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INTRODUCTION


Japanese animation and manga focus on the many facets of Japanese life, and that includes influences from Japanese robot culture and Shinto/onmyodo practices. Japanese robot culture takes on unique forms and meanings in animation and manga, which include ties with the Shinto belief of animism. Robots and robotic culture are more deeply explored, whether it be from the psychological impact that robots have on human beings, or the destructive nature that they may posses. Uniquely associated with Japanese robot culture is the idea that the machines should also have personality. Animations like Tetsuwan Atom and Time of Eve delve deeper into this idea. However, animators also use the medium to express the impending future that will come upon humanity as well. Works like Akira and Galaxy Express 999 show how artificiality can also lead to the destruction of humanity and its resources. 

Shinto is prominent in many Japanese animations and manga, whether it be from the first shrine visit (hatsumode) in a slice of life story, or a tale full of yokai and mystery. Yokai in particular, are a unique part of Japanese culture that cannot be easily expressed in other cultures. Natsume's Book of Friends expands on the relationship between yokai and humans, while also providing a more modern outlook on the traditional Japanese spirit. The books used throughout this paper will be Anime: A History by Jonathan Clements, Samurai From Outer Space by Antonia Levi, Anime From Akira to Princess Mononoke by Susan Napier, Manga: The Complete Guide by Jason Thompson, and an essay titled "The bestseller recipe: a natural explanation of the global success of anime" by Lars-Martin Sorensen. Through the analysis of Japanese robotic culture as it pertains to issues of artificiality vs. humanity, and the deep rooted relationship between yokai and traditional Shinto practices; people can develop aesthetic sensibilities and the ability to engage in critical analysis through the study of Japanese manga and animated works.  
ROBOT CULTURE


Japanese robot culture has strong cultural ties with Japanese Shintoism due to the fact that animism plays a key role in robot culture. Animism is the belief that anything on the planet has spiritual significance and worth, so anything on the planet can have a soul. In essence, machines can be like us and possess qualities similar to that of human beings. Animation and manga are special in the fact that they can be created to blur this line even further. They add to the uniqueness of the genre itself and present it in a new medium. Japanese robot creators believe that by learning more about robots and androids, that we slowly learn more about ourselves as human beings. The aesthetic appeal comes from the fact that they're so similar to use in nature. "In order to be contagious, gods must be just like humans, only with a tweak" (Sorensen, 2009, pg. 16). This quote also works quite nicely with Japanese robot culture if you replace "gods" with "robots." Our curiosity stems from how lifelike and real we can make robots. Robots allow us to explore the more innate qualities that we have as human beings and because of that, robot culture can be used to present specific issues that would otherwise not exist outside of the realm of fantasy.
The Nature Of Robotics


One question that arises from Japanese robot culture specifically is "Are robots completely artificial?" Time of Eve explored the issues that humanity faced as androids became more commonplace; they had to decide whether or not they would let prejudices against robots last or if they would be able to move on. Why did this problem arise in the first place? The answer lies in the human qualities that the androids possessed. In reality, if the robots did not possess the rings above their heads, there would be no way to discern them from other humans. The human like qualities of the robots caused humanity to question themselves and to find out what really made one truly human, was it outside appearance, or personality? The unsure feelings that humans had towards thinking this way in the film is what initially causes the prejudices to arise. The artificiality of the androids then comes into question, and that is also where the  major problems arise. Time of Eve forced the viewer to look at the androids from a different perspective; they live like humans and they are sentient in nature as well. Once you become able to feel and think on your own, are you still a robot in nature? Underneath the skin of course the answer would still be yes, but there is still doubt surrounding the true answer to that question. Time of Eve put the androids into a light that made them more than something artificial. They were all basically human in essence, even if you couldn't justify that answer based on their appearance. The film forced humanity to change before the robots could truly be accepted. Being called a dori-kei was the major barrier that didn't allow most of the humans to bridge that gap between their own personal biases and change. Rikuo denied his own feelings of change because he didn't want to be seen as someone that was different. At the same time, the situation in the film is very believable to the point where it forces the viewer to put themselves in Rikuo's shoes. Would you brave the storm of stigmata being placed on you because you felt differently about the androids? Or would you allow yourself to be stuck in the mindset that they're different from you? 

There are two sides to the artificiality coin and both are present in Japanese animation. It seems to be split in two directions, those who believe that robots should assimilate into human society by acting human, and those who believe that what makes a robot truly unique is the artificiality that they posses. Atom from Astro Boy for instance, was a real robot because "his mind was also artificial, and so was his heart" (Levi, 1996, pg. 85). According to Levi, those qualities not only made him more loveable but also strengthened his connection with humanity. He was an outsider from the beginning and would continue to be an outsider regardless of how much he tried to act like a human being, because he was seen as artificial from the start. However, Levi makes the point of saying that these qualities are actually positive instead of negative. Time of Eve on the other hand, wants you to forget about the artificiality of the robots and let them assimilate into human society. The point is driven home with the fact that robot and human couples should also be allowed without any objection, which is clearly different than how Levi sees Atom. Japanese animation today presents robots in a more complex light then Tezuka did in the past, however "his production of Astro Boy flung open the doors to an entirely new market for Japanese animation" (Clements, 2013, pg. 130). Time of Eve puts the robots into a light where their true humanity is decided by the forces around them. Levi states that, "Robots like Astro Boy, are rare in anime these days .... their humanity is a far more complex matter than that of Astro Boy" (Levi, 1996, pg. 86). Japanese animators put the issues into a light that allows you to chose a side for yourself, but at the same time they present the delicate balance that exists within the issues. While the Japanese are more open minded when it comes to robotics and that's why the debate can be easily represented between these two different works; will there ever become a time when fiction becomes reality? 

Mixing Artificiality: Drawing The Line Between Human And Machine


Robot culture can inspire a vast amount of topics, but usually the central theme is the difference between man and machine, or the difference between metal and flesh. However, there comes a point when the two actually meet, or one disappears altogether. Animations like Galaxy Express 999 blend that idea and present a future in which humanity has given up their flesh like bodies in exchange for robotic ones (a future that could possibly be closer than we think). The central question that arises out of this animation "Is how far is too far?" Assimilation with robots into human society has been presented with challenges in animations that try to push out the idea that something like that is acceptable. However, once we give up our own humanity and fully assimilate with a robot (in terms of spirit and body) can we truly still be considered human? Animism again comes into play and would lead a person to believe that even if a human being transferred their soul to another vessel, that it should still be accepted as something that would be OK. 

Galaxy Express 999 presents the idea in a darker light, hinting at the fact that some human beings are displeased with their decision. The shadow like woman who haunts Pluto is a prime example of someone who regretted their decision to give up their humanity. Instead of trying to talk Tetsuro, she clutches onto him as if trying to sap away some of the warm of his human body. The sentient qualities that she possessed as a human cease to exist completely and she is a shell of her former self. The only benefit that the robotic bodies seem to provide is an endless life cycle. Once a persons robotic body reaches its limits, their soul can be transferred to a new one. Maetel is a prime example of this considering that her reincarnations take on a different form each time, with the one shown in the anime being similar to Tetsuro's mother. However, the idea of her body in itself is slightly ironic. Her body was created because it was modeled after Tetsuro's mother (a human) who was supposedly one of the most beautiful women in the galaxy. Robotic bodies are supposed to be superior to human bodies, and yet they are still modeled after human beings. The animation shows that it's a vain attempt at rekindling what little humanity the person had left, but it's not enough. "The cyborg or robotic body is therefore simultaneously appealing and threatening, offering power and excitement at the expense of humanity" (Napier, 2001, pg. 88). While robotic bodies in Galaxy Express 999 caused humans to grief over the loss of their humanity, there are also animations like Akira which took on a different view of the same premise. 

Akira isn't an animation about a future riddled with robots, however. Tetsuo's metamorphosis into the beast that he became at the end of the animation can be attributed to the effects that technology have on the future. The experiments that were used on the children in the animation of Akira are similar to that of the body modifications that existed in Galaxy Express 999. However, the changes to the person as a whole were far more dramatic in terms of Tetsuo. By embracing his new powers, he ended up also simultaneously giving away his humanity, which is the central conflict that arises in the story. Similar to how humans wanted to shed away their "weaker" former selves in 999, Tetsuo breaks away from the struggling situation he's having with Kaneda due to his want for independence. This end goal is what leads to his eventual transformation and demise. His want to become independent leads to his own alienation of the few friends he had left, and he ends up alone. Tetsuo struggled with the weaknesses that he perceived to be caused by his own lack of willpower and strength. Regardless of how hard he tried, he was always second to Kaneda and because of this he gladly threw away the right to call himself human anymore. However, during his last moments before his eventual demise, Tetsuo seems to mentally regress back to his human state and regret the decisions that he had made over the film. 
YOKAI AND SHINTO


Yokai and Shinto are similarly related in Japanese culture despite the differences that may be apparent at first. Kami are intangible parts of Japanese Shinto, they exist in the world of the unseen. Japanese people embrace the large population of Kami by enshrining them and putting up religious paraphernalia to differentiate where they reside. Yokai are also a part of that culture, but in a different way. Ayakashi can become Kami, but not all Kami are necessarily ayakashi. The difference here lies within the beauty of Shinto and its ability to absorb aspects of cultures and make it part of the whole. Levi states that, "A Kami is the essence or soul of anything that inspires awe" (pg. 34). Ayakashi nowadays are considered in a similar fashion, the dynamics of the spirits have changed to that of something playful, rather than scary or evil. Ayakashi in the past were used to explain phenomena that existed in the natural world, whether it was someone who got their hair cut in the middle of the night or a leaky roof. Nowadays, the idea of Ayakashi has changed due to modern science and the ability to prove that the phenomena is natural. However, some people still believe that their is a possibility of their existence. Yokai are very unique to Japanese culture and as such, it may be hard to convey what they really are to another culture. Natsume's Book of Friends does a great job of blending Shinto elements with yokai to tell us a story about the unseen creatures. 
Natsume And The Yokai 


Natsume's quest is one that is heavily influenced by Shinto traditions and customs. Shinto is heavily influenced by animism and as such, "everything has a spirit that can be placated or offended, and which must be befriended, tamed, or appeased rather than simply fought" (Thompson, 2007, pg. 101). Natsume wants to return the names of all the ayakashi that his grandmother put in her book of friends. Even though Madara offers Natsume protection, it's not necessary most of the time. The relationships that he forms not only with Madara, but with all of the ayakashi, show how deeply enrooted Shinto practices are in some manga and animation. Respect for the unseen is still present in Natsume's quest, even though there are ayakashi out there who are attempting to harm him.

The dew god was also a good representation on how Shinto has changed through the times. There are a plethora of Shinto shrines that exist in Japan and each has its own unique Kami housed inside. The decaying state of the shrine and the dew gods powers weakening showed how delicate of a balance there was between the ayakashi and the people who prayed at the shrine. It was almost like a cry for help, not in the sense that Shinto is dying in Japanese culture (it's still heavily engrained in their daily lives), but it was more or less showing the reality of the situation in more rural settings in Japan. Smaller Shinto shrines do not get the same attention as those that exist in major cities. The dew gods eventual disappearance marked a moment in which you realized how truly  important it was to appreciate the smaller things in the overall picture. 
Natsume's Appeal 


Yokai are only known to a niche community outside of Japan, especially since anime is already a niche community outside of the country. However, with things like Yokai Watch becoming more popular in the global community, a new age of yokai will be ushered in soon. Madara is the perfect example of the changing dynamic in Japanese yokai culture. He takes on the form of the maneki neko (lucky cat) after being enshrined for a long period of time. The fearful form that he once had is overshadowed most of the time, since he usually assumes the form of a typical cat. This also similarly relates to the changing dynamic in yokai and the image that they're taking inside and outside of Japan. The frightening yokai of the past are becoming more tame in nature, with their mischievous activities also being toned down for a younger audience. However, the appeal and changes are more attributed to changing yokai into something that can be enjoyed by all. "Violations of intuitive knowledge are clearly fascinating stuff. And this is one of the features most strikingly utilized in anime" (Sorensen, 2009, pg. 16). The main global appeal of Japanese animation is the differences that we can learn between our culture and theirs. People watch anime expecting to be thrown into a universe unlike something that they've watched before, and this has become the norm. This medium allows people to escape from the reality of their daily lives and become apart of a world with it's own unique appeals. 
CONCLUSION 


Animation and manga are great resources for anyone who wants to be able to critically analyze and learn more about Japanese culture. With unique cultural essences like Shintoism, yokai, and robot culture, anyone can easily become introduced to the subject through the use of these mediums. The most interesting part about all of these cultural essences is that they can be found in most anime to some degree. Shinto is the most prominent of all of them because of how widespread it is in Japan. However, the inherent aesthetic quality and wealth of information that anime provide to the foreign and domestic viewer alike is incredible. 

The unique cultural essences that exist within animations focusing on Japanese robot culture are usually tailored towards learning about ones own humanity. The view of oneself within the changing world and the changing generations are all important in terms of learning how to critically analyze the animation on a deeper level than what is on the surface. The fragility of the human form, the dangers of becoming too assimilated with robotics, and the changing dynamics within the world should all be factored into analysis focusing on Japanese robotic culture. When robotics advance to a point like Time of Eve or even Galaxy Express 999, it would be interesting to see the common path that people choose. With robotics mainly being prominent in the manufacturing industry then anything else, it will be quite the shock when the world can finally see something as unique as an android in their own homes.


Japanese Shinto can be found in almost any animation if you look hard enough. Even though the robotics culture section mainly focuses on the relationship between humans and non-humans, Shinto still presided in the form of animism. Animism plays a huge role in Japanese Shintoism especially with the amount of Kami that still exist today. The deep connections that exist between Shinto and all other facets of Japanese culture whether it be Buddhism or yokai, allow one to appreciate the fragility and balances needed within the world. Natsume's Book of Friends made what we typical consider the "unseen" friendly and less frightening overall. The changing dynamics of yokai in the current generation have also marked a time of change within the world. Yokai Watch will arrive in the states sooner that we think, it would be interesting to research the amount of children who play the game and end up later becoming avid fans of Japanese culture, specifically in the forms of manga and anime. These are powerful education tools that should not go to waste, and as such, by studying the nature of artificiality vs. humanity, and yokai and traditional Shinto practices; people can develop aesthetic sensibilities and the ability to engage in critical analysis through the study of Japanese manga and animated works.  
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