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It is ultimately because consumption is founded on a lack that it is irrepressible. 

Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings1
 

The story 

Hello Kitty is a well-known cat figure from Japan. Its product-line started in the 1970s, and 

has ever since been one of the most popular animation brand names.In Taiwan, Hello Kitty 

toys used to be expensive in the early days and could only be found in a few boutiques. Not 

until the 1980s did Taiwan’s economic conditions make Hello Kitty products affordable, 

becoming popular products in many department stores. In the 1990s, Hello Kitty counterfeits 

could be spotted on unauthorised vendor stands. At first, Hello Kitty products were targeted at 

the female teenage market; only in recent years has their consumer age-base come to include 

middle-aged women. The Hello Kitty logo design is minimal: its chief characteristic being a 

mouthless cat face, with no expression. Hello Kitty has little character and even less 

interesting are its story plots. Although TV animation and dramatic theatre for children are 

developed for Kitty fans (even defining Hello Kitty as an English cat), most Kitty consumers 

do not follow the stories closely. Further, when printed on products, Hello Kitty hardly 

appears with any obvious contextual action; its usual pose is standing, and the graphic 

image emphasises its dress. Most of the time Hello Kitty is alone on the products. On rare 

occasions, Daniel, Kitty’s supposed boyfriend, might accompany her. Yet, there is very little 

physical difference between Kitty and Daniel, except that, for the sake of differentiation, 

Daniel is always the one in light blue and Kitty the one in pink with a red ribbon on her head. 

In the summer of 1999, the fast-food chain McDonald’s launched a promotional campaign, 

‘the Hello Kitty Meal Package’, in Taiwan. Consumers could get a pair of Hello Kitty and 

Daniel stuffed dolls with any meal purchase over 99 New Taiwan dollars. A total of 250,000 

sets of stuffed Hello Kitties were in stock and ready to go on the eve of the promotion. The 

Hello Kitty Meal Package was so popular that people waited in line in front of McDonald’s 

before the sale began. Within two hours, the Kitties were out of stock, and those who had 

waited since early morning complained, inadvertently starting a fight.2 This campaign caught 

the media’s attention, not by the bargain it offered, but by the fight for the bargain. This 

incident propelled Hello Kitty into the media spotlight,with the character appearing on the 

evening news of several television channels and then continuing to appear in newspapers for 

months. This accelerating media attention created the eventual ‘Hello Kitty Mania’ in 

Taiwan. 

 At the end of 1999, Chunghwa Telecom Company, the largest telephone service company 



in Taiwan, got on the bandwagon and launched a series of ‘Hello Kitty Phone Cards’ 

featuring Hello Kitty images. The entire stock of 50,000 cards sold out five minutes after the 

counter windows opened.3
 Meanwhile,Twinhead Computer, a major manufacturer of 

notebook computers in Taiwan, introduced a special model with Hello Kitty on its pink cover. 

Apple Computers also promoted a strawberry-coloured iMac with a Hello Kitty stationery kit 

as a gift. Yue-Loong Automobile, the only local automobile enterprise in Taiwan, even had a 

Hello Kitty limited edition of cars. Makoto Bank, a joint venture between Japan and Taiwan, 

issued Hello Kitty patterned credit cards. Furthermore, according to a poll by Chinese 

Television Network (CTN), Hello Kitty was ranked the third most popular figure in Taiwan in 

1999. This means that Hello Kitty even outshone most ‘real’ celebrities. Early in 

2000,McDonald’s launched another Hello Kitty package, ‘The Love of Millennium Meal 

Package’. More than 1.78 million Hello Kitty sets were purchased with meals.4
 Again, the 

success of this Hello Kitty promotion caused heated discussions.This profitable McDonald’s 

Hello Kitty ‘Love of Millennium Meal Package’ basically played with Kitty’s wardrobe and 

the nationalistic tricks of identification. They were: (1) ‘Love of Kyoto’, in a Japanese 

kimono; (2) ‘Love of Beijing’, in Mandarin dress; (3) ‘Love of Seoul’, in a traditional Korean 

garment; (4) ‘Love of Penang’, in Malay batik; and (5) ‘Love of Future’, in a silver astronaut 

outfit. 

  The ‘Hello Kitty Mania’ in Taiwan reached its peak immediately after the fight over the 

first McDonald’s Hello Kitty promotion. It then drew attention from the intellectuals, and a 

cultural fight broke out in that arena. Intellectuals criticised the collective mania, mourning 

the dead social movements that were being displaced by the absurd battle over commodities 

among irrational consumers.5 

Actually, Japanese commodities have triumphed in Taiwan for decades, and this long-time 

‘invasion’ has been a focus of anxious intelligentsia. Japanese animation products have been 

imported and pirated in local markets for decades.Hello Kitty, along with other animation 

figures, has been trendy in the child and teen markets and as ubiquitous as Mickey Mouse 

from the US. The Hello Kitty phenomenon has in time become the epitome of the existing 

Japanisation anxiety. The phenomenon of local consumers being swept up by the allure of 

Japanese commodities became a serious concern within cultural circles, and the controversial 

topic of the ‘Japanisation’ of Taiwan has pervaded the debate.6 

Popular cultural commodities from Japan, such as TV dramas, animation figures, and their 

by-products, have received more general attention, including criticism, than any other cultural 

products in Taiwan. The critiques have revolved around various topics, from those as broad as 

identity crises under globalisation to those as particular as the decline of a new generation’s 

cultural taste. Since the satellite channels successfully conquered the local audience in the 

early 1990s, some scholars have proposed censoring foreign channels, while others have 

advocated laissez-faire policies on communication in order to participate in the making of a 



global village. But, no consensus has been reached over the years. 

However, as the global system intersects with local popular culture, no binary discourse of 

imperialism vs. free market economy can explain the issues of transnational 

production/consumption, distribution/exchange of commodities,and the cultural issues that 

come with the economic change. Having experienced colonialism, totalitarianism, and now 

being part and parcel of the global capitalist mode of production, Taiwan’s cultural spectrum 

is more complicated than the discourses of nationalism or populism can explain. From a 

historic or economic standpoint, the craze for Japanese cultural commodities no longer fully 

exemplifies the reductionist local/global binarism. 

This article takes a non-binarist approach to analyse the discourse on cultural imperialism. 

To avoid the determinist discussion of political economy, structural analyses on the relations 

and modes of production are not the foci here. The pivotal concerns are: as a cultural 

commodity, what meaning does Hello Kitty convey? How are these meanings consumed? 

Where is Hello Kitty positioned in the local culture? Why is that position controversial? And 

finally, what is the controversy all about? 

This analysis aims to examine the relationship between consumption and cultural identity 

overshadowed by globalisation. Most criticism of ‘Hello Kitty Mania’ tends to equate  

consumption with identity, conflating the consumption of Japanese products and 

identification with Japanese culture; therefore, it is claimed that Taiwan is threatened by 

Japanese cultural imperialism—a threat that entails the frightening conclusion that Taiwan 

remains colonised by Japan culturally, if not economically or politically. 

Nevertheless, with this very same logic, we might reassure ourselves by arriving at an 

overtly optimistic conclusion: if we can make people consume as many local cultural 

commodities as foreign ones, people will identify more with the local cultures and avoid the 

danger of revisiting colonisation. An imagined scenario of cultural salvation such as this can 

be accused of oversimplification. The question of cultural identity, after all, should not be 

explained by a reading of consumption tendency. The peculiar argument of cultural 

‘Japanisation’ in Taiwan assumes quantity as the ultimate indicator of culture. However, the 

fact is, that even the ‘Japan maniacs’, who are so ‘Japanised’ that they would purchase 

virtually anything from and about Japan, consume nothing other than the idea of Japan. That 

is to say, in the feeding frenzy of the popularity of Japanese cultural commodities in the late 

1990s, Taiwan has also consumed the idea of Japan that the consumers themselves created. 

The idea of ‘Japan’ has been commodified, merchandised, marketed, and purchased to the 

point of being so consumed or devoured in the Taiwanese context that the definition of its 

‘authenticity and originality’ is left open. Efforts to maintain an identity by consumption end 

up being futile. As each purchase relentlessly casts the idea of Japan further from the 

purchaser, Japan maniacs can never purchase enough goods to identify with Japan. It is a 

never-ending exercise in futility. 



Consumption as a social practice does not necessarily entail cultural identity.Consumption 

can also be viewed as a formation process of political meanings.It is a process in which 

political meanings are formed through struggles and disagreements; it is a process that has to 

be understood in social contexts. As Baudrillard comments: 

consumption is an active mode of relations (not only to objects, but to the collective and to the 

world), a systematic mode of activity and a global response on which our whole cultural system 

is founded. Consumption, in as far as it is meaningful, is a systematic act of the manipulation of 

signs.7 

By tracing the ways signs are deployed, one might imagine what consumption signifies, 

and the meaning of consumption can therefore be revealed. 

 

Sign and meaning 

In ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Walter Benjamin argues that 

‘mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on 

ritual. … the total function of art is reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be 

based on another practice—politics.’8Benjamin here promotes two concepts dealing with the 

relationship between the masses and art. First, the politics practised by the masses creates a 

sense of universal equality of things, which extracts art from its uniqueness by means of 

reproduction. Second, the greatly increased number of mass participants has changed the 

mode of participation: the works are appropriated by use and perception, that is, by touch and 

sight. The cult value of the work of art therefore recedes, while the value of exhibit is left to 

the public—the absent-minded examiner.9 

The ‘aura’ of the work of art, the symptomatic process in which the authenticity and 

originality of the work is symbolised, Benjamin points out, is a distance that the elite strive to 

preserve and the mass attempt to overcome. The technology of mechanical reproduction has 

caused the decay of the aura; the ritual distance is therefore diminished by the massive 

quantity. Consequently, the work of art being deprived of its aura and becoming a collective 

experience of the masses inevitably creates a crisis for the elite. The crisis is no less a fear for 

the rise of the masses than for the ardent mass reproduction of the work of art. 

At stake is the distinction of culture. The Frankfurt School considers that art in its pure 

form should not be associated with mass production nor the secular realm. Mechanical 

reproduction gives way to a cultural industry and, subsequently, takes away the critical 

contents of the culture. Adorno’s key concept of cultural industry criticises the systematic 

commodification and fetishisation of culture and art in modern industrial society.10
 He 

laments the work of art losing its uniqueness and the critical distance from life. Once the art is 

made into a commodity, it is detached from its authentic creation and becomes part of an 

ideological reproduction. In Adorno’s concept, if art is eventually compromised in the realm 

of reality, that of social relations and production, it will lose its critical possibility of 



resistance. 

Many intellectuals in Taiwan, who embrace criticism of popular commodities and mass 

production, follow this idealist position, although they may or may not follow the left-wing 

criticism of the capitalist mode of production and mass society. Nevertheless, easy statements 

are made to condemn consumers’ ideol-ogy or fetishism. Since quantity is always the ultimate 

fear of the elite, the alternative perspective of emancipation of mechanically reproduced art 

has hardly been discussed among them, despite or because of the possible disturbance this 

point may cause within the community. Therefore, local intellectuals rarely challenge the 

political meaning of art, the masses, and mechanical reproduction. In the discussions of Hello 

Kitty mania, for instance, the public is interpreted as the crowd without social agency, and is 

thought to be lacking any independent reasoning and subjectivity.11
 In other words, the Hello 

Kitty fans are characterised as a mass with false consciousness and incapable of awareness of 

their social position. Thus, any possibility of resistance to the status quo is judged by the 

intellectuals to fail. 

Hello Kitty has challenged most intellectuals in Taiwan with its unexpected popularity, as 

against the (oversimplified) disapproval it has prompted among academics and intellectuals. 

This Japanese cat figure has no expression or mouth, and in a curious fashion it is interpreted 

and appropriated as a representation of the loss of Taiwan consciousness and national 

identity.12
 Indeed, it is embarrassing, by these lights, to witness the victorious return of the 

former coloniser with its cultural commodities. It is even more so since the local cultural elite 

cannot comprehend how such a mechanically reproduced formulated image could sweep the 

market; for them, the attraction of the flat cat figure is simply uncanny. Much to the elite’s 

alarm and to the fans’ delight, the Hello Kitty franchised product line has become a 

commercial empire. It caters to the fans’ daily needs: the Kitty figure haunts the stationery, 

clothes, accessories, toilet paper, instant noodles, shampoo, utensils, stereos, toasters, and 

even hi-tech products like motorcycles, televisions, mobile phones, cameras, computers and 

cars.13
 Even some tampons and condoms are printed with the Kitty ‘asexual’ face. The Kitty 

fans are so obsessed and fascinated that they are like subjects of the Kitty Empire. 

It is remarkable how a simple cat face has changed consumer behaviour, revamped 

marketing strategy, impacted upon popular culture, and challenged cultural criticism. Hello 

Kitty not only draws attention to nationalist discourse; this mouthless cat figure also makes 

waves among feminist ones. In Hello Kitty fandom, colour is thought to be the most decisive 

gender code. It is striking to see how Kitty’s and her boyfriend Daniel’s gender are 

differentiated simply by their dress codes and colours: Kitty in pink and Daniel in light blue. 

One can argue that variations of dress codes dominate the Kitty image. However, without 

Daniel’s presence, Kitty alone is always taken for granted as female, no matter what colour or 

dress it is in. The everlasting fashion show of Kitty might remind one of the Barbie Empire in 

the American context. The girlish, docile Kitty has attracted an enormous number of female 



fans, not only teenagers but also adults.Its taciturn attraction is disturbing to local feminists 

who have advocated women’s agency for decades. The cat figure is always in traditionally 

defined baby colours, either pink or light bluish, and these childish colours upset the critics 

and allure the fans at the same time.14
 

Being mouthless is Kitty’s determining attribute. The lack of a facial organ arouses an 

uncanny feeling of repressed incompleteness. The mouth, one of the symbols that define 

personal character, is an organ that governs the in/out relationship of the interior corporeal 

self and the exterior other. A mouthless face signifies that something is uncommonly lacking. 

Without a mouth one can neither devour nor vomit, neither swallow nor speak. 

This explicit speechless and action-less character of Kitty worries some intellectuals.15
 

Some famous local writers argue that the empty face symbolizes the infantilisation of the 

Kitty fans, that the mouthless image stands for silenced and docile femininity, and that the 

soft baby colours reproduce the stereotypes imposed upon women. Thus, an oversimplified 

conclusion gains currency: Kitty fans’ identification with Hello Kitty damages gender politics. 

Defending themselves, some of the Kitty fans claim that the fandom has nothing to do with 

gender, and that Hello Kitty is quite positively popular exactly for the same reason that draws 

the critics’ attacks—it has no mouth.16
 It is argued that, without a mouth, Kitty is indeed the 

best listener and will never gossip, a characteristic that makes it the best friend to tell secrets 

to. Moreover, Kitty fans argue that these anti-Kitty criticisms reveal the condescending 

attitude of the elite, who are always ignorant of the ‘common’ people’s everyday reality. The 

fans think that they have been discriminated against by the intellectuals.17
 

In addition to the debates of nationalism, gender consciousness, and popular culture, there 

are two other political perspectives derived from the above debates and opposed to each other. 

One claims that Taiwan’s democratic politics is superb: ‘the popularity of Hello Kitty 

illustrates the success of democratization in Taiwan, for citizens are free to make decisions for 

their own happiness and no longer need to fight for human rights on the streets’.18
 The other 

perspective is so pessimistically nationalistic that it criticises the new generation’s political 

apathy. ‘When China has claimed its sovereignty over Taiwan and fired missiles at Taiwan, 

no one should place anything before this political situation, let alone a superfluous animation 

figure.’19
 Fighting over such a meaningless material object ‘shows the new generation’s 

apolitical attitude and the failure of democracy’.20
 

To dispute the above two perspectives, a third argument takes an elitist intellectual stance, 

arguing that the commodifying mechanism manipulating the Hello Kitty empire might have 

rationalised the irrational consumption which, in turn, reproduces the capitalist apparatus. 

This argument stresses that, promising an illusory happy life, Hello Kitty does not provide 

any substantial satisfaction but definitely guarantees ‘a trap of material slavery’.21
 

All this debate and (de)rationalisation leads to a suspicion that the heated discussions are 

about something else, which is even more crucial than the issue of the capitalist apparatus. 



Curiously, Hello Kitty might not be the exact epicentre. 

Critics and fans have participated in the production process of a ‘sign’. As Baudrillard puts 

it, ‘in order to become object of consumption, the object must become sign’.22
 Consumption, 

according to this notion, is no longer a material practice, but a ‘virtual totality of all objects 

and messages presently constituted in a more or less coherent discourse’.23
 Baudrillard’s point 

is that the thing, which can be consumed, is never the object—neither in its substance nor in 

its form—but the meaning that it bears, which is obtained through its signification process. 

The objects that we (are unable to) consume entail a systematic relation from which the 

meanings of the objects are manifested. Hello Kitty is a sign; it is constantly made into a sign. 

Even worse for the elites is that Hello Kitty is a mechanically reproduced sign. With Hello 

Kitty’s abundant quantity and poverty of meaning, in itself, the critics as well as the 

consumers are silenced in front of a sign, an abyss. It requires tremendous elaboration to fill it 

with meaning, yet the void rapidly consumes whatever meaning attempts to fill it, and the 

insatiable void remains to devour.  

Hello Kitty illustrates how capitalism overwhelms. Overshadowed by capitalism, the 

fetishists’ efforts are doomed to fail. After all, Kitty fans cannot consume all the Kitties. For a 

fan, the desire always lingers and sneers, for no one can actually possess Hello Kitty as an 

entity—the cat that is no longer a pet, but an elusive sign of fanatic consumption. Baudrillard 

states: 

If it was that which is naively taken to be, an absorption, a devouring, then we should achieve 

saturation. If it was a function of the order of needs, we should achieve satisfaction. But we 

know that this is not the case: we want more and more.24 

Such is the infinity and impotence of consumption—the craving is never-ending, the 

possession never affordable, and the desire never satiable. 

 Therefore, should there be any cultural crisis of Taiwan surrounding the consumption of 

Hello Kitty, mass consumption is not to blame, nor is the mechanical reproduction of the cat 

figure. The crisis, actually, lies in the jammed meaning-making mechanism that tends to 

dichotomise and situate undefined and indefinable objects under an either/or logic; by doing 

so the existing binarism continues to reproduce itself.25
 These binary discourses are mapped 

thus: first, the cultural distinction of the elite and the popular; second, the colonial question of 

the past in relation to a postcolonial present; and, third, the feminist politics of the awoken 

and awoken-to-be. Within these three major cultural discursive axes, Hello Kitty is merely 

another sign being appropriated in systematic relations. It is never the materiality of Hello 

Kitty or the use value of the Kitty commodities that we love to consume; what seduces us is 

the difference within the entire system of meanings. In other words, each binary discursive 

position defines itself through its relation to Hello Kitty, that is, differentiates itself in relation 

to their negativity. Thus, Hello Kitty’s cultural meanings and its relation and difference to the 

other object-signs are activated. 



British cultural studies may provide a way to rethink the question of culture beyond the 

debate of production relations and consumption as fetishism.26Culture, in whatever form it is 

understood, is not a superstructure determined by the infrastructure of production. Cultural 

studies do not prioritise economy with respect to culture or ideology, but view the 

culture/economy relationship as relatively autonomous. As the theory goes, on this point, 

different meanings are produced, consumed, disseminated and circulated by diverse social 

groups; no meanings are naturally and transcendentally contained in signs and languages. 

Cultural studies aim to explore the possibility of culture that exceeds the confines of the 

economic mechanism, and the meanings that promise resistance and subversive power. 

Culture is thought to be the point where social interests and power politics intersect, and that 

cultural struggle is as vital as any other political struggle.27 

To be a Kitty fan obviously requires an identity through consumption, despite the fact that 

the mass-produced and -consumed cat figure does not naturally embody any meaning in and 

of itself. Hello Kitty’s face is a sign, and the meaning system can neither place it in an 

expectedly proper place nor assign it a proper significance. Its face is alienated from contexts, 

so the signification does not easily erase the traces to look natural. Notably, the infinite 

mechanism of consumption is relentless; as it has been activated, Hello Kitty thus conveys all 

this confusion in its meanings with a loose end. It opens up a noisy void, where it so 

obviously means nothing yet everything paradoxically at the same time, and no one can fully 

explain the production process of its meanings. It is such a sign that it requires laborious 

manifestation; it devours everything, be it nationalism, gender politics, or cultural distinction. 

The meanings that Hello Kitty conveys could be considered to be controversial. However, 

despite the criticisms, Hello Kitty alone is so non-contextual that it creates neither harm nor 

good. Only within the larger discourses of the social, such as nation, gender and class, does it 

begin to signify. It is hard to find any charges immediately against it, unless to accuse it of 

anthropomorphizing and aestheticising the gendering process of colour and dress. Even the 

strongest accusation of the cultural imperialism of Japan, the ex-coloniser, does not resist 

the suspicion that Hello Kitty does not necessarily advocate the Japanese cause. Quite 

ironically, Hello Kitty rarely appears in anything Japanese, except in the ‘Love of Kyoto’ pair 

in the McDonald’s Meal Package. Also notably, most of the profits don’t necessarily directly 

benefit its Japanese franchise, the Sanrio Company, for local factories make the ubiquitous 

counterfeits summoned up by the soaring demand in the market.28
 The equivocal meanings 

and ambiguous positions of Hello Kitty disturb the critics. More precisely, the poverty of 

meaning and the impossibility to fix it onto a stable signifying relation make Hello Kitty a 

horrifying figure. Hello Kitty does not signify ‘locally’ until the local consumers consume 

and the local critics criticise and debate over Hello Kitty; that is to say, the cat begins to 

meow and meow only after it is caught and contextualised in local terrain. 

Whether or not Hello Kitty is a work of reproduction, the consumers and the critics are all 



part of the masses who cannot help consuming. Instead of liberating itself from the hierarchy 

of art forms, Hello Kitty has been doomed to be a fetish. In the age of mechanical 

reproduction, people inhale and consume it, while struggling not to be consumed by it, the 

commodity. Nevertheless, consumption has revealed the relationship of meaning and the 

system of objects, as well as the embarrassing endeavour of chasing meaning like a dog does 

its tail. Quantity is phenomenal, Benjamin writes, 

the desire of contemporary masses to bring things ‘closer’ spatially and humanly, which is just 

as ardent as their bent toward overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its 

reproduction. Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by 

way of its likeness, its reproduction.29 

The masses are enticed to chase something through consumption, although consumption 

promises a frustrated desire because totality can never be rationally possible. 

  Thus, the Kitty consumption, fandom, and the prevailing argument that Hello Kitty is a 

cultural symptom of a sick society might need more detailed diagnosis before any 

prescriptions are offered. The Hello Kitty question is never simply about identity, and is 

beyond a repression cliche´, that is, the repression of the masses by the elite. It is a matter of 

differentiation rather than just othering; ‘[it] is not just binary but a particular kind of 

binary-producing machine, where binaries become constitutive differences in which the other 

is defined by its negativity’.30
 To claim that the differences surrounding Hello Kitty proved 

the basis for identity and social politics—the politics of nation, gender and popular 

culture—is not a critical engagement, but another reproduction of the existing discursive 

relations. One thing, though, is clear: Hello Kitty challenges the always-condescending elite, 

and initiates a cultural politics of differentiation and distinction—and these are differences 

that both the consumers and critics love to consume. 

 

Mimesis, difference and identity 

The cultural distinction theory elaborated by Pierre Bourdieu suggests that the distinction 

of ‘taste’ is constituted to legitimise and secure the social distinction of classes.31
 Bourdieu 

claims that the accumulation and circulation of cultural capital in a society operate according 

to the hierarchy of classes; an activity or product being judged as refined or profane 

corresponds to a social hierarchy of consumers. Consumption, in his view, is a stage of the 

process of communication, an act of deciphering and decoding the social logic of 

differentiation. He notes, ‘A work of art only has meaning and interest for someone who 

possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code, into which it is encoded.’32
 For Bourdieu, 

it is not the aesthetic but the social that defines taste. In fact, he does not think that there is 

any aesthetic standard independent of the social system. The aesthetic and taste standard is 

historically and socially (re)produced. No cultural form or art relies on the categorisation and 

definition of the social system. Furthermore, the social system constructs cultural differences 



through social acts and cultural practices—the habitus, the disposition of life, and taste.  

Hello Kitty is considered to belong to vulgar popular culture, because it is mass-produced 

and because it is relatively inexpensive. The scale of production and the price are two of the 

most traditional and hierarchical standards in cultural consumption. Mass production reads as 

ordinary and mundane, while a relatively low price allows people in general to participate in 

consumption and deprives the goods of any ritualistic aura. Consequently, Hello Kitty is 

categorised as a product of the low culture. The more popular it becomes, the lower the 

cultural strata it belongs to. Afraid of pricing pressure on their Kitty products, some 

franchised stores claim to sell the originally copyrighted Hello Kitty and mark up their 

prices.33
 While the overwhelming Kitty mania continues despite the criticism, massive 

amounts of Kitty products are liquidated into night market vendor stands, where goods are 

sold at competitively low prices, mostly to lower-class people and tourists. The night market 

is not only a space from which the high culture differentiates itself, but it is also an arena 

where low culture teases that distinction with counterfeits. 

The counterfeits make Hello Kitty a sign of low culture. It is difficult to tell whether a 

Hello Kitty stuffed animal is authentic or not, and this difficulty dramatically lowers the value 

of the authentic. The uniqueness of the authentic vanishes; even the ‘originality’ has also 

vaporised amongst the ‘virtually real counterfeits’. This illustrates cultural products in the age 

of mechanical reproduction. Yet it is noteworthy that the uniqueness and originality of 

commodities is a consumption myth in the capitalist colony. The ‘original’ has become sacred 

and untouchable under manipulation, and the high price of the label guards that valuable 

status, indirectly maintaining the system, the status quo. Because the original’s high price is 

mostly attributed to its differentiation, the value does not lie in the original itself. Interestingly, 

sometimes the counterfeits’ quality is not inferior to the original at all, but the counterfeits are 

destined to be cheap simply because of their lack of authenticity. The only difference that 

distinguishes the original from the counterfeit is the merchandising system—the locations 

where they are displayed and sold. This sheer difference is enough to cause chaos in the 

distinction of taste. That is, when the original and the counterfeits are out of their respective 

locations, it is impossible to indicate their difference. The only difference between the two is 

the price, which totally depends on the location of transaction. The location decides the price; 

the price becomes the value, and the value and the taste conflate. 

Yet, cultural commodities are still consumable symbols. Chain stores and night markets 

sell Hello Kitty products at different prices, but, in one way or another, cooperate with the 

economic system. Michael Taussig defines ‘alterity’ as a complicated colonial relationship: 

the possibility that the colonised mimes the coloniser and in turn devours the authentic.34The 

load of alterity borne by an institution such as the Taiwanese counterfeit industry, in relation 

to the Japanese licence-holders, far exceeds the significant profits obtained from these 

counterfeit products. The simulation of a coloniser’s cultural commodity—and its paradox is 



to absorb the outside and changing world in order to stay the same—does not only occur in 

the value system of the commodity, but also in the meaning system wherein the commodity, 

Hello Kitty, is a sign. 

Amongst the animation cartoon figure products, Hello Kitty is the only one that 

successfully exploits a middle-aged female market.35As many critiques have stated, the 

spectacular popularity of Hello Kitty among career women could be related to ‘their nostalgic 

teenage unsatisfied consumption desire, and a compensation for their lost youth’.36Some 

critics explain that the Hello Kitty fans are ‘unhappy about their repressed life in the 

patriarchal society, thereby they reach out to Hello Kitty, the fetishist symbol of their past 

youth’, and such a displacement is even read as ‘an act of resistance’.37
 Yet, more critics 

consider that Hello Kitty is another invasion from Japan, the former coloniser of Taiwan; 

Hello Kitty as an invader not only ‘economically conquering Taiwan consumers’, but also 

‘culturally degrading Taiwan society’.38
 These critics read the Hello Kitty fandom as 

symptom of cultural Japanisation, Japan’s neocolonisation, as loss of feminist consciousness, 

or as the fall of gender politics. 

Placing Hello Kitty in such a determinist position within culture and economy, these critics 

unwittingly take the same stance as the Kitty fans. Their excessive and obsessive 

condemnation of Hello Kitty ironically highlights Kitty’s triumph and recognises Hello 

Kitty’s cultural significance. The middle-aged fans regain their (always-unfulfilled) 

satisfaction and memory of youth in Kitty’s face, whereas the critics claim to see the 

phantoms of the repressive patriarchy and Japan as a renewed empire. These two 

contradictory readings both decode exact meanings from Hello Kitty with a similar 

enthusiasm; it is only that their reading contexts are different, their judgement in the matter of 

cultural tastes different, the social capital they rely on different, and their rationales different; 

these differences are consumed in a binary. Within all differences, the social discourses of 

cultural distinction intersect, reproduce and secure the elite/popular binary borderline. 

Consumption, indeed, contributes much to social distinction; it is at once the method and 

battlefield of differentiation. 

Alterity could occur and be generated through the mimetic mechanical reproduction. Mass 

counterfeits blur the true/false distinction and endlessly reproduce to such a degree that the 

sheer volume is impossible to consume. The order of signs through which the meaning is 

produced therefore recedes, and the signified end (satisfaction or saturation) disappears. As 

the presence of the masses causes crisis for the elite, the masses threaten that everything could 

fall from the high to the low, from the sacred to the secular, and the elegant to the vulgar, as 

long as mass production exists. Neither the Kitty fans nor the Kitty bashers can locate the 

ultimate meaning of Hello Kitty, because the meaning has been dispersed onto enormous 

everyday objects in endless circulation and reproduction. The meaning has become discursive 

in details of reality; it eludes any attempted reading that claims authenticity. 



Postcolonial critics address the issue of mimesis and imitation, arguing that such strategic 

practices can turn the colonised status away from the victimized position. Taussig analyses 

the relationship between colonial mimesis and alterity, suggesting that, since the mimetic 

faculty is the capacity to other, the colonizer becomes a gazed-upon and imitated object while 

the colonised imitates the coloniser.39
 Thus the colonised becomes a subject that gazes and 

takes action. The action of mimesis itself is re-reading and interpretation of the coloniser by 

the colonised. Homi K. Bhabha also theorises the ambivalence of mimicry of the 

colonised,40proposing that through mimicry the subaltern intentionally misappropriates the 

dominant discourse, it becomes a feelingless movement of the subject without any interior 

belief. A slippage between representation and performance emerges at the point of imitation, 

a colonial mimicry (almost the same, but not quite)—the representation of a difference that is 

itself a process of disavowal.41
 Bhabha claims that colonialism is marked with discrepancies 

and contradictions, never being coherent and consistent. Consequently, the colonial culture 

doesn’t always take the upper hand, and the traditionally defined power relation can be 

altered. 

The coloniser’s cultural influence has also been the focus of postcolonial debates. The 

question of how to uproot the residue of the coloniser’s culture is always one of the most 

urgent among the de-colonisation camps. Hello Kitty is viewed as the unforgivable symbol of 

Japanisation, because its widespread manifestations are positioned as almost identical to a 

coloniser’s culture. Ubiquitous Japanese products, Hello Kitty included, repeatedly re-invoke 

the colonial trauma suffered by the nationalists—the economic dependency on Japan is more 

anxiety. 

Yet, imitation and consumption do not equal cultural identity, and a cultural commodity 

does not stand for the culture as a whole. Hello Kitty is not Japan, nor can it symbolise 

mouthless, silenced femininity. The fact that Hello Kitty has no mouth doesn’t necessarily 

mean that consumers are silenced. Admittedly, the pink colour of Hello Kitty has been 

forcefully gendered and politicised. Yet, any wilful reading of culture and binary thinking can 

be essentialised, if such reading and thinking insist on taking culture as a stable, unchangeable 

entity. To explore the interaction among popular culture and consumption, and their social 

meanings, we have to look at the formation of culture. 

In terms of culture and meaning, Stuart Hall suggests that the ‘struggle over meanings’ is a 

social struggle in language and ideology. He writes: 

Ideological terms and elements do not necessarily ‘belong’ in the definite way to 

classes. …Different social interests or forces might conduct an ideological struggle to 

dis-articulate a signifier from one, preferred or dominant meaning-system, and re-articulate it 

within another, different chain of connotations.42 

 

For Hall, struggle is not merely about class, but also race and gender issues. Hall thinks that 



the class/race/gender ideologies seem natural, but they are actually accomplished through 

certain social relations. These social relations and ideologies are hegemonic, for they are 

reproduced by cultural leadership, by the ruling bloc that manipulates and ‘wins over the 

active, spontaneous consent of those classes and groups who are subordinated within it’.43
 In 

other words, for an ideology to sustain itself, different social groups would have to compete 

for the hegemonic status enabling their way of life to be the dominant one. 

Hello Kitty mania is a discursive arena in which different social groups debate on diverse 

tastes and legitimacy, each attempting to exclude and repel the other. On the one hand, Hello 

Kitty is a commodity from the capitalist mode of production, but that fact doesn’t mean that 

the Kitty fans are necessarily alienated and obscured colonised objects. On the other hand, the 

Kitty fans protest that the popular culture is discriminated against by the cultural elite, but 

these consumers are not cultural victims, nor are they the impoverished in the cultural strata. 

In this war of consumption fever, no one is the sole marginalised; no one is the sole colonised. 

Both the critics and the fans similarly occupy the mainstream hegemonic position in today’s 

Taiwan.  

  It is a war for cultural leadership—a battle over the hierarchy between the commodified 

popular culture and the elite. No party would lose even if the fire should cease; both the 

consumer mass and the elite have already agreed upon the mainstream rule from which all 

else proceeds: the elite culture defines itself in opposition to the popular; and the popular, 

with its mass quantity, firmly claims its share. Both sides consume Hello Kitty, in 

differentiating ways.  

  Consumption is one of the many ways through which identity is constructed.Yet the 

popular cultural commodities are not the only way to identification. The cultural significance 

of a particular commodity is not based on its revenue figures. What a commodity means to 

society has to be scrutinised through its location in everyday practice and discourse. Culture, 

after all, is a dynamic process in which meanings are accumulated and practised. The 

meaning of an object is not assembled on the Fordist production line or completed in the 

advertising package; nor is it finished after the monetary exchange. To mean something, the 

object has to be incorporated in daily lives, and to invade social relationships; the object has 

to be used, interpreted and articulated, through touch, sight and spoken words. Only then does 

it become part and parcel of the culture. In other words, the value and meaning of a  

commodity, vulgar or idealised as it might be, are produced by the consumers, not 

pre-determined by the system. 

 

Conclusion 

  Hello Kitty plays different roles for different cultural players: it is a commodity in the 

popular culture of Taiwan; it can be a night market counterfeit; it illustrates conspicuous 

consumption; it stands for the residue of colonialism; it marks the elite–mass distinction; it 



deploys the sabotage of gender politics. Hello Kitty does not invent new cultural identity or 

meaning. The fact is, the latent social politics and relationships, antagonistic or not, seize 

Hello Kitty as their means to surface as if Hello Kitty were a buoy. 

  This is still an age of mechanical reproduction, one where counterfeits virtually identical to 

originals cram the market. As we dispute the irrationality of consumption, consumption 

renews itself with another, even greater, irrationality. Material supplement is never in danger 

of scarcity. The lack, upon which consumption is founded, is not of material, but of meaning. 

The crisis brought up by Hello Kitty is that of the identity and the contexts from which it 

derives. The debates intersect with and overturn one other in the name of cultural legitimacy 

and leadership. Social dialogues, as such, tend to be heterogeneous and polysemic, yet, in 

contemporary Taiwan, social positions are still trapped in binary oppositions and their 

corresponding criticisms: either elite or popular, either colonised or autonomous, either 

patriarchal or liberating.  

  Consumption is one of the most familiar daily practices and amounts to a social rule. It is 

one mechanism upon which our cultural system is founded. Hello Kitty, too, is one of the 

infinite signs in our life; it is one of the commodities that we consume. The accusation that 

the Kitty fans are shallow fetishists remains the favourite criticism. However, following the 

very same logic, how can we overlook other instances of sign consumption? Could there be 

non-fetishist consumption? When all the commodities are god-like and their relationships to 

production have been cut off, could there be alternatives? If sign consumption is to be 

condemned, how might we arrive at a better position from which to argue that a purely 

material consumption is possible, one which is more morally acceptable than the consumption 

of signs? If consumption is about desire, how have the exits and outlets for that desire been 

formed by consumption?  

  The identity crisis for Taiwan could be that the mainstream culture is identical to a 

drive-through McDonald’s, where we conveniently order, pay, take and go. Meanings or 

objects, we eventually accomplish each consumptive activity through easy payments. 
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