
In the era of globalization,

the land of the samurai and the
salaryman has acquired a strange
new identity. Japan now shows
itself to the world as a country of
“pink-clad girls, animated fan-
tasies, and winking Kitty logos,”
writes Christine R. Yano, a profes-
sor of anthropology at the Univer-
sity of Hawaii.

Kawaii, or “Japanese cute,” has
become a global phenomenon.
The rage for cute stretches from
the prepubescent haunts of the
world’s shopping malls to the cat-

of “pink globalization.”
Japan’s government has

actively promoted the cute image,
twice issuing Hello Kitty postage
stamps and appointing three
models to serve as kawaii taishi,
or ambassadors of cute, playing
the roles of Lolita, who appears in
sexualized doll clothing;
Harajuku, a symbol of Japanese
youth; and a schoolgirl in
uniform. In 2008, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs appointed the
brightly hued Doraemon, a
robotic cat, to be a “cartoon
cultural ambassador.”

Yano sees the phenomenon as
one part commercial exploitation
and one part, well, something
else. A clue as to what’s really
going on may lie in the career of
artist Takashi Murakami, an Andy
Warhol–like figure who has
played a big role in taking cute
global. In 2005 he curated an
exhibit in New York titled “Little
Boy: The Arts of Japan’s Explod-
ing Subculture.” “Little Boy” was a
reference to the atomic bomb the
United States dropped on
Hiroshima in 1945, but it also
“highlights what [Murakami]
believes Japan has become in rela-
tion to the United States” since
World War II—“a forever-
emasculated ‘little boy.’ ” Cute is a
symptom of Japan’s infantil-
ization, but as an “exploding sub-
culture” it is also an assertion of
Japanese soft power throughout
the world, albeit an ironic one.

Yet some Japanese don’t think
their country looks pretty in pink.
A few years ago the editors of The
Japan Times wrote, “Japan has

walks of haute couture. At New
York City’s Fashion Week last year,
one show featured the work of 30
cutting-edge designers inspired by
Hello Kitty, the iconic mouthless
cartoon kitten that engendered
Japanese cute. In Times Square,
shoppers flocked to a newly
opened Sanrio Luxe boutique
peddling diamond-encrusted
Hello Kitty watches and fine
luggage.

Sanrio is the company that
launched Hello Kitty and the
whole cute phenomenon in the
1970s. Founder Tsuji Shinitarou
saw the cartoon figure as “the
Japanese cat that would overtake
the American mouse,” according
to Yano. He is the de facto father
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Hello Kitty welcomes customers at the world’s largest Sanrio store, located in Tokyo. The feline
celebrated her 35th birthday in 2009, but she doesn’t look a day over 30.



elders encouraged the adoption of
Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ)—
literally, “that which has been long
known by Inuit”—as the organiz-
ing principle of the new
government. But, as University of
Toronto political scientist Graham
White writes, “Allowing flextime
for [government] employees to go
hunting, clam digging, or berry
picking at opportune times,
involving elders in policy develop-
ment, and incorporating cultural
ceremonies into bureaucratic
activities . . . do not fundamentally
alter the nature of government.”

Half of all jobs in Nunavut are
in the public sector, and efforts to

hire Inuit to work in the terri-
torial government have been an
important part of spreading
employment beyond the Qallu-
naat (non-Inuit) minority. By the
end of 2007 some progress had
been made, with half of all gov-
ernment jobs held by Inuit, up
from 42 percent in 2003. At-
tempts to use Inuktitut—the lan-
guage spoken by about 80 per-
cent of the Inuit—in government
have been frustrated by low liter-
acy levels. Only 25 percent of stu-
dents graduate from high school,
and those who do receive very
limited Inuit-language instruc-
tion, due to a shortage of Inuit-

speaking teachers.
Government could do

more to incorporate
Inuit culture, notes
Frank Tester, a professor
of social work at the
University of British
Columbia. Consider the
problem of homeless-
ness. For pretty obvious
reasons, being homeless
in Nunavut does not
mean sleeping on the
street but rather “couch
surfing,” which creates
severe overcrowding.
Ottawa has attempted to
address the housing
shortage through
programs designed to
jump-start a private
market. But relying on a
system of Western-style
market economics
makes little sense in a
society that strongly
emphasizes relation-
ships among extended
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O Nunavut!

The massive territory of

Nunavut lies in the northernmost
reaches of Canada. Occupying
one-fifth of the country’s
land area, it is home to
just 31,000 Nunavum-
miut, who live in 25
communities scattered
across the tundra. And
it’s in those small towns
that Canada is trying to
figure out how to bring
down sky-high levels of
suicide (11 times the
national rate), poverty,
and illiteracy. About 85
percent of the popu-
lation is Inuit.

In April 1999 Nuna-
vut became a Canadian
territory after a decades-
long campaign by Inuit
leaders to break off from
the Northwest Terri-
tories. (Unlike Canada’s
10 provinces, the territo-
ries are creatures of the
federal government.) The
hope was to create a gov-
ernment shaped by Inuit
values. Early on, Inuit
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The Golden Hour
One of the things that I have lost totally and

irremediably—I realized this when I returned to

[Spain] after an 11-year absence—is the golden hour

of siesta. . . . When we were children, the siesta hour

meant freedom, simple and radiant. It was the

blessed hour when the grownups slept. The racket

from the kitchen was stilled, and the maids too were

encased in mysterious silence, as though they had

been paralyzed in some shadow: that of their

bedrooms, high at the top of the house, or perhaps

in the vegetable garden. It was our hour. The hour

when the boys from the other side of the river

whistled, rhythmically and oh so sweetly, imitating

blackbirds or quails, or the wings of the singing drag-

onfly. It was the hour of the cruel and unpleasant

sun, which irritates adults.

—ANA MARÍA MATUTE, author of Paraíso inhabitado

(2008) and other novels, in The Drawbridge (Autumn 2009)

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Nunavut at 10,” multiple
articles edited by Ailsa Henderson in Jour-
nal of Canadian Studies, Spring 2009.

exported hundreds of things and
ideas—from haiku to Hondas,
swordsmanship to sashimi—of
which it can be proud. Hello
Kitty . . . is another story.” They
titled the essay, “Time for Good-
bye Kitty?”




