On the Anthropology of
Television:
A Perspective from Japan
Andrew A. Painter
Television today is everywhere. While
anthropologists are finding it increasingly difficult to
ignore the troublesome medium, few have ventured to
make TV a central concern. This is unfortunate, I think,
because anthropology has much to offer to the crosscultural study of television. What is more, TV can
provide new perspectives on a variety of social
phenomena not limited by the boundaries of the
television screen. Alongside the rituals, representations,
and routines we usually draw on, the sounds, images
and narratives on TV—telerepresentations, for short—
can add scope and dimension to anthropological
interpretations of a world increasingly experienced via
the mass media.
For the past several years I have been researching
television and TV production in Japan, a nation whose
thriving indigenous TV industry produces over ninety
percent of its own domestic programming. High-tech,
media saturated, yet anything but Western, contemporary
Japan offers an excellent example of how television
comes to work in different ways cross-culturally The
Japanese case suggests that, far from operating to
homogenize the world's peoples, TV can bring persons
and nations together on one level while also working to
keep them subtly yet significantly apart. The cultural
and ideological implications of TV can be expected to
vary from society to society, and anthropologists should
pay serious attention to how TV fits into everyday life
both at home and in the field. '
The anthropology of television examines problems,
not programs. Stressing what people do with television
ratherthanwhattelevision does to people, itencompasses
the everyday practices of TV producers and audiences
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as well as the form and content of specific
telerepresentations. Using traditional research
methodologies such as participant observation,
structured interviewing, and informal discussions with
people—and of course watching and thinking about
TV—interpretations of television can be broad and
deep at the same time. This paper focuses on Japanese
commercial television and the social construction of
youth, education, and meritocracy in Japan. In contrast
to the grandiose claims often made (but never fulfilled)
in studies of television' s "impact" or "effects" on society,
I do not believe that Japanese TV somehow 'implants'
a dominant ideology of education into the population;
families and schools, after all, far more directly shape
ideas and ideologies of education. My goals are more
modest: to describe how popular television programs
entertain audiences by combining images of youthful
spirit with scenes from school, and to suggest a number
of connections between TV, the contemporary Japanese
educational system, and ideologies of meritocracy in
Japan.
As most cogently argued by John B. Thompson,
interpretations of TV should "seek to explicate the
connections between particular media messages, which
are produced in certain circumstances and constructed
in certain ways, and the social relations within which
these messages are received and understood by
individuals in the course of their everyday lives." (1990:
319) This emphasis on contextualizing television goes
well beyond text-oriented 'expert readings' of TV
programming, which tend to ignore practices of TV
production and reception and fall into what Thompson
has aptly labeled "the fallacy of internalism."
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Anthropology can help make sense of TV as a worldwide
phenomenon by studying how it is produced, received,
and reinterpreted in places far from our own everyday
experience. Learning more about the various ways
people use and understand TV can stimulate thinking
about our own cultural applications of TV technology,
and may suggest as yet unimagined alternatives.
TELEREPRESENTATIONS AND MERITOCRACY IN JAPAN

A good first question to ask about TV anywhere is
"how does it come to be as it is, instead of something
else?" An important part of the answer, to be sure, can
be found by looking at actual contexts of television
production. In February 1988,1 began nineteen months
of fieldwork within the production department of a
major Osaka television station. Working as a "floor
director" on the production of over a hundred Japanese
TV broadcasts, I learned much about how directors,
programmers, and planners see their work and its
significance. Trying to come to grips with TV in
Japan—where popular programming resembles
American TV far less today than it did thirty years ago
and where situation comedies, for example, are nonexistent—I came to see television as, above all, a
cultural phenomenon. Reflecting on my experiences in
the Japanese television station has led me to question
studies of the mass media that ignore culture while
labelling virtually everything on TV as 'ideological.
Those who hold to some form of conspiracy-theory,
forexample, in which television producers and sponsors
are manipulative "captains of consciousness" (Ewen
1976), could hope for no better test case than that of the
Japanese television industry. Commercial television
stations in Japan belong to some of the most prestigious
business groups (or keiretsu) in the country, and they
are characterized by strict hierarchies of power and
control. Television employees in Japan are elites selected
from the country's finest and most competitive
universities. Inside the television station where I
worked during 1988-89, for example, the applicant to
acceptance ratio for new employees was 115 to 1.

Telerepresentations that deal with education in Japan,
we may hypothesize, can be directly related to the
ideologies and interests of the elites most responsible
for their planning and production.
A consideration of telerepresentations actually
broadcast in Japan today reveals the limitations of this
conspiratorial approach. In addition to Japanese publictelevision (NHK) documentaries that examine the sordid
realities of "back-door" admission policies at private
universities, or the "secret report" system {naishinsho)
in Japanese junior and senior high schools, commercial
television offers its own stinging criticisms of
"examination hell" and the booming cram school
industry it spawns. Talk shows and popular prime-time
dramas graphically depict the woeful psychological
effects of educational pressures on the young, who
often display sudden outbursts of violence—usually
directed at their mothers. Far from extolling its virtues,
it would seem that telerepresentations in Japan actually
highlight the social problems caused by the educational
system.
But this conclusion, like those of the conspiracy
theory it replaces, is decidedly premature. Japanese
TV, like television elsewhere, is composed of multiple
and often conflicting or contradictory representations
that are interpreted and reinterpreted by viewers in a
variety of ways. While anthropological understandings
of TV are no more authoritative or complete than other
approaches, they are made special by their broad,
comparative, cross-cultural perspective, and by an
emphasis on relating television to matters of lived
experience. My argument—that popular Japanese
telerepresentations of youth, purity and spirit (Plath
1980, Rohlen 1976) can be meaningfully related to the
educational system and dominant ideologies of
meritocracy in Japan (Horio 1988; Shimahara 1979)—
is less a theory about the effects of TV than a strategic,
creative interpretation designed to make specific points
about education in contemporary Japanese society. I
begin by discussing briefly the Japanese notion of
seishun, a cultural motif that figures prominently in a
wide variety of Japanese television programs.
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SEISHUN: THE SPIRIT OF JAPANESE TELEVISION

The first time I heard the word seishun, a Japanese
friend explained it as "the springtime of life." My friend
spoke nostalgically about something left behind, a time
of enthusiasm and innocence, "the bloom of youth."
From my American perspective seishun seemed a quaint
and immature notion, hardly something to celebrate.
By contrast, in Japan seishun is a concept rich in
meaning and affect that is in many ways more attractive
than full adult status as a shakaijin ('person of society').
Seishun is characterized by freedom and by pure, intense
emotion, while adulthood and the constraints that go
with it are often described as routinized and monotonous.
The attractiveness of seishun is reflected in the large
number of Japanese television programs that either
explicitly or implicitly use it as a narrative motif.
I am especially interested here in how ideas of
seishun come to be combined with images of education
and meritocracy on Japanese television. I will focus in
particular on three examples from Japanese TV* paying
special attention to the last of the three, which I have
studied ethnographically 1) television news coverage
of college entrance exams, 2) classroom dramas, and 3)
The National High-School Quiz Championship.
TELEVISION COVERAGE OF COLLEGE ENTRANCE EXAMS
IN JAPAN

In a society where education is a subject of
widespread concern and interest—often bordering, many
Japanese admit, on obsessiveness—the academic
schedule takes on some of the characteristics of a ritual
calendar. Examination and entrance into university are
important rites of passage of which Japanese children
are aware from early in life. The mass media contribute
to the symbolic construction of this modern ritual by
carefully covering test-related news, the taking of the
exam, and the subsequent announcement of admissions
to Japan's best universities as annual televisual events.
On TV detailed statistical analyses of exam results are
presented according to region, high-school affiliation,
and gender. This highly relevant information is picked
up from the media (television, newspapers and
magazines) and widely talked about in everyday
conversation in Japan, especially during entrance-exam
season.2 As a result, many Japanese know a great deal
about the best universities and high-schools, nationally
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as well as locally, which they can often list by name.
The stress on education is thus not limited to television
in Japan, it is a more general social phenomenon that
TV programs are carefully tailored to fit. In providing
a variety of images of education, TV helps fuel public
discussion and debate about the subject, and generally
works to keep education in the social spotlight.
The most powerful part of the national spectacle is
the annual posting of the elite college entrance exam
results; replete with the emotional reactions of many
students and families. On the television news we see
essentially the same scenes every year: boys laughing
with joy; girls crying in relief; a group of friends
throwing a successful student up in the air and catching
him again. These happy students are no doubt
experiencing seishun in the fullest possible way; they
know that by having gained entrance into an elite
college they have cleared the highest hurdle on the way
to a successful future. On TV these scenes are routinely
edited before broadcast so as to highlight the reactions
of only those candidates who were successful. Despite
the fact that many people receive bad news, that they did
not pass the entrance exam, the images are
overwhelmingly those of joy and elation. Thus on the
television news the most powerful images of education
and achievement have been selectively edited so as to
represent only the bright and optimistic side of the
system. Such telerepresentations work to dissimulate
the realities of entrance examinations by emphasizing
those who succeed and ignoring those who fail.3
What is so interesting about this example is that
television editors and producers in Japan do not recognize
the ideological significance of these telerepresentations.
They cut scenes of sadness and regret, they explain, in
order to avoid shaming the parties involved, not so as to
legitimate the meritocratic system. In this way, practices
in television industries often have ideological
consequences without any such conscious intention on
the part of those involved. As Mattelart and Stourdze
put it in reference to restructuring the mass media in
Mitterand's socialist France:
Confronted for the first time... with the problem of
an alternative use of the media, one began to see
that the mechanisms of ideological production are
deeply anchored in the everyday functioning and
professional practices of the media. (1985:53.)
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In France as well as Japan, it seems, the subculture
of TV stations and the practices of TV production are
always already shaped by general cultural notions that
cannot help but affect the final form and content of TV
programming. Culturally specific notions of shame
and sympathy, as in the case of Japan, can lead to a
selective filtering or patterning of telerepresentations in
ways that may have ideological implications. Ideology
on TV is thus not necessarily the product of strategic or
even conscious intent on the part of TV producers.
On the television news in Japan, the objectivity and
rationality of the Japanese educational system are further
buttressed by the statistical (and thus scientific) treatment
of the entrance exams, a form of legitimation through
rationalization, while the social costs of the system are
obscured by a disproportional attention to those who
succeed. Although many news reports in Japan seem
critical of the Japanese education system, and particularly
of the entrance exams, they rarely question the
meritocratic ideology that makes it all possible. Among
many Japanese people, there is a real feeling that
'nothing can be done' about the situation {shikata ga
nai). The ideology of meritocracy in Japan is all the
more powerful due to its seeming inevitability.
THE JAPANESE CLASSROOM DRAMA

Less constrained by conventions of objectivity
than news programs, fictitious TV narratives like the
classroom drama—perhaps my favorite of Japanese
TV genres—often make seishun their central theme.
Revolving around the relationships between personable
junior high or high school teachers and their students,
these up-beat shows were immensely popular during
the 1970s and early 1980s. With titles like Kinpachi
Teacher {Kinpachi Sensei) or Third-year, Class B (Sannen B-gumi), these thirty-minute to one hour dramas
were engaging and entertaining. Interestingly, these
programs spoke ad naseum about the humanity and
goodness of the Japanese educational system at the
same time as school and family pressure helped lead a
growing number of Japanese youths to participate in
"delinquent" activities such as the infamous motorcycle
gangs, or boso-zoku. (Sato 1991.)
In the classroom drama the fundamental
benevolence of meritocracy is embodied in the person
of the teacher—Kinpachi Sensei. With his hair grown
longer than that of any Japanese businessman, he stands
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for everything except the impersonal, systematic, and
stratifying function of education in contemporary Japan.
Depictions of his classroom show an animated and
engaged teacher who makes the material meaningful to
his students, even if they do not at first appreciate its
relevance. Although humorous at times, Kinpachi
Sensei is above all inspiring. Each episode follows the
same pattern, where some student becomes disillusioned
with school or interpersonal relations only to be returned
to the fold by the understanding teacher who helps
everyone learn from the experiences of their peers. The
program ends each week with a long scene of Kinpachi
Sensei walking through the room, lecturing the students
on some moral topic that has been illustrated by the
events in the narrative. As the music swells and the
credits roll, closure is complete and perfect: the problem
of the individual has been solved, the unity of the group
(in this case, the junior-high class) has been reasserted,
and education has been shown to be sensitive to student's
needs, relevant to their lives, and totally legitimate in its
institutional form.
What is not shown in Kinpachi Sensei is as
significant as what is. The irrelevance and
meaninglessness of much of the rote memorization
required in Japanese schools, the imperative to
differentiate, not unify, students on the basis of ability,
and the final social consequences of the system—
stratification and inequality—are all ignored. While
from the beginning Kinpachi Sensei was out of touch
with what was actually happening in Japanese schools,
its simple .sm/itm-affirming theme was still workable.
In orderto understand the popularity of the program, we
should recognize that it was never meant (or interpreted)
to be a realistic account of school life in Japan. Its actual
subject was something far more spiritual and prized
among the Japanese: seishun, the springtime of life.
Indeed, the seishun theme was so prevalent in the
1960s and 70s that an entire genre known as seishun
mono ('springtime of life programs') was built on its
metanarrative pattern. Kinpachi Sensei explicitly located
seishun at school—the ideal setting for a nostalgic
drama about the joys of youth, friendship, and
discovery—at precisely the time in Japanese history
when schools played an increasingly powerful role by
dominating students' free time, circumscribing their
social experiences, and making seishun ever more
remote for many This is the fundamental contradiction
of the classroom dramas, a contradiction that did not go
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unnoticed by Japanese viewers. As one of Dorinne
Kondo's young informants complained in the early
1980s *VI go to a boy s high school, and my classmates
aren't very sympathetic. And teachers like Kinpachi
Sensei just don't exist—that's a fantasy." (1990: 120)
At best, Kinpachi Sensei presented a lost ideal image of
seishun to its viewers, but even it would vanish in the
mid 1980s, when the program finally ended. Seishun,
it seemed, could no longer be found in the classroom,
but it would reappear elsewhere and in an even more
fantastic form.

from its (unspoken) relationship to the meritocratic
Japanese educational system and society. The High
School Quiz Championship embodies, on the level of
'play and 'entertainment, many of the core issues that
confront the Japanese today as they negotiate their lives
in a rigid meritocracy. Competition, hierarchy, success,
failure, elation, good-humored resignation, ability,
study, luck, comradeship, support, school spirit, and
suffering—these are the themes of the program and of
real life in Japan. All are linked by the master narrative
of seishun—this time in the context of a spectacular
quiz program.
Every summer throughout Japan regional quiz
contests are organized and produced by the NTV network
and its affiliated local stations. The regional competitions
culminate in the selection of one three-person team
from each of the forty-eight prefectures in Japan. These
teams, each representing a different high school, take
part in a national competition to select the champion
school in Japan for that year. In 1989 over ninety-four

THE NATIONAL HIGH SCHOOL QUIZ CHAMPIONSHIP

Ever since it began in the early 1980s, the annual
National High School Quiz. Championship (Zenkoku
Kotogakko Kuizu Senshuken) has attracted tens of
thousands of eager participants and millions of television
viewers. The program is an imaginative and entertaining
construct that derives much of its meaning and popularity
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FIGURE ONE. GETTING DOWN TO THE WIRE: T H E FINAL "ELIMINATION QUIZ" OF THE 1989

COMPETITION.

COURTESY OF YTV
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FIGURE TWO.

THOUSANDS OF STUDENTS GROUPED ACCORDING TO PREFECTURE OF RESIDENCE DURING THE HIGH

SCHOOL QUIZ

COMPETITION. COURTESY OF YTV.

thousand high-school students throughout Japan
participated in this tele-produced event. The result, in
the Kansai region of Japan on August 18, 1989, was
three hours of extremely popular prime-time television
programming. From five o'clock until six in the evening
YTV broadcast the Kinki Region High School Quiz.
Championship. From nine to eleven that same night, it
was time for the Ninth Annual National High School
Quiz Championship. The following interpretations are
based upon my participation on the production staff that
directed the Kansai regional program in 1989, repeated
careful viewings of the regional and national programs
on video tape, and numerous discussions with a wide
variety of Japanese informants.
The National High School Quiz Championships
program would be an impossible project in the United
States. The Kansai regional show I worked on began
with 8,442 high school students gathered at the base of
Mt. Wakakusayama. Close by were downtown Nara,
the ancient capital, and a great statue of the Amida
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Buddha: the Daibutsu. To reach the main site, thousands
of high school students had ridden for hours on early
morning trains and walked through the city streets for
close to a mile. In the Tokyo regional competition, the
scale was even larger, with over 37,000 students gathered
in the first round. In the United States, such are the
makings of a riot: in Japan, they are the ingredients for
a popular annual program: the high-school quizcontest.4
The high-school quiz competition is designed to
stress the huge scale of the event in the beginning,
before the number of students diminishes and the focus
shifts more to the particular questions being asked and
to the ingenuity of the various quiz segments. The
questions are rarely easy. For example, this was the first
question for the 1988 Tokyo regional contest:
Take a mirror the size of a telephone card in your
hand and aim it over your shoulder toward Mt. Fuji.
Holding the mirror 50 centimeters from your face
and standing at Seibu Stadium in Tokyo, does it
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FIGURE THREE. ENGINEERING ENTERTAINMENT: THE OPENING SCENCE OF THE 1990 HIGH SCHOOL QUIIZCOMPETITIO
COURTESY OF YTV

figure that the entire outline of Mt. Fuji would fit
inside the mirror? Yes or No?
Thousands of students scramble to find the answer.
Many have brought calculators, dictionaries, and
encyclopedias of various kinds. The problem has been
carefully designed so that a good percentage of
students—in this case well over 50%—will be eliminated
on the first question. It is essential that the problem be
difficult, also, so that both participants in the show and
viewers at home will not know the correct answer until
it is dramatically—very dramatically—revealed.
Consider the opening scenes of the Tokyo regional
competition. A sweeping opening helicopter shot reveals
close to 40,000 contestants massed inside a Tokyo
baseball stadium. Trumpets sound, balloons float
skyward, doves fly. and confetti-showering explosions
rock the stadium. The crowd of students, needing no
prompting, goes bananas. Those who think the reflection
of Mt. Fuji could mathematically fit inside the mirror sit
on the "yes" side of the stadium, while those who
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disagree sit on the "no" side. The two moieties roar with
enthusiasm as they act out a binary opposition that
would make even a post-structuralist blush. They are
skillfully led to a state of high frenzy by the star of the
program, Mr. Fukutome—the living symbol of the
high-school quiz competition.
Punctuated by cheers from the entire audience, this
overweight middle-aged announcer runs between two
lines of cheerleaders and climbs onto a golf cart before
riding triumphantly around the stadium in a scene like
a flashback from "Ben Hur." Climbing to the top of an
elevated platform near the pitcher's mound, Fukutome
officially opens the Tokyo regional contest: "the largest
battleground" in the high school quiz competition. The
announcer tells the audience "your fate has already
been decided!"—to which the students cheer once
again. Waiting for them to quiet down, he asks: "Are
you burning with seishun spirit?!!" In one voice, the
students scream out an eager, affirmative reply. Cameras
dispersed throughout the audience take wide shots of
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fist-waving students, close-ups of laughing and
screaming boys and girls, and "group shots" of the
variously costumed teams sitting in the stands. (The
students are clearly having a good time, even though
most of them will soon be finished for the day.)
During the next ten minutes of the program
Fukutome announcer milks all the suspense he possibly
can out of the first quiz question. He reads the question
aloud again, and then asks each side of the stadium
("YES" and "NO") if they are confident about the
answer they have chosen. Thousands of students chant
"ye-su, ye-su, ye-su!" or "No-oh, no-oh, no-oh!" to
show that they are sure they are sitting on the correct
side of the stadium. On each side, hundreds of students
hold up colored placards that spell out, in English, the
words "YES" or "NO" A close up shows a screaming
student who has written the word "no" across his face
with a red marking pen. When it finally seems that there
is nothing left to do but reveal the answer, Fukutome
announcer tells the audience that "there is still one
prefecture that has yet to make its decision." Cameras
zoom to the far side of the stadium, where over a
hundred students are grouped in front of the center-field
wall. The students from Yamanashi prefecture—where
Mt. Fuji is in fact located—are then given a cue that sets
them running full speed toward the center of the baseball
field, where two large circles (one labeled "yes" and
one "no") are waiting. About sixty percent of the
students run to the "yes" circle on the right, while the
rest gather in the red "no" circle on the left. Fukutome
announcer bellows "there are more students on the 'yes'
side!"—an observation that sets off both sides of the
stadium once again cheering "ye-su" and "no-oh."
Finally, it is time for the answer to be revealed. This
too, of course, is done dramatically and with attention
to scale. Fukutome announcer tells the students to look
skyward, where two light aircraft trailing red and blue
smoke appear and fly over the stadium. "When they
come by again," Fukutome tells the screaming students
"either red or blue smoke will be released to show the
answer.... here they come, which will it be? Show us
the answer!!!!!!
" As one of the Cessna's releases
red smoke on its second pass, the huge TV screen in
center field reads "NO." The stadium goes absolutely
crazy—students on the "no" side of the stadium are
shown jumping up and down, while edits reveal in
quick succession: a boy cursing his bad luck, three girls
embracing and jumping around in happiness, a group of
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students laughing in joy. As the entire "no" side of the
stadium begins a series of hand-waving "banzai" cheers,
we are returned to the panoramic helicopter shot above
the stadium. As the camera zooms back, a superimposed
logo for the "Lion" corporation (the largest Japanese
home products company and number one sponsor of the
high school quiz) appears along with a woman's voiceover: "This program is brought to you by Lion."5
Even after the first question has effectively
eliminated over half of the 37,000 students, program
producers are still left with the problem of having too
many people to manage easily—this despite the fact
that Japanese students, trained since preschool in what
they call "group life" (or shudan seikatsu), are far more
easily controlled than their American counterparts.6 In
both the regional and the national quiz competitions,
the most serious work of sorting and ranking teams is
accomplished by the use of a dreaded "paper test"—the
feature of the program that resembles most closely the
workings of the actual school system in Japan. The
paper test is often inflicted on students without mercy.
One year in the Kansai competition, for example,
students who thought they had made it past a major
hurdle were loaded on buses and given box lunches to
eat, they were told, before the next segment. When they
opened their lunches they found not food but pencils
and a one-hundred question paper test to be completed
in 30 minutes!
After the tests are completed, the production staff
works quickly to correct them and rank the teams in
order. The announcing of the test results is treated as
one of the most exciting and dramatic parts of the
program, and the producers exploit the moment for all
it is worth. In the Kansai program on which I worked,
the results were announced using an artificial Shinto
shrine built especially for the occasion. Five teams
were lined up in front of the shrine and told to pray. A
small doll resembling Fukutome announcer emerged
from the shrine and suddenly spun around to reveal a
sign bearing either "pass" or "fail." Cameras on either
side of the students filmed their expressive reactions
when their "fate" was revealed. In the final edit of the
show, both successful and unsuccessful groups were
shown at this moment of truth.
The use of a shrine to reveal test results is an
interesting transformation of the very common practice
in Japan of going to pray at shrines for success on
college entrance exams. At the real shrines, some of
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which specialize in education-related concerns, parents
or students buy five-sided votive tablets on which they
write their educational goals. (The pentagonal shape of
the tablets is a religious pun of sorts—since both the
word for 'pentagon' and for 'passing a test' are
pronounced "gokaku" in Japanese.) While it seems
illogical that students should pray for success after they
have already taken the paper test (at an artificial shrine,
no less), within the fatalistic Japanese view of education,
this technicality seems to make little difference.
While the announcement of the paper test results
was powerful in its own way in Kansai, it could hardly
compare in terms of cruelty with the technique used by
the producers of the Tokyo program. There, the teams
were led to the waterside where a large luxury ferry was
docked. A brightly decorated ramp led from the shore
to the deck of the ship. Teams were told to step onto the
bottom of the gangplank, three at a time. For some
groups a set of lights went on and triumphant music
played, showing that they could get on the boat. For
other groups there would be no lights and only the
sound of a loud buzzer that told them to stay on shore.
Several scenes of happy groups boarding the boat and
sad teams being rejected were shown. The NTV
announcer climbed onto the boat with the winners and
gave them some paper ribbons to throw to their poor
friends on shore. Then, the students on the shore
noticed something written on the ribbons. They read
that the people on shore were in fact the winners, while
those on the boat were the losers! The crowd on the
shore cheered as the tables were turned and those on the
boat realized that they had not passed the paper test. It
was a moment, as the Japanese proverb puts it, 'like
falling from heaven to hell' (ten karajigoku ni ochiru).
It was never clear to me why the program producers
went to such lengths to humiliate the students who had
made it through the first stages of the quiz. The director
of the Kansai program commented that such scenes
provide a "twist" (hineri) to the program, making it
more entertaining for viewers. Clearly the production
staff enjoyed such moments too, however, and they
were unhappy if their carefully planned surprises failed
to throw the students for a loss. Studying the program
suggests that the wild swings of emotion—from elation
to depression—are essential to the program's goal of
creating a seishun spectacle; losing and winning, after
all, are both part of the bittersweet experience ofseishun.

78

Volume 10

Number 1

Spring

1994

As the program progresses beyond the paper test,
the competition heats up and the questions become
more difficult. The 'lucky' teams are weeded out until
only the top schools remain. While I was interested in
the individual students involved in the program, the
producers always talked about the teams by referring to
the schools they represented. Indeed, throughout the
show student names are not used, while the names of
their schools are invoked regularly. For Japanese
audiences it is interesting to see how both the 'famous'
and 'unknown' schools do on the program, and nobody
is surprised when the better-known schools advance
further in the competition. It is also taken for granted—
at least by program producers—that females are greatly
outnumbered by males in the late stages of the show.
Finally in the 1989 national championship, after a
series of eliminations, the remaining few teams climbed
all day—in rank order based on their performance so
far—to the top of Mt. Fuji. One team lost their captain,
who was physically unable to continue climbing. His
two remaining team mates continued on. The next
morning, a tense ten-point quiz was held and the team
from Tochigi prefecture won. They became the top
team in Japan. One of the boys fell to his knees and cried
in happiness as the other two crowded around him. It
was a scene reminiscent of those repeated year after
year on the television news coverage of successful
applicants to Japan's top universities. This time,
however, the students were standing at the apex of
Mount Fuji, the symbol of Japan. Television made the
feeling of being on top of the world a reality. Indeed, the
NTV network created that reality as a powerful and
popular metaphor for students and their parents
nationwide who face the challenges and pain of the
'examination war' (juken senso) in Japan.
The program ends with a montage of seishun
imagery. Highlights of all the regional shows are
accompanied by the voice-over of Fukutome announcer,
who speaks glowingly of the Japanese students and
their seishun spirit. Translated below the closing lines
spoken by Fukutome as the superimposed ending credits
rolled across a montage of images of students running,
jumping in mud, laughing, rejoicing, and crying:
This is the fourth year that I have climbed to the
peak of Mt. Fuji some three thousand seven hundred
and seventy-six meters up.... My legs become
heavier each year as I climb along with the high
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school students. But, when at the apex of the
mountain I see the shining expressions of the
students who have succeeded in becoming number
one in Japan I think I want to climb it again...
Two seishun, divided by yes and no. Both regret
and happiness are part of the bold seishun spirit that
takes the challenge to victory. The quiz summer
which started with only a single question... sweat
and tears mingle together and burn ever so hotly.
We like decisiveness and total effort, and we love
the shining brightness of overflowing youth.
Finding the dream with the power of one person,
making the dream even bigger with the power of
two, and with the teamwork of three, to take the
dream and make it reality. Winning is seishun,
losing too is seishun. We want you to show us again
a gutsy competition. We want to you to show us
your delightful smiling face. We will be waiting for
you again next summer....
The final image is a close-up of a wide-eyed young girl,
who smiles before sticking her tongue out at the camera.
The picture fades to black, and we go to a final
commercial—for Lion toothpaste.
INTERPRETING THE HIGH SCHOOL QUIZ

My interpretation of the High School Quiz must
begin by noting how very entertaining the program is,
even to one not raised in a culture where representations
of seishun are celebrated. There is indeed something
special about the enthusiasm and energy of the young
participants who make up the show. The fact that they
are not competing for large amounts of cash or prizes
enhances this feeling.7 Seishun is not merely simulated;
it is actually instantiated by the students who ride for
hours on trains and walk long distances together in
order to take part in a competition where, more often
than not, they will be eliminated on the first question.
The happiness in the faces of the students is not artificial
or choreographed, and the program creates fond
memories for many of the participants, including those
who lost. Japanese viewers seem to enjoy watching
such enthusiastic displays of 'pure' emotion (a
'sentimental' pattern common in many other genres of
Japanese TV) and the High School Quiz provides it on
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a huge scale. At this level—as a form of entertainment—
I find the High School Quiz both imaginative and fun.
But the program should also be seen as the product
of a society where legitimizing ideologies of meritocracy
have become part of a dominant world view. Like the
High School Quiz, the Japanese education system too is
a game that has both winners and losers. Increasingly,
the losers in that 'game' are being determined earlier
and earlier in life. In perfect complementarity, the
narrative of the High School Quiz implies that, as part
of the experience ofseishun, there is something beautiful
in good-humored defeat. While moments in the program
may offer an imaginative twist of fate—as when we
find out that those who thought they had lost had really
won—we know that such reversals will never happen in
"real life."
In real life, many Japanese students view their
educational system with the same fatalistic resignation
exhibited by the participants in the high-school quiz
program. They have come to accept that some rise
higher and faster in the world because of their past
success in the educational system. Accepting their lot,
these students legitimate and reproduce the meritocratic
system comforted only by the idea that, despite their
uneven experiences of success or failure, everyone in
Japan shares equally in seishun.
Seishun—the
springtime of life, a 'time of blooming'—is also an
ideological levelling mechanism that operates in the
realm of nostalgia and memory. It serves ideologies of
legitimation through the de-politicization of youth and,
by extension, education. The sorting systems made to
operate in Japan at increasingly early stages in the life
cycle are complemented by representations of a pristine
stage in life that is somehow immune to the pressures of
society. This formula not only deflects criticism of
education in Japan, it also enables so-called "education
mothers" to pressure their children into inordinate hours
of intensive study because suffering too is seen as an
integral part of seishun.
The contradiction is troubling: an ideology of
nostalgia for the unspoiled and innocent days of youth
is celebrated in a society where youth are increasingly
called upon to sacrifice present happiness for future
success. Young people in Japan are not easily robbed
of their life and their vigor—play and happiness flourish
in the cracks between homework and cram school—but
Japanese youths are pressured more and more by a
social system that insists on stability over diversity,
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conformity instead of self-expression, and information
processing instead of self-knowledge. The seemingly
apolitical and 'natural' quality of seishun—one of the
most persistent and popular metanarratives of telerepresentation in Japan—must be criticized when it is
used as an ideology of legitimation.
What are we to make of a society where stratification
is accomplished and internalized at a younger and
younger age, and where the whole process can be
imaginatively re-represented—in televisual form—as
not only legitimate but also entertaining? It may be
pleasurable for many Japanese to view intellectual
competition between youths through the rose-tinted
lenses of seishun and nostalgia. Such is the emphasis of
the producers of High School Quiz, and it is surely one
reason for the program's consistent popularity
However, this perspective ignores both the institutional
structures within which meritocracy is situated and the
very real social consequences of its operation and
reproduction. The enthusiastic participation of the
teenagers in High School Quiz (made possible by filming
the program during the summer vacation when school
is in recess) illustrates the complex interplay between
youth cultures, ideology, and telerepresentations in
contemporary Japan.
Because High School Quiz is 'only a game, it can
represent as entertaining both the disappointment of
failure and the elation of hard-won success; both are
part of the 'drama' of seishun. The electronic excision
of failures from television news coverage of college
entrants illustrates selective inattention (dissimulation)
to the true drama of the Japanese meritocratic system.
The inclusion of loser's reactions on High School Quiz
does not serve to correct the representational balance.
While the sometimes grim realities of contemporary
Japanese education do not always agree with the images
of blossoming youth promoted on TV, the contradiction
is blurred by a cultural valorization of fatalism in the
Buddhist tradition that makes it difficult to politicize
such issues.
High School Quiz is an imaginative and spectacular
transformation of meritocracy in social spaces outside
of the classroom. Seishun flourishes there, but only
during summer vacation, when school is out. The most
troubling possibility of all, as a young Japanese mother
suggested to me, is that for many overworked students
in Japan participation in fantastic programs like High
School Quiz may be one of the few times they will ever

80

Volume 10

Number 1

Spring

1994

experience the feeling of seishun in action. Seishun
threatens to become so disfigured and dominated by
meritocracy in Japan that its very representation begins
to take on the features of the meritocratic system, albeit
in fantastic form.8
On Japanese TV themes of purity, suffering, and
effort are juxtaposed with images of unity, innocence,
competition, and success. In interpreting several
Japanese telerepresentations, I have suggested that
seishun is one cultural representation that can be linked
to the legitimation and dissimulation of meritocracy in
Japan. This ideological aspect is not consciously
intended by television producers, but is constructed
and contained within routine practices of television
production, and made visible by engaging the
telerepresentations in a process of creative and critical
interpretation.
This discussion has admittedly simplified things by
focussing solely on seishun, while ignoring many other
important cultural connections. Forexample, something
should be said about the important relationship between
seishun and seishin ('spirit') in contemporary Japanese
culture. Although the terms are etymologically distinct
(China scholars tell me they would never draw a
connection between the two, which are written with
different characters), I think that in Japan seishun is
often substituted for seishin in ideological discourses
precisely because seishun is seen as an apolitical,
nostalgic term, while seishin is historically tainted by
association with pre-1945 ideologies of coercion and
control. While fewer and fewer Japanese companies
today require their new employees to go through
"spiritual training" {seishin kyoiku), it is inconceivable
for the Japanese to go through life without experiencing
seishun. Many Japanese programs that highlight young
people and their all out effort to succeed—including the
High School Quiz and the extremely popular annual
High School Baseball Tournament (Koshien), often
talk about seishun and seishin in very similar ways.9
CONCLUSION

Finally, I would like to make explicit some of the
theoretical concepts that have shaped this study. The
anthropology of television is but one part of a larger,
representational approach to the study of cultures.
Within this approach, culture is defined as the sum of all
public representations extant in a given population at a
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specific moment in time. Dan Sperber (1984) has
described two broad categories of representations: (1)
public representations, that is, socially available
meaningful forms, and (2) mental representations, which
are internal to individuals. Cultures, complex and everchanging combinations of public representations, always
exist within social structures: the historical,
asymmetrical arrangements of power, privilege, and
prestige that situate actors and groups in relation to one
another.
Culture, in this view, is not innocent in history, and
so we must come to grips with "ideological
representations"—that is, cultural representations,
propositional in form, that can be linked to the political
interests of particular groups in society. It follows from
this that all ideological representations are also cultural
representations, but not all cultural representations are
ideological. Indeed, what is most interesting is to study
how ideological representations (like the national high
school quiz championships) are formulated out of the
creative combination of various general cultural
representations (such as representations of seishun and
school life). Studying how ideologies, as coherent
clusters of cultural representations, are conceived,
disseminated, and variously received, ignored, modified,
or resisted in history is the paramount task of critical
anthropology.
Investigating not only what culture means but also
how it is historically produced and transmitted in society
is a move that locates the so-called mass media at the
center of anthropological inquiry—alongside kinship,
education, and religion—instead of at the margins
where it has been exiled by the discipline. The mass
media, including television, have profoundly
transformed and extended the ways in which
representations are articulated and communicated in
modern societies. Television does not merely reflect
culture; it produces and channels it in socially and
historically variable ways that we need to understand.
The study of television culture is part of a larger
movement that actively focuses on the production of
culture, not merely upon the analysis or interpretation
of pre-existing cultural texts. Television is important
not so much because of the symbolic potency of
particular TV programs, but because of its more general
role in transforming the representational dynamics of
modern societies.
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The anthropology of television, despite its narrowsounding title, is thus quite broad, focussing on the
institutionalized production of telerepresentations, their
form and content, and on the ways people interpret and
reinterpret what they see on TV It also takes into
account the ways in which viewer opinions and actions
feed-back to effect the production and transmission of
telerepresentations by both public and private television
institutions. While such a broad focus is essential, the
very scope of such an undertaking is admittedly daunting
for even the most motivated of TV ethnographers. In
practice, and due in no small part to the speed and scale
of television technology, our accounts of TV culture
will always be incomplete and tentative. As
anthropologists begin to pay more attention to TV
however, it is not unreasonable for us to hope for real
progress in charting this worldwide phenomenon.
I have begun further research on how various
audiences in Japan interpret and appropriate
telerepresentations in practice. I fully expect to find
things that both support and call into question the
interpretations developed in this paper. Due to the
indeterminateness of mass communications, my
conclusions
regarding
meritocracy
and
telerepresentations in Japan are open to challenge and
re-interpretation. As with any interpretation, what
matters is not so much where we emerge from the
hermeneutic cycle, but where we choose to begin. The
anthropology of television, I want to suggest, is a
promising place to start.
NOTES

1. While I do not advocate throwing away kinship charts
in favor of TV schedules, I do believe that studying how
telerepresentations of family life are produced, received,
and reinterpreted (both sub-culturally and crossculturally) can help us more fully understand the ongoing
construction of kinship in modern societies. Justin
Lewis' recent study of The Cosby Show is an excellent
example of an interpretation based on both textual
readings and extensive audience interviews. Lewis
describes how American blacks and whites often read
the program in very different ways structured by both
race and class. (1991:159-202.)
2. This phenomenon predates the widespread diffusion
of TV (in the early 1960s) in Japan. In the mid-1950s,
Ronald Dore documented how quickly knowledge about

Volume 10 Number 1

Spring 1994

81

education had spread throughout the war-torn nation:
"The enthusiasm of Shitayama-cho parents for their
children's education was unmistakable.... a'study room'
for the children was one of the most frequently expressed
housing wants.... This interest was reflected in the
readiness and detail with which parents answered
questions in interviews about the new educational
system, and the knowledge which they displayed of the
prospects of success in the higher reaches of the
educational system. It was a revelation to hear three
mothers of boys now in Primary School, only one of
whom had been to a Girl's High School herself, discuss
the prospects for their children s secondary education.
One said that a local High School was not at all bad;
thirty-seven children from it got into Tokyo University
the previous year. Another capped this with the story of
another local High School which secured 119 successes.
The conversation ranged on to the quality of the local
Middle School as reflected in its ability to get children
into the best High Schools, the fees at some of the better
private Middle Schools, the advantages of one of the
'Attached' Middle Schools belonging to a private
university, entrance to which ensured a smooth passage
right through to the degree stage, the ratio of applicants
to available places at some of the more famous of these
Attached' schools, the amount of the contribution to
the school's 'Memorial Fund' which secured certain
success on the entrance test—and so on." (1958.:204205.)
3. John Tompson on dissimulation: "Relations of
domination may be concealed, denied, or obscured in
various ways, for example by describing social processes
or events in terms which highlight some features at the
expense of others, or by representing or interpreting
them in a way which effectively veils the social relations
of which they are part." (1988: 370.)
4. Social and cultural factors thus help determine not
only the style of TV programming, but also what kinds
of TV events can possibly be produced. Both on and off
television, media industries are playing an increasingly
influential role in shaping the public sphere in
contemporary Japanese society. Since the mid-1980s,
for example, TV stations and advertising agencies have
co-produced public "events" or "festivals" in which
large crowds of people gather to shop, eat, and
simultaneously take part as the live audience for a
variety of TV shows that are produced out of doors on
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temporary stages. Many television stations in Japan
also own and operate so-called "culture centers" that
offer classes and activities ranging from sports to flower
arrangement to English conversation.
5. That Lion Inc. is the main sponsor of the show and
that many of the commercials are for detergents and
other household products suggests that the program is
watched by mothers as well as students. In Japan,
where housewives are seen as responsible for their
children's educational success, mothers have a strong
interest in seeing which school is number one in Japan.
6. I asked one of the directors for the program about
what they did when students tried to cheat, or when
fighting broke out. He replied, 'there has never been
any of that in the programs I've worked on.' Just as
teachers in Japanese schools spend much less time
keeping order in the classroom than their American
counterparts, program producers see very little problem
in keeping thousands of high school students in line.
7 The winning team members get a two-week vacation
to the United States and approximately two thousand
dollars spending money.
8. Ironically, the Kotogakko Kuizu is one of the few
places where all of the facts and formulas many students
must learn at school can actually be applied in practice.
The fantastic unreality of the Kotogakko Kuizu is thus
related not only to the creation of high 'production
values,' but also to the similarly impractical and esoteric
nature of the mass of facts that students in Japan must
memorize in order to perform well on tests.
9. See Moeran, 1984 for an interesting discussion of
seishin discourse surrounding high-school baseball
tournaments in Japan. It is worth noting, also, that
several of the young students I talked to made explicit
comparisons between the two programs—some even
referred to High School Quiz as Quiz Koshien.
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