‘Eating Our Spirits Away’ - In the Search of Lost Identities in Consumer Societies

Question 4

Discuss the relationship between globalization and “commodities and consumer culture” . Use examples
of literary or/and filmic texts to support your arguments.

Introduction

Growing up in post-war Japan, director Hayao Miyazaki witnessed Japan’s transition from an
agrarian, feudal and self-contained island to an industrialised, Americanised and consumer-driven
society. Exposed to the sweeping force of globalisation alongside the country’s economic boom, the
Japanese also experienced a substantial paradigm shift. People’s personal life had been radically
changed, preferring more modern pursuits and consumer culture. It often came at the expense of their
own cultural heritage. Seeing their cultural traditions relegated to the margins, Miyazaki was not without

qualms towards the course his country took after the war.

Indeed, his vocal diatribes against the country’s “single-minded pursuit towards consumerism”
(Schilling) and the nefarious infiltration of Western capitalist ideology have been manifested as
recurring themes in his animated movies, including Spirited Away' (2001). Through the theoretical
concepts of “the society of the spectacle” and “commodity fetishism”, this essay would analyze the the
tropes of food, bingeing and purging in Spirited Away and how they are used to elucidate the loss and
search of personal and national identities in Japan’s ever-expanding consumer and commodity culture

under globalisation.

Food and consumerism

! The movie, also titled Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi, is one of Miyazaki’s most critically acclaimed movies of all time.
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Like countless other everyday material objects, the colonisation of food under capitalism comes as
no surprise. > However, unlike other commodities in the market that inscribe on the body, it is an
indispensable source of sustenance and nourishment that is ingested into the body. As a result, not only
does the commodification of food accentuate the omnipresence of capitalism °, punctuating our
everyday life *, but it also permeates our mind and body, penetrating our very existence. As we digest
food, we are also imbibing the consumerist values and internalising the capitalist logic, putting our

selthood at stake.

No-face, Binge Eating and Overconsumption

In the movie, the character No-face ° bears the brunt of the socially and self-destructive forces of
consumerism and overconsumption. Indeed, No-face has started out as a silent masked figure who utters
only soft sounds like ‘Ah’. Despite his sheer size and monstrous behaviours in later scenes, his
vulnerability is evident from beginning to end. His original self is comparable to a shy, friendless boy,
ignored, shrugged off and marginalised by others. His mute presence and physical exclusion from the
bathhouse are both illustrative of how he is yet to enter or learn the symbolic order through language or

the code of conduct in a consumer society. He is a tabula rasa or blank slate, lacking the judgment for

? Kristin Ross notes that the “colonisation of everyday life” (1998), oft-quoted from Lefebvre and his later Situationist
devotees, should be comprehended literally as “the continuation of the structures of imperialism within the everyday, as new
values of American technology and consumerism ... in [our] everyday life” (Olson 13)

* Guy Debord elucidates in Society of the Spectacle that in this stage of social organization, capitalism should not be seen as
merely an economic system. Its omnipresence also organizes all aspects of our life in which “all of life presents itself as an
immense accumulation of spectacles™ (1). Under this new mode of domination, “an undisturbed development of modern
capitalism” can hence be guaranteed. (65)

* Henri Lefebvre also remarks how the “writers of his era assume a critical stance toward the urge to satisfy all desires with
material objects” with “a sense of unrest” infiltrates the “everyday life” (80).

3 No-face, is the literal translation of kaonashi in which kao means *‘face’ and nashi means ‘without’. This character is said to
be inspired by silkworms, which have markings on its head that resemble facial features with their mouths below the
markings. (Egan 105). Just like these silkworms, No-face can eat voraciously and grow unceasingly. Interestingly, No-face is
invited by Zeniba to be her assistant to spin silk at the end of the movie.
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right and wrong. In a Lacanian sense, after entering the world of the bathhouse, his ego is formed.
However, the “Real” refuses to be symbolised — he continues to be harrassed by the perpetual sense of
lack in companionship. As Chihiro first let him into the bathhouse, with such a small gesture of kindness,
he is overjoyed by the hope to belong and be accepted. He tags along her almost like a puppy and
attempts to repay her kindness with gifts like bath tokens (see Fig. 1). When she shows no interest, his
emptiness becomes all the more glaring. Just then, he notices how the stink spirit, who is the river god in
disguise, enthuses the staff and patrons alike with the copious amount of gold left. Inspired, he seems to
know where to look for replacement to assuage the pain of loneliness. Gold materialises in the palm of
his hand. It is a desperate attempt for him to situate his social identity — as the most valuable customer

whom all bath women® and workers in the bathhouse fawn over and idolize.

In one the most powerful scenes (see Fig. 2), No-face is sitting in the bathtub that has been used to
serve the river god as the first step of his plan to emulate the deity. Such a juxtaposition of scenes
underscores No-face’s longing to become powerful, wealthy and revered like the river god. It also lends
credence to Jean Baudrillard’s notion of “simulacrum” in identity formation and consumer behaviours in
the capitalist society. This is because he is fabricating “an image” of himself — the constructed identity
under consumerism — which bears no relation to “the reality” of one’s true selfhood as “it is its own pure
simulacra” (1981). Interestingly, it is reminiscent of how Guy Debord quips, “[The] more [the spectator]
accepts recognising himself in the dominant images of need, the less he understands his own existence
and his own desires... ... his own gestures are no longer his but those of another who represents them to
him” (Debord 30). As he replicates the prevailing values and behaviour in the bathhouse, his life is

reduced to mere “representations” of a person that he is not. His perceived sense of self is a mere

® Bath women or Yuna live and work at the bathhouse. They clean the bathhouse, wait on and serve food to customers. Most
are spirits of slugs.
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