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Abstract 

This article is part of an ongoing ethnography of the Japanese television industry focusing on its 

attempts to experiment with live, interactive content that was manipulable via smart devices, 

laptops, and remote controls. Based on 18 months of fieldwork in the Japanese television 

industry in four major TV network offices and two production companies, it also incorporates 

interviews with more than 30 broadcast company employees. I use two case studies of early 

interactive television programming to discuss the strategies producers have used to create 

community and promote identification among audiences of these shows: ‘Arashi Feat. You’ was 

a live music event that courted a large audience through the involvement of a massively popular 

boy band and promoted the idea of ‘turning viewers into users’ by allowing them to play musical 

instruments along with the band. ‘The Last Award’ allowed participants to submit and evaluate 

each other’s videos live through a dedicated user interface. Through these examples, I argue that 

participation alters the nature of television spectacle and results in changes to the way producers 

address and inscribe audiences as cocreators of content. The rhetoric used by interactive 

television accordingly defaults to ‘we’ and ‘us’ and features accessible and relatable celebrities 

as surrogates for the audience. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the earliest days of interactive television experimentation in Japan (2011–2013), the industry 

was able to pioneer the use of second-screen devices to act directly upon live content and to 

reimagine variety shows as interactive games. Early interactive television often had more to do 

with the performance of technological experimentation than with programmatic concepts, and it 

relied upon a kind of spectacle borne of groundbreaking user experiences and their presentation 

by famous TV personalities (tarento). Producers hoped to use interactivity as a means of 

contributing to another major goal of Japanese television: to cultivate a sense of national 

belonging and communitas among participants. To that end, the practice of featuring 

“accessible,” familiar tarento was coupled with strategies intended to encourage users to identify 

with one another as teammates participating in a shared mission.  
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 What constitutes “interactive television” depends on one’s definition of interactivity—

some would include television shows that allow viewers to call in and register votes, such as the 

Got Talent and X-Factor franchises, or news programs that feature Twitter comments along the 

bottom of their screens. Indeed the terms “social TV” and “interactive TV” remain nebulous and 

in need of situational differentiation from “call-in shows” and other types of “soft” interactive 

television (Giglietto and Selva, 2014: 260). For the purposes of this article, interactivity involves 

the use of a “second screen” device (i.e., laptop, tablet, smartphone) to directly and immediately 

affect program content on the primary (television) screen (see Bernhaupt and Pirker, 2014; 

Revelle et al., 2015; Simon et al., 2013). In these programs, there is little to no delay between the 

press of a button and the manifestation of on-screen change. Beyond technical specifications, the 

interpretation of the nomenclature also depends on one’s conceptual definition of interactivity: as 

a spectrum of potential activities (Evans, 2008: 201) or as degrees of action upon a text—for 

example, Ryan’s “productive” (constructive) versus “selective” (interpretive) interaction (2001: 

211-212). The programs discussed here fall into the productive category, as they enlist audiences 

as coauthors to a degree still rarely seen on television.  

 Television has maintained a perpetually jealous relationship with streaming sites (such as 

YouTube), which have shaped thinking about what constitutes a desirable viewing experience in 

Japan. These sites have acknowledged the effervescent potential of disembodied collective 

viewing by their support of group viewing technologies (e.g., Watch2Gether), and Facebook’s 

in-house Watch Party. However, Japanese YouTube rival site NicoNico Douga was a global 

pioneer in its attempts to combine the strengths of interactive television with internet broadcast 

by integrating uncensored user/viewer comments into the live broadcasts themselves—not just 



relegated to a sidebar, they are overlaid onto the screen of the program (See Figure A). 

Interactive television reproduced this style within its own, more restricted parameters.  

 Driven by proprietary technology such as (television network) NTV’s Join TV and 

(design agency) Bascule’s Massive Interactive Entertainment System (MIES), the two programs 

discussed here represented early efforts to combat a perceived imminent risk of audience 

migration to these social/screaming forms of media. The first, Arashi Feat. You, was a live music 

show that allowed the viewer/user to play instruments along with the songs, and The Last Award 

gave them a chance to react in real-time to audience-submitted videos. Observation of these 

shows’ production represents part of an ongoing ethnography of the Japanese television industry 

including concurrent interviews with television production staff. 

My research demonstrates that a primary goal of social television in the Japanese 

marketplace has been to appropriate conventional strategies of promoting identification, identity, 

and community in order to explore how these could be specifically constituted through active 

participation. As in other production studies (e.g. Hill, 2016; te Walvaart et al., 2017: 1141). I 

took as a main point of reference producers’ own explications of their motivations and projects. 

The concepts that were most frequently emphasized in their appraisals of successful television 

events—making them worthy of national-scale participation)—were spectacle and identification. 

This article contributes to an ongoing expansion of the terms “audience” and “user”, in 

acknowledgement of the nuance introduced by the appropriation and overlap of social media 

(Andrejevic, 2008: 25; Evans, 2008; Rosen, 2006; Ytre-Arne and Das, 2018: 7).  

 

Theoretical Framework 



The notion of spectacle that haunts the foundational texts on televisual theory has retained its 

relevance as researchers attempt to make sense of mass media’s current relationship to global 

crisis and politics (e.g Kellner, 2015; Roitman, 2013; Seeck and Rantanen, 2015). Spectacle 

informs the pleasure inherent in our interactions with (big) data (Gregg, 2013). So, what happens 

to the notion of televised spectacle when one can participate in its formulation? Visualizing the 

data around mass participation in the ritual of interactive television can turn information flows 

into spectacle, and the eventual stores of data become a means of quantifying abstract concepts 

like “society” or “the audience.” The conversion is reminiscent of longstanding television ratings 

systems (Ang, 1991; Bourdon and Méadel, 2014). 

 The language of viewership and spectacle in Japan must account for the ubiquitous daily 

parade of reoccurring TV tarento (celebrities), as their purpose is to function as on-screen 

surrogates, to foster parasocial relationships through repeated interactions with viewers. Tarento 

often speak simultaneously to each other and to audiences (Dibble et al., 2016: 21, 23). 

Consistent with recent scholarship addressing these terms, tarento are generally deployed within 

tiny waipu boxes1 that appear in the corner of television programs atop the main content, to react 

and comment on behalf of home audiences. A frequent trope of Japanese television is for home 

viewers and tarento to simultaneously screen a prerecorded video clip, to seem to share in its 

consumption and coach audiences on how to react (Hill, 2018: 6). And while those who appear 

on television in Japan are meant to seem intimately accessible (Galbraith and Karlin, 2013; 

Painter, 1993), the production of these individuals as idols is simultaneously distancing. That is, 

although television aims to make the famous familiar, in the process of making and remaking 

fame it also creates distance.  



  Even in the era of interactivity, television is known for demanding passive acceptance, or 

“pseudo-response,” a privilege it retained by virtue of its historic monopoly on appearances and 

the latency of interactive television’s arrival in much of the world (Debord, 2005). However, 

interactive television has redefined the notion of viewership, and relies on audiences not simply 

as a measure of commercial success, which the genre has generally not attained, but to construct 

the show itself. If viewers did not show up to these programs, then the shows would not just 

flop—they could not happen.  

 Well before the current era of “deep fakes,” the blurring of boundaries between image 

and reality introduced challenges to the concept of viewer agency (Anstead and O’Loughlin, 

2011; Carpentier and De Cleen, 2007; Doughty et al., 2012; van Dijck, 2009). Nonetheless, 

Luhmann’s “second-order observation” remains a relevant concept; audiences are fundamentally 

beholden to the vision of producers, directors, and artists, their own creative agency sublimated 

to the choices of media professionals (2000: 62). As in the past, the choice of where to look and 

when is decided on behalf of the viewer; his individual experience is ideally merged with that of 

others. The shichōsha, a term that in Japanese colloquially refers to TV audiences but also means 

“[he] who looks and listens,” recalls a viewer once conceptualized as submissive, whose 

experience has continued to evolve to become, at times, a less vicarious version of itself (Ang, 

1991; Carpentier, 2012; Carpentier et al., 2014; Evans, 2011; Hill, 2018; Livingstone, 2015; 

Morley, 2006; Ytre-Arne and Das, 2018). Where before viewers were thanked for watching, in 

the aftermath of interactive television programs they are thanked for participating. Moreover, 

such programs cannot be rerun. Resolutely live, they conscript audiences bodily, seeping from 

the two-dimensional screen into the third dimension.  



Thus, in the past decade, television has broken with a model of detached artistic 

engagement envisioned by classical philosophy; now it “indicates the implicit presence of the 

outside within the inside” (Galloway, 2008: 946). While television continues its drive toward full 

sensory immersion (or at least three dimensionality), it has consented to lessen its authoritative 

hold in this one way, to allow the actions of unseen masses to directly act upon content. In so 

doing there is a great deal of tension, redolent of this loss of control. Will people participate? 

Will too many people participate? Could the system “go down,” forcing television into the 

excruciating position of being both live and unscripted? Could something entirely unforeseen 

happen?2 Though massive amounts of contingency testing do occur, resembling nothing if not 

the (natural) disaster preparedness drills that are commonly held throughout Japan, early forays 

into this genre represented a massive “unknown” that could be perceived in the bodily 

comportment of their creators.  

Interactive television is provocative for the plural ways that it operates in and on space, 

and how it processes diversity. Rather than pacifying the viewer, isolated in the particularity of 

her experience, “social television” takes a step back from the fragmented marketing of mass 

entertainment in Japan and gestures toward reconstituting the national imaginary (Lukács, 2010; 

Moeran, 1996). In general, interactive television seeks to manipulate the spatiotemporal—first by 

classifying participants by region and using this information to create live maps and to organize 

teams, and second by sorting them based on intimate shared characteristics and rallying them 

around a collective mission.  

 Such programs frequently appropriate demographic information to suggest to users that 

they are part of a mass collective event—Nick Couldry’s media ritual on an (as of yet) reduced 

scale (2003). In addition to benefiting advertisers and therefore the networks themselves, the 



integration of this data into programmatic content reinforces a sense of connectivity and of 

nationhood. In a vivid recent example, NHK’s interactive quiz program QB47 pitted the 

prefectures of Japan against one another in an audience contest to correctly answer the most 

trivia questions; in this case too, the teams were represented by tarento from each region. 

Repeated ranking of the success of each region using a national map, with bonus points for 

percentage of participants by area population, served as a visual reminder of Japan as a concept. 

And viewers could choose their team independent of embodied location. Following David 

Harvey, such moments capture the innate impulse of television to compress space into a series of 

images, to “annihilate space through time” (1989: 293). The homogenizing impulse of such 

programming both subsumes and celebrates the diversity of Japan through an ongoing 

performance and assignation of Japanese-ness. Indeed, the regional is repeatedly linked back to 

the national, so while the participant is encouraged to identify with her team, she is also 

repeatedly exposed to maps displaying national participation, along with the excited banter of the 

hosts, who call their attention to the program’s reach.  

 

Research Sites and Methodology 

The data included here is based on two years of multisited fieldwork within the studios and 

offices of four major Japanese television networks (Fuji TV, TBS, TV Asahi, and NHK), and 

two independent production agencies responsible for Japan’s interactive television (Bascule and 

teamLab). It is also the outcome of more than thirty interviews with producers, directors, 

assistant directors, bureau chiefs, writers, and camera operators working within an experimental 

subgenre of the Japanese television market. I also participated in monthly meetings of the 



Tokyo-based “Social TV Research Collective” (Sōsharu Terebi Suishin Kaigi), a group 

comprising primarily industry professionals.  

 As in most cases of studying up/sideways (Hannerz, 1998; Ortner, 2009), I was not able 

to participate fully in the work of my informants. However, in exchange for access to Bascule’s 

office, I conducted research for them on American television markets—even clocking in with a 

timecard myself. This allowed me access not only to the work lives of employees but also to 

social events and company parties. These were the best occasions within which to talk with 

television production staff about their perceptions of social television and how they negotiated 

between content and technology. At the television broadcast offices, I tried as much as possible 

to follow the schedules of producers and directors. I attended editorial meetings, traveled to 

filming locations, watched them write subtitles and scripts, pulled all-nighters in the offices, and 

observed live television from the studios and control rooms. For the most part, I had free rein to 

roam the buildings, which (in one memorable incident), led to my accidentally attending a 

network executives’ meeting. 

Although most of my data originates from the field research, this analysis also relies 

heavily on content analysis—juxtaposing what happened on screen with what happened on set. 

The nature of these programs is unfamiliar enough, even now, that it is necessary to describe 

them in situations where I cannot easily show video clips. To capture the variety of social TV 

experiments attempted during this early period, I have chosen to focus on two programs as case 

studies that differ thematically in their application of interactive television technology but make 

use of common strategies. 

The homogeneity and synchronic output of the Japanese television industry is such that 

its interactive television programs lend themselves to concentrated study and constructive 



analysis. Japan possesses a sophisticated infrastructure for interactive broadcast, while its more 

limited range of channels and a single time zone make it a less complex market than found in 

other media-saturated nations. Each of the national broadcast networks that served as my field 

sites are based in Tokyo, with regional affiliates throughout the country. As is the case with 

broadcast systems in many countries (AşIk, 2018: 591), the Tokyo stations were responsible for 

producing most of the content viewed within Japan. 

 

Interactive Spectacle: “Arashi feat. You” 

It was multimedia arts and engineering collective teamLab’s foray into interactive television that 

first brought me to their office. Although most experimental Japanese television made use of 

well-established celebrities to drive viewership, teamLab solicited the participation of one of 

Japan’s most spectacle-worthy entities: a hugely popular boy band.  

 The offices of the company are located up the street from their founders’ alma mater, the 

University of Tokyo. Tucked into a small office building, the collective’s six floors of office 

space are filled with the castoffs from their experiments in projection mapping and immersive 

environments. Our meeting looks like an 8-bit video-game rendering of a table, and is built, they 

tell me, of the same military grade cardboard as a cannon in the corner. A cannon that is also a 

projector, powered by jumping on a trampoline.  

 The program in question is called Ongaku no Chikara/Arashi feat. You, starring what was 

then the top Japanese boy band, Arashi. As a high-profile NTV television event, this project was 

unique among its social TV counterparts for its prime-time slot (9 p.m. on Saturday, July 6), and, 

ultimately, its ratings. The event grew out of a 2011 interactive greeting-card application that 

allowed users to create and send customized songs featuring instrument-wielding 8-bit 



characters. In its final realization, the show unfolded with similar dramatic tension to other 

interactive programs, coupled with the energy characteristic of any massive concert: 

 

The band appears before its usual crowd, on a stage wrapped in a blue and grey lit-up staircase. 

As the crowd’s cheering slows to allow band member Ohno Satoshi to speak, he announces that 

he’s going to explain how we can participate in the music-making. He indicates two video 

screens on either side of the stage. When scrolling musical notes cross a yellow line, we are to 

push the buttons on our smart devices, laptops, or TV remote controllers. Following the 

instructions himself, Ohno tells us in a pseudo-intimate register, that he thinks “we” all need to 

practice. In time with a syncopated background beat, the band cheers and counts “1-2-3 HAI!” 

as the crowd presses its buttons in time with the beat. After a minute of these drills, fellow band 

member Sakurai Sho announces the start of this concert with practiced enthusiasm: “Nippon 

zenkoku no minasan: tanoshimimashō!” (Everyone in Japan, let’s have fun!) (see Riarutaimu 

2013) 

 

The Whole Country 

 Arashi’s use of zenkoku (the whole country) deploys a salutation commonly used by 

Japanese television: rather than functioning as an unknowable aggregate, the audience is 

collapsed into a reductive national body, redolent of the notion of “audience” itself. Indeed, the 

members of phenomenally popular fellow idol band AKB48 have been referred to as “national 

idols” (kokuminteki aidoru), or “the performers ‘we’ Japanese ‘all’ know and love” (Galbraith 

and Karlin, 2012). This willful collapsing of diversity within Japanese popular culture has been 

problematized by scholars for many years, with the greatest attention being paid to the genre of 



literature known as Nihonjinron (generally translated or interpreted as “theories of Japanese 

uniqueness”). And although the use of language meant to inscribe audiences within a national 

collective body is not uniquely Japanese, it is (like spectacle) a general trope of live and 

interactive television. Specifically, in the case of interactive television (and Japan), this strategy 

is of heightened significance to draw people near and to promote engagement. Projects 

attempting to harness the passive energy of the observer into that of collective action—while 

maintaining control over the volatile nature of crowds—require a delicate touch and self-

consciously uncontroversial content. Social TV is consistently mindful of the dangers of revising 

television’s traditional barriers, and the potential of social media to become uncontrollable. 

We’ve seen poignant examples of this during the recent political protests in the US, Hong Kong, 

and Iran, but it was the Arab Spring that was on the minds of mass media producers during the 

early days of interactive TV experimentation—in particular, the power of Twitter (multiple 

voices) when connected with mass broadcast (privileged platform) (York, 2016).   

 The common use of the term zenkoku is not analogous with language used in countries 

like the U.S. to inspire feelings of nationalism, or even that of other countries with a single time 

zone and relatively small geographical footprints. Discourse on race in Japan is invariably linked 

to historical narratives that promoted the idea of ethnic and cultural homogeneity and work to 

erase the diversity that exists within the country. An example of this kind of erasure can be found 

in the promotion of census outcomes, which claim that Japan is 97.8 percent “Japanese”—using 

legal status as a stand-in for ethnic diversity (Kokuseki 2018; Burgess, 2007; Narzary, 2004). The 

infrastructure of the Japanese television industry contributes to the its capacity to think of its 

viewership in national terms, even as it divides this body up into consumer profiles. There are 

only five major television companies and nine main channels in the Tokyo area. Thus, to borrow 



Sakurai Sho’s wording, “Nippon zenkoku no minasan” might have historically been presumed to 

be watching, live.  

 The Japanese media remains dedicated to the project of promoting a collective ethos in 

general but makes use of different strategies across its subgenres. By mapping the country 

through culinary tourism, engaging in live coverage of national ritual, or reminding viewers that 

one can watch and participate in an interactive NHK quiz show (or Arashi concert) 

simultaneously from the northern to southernmost parts of the archipelago, television gestures 

toward a collective way of being (or at least a capacity for collective enjoyment), against the 

drive of some forms of entertainment to encourage audience self-perception as transnational 

citizens (Hill, 2018: 11). National culture is reified through ongoing performances and 

assignations of Japanese-ness, and while interactive television rarely dabbles in overt 

performances of tradition or activities deemed culturally specific, it is motivated by the same 

energy “[that seeks to bind] the Japanese people tightly together in time and space, from one tip 

of the archipelago to the other…” (Fujitani, 1992: 832). 

One of the fundamental gestures that constitutes this exclusionary/inclusionary mode of 

mass address is found in the degree to which many Japanese TV programs seek to hail audiences 

by performing the idea of an appropriate or common emotional reaction to particular kinds of 

surprise or discomfort (Painter, 1993: 300). The fast-paced and ostensibly anarchic Japanese 

waidō shō (variety program) format creates space within which both home and in-studio 

observers, as well as participants, may be (within predictable parameters) caught off guard, 

eliciting seemingly genuine and spontaneous reactions that both teach culture and reinforce 

sameness. We see this too in the way television makes of foreigners objects of fascination, 

arranging encounters between Japanese and Others that frequently emphasize differences. 



Experimental television programs in Japan tend to focus on dividing audiences up into teams—

whether by blood type, region, musical instrument, or some other characteristic. But the goal, as 

performed by those on screen, remains collective enjoyment.  

As is generally the case with televised idol-events, Arashi feat. You plays with the 

categories of spectacle and mass public ritual, and with the cultivation of national publics (as 

well as audiences (Livingstone, 2005: 17)). The band moves from the main stage to a platform in 

the center of the program’s venue, harmonizing gracefully while women cover their mouths in 

wide-eyed amazement, reach out to touch the men’s bodies, and politely sing along. It’s hard, 

even for the at-home participant, to avoid affective engagement with this moment, even as it 

seems remarkably well behaved. The crowd stops short of excessive emotional display, and 

while enjoyment is palpable, it is also contained and homogeneous. 

 Despite this discernable audience fragmentation along age and gender lines, the 

construction of the Arashi set is intended to underscore the importance of the event by focusing 

on the scale of national participation. A flickering screen behind the band members counts the 

number of game players, which approaches 1 million as they finish their first song. The final 

figure claimed by NTV of 1.3 million participants represents more than 1 percent of Japan’s 

entire population.3 Of these, the majority (899,658 users) accessed the game via a 

smartphone/tablet, 333,630 users via data hōsō,4 and 139,023 users via computer. In its post-

mortem about the program, teamLab summarized its intentions: “The idea was to turn the 

scheduled musical performance from boy-band Arashi into a nation-wide interactive rhythm 

game where fans could use their mobile phones, computers, or even their TV remote controls to 

keep up with the beat visualized on screen” (Martin, 2013). Thus, the program is ever-mindful of 

the national as conceptual category, while also marketing more specifically to Arashi fans. 



Arashi feat. You, which represented the first attempt by television to turn a live concert into a 

technologically mediated participatory event, expected the fans to show up. But it also hoped that 

the novelty of this technology-on-display might be capable of seducing even those who would 

not typically endure an Arashi song. 

 

The Role of Onscreen Surrogacy 

The role of Arashi and other idols is similar to, but also diverges from that of public figures used 

by television as onscreen surrogates and participants in parasocial interactions (Horton and 

Wohl, 1956). As a complement to the use of spectacle and the promotion of national identity on 

interactive television, the concepts of surrogacy and parasocial interaction function by 

conscripting celebrities to learn and then demonstrate games, so that the audience actually 

performs actions and learns game play synchronically with individuals onscreen. This 

relationship, which is cultivated by much of Japanese television programming, is one of what 

Nordlund called “media interaction,” wherein a momentary engagement with an onscreen 

persona overlaps with long-term identification (1978). To this end, tarento in Japan are both 

friendly and famous, objects of fantasy and simultaneously relatable. Most, but especially female 

tarento, tend not to be particularly talented, but rather “friendly looking (Galbraith and Karlin, 

2012: 2–3; 8). The capacity of the Japanese language to convey social distance or proximity 

underscores this point.; as Andrew Painter once noted, television show fans have historically 

addressed tarento informally in letters, while their correspondence with film stars reflected an 

elevated grammar (1993: 297).   

 Fandom and identification are thus combined in audience consumption of Japanese 

television—with the roles played by the members of Arashi differing from those of the tarento 



selected to play and demonstrate the Bloody Tube game. Fandom is always an asymmetrical 

relationship between one (or five, in Arashi’s case) and many; to feel connection with a star, fans 

must do substantial work to transcend that star’s inaccessibility, privilege, and prestige (Yano, 

2012: 47). And while these programs are defined by interactivity, they fall prey to the dilemma 

outlined by Jenkins within which (television) producers and consumers alike acknowledge a 

progression toward such technologies without consensus on what participation means (2006: 

177). Arashi, seasoned pop idols that they are, embody (and exacerbate) this ambiguity: after 

coaching the audience through gameplay, they carefully interact with the camera—making eye 

contact, tilting their heads emotively, and pointing to the home viewer during particularly 

saccharine lyrics. Interactive TV games only increase these moments of parasocial interaction 

(Dibble et al., 2016: 25). 

 This kind of interaction comes with significant historical precedent in Japanese 

television. Indeed, Christine Yano has described studies concluding that Japanese audiences 

prefer celebrities who facilitate parasocial relationships by presenting as both familiar and 

relatable in their interactions with audiences (2012: 47-48). As a television producer named 

Takashi, who was active in the local interactive TV “think tanks,” commented, 

 

Of course, we are showing well-liked tarento using the interactive technology. What is a 

better way to get people to use it than if they can picture themselves playing a game with 

their favorite entertainer?5 

  

He added conspiratorially: “It started with Kume Hiroshi. HE was the first social television.” 

  



This was a point made by a few television professionals—that the introduction of TV 

Asahi’s groundbreaking news program News Station in the late 1980s had introduced a means of 

engaging with audiences that producers have attempted to replicate in “reality” TV since then. 

With already low news ratings and therefore little at stake, TV Asahi broke with national 

tradition by appointing former quiz show host Kume Hiroshi as the program’s news anchor and 

allowing him to experiment with informality. Kume distinguished himself from the then top-

rated NHK news program anchors by his refusal to use a teleprompter, and his self-consciously 

colloquial language (using the casually masculine boku rather than the formal and conventional 

watakushi to refer to himself, etc.) (Lubarsky, 1991: 313). In so doing, he made of the news a 

living object about which even a comedian could speak extemporaneously, and to a massive 

public. The dynamic of News Station was therefore reminiscent of a talk show rather than a 

newscast and was a precursor to experiments like the American The Daily Show—without the 

overt satire. By offering his opinion on the stories he covered, Kume broke with existing models 

of TV news, and by means of conversational discourse, introduced intimacy between himself and 

the audience and transcended the role of news reader to become, or to maintain to his role as a 

television personality. 

The challenge of replicating this kind of intimacy with pop idols is justifiable because of 

the public attention they draw to their projects. Moreover, fans of a particular artist generate 

intimacy within communities of their fellow devotees. While artists must serve as a sufficiently 

blank canvas for the “multiple and moving” meanings of fans, connection between artist and 

audience is born of a multidirectional experience of that individual. As noted by Galbraith and 

Karlin, Kimura Takuya of the esteemed idol group SMAP once described himself as “public 

property” (kōkyō-butsu) and his public persona as being “like an empty public park without 



structures… anyone can enter and anyone can exit” (2012: 18). This is not to say that control 

resides with the fan, either, as she has been presented with a highly scripted and heavily refined 

product; the massive marketing engines of the music and mass media industry have mobilized to 

persuade her to like this band, these idols. Their existence, and the spectacle of Arashi feat. You, 

is the outcome of a unified and substantial body of expertise, comparable to that which makes 

television possible in general. As one assistant director, working on interactive television, 

observed, 

 

Since television [in Japan] is all about knowing who celebrities are, we use them 

when we need to introduce new things. They make them easier for audiences to 

accept. 

 

The form of celebrity literacy encouraged and sometimes even required of television audiences is 

part of what constitutes national community, and a useful mediator for the architects of these 

products as they seek to convince not just audiences but also their bosses to sign on to unproven 

TV concepts. Because individual tarento, idols, and stars appear across genres and in 

conversation with their past appearances, programmatic content is often merely a frame for the 

circulation of celebrity, and comprehension requires ongoing exposure (Galbraith and Karlin, 

2012: 11). 

However, it should be noted that the nature of celebrity in Japan differs from that of 

many Western countries (Lukács, 2010). In the US, for example, stars are increasingly known for 

their willingness to lay bare their personal lives or, ideally, a version consistent with their 

personal branding (Wee and Brooks, 2010). Japan does not value the same degree or type of 



public vulnerability in its celebrities, particularly when it comes to bands like Arashi. In such 

cases, too much intimacy is dangerous for the product, and to borrow Nigel Thrift’s terms, 

Japanese audiences remain willing to engage in what surplus mental labor is needed to bridge the 

gap between the band’s “smallness” (i.e., members’ accessibility) and their “largeness” (i.e., 

suitability as the target of fascination/fantasy) (2010: 304). Tarento, like all of those used in 

interactive television, provide the industry with data to curate, modify, and manipulate—doubly 

so when participating as a player in a collective game.  

In general, Thrift writes ambiguously about the role of the “glamorous celebrity/persona, 

defining them as a hybrid person/thing (2010: 304) and then as “neither person nor thing but 

something in between” (2010: 305). But I appreciate the blurriness inherent in this contradiction, 

and the nod to the contradictions inherent in the category. The “thing-ness” of media 

personalities is what makes them so easily exploitable as tools around which to build 

community, and why they are so easily replaced by holograms and other mechanical forms of 

human simulation as facilitators of content.  

Music shows, like the Arashi special, do have their own unique challenges to overcome. 

As one of the main genres of Japanese television, this type of programming represents an 

inevitable, if not necessarily ideal, testing ground for experimental technologies. However, as 

suggested by Carolyn Stevens and Shuhei Hosokawa, it is not the music that makes such 

programs appealing to audiences but the dialogue occurring between musical performances, as 

song itself is insufficient to build affective connection (2001: 242). A related article by Ujiie 

Natsuhiko (titled “Terebi ga Tsumaranakunatta Ryū”—The Reason Television Became Boring) 

confirms this assertion: ratings decline when individuals start singing on music programs and 

increase when they engage in conversion. Thus, in order to sustain audience interest, Japanese 



television repeatedly books the “best talkers,”6 clever comedians who can offset the loss 

engendered by the use of songs (2013). The outcome is programs filled with banter as a means of 

hedging, and substantial repetition between channels and shows. Yuji, a veteran TBS director, 

complained to me about such programming in terms of a particular, undesirable set of 

demographics to whom they ought not cater: “This is terrible to say but…the great majority of 

programs are made for old people, the stupid, and the poor. Programs that are stimulating for 

smarter, younger, and wealthier audiences are very few.”7 

 

Publics and Engagement in the Minds of Producers 

Indeed, it was not uncommon for the television professionals with whom I worked to 

openly critique their medium, lamenting a need to appeal to unsophisticated and often 

meddlesome viewers and corral them into mutual self-identification. Rather than representing an 

attempt to work against the power imbalance of news dissemination, practices such as Kume 

Hiroshi’s equalizing discourse are a cynical indication of its willingness to cater to a presumed 

lower-level cognitive aggregate. In his work on Indian cinema William Mazzarella noted 

comparable speech acts: when articulating the necessity of censorship, his interlocuters invoked 

the notion of the “common man” in the third person as a means of transferring the impetus for 

undesirable actions onto an ill-defined public body whose characteristics were assembled from 

media consumption data (2003: 159). Such categories are commonly invoked as a means of 

separating the speaker from publics classified as receivers of media content, and as 

paradigmatically less intellectually sophisticated than producers or regulators themselves.  

Producers’ complaints call into question Luhmann’s accusation that producers’ identities 

were to blame for this failure to keep pace with society’s knowledge production and his 



denunciation of a crippling economic model that necessitates catering to imagined audiences 

(1998: 86). However, ethnographic studies of mass media helpfully depart from the normative 

theorization of television in accounting for a friction between profit-minded management and the 

intellectuals in their employ. In particular, journalists commonly lament the effects that 

attempting to capitalize on perceived audience desire has on the quality of journalistic output  

(Stahlberg, 2002: 168–169). To articulate how journalism develops its particular brand of 

professionalism in consultation with organizational practices and requirements Gaye Tuchman 

has alluded to the general sociological notion of the conflict between professionals and 

organizations (1978: 5). If journalism is deemed an intellectual endeavor, and audiences cannot 

be conceived of in terms of a comparable and uniform intellectual selfhood, the product of 

journalistic output is inevitably compromised–a presumption that is rarely applied to televisual 

praxis, but probably could be in Japan. Relevantly, when I asked about community-building in 

interactive television programs, an assistant director contracting at Fuji TV observed, “People are 

easily manipulated. It doesn’t matter what we want—we just have to get people excited using the 

formulas we know. That is what the [TV] executives want.”8 

However, with some exceptions, much critical discourse on television dwells on imposed 

cognitive excess resulting from surplus and uncontextualizable images and (even among 

ethnographic work) still foregrounds the perspectives of viewers. Such scholarship falls to 

complicate the notion of unidirectional power by reminding us that television producers are 

themselves actors under constraint. The television they make is often not the television they wish 

to make, and it remains symptomatic of a succession of compromises at every step in the 

production process. If, as Luhmann posits, media does not just represent but also makes present, 

then the experiences that it manifests seem to represent the desires of nobody in particular (1998: 



86). Nonetheless, where Arashi feat. You did not represent any particular innovations in content, 

its performance as a novel technical feat was indisputable, and its conspicuous, mass appeal to 

the most desirable of consumer audiences made it a success by most of the metrics that matter to 

television.  

 

The Last Award: Community through Contribution 

On September 29. 2013, at five minutes to midnight, another project by Bascule, one of 

the primary agencies driving interactive television, debuted—this time on Fuji Television, and 

cohosted by Bascule’s president, Boku Masayoshi. The concept was again, pioneering. Audience 

members were to submit a video of no more than sixty seconds, representing the idea of “a one-

minute image to send off the day.” Submitted videos were then aired on the program and 

evaluated simultaneously by a panel of experts and the home audience, with results perceptible 

on-screen in real-time. 

The program begins by invoking the credibility of the program’s judges to function as 

both representatives of the home audience and the show’s primary evaluators; ultimately, 

audience voices are represented only by numerical figures and comments entered into a web 

field, while experts sit before the broadcast camera and pronounce verbal judgment upon the 

short films. An introductory profile of Boku is brief but offers a sense of his artistic vision, and a 

selection of Bascule’s accomplishments. The Last Award runs through a “best of” showcase 

featuring the company’s recent experiments with image-mapping and interactivity and offers a 

glimpse into Bascule’s awards-filled office lobby.  

This introductory process is repeated for each of the judges; once their credibility has 

been established, the program’s attention moves on to the audience’s role. Participants must first 



create an account to vote via smartphone on each of the preselected videos, and to mirror the 

experts’ on-screen evaluations with our own Facebook and Twitter comments. The difference in 

the reach and likelihood of exposure between viewers’ comments on the television-hosted social 

media accounts and those of the program’s in-studio judges calls attention to the lingering 

differences between mass and social media (the multichannel din of social media always 

belonging to the realm of potential massification, and television nervously scanning for signs that 

it is losing its historic privilege).  

One at a time, the expert and home audiences view the user-submitted videos, and as 

each ends in a swirl of animated leaves, sleepy eyes, or families watching TV together, voting 

begins on the application. Tapping upward on a cartoon eye opens its lid wider, and a 

corresponding numerical rating climbs from one to ten. As viewers vote, ten columns of 

animated eyes stream on-screen behind the five judges. (The more eyes passing through a 

numerical column, the greater the number of users who have assigned a video that score.) The 

experts reserve judgement, and in a model that contradicts that of most global television contests, 

refrain from commentary that might guide or instruct audiences. In this program, expertise is 

contrasted with popular perception, and home audiences have greater power, if not an equivalent 

platform, to assign merit to participants.  

As animated eyeballs scroll vertically in rapid succession, the experts point and laugh, 

noting the number of fives, in one case, and ones in another (see Figure B). With exaggerated 

theatricality, their faces contort in response to the strictness of home audiences, who seem at first 

to assign lower scores than do the judges themselves. Expert judgment follows the 

announcement of an aggregate audience score, as the judges award three eights and two fours to 

the first submission. While the experts take time to invoke their professional credentials and 



experience to defend these scores, users of The Last Award’s app complain about the frequency 

of the show’s advertising breaks—both the program’s constant disruption by short bursts of 

commercial video and the jarring juxtaposition of slick sponsor advertising with DIY user 

content. These complaints are unsuitable for appropriation by the program itself. Audience 

impressions of commercial sponsorship have little place on the television screen, and Fuji TV 

still filters out the majority of what they say.  

Like Arashi, The Last Award actively renegotiates representation and foregrounds the 

performance of expertise in a few provocative ways—most notable being the capacity to 

evaluate and label media according to learned standards for what constitutes the “good” and 

“successful.” Second is the way that this expertise shares space with audience’s own perceptions 

and means of interacting with the program’s structure and content. And third is the program’s 

appropriation of user-submitted media, its use of the mass media platform to broadcast videos 

that one might otherwise watch on YouTube: animated shorts of varying quality. Departing from 

globally popular “reality” television programs, which place noncelebrities in artificial situations 

to display their talents (or lack thereof), Last Award cannot so easily be falsified or manipulated 

in the moment by the introduction of obstacles, the distortion of an individual by camera angle or 

select cut-shots, and so forth. In the case of this program, what is viewed is ostensibly equivalent 

to what was submitted and nothing more. Like most televised talent shows, the agency of users is 

ultimately limited, and the program filtered through media institutions; those videos upon which 

viewers are able to cast a vote have been selected by producers as part of a collaborative and 

compromise-filled process. Unlike any other talent competition, however, the format here 

presents as collaborative, like that of a classroom art critique.  



This format gestures to the definition of user agency as “participatory engagement,” or 

the formulation of community through cocreation (Evans, 2008: 8; van Dijck, 2009: 42). In The 

Last Award, the agency of users is varied and overlapping—not all are participants, not all are 

contributors. One of the show’s creators, Akiko, agreed: “We are helping each other to make art; 

the people who are just watching help the video creators too.”9  

 

CONCLUSION 

The programs described herein complicate the categories of audience(s)/publics and 

viewers/users to an extent still frequently unseen in the medium of television. Among the 

production goals of each of these projects was an attempt to cultivate and manipulate 

identification and identity, and to build community through certain categories considered 

immutable and commensurate.  

 What has so far been only briefly addressed in this article is the way that the interfaces 

and barriers deployed by these programs serve to discipline the energy of the viewing public, to 

massage the unruly energy of the crowd into that of a managed public. For example, within the 

commenting section of each program’s interface, the “nama koe” (raw voices) of users are kept 

segregated from the official TV messaging and remain imperceptible for those turning in through 

TV alone. The energy instantiated by their “liveness” is simultaneously repressed and 

incorporated—similar to how Mazzarella (2013: 48) describes a capacity of cinema to 

appropriate both the physical energy of the embodied crowd and that of the virtual mass public 

watching the film elsewhere (under similar, knowable conditions). Like cinema, social television 

has the capacity to address audiences on more than one level—exploiting both the affective 

benefits of its paternalistic mode of address and the freedom of anonymity. 



Even in programs like The Last Award, where audiences don’t just play the game but 

supply the program with all of its content, the authors of the submitted videos remain 

anonymous, unacknowledged by the program’s judges, and relegated to the category of faceless 

user. Indeed, the separation of viewer energy from that of the main programmatic content reflects 

TV producers’ overall pessimistic conceptualization of audiences as uninformed, manipulable, 

and sentimental–but also possessing of a palpable and exploitable energy. The energy inherent in 

collective consumption and mass participation (even at the virtual level), can be said to justify 

television’s policy of containment. A combination of its latency and the brevity of such programs 

further stymies the accumulation of tension and enforces a cooling distance that turns the users 

into a managed public.  

Interactive television in Japan draws upon the medium’s history of constructing spheres 

of collective consumption off-screen: the chat features of these programs’ apps and web sites 

echo the earliest modes of TV viewership in Japan, where gaito terebi (outdoor televisions) were 

installed in public places ranging from street corners to train stations, and the normative mode of 

viewing took place alongside anonymous strangers. Followed by the utopic period of the cha no 

ma era of family consumption, TV viewing in Japan before the development of “second screens” 

was already established as a social practice involving a synchronic exchange of audience 

commentary. 

 But the pivot from embodied to virtual collective viewing impedes the formation of 

meaningful intimacy; per Lauren Berlant’s theorization of an intimate public, intimacy and 

virtual synchronicity can be decoupled (2011: 226). As a fixture of modern life, virtual crowds 

frequently bypass feelings of intimacy and channel their energy into contagious hysteria, “flame 

wars,” cyber-bullying, trolling, and so on. With an awareness of the risk that such crowds pose to 



the manicured space of television, it is no great surprise that each of these programs’ apps 

constrains the interaction that users can have, while still letting them play along. 
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Endnotes 

 
1 A waipu box is a small secondary screen-within-a-screen that displays real-time reactions of 

celebrities to the programming. 
2 This happened in England, where the mobile app associated with “The Singer Takes it All” 

failed during the first episode.  
3 The figure published on the NTV website is 1,372,311 participants with 171,733,624 button 

pushes (Martin, 2013). 

http://ayablog.jp/


 
4 This technology provides a separate “layer” to Japanese broadcast which, without requiring an 

internet connection, allows viewers to access specific information on demand, such as the 

weather or one’s horoscope. Individual programs also use data hōsō for contests and other bonus 

program-related content, and such content may be interacted with via remote control.  
5 Fieldnotes, July 7, 2013. 
6 “Tōku ga umai no wa owarai geinin, takumina MCs” 
7 Interview by author, March 23, 2013.  
8 Fieldnotes, Jan 20, 2013. 
9 Interview by author, November 14, 2013. 


