Conversation: Mizukoshi Shin X Aske Dam
“Current situation in Japan”

Courrent
sctnation
7

Sapan

Mizukoshi:

We are currently working on one of the Institute’s core re-
search efforts, Socio-Media Studies on Culture and Literacy
of Mobile Media, called the Mobiling & Designing Project
(MoDe Project for short). The project is a socio-cultural
study on mobile media as epitomized by mobile phones.
It is positioned as one of the five core research projects
launched in the first year of the Mobile Society Research In-
stitute.

The Mobiling & Designing Project extends beyond simple
research into mobile phone use. The goal is to contribute
to the creation of a new mobile media culture and literacy
from the point of view of media literacy. In this context, we
are also conducting research related to information design
and media art.

Mr. Aske Dam and I have had many opportunities to talk
since we first met in 2000 in Oslo, Norway. Actual collabo-
ration began in 2004 with Mr. Dam’s participation in this
project. The Mobiling & Designing Project has involved the
cooperation of Nordic individuals and organizations in a
variety of ways. I expect this cooperation will yield very im-
portant suggestions.

You are currently visiting Japan as the leader of a group
of people who are involved in mobile broadcasting in four

Nordic countries. Although you are quite familiar with
Japan, most of your group have never been here before.
Would you share a few comments on what they are experi-
encing?

Aske:

These 25 people are public service broadcasters from Den-
mark, Norway, Sweden and Finland. They are interested
in developing strategies for the interrelationships of broad-
casting and mobile media. These conversations have been
going on for a long time in Nordic countries. Although we
have generated many intriguing ideas, the Nordic market
is not very large yet. On the other hand, Japan already en-
joys a huge market with 36 million 3G phones. Even a tiny
application can become a successful business. So, we are
extremely eager to observe what is really going on in the
Japanese market, and of course we want to hear about mo-
bile broadcasting here. That's why we are visiting stations,
media enterprises, carriers and manufacturers to see what
they are doing and exchange ideas with them.

Mizukoshi:
You are right, the 3G mobile phone market in Japan is the
largest in the world with leading hardware technology.

Camera phones are prevalent. However, most of these func-
tions are beyond the scope of everyday use by the majority
of typical users, who still basically utilize them for ordinary
phone calls and short e-mail messages.

Based on a nationwide survey conducted several years
ago by my colleagues in the Interfaculty Initiative in Infor-
mation Studies at the University of Tokyo, we found that
usage rates, not only of the Internet through PCs but also
i-mode or EZweb are closely correlated with income and
education levels. While some people use these functions in-
tensively, others do not use them at all, creating an informa-
tion gap for these technological trends. This is the reality of
the 3G market in Japan. Sure, we have enormous quantities
of mobile phones with fabulous technologies, yet we cannot
genuinely say that we have a rich new mobile culture. This
gap between technology and culture is a major challenge for
Japan’s media today.

Korea, on the other hand, enjoys strong and substantial
human networking through mobile phones. It is a practi-
cal network based on family roots and social relationships,
such as where one comes from, who one is related to, and so
on. Yes, in Korea, from politics to sports, nearly everything
is connected to the cyber world. Just as a beginning, various
activities encompassing businesses, schools, churches, tem-
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ples and social parties in Korea have been moving through
the social networks mentioned above. This can be in part
attributed to a concept of literacy shared across the society
that constitutes a network utilizing media. The develop-
ment of the Internet and mobile communications in Korea is
closely interwoven, in one way or another, with these long-
standing and traditional geographical family and social net-
works.

Of course, this can be both good and bad.

Our situation in Japan is somewhat different. Here, iso-
lated individuals seem to “inhabit” a cyber world that may
simply be an endpoint in today’s homogenous space. Com-
munities that are entirely different and apart from the real
world are developing on the Internet. This online communi-
ty is epitomized by “2-Channel.” One major reason for this
development is that most of the leading bulletin boards in
Japan are dominated by anonymous communications where
no one reveals their real name.

However, trends among rural citizens are quite different
than those observed in urban areas. The activities of local
governments, NPOs or NGOs to revitalize or promote their
community using information technology (IT) or informa-
tion communications technology (ICT) is developing and
maintaining closer ties with actual social contexts. These

trends are stronger in rural communities than in urban ar-
eas.

The structure of media

Aske:

In terms of media in general, Japan faces a major problem
we don’t have in Nordic countries. Restrictions on cross-me-
dia campaigns and cross-media programming are a disad-
vantage. We are now discussing multimedia that integrates
radio and mobile communications. These media channels
are mixed in Nordic countries. However, it is difficult in Ja-
pan for a newspaper, a TV station, a radio station, an online
service and mobile phones to cooperate in the development
of common services.

Cooperation between newspapers in the Nordic coun-
tries with small public or private TV stations, radio stations
and online services is inevitable. NHK, on the other hand,
is only permitted to create Web sites tied to their own pro-
grams. They are not allowed to develop their own mobile
communications services either. To do so in the future, they
would have to work together with NTT, Softbank or some
other company. I'm afraid ownership restrictions and other
limitations will make it very difficult for NHK and NTT to

pursue the development of services such as the integration
of broadcasting with home servers and mobile phones. For
example, companies in the Nordic countries are looking into
the use of television to promote blogs or mobile content and
vice-versa. I believe we can make this leap in the Nordic
countries without many problems.

Mizukoshi:

I think there are actually two different issues related to your
comments on the challenges facing cross-media efforts in
Japan. One is regulation. Japan’s population and the scale of
its media industry are huge compared to the Nordic coun-
tries. So conditions in Japan are clearly different. Dinosaurs
just do not create teams as well as small mammals. Actually
many people, including me, don’t look forward to linkages
between NTT and NHK. Both of these companies are huge
media enterprises, and even now, as you know, they are
strictly regulated.

The other problem, however, is structural in that, even
now, the mass media—newspapers and television—is en-
joying a high level of prosperity in Japan compared to their
counterparts in Nordic, European and American countries.
This tends to make them highly conservative, since they are
able to make money by simply remaining with the status

quo. We are seeing little incentive at the highest levels of
mass media for venturing into new areas like mobile broad-
casting.

Some, although not many, radio or local small commer-
cial stations, are eager to explore cross-media activities like
those you described. However, national newspapers or the
commercial networks based in Tokyo are continuing to fol-
low conventional approaches that remain profitable.

Aske:

For a long time commercial broadcasters in America be-
lieved that home servers, that is, hard drive recorders,
would not change their way of doing advertising. They felt
their contracts with IT companies such as Microsoft and
Intel, who supply home servers, would not present any
challenges to their business. Recently, however, with the
broadening dissemination of hardware and recording func-
tions that delete commercials, the major advertisers began
wondering what they were really getting for their advertis-
ing expenses and whether broadcast advertisement makes
any sense at all. They launched their own efforts to discover
whether this was the only way to do advertising. I'm pretty
sure this will happen here as well. It may not happen quick-
ly, but I see some major surprises ahead for Dentsu and the
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major commercial stations if they don’t change.

Mizukoshi:
Japan’s broadcasting system is different from those in
Northern Europe or in the United States. Public or national
broadcasting in Nordic countries was essentially a mo-
nopoly into the late 1980s. Although the United States has
its public broadcasting system (PBS), the nation is basically
dominated by commercial and private broadcasting. In Ja-
pan, where public broadcasting and private broadcasting
coexist, the problem is not limited to private broadcasting.
Privatization of the post office was an extremely hot is-
sue in 2005, so while it is easy to think that NHK is next in
line for privatization, I don’t believe this will be the case.
There are more than 200 commercial broadcast stations, and
I don’t think we need another one. We may have had many
problems but I believe we should find a more elegant way
to take advantage of this unique coexistence Japan has culti-
vated for more than half a century.
Allow me digress a little. My approach would be to divide
NHK into two levels, both of which would remain public
institutions. You might call this “divide and keep public.”
One would serve as a national NHK that would continue
broadcasting its own featured documentaries, nationwide

news, or dramas mainly via satellite. The other would be a
“biotope-like” public broadcasting system. NHK's local sta-
tions, currently numbering around 50, would function as a
chain of entities that help each other. I published a book in
2005 in which I argue that in order to create a richer media
ecosystem in Japan we must develop “media biotopes,”
that is, small media units generated by communities and
citizens, outside the huge traditional media. Each repre-
sents a small living space, like a biotope in the living world.
Together they would build a horizontal network. Small sta-
tions would broadcast keeping connections with each other
and be firmly equipped with digital capabilities.

This might resemble Nordic public broadcasting services.
When we refer to public broadcasting services, we tend to
think of giants like NHK and BBC. Public broadcasting in
Scandinavia and the United States, however, operates on
a smaller scale. I believe that what we need at this point is
public broadcasting systems that are more locally rooted.

Aske:

The combining of newspaper, radio and television does not
necessarily lead to a monopoly or centralization by huge
media capital but could be the organic coordination among
media biotopes you mentioned. This approach is being ex-

plored in Trondheim, Norway. One of my friends there is an
editor who also owns radio and local television stations as
well as a newspaper. He is even looking into movie theaters.
We have the opportunity to create digital content that can
be cross-distributed to different media.

Mizukoshi:

In relation to the idea of “divide and keep public,” while
the national-level NHK must broadcast under strict regula-
tion, local public broadcasting stations can explore more
experimental, interesting things, such as providing Internet
services and merging mobile phones and broadcasting. At
the same time, we have to avoid the centralization of power
in one person or one industry. A loosely connected system is
the best approach.

Media development and literacy

Aske:

Throughout this visit, we were surprised to find Japan has
not progressed as far in terms of mobile content as we had
expected. We had thought we would get a glimpse in Japan
of what the future might hold for the Nordic countries in a
few years, but we found this simply wasn’t the case, despite

all the gadgets and all the equipment that are here.

We have to keep an eye on what's going on, what’s hap-
pening. I'm not sure how to best say this exactly, but we
strongly feel we should be able to apply our imagination
just like computer hackers did in the 1970s. We have to un-
derstand that, to do a new thing or to change something, we
might make mistakes or do things that could be perceived
as outside the norm. I definitely believe we need to be able
to play around with the possibilities for how different capa-
bilities could be used since we already have highly sophisti-
cated phones in our hands.

I was fascinated by DoCoMo’s finger ring at CEATEC.
You put your finger in your ear and you can hear. This is
crazy. I don’t know what it will be used for, but I like the
idea because it tries to pull things out of conventional con-
texts.

I also think we need creativity with art or play to pull me-
dia apart and put them together again in new ways. I do not
mean just hardware. We may be able to make more changes
than ever before by pulling concepts apart.

Mizukoshi:
Yes, that’s right. And this should be possible not only for
people working in carriers or hardware makers, but for
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researchers like us. My sense is that Japan is the most ad-
vanced mobile society because we have a lot of 3G phones
and a variety of things, although they are, as you have said,
merely gadgets. Citizens who are users as well as research-
ers like ourselves, not just carriers or software makers, are
responsible for the current situation, in which diverse and
rich mobile communications have not been developed de-
spite the presence of technological gadgets.

To address this issue, we are now focusing on culture and
literacy, that is, literacy in the sense of understanding how
to use communication tools. This is not limited to the oper-
ating skills required for digital devices or the ability to criti-
cally assess the content of mass media such as television.

Aske:

We have the same problem in the Nordic countries with
computer literacy. Computer instructors talk about how to
use spreadsheets and word processing tools, but say almost
nothing about all the important and funny things that are
linked to expression and communication, about Photoshop,
editing tools, games and so on. They’re killing all the fasci-
nating potential of computers!

Mizukoshi:
Ordinary users could uncover ways to use and enjoy things
that developers and engineers simply aren’t aware of.

Hacking, or being a hacker was very positive concepts in

the '70s, a kind of acknowledgement of a technology geek’s
ability to operate any computer. Hacking did not originally
have negative connotations.
So, for example, public interest in protecting kids from the
bad side of keitai or mobile phone culture has attracted
significant attention these days in Japan as part of keitai lit-
eracy. Obviously we need a sense of ethical behavior, but at
the same time, there is a limit to a purely ethical approach
to learning theory or communication theory. Hacking or
playing around with the media is extremely important. I be-
lieve that the active use of keitai or mobile media by citizens
including children would ultimately develop a content or
communication culture in Japan.

Discussions about protecting children are essentially dif-
ferent than those focusing on media literacy and should be
more appropriately associated with media ethics. We should
not confuse these two different topics. Ethics is important
for clarifying standards of conduct while knowledge related
to learning media and developing actual relationships with
media exist on a different plane. If the two are confused,

ethics would reach beyond basic standards to restrict com-
munications among people. Is pornography in itself bad
or criminal? This is just one example. We have to adopt a
flexible approach. Ethics are critical as a foundation for so-
cial life. However, media ethics is still an extension of eth-
ics. The purpose of media literacy, on the other hand, is to
promote or empower people or to empower culture itself.
Therefore, the usage of mobile phones is not in itself a bad
thing. It should be regulated but should also be open, artis-
tic, or symbolic.

Art as methodology and the Mingei approach

Aske:
One thing I believe strongly is that new artists should not
only create objects or works of art, but should also share
approaches that others can use in their own creative expres-
sions, as a kind of metadata, in the sense of “data about
data”. We can talk about meta-artists or meta-designers
here who step back and create systems others can use for
creative work. I develop systems that others can freely ap-
ply. Through this process, the original style changes and
evolves. We need this kind of an open system.

This leads to the concept of mingei, a kind of art move-

ment that originally focused on Japanese pottery and folk
tools in the first half of the twentieth century. For example,
I remember my classmates from Tokyo National University
of Fine Arts and Music firing kilns in the morning. Shoji
Hamada, the ceramist, would come and show students all
his glazes, saying, “If you use this, you can make glazes like
this”. It was completely open. He actually developed styles.
And that led to the creation of the Mashiko-yaki style of
pottery.

Hamada himself was influenced by Soetsu Yanagi, so you
have this beautiful process going on from the last century, in
which Yanagi observed something, and well-known people
like Shoji Hamada, Kanjiro Kawai, Kenkichi Tomimoto and
Bernard Leach gathered around him. Because of his theo-
retical ideas, he was able to shape their work and then they,
in turn, went other places where they were exposed to other
influences. For example, Hamada traveled to Korea, where
he gathered useful ideas from various sites, and returned to
Japan and created his own art.

What we really need now is a digital mingei, where we,
as artists, can develop prototypes and share them with
people. This would be good, democratic communication.
People can then start from our ideas. Sometimes they may
follow them, but our ideas should be open enough for them
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Conversation: Mizukoshi Shin X Aske Dam

“Current situation in Japan”

Xt
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to freely explore on their own. Our prototypes are merely
starting points. I used to be a painter. Artists frequently ex-
perience a kind of angst, a fear of the blank white canvas.
It's almost impossible to begin because every possibility
is right there. A few rules can make it easier to get started.
That's why I think we need a new type of artist who can set
styles.

Mizukoshi:

The term mingei was invented by Soetsu Yanagi for the ac-
tivity of recognizing beauty in everyday life, not in the so-
called highbrow culture of castles, universities or museums,
but in everyday foods and living. This is related to today’
s slow food movement, recycling, lifestyles such as LOHAS
or concept of a sustainable society. The same is true with
“localism” an emerging trend in Japan. Many business peo-
ple want to leave behind their urbanized life and return to
their hometowns. This doesn’t appear to be just another
fashionable trend; people are deeply reexamining their daily
lives. This resonates with the concept of mingei. Mobile me-
dia has become so common, so transparent in our daily life
that nobody thinks about it. This is why we need a renewed
sense of aesthetics. I believe that you used the word “style”
not in the sense of restraints, but as cultural norms, some-

thing like patterns of behavior. This is a critical issue for the
cultural and literacy research we are discussing.

My mother used to tell me that having a mobile phone
made her feel like she was being forced to do something, as
if being somehow driven by the technology, and she didn’
t like this feeling. One of our jobs is to develop programs
for children and senior citizens. In their most basic sense,
mobile phones should not be seen as tools for regimentation
but as media to enable open communication. Unfortunately
this is not how my mother experiences it.

Today we can create a mobile media as a means for en-
gaging in the culture of the future. Of course, it's difficult
to bring dreams into reality. It is important, nevertheless, to
continue pushing forward and exploring these kinds of de-
signs of human networking or a digital mingei. We may not
be able to attain the rosy ideals of society envisioned in past
information society theory, but the process of thinking and
pursuing concrete efforts toward a diverse and livable me-
dia society is just critical.

Aske:

I strongly feel that our current task is to show and tell or to
tell and show. It's not enough just to write about these ideas;
we have to come out and do things to demonstrate them.

The need for international collaboration in mobile me-
dia research

Mizukoshi:

Our research team has become very international. We met
interesting people in Korea, Hong Kong, Oslo, Helsinki and
in various places in the world, who were drawn to each
other and became friends. It’s like being in a road movie.
This way MoDe has developed as a hybrid group in many
senses. Research on the mobile society and communication
utilizing new media should be hybrid, or multi-cultural.
Looking seriously at Japan alone would tend to create a re-
stricted and brittle understanding that just would not work.
We need to look at mobile media insofar as it has become
natural in our daily lives from a variety of perspectives,
then think about it and re-create it.

Aske:

This is also true in Nordic countries, where researchers tend
to talk only to other researchers. Their world is somewhat
narrow and is never stretched. Broadcasters should talk to
researchers and technicians. Otherwise, researchers will
always look backward and conduct empirical studies. You
cannot develop genuinely new things that way. There is

huge problem with this approach. Of course I recognize the
seriousness and need for much of what they are doing. But
I sincerely believe that significant new steps will not emerge
from that camp. I believe your MoDe is significant in this
sense.

By the way, there is a tendency to see market researchers
as being next to God in modern society, but I think they are
rather useless. They just look back and come up with pre-
dictions that are typically wrong. Artists, on the other hand,
are open and may appear to do crazy things, but this allows
them to stumble upon new ideas.

Mizukoshi:
Well, scholars are like that anywhere in the world. Scholars
tend to talk only with other scholars, at the University of
Oslo or the University of Tokyo. Generally speaking, they
are only thinking about their academic community and
campus. Sometimes they focus on something like a televi-
sion or a mobile phone as an object of research, but to what
end? It is research for the sake of research, not for everyday
life, or for their grandparents or grandchildren.

Generally speaking, scholars in the humanities or social
sciences are good at analyzing things, but they don’t create
things; they see this as a matter for engineers or industries
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and don’t see themselves as responsible for taking charge
in most cases. The essential thing is connection, the hybrid
connection. I am not an expert in engineering so I can’t cre-
ate a real commodity, but I can create educational programs
to learn about the mobile media in an exciting way. During
this process I meet engineers or designers and collaborate
with them.

In the history of scholarship, the discovery of new knowl-
edge was not confined to universities, it emerged from
movements or currents of thought linked with society. The
Frankfurt School of critical thinking, the Toronto School of
media theory, the Chicago School that covers general hu-
man and social sciences, the Bau Haus school of design
movement and mingei in Japan, all appeared at the periph-
ery, the marginal and hybrid areas.

Aske:

Science and art, that's the whole point. You know in the old
days, art and science used to be integrated. They were artifi-
cially separated by academia and politics.

Mizukoshi:
University people are digging into the arts...or artists. The
problem is, what I said about academia is also true even in

the arts. Artists tend to think only about artists.

Aske:

You are right.

I am fed up with the idea that art is just for the artist. The
whole idea that we are only creating something, and that
if you don’t understand it, you are stupid, is a highly elit-
ist approach. I feel strongly that ordinary people often have
healthier ideas, and we really should listen to them. I mean
it’s not enough for only elite artists to dream up a few great
ideas.

Mizukoshi:

Being broadly connected with each other is very important.
I believe one of the conclusions of our discussion today is
that we face two challenges when we direct our research on
matters of a general nature. One challenge is to maintain the
international character of our group and develop the work
into open, proactive, concrete projects in collaboration with
each other.

The other challenge is to share styles for digital me-
dia, including concrete programs and manuals, with the
wider public by publishing books or communicating them
through other media.

Aske:

This certainly is an opportunity. But, of course, it is also a
risk, because if we don’t create decent communications, the
results could turn out badly. The time has come to begin
taking this seriously, because if we don’t do so now, the sit-
uation could further deteriorate and actually become harm-
ful.
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