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Commodification of “Immaturity” in Japanese Society: Analyzing Behavior of Fans of Johnny's
Boys Groups

Kakin Oksana
Summary

The commodification of “immaturity” i1s a unique phenomenon that can be observed in
Japanese culture. Since long ago Japanese people found enjoyment in observing the process of
learning, growing, and maturing by performers of traditional Japanese arts. The audience would
find a student that has a potential to become a great performer and would support the student’s
growth while “consuming” the process of her maturing. One of the examples of that is so-called
“newcomers’ plays” of traditional kabuki theater. Currently, a similar commodification of
immaturity can be observed among contemporary Japanese idols. For example, it can be seen in
the AKB48 selection system and Jonny's Jr. system. However, very little work has been
undertaken on this phenomenon.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the phenomenon of the commodification of
“Immaturity” that is observed among contemporary Japanese idols. Semi-structured interview
survey was conducted among 13 respondents in the period from May to September 2017. The
respondents were recruited among female Japanese core fans of young male idols under talent
agency Johnny & Associates. The data were analyzed according to GTA methodology, based on
Edgar Morin's Star theory.

From the results of the survey, the following findings have been made. Differently from
previous assumptions that idol is either “a pseudo-boyfriend” or “an object to be brought up”,
contemporary Japanese idols were found to have both of these two sides and the gap between
the sides is what attracts fans to idols. Analyzing this finding with Moran’s theory, it can be said
that idols have two dimensions, 1) an immature but cute, close like a son, “human” dimension,
and 2) a cool, skilled, like an ideal boyfriend but far away “god” dimension. The gap between
those dimensions, this duality is the main point of attraction for core fans. The idols that can
perform that gap skillfully are able to obtain many core fans.

Thus it can be stated that contemporary Japanese idols are a new form of Morin's “star”, and
a new relationship between idols and fans that consume their growing and maturing process can
be found in Japan. Just like previous stars they perform the gap between “human” and “god”
dimensions but the way of performing “human” dimension is different as it includes showing
their “immaturity” to fans, giving fans an illusion of taking part in idols” growth, and letting fans
consume idols’ “immaturity” as a commodity.
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