
Ghost in the Shell 
Japanese cyberpunk animé film 



Ghost in the Shell 

1.  Context of  manga and animé 

2.  Global cultural flows: cyberpunk cityscapes 

3.  Gender stereotypes: challenged or re-inscribed? 



1. Context of  manga  

•  Japan is a pictocentric culture with a long-standing 
pictorial narrative tradition (unlike N America) 
•  10th century: satirical picture scrolls (emaki mono) 

•  11th century: text and illustrations for classic romance 
The Tale of  Genji written by Murasaki Shikibu in 54 
separate books – understood to be the first novel 



Scene from “Yadori Gi” (mistletoe)   
- Tale of  Genji 



Kibyoshi 

•  18th century: illustrated 
books (kibyoshi) with 
narrative text above or 
below illustrations, often 
also containing character 
dialogue or thoughts 

•  Kibyoshi are considered the 
ancestors of  manga 



1785 Kibyoshi 



Translated text 

•  Narrative and thoughts of  
character are intertwined 

•  Some thoughts are 
presented near the 
character’s head to indicate 
their source 



What is manga? 

•  More like graphic novels than comic books 

•  Read by Japanese population from childhood 
through middle age and beyond 

•  Subject matter is widely varied, from etiquette to 
romance, from mystery narratives to adventure 
stories, from history to math and science 



What is animé? 

•  Manga are often the direct source for animé or Japanese animated films 

•  Osama Tezuka, known as the ‘God of  Manga’ in Japan, created the first 
animé, Astro Boy (1963)  

•  He invented the “large eyes” character style typical in manga and animé 

•  Sometimes animé sequences can be like dreams, or the unconscious 

•  Our expectations of  what might happen must be extended beyond the 
reality of  normal situations  

•  Audience is less ‘defended’ when we watch animation because it is ‘non-
representational’ 



Ghost in the Shell 

•  Manga by Masamune Shiro 
(1991) 

•  Animé directed by Mamoru 
Oshii (1995) 



2. global cultural flows: 

•  ethnoscapes 

•  technoscapes 

•  finanscapes 

•  mediascapes 

•  ideoscapes 

•  cityscapes 

 

Arjun Appadurai 



‘scape’ indicates: 

•  landscapes - geography of culture 

•  constructs of global perspectives  

•  navigated by groups or formations 
such as communities, nation-states, 
multinational corporations, etc. 

•  building blocks of imagined worlds  

•  fluid, irregular shapes 



ethnoscapes 

definition 

•  landscape of  persons 
constituting our shifting 
world 

•  guestworkers, tourists, 
refugees, immigrants, 
exiles, work travelers, etc. 

•  affect global politics by 
their movements, both 
within nations and 
among nations 

Ghost in the Shell 

•  Asylum seeker opens the 
movie 

•  Section 9’s role is to 
maintain ‘security’ 



technoscapes 

definition 

•  mechanical and informational 
technologies in fluid, global 
configurations 

•  distribution of  cultural 
technologies no longer driven by 
economies of  scale, political 
control, or free market 

•  technology now driven by 
increasingly complex 
relationships among: flows of  
capital, political possibilities, 
labour markets, etc. 

Ghost in the Shell 

•  Kusanagi and others in 
Section 9 are subject to and 
subjected within the high 
tech labour market 

•  Section 9 has a political role 
to fulfill  

•  If  she wanted to withdraw 
her labour, she would have 
to forfeit the cyborg aspects 
of  herself  



mediascapes 

definition 

•  ability to produce and 
disseminate a wide range of  
image-based media globally: 
newspapers, magazines, 
websites, video, film, TV 

•  constructed images 
(fantasies) of  the world 

•  blurred boundary between 
reality and fiction: 
•  reality is comprised of  many 

fictionalized accounts of  
ethnoscapes and elsewheres 

•  fictions contain accounts of  
reality 

Ghost in the Shell 

•  Self-representation of  Japan 
vs. other-representations of  
Asia in Blade Runner, 
Neuromancer 

•  Blurred boundary between 
what is ‘real’ in Japan high 
tech industry and what is 
fictional 



ideoscapes 

definition 

•  struggle for power over 
ideologically constructed 
keywords and images, 
including: freedom, welfare, 
rights, sovereignty, 
representation 

•  master-keyword globally is 
democracy 

•  different nation-states have 
organized political cultures 
around different important 
keywords that require 
translation as they cross 
borders 

Ghost in the Shell 

•  Kusanagi’s role is to serve 
the government and protect 
society from high tech 
espionage 

•  How does this film relate to 
questions of  human rights 
and democracy? 



Cityscapes 

•  The cityscape in Ghost in the Shell 
is modeled on Hong Kong “on a 
bad day” 

•  Representations of  ethnoscapes, 
technoscapes, mediascapes, and 
ideoscapes projected onto 
cityscape 

•  Disjuncture in the cultural flows 
of  cyberpunk to/from America  

•  Cyberpunk cityscape of  Ghost in 
the Shell looks like cyberpunk city 
of  Blade Runner 



Disjunctive cityscapes  



3. Gender in Ghost in the Shell 

•  Strong female protagonist  

•  Strength associated with 
machines and masculinity 



Challenges gendered stereotypes 

•  Strength of  Kusanagi as 
cyborg – erases gender 
differences 

•  Use of  guns and weapons 
as symbols of  power and 
freedom 

•  Kusanagi calls the shots and 
men follow her lead 

•  The Puppet Master is 
downloaded into a female 
body but referred to as ‘he’ 



Re-inscribes gendered stereotypes 

•  Naked body of  Kusanagi 
sexualized and objectified 

•  Mind-body split in Western 
literature where mind=male, 
body=female 

•  Embodiment as strength 
presents her as masculine – 
which privileges masculinity 

•  Reproduction of  child as 
Puppet Master ‘enters’ her 
body in conventional 
heterosexual narrative 



Course business 

Next week 

•  The Dispossessed by Ursula 
LeGuin 

•  Lecture Oct 18 

•  Presentation Oct 20 

Essay #1 

•  Due today by midnight 

•  Please submit hardcopy to 
me in my office; if  I’m not 
there, you can slip it under 
the door. 


