
History

The history of Western pop music in Japan goes back to 1879, when a musical centre was opened for the study of musical forms not just exclusive to native music.  This was following in the guidance of the Japanese government, who “promoted the imitation of advanced Western countries as a policy for enhancing its economic and military strength.”
  This policy continued straight through World War II and the Occupation of Japan.  


There was a report published in 1959 by the U.S. government, called the Conlon Report, which was meant to present current policies in regards to Asian cultures.  The following is an excerpt that indicates how the government perceived the future of Japanese culture:


“Developments within and among the various Japanese social classes suggest the dynamic, changing quality of modern Japan...No area of Japan, moreover, is beyond the 
range of the national publications, radio and even TV.  New ideas can be quickly and thoroughly disseminated; it is in this sense that Japanese culture can become more standardized even as it is changing.  Many of the changes look in the direction of the United States; in such diverse fields as gadgets, popular music, and fashions.  American influence is widespread.  And this is but one evidence of the general desire to move away from the spartan, austere past toward a more comfortable, convenient future.”

Imported music into Japan was a popular item, demonstrated by the success of artists like Elvis Presley and The Beatles.  The market for yogaku was assisted by the inability of the Japanese market to manufacture its first LP audio disc until 1951, many years after the Americans.  This created a situation where there was a large supply of product overseas in the U.S., while few native Japanese products were being produced.  For the next fifteen years, the consumption rate of yogaku was greater than for hogaku.  Hogaku has been in control ever since 1966.


As hogaku artists began to sing in yogaku styles, the music market as a whole in Japan increased.  Total sales reached 50 billion yen in 1968, doubled to 100 million yen in 1971 and doubled again to 200 billion yen in 1976.
  In 1994, total sales of audio recordings in Japan were 5.2 oku yen (one oku equivalent to one  trillion).  Sales were broken into 77.2% CD albums, 17.0% CD singles and 5.2% cassettes and other releases.


The percentage of sales of Western pop music over the past decade has decreased from a peak of 39% in 1987, to a low of 24% in 1992, currently hovering at a rate closer to 30%.
  Even though sales of Western pop music in Japan is not as comparable to those for native product as in the past, its influence on the market remains strong.  The ‘New Music’ of Japan is derived from Western popular forms and takes many of its cues from successes overseas.  The popularity of rap and reggae amongst Japanese consumers serves as an example of how popular music trends tend not to begin with native artists.  It was only after the market was established that Japanese rap and reggae artists began to spring up and become popular.  

Lyrics

The most obvious difference between native kayokyoku and Western pop music is the language difference, as music imported from other countries is almost always sold as originally recorded, with lyrics in English.  It is rare to have an artist re-record one of their songs in Japanese just to appeal to a Japanese audience.  The use of English in pop lyrics is not unique to the music market in Japan.  It is a cultural phenomenon that can be seen manifested throughout the culture.  In exploring the significance of the presence and use of English in Japan, it becomes more evident how Japanese people perceive Western cultural products.  English is used in many ways that go beyond mere communication, paradoxically restricting and enhancing the sales potential of Western pop music at the same time.   


Foreign languages were not a focus of the Japanese higher education system before World War II.  This can be attributed to the intense sense of nationalism that Japanese felt as a society, limiting the need to communicate with people of other nations.  However, with the Occupation of Japan after the War, the English language became more preeminent in Japanese culture.  It started with the presence of Americans and the importation of American products, but soon spread to the Japanese language and culture as well.  


This can be seen in the spread of katakana words.  In Japanese, there are three types of characters.  There are the hiragana, kanji and the katakana.  The hiragana are the basic alphabet, most comparable to the ABCs of English.  Kanji are the pictographic characters imported from China which are used to symbolize the meanings of different combinations of the hiragana characters.  Chinese differs from Japanese in their lack of hiragana and exclusive use of kanji characters.  Chinese kanji also number 20-30,000, whereas commonly used kanji in Japanese number 3-4,000.  Katakana are mostly words imported from other languages that have been adapted to the Japanese syllabic structure.  For example, the word computer is pronounced konpyuutaa.  Katakana has its’ own characters, independent of hiragana and kanji.  As the influence of foreign cultures on Japanese society has increased, so has the quantity of katakana words.  In modern Japan, one cannot speak fluent Japanese without a thorough knowledge of many English-derived katakana words.


The modern Japanese educational system now places more of a priority upon the study of English than in pre-War days.  It is mandatory for junior and senior high students in Japan to study English for a total of six years.  Despite this seemingly sufficient period of time to learn the language, many Japanese people still find it difficult to communicate in English.  The focus of English study in Japan is on reading and writing, not speaking and communicating.  The structure of the classroom teaching is such that individual participation is not encouraged and the opportunity to improve one’s skill in speaking English is not a focus.  Students have to take independent “conversation classes” if they hope to improve their speaking ability.  Students are not often motivated to go beyond the classroom in their study of English, because for college and corporate entrance exams, the focus is solely on reading and writing.  It all adds up to a self-reinforcing system that does not encourage Japanese students to learn how to speak English.  However, the system is moderately successful in teaching Japanese students how to understand what is going on around them in a world increasingly mediated by English.  Placed in a cultural context, it becomes more understandable how so much English can be found in Japanese society and culture.


Product names and other simple uses of English are one thing, but the use of English in pop lyrics poses a more complex problem for Japanese people.  In a  culture that is so accustomed to singing along to their favorite songs (i.e. karaoke), to not be able to comprehend what is being sung can be quite problematic.  A survey taken by the Tokyu Department Store in 1993 found that 57.4% of respondents claimed to have ‘little understanding of English.’   Of those who rarely listened to Western pop music, 39.9% claimed that the primary reason was that they could not understand the lyrics.
    


Although it may be true that English poses an obstacle to the sales of Western pop music in Japan, the use of English in Japanese pop music needs to be examined.  It is not often the case that entire songs by Japanese artists are done in English, as only artists fluent enough in the language can get away with it (e.g. Yoshida Miwa of Dreams Come True).  However, English is often used as a decoration for songs done in Japanese, either in song titles or occasionally sewn into the lyrics themselves.  This type of usage is not unique to Japanese pop music, as it is common throughout the culture.  William Bohnaker comments on such use of English as,


“more of a minimal social insignia - like our wearing at least thongs and a t-shirt to enter a restaurant - than a practical tool.  In fact Eigo (English) in Japan is now much more an indigenous social formula than a foreign language.”
 

English takes on a much deeper social significance than simply as a foreign language, as is manifested in many ways in pop music.


It is not that surprising to find words referring to strong emotions expressed in English.  Love is a concept that Japanese people often have a hard time expressing in their native language.  In fact there are different words and degrees for Japanese people to express such affection to one another, one of the most powerful of which is “I Labu Yu.”  There are many cases where artists have opted for English when trying to convey such feelings.  One such case was a song by Fumiya Fuji, sung entirely in Japanese but titled “True Love.”  The title is appropriate given the content of the lyrics, but the artist did not use a Japanese title for a song sung in Japanese.  This is quite common, as the Top 10 singles and albums of 1995 illustrates (see p.??).  


Sex is another theme that Japanese people are very uncomfortable expressing in their native tongue.  There are a number of ways to discretely refer to sexual relations in Japanese, such as dakishimeru (to hug/hold).  More blatant references to sex are sekkusu and H (pronounced ettchi).  Japanese lyrics will often have references to men and women performing the more graceful act of dakishimeru, with the more blatant terms reserved for less public forms of entertainment.


Western pop artists are the products of cultures that are more comfortable with the topics of love and sex, and the lyrics of their songs reflect this.  Although modern Japanese society is changing, the image of Japan being purer than the Western world has not changed substantively.  Songs about love or sex are at a disadvantage in Japan when not sung in a way that Japanese people can be comfortable with or easily understand.  The cultural clash is evident in this point.


A further examination reveals the seemingly oblivious nature of the Japanese consumer to English-embroidered products.  Soft drinks with names like Pocari Sweat and Calpis Water leave very inquisitive looks on the faces of native English speakers, but native Japanese people simply consider them to be part of the consumer culture.  Deborah Boehm, a writer from a London magazine, was fascinated upon reading the following anecdote on a sweater:


“CHALLENGE SPIRITS PASSIONATE AGE RESOLUTE FIGHTER YOU CAN TRUST THE PARTNER IMPRESSION.”
   

Far from being an isolated anecdote, this is a common occurrence in Japan.  Everything from sweaters, bags and t-shirts down to office supplies have this sort of English usage strewn all over itself.  Boehm claims that this trend began around 1980 and has existed to this day.


Such use of the language is not meant to be interpreted, it is simply meant to be seen and absorbed for what it is worth.  The English words take on a different meaning.  Its meaning is very much implicative of foreign cultures and is used to convey a differentiated image for one product over another.  It is meant to strike up images that are not just native to Japan.  Bohnaker elaborates by writing that,


“English is an ambiance for the ordinary Japanese, part of the formula for aural aesthetics and emotional music rather than a currency for ideas and facts.  And as visual terrain it has the same effect: a familiar physical and psychic landscape, devoid of practical information, but electric with intimate melodies for the senses....It’s their siren song for an America of the imagination, their own Atlantis beneath the grid of group and gain, another shimmering kingdom of desire.”

The use of English in Japanese products serves the purpose of inciting images of Western influence.  As I have already detailed, the image of the West has both positive and negative connotations.  Western pop music is no different.


In Japan, Western pop music is perceived as having more integrity than native Japanese pop.  This is probably due to the mutual dependency of Japanese pop and the commercial culture in which it exists.  Pop songs are often made for the sake of being used in commercials in Japan, known as ‘image songs,’ which date back to 1953.
  Advertisement music is relegated to the jingles industry in many Western markets.  Japanese pop artists can be found to commonly appear in both TV and print advertisements, marketing their name in as many ways as possible.  In the Tokyu survey, 25.6% of those who listen primarily to Western music claimed that they do because of their dislike for the commercialism that tie-ups represent in the Japanese market.
  Many Western artists avoid such commercial exposure, for the fear of being perceived as “selling-out.”  


In addition, the ability of the Japanese market to turn soap opera and other TV idols into pop singers is indicative of the formulaic nature of the Japanese pop music industry.  There is a history of this in Japan that has transformed itself over time, and is a system that remains in place.  In the 1980s, there was the rise of idol singers and the corresponding ‘band boom’, during which time virtually any group with a cute lead singer stood a good chance at being successful.  The prime example of this was the Onyanko Club, a group of 52 girls put together through a national competition that became very successful as a group.
  Although not as blatantly constructed as back then, idols are still commonly made into musical artists.  They are often quite successful, as is indicated by the success of comedian Hama-chan as lead singer of the group H Jungle with t, who scored the #2 song of the year in 1995.  Such cases are the exception rather than the rule in Western nations.   

Production

There are also differences in the way that Western pop music is produced when compared to the native Japanese product.  Beyond any analysis of the formulaic nature of Japanese pop, there are functional differences in who is involved in the recording process and to what extent.  This results in a noticeable difference between Western product and Japanese product.


In his book, Hitto No Tsubo, Kotaro Aso details how Japanese pop music is produced and the roles of different individuals in that process.  He accomplishes this by isolating individual case stories of very successful people within the Japanese music industry as well as giving a general overview of how it functions.  He analyzes the “tie-up” industry, particularly the workings of the Biingu (Being) Company, specializing in tie-ups.  They are a company put together to supply corporations with sound-bytes for their commercials or with theme songs for their TV shows.  In such a system, the traditional roles of singer, songwriter, producer and arranger become somewhat skewed.  It is very common for a singer in the West to also be their own songwriter, but such is no longer the case in Japan.  Aso comments on the shortage of young songwriters in Japan, leaving individuals in their forties trying to write songs to be purchased by young people in their teens and twenties.
  This has left Japanese record labels somewhat out of touch with young consumers.


Furthermore, there is a lack of A&R efforts in Japan to discover and foster talent amongst young and burgeoning stars.  Aso sees the future of the Japanese music industry going in a direction that artist, producer and A&R representative are all on the same team working together to foster the career of individual artists, which is not currently the case.
       


There are exceptions to the criticisms put forth by Aso in the industry, as some companies have created niches and are operating in a way that is less commercialistic than what he portrays.  Fun House Music pays their arrangers higher royalties than other labels to ensure that they have the best talent on their staff.
  Epic/Sony Music was started under the leadership of Shigeo Maruyama in an effort to develop Japanese rock music, with a focus on live performances.  Both labels have been remarkably successful in what they have set out to accomplish, in ways that were independent of the commercialistic “tie-up” system.

Format

One of the major obstacles for Western pop music in Japan has been the format in which the music is sold.  Japan is a nation very much focused on advanced technology, as CD players have become commonplace in most homes.  In 1993, 54.3% of all Japanese households owned a CD player.
  This has resulted in a change of primary musical format to almost exclusively CD production.  This has worked to shut out Western pop music in a number of ways.


First, is the CD single.  New singles released in Japan are on CD, where in the West it is most often on cassette.  There are no cassette singles in Japan, resulting in a lack of a market for corresponding Western products.  This becomes problematic because of the prominent role that singles play in the Japanese market.


The CD was introduced into the Japanese market in 1982.  At that point, sales of full-length albums were virtually equivalent to the sales of singles.  However, from 1982 to 1987, the margin widened between sales of full-length albums (vinyl, cassette or CD) and singles to a point nearing a margin of three to one.  The CD single entered the Japanese market in 1988 and gradually pushed out the cassette.  From 1988 to 1992, sales of singles jumped with the new CD format, finally surpassing the sales of full-length albums in 1993.
    In 1990, CD singles represented only 7.9% of the total market in Japan, but has increased to a peak of 19.0% in 1993, down to 17.0% in 1994.
   


In 1992, the total number of full-length albums released on CD in Japan by Western pop artists exceeded that of Japanese artists by a margin of 5,585 to 3,297.  However, the total number of CD singles released in Japan was in favor of the native Japanese product by a margin of 3,885 to 671.
  This is problematic for the Japanese consumer that wants exposure to Western pop music, because they must purchase an artist’s entire album to gain access to new Western releases.  The Japanese consumer can either rent or purchase a new CD single or full-length album for new Japanese releases, giving the consumer more options.  Western pop music has radio as an outlet, but it is not as strong of a marketing tool as the product itself is in Japan.  Consider that 65.3% of Tokyu survey participants prefer listening to CDs before going to bed compared to only 0.3% preferring to listen to the radio.  There are obvious ramifications on the popularity of Western pop artists, particularly when considering that their target market is the Japanese youth and that Japanese consumers aged 13-29 purchase CD singles at rates above average.
     


The CD single market in Japan serves consumers in a different way than in the West.  CD single releases of Western pop music hits are often in a 5” maxi-single format, usually offering four or five different remixed versions of a popular song.  These CD singles sell at a premium price above what is charged for cassette singles.  There is currently no 3” CD single market in the United States.  In Japan, there is no 5” CD single market, as 3” is the format of choice.  Singles released on 3” CDs in Japan often provide the featured single, a backing song and either one or two karaoke versions.  The lyrics are imprinted upon the inside cover to assist the consumer in their effort to sing along with their favorite hits.  I will expand upon the importance of karaoke in the Japanese market later, but for now it is important simply to note how CD singles are very much tailored for the Japanese consumer.  


Another problem incited by the exclusive presence of CD singles in Japan is the effect that it has on per-person spending on music.  The market for music in Japan may be the second largest in the world, but Japanese consumers rate ninth amongst developed countries in per-capita spending on music recordings.

Given the increased expense of purchasing a CD single over a cassette single, Japanese consumers have less money left to spend on Western pop music.


In the West, singles drive the sales of albums.  Singles are released to promote sales of a new album.  It is not uncommon for a single album to produce three or four singles, which drive the sales of the album.  In Japan, this works somewhat differently.  Albums are constructed around singles, resulting in many “stuffer” songs to complete an album.  It is not common practice to release more than a couple of singles from a single album.  If an album begins to sell well, the record label will likely release another single not on the current album.  It then becomes the case that albums are driving the sales of singles.  The focus on individual hits is much greater in Japan than in the West and the affect can be seen on the general quality of albums produced in Japan.


Currently the focus of Japanese record labels is on producing hit singles, as established hit artists continue to dominate the albums charts.  In fact, many hit artists don’t release any singles off of their new CD releases for fear that they will not go #1 and slow the sales of their full-length CD releases.
  


One strength of Western pop music is in the totality of an artist’s work and depth of an entire repertoire.  There are few Japanese artists that can boast a substantive catalogue of music, in comparison to Western artists.  The dominance of the CD single in Japan is a hindrance to Japanese consumers discovering Western pop artists and the quality of their work.  Recently however, there is a phenomenon in Japan that has introduced a new possibility for record companies that wish to break artists in Japan.  Compilation albums have become a valuable tool for Western pop artists wishing to break into the Japanese market. In 1994, a Warner Music Japan compilation titled “Hits 1” became a smash success, selling over 350,000 copies nationwide.
  The album contained songs by artists like Phil Collins, Eric Clapton and Earth Wind & Fire, whom had all attained success in the West, but had yet to fully breakthrough to the Japanese market.  Advertising on mainstream television by Warner Music Japan resulted in an audience base beyond the core following of these artists often reached through specialist music publications.  These compilations sell well, as according to Oricon year-end charts, ten of the Top 40 yogaku albums of 1995 were compilation albums.


One of the major benefits from participating in a compilation album is the increased exposure that Western artists can get by clearing their songs for usage.  Although many artists hesitate to sacrifice any of their royalty rights for participating in such projects, compilations should be seen as a worthy investment.  Companies need to laxen their position on royalty rights for the sake of this potential penetration  into the market.  For artists like Eric Clapton, who have been around for years without much success in Japan, compilations offer a good opportunity to get individual hit songs in the hands of consumers without making them buy individual albums.  These compilations are often comprised of songs that have had market success in the West, providing a bargain for Japanese consumers.  


There is an established history of Western pop music in Japan that has strongly influenced what is currently known as Japanese kayokyoku.  Musical products imported into Japan have usually been in English and have not been tailor-made for the Japanese market.  This has resulted in market difficulties and the decrease in preeminence of Western pop music as the Japanese music industry has matured.  However, Western pop music has the advantage of being a cultural product that is targeted for a young market that is increasingly separating themselves from the traditional ethic of the isolationist Japanese psyche and is opting instead to consume the finest the world has to offer them.  Western pop music is currently not available in ways that Japanese consumers can best access it, although that situation is changing.  As the next section will detail, there are advantages to Western pop music that have yet to be fully exploited.  
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