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Warrior Princesses, How Far Will You Go? Transitions in the
Characterization of Female Figures in Japanese ‘Anime’
Hiromi Murase

The characterization of female figures in so-called Japanese ‘anime’ , or commercial
animations, continues to diversify as the genre flourishes. Today, we rarely see
traditional stereotypes of obedient, submissive, self-sacrificing, and non-assertive
women in recent works, various criticisms being lodged on such one-sided treatment in
the early productions: one example for the newer category is The Two of Pricure (2004~),
a popular program for girls under ten, in which two girl main characters literally and
bodily ‘fight’ against opponents. These girls are shown with their own initiatives in their
role as protectors rather than being the protected. The male presence is generally weak
in this ‘fighter girls’ genre, and often confined to the opposing force to be dealt with by
the main characters. In the case of The Two of Pricure, it should also be noted that the
opponents are often in the shape of male and female.

The image of ‘fighting girls’ is highly popular so that it repeatedly appears in the
genre of stories with independent heroines. The qualities given to these heroines —
assertiveness, companionableness, and resourcefulness — are easily recognizable as the
basic attributes for independent females.

Yet, once we start to examine the context surrounding the image of ‘fighter girls’, the
superficiality of the notion that this image symbolizes feminine independence becomes
apparent; there is a drastically different way of reception cultivated by a separate group
other than that of its primal target, the young girls and their parents.

Stanley Hall has argued that a text is fundamentally a reconstruction created by its
audience through the process of forming their own reception; there does not exist a
primal text that commands a set reception from the audience: ‘fighter girls’ could invite
different receptions. Fanzines, a flourishing new media, are the exercise field of those
alternative receptions. Varieties of parodies are created by its participants, who are
mostly adult male and female. The biggest genre in these parodies is that of a sexually-
oriented one and many of them are based on the ‘fighter girls’ genre.

Treating a girl heroine not as an entity but as a subjective presence, using the image
as a receptacle of the audience’ s sexual interest, is the most popular genre in Japanese
fanzine culture (the earlier object of such treatment is the much commented upon Sailor
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Moon(1992-1997) ). However, the centre of the practice has shifted on to mo-e, a kind of
situational fetish which has reduced ‘fighter girls’ to just another subject for mo-e.

A derivation of the verb moe-ru, which means the first leaf buds of the year to open,
mo-e is a term for the practice of cultivating a strong partiality on highly selective
elements picked out from a larger structure. Mo-e could be directed at situational
elements as well as more simply at physical characteristics such as eyeglasses, pigtails or
sailor-collared school uniforms. Essentially, it is a transposition /reassembling of favored
details into a new context of the audience’ s own preferences, entirely independent of
the original context.

Mo-e is exercised by both male and female audiences, so it would be inappropriate to
call it a simple discrimination and reification against women. It is equally off the point to
examine the ethical validity of such acts.

Rather, our attention should be directed at the practice of producing programs,
ostensibly aimed at a girl audience, but intentionally incorporating mo-e elements to
cater for the alternative adult reception. Despite the bright, eager, fun-loving and sweet
disposition given to ‘fighter girls’ in the plot elements, their other attribution as sexual
objects aimed at adult consumption is belied by the physical presentation of these
characters - for example, in their hairstyles or costumes.

The notion that these contradictory receptions can stay separate and that young girls
remain unaware of the presence of this mo-e reception seems ungrounded in the face
of media exposure and the communication between generations.

The influence of the girl audience’ s exposure to the deconstruction and sexual
reification of their favorite (and often identification with) anime characters has not been
studied fully. Yet, it is not difficult to imagine that it would not serve to ease the life of
girls.

Is there any possibility of producing characters less likely to attract the gaze of
mo-e? The answer would be both negative and positive; the process of mo-e originates
from detaching minute details from its context in order to derive highly sensualized
sensations out of them, and any subject can yield some such details. On the other hand,
several ambitious projects have been staked to subvert the mo-e attempts.

One trendis that of Princess Alite (2000), which places a solid worldview that

overwhelms other story elements so that extracting and segmenting characters away
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from that worldview leaves little to attach mo-e. Another trend is that of Situation
of His and Hers (1998-1999) where excessive subjectivity is given to the heroine by a
meticulous high lightening of her consciousness, thereby prohibiting the projection of
the audience’ s desires.

It is apparent that the shift in feminine stereotypes in the anime, from that of a
waiting princess to a warrior princess has been a natural development. Girls are capable
of anything and everything: they are not a friendless, isolated presence; it is up to them
to choose to be a leader or a warrior. Anime has started to present girl images that break
out from the traditional obedient, non-argumentative sweet things.

The future of these warring princesses shall be determined by the way new programs

address the presence of the gaze of mo-e.
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