added to underscore the blinking of 
the eyes. It was a common procedure in classic cartoons, but the effect crops up 
in the strangest places, such as the cat heroine of Tamala 2012, with weird effects.

It is difficult to determine exactly what effect characters’ blinking or not 
blinking has, and whether different frequencies of blinking have different ef-
fects on different viewers. In any event, largely nonblinking characters are fairly 
typical of the styles and conventions used in limited animation for television in 
Japan. Of course, a fuller study of blinking (or nonblinking) across historically, 
generically, and stylistically different kinds of animation would surely help us 
better understand the range of its functions. My aim is at once smaller and larger, 
however. On the one hand, I am rather narrowly interested in the effect of char-
acters’ generally not blinking in Pokémon and similar animations. On the other 
hand, as my evocation of the problem in the context of Entell’s film The Tube im-
plies, I wish to focus on a larger set of relations that comes into play when screens 
appear to be blinking all the time while audiences and characters are not. I am 
deliberately introducing three points of reference— audience eyes, character eyes, 
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and screen— in order to avoid a binary model that presupposes a closed or linear 
model of interaction. To make clear what is at stake, let me contrast the account of 
not blinking while watching TV that appears in The Tube with David Bordwell’s 
meditations on the effects of the reduced blinking of actors in movies.

The Art of Not Blinking
Bordwell observes:

In ordinary life blinks lubricate our eyes, and when relaxing or conversing, 
we blink between 10 and 25 times per minute. A blink lasts about one third 
of a second. Interestingly, in conversation, playing the role of speaker tends to 
raise the blink rate, whereas playing the role of listener lowers it. Once more, 
in film, aspects of the listener’s role are transferred to the speaker, and the 
speaker becomes less of a blinker, just as his or her gaze wanders much less.2

In other words, the reduction of blinking, in conjunction with the tendency of 
movie characters rarely to look away from one another, and to make mutual eye 
contact frequently, signals for Bordwell the characters’ mutual attentiveness to 
the situation.3 While he initially focuses attention primarily on actors in movies, 
he gradually widens the scope to include the viewer- listener. Bordwell notes that 
the listener’s role is mapped onto the speaker within the film, and he under-
scores how not blinking is an indicator of attentiveness (listening or watching 
attentively) on the part of the audience as well: “When do we not blink? It seems 
that absorption in a visual task creates longer intervals between blinks. Several 
Japanese researchers have found that blink rates slow down when people are en-
grossed in television watching.”4

Bordwell is interested in how the effect of such eye behaviors in movies comes 
to serve the ends of filmmakers, to assure the audience’s deep engagement with 
story information. His emphasis thus falls on the artful use of blinking: “An oc-
casional blink humanizes, but the trick is to make it significant.” He concludes, 
“Cinematic style often streamlines ordinary human activity, smoothing the 
rough edges, and reweighting its features in order to create representations that 
are densely informative and emotionally arousing.”5 Ultimately, then, Bordwell 
evaluates the artful use of blinking or not blinking in movies, both on the part 
of filmmakers and actors (at one point described in terms of an intuitive sense of 
audiences), which transforms everyday activities into art. Blinking, then, is sub-
ordinated to cinematic form in his account. Blinking is a means to achieving an 
end, a densely informative and emotionally arousing representation.

While Bordwell’s mode of formal analysis is useful in opening new sites of 
analysis (such as eye behavior in films), formal analysis tends to deactivate the 
very sites it opens by making them into forms to be guided and ultimately con-
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strained or managed by artful intentions. The result is a classicist model with 
rather normative implications. What happens, for instance, if blinking or not 
blinking is not used as a means to an end? What if blinking becomes an end in 
itself? Is the result not an art, or is it a different art? Who decides?

Bordwell himself relies on a distinction between daily life and the art of film: 
“Japanese etiquette discourages people from looking fixedly at their conversa-
tional partner, but in films they do so frequently, and they seldom blink. Ozu 
Yasujiro’s films are remarkable repositories of staring, nonblinking conversa-
tions.”6 His account suggests that the heightening of daily behaviors through 
film art may stand in contrast to everyday activities. By extension, film art may 
even be construed as affording a site of critical reflection on daily behaviors. 
But again, questions arise: who determines which degree of nonblinkingness is 
neutral, critical, or excessive? To what extent should a film hold attention, arouse 
strong physiological responses such as feelings and emotions, or densely pack 
in information? While Bordwell’s account of blinking doesn’t actually provide 
guidelines for using increased attention, arousal, and information to make better 
art, his choice of materials places artful— that is, formal— limits on the experi-
ence of not blinking. Formal analysis relies on a hylomorphic model in which 
form is imposed on matter, and so form constrains matter in advance.

Pokémon Shock reveals one impasse of formal analysis: if we place “popula-
tion seizure” (attention, arousal, information density) outside television or cin-
ema in a psychologistic manner, as an external limit (an exceptional event), as 
Bordwell does, then we are effectively siding with the screen– brain apparatus, 
setting forth normative parameters for art and experience, or positing them in 
advance. My point is not that inducing seizures should be validated as art. My 
point is that the evidence of seizures demonstrates that blinking (or not) con-
stitutes the ground (or more precisely the plane or fabric) for the experience of 
animation (and cinema), not an external limit or a passive material. Of course, 
blinking or not may indeed be deployed in an artful fashion by animators, film-
makers, or actors, but the intensity of certain performances of blinking or not 
blinking only happens because some sort of blinkingness serves as the ground 
for experience.

The point can be better understood by contrasting Bordwell’s account of the 
formal use of not blinking with Entell’s account of the media effects of not blink-
ing in The Tube.

The Pressure of Flickering Screens
Profoundly affected by his daughter’s tendency not to blink while watching 
Pokémon, father and journalist Luc Mariot heads for Japan, where he interviews 
one of the doctors, Funatsuka Makoto, who treated many of the children affected 
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by Pokémon Shock at Tokyo Women’s Medical College Hospital.7 Funatsuka 
carefully explains that one in 4,000 children will show signs of photosensitivity. 
Then, in response to a question from Mariot as to whether the television screen 
alone can induce such effects, Funatsuka suggests that the cause lies in how the 
screen blinks (tenmetsu suru), underscoring that such effects occur regardless of 
the actual program content (dono bangumi de mo).

As in the neuroscientific studies of television discussed in the last chapter, 
the focus of The Tube falls on how “the medium is the message.” In fact, Mariot 
later films one of Eric McLuhan’s experiments, the Fordham experiment, which 
shows the effects of light- through media (transmitted light, like television) ver-
sus light- on media (reflected light, like cinema). Ultimately, however, the empha-
sis in The Tube is not primarily on “light through,” that is, light radiating from 
the TV screen. Gradually the film comes to place greater stress on the flickering 
or blinking of the screen, which comes of the interlacing of television image due 
to CRTs firing half the image at a time but at a frequency that cannot be perceived 
or recognized. In effect, the television is actively emitting light and thus is blink-
ing, while the audience apparently is passive, receiving light without blinking. 
It is as if the screen were blinking its audiences— controlling their actions, as 
it were.

The Tube imparts a sense that there is something nonsensuous and non-
conscious that is always operative, always there, but not perceptible or recog-
nizable. In this respect, Entell’s bias toward the blinking screen comes closer 
than Bordwell’s account to calling attention to the “blinkiness” through which 
screens, audiences, and animations happen together. This blinkiness is, to use 
Karen Barad’s term, intra- active: the screen, the viewer, and the animation en-
tail the “mutual constitution of entangled agencies.”8 They do not so much in-
teract as preconstituted unchanging elements as they intra- act as intensive ele-
ments. This level of blinkiness may also be characterized as infraindividual, to 
use Massumi’s term, because “what resonates on that level are not separable ele-
ments in interaction.”9

The Tube backs away from such an insight. The Tube situates blinkiness as 
an agency arising in the interval between the two interlaced images. On CRT 
screens, half the image flashes, then the other, and between them arises a blink 
or flicker, which blinking is deemed responsible for the nonblinking of the 
viewer. Yet a number of empirical problems arise with this interpretation of the 
effects of television screens: (1) localizing the nonlocalizable effect entirely within 
the screen, that is, in a medium, technology, or media platform; (2) ignoring the 
message or subordinating it to the medium (indeed, the untenable dichotomy 
between message and medium produces such a dilemma); and as a result (3) in-
terpreting television as a totalizing force by eliminating evidence of personaliz-
ing or individualizing forces. Each of these problems demands closer attention.
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Entell made The Tube in 2001, a time when CRT screens were common. Today 
they have all but disappeared; the production of CRTs ceased in 2013, imparting 
the sense of a definitive end to the CRT TV. Yet as mentioned in the previous 
chapter, scientific studies on the effects of television have generalized those ef-
fects beyond CRT screens, and even beyond television, to include a variety of 
other screens associated with social and mobile media, such as those of cell 
phones and computers. CRTs may disappear, but the screen effects associated 
with them have not vanished, at least not from the scientific literature.

Scientific studies have gradually had to expand their scope beyond their initial 
focus on CRTs. Pioneering research on PSE by Graham Harding, for example, 
gravitated toward television, which had emerged as the most common stimulus 
in provoking seizures, triggering first seizures in about 60 percent of patients 
subsequently diagnosed with PSE.10 Harding’s studies stressed the flicker ef-
fects related to the frequency of image interlacing on CRT screens. Much of the 
subsequent research on PSE thus stressed the impact of different frequencies of 
image interlacing (25, 50, and 100 Hz), demonstrating that inducement dimin-
ished with increasing frequency: 100 Hz screens are less likely to induce seizures 
than 50 Hz screens. Screen flicker thus appeared to be the primary mechanism 
of inducement, and The Tube builds on that bias. Pokémon Shock, however, was 
something of a game changer.

Studies of seizures induced by video games had already broadened the scope 
of questions because they drew more attention to nonphotosensitive seizures, 
that is, seizures related to geometric patterns and movement.11 Yet perhaps as 
a result of their more isolated occurrence, seizures related to pattern stimula-
tion generally attracted less attention than those related to photic stimulation. 
Frequently, in fact, discussions of video game seizures still imply some potential 
for a photic dimension to the event, referring to electronic game screens. In any 
event, the scale of the Pokémon Incident generated a surge of interest in PPR 
while shifting the field of inquiry. Attention turned to animation effects.

As mentioned previously, in the news media, reports initially focused on 
flicker and transmitted light effects in animation. Transmitted light photogra-
phy or tōkakō, colloquially styled paka- paka, is a technique common in Japanese 
animation in which animators take an already photographed sequence and flash 
light through it from below; portions of the image that are not supposed to flash 
are masked.12 This effect makes for the brilliant headlights and streetlights, the 
flashing cherries of police cars, the flashing eyes of mecha, eye- searing explo-
sions, and glowing, flickering screens, to name a few instances. Subsequent re-
search, however, showed paka- paka was not the cause— at least, not in itself. Sci-
entific attention gradually settled on the rapid alternation of red and blue (12 Hz 
red– blue flicker). An article by the doctor who appears in The Tube, Funatsuka 
Makoto, sums it up thus: “Continuous alternately flickering red and blue lights 
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that occupied almost the entire screen (60– 100 percent) and lasted for approxi-
mately 4.5 seconds, was responsible for the incident. As the red and blue colors 
were alternated at intervals of 1/20 and 1/30 of a second, respectively, the rever-
sal frequency of ‘red– blue’ was approximately equivalent to a 12- Hz flickering 
light.”13 Subsequent studies succeeded in further localizing the effect, demon-
strating the importance of long- wavelength red, that is, deep red.

In other words, around Pokémon Shock, effects came to be localized not in 
the screen (CRT) but in animation. In one of the first major studies of the in-
cident, Takashi Takeo and colleagues note: “Harding and his colleagues have 
demonstrated that 50 & 25 Hz flicker produced by PAL- TV and 60 & 30 flicker 
produced by NTSC- TV, particularly the former, can provoke photosensitive sei-
zures. The TV seizure is thus due to ‘hardware dependent stimulus.’ On the 
other hand, the Pokemon seizures were due to a ‘software dependent stimulus’ 
or ‘programme- content dependent stimulus.’”14

What do such studies tell us about Entell’s emphasis on CRTs in The Tube? Is 
it simply a matter of Entell getting the facts wrong, of focusing on the effect of 
CRTs when he should have focused instead on the flicker, flash, or strobe effects 
within moving images?

The problem with Entell’s tendency to focus exclusively on CRTs is analogous 
to the one discussed in the prior chapter: trying to locate a cause when the cause 
is, in fact, not entirely localizable. There is instead a singularity. In fact, even as 
studies of Pokémon Shock gradually started to localize the cause of seizures in 
deep red flicker within animation, other studies appeared that emphasized the 
role of the accompaniments to deep red flicker. One study connected the emis-
sion of long- wavelength red light to CRTs.15 Takahashi and Tsukahara suggest 
that blue may well have had a facilitating effect. They stress that researchers, 
broadcasters, and producers should not forget the effects of flickering geometric 
pattern stimuli.16 Indeed, a later study found that alternating red and blue flicker 
has a greater effect than simple red flicker.17 Another series of studies focused on 
effects of different kinds of screens, on the use of various filters with different 
screens, and other variables. In experiments with filters to reduce or eliminate 
Pokémon seizures, the 50 Hz NTSC television used in Japan and North America 
is distinguished from the 60 Hz PAL television used in Europe.18 As filters and 
other modifiers are tested with different screens, studies find that increased 
frequency  is always safer (100 Hz is better than 50 Hz),19 and plasma screens 
and LCDs are safer still. Yet scientists nonetheless underscore the importance of 
maintaining the basic guidelines regulating a flicker, flashes, and high- contrast 
patterns.20 This is why the general guidelines address not only flicker and flash 
but also the smoothness of movement and the percentage of screen used:

a.  Flicker. Repetitive flashes of ≥3/s are not allowed.
b.  High- contrast patterns that alternate, reverse, or oscillate are not allowed 
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if more than five repetitions are present on the screen. High- contrast 
stationary patterns are similarly controlled but are allowed to occupy a 
larger screen area. However, patterns that move smoothly across, into 
or out of the screen, are allowed.

c.  Flashes of long- wavelength red at ≥3/s are not to be used. In addition, 
clauses specify the amount of the screen that may be occupied by the 
flashes or patterns exceeding the guideline limits (typically ≤25% of 
screen area).21

As the above examples attest, even as one cause was experimentally isolated 
with a fairly high degree of certainty (such as deep red flicker), it turned out to 
have a number of facilitators, and yet other co- causes or accompaniments also 
appeared. Likewise, even when the cause of Pokémon Shock was attributed to 
12 Hz red– blue flicker, a number of other animation effects were shown to have 
similar effects. In fact, upon closer inspection, the “Dennō senshi Porigon” epi-
sode turned out to be riddled with such effects, as did other animations. As a con-
sequence, the definition of what qualifies as an epileptiform phenomenon had to 
be at once refined and expanded. In sum, as effects are localized into facts, they 
are simultaneously enlarged in scope, and this twofold process of localization 
and expansion happens in all three registers: animations, screens, and audiences 
(epileptiform phenomena). Simply put, blinkiness turns out to be intra- active 
and infraindividual.

Bordwell’s emphasis on the artful use of not blinking (formal analysis) and 
Entell’s use of the medium– message dichotomy reach an impasse for the same 
reason: because they only deal with two points of reference for data, their ac-
counts remain focused on causal interaction between individuals, ignoring the 
intra- active reality of blinkiness. Bordwell deals with how movies affect audiences 
but he does not address screens, and Entell focuses on how screens affect audi-
ence but largely ignores moving images. Both studies, then, focus exclusively on 
causal interaction between individuals: between formal elements and viewers in 
Bordwell, and between CRTs and viewers in Entell.

Entell’s approach readily transforms into a highly deterministic argument 
about television. Such an outcome is to some extent inherent in Marshall 
McLuhan’s framework: even as the famous phrase “the medium is the message” 
promises to overcome the dichotomy, it may actually serve to reinforce it.22 This 
is because the temptation is now to think in terms of overcoming the dichotomy 
or blurring the distinction between terms, rather than developing a method that 
does not rely on such dubious dichotomies at the outset. These dubious dichoto-
mies have larger ramifications: in The Tube, the insistence on linear interaction 
between individuals borrowed from McLuhan becomes amplified into a geo-
political effect.
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Techno- Orientalism and Global Pokémon Panic
In The Tube, journalist Mariot discovers that alpha waves increase when you’re 
watching television; alpha waves signal that your brain is less active, that you’re 
not paying attention. The film playfully assumes an aura of conspiracy theory by 
providing clips from Invaders from Mars (1953), in which aliens implant mind- 
control devices in humans. Gradually, however, the aura of a mass conspiracy 
and mass control loses its tone of levity. In a discussion with Eric McLuhan, 
Mariot postulates that the society inherent in the television experience (group 
orientation, right brain, loss of objectivity) “could be very totalitarian— if every-
body’s immersed in the same dream, it’s one definition of totalitarianism.” The 
film suddenly cuts back to Japan, to a CGI animation playing on a large screen 
in Shibuya, with largely identical digital men dancing in perfect synchrony to 
techno dance music with vaguely Japanese overtones (Figure 3.4).

Thus, in high techno- Orientalist fashion, The Tube projects its anxieties about 
televisual control over the masses (which is also described in the film in terms 
of the fall of Western culture into group culture) onto an alien invader: Japanese 
animation.23 It’s no longer just a matter of television inducing unblinking passiv-
ity and generating controllable masses; it’s also a matter of Japanese animation 
invading France, capturing the attention of French children, and thus under-
mining Western values. Entell’s form of Orientalist panic contrasts sharply with 
Marshall McLuhan’s brand of Orientalist fantasizing. McLuhan opines, “Since 
the point of focus for a TV set is the viewer, television is Orientalizing us by 
causing us all to begin to look within ourselves.”24 While McLuhan’s comments 
may feel more positive, Said’s work constantly reminds us that the problem with 
Orientalism is not simply one of making negative statements about the Orient; 
positive statements about the Orient also serve to transform a vast, heteroge-
neous area of the world into a unitary object, whose function is to feed identity 
and reality into myths about the West and to deny the genuine sociohistorical 

FIGURE 3.4. With the 
remark that the 
television experience 
could be totalitarian, 
The Tube cuts a CGI 
animation of digital 
men dancing in 
perfect synchrony to 
techno dance music 
that was playing on 
screens in Shibuya 
earlier in the film.
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complexity of the non- West. Nonetheless, the difference in Orientalist tone in 
Entell and McLuhan deserves some attention.

The global success of Pokémon in the late 1990s generally inspired a sense of 
shock and panic around the impact of things Japanese on European and North 
American markets and on children. Gilles Brougère writes, “Pokémon has been 
a big commercial success in France, as elsewhere. At the end of its first year in 
France (2000), over 2.5 million Pokémon game cartridges had been sold and the 
Pokémon license had generated over $300 million in revenue. Episodes of the 
TV series were broadcast three times a week on TFI (on of the four major French 
broadcast channels) with a very high audience rating.”25 Similarly, in the United 
States, Elaine Gerber writes,

The “Pokemon” fever began in September 1998 when “Pokemon” first debuted 
on TV in America. The 2.5 billion dollar profits harvested in seven months’ 
time by Nintendo in marketing the “Pokemon” Game Boy cartridges made it 
the fastest selling product in company history. Warner Brothers further fueled 
the “Pokemon” frenzy by distributing Pokemon to 1,500 to 2,000 theaters in 
November 1999, the largest U.S. release of any Japanese film ever.26

In her analysis of the ensuing moral panic vis- à- vis Pokémon, Christine Yano 
remarks, “What these critiques express is Euro- American and other ambiva-
lences toward global (late) capitalism— here fanatic consumerism— even as we 
adults live, create, and sometimes glorify a world of consumption. Pokemon is 
nothing more than capitalism running at its smoothest.”27 Put another way, pan-
icked responses to Pokémon projected localized anxieties over capitalism onto 
this global Japanese franchise, thus disavowing their own capitalist excesses, 
while “depicting Japan and the Japanese as variously monstrous, mystical, 
and unscrupulous.”28 In contrast, Yano finds, criticism in Japan was muted at 
best, where the general tendency was to construe the success of Pokémon as a 
Japanese economic triumph. Indeed, government reports on Pokémon Shock 
express concern about how such an incident might affect the global Pokémon 
market: “In terms of market share, Japanese animation accounts for 65 percent 
of the entire world market. It is thus extremely important to take responsibility 
to ensure the safety of visual imaging display in order for the world’s audience 
to watch it safely.”29

The Asian financial crisis of July 1997, about four months before the Pokémon 
Incident, surely exacerbated such anxieties about Japanese economic success, mak-
ing all too clear to Japanese citizens the extent to which their national economy 
lay exposed to regional and global flows of currency, and raising fears in North 
America and Europe of the Asian crisis spreading to their nations in a domino 
effect. A series of overlapping concerns appeared at once: fear that consump-
tion was outstripping production, fear that financial capital was outstripping 
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industrial capital, and fear that national boundaries were not proving effective in 
softening the blow.

Given such a context, it may not be surprising that Entell’s film links the 
noxious effects of TV screens to the destruction of Western values by Japanese 
audiovisual culture, that is, Japan’s highly advanced attention economy, in a 
thoroughly techno- Orientalist way. Yet this tendency to pick up and amplify 
Orientalist anxieties is not a bias that comes to the documentary from without. 
Its Orientalism cannot be neatly separated from its account of television. Part of 
the reason why Entell’s film so readily takes on an Orientalist bias comes of its 
reliance on a binary media model, tracing movement unilaterally between two 
individual points. The film draws a line from television to audience, which it then 
exploits to draw a line from Japan to the West.

While the normative implications of Bordwell’s account are less salient, 
it shows a similar tendency to assume a unidirectional movement from form 
to receiver, a projection of art forms from the screen toward audiences, which 
may easily turn into a defense of modernist art and a dismissal of other arts. In 
sum, the tendency toward cultural and geopolitical normativity, however unwit-
ting, follows directly from the model that posits interaction between individuals, 
drawing a line between two points. This is why three points are needed. Three 
points make for a plane, and on a plane, points become complex, allowing for 
intra- actions as well as interactions.

The Plane of Radical Empiricism
Using a plane as a point of departure is precisely what William James invites in 
his philosophy of radical empiricism. Realizing that prior forms of empiricism 
had tended to draw lines and retrace them (from sensory data to subjectivity, 
from objects to subjects, and back again), James went back to the roots of empiri-
cism, that is, the blank slate or tabula rasa. James radicalized this blank slate, 
however, by stripping it of epistemological dualisms, that is, binary categories 
such as subject and object, spirit and matter, and form and matter, to which we 
might also add medium and message. Simply put, the blank slate for James did 
not belong to anyone or anything— neither to a subject nor to sensory data. He 
thus established “a plane where nothing is pre- established, where no form of 
knowledge, no certainty— even virtual— has yet appeared, such that everything 
has the right to be constructed.”30 Such a plane he called pure experience or im-
mediate experience.

The term “experience” may be a source of confusion, for it conventionally im-
plies someone who experiences. James uses pure experience in a nonsubjective 
way, however, explaining that there is “one primal stuff or material in the world, 
of which everything is composed, and . . . we call that stuff ‘pure experience.’”31 
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As such, everything is made of pure experience— not only perceiving and know-
ing subjects, but also perceived or known objects. Pure experience doesn’t belong 
to someone or something, and there is nothing behind it. James underscores the 
primordial nature of the stuff of pure experience by describing it as a mosaic 
without bedding: “In actual mosaics the pieces are held together by their bed-
ding, for which bedding the Substances, transcendental Egos, or Absolutes of 
other philosophies may be taken to stand. In radical empiricism there is no bed-
ding; it is as if the pieces clung together by their edges.”32

Drawing on David Lapoujade’s reading of James, I would like to introduce the 
term “plane” to refer to the mosaic without bedding that is pure experience.33 
The term “plane” has the advantage of avoiding the potential misunderstanding 
of pure experience as subjective experience. It also recalls Deleuze’s plane of 
immanence, suggesting some commonalities between radical empiricism and 
“transcendental empiricism” (as Deleuze once described his approach).34 More 
importantly, the term “plane” will allow me to tease out the methodological di-
mension of radical empiricism in the specific context of the effects of television. 
We have seen how other approaches (form centered or medium centered) tend to 
select two points of reference, to posit them as indivisible individuals, to impose 
a dichotomy on them, and then to draw a line between two individual points. 
In contrast, the three pieces of our mosaic— animation, screen, brain— may be 
said to hold together by their edges, constituting a plane. Previously I referred to 
this plane as a ground, but the term “ground” is a misnomer if it is taken to be a 
substance or essence underlying the three terms. Rather, as with James’s mosaic, 
the three terms cling together, and the plane is the clinging. This is why James 
also uses the terms “fabric” or “stuff” for this plane.

Another observation follows from the above. Both Bordwell and Entell begin 
and end their discussion with a linear relation between dichotomous terms— 
subject and object, form and matter. For Bordwell, it is the subjectivity of film-
makers and actors that counts: they fashion forms that heighten everyday expe-
riences. For Entell, a mechanical form (CRT flicker) imposes itself on minds, 
which threatens to reverse the ascendency of subject over object, making the 
active and objective subject into a passive influenced object. In contrast, scientific 
studies remain open to the operation of a singularity. Even though the search for 
causes in scientific studies implies a linear, deterministic relationship between 
object and subject— namely, this cause (deep red flicker) induces this effect (PPR, 
PSE)— such studies nevertheless remain open to a series of cofactors or accom-
paniments, which are changing interactions into intra- actions. Even as scientific 
studies aim to produce facts, their experimental procedures bring them closer 
to a plane where forms of knowledge and facts are not established in advance. 
Thus experimentation continues to make discoveries, which at once narrows and 
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widens, constricts and dilates the domain of investigation, making the plane of 
pure experience into a field of inquiry.

My goal is not to champion the sciences over the humanities but rather to 
indicate a genuine challenge afforded by the sciences to humanistic assumptions 
about subjects and objects, forms and matter. The reason that William James is 
so often cited appreciatively within the sciences, especially brain sciences, lies in 
his move beyond psychology into radical empiricism,35 avoiding Cartesian dual-
isms while stripping empiricist philosophy of its residual tendency to rely the 
interactive ascendency of subject over object in advance— or to watch in horror 
when the dichotomy is reversed, and the object seems to gain the upper hand.

Because I have taken issue with the normative implications of Bordwell’s and 
Entell’s accounts, I should signal my bias: in James’s emphasis on “things in 
the making,” I see an alliance with currents in Marxist thinking that stress the 
productivity of production, which currents will in later chapters allow me to re-
consider Marx’s account of infrastructure in the context of television networks. 
Infrastructure is not for Marx an underlying substance or ground but rather 
implies, like James’s plane, a mosaic without bedding, at once subjective and 
objective, agency and structure, culture and nature. For Marx, infrastructure is 
infraindividual. In addition, James’s planar approach affords a critique of linear 
geopolitical models that focus on movement from Japan to the West or the West 
to Japan, or from center to periphery or periphery to center. The goal is not to 
say that such linear movement does not happen but rather to consider the plane 
(or conditions, if you will) on which it is possible to restrict movement to a linear 
relationship between nations or regions or between centers and peripheries.36 
But that discussion will have to wait for later chapters. At this juncture, I wish 
to continue to explore the methodological implications of radical empiricism for 
transforming analyses of the effects of television on brains.

The Stuff of Blink
James’s radical empiricism conceptualizes pure experience in general in a philo-
sophical vein, but I am dealing with a concrete pure experience— a specific 
plane, as it were, related to the clinging together of animations, screens, and 
brains. It is a matter of this stuff or this material. Previously I used terms such as 
“nonblinking” and “blinkiness” to describe this plane. I could equally well have 
called it “flashiness” or “flickeriness” because this stuff might be likened to a 
fabric of light and dark, interlaced spatially and temporally, rhythmically. For the 
sake of convenience, let me call this specified tissue of pure experience “blink.”

Although “flicker” may be an equally apt term, I prefer “blink” because, for 
me at least, it has connotations of tactility. Experiments on the effects of blinking 
on eye flicker (or saccadic movement), for instance, use a puff of air to the eyeball. 
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The eye is touched. The term “blink” may thus serve as a reminder that although 
the major point of reference for neuroscience work on screens and animations 
is the relation between eyes and brains (there is some research on ears and the 
effects of sounds in moving image media on brains, and even on seizures, but 
far less of it), the discussions are not ocularcentric in the sense of isolating the 
modality of vision from other perceptual modalities. On the contrary, blink im-
plies an amodal mixture of the visual and the tactile, what is sometimes called 
the haptic.

The haptic is neither visual nor tactile; it is touch in sight, or sighted touch. 
It is a matter of eyes touching and being touched, of eyeballs jumping and being 
jumped, which is consonant with James’s descriptions of pure experience as 
stuff, fabric, and tissue. Simply put, the plane does not belong to a single percep-
tual modality any more than it does to a subject. It is multisensory, or rather its 
expression is multisensory. The plane itself entails what Richard Cytowic in his 
studies of synesthesia refers to as the union of the senses prior to their separa-
tion into distinction modalities.37 This union is nonsensuous and nonconscious, 
which explains for Cytowic why the experience of synesthesia tends toward sin-
gularity (synesthetes rarely make the same cross- modal associations).

Brains, animations, and screens are holding together by their edges, and such 
a clinging together or interweaving of elements makes for the fabriclike stuff I 
now call blink. Naming the stuff, however, is not the end of the exploration but 
the beginning, for now it is possible to speak not in terms of interactions between 
individuals but in terms of intra- active infraindividual actions that arise between 
screens and brains, between animations and screens, and between animations 
and brains. Dispensing with the form– matter distinction, James invites us to 
think of intra- actions in terms of the cutting and sewing of fabric stuff. Different 
functions or operations, then, cut up the stuff of blink and then piece it together.

I previously explored one function of blink that allows animations and brains 
to be at once held apart and held together: blinking eyes on the screen. Bordwell 
drew our attention to this function in his discussion of movie actors not blink-
ing but then misconstrued this function as a form. Entell explored a different 
yet related function of blink: viewers not blinking while the screen was flicker-
ing. But he mistook this alpha wave sort of clinging together for a lack of brain 
activity rather than a distinct brain– screen function. Finally, scientific studies 
provided reminders that screens and animations may also cling to one another, 
with CRT facilitating deep red, for instance, or interlacing frequency affecting 
strobe patterns.38

It is possible, then, to begin to delineate several functions that are like one 
another but do not resemble one another. In reference to animation, we have 
been introduced to transmitted light photography or paka- paka, flicker effects, 
flash effects, reversing patterns and other geometric forms, and the nonblinking 
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eyes of characters. In reference to screens, we have attended to transmitted light, 
interlacing (in CRT screens), proximity to screen, and surrounding illumination. 
In reference to brains, accounts have referred us to patterns of neuron firing, 
brain waves, dreamlike states, and seizures.

When matters are thus tabulated, animation seems to entail the greatest diver-
sity of elements and potential functions, but this is surely because it is the easi est 
to analyze, that is, to treat in terms of isolable elements, which are construed as 
so many forms. With screens, the technological parameters are easy enough to 
enumerate, but their functions receive less attention, for they are more difficult 
to treat in isolation and thus to make into forms. Finally, brains are notoriously 
difficult to divide into discrete functions, that is, to treat at the levels of part and 
whole simultaneously, whether the approach be psychoanalysis, schizoanalysis, 
or neuroanalysis. This is surely why brains in contemporary neurosciences are 
construed primarily in terms of functions, not forms, and why form is treated as 
secondary to function, as a specific expressive contraction of it.

One way to understand how animations, brains, and screens hold together by 
their edges, making for the plane of blinky stuff, is to highlight the semblance 
between the phenomena associated with each of them. Blinking eyes, red– blue 
flicker, image interlacing, ambient lighting, neurons firing, for instance— such 
functions are like each other. But they do not resemble each other. They do not 
entail representation. A neuron firing, for instance, is not a representation of 
something in the world. Nor does it resemble red– blue flicker in its construction. 
These various functions are produced in quite different ways: electrochemistry 
of the brain, CRTs, transmitted light photography, and so forth. Their likeness is 
what Walter Benjamin calls semblance, or nonsensuous similarity, to distinguish 
it from resemblance, when he talks about the mimetic faculty.39 Put another way, 
where resemblance (and representation) address interactions between individu-
als taken to be indivisible, semblance is a matter of infraindividual intra- actions.

In the instance of PSE, the relation between eyes blinking, 12 Hz red– blue 
flicker, and neurons firing is like Benjamin’s mimetic faculty. Funatsuka, for 
instance, uses an analogous term to describe the affected children’s eyes (tsuka 
tsuka, eyes stinging as when affected by smoke, and thus stinging and blinking 
rapidly) and the flickering of red and blue (tenmetsu suru), terms that are often 
used together in a common phrase (tsuka tsuka tenmetsu suru). Similarly, the sci-
entific description of seizures (a neuronal overintegration in which neurons start 
imitating one another) entails semblance with the overintegration of children 
across Japan during the incident, with all of them doing the same thing at the 
same time.

This sort of semblance is not merely an effect of word choice or a linguistic 
effect. Semblance happens as if prior to language. Again, synesthesia comes to 
mind, as Cytowic explains it: “What I am saying is that cross- modal associations 
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are the foundation of language.”40 Yet semblance is not really a ground or founda-
tion. It is transindividual in that it appears to come both before language (onto-
logically) and after it (epistemologically); it happens with and through language.

Semblance is not reducible to an effect of technology on brains. Take the ex-
ample of the recent hype about how social media can change brain circuitry. 
Neuroscientist Susan Greenfield has been widely cited to validate the threat 
posed by social networks.41 The basic claim is that our brains were not evolved 
to deal with such media. In contrast, Stanislas Dehaene offers a theory of re-
cycling: “The brain did not evolve for culture, but culture evolved to be learnable 
by the brain. Through its cultural inventions, humanity constantly searched for 
specific niches in the brain, wherever there is a space of plasticity that can be 
exploited to ‘recycle’ a brain area and put it to a novel use. Reading, mathematics, 
tool use, music, religious systems— all might be viewed as instances of cortical 
recycling.”42 Both Greenfield and Dehaene resort to rather mechanistic models 
that recall classical empiricism in being narrowly axed on enumerating corre-
spondences. In contrast to both, I would point out that neuroplasticity entails 
singularities— and thus a plane, not a line (or point- by- point binary correspon-
dences). The relation between a cultural function and a brain area entails sem-
blance in that it is not preestablished in the cultural function or in the brain; nor 
is it closed to transformation. As Jason Read so beautifully phrases it, “A culture 
is nothing other than transindividuality, but transindividuality exceeds any de-
limited culture.”43

Now that I have presented my basic approach (radical empiricism) to what is 
happening between screens, brains, and animations through the stuff of blink, 
I propose to take a closer look at claims made about television addiction (which 
segue readily into arguments about Internet addiction and social media addic-
tion) rather than dismiss them out of hand.44 In doing so, I hope to accomplish 
three things, albeit not necessarily in this order: (1) to show how the use of brain 
sciences in arguments about the neurological basis for media addiction culmi-
nates in a more reductive account of self than neurosciences actually offer; (2) to 
explore how the stuff of blink, which does not imply a simple on– off model of 
brain activity but a fabric of functions, provides a way to build a more complex 
understanding of the self; and (3) to show how the functioning of television 
screens within animated films and TV series affords an understanding of their 
effects that may lead us more directly to the heart of the problem— the relations 
of self to self through media.

The goal is thus to follow the fourth line of processing of singularity dis-
cussed in the prior chapter, locating the political middle between art and phi-
losophy (the diagrammatic distribution prior to seizures) without taking it in 
advance to be the expression of a particularity (for instance, Japanese children) in 
the manner of cultural studies or area studies. This doesn’t mean that cultural 
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studies and area studies have nothing to contribute to this discussion. They have 
a great deal to contribute, provided we do not assume particularity but consider 
how (and how much) particularity is produced. But this is the topic for the next 
chapter, in which I propose to proceed toward questions about media addiction via 
the stuff of blink. Because there are large gaps in the current generalizations that 
strive to relate neurology to everyday practices, I will work across scientific data 
and speculative approaches, coming up with a sort of science fiction between art 
and philosophy as they run parallel to science.
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BLINKING IS RATHER STRANGE. INITIALLY YOU MIGHT THINK OF BLINKING, THE EYELID COMING DOWN OVER THE EYE, AS 
a momentary punctuation in a continuous flow of seeing. Blinking seems to dis-
rupt the continuous act of perceiving. Oddly enough, however, blinking does not 
interrupt the act of seeing. It produces it.

Three Syntheses
Seeing doesn’t just happen when the eyes are open but also when they are shut. 
Seeing is happening across the opening and closing of the eyes. This is why 
neurosciences sometimes claim that seeing really happens in the brain, or more 
precisely through the eyes and brain. Seeing, then, entails a connective synthe-
sis: the flow of data when the eyes are open does not make for seeing. It is on 
the segmenting of the flow, when the brain fills in, that seeing occurs. A better 
example of connective synthesis, however, is the saccadic movement of the eyes. 
A passage from Mark Haddon’s novel The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night- 
Time provides a compelling description that is worth citing at length:

And when we look at things we think we’re just looking out of our eyes like 
we’re looking out of little windows and there’s a person inside our head, but 
we’re not. We’re looking at a screen inside our heads, like a computer screen.

And you can tell this because of an experiment [ . . . ] You put your head 
in a clamp and you look at a page of writing on a screen. [ . . . ] After a while, 
as your eye moves around the page, you realize that something is very 
strange because when you try to read a bit of the page you’ve read before 
it’s different.

A  T HOU S A ND 
T I N Y  B L ACKOU T S

4
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And this is because when your eye flickers from one point to another you 
don’t see anything at all and you’re blind. And the flicks are called saccades. . . . 

But you don’t notice that you’re blind during saccades because your brain 
fills in the screen in your head to make it seem like you’re looking out of two 
little windows in your head.1

Part of the attraction of the narrator’s description in Haddon’s novel lies in its 
articulation of a doubling that takes place around the act of reading. On the one 
hand, there is a screen. The screen entails a relation between brain and data: the 
brain fills in the gaps to make a picture on the screen despite the discontinuity 
in data due to saccadic movement of the eyes. The separation in the flow of data 
amounts to a segmentation of a continuous flow that raises the flow to another 
level, what may be called a connective synthesis. Connective synthesis makes for 
a screen in the brain, or more precisely a brain screen. On the other hand, there 
is a window. The window affords a sense of a separation between someone seeing 
and the world seen, but the separation is supposed to be transparent, impalpable. 
The windows appear because the infilling of connective synthesis runs in paral-
lel with a second moment, a disjunction, through which segmentation seems to 
have been raised to another level: that of an interval between self and world.

Raising segmentation to another level makes for disjunctive synthesis. Dis-
junctive synthesis arises from connective synthesis in various intra- active ways, 
as connections are prolonged affectively. Haddon’s narrator enacts disjunction 
rather than describes it. A feeling of connectedness or disconnectedness, of at-
traction or repulsion, occurs across the interval between self and world, not de-
spite the separation (two little windows) but with and through it. The world is 
not only that world but also your world, for better or worse, somehow you. This 
disjunctive synthesis may also be articulated in terms of semblance: you and the 
world are like each other; although you do not resemble one another. It is also the 
realm of affect: you two are mutually constituted in entangled feelings. Indeed, 
Haddon’s narrator highlights how it feels: “To make it seem like you’re looking 
out of two little windows.”

Disjunctive synthesis makes for something perceptible (with feeling attached), 
while the relation between eye data and brain screen, the process of infilling, re-
mains imperceptible and nonconscious. The picture on the brain screen is not yet 
anybody’s picture. It is nobody’s picture. The infilling may be intuited, perhaps, 
but you don’t perceive it. Also, you do not perceive it belonging to you, unless it 
somehow becomes broken, and the alleged dysfunction is then attributed to you.

Connective synthesis, then, is close to immediate experience, the stuff I’m 
calling blink. With disjunctive synthesis, there is another moment of relation 
vis- à- vis immediate experience, something temporally different, maybe affinity 
or maybe uncertainty, maybe attraction or maybe repulsion, but something hov-
ering between this sensation of a world (like the ground beneath your feet) and 
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a perception of this world (like the sky overhead). Temporally, it jibes with what 
James calls the specious present.

A third synthesis also occurs, what may be called conjunctive synthesis.2 It 
happens, for instance, when you begin to feel that the world out there is so radi-
cally different from you that it isn’t really your world at all, at least not entirely, a 
world where deities, demons, objects, things, and other forces appear, requiring 
propitiation, negotiation, manipulation, codes, acts, and so forth. At the same 
time, it is by placing yourself within a story, by knowing yourself, that you relate 
to this world. Thus the feeling self, which holds together feelings and percep-
tions, tips toward another kind of self, a knowing self. The knowing self strives 
to connect or conjoin with external forces (or conversely to withdraw from or to 
master them), succeeding in various degrees in different contexts and cultures, 
hovering between perception and cognition, perceiving and knowing.

In some philosophies, especially those of a Cartesian bent, the conjunctive 
synthesis is called the subject and is taken for the full reality and for the ground 
of feeling, perceiving, and thinking or knowing.3 Neurosciences, however, tend 
to highlight the simultaneous functioning of all three syntheses. In fact, the 
three syntheses might be mapped, tentatively and cautiously, onto what Antonio 
Damasio refers to as brain, mind, and consciousness, in Self Comes to Mind. 
I will later complicate this map considerably, but first, before the screen drops 
out of the picture, I wish to turn to a related problematic that has affected how 
film and media studies think about screens, the notion of persistence of vision 
versus flicker fusion and apparent motion in explaining how we perceive mov-
ing images.

Moving Images Moving Brains
Joseph Anderson and Barbara (Fisher) Anderson have made the strongest state-
ments about the mythical status of the idea of persistence of vision within film 
studies, publishing an initial essay debunking the persistence of vision in 1978 
and revisiting it in 1993:

Dudley Andrew has observed that “persistence of vision . . . might be associated 
with a psychoanalytic view of mind, since the passive eye retains the effects of 
stimuli like a mystic writing pad, a palimpsest, that is like the un conscious.”4 
Indeed in the past 15 years, psychoanalytic- Marxist film scholars have retained 
the model implied by persistence of vision: theirs is a passive viewer, a specta-
tor who is “positioned,” unwittingly “sutured” into the text, and victimized by 
the “dominant” ideology.5

The Andersons and other writers have amply demonstrated that the persistence 
of vision does not explain how we perceive motion in a series of consecutively 
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photographed still images that are projected in quick succession, that is, motion 
pictures.6 Demonstrations of why persistence of vision is wrong are readily avail-
able online, as are more accurate accounts of our perception of moving images 
that are based on flicker fusion and apparent motion.7

Flicker fusion concerns the frequency at which we no longer perceive the in-
terval of an intermittent light stimulus, for instance, a flickering, flashing, or 
strobelike light. But fusion is a matter of a threshold rather than a fixed quan-
tity. It varies with brightness and how light strikes the retina; peripheral vision 
detects flicker at higher frequencies than foveal vision. In the case of movies 
or digital video files, if the frame rate falls below the flicker fusion threshold, 
you see flickering, and the movement of objects may appear jerky or jumpy. The 
flicker fusion threshold for humans is conventionally taken to be 16 Hz, and the 
frame rate for projection of cinema, television, and computer displays must be 
considerably higher. Although film footage is generally shot at 24 frames per sec-
ond, it is today generally projected at 48 frames per second (with double shutter 
projection). This is because flicker is still detectable when movies are projected at 
24 frames per second, as was done in the earlier days of cinema (with projection 
rates at 24 frames per second or lower, or even variable), which is how movies 
came to be called “flicks.” Television displays, as we have seen, use image inter-
lacing at 50 or 60 Hz, which is sometimes detectable, because, as it turns out, 
humans often detect flicker even at frequencies of 70 to 75 Hz. Even these figures 
are not absolute, however. Other studies show that “although retinal neurons 
respond to flicker at rates as high as 120 Hz, perceptual studies show that flicker 
cannot be detected at frequencies nearly this high.”8 Flicker entails both imper-
ceptible and perceptible experience.

The low frequencies of movie projectors and CRTs are a thing of the past, 
and flat- panel LCD is becoming the preferred format for television and computer 
displays. LCD panels do not seem to flicker at all because the light through the 
screen happens at a very high frequency, nearly 200 Hz, and unlike the CRT dis-
play, in which each pixel is fired individually (flashing on and off), LCD changes 
pixels through a scan. Nonetheless, light through the LCD screen can induce 
flicker: because it is difficult to dim the LEDs used for lighting, LCDs use pulse- 
width modulation to produce an effect of dimming. Some viewers may perceive 
the frequency of such modulation as flicker. In sum, even with contemporary 
screen displays, flicker persists, hovering on the threshold of perception.

But how is it that flicker fusion affects our perception of motion, of apparent 
motion, in moving images?

Accounts of apparent motion add spatial intermittency to the mix. The Ander-
sons, for instance, cite work in which two dots of light, spatially separated, are 
flashed simultaneously or sequentially. When the two dots are close together, 
flashing them simultaneously results in an experience of a single dot. When 
they are flashed sequentially, however, you perceive smooth motion. This per-
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ception of smooth motion, also called close- range or short- range apparent mo-
tion, occurs with multielement or closely spaced displays, such as movie and 
television screens. When the dots are spaced farther apart, however, you reach a 
point where you still see motion, but it is not smooth.

The Andersons call on studies indicating that these two types of motion per-
ception are neurologically different. Significantly, the close- range apparent mo-
tion may “share a common base with the perception of real motion.”9 Apparently 
patients who “are ‘blind’ to still images in the real world can nevertheless see the 
succession of still images presented on the TV screen.”10 Thus the Andersons 
conclude: “Motion in the motion picture is, as we have said, an illusion, but since 
it falls within the short- range or ‘fine- grain’ category, it is transformed by the 
rules of that system, that is, the rules for transforming real continuous move-
ment. The human visual system can (and does) distinguish between long- range 
and close- range apparent motion, but it seemingly cannot distinguish between 
short- range apparent motion and real motion. To the visual system, the motion 
in a motion picture is real motion.”11 The Andersons’ conclusion is significant, 
potentially with far- reaching implications, and so it is worthwhile to rephrase it 
directly: while the movement in moving images may be abstract and constructed, 
it is nonetheless concrete and real— as concrete and real as real motion in the 
world. But what are the implications of such an insight?

The Andersons wish to leverage the fact of apparent motion against the legacy 
of Freud and Marx in film theory. They argue that psychoanalytic- Marxist film 
scholars have stubbornly clung to the notion of the persistence of vision and have 
ignored the actual facts about moving images because the persistence of vision 
model suits their theory. This is why the Andersons refer to it as myth. Persis-
tence of vision is not merely an error but a willfully sustained ignorance. Here 
the oft- cited phrase of Slavoj Žižek seems ironically to convey the Andersons’ 
point: “They know very well, but all the same . . .”

Subsequent accounts of the dominance of the persistence of vision model 
in film studies adopt and extend the Andersons’ judgment. Bill Nichols and 
Susan J. Lederman write, “The very persistence with which this ‘explanation’ 
[persistence of vision] has been recited says more about the hermetic and impres-
sionistic world of some film scholarship than it does about the actual mechanism 
involved.”12 Rod Munday’s account is more recent and more judicious, signaling 
how an emphasis on apparent motion (the phi phenomenon) “privileges a more 
constructivist approach to the cinema (David Bordwell, Noël Carroll, Kirsten 
Thompson), where the persistence of vision privileges a realist approach (André 
Bazin, Christian Metz, Jean- Louis Baudry).”13

There is indeed today a sharp divide between two approaches to the experi-
ence of moving images. I think that a somewhat different set of questions may 
emerge from this split within film studies, so I propose working through it.
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Between Psychoanalytic- Realistic and Ecological- Constructivist Theories
On the one hand, there are film theories that place emphasis on the subject, 
tending to begin and end with it. The currently dominant approach to psycho-
analytic film criticism, consolidated in Žižek’s film analyses, for instance, is reso-
lutely indifferent to any materiality other than what it dubs the weird substance of 
human enjoyment. It posits a cryptic or enigmatic relation to objects or material 
conditions, which consequently drop out of the discussion, or reappear in the 
schematic structural form of grand epochal regimes of subjectivity in a loosely 
Hegelian manner. In any event, what comes of the fore is a dreamlike yet oddly 
militant relation to Otherness.

Similarly, even as its realism acknowledges a kind of energizing charge be-
tween the screen image and the movie audience, the Bazinian legacy has tended 
to press that charge into the production of a reality for the subject. It favors a 
linear movement from indexical capture through modes of realism to the sub-
ject. This is what David Rodowick refers to as the photographic ontology of cin-
ema.14 What the Bazinian legacy finds in cinema are the ideal parameters for the 
production of a temporally transformed reality for the subject— memory— as a 
dreamlike relation to reality.

The psychoanalytic and realist models have tended to rule out the study of 
animation and television, or at the very least to make it exceedingly difficult. This 
is because television and animation entail the wrong kind of temporal mediation: 
animation is considered too removed from an indexical relation to reality, while 
television is too much in the present.

On the other hand, as the Andersons’ account attests, there is nothing dream-
like in the actual mechanism of apparent motion for the ecological model. Mo-
tion in moving images may be styled as an illusion, but such an illusion is not 
in opposition to reality. It does not entail wish fulfillment or memory. It is an 
eye– brain function. How are moving images able to mobilize this existing eye– 
brain function? It might be surmised, if we extrapolate from Dehaene’s studies 
of reading, that moving images have evolved to suit the human brain. We might 
even speak of a mutual adaptation or coevolution. In any event, to dramatize the 
contrast, let me say that the psychoanalytic and realist approaches linger on a 
shock to the psychological subject (thwarting its desires or intensifying its memo-
ries), whereas the constructivist model envisions shock to the organism, to its 
neurological system or cognitive system, in measurably physical or bodily ways.

The constructivist approach may quickly come to an impasse. When the 
screen image is taken to be real, the temptation is to use this insight to anchor a 
limited empiricism based on subject– object correlation, which is to say that what 
is on the screen is assumed to correspond to something in the brain and thus 
in the individual human. In his account of reality programming, for instance, 
William Evans writes, “Viewers frequently come to feel as if they have a personal 
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relationship of sorts with television actors and television personalities. Parasocial 
interaction is neither pathological nor rare. It is especially likely to be manifested 
by viewers who follow a show over several years. Parasocial interaction seems to 
be cultivated by people on television who make eye contact with the camera or 
who offer self- disclosure regarding their personal life.”15

While there is nothing particularly objectionable about such observations, 
there is a marked tendency to eliminate the screen from discussion, beyond for-
mal techniques such as eye contact and self- disclosure. The screen is replaced by 
a series of terms conveying likeness or verisimilitude: “The people on television 
and in film seem real, and their activities seem real.”16 The function of the screen 
is consistently relegated to a series of terms conveying likeness: para- , as if, seem-
ing, like. Here I am still in agreement with the constructivist approach. Evans’s 
emphasis on likeness meshes nicely with my emphasis on semblance. And I will 
subsequently use the notion of parasociality too.

The problem, then, lies not in the elimination of the screen per se. The prob-
lem is that when the screen (its techniques) is eliminated, there is a tendency to 
leap from immediate or direct experience (the experience of the television is a 
real experience) to affective response (people feeling as if they have a relation), 
and to rule out what happens between them. The affective response, for instance, 
is not immediate in temporal terms. It takes time. It entails hesitations and en-
thusiasms, attraction and repulsion. This also makes it inherently social. Maybe 
parasocial interaction with TV characters builds on infectious fads, or requires 
feedback from friends, or entails a desire for connections with people at work. In 
any event, affect is not immediacy. Between affective experience and immediate 
experience, disjunctive synthesis happens. Something happens to the “brain” 
(connective synthesis with its screen– brain filling in) that makes for “mind” 
(feelings and perceptions at once held apart and together), to which interval a 
“self” may be added— what James refers to as a process of appropriating or pos-
sessing immediate experience.

In other words, what is called the ecological or constructivist approach to film 
studies risks collapsing the difference between connective synthesis and disjunc-
tive synthesis. It always looks at disjunctive synthesis from the angle of connec-
tive synthesis. The risk is precisely the dead- end forms of empiricism that James 
struggled to reform with radical empiricism: both classical and rational empiri-
cism tend to construct a series of correlations, proclaiming them rational and 
objective. Nothing appears pathological, excessive, or irrational, but only because 
there is an assumption that a scientific explanation will eventually be found for 
everything. There are many critiques of correlative thought, among them the new 
polemic stance within speculative realism and object- oriented ontology,17 but in 
this context, I wish simply to note that while the ecoconstructivist approach does 
not begin with the subject, it certainly ends with it: the neutrality and objectivity 
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of the observer is guaranteed by the promised arrival of total objectivity in the 
future. We are enjoined to take part in the construction of a scientific utopia in 
which all thought will be understood and thereby neutralized.

In contrast, the psychoanalytic and realist approaches tend to look at disjunc-
tive synthesis from the angle of conjunctive synthesis: everything points to the 
emergence of the subject. Oddly, however, as the constructive critique of the per-
sistence of vision points out, these approaches begin with passivity, and then 
passivity is, in effect, powered up. There is a sort of activation of passivity.18 Yet 
passivity continues to dominate the treatment of the subject. This is why the 
Andersons protest that in psychoanalytic approaches, “theirs is a passive viewer, 
a spectator who is ‘positioned,’ unwittingly ‘sutured’ into the text, and victimized 
by the ‘dominant’ ideology.”

When the constructivist approach replaces this passive viewer with the active 
viewer, however, activity is located at the level of neurological and cognitive activ-
ity. The result is the ecological approach: organisms do not passively receive data 
and respond to it, but rather they actively pursue data, experiment with it, and 
shape their niches or worlds. When this approach grapples with the potential 
passivity of viewers, modes such as empathy and parasocial interaction come to 
the fore. The risk, then, is the inverse of the psychoanalytic approach: instead 
of powering up passivity, the ecoconstructivist approach tends to favor pacified 
activities, which take on the feel of laboratory situations.

I have dwelled on the schism between these two ways of dealing with the per-
ception of movement in moving images in hopes of making some basic points 
clearer. First, the schism occurs because both sides tend to pass quickly over dis-
junctive synthesis. On the one hand, the ecological and constructive approaches 
always turn back toward connective synthesis, which runs the risk of it having 
nothing to look forward to but a future utopia of pacified, neutralized brain activ-
ity. On the other hand, the psychoanalytic and realist approaches rely on a sort of 
originary passivity, seeking a future in which passivity is intensified to the point 
where it finally transcends its origins.

Second, there is a middle ground. Not surprisingly, the schism between ap-
proaches opens in the register of disjunctive synthesis, for this is where passivity 
becomes intensified and starts to feel active, and activity begins to lose its buzz 
and bloom and to settle into tamer modes. This is the domain of affect and of 
semblance. My goal is not, however, to settle the differences between the two 
sides, to produce a synthesis in the classic sense. Rather, in keeping with disjunc-
tive synthesis, my aim is to seize and to hold the schism.

Third, radical empiricism provides a way to talk about disjunctive synthe-
sis, concretely and methodologically: (1) calling attention to singularity at work 
within scientific facts, which (2) allows for the construction of a plane with func-
tions instead of falling back on simple linear relationships with forms and cor-
relations, and thereby (3) calling attention to a diagrammatic distribution by which 
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a set of relations holds together, which is also where the dispositif or apparatus 
arises. From the angle of disjunctive synthesis, I would say that radical empiri-
cism segues into, and indeed cannot go on without, what Foucault calls radical 
historicism. In effect, the schism between ecoconstructivist and psychoanalytic 
approaches repeats a false schism between individualizing procedures and total-
izing formations. Such a schism produces a false view of power. Power is at once 
individualizing and totalizing, as Foucault insists.

Fourth, Marx’s critique of classical political economy takes on new relevance 
in this context, for it calls attention to how circulation and distribution— flows 
of capital— produce and sustain unevenness. This is why Deleuze and Guattari 
were able to retool disjunctive synthesis in Marxist terms as the production of 
distribution. Indeed, that is the central question of this study of brains, screens, 
and animations: what produces distribution, and what does distribution produce? 
In the specific ecology of television and animation, tentative schematic answers 
have already appeared: a nonsensuous, nonconscious population seizure pro-
duces distribution, while distribution in turn produces expanded television ad-
diction to be managed by an apparatus of media care targeting the brain screen.

Fifth, while I do not wish rule out psychoanalytic and realistic approaches to 
moving images, I do not intend to dwell on them either. I have, however, lingered 
over neurosciences, extending that discussion into ecoconstructivist and cogni-
tive approaches. This is because a shift is already underway, which the previ-
ous chapter characterized in terms of a shift from the psychological paradigm 
geared toward mental health and deviant psychological behavior to a neurologi-
cal paradigm gravitating toward brain health and self- management. Under such 
conditions, to return to psychoanalytic and realistic approaches at the expense 
of addressing ecoconstructivist approaches would be a reactionary or at least 
backward- looking gesture, conceptually and institutionally. For better or worse, 
in film and media studies today, we need to understand thinkers like William 
James, J. J. Gibson, Julian Hochberg, Antonio Damasio, and Giulio Tononi. This 
is not because they are more accurate or scientific. This is because their work is 
historically and conceptually caught up in the screen– brain apparatus in ways 
the work of Freud, Lacan, or Bazin is not. These latter thinkers will take on re-
newed significance in the extent to which they are called upon engage with neu-
rological, ecoconstructive, or cognitive approaches, not to confirm or reject them 
but to enter into the current terrain of conflict.

Tube Addiction
The sharp divide between psychoanalytic- realist approaches and ecoconstructiv-
ist approaches helps to explain how the question of media addiction has become 
discursively salient, supplanting concerns about ideological and psychological ef-
fects of media.
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The paradigm of addiction introduces a wrinkle into the emphasis on the 
buzzing activity of our brains, flirting with a kind of passivity (addiction) with-
out giving up on the primacy of active forces. The paradigm of media addiction 
centers on passive brain activity only to enjoin a more active brain care through 
media— take care of yourself, work on yourself. Addiction, then, occupies the 
middle ground, arising in the register of disjunctive synthesis where subject and 
object are only virtually distinguished, where activity and passivity, subjectivity 
and objectivity, are crossing paths in affective states of mind. As such, the details 
of television addiction are worth closer attention despite their wild leaps in logic.

Kubey and Csikszentmihaly’s study confirms what prior studies and discus-
sions have suggested: “People who were watching TV when we beeped them 
reported feeling relaxed and passive. The EEG studies similarly show less mental 
stimulation, as measured by alpha brain- wave production, during viewing than 
during reading.”19 Research associating alpha brain wave activity with television 
viewing goes back to the 1960s and 1970s. In his 1978 book Four Arguments 
for the Elimination of Television, Jerry Mander built on such studies of alpha 
wave activity to make one of his key arguments for getting rid of TV altogether: 
“Television produces neurophysiological effects which are probably unhealthy 
and which condition people to accept autocratic control.”20

This is precisely the argument that came to the fore in The Tube: alpha wave 
activity presents a decrease in alertness (which is associated with beta wave activ-
ity), which makes television audiences willing to accept whatever the tube tells 
them. Unfortunately, no one can say exactly what the TV is telling people, and 
so arguments about the effects of alpha brain waves have gradually shifted: from 
mass mind control (the influencing machine) to more personalized problems 
with addiction. At the same time, the emphasis has shifted from alpha wave activ-
ity itself to the ways in which such activity is cut off. Kubey and Csikszentmihaly 
discovered, for instance, that “what is more surprising is that the sense of re-
laxation ends when the set is turned off, but the feelings of passivity and low-
ered alertness continue. Survey participants commonly reflect that television has 
somehow absorbed or sucked out their energy, leaving them depleted. They say 
they have more difficulty concentrating after viewing than before.”21 On a similar 
trajectory, Mori Akio’s discredited notion of game brain stressed the reduction 
of beta brain wave activity in gamers, conflating this apparent cutting off of beta 
wave activity with a self that would feel cut off, ready to snap, or ready to explode 
into violence (kireru).

Such observations bring us back to the stuff of blink. As you would expect of 
a fabric-like blink, addiction is not just a matter of turning the set off and then 
wanting to turn it back on. What matters are the different speeds of on and off for 
different kinds of brain activity, the weave of speeds and intensities. Accounts of 
the effects of television underscore that alpha wave activity returns quickly, un-
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like the gamma brain waves that are associated with the “orienting response” and 
involuntary attention— something catching your eye or ear, a sudden unexpected 
stimulus. Turning the tube back on may restore alpha wave activity relatively 
quickly, yet the very fabric of television is also crosscutting and undermining that 
relaxation. Annie Lang, for instance, has developed a limited capacity model for 
understanding how viewers responded to television, stressing that the “passage 
from environmental stimulus to mental representation is . . . complex, idiosyn-
cratic, and inexact.”22 Her research team explored the effects of edits (transitions 
from one camera angle to another within a scene) and cuts (transitions from one 
scene to another) on memory recognition. Frequency of edits and cuts increased 
memory recognition, apparently by mobilizing the viewers’ attention via an ori-
enting response, but only up to a certain point. When the frequency of cuts, for 
instance, exceeded ten in two minutes, memory recognition dropped sharply. 
Such results invited the limited capacity model. Simply put, the brain becomes 
overloaded.

Television addiction thus cannot simply be a matter of alpha wave relaxation 
because the orienting response is constantly triggered by edits, cuts, and other 
movements. This is the basis of what is called the attention economy: capturing 
your attention and presumably evoking memory recognition. Yet the gamma wave 
activity runs counter to alpha brain waves: while the alpha wave activity recov-
ers quickly, orienting response becomes overloaded and cannot recover quickly.23 
What is more, it is said that you never become habituated to the tele vision trig-
gers for orienting response, which is in keeping with the lack of distinction be-
tween apparent motion and real motion in terms of how it is processed. Similar 
observations appear in the context of Pokémon Shock: the use of flash effects 
and other attention grabbers, which eventually results in brain overload, does not 
allow for adaptation and thus undermines the capacity for learning.24

It is easy to understand how such research encourages tales of mass indoctri-
nation and mind control. Yet if general assessments of the data on the effects of 
television lean toward addiction, it is because the upshot of studies of brain waves 
is that the experience of television is full of interferences: it entails a state of mind 
combining high attention and distraction, alertness and lack of focus. No wonder 
commentators seem divided over whether to consider such an experience to be 
pleasure or pain. It is as if pleasure and pain were fired into every pixel and neu-
ron to weave a fabric of pure affect, with a thousand tiny blackouts and startups. 
What is to done with such a fabric, this blinking stuff?

Tales of television addiction make some interesting suggestions. First, what is 
called attention economy might better be described as addiction ecology. Rather 
than simply grabbing our attention and blazing signs in our memories, the 
blinking stuff of screen ecologies is a matter of interferences and resonances be-
tween different kinds of activity, neuronal and cultural, with intoxicating effects 
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not attributable to a single source yet gravitating toward certain forms. Second, 
although “addiction” is an awkward term, full of unstated presumptions, it may 
nonetheless suggest a productive take on television effects: the emphasis no lon-
ger falls on an erasure or distortion of the subject, with connotations of mass 
control and conspiracy, but on a relation of self to self, what Foucault described 
as an opening within your self, making for two selves, present to yet distant from 
each other.25 This is the political middle ground, which is one of the key concerns 
of this book: not the subject but subjectivity and selfhood, oscillating between 
work on self and care for self; not the expression of a particularity but the expres-
sion of an interval, or rather, a relation; the expression of a singularity, which is 
inherently social and implicitly political.

A fairly conventional and surely familiar trope in Japanese television anima-
tion makes the point in another manner.

Eyes in Need of a Fix
Animation tends to produce an effect akin to the cinematic close- up by pulling 
closer to the unblinking eyes, often magnifying one unblinking eye. This is be-
cause, unlike faces in cinema, faces in animation show neither spatial distortion 
upon magnification or close- up nor an encounter with the grain of the screen. 
They grow larger, but the contours and proportions are not altered. As such, they 
do not generate a shift from perception to affect, from something seen to some-
thing felt, as in the cinematic close- up. Instead, in animation, in its search for 
fine- grained feely encounters, magnification tends toward the characters’ eye: as 
the unblinking eye grows larger, it becomes populated with sparking, gleaming, 
jiggling flecks, specks, circles, and bubbles (Figure 4.1). It is an eye populated 
with saccadic entities, flashing things. You feel them and you feel that the charac-
ter is feeling, yet without additional cues, you don’t know what that feeling is. In 
fact, if you stick with the jittery stuff within the nonblinking eye, you feel it could 
be any feeling whatsoever, pure affect, intensity where light and movement, flash 
and jitter, spark and jump are indistinguishable. This jitter light and glow jump 
is the grain— or rather the weave— of animation; it is the stuff of blink extending 
between animation, brain, and screen. If the notion of addiction better captures 
the lure of the stuff of blink than attention, then it is because feeling this stuff 
entails something more complex than catching the eye or recognizing a name. 
It is like the experiment evoked by the narrator in Haddon’s novel: if you read 
with your head clamped in a vice, with only your eyes moving, the words of the 
text start to move around, swim and swirl. But with the jiggling eye gems of 
television animation, orienting response and relaxation are happening together, 
folding attention into lack of focus and vice versa. This overlapping of affective 
states is what makes for an interval opening within the self, a relation of self to 



FIGURE 4.1. Magnification 
of eyes in anime 
functions like the 
cinematic close- up 
on faces, allowing for 
spatial distortion and 
discovering glowing 
lights and sparkling 
forms that tremble, 
jitter, and swim within 
the eye, as in these four 
examples (from top): 
episode 5 of Iriya no sora, 
UFO no natsu (Iriya’s Sky, 
UFO Summer, 2005); 
Gekijōban Shutainzu- 
gēto: fuka ryōiki no dejavu 
(Steins;Gate: The Movie— 
Load Domain of Déjà Vu, 
2013); episode 1 of Nagi 
no asu kara (Nagi- Asu: A 
Lull in the Sea, 2013); and 
episode 1 of Nobunaga za 
fūru (Nobunaga the Fool, 
2013).



 108 | A  T H O U S A N D  T I N Y  B L A C K O U T S

self. But the self no longer coincides with itself; nor does it unequivocally own 
itself. The self becomes a user of self, with only an intermittent self- possession. 
You may find that you’re using your self more than you intend to, thinking about 
using your self less, making repeated unsuccessful gestures to quit, yet feeling 
symptoms of withdrawal when you do. You’re addicted to blink.
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A SERIES OF NEW RUBRICS HAS EMERGED IN RESPONSE TO TECHNOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATIONS AFFECTING HOW YOU 
receive television (broadcasting versus streaming) and how you watch television 
(TV set versus computer or mobile phone). Bold claims about the “end of tele-
vision” and “not television” have been gradually extended and finessed into dis-
cussions of “television after television,” “posttelevision,” and “the postbroadcast 
era.”1 An emphasis on rupture persists, however.

Television and New Media
Naturally, for every claim for rupture, a countervailing account arises in the popu-
lar literature on contemporary television, insisting on continuity. In the context 
of French television, for instance, Gérald- Brice Viret contests much of the cur-
rent wisdom about the future of television, reminding us, for instance, that a lot 
of people in France still own TV sets, corporate broadcasting is still powerful 
and profitable, and television still enjoys success with its use of standardizing 
modes of address.2 In the context of Japan, news director Okumura Kenta argues 
that television is not dead; he stresses the ongoing importance of news reportage 
(in response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2011, in the United States 
and the March 11, 2011, Tōhoku, Japan, earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear melt-
down, for instance), which he grounds in received wisdom about the liveness 
of tele vision, its reality, immediacy, and simultaneity. He writes, “Why is it that 
television continues to exert so much influence? It is undoubtedly due to a cer-
tain zest for life only possessed by television. Its strength: ‘events happening in 
far- off places are seen simultaneously in your household, in their reality.’”3 With 
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reference to the Pokémon Incident, I might add a twist: brains are really seized 
simultaneously in widely separated locations.

If I insist on a genealogical approach to contemporary transformations in 
television, it is to address both discontinuity and continuity. Something really 
is changing, but that transformation is happening because there was some-
thing unresolved or indeterminate at the heart of the old media formation called 
broadcast television, with its TV sets. Current transformations in television, in 
its delivery medium and platform, continue to revolve around that irresolvable 
problematic, which generates a new relation to television that is at the same time 
continuous with prior formations. As such, the new relation to television is con-
tinuous and discontinuous in both sociohistorical and technological terms.

In the chapters in this section, I will look at transformations in both platform 
and delivery medium. In both instances, I will consider continuity and discon-
tinuity. Instead of focusing exclusively on a resolute break between the TV and 
the mobile phone or smartphone, for instance, I will consider how peripheral 
devices plugged into the TV set pave the way for more recent platform usages, 
and indeed might even be said to produce them. Likewise, instead of highlight-
ing only the differences between broadcasting and streaming, I will frame the 
questions in terms of continuous and entangled transformations in television 
infrastructures that comprise broadcast, cable and closed- circuit television, satel-
lite, and streaming.

Precedents for such an approach are abundant in studies of television. As 
Barbara Selznick notes in her account of global television when she considers the 
consolidation of media ownership in fewer and fewer hands, the “privatization 
and deregulation of the television industry in the 1980s and 1990s . . . paved the 
way for transnational television ownership.”4 Such processes of privatization and 
deregulation were underway at roughly the same time in Japan and are closely 
related to the global transformations discussed by Selznick. In this study, for 
practical reasons, I have to omit a full account of transnational and global di-
mensions of Japanese television and focus more on its transmedial dimensions.5 
Suffice it to say in this context, then, that the privatization and deregulation aris-
ing in the 1980s occurred alongside and relied on an unbundling of the delivery 
medium for television— not only as a result of new forms of broadcasting such as 
cable and satellite, but also as a result of new platforms such as the VCR and the 
game console, which made the TV set into site for the integration of nonbroadcast 
media, thus forming a site of transmedial encounter between television and com-
puters. Not surprisingly, then, 1980s Japan saw a boom in discussions of new 
media in which the notion of new media was closely associated with transmedial 
transformations in television.

There is an eerie resonance between Japan’s television- centered new media 
theories of the 1980s and English- language studies of television and new media 
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in the 2000s. Indeed, in the North American context, it feels as if television 
studies were just now beginning to confront questions previously posed by new 
media studies in the 1980s and 1990s. The point of such observations is neither 
to claim that Japan was ahead of America when it comes to new media nor to 
suggest that English- language television studies have lagged in their discovery 
of new media. In fact, popular accounts of the transformation of television by 
new media had begun to circulate in North America by the early 1990s as well.6 
Instead, I wish to indicate something of the temporal and geopolitical complex-
ity that the genealogical approach brings to the fore. It is impossible to order 
these three moments of new media in a purely chronological fashion. Indeed, 
my “discovery” of Japanese discourses on television and new media of the 1980s 
grew out of an interest in the relation between new media and animation in the 
1990s, and these sites of inquiry in turn shape my perspective on contempo-
rary accounts of television and new media. These three historical moments of 
new media demonstrate that television and new media have been interacting and 
intra- acting for some time, genealogically. They have been assembling with each 
other interindividually (as separable mediums and platforms) and infraindividu-
ally (what resonates are not separable elements in interaction).

From Transmedia Storytelling to Transmedia Ecology
Significantly, the current encounter with new media within television studies 
has gravitated toward a specific site of interaction: transmedia storytelling. This 
site has the advantage of allowing for an account of creative transformations 
across media. It also opens a site of encounter between producers and consum-
ers or users of media where those roles become entangled. Although the overall 
emphasis in studies of transmedia storytelling still falls on the creative travails of 
producers within large media industries, such studies nonetheless avoid the pit-
falls of an exclusively producer- centered account of creativity because they under-
mine a unilateral communications model by attending to the ways in which pro-
ducers respond to and directly build on fan culture, and because they focus on 
the negotiations of smaller groups within media industries, undercutting the 
image of a huge monolithic industrial imposition of meaning. Denise Mann’s 
account of television and new media is a prime example: while she highlights the 
persistence of broadcast- era production paradigms (partly as a result of the slow-
ness of such industries to change), she shows how smaller groups within these 
apparent behemoths are the sites of innovation, often working at odds with larger 
agenda and other concerns.7 As such, her account of transmedia storytelling, 
while producer centered, works to complicate their creative agency.

For similar reasons, this study focuses a good deal of attention on trans media 
storytelling, or rather, something like it. In keeping with the genealogical approach, 
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however, I do not situate transmedia storytelling as something radically new in 
the history of television. In fact, I will gradually introduce a shift from the para-
digm of transmedia storytelling (and media convergence) toward that of media 
ecology (and infrastructure complex). There are two reasons for this shift in em-
phasis. First, as mentioned in the Introduction, in the context of Japanese tele-
vision, transmedia storytelling is nothing new. For the Japanese forms of trans-
media storytelling that are today grouped loosely under the general rubric of the 
media mix, the constitutive moment is the early 1960s.8 The television genealogy 
of transmedia storytelling in Japan thus harkens back to the first forays of anima-
tion onto the small screen. Likewise, there are good reasons for avoiding terms 
like “posttelevision” in this context.

As Sheila C. Murphy remarks, “This dynamic, pitting old versus new in a 
narrative of progress, loss, innovation, or competition, unnecessarily creates an 
oppositional logic between industries, objects, and experiences that actually draw 
upon each other productively.”9 In addition, the term “posttelevision” tends to 
posit developments in the North Atlantic region as a normative frame of refer-
ence (the metaphysical construction also known as the West), endorsing a mod-
ernization paradigm that not only ignores how developments in different parts of 
the world have drawn on each other productively but also situates everything else 
in the world in a state of exception. Yet Japanese transmedia formations (among 
others) have long had an impact on American transmedia storytelling. They have 
in turn drawn on a wide range of media forms and formations, including Disney 
animations, Hong Kong action films, and Taiwanese and Korean television dra-
mas. My point is not that everyone needs to be studying multiple locations. If 
multiple locations are treated as self- evident geopolitical individuals, then analy-
sis remains limited to interaction among individuals (the international) instead 
of addressing the transnational (intra- action). My point is this: just as we need to 
avoid methodologically imposing the individual at the level of media forms and 
formats, so do we need to avoid treating the nation (or a region) as an unques-
tioned individual.

The second reason for shifting away from the paradigms of transmedia sto-
rytelling and media convergence has to do with the tendency of such accounts 
to focus exclusively on interaction and individual interactivity, downplaying or 
ignoring questions about intra- action and infraindividual resonance (semblance 
and affect) across media. Both levels merit closer attention. It is true on the one 
hand that the production of transmedia series depends on drawing on distinc-
tions between individual mediums or media forms. Such distinctions may be 
as broad as print vis- à- vis electronic media, and analog vis- à- vis digital media, 
or they may be narrower: comics vis- à- vis movies vis- à- vis novels vis- à- vis tele-
vision series vis- à- vis toys. In any event, it is impossible to ignore the existence 
of media individuals, for they are continually being constructed, performed, and 
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enacted in our media worlds.10 Yet this story about media convergence or media 
mix is only a half the story. This half- story is also partial in that its emphasis on 
interactions between media individuals also encourages recourse to normative 
liberal paradigms in which autonomously self- producing individuals appear to be 
a matter of fact, both at the personal level (users) and the political level (nations). 
Such individuals must be produced, however. They do not arise spontaneously.

The flip side of the transmedia story is infraindividual intra- actions: media 
ecology (which is always a transmedia ecology). Typically, accounts of media 
ecology linger on the idea that contemporary media have become so pervasive 
that they become an environment, which operates largely below the threshold 
of perception and cognition. Media are the ocean in which we swim, unaware 
of the water.11 This environmental formulation of media ecology shows an inter-
est in infraindividual intra- actions. Yet the environmental media model tends 
to remain highly binary, even dualist, focusing on relations between organisms 
and surroundings. The problem is, as is common with binary thinking, that the 
two- way mutually constitutive relation between organism and environment is 
frequently dropped in favor of a more unilateral focus, either on the impact of 
the media environment on its organisms (human animals) or of humans on the 
environment. In addition, even in studies in which the two- way relation is high-
lighted, both environments and organisms are generally treated as normative 
individuals.

Ecology, however, is not merely an environment surrounding an organism or 
group of organisms. Nor it is primarily a bilateral exchange between surround-
ings and individualized organisms. Ecology implies a set of relations between 
organisms and surroundings that is held together through common relation to 
what might be called an energy cascade. The energy cascade consists of smaller 
cascades and relations between them, but it is the overall effect of the cascade 
that is of interest. Therein lies the difference between the environmental media 
model and the ecological media model: where the environmental model dwells 
on individual interactions at the level of organisms and surroundings, the eco-
logical approach explores the infraindividual intra- actions that are brought into 
relation (composed) via the energy cascade. Thus, if the goal is to look at media 
ecologically, attention must bear on forces of production, that is, the forces tra-
versing the ecology, as well as relations of production, that is, the relations be-
tween surroundings and organisms arising at an infraindividual level, which 
make something transindividual out of what initially appears infraindividual. In 
the context of television studies, Raymond Williams’s account provides one the 
best points for departure for thinking about television media ecology.

Williams actively resists a technology- driven history of television (hence his 
critique of McLuhan), stressing instead how established social hierarchies con-
ferred authority on specific groups, permitting them to shape the development 
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of television to their needs and interests, which were above all commercial inter-
ests. Television could have turned out quite differently. Williams does not ignore 
questions of technology, and yet because he always looks at them in relation to 
social, political, and economic structures, he is able to identify larger sociotech-
nological tendencies. These tendencies come to the fore when he draws atten-
tion to a decisive phase shift in television. In the first phase of television, an 
established and expanding commercial and military system tended to place the 
emphasis on person- to- person communications, from one operator (or operative) 
to another operator (or operative), as defined within specific structures.12 In its 
second phase, however, broadcasting moved toward centralized transmission and 
privatized reception. In this respect, television repeats the history of radio, which 
was similarly transformed from a one- to- one network into a one- to- many system 
(broadcast).

Two social developments in particular affected this transformation of radio, 
and then television, into broadcasting: increased centralization and privatized 
homes. Williams argues that greater distances between homes, together with 
greater distance between homes and other centers (commercial centers, work-
places, centers of political power), contributed to the formation of a modern 
urban way of life that was consequently characterized by “two apparently para-
doxical yet deeply connected tendencies”: mobility and privatization. Williams 
refers to this mobile and home- centered way of life as a form of “mobile priva-
tization.”13 Put another way, mobile privatization presents a specific manner of 
assembling of polarized tendencies, of composing with paradoxically yet pro-
foundly connected tendencies: the point- to- point or one- to- one tendency, and the 
one- to- many tendency.

Williams stresses how broadcast television has historically subordinated or 
subsumed the point- to- point tendency within the one- to- many tendency. His is 
a history of centripetal forces, of centralizing and privatizing. Again, television 
follows from radio in this respect. In his account of radio, for instance, Edward D. 
Miller addresses the same sort of phase shift: “This feature of interactivity and 
reciprocity was part of radio’s prebroadcasting appeal with radio adventurers— 
and indeed, with military users— but when the medium became administered 
by corporations with governmental cooperation, this aspect— one of the medi-
um’s ‘selling points’— decreased. Radio became, on the manifest level, virtually 
a unidirectional, one- to- many broadcast medium.”14

Although they are considering the history of broadcast from different histori-
cal perspectives and with different concerns, both Williams and Miller draw at-
tention to the assembling of polarized tendencies within broadcast. Both show a 
keen awareness that although broadcast appears to subsume or subordinate the 
point to point within the one to many, the point- to- point tendency does not sim-
ply vanish. Insofar as Miller writes from the vantage of contemporary networks, 
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it is easier for him to show how this other nonbroadcasting point- to- point “mili-
tary” tendency of broadcast returns to the fore in the formation of cyberspace and 
the Internet. His account thus draws out the genealogical relation between radio 
and the Internet. Nonetheless, even though Williams focuses on the heyday of 
broadcast television, his notion of mobile privatization is likewise calculated to 
keep open the assembling of paradoxical tendencies, and his use of such terms as 
“flow” and “mobility” serve as a reminder that centrifugal forces persist, even if 
such forces now derive from inertia within the assembling rather than constitut-
ing an autonomous exterior force.

Technosocial Assembling
Williams’s account of television provides a good point of departure for thinking 
about the media ecology of television because he shows how broadcast television 
formation is an assembling of polarized technosocial tendencies.15 One tendency 
is toward one- to- many linkages, which is how we commonly characterize broad-
cast transmission: an emission from a (central) source to be received at multiple 
(private) points. The other tendency is toward point- to- point linkages without a 
centralized source, which might be called networks, and which we tend to associ-
ate more with new media and social media such as the Internet, smartphones, 
and streaming. Although Williams does not spell out how the paradoxical ten-
dencies are deeply connected, his account of television is clearly concerned with 
both forces of production and relations of production. It is at the level of forces 
that these paradoxical tendencies are connected.

It is especially Williams’s interest in forces of production that makes his ac-
count amenable to media ecology. Just as organisms and surroundings are re-
lated to one another ecologically through their relation in common to an energy 
cascade, so are relations of production set (or reset) in motion through forces of 
production. In the context of television, those forces might tentatively be glossed 
with Williams’s term: flow. That flow will inevitably bifurcate, again and again, 
thus multiplying and dissipating. A great deal of social investment of energies 
(financial, psychological, technological) is needed to stabilize this bifurcation, 
to compose it into a standing bifurcation that appears to be a single- minded ten-
dency but is in fact an assembling of tendencies. Relations of production thus 
come to temper and tamper with forces of production, harnessing while redirect-
ing them, creating an assembling that may be characterized as ecological as well 
as environmental.

It is precisely this internal bifurcation that the current hype over posttelevision 
commonly ignores, intent on establishing its novelty by positing a break or rup-
ture between broadcast television and new media. Broadcast is characterized in 
terms that place it in opposition to new media, and thus it appears that in the era 
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of new media, or digital technologies, or streaming, the point- to- point tendency 
comes to broadcast television from without, striving to subsume it. Such a stance 
is understandable. Because it is common practice today to watch TV on computers 
and mobile phones, via streaming or downloads, it may indeed feel as if broadcast 
television has been subsumed, or is being subsumed, within new media. The 
title of a recent book nicely captures this feeling: Netto ga terebi o nomikomu hi = 
Sinking of TV. While the book furnishes its own gloss in English, “Sinking of 
TV,” the title might be more literally rendered “The Day the Net Swallows TV.” 
The sense of rupture between media formations easily translates into a paradigm 
of total remediation, in which the newer media appear to engulf, gulp down, 
and subsume the older. Theorists of the information revolution also often adopt 
such a stance, in which new information and telecommunications technologies 
not only break with prior formations but also seem to totally subsume them.16 
In such discourses of rupture and remediation, the current situation appears 
the exact inverse of the heyday of broadcast television: where Williams in 1975 
stressed how the one- to- many tendency had effectively subsumed the point- to- 
point tendency, today it may seem that the inverse is true: the point- to- point ten-
dency appears to be overcoming or subsuming the broadcast system.

In fact, however, as Williams demonstrated, the network tendency persists 
actively and operatively within broadcast television even as it is effectively sub-
sumed. The history of television and new media thus presents us with an appar-
ent paradox: new media come both before and after broadcast television. Also, 
because the point- to- point tendency of broadcast television is never fully sub-
sumed, new media come to broadcast television from within and from without, 
at the same time.

In sum, I have opened Part II with a challenge to accounts of posttelevision 
and their tendency to insist on the novelty of transmedia storytelling, not because 
I claim to overcome or surpass them. On the contrary, in keeping with my call 
for a genealogical and ecological approach, I hope to complicate the external per-
spective they adopt, to fold it into the history of broadcast television. If we adopt 
a genealogical perspective on the history of broadcast television, it turns out that 
new media operate paradoxically as an “outside on the inside” of television.

It is because Williams is interested in both forces and relations of production 
that his account of television expands to include modes of political and social 
centralization, privatization, the formation of domestic space, and the commer-
cial segmentation of programming. Thus, alongside the axis of relations of pro-
duction, his account implicitly introduces a second pair of paradoxical yet deeply 
connected tendencies: individualizing techniques and totalizing procedures. Be-
cause he is primarily concerned with how the national broadcast system came 
to dominate television, his discussion tends to focus on totalizing procedures, 
especially centralization and privatization. Nonetheless, he does not place indi-
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vidualizing techniques in opposition to totalizing procedures, much as he avoids 
an opposition between point- to- point and one- to- many tendencies. Instead, he 
shows how totalizing procedures and individualizing techniques proceed apace. 
Individual and society are not placed in opposition. A certain kind of individual 
emerges with conjunction with a certain kind of society. The society of national 
broadcast (the nation- state) turns out to be a highly totalizing social and political 
formation that relies on a high degree of individualization (privatization). Thus, 
even as Williams focuses on totalizing procedures of television, his account also 
stresses how they rely on increasingly refined processes of segmentation.

In the chapters in Part II, I begin with a focus on the totalizing procedures 
associated with Japanese national broadcast and then shift my focus toward indi-
vidualizing techniques. Such a shift follows from my interest in the genealogical 
relation between television and new media, which demands a careful account 
of individualizing practices. The current bias is to characterize broadcast for-
mations almost exclusively in terms of totalizing procedures, reserving an ac-
count of individualizing procedures for new media such as social media, iOS 
games, and television streaming. Clearly, individualizing techniques are today 
reaching higher degrees of elaboration and refinement. They merit careful at-
tention as such. Yet they never occur without totalizing procedures. With a nod 
to Williams’s concept of mobile privatization, the current media juncture might 
tentatively be characterized in terms of private mobilization. How else to explain 
the apparently paradoxical concentration of media ownership in fewer and fewer 
hands at the very moment when media usage feels increasingly individualized, 
ever more selfie?

Precedents for such an inquiry abound, including Sherry Turkle’s studies of 
a second self and of Internet identities, and Wendy Chun’s account of tensions 
between freedom and control built into information networks.17 Chun shows how 
the Internet, as a network of networks, does indeed allow users to make deci-
sions autonomously, and yet the underlying processes are not visible, accessible, 
or controllable by users. Alex Galloway also addresses the totalizing procedures 
implicit in protocol, arguing that ideological control of subjects is built into, and 
is now inseparable from, the standardizing and homogenizing tendencies ma-
terially determined by protocol.18 Both Chun and Galloway succeed in disrupt-
ing our contemporary fascination with the individualizing techniques of media 
users, which has favored a bias toward imagining that new media liberate indi-
viduals from the totalizing procedures associated with prior media formations, 
especially broadcasting. They thus pave the way for a thorough reconsideration 
of the relation between individualizing and totalizing tendencies in the context 
of contemporary networks.

Like such studies, the genealogical approach to the relation between television 
and new media is intended to challenge the ongoing conflation of new media 
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with individualizing techniques while taking totalizing procedures seriously. 
The genealogical approach pursued in this study aims to introduce greater com-
plexity into our local understanding of the social technology of television media. 
The general trend in media and cultural studies is to bypass or downplay the 
nation- state in order to address power globally. As such, when media and cultural 
studies speak of biopower and ontopower, they speak as if of the entire world. 
While I do not propose to reintroduce the nation or the nation- state in a norma-
tive fashion, to posit it as the key site of mediation in all geopolitical relations, the 
nation has played such an integral role in history of television that it cannot be 
bypassed or ignored. I begin, then, with accounts of national television. Working 
carefully through forces and relations of production in the history of television 
(the production of distribution or distributive capacity) paves the way for an ac-
count of its social technology. What ultimately come to the fore in the genealogy 
of television media are the complex relations arising across four power forma-
tions: the sovereign power invested in the family; disciplinary power and sites of 
disciplinary enclosure; biopolitical states of emergency comprising crises in sov-
ereignty and environmental disasters; and finally ontopower or the ontopolitical, 
that is, power exercised over of modes of existence and their distribution.
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IN THIS CHAPTER, BEFORE DIRECTLY ADDRESSING THE RELATION BETWEEN BROADCAST TELEVISION AND NEW MEDIA,  
I wish to provide a little history of television in Japan, not only to provide some 
general background and specific points of historical reference but also to call at-
tention to some of its central tensions and contradictions. Histories of Japanese 
television sometimes avoid these tensions and contradictions by introducing a 
divide between political history and the history of technology, either favoring 
one over the other or collapsing one into the other. As discussed in the prior 
chapter, it is the strength of Raymond Williams’s approach to have shown how 
broadcast television works through an assembling of what he calls paradoxical yet 
connected tendencies— point to point versus one to many. I intend to build on 
and to extend his approach in two ways. First, while it surely made sense in the 
1970s to think in terms of an effective subsuming the point- to- point tendency 
within the one to many, today such a gesture is not possible. Thus I propose to 
return to and reopen the paradox announced in Williams’s approach. Second, 
reopening this paradox offers a way to revise and extend some of received social 
histories of Japanese television. Particularly important for me in this context is 
the work of Yoshimi Shun’ya. The historical focus in this chapter will largely be 
on the formation of Japanese television in the 1950s and 1960s, to pave the way 
for a discussion in the following chapter about the impact of new media during 
the heyday of Japan’s broadcast television formation, roughly 1960 to 1990.

Paradoxical Yet Deeply Connected Tendencies
Histories of television in Japan, like histories of television in general, tend in one 
of two directions. First, there are histories emphasizing technological innovation 
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and progress. In such histories, attention commonly falls, for instance, on 
Takayanagi Kenjirō, considered the father of Japanese television for his success-
ful transmission of the katakana syllable i in 1926 through the development of 
a television receiver using the Braun tube.1 Takayanagi’s innovation lay in mov-
ing toward entirely electronic means of transmitting images, thus successfully 
addressing the key technical problem of transmission, that is, the synchroniza-
tion of receiver and transmitter. Because technology- centered histories are gener-
ally keen to signal Japanese contributions to the international progress of tele-
vision, they usually highlight another major Japanese contribution as well: Yagi 
Hidetsugu’s 1925 invention of the prototype for what came to be the standard 
television antenna used throughout the world, one capable of receiving both VHF 
(very high frequency) and UHF (ultra high frequency) signals.2

In such histories of technological progress, attention also falls on appraising 
the degree of development of television in Japan. We thus learn that the predeces-
sor of today’s NHK (Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai), already under that name, transmitted 
the first television signals in Tokyo in 1937, and two electronics firms— Toshiba 
and Nippon Electric Company (Nippon Denki Gaisha or NEC)— began commer-
cial production of television receivers. NHK aired Japan’s first drama television 
broadcast in 1940. In retrospect, even if Japanese contributions were not quite as 
significant as those made elsewhere, and even if there remains some of the usual 
fretting about Japan lagging behind the Western powers, the history of television 
in Japan readily becomes a source of technological pride, for, generally speaking, 
the development of broadcast television in Japan roughly paralleled its develop-
ment in Western Europe and North America.

Equally common in histories of technological progress is a tendency to pre-
sent political problems as an obstacle to progressive movement. We might read 
in passing, for instance, and without any explanation, that plans were made to 
host and broadcast the 1945 Tokyo Olympics but were never realized. We under-
stand implicitly that if such plans were not realized, it was because the advance 
of television was disrupted by the catastrophic culmination of Japan’s fifteen- year 
Asia- Pacific war. Thus, speaking generally, technology and infrastructure histo-
ries tend to distance the development of broadcast television from its social and 
political context and to strip television of ideological connotations, or at least of 
those connotations that are deemed negative. Technological innovation thus ap-
pears to enjoy a high degree of autonomy from political and ideological problems.

Second are the histories emphasizing political centralization and state control 
over media. There are good reasons to highlight state control in the history of 
media in Japan. In the late nineteenth century, to extricate Japan from the un-
equal treaties forced on it by Western powers, the ruling elite put in place a mod-
ern political system including a constitutional system with political parties, par-
liamentary procedures, elections, and certain guarantees for freedom of political 
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expression. Yet fearing a loss of their political control, the same elite felt obliged 
to crack down violently on political expression. The result was the Publication 
Law of 1893, which was harshly enforced. Subsequently, as Gregory Kasza writes, 
“Having jailed many opposition leaders and banished others from Tokyo, the 
government relaxed its newspaper ordinances in December 1887, as the consti-
tutional project neared completion.”3 Ultimately, however, this was a temporary 
lull: concentration of political power increased, resulting in the censorship of 
newspapers, magazines, and books under the Press Law of 1909, and the enact-
ment of the Peace Preservation Act in March 1925, which year also marked the 
start of radio broadcasting.

Censorship and state control became such salient features of broadcasting in 
Japan that even in its official histories today, NHK presents it as the first defining 
characteristic of Japanese broadcasting, albeit with some hemming and hawing:

Pre- war broadcasting was subject to strict state control in accordance with the 
Wireless Telegraphy Law. Broadcasting had been conducted entirely by the 
NHK, which, though it was a private, public- service entity, had been especially 
entrusted to carry out a service regarded as the responsibility of the state. 
Accordingly, the communication ministry had long supervised the broadcast-
ing business, and from September 1940 the Cabinet Information Bureau had 
also become involved as the official censor of broadcasting content. Under this 
regime, neither freedom of expression nor autonomy of programming was 
allowed.4

This process reached its culmination in the preparations made for the emper-
or’s radio broadcast on August 15, 1945, in which Hirohito not only proclaimed 
Japan’s surrender but also renounced his divinity. The broadcast was duly an-
nounced in advance, enjoining subjects to listen to the emperor’s speech, and 
was subsequently presented as if such a use of radio were the most natural thing 
in the world, even though the emperor’s voice had never previously been aired. 
Although accounts also exist to the effect that the message was in fact incom-
prehensible as a result of its highly formal language, everything conspired to 
make it seem that transparent communication to and centralized control of the 
Japanese masses were possible. Similarly, during the Allied occupation of Japan 
(1945– 52), the American forces imagined that they could mold Japanese minds 
to American ends through the control of media. The justifications for retaining 
the emperor as the symbolic head of state in Japan meshed with this political 
imaginary based on centralized control and implementation, on addressing and 
shaping the masses unilaterally.

The strength of Raymond Williams’s account of television lies in its strat-
egy for dealing with both tendencies, respecting their polarization without col-
lapsing their differences. This is evident in his identification of two apparently 
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paradoxical yet deeply connected tendencies. Throughout his book Television, he 
works through paradoxical tendencies in different registers: flow, for instance, is 
matched by segmentation (programming), and mobility is coupled with privati-
zation. While Williams does not provide a paired term for his other key term, cen-
tralization, it is clear that his overall strategy is to address a paradoxical mixture 
of centripetal and centrifugal forces, of pulling inward and pushing outward, of 
convergence and divergence. Divergent or centrifugal forces, then, may be paired 
with centralization. Indeed, Williams calls attention to the emergence of mul-
tiple centers.5 In sum, assembling may be considered in three registers: mobile 
privatization, flowing segmentation, and multiplying centralization. I will return 
to these registers. But at this juncture, it is crucial to ask: What are the implica-
tions of his approach for working through technology- centered versus politically 
orientated histories of television?

When it comes to histories of technological innovation, Williams does not 
want to adopt the perspective of progressive development, which presents the 
current configuration of broadcast television as a natural and felicitous outcome, 
and as the only possible outcome. Nor does he wish us to conclude that the basic 
problem of television lies in its logistical or operative capacity as developed and 
mobilized within military operations. Williams would surely not accept Virilio’s 
almost exclusive emphasis on logistics, for instance. Indeed, he situates the lo-
gistical tendency as a first phase, the implication being that it is to some degree 
subsumed by the tendency toward segmentation, privatization, and centraliza-
tion. Williams’s approach also differs from what is called media archaeology, 
where a technical device is seen as a kind of empty center or floating signifier, 
around which social trends and cultural behaviors revolve, as if attracted by its 
gravitational pull.6 Yet Williams’s notion of social technology actually seems to 
give greater weight to technology than media archaeology does, despite the lat-
ter’s focus on technologies and devices. This is because, for Williams, even if 
the point- to- point tendency is to a high degree subsumed, the platforms and in-
frastructures for television nevertheless display a vague material tendency to-
ward logistical point- to- point operations— toward network operativity, as it were. 
Technologies for him are neither place markers nor floating signifiers.

Conversely, when it comes to histories of state control, Williams does not want 
us to rest content with the idea that the problem of television lies in its use for 
propaganda by political elites. Thus he writes, “A fascist regime might quickly 
see the use of broadcasting for direct political and social control. But that, in any 
case, was when the technology had already been developed elsewhere. In capital-
ist democracies, the thrust for conversion from scattered techniques to a technol-
ogy was not political but economic.”7 In other words, even if the technological or 
logistical is to some degree effectively subsumed by the political in his account, it 
is never totally subsumed. The paradoxical relation between polarized tendencies 
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persists. This makes it possible to consider what holds these tendencies together 
and pulls them apart— relations of production and forces of production.

Production of Distribution
Williams’s account of television is keeping with Marx’s critique of political econ-
omy, the fundamental point of which, in contrast to liberal notions of economic 
freedom and the leveling power of free markets, is that circulation does not make 
for evenness or equality. Rather, circulation produces unevenness, and increased 
circulation will generate greater unevenness. What is more, unevenness is con-
sidered to be at once technological, political, and economic, which is to say, social. 
Thus one line of Williams’s argument consists in showing how “a set of scattered 
technical devices became an applied technology and then a social technology.”8

It is with this strategy that Williams avoids the economic determinism wherein 
the economic infrastructure (or base) comes first, and thus economic produc-
tion determines the superstructure (society or culture). In Williams’s account of 
television, capital exerts its effects first and foremost at the level of distribution 
instead of production. Indeed, he distinguishes television from cinema in this 
respect: “In the history of motion pictures, capitalist development was primarily 
in production; large- scale distribution came much later. . . . In broadcasting, both 
in sound radio and later in television, the major investment was in the means of 
distribution.”9 Elsewhere, he restates his point with added emphasis: “It is not 
only that the supply of broadcasting facilities preceded the demand; it is that the means 
of communication preceded their content.” 10

Thus, in 1930s and 1940s Japan, electronic companies launched into the pro-
duction of commercial models of television receivers, and telecommunications 
companies began to build broadcast and relay stations, before the production of 
television content; media platforms (TV sets) and infrastructures preceded their 
content. This rush to put infrastructures in place continued into the postwar 
era. Before NTT took over responsibility for the telecommunications network in 
1954, NHK was hastening to build television infrastructures, establishing experi-
mental stations in Tokyo (1950), Osaka (1952), and Nagoya (1952) together with 
rebroadcasting stations with microwave relay trunks between them.11 One of the 
key problematics of Japanese television, and indeed of television and new media 
in general, comes of the priority of investment in, and thus the excess capacity of, 
distribution and the means of communications over and above the production of 
content: will there ever be enough content to fill all those new channels during all 
the hours in a day? Who will make the content? Will it be sufficient to repurpose 
other media, such as showing movies on television? And who can take in all that 
content anyway?

Williams’s attention to the generative force of the gap between distribution 
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and production of content remains pertinent in the contemporary context, for 
historically, each time the production of content seems about to fill the gap, new 
investments in communications open the gap once again, and more widely. 
Today, even as the drive to increase the speed and efficiency of processing at 
the level of microchips seems to be reaching a material limit, the impulse to in-
crease distribution capacity has not lessened. Everyone becomes drawn into the 
production of content (fans and netizens) and everything is turning into content 
(big data), but it will never be enough precisely because the productive power of 
distribution continues to take precedence over the production of content.

Another implication of Williams’s account is worth emphasizing: when the 
production of distribution takes priority over the production of content, media 
platforms and infrastructures may become like content in their own right. The 
television receiver, for instance, may seem to be contentlike, even in the absence 
of actual transmission of content. Already in the history of early Japanese cinema 
audiences allegedly showed greater interest in the projector than what was being 
projected. Television redoubles and prolongs such an effect: apocryphal stories 
of early television are about audiences who are content to watch the set long after 
the actual programming had ceased; families would sit in front of a television re-
ceiver after broadcast hours, watching the effects of ambient radiation play across 
the screen. McLuhan’s stance— the medium is the message— feels especially in 
tune with the broadcast era, for under conditions where distribution continu-
ously exceeds content, technologies and media of distribution take on the feel of 
content. Distribution feels contentlike, and content in turn becomes increasingly 
nondiscrete, distributive in advance, medium- like.

Williams’s prime example of such distributive content is programming, that 
is, the flowing segmentation of television content, across channels, by hour of the 
day, and within programs. Media mix, that is, multimedia franchising strategies 
characteristic of Japanese popular culture, provide another prime example, to 
which I will turn in the subsequent chapters.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it makes sense that Williams, writing 
about television in 1975, would adopt the perspective of the one to many subsum-
ing the point to point (not totally but effectively). Today, however, the scholarly 
trend is to reverse this priority, to see the point to point subsuming the one to 
many— and not simply effectively but totally. Such an emphasis tends to collapse 
the distinction between the technological and political while positing a total 
rupture between information media and broadcast media. This gesture makes 
it difficult to understand how new media may entail increased centralization, 
privatization, and segmentation alongside enhanced networking. Two explana-
tions step in, almost by default, to address whatever appears as the exception to 
networking. One line of explanation evokes a powerful external force that inter-
venes to muck with, overcode, or expropriate point- to- point- generated networks; 
external forces intervene to undermine net democracy, for instance.12 The other, 
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conversely, finds centralization, privatization, and segmentation to be built into 
the very structure of networks at the level of protocol, software, or architectures. 
Such explanations are to some extent persuasive, yet without a conceptualization 
of disjunctive synthesis or the production of distribution, they make it all too easy 
to introduce a divide between the political and the technological, thus apotheo-
sizing sovereignty or endorsing technological determinism.

It is with such concerns in mind that I now turn to the ways in which histo-
ries of Japanese television have come to stress centralization, privatization, and 
segmentation, to the point where they begin to posit the total subsuming of the 
point to point by the one to many.

Nationalizing Television
Histories of Japanese television dramatize its rapid spread and its connection to 
Japan’s postwar economic recovery, the so- called economic miracle. Mass pro-
duction of television sets lowered costs, while increases in salaries made pur-
chase even easier. At the same time, relay systems improved, bringing television 
to remote areas of Japan, and the number of stations expanded, boosting the 
number of broadcast hours. By all accounts, villages in rural areas embraced 
television, even building the local infrastructure for reception if necessary. The 
overall image of the rapid spread of television in Japan, then, evokes a tendency 
toward complete coverage of the national territory, which advanced along two 
fronts, infrastructure (key stations, relay stations, and antennas) and receivers 
(television sets and antennas), and which was fueled by popular desire for the 
new medium alongside heavy commercial investment.

This image explains why television seems, at least at first, to fit nicely with 
Benedict Anderson’s model of nationness: it apparently expands to the limit of 
the national territory, spreading sovereignty evenly across it. Television appears 
to advance in extensity to fill national territory, striving to deliver a signal to every 
town and provide a television in every home. The image is one of television spread-
ing to the distant corners and isolated pockets of the territory called Japan, gradu-
ally expanding to fill it, smoothly and evenly. Such an ideal recalls Anderson’s 
characterization of nationness in terms of flat, even sovereignty, a reworking of 
Walter Benjamin’s characterization of modernity in terms of the production of 
empty, homogeneous time.13 Ideally television would produce Japaneseness, at a 
formal or structural level, by bringing people throughout Japan into the same 
homogeneous temporality— television citizens, television nation.

It should be noted that for postwar Japan, which had only recently experienced 
defeat and relinquished its empire, this thoroughly Wilsonian ideal for national 
form— one language, one culture, one people, that is, an ethnically and linguisti-
cally homogeneous and rigidly circumscribed territory— constituted a dramatic 
and highly selective transformation of the imperial imaginary. Consequently, 
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even as the postwar spread of television in Japan built on prior forms of media 
coverage, such as newspapers, magazines, novels, cinema, and radio, Japanese 
television differed from such prior media in being almost exclusively imagined 
within the territorial confines of the Japanese nation as defined immediately 
after World War II. Indeed, during the predominantly American- led Allied oc-
cupation of Japan, the occupying forces actively promoted such a vision of Japan, 
even in its media policy. The occupation saw to the enactment of the Broadcast 
Law of 1950, which provided for the existence of the NHK as a public service 
broadcaster drawing its funds from reception fees; every household was to sign 
a contract with NHK upon the installation of its television set. The formation of 
a public- service national television monopoly dovetails with the ideal of flat, even 
sovereignty and homogeneous national temporality. Yet a second vision arose to 
trouble this Wilsonian ideal. At about the same time, Shōriki Matsutarō fought 
against the establishment of a television monopoly in Japan in order to found 
Japan’s first private television network. His intervention merits a brief digression.

In the 1920s, after his dismissal from his position as chief of staff of the Tokyo 
metropolitan police (and thus as head of the notorious secret police), Shōriki ac-
quired the newspaper Yomiura, which he transformed into one of the world’s 
largest selling newspapers through a combination of sensationalism, showman-
ship, and right- wing warmongering. One of the keys to the success of Yomiura 
lay in Shōriki’s astute promotion of American baseball. Subsequently charged 
with and imprisoned for class A war crimes after the war, Shōriki was released in 
1947, at the very moment when United States politicians, increasingly obsessed 
with the spread of communism, began to express concern that the Allied occupa-
tion was encouraging left- wing movements in Japan. Shōriki shrewdly exploited 
such concerns about communism to contest the NHK television monopoly and to 
form his private station. The Economist sums it up nicely:

Shibata [Hidetoshi], a news reporter, heard of a plan put forward in America to 
use television to spread anticommunist propaganda around the world, with the 
former enemies West Germany and Japan as the bases. He brought the idea to 
Shoriki, who offered to help finance a new station— if the Americans helped 
persuade the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers to lift his blacklist-
ing. Using Shibata’s American contacts, Shoriki browbeat the government 
to end the monopoly of NHK, the state broadcaster. His purge duly lifted, he 
raised more than ¥800m to establish Japan’s first private network, Nippon 
Television, in 1952. Today it is the most popular TV station in Japan.14

Thus, about a year after the end of the Allied Occupation of Japan, two stations 
began regular broadcasts: the public service station NHK went on the air on Feb-
ruary 1, 1953, and the commercial station Nippon Television (NTV) on August 28. 
Unlike NHK, which relies on subscribers’ fees, commercial stations draw reve-
nues from advertising. After the formation of NTV, four other Tokyo- based key 
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broadcasters quickly emerged as the leaders in commercial broadcasting: TV 
Asashi, TBS, TV Tokyo, and Fuji TV. These five commercials broadcasters have 
tie- ins with Japan’s five major newspapers, and regional private broadcasters are 
generally affiliated with one of these big five.15 This is one prime instance of what 
Williams calls multiple centers: under conditions of flow due to the production of 
distribution, centralization tends to continuously multiply.

The point of this digression into Shōriki’s NTV versus NHK is to signal a 
bifurcation inherent in the very formation of national sovereignty as realized in 
the postwar era: the Wilsonian ideal of nationness can only be enacted within 
a certain kind of world, or more precisely within a world order, which it helps 
to produce and sustain. That world order was Pax Americana, as established 
through the League of Nations (or U.N.) and the U.S. military- base empire. This 
situation— in which Japanese national reterritorialization and American global 
deterritorialization go hand in hand— can nonetheless be readily dramatized in 
terms of antagonism or conflict, as Shōriki was quick to realize. To attract audi-
ences to watch television and to purchase TV sets, NTV aired sensational profes-
sional wrestling matches featuring Rikidōzan (a former sumo wrestler of Korean 
descent who presented himself as Japanese) enjoying victory over villainous 
American wrestlers such as the Sharpe Brothers (who were actually Canadian).16 
In other words, there is now a polarization within sovereignty producing two 
tendencies: on the one hand is a Japanese nation whose sovereignty (reterritori-
alizing) takes place within an American world order (deterritorializing), and on 
the other hand is a Japanese sovereignty or Japaneseness that enters into conflict 
with American sovereignty, as if to emerge victorious or die trying.

This polarization is also linked to the historical movement of television that 
Williams glosses in terms of paradoxical yet connected tendencies, but the para-
dox is enacted in a register Williams largely ignores: national sovereignty. The 
one- to- many tendency entails centralization: Tokyo emerges as the television 
broadcast center for the national territory of Japan. Yet the point- to- point ten-
dency is evident in the emergence of Japanese sovereignty within the American 
world order, which was itself being organized around its Cold War battle against 
communism. Oddly enough, this latter tendency has rarely been noticed or dis-
cussed in histories of the emergence of Japanese television. There is one im-
portant exception: in his study of Japanese television and the American CIA, 
Arima Tetsuo makes the situation abundantly clear: the American vision for 
Japanese television in the early 1950s consisted of a system of regional networks. 
In particular, above and beyond the capacity for one- to- many national broadcast, 
the CIA envisioned situating Japanese television within logistical point- to- point 
communication network amenable to military operations.17

As Arima shows, when Shōriki allied himself with the cause of using tele-
vision for anticommunist propaganda, he also entered into this other vision of 
television networks. Shōriki was situating Japan not only within an ideological 
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matrix but also within this logistical military telecommunications network. Sig-
nificantly, in keeping with the American initiative to take over and sustain the 
southern arc of Japanese empire, which American strategists redubbed the Grand 
Crescent, Japan was situated at one end of the Southeast Asia network.

Ultimately the construction of this network met with resistance and was 
scrapped, and yet the ongoing bid to situate Japanese television within a neo-
imperial Grand Crescent serves of a reminder of Japan’s position in the postwar 
world order, one that continues to this day to shape Japan’s media regionalism 
(flow of Japanese media in greater East Asia area) and soft power initiatives.18 A 
full discussion of these regional and geopolitical dimensions of Japanese tele-
vision media is beyond the scope of this study, however. Suffice it to say, I wish 
to underscore how histories of Japanese television have largely ignored or omit-
ted any account of point- to- point tendencies, precisely because such tendencies 
undermine the ideal of national sovereignty, in which flat, homogeneous nation-
ness appears to come first and only subsequently becomes internally fissured 
and ruptured by various forms of social segmentation such as gender, class, or 
ethnicity. Thus a pure form of the nation appears to take precedence over actual 
political struggles and social realities. Needless to say, such a bias may result in 
a desire for pure, untainted national community prior to social division and as 
such may rule out dissent and protest as a basis for society and for communal 
distribution.19

To summarize, because histories of television have omitted point- to- point ten-
dencies from their accounts of national television or have treated them as totally 
subsumed, we have to be careful about how we introduce questions about the for-
mation of national sovereignty to avoid dehistoricizing and naturalizing the ideal 
of flat, even sovereignty. While nationalization was and is a powerful current in 
the formation of Japanese television, nationalizing television is not a matter of 
representing a preexisting Japanese territory, or sovereignty, or Japaneseness; it 
produces Japaneseness, usually as a by- product (or epiphenomenon) of procedures 
of centralization, privatization, and segmentation.

Histories of Japanese television that draw critical attention to the production of 
nationness and nationalism thus provide a useful point of departure for historiciz-
ing formations of national sovereignty. Nonetheless, if we wish to challenge the 
logic and history of national sovereignty itself, we will need to return to the para-
dox of polarized tendencies, where a more complex material distribution occurs.

Segmentation
Understanding Japanese television primarily in terms of centralization makes 
sense in light of the national developmental imperatives of the late 1950s and 
1960s. It seemed only a matter of time before broadcast coverage would cover 
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the entire nation and every household in Japan would own a television set, or 
two. From the developmental perspective, statistics on ownership of a television 
receiver (and other electronic appliances) came to function as an index of national 
progress. Recourse to such an index tends, however, to obscure the multiplication 
of centers and thus to impart a sense of unified centralization, or more precisely 
a sense of unity through centralization, as if centralization and unification were 
the same thing. For instance, everyone knows that the Tokyo- based broadcasters, 
NHK and the big five, constituted different, competing centers from the outset, 
yet when we use TV ownership as a measure of progress, such competition be-
comes subordinated to the larger unity of Japanese television, imparting a greater 
sense of unity to the center than it may actually have.

It was above all the use of nationally orchestrated events to spur the acquisi-
tion of TV sets that reinforced the sense of Japanese unity. For instance, the royal 
wedding of 1959, between Shōda Michiko and Prince Akihito (the reigning em-
peror today), is a commonly evoked point of inflection in the increase of private 
ownership of receivers. As Yoshimi Shun’ya duly notes, “The numbers of TVs 
registered in Japan had already exceeded 1 million by April 1958, but the number 
increased even further later that year when the engagement was announced. It 
exceeded 2 million in April 1959 and 3 million by October the same year.”20 Simi-
larly, the 1964 Tokyo Olympics spurred sales of color television sets. By 1973, 88 
percent of households owned TV sets. In sum, statistics on national development 
of television, in conjunction with national spectacles, create the impression of a 
television unification of Japan. Consequently, television appears to represent its 
(national) audiences, and audiences may begin to seek their (national) representa-
tion via television.

This impulse to see centralization as producing unification has also had a 
profound impact on the formation of peripheries within the nation. In his social 
history of Japanese television, Jayson Makoto Chun recounts how, as television 
platforms and networks extended across Japan, attention quickly fell on the ways 
in which television might serve to lessen the distance, culturally and linguisti-
cally, between the rural periphery and urban center, which latter became largely 
synonymous with Tokyo and its key stations.21 Moreover, at the time that tele-
vision was spreading to the countryside, people were leaving rural areas to work 
in the city. In this postwar process of centralization, housing projects or danchi, 
with block upon block of 2LDK apartments, became characterized not only for 
their density of population but also for their density of television reception and 
hours of use.22 Television thus went hand in hand with the homogenization and 
standardization of everyday life in urban areas, above all in Tokyo, which affected 
center– periphery relations within Japan. Chun calls attention to a process of 
standardized differentiation: “Ironically, the urban stations strengthened rural 
identities and economies by broadcasting scenes from rural areas on national 
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television.”23 As such, what might be called for the sake of convenience “internal 
difference” (that is, rural, regional, and other differences within the national ter-
ritory) was reterritorialized with reference to a Tokyo- television- centered Japan: 
“TV had become an important means to standardize regional differences.”24

In sum, there were really totalizing strategies that constructed television in 
Japan through a combination of urban centralization, territorial homogenization, 
symbolic unity, and standardized difference. Later I will highlight the impor-
tance of other procedures (segmentation), but at this juncture, suffice it to say 
that the existence and apparent dominance of such totalizing strategies in the 
formation of Japanese television is what encourages us today to organize our his-
tories around the one- to- many tendency. Yet when we organize our histories in 
such a manner, we tend to dwell on two kinds of facts about television.

First, because the center is not in reality unified, not one but multiple, when 
we focus on the emergence of the one- to- many tendency, we will tend to discover 
that the center is an empty or absent center, a symbolic center, a vanishing- into- 
the- clouds center. Consequently, even if Japanese television consists of multiple 
competitive centers, often in conflict with other centers (such as governmental 
and commercial centers), the emperor or some other sort of symbolic overexis-
tence steps in to impart a sense of center, albeit an absent one. Actual historical 
developments, such as the connection between television purchases and impe-
rial spectacles or sports events, lend support to such a vision.

Second, at the same time that the emphasis on the one- to- many tendency 
apotheosizes the center, it also subordinates the multitude to the one, either in 
the form of a mass (the national masses) or in the form of a mediating center 
(regional “centers” function as relays for the center, or connect to one another via 
the center, which becomes construed as a national center). It is through these two 
emphatic strategies that television across Japan was turned into Japanese tele-
vision. Thus, when we track only these facts about television and focus exclusively 
on the emergence of the one- to- many tendency, it is all too easy to unthinkingly 
repeat the nationalizing gesture.

Yoshimi Shun’ya’s work on television and nationalism is particularly impor-
tant in this context because he carefully tracks the nationalist implications of 
television across different symbolic registers bearing on personal and social ex-
perience. For Yoshimi, television defined and stabilized nationalism or national 
consciousness from the early 1960s through the 1980s, making for what he calls 
the “national domestic television formation.”25 The constitutive moment of this 
formation was the movement of televisions into the household: “The intimate 
sphere of the Japanese household in its postwar form was itself created on a na-
tional scale through the medium of TV.”26 Yoshimi’s account then turns to three 
different totalizing strategies for subordinating the domestic to the national as a 
result of the movement of television into private homes.
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First, when the television set in Japan became one of three must- have electric 
appliances, it also provided “a symbol linked to the domestic subjectivity of the 
housewife and the productive national subjectivity of the engineer.”27 This was 
because, in advertisements in particular, the television set came to play a dual 
symbolic role: it produced an image of women as stay- at- home housewife con-
sumers (although women soon had to work to purchase new luxury items), and 
it reinforced the image of men as commuting workers. In keeping with the new 
characterization of Japan as a high- tech producer, these commuter men ideally 
were to be engineers.

In effect, Yoshimi’s first point addresses what Williams calls mobile privati-
zation. The formation of broadcast television, by placing TV receivers in every 
household, meshed with a new organization of everyday life in which the pri-
vate household became the anchor for new modes of social mobilization: workers 
began to commute to the workplace, students to school, shoppers to burgeoning 
new commercial centers, and then back home. Mobile privatization is thus rem-
iniscent what Foucault calls disciplinary power: “Individuals are always going 
from one closed site to another, each with its own laws: first of all the family, 
then school (you’re not at home anymore), then the barracks (you’re not at school, 
you know), then the factory, hospital from time to time, maybe prison, the model 
site of confinement.”28 In sum, like Foucault and Williams, Yoshimi’s account of 
television shows how such a formation operates through social segmentation.

Differences in emphasis appear across Williams, Foucault, and Yoshimi, yet 
these help to develop a fuller image of social segmentation. Williams’s empha-
sis reminds us that segmentation does not happen only across the individual’s 
life cycle but also within the regimens of everyday life: commuting. Yoshimi’s 
account reminds us that such segmentation also implies different degrees and 
qualities of mobility: women are enjoined to move differently than men across 
segments. Foucault emphasizes the process of enclosure. Still, across their dif-
ferences in emphasis, the three share a focus and paradigm— how social space is 
segmented to make for movement from closed site to closed site, from enclosure 
to enclosure. As such, movement (flow and mobility) is organized in accordance 
with social segmentation.

Second, Yoshimi sees television as “a flow of information structuring ho-
rizons of people’s bodily sensations and experience through its broadcasts.”29 
Above all, it is the broadcast timetable that structures everyday experience: “Until 
the 1980s, Japanese TV broadcasting was structured around these three contrast-
ing time zones of morning, midday, and evening. Broadcasting at other times 
of day was relatively unstructured and formed a margin around these core time 
zones.”30

Third, Yoshimi calls attention to how procedures of segmentation serve to 
connect domestic space- time to national space- time. The daily life of everybody 
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in the nation is segmented in accordance with the daily timetable of programs, 
and at the same time there are symbolic codes within those program segments 
that introduce another kind of social segmentation: gender. Yoshimi looks at how 
these two kinds of segmentation work together to produce a symbolic center, a 
structure of national consciousness akin to Anderson’s notion of the imagined 
community.

While I agree with Yoshimi that these procedures tend to work together, I 
would also add that they do not automatically work together, and so it is worth-
while taking a closer look at procedures of segmentation to consider how they 
might not always align and how new ways of assembling them are possible. 
There are three procedures of segmentation that merit attention in the context of 
broadcast television.

The first procedure of segmentation occurs in the process of allocating specific 
frequencies within the electromagnetic spectrum to different radio or television 
stations, making for a range of television channels, for instance. Significantly, 
something that is not fundamentally spatial (waves or frequencies) is trans-
formed into something that feels spatial, like a definable and thus potentially 
enclosed space. This kind of segmentation is prolonged in the establishment of 
time slots for programs on a particular channel. Put another way, the stuff of 
blink has been cut into strips.

The second procedure of segmentation occurs within television programs, 
of which advertisement becomes the salient instance. With the establishment of 
NTV, for instance, revenues come from commercials, which appear during the 
program at regular intervals. A conflict arises between different ways of captur-
ing attention: a sensational audience- grabbing show may draw lots of viewers to 
specific advertisements, but if the show is more compelling and eye- catching 
than the commercials, will they prove less effective? In other words, strips and 
patches of the stuff of blink are being folded and stitched together in various 
ways. Various planes of consistency are possible.

The third procedure concerns how, with the gradual establishment of twenty- 
hour broadcasting, different times of day are devoted to different kinds of pro-
gramming that are based on who may be at home at that time to listen. Thus 
programming is targeted to niches comprising children, mother, father, or the 
whole family. In effect, the basic question is, who may fashion a garment from 
the stuff of blink, and who will wear it? Is it one size fits all? Or rather, how will 
you wear it? Do people even need to wear it in the intended way? Maybe a scarf 
becomes a turban or a hachimaki (helmet scarf), a halter top, a sash or a bellyband 
(haramaki) . . . 

Focusing primarily on this third procedure (or third degree) of segmenta-
tion, Yoshimi calls attention to how television programming comes to articulate 
hierarchies: certain times of day (golden time) are more important than others 
because certain people (fathers) have more authority than others (wives, chil-
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dren). Consequently, Yoshimi sees segmentation producing— or more precisely 
reproducing— a structure of authority and hierarchy. Thus, moving away from 
an exploration of the production of multiple enclosures and movement between 
them, Yoshimi ultimately sees, in the segmenting procedures of television, the 
production of national ideology, a national structure of consciousness.

Yoshimi also contends that TV’s procedures of segmentation turn into sym-
bolic nationalism, an experience of national community. His account of “audi-
ence interpretation and meaning production through the various genres of texts 
and their customary codes” focuses on popular television series that link “the 
time of domestic memory with the time of national history.”31 Such a choice of 
programming adds weight to his general emphasis on the ways in which the do-
mestic is yoked to the national.

Yoshimi is not mistaken to see the social technology of television producing 
a structure of national consciousness. What I wish to challenge is the implicit 
reduction of every procedure, tactic, and strategy to the formation of national 
consciousness. Yoshimi’s account subordinates procedures of segmentation to 
the production of national sovereignty, either by introducing a causal relation be-
tween them (as if segmentation caused nationalism) or by positing nationalism 
as more powerful and fundamental than segmentation (as if the nation always 
already had the capacity to contain all procedures of segmentation and to press 
them into the reproduction of nationness).

Such an approach ultimately gives greater weight to symbolization than to 
material procedures, conditions, and struggles. It risks reimposing a symbolic 
center onto the actual practices, procedures, and polarities of broadcast tele-
vision. It risks reinforcing a symbolic center in a form that inevitably turns out 
to be an empty, absent center, working across an immeasurable distance as if 
omnisciently, and in every crack and fissure of society as if omnipotent. This is 
why the center always retreats in Yoshimi’s account of Japanese television, and as 
it retreats, it becomes larger, more distant, and yet more powerful. Thus, during 
the occupation, Yoshimi often calls attention to the United States as the hidden 
or overlooked social authority: “During the American military occupation fol-
lowing the Second World War, GHQ adopted the policy of conferring on media 
managers absolute and wide- ranging power over editorial matters.”32 And beyond 
the television as symbol lies the American imaginary: “This collective image of 
home electric appliances was introduced into postwar Japan particularly from the 
United States. However, this image was domesticated and ‘orientalized’ as an ‘es-
sential’ element of Japanese culture.”33 Yoshimi’s analysis implies that American 
managerial authority has consistently operated as a present absence or an absent 
presence. Beyond the corporations, behind emperorship, and behind the various 
symbols of Japaneseness, the United States is at once present and absent in the 
formation of Japanese television subjectivity.

To repeat, I do not think such a stance is entirely unwarranted. The problem 



 136 | A  L I T T L E  H I S T O R Y  O F  J A PA N E S E  T E L E V I S I O N

lies in the reduction of the exercise of power to its symbolic dimension while 
adopting a narrow vision of sovereign power. The symbolic is only one dimension 
of how television operates, and it may not be the most significant. Indeed, the 
facts of television continually draw our attention back to procedures of segmenta-
tion, which are not necessarily subordinated in advance to the reproduction of 
national sovereignty. This is where Williams’s emphasis on the multiplication 
of centers proves valuable, for it pulls us away from the monolithic paradigm of 
the absent center of national sovereignty. The multiplication of centers (or closed 
sites) brings us back to procedures of segmentation.

If we take a closer look at the third procedure of segmentation (who will wear 
this TV raiment, and how?), we do not see only unification and hierarchization of 
viewers. Part of the scandal of television was from the outset its ability to estab-
lish multiple sovereign centers and enclosures within the family. As soon as one 
TV set per household makes the family appear to be a seemingly solid and stable 
ground for television, the family threatens to break up and disperse. Debates 
arise about the television and the household. Is television holding families to-
gether or tearing them apart? Chun provides a judicious review of this debate 
in his account of Japanese television.34 Naturally there is good evidence for both 
sides, because television is segmenting audiences.

On the one hand, there are reports of fathers spending more time at home 
with the family, even hastening home to watch television. And there are reports 
of members of the family talking more to one another— talking about television 
programs. On the other hand, with the advent of multiple channels and all- day 
programming, the television began to seek out and to produce different taste 
communities within the family.

Golden time, for instance, began at 7 PM with the news, followed by cartoons 
and family quiz shows, while drama and variety shows started after 8 PM. Pro-
fessional ball games generally aired during golden time. Although golden time 
was intended to hold the family’s attention, with an emphasis on the father’s 
preference, differences of opinion arose within the family about what channel 
or show to watch at what time. Ratings wars started to play out within the fam-
ily. At the same time, because household members followed different schedules 
(work, housework, school), non– golden time slots and niche markets (segments) 
increasingly took on importance.

Because segmentation works through the production of enclosures and the 
generation of movement between them, the enclosures cannot be consistently 
hierarchized. Children emerge as a recognizable segment that runs across and 
connects programming segments, such as children’s hour, children’s programs, 
and children’s ads, which do not need to coincide perfectly to form a segment. 
Because the resulting children’s segment enjoys a certain degree of autonomy, it 
cannot be assigned a lesser rank— below housewives and fathers, for instance. 
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In 1957, NHK surveys found children to be the heaviest viewers of TV, and dis-
cussions raged about whether television adversely affected children’s physical, 
educational, psychological, and moral development, playing into and feeding off 
the new discourses on and anxieties about delinquency.35 Because such a niche 
(children) cannot be readily assigned a place within a received hierarchy, it invites 
techniques of governance to set norms and regulate limits.

Raymond Williams’s characterization of segmentation in terms of privatiza-
tion makes sense in light of this production of closed sites. In effect, Williams 
looks at who wears the TV garment from the standpoint of commercial interests, 
where the question “who profits?” is closely related to the question “who owns?” 
But if we look at this question from the angle of the audience, television offers an-
other paradox: you own the TV set, but you don’t own the programs. Nonetheless, 
the programs are yours in another way: your path across them produces your 
niche, and your niche or segment generates a you, a TV self. This process might 
be called possession, but then we must carefully distinguish possession from 
ownership.36

Possession is related to a material continuum or plane of consistency under-
lying the who and the how of the TV garment. At its extremes, this plane of 
possession is for everyone and for no one. This is why it is possible to take up pro-
grams in different ways, just as a scarf may be worn as a turban. The act of “tur-
baning the scarf” is one of affective possession, not legal ownership. From the 
point of view of ownership, affective possession appears consonant with priva-
tization, with taking something out of circulation and holding onto it. The self 
appears individualized, personalized, privatized— working on itself in a process 
of self- segmenting, so to speak. Yet from the point of view of flow and mobility, 
it seems that another “selfing” is possible via a self- animating process of care 
for self.

Outside Television
I will return to individualizing tactics of the self in subsequent chapters. For now, 
by way of conclusion, I wish to summarize the key points that have thus far ap-
peared in this social history of television. Histories of broadcast television have 
tended to separate the social and political history of television from its techno-
logical and media history. The principal question is thus how to bring these two 
kinds of history together.

Building on Raymond Williams, I stressed that broadcast television is in fact 
an assembling of two tendencies, which are in turn related to these two kinds 
of histories. Histories centered on television technologies usually linger on the 
point- to- point tendency— progressive technoscientific development toward a net-
work. Political and social histories focus primarily on the one- to- many tendency. 
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Williams himself tends in this latter direction. Although he calls attention to the 
two tendencies, his account of television as social technology situates the point- 
to- point tendency as a first phrase, effectively subsumed. Other social histories of 
television do not even acknowledge the first tendency, ignoring or omitting it to 
focus exclusively on the one- to- many tendency. This is generally the case in social 
histories of Japanese television.

My aim is not to renounce or reject social histories that focus on the one- 
to- many tendency but to complicate them. Thus I turned to social histories of 
Japanese television, especially Yoshimi Shun’ya’s work, with two goals. First, I 
wished to show how an emphasis on the one- to- many tendency goes hand in 
hand with an assumption that power operates symbolically, and that’s all there 
is to it. Yoshimi’s account, for instance, gravitates toward symbolic operations, 
concluding with a totalizing structure of national consciousness, seemingly in-
different to material procedures. Second, I wished to show that even in social 
histories that ultimately stress the one- to- many tendency, procedures of segmen-
tation come to the fore, however much they are subsequently muted. Procedures 
of segmentation allow for a more complex account of the social implications of 
television.

Yoshimi looks at segmentation from the point of view of complete centraliza-
tion and nationalization. He thus subordinates segmentation to symbolic power. 
In contrast, Williams insists on the emergence of multiple centers and movement 
between them— mobile privatization. As such, although Williams, like Yoshimi, 
gives primacy to the one- to- many tendency, his account of segmentation hints 
at something else operating within it: material flows and movements that are 
never totally subsumed within what Yoshimi aptly calls the domestic national 
television formation.

To get a handle on this something else operating in procedures of segmenta-
tion, I sketched out three kinds of procedures: (1) the segmentation of programs 
into channels or stations that are based on frequency allocation, which transforms 
a wavelength into a protospace; (2) the segmentation within programs, most evi-
dent in the inclusion of commercials within shows, with the division of shows 
into modular units; and (3) segmentation by time of day, which, in conjunction 
with segmentation within programs, contributes to the formation of segments 
across segments, giving rise to niches to be personalized, which in turn are as-
sociated with the homes to which commuters return (mobile privatization).

When we look closer at these procedures of segmentation, we begin to detect 
another level of polarization, which expresses the polarization between point- to- 
point tendencies and one- to- many tendencies in a social register. Procedures of 
segmentation appear stretched between individualizing techniques and totalizing 
procedures. Segmentation simultaneously gives rise to specific kinds of individual 
and specific kinds of totality. Foucault’s view of power comes to mind: “The state’s 
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power (and that’s one of the reasons for its strength) is both an individualizing 
and totalizing form of power. Never, I think, in the history of human societies— 
even in the old Chinese society— has there been such a tricky combination in 
the same political structures of individualization techniques and of totalization 
procedures.”37

Seen in this light, in their accounts of segmentation, Yoshimi and Williams 
appear more intent on accounting for the totalizing procedures of broadcast tele-
vision. The fate of individualizing techniques in their accounts is to be always 
already totalized, whether via symbolization or privatization. Such a perspective 
on power is indispensable in the context of television and new media. Only by 
passing through such a perspective on power can we embark on a genealogy of 
television, to consider the assembling of the point to point with the one to many. 
Only by passing through such a perspective on power can we avoid the temp-
tation to focus on point- to- point tendencies and imagine that we are somehow 
liberating the individual from the shackles of totalizing power, whether symbol-
izing or privatizing. Nor will we leap to the conclusion that totalization has al-
ways already occurred within point- to- point protocols. In the context of television 
and new media, point- to- point tendencies do not exist in a pure form, stripped of 
any relation to one- to- many tendencies, beyond totalizing procedures of power. 
Conversely, totalizing procedures do not exist in a pure form either.

Even this brief consideration of procedures of segmentation suggests that po-
larization arises within individualizing techniques— ownerlike personalization 
versus nonpersonal possession, which evokes the previous distinction between 
work on self versus care for self, and which might now be also styled in terms 
of self- segmenting practices versus self- animating ones. It is this polarization 
within individualizing techniques that I will gradually bring to the fore in sub-
sequent chapters. Yet it is worth noting that polarization occurs within total-
izing procedures as well. To evaluate these totalizing procedures, however, we 
would need to turn to transnational flows, regional effects, and imperial strate-
gies, for television has never respected national borders. Such an account goes 
beyond the bounds of this study, but suffice it to say that when individualizing 
techniques and totalizing procedures enter into tricky combinations, national 
sovereignty may constrain the assembling but cannot contain it. Global– local 
assemblages arise.

One common objection to Foucault’s focus on how power is exercised comes 
of its corollary: we are never outside power relations. Resistance, for instance, en-
gages us on a field of power rather than liberating us from it. For some, the idea 
of resistance without a politics of emancipation of some sort feels vacuous. Yet 
in the context of television at least, it is the idea of liberatory politics that proves 
vacuous. To be sure, the revolution will not be televised— not on their television. 
But there are other possible televisions. Williams himself gravitates toward a 
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politics of another possible configuration of television— community- access TV— 
not such a surprising choice in 1975.

Writing at the start of the new century, however, Yoshimi spins a bleaker 
yarn. Yoshimi not only tracks the birth of the national domestic television forma-
tion but also announces its death: “The stability of TV as national medium was 
threatened in all its dimensions from the end of the 1980s.”38 The death threat 
to television is not idle, in his opinion, and he speculates about the imminent 
disintegration and death of national television: “As the national medium, TV may 
be on its way toward a quiet demise.”39 What are sources of this possibly mortal 
threat to television? Yoshimi detects a shift from the home or household to new 
kinds of personalized communications media. He suggests, “Instead of ‘home’ 
technologies, ‘personal’ and ‘body- conscious’ technologies such as the Walkman, 
cellular phone, portable computer, pager (known in Japan as the ‘pocket- bell’) 
and tamagocchi came to play the leading role in the image of technology in ev-
eryday life.”40 Tentatively, then, Yoshimi posits the end of the era of the national 
television formation and the emergence of a new era: that of new mobile and 
personal communications media.

Japanese television, however, refuses to die: “In a society such as Japan, which 
during the Cold War developed into an extremely pure form of the nation state, 
acceptance of TV’s demise may not come so easily, precisely because TV was 
the central medium in the creation of this postwar nation state. We are likely to 
witness many more counterattacks from the national backlash through the me-
dium of TV.”41 To provide a contemporary instance of what concerns Yoshimi, in 
January 2014, the “new chairman of NHK [Momii Katsuto] said Saturday that its 
programming for foreign audiences should ‘state Japan’s positions in no uncer-
tain terms’ on territorial disputes with China and South Korea, while defending 
the nation’s use of wartime ‘comfort women’ and dismissing press freedom con-
cerns about the new state secrets law.”42 When the chairman of the nation’s public 
service station openly advocates such blatantly revisionist and ultranationalist 
positions, it is indeed as if sovereign power were laid bare.

As the ideology and program scheduling that once used to stabilize national 
television vanishes, Yoshimi sees a morbid, zombielike living on of television as 
a nationalist mouthpiece, proclaiming and enacting more and more violent and 
virulent forms of nationalism. What now unite people in front of the television 
are disasters and emergencies. In this respect, Yoshimi agrees with news direc-
tor Okumura Kenta’s pronouncement that “even so television is not dead.”43 But 
Yoshimi sees its dystopian dimension. Across such takes on the living on of tele-
vision (as it feeds, vampirelike, on natural disasters and political emergencies), 
it is possible to see a transformation in the way in which the nation- state draws 
together distinctive procedures of power. For instance, the demise of procedures 
of segmentation might also be considered to spell the end of disciplinary society. 
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After disciplinary society, another kind of power emerges, which in Yoshimi’s 
and Okumura’s accounts of Japanese television bears an uncanny resemblance to 
Agamben’s reconsideration of Schmitt’s theory of the state of exception.44 It is as 
if television, in its death throes, has exposed the ontological drive of nationalism: 
pure sovereignty reducing its subjects to bare life, the absolute subordination of 
the many to the one that vanishes by burrowing into life itself. Yoshimi’s account 
here reaches the point where it is no longer about television at all but about (na-
tional) sovereignty, pure and simple.

Consequently, if we look for traces of other possible televisions in Yoshimi’s 
work, we will not find them in the era of national television (roughly 1960– 90) 
or in the era of new media (1990– present). We will have to return instead to the 
moment of the birth of national television, in the 1950s, when another possibility 
briefly flickered: gaitō terebi, or “street TV.”

Before people could afford to purchase their own receivers, television sets were 
placed in public places to attract audiences to the new medium and to encourage 
the purchase of televisions. In keeping with its public service profile, NHK placed 
sets in hospitals and community centers. In contrast, the head of the commercial 
station, NTV, Shōriki, opted to create a sensation, situating television sets at loca-
tions calculated to attract the largest number of viewers. Shōriki also had a flair 
for developing sensational programming, like the pro wrestling matches featur-
ing Rikidōzan, which drew crowds to gather in the streets to watch or— because 
the large number of viewers often obscured the screen— to hear the match.

Gaitō terebi has taken on an almost mythical status within histories of Japanese 
television and popular culture for a couple reasons. First, the phenomenon evokes 
an almost naive fascination with television, which renews a sense of the extraor-
dinary in a medium that today feels all too ordinary. Second, because televisions 
placed in the streets of Tokyo drew such huge crowds, gaitō terebi feels somehow 
communal, and spontaneously so, like the remnant of an urban community that 
would be lost when television moved into households and everyday life became 
increasingly privatized. Gaitō terebi feels like a lost possibility— not just another 
possible television, but another possible Tokyo, another possible Japan.

For Yoshimi, whose research generally focuses on mass events such as fairs, 
exhibitions, and other dramatic happenings in the city streets, the importance 
of gaitō terebi lies in its relationship to such mass events.45 Thus he takes care to 
separate street television from Shōriki’s sensational implementation of it, argu-
ing on the one hand that Shōriki built on a tradition of technology exhibitions 
and fairs, and on the other hand calling attention to the importance of other 
forms of street television, which were not initiated by NHK or NTV, such as TV 
sets in the windows of shops selling electronics.46 What attracts Yoshimi to this 
way of interacting with television lies in how it spurs face- to- face communica-
tion among people in the streets, with people commenting to one another about 
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TV events, asking each other about them, and picking up the conversation in 
other parts of the city, as if people were collectively piecing together a version of 
events, possessing what they could not own, as it were. Through the phenome-
non of gaitō terebi, Yoshimi imagines a television unconstrained by walls, which 
is to say a television that is neither contained within households nor privatized. 
He liberates television from the prison house of the privatized household. Put 
another way, by imagining what happens with television outside the house, he 
liberates the first two procedures of segmentation (frequency allocation and code 
switching) from the third procedure (personalized, privatized niches). Yoshimi’s 
gesture thus invites us to explore possibilities that arise within the first two pro-
cedures of segmentation.

Because the television set generates a nebulous semicircular zone for the au-
dience, if it is not enclosed within walls, a strict distinction between inside and 
outside does not occur. People move into and out of the zone, may listen at a 
distance, may come close to the screen to watch, and so forth. The TV set does 
not of itself produce solid boundaries. Even within the household, the zone is 
variable over the course of the day in accordance with what the viewer is doing 
(preparing supper, watching intently, reading the newspaper, or doing homework 
while listening, for instance) and in accordance with such variables as the inten-
sity of the signal, the quality of the sound, the resolution of the image, and the 
ambient sound and light, not to mention the kind of TV set, its hookup, its age, 
and so forth. Television experience, then, does not automatically entail form or 
structure. It is a matter of an encounter between the television and the human 
that opens a process of mutual experimentation. This is why Yoshimi associates 
street television with technology fairs. This sort of television formation calls for 
interaction based on curiosity and an experimental spirit, the intensity of which 
may be prolonged across the zone, thus extending it. Such a configuration of 
television, in which the TV set affords a zone of intensity, constitutes an amplifi-
cation of the strange spatial effects inherent in frequency allocation.

Allocating a frequency to a particular station or channel involves a transfor-
mation of a wavelength into something spacelike, enclosure- like. When the tele-
vision set is confined to the household, the enclosure- like tendency is reinforced. 
When the set is placed in the streets, the underlying intensity of wavelengths 
may be amplified, making for frequency- like effects rippling through the city. 
By the same token, switching codes within a program (that is, codes for program 
opening, commercial, credits, commercial, first story module, and commercial) 
may be seized from the angle of enclosure- like effects in terms of compartmen-
talizing both codes and programs. Yet the very same switching may be amplified 
into a cross- cultural nonpersonal chatter, echoing through the city. Such is the 
challenge Yoshimi discovers in gaitō terebi: if the third procedure of segmenta-
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tion is removed, then the underlying intensity of the other two procedures may 
be amplified.

Once we understand Yoshimi’s account of street television in this way, it is 
possible to look at television within the household in a different way. I agree with 
Yoshimi and Williams that the overall tendency of broadcast television as a social 
technology is toward pressing procedures of segmentation into the production of 
enclosed sites that are readily subordinated to the one- to- many tendency, which 
results in totalizing social structures. We cannot remove point- to- point tenden-
cies from this historical process. Yoshimi’s gesture of liberating television from 
the household— where procedures of segmentation appear to be completely en-
meshed with privatization— opens a new line of thinking, however, because once 
we have imagined how television might operate without enclosures, we begin 
to notice similar zones within the household, zones of intensity where “outside 
television” is happening inside. This is where the genealogy of television and new 
media comes into play. If we take a closer look at the ways in which broadcast 
television has historically been configured with so- called new media, we confront 
the intensity arising where polarized tendencies are being assembled within do-
mestic television. Thus, in the next chapter, I propose to reconsider the heyday of 
broadcast television, roughly 1960 to 1990, in terms of the ongoing assembling 
of new media and television.
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HISTORIES OF BROADCAST TELEVISION, INTENT ON CALLING ATTENTION TO THE HISTORICAL ASCENDENCY OF THE ONE- TO- 
many tendency, have generally downplayed or eliminated the point- to- point ten-
dency. Williams treats the point- to- point tendency as effectively subsumed, and 
Yoshimi treats it totally subsumed, symbolically. As such, procedures of seg-
mentation, such as frequency allocation, programming grids, and privatized 
households, have been looked at primarily from the angle of their capture by, or 
complicity with, the one- to- many tendency. Above all, it is the private household 
or domestic space that seems to seal the deal by aligning domestic space with 
private commercial interests (Williams) or with a structure of national conscious-
ness (Yoshimi). While Williams finds some potential for breaking the privatized 
domestic– commercial alignment in community access TV, for Yoshimi the de-
mise of the national domestic television formation in the late 1980s gives rise to 
a more virulent form of national sovereignty, one effectively liberated from its 
obligation to persuade and domesticate its citizens. To imagine what television 
might be outside its period of national domestication, Yoshimi turns to street 
television of the 1950s.

In this chapter, while continuing to build on those two accounts, I will to look 
at what is happening with television within domestic space or households during 
the heyday of the national domestic television formation, roughly 1960 to 1990, 
but I propose to look at household television from the angle of transformations 
in media platforms (plugging VCR and game consoles into the television) and 
media infrastructures (satellite and cable). What interests me is how the point- to- 
point tendency, almost as soon as it appears effectively subsumed within the one- 
to- many tendency, resurges from within the television formation, both within 
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platforms and infrastructures. Consequently, rather than thinking about the his-
tory of television media only in terms of subsuming, we need also to think in 
terms of an assembling of the polarized tendencies that have to date been set in 
opposition and then narrowly attributed to broadcast (one to many) versus new 
media (point to point). Thus we arrive at a genealogy of television media, which 
affords a better understanding of both the continuity and discontinuity between 
broadcast television and various waves of new media— video games, personal 
media, mobile media, social media.

Polarized tendencies are never equal partners, of course. Assembling is thus 
not merely a matter of combining two tendencies bearing equal weight. This is 
why I have lingered on Williams’s and Yoshimi’s accounts of television, to make 
abundantly clear how the one- to- many tendency historically came to take priority 
over the point- to- point tendency, for both material and symbolic reasons. As a 
consequence, when the point- to- point tendency surges or resurges in the context 
of broadcast television, it appears as an intensification, as an outside of the inside, 
that is, as something that seems to come from without (the console is plugged 
into the television) even as it activates or reactivates the potential already implicit 
inside the domesticated television set (the television receiver has also the capacity 
to serve as monitor or computer).1

The discourses on new media that proliferated in 1980s Japan, around the 
time of the alleged demise of the national domestic television formation, lend ad-
ditional support to the genealogical approach to television and new media. Those 
accounts of new media focused on transformations in television platforms and 
infrastructures as the site of a widespread social media transformation. In fact, 
in the Japanese context, the very idea of new media emerged through the “outside 
on the inside” of television.

Interactive TV (1960s)
Japanese television in the 1960s, which was television’s second commercial de-
cade and the first decade of Yoshimi’s stabilized domestic television formation, 
has been characterized in terms of the territorial coverage of broadcasting in-
frastructures, the widespread movement of television sets in households, and 
the ability of domestic TV production to meet the challenge of providing shows 
all day, every day. Domestic reception of broadcast television became the domi-
nant national cultural formation. Of course, nondomestic forms of television per-
sisted, and television sets still beckoned from the windows of electronic shops 
and remained a familiar feature in shops and restaurants. Many of these ambient 
venues were also closely connected with privatizing reception of transmission 
from centralized sources— from the one to the many. At the same time, even in 
the 1960s, even as the dominant set of usages contributed to establishing the 
television set above all as a receiver, the television set was also being consistently 
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articulated in a radically different manner: as an interactive computational de-
vice, like a computer or monitor.

The vision of the television set as a computer or monitor, as a site of interac-
tion with a computational network, generally entailed a futuristic point of view in 
the 1960s. In 1969, for instance, in one of his special features written for Shōnen 
Magajin and illustrated by Minamimura Takashi, Ōtomo Shōji imagines the fu-
ture possibilities of interactive television, with children typing on keyboards, 
writing directly onto screens, and accessing information within a computational 
network (Figure 7.1). Even while depicting a futurist scenario deploying fully 
computational TV, Minamimura and Ōtomo’s vision also shows signs of an as-
sembling of polarized tendencies.

On the one hand, their vision of children interacting with screens and par-
ticipating in a network runs counter the dominant notion of the television set as 

FIGURE 7.1. In a 1969 special feature 
written for Shōnen Magajin and 
illustrated by Minamimura 
Takashi, Ōtomo Shōji presents 
the futuristic possibilities 
of interactive television for 
educational purposes, with 
children typing on keyboards, 
writing directly onto screens, 
and accessing information.



 148 | T E L E V I S I O N  A N D  N E W  M E D I A

a largely passive receiver of information transmitted from a centralized source, 
which in turn positions the television audience as a passive receiver. Their vision 
thus contrasts with the broadcast system, whose emphasis on the one to many 
makes for a formation that is at once directional (from the one to the many) 
and hierarchical (the one stands over and above the many). Minamimura and 
Ōtomo’s vision of television brings environmental and heterarchical tendencies 
to the fore. Television appears environmental to the extent that its source is now 
an extensive archive that is activated at its point of access, through the computer 
or monitor, in response to the needs of and input from the student. Television is 
happening at the point of access rather than in the broadcast studio. Television 
also appears heterarchical in that it allows for nonhierarchical connections be-
tween nodes in the network: because elements are unranked, there is potential 
for the emergence of diverse ways of relating or ranking them.2

On the other hand, although Minamimura and Ōtomo’s vision lessens the 
hold of the directional and hierarchical forces associated with broadcast televi-
sion, it nonetheless situates these new computational activities with reference to 
a powerful center, an educational information center, with an apparently priva-
tized and centralized archive. As such, it conjures up the strategies of social 
segmentation that Williams included under the aegis of mobile privatization: 
instead of eliminating the center, there is a multiplication of centers, and pre-
sumably students will be commuting from one center (the household) to another 
(the educational information center). The environmental experience of televi-
sion thus depends on the construction of an environment, a specific location for 
access to data, with some form of centralization of data. Such an environment 
may then become another enclosed site, one amenable to social segmentation. 
Similarly, the heterarchical tendency implied in the student’s interaction with 
the screen is nonetheless assembled with the hierarchical tendencies of educa-
tion: even though the teacher has vanished into thin air, removing the frictions 
usually associated with the classroom experience, educational authority remains 
firmly in place.

In sum, despite its evocation of the environmental and heterarchical possi-
bilities implicit in point- to- point network tendencies, Minamimura and Ōtomo’s 
vision ultimately entails an assembling of polarized tendencies in a manner that 
may be characterized in terms of an experience of self- segmenting on the part 
of the young student. The experience of the student goes hand in glove with the 
vision of a self- segmenting society, that is, a society that appears to be developing 
spontaneously toward social movement among multiple centers as it implements 
ongoing advances in technology. Such a vision is entirely consonant with the 
discourses on information society emerging in the 1960s in Japan, which, for all 
their emphasis on the flattening or equalizing potential of the informationaliza-
tion of industrial production, education, and communication, ultimately tended 
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to shore up and even exacerbate received modes of social segmentation, as Tessa 
Morris- Suzuki has shown.3

It is worthwhile comparing such a vision to Yoshimi’s emphasis on gaitō terebi 
as an extension of science and technology fairs. After all, fairs, exhibitions, and 
expos were among the major sites for envisioning and implementing the point- 
to- point network tendencies of the television screen, usually by configuring tele-
vision screens into networked series, often with futurist connotations. Furuhata’s 
discussion of media art installations using multiple screens to “expand” cinema 
at Expo 70 provides a useful example.

Furuhata describes filmmaker Matsumoto Toshio’s “expanded cinema piece 
Space Projection Ako, which featured ten film projectors, eight slide projectors, 
and fifty- seven speakers,” and which received praise for “the immersive effects 
of the circular screens and the sonic environment.”4 While the use of multiple 
screens and projectors implies a transformation of cinema into something net-
worked to enhance point- to- point relations, the installation arranges its open 
series of screens to produce immersion, thus creating an enclosed site that is 
potentially an expansion of cinema that aligns it with the disciplinary modes of 
segmentation associated with television networks.

The example of Matsumoto’s expanded cinema, like that of Minamimura and 
Ōtomo’s computational TV, serves as a reminder that futurist visions of infor-
mation networks often imply some sort of recourse to centers. Even when those 
centers are temporary, tentative, experimental sites that invite participation and 
interaction, they may also imply an enclosed site— an experiential immersion, 
privatization, or both. As such, instead of constituting a radical break with the 
one- to- many tendency, the very situation of fairs and exhibitions may instead 
invite participation in the multiplication of centers even as they experiment with 
network tendencies. Again, the result is an assembling of polarized tendencies 
instead of the radical futurist break that is so often proclaimed.

In the context of expositions, what comes into question is the status of avant- 
gardism. Sometimes media avant- gardism is discredited as a result of its reliance 
on corporate funding or government subsidies. This is one way of calling atten-
tion to how the multiplication of centers forecloses a genuinely nonhierarchical 
movement. But my aim is somewhat different. In calling attention to the occur-
rence of assembling in avant- garde media art, I am not trying to discredit such 
artwork or denounce its complicity. Instead, I am situating it within a genea-
logical transformation of the television formation. Nonetheless, such a gesture 
deliberately undermines the claims of media avant- gardism, even if it does not 
dismiss the interest of such experiments as art.

In this respect, Masuyama Hiroshi makes an interesting point in his account 
of Japanese television games or terebi gēmu, that is, video games played on a tele-
vision screen via a plug- in console. In keeping with his stated goal of treating 
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television video games as media, in a section aptly entitled “An Other Television,” 
Masuyama situates the origin of TV games in Nam June Paik’s 1965 installa-
tion Magnet TV.5 The setup for Magnet TV is simple: a large horseshoe magnet 
is placed atop a television set, and the TV set’s reception of its magnetic field 
shows on the CRT screen (Figure 7.2). The implications of this simple setup are 
nevertheless profound. It is easy to understand why Masuyama calls on this work 
to establish the media origins of TV games: when you move the magnet, the pat-
tern on the screen changes. The paradigm of televisual receptivity is fundamen-
tally changed. Instead of patiently or faithfully conveying a transmission from 
a distant, absent source, the TV is receiving input from its would- be audience. 
The audience now is transmitting information and receiving it. The audience is 
playing the TV, rather as if they were playing a musical instrument. People play 
the TV in order to affect what appears on the screen. They receive feedback from 
their play too.

This play with the TV conjures up the charged field underlying the experience 
of television reception. In the 1960s, and even into the 1990s, this television field 
became especially tangible when people fiddled with antennas or jockeyed with 
the position of the TV in the room in order to improve the quality of reception, 
sometimes repositioning antennas and even the sets when they changed chan-

FIGURE 7.2. Nam June Paik 
(1932– 2006). Magnet TV 
(1965). Modified black- and- 
white television set and 
magnet. Overall: 38- 3/4 
× 19- 1/4 × 24- 1/2 inches 
(98.4 × 48.9 × 62.2 cm). 
Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York; 
purchase, with funds 
from Dieter Rosenkranz 
86.60a- b. Copyright Nam 
June Paik Estate.
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nels. The example of Magnet TV beautifully reveals how the television generates 
spaces of play— we might also say sociotechnological fields of interaction— in a 
medial fashion, prior to transmitting or displaying any particular content. In this 
respect, the example suits Masuyama’s purposes well, for he proposes to look 
at television games first and foremost in terms of media rather than contents. 
The apocryphal scenario of TV audiences watching the fizz and snow on dead 
channels again comes to mind. For it is also an experience of the television field. 
Like any field or set of forces, the television field may not seem to be there, to be 
real, and yet it really is there, and is real— just as a magnetic field becomes visi-
ble and tangible when you sprinkle iron filings on a sheet of paper and apply a 
magnet. Television too generates a charged field. Needless to say, it is precisely 
this charged field that was targeted by regulatory measures in the wake of the 
Pokémon Incident.

The production of a TV field of play through Magnet TV also provides in-
sight into the effects of frequency allocation, in which a frequency, which is not 
an enclosed space, starts to operate like an enclosed space. In frequency alloca-
tion, a charged field is being transformed into a zone, which then functions as a 
channel for a specific station. Likewise, Magnet TV transforms a magnetic field 
into a charged television field. Significantly, Masuyama describes it as a space. A 
charged field may indeed turn into a space or zone, for you can move into and out 
of the television zone, interacting with it with differing degrees and registers of 
attention. It does not contain or enclose you. In fact, with frequencies, fields, and 
zones, there is a built- in resistance to enclosure, so to speak. Where frequency 
allocation strives to transform the charged field and perceptual zone into an en-
closed site, Magnet TV reopens the potential for field and zone effects around the 
television set.

In this respect, the example of Magnet TV seems closer to Yoshimi’s account of 
gaitō terebi than to the large frictionless immersive spaces of multiscreen cinema 
installations at Expo 70 in Furuhata’s account. It also stands in sharp contrast to 
the futuristic educational information center in Ōtomo and Minamimura’s vision. 
Note, however, that the success of Magnet TV depends on avoiding networks. Its 
focus on the media platform brackets both broadcast and computer infrastruc-
tures. It thus differs profoundly from the educational information center and 
multiscreen installations that strive to bring network infrastructures to the fore. 
Oddly, however, when networks are brought to the fore in these futurist visions, 
the overall effect is toward a multiplication of centers (sites of enclosure) rather 
than a truly environmental and heterarchical media field. In contrast, by bracket-
ing networks, Magnet TV provides a tool for repurposing your television set, for 
generating a charged field, outside the network. It thus enjoys greater success 
in generating an environmental and heterarchical media field of television play.

In sum, Magnet TV reconfirms that networks or point- to- point tendencies 
are not a guaranteed solution to or advance over the procedures of segmentation 
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associated with broadcast television, precisely because there is always an assem-
bling. But what happens when the field of television play becomes configured 
with networks and broadcast infrastructures? Is it possible to envision some-
thing other than a multiplication of enclosed sites?

Surprisingly, television animation in the 1960s was already ahead of the 
game, precisely because it did not (indeed, could not) place itself beyond broad-
cast television. Consequently, its futurist visions of the computational dimen-
sions of television directly address their assembling with the one- to- many ten-
dencies of broadcast. Take, for instance, the series Big X (Biggu ekkusu, 1964– 65).

After the tremendous success in 1963 of Tezuka Osamu’s television- animation 
adaptation of his manga Tetsuwan Atomu, known as Astro Boy or Mighty Atom, 

a

b
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FIGURE 7.3. The first 
episode of the 
series Big X (Biggu 
ekkusu, 1964– 65) 
begins with a scene 
of destruction 
unfolding (a). Then, 
as the viewing 
position pulls away 
from the scene, it 
appears on a large 
screen, with a 
professor standing 
in front of it to 
explain the perilous 
situation (b). As the 
professor speaks to 
the audience, the 
screen shifts to a 
map (c), and the 
viewing position 
pans across the map 
to seek the locations 
of the villains (d).

c

d

other TV stations and studios rushed to produce animated series for the small 
screen. Big X was an animated adaptation of another Tezuka manga title, pro-
duced at a time when demand for television animation was high yet experienced 
animators were hard to come by. Tokyo Broadcasting Station (TBS) thus financed 
its production with an emerging television studio, Tokyo Movie (Tōkyō Mūbī), 
intent on making animation under the direction of Fujioka Yutaka. The first epi-
sode of 1964 begins with a scene of destruction unfolding (Figure 7.3a), and then, 
as the viewing position pulls away from the scene, it appears on a large screen, 
with a professor standing in front of it to explain the perilous situation (Figure 
7.3b). As the professor speaks to the audience, the screen shifts to a map (Figure 
7.3c), and the viewing position pans across the map to seek the locations of the 
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villains (Figure 7.3d). The same map later shows marks, as if someone had writ-
ten on it to indicate positions. In other words, the scene uses the screen to move 
from location to location, with the viewing position moving out of the screen and 
back into it.

The conceit is so commonplace today that it may escape notice. Yet what hap-
pens is unusual: in the blink of an eye, the television screen has shifted from 
operating as a transmitter– receiver to operating as a computer– monitor. The 
scenario builds on techniques used in TV news: showing footage of an event, 
then turning to a map showing its location. In terms of image type, then, the 
sequence presents a quick shift from something like documentary or reportage 
to an operational or instrumental image— a shift not so uncommon in televi-
sion news. In the sequence from Big X, however, the manner of panning over 
and focusing in makes the map appear interactive. In terms of media, the shift 
implies an ability to switch between receiver and computer within the television 
formation, which goes beyond what is normally associated with broadcast TV 
news—evoking what today is associated with interactive media technologies and 
applications, with computers and the Internet.

The effect may be attributed in part to the use of highly limited animation. 
There was little time or budget to produce smooth transitions or relationships 
between different types of images. In fact, you can sometimes detect inconsisten-
cies in the rendering of the same character. Interestingly, however, the media ef-
fects attributable to limited animation prove consonant with contemporary media 
networks, in which media platforms switch readily between computer networks 
and broadcast networks. What is more, these effects display, albeit in the blink of 
an eye, an assembling of polarized tendencies. It all happens so easily that you 
might think it is being erased or eliminated. Yet the same effect of assembling 
becomes slowed down and prolonged in the series’s dramatization of flash effects 
to depict frequencies and transmission, which are commonly rendered as bril-
liantly white lightning bolts.

The lightning bolt is an iconic figure for indicating electromagnetic or electric 
discharges of all kinds. In Big X, this iconic figure is used to signal acts of trans-
mission. For instance, the young boy carries an amulet, a handheld device that 
emits lightning bolt flashes to transform him into the giant hero Big X (Figure 
7.4). Similarly, the villain deploys some sort of electromagnetic discharge weapon 
to destroy the heroes’ station, and this “electricity” is rendered with lightning bolts 
(Figure 7.5). The effect extends to radio transmissions, which are represented 
as jagged white bolts from a transmitter (Figure 7.6). Such electric or electro-
magnetic effects situate the action within a world of military operations that 
involve locating, monitoring, and tracking. This world of point- to- point logistical 
operations is contrasted with broadcast techniques, which are also rendered in an 
iconic manner, with wavelike circles radiating from the tip of a broadcast tower 
(Figure 7.7).



FIGURE 7.4. The young 
boy carries an 
amulet, a handheld 
device that emits 
lightning bolt flashes 
to transform him 
into the giant hero 
Big X.

FIGURE 7.5. The villain deploys some 
sort of electromagnetic discharge 
weapon to destroy the heroes’ 
station. This “electricity” is 
rendered as lightning bolts that 
flash across the screen.
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In sum, in the 1960s, at the time when the one- to- many tendency of broad-
cast television had established its dominance through an effective subsuming of 
point- to- point tendencies, limited animation was discovering and experimenting 
with the point- to- point tendencies residing within broadcast television itself as 
a sort of intra- active and infraindividual potential. Consequently, unlike initia-
tives that sought a rupture with or overcoming of broadcast television by em-
bracing network tendencies (Matsumoto’s expanded cinema or Minamimura 
and Ōtomo’s computational TV), television animation found itself internally 
constrained by broadcast tendencies, which encouraged experimentation with 
the assembling of polarized tendencies. Its experimentation was at once practi-
cal and imaginative, pragmatic and speculative. As the example of Big X indi-
cates, the result might be described as “gaitō terebi in the house” or “magnet TV 
games in the street,” implying a continuous assembling of militarized logistics 
and privatized centers (households and companies). Developments in the 1970s 
and 1980s, to which I now turn, would lend greater consistency to this limited 

FIGURE 7.6. The flash of lightning effect 
extends to radio transmissions, which 
are shown as jagged white bolts from 
a transmitter.
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television animation mode of assembling that was arising within the national 
domestic television formation.

Videocassette Recorders (1970s)
The 1960s saw various experiments speculating about the transformation of the 
television set from a broadcast- centered transmission- receiver to a network- based 
information- computer, which implied quite different kinds of media practices 
and experiences. Where broadcast television tended to impose directional and 
hierarchical patterns onto the audiovisual flow, the interactive computer or moni-
tor promised to allow environmental and heterarchical flows. In the 1960s, situ-
ations were already arising in which television screens were being used as some-
thing other than receivers of transmissions, for instance, the broadcast booth 
and closed- circuit television. The broadcast booth offered a bank of screens that 

FIGURE 7.7. In contrast with the 
lightning effects that signal 
point- to- point logistical 
operations, broadcast is rendered 
with wavelike circles radiating 
from the tip of a broadcast tower.
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showed image feeds from various sources, which eventually enabled new tech-
niques of live editing, especially for sports events. In effect, closed- circuit tele-
vision followed directly from the broadcast booth: a bank of screens displayed 
the image feeds from cameras strategically situated to allow for surveillance 
of a building or complex— techniques of live monitoring. These new sets of 
techniques— live editing and live monitoring— are similar in that they involve 
ways of establishing and entering into a flow of images to produce a circuit or a 
closed system.

While such techniques remained in the background compared to specula-
tion about and experimentation with computational television, they were already 
enabling a practical assembling of polarized tendencies. At the same time, even 
though they both use multiple screens in order to channel information instead 
of receiving transmissions, the broadcast booth and the surveillance booth re-
inforce the one- to- many tendency even as they transform it: there are now editing 
centers and monitoring centers. Such techniques would eventually come into 
play within the household assembling of television and new media, transforming 
everyone into editors and monitors of image flows. First, however, the house-
hold television set had to realize something of its potential as an information 
and computational device. This realization began with the introduction of two 
peripheral devices that came to be plugged into or hooked up to the television 
in the 1970s: television console games, and VCRs or videotape recorders (VTR). 
Remote controls also entered the mix, amplifying and delimiting the charged 
field of television play.

The history of this medial expansion of television within the household is 
exceedingly complex, with economic, governmental, social, cultural, and other 
implications. For my purposes, I wish to focus on how this expansion of tele-
vision involved a suspending of the dominant one- to- many paradigm of broad-
cast television, which activated other possible formations for television through 
an intensification of the television screen.

Commentators in the early 1970s were quick to speculate about transforma-
tions of television due to the advent of VTR or VCR. In an overview of com-
munication trends in Japan between 1970 and 1975 (written around 1977), for 
instance, Katō Hidetoshi speaks of an information explosion in conjunction 
with increased diversification of media, situating the VTR among “technologi-
cal devices . . . made to ‘tailor’ information to the particular individual needs.”6 
Katō shows enthusiasm for smaller media systems. In a medium such as cable 
radio, for instance, he sees “the basis for grass- roots democracy.” His account of 
the VTR, however, remains descriptive and noncommittal: “Market researchers 
forecast that these simple video- cassette tape recorders will be among the most 
promising commodities of the 1980s, and the market is already rapidly expand-
ing. With this new equipment, the nature of television viewing may gradually 
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change. Viewers, after recording their favourite programmes, either for educa-
tion or entertainment, may prefer to repeat these programmes rather than to 
watch broadcasting.”7

The market for the VTR or VCR did expand rapidly, and Japanese companies 
were key players in the market, making the VCR one of the great success stories 
in Japan’s bid to dominate the global electronics industry. In their marketing his-
tory of the VCR, Higuchi and Troutt note, “At the beginning of the VCR industry, 
nearly all manufacturing facilities were located in Japan. Even though a substan-
tial global demand existed from the beginning, Japanese companies exclusively 
manufactured them in Japan and exported products to the rest of the world.”8 
Indeed, for Higuchi and Troutt, the VCR offers the most complete paradigm for 
a successful product life cycle, shifting from local manufacture to the use of sup-
ply chains.9

Because sales of VCRs swelled throughout the 1980s, reaching a peak in the 
1990s, we tend to think of the 1980s and even the 1990s as the heyday of the 
VCR. Yet already in the 1970s, speculation about their impact on broadcast tele-
vision was common. As Katō predicts, people would begin to record programs to 
watch them when and as they pleased instead of adhering to broadcast schedules. 
People would also begin to rent, collect, and lend videos, not only developing 
circuits of exchange that often redefined the boundaries of what was considered 
legal but also watching and listening to materials in ways not anticipated by pro-
ducers and distributors. Katō anticipates such developments when he empha-
sizes how the VCR allows for tailoring information to the particular individual’s 
needs. In his gloss on the VCR in the late 1970s, Katō has, in effect, encountered 
the same problem as Yoshimi in the early 2000s. Recall how Yoshimi found, in 
the breakdown of audiences’ adherence to stable programming schedules as a 
result of personalized media usage, evidence for the demise of television, that 
is, the national domestic television formation. Katō likewise imagines how the 
VCR undermines the formation of broadcast television because of the rise of an 
individualizing form of information usage.

This way of thinking about the implications of the VCR for broadcast tele-
vision tends to introduce an opposition between on the one hand personalization 
and privatization, and on the other hand the public or public sphere. In this way 
of thinking, even if broadcast television is considered a flawed or degraded public 
sphere, it is nonetheless placed on the side of the public, and even community or 
citizenship. The VCR, however, is almost exclusively associated with the priva-
tized household, which is now threatening not only to abandon its synchrony 
with the nation- state but also to lose all sense of community or collectivity. It is 
as if the “many” of the one- to- many tendency had dropped out of the picture, 
leaving only a lonely, isolated, privatized “one”— one whose connections to the 
many would bypass mediation via a communal formation, that is, some sort of 
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community recognized or recognizable as such. Such concerns about excessively 
privatized individualization commonly arise in contexts in which personaliza-
tion is associated with consumerism. The inverse interpretation— that individ-
ual consumers are forming new kinds of community— is equally common. The 
new kinds of community may then be (and often are) evaluated for the degree to 
which they make for a genuine public.10 Thus it becomes possible to ask: is there 
such a thing as a VCR- based or VCR- mediated public sphere?

While such questions are important, they bring into play powerful and often 
normative assumptions about what constitutes a public or a community, which 
implies in turn certain assumptions about households and about media usage 
within households. Another level of abstraction, with less investment in these 
norms, thus merits careful consideration in this context: the diagrammatic forces 
of distribution brought into play by the VCR.

The VCR entails a complicated set of relations with broadcast television.11 On 
the one hand, as a player or playback device, the VCR extends the basic orientation 
of television toward the production of distribution over and above the production 
of content. Just as broadcast television in Japan initially relied on importing con-
tent from other markets (particularly American TV shows) and from prior media 
formations (notably cinema) in order to make a dent in its distribution capacity, 
so did the VCR appear in advance of any original content specifically produced 
for it. The VCR thus spurred a process of repurposing and remediating television 
shows and movies, and of importing and subtitling foreign content, especially 
movies. The impulse was to put everything on videocassette, to make it a vehicle 
for transnational flows of content. Regulations were concurrently introduced to 
assure that videocassettes remained specific to regions, to avoid challenges to the 
established circuits of distribution.

On the other hand, as a recording device, the VCR allowed home audiences to 
do their own repurposing of content rather than wait for producers and distribu-
tors to provide original or remediated content. Indeed, the experience of the video 
copy, even if degraded, becomes an experience in its own right— for example, the 
delight of low- grade pirated circulation.12 In this respect, the VCR appeared to 
ready to fill the gap introduced by the priority of the production of distribution 
over the production of content within television. It strives to fill the gap, however, 
by redistributing content, thus giving priority to processes of remediating or re-
formatting media forms. It is in this respect that it anticipates the computational: 
the priority of distribution over content production encourages a situation in 
which format begins to take priority over content, and ways of possessing content 
(personalizing) enter into conflict with laws about owning content (copyright).13

Williams, it may be recalled, stressed how television differed from cinema in 
this respect: the film industry made movies and then sought ways to distribute 
them; the television industry made distribution capacity and then sought ways 
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to fill it. It is not surprising, then, that when the ascendency of digital media 
pushed film scholars to reevaluate the status of their medium, the historical tran-
sition of film to video also came to the fore. David Rodowick describes the situ-
ation poignantly: “I mark my personal experience of the end of cinema around 
1989. . . . I saw that Pasolini’s entire oeuvre was available on videocassette. . . . For 
film scholars, only a few short years marked the transition from scarcity to an 
embarrassment of riches, though at a price: film had become video.”14 It is interest-
ing that Rodowick’s account situates the end of cinema in the late 1980s, which 
is also the moment Yoshimi establishes for the demise of the domestic broadcast 
formation as well as the time when historians of Japanese television speak ur-
gently of the transformation of broadcast television into new media. Evidently, 
then, the transformations wrought by the VCR, both to broadcast television and 
to cinema, had become abundantly clear by the late 1980s and early 1990s, mark-
ing the transition into an era of new media.

If we step back and consider the relation between video recorders and broad-
cast television, we may then move away from an epochal imaginary based on 
radical breaks in which there are successive era of media, with each new medium 
striving to totally subsume the previous one: cinema, television, video, digital 
media, computational cloud, and so forth. Instead of total subsuming, assem-
bling comes to the fore. In the early 1970s, as Katō suggests, the VCR had already 
began to operate with and through broadcast television: suspending the recep-
tion of broadcasts, it suspends the effective subsuming of point- to- point tenden-
cies within one- to- many tendencies. Point- to- point tendencies appear anew, but 
now they appear above all to be wired, jacked into the television set, in contrast 
with the wireless nature of broadcast. This is how the VCR would come to feel 
consonant with a wired world, with domestic networking and home computing. 
From the perspective of the 1970s, we see that the wired world, which will be-
come dominant in the 1980s and 1990s, comes from an intensification of polar-
ized tendencies born of the gap between distribution and production that broad-
cast television had allegedly, but not actually, overcome. By jacking into TV sets, 
video recorders produced a jacked- up TV— an intensified wired world television.

Home Video Game Consoles (1970s– 1980s)
The home video game console is the other key component of this wired world 
of intensified television emerging in the 1970s. Like the VTR or VCR, the home 
video game console gives constitutive precedence to the production of distribu-
tion over the production of content, making for a generative interval that com-
mercial and other interests strive to resolve or at least stabilize, to their profit. The 
production of devices for playing games on the TV screen outpaced the actual 
production of games at the outset. Although Magnavox released the first home 
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video game console, the Odyssey, in the 1972, it is Atari’s Home Pong, released 
in 1975, that is usually regarded as the first successful console.15 The success of 
Home Pong came of adapting the wildly popular Pong arcade game for the tele-
vision screen. The Odyssey did not catch on for a number of reasons, among 
them the lack of attractive content, while Atari’s console had apparently solved 
the gap between distribution capacity and production of content by making the 
console and its content one and the same thing. The gap ran deeper than that, 
however: there was more money to be made by selling consoles than by selling 
games, yet without a range of interesting games, who would buy the console? 
This emerged as (and remains) the generative interval for home video games: 
without a gap between platform and content, the market stagnates, yet if the gap 
becomes too wide, the market collapses.16 The entrance of Nintendo in the late 
1970s and early 1980s provides an instructive, almost paradigmatic example.

The popularity of Home Pong encouraged Japanese toy manufacturers to leap 
into the business of exporting video games to the American market.17 Thus, al-
though historically known as a game and toy company, Nintendo entered the 
games console market at an historical moment when the bid to dominate the 
electronics market was spurring companies like Mitsubishi to consider licens-
ing and manufacturing consoles. Indeed, Nintendo picked up the license for the 
Magnavox Odyssey, which Mitsubishi had dropped, and updated the Odyssey 
to meet the standards set by newer consoles from Magnavox and Atari. Thus 
Nintendo launched its Color TV Game 6 in 1977. In the meantime, drawing on 
the boom in popularity of Japanese arcade games licensed for distribution in 
North America, Atari had started to license and adapt these games for its home 
consoles. In 1980, Atari released a home console version of Taitō’s 1978 arcade 
game Space Invaders, and in 1981 Namco’s 1980s arcade game Pac- Man.

It seemed that a successful game could assure sales of a console, which in-
spired a reconsideration of the relation between platform and content, which 
were called, respectively, game hardware and game software (gēmu sofuto). It now 
seemed as if content might actually drive the market, which encouraged both 
increased production of game software and new strategies for controlling the re-
lationship between platform and content.18 As new brands of consoles emerged, 
regulatory measures gradually became focused on licensing and adapting content 
across platforms, including home computers. Thus, Parker Brothers received a 
license to produce cartridges of Konami’s 1981 arcade game Frogger from Sega, 
which held distribution rights in North America— and the cartridges were com-
patible with various consoles as well as with home computers. In other words, 
licensed distribution of content promised to spur the sales and use of more kinds 
of platforms for playing games, yet the actual capacity of these platforms contin-
ued to outpace content.

In her study of television and new media, Sheila C. Murphy calls attention to 
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the ways in which “companies like Atari, Commodore, and Magnavox maximized 
the connections between televisions and computers that were made in the 1970s 
and early 1980s, during the first wave of popularity for home video game sys-
tems and personal computers.”19 Put another way, in the context of home video 
games, a functional analogy was created between the television screen and the 
computer screen by way of the game console. As with the VCR, the game console 
suspended the transmission- receiver operations of the TV, transforming it into 
an information- computer. Using the terms “hardware” and “software” to refer to 
game consoles and cassettes reinforces such an analogy.

At the same time, at another level, the game console, like the VCR, expanded 
the constituent interval of broadcast television, for it once again relied on the pro-
duction of distribution capacity over and above the production of content. What 
these platforms bring to the fore, albeit in a new register, is the basic television 
problematic of how to go about assembling polarized tendencies. By shifting the 
scope and sites of assembling, the process of plugging devices into the TV set 
brings new intensity to that constituent interval. Consequently, the history of 
video games cannot be treated in isolation from the history of broadcast tele-
vision. In his philosophy of video games, Mathieu Triclot signals some of the con-
sequences of functional and medial entanglement of video games and television:

But the television set is not simply a vehicle for the diffusion of contents. The 
television is not some virgin space that the video game may force into compli-
ance with its own logical ends, without consequences. First, because programs 
already exist, with contents, visual conventions, and an entire discourse in 
images, the video game must compose with them. If we envision the form that 
sports games will take on the console, it is not so much a matter of simulating 
the actual practice of a sport as it is of imitating how matches are represented 
on the screen.20

Video games, then, bring questions about transmedia to the fore, and Triclot’s 
account invites a consideration of two levels. On the one hand, it is possible to 
speak concretely of an interaction between two media individuals, which would 
largely be a matter of resemblance, whether it arises in the register of character, 
genre, or stylistics. Looking at Japanese video games of the 1980s, for instance, 
it is difficult not to note certain kinds of resemblance with manga and anime in 
terms of character design, genre conventions, use of sound and music, and man-
ners of movement that are linked to the distinctive flattening and compositing 
of foreground and background layers of the image that makes for a multiplanar 
image. On the other hand, something is also happening at an infraindividual 
level, where games, manga, and anime are intra- acting. You feel their semblance, 
but when you look at each of the media forms more analytically, you then start 
to perceive their distinctiveness; you begin to separate them in such a way that 
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you only detect a play of resemblance and unlikeness. The media mix thus oper-
ates at both levels: a perceiving of resemblance and difference that can readily be 
made conscious and schematized, and a feeling of semblance that happens on 
the fringes and in the interstices of media individuals.

This is precisely where Nintendo transformed the video game scene. As sales 
of its consoles became significant as a result of the popularity of home adapta-
tions of Japanese arcade games, Nintendo moved into the production of content 
for arcade games. The result was Donkey Kong (1981), a game often credited with 
transforming the video game industry through its introduction of story lines 
(Warren Robert’s Adventure is another candidate). Where previous Japanese ar-
cade games had made character design and even character expression central to 
the game experience, Miyamoto Shigeru, the designer of Donkey Kong, added ele-
ments of story to them. Significantly, he claims to have drawn inspiration from 
manga: “Thinking back, I would say that although it wasn’t done consciously, I 
ended up designing Donkey Kong like a traditional Japanese four- panel manga 
comic strip. That way of telling a story in four distinct parts seemed natural to 
me, so I created four separate screens from the opening to the conclusion. The 
programmers were able to do this, but they told me at the time that I was essen-
tially asking them to make four separate games.”21

While Miyamoto’s comments encourage us to look specifically at four- panel 
manga for the basic story patterns of his game designs, it is worth recalling that 
as a result of long- standing conventions for adapting manga into animated films 
and television series, such story patterns might be more broadly considered to be 
elemental compositional forces. They are not only properties of manga but also 
orientations for composing that were already at work across manga and anime 
at the time of Donkey Kong, and were later extended to other media forms such 
as console games and visual novels. As such, when Miyamoto says that his use 
of such fourfold movement was not conscious, he may be taken at his word. We 
might think of it as a nonconscious compositional force— a mangalike feeling 
operating on an infraindividual level across media. As such, although Donkey 
Kong is often singled out for its contribution to storytelling within video games, 
it also poses a challenge to received understandings of narrative.

The structural analysis of narrative introduced a fundamental distinction 
within narrative itself: story versus narrative discourse, or fabula versus syuzhet 
(subject), or the “what” versus the “how” of narrative.22 Typically, the fabula or 
story is a series of events, which remains open to serialization, but discursive or 
subjective effects tend to introduce a sense of closure, even if that sense of closure 
is held in suspense (nonclosure or closure under erasure). In the case of Donkey 
Kong, the end of the game comes when Mario defeats Donkey Kong to rescue his 
girlfriend. Yet this story line happens across a four- level process that is at odds 
with received notions of narrative closure. While Donkey Kong allows for a story 
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arc with a definitive end (moving progressively from levels 1 to 4 in order to win 
the game), this end does not necessarily function as a closure, for the four- level 
process makes for other possible paths without a definitive end (getting stuck at 
level 2, returning to one level, remaining at level 3, maybe because you like level 3, 
and so forth). As such, play pervades narrative, opening it to different series. The 
“how” or the “subjective closure” of the game comes of how you play through it. 
In effect, play takes the place of narrative discursiveness and subjectivity. Play 
provides the subjective technology, so to speak. Terms such as “fabulating” and 
“story- playing” better describe this arrangement than storytelling or narrative. It 
feels closer to myth, epic, and folklore (with slapstick) than to the bourgeois novel 
or bildungsroman.

A game like Donkey Kong makes the four- panel manga, which commonly en-
tail gag setups, retroactively feel akin to story- play in television games. Yet this 
kinship or semblance is more a matter of intra- action between media forms such 
as manga and games than it is a matter of resemblance at the level of interaction. 
It is worthwhile trying to spell out the concrete intersections between manga and 
video games: character design, use of archetypal figures, generic conventions, 
multiplanar space, surface depths, voice acting, sound and music loops are a 
few possibilities. Yet because it occurs at the level of infraindividual intra- action 
as well, story- play conjures forth a media ecology— a plane of composition that 
comes prior to media individuals— that allows for their ongoing individuation. 
To use Simondon’s terms, this plane is preindividual, activated in a transindi-
vidual manner. It explains how games may accommodate themselves to the con-
ventions of television mentioned by Triclot, and how television programs in turn 
will accommodate themselves to games.

In their account of Donkey Kong, Uemura Masayuki, Hosoi Kōichi, and 
Nakamura Akinori devote a good deal of attention to the discrepancy players expe-
rienced between the arcade and console versions of the game. They find evidence 
that adults who already had experience with arcade games were the first to appre-
ciate the console version of Donkey Kong, while children felt greater discrepancy 
between the arcade and the home console versions. Nonetheless, all the players 
thought that although the console game looked the same as the arcade game on 
the screen, the experience was quite different.23

Nick Monfort and Ian Bogost’s study of the Atari Video Computer System 
comes to mind in this context, for they call attention to how, in the early days 
of video games, because Atari’s VCS (Video Computer System) did not provide 
services for graphics rendering, the “programmer must draw each frame of a 
program’s display manually to the screen.”24 As such, the mechanism of the 
CRT screen at once constrained programmers and facilitated certain forms of 
design, for designers were composing with the movement of the electron gun 
or scanning finger as it composes the TV image: “This task requires that the 
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programmer write carefully timed code that fits the motion of the television’s 
electron beam,” which Monfort and Bogost beautifully sum up with the phrases 
“pacing the beam” and “racing the beam.”25 Thus we return to the stuff of blink. 
As game programmers and designers work with the affordances or orientations 
of the CRT TV screen, they are cutting out and composing with strips of blink. 
The result is a specific kind of movement built of blinky stuff, and the figures 
that carry out that movement— beginning with the Ping- Pong balls of Pong and 
extending into the snapping mouths of Pac- Man— come to embody that blink-
ing. They are folded strips of blink with their flickering, jiggling, pacing, flipping, 
gobbling forms. It is surely no coincidence that the chomp- chomp or paku- paku 
of Pac- Man evokes something like the flash effects or paka- paka associated with 
the Pokémon Incident. It is also worth recalling in this context that photoepilep-
tiform seizures were first associated with arcade games, then handheld games, 
and then animations— above all, those of Nintendo.

New Media TV (1980s– 1990s)
By the late 1980s, “new media” had become a buzzword in Japan. In an influ-
ential account, television historian Shiga Nobuo established 1984 as the year of 
new media, referring to the use of this term in a 1983 essay by American scholar 
Martin Robert.26 Shiga also notes that Japanese electronics makers were initially 
responsible for the widespread use of the term. But scholars of television and 
media opened the question of new media beyond the domain of electronics or 
media platforms such as the television set, the VCR, and the game console to pose 
broader questions about media environments due to the advent of satellite, cable, 
and global television networks. These discussions merit attention in this context 
for two reasons. First, they provide a strong reminder that transformations in the 
household or domestic television ecology were not confined to the household but 
were linked to global transformations in telecommunications infrastructures. 
Second, because they do not posit a rupture between television and new media, 
they contribute to a genealogical understanding of broadcast television.

In a 1989 book on the contemporary state of broadcast television, Gendai 
terebi hōsōgaku (Studies in contemporary television broadcasting), for instance, 
Watanabe Midori includes a final section entitled “Broadcast and New Media.” 
She begins by exploring definitions of the term “new media,” drawing on Shiga’s 
discussion. Watanabe notes that although the term “new media” may initially 
seem to refer primarily to “medium” in the plural, it takes on broader connota-
tions because it addresses what would otherwise be called “new technology” in 
English. Watanabe here cites directly from Shiga’s essay, in which he writes, “As 
the plural form of medium, media takes on such meanings related to mediation, 
medium, materials, and life environments. As such, it is not enough to interpret 
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new media in terms of new mediums. It would be more fitting to interpret new 
media in the broader sense of a new complex living environment [ fukugō teki na 
seikatsu kankyō].”27

Following Shiga’s lead, Watanabe takes issue with current trends in research 
that tend to divide the field into “broadcast- type” (wireless) media and “non- 
broadcast- type” (wired) media. Although she agrees that new media go beyond the 
confines of contemporary broadcasting, she calls attention to the overlap of wire-
less and wired networks: “‘Broadcast- type’ media, such as television and radio, 
that make use of airwaves are distinguished from ‘non- broadcast- type’ media that 
utilize wires, and yet it is impossible to definitively separate them since the two 
show so much overlap.”28 This is why she thinks that Shiga’s notion of a complex 
life environment— or a sort of ecological complex— best describes the combina-
tions of wired and wireless media that fall under the rubric of new media.

When it comes to how the wired and wireless are combined or assembled, 
however, discussions of new media become rather vague. Watanabe’s discussion 
shifts into a presentation of the components of the media ecology rather than 
how it is put together. Generally discussions of television and new media tend 
either to treat the two kinds of infrastructure separately or to make a list of com-
ponents. Evaluation thus dwells on the advantages and disadvantages of each 
infrastructure or component thereof, leaving open the question of how they in-
teract. This is how Hidaka Ichirō proceeds in the final section of his 1991 book, 
Nihon no hōsō no ayumi (The advance of broadcasting in Japan), which is also 
entitled “Broadcast and New Media.”

Hidaka situates television at the forefront of the development of information 
society. The teleaudiovisual for him is not merely a matter of connecting sound 
and image and transmitting them but of interweaving streams of multilayered 
audio and multilayered video. Yet when Hidaka turns his attention to techno-
logical transformations related to two new infrastructures, satellite TV and cable 
TV, he drops qualitative concerns about information in favor of more quantita-
tive description. Instead of focusing on problems that might arise with combin-
ing wireless satellite TV and wired cable TV, he calls attention to the difficul-
ties inherent in implementing these new infrastructures individually. Satellite 
TV demands satellite launches, for instance, which makes Japan dependent on 
American launch facilities until it develops its own. He also speaks of the 1977 
World Administrative Radio Conference for the Planning of the Broadcasting- 
Satellite Service in Frequency Bands. In other words, satellite broadcast requires 
new forms of world planning. As for cable TV, it calls for building new girders for 
wires and laying underground lines, which in turn requires permission to use 
privately owned roadways.29 Finally, when Hidaka weighs the advantages of the 
two infrastructures, he focuses primarily on the quality of image resolution and 
the number of channels.
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Unlike Watanabe, who proposes to move beyond the distinction between 
wireless and wired media as well as between broadcast and nonbroadcast infra-
structures, Hidaka seems to shore up the distinction by treating wireless satellite 
broadcast and wired cable transmission separately. Even in his account, however, 
there are signs that the wired world is coming to the fore, and not primarily in the 
form of cable TV. Hidaka’s account of satellite TV includes diagrams, which, un-
like other illustrations and tables in his book, present networklike flow sequences 
that are difficult to parse and are not explained in the text. Watanabe’s account 
makes a similar gesture, as does Shiga’s, in the presentation of satellite TV.

Such diagrams are calculated to differentiate satellite television from “old” 
broadcast television, which was commonly rendered with drawings of broadcast 
towers and wavelike signal transmission. Where diagrams of the old broadcast 
television entailed a strategy of visualization geared toward the ascendency of its 
one- to- many tendency, diagrams of satellite television look decidedly like net-
works, a series of nodes and relays without center. Satellite diagrams thus signal 
that satellite TV belongs to the era of a wired world and new media ecology. 
Hidaka includes such diagrams, but without comment, to reaffirm that satellite 
television is an information- age computational system. Thus new media are dia-
grammatically associated with the point- to- point tendency, while broadcast is by 
default aligned with the one- to- many tendency. The question then is, how is the 
relation between them changing?

Interestingly, even though he continues to contrast the wireless nature of satel-
lite with the wired nature of cable, Hidaka ends up treating the two as analogous 
in their information network effects. Ultimately, although his account initially 
reinforces the distinction of the wired versus the wireless, the transformation in 
their relation ultimately cannot be understood in such terms. Almost as an after-
thought, Hidaka introduces an entirely new distinction, one seemingly intended 
to supersede the distinction between wired and wireless, between nonbroadcast 
and broadcast— a distinction that we saw previously in the context of video game 
studies— between hardware and software, or in Japanese hādo and sofuto. This 
distinction actually makes things even more complicated. While the hard/soft 
distinction mobilizes computational terms and concepts, it is a fuzzy distinction, 
moving away from a simplistic oppositional stance and approaching the logic of 
relationality and ecology. At this point, however, because Hidaka does not discuss 
the hard and the soft in much detail, I will turn to Shiga Nobuo, who makes the 
hard/soft distinction central to understanding the transformation of broadcast 
television into new media.

In the concluding section to his 1990 book, Shōwa terebi hōsōshi (A history of 
broadcast television in the Shōwa era [1926– 89]), entitled “The Relation between 
New Media, Satellites, and Computers,” Shiga introduces the hard/soft distinction 
when considering how broadcast television is becoming more like telecommuni-
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cations.30 He often returns to this analogy: “Telephones offer a clear distinction 
between soft and hard, in which the people speaking to one another might be 
called extremely soft. This is because the hardware being used is leased from 
some sort of transmission enterprise.”31 In the old days, Shiga later explains, 
broadcast television differed from telecommunications because broadcast sta-
tions actually financed the production of content or programs, which would be 
exclusively aired by particular stations, at least initially. Now, however, on the 
contemporary scene, a new business model is making an appearance, in which 
content is to be produced independently, then sold or licensed in bundles to vari-
ous providers in order to be deployed on their “hardware.” In other words, the dis-
tinction between hardware and software, which is usually associated with run-
ning software on computer hardware, has been generalized into a paradigm for 
understanding how media infrastructures work in terms of their overall ecology, 
which is grounded in a media economy.

In empirical terms, the hardware/software distinction might be called into 
question. Media content such as videocassettes or video game cartridges are ar-
guably different from computer software. As Masuyama notes in his book on 
television games, the concept of media is generally thought to indicate a system 
in which content and the playback system are differentiated, but in the case of 
television games in Japan, hardware and software were initially the same thing.32 
Content was later associated with software, which potentially collapses a distinc-
tion between something like an application and what it runs, converts, or plays 
back. Still, in light of its impact on the production, distribution, and reception 
of new media in Japan, the hard/soft distinction merits careful consideration. It 
may also productively trouble received ways of understanding of television media.

It should be emphasized that Shiga associates the emergence of this hardware/
software ecology with the larger transition to new media. He initially depicts this 
transition in terms of a subsuming of broadcast television within telecommuni-
cations, for it seems that anyone can set up a network anywhere: “if you can set 
up a transmitter and a receiver, you can construct a network.”33 Apparently hard-
ware is becoming so ubiquitous or accessible that networks capable of delivering 
television programs will be relatively easy to produce simply by leasing access. Of 
course, things are never so easy, and a number of factors worked against a prolif-
eration of providers and networks in Japan. But Shiga’s observation is prescient 
in its emphasis on how television will be unbundled into telecommunications. 
It thus seems that broadcast television is being or will be subsumed by telecom-
munications. Shiga indeed suggests that television was originally part of the 
larger formation of telecommunications, but was separated from it and granted 
some autonomy. (Recall that the moment of separation occurred in the 1950s, 
when responsibility for telecommunications was accorded to NTT, and NHK took 
charge of broadcast.) In this respect, Shiga’s argument runs in the reverse yet 
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complementary direction to Sheila C. Murphy’s: television does not invent new 
media, but rather new media present a return of television into the fold of tele-
communications. Television is the outside of the inside of new media, as it were.

Ultimately, however, Shiga vacillates on the issue of whether television is 
being subsumed within telecommunications. Into his moment of vacillation I 
would like to reintroduce the problematic of the assembling of polarized tenden-
cies. The emergence of new media makes it obvious that, while telecommuni-
cations cannot fully or totally subsume television, television cannot sustain its 
former autonomy. The discussions of television and new media gathering steam 
in 1980s Japan indicate the emergence of new sites and moments of effective 
subsuming— or more precisely of assembling— of polarized tendencies. In the 
late 1980s and early 1990s in Japan, a new trend toward point- to- point network 
tendencies became visible and tangible through the rise of new telecommunica-
tions media. But the point- to- point tendencies could not (and did not) subsume 
the one- to- many tendencies. Consequently, one- to- many tendencies will persist 
into the age of networks, even within software production, and for historical 
reasons. The history of broadcast has effectively situated point- to- point network 
tendencies as an internal limit, as a site of potentiality. As such, even when point- 
to- point networks arise beyond the purview of broadcast television, that is, with 
a good deal of autonomy from it, broadcast television is potentially configured to 
profit from them, economically and technologically. This priming of broadcast 
television for new media brings us to the second challenge of Shiga’s account.

Conceptualizations of media mix (transmedia serialization or multimedia 
franchising) were quick to adopt the distinction between software and hard-
ware. OVA (animation released on videocassette) were dubbed “anime software” 
(anime sofuto), and video game cartridges were styled “game software” (gēmu 
sofuto). Even today, media content in Japan is often called soft, that is, software. 
This is how the business of media mix production came to be called the “con-
tents industry,” to distinguish it from the production of electronics or hardware, 
while putting them on an equal footing. This also explains how Japan, a country 
noted for its electronics industry, would gradually be transformed into a place 
renowned for its contents industry. The answer lies in the production of distri-
bution. The very notion of a contents industry assumes an ongoing priority of 
investment in the production of distribution over and above the production of 
content. The idea is that, just as broadcast television entailed a built- in multipli-
cation and proliferation of channels and providers, so too would the expanded 
television– telecommunication ecology of personal computers and mobile phones 
stimulate the demand for content. The contents industry thus presumes a con-
tinuous expansion in the production of distribution. There will always be more 
frequencies, more channels, more slots, more ports, more bandwidth.

Under such conditions, the one- to- many tendency associated with broadcast 
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TV reappears in new guises. Take Nintendo, for instance. Although the home 
console video game industry fairly exemplifies the regime of new media in which 
the hardware/software distinction is supposed to do away with the broadcast- style 
mediation of the relationship between them (in which shows are produced only 
for specific channels), Nintendo found itself in the late 1980s faced with suits 
charging it of illegally locking competitors out of the market, “squeezing supply 
and jacking up prices” to monopolize the market.34 Atari, for example, filed a law-
suit alleging that “Nintendo has monopolized the video game market by prevent-
ing creators of games licensed for Nintendo systems from selling those games 
for use on competing video game systems, such as those made by Atari.”35 In 
response, Nintendo objected to Atari producing games that could operate on the 
Nintendo system, calling it “an illegal appropriation of the proprietary technology 
in its game systems.”36 Questions thus arose about their strategies for producing 
closed platforms: “Keeping Nintendo’s offerings in demand through rationing 
supply is one thing. But far more in dispute is the company’s other tactic: build-
ing the hardware system in its games with a special ‘lockout’ computer chip, so 
that only licensed Nintendo software can be played on the system. Mr. Main said 
that feature is essential to make sure that poor- quality software does not taint the 
Nintendo name. But other software publishers cannot tap the lucrative Nintendo 
market without Nintendo’s permission.”37

Interestingly, one of the points of reference for such complaints was the need 
to produce a free and open relationship between hardware and software within 
the computer world. In contrast, in the context of broadcast TV, it would be un-
imaginable to produce a media platform only capable of receiving signals from 
one or two broadcasters. But if the point of reference had been cable TV, where 
it was possible to wire a box to the TV to deliver only one provider’s bundle of 
content, the sense of the situation might have been very different. In any event, 
Nintendo had to change its business practices based on controlling the relation-
ship between platform and content, which was in effect a new variation on the 
one- to- many tendency that once characterized broadcast television.

With the advent of new media, Japan’s powerful key broadcasters— NHK, 
NTV, TV Asashi, TBS, TV Tokyo, and Fuji TV— naturally strove to prolong the 
effective subsuming of point- to- point tendencies. In the 1990s, the key broad-
casters were in a financial and governmental position to profit from satellite in-
frastructures by funding satellite broadcasts; they thus run the major satellite 
channels today. These key broadcasters led the transition to digital terrestrial 
TV (DTTV or chideji) in the 2000s and 2010s. As of 2011, broadcast in Japan 
switched over to DTTV, largely through the efforts of Japan’s major broadcasters, 
which have subsequently developed into holding companies, providing “a good 
example of a legal oligopoly.”38 Associated with the switchover to DTTV was the 
completion of the Tokyo Sky Tree in 2012, the tallest structure in Japan and the 
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tallest such tower in the world. It is the symbol of the importance of one- to- many 
broadcast in the digital era.

While cable TV has gradually come to enjoy greater success in urban areas, 
it never became as prevalent in Japan as it has in North America and Western 
Europe, for instance. Indeed, Japan’s key broadcasters have been quick to dis-
miss and undermine it. In its presentation of basic knowledge about television in 
Japan published in 2006, for instance, NTV actually gives a cultural nationalist 
spin to explain the lower penetration rates of cable television business in Japan:

Compared with the United States and Europe, Japan has a greater number of 
relay stations built for broadcasting over public airwaves. Anyone who sets up 
an antenna can see quality commercial television programs for free, and the 
custom of paying for television programming has not taken root. In the United 
States and Europe where paying for television has been well established, 
however, everyone knows that you cannot watch popular sports, movies and 
other programs without subscribing to cable television. In multi- ethnic, multi-
lingual societies like the United States and Europe, multichannel services are 
needed to cover the diverse number of languages spoken. This is generally not 
the case in Japan. These are some of the major causes for the difference in the 
pervasiveness of such services.39

Needless to say, such a presentation ignores reception fees for NHK and advertis-
ing revenues from commercial broadcast while suppressing linguistic and eth-
nic difference within Japan. It feels like a defensive position: because Japan is a 
homogeneous public, it does not have any need for the smaller, more privatized, 
and exclusive “wired communities” of cable. Nonetheless, in her account of how 
bureaucratic control of television in Japan has historically worked against the 
formation of public spheres, Chalinee Hirano has noted profound changes in the 
1990s: “Technological changes in the 1990s have made it clear, however, that it 
will be more difficult for the Ministry to sustain its level of control within the 
rapidly changing environment.”40

With such examples, I do not wish to give the impression that something 
unique and unusual is happening in Japan with broadcast television or with one- 
to- many tendencies. Japan has its specificity, of course, but it is that specificity 
that should allow for the production of general concepts instead of isolating Japan 
in its uniqueness. Above all, I do not wish to imply that broadcast television is a 
bad formation with monopolistic or oligopolistic tendencies that will in time be 
swept away by new media networks, which will flatten and equalize matters once 
and for all. On the contrary, the point of looking at the relation between tele vision 
and new media genealogically is to avoid such simplistic oppositions, which en-
courage narratives of historical overcoming and transcendence. Such opposi-
tions and narratives make it difficult to understand the contemporary situa tion 
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in which concentration of media ownership into fewer and fewer hands is occur-
ring alongside increasingly heterarchical and environmental media networks. It 
is as if we keep expecting one tendency to totally subsume the other. But such 
total subsuming does not happen. This is because the priority of the production 
of distribution, both in broadcast and in new media, introduces a gap, a genera-
tive interval, between distribution capacity and production capacity, which makes 
for a polarization of tendencies in dealing with this interval. The point- to- point 
tendency and the one- to- many tendency emerge together, polarized, introduc-
ing a charge and a resistance that makes for a field at once medial and social. If 
one tendency were really to triumph, to totally subsume the other, the field itself 
would vanish.

The challenge of accounts of television and new media in late 1980s and 
early 1990s Japan is that they do not posit a rupture between television and new 
media. Shiga Nobuo’s emphasis on a sort of living environment or media ecology 
is particularly interesting. Although his notion of ecology remains vague and 
spontaneously naturalistic, it is clearly intended to avoid categorical oppositions 
between media formations, such as wireless versus wired, or broadcast versus 
information or computation. Significantly, when Shiga considers the relation be-
tween television and telecommunications, his account vacillates, offering a more 
complex historical movement, in which telecommunications does not seem able 
to subsume television, or vice versa. His account therefore opens possibilities for 
an exploration of assembling of polarized tendencies instead of linear historical 
overcoming.

The new media ecology can thus be imagined as something other than an 
inert deterministic environment. Media ecology may be considered in terms of 
a “charged” topology, charged with polarities arising where forces of distribution 
encounter relations of distribution. This is precisely where Williams situated the 
social technology of broadcast television in its heyday— where the distributive 
capacity of television was being harnessed and redirected into social formations 
through procedures of centralization, segmentation, and allocation. This chapter 
has focused on the ways in which new media— at the level of both platforms 
and infrastructures— transformed broadcast television in Japan from the 1970s 
into 1990s. Those media transformations did not break with broadcast television 
but began to open an outside on the inside. Likewise, as the next chapter will 
show, new media would not result in a break with the social technology of broad-
cast television but would begin to expose and exacerbate its inner psychosocial 
tendencies.
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HOW DO NEW MEDIA PLATFORMS SUCH AS VCRS AND GAME CONSOLES, AND NEW MEDIA INFRASTRUCTURES SUCH AS 
satellite and cable affect the social technology of television? In the context of cul-
tural studies and media studies in Japan, this question has been primarily ad-
dressed through discussions of media mix and the sociality of otaku.1 Indeed, 
discussions of otaku fan cultures emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
about the same time that discourses on new media had reached their peak. But 
before I take up questions about media mix and otaku cultures, I wish to review 
some of the previous lines of inquiry in order to situate my approach.

Focusing on the Pokémon Incident of 1997, Part I showed where the assem-
bling of television and new media that began in the 1970s and 1980s is headed: 
toward the emergence of the screen– brain apparatus that treats media use in the 
manner of substance abuse, shifting discussions of the social impact of media 
away from concern over how content influences psychology toward concern over 
how media act on brains. I called this formation media care, but it might equally 
well be called neurocare or neuronal media care.

Part II has centered on the genealogical backstory for this formation of media 
care. The goal of looking at this form of power genealogically is to expose its fault 
lines and to understand the complexity of its anchoring in daily practices as a 
social technology. Thus chapter 5 laid the groundwork for a genealogical inquiry 
into the relation between broadcast television and new media, establishing some 
of the parameters for an account of media ecology. Chapter 6 examined the so-
cial technology of broadcast television from the angle of establishment of broad-
cast television, drawing on Raymond Williams, Michel Foucault, and Yoshimi 
Shun’ya. Chapter 7 showed how broadcast television, even at the height of its 
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movement toward a one- to- many system entailing transmission from centralized 
agency to a relatively undifferentiated mass audience, was already riddled with 
the point- to- point tendencies it had allegedly subsumed, most obviously in the 
form of peripheral devices such as the VCR and game console. At this juncture, 
before launching into a discussion of sociality, I would like to pull together these 
lines of inquiry to clarify my overall trajectory.

Media Care and the Household TV Complex
Williams and Yoshimi agree with the common wisdom that broadcast television 
takes shape as a one- to- many system. Yet unlike the caricatures of broadcasting 
common in many contemporary accounts of posttelevision, their accounts show 
the underlying complexity of procedures of centralization. Famously, Williams 
characterizes broadcast television in terms of mobile privatization, which bears 
comparison with Foucault’s account of disciplinary power, in which “individuals 
are always going from one closed site to another, each with its own laws.”2 This 
is exactly what Williams brings to the fore in his account of broadcasting: people 
are always commuting to one centralized site or another for working, shopping, 
or education, each with its own interest, including commercial, legal, or political. 
But what stabilizes (or makes possible) this incessant movement from one dis-
ciplinary enclosure to another? For Foucault, it is the family. The family comes 
to serve as the relay between the emerging formation of disciplinary power 
and the waning formation of sovereign power. For Foucault, the shift toward 
the sovereign family (the nuclear family emerging through the dismantling of 
the extended family) is the key to understanding psychiatric power: psychiatric 
power assembles disciplinary power (the closed sites of production) and sover-
eign power (displaced onto the shrinking family).3 Similarly, in Williams, the 
privatized household serves as a relay between centralized sites, but interestingly, 
in his account, broadcast television appears in the place that psychiatric care oc-
cupies in Foucault.

Although Williams brackets questions about psychology and television, his re-
marks about how television makes these new ways of organizing daily life liv-
able provide some indication of how he might broach its “structures of feeling.”4 
In any event, reading Williams’s account of television alongside Foucault’s ac-
count of psychiatric care makes the social technology of media care legible. If 
Yoshimi’s emphasis on how television acts on families, as if from a retreating 
sovereign center, is also taken into account, we better understand how the family 
retains its sovereign hold in the heyday of broadcast television by operating as a 
relay between enclosed disciplinary centers associated with working, schooling, 
shopping. Broadcast television, then, is not simply in the household, even if that 
is where the family television set is. Television operates as a relay between the 
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privatized sovereign household and disciplinary enclosures. In effect, it doubles 
the act of commuting, acting as its affective counterpart. It is not surprising that 
ambient television gravitates toward sites of resting in passing: the domestic- style 
TV sets in restaurants and other shops, the oversized screens at major intersec-
tions where pedestrians pause before crossing. Conversely, the domestic TV set 
underscores the status of the household as a relay, a site of resting in passing. As 
such, although listening to the TV often entails a high degree of immobility, this 
immobility is now relative to the commuter network, with family members going 
to school, to work, to shop, and so forth. The social technology of television is 
profoundly entangled with this differential social mobility.

Its role as relay puts considerable pressure on the sovereign family from 
within the privatized household, and on its organization of authority and sover-
eignty. As Yoshimi notes in the Japanese context, television programming was 
for some time structured to reinforce social hierarchies within the family: golden 
time was geared toward the father, centralizing his social authority within the 
household. Yet much as the formerly patriarchal emperor was transformed into a 
symbolic center for the nation, the authority and centrality of television father is 
largely symbolic. What is more, as stations, channels, and programs proliferate, 
there is a de facto flattening of hierarchies. Each member of the family has his or 
her television, even if they do not yet possess their own television set. Above all, it 
is the child who comes into question. For many reasons, children become closely 
associated with television: where today fuss is made about the digital generation, 
social scrutiny once fell on the “TV kid” (terebikko), who would undergo a series 
of mutations to become the “new type” (shinjinrui) and then the otaku. A more 
recent rubric, increasingly used in relation to female and male otaku, is dempa 
(or denpa), which literally means “electromagnetic wave” but which figuratively 
indicates those whose brains are especially receptive to information transmitted 
by media, including computers, tablets, phones, and television sets. It is almost 
like a return to the TV kid, but she is now fully grown and empowered by elec-
tromagnetic waves. The TV kid is a problem because television is directed toward 
children in a way that imparts sovereignty to them within the household in a 
de facto and technical manner, while the father (or parents) retains sovereign 
authority in both a de jure and symbolic manner. As such, there are two versions 
of the household: the ideal of paternal authority and patriarchal sovereignty, and 
the fact of the household as a relay between disciplinary closed sites, which frag-
ments and flattens household hierarchies, whereby children and youth begin to 
exercise a kind of televisual prowess that imparts to them an aura of technical 
mastery and authority. Thus, in its capacity as relay, the household becomes what 
might best be called a complex. Instead of functioning primarily as a hermeti-
cally enclosed site organized in a hierarchal fashion, it becomes more like a set of 
interconnected and interdependent modes of resting in passing.
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Thinking through the social technology of television helps to clarify what is 
at stake in all the attention paid to such phenomena as media mix and otaku cul-
tures. The appellation “otaku” itself is telling: it refers to the allegedly excessive 
consumer of the products of multimedia franchises (media mix), who allegedly 
prefers solitude and isolation within his or her media world within his or her 
individual room in the household (or tiny apartment). This consumer takes on 
the name “residence” or “household” (otaku). When the otaku ventures out into 
the city, it is, again allegedly, only to meet with other otaku in urban areas whose 
aesthetics recall the personalized media world of his or her room. The otaku is as 
much as discursive construction as it is an actual mode of social being, and the 
otaku is frequently treated discursively as something of a scandal, which is why I 
take care to qualify remarks about otaku with the term “allegedly.” I wish neither 
to redeem nor condemn this social mode of existence in its diverse manifesta-
tions. Instead, from the perspective of the social technology of television, I think 
it becomes clear that the scandal of the otaku is precisely to reveal the role of the 
household as a relay between disciplinary power and sovereign power— which 
is today increasing the domain of neural media care. The otaku is the figure of 
a limit- experience of the social relay technology of television media. The otaku 
both consumes or consummates this social technology and threatens to push 
beyond its limits and ruin it. The otaku thus exposes the basic question about the 
media ecology of the household complex wherein “one of household” is simulta-
neously a “household of one”: how does television hold it all together?

Television’s Media Mix
When manga editor, writer, and cultural critic Ōtsuka Eiji began to publish his 
pioneering analyses of subcultures (otaku) and media mix in the late 1980s, he 
posed the fundamental question that continues to perplex scholars: what holds 
the mix together? Over the subsequent decades, various responses have appeared, 
ranging from Ōtsuka’s initial emphasis on narrative to Azuma Hiroki’s account 
of characters and database, as well as to more anthropological and sociological 
accounts of fan cultures. While there has been a gradual shift in interest toward 
questions about media and social practices, questions of narrative have persisted, 
and indeed continue to provide the key to understanding the media mix. Here I 
wish to show how such questions lead back to television.

As discussed previously in the account of Donkey Kong, structural or formal 
analyses of narrative, or narratology, tend to rely on a distinction between the 
“what” and “how” of narrative: between what is told (a series of events) and how 
it is told (narrative discourseness); or between fabula and syuzhet in Russian for-
malism; or more simply between story and narrative discourse.5 A number of 
commentators have signaled the key problem of this approach: it subordinates 
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story to narrative discourse and fabula to subject. As such, narratology introduces 
a bias toward discursive or subjective enclosure, which runs the risk of turning 
story into a subjectified object.

Ōtsuka Eiji adopts a similar perspective in the context of transmedia serializa-
tion. He argues that it presents a situation in which consumers encounter “small 
narratives” (monogatari) that function as parts to be assembled and understood 
within a large narrative. Ōtsuka’s notion of a small narrative is analogous to fab-
ula, while his large narrative recalls the subjective and narrative discursiveness 
evoked in narratology. But he introduces a significant twist: in media mix, the 
large narrative is not presented directly but only implied, yet it imparts a sense 
of overall unity to the serial components, to each of the media instances. Ōtsuka 
thus finds a sort of narrative closure under erasure at work in media mix, which 
he calls “world.”6

Ōtsuka’s transformation of the notion of narrative discourse into world makes 
clear that narrative alone can no longer be assumed to provide closure or subjec-
tive enclosure— at least not in any usual sense. It fell to Azuma Hiroki to expand 
on Ōtsuka’s insights and to challenge the paradigm of subjective closure itself.

Azuma announces the end of “grand narratives” (and modern ideals and tele-
ological history), positing in their place a postmodern database structure through 
which consumers make their own little stories, and nothing but little stories.7 
Azuma has also consistently argued that the resulting transmedia series do not 
lend themselves to a formal analysis in which story is subordinated to narrative; 
nor do they lend themselves to a Lacanian style of analysis in which the semiotic 
is subordinated to (or organized by) the symbolic. In this respect, Azuma’s ac-
count recalls Derrida’s challenge to the subjective privilege accorded to narrative 
subjectivity within narratology and psychoanalytic theory.8 Derrida entertained 
the possible autonomy of story (or fabula) from narrative (or syuzhet), imagining 
a nonhierarchical relation in which each story would be a part of others, at once 
larger and smaller than itself, yet without subjective or narrative subordination of 
each distinctive part to any other.9

Ōtsuka, Azuma, and Derrida all call attention to the liberation of story from 
narrative discursiveness and subjective closure (albeit for different reasons), grant-
ing new autonomy to fabula and processes of fabulation. Ōtsuka and Azuma link 
this liberation of story concretely to the material conditions in which each media 
instance (manga, toy, video game, anime, movie, novel, soundtracks, drama CD) 
is always already inhabited by the other media instances, and in multiple formats. 
Such accounts of media mix also frequently evoke the paradigm of simulation. 
Baudrillard enjoyed great popularity in 1980s Japan, engendering both debates 
and new approaches to media, and in the context of media, it made sense to dis-
pense with the logic of original and copy.10 Each media instance is as legitimate 
as any other as a point of entry into the transmedia series. This is not to say that 
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readers, viewers, gamers, and other users do not favor one media instance over 
others— in fact, they often consider one to be more legitimate. Ultimately, how-
ever, their claims present only one point of entry into and one possible pathway 
through the transmedia series. This is why Azuma’s stance rings true: media 
mix has, in effect, concretely deconstructed the metaphysical tendencies of nar-
rative. In recent work, Azuma has expanded his discussion to bring questions of 
play to the fore, much as I did in the prior section by styling fabulation in video 
games as story- play.

This is where questions about sociality arise, specifically about the social tech-
nology of media mix. After all, if fabulation or story- play is serving to integrate 
media mix, it is legitimate to ask to what sort of individualizing techniques and 
totalizing procedures are implied. Ōtsuka and Azuma take up the matter of so-
ciality, especially vis- à- vis otaku. Both are exceedingly prolific and deliberately 
provocative writers, so I don’t wish to reduce their interventions on the question 
of sociality to simple, unified, unchanging positions. Nonetheless, at the risk 
of exaggerating certain tendencies in their thinking, I would like to highlight 
something of the general turn in their recent work, with the aim of engaging 
with their concerns.

Ōtsuka is increasingly concerned with the nationalism implicit in the gov-
ernmental promotion of media mix business (or contents industry) and with the 
power of corporations evident in the contemporary mergers of media compa-
nies.11 In other words, where he once dwelled more on individualizing techniques 
implicit in media mix, he has begun to direct his attention toward totalizing 
procedures. While his contributions to both sides of the media mix are signifi-
cant, the middle ground between individualizing techniques and totalizing 
procedures— that is, the actual social technology of their assembling— tends to 
drop out of the picture. In effect, the otaku and the corporate executive (such as 
Kadokawa Haruki) appear to mirror one another: fans are totalizing instances 
of individualizing techniques, while the executive is an individualized exemplar 
of totalizing power due to the concentration of media ownership in fewer hands.

In his earlier accounts of otaku, Azuma developed a two- tiered model, speak-
ing of “two images of the consumer: that of solitary animalesque consumer who 
withdraws into favorite ‘small narratives,’ cutting off communication with the 
outside world, and that of the humanesque consumer who actively intervenes 
in received commodities, constructing a flexible network of communication via 
the ‘grand database.’”12 What is striking about Azuma’s account is how it posits 
totalizing enclosure happening at the level of individualizing techniques, while 
it is the larger or grander structure that promises to open into new kinds of 
networked sociality. Azuma has subsequently pursued both strands of this two- 
tiered model in various ways. At the individualizing level, where his account fre-
quently hinges on a stimulus– response model of control, he has recently declared 
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anime to be nothing more than advertisements for toys and thus not worthy of 
closer analysis. He evokes a pure attention economy at the level of individual-
izing techniques. On the other hand, with regard to the totalizing level, he has 
continued his inquiry into possibilities for collective will and common interest in 
the realm of new media.13

Reading across these trajectories running through the study of media mix in 
Ōtsuka and Azuma helps to clarify what is at stake in asking, “What holds the 
mix together?” while turning the question in the other direction: “What is the 
compositional force of media mix?” Across Ōtsuka and Azuma, tension appears 
both in individualizing techniques and totalizing procedures. On the one hand, 
individualizing techniques imply a tension between an attention economy that 
appears to totalize the situation by producing enclosures (Azuma) as well as an 
economy of play and improvisation that may allow for divergence and divagation 
(Ōtsuka). On the other hand, the totalizing procedures associated with govern-
mental and corporate investment in increasing centralization (Ōtsuka) are ten-
tatively countered by network tendencies toward collective will for the commons 
(Azuma).

This is where the genealogical perspective on the social technology of tele-
vision and new media may offer a complementary trajectory. The strength of 
Azuma’s account comes from its scrutiny of new media technologies and gam-
ing. Ōtsuka’s experience as a manga writer and critic, in combination with his 
firsthand knowledge of media mix companies, allows him to write persuasively 
about marketing and about the relation between manga and anime. Oddly, al-
though television is arguably integral to media mix, it has not been directly ad-
dressed. Yet, because the constitutive moment of media mix relied heavily on the 
movement from manga (print media) to television (electronic media), television 
has played an significant role in integrating media mix, maybe the integral role, 
for a number of reasons: (1) television entails a shift in demographic, usually ex-
panding it, but definitely addressing multiple constituencies; (2) revenues from 
television, based on advertisements, have historically been greater than those 
from manga, and big manga publishers have relied on anime to retroactively in-
crease the profitability or market share of manga; and (3) the widespread circula-
tion of manga provides a primitive accumulation of attention (sometimes at a loss 
for the publisher), which the television animation puts to work, buying and sell-
ing attention to produce surplus value. This is why even those media mix modes 
that today begin with toys or video games continue to pass through television 
animation, usually broadcast television, even if placed in late- night slots (shin’ya 
anime). In effect, television plays a double role, which, following Williams, can 
be succinctly put in Marxist terms: it entails forces of distribution and relations 
of distribution. The forces of distribution make for a media ecology in that the 
distinct media instances of media mix (toy, manga, novel, film, music, anime) 
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relate to each other through their relation to television’s energy cascade. On the 
other hand, the relations of distribution bring into play the social dimension of 
media through the dispositions and apparatuses related to media platforms and 
infrastructures.

An account of television’s media mix thus affords a trajectory complemen-
tary to Ōtsuka and Azuma, addressing the complex forms of sociality swarming 
over the attention- charged field subtending the relation between character and 
world. Addressing this social technology will first demand an account of (1) the 
attention economy of media and (2) the parasociality of characters, in relation 
to (3) the world or media ecology of the household complex. The aim is not to 
determine whether media mix is enslaving or liberating but to better understand 
the contours of this emerging power formation of neuronal media care and thus 
its possibilities for dissensus. Thus I will retrace the prior movement across the 
decades of television media— roughly from 1957 to 1997— with an eye to its so-
cial implications.

Attention Ecology
The rise of commercial television reinvigorated modernist anxieties about how 
the intensification of nervous stimulation threatened to destroy the rational indi-
vidual.14 Advertisements in particular, but also strategies for attracting the audi-
ence’s attention in general, became indicative of a crisis induced by attention. In 
1957, for instance, Ōya Sōichi launched his famous invective against television, 
which he declared was making Japan into a nation of a hundred million idi-
ots: “Viewers,” he argued, “were more often drawn by attention- grabbing lowest- 
common denominator programs that relied on shock or titillation, rather than by 
programs that appealed to quality thought.”15 Simply put, attention threatened 
to overwhelm reason and sensation to disable cognition. The logical outcome 
of such an interpretation of television is an attempt to reintroduce reason, to 
denounce attention, and to favor cognition, with the aim of promoting quality 
thought. In response to Ōya’s tirade, for instance, came government initiatives to 
provide incentives for commercial stations to produce and broadcast educational 
public service programming. In this respect, Ōya’s anxieties about attention and 
sensation did not result in a loosening of totalizing procedures of centralization. 
Instead, they spurred totalizing procedures— educating the masses, regulating 
production. Government initiatives to encourage educational programs on com-
mercial television proved unsuccessful, however, and by 1973 such initiatives had 
come to an end.

Ōya’s invective and the resulting government initiatives may be character-
ized as liberal in that the sense that they involve a moralistic argument about the 
destruction of the individual in conjunction with a bid for government interven-
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tion to protect the individual. Such a stance tends to rely on tacit norms for what 
constitutes an educated individual. The counterargument that emerged may be 
characterized as neoliberal in that its stance is to let the market decide: what 
is good for audiences (that is, what they like) is good for society. This was the 
general stance of commercial broadcasters in Japan, and Shōriki made remarks 
to such effect. Ultimately, however, as Foucault persuasively argues, these two 
stances work together. Because the neoliberal free- market stance will always con-
front instances in which its laissez- faire stance does not produce the promised 
social good, it must then argue that the problem is that something is blocking the 
desired free flow. Consequently, intervention is needed everywhere to allow for 
laissez- faire. The result is the ne- pas- laisser- faire of neoliberalism, which draws 
on liberal moral invectives in order to authorize intervention in the name of non-
intervention.16 From this point of view, government television initiatives and edu-
cational channels such as NHK are not necessarily alternatives to commercial 
broadcasting; they may readily serve as an ideal supplement to commercialism, 
and vice versa.

These governmental and commercial stances toward broadcast television, as 
they whirl around each other, culminate in a generative vortexlike social paradox: 
intervention is construed not as an intervention but a restoration or emancipation 
of reality, but if it does not prove effective in freeing flows, then its failure proves 
that it was, alas, an intervention. This cooperation explains why such liberal and 
neoliberal stances have proved so persistent in relation to electronic media. In the 
context of broadcast television, as Ōya’s position attests, the social paradox begins 
with an opposition between attention and reason, between nonrational choice 
and rational choice. Faced with this opposition, the liberal moralistic stance 
strives to resolve the situation in favor of reason, to bring the Enlightenment back 
into the picture. In response to the Pokémon Incident, for instance, we have seen 
how Peter Entell’s documentary film The Tube begins with an inquiry into the 
effects of television and ends with moral panic over Japanese televisual attacks on 
French Enlightenment values and on reason itself.

As The Tube gradually narrowed its focus on the ways in which television 
screens affect audiences, two attention effects came to the fore: the radiation ef-
fect (television projects or radiates at the audience) and the flash effect (the elec-
tron gun of the CRT screen fires only half the image at any one instant). Focusing 
on such effects, the film contends that television overrides human perception 
and reason. Television thus is first and foremost an influencing machine, a brain-
washing device. Entell’s investigative journalist, Luc Mariot, then concludes that 
the television experience “could be very totalitarian.” A paradox arises, however, 
around the notion of immersion: a paradox of the self.

In one sequence, Marion asks Eric McLuhan to stage his famous experiment 
on projected light (television) versus reflected light (cinema). A movie is projected 
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onto a screen. One group watches the movie from the side of the projector and 
experiences a reflected image, while another group watches the movie from be-
hind the screen, experiencing projected images. McLuhan found that the group 
watching projected images experienced the moving images as something per-
sonal, as belonging to them, where the reflected images were experienced as a 
representation of things happening in the real world. His experiment thus gives 
credence to a hallowed stance vis- à- vis moving images yet attributes it to tele-
vision: the experience of moving images is dreamlike and immersive, which 
makes for a self folded back on itself, an enclosure of self. Paradoxically, even as 
the attention effects of television override your rational cognitive responses and 
plant ideas in your brain, they lock you deeper within your head. So what is it? 
Are you completely in your head or totally out of it? Entell concludes that therein 
lies the neurological and social pathology of television. The total enclosure of self 
is construed as structurally identical to, or coterminous with, a total enclosure 
of society. You are too in touch with your head to be reasonable or rationally so-
cial because you are highly susceptible. Your skull has become Plato’s cave, and 
someone else is projecting images on its walls.

In a book on the media- induced crisis of attention, Matthew Crawford lays 
out this social paradox in a more cause- and- effect manner: when advertisements 
and other attention grabbers crowd into your daily environments, you will tend 
to withdraw into some kind of activity to avoid the noise, pollution, and constant 
irritation. Retreating into your head is a protective response.17 His argument has 
some parallels with Entell’s film, but where Entell attributes the attention attack 
on reason to television, Crawford generalizes it into a modern condition, evident 
in a diverse range of social media, such as advertisement, e- mail, Internet por-
nography, and television programs.18 Crawford’s characterization of the ills of 
such media is equally severe: he submits that because media incessantly evoke 
your “orienting response” or “stimulus- driven response,” they not only blunt 
your sense of the affordances of the real world but also prevent you from develop-
ing genuine relationships with others. As in Entell’s film, the upshot is, you are 
too much in your brain; you are all skull- encased neuronal firing.

Crawford, however, does not launch into a rescue mission to save reason 
from attention. In contrast to Ōya who would reinstate education, or Entell and 
Mariot who would restore the French Enlightenment, Crawford’s response to 
the crisis of attention focuses on skill (which he elsewhere styles as soulcraft), on 
learning and practicing an everyday skill— “everyday activities that structure our 
attention”— such as hockey and carpentry.19 Instead of striving to liberate reason 
from attention, Crawford’s recourse to skill is intended to rescue the soul from 
the brain, from what he calls “representations.” Thus he states that his “philo-
sophical project  .  .  . is to reclaim the real, as against representations.”20 In his 
account, representations are characterized as personal and even proprietary (they 
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are only in the head, as it were). Crawford finds an alternative to representation- 
based approaches in James J. Gibson’s ecology of perception with its theory of 
affordances. Such an approach allows him not only to engage with “the world be-
yond your head” but to consider how “our experiences are not simply ‘our own.’”21 
In this respect, his project is entirely consonant with mine. His project offers a 
compelling way to move beyond the received opposition between attention and 
reason by deftly showing that the basic problem is not an attack on reason by 
attention but rather the persistence of what I will call the attention– reason com-
plex, which implies a stabilized configuration of the social paradox generated by 
the insistence on an opposition between attention and reason.

With respect to dealing with media, however, Crawford’s account reaches an 
impasse, albeit an instructive one. It reintroduces a Neoplatonic divide between 
reality and representation: all experience of media is placed in the realm of repre-
sentations, which invariably consists of manufactured realities and fake encoun-
ters. Learning and practicing a skill makes for a genuine encounter with reality, 
with external objects, via affordances. In contrast, media— ads, e- mail, television 
shows, websites, and so forth— are construed as internal objects, which cut off all 
relation to the external world, leaving you locked inside the world in your head. 
Thus Crawford characterizes video games in terms of autism and addiction as 
well as in terms of the production of self- enclosed worlds, suggesting that social 
media (texting) entails “a heightened instinct for self- protection.”22 The problem 
is that in the process of using such media examples to characterize the contem-
porary social condition, Crawford ends up reducing them to that condition. As a 
consequence, it becomes impossible to think of media in terms of affordances, 
skills, or a structuring of attention— that is, as an attention ecology. Media are 
just the modern condition, nothing more.

In a belated attempt to mitigate this Platonic divide between reality (external 
object, affordance, skill) and representation (stimulus, response, internal object), 
he eventually introduces a distinction between positive and negative affordances: 
“In the Mickey Mouse Clubhouse, as in many other manifestations of contempo-
rary culture, dealing with reality through a screen of representation serves to 
make the world innocuous to a fragile ego and the self more pliable to the choice 
architecture presented by whatever functionary of psychological adjustment is in 
charge. The world in which we acquire skill as embodied agents is precisely the 
world in which we are subject to the ‘negative affordances’ of material reality.”23 
But it is too late: displacing the Platonic divide between reality and representation 
onto the distinction between negative and positive affordances serves to reinforce 
the divide instead of calling it into question.

As Monfort and Bogost’s study of Atari games attests, it is possible to look at 
media platforms from the perspective of affordances, even so- called negative af-
fordances. Likewise, even if fan studies may appear too eager to invest any form 



 186 | S O C I A L I T Y  O R  S O M E T H I N G  L I K E  I T

of fan production with embodied agency and even subversive intent, it is none-
theless clear that contemporary culture entails a good deal of skill acquisition, 
implying a genuine encounter with external objects via negative affordances. 
Unfortunately, Crawford is too quick to attribute a lack of skill to those domains 
in which he lacks skill: popular culture and media.24

If I have lingered on Crawford’s account despite its impasse, it is because his 
project is in agreement with mine in two key respects. First, his conceptualiza-
tion strives to move beyond the opposition between attention and reason, offer-
ing glimpses of the formation of the attention– reason complex. Second, I wholly 
agree with the ethical direction in which his emphasis on affordances over repre-
sentations leads: “Affection for the world as it is: this could be taken as the motto 
for a this- worldly ethics.”25 The world as it is, however, includes social media and 
popular culture. What would it mean to have affection for this world with popular 
electronic media as it is?

Here, with a nod to William James and Marx, and drawing on the prior chap-
ters, I would like to make some propositions in hopes of advancing the discus-
sion of the social technology of television and new media. I propose first to con-
sider the contemporary condition in terms of an intersection of neoliberalism 
and media instead of speaking of only a media condition. As Brian Massumi 
eloquently demonstrates, instead of placing reason in opposition to affect, neo-
liberalism involves a superposition of affect (nonrational choice) and reason 
(rational choice).26 Discussions of broadcast television, and of social media or 
popular media more generally, lead to a similar paradox: attention and reason, 
although allegedly contradictory, turn out to be superposed. Neoliberalism and 
media formations intersect, then, on this generative paradox, in which attention- 
affect and cognition- reason are in superposition. This does not mean that neo-
liberal ideologies and media are the same thing. But as their point of intersection 
becomes stabilized and prolonged, they form the attention– reason complex.

We might also call this complex a condition, but the term “complex” has the 
advantage of reminding us that this condition is not homogeneously determinis-
tic; it is more like a field charged across polarities or contradictions. Superposition 
makes for a vortexlike field, charged with centripetal and centrifugal forces, with 
attention as gravitational attractor for flights of ratiocination. Where is reason? 
Reason lies at the eye of the storm, an experience of Apollonian calm amid the 
whirling storm, positioned right over the attention attractor. It is an effect of the 
storm, not its cause, and as such, it does not afford a position of mastery. In fact, 
it no longer feels so reasonable or transcendent. It feels more like a passing mo-
ment of insight, of possible enlightenment.

The attention– reason complex allows us to reconsider the apparatus of media 
care. In relation to this vortexlike field of experience, the apparatus of media care 
calls forth individualizing techniques. These are techniques for keeping you in 
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addictive motion while trying to keep you from falling into the black hole of over-
dose, seizures, or blackouts, inciting you to find yourself in the process of modu-
lating and regulating the relation between your brain and the screen. Needless 
to say, addiction is an abusive concept: it usually implies a normative perspective, 
yet the norms remain undefined. They are relative to a cultural and social situa-
tion. Commentators generally refer to media as addictive to insinuate that media 
entail a kind of nonnormative, excessive behavior in which intoxication turns 
toxic and self- destructive. Everything thus comes to hinge on establishing norms 
for intoxication, introducing guidelines for safe doses for different populations of 
users. In this respect, responses to addiction call on disciplinary procedures of 
segmentation as well as flexible control.

At the same time, the paradigm of addiction introduces a wild card, a singu-
larity, because within a population some individuals are more susceptible, and 
for such a variety of reasons that there appears to be no end to the cofactors to 
be taken into account. TV guidelines put into place after the Pokémon Incident, 
for instance, uniformly addressed a large social segment (children) precisely be-
cause it is impossible to single out, in advance, those individuals who will be 
susceptible. At the heart of a segmenting procedure that appears rational and rea-
sonable lies something entirely unpredictable and uncontrollable. What is more, 
the rational procedure not only depends on that nonrational something but also 
generates it, as it distributes and ramifies its effects throughout the social field. 
The Pokémon Incident thus provides some insight into the specific parameters 
for the attention– reason complex of broadcast television: reason takes the form of 
procedures of segmentation, and attention introduces a dark precursor, an attrac-
tor or singularity that justifies the procedures of segmentation, yet gives a charge 
to the field that defies segmentation. It is, after all, a field of intoxication.

It is possible to consider this attention– reason complex from the angle of 
totalizing procedures: for instance, how the government allocates frequencies, 
how stations and channels vie for audiences, and how audiences are thus aligned 
with privatized commercial interests and national concerns. At the same time, 
because TV’s attention– reason complex sets up a vortexlike charged field of in-
toxication, individuals are enjoined to situate themselves. They have to act as 
self- intoxicating subjects. They have to become aware of their propensities and 
potentialities in relation to both the dark precursor (the black hole of toxicity) and 
segmenting procedures. This is how individualizing techniques become inter-
nally polarized.

This is why I previously introduced a distinction between work on self and 
care for self. But now it is possible to speak with greater precision. On the one 
hand, there are procedures of work on self, which are rather like what Crawford 
calls representations. They are, in effect, totalizing procedures of self, not because 
they present a totalitarian overriding of reason through brainwashing attention 
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grabbers but because they take the side of what seems reasonable in a normative, 
nichelike personalized simulation sort of way. Indeed, Baudrillard applied the 
notion of personalization to such procedures and situated them within a regime 
of simulation.27 His account of simulation meshes with Crawford’s discussion of 
representations in that both address the generation of an autonomous, sovereign, 
or enclosed self, taking the whirlwind of reason and attention to be its own per-
fect storm. This is a self- segmenting self.

On the other hand, there is care for self, a notion with Heideggerian overtones 
recurring in Foucault’s discussions of practices of self and self- cultivation.28 Here 
too it is now possible to be more precise: care for self is akin to skill in Crawford, 
for it entails a sense of the affordances of the field intoxicatingly charged with po-
tentially toxic attention (what Crawford calls negative affordances), which allows 
you to play the television as you might play hockey, play the piano, or make a jig in 
carpentry. For his part, Baudrillard tries to capture such play in his conceptualiza-
tion of the renewal of symbolic exchange via the anagram and poetry in contrast 
to simulation. Care for self entails an individuating process instead of personaliz-
ing procedures, which I will tentatively characterize as self- animating processes.

At this juncture, I must underscore that although the individuating processes 
clearly feel more felicitous than self- segmenting procedures, my aim is not to re-
deem or to rescue the former from the latter. Such a redemptive rescue mission 
would grant a degree of autonomy to individuating processes that would ulti-
mately transform them into segmenting procedures. I wish instead to complicate 
how we look at individualizing techniques. Instead of treating them monolithi-
cally, I propose to look at transformations in the assembling of these two tenden-
cies (individualizing and individuating, or self- segmenting and self- animating) 
as it happens within any particular set of individualizing techniques. My geneal-
ogy of broadcast television and new media thus focuses more on individualizing 
techniques than on totalizing procedures, but with the understanding that the 
former are also being assembled with the latter. Still, wherever possible, I will 
address the totalizing tendencies as well.

In the context of individualizing techniques, as Ōtsuka’s and Azuma’s ac-
counts made clear, it is above all characters that come to the fore— anime char-
acters and game avatars, but also television personalities, actors, personas, and 
masks— in relation to dramatizing, fabulating, or story- playing. Interestingly, 
this was precisely the field opened by Katō Hidetoshi in response to Ōya’s invec-
tive against the nonrational dimensions of broadcast television.

Parasociality
Jayson Chun offers this description of Katō’s take on television: “Katō based his 
essay on the premise of Horton and Wahl’s 1956 theory of parasocial interaction, 
which claimed that because media like television gave the viewer the illusion of a 
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‘face to face’ relationship with the performer, the viewer interacted with people on 
television screens as real people.”29 What appealed to Katō were the ways in which 
parasocial interactions seemed to counter the received hierarchy of performer 
over audience, of producer over consumer. Instead of standing on a pedestal and 
pontificating over the heads of listeners, television personalities and characters 
appeared to be coming into the home, stopping by to chat, dropping in for a visit. 
As such, parasocial interactions promised to flatten and equalize relationships 
between audience and television.

Katō’s emphasis on parasocial interactions follows directly from his general 
approach to cultural production at that time. In the same year Ōya declared 
tele vision had made Japan a nation of idiots (1957), Katō published a volume of 
essays, Chūdan bunka (Middlebrow culture), in which he argued that the poles 
of highbrow culture (debates among intellectuals) and lowbrow culture (radio 
shows, dance halls, movies, and mass publications) had begun to merge in 
middle brow culture in the form of weekly magazines and mass- market paper-
back books that made specialized knowledge accessible.30 Indeed, as Simon 
Avenell explains, Katō thought that as a result of cultural developments, “the 
masses (taishū) could be understood as a new civic stratum (atarashii shiminsō),” 
whose politics lay in their strong attachment to ordinary everyday life, which they 
could be mobilized to defend.31

Katō’s interest in cultural production thus lay in the possibilities it offered 
for new social formations based on ordinary citizens, allowing for nonsectarian 
social movements, which would make for truly democratic politics. Given his 
interests, Katō tends to look at broadcast television in terms of the opportunities 
it might afford for flattening received hierarchies (intellectual elites). He does 
not, however, wish to embrace so- called lowbrow culture; he takes care to situate 
the progressive potential of television in a sort of middle, potentially nonsectar-
ian ground. Thus, when in the late 1950s and early 1960s he called attention to 
the ways in which television counters the hierarchies of highbrow culture, he 
rescued television from what Ōya sees as its only possibility: lowbrow, that is, 
attention- grabbing, culture. Katō thus drew attention to the ways in which the 
audience begins to talk back to television personalities, precisely because tele-
vision has made them into ordinary domestic visitors. The promise of television, 
for Katō, came of how it brought messages down to a level where ordinary people 
could both understand and contest them— hence his promotion of media literacy 
for people to understand how media work.

Put another way, what Katō sought was a way to navigate the vortex of the 
attention– reason complex. He wished to avoid the pole of reason with its high-
brow unintelligible proclamations while steering clear of the black hole of 
attention- ridden lowbrow culture. His middlebrow movement would draw mo-
mentum from each pole in order to equalize their differences along a nonsectar-
ian pathway. His is an extraordinary vision of the power of the ordinary. Such a 
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nonsectarian movement is difficult to sustain, however, because the assembling 
of polarized tendencies is continuously transforming as a result of the continu-
ous production of television’s distributive capacity, and the storm incessantly spi-
rals onward, as if beyond human control. It is not entirely surprising, then, that 
the parasocial possibilities of television subsequently proved a disappointment 
for Katō. Rather than trying to navigate the storm, he began to batten the hatches 
and denounce television. His later denunciation is nonetheless of interest, for it 
reveals the social problems arising in the context of parasocial interactions.

In 1973, the year in which commercial educational TV initiatives disappeared 
and in which 88 percent of households in Japan owned television sets, Katō pub-
lished an essay entitled “Kyozō no sekai: terebi to jinrui” (The world of virtual im-
ages: television and humankind). As the title suggests, the essay sets forth a stark 
divide between the image world and the real world. He writes, “The character 
on the screen is, needless to say, a unreal image, without any substantial reality. 
After all, it is nothing but an optical illusion constructed by points of light shone 
on a glass screen via cathode ray tubes. Television is fundamentally a physical 
phenomenon, and the creation of images is a matter of physical entities and light. 
The world of television is thus a world of ‘things.’ It does not belong at all of the 
world of ‘humans.’”32

Katō’s use of the term “things” to describe the unreal nature of television 
images is odd in that it seems to impart an illusory quality to physical phenom-
ena. His point of reference is social interaction between humans, so his usage 
is in effect intended to debunk the illusion that characters are real. In manner 
reminiscent of Crawford, his emphasis falls on manufactured reality. The same 
paradox thus appears: the television image is entirely physical and substantial, 
yet also artificial or virtual. Indeed, if television images and characters did not 
possess such a paradoxical nature, they would not be a problem at all. If tele vision 
poses a genuine problem, it is because its images are at once real (physically 
constructed) yet unreal (not actual humans). Its images result in a crisis in the 
distinction between things and humans. Thus Katō insists, “Television, before 
our very eyes, continues to ply back and forth between the world of ‘humans’ and 
the world of ‘things.’”33 As a consequence, television images of humans appear 
to be as real as actual humans: “A human face transmitted on a twenty- inch re-
ceiver, when viewed from below, is almost exactly as large as its actual size.”34 In 
sum, tele vision does not allow for a distinction between fact and fiction, reality 
and artifice, actual world and video world.

Note how the affordances of the television screen come into play in Katō’s 
discussion. Apparently, because early TV sets tended to convey smaller images, 
they could be considered to flatten the hierarchy of screen over viewer more effec-
tively, rendering television personages and personalities accessible. With larger 
screens, however, the parasocial relation is changing, yet screens are not yet large 
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enough to feel cinematic. In Katō’s account, it is precisely the parity between 
human and image that proves disturbing.

In the contemporary moment, new media are commonly characterized in 
terms of their lightness, ephemeral values, accessibility, and mobility35— qualities 
once attributed to television— and although television was not so mobile, it was 
nonetheless deemed ubiquitous and pervasive, particularly in its ambient mani-
festations. In contrast, when television is today approached from the angle of 
home theater technologies, it feels like a combination of cinematic and broadcast 
affordances, which is surely a legacy of the video revolution. Situating Katō’s ob-
servations in the larger genealogy of media helps to emphasize two points. First, 
the sense of the affordances of the screen, which makes for parasocial interac-
tion, is not merely relative to other media; it is relational. Second, because para-
social interactions bring a relational field to fore, they are always sites of crisis for 
categories and oppositions associated with Platonic thought.

For Katō, this crisis becomes especially palpable when the human image en-
joys parity with the human viewer, for parasocial interactions have taken flatten-
ing too far; the human itself is flattened. Where Katō had earlier embraced the 
parasocial potentiality of television, now, in 1973, he seems to have reversed his 
stance. Television, instead of breaking with received forms of sociality and open-
ing the way for new ones, encourages people to spend more time with virtual 
humans than with actual humans. He writes, “Television in itself is a neutral 
technique for communication but when it leads us to neglect relationships with 
living human beings, we reach the point where it offers our minds nothing but 
unreal images. George Orwell’s 1984 is then not so far away.”36 It is as if the old 
hierarchies and territories had disappeared, but instead of new forms of social-
ity, everything has turned into individual antisociality and total control. Indeed, 
Katō does not limit his discussion to television in Japan but speaks to “commu-
nications networks that today cover the entire earth.”37 Unlike genuine sociality, 
which implies material constraints and spatiotemporal limits, this parasociality 
spreads like a contagion, without respect for received boundaries. The result is 
the global antisociality of what Katō dubs the twisted self (fukakai jiga).38

Katō’s evocation of the term “virtual” (kyozō) bears comparison with Bau-
drillard’s notion of simulation. For Baudrillard, simulation indicated a total col-
lapse in distinction between reality and representation, to the point where repre-
sentation actually became more real than reality. As a consequence, Baudrillard 
thought it was useless to try to rescue reality from simulation, that is, to de-
nounce simulation from the perspective of reality. Calls for returning to reality, 
in his opinion, merely increased the capacious omnivorous grasp of simulation. 
Rather than reality, what stands in contrast to simulation for Baudrillard is sym-
bolic exchange, which would be a genuine form of sociality. For Katō’s part, while 
he seems more prone to denounce the loss of reality and the rise of antisociality, 
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there are hints of something like symbolic exchange in his earlier vision of soci-
ality that hinged on educating citizens and organizing nonsectarian movements, 
which is evident in his enthusiasm for cable radio, in contrast to his lack of enthu-
siasm for personalizing media such as the VCR in the late 1970s.39

In sum, Katō and Baudrillard both suggest that antisociality or nonsociality 
(Katō’s virtual world or Baudrillard’s simulation) has gained the upper hand 
over sociality (Katō’s ordinary nonsectarian citizens or Baudrillard’s symbolic 
exchange) to the point where sociality comes to feel impossible. What is more, 
like Crawford, Katō and Baudrillard associate antisociality with the production 
of enclosed sovereign autonomous selves due to personalizing or individual-
izing procedures, which prove to be utterly and irrevocably totalizing. If Katō 
and Baudrillard feel darker in outlook than Crawford, it is partly because they 
do not think it is easy to step outside the pervasive mediation of global media. 
Nonetheless, all three appear to agree that television media culminate in the 
total subsuming of daily life within the attention– reason complex, for they see 
individualizing procedures and totalizing procedures to be seamlessly aligned 
within the parasocial technology of television. Everything thus turns into anti-
social automatism. The parasocial entity— the character or persona from the TV 
screen— is construed as a blockage, as a wall, which encloses the subject in a 
nonreal world, once again Plato’s cave.

It is useful here to recall Foucault’s remark regarding “a tricky combination . . . 
of individualization techniques, and of totalization procedures.”40 Likewise, in 
the context of broadcast television, Williams remained attentive to the ways in 
which forces of distribution remained active, even when relations of distribu-
tion (corporate, government, military interests) had all but subsumed them. In 
the same vein, I have introduced the term “complex” in hopes of allowing for a 
nonnormative perspective on enclosure. From the perspective of totalizing pro-
cedures, a complex may feel like an enclosure. It may even function as an enclo-
sure. A complex, however, implies a conjoined series of spaces, which implies a 
relation to the outside. The relation to the outside may take the form of an actual 
opening, but the passage to it may nevertheless prove tortuous; or it may take the 
form of a sort of internal clearing, like a vast courtyard.

Parasocial interactions may feel like enclosures, like self- contained, hermeti-
cally sealed worlds, which isolate and imprison the subject, allowing her noth-
ing more than flickering images on the walls— flickering images as walls— that 
block social interaction. Even in isolation, however, an individual is in relation to 
the collective. Even when parasocial entities isolate someone, there is still a rela-
tion to the real world; there is still a social relation. It may be deemed a bad social 
relation for various reasons, or a good social relation. In any event, unless the goal 
is to impose a normative view of the individual and of society by setting them in 
opposition, the sociality of the parasocial must be acknowledged. In fact, Katō’s 
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account, for all its emphasis on twisted antisocial behavior, nonetheless implies 
that the parasocial entity does not simply block or stop social movement. Let me 
suggest a specific kind of relation in parasociality: parasociality implies stopping 
on social movement. It is at once social and antisocial. It is an antisocial social 
complex, so to speak.

Katō’s account provides a reminder that an ethical approach to media has to 
do more than weigh in on the degree of sociality versus antisociality. The under-
lying problem might be restated: servility. It is not easy to arrive at a nonservile 
relation to media and technology. Normative accounts of antisociality make it 
difficult to conceive of a nonservile relation to media, yet antisociality cannot be 
ignored. The field of fan studies often encounters this impasse. When fan studies 
addresses parasocial entities such as characters and personas, it has tended to in-
sist on sociality, depicting any sort of media interaction as an active social relation, 
as social agency. Fan studies thus risks omitting antisociality from the picture. 
Yet if antisociality is not taken seriously, if everything is already sociality, then 
sociality itself loses meaning. Rancière’s notion of aesthetic dissensus, which 
he considers more fundamental than consensus in producing equality, comes 
to mind. When every relation to media is deemed to be social and interactive, 
then the intra- active relation, with its implicit dissensus, drops out of the picture. 
Surely, however, it is impossible to talk about a servile or nonservile relation to 
media if dissensus is not taken into account. But how does parasocial existence, 
the television character or persona, imply something like aesthetic dissensus?

Gilbert Simondon’s approach is useful in this respect, for his basic question 
was, how can we develop a nonservile relation to technical objects? For Simondon, 
placing humans above or below machines implied a servile relation to technology. 
The hallmark of his approach was to look at a range of individuals— technical in-
dividuals and human individuals, among others— from an implicitly nonnorma-
tive perspective, that of the process of individuation.41 From such a perspective, 
the individual is always more- than- one; no matter how concretely individualized, 
it remains open to processes of individuation. When previously I referred to in-
dividuating processes that take place alongside individualizing or personalizing 
procedures, I was explicitly drawing on his conceptualization of individuation.

Significantly, because Simondon considers technology from the perspective 
of individuation, he draws attention to “obscure zones.”42 If the relation between 
human individuals and technical individuals entails an obscure zone, it is be-
cause, as Read puts it, such a relation “is not well grasped by the divisions into 
part and whole, form and matter, genesis and use.” As a result, Read concludes, 
“The problem of technology, of grasping its specific essence, is then immediately 
related to another ‘obscure zone,’ that of the individual and society. These two 
problems, the relation of the individual to technology and of the individual to 
society, constantly intersect while obscuring each other.”43
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The phenomenon of parasociality, situated at the intersection of media tech-
nology, human, and society, also has its obscure zones, which appear to be forms 
of antisociality and dissensus (which are rather like the negative affordances 
evoked in Crawford’s account of skill). But it is precisely in such obscure zones 
that we can begin to detect infraindividual intersections and intra- active entan-
glements. When we consider parasocial entities or modes of existence through 
the composite lens of Katō, Rancière, and Simondon, we begin to see how ob-
scure zones of technoaesthetic dissensus emerge through the attention– reason 
complex. As the complex strives to pull everything into the vortex of reason and 
attention, new encounters and conflicts arise, which may be neither socially at-
tractive nor reasonable.

Social Media Mix
Among the parasocial entities appearing on the television screen, animated char-
acters are notoriously troubling because they tend to break the sense of a mate-
rial connection between image and human afforded by photography. Of course, 
everyone knows that the image of a person on TV is not actually that person, but 
photographic capture allows us to prolong the reality effects of representation by 
seeking details about the off- screen existence of that person. Thus we may even 
feel we really know the people on the screen. Still, as André Bazin remarked in 
his early writings on television, “This intimacy can even become troubling, to the 
point of implying reciprocity. As for me, each time I meet one of the presenters 
of the TV news or even a TV actor in the street, I have to suppress a spontaneous 
urge to shake their hand, as though they knew me from having seen me daily in 
front of my screen.”44

This take on the intimacy of television has proved remarkably stable. For 
instance, even in the era of television multimedia, Watanabe Takesato defines 
television in terms of intimacy and proximity: images of something distant are 
perceived up close, near to your body. He even compares it to virtual reality.45 But 
what sort of proximity or intimacy is this?

With animation’s characters, this so- called virtual reality effect becomes more 
pronounced, for it is difficult to find a unitary source, to encounter the person in 
the streets. Not only do the characters break with the photographic ontology im-
plying contact with an actually existing (or once existing) person or thing or place 
but they also usually imply multiple sources. Cartoon characters, for instance, fre-
quently combine human and animal traits as well as features of machines. Con-
ventions of plasticity and metamorphosis in animation reconfirm the logic of 
multiple sources for the character— indeed, within the character. This is why the 
animated character seems to anticipate and mesh with the logic of the digital: it 
disrupts discourses on the materiality of photography (indexicality) and implies 
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multiple interconvertible sources.46 For the same reasons, animation characters 
would seem to heighten the antisocial tendencies associated with parasocial enti-
ties. You cannot find an actual unitary human behind the mask, as it were. There 
is no moment of encounter in the street with an actual person whose existence 
forces you to resituate your feelings of intimacy. What is more, with animation, 
you do not need to. The world of animation feels somehow self- sufficient. It does 
not demand that you explore the real world or connections between the media 
world and real world. Paul Wells puts it this way: “Animation  .  .  . prioritises 
its capacity to resist ‘realism’ as a mode of representation and uses its various 
techniques to create numerous styles which are fundamentally about ‘realism.’”47 
Animation, then, forms its own reality.

This departure from received photographic conventions that ground represen-
tation in reality may lead to an anxious compensatory drive to ground animation 
in some external reality— by lionizing the character’s creator or creators (Disney), 
for instance, or by acquiring toys and other goods that seem to provide a real- 
world support for the animated character, or by making pilgrimages to locations 
that were a source of inspiration for animated series.48 However, such activities 
tend to feed reality back into the character and world: the toy becomes a real world 
instantiation or incarnation of the media world, and when the creators come onto 
the scene, they appear to be on equal footing with their characters (Mickey and 
Walt Disney shaking hands). Likewise, even when pilgrimages are made to sites 
that provide a sort of indexical reference for an animated series, the location has 
to become populated with animated characters to serve its purpose. Ultimately, 
then, efforts to ground the animated character in actual places in the real world 
do not confirm the priority of the real world. On the contrary, as in Baudrillard’s 
theory of simulation or Katō’s account of the virtual worlds of television, anima-
tion seems particularly disposed toward placing the real world in a subordinate, 
ancillary, or simply redundant position. Calls for reality serve to feed reality into 
animation, not into the real world. This is how animation becomes character-
ized in terms of a production of self- contained artificial worlds or simulations, 
which are in turn easily characterized as antisocial, or at best as minimally social 
enclosures.

Media mix, with its serialization across media, prolongs and reinforces the 
sense of an enclosed yet capacious alternative reality. Each new media instance— 
manga, anime, novel, game, toy, and so on— adds to the reality of the artificial 
world. Serialization across media makes for a self- indexing world whose reality 
comes not of an indexical relation to the real world but to other media instances. 
It is not unusual for creators today to prepare overall planning and strategies for 
the release of a variety of media instances in advance of releasing even the first 
or principal instance. In the case of the Pokémon franchise, manga and anime 
versions were envisioned from the outset, as part of what Hatakeyama Kenji and 
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Kubo Masakazu call its presentation.49 Media mix thus appears to confirm Katō’s 
worst fears: parasocial relations seem to take precedence over social relations to 
the point of replacing them within these alternative realities. Not surprisingly, 
the paradigmatic consumer of media mix— the male otaku— was initially char-
acterized in terms of extreme antisociality.

Significantly, in the 1970s, when Katō deployed the term jinrui (human type) 
to discuss how television had trapped humankind in virtual worlds, a new dis-
course was on the horizon, characterizing the new generation as shinjinrui (“new 
humans” or “new types”). Discourses on the new type referred generally to those 
born between 1960 and 1970, distinguishing them from the previous genera-
tion, styled in Japanese as dankai, or a “clump” generation, in reference to those 
born in the baby boom clump of the immediate postwar era, with 1949 as its 
peak. Discussions of otaku later transformed the new- type generation into the 
first generation of otaku.50 Terms such as “new type” and “otaku” take on a range 
of connotations in different contexts, but generally speaking, by the late 1980s, 
“otaku” had come to refer to men of the new- type generation whose love for 
anime, manga, games, and related media had transformed them into antisocial 
types who preferred the two- dimensional characters of multimedia worlds, and 
who feared and shunned contact with actual humans. In such discourses, the 
new type and then the otaku came to exemplify the antisocial condition Katō as-
sociated with the parasociality of television.

The male otaku became characterized by his excessively detailed knowledge 
about nonexistent fantasy or media worlds, by his excessively charged relation to 
certain kinds of female characters, or— frequently— both. The erotic pole of at-
traction eventually would be characterized in terms of affective response, or moe. 
In other words, otaku implies a specific configuration of the attention– reason 
complex in which interaction with media is defined in terms of excess, both of 
reason and of attention. This is how the otaku inhabits the heady worlds of media 
mix, at once highly cerebral yet behaviorally conditioned, supremely knowledge-
able yet enslaved to specific stimuli. The otaku combines the detached intellec-
tuality of the scholar with the passionate attachment of the lover, the ultimate 
connoisseur in a world in which consumption is at once didactic and erotic. A 
similar conceit was gradually applied to the female otaku, eventually styled as 
fujoshi or “rotten girl,” who becomes known for her conditioned response to moe 
stimuli as well as her intellectual mastery of a vast world of fantastical situations.

The ideal site for otaku formation is the individualized room, a place of your 
own. As the number of televisions in households proliferated, it became increas-
ingly common for a TV set to move from the family space of the home into the 
child’s room. From the perspective of TV, then, the household is starting to have 
multiple centers. It is becoming a household complex. In addition, because the 
individual room is generally where the child studies, the presence of television as 
well as toys and entertainment allow the individual room to be a site for super-
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positioning attention and reason. Indeed, the otaku addresses the object of pas-
sionate attention with the didactic impulse of the exceptional student. Manga 
and anime abound with stories about top students who are secretly otaku, living 
a second life in which they indulge in their passion for anime, games, or manga. 
In other words, in the otaku room, the realm of education (a detached studious 
stance) and the realm of entertainment (passionate attachment to media worlds) 
remain distinct yet are superposed on one another, fusing attention and reason 
into a complex set of practices in which their distinction becomes indiscernible. 
This is surely why the otaku quickly became an object of fascination in mass 
media in the late 1980s and has remained a paradigmatic figure in popular cul-
ture ever since. Sometimes abjected, sometimes admired, their practices make it 
impossible to separate attention from reason in order to regulate attention with 
reason. This is also why no one seems able to decide, once and for all, what their 
relation to neoliberal capitalism is: are they paradigmatic examples of it, or symp-
toms of it or prophets of its destruction? In any event, the scandal of otaku lies in 
the exposure of the affective operations of markets, which are either disavowed 
or embraced through discourses on otaku.

The scandal of otaku is also related to the household media ecology where 
they are incubated, hatched, and reared within individualized rooms. In 1995, 
self- proclaimed king of otaku Okada Toshio published book, Otakugaku nyūmon 
(Introduction to otakuology), which provided a retrospective account of the emer-
gence of this new type of human. Okada divides the male otaku into three gen-
erations, those born between 1955 and 1965, 1965 and 1975, and 1975 and 1985, 
and offers a portrait of each respective room. What is striking about these rooms 
is the prevalence of computers and televisions, with the gradual enlargement and 
increased sophistication of their interconnections. The attention– reason complex 
of the otaku room dovetails with the emergence of a personalized wired world.

Okada characterizes the first generation of otaku in terms of a passion for 
“special effects” or tokusatsu, that is, the special filming techniques associated 
with live- action science fiction, fantasy, and horror fare such as Godzilla and 
Kamen Rider. Alongside the science fiction books, manga, and record albums 
(soundtracks and drama albums from anime and SFX shows), salient in the 
first- generation otaku room is the Mac or Windows computer (with its floppy 
disks) and the TV set, which is described as “a rather small model, but with a 
video cassette deck, Beta.”51 In the room of the second- generation male otaku, 
the anime generation, there are laser disks, fanzines, and boxes of dōjin (“ama-
teur” or “coterie”) manga from Comike (Comic Market). Striking are the three 
screens: personal computer (Windows 95) for making an Internet home page, an 
older unused PC, and a twenty- nine- inch TV, in which is plugged an LD player 
and double- deck VHS player and recorder, for making copies from laser disks 
and videocassettes. Also wired into the emerging system are audio speakers and 
an eight- millimeter video camera.52 Finally, the third generation of male otaku 
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is characterized for its fandom of anime characters, garage kits (kits for making 
your own version of a favorite anime character), video games, and voice actresses. 
Among the piles of weekly manga and various character goods, wires are now 
conspicuous, connecting controls to the home video game consoles (PlayStation) 
and connecting the consoles and a double- deck VCR to the single screen in the 
room— a TV now larger than twenty- nine inches. A wireless phone lies beside a 
couple of remote controls.53

With these diagrams for three generations of otaku, Okada brings us to the 
mid- 1990s, to the eve of the Pokémon Incident, when the assembling of tele-
vision and new media culminated in an individual room that presents, in con-
densed form, the new media ecology that had came to the fore in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. Needless to say, these successive generations of electronics, 
media platforms, content, infrastructures, and domestic architectures all merit 
additional historical attention, as does Okada’s dependence on generational dis-
course.54 But my interests lie in what is happening both in a larger register and 
in a smaller one: totalizing procedures and individualizing techniques, which is 
where recourse to television is useful.

In a manner analogous to contemporary discourses on posttelevision, discus-
sions of new media in the late 1980s and early 1990s often announced the death 
of broadcast television— and the death of certain sociopolitical formation associ-
ated with the nation. Yoshimi, for instance, equated the emergence of personal-
ized mobile media— “the Walkman, cellular phone, portable computer, pager, 
and tamagocchi”— not only with the demise of the national domestic television 
formation but also with a complete loss of social mediation and political nego-
tiation between citizens and nation. When the procedures of segmentation as-
sociated with domestic television disappear, citizens also vanish. The television 
audience becomes unified only on the basis of national emergencies and natural 
disasters. The result is in effect a television nation that only exists in a continuous 
state of emergency. Where Okumura Kenta, for instance, finds confirmation of 
the importance of television’s reality in its new coverage of disasters and emer-
gencies, Yoshimi argues for the death of the nation- citizen formation and the rise 
of biopolitical governance shored up with ultranationalist declarations of states 
of emergency. The television allows the government to act immediately and with 
impunity on its people, who are reduced to a sort of bare perceptual life, atomized 
and ensnared in the attention– reason complex.

While I largely agree with Yoshimi’s account of the shift from a paradigm of 
national citizenry toward biopolitical states of emergency, his argument reveals 
just one facet of what is happening between television and new media. Let me try 
then to introduce some of the other facets.

Broadcast infrastructures are by and large national (or sometimes supra-
national) projects arising at the intersection of governmental, commercial, and 
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military interests. As such, as is the case with Japan, they repeat the national 
project, that is, the project of nation building. The national ideal for broadcast 
infrastructures is commonly expressed in terms of what Benedict Anderson 
called flat, even sovereignty. The emitted signal is supposed to radiate to the 
edges of the bounded national territory, thus erasing distinctions between center 
and periphery, between the urban and rural, by folding everyone into the cen-
tralizing forces of national broadcast. Broadcasting thus puts a different spin to 
the drive for this ideal national sovereignty. Recall that in the era of novels and 
news papers, Anderson showed how the fatality of language came to function as a 
sort of internal material limit on the deterritorializing drive of capitalism, which 
made national sovereignty orbit around the assembling of forms of speech with 
print media. As Yoshimi shows in the context of national domestic television, the 
technical problems of vernacular language identified by Anderson (standardiza-
tion of speech and of scripts) turns into a problem of standardization of program-
ming, of the temporal rhythms of daily life, hierarchized with reference to a sym-
bolic center. At the same time, these technical problems become entangled with 
technical problems associated with electromagnetic signals (frequency allocation 
and relays). Broadcast signals invariably, and simultaneously, fall short or go too 
far. Pockets of people in remote areas, for instance, often prove too difficult and 
costly to reach with relay stations. One solution is to supplement broadcasting in-
frastructures with cable or satellite systems. But full access remains incomplete, 
and coverage never happens in a smooth, even, technological manner. A techno-
differential emerges in relation to the signal. As the relation between center and 
periphery, urban and rural, undergoes profound transformations sociolinguisti-
cally, it undergoes equally profound transformations signaletically. Broadcasting 
introduces electromagnetic fatality into the ideal of smooth and uneven distribu-
tion, such that national sovereignty has to operate through the signaletic. The 
imagined community is transformed into an image economy, which comes to 
subtend it.

Considered from the vantage of the electromagnetic signal, broadcasting ap-
pears only ever poised to provoke a shift from the ideal of national citizenry by 
transforming putative citizens into signaletic modes of existence. This trans-
formation can indeed take the form of a shift from the nation- citizen forma-
tion to a biopolitical formation in which the attention economy makes for a bare 
perceptual life (attention) always in crisis and emergency. This is what Yoshimi 
sees new media provoking in the late 1980s, which is surely the forerunner of 
so many of the alarming government initiatives being implemented today to 
transform would- be citizens into bare data life.55 In its heyday, then, broadcast 
television may be said to allow for a sort of holding pattern between the ideal of 
nation- citizen sovereignty and the biopolitical state of emergency through a dis-
placement of sovereign power onto the television family. Yet the sovereign power 
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imparted to this television household served primarily to stabilize disciplinary 
power, that is, to stabilize the movement from closed to closed site. The television 
family might be better characterized as a relay for disciplinary power than as a 
genuine formation of sovereign power.

In relation to the national project, broadcast television has relied on the sover-
eign power of household to provide a relay between different power formations 
traversing the nation. On the one hand, the television household couples ideals 
of national sovereignty and citizenry with biopolitical forces, thus domesticat-
ing the biopolitical deployment of signaletic potentiality. On the other hand, the 
television household serves as a buffer and mediator between disciplinary sites. 
Broadcasting is not, however, an intermediate stage between historical forma-
tions of power, one of which replaces the other in succession. It was, and remains, 
a mediator or a relay between them. In its capacity as a relay, it is not nothing. 
Nor is it a vanishing mediator. It is doing something, which accounts of paraso-
ciality strive to capture. As it undertakes its task of mediator between sovereign, 
disciplinary, and biopolitical power formations, the relay patches into something 
of each formation as it incessantly spins out new TV characters and parasocial 
relationships. Let’s call these spawn of the television mediator— signaletic life- 
forms or signaletic modes of existence. The signaletic mode of existence takes on 
something of the biopolitical insofar as these TV characters, personages, or per-
sonas are treated as actual life- forms. It takes on something of sovereign power 
in that anime, manga, and game characters are legally treated as autonomous 
entities with actual rights of usage. It takes on something of disciplinary power 
in that, as Bazin and Katō stress, it feels as if the TV personage was watching 
you, as attentive to you as you are to it, and at the same time the “no one” and 
“every one” of statistics- gathering on viewership is actually you, which makes the 
audience conscious of its status as something monitored. The result of this move-
ment across disparate levels of the exercise of power on a multiplicity is a quali-
tatively different form of power, exercised at the level of the parasocial relation: 
ontopower.56 Ontopower strives to capture the relation between the human life-
form and the signaletic life- form— the affective relation that comes prior to and 
follows from their interaction. Which is to say, ontopower is exercised at the level 
of infraindividual intra- active potentialities arising through the formation of sig-
naletic modes of social existence. As with the exercise of power generally, it works 
through a bifurcation of forces and relations; it strives to capture the potentiality 
of signaletic modes of existence by turning them into lifestyles via personalizing 
and individualizing procedures (work on self). But in the process it also spurs in-
dividuating processes (care for self) vis- à- vis signaletic modes of social existence.

Commentators have noted these effects in various scales of social life. Okada’s 
schema of three generations of otaku implies a transformation of the sovereign 
family centered and hierarchized around the family TV set. In its role of relay, 
the household becomes more and more like a relay station; it becomes a com-
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plex, while the personal bedroom begins to look like a broadcast– relay sta-
tion. Everything is in place for the mobile privatization of broadcast television to 
flip into the privatized mobility of new media, to flip back and forth again and 
again. As new media disclose the outside on the inside of broadcast television 
through peripheral devices that allow for switching between media functions, 
they also disclose the outside of the inside of the household. Morikawa Kaichirō 
has persuasively argued, for instance, that otaku zones or areas in the city of 
Tokyo such as Akihabara, to which I would add Otome Road Ikibukuro and 
Nakano Broadway, present a swarming of the otaku personalized home space 
into urban space. The individual room pervades the city, making for areas that 
are otaku- room- like. The result is the personalized city or polis, or “personapo-
lis,” inhabited both by otaku and anime characters.57 In such zones, otaku and 
media mix characters from manga, anime, and games are on an equal footing. If 
this persona polis formation is invariably associated with television’s media mix, 
it is because, among the TV personas who drop by the home for a visit, some of 
them (the animated ones) cannot be anchored in any known place or time or per-
son. Although they have the same homey, cozy, or familiar quality as live- action 
television personas, they seem to come from a different dimension of reality. 
They are visitors from another world. Another dimension of reality based on sig-
naletic modes of existence appears at the juncture between the domestic and 
the exotic— anachronistic English butlers, French maids, Goth girls, robot pets, 
animal aliens, engineered boyfriends, goddess girlfriends, and so on. Special 
zones must be created for them and for encounters with them, zones of intimacy 
that are like a combination of life- support facilities with special economic zones. 
These signaletic modes of social existence have arisen at the juncture of sover-
eign, disciplinary, and biopolitical powers.

Considering how ontopower arises at the juncture of sovereign, disciplin-
ary, and biopolitical powers in the history of broadcast television affords a better 
understanding of the shift from psychiatric power to media care. As broadcast 
television began to function as a relay between sovereign power and disciplinary 
sites in the 1950s and 1960s, it is not surprising that accounts of television would 
linger on deviant behavior and try to cultivate rational uses of media. Gradually, 
in the 1970s and 1980s, as new media disclosed the network potentialities aris-
ing with and through broadcast television, there occured a displacement of sover-
eign power that felt like its demise, and at the same time the increasing demand 
for attention began to outpace its segmentation, which revealed new possibilities 
for biopolitical governance through media. By the mid-  to late 1990s, the stage 
thus was set for the Pokémon Incident to precipitate a new set of relations at the 
juncture of these power formations, at the very moment when new media were 
becoming visible yet again. Media care emerged as an effort to capture the onto-
political forces and relations already in play as a result of decades of media mix 
and generations of otaku.
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Some commentators construe the otaku formation as a return to or renewal 
of the cultures of discernment associated with the townspeople or chōnin of early 
modern Japan— the floating world. Okada, for instance, ends his introduction to 
otaku on that note.58 Yet there is something historically specific about this junc-
ture of institutional arrangements of disciplinary society; the ongoing centraliza-
tion of governmental, economic, and military power as well as media ownership; 
and the reduction of workers to a pool of flexible resources and the ongoing trans-
formation of media usage into site of a primitive accumulation of data to be put to 
work elsewhere. It is hardly surprising to find deep currents of pessimism about 
social— or rather parasocial— relations flowing through the history of television 
and new media, from Katō and Williams, to Baudrillard and Crawford, to Ōtsuka 
and Azuma. The contemporary paradigm of media care exercised through media 
addiction and signaletic toxicity is hardly cause for optimistism, and care for self 
seems a thin thread for articulating social transformation, whether revolutionary 
or reformist. Because care for self appears inextricable from work on self and 
thus from neoliberal self- governance and sovereign autonomies, it may appear 
to be a simple compensatory mechanism, a fleeting moment of anarchy and col-
lectivity. Nonetheless, in the contemporary media context, this is where we would 
have to seek something like Katō’s and Rancière’s “ordinary” or “nonsectarian” 
aesthetics— in parasocial movements, in the translation or transmigration of 
characters or personas between individuals’ rooms and special urban zones as 
well as other sites.

To understand this transmigration, we cannot simply linger on, pathologize, 
or otherwise reify the relationship between consumers and characters. In the 
spirit of Williams’s insistence on social technology, we need to address the media 
infrastructures that mediate this relationship. The mediation of infrastructures 
does not simply vanish into the background. It does make for a media environ-
ment that operates below the threshold of awareness and beyond our interaction, 
which nonetheless exerts pressure on users. Platforms, for instance, are points 
of access that exert a pressure on users, where one feels the pressure of the all 
of the infrastructure, as it were. This is where users also push back in various 
ways. Mediation, then, always implies immediation.59 It is through this perva-
sive platform pressure (PPP) that affective relations arise. The characterization 
of media as addictive (PPP becomes pipipi) acknowledges the importance of af-
fective relations, but only to harness that potentiality to pick up the ontopolitical 
slack between power formations. To conclude this genealogical account of the 
social technology of television and new media, I thus propose in the final chapter 
of this part to draw together the lines of inquiry in the prior four chapters into 
a closer look at the triangular relation between users, characters, and platforms: 
the platformative relation.
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IN THE CONTEXT OF TELEVISION, ANIMATION, AND VIDEO GAMES, ONTOPOWER MAY SEEM TO BE ENTIRELY A MATTER OF 
a personalized, interactive relationship between the consumer and the character. 
Addressing ontopower entirely in terms of personalized interactions, however, 
invites a highly abusive account of consumers, as has so commonly been the case 
in accounts of otaku. Both male and female otaku have been discursively con-
structed through a combination of psychology and typology: they are imagined 
in terms of distinctive physical morphologies and various forms of psychological 
excess such as antisociality or social reclusion. This sort of treatment of otaku is 
a variation on psychiatric care, for it frets over the relation between disciplinary 
formations of labor and the sovereign power invested in the family. The emer-
gence of media care, however, suggests that something else may be happening 
in the context of ontopower. Media care forces us to understand something like 
otaku behavior in relation to intoxicating, mind- altering substances that are as 
widely used, and as ordinary, as tobacco or alcohol, to which people have different 
responses, tolerances, and propensities, for reasons at once social, psychological, 
and physiological. The paradigm of media care demands that we think in terms 
of a triangular relation and thus an infraindividual plane of composition instead 
of a personalized consumer- to- object relationship.

In Part I, I showed how both physiological and psychological accounts of the 
relation between viewer and screen missed the mark, precisely because they 
eliminated the third term, treating it as a vanishing mediator. Accounts of the 
image (or content) such as Bordwell’s formal analysis ignored the screen or plat-
form, and accounts of the screen like Eric McLuhan’s suppressed the functions 
of the image. In fact, what mediates the three terms— viewer, image, screen; or 
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user, content, platform— is an underlying plane of composition (infraindividual 
intra- actions) that is being generated through their interaction. As scientific ac-
counts of the Pokémon Incident amply demonstrate, this plane of composition 
doubles electromagnetic reality (plane of immanence) as it enables the patching, 
cutting, and stitching of the fabric of blink. As such, as the screen– viewer– image 
relation comes closer and closer to this electromagnetic reality, it reaches a limit- 
experience in Pokémon Shock.

Where Part I considered media care in its more ecophysiological and psycho-
phenomenological dimensions, Part II turned to the question of television media 
as social technology. Part II adopted a genealogical approach to the relation be-
tween television and new media, opening each term of triangle: first, the image 
was opened into a three- way relation between character and co- constitutive nar-
rative tendencies (fabulating and subjective enclosing); second, the screen was 
opened into a relation between platform and polarized infrastructural tendencies 
(one to many and point to point); and third, the viewer was opened into a relation 
between user and disjunctive social tendencies (sovereign power and disciplinary 
power). Thus, in Part II, each point of the triangle in Part I turned out to have 
its own triangular relation, which is where social relations emerge at an infrain-
dividual intra- active level. Looking at the social technology of television in this 
manner allowed me to understand what is at stake in the relation between televi-
sion and new media: ontopower.

The genealogy of television media revealed a television ontopower stretched 
across sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical formations, allowing them to work 
together even as they continue to function separately. This ontopower brings into 
focus a specific social triad— self, character, and platform— that doubles the eco-
phenomenological triangle of eyes– image– screen (the animetic plane of compo-
sition). Ontopower emerges at the level of infraindividual intra- action between 
these three terms, which make for fuzzy, complex, tensile sets of relations akin 
to fields: self– subject, character– world, and platform– infrastructure.

By way of conclusion to Part II, then, I wish to consider this social triad of self, 
character, and platform, concretely and genealogically, with the goal of drawing 
together the prior lines of inquiry and by clarifying both the social interactions 
and intra- actions of television media.

Platformativity
The relation between you and a character feels like an interaction, a personalized 
relationship. You interact, for instance, with animated characters both on and off 
the television screen. You interact with and through animated characters in video 
games. Yet at the same time you also interact with and through platforms. As 
video game studies has stressed, there are skills and procedures entailed in play, 
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which shape your relation to it. Relations to platforms may also feel personalized. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, for instance, instead of saying, “We bought a TV,” people 
often said, “Terebi ga yatte kita,” or TV has arrived, as if television had come by 
for a visit. What is more, even if you are not watching the television per se, the 
TV set, like the radio, is often said to keep people company.1 The company kept 
today with mobile phones scarcely needs mentioning. Both the platform and the 
character, then, are liable to become parasocial beings that entail a social mode 
of existence.

An NHK animated series for children, WASIMO (2014), based on the bestsell-
ing illustrated book for children of the same title, provides a perfect example. A 
young girl continues to grieve the loss of her grandmother. She bursts into tears 
whenever she watches television because she recalls watching it with her. So her 
father constructs a robot version of grandmother: a television- like monitor sits 
atop the grandmother- like body as a head (Figure 9.1). He adds a set of clacking 
dentures to impart the feel of grandmother. The family calls the robot Wasimo in 
memory of the grandmother’s characteristic way of saying “me too.” It is as if the 
sociality of television watching had been flipped inside out: instead of watching 
TV with grandmother, grandmother becomes a parasocial interactive and intra- 
active TV being. Thus begins a series of comic and heartwarming misadventures 
with the TV granny.

Oddly, however, we tend to treat the two kinds of parasocial interactions 

FIGURE 9.1. A young girl offers a 
flower to a robot rebuild of her 
grandmother in episode 2 of the 
NHK series Wasimo (2014).
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separately, to hold them resolutely apart. The pervasive pressure of platforms, 
whether the ubiquity of ambient television screens or the constant demand for 
attention on the part of our mobile phones, is considered in isolation from the 
pressure of the image that is commonly embodied in characters, which charac-
ters may run the gamut from human actors to animated characters and avatars. 
Even though the platform in your life may feel personal, personalized, or charac-
terized, a conceptual language does not yet exist to deal with that feeling, other 
than acknowledging that the platform is an actor or actant. When it comes to 
characters, however, terms and concepts abound to address its personlike quali-
ties and its status as a social actor. Still, the character is largely treated in isolation 
from the platform, and the concepts used to deal with one or the other are rarely 
applied to both.

A rare exception is Ian Condry’s discussion of the anime character. Condry 
describes the character as a “generative platform,” arguing, “One can think of 
platforms not only as mechanical or digital structures of conveyance but also as 
ways to define and organize our cultural worlds.”2 Condry focuses especially on 
the anime character in terms of its platformlike capacity to generate links across 
media forms. His account thus invites us to move beyond the received tendency 
to hold apart platforms and characters, which is a by- product of analyses meth-
odologically based on interaction between individuals. Analysis has traditionally 
focused on the character as an individual who interacts with the consumer or 
user as an individual (subject), or on the interaction between an individual plat-
form and an individual user. Infraindividual intra- actions drop out of the picture. 
But this is where platform and characters actually enter into relation and jointly 
take on form.

To embark on an analytics of the infraindividual intra- actions between self, 
character, and platform, we might think in terms of platformativity, which is say, 
a sort of performativity related to platforms.3 Judith Butler’s now- classic articula-
tion of performativity concerned the human individual reiterating itself, with it-
erations bringing an affective infraindividual potentiality to the surface, enabling 
repetition with difference. In platformativity, both characters (or media content 
more broadly) and platforms (and thus infrastructures) actively exert pressure 
and play an active role, or more precisely an intra- active role. Platformativity, 
then, concerns the iteration of selves, characters, and platforms that generates 
the compositional plane underlying their interactions, thus giving a composi-
tional force to them.

As attested by Butler’s transformation of Lacan’s account of the mirror stage 
into a theory of performativity,4 we remain heirs both of Freud and Marx when it 
comes to thinking about nonhuman actors. In the Freudian and Marxist legacies, 
the logic of fetishism is usually evoked to explain the pressure that objects exert 
on subjects. From the perspective of ontopower, both legacies are of interest be-
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cause they fill in different parts of the story. When the Freudian legacy deals with 
the fetish, it is largely sovereign power that is in question.5 The fetishized object 
takes on power and even takes possession of its would- be master. Significant vari-
ations on the fetish are possible. Julia Kristeva, for instance, dramatically expands 
on the negative powers of the fetish, making it a source of horror— overcoming 
bodily control, defying efforts to secure corporeal containment, oozing, leaking, 
rezoning.6 On a different tack, Nakazawa Shin’ichi offers a Freudian reading of 
the relation of the child to the pocket monster, reading the pokémon as a prime 
instance Lacan’s objet petit a, which entails a fetishistic relation to the maternal 
body not yet challenged by any paternal or other social authority (the symbolic).7 
Nakazawa remarks that the strangeness of the pokémon fetish comes from its 
encapsulation within the pokéball. It enables “wilds in your pocket,”8 which is 
in effect the inverse of Kristeva’s powers of horror. Nakazawa links this drive for 
mastery through encapsulating to engineering— creative powers of involution. 
Another example is Marilyn Ivy’s reading of the mash- up of cute and criminal in 
the art of Nara Yoshitomo. She focuses on how such art plays between both pos-
sibilities, showing how the manga and anime character flips between powers of 
horror (trauma) and creative empowerment of fans.9

When the Marxist legacy deals with the power of the fetish over humans, 
it is the disciplinary power associated with labor that comes into question, for 
the fetish serves to mask the underlying reality of social relations, covering over 
the transformation of human beings into free labor. In effect, because workers 
also socialize through fetish objects, they enter into their own disciplinization, 
governing their social behavior. Anne Allison’s account of Pokémon adopts some-
thing of this perspective, exploring how participation in Pokémon games situ-
ates children within the field of postmodern capitalism.10 They become both self- 
governing subjects and flexible workers. Insofar as ontopower is what stretches 
across and holds together the sovereign power of the family and disciplinary 
power of schools and workplaces, both the Freudian and Marxist accounts of the 
fetish offer invaluable perspectives. Yet we still have to consider how a third kind 
of “object power” arises, precisely to assemble the sovereign and disciplinary for-
mations addressed in Lacanian and Marxist accounts, and in conjunction with 
biopolitical forces.11

The work of Bruno Latour comes to mind, for his varied accounts of non-
human actors, actor– network theory, and more recently modes of existence have 
inspired deep and far- reaching reflections on the social pressures exerted by ac-
tants including earthworms, quarks, and ozone. What is more, where Freudian 
and Marxist lineages of thought have tended to dwell on “power over,” specifically 
the power of humans over humans via objects, Latour leans toward “power to,” 
the power of both humans and nonhumans to affect change, hence his call for a 
new settlement between them and the parliament of things.
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Another trend in discussions of object power deserves attention in this con-
text because it tends to undermine a sustained account of infraindividual intra- 
actions. The trend becomes pronounced in some of the work associated with 
object- oriented ontology (or speculative realism) that claims to liberate objects 
from the subject, to free them of the subjectivization (which is conflated with cor-
relationism) expounded in Western philosophy. The proposed liberation of the 
object consists largely in eliminating all reference to the subject, usually by ex-
punging terminology with apparently subjective implications.12 As such, a range 
of subject- related distinctions becomes superfluous, such as those between 
subject and self, or between subjectivity and the subject, not to mention, affect, 
perception, and consciousness. In such accounts, as objects take on complexity, 
subjects and subjectivity appear to become increasingly unified and simplified. 
Thus, at a deeper level, because such accounts remain committed to grinding 
away at binary subject– object schemas, the proposed liberation of the object ends 
up reinstating the isolated and enclosed subject. Especially disquieting for those 
whose research is related to locations discursively situated outside the putative 
West, the familiar geopolitical divides are put in place without comment or ques-
tion. The liberation of objects not only reinstates the West versus the Rest but 
also proposes to reinstate the West as if without the Rest. The apparent attack on 
Western metaphysics turns out to be a rescue mission, a restoration.

The concept of platformativity, then, is designed to address object power in a 
more Latourian fashion, but its goal is neither to expunge objects of all relation 
to other objects and subjects nor to declare a definitive break with Freudian and 
Marxist understandings of the fetishistic power invested in objects by subjects 
that returns as a power over subjects. Rather, the aim is to explore the entangled 
set of relations arising across three complex terms: platform, character, and self. 
Through their interactions, each of the terms takes on a degree of semblance 
with the other two. As the platform becomes both character- like and selflike, so 
the character becomes platformlike and selflike, and the self becomes platform-
like and character- like. In Part III, I will highlight the complexity of practices of 
self as they emerge stretched across media tendencies embodied in platforms 
and characters.

Here I place the emphasis on the platform because “platform” (and with it 
infrastructures and media) is the term usually ignored or downplayed within 
the Freudian and Marxist traditions as well as in Butler’s theory of performativ-
ity. In these theories, the platform is treated as a mirror, and the medium of the 
mirror is scarcely problematized (see chapter 13). In the context of television and 
new media, however, ignoring the role of the platform or subordinating it to the 
subject in advance can only lead to a general dematerialization and dehistoriciza-
tion of operations of power. Without some emphasis on the platform, television 
ontopower might appear to consist of nothing more than the mass manipulation 
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of minds through ideas. By the same token, if the role of the platform is not ad-
dressed, then the relation between self and character will appear to be nothing 
more than a personalized relationship. Platformativity is thus the key to taking 
seriously the pressure of platforms, screens, infrastructures. It allows for a more 
careful account of the self– character relation and thus of self– self and self– other 
relations— which is where ontopower is exercised.

The platformative angle of ontopower is especially evident when the appara-
tus of media care addresses screen addiction rather than, say, personalized ob-
session with characters or fetishization (which discourses on otaku tend to do). 
Platformativity encourages a different way of looking at the force of characters 
(or the power of the fetish) in manga, anime, and video games. It encourages 
a consideration of infraindividual intra- actions arising both before and after 
(actualized through) the personalized relationship between self and character. 
Personalizing, obsessing, and fetishizing do not occur without the stuff of blink. 
They are ways of fashioning a turban from a scarf, to evoke my prior analogy. Just 
as turbaning the scarf transforms it back into a strip of cloth with multiple desti-
nations, so the personalizing of characters turns them back into blinky stuff with 
multiple incarnations. Consequently, a closer look at how platforms affect charac-
ters provides a way to consider the platformative relation. Such an approach may 
seem counterintuitive. Wouldn’t it be better to provide an exhaustive account of 
the affordances of various television- related platforms in the manner of media 
archaeology or platform studies?

While I understand both the contribution and appeal of detailed studies of 
platforms and devices, it is the very wager of this book that the actualization of 
platform affordances through the third party of the character may tell us more 
about the social technology of platforms, infrastructures, and media than media 
archaeology does. Indeed, platformativity is intended to bring media genealogy 
to the fore instead of media archaeology. Weihong Bao puts the issue succinctly: 
“Genealogy is meant as a remedy for the archaeological method’s inability to 
account for the causes of historical transitions as anything beyond a series of 
discontinuous discursive and epistemic formations.”13

The two approaches are not incompatible, however, as Bao shows. They have 
different aims. The genealogical turn implied in the notion of platformativity 
is intended to address the ontopolitical formations emerging around the social 
technology of television media. Consequently, manifestations of the transversal 
force of television media (platforms and infrastructures) within anime and game 
characters are more to the point than an exhaustive accounting of platform pa-
rameters. The previous chapters in this part strove to delineate that transver-
sal force. The assembling of one- to- many and point- to- point tendencies through 
the introduction of plug- ins and peripherals gives rise to, and comes to rely 
on, something before and after these tendencies: the alternately localized and 



 210 | P L AT F O R M AT I V I T Y  A N D  O N T O P O W E R

nonlocalized point, the everywhere and nowhere point that appears, as if magi-
cally, to stitch together different electromagnetic gradations of the stuff of blink. 
Its limit- experience arrives at Pokémon Shock, in epileptiform seizures, with a 
population suddenly precipitated into a network at once social and antisocial in 
its implications— an electromagnetic multitude.

Needless to say, we cannot inhabit this limit- experience, but as commenta-
tors on the Pokémon Incident frequently remark, it is already embodied in the 
principal character of the Pokémon series: Pikachu. The pika- pika of Pikachu is 
like the paka- paka of transmitted light effects in animation, as is the paku- paku 
of Pac- Man racing the beam in console games. The facts of the television screen 
prove inseparable from the facts of animation for platformative reasons. They 
are platformatively entangled. As such, they cannot be psychologized or disci-
plinized all the way down, that is, in all registers and levels of their being, acting, 
and becoming. From the depths of the farseeing platform, the character reaches 
out. In the intimacy of the character, the platform pushes back. The points of 
this triangle— self, platform, character— are not connected by straight lines in a 
Euclidean fashion to form a geometrical figure. This triangle entails curvature, 
in a Riemannian fashion, to form a topological manifold, or something more 
like a tritone (the musical interval composed of three adjacent whole tones) than 
a triangle. Genealogy, then, is an inquiry into the historical transformations of 
that manifold.

Code Switching
Ōtsuka Eiji’s and Azuma Hiroki’s accounts invite us to consider media mix in 
terms of a relation between character and world that is mediated through story- 
play or fabulation on the part of the consumer. Ian Condry’s account introduces 
a slightly different triad from the perspective of the producers of anime series: 
characters (kyarakutā), premises (settai), and worlds (sekaikan), “specifically, the 
design of characters, the establishment of dramatic premises that link the char-
acters, and the properties that define the world in which the characters inter-
act.”14 Nonetheless, accounts of media mix generally gravitate toward the anime 
character, for the character is the point of the triangle where it is relatively easy 
to gauge the pressure exerted by the other two points: the world or worldview, 
and the dramatizing or fabulating. Indeed, the anime character appears to have 
incorporated world and story- play into its very being. Thus the anime character 
may be considered to be social technology. This is why Condry calls the anime 
character a generative platform.

Looking at the anime character from the angle of the media platform and 
its infrastructures introduces a different yet complementary perspective. The 
emphasis is less on interactions between producers and consumers and more 
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on intra- actions generating them and generated through them— the productive 
force of distribution, and the distributive force of television media. Producers and 
consumers are generating and playing on the same electromagnetically charged 
field, but that field is only charged because they are not distributed evenly or 
equally. Thus we need to think about the media mix less as a combinatory system 
and more as media ecology (forces and relations entailed in the production of dis-
tribution). Let me begin by focusing on a fundamental tension between the basic 
structure of anime episodes and the ecology of their media reception. In this way, 
I hope to gradually reveal what I think is a more fundamental tension between 
code switching and media switching.

Hatakeyama Chōko and Matsuyama Masako provide a detailed analysis of 
the basic structure of the thirty- minute episode of animated television series, 
focusing primarily on the original 1963– 67 Tetsuwan Atomu (Astro Boy) and its 
1980– 81 remake; the years 1985 and 1995 in the long- running Doraemon ani-
mated series (1979– 2005); and finally Pokémon, which began broadcasting in 
1997. Their central structural analysis thus roughly covers the four decades from 
1960 to 2000. Particularly striking is the degree to which the basic structure of 
the internal segmentation for an episode remains in place. The basic pattern is 
as follows: commercial, opening, commercial, first half of the story, commercial, 
second half of the story, commercial, preview, ending, commercial.15 Striking, 
too, is the degree to which the timing for the segments remains the same across 
four decades. As might be expected, there are some changes, such as a slight de-
crease in the story time and an increase in the time allotted to commercials. But 
these changes are minor. Consider, for instance, Hatakeyama and Matsuyama’s 
parsing of two episodes from the Doraemon series (Figure 9.2).16

The segmentation of televisual flow within the anime episode is analogous 
to the overall segmentation of televisual flow discussed previously in terms of 
the emergence of daily programming schedules, which during the heyday of the 
national domestic television formation (roughly from the 1950s to the 1980s) 
was organized viewing around an idealized family formation in which children 
watched their programs (such as animation) as the mother prepared supper, and 
the later golden time for family viewing centered on the father’s interests. Indeed, 
the three animated shows that Hatakeyama and Matsuyama discuss adhere to 
such a schedule, which remains in place even today, although it no longer bears 
the same social weight after successive waves have eroded its centrality, such as 
the multiplication of channels through expanded broadcast, satellite, and cable; the 
use of time- shifting playback devices (VCRs and DVDs); and the emergence first of 
video games and now streaming services.

Williams’s emphasis on flow is useful in this context, for it reminds us that 
even though an animated television series may be carved out of the televisual 
flow— treated as a more discrete object and bought and sold as a property (a 
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possibility increasingly realized through videocassettes)— its content remains 
permeated with the distributive force of broadcasting. The anime series is as 
much an anime differential within an overall flow as it is a discrete anime ob-
ject. Its mode of existence thus entails an oscillation between being discrete and 
nondiscrete. Indeed, media mix was historically built on this technical mode of 
existence in which anime is at once discrete and nondiscrete.

FIGURE 9.2. Breakdown of two episodes from the Doraemon animated television 
series, adapted from Hatakeyama and Matsuyama.

DORAEMON May 17, 1985 October 7, 1994

Opening 1’13 1’10

Sponsors (telop) 0’15 0’15

Program commercial 1 0’30 0’30

Program commercial 2 0’30 0’30

Program commercial 3 — 0’30

Story A 12’44 9’00

Program commercial 4 0’15 0’30

Program commercial 5 0’15 0’30

Program commercial 6 0’30 0’30

Program commercial 7 0’30 —

Story B 8’56 13’00

Program commercial 8 0’30 0’30

Program commercial 9 0’15 —

Program commercial 10 0’15 —

Ending 1’00 0’50

Preview of next episode 0’30 0’30

Sponsors (telop) 0’15 0’15

Ending (telop) 0’07 —

TOTAL TIME 28’30 28’30
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Hatakeyama and Matsuyama’s structural analysis shows an analogous, al-
most isomorphic segmentation of televisual flow within the anime episode. Thus 
a similar anime differential arises within the episode: the animation as a discrete 
object comprises the story segments and the opening and ending song- and- credit 
sequences. By convention, when anime series are bought and sold (or pirated and 
circulated), the commercials are removed, making for the sense of a discrete ob-
ject. Still, the nondiscrete side of its being remains tangible: how many viewers 
really treat the ending sequence as part of the anime? Probably some contempo-
rary viewers will even slide over the opening sequence, going directly to the story. 
Also, the midway commercial break remains palpable, part of the experience. 
These are just a few obvious ways in which the nondiscrete nature of an anime 
episode, its relation to televisual flow, defines its mode of existence. Those who 
complain that anime for children is nothing but an extended advertisement for 
toys are simply insisting on one possible way of approaching the nondiscrete 
side of anime, taking its nondiscrete side as evidence of a failure to become an 
autonomous object of art. Similar complaints have arisen vis- à- vis cinema as an 
industrial art. This is familiar territory, and clearly it is not particularly useful to 
try to redeem or condemn everyday popular cultural forms. If the goal is to speak 
truth to power, then the very everydayness of anime gives as much to push with 
as to push against— and probably more to push with.

Complaints about the pervasive commercial flows within anime are instruc-
tive precisely because they force a confrontation with its nondiscrete existence, 
which is precisely what contributes to the platformative potential of the anime 
character. The anime character will of course appear in the story segments as 
well as in the opening and ending. As characters such as Atom (Astro Boy), 
Doraemon, and Pikachu attest, the anime character may increasingly appear in 
commercials and even in other programming. Because the different segments by 
design entail different audiovisual codes, as the anime character crops up in dif-
ferent kinds of segments, it comes to incorporate the nondiscreteness of anime 
and to embody it within what appears to be a discrete body. There are different 
ways of assessing this combination of discreteness and nondiscreteness within 
the anime character.

Azuma Hiroki calls attention to the increased tendency in anime- related 
games toward disassembling characters into bits and pieces for reassembly.17 
Such disassembling and reassembling of characters harkens back to the “cel 
banks” used to streamline the production of animation for television while 
meshing with the “garage kits” sold for making your own anime figurine.18 Marc 
Steinberg notes the interplay between the material and the immaterial aspects of 
the anime property: as anime characters are marketed and licensed, bought and 
sold, their immaterial value increases.19 Here too it is possible to link this produc-
tion of the immaterial value of an anime character to the history of animation 
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production: as limited animation brings the depths of the image to the surface, 
characters come to embody that surface depth. Characters become endowed with 
a “soul” inscribed into their very design.20

Looking at this multifaceted production (comprising animators, broadcasters, 
viewers, players, marketers, and other human actors) of “characters with souls” 
or “soulful characters” from the angle of television (production of distribution) 
draws attention to some factors that receive less attention when the focus is pri-
marily on the production of animation (production of production). It becomes 
evident that it is the relentless pressure of televisual flow that generates the non-
discrete, immaterial soul of the character. It is the pressure of televisual flow 
via platforms through characters that encourages the formation of parasocial 
relationships with characters, thus making for the ontopolitical capacity of tele-
vision animation. Characters are thus platformlike at an infraindividual level: 
like media platforms, they channel televisual flow, that is, the audiovisual flow 
of television.

Both television and animation come into play in this process, so let me briefly 
address the relation between them, which will clarify what television brings to 
the process.

Looking at the character from the angle of television animation, it is the his-
tory of limited cel animation that comes to the fore. Cel animation has histori-
cally tended toward the production of an image composed of multiple planes. 
These planes may be composited in various ways to assure that the image holds 
together under conditions of movement. The strategies used for compositing in 
cel animation have been prolonged in contemporary digital animation, where 
compositing remains the overall problematic in imparting a transplanar compo-
sitional force to the moving image.21 Thus different lineages of animation have 
arisen on the basis of different ways of managing the overall compositing of the 
multiplanar image, that is, imparting and maintaining a specific kind of trans-
planar force through it. In the case of Japanese animation, for instance, Tsugata 
Nobuyuki writes persuasively of two axes of animation, one characterized by the 
more classic cinematic or full animation of animated films such as those by Tōei 
Studios and Studio Ghibli (Miyazaki Hayao) and the other characterized by the 
highly limited television animation inaugurated by Tezuka Osamu’s Astro Boy.22

Looking at animation in this manner, the genealogical relation between 
cinema and animation comes to the fore. Focusing on the multiplanar image 
and its transplanar force tends to call attention to the production of space in 
animation— relations of depth and surface (non- Cartesian space), weightless-
ness (non- Newtonian space), and exploded projection or the register in which 
animation becomes more tactile and tactical, encouraging assembly, disassem-
bly, and reassembly across media (participatory cultures). In contrast, from the 
perspective of television and audiovisual flow, the temporal dimension comes 
in question— flashes of sound and light, rhythms of color and music, wavelike 
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timing, racing the beam, characters popping on and off the screen, which is say, 
the affective interval arising from composition of the stuff of blink. If Pokémon 
Shock presents the limit- experience (the pure experience that is blink), then the 
basic unit is the temporal loop of affective feedback exemplified by jittering eyes 
in close- up. Such loops emerge from and remain close to on– off effects. In cross 
section, temporal loops imply wavelike signaletic rhythms.

This temporal composition (composing across temporal loops) runs in par-
allel, disjunctively, with the spatial composition (compositing across the multi-
planar image). Because the anime character is situated at the spatiotemporal 
cinematic– electronic juncture between these two ways of composing the moving 
image, it becomes platformative, sorting out and interwinding the crosscurrents, 
much as the television set at once segments audiovisual flow and generates new 
linkages across segments. If television is often likened to musical experience, 
to jazz or polyphony, it is because the stacked rhythms and interlaced tempos of 
television codes are something you can indeed experience like music— listening 
to it or learning to play it.23 Playing the TV is thus like playing an instrument. It 
is something that demands learning and practicing; it is an everyday skill, one 
that is not entirely incompatible with the “everyday activities that structure our 
attention,” such as hockey and carpentry, that Crawford evokes.24

Hatakeyama and Matsuyama’s study draws attention to the persistence of a 
fixed structure of segmentation, both externally (the relation of the anime series 
to other programs) and internally (the relation of segment to segment within the 
episode). Segmentation implies the spatialization of time, but it also introduces 
the possibility for temporal patterns across segments in ways that complicate 
the tendency toward compartmentalization and homogenization. What is more, 
within the episode, segments imply different codes for listening and viewing, 
decoding and recoding. As the anime character makes its appearances in seg-
ments with different codes, such as songs, stories, and commercials, it oscillates 
between discrete and nondiscrete existence in a specific manner: it becomes an 
embodiment of code switching. As a discrete object, it sustains a high degree 
of formal resemblance as it moves across segments with their different codes. 
Atom, for instance, always looks more or less like Atom in terms of basic charac-
ter design. Yet at another level, Atom is a code switcher. Much as the television 
set continues to look the same even as it displays different shows, so Atom contin-
ues to look like Atom even as he switches between codes. At the same time, while 
characters are becoming platformlike through this infraindividual intra- action 
with television, the television set will increasingly feel like a character in its own 
right. Indeed, the semblance arising across switching channels and switching 
codes makes both the character and television set feel active, even sentient and 
potentially intelligent. Through code switching, the anime character becomes a 
subjective technology.
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As Williams’s and Yoshimi’s studies of television amply demonstrated, seg-
mentation is also part of the social technology of television. Their accounts show 
how television, as a social technology, works both on the side of sovereign power 
and on the side of disciplinary formations. As such, the social technology of tele-
vision is situated in much the same manner as psychiatric power in Foucault: 
it relies on the sovereign power of the family to assure the possibility of pass-
ing, with some degree of efficiency, from one site of disciplinary enclosure to 
another— factory, school, political offices, and economic centers. Discourses on 
the social effects of television have dwelled on the ways in which watching TV 
might prevent familial space from smoothly functioning as such a relay, as if 
domestic television presented a competing or inferring relay. Television thus be-
comes the site of a socially constitutive doubt, for it remains unclear whether 
the subjectivities associated with television work with or against the behavioral 
and cognitive norms associated with disciplinary formations. Katō’s initial in-
terest in and subsequent disavowal of the parasocial effects of television are a 
prime example: is this society- like effect the forerunner of an alternative sociality 
with progressive possibilities, or is it the harbinger of deepening and widening 
circuits of control? Such discourses are as fixedly structured as is the segmenta-
tion of television animation identified by Hatakeyama and Matsuyama. Likewise, 
across remakes and multimedia franchises, the anime characters implied in their 
account— Atom, Doraemon, Pikachu— have proved surprisingly stable, even if 
this stability requires ever more preposterous social and familial situations— 
situations convoluted beyond the dictates of genre and world building. Their 
code- switching powers are enlarged and enhanced in the process.

Media Switching
The code- switching capacity of anime characters makes them a site of continuity, 
which is related to highly stable structures (infrastructures) requiring significant 
resources to sustain their operations. If we look at the anime character from the 
angle of the media transformations implicit in Okada’s influential account of 
three generations of otaku, however, sites of discontinuity become more evident. 
From an otaku point of view, recall that the decade between 1965 and 1975 may 
be loosely characterized in terms of what he calls the tokusatsu (special effects) 
formation, in which superheroes like Ultraman were at the center of transmedia 
ecologies comprising live- action television series, movies, and science fiction nov-
els. Anime and manga did not begin to play a central role until the next decade, 
1975 to 1985, as the generation that had watched series like Astro Boy as children 
began to organize their multimedia worlds around them. Okada thus dubs it 
the television animation or anime generation. Here the VCR plays a crucial role 
as fans begin to record and play back anime series like Galaxy Express 999 and 
Space Battleship Yamato with epic narratives, which provided the linchpin for 
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transmedia worlds including television animation, animated rebuild and spin- off 
films, and OVAs alongside manga and fanzines. Finally, Okada describes the de-
cade of 1985– 95, not coincidentally the heyday of new media discourses, in terms 
of the anime character, largely as a result of the impact of video games. Azuma 
confirms Okada’s basic schema when he indicates the rise of character- centered 
media mix from about 1995.

Anime, and ultimately the anime character, came to play the pivotal trans-
media role in conjunction with the transmedia expansion of the television set 
via media plug- ins and peripherals, such as remote controls, VCR and DVD play-
back, and game consoles. Within the transmedia ecology, the anime character 
not only switches between codes but also between media platforms. How does 
this media switching differ from code switching? First, it should be noted that 
media switching was already in evidence as early as 1960s- era Astro Boy anime: 
Steinberg has documented how the Atom character began to make an appear-
ance in nontelevision media forms other than manga, such as stickers and toys.25 
Still, Okada and Azuma are surely correct to argue that the anime character truly 
moved into a central role between 1985 and 1995 as a result of new media envi-
ronments. When the anime character is considered in light of its capacity to move 
onto the same television screen via different platforms, it is easier to understand 
what makes media switching different from code switching. Where code switch-
ing followed from the segmenting procedures associated with broadcast tele-
vision, media switching relies on the new capacity of the screen to flip between 
platforms. It was at this historical juncture that anime videocassettes came to 
be called software, while the platform was hardware. As such, media switching 
is neither a matter of segmenting nor codes. It is closer to computational para-
digms such as software. In its capacity as media switcher, the anime character is 
still platformlike, but now the platform is like hardware capable of running soft-
ware. The anime character now functions at once as software (code switching) 
and hardware (media switching). It thus provides a reminder of how tenuous the 
hardware– software distinction can be.

In historical terms, the seemingly softer code switching is more evidently a 
site of structural continuity, while the putatively harder media switching implies 
greater discontinuity. The result is an assembling of soft structures and hard pro-
cesses. As odd as such a characterization may sound, it is a good one, for it forces 
us to look at the inverse side of new media, which are so often treated in terms 
of hard, inflexible structures versus soft, pliant processes. It also helps explain 
how broadcast television was only ever transforming into new media. Before ad-
dressing the social implications of code switching, however, I need to recap some 
basic points.

First, a genealogical account of the anime character will center on the tension 
between code switching and media switching. Because codes and media are not 
the same thing, they present a fundamental disparity, but that disparity proves 
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generative because its “resolution” remains problematic. Second, both code 
switching and media switching are in evidence from the beginning of television 
animation, which is also the constitutive moment for media mix and transmedia 
storytelling. Third, considered from the angle of ecology (and media genealogy) 
rather than mix or convergence (and media archaeology), it becomes clear that 
what is called new media or posttelevision is indeed arising with and through 
broadcast television: broadcast television remains the structural side, and the in-
verse side (process) does not escape its gravitational pull. Likewise, it is impos-
sible to liberate or isolate media switching from code switching in the context of 
platform- delivered animations.

These three points help elucidate some of the social stakes for thinking about 
new media and the entanglement of social media and television media. New 
media do not break or dispense with the social technology associated with the 
broadcast television formation. New media have not moved beyond either the 
sovereign power invested in the family (and the nation- state) or the injunctions 
for self- governance associated with disciplinary enclosures. They continue to 
stretch across them in a manner that at once troubles and assures passage be-
tween them. New media have, however, introduced new wrinkles, ones related to 
the biopolitical crises Yoshimi associates with the deathlike living on of broadcast 
television in the contemporary state of geopolitical emergency. Yet at such a junc-
ture, television also begins to realize its ontopolitical capacity, continuing to allow 
links (both actionable and operative) between sovereign power in its authority 
crises and disciplinary formations in their ongoing multiplication. This is not 
to say that nothing has changed. There are indeed significant qualitative shifts, 
but they prove difficult to address if they are taken for radical breaks or ruptures. 
What is more, if we wish to consider how transmedia linkages can become ac-
tionable, that is, sites for activism, then we need to address how they have become 
operative in the first place.

In Part III, I will look at the complex negotiations occurring within media 
ecologies as they tend toward the formation of (operative) complexes, but with 
an eye to possibilities for activism. First, however, I would like to complete, in a 
somewhat cursory manner, this genealogy of the platformative character in order 
to spell out the implications of its social technology that play out in greater detail 
in Part III.

The Anime Character as Social Technology
In platformative terms, the Atom boy- robot character of the 1960s anime series 
is prototypical of television in its first two decades. A range of factors conspires 
to make him into an uncanny double or semblance of the television set: the TV 
is an engineered technology, yet it communicates with you in an entirely human 
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capacity. Actually, much like Atom, the feelings the TV set conveys may feel more 
real than those of human beings. Atom’s robotic functions include sending and 
receiving signals, and he seems highly susceptible and attentive to all forms of 
communication. Because Atom appears to be a boy but is a robot, questions arise 
about where to situate him socially. Abandoned by his creator “father” who made 
him in the image of his dead son, Atom, in his capacity as a boy, requires a fam-
ily and even wants to be treated like a human boy. Yet he is not the usual sort of 
child, for he may be put to work in his capacity as a robot, which usually means 
responding to various threats to humanity. As such, his relation with his guard-
ian, Professor Ochanomizu, is like that between father and son; but it is also like 
work. Atom is thus situated, oddly and uncomfortably, in relation both to the 
sovereign power of the family and to disciplinary formations of work, primarily 
in experimental sciences and engineering. For Atom, such work largely takes the 
place of the usual disciplinary situation for children, school, although he finds 
school attractive in his capacity as a humanlike boy. Significantly, when Atom is 
at home, he is most often depicted within the home’s common spaces— living 
and dining rooms. As Atom blurs the distinctions between boy and robot, he cre-
ates a relay between domestic and disciplinary formations.

In sum, Atom is television- like in a number of registers, and as with tele-
vision, it remains uncertain, even to him (hence his powerful dramatic appeal), 
whether he is holding the family together or tearing it apart. Still, although (or 
because) absent, the father symbolically sustains the sovereign power of the fam-
ily, which allows the boy- robot to to function as a relay between domestic space 
and disciplinary space. In addition, because his primary vocation is to respond 
to emergencies, Atom imparts a biopolitical charge to the family– work relay. 
The crisis in the family is thus matched by a crisis in the nation or the world. 
Dramatic possibilities unfold from the uncertainty of Atom’s relation to crisis: is 
he the problem or the solution? Atom oscillates between feeling his potentiality 
as he becomes technologically enhanced and dashes to the rescue, and mourn-
ing the affective bind implicit in his mode of existence. Atom is thus operatively 
stretched to provide a relay across the sovereign power of the family, disciplinary 
enclosures, and biopolitical crises in geopolitical sovereignty.

His character design meshes with this relay function. As a boy, he is evidently 
human, yet his neotenous features allow him to fuse with the nonhuman ani-
mal, and at the same time he is an atomic- powered, high- tech machine. As an 
animal, he appears biopolitically exposed and exceedingly vulnerable. As a boy, 
he appears entitled to state- backed familial protection as a sovereign being with 
rights. As a machine, he is put to work and is expected to act as a self- governing 
subject. He is animal, human, machine. He is at once bare life, sovereign citi-
zen, and self- governing subject. These formations intra- act on an infraindividual 
basis within Atom. They must be fused and self- modulating at that level to serve 
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as a relay. No wonder children and adults alike gravitate to the Atom future: this 
intra- action promises either to afford a highly operative and functional existence 
within a technocratic state in which sovereignty is forever deferred and compro-
mised, or to inspire an activist insurrection to liberate one formation from the 
other two— or maybe to liberate the world from all three formations. Likewise, 
this is surely what drew everyone to the television in the living room: to cultivate 
social relations with the creatures spilling forth.

Because Atom is so platformatively entangled with the television of the 1960s, 
it is difficult to alter the character, world, or setup of the first animated series. 
While the 1980s remake proved fairly successful as a result of its faithfulness to 
the 1960s series, other efforts to transform or to enlarge the world have not met 
with much success. If the Atom series demands replication and reiteration even 
as it resists reformation and innovation, it is surely because its platformativity has 
become so fundamental for subsequent modes of platformative iteration. It can-
not be changed without pulling the earth out from under the platform.

The next anime series in Hatakeyama Chōko and Matsuyama Masako’s ac-
count, the Doraemon series, might be said to work through an interval implicit in 
the Atom character by splitting the animal- boy- machine into a boy (Nobi Nobita) 
and an animal- machine, a cat- robot named Doraemon. Instead of a resolute 
break, the Doraemon series presents a loosening and retying of the basic knot 
of sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical formations implicit in the television 
relay. It shakes the earth under the platform, moving the action from the living 
room to the world of boy’s bedroom. Everything happens on the same earth, but 
that earth is now both looser and easier to cultivate. Indeed, the Doraemon world 
has proved more cultivable and adaptable than Astro Boy.

Fujiko F. Fujio’s Doraemon manga began serialization in 1969. An animated 
television series aired for one season (twenty- six episodes) in 1973. With the sec-
ond anime series, which went on the air in 1979 and ran until 2005, Doraemon 
exploded into a powerful multimedia franchise. During its twenty- five- year run, 
the anime series spawned a series of feature- length animated films, released on 
a yearly basis, as well as a plethora of character goods, OVA releases, and TV spe-
cials, alongside the ongoing serialization of the manga (completed at forty- five 
volumes in 1996). The next anime series, which began in 2005, follows directly 
from the previous series, featuring new voice actors, and sustaining and expand-
ing the multimedia franchise. The series centers on a likeable but lackadaisi-
cal boy, Nobi Nobita, and the rotund blue humanoid (yet vaguely catlike) robot, 
Doraemon. Doraemon has been sent from the future to prevent Nobita from fail-
ing at his studies, becoming a washout, and thus ruining the family’s future.

In keeping with Doraemon’s muted animal traits, the biopolitical crisis here 
concerns the sovereign power of the family, but with a broad wink. Even when 
Nobita finds himself in crises extending well beyond the family to include the 
nation, the world, or other planets and eras, the series revels in comedic possibili-
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ties. It offers a series of light- hearted apocalypses, de- escalating large- scale crises 
by combining them or alternating them with small- scale concerns. The scale of 
reference remains Nobita’s room, and everything revolves around this confined 
space, in which the schoolboy is supposed to be studying. Although his room 
does not include a television set, Doraemon plays a platformative role akin to it. 
Each time Nobita, lazy and distracted, turns from his studies, he finds himself 
in some kind of trouble, and the cat- robot offers a seemingly endless variety of 
technomagical gadgets. It is hard to determine whether the gadgets are the cause 
of trouble (Nobita often uses one without permission and creates havoc) or the 
solution (another gadget is produced to help resolve the situation). It is equally 
uncertain whether the cat- robot from the future is the source of his distraction 
or the answer to it.

Doraemon thus takes the place of the TV set in a context in which the televi-
sion platform is undergoing media expansion. One of the more delightful recur-
ring devices is his doko de mo doa, or “door to anywhere,” which wonderfully 
captures the feeling of television, and especially television animation, as a mode 
of transportation to anywhere and everywhere. It also uncannily anticipates the 
docomo, or “anywhere,” used to characterize one of Japan’s major mobile phone 
services. Gadgets spill out of his pockets like software applications.

Considered in terms of its social implications, Doraemon’s performance is 
situated where biopolitical crises (entertaining distractions built into the atten-
tion economy) threaten to disrupt disciplinary spaces and the relation between 
them (cognitive labor and reason: Nobita will fail school and thus fail to obtain a 
good job). Again, however, Doraemon is both the distraction from and the goad 
to study. Like television, his mode of existence implies a superimposition of at-
tention and reason, generating a vortex. It is no wonder, then, that his protégé, 
Nobita, is often claimed to be a prototype for the male otaku. The cat- robot plat-
form pushes Nobita’s world toward a knowledge formation poised between edu-
cation and entertainment, cognition and passion, wherein entertainment may be 
approached studiously while education takes on affective connotations.

As for Nobita, above all, he is the site where the sovereign power of the family 
is directed and invested. He thus enjoys a certain privilege, yet he does not really 
have autonomy. He is like his room: removed from the center of the household 
yet inextricably connected to it, implying vicarious or proxy sovereignty. In this 
respect, the household complex appears to resolve crises by reference to the sov-
ereign power of the father precisely in the manner of television: it introduces 
multiple channels and time slots, precursors to websites. Golden time, which 
reinforced the father’s authority by centering on his interests, may lose its hold, 
but centralizing effects still hold sway in the multiplication of proxy interests. 
The time loop conceit reinforces the point: Nobita is in a sense fathering himself. 
The question is, how to introduce genuinely disparate autonomies?

In this respect, the Doraemon series does something that the Atom series 
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could not. Where the Atom character fused three formations into one body, the 
Doraemon series splits them across two bodies, those of Doraemon and Nobita. 
This splitting gives greater latitude to the platformative process of stretching 
across and holding together sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical formations. 
The greater latitude given to platformative effects enables a transformation that 
did not occur in the Atom series. As a robot, Doraemon is more obviously plat-
formative, television- like, than Nobita. While his platformlike nature is not as 
visible as that of Atom in terms of hardware, Nobita takes on a platformative 
capacity akin to what is usually deemed to be software. It is as if, in deploy-
ing various technomagical gadgets, he were running a series of applications. As 
such, he is neither a machine to be programmed (educated or entertained) nor 
an autonomous agent.

As discussed in chapter 7, this is also the moment when anime is being 
characterized as software. Although anime is clearly not a computational plat-
form, neither is it merely a message or content to be played back. Its content is 
like software in that it affords linkages with other content in other formats and 
media forms. Now, however, the software– hardware becomes so complicated that 
it is only possible to think in terms of software– hardware complexes, like the 
Nintendo complex, with its efforts to close its platform by limiting usage to its 
own game software, as discussed in chapter 7.26 As hardware and software be-
come increasingly entwined, what takes on greater importance is a relation be-
tween platforms— or, more precisely, different forms begin to interact as if they 
were platforms; they intra- act platformatively. This is precisely the relation aris-
ing between Doraemon and Nobita. This is surely why the Doraemon series has 
been able to prolong itself through its multimedia explosion. Once the platforma-
tive relation begins to affect all modes of existence, a vast array of beings may 
be held in relation— evident in the proliferating cast of motley characters in the 
Doraemon series. The platformative relation allows the transmedial forces of dis-
tribution coursing through the television to be channeled across a vortex. With 
transmedia ecology, organisms and environmental components come into rela-
tion via the energy cascade. Likewise, the Doraemon– Nobita duo only emerges 
once the vortex has started to gather, stabilizing pathways of multimedia serial-
ization or transmedia storytelling across it.

As for the third series in Hatakeyama and Matsuyama’s account, the Pokémon 
series seems to follow directly from the Doraemon series, both in its structure of 
segmentation and in its protagonists. With Satoshi and Pikachu, Pokémon also 
uses as its basic premise the relation between a boy and a kind of animal- machine. 
Until summoned, Pikachu and the other pocket monsters reside within the train-
er’s spherical pokéball, which is like a handheld platform. In platformative terms, 
then, the animal- machines of the Pokémon series recall the handheld platform 
with which the franchise was launched in 1996, the Nintendo Game Boy.
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One of the novel features of the first Pokémon games was the use of cables to 
connect one platform to another. It was billed as the first game allowing players 
to connect one to one with each other rather than via a console plugged into the 
television. Indeed, the Pokémon creators were keen to stress that these one- to- one 
cables were “communication cables” rather than “combat cables.”27 Whether or 
not players actually used this feature, it is indicative of the overall orientation of 
the franchise toward creating a sense that players are at once building a network 
and dwelling within it. The Pokémon series thus mobilizes and intensifies the po-
tential of handheld games to form a networklike structure similar to yet distinct 
from online networks. Another characteristic feature of the franchise, its equally 
popular card games, enhances the sense that its world is an off- line world that 
is like online worlds. All of its components begin to function as communication 
technologies, and the cards themselves are like platforms, with powers to be dif-
ferentially activated in response to the powers of other cards.

To promote the series, a Pokémon manga began serialization in KoroKoro Komikku 
(Corocoro comic) in same year, often including bonuses, that is, special cards to 
be used in the card game. The anime series quickly followed, airing in 1997. 
Although the anime series proved as popular as the card and handheld games, it 
might seem as if broadcast television was no longer playing a central role in the 
transmedia ecology, because the Pokémon series appears to be predicated on a 
bid to form a network that effectively bypasses any physical wired connection to 
the television set. The series initially appears intent on autonomy from television 
both as delivery medium and as media platform. Indeed, in light of the recent 
popularity of the Pokémon Go game app for mobile phones, which moves its play-
ers into the streets in pursuit of pokémons, the Pokémon series appears to be a 
prime instance of posttelevision new media that breaks with broadcast television.

Even the domestic space associated with broadcast seems to disappear. Al-
though its boy hero, Satoshi, has a family, he is usually traveling from town to 
town, from adventure to adventure and combat to combat, with media platform 
in hand and only a tenuous connection to his household. Satoshi is becoming 
fully platformative, like one of the pokémon animal machines, summoned and 
transported from place to place. Communication and transportation feel nearly 
synonymous. In this respect, the Pokémon series confirms Yoshimi’s remarks 
about the disappearance of domestic television with the rise of mobile and social 
media that began in the late 1980s and early 1990s. As procedures of segmenta-
tion associated with broadcasting wane, the sovereign power of the family also 
seems on the verge of disappearing. The sudden resurgence of massive govern-
mental, scientific, and familial concern for television in the context of the 1997 
Pokémon Incident also jibes with Yoshimi’s assessment of the morbid, undead 
afterlife of television: biopolitical emergency replaces the sovereign power of the 
family in organizing national life. Indeed, throughout the series, especially in 
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the feature- length animated movies that contributed to its first global peak in 
the early 2000s, the larger story arcs within the Pokémon series concern plan-
etary disaster and ecological crises. Socializing with and through cute electronics 
and animal platforms becomes increasingly associated with saving the planet 
from environmental disaster. Another kind of question thus emerges around the 
Pokémon series, a question about the relation between media environments and 
natural environments, and between ontopower and environmental crises. Let me 
address this question via the genealogy of platformative characters, which offers 
insight into the complex forces historically summoned and ordered within trans-
media ecologies, which continue to exert pressure on the present.

Thus far I have focused more on the continuous nature of the ontopolitical 
transformations occurring across Atom, Doraemon, and Pikachu. Bifurcations 
also occur. We have seen that, in platformative terms, where Atom is like the 
(closed) television set of the early broadcast decades, Doraemon is like a tele-
vision set open to expansion via peripherals. Pikachu is like the mobile phone, 
or keitai, as it is called in Japanese, a term that Mizuko Ito glosses as “something 
you carry with” in order to highlight its intimate connection with the user’s body 
over its mobility or its technical infrastructure.28 The pocket monster thus ap-
pears to conjure up an entirely different media formation than that of expanded 
tele vision. Yet the pokémon does not present a resolute break with broadcast tele-
vision in order to usher in a postbroadcast or posttelevision era. It follows from a 
bifurcation arising within Japan’s television new media.

The easiest way to grasp this bifurcation is to consider the contrast between 
the cyborg and the pokémon, which is related to the bifurcation of electronic 
games into the game console and the handheld game, whose representatives are, 
respectively, the aptly named Famicom, or family computer, known outside Japan 
as the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), and the Game Boy.

Although the first media mix cyborgs are roughly coeval with Atom (the 
Cyborg 009 series), the cyborg took on new functions in 1980s Japan, riding 
high on the waves of OVA releases and reaching a peak around 1995 with Oshii 
Mamoru’s The Ghost in the Shell. This cyborg was above all a creature of the wired 
world. To hook up to the net, their body had to have plugs or jacks for the inser-
tion of cables or wires, a setup that looked and acted exactly like the jacks and 
cables used to plug VCRs and game consoles into the television set. The Matrix 
series expanded on this aspect of The Ghost in the Shell: characters have jacks in 
the back of the neck for wiring into the matrix. In platformative terms, the cyborg 
is like the television peripheral or plug- in. But the peripheral device is feeling 
increasingly autonomous, which explains the existential crises in cyborg identity: 
they are like peripherals roaming free of their home or base platform, looking 
for something to plug into in order to figure out who they are and what they are 
supposed to do. It’s hard to be a VCR or game console without a TV set to direct 
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you. They try plugging into one another, but, much as physical sexual inter course 
holds less attraction for them than virtual sex, they really want to plug into some-
thing larger, that is, the matrix or Web. This Web and matrix turn out to be more 
than the sum of their wires. They have wireless effects. It is like they are able to 
broadcast signals right to the cyborg— which is to say, the wired world is dream-
ing of something wireless, but that nonwired effect now seems to arise within 
it. In effect, the wired world appears to have subsumed or incorporated wireless 
broadcasting, computationally.

In contrast with the pokémon world, the cyborg world may appear darker— 
and thus to be a world decidedly for adults. This distinction may have held 
through the mid- 2000s. But as numerous failed attempts to reboot previous cy-
borg worlds as well as the broad demographic reach of games like Pokémon Go 
attest, the pokémon has ended up feeling truer to the current mobile and social 
media situation. The Pokémon series allows the handheld device to serve as an in-
timate parasocial companion. Unlike the jacked- in cyborg who risks becoming a 
puppet to a master, the pokémon feels unburdened by wires and infrastructures 
yet is somehow connected to friends. The pokémon is not mastered but trained, 
in a relation like that described by Donna Haraway for companion species.29 It is 
as if the parasocial possibilities of the wireless revolutions of radio and television 
have been fully realized.

The bifurcation between cyborg and pokémon effectively repeats that between 
Atom and Doraemon, but with a difference. There is an analogous separation 
of animal- machine from the human, which opens the platformative relation 
across existences instead of collapsing it into an existence placed in opposition 
to mind. Thus with pokémons, the robotic problem of the matrix largely dis-
appears, wherein wiring threatens to subsume mothering within engineering, 
which poses a challenge to the sovereignty of the human body, manifest in crises 
of personal and political sovereignty. With pokémons, mechanism and organism 
no longer appear ontologically different; nor do natural environments and media 
environments. Physical scale thus ceases to matter in the same way. The result is 
indeed “wilds in your pocket.”

Because the production of these platforms is clearly contributing to the plane-
tary depletion of resources and the global exploitation of labor, it is fair to ask 
whether the infraindividual intra- action of platform and cute animal simply 
serve to conceal this unpleasant truth.30 Are we just pasting a cute image on the 
platform to hide its ugly reality? There is no doubt that associating platforms with 
cute animals can function in this manner, yet focusing exclusively on that kind 
of ideological function is too limited in its notion of ideology. It stops short of 
addressing the ontopolitical field of rationality emerging around the platforma-
tive character and its double, the characterified platform.31 The ontopolitical field 
emerging through platformative characters is more than an ideal supplement to 
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biopolitical crises of the environment. The genealogy of television media shows 
how it plays a broader, active, nonsupplementary role.

First, the genealogical approach suggests that as the sovereign power of the 
family is compromised, television sustains it by dividuating it, sharing it with 
individual family members. Second, individuals, thus endowed with their share 
or part of sovereign power, take on the family’s relay function of assuring the 
smooth articulation of different disciplinary enclosures. The otaku becomes 
the exemplary figure because he is one of the family and a family of one. The 
family is no longer an individualized group; it is dividuated, making for distrib-
uted relays. To evoke Deleuze’s account of societies of control, the relay of this 
“family- dividual” takes on a function of modulation across disciplinary sites. 
Third, even as this dividuation and modulation tends to leave dividuated human 
relays exposed to environmental disasters and biopolitical states of emergencies 
such as the Tepco disaster at Fukushima, it also situates human actors among 
non human actors in a manner that may spur new kinds of collective experimen-
tation and ethical relations.

In sum, as Latour, Stengers, and Haraway have all proposed, albeit in some-
what different ways, the ontopolitical is distinct from yet in relation to the bio-
political. The value of paying greater attention to television and new media lies 
in the light it sheds on the genealogical connections of ontopower not only to 
biopower but also to disciplinary and sovereign forms of power. It also urges us 
to consider the ways in which the contemporary overproduction of companion 
species, happening both in media and scholarship, may afford new frameworks 
for understanding the current juncture. How do we push against but also with 
and through these parasocial companion species, these platformative characters 
and characterified platforms?

This is precisely the question addressed in Part III. Having laid the ground-
work for understanding the social technology of television media in Part II, I now 
turn to the third point of the triangle: self. Through four case studies of multi-
media franchises, each of which implies a distinctive media ecology, I propose to 
explore different possibilities enabled by these ecologies for practices of self, for 
work on self and care for self. Part III thus presents a shift from the social tech-
nology of television to its psychological technology, but in keeping with overall 
genealogical focus of this study, I consider the social and psychic to be two faces 
of the psychosocial coin— which coin does not respect the Euclidean laws of ge-
ometry. It is more like a psychosocial Möbius strip. If you travel along the social 
side, you wind up on the psychic side, and back again.
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THE POKÉMON INCIDENT OCCURRED AT A TIME WHEN A SERIES OF DRAMATIC TRANSFORMATIONS IN TELEVISION MEDIA 
were becoming increasingly tangible and visible, culminating in a sense of crisis 
by the end of 1990s. First, at the level of infrastructures, the new media an-
nounced in the late 1980s and early 1990s had significantly increased the num-
ber of channels, especially as a result of new satellite stations and channels. Once 
again, the distributive capacity outpaced the production of content, which made 
for new venues for broadcasting animation outside NHK and the big five Tokyo 
stations, not only on satellite but also through independent stations.

Second, at the level of media platforms, the national domestic television 
formation— the family around the TV in accordance with daily time slots— had 
all too clearly given way to a household media complex. On the one hand, the 
household television set now included VCR and maybe a DVD player as well as a 
game console. In conjunction with new plug- ins to allow for reception of satellite 
broadcasts, the television set had become computerized, permitting it to switch 
between different media functions. On the other hand, television media systems 
had also moved into individuals’ rooms, making for a household with more than 
one media center— a veritable household complex. At the same time, the rise of 
portable mobile media, especially the widespread use of cell phones with Internet 
service by the end of the 1990s, also contributed to undermining the sense of the 
household as a domestic media center. The other lineage of Nintendo platforms, 
based on the transformation of the Game Watch (1981) into the Game Boy (1989), 
into Game Boy Advance (2001), and then into the Nintendo DS (2004), fed into 
the trend toward increasingly personalized and portable media, to be used at 
home or while commuting to school, going to work, or running errands.

T HE  FA M I LY 
BROA DCAS T  COMPL E X
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Across these two transformations in media appeared a third one related to 
multimedia franchising or media mix. The publishing house Shūeisha, which 
had emerged as the most financially successful version of the manga- to- anime 
model with anime adaptations of manga published in its weekly boys’ manga 
magazine Shōnen Jump, hit its peak of sales in the mid-  to late 1990s. Even be-
fore the Shōnen Jump model peaked and began to wane, the multimedia model 
centered on the adaptation of manga into television animation had already begun 
to give way to new strategies of media mix. On the one hand, there emerged a 
tendency to plan for, and if possible to release, multiple media instances of a 
franchise at the same time. On the other hand, a variety of new source materi-
als other than manga received greater attention, such as light novels and video 
games. As both Okada’s and Azuma’s accounts of media mix attest, a new strat-
egy had clearly emerged by the mid-  to late 1990s. The new media mix would 
have a strong game component, with increased emphasis on characters and play. 
It also built on another powerful current of media mix established in the 1980s: 
making animated series based on toys, particularly transforming toys.

The Pokémon franchise rode this new wave, releasing its games for the Nin-
tendo Game Boy in 1996, with their special platform- to- platform cables allowing 
for point- to- point communication networks. The games’ success, amplified by 
a Pokémon manga serialized in Corocoro, led quickly to the broadcast of the ani-
mated TV series in 1997. As such, the Pokémon media mix presents a new site 
and moment for the assembling of polarized tendencies within the expanded 
television media formation, with an increased emphasis on characters and play. 
The popularity of the card games enhanced this emphasis. Nonetheless, as the 
Pokémon Incident would make abundantly clear before the end of 1997, this 
new game media mix, for all its emphasis on point- to- point network tendencies, 
nonetheless depended on assembling with the one- to- many tendency associated 
with broadcast television. The Pokémon Incident did not mark a rupture between 
television and new media but rather signaled a genealogical transformation in 
the television media formation.

The unparalleled global success of the Pokémon animated series serves as a 
reminder that this television media formation remains profoundly connected to 
anime. The success of both the television series and the animated movies made 
Pokémon a household term around the world, and Pikachu became as familiar as 
Mickey Mouse. Indeed, the anime market in North America is sometimes said to 
have peaked with the first three Pokémon movies released there in 1999, 2000, 
and 2001. The Pokémon animations owe a good deal to the anime lineage of lim-
ited animation, at the level of form (line, color, character design, backgrounds, 
movement, editing, and a range of other formal features) and at the level of func-
tion (animetic plane of consistency). Here it is also useful to recall that the iden-
tifiable cause of the epileptiform seizures of Pokémon Shock, the 12 Hz red– blue 
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flicker, lay not in the anime or in the television screen but in the transformation 
of the flash effect in the anime in the process of broadcasting it. It is the coming 
to the surface of this “media betweenness” that exposed the groundless ground 
of television animation, its limit- experience, that is, seizure and blackout.

The genealogical perspective reminds us that this media betweenness is re-
lated to larger and deeper historical currents in television and new media. What 
the Pokémon Incident brought to the fore, then, is not only the limit- experience 
of animation or of television screens but also the assembling of medial tenden-
cies implicit in broadcast television— point to point and one to many. This is why 
the incident suddenly mobilized experimental sciences, government ministries, 
television broadcasters, animation producers, and households, catalyzing a new 
set of relations. The genealogical perspective thus returns us to our point of de-
parture, the social injunction (or incitement) that emerged from the Pokémon 
Incident: “Don’t get too close to the TV when watching anime, and please keep 
the lights on!” Now, however, we are better equipped to consider the polarization 
of social tendencies implied in this injunction, which is inseparable from the as-
sembling of polarized media tendencies.

Infrastructure Complex
The response to the Pokémon Incident largely ignored or bracketed questions 
about anime content, that is, story structures, themes, narration, or figuration, 
although these were sometimes mentioned as contributing factors. The response 
focused attention on the impact of media themselves, both techniques (such as 
the transmitted light effect) and technologies (such as CRT screens). The overall 
impression is that media (rather than content) constituted a direct neurological 
danger (rather than a behavioral or psychological problem). Part I looked at how 
neuroscientific studies strove to understand the Pokémon Shock in causal terms, 
quickly isolating the 12 Hz red– blue flicker as the cause of the epileptiform sei-
zures, which arose from an unexpected transformation of the animation frame 
rate during broadcast. Something escaped or exceeded this strict localization of 
the cause, however. Similar effects also occurred with other kinds of screens and 
other techniques of animation, and those affected often ceased to show signs of 
being susceptible to PSE, which suggested that other factors might have come 
into play.

The Pokémon Incident effectively placed television animation high on the list 
of dangerous media substances, that is, substances whose intoxicating effects 
might cross the threshold into full toxicity. The fuzzy relation between cause and 
effect also allowed the incident to cross easily into general discourses on media 
addiction, which are fuzzier still, precisely because the criteria for safety and tox-
icity remain wide open to interpretation. This fuzzy causality also explains why 
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the injunction to watch television animation at a safe distance in a well- lit room 
has continued to appear with anime, despite substantial changes in animation 
techniques and screen technologies. The fuzzy relation between media cause 
and neurological effect has been translated into a fuzzy danger zone in front of 
screens in general: How close is too close? How much illumination is needed 
in the room to assure safe viewing? The fuzziness of this zone may also invite 
experimentation: How close can I get before passing out?

Now, due to its emphasis on a cause- and- effect relation, such a scenario gives 
the impression that media happen first and social responses follow, with a lag, 
belatedly. It thus encourages a deterministic stance vis- à- vis media and technolo-
gies, which tends to overstate their impact and thus to overlook the actual com-
plexity of media configurations as well as their historical and genealogical depth. 
When the Pokémon Incident began to focus new attention on the fuzzy zone in 
front of the television set, for instance, it was building on and transforming a 
larger set of social and technological relations. Before exploring the complexity of 
this transformation, however, I would like first to revisit my approach, extend it, 
and render it more explicit.

Previously, when drawing on Raymond Williams’s account of television, I have 
made reference to Deleuze’s manner of thinking “determination” (three syn-
theses) and to Deleuze and Guattari’s Marxist reworking of it. When Raymond 
Williams calls television a social technology, he reminds us that the social and 
the technological (and thus the medial) always appear entangled. It is impossible 
to separate them definitively, to give priority to one over the other. His notion 
of social technology is thus not a matter of social uses of technology, which is a 
variation on the scenario in which media or technology happen first, and social 
responses or uses follow. The social is entangled with the medial from the outset. 
We tend to think, for instance, of point- to- point tendencies as socially individual-
izing and one- to- many tendencies as socially totalizing. For Williams, the key 
determination of television as social technology lies in the production of distri-
bution capacity over and above the production of content. Such a determination 
is not, however, simple or unitary. As in Deleuze’s account of determination in 
Difference and Repetition, it might best be described as synthesis. Indeed, the pro-
duction of distribution capacity in Williams’s account has a synthetic function: it 
brings together point- to- point logistical tendencies and one- to- many centralizing 
tendencies. Although Williams sees a subordinating or effective subsuming of 
the former by the latter, he still sustains the sense of a synthesis determination 
across his analysis: flow and segmentation, mobile privatization, multiple cen-
ters. In other words, the production of distributive capacity is a determination, 
but it does not totally and deterministically turn television into segmentation, 
privatization, and centralization because flow, mobility, and multiplying forces 
are continuously synthesized with them.



 T H E  FA M I LY  B R O A D C A S T  C O M P L E X  | 233

Williams’s emphasis on the production of distributive capacity as the key 
synthesis determination of television jibes with Guattari and Deleuze’s rework-
ing of the concept of disjunctive synthesis into that of production of distribu-
tion. Disjunctive synthesis is one of three syntheses that Deleuze introduces in 
Difference and Repetition in his account of the emergence of the subject: con-
nective, disjunctive, and conjunctive. For Deleuze, the subject is the tentative 
outcome of these syntheses. In Anti- Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari remap these 
three syntheses onto Marx’s account of production (connective), distribution (dis-
junctive), and consumption (conjunctive). In keeping with Marx’s insistence that 
circulation increases unevenness instead of generating equalization, equality 
or equity, Guattari and Deleuze see disjunctive synthesis (distribution) as the 
key to understanding processes of capitalism. Disjunctive synthesis produces 
the monstrous body of capitalism, its socius. Steven Shaviro provides this cogent 
summary:

The socius is the matrix of surplus appropriation, and then of circulation and 
distribution. It operates what Deleuze and Guattari call a disjunctive synthesis, 
or a synthesis of recording, “of distributions and of co- ordinates that serve as 
points of reference.” But such a process cannot continue indefinitely, all on its 
own. The disjunctive synthesis of capital is not a perpetual motion machine; it 
is not a closed, self- contained, self- renewing system. Contrary to the assump-
tions of neoclassical economics, it is not an equilibrium system. Rather, it is 
what Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers call a dissipative structure, a far- from- 
equilibrium conductor of flows of energy. If the socius were only able to feed 
back upon itself, and live upon its own resources, it would either suffer a short 
circuit and quickly burn out, or else slowly succumb to entropy.1

This is why, as Shaviro points out, the production of distribution demands, on the 
one hand, a continuous flow of production of production (connective synthesis), 
which provides fuel to power the expanding and intensifying processes of dis-
junctive synthesis. Indeed, the distributive capacity of television would collapse 
if not for the relentless production and reproduction (replicating, repurposing) 
of content. On the other hand, the production of distribution also calls for the 
production of consumption or conjunctive synthesis— “a spark of self- enjoyment 
that discharges tensions and reboots the entire reproductive process.”2 This is 
where the subject is synthesized, as a tentative outcome, a fleeting artifact of the 
feeling of release that comes from dissipating overstocked energies— burning up 
fuel, so to speak.

Deleuze and Guattari famously strive to grasp the anarchic possibilities im-
plicit in the capitalist ascendency of the production of distribution in order to 
counter capital’s axiomatic tendencies. They basically agree with Williams in their 
rejection of the privatized subject of consumption because the private subject 
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constitutes an attempt to stabilize or reinforce the production of distribution by 
introducing norms for consumption and by identifying and denouncing exces-
sive forms of consumption or expenditure. Guattari and Deleuze also seek a kind 
of nonsectarian movement of subjectivity, akin to Rancière’s distribution of the 
sensible, and not unlike Katō’s bid for noncitizen movements. Ultimately they 
may differ from Rancière and Williams in their emphasis on belief in a new 
world (a revolutionary overturning of the subject, a recomposition of subjectiv-
ity) instead on the revolutionary production of a new subject. But that is another 
story. What matters in this context of the social technology of television media is 
the general perspective opened by the emphasis on the production of distribution 
in Williams, Guattari, and Deleuze.

This general perspective makes clear that media determination versus so-
cial determination is a false abstraction, for the entanglement of the social and 
technological (or socius and media) comes of a determination, albeit a complex 
synthesis determination— specifically, disjunctive synthesis, the production of 
distribution. This socius/media problematic may also be likened to Foucault’s 
conceptualization of power/knowledge. This is why I have addressed the socius/
media problematic— the social technology of television— genealogically in terms 
of the polarization of tendencies within disjunctive synthesis, harkening to event-
fulness at specific moments and sites of assembling of polarized tendencies.

Another dimension of this problematic then emerges. As specific instances of 
disjunctive synthesis (assembling) are prolonged into a conjunctive synthesis, a 
spark of subjectivity bursts forth as assembling burns through fuel to make the 
polarized tendencies mesh and operate. When a specific assembling is stabilized 
and prolonged, that spark may become a series, and that series of sparks may take 
on a form or pattern. The subjectivity persists, sparks on, serially. Such patterns 
and series lend themselves to regulative functions. Guattari uses the term infra-
structure complex to discuss this technoregulatory serialized subjectivity.3 An 
infrastructure complex is analogous to a psychological complex, like the Oedipus 
or Electra complex, with similarly normative or regulative implications. Guattari 
coined the term to sustain an expanded view on socius/media entanglement 
(rather than a narrow view based on the family) and to avoid positing the subject 
prior to its synthesis. It is to this socioaffective dimension of television media that 
I turn in these chapters.

Previous discussion has paved the way for my discussion here. Part I showed 
how the Pokémon Incident catalyzed the formation of a screen– brain apparatus, 
which mobilized scientific, governmental, aesthetic, and domestic concerns to 
deal with the neurological effects of media. Across the social history of television 
media, Part II explored the gradual emergence and intensification of parasocial 
relationships in the context of television and new media. Some commentators 
(Katō and Crawford) characterized these relationships in terms of a thoroughly 
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enclosed, fundamentally antisocial sovereign self that is at once fully personal-
ized and entirely totalized. They described what is in effect a highly rationalized 
stimulus– response machine, one without feeling, enjoyment, or relation— the 
ideal subject of rational choice theory. If we consider this ideal subject in terms 
of the superpositioning of nonrational choice (attention stimulus) and rational 
choice (response), we begin to see a complex rather than an enclosure, a whirl-
wind stirred up around these two attractors. What Katō and Crawford describe 
is the production of distribution in its immediacy (the groundless ground of its 
monstrous body) without the production of subjectivities, histories, worlds, or 
relations, that is, ways of feeling self- enjoyment.

The term “production of distribution,” awkward as it may seem, reminds 
us that there are always two sides to distribution: what produces distribution 
(media infrastructures and platforms) and what distribution produces (feelings, 
nonpersonal affect, socius body). Put another way, different ways of navigating 
the monstrous whirlwind body arise— ways of plying its currents, of feeling its 
affordances to find your path. These manners of feeling your way do not rely on, 
or necessarily result in, fixed subject positions. To use Deleuze and Guattari’s 
terms, it is a matter of feeling or affect, which arises through disjunctive syn-
thesis (attention– reason complex) where reason and attention are at once fused 
and separated (superposed), while conjunctive synthesis remains in the offing. 
Some paths become well- worn routes, seemingly complex yet highly regulative— 
infrastructure complexes, subjectivities of the media socius— holding onto the 
whirlwind where the assembling of polarized tendencies introduces an eddy in 
its vortex. The infrastructure complex is thus reminiscent of what Williams calls 
structures of feeling, but with greater emphasis on technologies of distribution, 
medial arrays, and assembling.

In the wake of the Pokémon Incident, a diverse set of techniques and relations 
was drawn into the vortex of the media brainstorm, striving to define an eddy 
amid the dangerously flashing and flickering currents— the pool of light radiat-
ing from the flickering television set. It can prove difficult to dwell in an eddy; 
it may demand great resources, strict disciplinary or regulatory measures, and a 
mind- set. This is where television animation comes into play, and it matters how 
you play it. For there are different ways of relating to this eddy, this pool of light, 
this charged field. What is more, the pool of light itself is changing as television 
sets undergo transformation, becoming wired with recorders, players, and con-
soles, shunted into play and computation, and hooked into satellite networks. In 
this part, I propose to look at four examples that present different paradigms for 
playing with television’s charged field, which advance the genealogical perspec-
tive on the relation between television and new media. I begin with a rather basic, 
even classic, scenario: a little boy watching television in the living room under the 
eyes of his mother and father, ignoring parental advice, acting out, and acting up. 



 236 | T H E  FA M I LY  B R O A D C A S T  C O M P L E X

The boy is Shin- chan, of the media franchise centered on Utsui Yoshito’s manga 
Crayon Shin- chan or Kureyon Shin- chan, which began serialization in 1990.

Broadcast Media Ecology and SFX Media Mix
When you read or hear “Stay back from the TV, and keep the lights on!” from the 
screen, who is addressing you? If you assume that it is the voice of some great 
authority beyond the screen, telling you how to use the TV, you would not be en-
tirely off the mark. After all, this is how government regulators and broadcasters 
seem to imagine the warning message. They apparently think that television has 
the authority to tell people how to use it— or at least that television can be used to 
tell some people (parents) how to tell other people (children) how to use it. If the 
message bears authority, it is due to the conventions associated with broadcast 
television. The ascendency of the one- to- many tendency appears to give the one 
the authority to dictate to the many who are to follow. Television appears to be a 
tool of instruction, propaganda, and even domination. It bears the words of an 
absent master. This dream of broadcast media to indoctrinate the masses is one 
of the great fantasies of fascism.

This vision of television has proved tenacious, whether in theories of overt 
indoctrination (say the same thing over and over; omit dissenting ideas), sub-
liminal indoctrination (distract them with bright lights and movement while 
smuggling in unnoticed messages), or addiction (use flashing lights to intoxicate 
children). The fundamental vision is one of passive reception of an active mes-
sage. A muted version of it persists in the discredited theory of the persistence 
of vision used to explain the illusion of moving images in cinema. Film scholars 
adopting a more ecological approach to perception grounded in scientific stud-
ies have aptly objected to the continued use of the persistence of vision theory 
within psychoanalytically oriented film theory. Yet it is worthwhile to recall that 
theoretical reliance on the persistence of vision introduced temporal lag in hopes 
of complicating our notion of the spectator’s reception of images. Such a theory 
posited a passive recording of images in the unconscious, which spurred a more 
active process of psychological working through (condensation and displace-
ment), which in turn exposed basic psychic or ideological dispositions (such as 
patriarchy), but in a cryptic form (say, fetishism). But there are other ways of 
complicating the audience body.

Considering the reception of television messages more actively in the context 
of the Pokémon- inspired warning, you may conclude that it is reasonable to obey 
it, because television animation may harm your brain or your child’s. You are 
situated as a rational agent, albeit a vulnerable or fragile one, whose reasonable 
response would be to avoid harm, to protect you and yours. This scenario evokes 
a mitigated politics of fear based on rational choice, which assumes minor, rea-
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sonable compliance to assure safety. It shows affinity with the psychoanalytic 
scenario, by which you internalize the authority of the message, the voice beyond 
the screen, applying its regulations to yourself or your child. You are normalized, 
subjectified under the sign of the One, as it were, as you acknowledge and com-
pensate for your fragility or vulnerability vis- à- vis media.

A now- venerable line of media theory, beginning with Friedrich A. Kittler, 
heads in this direction: the technological functioning of technologies and media 
becomes so efficient and flawless, so superior to human bodily capacities, that 
you cannot fail to feel your fragility, vulnerability, disability. Such a stance often 
heralds a crisis in European reason (centered on the white man’s able body), 
which is reminiscent of the Pokémon- induced crisis of French reason presented 
in Entell’s documentary, The Tube. Needless to say, dwelling on the technology- 
provoked crisis of the average body nonetheless serves to sustain Europe as some 
kind of global center, if only that of the afterlife (or half- life) of reason.

But what if you are a five- year- boy like Shin- chan, somebody who cannot read 
the message, who refuses to listen his parents, and who feels energized and em-
powered by what’s on the tube, everything from exercise videos to family smack-
downs and children’s shows, but above all else SFX action heroes such as Action 
Kamen?

As it turns out, Shin- chan is not just another kindergartner. His behavior 
swings wildly and hilariously among needy manipulative toddler, lewd old man, 
and horny teenager. Despite the age of its protagonist, the Crayon Shin- chan 
manga is definitely not for children only. It was serialized in seinen (adult male) 
venues, initially in Weekly Manga Action (1990– 2000) and subsequently (until 
Utsui’s death) in Manga Town (2000– 2010). The image of a line drawn in crayon 
suits this fare perfectly, for it is somewhat childish and overtly crude, yet poten-
tially powerful in its sketchiness. It is perfectly suited to Shin- chan’s signature 
gesture in which he whips down his pants, wiggles his butt, and chortles with 
glee (Figure 10.1). Such a body defies those discourses on media and technolo-
gies centering on (and reifying) its fragility, its failure, its constitutive lack. It also 
runs counter to a politics of media based on hurt, harm, and damage.

In the course of the multimedia series, the perverse little Shin- chan increas-
ingly displays an obsession with Action Kamen. Action Kamen is a transforming 
hero in a special- effects TV show (Figure 10.2). The transforming hero evokes a 
male archetype that contrasts sharply with needy toddler, precocious kindergar-
tener, horny teenager, and dirty old man, not to mention Shin- chan’s easygoing, 
easily pushed aside father. Indeed, the male action hero feels like the antithesis 
of the male phases associated with Shin- chan. Gradually, however, in the Crayon 
Shin- chan series, the SFX hero’s ability to transform or alter his body in order to 
command higher powers (henshin) runs parallel to, and even begins to appear 
analogous to, Shin- chan’s talent for wiggling his butt, slurring his speech, and 
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playfully deforming his body in order to command its “lower” powers (hentai), 
much to the embarrassment of his parents. As the series unfolds, and as the 
manga crosses into a still ongoing anime series (from 1992), an ongoing series 
of feature- length films released yearly (from 1993), and a number of video games 
for different platforms (from 1993), the art of Crayon Shin- chan settles on explor-
ing different scenarios in which these two lines of transformation— henshin and 
hentai— come to intersect. For instance, the perverse little boy comes to adopt the 
role of the upright hero himself, or to assist the masked hero, or even to travel 
through time to save his future self, who turns out to be a transforming hero like 
Action Kamen. In sum, Shin- chan is not a boy but a transformative body that 
implies multiple functions and gradually takes on the capacity to switch between 
modes of transformation (from hentai to henshin).

Shin- chan’s obsession with Action Kamen appears early in the manga se-
ries and gradually becomes a trope. In the anime series, from the first episodes, 
Action Kamen takes on greater importance, becoming the organizing conceit 
for first animated movie, Shinchan: Akushon Kamen tai Haigure Maō (Crayon 
Shin- chan: Action Kamen versus Leotard Devil, 1993), which was directed by the 
series director for the first season of the anime series, Hongō Mitsuru. Hongō 
Mitsuru then directed the next three movies (1994, 1995, 1996), while Hara 
Kei’ichi moved from episode director to series director for the second season of 
the anime. Hara Kei’ichi, who took on the direction of the next six Crayon Shin- 

FIGURE 10.1. Shin- chan’s signature 
butt wiggle from the eighteenth 
Crayon Shin- chan animated film.
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chan movies (1997– 2002), also made Action Kamen central to one of his films, 
the eighth in the series, Kureyon Shin- chan Arashi o Yobu Janguru (Crayon Shin- 
chan whips up a storm: the jungle, 2000). Hongō returned to direct the sixteenth 
movie to celebrate the anniversary of the manga series’s publishing house, cen-
tering it again on Action Kamen, Kureyon Shinchan chō arashi wo yobu: Kinpoko 
no yūsha (Crayon Shin- chan totally whips up a storm: the hero of the golden 
sword, 2008). In addition, the eighteenth movie, Kureyon Shinchan: Chōjikū! 
Arashi o Yobu Ora no Hanayome (Crayon Shin- chan super space- time! My bride 
who whips up a storm, 2010), directed by Shigino Akira, features a Shin- chan 
who travels into the future to save his future self, who is a version of Action 
Kamen. These movies supply the major point of reference for my account here, 
especially the first and eighth films. But let me first introduce Action Kamen and 
his relation to the SFX media mix and the broadcast TV ecology.

The character of Action Kamen in Crayon Shin- chan expressly builds on the 
media mix model that Okada Toshio deemed characteristic of the first generation 
of otaku (those born between 1955 and 1965). Shin- chan’s creator, Utsui Yoshito, 
was, in fact, born in 1958. In this media mix model, special effects (tokusatsu) 
television shows that featured transforming heroes played the key role, such 
as the Ultraman series (begun in 1966) and the Kamen Rider series (first aired 
1971– 73), which two series serve as models for Shin- chan’s beloved Action Kamen 

FIGURE 10.2. Shin- chan is often 
featured in front of the 
television mimicking what he 
sees, particularly the stunts of 
his hero, Action Kamen.
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series. Shin- chan’s media habits prove entirely consonant with those of first- 
generation otaku. For instance, his beloved Action Kamen TV show also pro-
motes Shin- chan’s favorite snack, little chocolate- filled nuggets called Chokobi 
(or Chocobees), which are a play on Kamen Rider snacks promoted in the early 
1970s.4 The first animated movie, after its teaser and the title and song sequence, 
opens with Shin- chan and his friends buying Chokobi to acquire Action Kamen 
cards (Figure 10.3). Building humorously on the media mix model associated 
with Kamen Rider, the Crayon Shin- chan series also reprises the media ecology 
from which this SFX media mix derived its distributive effects. It is a media ecol-
ogy in which broadcast television played a key role for three reasons.

First, the television set sits in the common family room of the household 
where family members watch broadcast programs at prescribed times. Action 
Kamen, for instance, is shown in a particular time slot on a particular channel. 
When Shin- chan’s mother scolds him for coming home late (good boys should 
come home by 5 PM), Shin- chan agrees, but for a quite different reason: Action 
Kamen comes on at five!5 Even if the hero show is targeted to the boy in the fam-
ily, other family members may well watch, because there is only one TV. What 
is more, even if they do not watch it, it permeates their household experience 
in various ways. Shin- chan’s mother, in an attempt to punish him for coming 
home late, steals the remote so he cannot turn on Action Kamen. Shin- chan sim-
ply resorts to the monitor controls instead, and a channel- switching war ensues 
between mother and son.6 This is but one of many ways in which a television 
show targeted to one demographic comes to reach a wider, cross- demographic 
audience. Weekly manga magazines, as a result of their ubiquity, entailed similar 
effects, but the greater ubiquity, centrality, and commercial clout of the broadcast 
television within the national domestic formation made its effects more powerful 
and general.

Second, the television also serves as a site of code switching, both within and 
across programs, dramatized in the channel- switching war between Shin- chan 
and his mother. Animated TV series, for reasons discussed previously, proved 
especially adept at embodying and amplifying code switching. But special ef-
fects or tokusatsu also turned out to be quite effective for code switching, and the 
henshin hero in particular provided a way for shows to condense this switching 
within a character. Henshin fare thus paralleled and complemented the opera-
tions of limited cel animation, which contributed to the expansion and general-
ization of animation into animetic plane of consistency. It does not feel strange, 
for instance, that Action Kamen is rendered as an animated character in the 
Crayon Shin- chan series.

Third, in the 1970s, although the television set was not yet significantly wired 
with plug- ins to become a multifunctional platform with computational capaci-
ties, it had begun to anticipate its future role in media switching. Indeed, it had 
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already become the key medium for composing across media forms. In fact, 
Ishinomori Shōtarō’s manga version of Kamen Rider appeared in serialization 
after the broadcast aired, which makes the television show into the pivotal media 
instance in the mix. The Kamen Rider series presents a logical permutation of 
the television- animation– centered media mix that exploded onto the scene with 
Tezuka’s Astro Boy, a permutation in which tokusatsu operates as a variant of 
limited cel animation. The fact that Okada construes tokusatsu as the defining 
feature of the first generation of otaku provides a powerful reminder of the cen-
trality of the broadcast television in the media mix.

The Crayon Shin- chan multimedia franchise, however, did not adopt the SFX 
media mix model. Its pattern centered instead on the adaptation of manga into 
television animation. This model began with Tezuka’s Astro Boy, gathering steam 
in the 1970s to become the dominant model for media mix in the 1980s. Al-
though this pattern peaked in the 1990s, it remains important today. Various 
factors have contributed to the astounding success of this pattern of manga- to- 

FIGURE 10.3. The first animated 
movie opens with a riff 
combining the Kamen Rider 
media mix of the 1970s with the 
Bikkuriman chocolates media 
mix of the 1980s: Shin- chan 
and his friends buy Chokobi to 
acquire Action Kamen cards, 
meeting with disappointment 
when they do not wind up with 
the super rare card they desire.



 242 | T H E  FA M I LY  B R O A D C A S T  C O M P L E X

anime serialization: the ubiquity and centrality of television in daily life, greater 
investment in marketing and advertising, the increasing importance of manga 
weeklies and of the subsequent sales of manga books within major publishing 
houses, and, later, the revenue from videocassette rentals and sales. In this pat-
tern, the animated television series or anime becomes the key instance, the pivot 
or linchpin, within the media mix, for economic reasons (imparting value retro-
actively to cheap manga published at a loss), for demographic reasons (crossing 
or seeping across market niches), for material semiotic reasons (code switching), 
and for mediatic reasons (media switching). This manga- to- anime pattern had 
become so dominant by the mid- 1980s that Okada sees anime as the defining 
feature of the second generation of otaku (born 1965– 75).

The Crayon Shin- chan series adopted this classic anime media mix model of 
the 1980s and 1990s. The popularity of weekly serial manga had already led to 
its publication in book form (thus accruing greater profits) by the time the anime 
series went on the air in 1992. If successful, an anime series not only spurs the 
sales and increases the value of the manga but also broadens its demographic. 
But another problem appears in conjunction with increased distribution: diver-
gence. The manga and anime series start to diverge in a number of registers. 
For instance, the Crayon Shin- chan anime aired between 7 and 7:30 PM, during 
TV Asahi’s golden time, which meant that its seinen (adult) content had to be 
reconsidered in light of viewing by children, adolescents, and families. In ad-
dition, while the manga consists largely of three-  to four- page gag sequences, a 
thirty- minute anime series demands other forms of continuity and sequencing. 
To sustain the gaglike comedy while adding a new layer of continuity, many se-
quences and episodes rely on the parody of popular genres, of popular movies or 
programs, or of current events as a general setting for the gags. In this context, 
it is not surprising that Shin- chan’s hero, Action Kamen, began to play a more 
important role, as did other characters, such as Shin- chan’s neighborhood gang 
of friends.

With the production of feature- length films, divergence increased. Here too 
the character of Action Kamen was used to impart a greater sense of narrative 
consistency to the movie format. Yet he changes in the process. The anime series 
often takes a parodic tone vis- à- vis Action Kamen, which the English dub strove 
to capture by calling him “Action Bastard.” In the feature- length films, the tone 
of parody persisted, yet because such films are even more obviously geared to-
ward audiences comprising a family with children, Action Kamen gradually took 
on more recognizably heroic and righteous qualities. Shin- chan himself began 
to play a variety of heroic roles, albeit in a tongue- in- cheek manner, grounded 
in large- form genres such as the spy movie, the western, or the samurai film, as 
well as genre remix (for example, time- travel samurai films).

In the course of multimedia serialization, divergence is inevitable. Manga, 
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television anime series, and animated films are necessarily unfaithful to each 
other. In the case of the Crayon Shin- chan series, it is the anime that allows these 
different media instances (manga and movie) to communicate with one another. 
The manga series and movie series feel like entirely different media worlds; they 
are almost incommensurable. The movies use the characters and the stock gags 
from the manga, but these characters and gags have already been filtered through 
the anime. In this respect, the TV anime plays a pivotal role, producing the link 
between the manga and the movies.

Let me briefly introduce some of the factors contributing to the play of similar-
ity and difference across manga, anime, and films in general. On the one hand, 
various factors have contributed to the increased entanglement of manga and 
anime. First, as a result of the prevalence of manga- to- anime adaptations, each 
media form began to take on some formal features of the other from the 1960s 
onward.7 Thus, by the late 1980s, manga characters even began to look more like 
anime characters. Second, the dōjin production of manga in the 1980s contrib-
uted to a sense of the manga world as somehow smaller and more intimate than 
anime, while because of the broader demographic reach and increased profits 
associated with anime adaptations, it also began to feel as if manga aspired to 
become anime.8 Such factors contributed to the sense of a deep connection be-
tween manga and anime, connections deeper than formal resemblance or shared 
stories— infraindividual intra- action.

On the other hand are the factors that conspired to make feature- length ani-
mated movies look like television animation. First, when anime series first began 
to move onto the big screen, the movie was often an abridged, reedited version of 
a few episodes or an entire season of the anime series, sometimes with some new 
footage added. Second, the rise of video and then DVD meant that the big- screen 
animated film would actually receive its widest distribution and largest number 
of viewers on the household television set, as if the animated film was fated to be 
folded back into television animation through its distribution. Finally, although 
the animated films are feature- length movies and often depend on parody of 
well- known film genres, their aesthetic harkens back more to anime than cin-
ema. As early as the 1970s, for instance, it became common practice to release an 
abridged and reedited film version of popular TV anime series. The aesthetics of 
such anime films owed nothing to the cinematic animated film but drew almost 
entirely on techniques and effects associated with TV anime. However, their 
popularity proved that audiences neither expected nor demanded a cinematic 
experience from these anime films.

This trend paved the way for television anime directors to move into the pro-
duction of animated films. In the case of Crayon Shin- chan, for instance, the di-
rectors for animated movies first gained experience working on the anime series. 
Hongō served as series director for the first season before directing the first four 
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films. Hara Kei’ichi worked on storyboards, as an episode director, and then as 
series director before taking on the next six animated movies. Subsequent direc-
tors, such as Mizushima Tsutomu (movies 11 and 12), Masui Sōichi (movies 19 
and 20), Hashimoto Masakazu (movie 21), and Takahashi Wataru (movie 22) first 
gained experience working on the anime series and then on the animated movies 
in various capacities before directing films. The twenty- second movie, Kureyon 
Shin- chan Gachinko! Gyakushū no Robo Tō- chan (Crayon Shin- chan all- out! Robo- 
Dad strikes back, 2014), which was the highest grossing Shin- chan film since the 
first two were released in 1993 and 1994, had Takahashi, one of the oldest hands 
from the TV series, at the helm. Directors frequently step back into other roles. 
Hongō and Hara often supplied storyboards or supervision when not directing. 
For a variety of reasons, then, the hold of the original anime series team over the 
film productions has been significant.

In sum, as the different media instances (manga, anime, movies, games) di-
verge, it is the anime series that allows them to communicate with one another 
for a combination of reasons— aesthetic, economic, demographic, semiotic, and 
medial. The result is not media convergence, at least not in its usual sense, associ-
ated with the work of Henry Jenkins. First, where Jenkins’s model of media con-
vergence gives a central role to the Hollywood blockbuster film, this sort of media 
mix, in contrast, pivots on television animation. Second, television animation is 
able to serve as a communicator or mediator across a range of media forms (not 
only manga but also light novels, toys, and games, to name some major sources) 
because it comes to embody the distributive capacity of television as expressed in 
code switching and media switching. Television animation or anime ceases to be 
a form or set of forms; instead it becomes a set of functions and a plane of com-
position for multimedia serialization. Third, because it is television animation 
that serves as the communicator between media forms, this sort of multimedia 
serialization is grounded in (or folded within) a specific media ecology: broadcast 
television and its ongoing new media intensification. This broadcast ecology pro-
vides a sort of eddy within the whirlpool of distribution capacity, and strategies 
of media mix are strategies to dwell within this eddy, where it seems possible to 
channel and harness the force of the surrounding currents. For these reasons, 
as discussed in chapter 5, transmedia storytelling is nothing new in Japan, and 
certainly not a posttelevision phenomenon. The economic power of the publish-
ing industry and the distributive capacity of television came together profitably 
in the production of anime adaptations of manga, which led to an expansion and 
refinement of the manga– anime encounter, including transmedia storytelling.

In the context of the early 1990s, when the transformation of television into 
new media was already well underway, the reliance of the Crayon Shin- chan media 
mix on the 1970s SFX mix and its broadcast ecology may seem odd, anachronistic, 
and possibly nostalgic, especially because its major trope is the transforming- hero 
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show airing on a television in the living room. Indeed, the extent to which the 
paradigm of broadcast television media remains central to the vision of media 
in the series is startling. Even the more recent films return time and again to 
Action Kamen, and the Crayon Shin- chan world remains one of broadcast towers 
and household television sets. It is also, by extension, a world in which media are 
transmitted from the one to the many.

It is worthwhile to recall that the Crayon Shin- chan creators who shaped the 
multimedia franchise were all born in the late 1950s: manga- ka Utsui Yoshito 
was born in 1958, Hongō Mitsuru and Hara Kei’ichi in 1959. (The other director 
who centered a film on Action Kamen, Shigino Akira, was born in 1953.) These 
three creators, whether they would consider themselves otaku or not, are contem-
poraries of the first generation of otaku media. Their generation was coming into 
its prime in the late 1980s. Their use of the broadcast ecology only appears behind 
the times if histories are reduced to a single, simplistic linear movement from 
one medium to another. As the layering of different generations of media mix 
within Crayon Shin- chan attests, however, historical movement is never simple 
or linear. Shin- chan watching Action Kamen on the household TV captures the 
past (SFX media mix), channels the present (anime media mix), and anticipates 
the future (character- centered, game- soaked media mix). It is precisely because 
the underlying broadcast ecology is an assembling of polarized tendencies that 
its temporality may be at once anachronistic and right on time. The franchise re-
mains highly popular today. Consequently, instead of asking whether broadcast 
ecology and SFX media mix are old- fashioned, the crucial questions are these: 
How do you dwell with this sort of television ecology? How do you inhabit its 
assembling?

Shin- chan wiggles his way toward one solution. Sometimes he sits and watches 
television quietly enough, but gradually the manga shows him mimicking the 
movements on the screen, mostly of human figures but sometimes of non human 
figures as well. The charged field in front of the TV becomes a zone for a particu-
lar kind of play— the kind Walter Benjamin evokes in his accounts of semblance 
and the mimetic faculty: the child mimicking the windmill or imitating the pas-
sage of clouds. So do the movements on the television screen course through 
Shin- chan’s body. He does not internalize its messages. He may not even hear 
them, and if he did, Shin- chan would not grant them any more authority than he 
grants any other figures of authority— parents, teachers, shop clerks, which is to 
say adults in general. Consequently, as a result of his general rejection of author-
ity and hierarchy, Shin- chan introduces a tentative split within the one- to- many 
tendency of broadcast television, a split between a hierarchical tendency (central-
ized authority) and a unidirectional tendency. The result is a very different way of 
understanding (and performing) the effects of television.
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Because Shin- chan separates out and refuses everything that constitutes au-
thority, his relation to television runs counter to the propaganda model, thus sty-
mying any attempt at the imposition of a univocal message. This refusal is part 
of Shin- chan’s mode of being. The humor of Crayon Shin- chan comes from how 
deftly Utsui sets the stage for Shin- chan to outwit adults, to get his way despite 
their efforts to thwart his wishes, and to expose adults as idiots in the process. 
The setup never loses its punch: adults speak to Shin- chan as if they are reason-
able, as if they might implant reasonableness in him. In retort, Shin- chan always 
finds the gesture or phrase that punctures this show of reasonableness, thus ex-
posing adult behavior as somehow unreasonable, and usually downright contra-
dictory and even hypocritical. Adults confirm his stance by turning nonplussed 
and then losing their temper. In effect, Shin- chan’s sense of timing shows that 
adult behavior is not rational but affective— as affective as any child’s behavior. 
His retorts introduce a lag within reason, from which affect bursts forth. He 
thus rejects the hierarchy of reason over affect, preferring to stick to his bodily 
functions, like pissing, shitting, wiggling, and cooing— and because Shin- chan 
is drawn to pornography and any sort of female display of sexuality, fucking feels 
as if were on the horizon as well. This is why, as a media entity, he is perfectly 
endowed to depose the hierarchy of the message and elevate the bodily functions 
of media.

Shin- chan’s ability to depose the hierarchical message continues to be a cen-
tral trope in the anime series. In the animated movies, it often becomes prolonged 
into a narrative thematic: Shin- chan deposes dictators, monarchs, propagandists, 
and a range of other villains who seek to monopolize the message, to render it 
univocal and authoritative. In the eighteenth film, for instance, Shin- chan travels 
to the future to battle the corporate despot, Kaneari, who holds sway over the city 
of Neo- Tokio, proclaiming his rule from large television screens tacked on the 
sides of skyscrapers to impose his will on the populace (Figure 10.4).

In the world of this film, giant meteors struck the earth and clouded the skies 
when Shin- chan and friends were about five years old. Business mogul Kaneari 
acquired unprecedented power by developing a monopoly on electricity. The re-
sult is a city strictly divided into energy haves and energy have- nots. The futuris-
tic megalopolis of Neo- Tokio, surrounded by moatlike rivers, abounds in soaring 
skyscrapers, brilliantly lit against the sky. On the outskirts of Neo- Tokio, however, 
the homes in Shin- chan’s suburban neighborhood have become dilapidated and 
impoverished. The Shin- chan of this future city has adopted the guise of Action 
Kamen to combat the evils of Neo- Tokio, chief among them Kaneari.

Kaneari has encased the future Shin- chan Action Kamen within a statue, not 
only to stamp out his rebellious influence but also to prevent him from marrying 
his daughter. The daughter travels to the past, however, to bring the five- year- old 
Shin- chan (and accidently his friends as well) into the future to save the day. 
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Thus our diminutive hentai hero is called upon to fulfill his destiny as a full- size 
henshin hero. The imposition of the villain Kaneari’s will on the city repeats in 
the familial register: at one point, he broadcasts commands to his daughter from 
television screens throughout the city. The result is an obviously Oedipal sce-
nario: the future groom must defeat the girl’s powerful father to win her hand in 
marriage. This Oedipus complex becomes thoroughly mangled and enmeshed 
with the media matrix: the little boy Shin- chan must confront and defeat the 
towering broadcast system that empowers the masterful voice of the energy mo-
nopolist in order to take on his full heroic manhood as Action Kamen. In clas-
sic psychoanalytic fashion, the stage is set for an internalization of the force of 
broadcast television on the part of the little man- child to compensate for his lack.

Ultimately, however, the Oedipal displacement of male authority does not take 
place in the classic fashion because of Shin- chan’s propensity toward splitting 
the signal into two tendencies, hierarchical and unidirectional, in order to reject 
the hierarchical tendency. As such, what Shin- chan internalizes is not authority 

FIGURE 10.4. In the eighteenth 
Crayon Shin- chan film, 
Shin- chan travels to the future 
to battle the corporate despot, 
Kaneari, who holds sway over the 
city of Neo- Tokio, proclaiming 
his rule from large television 
screens tacked on the sides of 
skyscrapers to impose his will 
on the populace.
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or hierarchy. Instead, he internalizes and embodies the unidirectional tendency. 
Put another way, he individualizes the totalizing tendency of broadcast television 
and becomes like a tiny self- powered automated TV. Big TV is shattered into a 
thousand tiny TVs, myriad little screens without messages as such.

Similar gestures occur across the audiovisual surfaces of the screen: small 
cartoon characters appear against giant hyperreal backgrounds; graphic bursts 
of color and line confound any sense of depth of movement; the large image 
frequently splits into smaller screenlike geometric fragments, which take on 
distinct temporal flows and sometimes distinct forms of action; flashes of light 
crackle across the image or pulse through sequences; sound applies not only to 
diegetic sounds but also extends into screen effects, as if to make media them-
selves part of the action; and musical sequences crop up, inserting smaller media 
genres into the overall show, creating side attractions. A nicely condensed ex-
ample of these aesthetic tendencies appears in the eighteenth movie, when cor-
porate despot Kaneari takes control of a giant robot to crush Shin- chan as well 
as his friends and family. A screen on the chest of the robot shows a music video 
of Action Kamen singing and dancing with cartoon animals, while Shin- chan 
climbs onto the robot to put out one of his eyes (Figure 10.5). The ultimate would-
 be Oedipal showdown in which the boy pokes out the father- despot’s eye is shat-
tered by incongruous audiovisual overlays that conjure up seemingly incommen-
surable tropes and themes as well as media forms and functions. The experience, 
needless to say, is not cinematic in any received sense. It is like television and ani-
mation gone wild, anime shattering and carrying off fragments of cinema and 
its big screen while amplifying and intensifying small screen effects to the point 
where they scatter into autonomous signals whose intermittent intersections and 
entanglements become the show.

These schizoid effects are potentially egalitarian in their aesthetics, not only 
because they tend to level hierarchies within the image but also because their 
origins are humble, deriving from techniques of limited cel animation used to 
streamline anime production to meet weekly programming schedules. What is 
more, in the process of deposing or overturning the despotic villain, Shin- chan’s 
antics mobilize a motley crowd with diverse affiliations: alongside his increas-
ingly eccentric friends and family appears a gamut of neighborhood crazies, secret 
societies, underground organizations, special ops, and genuinely wacko groups 
spanning the spectrum from religious cults to exercise fanatics to ecoterror-
ists. Is Shin- chan at the center of a new nonsectarian movement that takes root 
in the demotic, leveling, parasocial aesthetics of daytime television to furl into 
non affiliated or weirdly affiliated “groupuscules” posing a genuinely alternative 
worldview? Or does this series tend to align the family and the neighbor with the 
received social order, to affirm what already is? And if Shin- chan does succeed in 
stripping away any traces of an authoritarian disposition within the one- to- many 
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tendency of broadcast television, is there something that replaces broadcast tele-
vision? Is there another possible TV formation?

While such questions make for an overly stark contrast, as if the Crayon Shin- 
chan series could be definitively placed into one camp or the other, they do help 
to situate the challenge of the series. Its challenge comes of its bid to split off 
(and reject) the hierarchical tendencies of the one- to- many tendency of national 
domestic broadcast television formation while retaining its unidirectional force 
and shunting it into a multitude of ones (throngs of outrageous beings) or into 
a multitudinous, multiplicitous one (Shin- chan). As the broadcast signal passes 
through Shin- chan’s wiggling body, there is a movement from univocity (uni-
vocal message) to multivocity (multivocal signing).

Similarly, it was the hallmark of early cultural studies of television, as in the 
work of Umberto Eco and Stuart Hall, to reject the notions of a univocal broadcast 

FIGURE 10.5. In the eighteenth 
Shin- chan movie, the villain 
Kaneari mobilizes a giant robot 
to attack Shin- chan and company. 
As if to anticipate the victory of 
the little screen, the robot’s chest 
plays a dance video featuring 
Action Kamen and cute animals. 
In this image, Shin- chan has 
climbed onto the robot and 
has blocked his eye, literally 
screening the robot’s perception 
and making it malfunction.
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message and a passive audience. Their pathbreaking work on codes and semiotics 
called attention to the ways in which receivers actively decoded and recoded tele-
vision, and even refused its codes outright. Such work paved the way for thinking 
about angry, irritable bodies and disgruntled, disenfranchised, even combative 
audiences. Eco’s early work on television offers an especially good point of refer-
ence for considering the challenge posed by the Crayon Shin- chan series, for it 
similarly strives to dispense with the univocal authoritative broadcast message 
and develop other ways of using television.

How Children Have Bad Effects on TV
Eco invites a departure from the questions that have, in his opinion, dominated 
the study of television, namely, “What do mass communications do to audi-
ences?”9 Instead, he directs attention to what audiences do to or with mass com-
munications. His approach is opposed to the neurological studies explored previ-
ously, in which the focus is consistently on the harm media may inflict on brains. 
Hence his provocative question: do audiences have bad effects on television? Or, 
we might add, do brains hurt television?

Eco’s focus is on content analysis, on the message, and on what audiences 
do with the message. What interests him are those moments when people fail 
to understand the message in accordance with the senders’ intentions.10 Yet fail-
ure to understand the television message does not signal for him a simple error 
that can be corrected by educating the audience or making the message clearer. 
Rather, he reminds us that the message is in fact “a text on which converge mes-
sages based on different codes.”11 Sending a univocal unambiguous message is 
impossible. Failure to understand on the part of an audience is not a passive 
misunderstanding. Eco calls attention to a dimension of misunderstanding that 
is potentially active. Active refusal resides tacitly in the failure to understand.

Active refusal is, of course, Shin- chan’s general strategy with messages from 
figures of authority. When his mother scolds him that he is to be home by 5 PM 
like a good boy, he hears something entirely different: it’s time for the Action 
Kamen show! Shin- chan always fails to understand messages that run counter 
to his single- minded, or rather nonminded, bodily desires. He can extract from 
any message a meaning that suits his wishes, turning the inherently multivocal 
quality of language to his advantage. But what is it that he fails to understand 
about TV? Above all, he actively fails to understand that Action Kamen is not 
real. Or, more precisely, he refuses the received logic of representation, whereby 
the actor playing the role is real but the role (representation) itself is not real. The 
first movie, for instance, adopts Shin- chan’s point of view, positing that Action 
Kamen is indeed real. Action Kamen has come from another version of earth 
to this one in order to play the role on TV. To bypass the logical divide between 
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reality and representation, the movie resorts to multiple possible worlds. There is 
thus a world in which Action Kamen is real and not a mere representation or fan-
tasy. Gradually everyone is pulled into Shin- chan’s multiple worldview, although 
to some of them it continues to feel somehow unreal. His parents remark at one 
point that it feels like they are in a cartoon film (manga eiga). Shin- chan’s failure 
to understand thus appears to be somewhat different from Eco’s account.

In the failure of certain audiences to understand television’s messages, Eco 
sees not passive inability or incompetence but rather nonconscious yet active re-
fusal, an act of self- exclusion, which implies potential for the formation of a self- 
conscious, critical subject who may take a political stand in the world. Eco builds 
on Paolo Fabbri and Walter Benjamin to characterize television reception in 
terms of “detached involvement,” a combination of distracted noncognitive day-
dreaming, combined with the “reticence of someone who doesn’t feel involved.”12 
This is Eco’s way of avoiding the attention– reason complex, in which constant 
distraction (attention) encloses the audience within a world of mental representa-
tions. Instead of focusing exclusively on the immediacy of stimulus (attention 
and distraction), he allows for a temporal lag, for affect— a feeling of reticence.

In contrast, in the case of Shin- chan, the temporal lag is not a feeling of 
reticence but an outgoing, extroverted, overly involved, communicative feeling. 
Shin- chan feels he communicates with Action Kamen, as do the other children. 
For instance, the villain arrives from the other earth and steals the action stone in 
Action Kamen’s belt, which is needed to travel between worlds. Because Action 
Kamen leaves to recover his action stone, the producers of the TV show replace 
him with another actor. Shin- chan feels so attached to Action Kamen, so in 
touch, and so in communication with him that he can instantly detect the impos-
tor. Shin- chan is rarely reticent or detached.

For Eco, it is the institutionalization of affect, of the feeling of reticence or 
detachment, that transforms it into something socially and politically generative. 
When reticence is institutionalized, it turns into a mechanism of self- exclusion 
(“this doesn’t concern me!”), which may give rise to institutionalization of refusal 
and factious interpretation,13 which in turn would pave the way for “a commu-
nity which has stopped regarding itself as an object of surveys, and is, instead, a 
subject that discusses and brings into the open its own rules of competence and 
interpretation, discovering in the meantime, those of others.”14

Eco insists on this movement of institutionalization precisely because he 
wishes to avoid a neutral stance vis- à- vis the question of how audiences use tele-
vision. In effect, he wishes to avoid a neutral stance because the neutral stance 
“could end up with a ‘free market’ theory according to which the audience does 
what it wants with the message.”15 Consequently, his emphasis falls on the pos-
sibilities for the emergence of communities linguistically marginalized within 
the nation- state.
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Although the Crayon Shin- chan series does not side with the self- determining 
movement of any linguistically (or otherwise) marginalized communities in 
Japan, it does not allow audiences to make whatever they want of Action Kamen 
either. It is not a neutralized free market free- for- all. Shin- chan himself intro-
duces rules of interpretation or of competence vis- à- vis TV, with one crucial rule 
being that Action Kamen is real. This rule implies a more basic stance: fantasy 
is real and has real effects, because desire is something. In this way, the Crayon 
Shin- chan series entails a kind of institutionalization of its basic temporal lag, the 
gaglike reversal built into Shin- chan’s reply to authoritative stances. If the Crayon 
Shin- chan series builds in a mechanism of self- exclusion, it entails excluding 
oneself from stances relying on reason, positing a foundational divide between 
reality and representation. Such stances ultimately marginalize desire, for they 
assume that desire is always for something, for an object. In contrast, in the 
Crayon Shin- chan series, desire is something, with a reality in itself.

Where Eco wishes to transform linguistically marginalized groups into self- 
determining politically active communities, Shin- chan strives to prevent the mar-
ginalization of his libido. In the same vein, the Crayon Shin- chan series works to 
institutionalize the libido, or rather the libidinous, which has been marginalized 
by the adult world with its reality despotism and representation police. The result 
is a libidinal politics, which addresses broadcast television at an entirely different 
level than Eco’s semiotic analysis of content with its linguistic orientation. Yet the 
two stances are oddly, uncannily alike at another level.

In semiotic terms, Eco assumes that a univocal message is impossible even 
as he assumes that television is unidirectional in medial terms. His gesture is 
analogous to that of Shin- chan: he splits off the hierarchical tendency in order 
to challenge and reject it. However, Eco completely ignores the unidirectional 
tendency associated with media. This is precisely where Shin- chan tries to ad-
here (in an effort to cohere): to the slippery surfaces of the monstrous body of 
television’s distributive capacity. He hangs onto the very reality of TV’s fantasy as 
it moves beneath him like a whirlwind, carrying him along. One line of fantasy 
is that Shin- chan and Action Kamen are the same person and not the same per-
son. They are a couple that are not a couple. There is an Oedipal solution to this 
paradox, namely that Shin- chan grows up to be Action Kamen— a development 
scenario culminating in a full substitution, or at least a socially stabilizing sub-
stitution. The eighteenth movie flirts with this scenario. Yet the movie reverses 
the logic of substitution using time travel: the bride seeks out the boy and the 
boy must rescue his adult self; then duplicates spill onto the scene— duplicates 
of friends and family. The Crayon Shin- chan series delights in the liberation of 
doubles. These doubles are not ghostly apparitions in the sense of revenants but 
rather harbingers of possible worlds, avenants, and futures.

Still, the question highlighted in Eco’s account remains: how does the uni-
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directional tendency of broadcast television also serve to constrain (even as it 
liberates) the process of multiplying and proliferating possible selves? The first 
movie clearly sets the stakes for Shin- chan’s doubling of Action Kamen, and in 
a manner that sets the stakes for libidinal politics of the entire Crayon Shin- chan 
series.

In the first movie, the univocal or hierarchical tendency of broadcast televi-
sion is embodied in the villain. The villain has taken control over the other earth 
by erecting a tower in Shinjuku that sends out signals that compel people to 
don high- cut exercise leotards while chanting “haigure, haigure” or “high leg, 
high leg” (Figure 10.6)— hence the villain’s name, Haigure Maō or “Demon 
King High- Cut Leotard.” The model of control is that of broadcast propaganda or 
advertisement, which somehow transforms individuals into an identically uni-
formed mass of people chanting slogans and exercising in unison. The absurdity 
of this scenario lies in the sense of embarrassment provoked by the ridiculous- 
looking costumes. It is especially hilarious and humiliating for the men forced 
into servitude to this broadcast craze because they appear shamelessly feminized. 
Indeed, the scandal of feminized men is what holds the movie together. In the 

FIGURE 10.6. The villain in the first 
Crayon Shin- chan movie erects 
an insane- looking robotic “high- 
leg” broadcast tower atop a high- 
rise in Shinjuku, which sends 
out signals compelling people to 
don high- cut exercise leotards 
while chanting “haigure, haigure” 
or “high leg, high leg.”
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final scenes, it turns out that the villain is not a man, or rather not a manly man, 
but one who proudly announces himself to be okama, derogatory slang applied 
indiscriminately to transvestite or homosexual men. One of his minions, T- Back, 
is also homosexual, a muscular, bearded biker who sports a thong and oscillates 
between roaring savagely and mincing. These men are but two of the many ri-
diculously homosexual types who populate the Crayon Shin- chan series.

Nonetheless, heterosexuality does not emerge as a norm which with to patholo-
gize queerness. While the series consistently plays homosexuality for laughs as 
over- the- top behavior, it is exceedingly liberal (albeit coy) in its application of 
homo eroticism. It slyly extends it to men who are positioned as straight, that is, 
neither feminine nor outrageously manly, such as Action Kamen himself. How 
manly is that Kamen outfit anyway? Near the climax of the first movie, when 
Shin- chan confronts Haigure Maō, Shin- chan ends up with the action stone, 
which he stuffs into his pants. He then summons Action Kamen, who bounds 
out of his crotch, in the manner of a fantastical erection or queer birth. When a 
man is born so vibrantly from a boy’s crotch, it is difficult to say what exactly is 
happening (Figure 10.7). This is precisely the point. At the close of the film, this 
weird incident is cause for embarrassment on the part of Action Kamen, who 
asks Shin- chan not to tell the other children. Shin- chan asks, with a blush of 
embarrassment, if that is what is meant by a secret among men. This exchange 
seems at once to evoke homosociality to contain homoeroticism and homosexual-
ity, and to make those distinctions impossible. If everything is libidinous, then, 
to everyone’s embarrassment, every gesture is potentially erotic, like Shin- chan 
nibbling sensuously on his father’s ear; every exchange harbors pan- sexual pos-
sibilities, overtly, even publicly— like Action Kamen coming out of Shin- chan’s 
pants.

Instead of a dirty little secret, sexuality in the Shin- chan world is more like 
masturbating in public, sexing yourself and everyone else in the process. It is like 
broadcasting practices of self- stimulation in a bid to make them into a group ac-
tivity: haigure, haigure! Shin- chan and Haigure Maō are the same in this respect. 
Ultimately, however, Shin- chan differs from Haigure Maō, and from other adults 
for that matter, in that his autoerotic propensities are defined as prepubescent. 
Orgasm, then, does not happen, or, if there is something like orgasm, it has 
a meaning not readily comprehensible from the perspective of adult sexuality. 
Consequently, Shin- chan’s fascination with his penis and with its potential en-
largement may be read in two conflicting ways.

On the one hand, the libidinous is defined in male terms, and transformative 
possibilities are consistently mapped onto the weird deformative capacity of the 
penis. Female deformation is difficult to imagine, unless it is allied with norma-
tive heterosexuality or male homosexuality. As such, it is easy to read Crayon 
Shin- chan as nothing more than an autoerotic enlargement of the sphere of the 
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male libido, reinforcing a familiar homosocial fantasy with potentially normative 
implications for gender roles in the household and the workplace. In this respect, 
the recent success of the nineteenth movie, the first anime film centered on Shin- 
chan’s father, Hiroshi, provides a new litmus test for the gender politics of Crayon 
Shin- chan, for Hiroshi is transformed into a robot and is led into a battle against 
a conspiracy on the part of a secret society to restore the authority of the family 
father in Japan.

On the other hand, even though just about anything arouses Shin- chan, as if 
he were a horny teenager or dirty old man, he is not depicted or described as hav-
ing erections, and even if he has them, his mode of erotic enjoyment— orgasm, 
as it were— remains out of focus, intense yet diffuse. Also, when Action Kamen 
is born out of his shorts, it implies generative force, a semblance of giving birth. 
It evokes an experience Lacan attributed primarily to women, and to saints and 
mystics in particular— a spiritual yet profane experience of the Absolute, an out- 
of- body experience, a nonpersonal orgasm.

The first Crayon Shin- chan movie culminates in a climax that arrives as an 
extended series of flashes, an eye- searing effect produced by the rapid alternation 
of three images (the baseline scene; sketches of the scene on a white background; 
and a white screen with intensely transmitted light), to the point where they can-
not be distinctly perceived as they are experienced. Thus the Shin- chan world 
strives toward a nonpersonal orgasm of animation, a pure experience of the stuff 

FIGURE 10.7. Toward the end of the 
first movie, Shin- chan summons 
Action Kamen, who springs into 
action from his crotch.



 256 | T H E  FA M I LY  B R O A D C A S T  C O M P L E X

of blink. If they wish to sustain the more radical possibilities of the series, fans of 
Crayon Shin- chan need to ensure that this experience does not become an ideal 
complement to the male libido. This blinky experience is the profane reality of 
the Shin- chan world in its bid to harness the unidirectional force of broadcast 
television while rejecting its hierarchical tendencies. It is the stuff that a nonsec-
tarian libidinal media politics might be made of.
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HIGHLIGHTING THE SOCIAL IMPACT OF TELEVISION ON THE NUCLEAR FAMILY FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF A PRECOCIOUS 
five- year- old, the Crayon Shin- chan multimedia series showed how the one- to- 
many tendency of broadcast television could be split into two tendencies, hier-
archical and unidirectional. The hierarchical tendency is totalizing. It strives to 
impose a univocal message on an entire population from a centralized source. 
The unidirectional tendency can be individualized in that it implies a tendency 
to stick to a single- minded pattern of reception, based on an invariant and im-
personal interval, to the point of nonmindedness. In the case of Shin- chan, this 
single- minded tendency entails introducing a gap between message and mean-
ing, twisting and rejecting apparently reasonable demands in favor of pursuing 
libidinal bliss.1

Rather than promulgate a new message, Shin- chan’s pursuit of meaning is 
less about delivering content than about enacting an experience of libidinous 
affect. The result might be described as a tendency toward privatization without 
centralization, individualization without totalization. As he splits, individualizes, 
and embodies the one- to- many tendency of broadcast television, Shin- chan ends 
up oscillating between two possibilities: tiny male tyrant (a little privatized cen-
tral authority) and anarchic quasi- orgasmic dissipation of received social hier-
archies. In subjective terms, the broadcast media complex of Crayon Shin- chan 
oscillates between an Oedipus complex and an anti– Oedipus complex vis- à- vis 
television infrastructures and platforms. It jibes with Guattari’s and Foucault’s 
insistence that psychic complexes (or subjectivities) are not autonomous of ma-
terial formations; nor are they products of them. They cling to the monstrous 
whirlwind distributive media body from the outset, adhering and cohering when 
and where possible.

T HE  HOME  T H E AT ER 
COMPL E X

1 1
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In the instance of television media, as prior chapters have shown, the broadcast 
one- to- many media complex of the Crayon Shin- chan series is only half the story. 
The other half is the point- to- point tendency. To explore this other tendency, this 
chapter turns to another successful multimedia series, Meitantei Konan, styled 
in English as Detective Conan or Case Closed. The two series are comparable in 
many ways. The protagonist of Detective Conan is roughly the same age as Shin- 
chan (Conan is declared to be about age six), and its creator, Aoyama Gōshō (born 
Aoyama Yoshimasa in 1963), is about the same age as Shin- chan’s creator. The 
Detective Conan manga began serialization in 1994, only four years after Crayon 
Shin- chan, also in a weekly manga magazine backed by a powerful publishing 
house, Shōgakukan’s Weekly Shōnen Sunday. Like Crayon Shin- chan, it was also 
adapted into an anime series within two years, which started airing in 1996 on 
major networks in a thirty- minute slot during prime time. It was broadcast on 
the Nippon Television Network System (NNS) in the Kansai area and on Yomiuri 
TV (YTV) in the Kantō area, both organized by NTV. Likewise, one year later, 
in 1997, animated Conan movies began to appear each year, with the first seven 
directed by the series director of the anime, Kodama Kenji.

In its historical moment, in its creation, publication, and media mix model, the 
Detective Conan series is largely analogous to the Crayon Shin- chan series. Detec-
tive Conan has enjoyed even greater commercial and critical success than Crayon 
Shin- chan, with both its manga and anime ranking among the top all- time favor-
ites and winning various awards. The Detective Conan series differs somewhat 
from Crayon Shin- chan in that its identified demographic is boys (shōnen) rather 
than adult men (seinen), and its publishing house (Shōgakukan) is more power-
ful, two factors that have surely contributed to its phenomenal success. Its media 
mix has also taken some different directions— for instance its serializations as 
live- action television dramas and CD dramas. Still, these are not shocking differ-
ences, and the series are comparable.

A greater discrepancy appears at the level of their media complex, however, and 
that is what interests me here. While its media mix and media ecology also con-
spire to make broadcast television function as the linchpin, the Detective Conan 
series tends to treat broadcast television as one medium among others at the level 
of its audiovisual tropes, themes, motifs, stories, and narrative play- through. It 
thus approaches broadcast television media from a very different perspective, one 
that brings the point- to- point tendency to the fore. At the same time, the Detective 
Conan series splits this tendency into two tendencies, environmental and heter-
archical. For these reasons, the Detective Conan series provides a good point of 
reference for considering how the point- to- point tendency becomes subjectivized, 
and how it splits and twines into an infrastructure complex across the slippery 
surfaces of television’s distributive capacity.
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Mystery Otaku
For the detective, anything and everything may function like a recording me-
dium. Wherever the detective looks, she detects traces of what has occurred, re-
cently or over the course of years: she finds meaningful patterns in a person’s 
gait, in calluses on the hands, in the scattering of crumbs, in splash marks on a 
wall, in the broken twigs of a rosebush. There are many different ways of captur-
ing a movement, and the world abounds in indexical signs. Such is the poetry 
and science at the basis of detection— a world of signatures. The world affords in-
cessant opportunities for narrating across or playing through an endless series of 
possible stories. But something else happens in detection, something that casts 
its shadow on poetry and science. A particular event, a disturbance of the social 
order, a crime, often a murder, becomes the point of reference. A closed domain 
replaces the world. Deduction steps in. As she reads the signatures of the world 
to establish their temporal order, the detective also must reach a conclusion: who-
dunit. She considers the list of possible suspects, reasons deductively, and rules 
possibilities out until only the guilty party is left. This is why the detective is said 
to be ruled by reason, not emotion.

In keeping with the genre, the Detective Conan manga highlights the work 
of detection and deductive reasoning. It introduces a new wrinkle, however. It 
opens with a young man, a senior in high school, Kudō Shin’ichi, who is quickly 
gaining renown as a detective, solving crimes beyond the abilities of the police. 
Also a gifted soccer player, he is rather arrogant about his intellectual and physi-
cal prowess. When it comes to his girlfriend, Mōri Ran, however, his abilities 
put him at a loss. When the two go on a date to an amusement park, Shin’ichi is 
utterly distracted: everything grabs his attention, and as a result, he seems com-
pletely locked into his thoughts and world. His conversation returns obsessively 
to explaining how he deductively detects patterns and reasons.

Shin’ichi is trapped within a variation on the attention– reason complex. He 
is at once distracted and locked in his head. What is more, although he longs to 
break out of his shell and to open up to Ran, events conspire to heighten his en-
closure. A murder occurs on their ride at the amusement park, and Shin’ichi is 
compelled to solve it. While Ran feels the murder is frightening and unusual, 
it is the world as usual for Shin’ichi. Ran even remarks that he must live in a 
different world. Indeed, he does: he lives in a world composed of mysteries. Ran 
frequently refers to him as suiri otaku (mystery otaku).

Because Shin’ichi’s father is a famous mystery writer, Shin’ichi has grown 
up reading mysteries, quite literally dwelling within a library of them at home. 
Yet his love of mysteries has not instilled in him a desire to become a mystery 
writer. He wishes to become a real detective. Oddly, however, his example of a 
real detective is Sherlock Holmes. Ran is quick to catch the contradiction, point-
ing out that Holmes is a fictional character. This contradiction does not bother 
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Shin’ichi. What matters for him is that Holmes is the greatest detective ever. He 
wishes to be the Sherlock Holmes of the 1990s. Ultimately, then, Shin’ichi is 
content to live in fictional world. He is intent on producing a mystery world in 
which he may become the greatest detective. He is indeed an otaku— but one in 
the negative sense of the term, trapped in his fictional world and shut off within 
his attention– reason complex.

In this way, deftly and subtly, with his delineation of a mystery otaku, manga 
creator Aoyama Gōshō puts his twist on the detective genre by opening up a set of 
associations between detective work (detection and deduction) and the attention– 
reason complex (an otaku mystery media complex). What sets the Detective Conan 
series in motion and lends it depth is the basic polarization in seventeen- year- old 
Kudō Shin’ichi’s desire. On the one hand, he wants to become the world’s greatest 
detective, that is, to remain within the otaku- like attention– reason complex. On 
the other hand, he wants to break out of the attention– reason complex in order 
to be closer to and more intimate with Ran. Aoyama’s manga offers him an op-
portunity to do both at once.

After Shin’ichi solves the case at the amusement park, he trails suspicious- 
looking men who meet with other members of their crime syndicate, the Black 
Organization. The men discover Shin’ichi, and, aware of his work with the police, 
they opt to kill him with a recently synthesized and untested poison that will 
leave no trace. The toxin does not kill Shin’ichi, however. It acts on a cellular 
level to transform his body into that of a six- year- old boy while his mind remains 
unaltered. The names of the two men who poison him— Gin and Vodka— invite 
us to think of this transformation in terms of drunkenness, a sort of prolonged 
hallucinatory intoxication, in which the clarity of reason is folded into an unreal 
condition where it cannot achieve its ends directly. Indeed, our detective now 
embarks on an unusual kind of double life. He will remain a detective in pursuit 
of criminals, especially the Black Organization, but he lives undercover, for he is 
also a fugitive fleeing the Black Organization. Thus Shin’ichi comes to live as a 
six- year- old boy named Edogawa Conan.

Shin’ichi chooses this name under pressure. He has retreated to the home of 
an inventor, Professor Agasa Hiroshi, when Ran makes an appearance. Agasa has 
already persuaded Shin’ichi that he has to hide the truth and that he must work 
undercover as he pursues the Black Organization, because the Black Organization 
may do harm to him or to those close to him if they know he is still alive. When 
Ran appears, Shin’ichi must introduce himself. In a panic, he chooses his name 
from some books on the shelf: Edogawa Conan. His first name, Conan, comes 
from the author of the Sherlock Holmes mysteries, Arthur Conan Doyle. His last 
name comes from Edogawa Rampo, an author renowned for his tales of mystery 
and the uncanny, whose pen name is itself a play on Edgar Allan Poe. In name 
Shin’ichi thus becomes precisely what he said he did not want to become: a mys-
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tery writer— and not just any mystery writer but a combination of two of the 
most celebrated. He has transformed not only from Kudō Shin’ichi into Edogawa 
Conan, but also from a mystery otaku (who longs to become like a famous char-
acter in mysteries, Sherlock Holmes) into a mystery writer.

In the wake of this transformation, although Shin’ichi’s mature mind solves 
the mysteries, Conan must close the case. Because his diminutive, immature 
body makes adults ignore or discredit what he says, Conan can only close the case 
by working behind the scenes. He becomes a sort of stage director, setting up a 
drama and working with those around him as if they were actors, or like an au-
thor who works with different characters in order to bring a situation to a satisfy-
ing conclusion. Indeed, in name, fictional characters surround Conan. He ends 
up living with Ran and her father, a detective whose name, Mōri Kogorō, evokes 
that of Edogawa Rampo’s fictional detective, Akechi Kogorō. The police inspector 
who appears on the scene in all the initial mysteries is named Megure Jūzō, evok-
ing Georges Simenon’s fictional detective, Jules Maigret (pronounced “megure” 
in Japanese). Significantly, only the name of Conan’s accomplice, Professor 
Agasa, evokes a mystery writer, Agatha Christie (“Agatha” is pronounced “Agasa” 
in Japanese). Agasa helps Conan write his stories with the fictional detectives 
around him.

The doubled detective is at once a consumer of fiction (Shin’ichi uses deduc-
tion to read or interpret the mystery) and a producer of fiction (Conan works with 
and through characters invisibly in order to close or write the case). This double-
ness becomes the characteristic feature of the manga. The delight of reading 
Detective Conan comes from its double story line: seeing how Shin’ichi solves the 
mystery while seeing how Conan shapes the story from behind the scenes. This 
double story line also suits the format of the serialized mystery. While each case 
is generally closed in the course of three chapters (longer cases tend to be mul-
tiples of three), Conan’s duplicitous situation provides an overarching story. He 
must, for instance, continue to explain Shin’ichi’s absence to Ran; he even con-
tacts her as Shin’ichi by telephone. He wants to tell her the truth, but he enjoys 
the proximity to her afforded to him as a child. What is more, Ran and Kogorō 
occasionally become suspicious of Conan, and he must stage new dramas to pro-
long the deception. Later in the series, Conan becomes able to revert to Shin’ichi, 
but only for a few hours. Thus an overarching story appears across the cases, a 
blend of melodrama and romance. Readers share in authorizing the duplicity: 
although they know from the conventions of the genre that Ran and Shin’ichi 
are destined to end up together in the end, they do not want the series to end, so 
they must side with Conan’s duplicity, thus serializing the suspense of romance 
across the series of suspenseful mysteries.

This doubleness also imparts a distinctive tone and trajectory to the Detective 
Conan series. Shin’ichi is a better person as Conan than he is as Shin’ichi alone. 
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As Shin’ichi, he is admirable for his athletic ability, intellectual prowess, and 
dedication to justice, but he is not entirely likeable, and surely not loveable or 
adorable— at least not compared to Conan. As Shin’ichi, there are two paths he 
expressly wishes to avoid: that of his father, the successful writer, and that of 
Ran’s father, an entirely imperfect and maybe even incompetent detective. Ran’s 
father, Mōri Kogorō, often provides the comic relief in the Detective Conan se-
ries. A former policeman become detective, Kogorō smokes and drinks, struts 
and preens, gambles, flirts shamelessly, even lecherously, with young women, 
speaks loudly, arrogantly, and thoughtlessly, and above all, craves and demands 
attention. Shin’ichi is his opposite, which surely explains Ran’s attraction to him, 
even though Shin’ichi’s success is the ruin of her father’s detective business. Not 
surprisingly, Shin’ichi sees only Kogorō’s flaws.

When he becomes Conan, however, he gradually comes to feel a degree of af-
fection and admiration for Kogorō. While Conan mutters and grumbles darkly 
to himself as Kogorō proudly and oafishly takes the credit for solving crimes 
that Conan has in fact solved, Conan comes to see his potential through the 
imperfections— precisely because he is forced to work with him, around him, 
or through him. Early in the series, Agasa fashions a voice- altering device and 
installs it in Conan’s bow tie. This allows Conan to knock out Kogorō (literally) at 
the crime scene and to speak to the assembled adults in Kogorō’s voice. Kogorō 
becomes known as the “sleeping detective,” for he does not appear to be awake 
when he comes up with his astounding solutions to mysteries. In a comedic and 
opportunistic way, Conan comes to depend on Kogorō. At the same time, as six- 
year- old Conan, Shin’ichi also experiences a sense of vulnerability because he no 
longer has the strength to defend himself. Although Agasa provides him with 
various contraptions to compensate for his physical limitations, Conan nonethe-
less feels his limitations and frequently depends on Ran’s skills in karate to save 
him. All in all, as Conan, the perfect, invulnerable, autonomous Shin’ichi comes 
to understand flaws, vulnerability, and dependency— not only his own but also 
those of others.

This tone and trajectory extend to the family. Like much of boys’ manga, the 
Detective Conan series tends to break the family apart in order to give the young 
protagonist sufficient autonomy to undertake various adventures. Shin’ichi lives 
alone to finish school in Japan while his parents live abroad. Ran’s father and 
mother have separated, apparently as a result of Kogorō’s brash behavior, and she 
lives alone with her father. These situations allow Conan, Ran, and Kogorō to be-
come family. The breaks in family thus do not become obstacles to family. Rather, 
they become a new kind of extended family or adopted community. Generally 
speaking, in the Detective Conan series, invulnerability and autonomy give way 
to vulnerability and dependency, and it is the former, not the latter, which comes 
to appear as an obstacle to the formation of a family- like community. Conan’s 
path, however, is inevitably a contorted one, weaving between dependency and 
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autonomy. As the cover illustration to the first volume of the manga shows, the 
character design for Conan captures something of the weirdness of his twofold 
trajectory by condensing modalities: he appears dressed as Sherlock Holmes in 
a manner that simultaneously evokes an adorably diminutive yet worldly man of 
action and a humiliated household pet.

The Detective Conan series sets up a tension between the closed system of 
the independent mystery otaku (attention– reason complex and detachment) and 
the open family- like community of the dependent little boy (affective exposure 
and attachment). Needless to say, if given a normative status, this family- like 
community and its reliance on affective exposure and attachment (vulnerability, 
dependency, care) may prove exceedingly oppressive. I do not mean to endorse 
the affective dimension of the Detective Conan series as such. What interests me 
is how affect implies a pathway through or around the attention– reason com-
plex, which engenders a more specific kind of complex from it. Put another way, 
what interests me about the Detective Conan series are its moments of improvisa-
tion. While the cases to be solved in the series tend to form deductively closed 
story systems, there is always a moment of improvisation when Conan has to act 
quickly behind the scenes to produce a little drama or improvise another story 
line. Improvisation is, of course, not a matter of doing whatever comes to mind. 
It requires a highly cultivated sense of situation.

Although Conan’s moments of improvisation are scripted in the manga, there 
is a sense of the manga story being held temporally in suspense between two 
kinds of closure— between solving the mystery versus closing the case, as it were. 
In the moments of improvisation, Conan has to consider everyone present in 
terms of their potential, each in terms of his or her not- yet- expressed abilities and 
capacities. He acts with any eye to what others are doing or may do in order to act 
with them, even through them. Simply put, improvisation demands a sense of 
the infraindividual.2 Such moments flatten hierarchy and unevenness but avoid 
neutralizing individual and social differences.

The Detective Conan series is also a media mix franchise, and as such, the 
question arises of what happens across media instances in the series. Does such 
improvisation continue to work effectively across media, and how? Or does the 
media mix and its implied media ecology undo these moments of infraindividual 
operations?

From Pervasive to Immersive Media
In keeping with the detective genre, the Detective Conan manga does not privilege 
broadcast television over other media. Solving a mystery relies on detection (read-
ing material traces across media) and deduction (eliminating possible interpreta-
tions within a closed domain), a process that proves readily compatible with the 
closed otaku- like world of attention, distraction, and cognitive representations. 
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In keeping with the detective genre, when television makes an appearance in the 
Detective Conan series, you would expect it to be with an eye to the information 
or documentation it provides, relative to the closed domain of the mystery. In 
addition, because the resolution of a mystery typically hinges on indexical traces 
or documentation, the detective genre tends to address broadcast television from 
that angle, without according it any greater ontological weight than other media. 
If the detective genre has a medium preference, it is for photographs, and indeed 
in the cases in the Detective Conan series, photographs play a pivotal role more 
often than television does. The series attributes an indexical function to pho-
tography: the photograph affords a capture of what was present to it at a specific 
moment in the past and thus offers a material record of undeniable evidence.3 In 
contrast, broadcast television is generally situated in and of the present. It com-
monly serves as a source for current news relative to the case at hand.

Consequently, unlike the Crayon Shin- chan series, in which emphasis consis-
tently falls on the hierarchical and unidirectional tendencies of broadcast tele-
vision and thus on its stupendous capacity for brainwashing its audience, the 
Detective Conan series does not dwell on the one- to- many tendency of broadcast 
TV. Nor does Conan strive to embody television as Shin- chan does.

Because anime, as an audiovisual media form, prefers to provide information 
in an audiovisual fashion, the Detective Conan anime series is fond of having 
televisions pop up on the fly in order to fill in whatever facts are needed. In the 
second episode, for instance, after a visit to the Ueno museum, Conan and three 
primary school friends (Ayumi, Genta, and Mitsuhiko) find a sheet of paper bear-
ing a list of strange symbols. This proves to be a coded message that sets them on 
a hunt for hidden treasure. As they dash through the streets of Tokyo, television 
sets flicker from the window of an electronics store (Figure 11.1). They remain 
unaware that a group of three men, sharply dressed in dark suits, have seen them 
with the sheet of paper and are on their tail. No sooner have the kids, with the 
sinister men in pursuit, passed the store than the scene cuts directly to a televi-
sion broadcast. A news report announces that police have just arrested a mob 
boss but have lost track of his henchman, as well as a huge stack of golden coins 
they had recently stolen. It is as if the scene has simply cut to one of the TV sets 
in the store window.

This device of situating television sets in the city wherever needed to fill in 
information necessary to the story builds on the genuine ubiquity of television in 
urban space, relying on television sets to make an appearance not only in homes 
but also on the streets and in restaurants, shops, and a variety of other public 
places. This device reinforces the feeling that television is pervasive, for tele vision 
appears anywhere in the city you can pick up a signal, which is, practically speak-
ing, everywhere. This strategy tends to downplay the one- to- many tendency of 
broadcast TV. Indeed, in episode 2, the pictographic symbols on the list lead 
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the children to Tokyo Tower, but, in contrast to the Crayon Shin- chan series, the 
broadcast tower is not treated as a centralized source radiating messages down 
upon the populace. The broadcast tower figures simply as a prominent recogniz-
able landmark in the city, one easily rendered as a pictogram, and its centralizing 
role in television transmission is unimportant to the story. The pervasiveness of 
ambient television, however, plays a key role.

The image of television in Detective Conan— pervasive, ambient, public, yet not 
centralized— recalls Yoshimi’s discussion of gaitō terebi, or street TV. Street TV 
operates as a sort of point- to- point event- based network. People pick up an item on 
TV in one part of the city, in the ramen shop, at the hairdresser’s salon, or from a 
shop window, and develop the event as they discuss it with other people through-
out the city. As people pick up the signal here and there, street TV turns into an 
urban network, a sort of mobile telecommunications network before the fact.

As for telecommunications, the Detective Conan series relies a good deal on 

FIGURE 11.1. As Conan and his 
friends run past an electronics 
store, the screens of the 
television sets flicker blankly, 
yet as soon as they stop to look 
at the television, it shows images.
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telephones and mobile phones, not only as a neutral form of communication 
but also as a dramatic device, for Conan uses the telephone to stage Shin’ichi’s 
presence. Typically, when Conan is speaking in Shin’ichi’s voice on the phone, 
Shin’ichi’s image appears, sometimes looming behind Conan, sometimes replac-
ing him entirely, as if the telephone voice had the power to convey the speaker’s 
image as well. The Detective Conan series is fond of using audiovisual fill- in tech-
niques in conjunction with media devices, which contributes to and meshes with 
a more general tendency toward situating media platforms and audiovisual flow 
within a point- to- point mobile telecommunications network. Its use of ambient 
television is part of this tendency toward a world of all- around pervasive audio-
visual signaling.

In the second episode of the anime series, however, there are already signs of 
a strange wrinkle in the point- to- point, anywhere- and- everywhere signal recep-
tion. The episode shows the mob henchmen in the real world of the story: they 
are in front of the museum searching for the coded message they dropped, and 
they see the children pick it up. Oddly, when the scene cuts to the television 
news broadcast and shows the same men on the screen, they do not appear any 
differently than in the real world. The screen world is not marked as different in 
any way from the real world, and as a consequence, humans and images appear 
equally real; they appear to have the same ontological consistency. In such mo-
ments, the anime series reinforces the parasocial tendency of television. The be-
ings who appear on the screen appear as real as the beings who reside in the real 
world. The distinction between real world and screen world vanishes.

This is an effect easily produced in animation because the same images are 
used to render the on- screen and off- screen worlds. In fact, it takes more time 
and effort to mark the screen world as distinct from the real world: a layer must 
be added to the image on the television screen to make it appear separate from 
the everyday world. Generally, the Detective Conan manga takes care to separate 
the television world from the real world, drawing fine bands across the television 
image to indicate scan lines— an artifact of the ray gun scanning half the image 
in lines across the screen at a time. The Detective Conan anime, however, avoids 
using scan lines to differentiate the television screen. The people who appear on 
the television screen in the anime series thus look as real as people in the every-
day real world. This opens the possibility for characters to move back and forth, 
unimpeded, between the everyday and television worlds. Potentially, then, any 
sort of entity or being may emerge from the television set and take up dwelling 
in the real world.

The Detective Conan series avoids this possibility, relying on conventions as-
sociated with a photographic ontology. The series sticks to characters who can 
be established as real people rather than having cartoon characters or machines 
swarm out from the TV set. The series relies on and reinforces a feeling that the 
images of people on TV are precisely images of. The images on TV are photo-
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graphic captures of actual people and are derivative of them. Images are treated 
as of something; they are not treated as something in themselves. Such a gesture 
is in keeping with the detective genre, which depends on indexical traces serving 
as clues, evidence, and documentation. In this respect, the manga does introduce 
something of a source effect, which implies both a unidirectional and a hierar-
chical tendency, but instead of a centralized source, the source lies in the world 
around us.

Nonetheless, although the Detective Conan manga generally strives to differ-
entiate real world from screen world and to assure that images are derivative of 
reality, there are, even in the manga, peculiar moments in which the hierarchi-
cal divide and unidirectional movement between reality and image break down. 
At the opening of the third case, for instance, Kogorō, whose lack of skill as a 
detective has left him at home drinking beer, smoking, and watching TV while 
waiting for business, reveals his infatuation with an idol singer, Okino Yōko. He 
presses his face close to the television set to ogle her as she sings, talking to her 
and whistling in approval. If Conan expresses a somewhat droll contempt vis- 
à- vis such behavior, it is because Kogorō’s display of fandom appears excessive, 
particularly undignified for a grown man. Again, as with the characterization of 
Shin’ichi as a mystery otaku, the Detective Conan manga presents otaku activities 
in a negative light, characterizing such behavior as not only excessive but also as 
trapped within a mental fantasy.

It is also at such moments that the manga loses its grasp on reality— or, more 
precisely, on its photographic version of media reality. As Kogorō sits with his 
face close to the television, the doorbell rings, and there is Okino Yōko at the 
door. It is as if she had stepped out of the television into the real world. Suddenly 
the regime of photographic realism, with its firm sense of a line drawn from real 
world to image, threatens to break down. Kogorō, however, knows just what to do. 
He swiftly transforms his appearance into that of a dapper Lothario (Figure 11.2). 
Whereupon Conan asks dryly, “Who are you?”

This is the problem that arises when the unidirectional force of photographic 
capture is reversed: a new reality emerges in which images on the screen are as 
real as allegedly real people, which opens the possibility that no one need remain 
who they are. You may become someone else. It is in such moments that the 
pervasive media ecology transforms into an immersive media ecology. A tenta-
tive horizon appears, precisely because it is impossible to sustain a completely 
neutralized relation to the world or a completely indexical relation to media. 
Something intervenes to produce an event. In the context of the detective genre, 
that something is a crime, usually a murder. The Detective Conan series is equally 
fond of another eventful something: an otaku- like obsession with mysteries, with 
detectives or writers, or with idol singers, among other possible obsessions. The 
series introduces an affective charge that catalyses the formation of a specific 
media environment out of the larger media world.
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The general point- to- point network tendency (the media world allows for in-
teraction with signals anywhere and everywhere) thus splits into two tendencies. 
One tendency is toward the tentative formation of a horizon for an immersive 
world or an individualized environment, which might be called an environmen-
tal tendency. Such a tendency is to some extent implicit in the detective genre, at 
least in the detective fictions that gravitate toward larger- than- life personalities, 
celebrities, and the lives of the rich and famous, such as athletes, actors, sing-
ers, models, popular writers, or millionaires— people who are likely to make an 
appearance in the mass media. Such characters introduce obvious motives for 
crime (money, fame, reputation) and make the abundance of information about 

FIGURE 11.2. While scenes of 
improvisation stick to the 
conventions of genre, as with this 
rapid transformation of Kogorō 
into a handsome suitor, they make 
use of techniques of light and 
movement, of flash and flicker, 
which are intended to impart 
an experience of something 
nonhabitual, akin to the 
electromagnetism of television.
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them feel plausible. The Detective Conan series enhances this tendency, pushing 
it to the limits in its very premise: a mystery otaku, who has gained his unparal-
leled skills in detection by reading fiction, is transported into a reality populated 
by a remix of fictional detectives and actual writers. In this way, the Detective 
Conan series produces its distinctive world: it puts a twist on detection that carves 
a distinctive media- saturated ecology from the detective genre.

Despite its reliance on a photographic ontology to impart a sense of neutrality 
or objectivity to detection, the Detective Conan manga introduces a split into the 
unidirectional force underpinning that brand of all- around pervasive realism, 
folding it back on itself to form a media environment. The series is as much 
about being obsessively drawn into fictional worlds as it is about solving myster-
ies and closing cases. It is about individualization, but its techniques differ from 
those of the Crayon Shin- chan series. That series divided the one- to- many ten-
dency of broadcast television, making for a self that appeared to generate its own 
reality, a totally personalized world, like an action figure springing from Shin- 
chan’s crotch. The self thus appears to be sui generis, as if it might exist prior to 
its production. It verges on becoming the subject. Of course, in Shin- chan, this 
self is equally prone to dissipate its energies into nothingness. In contrast, in the 
Detective Conan series, it is the formation of an environment that summons forth 
a self. Or rather, the self and its environment emerge together, and practices of 
self are geared toward sustaining the environment that sustains the self.

The result is like what Isabelle Stengers calls an “ecology of practices,” for a 
concern or a problematic serves to gather together a set of practices relative to 
it, practices that engage directly with knowledge formations and truth- effects.4 
Indeed, it might be argued that both Stengers and Detective Conan imply a pho-
tographic ontology as their point of departure, that is, a unidirectional capture 
going from nature into image- effect or truth- effect, precisely in order to ground 
the possibility of knowledge, that of the scientist and the detective, respectively. 
Moreover, the Detective Conan series, surely because of its commitment to dra-
matization, calls forth another dimension within the ecologized horizons stem-
ming from image- effects or truth- effects: that of improvisation (which is not 
unlike experimentation for Stengers). In the manga, improvisation takes place 
largely in the juncture between Shin’ichi solving the mystery and Conan closing 
the case. In the anime, improvisation occurs in another register, through media 
experimentation, which is teased out of the manga to be prolonged in animation.

Video Media Mix and the OVA
In the Detective Conan manga, the television screen appears striped with scan 
lines. Scan lines commonly appear when photographing the television with a 
movie camera. The movie camera captures images at a frame rate different from 
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the frame rate or refresh rate of the television image. It thus picks up what the 
human eye does not usually perceive on the CRT television screen: cathode rays 
fire half the image at a time in alternating rows at a rate faster than the human 
eye can detect. The movie camera, shooting at a faster rate, catches the interlac-
ing of the two images, and the result is a striping effect of darker and lighter 
bands across the image. Scan lines thus result from an encounter between two 
different media rates or media temporalities. It is from the (temporal) perspective 
of the movie camera that we see the television screen’s frequency.

Scan lines became associated especially with video media, with the camcorder 
or video camera and the VCR, for a couple of reasons. First, as video cameras 
became widely available in 1980s and enthusiasts and filmmakers began experi-
menting with them, they started filming images from the television screen, only 
to discover, upon playback, scan lines striping the image. Second, when some-
thing recorded at one rate is replayed at a different rate, scan lines can also ap-
pear, covering the entire image. Such an effect is so commonly associated with 
video playback that in movies, surveillance camera footage is usually presented 
with scan lines to indicate a discrepancy in resolution between two platforms. 
In addition, the first game systems used a noninterlaced signal and introduced 
frames with 240 lines for compatibility with television screens, yet the resulting 
difference in frequency produced scan lines on the image, which today are associ-
ated with classic video games. In other words, scan lines become common effects 
with the advent of expanded television, that is, television with peripherals such as 
the home game console and the VCR.

When the Detective Conan manga presents a television screen with scan lines, 
it conjures up this expanded home television media ecology, which become preva-
lent in the 1980s and reached its peak around the time Detective Conan began 
serialization in the mid- 1990s. The series feels continuous with this media ecol-
ogy. The standard cases, which run for about four files, already feel like a tele-
vision episode, and the longer cases feels like a double episode, or a TV movie, 
or a movie shown on television. Creator Aoyama’s comments on his sources of 
inspiration, included on the jackets of the paperback editions, confirm this feel-
ing. He speaks of his favorite television detectives, such as Columbo, as well as 
his favorite movie heroes. It is easy to imagine him as a mystery otaku, not only 
reading books but also sitting in front of the television screen, watching runs and 
reruns of TV series on broadcast channels as well as videos of movies and shows. 
This mystery otaku has an audiovisual library, a video archive. As such, because 
Detective Conan already feels continuous with expanded tele vision media, the 
transformation of the manga into an anime series does not feel particularly jar-
ring. Each case seems poised to become a stand- alone episode.

A major shift occurs in the sequencing of episodes. The anime series puts 
the cases in a new order, thus creating a story arc different from the manga. The 
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first season, for instance, begins with the three cases in the first manga volume, 
jumps to volume 4 for the fourth and fifth episodes, offers an original case not 
found in the manga for the sixth episode, and proceeds to draw cases from vol-
umes 3, 4, 7, 6, and 9 before returning to volume 2. Shuffling the order of the 
cases, however, does not significantly affect the individual mysteries or the over-
arching story. The changes in sequencing serve primarily to introduce the major 
characters in a straightforward fashion and tend to reinforce the general trajec-
tory of the series rather than alter it. The difference in tone between the manga 
and anime is primarily a result of differences in manga and anime conventions. 
Three shifts in tone are salient.

In the anime, Conan becomes cuter and more adorable (if possible), with his 
childlike voice, saucer eyes, and rounded lines. The anime Conan rivals in inten-
sity the cute cover illustrations of the manga each time he fills the screen. The 
parasocial quality of Conan is thus enhanced. In addition, with its opening song, 
ads, and story segments, the anime series amplifies effects of code switching, 
which at once seem to permeate and emerge from its techniques of limited ani-
mation. Finally, the anime series brings media switching to the fore.

In the manga series, media switching is palpable primarily in the use of scan 
lines on television screens, which highlights the gap between platforms, in par-
ticular between television set and video media (camera, player, recorder). In the 
anime series, media switching comes to the fore in the presentation of television 
screens. Instead using scan lines, the anime series oscillates rapidly between 
two techniques of presentation. On the one hand, there is the technique dis-
cussed above, in which the real world and the screen world appear to be at the 
same level in terms of their reality effects. On the other hand, this sort of screen 
quickly turns into another kind of screen— a flickering, blinking screen that 
glows whitely without presenting any images. When the children run past the 
electronics stores in episode 4, for instance, the TV screens in the window flicker 
brightly but show nothing but bright, blinking light. Likewise, in episode 3, when 
Kogorō is watching TV, the screen first appears at an oblique angle as a sheet 
of flickering light (Figure 11.3). Such effects also derive from the ascendency of 
video cameras, and the television glows brighter and flickers as a result in differ-
ences in frequency between the television set and the camera.

The Conan manga and the anime use different techniques to express the force 
of the television screen. Where the manga expresses the temporal frequency dis-
crepancy between media platforms in the form of scan lines, the anime expresses 
it by switching between two modes— a figurative mode of expression in which 
images on the screen appear, and a nonfigurative mode of expression in which 
the screen is a glowing, flickering sheet of bright white light. Thus the anime 
amplifies and prolongs the temporal discrepancy between media platforms al-
ready evident in scan lines, which imparts an uncanny, almost supernatural force 
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to the television screen. The television no longer feels like a realm apart from the 
everyday world. It either pulses with electric life, as if to surge into the real world, 
or its images appear to exist on the same plane as things in the real world. In 
either case, television exceeds its function of offering relevant information and 
documentation. It operates as a force, even a life, in its own right. A distinction 
between modes of existence of different media platforms (their temporal life, as 
it were) starts to displace a distinction between real world and media world.

Because such effects come to the fore in conjunction with the widespread use 
of the VCR, the impact of the VCR on anime merits a brief digression. Previous 
chapters discussed how VCR and the home video game console appeared in the 
1970s as peripherals or plug- ins for the television set, becoming familiar, even 
standard, features by the end of the 1980s. Such plug- ins, often developed and 
manufactured in Japan, effectively suspended the broadcast receiver function to 
permit the TV set to be utilized in more interactive and computational fashions. 
The result was a household media complex centered on the television set.

FIGURE 11.3. In episode 3, although 
Kogorō is watching TV, the 
screen appears to viewers as a 
sheet of flickering light because 
no one is paying attention to it.
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The VCR affected the experience of anime in a number of ways. Because it al-
lowed for repeated viewing and for stopping the moving image, anime fans began 
to consider its construction in detail, focusing as much (or more) on information 
retrieval. By the mid- 1980s, animated series could be recorded from broadcasts, 
rented, collected, shared, even subtitled and distributed outside Japan. While 
the home theater experience differed greatly from the cinematic experience, it 
gave new life to cinema. Miyazaki’s 1985 film, Castle in the Sky (Tenkū no shiro 
Rapyuta), is sometimes credited with saving the animation cinema industry, yet 
its success depended as much (or more) on videocassette sales as on box- office 
receipts. Finally, the VCR gave birth to a new form of animation: the original 
video animation, or OVA.

In his account of the first fifteen years of OVA, Tokugi Yoshiharu tells a story 
of the great promise of the OVA and of its failure to live up to that promise. I 
rely heavily on his account in this context because, as the OVA critic for the fa-
mous anime fan magazine Animage, he provides a strong sense of his criteria 
for evaluation. In addition, because his criteria build on his hopes for the OVA 
to become separate from the commercial TV market, his account highlights the 
ways the OVA remained poised between cinematic animation and television ani-
mation, remaining a sort of in- between form instead of emerging as an more in-
dependent “third generation media” form beyond the first generation of cinema 
and the second generation of television.5

The promise of the OVA lay in its potential to produce animations geared 
more toward adults, of higher quality than television animation, with stories of 
a (generally shorter) length than standard seasonal runs for television anima-
tion, with less budget than animation cinema. This was the case with the first 
OVA series, Dallos, directed by Oshii Mamoru and released in 1983. Oshii had 
previously gained experience in television animation as an episode director on 
various series, but he really came to the attention of anime fans upon the release 
of his first animated film, Only You, an offshoot of the Urusei Yatsura anime 
based on Takahashi Rumiko’s Urusei Yatsura manga. Because his film, released 
in February, had won great acclaim, fans eagerly awaited the release of his OVA 
series in December of the same year.6 In other words, like director Oshii himself, 
the Dallos OVA was strategically poised between big- screen cinematic animation 
and small- screen anime series. There were high hopes that Oshii’s OVA would 
bridge the gap between them, that it would build on the strengths of both kinds 
of production and open a movement beyond their constraints. But in Tokugi’s 
opinion, such hopes were dashed. Oshii directed a number of OVA and animated 
films related to TV or OVA series in the 1980s, only to move almost exclusively 
into feature film production in the 1990s. Yet the impact of the OVA is tangible 
in his films: his animation techniques remained close to video animation aes-
thetics, particularly in his use of video footage. His 1995 anime film, The Ghost in 
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the Shell, released in the inaugural year of the DVD, may be seen as the culmina-
tion of this period of video- inflected animation.7

Although in Tokugi’s opinion Dallos did not live up to the promises of the 
OVA, the following year saw the release of three kinds of OVA that effectively 
established the three basic tendencies for subsequent OVA production. The first, 
Machikado no meruhen (Street corner fairy tale, 1984), was original in both de-
sign and subject. The second, Bāsu (Birth, 1984), gave free reign to a well- known, 
well- loved animator and director, Kanada Yoshinori, to pursue his craft. Finally, 
the third, Mahō no tenshi Kurumīmami: eien no wansumoa (Magic angel creamy 
mami: eternal once more, 1984), was a follow- up (afutā mono) to a highly popular 
animated television series. To the disappointment of Tokugi, it is this latter ten-
dency that gradually came to dominate OVA production.

On the one hand, in Tokugi’s account, the OVA failed to live up to the promise 
of producing autonomous works to rival cinematic animation. For instance, the 
impulse to produce animation of a higher quality than television anime gradu-
ally diminished in favor of rapid and cheap production of “what you can’t do on 
TV,” namely sex and violence, as in Kawajiri Yoshiaki’s Wicked City (Yōjū toshi, 
1987).8 In addition, although OVA production allowed animators to experiment 
with mecha designs independent of the toy manufacturers who dominated the 
television market, this trend gradually shifted toward OVA featuring fan- targeted 
parodies of special effects films (tokusatsu eiga) or well- known anime. Anno 
Hideaki’s Gunbuster or Toppu o nerae (1988) is a prime example.9

On the other hand, because the pattern of adapting manga series into tele-
vised anime series had come to dominate the market, it was simply easier to 
position an OVA release as a follow- up, a side story, or alternative story within a 
series whose key instance was the broadcast animated series. This pattern made 
it difficult to have the OVA serve as the core and nucleus for a series.

In sum, although Tokugi does not dismiss the genuine achievements of the 
OVA and makes note of significant exceptions, his overall assessment of the OVA 
as of 1999 remains somewhat negative, precisely because, for economic and aes-
thetic reasons, instead of becoming a third generation or third wave of animation, 
the OVA remained largely within the orbit of television anime, like a satellite or a 
peripheral device. The relation between OVA and anime was entirely analogous 
that between the VCR and the TV set.

With regard to the television anime media mix, then, video affects broadcast 
animation in several ways. First, as the anime series goes into circulation on 
videocassette, it accrues new profits resulting from sales and rentals, comple-
mentary to the advertisement revenues of broadcast yet increasingly more im-
portant than them. Indeed, the trend is such that the broadcast may even serve 
as an advertisement for the video sales (and later the DVD sales). Second, the 
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video release is often used as publicity for the manga and other products. In 
the context of Detective Conan, for instance, its weekly manga magazine, Shōnen 
Sunday, began in 2000 to release an OVA episode each year, whose sale was 
limited to magazine subscribers, which served to promote its circulation. The 
episodes were subsequently compiled for general release on DVD under the ru-
bric “Secret Files.” Third, video allows the anime series to be experienced in 
a different way, often watched repeatedly, sometimes scrutinized in its details, 
not to mention purchased, possessed, collected, and archived. This intensity also 
extends to the other media instances in the mix, spurring encyclopedic forms 
of detailed knowledge. At the same time, such a knowledge formation places 
increased emphasis on the quality of the animation and its reproduction on video 
or disk. Thus, as digitally remastered versions of Detective Conan anime began to 
air in the mid- 2000s, another OVA series, styled the Magic Files, began to appear 
on DVD. The first DVD, released in 2007, consisted of four remastered episodes 
of the anime, while the subsequent Magic Files releases were original animation 
DVDs or OADs. In sum, as Tokugi stresses, the Detective Conan OVAs, like its 
video releases, remain in orbit around the broadcast anime formation; they are 
offshoots, follow- ups, or technically enhanced rereleases.

Still, it is interesting that the Detective Conan OVAs are styled as “secret files” 
and “magic files.” Without overstating the matter, such terms insinuate a dif-
ferent relation between the TV series and the OVA series— magical action at 
a distance, inexplicable depths, uncanny semblance— rather like the relation of 
the character Magic Kaitō (Majikku Kaitō) to Conan and Shin’ichi. Kuroba Kaitō, 
whose nickname is Magic Kaitō, is a gentleman thief, albeit a young one. He is 
the title protagonist of another of Aoyama’s manga series, only sporadically seri-
alized to date. Magic Kaitō has a strange relation to Kudō Shin’ichi and Conan. As 
a thief, he is, of course, an opponent. Yet he also has strong affinity with Shin’ichi 
and Conan. Magic Kaitō, who is nearly identical to Shin’ichi, successfully im-
personates him without disguise. He also possesses insider knowledge. In the 
Detective Conan films, for instance, he knows that Conan is Shin’ichi. Odder still, 
episodes featuring Magic Kaitō, without any connection to the Detective Conan 
series, have aired in the Detective Conan time slot, as if they were in fact part of 
the Detective Conan series. In sum, Magic Kaitō not only crosses between series 
but also takes on different functions in different media forms. Magic Kaitō at 
once appears overly related to Conan and the Detective Conan series, and not 
related to them at all. There is a magical relation, an action at a distance, which 
may serve to call attention to another dimension of the interaction of video series 
and broadcast series within media mix.

Previous chapters underscored how the VCR, although an add- on or plug- in, 
intensified a polarization within television media, functioning as an outside of 
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the inside, giving greater play to what seems to be subsumed within broadcast 
television, namely, point- to- point network tendencies. Thus, although Tokugi is 
surely correct to signal how broadcast anime tends effectively to subsume the 
OVA, the OVA might nonetheless be considered in light of its potential to in-
duce an “internal” intensification of television animation, which occurs with the 
transformation of the television screen into a multifunctional operator capable of 
switching between broadcast receiver and computational monitor. It is a magical 
relation in the sense that platforms appear to communicate across a distance. 
Although the means of communication can be explained (cables, antennas, or 
modems), the communication also feels deep or secretive, instantaneous and 
magical. This is precisely what comes to the fore with the techniques used to ren-
der television screens in the Detective Conan series, especially with the glowing, 
flickering screen effect. In such instances, communication across media plat-
forms implies an effect that exceeds and thus intensifies the platform on which 
it appears: the TV screen.

The OVA contributed greatly to the general tendency in Japanese animation 
to render television and computer screens as sheets of glowing flickering light, 
using techniques of transmitted light whose paka- paka came to the fore in the 
Pokémon Incident. The OVA initially strove for a darker, more adult tone, gravi-
tating toward darker, more adult settings— the nighttime underground city, with 
seedy bars, sinister streets, and rooms submerged in shadows. In this darkened 
world, and in conjunction with the emergence of cyberfictions, television and 
computer screens came to be the preferred source for eerie illumination, akin 
to the angular neon glare of noir worlds but attuned to vast shadowy interiors. 
At the same time, to enhance the quality of animation on a tighter budget, OVA 
directors began to film with video cameras, using video footage as an inspiration 
for animation backgrounds and sequences, to impart a sense of a gritty, video- 
real world. Again, Oshii Mamoru was something of a pioneer in this respect, 
and by the time of his Patlabor films (1989 and 1993) and The Ghost in the Shell 
(1995), he had developed a signature style with slow, almost elegiac movement 
through darkened rooms, illuminated only by the light of flickering television 
screen striped with scan lines (Figure 11.4).

The same effects were extended to computers. It is worth recalling that the 
screen refresh rates for computers were modeled on those of the CRT television 
screen, which meant that the computer screen showed identical effects of glow, 
flicker, and scan lines. A prime example occurs in a relatively early OVA, Digital 
Devil Story Megami Tensai (Dijitaru debiru sutorī Megami Tensai, 1987).

The publisher, Tokuma shoten, whose publication of science fiction series and 
the anime magazine Animage had won a wide fan base (not to mention their sup-
port of Miyazaki Hayao’s manga and animated films), backed the Digital Devil 
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Story OVA to develop a media mix franchise around the highly popular novels by 
Nishitani Aya. After the release of the OVA in March, a role- paying game (RPG) 
for Famicom appeared in September. While not generally deemed a great success 
commercially or aesthetically, the Digital Devil Story OVA does nevertheless use 
flickering computer screens in darkened rooms to good effect in the context of 
its story. The glow and flicker of the screens become so intense that they impart 
new powers to the computer itself, which paves the way for demons to swarm into 
the real world and for humans to be engulfed by the screen world (Figure 11.5). I 
will discuss such effects in greater detail in chapter 13 in the context of Persona 4, 
which is a more recent entry into this game and anime media mix series. Suffice 
it to say at this juncture that the Digital Devil Story OVA is a prime example of a 
media mix that appears to bypass broadcast television, yet only by flanking the 
TV set with peripherals: the VCR and the NES. It thus provides a powerful re-
minder that it was in the context of the internal intensification of the capacities 
of the television screen that screens in animation, especially as imagined within 

FIGURE 11.4. Oshii Mamoru’s 
animated films frequently dwell 
on the pulsing glow of television 
screens, as in this scene from 
the first Patlabor movie (1989), 
which makes for ghostly 
figurations whose videolike 
reality refuses to recede or to 
give way to the actual world.
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the worlds of OVA, began to express this weird communication across platforms 
within a platform, with the TV receiver- monitor becoming like an uncanny en-
ergy life- form flickering into the everyday world.

By the time of the Detective Conan anime in the mid- 1990s, such effects were 
largely a matter of convention, part of expressing the look and feel of television, in 
much the same manner that the force of the OVA had been pulled into the orbit 
of broadcast anime. In the wake of the Pokémon Incident, however, something 
of the force of expression buried in those conventions for intensely flickering 
screens comes to the fore, renewing a sense of the magical communication oc-
curring across media platforms enhanced by the legacy of video. As such, the 
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implications of those screens definitely merit a closer look in the context of the 
Detective Conan series.

Between Personating and Nonpersonating Modes
The “Pro- Soccer Blackmail Incident” (Puro sakkā senshu kyōhaku jiken) is the 
tenth case (episode) in the anime series, based on files 68 through 71 of volumes 
7 and 8 of the manga. The case centers on a televised event, the broadcast of the 
final match in an important soccer tournament, pitting a Tokyo team against 
an Osaka team. The case also presents numerous instances of impersonation, 

FIGURE 11.5. This 
sequence shows 
how the 1987 
OVA Digital Devil 
Story brings 
such intensity to 
computer screens 
that their glow and 
flicker transform 
into actual demon 
powers that swarm 
into real world, 
engulfing humans 
in this screen 
reality.
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beginning with a young woman who arrives at the Mōri Detective Agency, Akagi 
Ryōko. She solicits the Mōris’ assistance in locating the missing Kudō Shin’ichi, 
providing a photo of him and claiming to be his girlfriend. Ran is at once incredu-
lous and jealous. Conan, who does not know this Akagi Ryōko, wonders who 
she really is. He pretends to receive a telephone message from Shin’ichi to the 
effect that Shin’ichi will call Ryōko at her home. Ran insists on going to Ryōko’s 
apartment in case Shin’ichi makes an appearance there. Conan tags along. While 
Ryōko pretends to be Shin’ichi’s girlfriend, Ran pretends not to be.

At Ryōko’s apartment, Conan finds evidence of deception: Ryōko clearly does 
not live there, and a child’s room has been ransacked. He finds a photo of a boy 
with a young man. Piecing together the clues, he deduces that the boy is Akagi 
Mamoru and that the young man is Akagi Hide, the star player for the Tokyo soc-
cer team. At the kitchen table with Ran, Ryōko has now turned on the big match, 
in which Hide is playing. Once the match has begun, Conan must solve the mys-
tery and close the case before it ends. As often happens in the Detective Conan 
series, the television broadcast is very much of the present, creating a sense of 
urgency, ticking like a clock on a countdown. In contrast, the indexical markers 
of the crime are of the past, traces of what has already happened.

Concealing himself in the toilet, Conan uses his secret mobile phone to call 
Ryōko, revealing that he knows that someone has kidnapped Hide’s little brother, 
Mamoru, in order to force Hide to throw the match. He asks Ryōko to send the 
kidnapper’s note to his mobile fax. Ran, jealous to see Ryōko crying as she speaks 
with Shin’ichi on the phone, grabs the phone and shouts into it— so loudly that 
she can hear her voice echoing from somewhere in the apartment. Ran now be-
comes the detective, deducing that Shin’ichi must be there. As Ran pursues 
Shin’ichi, Conan barely manages to stay one step ahead of her. Meantime, in 
response to Hide’s scoring a goal in the match, the kidnapper sends another 
note by fax to the apartment, threatening that Hide may never see his brother 
again.

While poring over the video games in Mamoru’s room, Conan finds traces of 
another important person in Mamoru’s life: Hide’s teammate, Uemura Naoki, 
who cannot play in the match because of an injury sustained during practice. 
Again hiding in the toilet to call Ryōko, Conan tells her that Naoki is the kid-
napper, while Ran, hearing Shin’ichi’s voice, pounds on the toilet door. Conan– 
Shin’ichi, however, manages to give her the slip yet again.

As it turns out, Naoki is indeed the culprit; he has only staged the drama of 
a kidnapping. He invited Mamoru to his apartment to play video games, then 
impersonated a kidnapper in order to force Hide to throw the game. His goal 
is to exact revenge on Hide for injuring him during practice. Jealous of Hide’s 
superior natural abilities, Naoki has persuaded himself that Hide injured him 
deliberately in an attempt to take all the glory of winning for himself. Ryōko and 
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Mamoru speak to Hide on the phone; then, free of anxiety, Hide quickly wins the 
game. Mystery solved, case closed.

As this quick summary indicates, this case mobilizes a variety of media. 
Mobile phones and faxes play a major role in acts of deceptive impersonation— 
Naoki impersonating a kidnapper, Conan impersonating Shin’ichi, and Ryōko 
sustaining her impersonation of Shin’ichi’s girlfriend, almost despite herself. 
The case itself centers on the television set, calling a good deal of attention to the 
TV both as a receiver of the soccer broadcast and as a monitor for video games. Let 
me begin with the role television and then turn to mobile telecommunications.

In the manga, as expected, the television screen is marked by scan lines as 
well as bold kana to indicate its clamor— “wa- a!” There are some interesting mo-
ments when the television screen begins to fill the panels, to the point where 
characters appear to be layered into the television world. Yet it is in the anime in 
particular that the television screen begins to exhibit truly strange effects. Oddly, 
when no one is watching the television, it turns into a plane of bright flashing 
white, without figures or figuration, as if intent on attracting attention. Often 
in anime television screens seen from the side will flicker, while screens seen 
head- on will show images (Figure 11.6a). In this instance, however, the TV screen 
flashes and flickers when seen from the front. When Ryōko enters the room in 
Naoki’s apartment where Mamoru is playing a video game, as Mamoru turns to 
look at her, the television goes into flicker mode (Figure 11.6b). When Mamoru 
turns his attention back to the video game, the screen shows figures and images 
(Figure 11.6c). In other words, the screen flashes and flickers when no one is 
looking at it— or at least when no one can be seen looking it at. The TV screen 
thus appears to go into a base mode when ignored— a flicker mode.

This flicker mode implies a nonpersonal mode of address, for the screen is not 
addressing anyone in particular. The screen is simply doing its thing; it is doing 
whatever it does when it does not have to show anything to anyone. But it may be 
trying to address something. As discussed above, this nonpersonal flicker mode 
is related to the interval between media platforms operating at different frequen-
cies and in different temporalities. As such, in its baseline mode, the television 
screen is communicating, or trying to communicate, with other media platforms. 
In effect, it is addressing humans nonpersonally, communicating with them as if 
they were media platforms, in a grab for their attention.

On the other hand, as this episode highlights, as soon as somebody looks at 
the TV, the screen offers images— and not just any kind of images. These are 
images as real as you are. The humans on the screen are not substantially differ-
ent in any way from humans in the world. The result is a highly personal mode 
of address, which episode 10 of the Detective Conan anime utilizes in order to 
bring about the emotional closure of the case. In an interview after the match, 
Hide expresses his special thanks to his teammate Naoki, for even though Naoki 
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could not play, it was Naoki’s constant efforts to improve his abilities in practice 
that pushed Hide to improve his own skills. Because there is no marked differ-
ence between the screen world and the real world, as Hide expresses his heartfelt 
gratitude, it is as if he were speaking directly to Naoki, face to face. Indeed, the 
episode highlights this effect, making it seem as if Hide and Naoki were looking 
squarely into each other’s eyes across the distance (Figure 11.7). It is the ultimate 
parasocial moment, a moment of localized transcendence in which media af-
fectively fulfills its communicative capacity. Tears stream down Naoki’s face, and 
he collapses. Naoki’s personal drama has come full circle. In the end, although 

FIGURE 11.6. This sequence in 
the Detective Conan series 
exemplifies the oscillation of the 
television screen between modes. 
(a) Seen from the side, the screen 
glows and flickers because the 
audience cannot see the images. 
(b) But it also goes into flicker 
mode when no one in the room 
is watching. (c) It returns to 
showing images when Mamoru 
turns his attention to it.

b
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Conan solves the mystery and closes the case rationally, it is television that closes 
the case emotionally, through a moment of affective communication.

This personal mode of address results in the formation of an immersive en-
vironment by building on the environmental tendencies implicit in the point- to- 
point tendency internal to television. Here broadcast is not a matter of imposing 
a univocal message on a mass audience. It enables one- to- one communication, 
a network effect that cuts across and flattens the hierarchical implications of the 
one- to- many tendency. In contrast to Crayon Shin- chan, in which the hierarchi-
cal tendency is evoked and rejected, the Detective Conan series breezily bypasses 
it, precisely because it has already situated broadcast television as one medium 
among others. The resulting personal mode of address nonetheless implies a 
different tendency toward totalization, shunting it into an immersive personal-
ized media environment— the formation of otaku- like enclosures and affective 
feedback loops. While characters in the Detective Conan series (primarily Ran) 
may denigrate otaku- like worlds, the series itself cannot live without them. This 
personal mode of address might best be described as a personating mode, in 
that it does not merely address preexisting persons but also personalizes them, 
constructs their personas.

Episode 10 of the Detective Conan series dramatizes the act of flipping from 
the personating mode into the nonpersonating mode of address that occurs when 
the TV screen suddenly turns into a flickering plane of light. Both personating 
and nonpersonating modes run counter to the one- to- many tendency of broad-
cast, embracing its internal point- to- point tendencies. Where the personating 
mode constructs personalized environments, the nonpersonating mode tends 
toward a radical individuation: its flashing implies a process of seeking to estab-
lish a connection with another platform. It wants something, or rather somebody, 
to link to it, in whatever capacity that body can muster. Each body is invited to 
contribute to the network in its capacity, and there is no hierarchy among bodies. 
This mode mobilizes a heterarchical tendency. Connections between bodies or 
nodes are nonhierarchical, and because elements are unranked, there is poten-
tial for the emergence of diverse ways of relating or ranking them. This mode 
embodies the potentiality implicit in media switching, that is, the ability of the 
television platform to switch from broadcast receiver to video and game monitor.

The rapid oscillation of the television screen in this Detective Conan epi-
sode, between a thoroughly parasocial mode and a flickering media- switching 
mode, presents in condensed form the larger media ecology operating across 
the Detective Conan series. The series dramatizes a tension between two me-
dial tendencies: the environmental and the heterarchical. Both tendencies are 
generally associated with point- to- point media tendencies, such as networks, 
tele communications, and new media, including mobile phones, social media, 
and video games. In Detective Conan, the television screen, even in its broadcast 
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capacity, is configured as if it were continuous with new media. Consequently, 
broadcast media loses any sense of one- to- many tendencies. Still, the Detective 
Conan series does not champion point- to- point tendencies at the expense of one- 
to- many tendencies. Partly for reasons of genre and partly for reasons of media 
mix, the series simply sets to work with the point- to- point tendency. This is why 
the series so effectively locates and dramatizes a tension within it.

The Detective Conan series dramatizes the tension between two ways of dwell-
ing in the point- to- point tendency: you may become personated to the point where 
you live enclosed within an otaku- like world in tune with affective feedback, or you 
can become nonpersonated to the point where you function almost exclusively as a 
link or node in a network, one platform among others, whose singular potentiality 
remains anonymous. Conan becomes more and more personated, for instance, 

FIGURE 11.7. Animation often 
presents images on the screen as 
if at the same level of ontological 
reality as the actual world, which 
allows for an intensification of 
parasocial effects, as here, where 
the soccer player on the screen 
seems to speak directly to his 
friend.
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while Shin’ichi lends his skills largely in anonymity, as if nobody. Between Conan 
and Shin’ichi comes impersonation. Everyone in the Detective Conan series is 
caught up in impersonation, with dramas of wearing masks, adopting disguises, 
and taking on personas. The dramas are always petty and personalized, yet with 
pronounced streaks of anonymity (no one knows) and noninterest (someone else 
benefits). The dramas inevitably hinge on acts of improvisation with media.

In the end of the “Pro- Soccer Blackmail Case,” for instance, the drama of 
Hide and Naoki is closed, rationally and affectively, and yet the drama of Conan- 
Shin’ichi and Ran remains open. To live as an indulged little boy within his ad-
opted family, which he increasingly enjoys, Conan must not only refine his im-
personation of a boy but also find ways to impersonate Shin- ichi with various 
media devices. Thus he is constantly improvising with whatever gadgets come 
his way. At the end of the episode, with Ran in pursuit, Conan must finally con-
front her. Conan ducks around a street corner, stands on a box, and uses the 
streetlights to project an enlarged Shin’ichi- like shadow on the building opposite. 
He speaks through his bow tie device to project Shin’ichi’s voice. Thus he impro-
vises a silhouette animation, an experimental animated short, on the fly. In these 
moments of media experimentation, as in those with the flickering screen, the 
Detective Conan series digs deep into the animetic plane of composition to weave 
the stuff of blink into improvised animation.

In the Crayon Shin- chan series, the experience of nearly photoepileptiform 
flashing verged on a quasi- mystical experience of bodily communion with the 
Absolute. In the Detective Conan series, the experience of the flash affords an 
instance of localized transcendence, a momentary experience of immanence, an 
affective loop introducing a pause or hesitation into the headlong rush of dra-
matic impersonations. It is in that moment that your body becomes like a media 
platform, switching between media platforms, individuating on the animetic 
plane underlying those media. In keeping with the detective genre as well as its 
video media mix heritage, however, the Detective Conan series pushes such in-
stants toward a kind of indexical capture, following material traces only to elimi-
nate some possibilities on the list of suspected causes in order to close the case. 
Ultimately it often feels as if the Detective Conan series resolves the tension be-
tween environmental and heterarchical tendencies in favor of the environmental 
and immersive: case closed. Still, it leaves open a possibility that will be pursued 
in the emerging media mix movement between console games and television 
anime— a host of animated entities, a veritable pantheon of animist deities and 
spirits, swarming forth under the spotted sun of broadcast television.
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THE TWO KINDS OF INFRASTRUCTURE COMPLEXES EXPLORED IN THE PREVIOUS TWO CHAPTERS GRAVITATED TOWARD 
opposite poles of broadcast television media. The family broadcast complex of the 
Crayon Shin- chan series was orientated toward the one- to- many tendency, which 
hinges on domestically privatized reception of transmission from a centralized 
source. The home theater complex of the Detective Conan series was turned to-
ward the point- to- point tendency, which situates the television as a monitor. As 
a monitor, television appears to be one media platform among other media plat-
forms, yet it plays a special role in that other platforms tend to circle around it. It 
thus becomes an attractor instead of a centralized transmitter.

Each of these infrastructure complexes introduced a split into its general 
media tendency, a bifurcation into totalizing and individualizing tendencies. 
The Crayon Shin- chan series split the one- to- many tendency into a hierarchical 
tendency (which was continually enthroned and deposed) and a unidirectional 
tendency (which was joyously embodied and dissipated). The Detective Conan 
series divided the point- to- point tendency into an environmental tendency (im-
mersive personalization) and a heterarchical tendency (nonpersonalized impro-
visation to which each body contributed in its capacity as an expressive medium). 
It is because these general tendencies bifurcate yet remain entangled that they 
transform into complexes, at once psychic and medial. Indeed, it is through such 
bifurcation that subjectivity tentatively emerges, striving to adhere to the mon-
strous body of distribution at moments and sites where some of its energies may 
be dissipated or expended. This is how a specific experience of media distri-
bution emerges— as a limited distribution due to limits happening across and 
arising through distribution. The experience of media is at once individualizing 
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and totalizing, along specific pathways of bifurcation and entanglement, with 
specific patterns of dilation and contraction. Still, although experience is trans-
formed into an experience, it is not an experience in the purely subjective sense, 
that is, purely internalized or interiorized.

In methodological terms, media mix affords some insight into the actual 
forms of distributive experience, but it is the media ecology that truly matters. 
Indeed, accounts of media mix tend toward an exhaustive and sometimes ex-
hausting enumeration of items: first, there is the manga or the game, and then 
the toys, the anime, and the movie. The list dwells on how each one is produced, 
licensed, and marketed thus and so. Accounts of media mix make it appear to 
be a combinatory system. The media ecology offers a different perspective, for it 
concerns what runs across and through the specific media instances. It concerns 
what is expressed within them (for instance, how television media appear within 
a specific manga or anime series) and what is composed across the affordances of 
the different media of media mix (the television set, for instance, contributes in 
its weird capacity as receiver and monitor). In effect, the media ecology localizes 
and stabilizes the assembling of polarized tendencies inherent within infrastruc-
tures. The complex arises where the media ecology becomes subjectified— not 
only individualized but also totalized.

With these distinctions in mind, I would like to offer a diagram mapping 
the medial tendencies introduced thus far (Figure 12.1), repeating the caveat that 
these are tendencies, not categories. Nor does it offer quantitative scales in the 
manner of coordinate geometry. The point- to- point tendency and the one- to- 
many tendency appear on the same axis, the medial axis, yet these tendencies 
do not represent more or less of a certain measurable quantity. In the context 
of television media, moving toward the point- to- point tendency is like moving 
toward the inverse side of structure. As for the other axis, the psychosocial axis, 
it is surely clear that quantification is impossible in contrasting individualization 
to totalization, even if there is a pronounced yet mistaken tendency to think of 
society as a larger entity comprising smaller individual entities. Individuals and 
societies emerge together; individuals can be considered as societies, and socie-
ties as individuals. What happens along this axis, then, are intensive quantities 
related to the social, rather like measuring temperature. Finally, the point where 
the two axes meet is really a process, that of assembling. Any television media 
ecology, and by extension any television infrastructure complex, implicates all 
these tendencies as it cuts, folds, and stitches the stuff of blink, if given the flicker 
of a chance.

This diagram is useful in that it offers a convenient way to map the emergence 
of the next television infrastructure complex: the game play complex. The two 
prior multimedia series provided examples that tended toward one of the poles 
along the medial axis. What characterizes the game play complex is its tendency 
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to pit one medial tendency against the other. It sets forth and starkly opposes two 
media ecologies— one centered on video games with a point- to- point tendency, 
and one based on the one- to- many tendency of broadcast television— and lets 
the battle begin. Of course, video games cannot defeat television, any more than 
television can emerge victorious over games. The outcome does not really depend 
on winning or losing, but on subjectifying a process of assembling polarized 
tendencies, producing a gamelike television media complex. A prime example is 
the .hack series, pronounced “dotto hakku” or “dot hack.”

Meta– Media Mix
The .hack series is a multimedia series whose media instances or instantiations— 
manga, anime, PlayStation 2 (PS2) console games— center on characters who are 
playing an online game, “The World,” which comes to feel increasingly strange 
and even ominous as they play it. This MMORPG (massively multiuser online 
role- playing game), or more simply MMO, appears some two years after a strange 
virus has resulted in the worldwide shutdown of computers and the Internet, 

TOTALIZING

environmental hierarchical

heterarchical unidirectional

INDIVIDUALIZING

POINT-TO-POINT ONE-TO-MANY

FIGURE 12.1. The polarized tendencies of television media may be schematized 
along two axes, which might be roughly characterized as psychosocial 
(totalizing versus individualizing) and technological (point-to-point versus one-
to-many). As technological tendencies bifurcate psychosocial tendencies and 
vice versa, the result is a complex, an entangling of tendencies that becomes 
stabilized into a tentative holding pattern.
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in an alternative version of earth, with nearly apocalyptic consequences. After 
two years without any computer and network media, the launch of “The World,” 
built on a massive scale, attracts millions of players. It now runs on an operating 
system immune to the virus, Altimit OS, and yet something strange begins to 
happen in “The World.” You enter the game amid rumors that players are black-
ing out and remaining in a comatose condition in the real world. For whatever 
reason, maybe hackers, maybe a new outbreak of the virus, “The World” poses a 
genuine danger to its players.

Difficulties are compounded for you as a player because you do not know ex-
actly who you are, and you do not know whom to trust within the game. Because 
“The World” is somehow damaged, your experience of role- playing is not one of 
expressing and shoring up a preexisting sense of self. Instead, it is only through 
an experience of losing your self that you arrive at a sense of self. Because of the 
analogy established between “healing yourself,” “fixing the game (‘The World’),” 
and “saving the world,” the role- playing and action adventure within the game 
takes on a decidedly existential therapeutic tone. The game action turns into a 
voyage of self- discovery or self- awakening, which self- awakening in turn affects 
the game and the world.

The characteristic feature of the .hack series is this paradigm of the game 
within the game, which affords metaperspective on game play. You do not simply 
adopt a player character and play through the game. In order to figure out what 
is happening with the game, you also have to discover who or what your player 
character is, and who and what other characters are. The metaperspective is most 
palpable when playing the .hack video games, and indeed, the conceptualization 
of the .hack franchise begins with its games.

The games are designed to afford an experience of online gaming without 
being online. In the first .hack project, for instance, which ran roughly between 
2002 and 2006 and consisted of a series of four PS2 games released sequentially 
over the course of a year, Infection (released June 20, 2002), Mutation (Septem-
ber 9), Outbreak (December 12), and Quarantine (April 10, 2003),1 you take on a 
player character named Kite who is playing the MMO called “The World.” Within 
the .hack game, you can log into or log out of “The World,” and “The World” itself 
is modeled on popular sword- and- sorcery MMOs, which reinforces the sense of 
playing an actual online game, although you are in fact playing on a PlayStation 
console plugged into the television set.

At the level of its media ecology, the .hack franchise consists of an online 
game within an off- line game. The global computational network (Internet) is 
situated as if within the home media network that is centered on the television 
set with its peripherals. As such, the .hack franchise intensifies and amplifies the 
point- to- point network tendencies implicit in the home media system, as if to say 
you do not need the Internet to experience network effects, for they are already 
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implicit in your home media system, awaiting intensification. The home media 
system provides a metamodel of online networks. By offering the experience of 
an online network within an off- line network, it produces a network within a 
network.

Such a metamodel differs greatly from usual definitions of metamedia.2 Build-
ing on Guattari’s conceptualization of the metamodel, Massumi comments, 
“‘Meta- ’ is to be understood here in its etymological sense of ‘among.’ It refers not 
to the on- high of the ideal, but on the contrary to the spontaneous remingling of 
acquired regularities of practice with the emergence- level chance and indetermi-
nacy from which they evolved.”3 This is precisely what the .hack games strive to 
do: instead of looking at online games from on high, from a transcendent or ideal 
perspective, these consoles games situate you among the regularities of practice 
or play acquired within online games. The console game becomes a metamodel 
for online MMOs by mapping out an experience of them, not by telling you what 
they are or how they work.

What is more, “The World” is not operating in an ideal fashion. It is causing 
players to become comatose. With Kite, you have to figure out what is going on, 
or at least how to put an end to this situation, which requires working with an AI 
program evolving within the game, appearing in the form of a girl named Aura. 
In other words, potentialities immanent to the MMO are emerging, but not with 
ideal effects. You have to come closer and closer to the plane of immanence— to 
the stuff of blink, where toxic and intoxicating potentialities of media mingle and 
merge, spawning a range of possible nonpersonal experiences, including ecstasy, 
enlightenment, addiction, and blackouts— the flicker of a chance.

Such an experience cannot, however, be achieved through the PS2 alone. The 
network effect of the home media system, its point- to- point tendency, must be 
drawn out. This is where media mix comes into play. Each of the four games in 
the first .hack project came bundled with one episode of an OVA series, Liminality, 
which recounts events happening concurrently with the game action, largely in 
the real world (whereas the video games focus on “The World”). In fact, the first 
.hack project was developed with the capacity of the PS2 to play DVDs in mind. 
The .hack project invites you to switch between media modes on your PS2, to 
experience different media functions of the television platform— an expanded 
and intensified TV network.

In addition, an anime series entitled Sign began airing on TV Tokyo before 
the release of the PS2 games and OVA. The anime series follows a player char-
acter, Tsukasa, who awakens within the game not knowing who he is and finds 
himself trapped within the game. Being trapped within the game turns out to be 
as much as a psychological problem as a medial problem, and as Tsukasa over-
comes various obstacles and advances in the game, he gains greater awareness of 
who he is. As it turns out, he is the player character of a girl in the real world who 
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has succumbed to the game and gone into a coma. Only when Tsukasa wants to 
log out in order to meet with someone in the real world does the game end.

The first .hack project also included a manga series, published in Comptiq (short 
for “computer boutique”), a monthly game magazine published by Kadokawa, 
which carries advertisements for and information about new games as well as 
manga. The manga series, Legend of Twilight (Tasogare no udewa densetsu), began 
serialization in January, before both the anime series and the PS2 and OVA se-
ries. While its advance publication in Comptiq positions the manga at the same 
level as advertisements for games, the manga series proved popular enough to 
continue into serialization well past the first anime series and the PS2 and OVA 
series, until April 2004. The manga even received an anime adaptation, which 
aired between January and March 2003. This series follows the adventures of 
twins, Shūgo and Rena. Aura sets up a contest in the real world, in which the 
twins win special avatars to play the MMO. Shūgo also receives a mysterious 
bracelet from Aura that both aids and hinders his ability to play the game. The 
twins thus embark on a quest to find Aura not only to resolve the mystery but also 
to overcome the disquieting situation.

The .hack series is thus centered on the production of games, and the games 
serve as the source material or concept for the other media instances. It may 
seem that the manga serialization, the anime broadcast, the OVA series, and 
the other media instances are ancillary or supplementary to the console games. 
One of the series producers, from Bandai, speaks in this manner, as if media 
mix were primarily a business strategy using multiple media in order to promote 
the games and make their attractiveness apparent.4 This manner of speaking 
makes sense coming from Bandai. Bandai began as a toy company that gradually 
expanded into the production of video games and plastic model kits as well as 
tokusatsu series and anime. Although they did not invent the toy- centered media 
mix in which the anime series is launched to promote toys (such as transform-
ing robots), such a strategy became prevalent in the context of the Gandamu or 
Gundam series, for which they are the primary licensee.

On the other hand, while the series creators started by conceptualizing the 
multimedia franchise around the video games, they clearly wished to create a 
cross- media effect, particularly across games and anime, selecting prominent cre-
ators of anime to work both on the games and animations.5 Matsuyama Hiroshi, 
president of the development studio (CyberConnect2) and the .hack series direc-
tor, selected for his character designer Sadamoto Yoshiyuki, well known for his 
work on the anime series Neon Genesis Evangelion. He also chose Itō Kazunori, 
renowned for his work on The Ghost in the Shell animations, to write the scripts. 
The idea was to generate a powerful experience across games and anime. In ad-
dition, the decision to produce a series of four games was couched in terms of de-
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ploying the narrative patterns of four- panel manga, harkening back to Miyamoto 
Shigeru’s conceptualization of Donkey Kong.

Such tactics owe something to another media mix strategy, generally associ-
ated with Kadokawa Publishers, whose major innovation in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s lay in licensing all the media instances in advance while moving 
closer and closer to simultaneous, or at least strategically synchronized, releases 
across multiple media.6 The .hack creators are obviously relying on such strate-
gies, releasing the .hack manga in a Kadokawa magazine and broadcasting the 
anime series just before launching the first game. But they also transform these 
strategies into a metamodel— an online network experience within an off- line 
network. Multimedia serialization is used to induce a network experience at the 
level of media switching. Switching between game and OVA on the PS2, and 
switching between monitor and receiver on the TV set make for network ten-
dencies within the off- line game, intensifying the point- to- point tendencies in-
herent in home media systems. The off- line game becomes capable of taking 
on the worldwide network, thanks to its position within the paradigm of media 
switching.

The paradigm of media switching is in turn grounded in code switching 
within media, evident in the evocation of manga patterns in the serialization of 
games, in the serialization of the manga alongside advertisements, and in the dif-
ferent styles of animation used to render the real world and the game world, both 
within the anime and the games. The real world is decidedly thinner and duller. 
Such code switching is not exclusive to animation, of course. But in the history 
of television and media mix, animation emerged as the prime code switching 
media form.

In sum, by highlighting the work of animation creators and using animation 
to bridge the gap between games and television anime, the .hack series perspi-
caciously situates animation both as a multimedia form and as the multimedia 
ground (or, more precisely, animetic plane of composition). This is how media 
mix strategies are used tactically to produce a metamodel of global media net-
works, the pure experience of which is one of blink, of an utter loss of self. But 
how can such an experience be sustained, and for how long? If it is sustained, 
does it become just another recognizable brand, just another media mix, just 
another model?

Guattari presents the metamodel as the very vocation of his schizoanaly-
sis, as “a discipline for reading other modeling systems,” that is, “not as a general 
model, but as an instrument for deciphering modeling systems in diverse do-
mains, a meta- model.”7 At the same time, he signals the risk: “One might object 
that the limit between a model and a metamodel does not appear to be a stable 
frontier. And it is true that in one sense, subjectivity is always more and less 
an activity of meta- modeling.”8 The risk is that the metamodel will become a 
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model and that the process of crossing between domains will turn into an actual 
structure, complete with subject position. Such a risk is endemic to multimedia 
franchises. The challenge for the .hack series is that of prolonging its metamodel, 
staving off its collapse into a model.

The .hack franchise adopts an unusual pattern in its bid to prolong and renew 
its metamodel. It comprises a series of projects without narrative continuity 
across them in any usual sense of the term. In November 2005, on the heels of 
the success of what would retroactively be known as the first .hack project, its 
creators launched an MMO version of their game, called fragment, which fea-
tured identical game play to the PS2 games, but with online capabilities. When 
the MMO, despite its popularity, was being phased out in late 2006, the second 
.hack project had already made an appearance, centered on a revised version of 
“The World” known as “The World R:2.” This revision of “The World” comprised 
three games (Rebirth, Reminisce, and Redemption), an anime series as a prologue 
(Roots), a manga series, a series of light novels, and an OVA (Trilogy, 2007).

The games of the first project take place largely in 2010 in the alternative 
world timeline. In this .hack timeline, the MMO “The World” was launched in 
2007, reaching over twenty million subscribers by 2008, when players began 
to experience blackouts. The anime series Sign takes place in 2009, setting the 
stage for the PS2 games and the Liminality OVA in 2010. The games and anime 
series of the second project, however, take place in 2017 of the .hack timeline, 
within an MMO (“The World R:2”) completed in 2016. A third project (begun 
in 2010 of our timeline) hinges on another revision of “The World,” called “The 
World R:X,” completed in 2020 in the .hack timeline. This project comprises the 
Link PlayStation Portable (PSP) games and the Quantum anime. Yet another .hack 
project appeared in our 2012, centering on the game “The World Force:Era.” In 
this fourth project, a computer virus within the MMO begins inducing blackouts 
in the year 2024 of the alternative earth.

With each project’s revision of the “The World,” the series advances chrono-
logically in the alternative timeline, yet in every revision the story revolves around 
the virus- induced destruction of global computer networks and the advent of an 
MMO called “The World.” The series is predicated on cycles of shutdown and re-
build, which does not allow for linear progression or chronological accumulation. 
The result is a multiplication of worlds operating on different frequencies, and yet 
these worlds communicate with one another in the manner of media platforms: 
across a temporal gap, autonomous yet capable of connecting. Player characters 
sometimes recur, bringing with them a certain mood, and sometimes moods 
recur, connecting projects at the level of their worldview. Thus “The World” of 
2024 may feel like “The World” of Legend of Twilight. But it is a matter of sem-
blance instead of resemblance. It is in this way, with these revisions of its world, 
that the .hack series tries to sustain its metamodel of the anime– game media mix.



 T H E  G A M E  P L AY  C O M P L E X  | 295

Of course, the success or failure of the metamodel also depends on the extent 
to which we can remain in its perspective and prolong the experiment. With this 
challenge in mind, I wish to take a closer look at a fairly recent entry in the se-
ries, the animated film Beyond the World (Sekai no mukō ni), released in theaters 
January 21, 2012. This animated film inaugurated the fourth project in conjunc-
tion with the serialization of a manga in Comptiq from January to July of the 
same year. Initially, this animated film may seem an unlikely example because it 
was released as a film rather than an OVA or television anime series. Yet the film 
was actually articulated in a noncinematic way and geared toward the television 
set: it was produced with a technical upgrade in home media systems in mind. 
Its animation, known as high- density- resolution computer- generated animation 
(HDCG), was designed with an eye to the PS3 and its capacity to run both games 
and Blu- ray disks on an HDTV screen. To this end, a PS3 game, Versus, was 
bundled with the Blu- ray release of Beyond the World. Cinematic release was used 
as a springboard for selling an OVA– game bundle. Cinema was thus included 
within the home media network, playing a role analogous to manga vis- à- vis the 
media mix centered on television console games and television animation. In 
this respect, Beyond the World recalls a previous .hack entry in the second project, 
called GU Trilogy.

GU Trilogy was envisioned as an OVA series, and yet before its OVA release in 
March 2008, it appeared in movie theaters, with a screening in December 2007 
and then a two- week theatrical release in January 2008. Here, too, the idea was 
to address (or exploit) technical upgrades in home media systems. The HDCG 
animation for GU Trilogy was drawn largely from the GU games, enhanced with 
techniques of tone rendering or cel shading. Cel shading flattens the volumetric 
feel of CGI by applying contour lines and shading to animated characters. It thus 
imparts something of the look and feel of traditional cel animation to computer- 
generated imagery. With such techniques, the GU Trilogy aimed to produce an 
experience across games and animation while upgrading its technical specifica-
tions to assure cinema- quality resolution for PS3 consoles plugged into HDTVs.

Beyond the World likewise aimed at a technical upgrade in the anime– game 
media mix. Like prior .hack projects, its creators bridged the domains of animation 
production and game production. Its director was Matsuyama Hiroshi, director 
of .hack projects and president of the development studio (CyberConnect), gener-
ally associated more with game production than with animation. Itō Kazunori, 
better known for his work in animation production, again provided the script. As 
with GU Trilogy, the cinema release of Beyond the World served as demonstration 
of its HDCG animation, with release of the anime– game bundle for PS3 in mind. 
As such, Beyond the World provides a highly condensed and thus relatively handy 
example for considering what is at stake in the .hack bid to transform media mix 
strategies into a metamodel for global media networks.
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Social Media Ecologies
In keeping with the .hack vision, the Beyond the World animation introduces a 
divide between the real world and game world, yet at the same, since the MMO 
is called “The World,” the impression is that the game world may function as 
the world, that is, may potentially replace the real world. Depictions of the two 
“worlds” reinforces this impression: as with other instances in the series, in 
the Beyond the World animation, the real world appears duller and thinner, less 
vibrant and vital, and less real than the game world. In other words, there is 
a tentative inversion of the received priority of reality over representation: the 
game world is potentially realer than the real world. As such, the animation 
invites reading it in terms of simulation in the manner of Baudrillard. Because 
simulation is realer than real, it not only replaces the real but also absorbs real-
ity effects, making recourse to representation in the usual sense impossible. 
As Baudrillard says, try simulating a bank robbery, and you will find how real 
simulation can be.

The notion of simulation, however, does not entirely describe the relation be-
tween game world and real world in the .hack series, or rather, it only seems 
to address the relation from one side of its movement— how the game absorbs 
reality, sucks the life out of representation. The Beyond the World animation of-
fers another kind of movement, too, in which the real world comes to surround 
or encompass the game world. To address this double movement, we do indeed 
need to go “beyond the world,” that is, beyond the notion of one world absorbing 
or encompassing the other. In fact, if we consider how the animation sets forth 

FIGURE 12.2. The real- world 
sequences of the Beyond the 
World animated movie present 
a big- screen ecology in which 
screens cover walls and crop 
up in streets.
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these two worlds, we see that they are not so much enclosed worlds as they are 
media ecologies, two distinctive sets of media practices distributed throughout 
urban space.

The real world is in fact a media ecology structured around screens of varying 
shapes and sizes, but with general emphasis on large ones that appear through-
out urban space. One screen covers the side of a building, another fills a wall in a 
shopping center, and yet others crop up on walls along the streets, like billboards 
(Figure 12.2). This big- screen ecology extends from the streets of the city into 
private homes equipped with flat- panel HDTVs. In the streets and in homes, the 
screens of this media ecology generally display news reports in formats ranging 
from evening TV news programs to bloglike Web news and public service an-
nouncements. Occasionally advertisements appear within programs, providing a 
reminder that this sort of programming is segmented into slots (Figure 12.3). In 
other words, this big- screen ecology is that of broadcast television, but expanded 
to include Internet- derived materials and distributed throughout public space, as 
ambient news.

While this ecology may thus feel environmental and even immersive, the 
messages that catch the eye and further the action are public service warnings. 
For instance, near the start of the animation, as four teenagers walk home from 
school through this urban space, a government warning about media addiction is 
prominently displayed on billboardlike screens: “Internet addiction at the highest 

FIGURE 12.3. Within the home, 
advertisements dominate the 
imagery on large flat- screen 
TVs, not only highlighting 
the segmentation of television 
programming but also the 
commercial publicness of the 
big- screen ecology.
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level ever” (Figure 12.4). Governmental warnings about the dangers of the Net 
and online games (netto gēmu, or Net games) appear frequently on big screens 
within this broadcast formation, with increasingly urgency. As such, Beyond the 
World imparts a strong sense of the dominance of the one- to- many tendency 
within the big- screen ecology, of transmission from a centralized source for 
privatized reception, especially in homes. Indeed, the teenagers in the streets do 
not pay attention to these big screens— until they reach home. The heroine of 
Beyond the World, a fourteen- year- old girl named Sora, for instance, returns home 
to watch HDTV with her grandfather and grandmother.

In sum, this big- screen ecology is an almost paradigmatic example of the pro-
cedures of social segmentation that Raymond Williams highlights in his account 
of television. There is a multiplication of centers with movement between them. 
The teenagers commute from homes to their school and back home again, with 
daily life organized around disciplinary procedures of segmentation— now you 
are at home, now you are at school, now you are at work; you are a minor or an 
adult, a student or teacher, a child or adult, a man or woman— which procedures 
of segmentation are echoed and reinforced in the segmentation of audiovisual 
flow into frequencies, channels, stations, programs, and audiovisual codes (ads, 
news, stories). Significantly, Sora’s family is slightly broken or dispersed: she 
lives with her grandparents while her father has been transferred to work else-

FIGURE 12.4. In the Beyond the World 
animated film, the publicness 
of large screens extends to 
service announcements, 
with the government posting 
warnings about media addiction 
on billboardlike screens: 
“Internet addiction at the 
highest level ever.”
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where. Sora initially clings to domestic space and social segmentation, resisting 
her friends’ invitations to enter “The World.”

“The World” presents a different screen ecology, revolving around the small 
screens of mobile phones. In contrast to their general indifference to the big- 
screen ecology, the teenagers are passionately engaged with these small screens, 
which are devoted to social media (texting) and online games, above all “The 
World.” Seen from the perspective of the big- screen ecology, this small- screen 
ecology does indeed appear to entail some kind of addiction or loss of self- 
consciousness. The animation shows students in various sites throughout the 
city, on trains and park benches, with their mobile phone in hand while wearing 
augmented- reality glasses to play “The World.” They appear completely oblivious 
to the world around them, that is, heedless of the big- screen ecology (Figure 12.5). 
They are totally immersed, intoxicated as it were, in the small- screen ecology. 
These players, scattered in little groups here and there, also appear to have a dif-
ferent relation to procedures of social segmentation. They are no longer commut-
ing between school and home, between enclosed sites, but are stopping along the 
way, stopping amid the segmented flow, stopping on segmentation. This gesture 
extends into “The World.”

When Sora enters “The World” and takes on an avatar, she identifies and 
quickly meets up with two of her classmate girlfriends. The appearance of her 
grand father, however, comes as a surprise: he appears as a dashing young man, 
maybe an echo of his younger self. In other words, social segmentation is still 
in evidence, and avatars can be situated in terms of their real- world segment, 
yet those segments are slightly scrambled and modified. Instead of eradicating 

FIGURE 12.5. As players of the online 
game “The World” don their 
augmented- reality glasses, it is as 
if they drop out of the real world, 
or rather the big- screen ecology.
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real- world social segmentation altogether, “The World” cuts across them, pull-
ing individuals out of their segments and making new groups with them (Fig-
ure 12.6). Thus Sora enters into a little society comprising her two girlfriends 
and her grandfather, as well as two boys from her class at school. She confuses 
the identities of the two boys, however. One appears as Balder, a paladin, and 
the other as Gondo, a berserker. Her confusion makes for a romantic twist: 
when Okano Tomohiko declares his love for her within the game, she thinks it 
is Tanaka Kakeru. Her error, however, produces truth. “The World” allows Sora 
to fall in love with Tanaka although she had initially (mistakenly) pinned her 
affections on Okano. In sum, by stopping on social segmentation, the small- 
screen ecology releases potentiality, affective reality, and expressive or generative 
truths. In social terms, instead of positing a radical break with the big- screen 
ecology, the small- screen ecology transforms it, primarily by loosing the hold of 
its procedures of segmentation in such a way as to flatten the hierarchies associ-
ated with the one- to- many tendency.

The Crayon Shin- chan series offers a useful case for comparison. Recall how 
that series ridiculed authority and dethroned despots, splitting off and embracing 
the unidirectional tendency implicit in the one- to- many tendency of broadcast 
television while rejecting its hierarchical tendency (univocal messaging and pro-
paganda). Like the Crayon Shin- chan series, Beyond the World holds onto the one- 
to- many tendency, shunting it away from its hierarchical tendencies into unidi-
rectional tendencies. As with Shin- chan becoming Action Kamen, the individual 
appears to be turning into its truer self, naturally, spontaneously, and joyously. 
Grandfather becomes a virile swashbuckler. Each person becomes a privatized 
center, personified. At the same time, Beyond the World brings to the fore a ten-
dency only implicit in the Crayon Shin- chan. “The World” releases the potential-
ity of socially segmented individuals by situating them within contingently seg-
mented and thus truer forms, such as wavemaster, paladin, or berserker— truer 
to their potentiality for creative play, contingent on the unfolding action. “The 
World” thus allows players to experience something of the contingency buried 
within procedures of social segmentation that have come to weigh on bodies like 
an immoveable immutable structure— at the price of adopting another kind of 
segmentation. Grandfather, for instance, takes on a recognizable archetypal role 
within the game.

Taking on an avatar or player character thus has two sides. On the one hand, 
adopting an avatar feels like a process of personalization, in the form of self- 
segmentation. On the other hand, it feels like a process of potentialization, in 
which you contribute in accordance with your capacity, nonpersonally. The mo-
ment in which Sora enters “The World” is a prime example. She retreats to the 
privacy of her bedroom, effectively segmenting herself, to don the VR glasses. 
Entering the game, however, is like stepping through Doraemon’s “anywhere 
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door.” Sora leaves behind her bedroom and the national domestic television 
formation, to find herself in the cosmopolitan domain of “The World.” What is 
more, her avatar seems to select her, and through a series of mysterious encoun-
ters, it is as if she is entering the game as someone other than herself, who may 
be herself (Aura). But once she finds her way to the vast forum where characters 
assemble, her friends recognize her as Sora. In its contingency, taking on an ava-
tar pivots between these two possibilities: self- segmenting (personalization) and 
self- animating (potentialization). Therein lies the drama of Beyond the World.

What initially appears to be a clash between worlds (game world versus real 
world) turns out to be a contrast between media ecologies, and then the drama 
lies in finding a way to move between ecologies without becoming trapped in 
either of them, that is, without falling from the metamodel into one model or the 
other. As the interactions among avatars make evident, the challenge comes of 
the fact that the social technology of the big- screen ecology, with its procedures 
of segmentation, permeates, informs, and threatens to overwhelm the small- 
screen ecology. It is thus no easy matter to give equal time or equal weight to 
self- animating processes, to potentialization.

In the .hack series, animation techniques are used to shift the balance toward 

FIGURE 12.6. Instead of eradicating 
real- world social segmentation 
altogether, “The World” cuts 
across them, pulling individuals 
out of their segments and 
making new groups from them: 
Sora’s grandfather, for instance, 
is the young man, while the 
other avatars are school friends, 
whom she does not always 
identify correctly.
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potentialization, to compensate for the pull of the big- screen ecology. Animation 
is used to make “The World” brighter, livelier, and more colorful than the real 
world. It is a space of animation, whose actual places run the gamut from vast 
horizons to intimate and intricate passageways. Its people are diverse and mot-
ley, often hybridized with nonhuman beings, albeit in a highly iconic manner 
(the palette is geared toward familiar sword- and- sorcery hybrids from myths, 
legends, and folklore). Where cel shading for the real world imparts a flat, drab 
two- dimensional texture to characters, the volumetric feel of computer- generated 
figures is more palpable in “The World,” moving beneath the brighter colors 
and contour lines, like a soul stirring beneath the skin. Finally, in contrast with 
screens in the big- screen ecology, which, however large, appear with frames, 
“The World” appears without any edges. This effect of total immersion can be 
explained by the use of VR glasses to enter “The World,” but in fact such glasses 
have edges. Rendering “The World” without frames or edges is calculated to en-
hance a sense of total immersion. But this is precisely where the small- screen 
ecology risks becoming a trap and where self- animating processes risk lapsing 
into a model.

Ultimately, then, the great experiment and the challenge of the .hack series 
lies in its commitment to sustaining a metamodel. In the case of Beyond the 
World, for instance, even as it calls on various techniques for imparting greater 
affective weight and animating force to the small- screen ecology, it avoids the trap 
of setting up the game as an autonomous alternative reality, as a self- sufficient 
model for the world, for being in the world. This is why the game world itself 
must break or fail, again and again, if .hack is to succeed in moving “beyond the 
world” (both the game world and the real world) and sustaining a metamodel of 
our contemporary multimedia ecologies. In its commitment to the metamodel, 
the .hack series not only offers a challenging gamic perspective on contemporary 
television media but also provides a perspective on games and gaming that runs 
counter to some of the received wisdom about them. The challenges of this two-
fold perspective built into its metamodel deserve closer consideration.

Gamic Realism
A good deal of the initial scholarship on video games in North America strove to 
ground analysis in the medium specificity of video games, distinguishing games 
from other media forms and from other forms of interaction with media. As 
Nick Dyer- Witheford and Greig de Peuter sum it up, “Much of this literature is 
concerned with delineating the specific properties of games as media, describ-
ing their genres and conventions, and forming a lexicon with which to describe 
them. When the literature does look to games in their larger context, the assess-
ment is often positive, asserting the creative empowerment of game players com-
pared to the audiences of the broadcast media.”9
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In early scholarship, video games were generally characterized in terms of the 
activity and creativity of gamers, in contrast to the passivity and lack of inven-
tiveness on the part of cinema and television audiences as well as readers. Such 
an opposition has proven too stark to be sustained, and one line of inquiry has 
gradually transformed it into a distinction between participation and interaction. 
In his account of cybertext, for instance, Espen Aarseth distinguishes the inter-
activity of games from other forms of participatory engagement, such as those as-
sociated with radio and television shows.10 Still, the characterization of games in 
terms of interaction did not resolve the issue. Alexander Galloway, for instance, 
rejects the notion of interactivity: “One should resist equating gamic action with 
a theory of ‘interactivity’ or the ‘active audience’ theory of media. . . . I avoid the 
word ‘interactive’ and prefer instead to call the video game, like the computer, 
an action- based medium.”11 Nonetheless, although Galloway rejects the theory 
of interactivity, his reasons for rejecting it do not put him on a completely dif-
ferent footing from Aarseth. The basic idea is still to distinguish gamers from 
audiences, however those audiences are characterized (passivity, participation, 
interactivity).

A similar concern arises in the context of distinguishing video games from 
other media forms on the basis of play versus narrative, or ludology versus nar-
ratology. Gonzalo Frasca, for instance, situates himself among theorists “who 
claim that videogames should not be viewed as an extension of narrative, litera-
ture, theater or cinema.”12 Interestingly, yet perhaps not surprising in light of how 
he groups together narrative, literature, theater, and cinema, Frasca also rejects 
the notions of interaction and interactivity. He proposes a distinction between 
simulation (games) and narrative. His conceptualization of simulation sustains a 
sense of action versus passivity but at the level of playing with (or within) a simu-
lation (and thus creating with what is presented to you) versus taking in a nar-
rative, that is, receiving something re- presented to you. In this respect, probably 
unintentionally, his distinction is not unlike Baudrillard’s distinction between 
simulation and representation. Yet where Baudrillard associated simulation with 
totalizing procedures, Frasca seems to envision some sort of creative empower-
ment for individuals in the act of playing with simulation.

In sum, as Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter are keen to point out, accounts of 
the medium specificity of video games that emphasize activity over passivity 
tend to rule out questions about totalizing procedures in the context of game 
studies, and thus they avoid the urgent question of neoliberal takes on indi-
viduality and creativity. To counter this tendency, Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter 
call attention to the totalizing procedures at work in the world of video games, 
with an emphasis on economic determinations related to game production. In 
the context of media convergence, for instance, they call attention to “a world of 
fiercely bargained properties” in which “games are increasingly integrated with 
films, music, and other media.”13 In other words, even if games entail some 
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sort of medium specificity, that specificity does not remove them from the op-
erations of Empire. Likewise, but in a different register, Galloway has also fo-
cused increasingly on questions of power in the context of games and software, 
finding totalizing procedures in software protocol, that is, fine- scale medial 
determinations.14

Accounts of games and media mix in Japan encounter a similar set of ques-
tions. Yet Japanese accounts of video games have generally not belabored the 
question of the medium specificity of video games or tried to separate games 
from other media forms. As discussed previously, because of the historical preva-
lence of the manga– anime media matrix, transmedia storytelling became a force 
to be reckoned with as early as the 1970s. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, when 
the paradigm of media mix started to impart new discursive and economic force 
to the production of multimedia franchises, critics and commentators directed 
their attention to the operations of media ensembles instead of treating media 
forms in terms of their specificity. As a result, as discussed previously in the 
context of the work of Ōtsuka Eiji and Azuma Hiroki, the tendency was to decon-
struct and repurpose theories of story and narrative rather than to reject them. 
Recall that Ōtsuka looked at media mix in terms of a relation between “small 
narratives” and “world,” moving away from a theory of narrative giving prece-
dence to subjective or discursive enclosure. But it was Azuma in particular who 
made great efforts to think through the consequences of the liberation of story or 
fabula from narrative discursive enclosure in the context of anime and games. In 
his first book on otaku and postmodernism, in addressing media mix, Azuma 
introduced a two- tiered model based on a distinction between “little stories” and 
“grand database structure,” with the grand database effectively replacing nar-
rative structuring.15 In his second book devoted to otaku and postmodernism, 
which centers on “the birth of gamic realism,” Azuma looks at games from the 
angle of their interrelation with light novels, anime, and manga. This emphasis 
leads him to rethink his prior emphasis on database structure. In its place, he in-
troduces the notion of metastory (meta- monogatari).16 With the notion of meta-
story, Azuma develops something akin to Guattari’s metamodel and Deleuze’s 
conceptualization of fabulation. Instead of implying a underlying or overarching 
structure for a set of stories, the notion of metastory addresses the process of 
expressing and taking on a relation across a set of stories, which Azuma de-
scribes in terms of world lines. Put in Deleuzian terms, the metastory expresses, 
captures, and prolongs the “virtual” of storytelling or of story series, that is, their 
relationality, even— especially— across media.

The metastory thus does not entail a formal or structural distinction between 
play and narrative. Nor does it rely on an opposition between activity and passiv-
ity. Instead, the metastory attends to difference in expressive function within the 
media mix. Recall how the creator of Donkey Kong, Miyamoto Shigeru, likened 
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the form of his game to the form of four- panel manga, and how the creators of 
the first four .hack games similarly evoked the form of the four- panel manga 
to explain their series of four games. Also, by the time of the GU games of the 
second .hack project, there is a good deal of formal overlap between the games’ 
animation and that of the OVA. Yet no one imagines that the game is identical 
to the OVA. Resemblance occurs between games and other media at the level of 
form and content— or, to be precise, the form of content. Dissemblance arises 
between games and other media at the level of expression, that is, the form of 
expression. The metastory composes with resemblance and dissemblance, gen-
erating an experience of semblance across media instances. Azuma glosses such 
an experience of semblance with the phrase “gamic realism” to account for non-
game gamelike media, such as gamelike novels in addition to the genre known 
as novel games. But he makes clear that this realism is not a matter of representa-
tion or resemblance.17

The .hack series strives to impart the experience of an online MMO within 
an off- line game. To do so, as we have seen, it constructs a metamodel of online 
games by using media mix to draw on the network potential implicit in its media 
ecology (the home media system). Azuma’s notion of metastory explains how the 
.hack series may be devoted to the specific experience of games and gamic media 
and at the same time not be averse to using anime, manga, and novels to generate 
that gamelike experience. The .hack series must do two things simultaneously: it 
must both evoke and transform the medium specificity of games. Its metastory, 
then, is the story of this transformation of the medium specificity of the game 
into a metamodel, into the gamelike or gamic. Like some of the game scholars 
cited previously, the .hack series tends to locate the specificity of games in action 
and interaction. But it must at the same time problematize and move beyond the 
notion of interactivity, beyond the interactive world, beyond “The World,” into the 
realm of infraindividual intra- action and metastory.

Beyond the Interactive World
What exactly is the problem with interactivity? Brian Massumi offers these guide-
lines: “What interactive art can do, what its strength is in my opinion, is to take 
the situation as its ‘object.’ Not a function, not a use, not a need, not a behavior, 
exploratory or otherwise. But a situation, with its own little ocean of complexity. 
It can take a situation and open the interactions it affords.”18 The problem is that 
interactions tend toward instrumental function. Massumi writes, “Interaction 
is just that: a going back and forth between actions, largely reduced to instru-
mental function. . .  . I use the word interactivity to designate an instrumentally 
contracted dynamic for that tends to shrink to the parameters of its objectively in-
strumental function. . . . That’s what has happened when we hear the comment, 
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all too common, from interactive art participants that experience felt like a video 
game. You often feel there’s a trick you need to find and to master.”19

Massumi is careful not to rule out interactive art, or video games for that 
matter, but he wishes to pinpoint the troubling tendency of interaction to turn 
into an instrumental functioning, that is, a closed system of signs and actions, 
which you are invited to master. Interaction thus loses interest as soon as you 
master the trick. The .hack series similarly worries about this instrumental func-
tioning in context of role- playing games. You know, for instance, what it means 
to play the role of a berserker, paladin, or wavemaster, and you know how the 
quest unfolds and even how it probably ends for that role. What is more, as the 
example of Beyond the World makes clear, this interactive functionalism tends 
to repeat disciplinary procedures of segmentation. The game threatens to turn 
into just another site of discipline, one in which you engage in practices of self- 
segmentation, work on self. The game ceases to take a situation as its object, 
ceases to open its interactions. The game becomes just another enclosed site of 
work, to which you commute at certain times of day.

This is surely why dramas about being trapped within games, such as Sword 
Art Online or Overlord, are so prevalent today. Such a gesture is one way of trying 
to combat the functional enclosure of interactivity, not only by concretizing the 
tendency of interactivity toward enclosure but also by stopping movement in and 
out of the game, that is, putting an end to commuting— when flows are stopped, 
segmentation loses its hold. This is one way of stopping on segmentation. The 
violence of disciplinary society is laid bare, fully exposed. If you fail to work on 
self and power up, if you are killed within the game, you die in reality. This sort 
of drama runs the risk, however, of endorsing a simplistic, primitive view of 
power as something that is held at the point of a sword or in an avatar, when in 
fact something else is at stake: the transformation of disciplinary procedures into 
a continuous retooling to acquire new skills and abilities, in keeping with the 
incessant modulations of markets and opportunities characteristic of neoliberal 
modes of control.

The .hack series also dramatizes entrapment within the game but doubles 
it with entrapment within your body, within your head. As the computer virus 
advances, players lose consciousness and enter into a comatose state. As we have 
seen, from the perspective of big- screen ecology, this physical, neurological loss 
of consciousness is associated with addiction. In other words, the game is break-
ing down for medial reasons (computer virus) that are simultaneously neuro-
logical reasons (blackout, coma). The advance of the virus is dramatized as an 
enclosing of the game world. When the game world breaks down, the vast, open 
spaces begin to crack and fissure. What looked like an expanse of sky now looks 
like a ceiling; buildings topple and shatter, revealing gridlike walls; crackling 
electricity buzzes all around. Also, the big- screen ecology seems to become larger 
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and more powerful. As the danger of the virus increases, various organizations 
and institutions in the real world mobilize, relying on data from giant banks of 
screens inside control rooms, monitoring viral effects with an elaborate array of 
scientific equipment. Large screens in the streets and in homes also offer news 
reports and displays of data, to allow people to track the situation wherever they 
may be (Figure 10.7). The world of the game thus feels confined and constrained 
as techniques are mobilized to make what is happening knowable and control-
lable. In effect, the big- screen ecology starts to enclose the small- screen ecology.

Hierarchies are more evident in the big- screen ecology, yet the overall focus 
(and solution) is on the game and individual bodies affected by the game. But the 
big- screen ecology cannot pull rank on the small- screen ecology. It cannot stand 
over and above it as an absent master, for the game has the potential to bring 
down the big- screen ecology as well. The game has become, in effect, the outside 
operating on the inside— the brain within the big- screen body. The real world 
is on the brink of a black, a coma. The totalizing procedures of the big- screen 
ecology are thus directed in a unidirectional manner (instead of a hierarchical 
manner), applying pressure to the game and its individual players. It thus falls 
to individuals— Sora and her cohort— to fix the game and save the world, to save 
both worlds. The fix, however, is not a simple matter of action or interaction.

Generally the .hack series paints a negative portrait of interactivity and of 
action within the game. When you find yourself trapped within the game, as 
Tsukasa does in Sign or as Haseo does in GU Trilogy, you are in fact trapped 
within repetitive, unthinking cycles of action, doing the same thing over and 

FIGURE 12.7. The big- screen ecology 
tends to function best during 
crises when large screens in the 
streets and in homes offer news 
updates and displays of data in 
large- scale monitoring of trends.
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over, moving within the game without actually going anywhere. You are trapped 
within instrumental function, as Massumi puts it. For the video game to take 
the situation as its object, it must hamper or impede this sort of activity and in-
teractivity, which is associated with simplistic psychological motivations, such as 
revenge, fame, or desire for recognition. Put another way, the video game must 
break with immersion and addiction because these conditions prevent the game 
from developing any inner distances. Under such conditions, game space is just 
space. It is just distance to be covered. Still, because interactivity is essential to 
the game, you cannot simply eliminate it. You must complexly transform it.

The fix of the .hack series is to introduce pauses and hesitations, moments in 
which interaction with the game fails for some internal virus- related reason. In 
effect, the game stops on itself. The game stops on RPG action and interaction. 
The game now appears to be something other than what seemed at first, that is, 
a sword- and- sorcery RPG. It becomes a situation. It turns toward a different sort 
of quest or journey, away from immersive addictive interaction.

The usual way to stop gamic action and interaction within the RPG is to 
introduce cinematics— that is, movielike sequences, usually animation, to be 
watched rather than played— which are the bane of theories of medium specific-
ity. Usually cinematics come as a reward for completing a level or unlocking a 
bonus. They thus feel different from the game, as if they come from without. The 
.hack series, however, troubles this neat divide between game play and animation 
sequences. What if at some point in the game you pushed a button that switched 
you from the game into the OVA, or vice versa? What if you could not really tell 
the difference? Or rather, what if the experience of switching between them felt 
gamelike, if it felt interactive but somehow disrupted interactivity? This is pre-
cisely how the .hack series begins to generate its metamodel: switching between 
media starts to feel gamelike. But the series does not remain content with such a 
large, potentially gross gesture. It introduces the feel of switching into the game 
such that as you become immersed in the game, you begin to feel that you may 
have been switched, maybe into another kind of game, maybe into another kind 
of medium, maybe to another sort of media platform. This is how the .hack series 
embarks on the story of its metamodel, which actualizes the metastory.

Switching is basically a matter of moving from one frequency to another, 
whether you are switching from channel to channel on the television set, or 
whether you are switching from one media platform to another— hence the scan 
lines that appear on classic console games, or on TV screens shot with a cam-
corder, or on video footage played on the TV. Aptly, then, it turns out that Sora 
is able to save the world as a result of an unexpected unpredictable resonance 
of frequencies. Equally aptly, her friend shows her this unusual resonance of 
frequencies on a cell phone (Figure 12.8). Sora is, by chance, in resonance with 
Aura, an intelligence that is a chance effect of the game, evolving with the game, 
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as a result of a sort of positive discrepancy or potentiality within it. To play Aura, 
however, is to go beyond the immersive world of interactivity, to open the situa-
tion of interactions, to experience an aura or distance in proximity that resonates 
with switching between media forms and platform frequencies, crossing media 
ecologies. It is an experience of an internal switching, of a self- animating pro-
cess. This is how you go out of the game, how you move beyond “The World,” 
without ever leaving it.

All in all, the game of the .hack series might be summarized as one that plays 
both ends against the middle. Its metastory relies on a conflict between two 
media ecologies: the small- screen ecology of gamelike networks versus the big- 
screen, broadcast- derived ecology. In other words, it sets the point- to- point ten-
dency against the one- to- many tendency, emphasizing the differences between 
them. If this conflict is to the advantage of the middle, however, it is because at 
the same time it produces a new assembling of totalizing and individualizing pro-
cedures. Figure 12.1 makes this situation clear. At the big- screen end, the .hack 
series focuses on individualization, bringing procedures of segmentation to the 
fore. At the small- screen end, it emphasizes totalizing tendencies implicit in im-
mersive worlds. In effect, the .hack series plays both ends against one another— 
unidirectional versus environmental, segmentation versus immersion— to the 

FIGURE 12.8. Because Aura’s 
waveform perfectly matches 
Sora’s brain synapse response, 
Sora has taken on abilities 
within the game that will 
allow her to save the game 
world. Appropriately enough, 
it is a mobile phone screen 
that conveys this unexpected 
resonance of frequencies.
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advantage of the middle, that is, to the advantage of assembling them in a new 
way. The experience of the avatar in Beyond the World gives a sense of this assem-
bling of polarized tendencies.

On the one hand, the avatar is experienced as if someone is behind it, as if 
it were the projection of someone in the real world— say, your grandfather pro-
jecting himself as a dashing young hero. As such, the avatar may be treated as 
a symptom of his personality, as a way of working through his limitations, for 
instance, dealing with old age. The avatar is thus a mode of work on self, a mode 
of self- segmentation that strives to resolve the strictures of disciplinary society 
by individualizing and psychologizing them. On the other hand, the avatar is 
experienced not as a psychological projection with someone’s personality and 
hang- ups behind it. The avatar is experienced as its own truth or reality, as an 
affective reality, as an enactment and transmission of nonpersonal dispositions 
(dashingness and youthfulness). The avatar is thus a mode of production of self, 
of self- animation. The experience of the avatar tends to work in both ways at 
once, albeit with different consequences. For instance, Sora’s avatar looks like 
Kite, the avatar of a fourteen- year- old boy from a previous version of “The World,” 
yet because Aura wishes to mobilize Sora, it is as if Kite selects her.

In sum, the avatar is the site of assembly of polarized tendencies, which makes 
it also feel able to produce something new, a middle that is both and neither. The 
avatar mobilizes immersion to stop on segmentation (the self- animating mode) 
and draws on segmentation to stop on immersion (the self- segmenting mode). 
Between the two arises the possibility of a care for self, yet this care for self re-
mains contingent on switching, that is, contingent on a radical loss of self, black-
out. Consequently, care for self does not emerge as a model, much less a subject 
position. It does not side entirely with self- animating or self- segmenting. It hov-
ers over both models. It produces the soul of the metamodel, which takes in the 
process of media assembling, thus affording a perspective on it.

It may seem odd that media mix enables the emergence of a gamelike soul. 
After all, media mix is fundamentally a business model. Yet it is not the business 
model that generates the soul of media mix. In the .hack series, for instance, 
the corporation is generally responsible the virus and for the operating systems 
immune to it. In fact, in Beyond the World, a corporation called CyberConnect is 
even alleged to have introduced the virus, apparently hoping to profit from treat-
ing it. The business model thus generates problems and solutions even as it gen-
erates yet more models. But the soul is something else. It is what is busy among 
the models, trying to get a feel for where we are and where media are taking us. 
Still, for the soul of the metamodel to have the ghost of a chance, it would need to 
ally itself somehow with improvisational forces, with the heterarchical possibili-
ties offered by networks.
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IN THE WAKE OF THE POKÉMON INCIDENT, GOVERNMENT AGENCIES, BROADCASTERS, AND PRODUCERS MOBILIZED TO ASSURE 
the safety of animation audiences, especially children. In addition to the recom-
mended advisory messages, broadcasters like TV Tokyo introduced an “ani mation 
checker,” that is, a flicker analysis machine for checking episodes before broad-
cast to guard against infractions of the new production guidelines (Figure 13.1). 
Producers of daytime and prime- time animation showed new restraint in their 
use of flashy effects. In addition, the presentation of television audiences within 
anime series, especially of children and families, took care to reinforce the ideal 
parameters for using the television. Children are typically shown sitting at a proper 
distance from the television screen in well- illuminated rooms (Figure 13.2).

But what would happen if you deliberately ignored the viewer advisory for 
television animation? What if you refused to keep the room well illuminated or 
to keep your distance from the TV screen? What would happen if you turned off 
all the lights and walked right up to the TV screen to watch animation in the 
middle of the night? Would you immediately go into convulsions and black out? 
Or would the transformation be subtler, yet potentially vaster? Would your rela-
tion to government authority, family structures, medical institutions, scientific 
knowledge, police forces, and your brain be altered? To what extent would your 
relation to the media care implicit in the screen– brain apparatus be transformed? 
Would you become a rebel or an addict, an outlaw or a victim?

These questions are wonderfully dramatized in Persona 4: The Animation 
(Perusona fō ji animēshon), a 2013 anime series based on The New Rebirth of the 
Goddess: Persona 4 (Shin megami tensei: Perusona fō), the fourth RPG console 
game in the Persona series, released in 2008 for the PlayStation.

T HE  PORTA BL E 
I N T ERFACE  COMPL E X

13
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Persona 4 follows a young man, Narukami Yū, who has transferred from Tokyo 
to a high school in a small town near Mount Fuji, supposedly in the middle of no-
where. Each night, the local “midnight TV” station (mayonaka terebi) broadcasts 
scenes of people who have been kidnapped and somehow imprisoned in dun-
geons within the television. Narukami discovers that when he approaches the 
television screen late at night in a darkened room, he is sucked into the television 
world. As he enters the television screen, the effects even recall those of Pokémon’s 
“Dennō senshi Porigon” episode, with psychedelic whirling concentric patterns 
filling the screen (Figure 13.3) as well as transmitted light effects, flashes, and 
flicker. The Pokémon Incident would surely be a solid point of reference for the 
targeted audience of Persona 4: the children in the group sensitive to PSE (ages 
six to twelve) at the time of the 1997 Pokémon Incident would have been roughly 
ages seventeen to twenty- three in 2008 when the Persona 4 game was released, 
and about twenty- one to twenty- eight when the animation was broadcast.

“Midnight TV” is a sly reference to the time slot for shin’ya anime, or “late 
night” series, like Persona 4. As Mitsuyo Wada- Marciano puts it, “Instead of aim-
ing for high TV ratings, these past- midnight anime production began to play a 
different role in the new format of media mix, acting as promotional spots for 

FIGURE 13.1. In one 
sequence in The 
Tube, personnel at TV 
Tokyo play clips of 
the notorious episode 
38 of Pokémon, 
measuring the 
frequency of flicker 
for red and blue, 
which is mapped 
alongside the 
footage. The second 
image shows the 
measurements for the 
12 Hz red– blue flicker 
scene, which jumps 
well outside the safety 
zone.



FIGURE 13.2. After the Pokémon 
Incident, television animations 
made sure to show the correct 
way to watch TV, as in this scene 
from episode 3 of Persona 4: The 
Animation.

FIGURE 13.3. When three teenagers 
fall through the TV screen 
in episode 1 of Persona 4, the 
experience of movement into the 
TV is rendered in a manner that 
recalls episode 38 of Pokémon.
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repackaged DVDs or to encourage follow- up sales of computer games.”1 In the 
wake of the Pokémon Incident, these slots also afforded sites of experimentation 
with anime effects that might not make it past the flicker analysis machines. The 
Persona 4 anime series thus places itself and its viewers in a potentially harmful 
nonbroadcast yet broadcast television situation.

Within the television world, Narukami and his new friends subsequently ex-
plore dungeons, confront the dark side of their selves (their shadows), acquire 
powers (called personas), and combat demonic entities in order to save the vic-
tims and to solve the mystery, that is, to figure out who is responsible for these 
abductions. In sum, in Persona 4, something like Pokémon Shock becomes en-
tangled with a game scenario in which you summon powers within yourself, or 
“power up,” in order to defeat demons, solve mysteries, and save the world. In 
this scenario, the charge of the screen releases some sort of potential within you.

As with the examples in prior chapters, Persona 4 belongs to a larger multi-
media franchise. It is the fourth game in the Persona series, which is a spin- off 
series from the Rebirth of the Goddess (Megami tensei) series, which was reconfig-
ured in 1992 as The New Rebirth of the Goddess (Shin megami tensei). Let me use 
the fan abbreviation and call it the MegaTen series for the sake of convenience.

Like the .hack series, the MegaTen series also stages an encounter between 
two worlds, a daytime world of ordinary humans versus a nighttime world of de-
mons and of humans who can summon demons (or other special powers such as 
personas) in order to engage in combat with demons. Typically a conflict breaks 
out in which the demon world threatens to supplant and destroy the ordinary 
human world. The demon world is often a gamelike world, into which you enter 
via some sort of gamic media. Thus the MegaTen series, like the .hack series, of-
fers a metamodel of gamic media.

At the same time, however, as Persona 4 attests, where the .hack series con-
centrates its attention on creating an off- line experience of online networks, the 
MegaTen series tends to focus on the experience of the screen itself, the experi-
ence of the user– screen interface. Its basic concern is that of how you can sum-
mon and embody the demonic, shock- inducing, mind- altering charge of the 
screen. It is because the metamodel of the Megami series tends to settle on the 
screen interface instead of on networks that Pokémon Shock becomes a perfect 
trope for exploring the effects of screens in Persona 4.

In the MegaTen series, as I will show, the screen commonly turns out to be 
a site of bifurcation, where two distinct kinds of user– screen experiences are at 
once held apart and held together. Because of its articulation of the screen inter-
face as the site of bifurcating media tendencies, the MegaTen series presents yet 
another manner of dwelling in (or striving to adhere to) the polarized tendencies 
assembled within new television media formations, which I propose to call the 
interface complex. Persona 4 is an especially good example in the context of this 
study, both for its focus on broadcast TV and its evocation of Pokémon Shock.
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Significantly, when Narukami in Persona 4 approaches the TV screen late at 
night, he implicitly defies the quasi- disciplinary apparatus of media care that 
coalesced in the wake of the Pokémon Incident. He surrenders to the charge of 
the screen, falling under its spell. As he and his friends embrace the shock of the 
screen, they experience a kind of media intoxication. They also adopt something 
of an outlaw position. Still, they are not best described as addicts or outlaws— or 
victims or rebels, for that matter. Instead, they become detectives, but detectives 
whose exploration of mystery leads beyond the everyday human world, turning 
into a spiritual quest entailing initiation rites, combat with dark forces, and, most 
importantly, psychic, therapeutic self- transformation. Persona 4 thus casts a dif-
ferent light on the relation between media and detection seen in the Detective 
Conan series, and it puts a different spin on the relation between self and media 
highlighted in the .hack series. As with the prior examples, I will track how its 
media mix provides a point of entry into its media ecology, which is the key to 
understanding how the series works across media and strives to inhabit the dis-
tributive force of the ever- expanding new media television formation.

Portable Media Mix
With the MegaTen series, the paradox of media mix comes to the fore anew. On 
the one hand, each media instance is supposed to be equivalent to other instances 
as a point of entry into the series. It does not matter if you enter the .hack series, 
for instance, via the manga, the anime, or the game. Media mix does not rely on 
a hierarchy of media. On the other hand, however, it generally does matter that 
the source for a series, or the overall emphasis of a series, is a game, manga, or 
anime series. That source imparts a distinctive tone to it as well as a trajectory. 
With the MegaTen series, for example, the source for media mix is console video 
games (and more recently iOS games), and its overall strategy is to develop other 
media products after or around the release of the games. Games are clearly the 
source and even the center of the MegaTen series, and there is a gamic tonality 
that imparts a distinctive feel to MegaTen media mix. Nonetheless, its gamic feel 
does not necessarily place manga, anime, or other media instances in a lesser 
position as merely secondary, ancillary, or derivative. Other media instances are 
supposed to communicate with the gamic feel of the series in the literal sense of 
communicating as “building with.” They become gamic co- munitions.

The MegaTen series began in a manner that seems to anticipate the media mix 
model later formalized in the Kadokawa model, which relies on the simultane-
ous licensing and release of different media instances, and which introduces a 
new wrinkle into transmedia storytelling. The Digital Devil Story: Megami Tensei 
OVA appeared early in 1987, its title drawn from the first volume of Nishitani 
Aya’s series of novels, published in 1986. The Digital Devil Story: Megami Tensei 
Famicom (NES) game appeared later in 1987, with a follow- up Famicom game 
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in 1990. While Atlus (a subsidiary of Sega) produced the games, Namco pub-
lished them, for it had acquired the rights to Nishitani’s novels. Initially, then, 
MegaTen seemed poised to become a multimedia franchise with novels, anime, 
and games. But the series then took a different multimedia turn.

As Atlus began to produce and to publish the games, the series largely turned 
away from the paradigm of simultaneous tie- in media. It distanced itself from 
Nishitani’s novels and from anime adaptations. Instead, Atlus renamed the fran-
chise Shin megami tensei (The New Rebirth of the Goddess) and developed a num-
ber of spin- off game series. (The moniker Shin megami tensei is now applied to all 
the spin- off game series.) In 1992 and 1994, it released Shin megami tensei and a 
sequel, Shin megami tensei II, for Super Famicom as well as a spin- off game, Shin 
megami tensei if . . . (1994). But it was not until 2003 that the third game in the 
series, Shin megami tensei III: Nokutān (or Shin megami tensei: Nocturne in North 
America), appeared. In the intervening decade, Atlus launched two spin- offs. 
The Devil Summoner games began with The New Rebirth of the Goddess: Devil 
Summoner (Shin megami tensei: debiru samanā) for the Sega Saturn in 1995, fol-
lowed by Debiru samanā: sōru hakkāzu in 1997. The Persona games began with 
the release of Megami ibunroku persusona for the PlayStation in 1996. Persona 1 
(as it is sometimes called retroactively) was also the first North American release 
in the series, under the title Revelations: Persona, also in 1996. The success of 
Persona 1 led to two new entries: Persona 2: Innocent Sin (Perusona 2: tsumi) in 
1999 and Persona 2: Divine Punishment (Perusona 2: batsu) in 2000.

The Persona series quickly became the most popular and profitable in the 
MegaTen franchise. Its success may be attributed to a variety of factors. It may be 
explained in terms of the appeal of its specific features within the franchise: the 
Persona games take general features of the MegaTen world, such as role- playing 
dungeons and battling demons, summoning demons to power up in combats, 
and adapt those features to the specific context of local high schools where stu-
dents unlock personalized special powers called personas. Shin megami tensei 
if . . . is commonly considered the precursor for the general focus on high schools 
in the Persona games. The high school scenario served to clearly distinguish 
these games within a market that was at the time dominated by Dragon Quest 
and Final Fantasy, role- playing games unfurling vast fantasy worlds. The focus 
in the Persona series on high school, in conjunction with its other- dimensional 
demon battles, has also allowed the Persona series to incorporate different styles 
of game play, for instance by using aspects of everyday simulation games in con-
junction with RPG. What is more, the Persona series could count on the distribu-
tive force of Sony’s PlayStation, which spread like wildfire. In contrast, the Devil 
Summoner games, developed for Sega’s Saturn, did not enjoy the same platform 
advantages in the global market. The first Devil Summoner proved popular in 
Japan, spawning two live- action television series in 1997 and 1998, and yet as the 
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Saturn system lost ground to the Nintendo and Sony systems internationally, its 
games could not keep pace with the Persona series.

A variety of factors conspired to push the Persona series to the fore within the 
MegaTen franchise, and its success pushed the other spin- off game series toward 
the PlayStation. It was because of the popularity of the Persona 1 and Persona 2 
games on the PlayStation that the third Shin megami tensei game (Nocturne) was 
developed for PS2 and released in 2003.

What comes to characterize the media ecology of the MegaTen series, then, 
is porting games— developing and releasing new games for multiple platforms 
as well as reworking and enhancing already released games for other platforms, 
usually newer ones. Such a strategy is not unusual in the video game indus-
try. The MegaTen series moved into porting as early as 1994, when the first two 
Shin megami tensei games for Famicom were reworked and rereleased for Super 
Famicom. Similarly, the Sega Saturn games were enhanced and released for 
PlayStation: Devil Summoner: Soul Hackers (1997) appeared for PlayStation as 
early as 1999, and Shin megami tensei if . . . was ported in 2002. But it was from 
the mid- 2000s that the process of porting intensified to the point where it started 
to take on a reality of its own, especially under the impetus of portable media.

The year 2004 saw a convergence of these trends within the MegaTen series. 
Atlus continued to produce spin- off console game series, creating the new series, 
Digital Devil Saga, for PS2 in 2004. At the same time, the ubiquity of cell phones 
spurred experimentation with mobile games. In 2004, Atlus created a mobile 
game for FOMA 990i phones, a prologue to Shin megami tensei if . . . entitled 
Hazama- hen (Hazama’s Chapter). This venture encouraged another: in 2007 
Atlus developed a cell phone app (keitei apuri) of the first Persona 2 game for mo-
bile phones, Persona 2 tsumi: rosuto memorīzu, first for use with NTT’s Docomo 
i- app service and subsequently for Softbank and KDDI. Finally, 2004 saw the 
release of two new portable game platforms, Sony’s PSP and the Nintendo DS. 
The first Devil Summoner game was ported to PSP as early as 2005. It was with 
some delay, however, from around 2009, that the MegaTen series truly registered 
the impact of these new portable platforms.

The first game in another new spin- off series, Devil Survivor, was created for 
the Nintendo DS in 2009, and Devil Survivor 2 quickly followed, in 2011, for 
Nintendo 3DS. On the other hand, the widespread popularity of the Persona 3 
and Persona 4 games, released in 2006 and 2008, respectively, encouraged the 
porting of Persona 3 to PSP in 2009 as well as the porting of an enhanced ver-
sion of Persona 1 to PSP, also in 2009. The PSP version of Persona 1 bore the new 
title Shin megami tensei: Persona, to encourage fans of the more recent games to 
see them as part of a larger series. The success of these PSP editions led to the 
PSP release of Persona 2: Innocent Sin in 2011 and Persona 2: Divine Punishment 
in 2012.
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These ports to portable platforms (or “portable porting”) paved the way for 
an even more ambitious porting project in the context of Persona 4. Initially the 
game was slated for a PSP release in the manner of the Persona 3 game, but 
the development of the PlayStation Vita allowed the game producers to expand 
the Persona 4 game to include a host of new features as well as wireless network-
ing. The portable porting of Persona 4 thus received a new title, Persona 4: Golden, 
to reflect its enhanced status. Where it had been common practice to enhance 
and to some extent expand older games when porting them to new platforms, the 
portable port of Persona 4 marks something of a new moment in its media mix 
in that its porting to the portable platform entails an enhancing and expanding 
of the game.

In sum, in the course of the 2000s, the media ecology of the MegaTen se-
ries becomes characterized by two kinds of movement. On the one hand, the 
movement of games across media platforms becomes more pronounced than 
the movement of the game sources into other media. While certain games had 
previously inspired adaptations into other media (manga, anime, and television 
series), the MegaTen series did not arrive at a consistent strategy for serializa-
tion across media forms before the 2000s. Movement across media platforms, 
however, gradually became the site of greater and greater attention, as games 
were continually enhanced and ported to newer platforms. As such, the feel of 
the MegaTen series is different from that of the .hack series. The .hack series 
consistently focused on imparting an off- line experience of online play, drawing 
on the network feel of the home media system and on the capacity of the TV set 
to switch from its broadcast receiver function to its computer monitor function 
to interact with different media. In contrast, although the MegaTen series also 
relies on an experience of switching, it relies more on serializing across game 
platforms and thus on an experience of switching across media platforms.

The .hack series belongs to the wired world and the MegaTen series to the 
world of wireless. Emerging in the early 2000s, the .hack series called on the 
wired media ecology of the home media system that had transformed domes-
tic media space and spurred the cyber imagination in the 1990s. In contrast, 
emerging in the late 1980s, when discourses on new media emphasized expan-
sive infrastructures allowing satellite and cable networks to interface with home 
media systems, the MegaTen series was poised to leap over the wired world of the 
1990s into the wireless world of portable media of the 2000s and 2010s. Indeed, 
in 2009, as many of its console games were being ported to portable media, 
Atlus moved decisively into developing portable games. An ambitious RPG for 
the Nintendo DS, New Rebirth of the Goddess: Strange Journey (Shin megami tensei: 
sutorenji jāni) extended the Shin megami tensei line into portable media, and Atlus 
launched the new spin- off series, the Devil Survivor series, also for the Nintendo 
DS. Significantly, in the Devil Survivor series, the act of summoning demons to 
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do battle with them occurs through mobile phones, that is, keitai denwa, an ap-
pellation that aptly highlights the portable and personal qualities of such phones.

The increasing emphasis on personal and portable media in the recent entries 
in the MegaTen series gives it a more contemporary feel than the .hack series and 
than console games more generally. Take, for instance, the use of portable media 
in Beyond the World: players access the game via their keitai wearing VR glasses 
and tap at its screen (see Figure 12.5). These games thus feel like a transformation 
of the setup of console games, with glasses wirelessly connected to the portable 
platform, yet the platform appears as a high- tech variation of the joystick. In 
contrast, in Devil Survivor, players point their phone skyward, usually at a tele-
communications tower, to summon their personal power directly (Figure 13.4).

Nonetheless, despite the differences in their media ecology, the MegaTen se-
ries and the .hack series are equally contemporary. They simply strive to inhabit 
or adhere to the contemporary media ecology in different ways. Likewise, be-
cause the Crayon Shin- chan and Detective Conan series derive from media mix 

FIGURE 13.4. Devil Survivor 2, within 
the MegaTen franchise, focuses 
on the media platform of the 
smartphone. As shown in this 
image from episode 8 of the 
anime series, to combat demonic 
invaders who descend into cities 
via telecommunications towers, 
players point their phones at the 
same towers to acquires their 
abilities.
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models popular in previous decades, they may appear to be grounded in older 
media ecologies. Yet their continued popularity provides a powerful reminder 
both of their contemporaneousness and of the ongoing viability of prior media 
mix models. Taken together, these four series signal not merely the persistence of 
broadcast television (though it is incredibly persistent as such). More importantly 
and precisely, these four series demonstrate the persistence of the underlying 
polarized media tendencies that broadcast television, in its heyday, was thought 
to have done away with once and for all. As such, these series might all be termed 
neotelevision media, posttelevision media, or expanded television media. As dis-
cussed in chapter 5, because the term “posttelevision” in particular is currently 
used to impart the sense of historical rupture that makes normal the condition of 
American or European worlds of media production, I have tended to avoid such 
terminology. Given that theories of metamodeling and metastory have greater 
explanatory force in the context of media mix and transmedia storytelling, the 
term “metatelevision media” would surely be preferable, provided meta-  is not 
taken to mean “beyond” but rather in its original sense of “among,” as discussed 
in the previous chapter.

In the context of the increased porting and portability of games in the 2010s 
within the game- centered media mix of the MegaTen series, what appears to be 
a new media formation is in fact a complex transformation of the assembling 
of polarized tendencies— the point to point and the one to many— that might 
be called metatelevision. It also implies a complex combination of individual-
izing and totalizing procedures that follow genealogically from television media. 
Characteristic of the MegaTen series is the use of some sort of media platform to 
summon personal powers. Persona 3 has the most disturbing variation: you point 
what looks like a gun (an evoker) at your head, pull the trigger, and apparently 
die in order to be reborn. A suicidal gesture serves to empower you. This varia-
tion dramatizes what commonly happens with media platforms in the MegaTen 
series: death and rebirth of the self. Time and again, the series dramatizes a total 
loss of self as a way to awaken individual powers. Considered in isolation from 
the assembling of media tendencies, such a gesture may be easily simplified, 
psychologized, or misconstrued. In fact, the scenario may appear downright fas-
cistic— as a desire for submission to totalizing forces in order to take on a share 
of their authority, or as a path to self- empowerment.

In the MegaTen series, the site of this loss of self and acquisition of powers is 
frequently the screen. At the opening of Devil Survivor 2, for instance, two young 
men in the subway watch their own deaths in a train accident on a keitai screen, 
but once they exit the subway station, evidently alive, they find themselves in 
a world at war with demons descending to earth through telecommunications 
towers— and their phones now endow them with new powers when directed at 
the same luminous towers. The example of Persona 4, however, proves to be the 
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most interesting and challenging in the context of this study because the site of 
loss of self is the television screen: in a scenario reminiscent of Pokémon Shock, 
a whirlpool of light sucks the media player into the television world where the 
player first encounters his or her shadow, a repository of negative attributes that 
must be killed. The use of the screen as the site of self- transformation tends to 
mitigate the overtly suicidal use of the gunlike evokers in Persona 3. Still, as its 
evocation of photoepileptiform seizures attests, Persona 4 is equally keen on stag-
ing a total loss of self, or total self- annihilation, but through broadcast television.

Keeping in mind how the general media mix ecology of the MegaTen series 
has come to focus its metamodeling on the screen interface, I propose now to 
turn to Persona 4: The Animation to consider more carefully how the television 
screen becomes the site both of the assembling of polarized media tendencies 
and of the assembling of individualizing and totalizing procedures.

How the Screen Bifurcates
A venerable tradition of media analysis begins with the notion of the medium as 
mirror. In film studies, especially in its psychoanalytic turn, the process of watch-
ing a movie was likened to looking into a mirror. But you were not simply looking 
at yourself, neatly and accurately reflected. Cinema was not taken simply as the 
neutral experience of an undistorted reflection. Because the screen presented a 
series of characters in a series of settings engaged in various actions, the movie 
screen did not present the spectator with a stable or neutral image of herself. The 
film image introduced distortion, and rather than looking at yourself nicely mir-
rored in cinema, it is as if you were looking for yourself, seeking a stable configu-
ration of movements in which you might dwell, however temporarily. Faced with 
such inevitable distortion, you had to go great lengths to develop a stable relation 
to the ideal image of yourself, the imago. This is what Lacan calls the imaginary.

In other words, looking in the mirror gives rise to a complicated relation of 
self to self. What makes the mirror relation complicated is the difficulty in de-
termining with certainty which self comes first. The “real world” self appears to 
come first, and yet the “mirror world” self, presumably second, produces such a 
profound transformation in the real- world self that it cannot really be discounted 
or discarded as secondary. Indeed, the psychoanalytic turn concluded that the 
two selves emerged at once, together, making for a subject internally polarized 
between the imaginary and the symbolic. The imaginary was construed in terms 
of desire for an idealized image of the self, which allowed you feel omnipotent 
and omniscient, in control of yourself, while the symbolic referred to the social 
forces acting to constrain or limit your mastery.2 The imaginary was frequently 
downgraded to the status of a bad form of desire— a desire for omnipotence predi-
cated upon a disavowal of social constraints and demands.
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In the context of film criticism, the psychoanalytic turn encouraged looking 
at how films staged anxiety- inducing scenarios that threatened the viewer with 
an experience of the loss of omnipotence and omniscience (or the stable, ideal-
ized image of self) through an encounter with the symbolic. Movies could thus 
be evaluated in terms of the degree to which they afforded an experience of the 
symbolic, which experience amounted to an undercutting or undermining of 
the imaginary. Some films, however, and popular Hollywood films in particular, 
were deemed ultimately to reinforce the sense of omnipotence and omniscience, 
at least for certain audiences (above all white male bourgeois viewers). Such mov-
ies could thus be held accountable for not sufficiently allowing the forces of the 
symbolic to challenge received imaginary positions. Thus, in the psychoanalytic 
turn, apparently bad objects turned out to be teachable objects. Needless to say, 
this way of reckoning with the power of the moving image depended primarily 
on an analysis of visual and narrative structure.

In psychoanalytic terms, the death and rebirth of the self in Persona 4 may 
initially appear to be an almost paradigmatic example of a bad (yet potentially 
teachable) object. Although Persona 4 stages an encounter with the negative as-
pects of the self (shadows), it does so only to overcome them, which allows for 
the acquisition of individualized special powers (personas), which are presented 
as mythological forces and spiritually higher states of being. In this respect, 
Persona 4 seems to be intent on staging fantasies of omnipotence— transcending 
your bodily limitations, acquiring idealized selves, and taking on superpowers. 
In this register, Persona 4 is sometimes characterized as Jungian. Indeed, in ad-
dition to using Jungian terms such as “shadow” and “persona,” the series makes 
reference to Carl Jung’s Red Book, especially in the character of Philemon. What 
is more, if the overall arc of the series is considered in structural terms, it feels 
like a paradigmatic example of the narrative structure that Joseph Campbell, 
drawing on Jung, called the monomyth.3

Across the twenty- six episodes of the anime series, for instance, the mystery 
scenario gradually turns into a spiritual quest. As Narukami and his friends enter 
the television world to solve the mystery and apprehend the criminal, the enigma 
not only conjures forth supernatural or mythic beings but also tends toward psy-
chological mysticism: if you are to conquer the enemy, you must first conquer 
your self. At one level, the story presents a mystery to be solved; at another level, 
it recalls the archetypal monomyth: the initiation of a hero, who confronts vari-
ous trials, encounters spiritual guides, and acquires new powers, which allow the 
hero to return to his or her community and to restore stability to the world. On 
such a journey, you are supposedly discovering who you really are, learning to see 
yourself without distortion, and thus overcoming your limitations.

In sum, Persona 4 seems intent on overcoming distortion in two registers: first, 
solving the mystery and setting the record straight, and second, arriving at a 
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higher spiritual state. To overcome distortion, however, Persona 4 must first in-
troduce distortion, or at the very least establish where distortion arises. Suddenly 
matters become more complicated. Does it matter how distortion happens?

The Persona 4 anime opens with a scene intended to replicate the act of adopt-
ing and naming the avatar in the RPG. Two characters in a black stretch limou-
sine, Igor and Margaret, address the audience as you (anata) with connotations of 
the singular (not anata- tachi), offering you a contract to enter this place that lies 
between dream and reality, mind and matter (yume to genjitsu, seishin to busshitsu 
no hazama ni aru basho). Indeed, the limousine is surrounded by fog that ob-
scures all signs of location and motion. Thus you are invited to enter placeless 
place, a utopia poised between mind and matter, dream and reality. The scene 
quickly cuts to a wavering, hissing image on a television screen (which we later 
learn is midnight TV), and we hear voices calling “Narukami.” The voices come 
out of nowhere, or anywhere, or maybe from the television. The scene cuts on 
these voices to a young man sleeping on a train who seems to awaken to the call, 
which implies that “you” are now Narukami, the central protagonist of the series, 
Narukami Yū. The name Narukami implies becoming (naru) a god (kami), or a 
god- becoming. Thus your godlike avatar has precipitated out of fog, buzz, and 
cacophonous voices, like water condensing into a bead on glass. The animation 
then immediately cuts to the opening sequence with its song and credits.

Already there are two possible ways of interpreting distortion in this scene, 
and indeed the series itself consistently unfolds along two distinct pathways for 
distortion, which imply different ways of understanding the relation of self to 
self. For the sake of convenience, let me characterize one as Lacanian (or psycho-
analytic) and the other as Foucauldian.

On the one hand, as soon as these voices call Narukami in existence, Persona 4 
has introduced something of a Lacanian perspective, for it appears that some 
sort of powerful agency is working behind the scenes. Narukami is not present 
to himself in the sense of being in control of himself. This sense of an absent 
master, to use Lacanian terms, will recur with increasing frequency throughout 
the series. It tends to undercut the omnipotence or mastery of the person called 
Narukami. In the context of game play, this is not an unfamiliar experience, for 
you are never entirely in control of your avatar. A lack of complete control is a 
banal fact of game play: there are always forces at work in the avatar beyond your 
control, ranging from programmed features to contingencies of play. As such, 
you do not own or control the avatar any more than you control or own the game 
when you buy it. But you may possess it. You may take partial possession of it, so 
to speak, hence the possessive pronoun: your avatar, your self. The opening scene 
of Persona 4 thus sets up a fundamental tension reminiscent of the Lacanian 
distinction between imaginary (you are in control, your mastery feels expanded) 
and symbolic (there is an absent master, a voice bidding you to do its will). The 
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series gives Narukami a range of persona powers but also posits a deity working 
behind him, conferring special abilities on him.

On the other hand, the same mirrorlike encounter may be read in terms of 
what Foucault calls the production of utopia: “In the mirror, I see myself there 
where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up behind the surface; I 
am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow that gives my own visi-
bility to myself, that enables me to see myself there where I am absent: such is 
the utopia of the mirror.”4 In the context of game play, for instance, the avatar 
may be considered a sort of shadow that permits you to be where you are not, in 
an unreal, virtual space behind the screen. In this respect, Foucault’s notion of 
utopia recalls the Lacanian imaginary: it entails a play of perceptible space where 
you are split between two possible selves, but the overall effect is to amplify your 
range of actions and field of influence. The psychoanalytic turn tends to see in 
this moment the dangerous advent of a narcissistic fantasy of omnipotence and 
omnipresence that must be challenged by social constraints that effectively ne-
gate it. In contrast, although Foucault does not settle for utopia, he is interested 
in how utopia may be socially and historically transformed. Thus, where Lacan 
sees the mirror as the hinge between the imaginary and the symbolic, Foucault 
sees the mirror as the hinge between utopia and heterotopia:

But it [the space in the mirror] is also a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does 
exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the position that I 
occupy. . . . The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this 
place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once 
absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely 
unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point 
which is over there.5

These two accounts of the mirror present two distinctive trajectories for think-
ing about what happens when you perceive yourself in a media space, effectively 
traveling back and forth between real world and media world. When the relation 
of self to self is abstracted from where it takes place as in the Lacanian scenario, 
everything gravitates toward the paradigm of the absent master, a godlike force 
behind the scenes. When attention is paid to where and when the relation of self 
to self takes place as in Foucault’s account, it is the relation between actual sites 
that comes to the fore, affording a topological perspective.

Naturally, it is possible to opt for one of these perspectives, but what interests 
me about Persona 4 is how it keeps open not only the Jungian scenario but also the 
Lacanian and Foucauldian scenarios. Television media are thus working in three 
ways at once when it comes to the relation to self to self. As it turns out, because 
Persona 4 gives so much latitude to different understandings of self and subjec-
tivity, the notion of heterotopia ultimately comes closer to the overall tonality of 
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series, particularly when the gamic milieu is taken into account. Nonetheless, 
because Persona 4 does not begin or end with an obvious endorsement of media 
heterotopia, it is the actual processes of producing or enacting a media heteroto-
pia that merit attention. With that in mind, let me sum up the three perspectives 
or scenarios running through the series in a schematic fashion.

First, there is the Jungian scenario, which entails the spiritual quest or mono-
myth and self- transformation through an encounter with archetypes or arche-
typal forces. In effect, it assumes that the encounter with the shadow self in the 
mirror allows you to confront your negative attributes and to overcome them. 
It implies a movement of self- transcendence— you travel into the mirror and 
then come home again to bestow boons on your community. Lacan and Foucault 
would characterize this scenario as imaginary and utopia, respectively. Second, 
there is the Lacanian perspective, in which the shadow self is not an archetype 
that enables a self- overcoming; the shadow self presents an encounter with a 
force of negation of the self that must be acknowledged and internalized: you are 
called on to constrain, or more precisely encrypt, your hero fantasies in order to 
live with others socially. The result is the internally divided subject. Third, there 
is the Foucauldian take on heterotopia in which the encounter with the shadow 
self cannot be abstracted from where it takes place, that is, from the world within 
the television in Persona 4. At stake is not the subject but a sociohistorically spe-
cific formation of subjectivity arising where different kinds of space are at once 
held together and held apart, topologically.

With reference to the effects of distortion that are highlighted from the out-
set in Persona 4— buzzing noises, cacophonous voices, wavering images, blurred 
locations— the three trajectories may be summed up even more succinctly: the 
Jungian scenario entails transcending distortion, the Lacanian scenario hinges 
on internalizing and encrypting distortion, and the Foucauldian account grap-
ples with inhabiting and embodying distortion. Let me now return the anime 
series with these angles in mind.

After the opening song and credits, Narukami arrives in a small rural town 
in the middle of nowhere, Yaso- Inaba.6 Because his parents are working abroad 
for a year, he has come to live with his uncle in Inaba, where he will attend the 
local high school. His uncle, Dojima Ryūtarō, a gruff yet affable detective on 
the local police force, meets him at the train station, together with his young 
daughter, Nanako. As his uncle drives Narukami to his new home, the car radio 
buzzes with speculation about an affair between a female television announcer, 
Yamano Mayumi, and the Inaba city council secretary, Namatame Tarō, who is 
married to singer Hiiragi Misuzu. This information, while integral to the story, 
hovers on the threshold of perceptibility: it weaves through the dialogue, coming 
to the surface during silences and then retreating into the background again. 
When they stop at a gas station, the attendant chats with Narukami and then 
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shakes his hand. A few seconds later, a buzzing and ringing noise suddenly 
seizes Narukami like an intense migraine. His uncle hurries him home, and as 
Narukami settles into his new room, he slips into a dream. A voice hails him, 
asking if he wants to know the truth.

Already the animation has established a threshold where noise turns into sig-
nal, where buzzing and ringing sounds transform into intelligible speech. In the 
Jungian scenario, this moment might be said to anticipate the basic structure 
of the series as monomyth: through a rite of initiation or trial (passage through 
a painful ordeal of noise), the hero comes into contact with a higher being, a 
spiritual guardian. The hero is already preparing to transcend distortion, to hear 
signals above and beyond noise.

In the Lacanian scenario, the emergence of a deep masculine voice from the 
buzz of distortion is indicative of an absent master. The voice feels authoritative, 
but its source remains invisible, unidentifiable, enigmatic. You do not yet know 
who is hailing you. This is precisely what Žižek calls the acousmaître, a pun com-
bining “acoustic” and “master.”7 This acousmaître is a paradigmatic example of 
Lacan’s absent master— the invisible authority that organizes the linguistic and 
semiotic field, that structures desire by transforming sensation into symbol. In 
this scenario, Narukami is not so much transcending distortion as he is internal-
izing the authority that lies behind distortion in order to read symbolic meanings.

Finally, in the Foucauldian scenario, distortion itself has meaning— not mean-
ing in the symbolic sense, but in terms of material practices and affective orien-
tations; even when you push distortion into the background in order to hear the 
voice, distortion nonetheless is equally important to the overall field. Indeed, it 
may prove more important to understanding the actual distribution of agency and 
power. In the Foucauldian angle, it matters how the voice is transmitted and re-
ceived: Narukami begins to hear the mysterious voice when he adjusts his body to 
receive it, as if tuning a radio or television to receive a broadcast signal, or tilting a 
phone to receive a wireless signal. He is inhabiting and embodying a signal– noise 
topology.

Looking at the opening of Persona 4 from these three perspectives paves the 
way for considering the complex negotiations that arise in the context of confront-
ing your shadow and taking on your persona power.

Between Archetype and Platform
The next day at school, Narukami meets the classmates who will become his com-
panions on his journey: Satonaka Chie, a friendly, outgoing girl; Amagi Yukiko, 
a rather shy and proper girl; and finally, Chie’s friend, Hanamura Yōsuke, a goofy 
boy with a quirky sense of humor. As Narukami gazes at the fog swirling outside 
the classroom windows, the episode cuts to a girl who discovered the body of 
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television announcer Yamano Mayumi impaled on a TV antenna (Figure 13.5). 
Narukami’s uncle, Detective Dojima, appears at the crime scene with his rookie 
partner, Adachi Tōru. Back at school, as the kids prepare to go home, an an-
nouncement is made about the weird crime. After school, Narukami ends up 
in the company of Chie and Yōsuke, and as they are eating in a yakisoba shop 
at Yōsuke’s father’s electronics store, Junes, Chie talks about the mysteries of 
midnight TV: on rainy nights, at midnight, images mysteriously appear on the 
air, and whoever appears on the screen is fated to be your mate or partner (unmei 
no aite). Her tone implies romantic bonding, but “fated partner” could also be 
“destined rival.”

That rainy night, after Narukami watches television with his uncle and Nanako 
properly— that is, in a well- lit room at a good distance— he retires to this room, 
where images appear on the television at midnight. A wavering image appears 
on screen of a girl (Figure 13.6), the ringing in his ears starts again, and a male 
voice intones, “I am you, and you are me.” Narukami begins to experience symp-
toms like those associated with the Pokémon phenomenon: severe headache, 

FIGURE 13.5. The scene in which a 
female classmate discovers the 
body of the first victim impaled 
on a TV antenna later appears 
again in the credits, where it is 
framed within an old- fashioned 
television set, to underscore the 
multimedia components of 
broadcast TV infrastructures.
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blurred vision, vertigo, and shaking, hinting at an onset of convulsions. Instead 
of experiencing a seizure per se, however, Narukami’s loss of self takes the form 
of the television taking over his body: the TV set seems to be pulling him closer, 
and as he approaches and stretches out his hand, his arm goes right through the 
screen (Figure 13.7). The television is seizing him, as if to absorb him into the 
screen, at the urging of the voice of some unknown master. He resists pulling his 
hand out of the screen, and the television goes black.

The next day at school, Narukami tells his three new friends about what hap-
pened. Although they too have seen strange images on the screen, they have 
never been pulled into a television. Narukami expresses his fear that he wouldn’t 
fit into such a small TV, so Yōsuke suggests that they try out the large- screen tele-
visions at his father’s store, Junes. On one of the TVs at Junes, Narukami sees the 
girl from his midnight TV experience being interviewed on the news: it is their 
classmate, Konishi Saki, who found Yamano’s body. Narukami reaches out for 
the screen, and his hand goes into the television. Chie and Yōsuke freak out, but 
Narukami tentatively reaches deeper into the TV. His friends stumble into him, 
and all three fall through the wide screen (Figure 13.8). They find themselves in 
another world, largely obscured by fog, with architectural elements suggesting a 
vast warehouse or studio set.

FIGURE 13.6. On the midnight TV 
channel, Narukami sees the 
next victim to be kidnapped and 
trapped in the TV world. The 
series plays with various screen 
types and broadcast formats, 
here CRT and analog.
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Out of the fog appears a short, bulbous creature making weird noises. Fleeing 
the creature, the three friends find themselves in a room with a noose and with 
movie posters of an actress pasted on the walls, her face torn away. The bulbous 
creature turns out to be a cute, highly sociable but querulous humanoid with 
vaguely bearlike ears and a high- pitched voice named Kuma (Bear). He hands 
Narukami a pair of glasses, fearfully warning them of the shadows coming. Grue-
some, surreal entities begin to flow in the room around them, transforming into 
snail- like shapes, with tongues protruding from their striped shells in the place 
of a snail’s foot. Narukami becomes paralyzed with fear as they attack, and the 
same voice rings in his head: “I am you, and you are me.” In a blue halo of light, 
a card descends into his hand, and he utters the word “persona” (Figure 13.9). 
In flashes of light, a large warrior (Izanagi) materializes above Narukami, and 
Narukami, his glasses blazing with blue light, directs the warrior’s movements 
with his own gestures, dispelling the creatures with a flashing sword. The epi-
sode ends with Yōsuke looking in awe up at Narukami, who replies, “Kore ga ore 
no chikara” (this is my power).

In sum, in the first episode, in keeping with general approach of the larger 

FIGURE 13.7. In the first episode 
of Persona 4, a voice calls to 
Narukami Yū, and as he reaches 
toward the television, he begins 
to enter the TV world. The series 
was simulcast on the Anime 
Network in America and on MBS 
in Japan, hence the different 
station logos on the images.
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MegaTen series, Persona 4 stages an almost paradigmatic Campbellian monomyth 
scenario in which a hero leaves home, undergoes initiation, receives powers, and 
combats demons who threaten the community. In the end, the hero will presum-
ably save the community and return home. Yet this monomyth is staged within 
or through an actually existing media formation. In this instance, the media 
formation is broadcast television, but from the opening, it is clear that broadcast 
television is being situated within a larger problematic of wireless screen media 
that includes radio and has some affinity with mobile phone service. In effect, 
Narukami is both a Campbellian hero and a media platform capable of receiving 
signals out of thin air. Indeed, therein lies the lure of the series: it is effectively 
dramatizing the process of taking on a second self, an avatar. The avatar is at once 
like an archetype and like a media platform. In this scenario, media platforms, 
such as the television set, also begin to feel somehow archetypal or mythical; they 
are portals into alternative worlds.

Yet a paradox arises: although the monomyth is predicated on transcending 
the world, it cannot take place without the media formation. It requires the pas-
sage of the hero into the television set, which mimics the passage of the gamer 
into the video game, and as everyone knows, no game, no life. As a result, friction 
arises between the ideals of monomyth and the realities of media. Again, this 
friction is part of the fun of the game, part of its life, allowing for a proliferat-
ing, highly inventive series of archetype– media hybrids in the form of shadows, 

FIGURE 13.8. In the Junes electronics 
store, Yōsuke trips into Chie and 
Narukami, knocking the three of 
them into the TV world.
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personas, demons, and helper entities like Kuma. Still, this friction and these 
hybridized beings point to an underlying paradox in the Jungian scenario: tran-
scendence is localized; the nonplace or utopia turns out to be an actual place 
and not truly utopian at all. The Jungian bid for self- transcendence bifurcates, or 
more precisely it turns out to be internally bifurcated in advance— that is, para-
doxical. What is interesting about Persona 4 is how it pushes that paradox into a 
bifurcated understanding of the self and media. On the one hand, the series en-
tertains an understanding of the relation of self to self that feels consonant with 
the psychoanalytic emphasis on the absent master (and the internally divided 
subject). On the other hand, the series allows for a more topological understand-
ing of the relation of self to self, wherein the taking place, the media formation 
itself, is what produces localized effects of mastery and subjectification.

This bifurcation plays out in subsequent episodes, in which each of Narukami’s 
friends is psychologically tested, one by one. Within the television world, an 
ignored or repressed aspect of their personality appears in the form of an evil 
double or doppelgänger, which is called a shadow. In the second episode, for 
instance, Yōsuke’s shadow loses his cool, expressing his anger over living in the 
countryside. When Yōsuke denies his double’s claims, the double turns into a 
shadow who attacks him and Narukami. As they battle the shadow, Narukami 
succeeds in convincing Yōsuke not to deny his double’s statements. They are 

FIGURE 13.9. Narukami’s first 
persona card descends into his 
hand, summoning forth his 
persona power, Izanagi, near 
the end of episode 1 of Persona 4.
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thus able to defeat the shadow, which transforms into Yōsuke’s persona, Jiraiya. 
In episode 3, it is Chie’s turn: she has to confront her suppressed feelings to-
ward her best friend, Yukiko. Yukiko has been imprisoned in a castle within 
the television world, and Chie’s shadow enters the scene to mock and torment 
Yukiko. When Chie rejects her double’s feelings, it transforms into a shadow 
that Narukami and Yōsuke battle. Only when Chie accepts that she feels jealous 
of Yukiko does she gain her persona (Tomoe Gozen). Similarly, in episode 4, 
Yukiko meets a double who expresses her secret fear of being trapped, unable to 
escape taking over management of the family inn. Her denial of these fears turns 
the double into an attacking shadow, but a successful battle produces her persona 
(Konohana- Sakuya). In sum, one by one, the characters must each undergo a 
psychological test or trial in which a repressed negative aspect of their personality 
must be accepted and in effect integrated into their everyday selves. When what 
was disavowed is avowed, the character takes on a persona, a special power with 
mythological connotations.

These examples also demonstrate one of the persistent problems of the Jungian 
approach: although archetypes are not supposed to be stereotypes, they are often 
indistinguishable from stereotypes. As such, while archetypes are supposed to 
allow for an overcoming or transcending, they run the risk of endorsing received 
social categories. The fine line between archetype and stereotype is evident in 
the presentation of gender and sexuality in the initiation sequences of Persona 4. 
Among the negative feelings that overwhelm girls are feeling jealous (Chie), feel-
ing powerless (Yukiko), wanting attention (Kujikawa Rise), and disliking their 
boyfriend (Konishi Saki). Negative feelings for boys present a quite different 
scope and intensity. The hero, Narukami, apparently gains his persona without 
any internal struggle, and later, as he enters into battles and helps his friends gain 
personas, he takes on a series of personas and learns to combine them. Yōsuke, 
however, has a repressed negative side: losing his cool, his cheerful composure. 
Generally speaking, girls are presented as prone to disavowing their feelings of 
jealousy, powerlessness, and narcissism, while boys are inclined to deny their 
fear of appearing weak or lacking in composure. This way of gendering emotions 
is so banal and predictable as to feel normative: girls are crippled by emotions, 
boys by their lack of emotions. But the most spectacularly and disturbingly nor-
mative trial is that of tough guy Tatsumi Kanji. Kanji is afraid of being rejected if 
he appears sensitive or girly, so, as if naturally, his psychological trial hinges on a 
series of stereotypes pathologizing gay men as weak and effeminate. It turns out 
that Kanji is not homosexual, but Persona 4 appears so intent on disavowing ho-
mosexuality that the bid for Jungian transcendence shows itself to be militantly 
normative, like an echo of Jung’s embrace of German fascism.

Nevertheless, only dwelling on the moments when archetypes repeat stereo-
types runs the risk of mistaking the overall impetus of the series, which is as 
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much toward queering relationships as it is toward normalizing them. Kanji, for 
instance, ends up falling for a girl (Shiragane Naoto) who disguises herself as an 
archetypal boy detective. Because it is not clear whether he knows that Naoto is 
a girl when he falls for her, the scenario oscillates between reinforcing hetero-
normative ideas about couples and allowing for alternative ways of pairing. This 
oscillating, this athwart- ness, may be read as queering. In addition, the overall 
tendency of series is toward the formation of alternative social groups based on 
mutual assistance. Indeed, what is striking about the staging of the relation of 
self to self in Persona 4 is its tendency toward group sessions and societal ther-
apy. Although each psychological trial is individual, the individual has assistance 
from friends, and the series insists that that the initiation into persona powers 
strengthens social connections with others (Figure 13.10).

This gesture of Persona 4 is the most challenging and the most worthy of 
careful attention: individual powers are not associated with personal sovereignty. 
Although personas entail a sort of personalized identity, that sense of an indi-
vidual self is not placed in opposition to society; nor does society begin with the 
negation of the individual. In this respect, the series departs not only from the 
Jungian scenario but also from the psychoanalytic scenario, for the sense of self 
in Persona 4 does not depend on a paradigm of sovereign enclosure, in which 
the individual psyche is posited in advance as a bounded entity that is wounded 

FIGURE 13.10. When the series reaches 
episode 10, five characters 
have already acquired persona 
powers, manifested in the forms 
standing behind them.
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when its walls are breached. Affective relation comes to the fore instead of the 
traditional Freudian paradigm of sovereign enclosure.

Wounds and Powers
In his discussion of Freud’s notion of trauma, Pheng Cheah draws attention to 
Freud’s emphasis on a breakdown of protective walls and secure barriers between 
the autonomous self (ego) and the world: “Trauma occurs when the ego’s capac-
ity for security is compromised, when the protective shield it erects against the 
outside world is penetrated. This is the first step of the ego’s loss of self- mastery, 
when its system of defense begins to break down.”8

Cheah persuasively argues that Freud’s use of such terminology is “not merely 
metaphorical.” Rather, he sees in Freud a model of

psychical security as a pre- positive form of security that precedes and grounds 
any historical form of social or political security and the loss of self- mastery 
and autonomy in traumatic neuroses as a form of pre- positive domination by 
another that can function as an opening and foothold for social and political 
domination. In other words, the security of an individual psyche’s interiority in 
its interaction with the external world and its management of internal excita-
tions is the template for historical forms of sociality and political community. 
Conversely, psychical insecurity or trauma is also the basis for violence and 
domination qua the determinate negation of community and belonging.9

The model of the defensive wall, security shield, or protective barrier tends to 
see any form of physical and psychical vulnerability in negative terms such as 
wounds or trauma. Thus, in Thomas Hobbes, for instance, as Shiloh Whitney 
reminds us, corporeal vulnerability presents a definitive danger for the formation 
of personhood in terms of autonomy, for in “our corporeal specificity we encoun-
ter an inexhaustible danger to the independence we desire.”10 It is to overcome 
our vulnerability that we come to cooperate, to consent to the social contract, to 
protect ourselves. “In normative reasoning like Hobbes’s, domination is easily 
identified and easily denigrated as trespass by the normative independence of 
personhood: all dependency and heteronomy is domination, dangerous to our 
autonomy.”11 In Hobbes, then, Whitney concludes, “Because personhood is nor-
matively independent, any dependency is always domination, and corporeal vul-
nerability always signifies an opportunity to wound.”12

It is precisely this normative psychic model that Persona 4 calls into question. 
When individuals go into the television world, they confront the negative side 
of their personality, their corporeal vulnerability. Instead of rejecting or over-
coming vulnerability, however, they accept and avow it. It might be thought that 
when they gain their persona powers, these individuals have, in effect, overcome 
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vulnerability. Yet that shadow, that vulnerability, stays with them. Not only is it 
integral to their sense of self and their persona power, but it also makes for de-
pendency on others. In sum, the persona powers in Persona 4 make for a sense 
of personhood that is not at all like the Hobbesian or Freudian models, in which 
physical and psychical vulnerability must be overcome to gain autonomy.

As such, Persona 4 feels compatible with Whitney’s take on vulnerability. She 
reminds us that many of our most highly valued relationships are ruled out when 
vulnerability and dependency are framed exclusively in negative terms: “Over 
the course of a life and across collective life, dependency relations are often not 
avoided, secured against, or overcome, but instead embarked upon as integral 
to the valued experience and development of personhood.”13 Such dependency 
entails an open- ended set of relations in which it remains impossible to estab-
lish equivalency or symmetry between giving and receiving care. Consequently, 
Whitney strives to conceptualize collective life via vulnerability and dependency 
rather than security and autonomy, that is, normatively independent personhood. 
Her shift in emphasis— “Vulnerability signifies a need for care instead of an op-
portunity to wound”— leads her to affirm “the opportunity to care and to be cared 
for.”14 This need for care is what is at stake in Persona 4: becoming a hero, taking 
on persona powers, means accepting vulnerability, which lead to opportunities to 
care for others and to be cared for.

Once vulnerability and dependency are brought to the fore, however, a new 
risk arises: that of making vulnerability and dependency normative. This risk 
may be addressed in different ways. Cheah, for instance, sees exposure to prep-
ositive flows of capital as constitutive of the social, but he does not treat such 
exposure or vulnerability as normative. His aim is to show that although protec-
tive barriers and sovereign walls should not be given a prepositive or normative 
status, they may nonetheless prove desirable under conditions of finance capital. 
One of the underlying implications of Cheah’s account is that making vulnera-
bility normative tends to produce an alignment with flows of capital.

Lazzarato states the case more forcibly, suggesting that if we simply endorse 
the need for care, we wind up, however unwittingly, endorsing “work on self” 
within the debt economy. He writes: “The increase in psychologists’, sociologists’, 
and other ‘self- help’ experts’ interventions, the creation of ‘coaching’ for better- 
off workers and obligatory individual monitoring for the poor and un employed, 
the explosion of ‘care for self’ techniques in society— these are symptoms of the 
new forms of individual government, which include, above all, the shaping of 
subjectivity.”15 In the debt economy, as Lazzarato describes it, individuals are 
empowered both to express their need for care and to become their own care-
givers, which allows social institutions and employers to download all responsi-
bility onto individuals for their welfare. It would seem that as the nonnormative 
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personhood implicit in the need for care is rendered normative, it may readily be 
mobilized to fuel the debt economy.

In effect, however, Lazzarato’s account of the debt economy echoes Hobbes’s 
take on vulnerability: it assumes that people need to come together to overcome 
their individual debt by entering into agreements for collective protection. Auton-
omy emerges through a process of overcoming vulnerability. What distinguishes 
the debt economy is its denial of collective autonomy in favor of placing the ulti-
mate responsibility for overcoming on the individual. Discourses on media ad-
diction, as shown in Part I, adopt a similar take: it is assumed that you are always 
already exposed, vulnerable to electromagnetic flows, and no one but you can 
overcome this exposure. As such, even if there are psychologists, sociologists, 
and other experts to offer assistance, such assistance focuses on you, not on the 
formation of new kinds of society.

Such a stance is made manifest in the warning message on anime: you take 
care of yourself. This is where Persona 4 begins: mystical experts speak to you, 
enjoining you to take care of yourself under conditions of exposure to inscrutable 
forces at work in media infrastructures and platforms, where received forms of 
social protection— the police, teachers, parents— mean well but prove ineffective 
at best. Yet for all that you may enter the game as an individual with the potential 
to take on individualized powers, the acceptance of vulnerability in Persona 4 
does not mobilize it for the production of isolated autonomous individuals. Its 
solution is similar to Whitney’s: she proposes to undermine the very dichotomy 
of vulnerability and power, insisting on relational and adaptive “powers that are 
consistent with vulnerability, even complicit with vulnerability: powers whose de-
velopment is inseparable from the adaptation and cultivation of specific vulnera-
bilities.”16 The result is not a debt that is to be mobilized or a weakness that is 
overcome, but equity. Equity, in contrast to debt, implies a sense of equilibrium, 
that is, something that is fair, balanced, or impartial; at the same time, the term 
“equity” implies a sense of positive value or worth.

Now it is clearer what is at stake in the juggling of three different ways of treat-
ing the relation of self to self in Persona 4. The series juggles three perspectives 
in order to avoid losing its sense of equilibrium, and to avoid the normative im-
plications of Jungian self- transcendence and Freudian self- alienation. In effect, 
the series entertains both possibilities, thus transforming them into topologies 
or fields whose juxtaposition makes for something like the Foucauldian hetero-
topia, the latter of which is more explicitly counternormative. The result is equi-
librium, but this equilibrium, in which wounds are consistent with powers, is far 
from equilibrium. It is a metastable state, in a psychosocial register, generating 
equity, a sense of self- worth. The complex conflicts and negotiations arising be-
tween self, shadow, and persona during the individual trials or initiations play 
into the production of equilibrium far from equilibrium, that is, the psychosocial 
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metastable state in which wounds are consistent with powers, and personalized 
powers are consistent with mutual aid. Sustaining such a charged equilibrium 
and relational adaptive powers across the entire anime series results in a highly 
convoluted story, with a series of false endings.

In episode 9, for instance, Narukami and friends catch a young man, Kubo 
Mitsuo, a die- hard fan who is stalking a local idol singer (Kujikawa Rise). Adachi 
(Uncle Dojima’s rookie partner) holds Kubo for questioning but releases him. In 
episode 11, Kubo takes credit for the murders and turns himself in to the police. 
In the subsequent episode, however, Kubo’s shadow in the TV world alters the 
timeline. Narukami and friends are moved forward in time. Only later, after a 
battle in which Narukami uses his newly formed social bonds to summon mul-
tiple personas to defeat this shadow, do signs appear that this was a false ending: 
Kubo confesses, but his defeated shadow does not become a persona. At the end 
of the episode, the teenagers find themselves back at zero— the point where the 
episode started.

In the wake of this temporal loop, which occurs roughly at the midway point 
in the series, the series shifts considerably in tone, and a new character appears 
among them, a boy detective named Shirogane Naoto, who claims that there 
is something wrong with the apparently concluded investigation (episode 16). 
The story gradually begins to focus once again on the murders in the TV world. 
Finally, as it approaches the final chapters of its twenty- six- episode run, the series 
returns to the characters and setup of the first episode. It is not until episode 21 
that Adachi realizes that Namatame may be the culprit. (Recall that speculations 
about Namatame’s affair with the first victim, Yamano, aired over the car radio at 
the beginning of the first episode.) When Narukami’s gang pursues Namatame, 
Namatame kidnaps Nanako. Ultimately, however, when confronted by the teen-
agers, Namatame claims that he put people inside the TV world to save them. In 
other words, the temporal loop midway through the series seems to set the nar-
rative in motion forward and backward at the same time, as if the entire series 
might turn out to be a giant loop.

Indeed, Namatame’s capture turns out to be another false ending: after his 
arrest, fog billows from the TV world into the real world. Narukami and company 
realize that the real criminal is still at large. Ultimately, then, in episode 24, 
Adachi turns out to be the real culprit. Adachi is a criminal mastermind with a 
genuine master plan: to destroy the boring reality of the real world by breaking 
down the boundary between real world and TV world, which is tantamount to the 
destruction of humanity. Significantly, as he expounds on his plan to the kids, 
his image becomes charged with static and noise, as if he were only a television 
image; then, after he shoots himself, a voice takes over his body and a new force 
appears behind him: the orb of sight, which is basically a giant eyeball in the sky 
with a camera lens for an iris.
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In terms of interpretation, these false endings leave the story open to all three 
perspectives. The story may be read in terms of an escalation of the Jungian sce-
nario: the trials of the hero become larger, more arduous, and more demanding 
spiritually, hence the combination of ever- deepening quasi- mythic mystery and 
ever- enlarging battles. In the end, the hero successfully slays the evil entity and 
saves the community. What really matters, however, is neither the beginning nor 
the end, but the prolongation of the journey. The story thus remains open to new 
trials and adventures that can be inserted into it— akin to the abstract encyclope-
dic quality of the epic, as Mikhail Bahktin defined it.17 Once the beginning and 
end are set, the series can weave new materials into it.

For instance, when the PSP Persona 4 game was ported in an enhanced ver-
sion for mobile phones, its title became Persona 4: Golden. As a result of the com-
mercial success of the Persona 4 anime, Persona 4: Golden also gave rise to an 
anime series. This follow- up anime series enhances the first anime series by 
tracking the same story while introducing new characters whose actions serve 
to add new perspectives and adventures into what is essentially the same end-
game. In contrast to the traditional epic form, which tends to add new adventures 
around a single hero, this story form introduces new characters, new perspec-
tives, and new adventures. In effect, the highly stable structure of the monomyth 
is transformed into a field for the generation of multiple story lines and world-
views. This is precisely what Azuma calls metastory and world lines.18 Here it is 
clear that the metastory depends on exploded projection, use of multiple planes 
in the image to construct possibilities for traversing it along different story lines 
based on introducing the perspectives of different characters.19

At the same time, because the series of false endings makes the villain in 
Persona 4 into an increasingly abstract godlike entity, it is difficult to rule out feel-
ings of paranoia, the sense of a vast conspiracy, of someone running the show 
behind the scenes, which invite Lacanian interpretation. Particularly because the 
villain turns into a disembodied eye with a disembodied voice (and a deep, mas-
culine voice at that), the scenario invites a more Oedipal interpretation: Narukami 
does not slay this force that would negate him; he accommodates and internalizes 
its (paternal) authority. Indeed, the disembodied voice of the final battle recalls 
the disembodied voice that hailed Narukami in the opening episode: “I am you, 
and you are me.” What is more, the general relation to authority in Persona 4 
adopts a comfortably Oedipal trajectory. Narukami adopts the role of detective 
like his gruff and affable uncle, as if internalizing his authority. Similarly, the 
teenagers take on the work of the police force; they do not reject policing but 
rather encrypt it. They become new kinds of detectives, new kinds of police, new 
kinds of authority. Generally speaking, when the focus is on crime and detection, 
the story feels Freudian or Lacanian, and when the focus falls on spiritual jour-
ney, the story feels like a Jungian scenario, a Campbell- like monomyth.
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If the Jungian and Lacanian scenarios are conflated or collapsed into one an-
other, then Persona 4 may appear to present nothing more than a transfer of au-
thority— or the desire for a transfer of authority— from traditional sources (police 
and off- line detection, parents, broadcast television) to new bodies (gamers and 
online detection, teenagers, mobile phones). The story then appears to be about 
generational turnover, a transfer of power: the wound inflicted by the traditional 
source is internalized to empower the next generation. Persona 4 adopts a dif-
ferent tack, however. It does not place wounds and powers in a linear temporal 
movement, a movement from wound to power, either in the form of transcend-
ing wounds (Jungian) or of encrypting wounds (Lacanian). What characterizes 
Persona 4 is its emphasis on relational adaptive powers consistent with wounds. 
As such, the Jungian and Lacanian scenarios are held in disjunctive synthesis, 
at once held apart and together, to make way for a third scenario, in which the 
“taking place” between the two is what matters. Similarly, a third site emerges 
between the two generations.

The final episode returns to the first episode when Narukami shook hands 
with the gas station attendant. At that moment, Izanami, a goddess, conferred 
on Narukami the ability to travel into the TV world. Yet the very source of power 
turns out to be multiple and heterogeneous. Izanami bestowed the same ability 
on Adachi and Namatame, with quite different effects. These three characters— 
Narukami, Adachi, and Namatame— present different ways of dephasing the 
metastable source. What is more, although Izanami is in fact a goddess who ap-
pears in one of Japan’s earliest mythological texts, Kojiki, her role in Persona 4 
does not follow in any direct way from that corpus of myth. Reading Kojiki will 
not help with navigating Persona 4. Because sources ultimately turn out to be 
multiple and heterogeneous, their effects cannot be reduced to wound versus 
power. It is not a matter of a wound followed by power, or vice versa. When a 
path is traced from the source, or when a story is told, the effect is provisionally 
one of linearity or causality. But then the story folds back, and back again, and 
yet again, precisely to prolong the metastable state associated with its multiple 
heterogeneous source.

In sum, departure from the source is like dephasing: there is a relation, but 
it is not causal in the usual cause- and- effect way. Dephasing retains something 
of the multiplicity and heterogeneity of the source: an individual emerges with 
(at least) three facets: self, shadow, persona. Because these three facets cannot be 
ordered hierarchically, the individual turns out to be internally populated with 
selves. Moreover, this apparently internal physic population is matched by an 
external social formation of friends and relationships. As it individuates, the in-
dividual brings forth a heterarchical society. I am aware that in describing the 
process with terms such as “metastable state” and “dephasing,” the process may 
appear neat and tidy. On the contrary. As the twists and turns of the story line 
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of Persona 4 attest, the process entails a seemingly endless series of qualifications 
and complications, a veritable horde of nonhuman modes of existence, a hybrid-
ized throng of shadows, demons, personas, and persons, all of whom clamor for 
attention. Such a complex, messy situation calls for tactics of “lived distance,” to 
use Merleau- Ponty’s term, ways of living closely with diverse modes of existence 
while maintaining a certain degree of distance.20 After all, you do not wish to get 
too attached to your wound or to your power.

Living between Platforms
Drawing on Merleau- Ponty’s discussion of “childlike perception,” Shiloh Whitney 
writes,

The child’s perceptual field is not yet organized around a qualitative distinc-
tion between private and public parts of perception— those that take place 
outside of bodies, and those that take place privately, inside bodies. The 
indistinction of self and other is for Merleau- Ponty a corollary of this indistinc-
tion of interoception and exteroception. . . . When the adult smiles at her, the 
child experiences not “an other person” in the adult sense of that expression, 
but rather a conduct, which is literally “transferred” from the adult to the child 
through “sympathy.”21

Thus Merleau- Ponty and Whitney broach the problematic of affect through feel-
ings of sympathy between child and parent. Sympathy entails indistinction at 
the level of perception: the child does not perceive a boundary between inside 
and outside, between self and other. The appearances and movements of others 
are felt as conducts that induct behavior in the child— hence the “dizzying prox-
imity of others” that characterizes child perception.22 A smile induces a smile. 
A smile affects our conduct. What interests Merleau- Ponty is the persistence of 
such affective indistinction in adults, who are nonetheless prone to make self– 
other distinctions. “As adults, what we see others doing still functions to mobi-
lize feelings— again in both the motor and affective sense— in our own bodies.” 
Segregation does occur. “And yet this segregation does not abolish the indistinc-
tion between myself and other, for it is ‘a process which, moreover . . . is never 
completely finished.’”23 Ultimately, then, although Merleau- Ponty wishes to call 
attention to a dimension of experience that is usually neglected (indistinction), 
he is actually interested in the relation between distinction and indistinction. He 
sums up the experience thus: “I live somehow from a distance.”24

Both Whitney and Merleau- Ponty focus on what happens between human 
selves and human others; they thus bracket questions about techniques and 
technologies. Yet in the context of television and animation, such questions are 
impossible to bracket. What smiles at the child, or at the child in you, is the ani-
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mated character. That smile affects your conduct. Adults, of course, are supposed 
to make the proper kind of distinction between self and this anime other, but, 
as Merleau- Ponty persuasively demonstrates, feelings of indistinction remain 
in adult perception. Adults surely also feel the dizzying proximity of the anime 
other, even as they strive to segregate themselves from it. Adults are equally sus-
ceptible to have their conduct affected by the conduct of anime others. They are 
susceptible to parasocial relations.

The same may be said of the conduct of television others. Lazzarato, for in-
stance, sees such indistinction as the central feature of television, one that he 
wishes to denounce: “In the 1970s Pasolini described very precisely how tele-
vision has changed the soul and bodies of Italians, how it became the main in-
strument of an anthropological transformation that affected first and foremost 
the young. . . . [Television] operates through example rather than through disci-
pline, imitation, or constraint. It is a conduct of conduct, action on possible action 
(of which also Foucault talks about).”25

Lazzarato’s massive generalization about television recalls prior accounts of 
television that tended to pathologize its parasocial effects, but it also clarifies the 
underlying mistake that allows for such exaggeration and totalization. Lazzarato 
assumes a kind of automatic immediacy at work in the operation of conduct on 
conduct. Feelings and conduct are a site of immediate control in his account, 
because for him what lies below the threshold of perception or perceptual distinc-
tion in television remains inaccessible to political resistance or ethical engage-
ment. In contrast, while Merleau- Ponty’s notion of indistinction implies a vertigi-
nous feeling of closeness, he does not equate affect or feeling with immediacy. 
On the contrary, he turns to indistinction in order to approach the process of 
differentiation between self and others without assuming the model of sovereign 
enclosures or bounded territories in advance. As such, as Whitney notes, the 
distinction between self and others is not given once and for all but must be lived 
and negotiated. Thus, she concludes, “It follows that the wall, the border or parti-
tion, is not the right model for all of our experience of intercorporeal difference. 
There must be an operation of differentiation in childhood and intimate adult 
relationships that is not finally or fully describable as the parsing of territories, 
the assertion ‘this is mine, this is yours.’”26

This is precisely the stance of Persona 4 in its treatment of the relation between 
human self and human others. Thus it avoids massive generalizations about tele-
vision and takes care in its treatment of media platforms. And it proceeds in a 
manner similar to Merleau- Ponty: focusing attention on indistinction, on how 
the conduct of the other affects your conduct. Yet Persona 4 does not limit feelings 
of indistinction to your relationships with human others. It suggests that it is 
through your experience of an affective relation with nonhuman others that your 
affective relation to human others is possible. Which is to say, the indistinction 
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between human and nonhuman does not follow from the indistinction between 
human self and human other. It comes first. It is experientially prior, and it may 
be prior to the phenomenological relation itself. In the context of Persona 4, for 
instance, things do not begin with a “natural” relationship, such as the relation-
ship between child and parent. They begin with what Foucault calls the counter-
action of the mirror in his previously cited account of heterotopia: how does the 
conduct of the mirror (its generation of a virtual space) affect your conduct? 
Interestingly, Foucault is close to Merleau- Ponty on this point: the counteraction 
of the mirror affects not only you but also your space, your incorporeal topology, 
that is, the flesh of the world.27

In Persona 4, what Foucault calls the counteraction of the mirror happens 
through the screen interface. The anime and game series focus specifically on 
the television screen, but in keeping with the media ecology for the franchise, 
which is centered on porting games from platform to platform (console to con-
sole, console to smartphone), the behavior of the television screen is compatible 
with mobile phones and smartphones. This compatibility may seem surprising. 
After all, the screens of smartphones and television sets operate in different ways, 
and the actual platforms would seem to entail different kinds of experience. They 
diverge, technically and socially. The wager of Persona 4, however, is that what-
ever diverges communicates. The actual divergence of screens makes for a vir-
tual unity, and this virtual unity becomes technically actualized within a media 
ecology, whose form of expression is media mix or multimedia franchising. In 
other words, the counteraction of the television screen, its pressure, bears with 
it the virtual unity of its media ecology. In the anime and game series, the TV 
screen is enacting the portable ecology based on porting media across platforms.

A concrete example occurs in the culminating episodes of Persona 4, where 
Narukami, who has the ability to take on multiple personas, confronts multiple 
versions of himself on television screens piled high (Figure 13.11). It is a perplex-
ing, paradoxical scenario. The television set appears to be a vehicle for presenting 
multiple images of Narukami as if captured at slightly different angles. Yet it is 
impossible to figure out how these images are or were being captured. If they 
are live transmissions, a camera or some camera- like device should be visible. 
If the images were prerecorded, the effect would nonetheless be the same: the 
screens do not really represent Narukami but instead are transmitting his virtual 
unity. But then, conversely, the multiple screens are also enacting the virtual 
unity of television platforms, as if these televisions were somehow, somewhere 
connected. It is like a distorted version of the television studio, with its multiple 
cameras capturing the drama from multiple angles, or like a disjointed rendition 
of the broadcast studio. In any case, the overall effect is to produce a likeness or 
semblance between the virtual unity of Narukami (psychosocial) and that of the 
television screens (technological, infrastructural, or both). Suddenly it is as if 
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Narukami were a vehicle for multiplying the number of connections across plat-
forms. Narukami is the key to the multiplication of screens and the connections 
between them. In sum, this scenario mobilizes the relation between distinction 
and indistinction: there is a perceptual distance and also a dizzying proximity 
between Narukami and the screen.

From Narukami’s perspective, this experience of the relation to self might 
well be described in terms of the self as other. Yet this other self (or self– other) 
does not split along the fundamental divide of the psychoanalytic turn— between 
self- love and self- alienation. Instead it marks the advent of a media heterotopia in 
which media topologies (ecologies and infrastructures) associated with television 
and smartphones affect conduct in real world, becoming its flesh. The ethics of 
lived distance, then, happens with and through media platforms and infrastruc-
tures. In this ethics, exposure to the expanded television media ecology does 
indeed present a risk. But that risk is not to be managed through discourses on 
media addiction, for instance, which demand a constant suppression of vulner-
ability and dependency, a work on self to attain and maintain an autonomous 
relation to the screen. The gambit of Persona 4 is that you must run the risk of 
media dependency because dependency on media is not essentially different in 

FIGURE 13.11. In the “true ending” 
of episode 26, Narukami feels 
alone and trapped within 
himself, which is experienced 
as multiple television images, in 
another combination of source 
and surround effects.
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kind from dependency on humans. So you spiral down the rabbit hole, where 
you undergo training and learn techniques for living the distance between your 
self and others, both human and nonhuman. In this portable interface complex, 
television truly takes on its gamic dimension through the counteraction of the 
television screen on everyday life, which transforms daily space into a heterotopic 
field of play- through.
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METHODOLOGICALLY SPEAKING, MY INTERPRETATIONS IN PART III HAVE BEEN GROUNDED IN READING ACROSS DIFFERENT 
levels of encounter between television, animation, and games instead of relying 
on an analysis of the anime series alone. This is because the “affective solution” 
or “virtual unity” is neither in the anime series nor contained by it. The affec-
tive solution occurs through what Williams calls the social technology of tele-
vision, through its technosocial machine, that is, the practices, habits, and tech-
niques that arise in the context of engaging with or using television animation. 
Interpretation of the social technology of television animation thus must work 
across infrastructures, platforms, and transmedia franchises while considering 
specific media instantiations and individual series. When the analysis moves 
across these orders or gradations of complexity, it is above all the media ecology 
that provides the key to understanding the affective solutions of these different 
franchises and series. The media ecology is a holding pattern between television 
infrastructures, multimedia franchising, and the transmedia storytelling called 
media mix. It arises through the energy cascade: because each component or 
instance of the mix relates to the others via the energy cascade, their relations are 
as much infraindividual and intra- active as they are interindividual interactions. 
The ecology is the affective– material continuum that emerges intra- actively to-
gether with interactions: its solution is thus affective and its unity virtual.

My point of departure was thus to situate the anime series within its media 
mix franchise in order to delineate the media ecology that at once enabled and 
happened through that franchise formation. The affective solution might be 
considered a holding pattern hovering over another holding pattern, or coursing 
through it. In methodological terms, there are two sides to the media ecology, 

CONCLU S I ON
S I GN A L E T I C  A N I M I S M
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which, in the manner of William James, might be described as objective and 
subjective. The objective side is primarily a matter of components, that is, infra-
structures, platforms, and media instances such as manga, anime, games, toys, 
novels, songs, singers, and voice actors. It offers a higher degree of extensivity, 
and thus we try to map and measure the interactions between individual com-
ponents. The subjective side is usually addressed in various ways as psychology: 
feelings, moods, emotions, formations of self, subjects, subjectivity. Here inten-
sity is the key.

In chapter 12, I offered a schematic mapping of these two sides of the prob-
lematic arrayed along two axes (see Figure 12.1). The psychosocial axis referred 
to the polarization of individualizing techniques and totalizing procedures, while 
the technomedial axis referred to the polarization of point- to- point and one- to- 
many tendencies within television infrastuctures. In a rudimentary and tentative 
way, such a schematization is intended to provide of a diagram of how techni-
cal tendencies become socially bifurcated, and conversely, how social tendencies 
may become technically bifurcated. As for the relation between the two axes, I 
first characterized them as two sides of the same coin, only to transform that coin 
into a Möbius strip, a non- Euclidean figure: when you travel along one side of it, 
you somehow wind up on the other.

When I speak of affective solutions or virtual unity, it is the traveling I am 
trying to address— the traveling in which you are continuously flipping between 
sides because you are moving along both at once. Objective and subjective are 
different ways of talking about that movement, not different realities. As such, 
affective solutions arising in different media ecologies cannot be neatly mapped 
onto the diagram, for they are not categories or positions. They are complexes— 
entanglements of psychosocial and technomedial tendencies. They occur through 
the “mangle of practice,” to evoke Andrew Pickering’s phrase.1 They mobilize all 
the zones of the field to a greater or lesser degree, which serves to generate hold-
ing patterns or incipient zones of autonomy gathering across the field.

Although this study has avoided neat and clear- cut separations between 
the social, psychic, and technical or medial aspects of the technopsychosocial 
mangle of television- animation media, each part has had its emphases. Part I 
dealt primarily with the site and moment when the limit- exerience of that tech-
nopsychosocial mangle came to the surface: the Pokémon Incident. Part II ad-
opted a more objective or technosocial perspective on the mangle through an 
inquiry into the genealogical relation between television and new media. It con-
cluded with an account of the emergence of an ontopolitical field of television 
media stretching across sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical formations. 
Part III looked at transmedia ecology more from the subjective or psychological 
side of the mangle— media- mangled practices of self. Now the question is, what 
is the relation between the ontopolitical field disclosed in Part II and the affective 



 C O N C L U S I O N  | 347

solutions explored in Part III? This is precisely the question into which I wish to 
delve by way of conclusion. What are the ontopolitical implications of the affective 
solutions offered by the four transmedia ecologies discussed in Part III?

Affective Playback
Recall that the Crayon Shin- chan series played with the social bifurcation of the 
one- to- many tendency, highlighting a tension within one- to- many broadcasting 
between a hierarchical ordering of source over audiences and a unidirectional 
force to be embodied in the individual TV user. In contrast, the Detective Conan 
series lingered on the point- to- point tendency of television distribution, only to 
split socially into two tendencies: environmental and heterarchical. Figure C.1 
schematically maps the movement of these two affective solutions. Such a map-
ping is rudimentary and inadequate because it looks more like Cartesian coor-
dinate space rather than the Riemannian topology that informs my thinking. I 
venture it nonetheless in hopes of these coordinates may prove useful to readers 

TOTALIZING

environmental hierarchical

heterarchical unidirectional

INDIVIDUALIZING

POINT-TO-POINT ONE-TO-MANY

C S

FIGURE C.1. In the Crayon Shin- chan series (S), the one- to- many technical tendency 
becomes socially bifurcated into hierarchical and unidirectional tendencies, 
with an affective solution that favors the latter in autoelectromagnetizing 
discharges. In the Detective Conan series (C), it is the point- to- point 
technical tendency of television distribution that becomes socially split, 
into environmental and heterarchical tendencies, in which improvisational 
moments continuously rupture immersion.
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in understanding the basic argument, and with the expectation that readers are 
capable of imagining them topologically.

Figure C.2 offers a mapping of the affective transmedia movement of the 
.hack and Persona 4 series. Like the Crayon Shin- chan series, the .hack series deals 
with the ways in which social tendencies become technically bifurcated, but it 
largely focuses on the totalizing end of the spectrum. It thus stages a conflict 
between environmental tendencies (the immersive world of the online game) 
and hierarchical tendencies (corporate and governmental ordering of the world 
outside the game). It was as if the series could only arrive at genuinely individual-
izing tendencies by staging cycles of mutually assured destruction in which “The 
World” destroyed the world, and vice versa.

Like the Detective Conan series, the Persona 4 series also deals with the ways 
in which social tendencies become technically bifurcated, but true to the larger 
MegaTen series, it gravitates toward the individualizing end of the spectrum. In 

FIGURE C.2. The .hack series (H) dwells on totalizing social tendencies, which 
are bifurcated through the interaction of the online “World” and the real 
world into hierarchical tendencies (corporate governmental control) and 
environmental tendencies (complete immersion in augmented reality). Its 
affective solution comes of staging mutual destruction to release individual 
frequencies. The Persona 4 (P) series is skewed between individualizing social 
tendencies, splitting them in order to map out heterotopological possibilities 
arising between source (unidirectional) and surround (heterarchical).
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keeping with its porting media ecology, Persona 4 strips the one- to- many ten-
dency of broadcast television of its hierarchical implications, highlighting its uni-
directional force— with a quest for the source of the signal. At the same time, the 
source is constantly splitting into multiple signals, resulting in a field swarming 
with diverse modes of existence— a thoroughly heterarchical field. The series 
does not, however, envision a conflict between the unidirectional (signal from 
source) and the heterarchical (multiple signals). Nor does it strive to contain the 
signal within an immersive or environmental field. Instead, the heterarchical 
tendency turns out to be somehow in the source itself: the source proves mul-
tiple, heterogeneous, metastable.

As I will explain below, the Persona 4 series thus brings us closest to the on-
topolitical possibilities of television media, precisely where (and when) broadcast 
television is becoming entangled with mobile and social media via iOS games 
for keitai. But this is not merely because the Persona 4 series is more contempo-
rary than the other three series. In fact, even though the Crayon Shin- chan and 
Detective Conan series, for instance, may feel older than the .hack and Persona 4 
series in terms of their technologies and media practices, all four are equally 
contemporaneous. All are currently successful franchises. Their contempora-
neousness provides a reminder of the complexity and diversity of transmedia 
encounters between television, animation, and games. Interestingly, Persona 4 is 
arguably the oldest of the franchises, in that the first game of the MegaTen se-
ries was released in 1987, before the inaugural chapters of the Crayon Shin- chan 
manga (1990) and the Detective Conan manga (1994), and well before the first 
Pokémon game (1996) and the first .hack gamic media mix (2002).

If Persona 4 feels more contemporary than the other three in its media ecol-
ogy, it is partly because the MegaTen series has been the most heteregeneous and 
openly structured of the four franchises, which has enabled it to branch into side 
series like Persona 4 that radically depart from prior series in their media ecol-
ogy. It is partly because the MegaTen series emerges in conjunction with the new 
media of 1980s Japan and thus speaks directly to it. In effect, Persona 4 is both 
the newest and oldest media ecology: it is a genealogical descendent of 1980s new 
media, comprising the home television network (VCR, game console, PC) and 
expanded distribution infrastructures that increasingly aligned television with 
telecommunications (cable, satellite, video), and it is the forerunner in new gamic 
ecologies moving across televisions and smartphones. The Persona 4 series thus 
puts a spin on the notion of posttelevision that agrees with Lyotard’s formulation 
of the postmodern: posttelevision transmedia are incipient in television media, 
and as such, their emergence confirms that television is now irrevocable and 
inevitable.2

This surely explains why the affective solution offered in Persona 4 delves the 
deepest into the production of distribution of television, dipping into its metastable 
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source to propose a wondrous and troubling manner of exploring the relation of 
self to self, and of self to others, in the era of new television media: all beings are 
modes of signaletic existence. Everything is becoming a signaletic being, poten-
tially. Thus the gamic encounter between television and animation converges on 
a vision of signaletic animism. This is where the ontopolitical field of television 
comes to the fore— not for the first time, but as if to realize fully the parasocial 
possibilities debated in the early decades of television. Signaletic animism might 
be described as the inverse of the ontopolitical field, or as the resistance that 
sends a charge through that field.

To situate the ontopolitical implications of signaletic being and animism, let 
me reconsider the four transmedia ecologies in terms of their relation to the 
power formations discussed in Part II.

Ontopower Reboot
Insofar as the more subjective side (infrastructure complex) is the inverse or 
double of the more objective side (technosocial fields of rationality), the one may 
be tentatively mapped onto the other (Figure C.3). The hierarchical tendency is a 
double of sovereign power and the unidirectional tendency of disciplinary sites. 
The environmental tendency doubles the biopolitical, while the ontopolitical is 
the flip side of the heterarchical tendency. Such a mapping is not exact, or more 
precisely anexact. Yet it allows us to consider how the four infrastructure com-
plexes are related to a field of rationality: sovereign, disciplinary, biopolitical, and 
ontopolitical.

When the Crayon Shin- chan series introduces a bifurcation into the one- to- 
many tendency, it is also generating a relay between the sovereign power of the 
family (invested in the father or father figure) and the disciplinary segmentation 
of space. The toppling of the hierarchical domination of source over audience is 
akin to overturning the sovereign authority of the father. But the father does not 
disappear. In fact, sovereign authority is invested into the tiny body of Shin- chan, 
where it cannot be fully accommodated, resulting in wriggling, jiggling joy and 
perversion. It cannot be fully accommodated because Shin- chan cannot function 
properly in disciplinary spaces (school, work, army, or political and economic 
centers). For the same reason, sovereign power cannot be eradicated. Television 
media are thus functioning in the social manner that Yoshimi and Williams 
describe: at once centralizing and segmenting, but at the same time multiplying 
and flowing. This is precisely what Shin- chan embodies with his transformative 
hentai and henshin powers.

What is more, because the father does not vanish from the scene even when 
overturned, the crisis in sovereign authority can be readily displaced onto and 
enlarged into biopolitical crises. Indeed, when the more diminutive TV- format 
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Shin- chan is enlarged and prolonged for the big screen of theatrical release, bio-
political crises are introduced: the end of the world in some guise or another. 
These are always resolved, however, through the domestic scenario: father, 
mother, son, daughter, and pet dog working together. In sum, the arrow in Fig-
ure C.1 depicting the affective movement of the Crayon Shin- chan series is in fact 
a countermovement and a generative resistance to sovereign power (whose move-
ment runs into the contrary direction). Consequently, although the Crayon Shin- 
chan series liberates ontopolitical forces in the form of diverse beings swarming 
onto the scene, these beings are usually articulated in contrast to the family: 
angry brides, evil patriarchs, and homosexual lone wolves or gay love couples, for 
instance. This multitude becomes shackled to the household to deal with crises 
in sovereignty.

Like the Crayon Shin- chan series, the .hack series presents a challenge to the 
hierarchical tendency and thus to the sovereign power of the household. It moves 
away from the family into an online world where household members may adopt 
quite different, radically nonhierarchical relations with one another. Such a move 
demands, however, an enlargement of biopolitical crises to the point where they 

FIGURE C.3. The four transmedia ecologies can be mapped, anexactly, with respect 
to the technosocial fields of rationality, with an emphasis on their primary 
relay function. Thus the Crayon Shin- chan series, for instance, is primarily 
operative between the sovereign power of the family and disciplinary sites, 
which is also where its potential for activism arises.
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encompass all relations. Thus the crisis in the online world registers immediately 
as a crisis of the off- line world. All the disciplinary sites— especially government 
and corporate operations— must be brought to bear on the biopolitical crisis 
wherein the end of the media world is synonymous with the end of the natural 
world. Ontopolitical forces are also enclosed within the game: the diverse ava-
tars do not operate solely within the online world. Also, the only avatar who can 
save the world is synchronized with a game- generated AI. As such, although the 
ontopolitical affects the off- line world, it leads back to the household through its 
subordination to the biopolitical crisis. The affective solution of the .hack series 
thus consists of a countermovement or resistance to the movement that produces 
a relay between biopolitical and sovereign formations of power.

The Detective Conan series produces a relay that scarcely seems germane to 
television media at all, at least initially. It consists of a twofold eccentric move-
ment in which closing the case follows from solving the mystery, but case closed 
occurs in a different register than mystery solved. Case closed requires impro-
visation, switching within one body between bodily potentials associated with 
radically different bodies (child, teenager, adult; and radio, telephone, television, 
print). Improvisation thus releases ontopolitical possibilities. The murder mys-
teries, which typically hinge on familial intrigues or workplace rivalries, imply 
biopolitical crises embracing both familial and disciplinary sites. The question 
is thus, to what extent does this ontopolitical field function autonomously of the 
biopolitical crises of sovereignty that pull disciplinary expertise into their fold? 
The delight of the Detective Conan series comes of its improvisation (how will 
Conan close the case once he has solved the mystery?), and its improvisation en-
tails a countermovement to the more totalizing tendencies inherent in biopoliti-
cal crises of sovereignty. It tends to reach an impasse, however, in its tendency to 
personalize improvisation. Personalization is its internal limit, at once the condi-
tion for and the impossibility of improvisation.

The interest of the Persona 4 series lies in how it pushes more resolutely to-
ward the production of heterarchical entities and thus comes closer to the ontopo-
litical field. The series does not dispense with crises in sovereignty, either of the 
family or of the biopolitical. Like Conan, the hero of Persona 4 inhabits a sort of 
extended family remix, and the murder mystery enlarges into a biopolitical crisis 
akin to the .hack series in which the media world threatens to destroy the off- line 
world. As with the other series, the Persona 4 series folds the four tendencies 
into its manifold. Yet it pushes more against disciplinary space: its teenagers are 
uncanny doubles of the officially trained and sanctioned police force. The police 
force embodies a biopolitical crisis to the extent that some officers are operating 
beyond the law as criminals. The teenagers, then, are doubling an extralegal dis-
ciplinary situation. In effect they present a countermovement to a situation that 
might be described as fascism or totalitarianism, in which forces operating out-
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side the law are the rule of the land, with sovereignty invested in special opera-
tions and extralegal contingencies— what Agamben calls the state of exception.

Collectively, these four transmedia ecologies help clarify what is at stake in the 
ontopolitical capacity of television media. They show the capacity of television to 
produce parasocial relations and thus to populate online and off- line worlds with 
a heterarchical multitude of human and nonhuman actors. With the .hack and 
Persona 4 series, television- animation media appears so confident of its ability 
to serve as relay between sovereign, disciplinary, and biopolitical formations of 
power that it can now function in a metamedia or supermedia capacity. As such, 
ontopower is not merely a fourth possibility that emerges with the transforma-
tion of television through new media. It is the key not only to what television has 
been doing for a long time but also to what it can be. New media have not broken 
with television media. On the contrary, new media have spurred television media 
to realize their ontopolitical possibilities, to enhance and intensify their para-
social capacity. Put another way, television media are pushing toward a situation 
in which the plane of composition emerging through the infraindividual intra- 
action of self, platform, and character is becoming operative, more and more 
tangibly. As such, the affective solutions of these transmedia ecologies are wor-
thy of careful consideration precisely because they indicate the sites of potential 
counteractualization. They gravitate toward the sites where the ontopolitical field 
of television media is increasingly becoming operative. But they do not simply 
reproduce ontopower. Their affective solutions imply the possibility for an activ-
ism that confronts the operative capacity of the field on its own terms, by sticking 
to the resistance inherent to the field.

This sort of activist potential comes to the fore when the Persona 4 series chal-
lenges us to think of power consistent with vulnerability through a mode of sig-
naletic being. Signaletic being in Persona 4 is not simply an operative entity (an 
avatar you control). It becomes a platformative entity that situates you to act with 
and through nonhuman actors in order to raise infraindividual intra- actions to a 
different power.

Animism
I previously evoked a distinction between signal and noise, only to say that the 
two are inseparable, regardless of whether the medium is digital or analog. It 
would be more accurate to say that signaletic being involves a relation between 
signal and noise akin to the relation between wound and power for human be-
ings in Persona 4: it is a matter of signals that are consistent with noise. Put 
another way, the power of transmission of a signal takes on consistency with or 
through noise. As such, noise is not external to the signal, something that can be 
stripped away. In fact, it is not noise at all. It might be called internal resonance, 
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even though it is not really inside or outside, because such resonance occurs 
with other signals. It refers to the way in which the signal affects other signals, 
including how it is received. It is more like noise populated with signals, or vul-
nerability replete with potentiality. It opens into the infraindividual intra- active 
relationality implicit in media.

If Persona 4 imagines human being and signaletic being in an analogous man-
ner, it is because interactions among human beings take place within a media 
ecology that spurs and activates their intra- active relations. Like signaletic being, 
human being entails a sort of internal spreading, implying multiple bandwidths 
and frequencies, and it is these patterns of resonance that make for affective 
relationships. It is a matter of feelings that are always active in perceiving and 
acting— a dizzying proximity that subsists within perception occurring at a more 
comfortable social distance. For Merleau- Ponty, the point is not to say that every-
thing is indistinct, that all relations are only ones of dizzying proximity, without 
distinction. On the contrary, indistinction provides a way to consider how self– 
other distinctions emerge and operate, how differences are negotiated and lived. 
In Persona 4, indistinction is expanded beyond the human– human relations in 
Merleau- Ponty’s account to comprise nonhuman others, that is, character and 
platform. The smile or frown that affects your conduct is a smiling or frown-
ing machine, which happens with and through a gamut of human, humanoid, 
and nonhuman bodies, including television platforms and anime characters. 
The flesh of the world thus includes media worlds and platform infrastructures, 
and differences are lived and negotiated through play, that is, story- play or gamic 
fabulation.

Two objections to such an approach frequently arise. The first is that this ap-
proach is thoroughly anthropomorphic; it implies an underlying analogy of plat-
forms and characters to human beings.3 The second objection is that humans 
are transformed into machines, and whatever makes humans distinctive is lost. 
I began to anticipate such objections in chapter 9 by addressing the ontopoliti-
cal implications of platformative characters in terms of a plane of composition 
formed by the intersection of three lines at three points: animal, machine, and 
human. This geometry is not really Euclidean, for such points cannot be located 
in a coordinate fashion, and the consequent plane is a technosocial topology, a 
field. It is the looser and stranger technosocial coordination of these points in 
anime characters that makes for their ability and capacity for serializing and 
for generating worlds of story- play. As such, a human is not turning into a ma-
chine. Nor are all beings turning into humanlike entities. Neither one needs to 
resemble the other. Something is crossing over from the platform to the charac-
ter, and from the character to the user, and from the user to the platform dur-
ing these interactions. These interactions are not producing resemblance. They 
are performatively iterating a set of infraindividual intra- actions: semblance. The 
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ontopolitical field is precisely a field, not a unidirectional action on the part of 
humans upon machines, or machines upon humans, or for that matter non-
human animals.

The technosocial topology of the ontopolitical field, then, recalls animism. For 
instance, Danny Naveh and Nurit Bird- David see in animism a shift in how we 
perceive things: “What may appear as a ‘thing’ to a mind infused with ‘typificatory 
schemes’ and nonimmediate considerations may appear as a ‘person’ more than 
a ‘thing’ to a mind available to perceive it in its outmost vividness.”4 Likewise, 
Kenneth M. Morrison notes that the animic mode organizes “indigenous life . . . 
around the existence of persons, human and otherwise, rather than around ma-
teriality.”5 This is precisely what is at stake in the Persona 4 series: what mat-
ters is the person and relations among persons instead of distinctions between 
humans, machines, and animals. What comes to the fore is personation— the 
generation of persons (ontogenesis) in conjunction with careful attention to per-
sonness (relational epistemology).6 The animism of television animation differs 
profoundly, to say the least, from the animism of indigenous peoples and the new 
anthropology of animism. Two differences in particular merit attention.

First, as the prior discussion of power formations attests, personation in trans-
media ecologies always runs the risk of becoming normative and operative, or at 
least conventional and habitual. The question is thus, when, how, and to what ex-
tent do these habitual and conventionalized crossings turn back into techniques 
that reopen the relation of semblance? How or how much does it happen? How 
does the operative become actionable, open to activism?

Second, the animism of transmedia ecologies is related to the electromagnetic 
and signaletic, which is to say, elements or instances within transmedia ecology 
relate to one another through their relation to an electromagnetic energy cascade, 
which might also be called, in the manner of William James, a “little absolute,” 
something nonrelational at the heart of relationality. Everything is composed of 
blink. The personness of signaletic beings occurs in relation to electromagnetic 
realities through composing with blink. How, then, are we to proceed with this 
signaletic animism?

Thinkers of the ontopolitical such as Latour, Massumi, Povinelli, and Stengers 
come to mind, as well as Donna Haraway. During the heyday of Japanese dis-
courses on new media, Haraway began to consider such questions by proclaim-
ing to her preference to be a cyborg rather than a goddess, embracing a figure 
that N. Katherine Hayles has aptly referred to as “contaminated to the core, 
making it exquisitely appropriate.”7 As such, in Haraway, received social distinc-
tions, such as those of gender, turn out to be parasocial media- like distinctions. 
Representational reality is invariably contaminated, politically speaking, but this 
contamination is potentially exquisite, as Haraway and Hayles say. Your relation 
to it will depend on whether you see in it a failure of representation or a wager 
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about other possible realities. If this situation is taken as the very worst, then 
you will surely bemoan how television animation wreaks havoc with the politics 
of representation, serving up a seemingly endless series of “paras” and “oids”— 
androids, ethnoids, gynoids, and other modes of paraexistence and paraconduct 
that occur alongside received social distinctions and appear somehow contrary to 
them without becoming contradictory enough to offer a firm stance.

By contrast, Haraway’s wager is that if women are becoming somehow ma-
chinic, things have changed or are changing, and not only for the worse. Like-
wise, if self is becoming platformative, if platforms are becoming personlike, 
then something is changing. Not least among these changes is the emergence 
of gamic TV realities, which expand the space in front of the television into a 
networked environment: daily space becomes a media heterotopia. To play across 
heterogeneous media topologies, you have to become to some degree platforma-
tive, maybe splitting the difference between television set and mobile phone, 
to make something of the stuff of blink. Still, make no mistake: this is where 
every one becomes vulnerable and exposed; and vulnerability and exposure, if 
rendered normative, can make for the worst kinds of dependency.

The lesson of the Pokémon Incident, in this respect, is not so much that 
television and animation can do neurological damage. Rather, the lesson is that 
when vulnerability to media takes on a normative value, a new field of rational-
ity emerges around paradigms of dependency. This field of rationality becomes 
especially salient in contemporary discourses on media addiction, but the appa-
ratus is a wide- reaching ensemble comprising media institutions, scientific stud-
ies, governmental measures, and aesthetic propositions that hinges on enacting 
a system of relations among them. In effect, insofar as vulnerability and depen-
dency take on a normative value within the field of rationality produced through 
such an apparatus, this field shares terrain with or intersects the parasocial di-
mension of television as well as the effects of exposure integral to capitalism 
(increasingly evident in forms of precarious labor with affective connotations). 
What is to be done about these increasingly normativized forms of vulnerability? 
More specifically, what can television animation do?

Philip Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers formulate a response that resonates 
with contemporary new media in much the way that Haraway’s cyborg mani-
festo resonated with 1980s new media: witchcraft. Above all, they argue, we need 
protection, but not in the form of the Hobbesian security apparatus in which we 
collectively overcome our vulnerability through military and economic might. 
Rather, we need protection from what they call “infernal alternatives,” that is, 
“that set of situations that seem to leave no other choice than resignation or a 
slightly hollow sounding denunciation (such a denunciation is powerless because 
this situation offers no hold and the conclusion always comes back to the same 
thing: it is the whole ‘system’ that has to be destroyed).”8 Debates about television 
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and media have also tended toward infernal alternatives: the system must be re-
luctantly accepted, hollowly denounced, or completely dismantled. The result, as 
Pignarre and Stengers indicate, is a combination of “paranoia and depression,” 
which comes of attributing “to capitalism the ensemble of operations of capture 
from which it profits, and to be seized by the powerlessness to resist it.”9

The same is true of the situation of television media, which the tightening 
spiral of discourses on media addiction has reinvigorated. In fact, in this study, 
I introduced four infrastructure complexes to avoid establishing a massive and 
monolithic television complex, which would encourage recourse to infernal alter-
natives. While the term “complex” implies some degree of structural containment 
or constraint, working across four complexes reveals something of the pragmatic 
possibilities coursing through the affective solutions adhering to them.

Similarly, to counter such tendencies, Pignarre and Stengers advocate “the 
cultivation of sensitivity to what makes us vulnerable to the operations of capital-
ism. Notably, sensitivity to the ‘gendered’ dimensions of this vulnerability, for 
example the mobilization that implies scorn for the concern for consequences 
(care), suspected of sentimentalism.” Ultimately, for Pignarre and Stengers, it is 
the pragmatism of witchcraft that deserves renewed consideration for its cultiva-
tion of sensitivity to what makes us vulnerable, without falling into “imprudent 
self- assurance of ideology critique, of demystification, of all those who make an 
enterprise out of the deconstruction of the appearances by which ‘others’ are had.”10

Witchcraft, or something like it, is what arises on the inverse side of the 
screen– brain apparatus: a nonnormative take on vulnerability that is attentive to 
what makes us vulnerable to media and to what might prove therapeutic in affec-
tive terms. In such terms, the proliferation of nonhuman beings and parasocial 
relationships to them makes sense in a witchy way. It may be too soon to discount 
the abilities of magic girls and espers. Haraway’s expansion of the cyborg mani-
festo into a species manifesto might well undergo a parallel expansion toward 
intensive alliances with nonspecies and into animism. In any event, the emer-
gence of signaletic animism in the domain of expanded television media should 
be addressed in a less spectacular and more pragmatic fashion: the animism 
of anime is necessarily signaletic because it cultivates a sensitivity toward what 
makes us vulnerable, that is, the electromagnetic signal. Signaletic animism of-
fers a way to approach that electromagnetic reality pragmatically, with an eye to 
what affords protection under conditions of vulnerability and with a sense of the 
magical powers of care for self and dependency on others, too often dismissed as 
sentimentalism.
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IF A NOVEL MAY BE LIKENED TO A DIALOGUE AMONG FRIENDS, SO TOO MAY AN ACADEMIC BOOK. THIS BOOK BEARS THE 
traces of so many exchanges with colleagues and students who are also friends 
that it feels like a long letter in reply to those whose thinking influenced mine, 
and whose encouragement made the ten- plus years devoted to this study feel 
worth the while. I constantly found myself citing them in this book. As replies 
go, however, this one also feels overdue: while I occasionally gave talks on top-
ics related to this study, I have not previously published any of it. The inquiry 
unfolded as a book, as a movement of thought that did not lend itself to certain 
kinds of partition.

At the same time, because this movement of thought arose alongside union 
strikes, student demonstrations, and the other social movements and forms of 
protest that contributed to the call for general strike, it is not like a letter at all. It 
is like a society, or like a city situated within a society that still produces spaces 
and times for social activism— a city like Montreal. Some of the basic concerns of 
this book afford an indirect image of that urban activist situation: parasociality, 
improvisation, powers consistent with vulnerability, the question of what activist 
media might be and what obscures them. As such, my sense of gratitude extends 
not only to individuals but also to a situation, and when I consider the people to 
whom this book is beholden, what comes to mind are neighborhoods, clusters, 
and zones of activity and coalitions. Grateful as I am to teach within innovative 
departments and programs at McGill University such as East Asian studies, com-
munications studies, and world cinemas, even more gratifying is the commit-
ment of everyone within these institutional formations to make room for other 
arrangements across programs, departments, and universities.

ACK NOW L EDGMEN T S
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I am fortunate to work (and to have worked) with truly brilliant and gener-
ous colleagues in Montreal: at McGill, Darin Barney, Brian Bergstrom, Jenny 
Burman, Michelle Cho, Michael Cowan, Ken Dean, Victor Fan, Yuri Furuhata, 
Sharon Hayashi, Adrienne Hurley, Becky Lentz, Xiao Liu, Tom Looser, Anne 
McKnight, Hajime Nakatani, Carrie Rentschler, Jonathan Sterne, Will Straw, 
and Alanna Thain. I have also worked with exceptional doctoral and post-
doctoral students: Suzanne Beth, Erik Bordeleau, Marie- Pier Boucher, Marlowe 
Gardiner- Heslin, Annie Harrison, Inhye Kang, Gyewon Kim, Harumi Osaki, 
Martin Picard, Azra Rashid, Jen Spiegel, and Adam Szymanski. I am likewise 
indebted to my friends and colleagues at Concordia University and Université de 
Montréal: Bernard Bernier, Erin Manning, Brian Massumi, Livia Monnet, Josh 
Neves, Matthew Penney, Chris Salter, and Marc Steinberg. Yet such lists and 
institutional affiliations don’t capture what is remarkable about how this situa-
tion affords intellectual community, improvisation, and activism. Brian, Erin, 
and Erik make the SenseLab and “Immediations” happen. Josh, Yuri, Marc, and 
Michelle make the Seminar on Political Theory and Media and “Porting Media” 
happen. Alanna and Michael work to activate the Moving Image Research Lab. 
Chris prolongs Hexagram. Carrie and Alanna reset and reboot the Institute for 
Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies. Adrienne and kin trigger multitudes 
with the courage to find counteractualizations at a time when any form of activ-
ism is being institutionally conflated with terrorism, not least in universities. It 
is ultimately to such happenings that I feel most grateful, for they catalyzed the 
situations, passages, and crossings that provided inspiration for the movement 
from interaction to intra- action at the heart of this book.

I also thank those in New York and Cambridge who now seem a part of the 
Montreal situation, and whose thinking has profoundly affected mine: Harry 
Harootunian, Mellie Ivy, Sabu Koso, Tom Looser, Tomiko Yoda, and Alex 
Zahlten. The Montreal situation has forged equally important underground pas-
sages to Tokyo and Kyoto, where I have been blessed with conversations with 
and assistance from Jaqueline Berndt, Kotani Mari, Masumitsu Keiko, Nakagawa 
Shigemi, Narita Makoto, Ōtsuka Eiji, Tatsumi Takayuki, Tsuzura Junji, Ueno 
Toshiya, and Watanabe Tomoko. I thank Kadobayashi Takeshi and others with 
the Hyōshō bunkaron group who contributed to the animation event with Doi 
Nobuaki, Tsugata Nobuyuki, and Yamamura Kōji, as well as to Takayuki and 
the other organizers of the Science Fiction Writers of Japan who allowed for the 
dialogue with Aramaki Yoshio, Kasai Kiyoshi, and Kawamata Chiaki. I express 
my gratitude to Tonomura Tomi for organizing a seminar discussion on the 
Introduction to this book at the Eisenberg Institute for Historical Studies with 
Megan Ankerson and Lisa Nakamura; their comments inspired a radically dif-
ferent version. Michael Bourdaghs and Akira Lippit also provided extensive and 
productive comments. Conversations over the years with Brian Bergstrom, Brian 
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Massumi, Livia Monnet, Matthew Penney, and George Synder contributed pro-
foundly to this work, even if they probably would not recognize their share.

Ultimately it is to my family that I am the most grateful: to Alex for his quick 
humor and love of mathematics and programming that extends into manga, 
games, and anime, and to Christine for sticking resolutely to the contrary direc-
tion, which makes for the perfect storm— and for the calm at the eye.
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Introduction
 1. See Heinze’s overview in “Radio and Television Consumption in Japan.”
 2. It would be impossible to provide references to the vast literature on any of these as-
pects of television, but to provide some key points of reference for this study, let me men-
tion some of the English- language references that inform my approach even though I do 
not cite them extensively. In the context of the television set, I am thinking about the recent 
boom in platform studies (Ian Bogost and Nick Monfort, Matthew Fuller, Adrian MacKenzie, 
Marc Steinberg), which potentially renews and transforms the legacy of Marshall McLuhan. 
With respect to domestic and ambient viewing, John Fiske’s Television Culture (1987), David 
Morley’s Family Television (1986), Ien Ang’s Watching “Dallas” (1991), Lynn Spiegel’s Make 
Room for TV (1992), and Anna McCarthy’s Ambient Television (2001) are relevant. I tend to 
cite Raymond Williams a good deal but rarely Stanley Cavell, yet Cavell’s conceptualization 
of television in “The Fact of Television” is major influence on my account, precisely because 
he looks at television on the inverse side from Williams: monitoring instead of broadcasting, 
serialization instead of segmentation. Indeed, my account may be characterized in terms 
of finding an approach to television that comprises Williams and Cavell as two sides of the 
same coin.
 3. See Segawa, Chi- deji riken.
 4. In La fin de la télévision, for instance, Jean- Louis Missika dramatizes the idea that televi-
sion is disappearing before our eyes, dividing it into three periods: paleotelevision, neotelevi-
sion, and posttelevision.
 5. Notably Ōtsuka in Teihon Monogatari shōhiron and Azuma in Gēmu teki riarizumu no 
tanjō. In Anime’s Media Mix, Steinberg shows that although the term “media mix” dates from 
the late 1980s, its constitutive moment is the 1960s, which also marks a new kind of multi-
media storytelling.
 6. Poniewozi, “Post- Television Era.”
 7. Zielinski, Audiovisions.

NOT ES
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 8. Yoshimi, “Television and Nationalism.”
 9. Feuer provides a nice description of this bias in her discussion of Herbert Zettl in 
“Concept of Live Television,” 13.
 10. Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 301.
 11. Feuer, “Concept of Live Television,” 14.
 12. Manovich, Language of New Media, 302.
 13. Philip Rosen offers one of the most nuanced treatments of the implications of indexi-
cality and its multiple registers within film theory in Change Mummified (2001). Also, across 
a series of three books, David Norman Rodowick carefully tracks the philosophical implica-
tions of the erosion of indexicality as a ground for film theory with an eye to how it opens 
possibilities for truly philosophical inquiry in the wake of film theory: The Virtual Life of Film 
(2009), Elegy for Theory (2014), and Philosophy’s Artful Conversation (2015).
 14. See Buchan’s introduction to Pervasive Animation for a succinct and incisive discus-
sion of the stakes of the pervasive animation.
 15. Recent works on animation in a more philosophical or ontological register are too 
numerous to cite, but it is worth noting a few key works, partly because they show how impor-
tant animation was to the effort to open film studies to media studies. See, for instance, Sean 
Cubitt, The Cinema Effect (2004), Thomas Lamarre, The Anime Machine (2009), Eric Jenkins, 
Special Affects (2014), and essays in the 2014 collection edited by Karen Beckman, Animating 
Film Theory.
 16. Although accounts of animation in the 1930s and early 1940s were centered on cinema 
(with pride of place given to Disney), they were highly philosophical in their line of inquiry, 
offering a rich dialogue with the more recent philosophical turn in animation studies. See, 
for instance, Eisenstein, Eisenstein on Disney; Hansen, “Of Mice and Ducks”; Imamura, “For 
the Sake of Japanese Cartoons.”
 17. On sound and music, see, for instance, Hansen’s account of Adorno in “Of Mice and 
Ducks” as well as Imamura, “Theory of the Animated Sound Film.” For an account of the use 
of color to resolve the problematic of compositing, see Lamarre, “First Time as Farce.”
 18. Chung provides a compelling account of how digital compositing of images is related 
to production in multiple sites in “Media Heterotopia.”
 19. See Sharp’s account of 2- D and 3- D relations in anime in “Between Dimensions.”
 20. See Manovich’s account of compositing in Language of New Media, 130– 49, which is of 
interest because he sometimes seems to equate compositing with internal montage, and he 
sometimes considers compositing to be a different problematic.
 21. Tsugata Nobuyuki adopts this framework in Nihon animēshon no chikara.
 22. Japanese commentators Azuma Hiroki and Watanabe Daisuke have likewise turned to 
the notion of reset to describe the production of pathways across multiple media forms, result-
ing in diverse world lines, temporal loops, and multiple possible worlds. See Azuma, Gēmu 
teki riarizumu no tanjō, and Watanabe Daisuke, “Kimi no na wa no dai- hitto.”
 23. Morton, Hyperobjects, 1.
 24. Deleuze, Cinema 1, 81; Marx and Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” 476.
 25. Shiga Nobuo, “Nyūmedia to eisei to konpyūta to no kanren,” in Shōwa terebi hōsōshi, 
1:316– 21.
 26. Williams, Television, 18.
 27. In The Production of Space (1991), Henri Lefebvre makes a similar gesture: the pro-
duction of space cannot be situated in the base or superstructure, and in fact shows the in-
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adequacy of such a model (46). The focus of the production of distribution in this study paral-
lels in many respects Lefebvre’s focus on the production of space.
 28. Marx, Capital: Volume 1, 473.
 29. Marx, Grundrisse, 99
 30. Deleuze and Guattari, Anti- Oedipus. Ian Buchanan provides a succinct account of the 
relation between the three syntheses and the three modes of production in EPZ Deleuze and 
Guattari’s “Anti- Oedipus”; James Williams carefully shows how Deleuze’s three synthesis 
were transformed into the three modes of production in Anti- Oedipus in Gilles Deleuze’s Phi-
losophy of Time.
 31. I am deeply indebted here and in what follows to Jason Read’s account in Micropolitics 
of Capital.
 32. Two prime examples are Fuller’s Media Ecologies and MacKenzie’s Wirelessness.
 33. Larkin, Signal and Noise, 19.
 34. For two takes on this issue, see Steven Shaviro’s account in Universe of Things, 50, in 
which he examines Harman’s account in Tool- Being, 47.
 35. Peters, Speaking into the Air, 201.
 36. Peters, Marvelous Clouds; see especially chapter 2.
 37. Buchanan draws out these connections in EPZ Deleuze and Guattari’s “Anti- Oedipus.”
 38. Star and Ruhleder, “Steps Toward an Ecology of Infrastructure,” 112.
 39. Ibid., 113.
 40. Ibid.
 41. Latour, Inquiry into Modes of Existence, 93.
 42. Latour, “Whose Cosmos,” 451. See too his proposal for a Parliament of Things in We 
Have Never Been Modern.
 43. Guattari, Schizoanalytic Cartographies, 48.
 44. Furuhata, Cinema of Actuality.
 45. Andrew, André Bazin, xiii
 46. Rosen, Change Mummified.
 47. Deleuze, Cinema 1.
 48. Marotti, Money, Trains, and Guillotines.
 49. See in particular Furuhata’s account of Oshima Nagisa’s Ninja bugeichō in Cinema of 
Actuality.
 50. Furuhata, “Multimedia Environments,” 56– 79.
 51. I am indebted to the media installation event by Kawai Masayuki, Rhythm of Video 
Feedback, performed at McGill University on February 29, 2016, and to Harashima Daisuke’s 
discussion of it, which transformed the notion of glitch- error into glitch- rhythm in a manner 
similar to what I am presenting here.
 52. See Fan’s discussion in Cinema Approaching Reality.
 53. See Rosen’s careful delineation of the prolongation of indexical capture in Change 
Mummified.
 54. Julie Turnock’s discussion of the industrial formation of an ILM version of cinematic 
reality, in which special effects are used to make things look as if they are photographed, is a 
key point of reference in her Plastic Reality.
 55. There are many other paths through television and animation. Among programs for 
the first twenty- five years of television, for instance, in Terebi bangumi kotohajime, historian 
Shiga Nobuo signals four influential animated series: the first Tetsuwan Atomu or Astro Boy 
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(1963– 66), the first run of Obake no Q- tarō (1965– 67), Sazae- san (1969– present), Ijiwaru bāsan 
(1970– 71), and Gegege no Kitarō (1968– 69), all highlighting a different set of concerns.

1. Population Seizure
 1. Subsequent clinical reports and surveys found that about 5 percent of child viewers ex-
perienced neurological distress, a figure in keeping with general distribution of epileptiform 
photosensitivity. TV Tōkyō indicated that roughly 13 million viewers watched the episode, 
of which about 55 percent were school- age children. A conservative estimate would put the 
number of affected children at about 100,000. See Furushō et al., “Patient Background of the 
Pokemon Phenomenon,” 553.
 2. See Japan Commercial Broadcasters Association, “Picture Techniques Used in Broadcast 
Programs,” trans. National Association of Broadcasters Japan, https://www.j-ba.or.jp/category 
/english/jba101020.
 3. Harding, “TV Can Be Bad for Your Health,” 265.
 4. On March 29, 1997, there was an incident involving the episode “The Mysterious Fa-
ther” (Maboroshi no oyaji) in which four children were taken to hospitals by ambulance after 
reportedly watching a scene in the episode with rapidly flashing red and white colors. Broad-
casts were not suspended.
 5. See Yadama Miyuki’s explanatory video, “Terebi no mae no mina- san e” (To all of you 
in front of the television), DrillSpin, http://www.drillspin.com/person/view/ARDSAX161928.
 6. “Jūbyō gurai me ga shimita tenmetsu hōhō, nichijōtekini terebi Pokemon jiken” (Tech-
niques of transmitted light, used daily, arrest the eye for about ten seconds: the TV Pokémon 
Incident), Asahi shinbun, December 17, 1997.
 7. Takahashi and Tsukahara, “Pocket Monster Incident,” 632.
 8. Foucault, “Confession of the Flesh,” 194.
 9. “‘Jinken ni shinpai’ Pokemon higai chōsa sezu Ayase- shi kyōin” (Teacher in Ayase city, 
“worried about human rights,” not conducting polls on Pokémon victims), Asahi shinbun, 
December 18, 1997.
 10. For an account of overlaps and differences between the account of the apparatus or 
dispositif in Foucault and in film theory, see contributions to Cinema and Technology, a 2011 
special issue of Semiotic Inquiry edited by André Gaudreault and Martin Lefebvre, especially 
Frank Kessler, “Recadrages,” and Will Straw, “Pulling Apart the Apparatus.” Previously, in 
Anime Machine, I used Guattari’s concept of the machine to reconsider the paradigm of the 
cinematographic apparatus in the context of animation to deal with social relations of pro-
duction; here I address the social relations of distribution via the apparatus by drawing on 
Foucault, Guattari, and STS.
 11. Takahashi Takeo et al., “Pokemon Seizures,” 1.
 12. Zielinski, Audiovisions, 19.
 13. Bellour, “La querelle des dispositifs,” 15.
 14. In his 2008 account of the aesthetics and reception of Nigerian, Hausa, and Indian 
films in Nigeria, in Signal and Noise, Brian Larkin describes a dispositif that runs counter 
that described by Bellour: brilliantly lighted outdoor venues and constant conversation, and 
movies produced with a quite different sensibility, one that is described in opposition to the 
impact of French art films in Africa. But then Bellour would surely consider such practices as 
belonging to a video- dispositif.
 15. Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, “Tumor with a Human Face,” 100.

https://www.j-ba.or.jp/category/english/jba101020
https://www.j-ba.or.jp/category/english/jba101020
http://www.drillspin.com/person/view/ARDSAX161928
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 16. Stringer, in “Original and Copy,” evokes the Pokémon Incident in a footnote to his 
analysis of Ringu, 305.
 17. Rotman, Becoming Beside Ourselves, 116.
 18. Ibid., 107.
 19. Anna McCarthy’s study of television outside the home, Ambient Television, shows how 
the flexibility, adaptability, and complexity of TV technology allows it to enter into a variety of 
places, which recall the dispositif evoked in prior accounts.
 20. For a summary of the documentary, see jsolodar, “Nintendo Knew about, Down-
played Seizure Risks: BBC Report,” Seizures from Video Games, February 20, 2013, https://
videogameseizures.wordpress.com/.
 21. Said, Orientalism, 6.
 22. While Foucault himself did not consider discourse analysis to be limited to texts (and 
his subsequent shift to dispositif makes the case more clearly), Kittler considers his discourse 
analysis to be an expression of an old European epoch enchanted with alphabetical writing 
and libraries; Discourse Networks, 369.
 23. Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 109.
 24. Papapetros, “In/Animate Victims,” 303. This essay draws from the introduction to his 
2012 book, On the Animation of the Inorganic.
 25. Papapetros, “In/Animate Victims,” 300.
 26. Ibid., 302.
 27. Ibid., 303.
 28. Tohkura Yoh’ichi, “Future of Communication Science and Technologies,” 5.
 29. Ibid.
 30. Gombrich, Aby Warburg, 76.
 31. Papapetros, “In/Animate Victims,” 305.
 32. Ibid.
 33. Whitehead, Process and Reality, 68, cited in Wallack, Epochal Nature of Process, 83.
 34. Tegmark, “Solid, Liquid, Gas, You,” 30. See also Max Tegmark, “Consciousness as a 
State of Matter,” preprint, ver. 3, March 18, 2015, https://arxiv.org/abs/1401.1219.
 35. Anderson, Imagined Communities.

2. Neurosciences and Television
 1. Kubey and Csikszentmihaly, “Television Addiction Is No Metaphor,” 76.
 2. A good example is Desmurget, TV Lobotomie, which dwells on statistical documenta-
tion showing how television negatively affects health and academic performance and pro-
motes violence and fear. While his study largely follows the social behavior model, he never-
theless draws a good deal from cognitive studies and neuroscientific research and concludes 
that, because television is everywhere at all times, we need to control our intake.
 3. Kubey and Csikszentmihaly, “Television Addiction Is No Metaphor,” 80.
 4. Schnabel, “Black Box,” 767.
 5. Ibid., 766.
 6. Mori, Gēmu nō no kyōfu.
 7. Helen Phillips, “Video Game ‘Brain Damage’ Claim Criticized,” New Scientist, July 11, 
2002, https://www.newscientist.com/.
 8. Kubey and Csikszentmihaly, “Television Addiction Is No Metaphor,” 80.
 9. Acland, “Crack in the Electric Window,” 170.

https://videogameseizures.wordpress.com/
https://videogameseizures.wordpress.com/
https://arxiv.org/abs/1401.1219
https://www.newscientist.com/
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 10. Ibid., 172.
 11. For an overview of this initiative, see two essays by Koizumi, “Concept of ‘Developing 
the Brain’” and “Brain- Science and Education.”
 12. Illes et al., “International Perspectives,” 979. The cited source for this initiative is 
Koizumi, “Concept of ‘Developing the Brain.’”
 13. See, for instance, Hurley, Revolutionary Suicide; David H. Slater, “The Making of Ja-
pan’s New Working Class,” Asia- Pacific Journal, January 4, 2010, http://www.japanfocus.org/; 
Toivonen, “Don’t Let Your Child Become a NEET!”; Bergstrom, Young Boys Doing Terrible 
Things; and D’Orangeville, “Shonen,” le monstre invisible.
 14. Illes et al., “International Perspectives,” 979. The cited source is Takahashi and 
Tsukahara, “Pocket Monster Incident.”
 15. Connelly, Neuropolitics, 7.
 16. Damasio, Self Comes to Mind, 19.
 17. Lazzarato, Making of Indebted Man, 33.
 18. Deleuze, “Brain Is the Screen,” 366. Raymond Bellour provides a direct and succinct 
account of the stake of brain sciences in Deleuze’s film theory in “Deleuze: The Thinking of 
the Brain.” Pisters explicates and enlarges Deleuze’s concept, offering an analysis of cinema 
based on the neuroimage, in The Neuro- Image. Elsaesser and Hagener provide an assessment 
of various approaches to the brain and the screen in the chapter “Cinema as Brain” in Film 
Theory.
 19. Deleuze, Cinema 2, 211– 12.
 20. See, for instance, Massumi, “Too Blue,” in Parables for the Virtual, 208– 56.
 21. Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics, 60.
 22. Deleuze, Francis Bacon, 101.
 23. See Munster, Aesthesia of Networks, 29; and Manning, Relationscapes, 124.
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shinbun, December 18, 1997.
 39. Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité et al., “Visual Stimuli in Daily Life.”
 40. See Covanis, “Photosensitivity”; Fisher et al., “Photic-  and Pattern- Induced Seizures”; 
Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité, “Photosensitivity”; and Verrotti et al., “Photosensitivity.”
 41. Harding and Takahashi, “Regulations,” 46.
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 60. Kapur, “Out of Control,” 123.
 61. Radford and Bartholomew, “Pokemon Contagion,” 202.
 62. Zifkin and Kasteleijn- Nolst Trenité, “Pokemon Contagion,” 1235.

3. This Stuff Called Blink
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See, for instance, Carr, Shallows. For a quick overview of the basic issues, see Nir Eyal, “Whoʼs 
Really Addicting You to Technology?,” LinkedIn, February 9, 2016, https://www.linkedin.com/.
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 7. Munday, “Moving Image.”
 8. Seitz et al., “Visual Experience,” 55.
 9. Anderson and Anderson, “Myth of Persistence of Vision Revisited,” 8– 9.
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 3. Kasza, The State and the Mass Media in Japan, 6.
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 22. Ibid., 139.
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Must Push Japan’s Territorial Stances,” Japan Times, January 25, 2014, http://www.japantimes 
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Organize.”
 3. Morris- Suzuki, Beyond Computopia.
 4. Furuhata, “Multimedia Environments,” 64.
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27– 33.
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 11. See Ōtsuka, Media- mikkusu- ka suru Nihon, and Steinberg’s account in “Converging 
Contents and Platforms.”
 12. Azuma, “Animalization of Otaku Culture,” 187.
 13. See, for instance, Azuma, Ippan ishi nīten zero.
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 50. See, for instance, Okada Toshio’s discussion of generations of otaku in Otakugaku 
nyūmon, 55– 62.
 51. Ibid., 56– 57.
 52. Ibid., 58– 59.
 53. Ibid., 60– 61.
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 5. See Cheah, “Crises of Money.”
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vested in bodies; Powers of Horror, 1982.
 7. Nakazawa, Poketto no naka no yasei, chapter 4, “Pokemon no tegara,” which might be 
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 8. Nakazawa, Poketto no naka no yasei.
 9. Ivy, “Art of Cute Little Things.”
 10. Allison, Millennial Monsters.
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capitalism in distinguishing fetishism and animism in “Submitting to Objects.”
 12. See Shaviro’s account of Graham Harman, particularly in the Introduction and chapter 2 
of Universe of Things, 2014.
 13. Bao, Fiery Cinema, 26.
 14. Condry, Soul of Anime, 56.
 15. Hatakeyama Chōko and Matsuyama Masako, Monogatari no hōsō keitairon, 3.
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 20. Lamarre, Anime Machine, 201; Condry, Soul of Anime, 206.
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chapter 15.
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 24. Crawford, World beyond Your Head, 22– 23.
 25. Steinberg, Anime’s Media Mix, 65– 67; see also Steinberg, “Copying Atomu,” 2013.
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“Converging Contents and Platforms.”
 27. Masuyama, Terebi gēmu bunkaron, 144– 46.
 28. Itō, Introduction to Personal, Portable, Pedestrian, 1.
 29. See especially chapter 8 of Donna Haraway, When Species Meet (2008).
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Capital (2009), chapter 3. For an account of the implications of using cute and exotic animals 
in mobile phone ad campaigns, see Berland, “Animal and/as Medium.”
 31. Steinberg addresses the use of cute characters with mobile phones in East Asia, as 
does Hjorth, “Odours of Mobility.”

10. The Family Broadcast Complex
 1. Steven Shaviro, “The Connective and Disjunctive Syntheses,” Pinocchio Theory, July 7, 
2008, http://www.shaviro.com/.
 2. Steven Shaviro, “The Third (Conjunctive) Synthesis,” Pinocchio Theory, July 14, 2008, 
http://www.shaviro.com/.
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 9. Eco, “Does the Audience Have Bad Effects on Television?,” 87.
 10. Ibid., 94– 95.
 11. Ibid., 98.
 12. Ibid., 99.
 13. Ibid., 99.
 14. Ibid., 101.
 15. Ibid., 99.

11. The Home Theater Complex
 1. Libido is not a drive from one point (a subject) to another (an object) but the introduc-
tion of a temporal lag (affect) between action and reaction (or crudely, stimulus and response), 
which temporally establishes a polarization into a subject effect and an object effect.
 2. See Manning and Massumi’s account of improvisation, on which I draw here, in Thought 
in the Act, 92– 95.
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 6. Ibid.
 7. See Lamarre, “Scan Lines.”
 8. Tokugi, “OVA no jūgo nen,” 311.
 9. Ibid., 310, 314.

12. The Game Play Complex
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 2. See Lev Manovich, “Understanding Meta- Media,” C- Theory.net, October 26, 2005, 
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 3. Massumi, Semblance and Event, 103.
 4. RPGFan, “Creator’s Talk Interview #4: Daisuke Uchiyama,” trans. Chris Winkler and 
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 7. Guattari, Schizoanalytic Cartographies, 17.
 8. Ibid.
 9. Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter, Games of Empire, xxvi.
 10. Aarseth, Cybertext.
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 12. Gonzalo Frasco, “Simulation versus Representation,” Ludology.org, 2001, http://www 
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 13. Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter, Games of Empire, xvi.
 14. Galloway, Protocol.
 15. Azuma, Otaku: Database Animals.
 16. Azuma, Gēmu teki riarizumu, 114.
 17. See especially his account of shasei, where Azuma draws on Ōtsuka’s account of 
“anime– manga- like realism” to draw a distinction between a sort of genuine copying or copy-
ing of reality (genjitsu no shasei) and a fictional kind of copying or copying of fiction (kyokō no 
shasei); Gēmu teki riarizumu, 54– 57.
 18. Massumi, Semblance and Event, 52.
 19. Ibid., 46. Gerow makes a similar point about participation in the context of Japanese 
television, in “Kind Participation.”

13. The Portable Interface Complex
 1. Wada- Marciano, “Global and Local Materialities of Anime,” 250.
 2. Lacan, “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter,’” in Écrits, 6– 48. This seminar not only 
affords the basic diagrams for the imaginary and symbolic but also provides the point of refer-
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Michael Nitsche provides a succinct overview of the monomyth in Video Game Spaces, 60– 65. 
For a fine account of both Campbell’s and Jung’s engagement with fascism, see Ellwood, Poli-
tics of Myth. I am indebted to Ellwood’s account in my delineation of the risks of the monomyth 
this chapter.
 4. Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 24.
 5. Ibid.
 6. Fans have tracked down the images used to create Yaso- Inaba, whose train station and 
principal intersections appear to be based on Ishiwa onsen, a small town with hot springs to 
the north of Mount Fuji.
 7. Mladen Dolar provides the best overview of Žižek’s account of the acoustic master in 
A Voice and Nothing More. Because I have opted to eliminate from this study a fuller discus-
sion of Žižek’s and Dolar’s transformation of Michel Chion’s account of acousmatic being, 
I will allow Merleau- Ponty’s and Whitney’s evocation of the mother’s smile as a point of de-
parture (instead of the paternal voice) to stand in for that discussion. Also, in the Conclusion, 
I introduce the signaletic being, which is intended to evoke an affective problematic deeper 
than either the mother’s smile or the father’s voice, which is precisely what I believe is at 
stake in Persona 4: the interval between immediacy and affect or affective temporality and 
prolongation.
 8. Cheah, “Crises of Money,” 193.
 9. Ibid., 194.
 10. Whitney, “Dependency Relations,” 556.
 11. Ibid., 565.
 12. Ibid., 557.
 13. Ibid., 560.
 14. Ibid., 563, 560.
 15. Lazzarato, “From Capital- Labour to Capital- Life,” 95.
 16. Whitney, “Dependency Relations,” 570.
 17. See Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel.”
 18. See Ōtsuka, “World and Variation.”
 19. Lamarre, Anime Machine, 120– 21.
 20. Merleau- Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 154.
 21. Whitney, “Affects, Images,”190, emphasis hers. For the sake of readability, I have elimi-
nated the page numbers that Whitney provides for the quotations within this passage, which 
derive from Merleau- Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 116, 117, 120, and 145– 46.
 22. Whitney, “Affects, Images,” 193.
 23. Ibid., 195; Merleau- Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 118– 19.
 24. Merleau- Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 154.
 25. Lazzarato, “From Capital- Labour to Capital- Life,” 191.
 26. Whitney, “Affects, Images,” 206.
 27. I am indebted to Vicki Kirby’s reading of Merleau- Ponty in Quantum Anthropologies.

Conclusion
 1. Pickering, Mangle of Practice.
 2. Lyotard, Postmodern Explained, 75– 80.
 3. Such is Thorne’s objection in “To the Political Ontologists,” 105– 6.
 4. Naveh and Bird- David, “Animism, Conservation and Immediacy,” 37.
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 8. Pignarre and Stengers, Capitalist Sorcery, 24.
 9. Ibid., 49.
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