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Abstract 

 

For the past 40 years, immigration from China, Japan, and Korea has steadily grown bringing 

approximately 200,000 immigrants to Argentina.  With an increase in the national population, 

questions of adaptation and integration into Argentine society are raised.  To what degree are 

new immigrants affecting Argentine popular culture?  Are there heavy Asian influences in the 

way characters are developed or how Asians are portrayed in film and television?  This paper 

seeks to investigate the cultural presence of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean immigrants and their 

descendants in Argentine audiovisual popular culture.  Research was carried out through the 

analysis of Argentine films, television programs, and YouTube video clips that portray Chinese, 

Japanese, and Korean persons.  It was found that Argentine popular culture includes programs 

and films related to Japanese anime, Korean pop music, and Chinese characters and are 

accustomed to seeing actors of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean descent in main and supporting 

roles both in film and television.  As Chinese, Japanese, and Korean immigrants continue to 

move to Argentina, their role in shaping and defining Argentine popular culture has become 

more prominent. 
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Introduction  

 

 Since the late 1880s, a flow of immigrants from Asia has arrived on Argentine soil.  In 

just the last 30 years, a strong wave of immigration brought approximately 200,000 immigrants 

from Japan, Taiwan, Korea, and China in particular (ñAbout Argentinaò).  Those immigrants 

now call Argentina their home and have assimilated into Argentine society.  Nevertheless, 

immigrants do not completely dissolve ties with their homelands.  Rather, parts of their 

homelands are brought to their new homes (Eckstein 1).  These cultural differences are 

incorporated into their new communities as the world continues to be economically, socially, and 

politically connected (Rubin and Melnick 9).  This thesis investigates the presence of Chinese, 

Japanese, and Korean immigrants and their descendants in forming Argentine audiovisual 

popular culture.  Are there heavy Asian influences in the way characters are developed or how 

Asians are portrayed?  The research takes into consideration Argentine films, television 

programs, and YouTube video clips that portray Chinese, Japanese, and Korean persons in 

Argentine popular culture. 

 Argentina is South Americaôs second largest country after Brazil in terms of both land 

mass and population (Central Intelligence Agency).  Its people combine to form a rich, diverse 

population due to large waves of immigration.  Argentines usually refer to the country as a crisol 

de razas (literally a crucible of races, or melting pot) (ñAbout Argentinaò).  The first significant 

wave of immigrants to Argentina came from Europe between 1870 and 1930, but there continues 

to be immigration from regions all over the world including Asia and the Middle East.  Of the 

nearly 43 million people living in Argentina, approximately 92% are Caucasian of Spanish and 

Italian descent (Central Intelligence Agency).  At the terminus of the immigration wave in the 

late eighteenth century, approximately 50% of all European immigrants, approximately 2.3 
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million, came primarily from southern Italy (ñAbout Argentinaò).  Like the United States of 

America, todayôs Argentine population is a combination of races and identities. 

  As mentioned earlier, some sentiment and meaning can be lost when translating from 

Spanish to English.  However, it is important to note that Argentina is not a politically-correct 

country in terms of the words and phrases used.  The context, meaning, and intonation that 

Argentines use in daily jargon is not all-inclusive of concepts like race or religion.  What 

Americans may perceive as harsh stereotypes may be concerned part of normal life for 

Argentines.  When Argentines refer to ethnic minorities, a common umbrella term is generally 

used.  For example, the noun ñchinoò has a different meaning in English than it does in Spanish.  

In English, the word is an adjective meaning ñChineseò or anything ñderiving itself from China 

or the Chinese culture.ò  However, Argentines use the word as a synecdoche to collectively 

group all Asians.  So people of Korean, Japanese, Filipino, Thai, etc. descent are all considered 

ñchinosò to Argentines.  Taking into account this observation, the ñBarrio Chinoò in the 

Belgrano neighborhood of Buenos Aires is comprised of more than just the Chinese ethnicity, 

but Korean, Japanese, and cultures that Americans would consider the Near East or the Middle 

East.  Furthermore, these broad generalizations can also be found with different ethnicities and 

nationalities.  When people from the United States refer to their nationality, the word 

ñAmericanò is used.  However, the Spanish word ñamericanosò refers to anyone living in North 

America or Latin America.  To refer to a person from the United States in Spanish, the word 

ñestadounidenseò is used.  Furthermore, ñgringoò refers to Italians, ñrusoò refers to all Eastern 

Europeans and Jews regardless of country of origin, and ñturcoò refers to Middle Eastern groups 

such as Syrians, Persians, and Arabs.  It is important to note that some of the analyzed films and 

television programs used generalized terms to define one or more cultural identities. 



Gomez 3 

 

Chapter 1: Popular Culture in Latin America  

 

 ñPopular cultureò is a term that is easily identifiable, but troublesome to define.  There is 

no single definition that is deemed correct or more adequate than another.  From a psychological 

point of view, Rowe and Schelling suggest that ñpopular culture has shifting boundaries that 

allow for mobility of terms and concepts.  The reconversion, resignification and 

resemanticization are appropriate é to prevent [the cultural signs] from being wholly absorbed 

into the dominant power structure [mass media]ò (11).  This reference highlights the changing 

landscape of human thought and how words are used to describe concepts.  Moreover, this 

problem is further perplexed because there are ñprincipal points of contention [that] revolve 

around the act of naming.  Whose culture, language, geography, and taste óqualifyô as popular, 

and as culture, and why?ò (Lockhart 178).  Through this introduction, a concise definition of 

ñpopular cultureò shall be defined. 

 Contributors to writings on Latin American popular culture have employed different 

approaches, but there are two that emerged with surprising regularity: the cultural imperialism 

approach based on the Marxist theory of economic dependency and the works of Italian theorist 

Umberto Eco.  The former approach divides the world into economically advanced, exploiting 

countries who manipulate peripheral or satellite countries with less resources (Hinds and Tatum 

xiv).  Exploitative countries not only have economic power over satellite countries, but power 

over the means of production, distribution, and even content of mass media and popular culture 

such as films, television, radio, comics, and photonovels (Hinds and Tatum xiv).  The latter 

approach uses Umberto Ecoôs collection of essays entitled Apocalyptic and Integrated 

Intellectuals: Mass Communications and Theories of Mass Culture and A Critical View of 

Culture: Mass Communications, Politics and the Avant-garde.  Ecoôs thesis builds upon the 
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notion that ñforms of high culture such as literature and art require interpretations by the 

observerò as seen in his work on semiotics or the study of signs (Caesar 44; Eco 30-31).  Further 

analysis by Rowe and Schilling reinforces the two approaches named by Hinds and Tatum, but 

go further in saying that popular culture ñarose with Romanticism, of an authentic rural culture 

under threat from industrialization and the modern culture industry (2). Massive migration of 

rural people into the cities and further industrialization brought a new element into the picture: 

integration of urban and rural peoples. 

  The notion of rural lifestyle in contrast to the urban, metropolitan way of living brings to 

light the mistranslation of the word ñpopular cultureò from Spanish to English.  Harold E. Hinds, 

Jr. and Charles M. Tatum recount their conceptual dilemma of defining popular culture in a Latin 

American context their journal entitled Handbook of Latin American Popular Culture (i-xiii).  

Often times, translators translate the Spanish phrase cultura popular to mean popular culture in 

English.  However, this is not an accurate translation.  Cultura popular connotes themes relating 

to ñfolk culture,ò which is found thriving in rural areas (Hinds and Tatum xiii).   

  When defining Argentine popular culture, it is nearly impossible to do so without 

mentioning the impact of Buenos Aires.  The amalgams of rural and urban life call attention to 

the importance of Buenos Aires to Argentina because many, if not all cultural products are 

funneled through the Argentine capital.  As one might expect, there are numerous cultural, 

economic, and political relationships between Buenos Aires and the rest of the country.  For 

example, Buenos Aires is the capital of the Argentine Republic and home to the federal 

government.  Aerolíneas Argentinas, the national airline, has its main home at Ezieza 

International Airport on the outskirts of the city.  To further picture this idea, the dominance of 

cultural products originating from the vast metropolis of Buenos Aires overshadows to the point 
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of obscurity any cultural manifestations coming out of the interior provinces (Foster, Buenos 

Aires: Perspectives on the City and Cultural Production). Virtually all film and television 

production, original theatrical activity, and publishing houses are based in Buenos Aires (Foster, 

Buenos Aires: Perspectives on the City and Cultural Production 6).  The Buenos Aires 

metropolitan area is home to nearly 40% of the countryôs population (ñAbout Argentinaò 24).  It 

is important to remember Buenos Airesôs influence in shaping how popular culture is defined in 

the Argentine Republic. 

  In just the last 30 years, there has been growing interest in research about urban impacts 

on Latin American culture as seen in the journal Studies in Latin American Popular Culture 

(founded in 1981) and books such as Handbook of Latin American Popular Culture edited by 

Harold E. Hinds and Charles M. Tatum.  From these writings, the definition of popular culture in 

Argentina continues to adapt with the continual movement of thoughts and ideas.  There are 

simple interpretations such as David William Fosterôs when he affirms, ñBy popular culture we 

mean all those forms that impinge on our daily lives: newspapers, magazines, movies, television, 

greeting cards, and even social ritualsò (From Mafalda to Los Supermachos 2).  Nevertheless, 

there are explanations that incorporate national identity as seen in Eva Buenoôs and Terry 

Caesarôs book Imagination beyond Nation.  They see popular culture in Latin America as ña sort 

of middle stratum between an adopted paradigm of national identity and a lived complexity of 

social realityò (15).  Personally, I agree with Francoôs own definition which ñwould be the 

broadest possible and would include a spectrum of signifying practices and pleasurable activities 

most of which fall outside the controlling discipline of official schoolingò (Franco, ñWhatôs in a 

Nameò 179).  These events include eating at chain restaurants and watching a particular 

television program or film.  Popular culture distinguishes one community from another and 
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presents thoughts and ideas in non-written form.  Before the 1990s, the literacy rate in Latin 

American countries did not exceed 50 percent (Beezley and Curcio-Nagy xi).  Rather than rely 

on printed materials, everyday customs such as oral traditions, music, and visual imagery served 

to represent a particular community. 

 With Francoôs definition in mind, the focus of this thesis is on the audiovisual component 

popular culture.  The audiovisual component specifically relates to any forms of media that 

combine both aural and ocular qualities. I am interested in the films, television programs, and 

YouTube videos that are broadcasted to Argentines on a daily basis.  With the broad definition of 

popular culture and research of the many theories, I define popular culture as ñany form of media 

or activity that impacts society.ò  Like Fosterôs definition, my definition focuses on the daily 

influence that bombards individuals when they watch television, peruse the Internet, or read 

magazines or newspapers. 
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Chapter 2: The Study of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Immigra nts to Argentina 

 

  In the summer of 2013, I had the privilege of traveling to South America and spending 

six weeks, four of which were in Santiago, Chile.  I lived with a Chilean family in the middle 

class comuna (neighborhood) of Las Condes and attended La Universidad Andrés Bello.  From 

firsthand experience, I noticed a lack of diversity in the population.  There were many 

individuals of European and indigenous descent, but few of Asian, Middle Eastern, and even 

African descent.  After my studies, I travelled to Buenos Aires and noticed the vast ethnic 

diversity of porteños (residents of Buenos Aires), including the large population of Asians living 

in the city.  I was surprised such a large group of Asians, especially in the neighborhood of 

Belgrano, where El Barrio Chino or Chinatown is located. 

  Upon researching national population statistics, I discovered that the Argentine 

Constitution did not provide for a decennial national census (Argentine Constitution of 1898). 

Constitutional reforms in 1898 mandated for population inquiries to be conducted for 

representation in the Senate, but did not explicitly state when.  In practice, censuses were taken 

roughly every decade; however, reforms instituted in 1949 mandated a decennial census be done 

(Argentine Constitution of 1949).  There have been only 10 national censuses taken for the 

following years: 1869, 1895, 1914, 1947, 1960, 1970, 1980, 1991, 2001 and 2010.  The National 

Institute of Statistics and Censuses of Argentina or El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos 

(INDEC) is charged with the duty of coordinating and assessing national, provincial, and local 

demographic information.  Due to a lack of consistent information, it is difficult to paint an 

accurate picture of immigration starting at the beginning of the twentieth century.  To add further 

disorder, the censuses conducted before 2010 only ask citizens if they were born in Argentina or 

abroad.  There are no questions asking racial ethnicity or background.  These numbers do not 
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take into account descendants of immigrants who were born in Argentina.  It was only in 2010 

that citizens were asked the country of their birth. 

  The most recent population figures come from the Bicentenary Census of 2010.  Figure 1 

shows the growth of the Argentine population every census that was recorded.  As of the 2012, 

there were nearly 40 million people who live in Argentina.  This figure represents a significant 

increase in 10 years since the last census in 2001 that reported roughly 36 million people.  

According to figure 2, approximately 1.7% of the Argentine population was born in Asia with 

0.5% specifically from China.  It is important to note that persons from Middle Eastern countries 

such as Libya and Syria are counted within this statistic.  This statistic translates to 31,001 

persons born in Asia with 8,929 from Mainland China, 7,321 from Korea (both North and 

South), 4,036 from Japan, and 2,875 from Taiwan that have moved to Argentina (see Table 1).  

Additionally, Table 1 shows the specific numbers for each country.  Approximately 54% of 

persons born abroad live in the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires (see Table 2).  However, 

provinces such as Mendoza and Misiones with strong Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 

communities present high numbers of persons born abroad in the data (see Tables 3 and 4).  Data 

from the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs estimate that 23,000 persons of Japanese descent 

and 11,675 Japanese citizens live in Argentina as of December 2011 ("Japan-Argentine Relations 

[Basic Data]").  The South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade recorded 22,354 

people of Korean descent living in Argentina as of 2011 (ñCurrent Status of Overseas 

Compatriotsò 172).  The Peopleôs Republic of China and the Republic of China do not have 

official statistics of how many of its citizens live in Argentina.  However, it is reported by 

Clarín, a leading Argentine daily newspaper, that there are 120,000 persons of Chinese descent 

(Sánchez).  The term ñChineseò conjures various definitions due to the regionôs past history.  
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However, I use the term ñChineseò to refer to people under jurisdiction of the Peopleôs Republic 

of China and the Republic of China.  As a result of the latest Argentine census, I have chosen to 

research the three largest Asian ethnicities that call Argentina home: the Japanese, the Koreans, 

and the Chinese. 

Figure 1. Total population of the Argentine Republic According to Census Records. Years 1869 

to 2010 

 
 

 

Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Figure 2. Percentage of total Argentine population born abroad according to place of birth. Year 

2010. 

 
Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Table 1. Total Argentine population born abroad according to place of birth and age groups. 

Year 2010. 

 
 

Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Table 2. Total population of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires born abroad according to 

place of birth, age groups, and gender. Year 2010. 

 
Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Table 3. Total population of the province of Mendoza born abroad according to place of birth, 

age groups, and gender. Year 2010. 

 
Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Table 4. Total population of the province of Misiones born abroad according to place of birth, 

age groups, and gender. Year 2010. 

 
Source: Argentina. El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos. Censo Nacional de Población, 

Hogares y Viviendas 2010. Buenos Aires: Censo del Bicentenario, Dec. 2012. Web. Web. 1 Mar. 

2014. <http://www.censo2010.indec.gov.ar/index_cuadros_2.asp> 
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Chapter 3: The Japanese 

 

Immigration to Argentina 

 

 The first mention of Japan in Argentine history dates back to the late sixteenth century 

with the description of a man baptized as Francisco Xapón (Onaha 2).  His exact origin, how he 

arrived in Argentina, and other details about his life are brief and fragmented.  Historians know 

he was a slave with Japanese roots because members considered to be of inferior social strata did 

not possess the right to carry a last name.  The register in the Historic Archive of the Province of 

Córdoba verifies his sale to a local vicar by the name of Miguel G. de Porras.    

  In the political arena, the Iwakura Mission was the first official visit to Argentina sent by 

the Japanese military government known as the Shogunate in 1871.  In its worldwide tour, the 

Shogunate aimed to modernize Japan and reintroduce Japanese culture to the world after a long 

period of isolation from the West (Onaha 3).  This visit opened the doors to increasing dialogue 

between the two countries.  The military government sent groups of young men to explore the 

country and report back with information pertaining to Argentina.  Curiosity and interest began 

to circulate among the Japanese and conjured a strong desire to visit this foreign land (Onaha 4). 

  The first Japanese settler was Kinzo Makino, a former sailor, who bought land in 1890.  

His intent was to stay in Argentina in order to save up money and return to Japan.  Makino 

cultivated crops on his land and later sold them for a profit at local markets including Buenos 

Ai res.  Through his economic establishment, he aided future immigrants and assisted in their 

transition to life in Argentina.  His efforts were recognized by the emperor of Japan when the 

Count Nakamura award was presented to Makino in 1910 (Kikumura-Yano 76).  Makino 

decided not to return to his homeland, but sent his eldest son to study in Japan and learn the 

culture and tradition (Kikumura-Yano 76-77).  The government under the Argentine Constitution 
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of 1853, Law Number 817 was signed into effect on October 19, 1876, which restricted the flow 

of immigration into the country (Tigner 204).  This law not only affected the small trickle of 

Japanese immigrants, but also the large masses of European immigrants. 

  Argentina and Japan established formal diplomatic ties by signing the Treaty of 

Friendship, Commerce, and Navigation on February 3, 1898.  The trip of the Argentine frigate, 

Presidente Sarmiento, in 1900 further laid the foundation for dialogue between the two 

countries.  The tour promoted the treaty and included stops in key port cities like Yokohama and 

Kobe.  Along the way, President Sarmiento recruited Japanese waiters to serve on his voyage.  

The story of Yoshio Shinya, a young store worker, retold his personal interview with the 

president himself and subsequent journey across the Pacific (Onaha 6).  Japan established its 

embassy in Buenos Airies in April 1902 with Narinori Okoshi serving as its ambassador 

(Masterson and Funada-Classen 88; Onaha 6). 

   Significant Japanese immigration began in 1908-1909 with families arriving from 

Okinawa and Kagoshima Prefecture.  Settlements occurred indirectly since they originally 

immigrated to Brazil, Peru, Paraguay, and Chile (Kikumura-Yano 72).  Those from Brazil were 

discontented colonists from the coffee plantations of S«o Paulo.  Argentinaôs higher wages 

appealed to those from not only Peru and Brazil, but the homeland as well.  For example, during 

the second decade of the twentieth century, a Japanese domestic servant in Buenos Aires could 

expect to earn 50 to 80 Argentine pesos per month or about $20 to $32 U.S. dollars.  A gardener 

earned approximately USD $20 to USD $40, and a worker in a small show factory about USD 

$60.  Workers in Japanese factories were rarely able to earn more than USD 50¢ per day, or 

about USD $13 a month, at this particular time (Masterson and Funada-Classen 89).  

Remigration from Brazil and Peru played a significant role in the Japanese population in 
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Argentina.  Between 1906 and 1910, more than 300 Japanese-born workers came to the fertile 

lands of Argentina (Tigner 205). 

  Between 1914 and 1930, established Japanese immigrants were allowed to ñcallò or bring 

over relatives, friends, and acquaintances to Argentina (Tigner 204).  They would eventually 

attain Argentine citizenship, but only after years of work and government approval.  By 1920, 

the Japanese population reached nearly 2,000 individuals (Tigner 205).  The Argentine 

government did not impose significant restrictions on Japanese immigration in the 1930s.  It 

appeared that nearly all Japanese immigrants during the peak years of immigration were ñcalledò 

or brought by relatives already living in Argentina.  However, after 1930 ñcallingò was limited to 

spouses and relatives down to those of the third degree, or first cousins (Tigner 204).  In 1938, 

two estimates from the Japanese Ministry of Overseas Affairs reported the number of people 

immigrating to Argentina.  The low estimate reported 5,838 settlers while the high estimate listed 

7,095 (Masterson and Funada-Classen 95).  As a result of the outbreak of World War II and 

subsequent hostilities in the Pacific in December 1941, Japanese emigration to Argentina quickly 

halted.   

  Following World War II, Juan Domingo Per·nôs first government administration in 1947 

called for the admission of 250,000 immigrants to work primarily in agriculture and industry 

(Masterson and Funada-Classen 204).  However, the unfavorable land-tenure system discouraged 

large-scale Japanese immigration to the fertile pampas.  The overthrow of Perón in 1955 

precipitated a long period of civil military unrest and economic instability that made Argentina 

unattractive to immigration until the 1960s (Masterson and Funada-Classen 205). 

  In 1957, government agreements were achieved that allowed the Kaigai Ijyu Jigyodan 

(KIJ) to permit organized Japanese agricultural settlements in the provinces of Mendoza and 
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Misiones.  The location of the Misiones community provided immigrants with a gradual 

assimilation due to its differentiated human landscape away from urban centers such as Buenos 

Aires.  The colonization efforts were the most ambitious colonization efforts in Argentina in the 

post-World War II era.  Furthermore, colonists enjoyed the warm, humid climatic conditions that 

reminded them of their homeland (Eidt 5).  Japanese immigrants who originally settled in the 

Alto Paraná region of Paraguay, the second most important region of organized Japanese farm 

settlement in the Americas, crossed the border into the Argentine province of Misiones (Eidt 7).  

Its location directly across the Rio Paraná from the Japanese settlements in Argentina proved to 

be an enticing factor (Masterson and Funada-Classen 207).  Colonists who began to arrive in the 

1950s were able to benefit from social and economic support networks that were already in place 

after nearly five decades of Japanese presence in Argentina (Masterson and Funada-Classen 

207).  By 1952, the Japanese-Argentine population reached approximately 10,000. 

  The following thirty years marked a steady influx of immigrations.  Nevertheless, 

Dekasegi migration signaled the reopening of the migratory flow between Argentina and Japan 

(Hirabayashi, Kikumura-Yano, and Hirabayashi 261).  This phenomenon occurred in the 1980s 

and affected not only Argentine-born Japanese, but Japanese immigrants into Argentina.  For 

those already in Argentina, their role in Argentine society was seen as a ñkind of subsystem 

insertedò (Hirabayashi, Kikumura-Yano, and Hirabayashi 262).  They considered themselves 

ñArgentines,ò but they also embraced their Japanese heritage seen in the different spheres of 

daily life: family references, village-framed reciprocal relationships, gastronomy, and attitudes 

towards elders.  Surprisingly the term ñJapanese-Argentinesò did not exist, although the 

identification ñArgentine of Japanese originò was used. 
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  Between 1988 and 1989, another wave of emigration took place.  The economic crisis 

took its toll and caused hyperinflation which led worrisome Argentines to leave the country.  

There were raids on supermarkets and long lines wrapping around consulates with people 

waiting to apply for visas to the same countries their ancestors left decades before (Hirabayashi, 

Kikumura-Yano, and Hirabayashi 263).  The phrase ñThe only way out is Ezeiza (the 

international airport in Buenos Aires)ò reflected the feelings of the people (ibid.).  Between 1991 

and 1992, the Argentine government checked inflation by pegging the Argentine peso to the 

American dollar (Hirabayashi, Kikumura-Yano, and Hirabayashi 263).  Despite these efforts, 

many Argentines of Japanese descent returned to their homeland during the economic crisis in 

the early 2000s. 

Japanese Culture in Argentine Audiovisual Popular Culture 

 

  Anime, the Japanese word for animation, is a form of popular animated Japanese 

television programs (Napier 3-4; Pattern 275-276; Ruble and Lysne 37).  This Japanese style can 

be compared to the Saturday cartoons and other animated programs that are seen in the United 

States.  Animeôs diverse art form employs the use of hand-drawn and computer animation that 

focus on the realism of the setting rather than camera effects or angle shots.  The most noticeable 

differences that set anime apart from other animated programs include the size of character 

proportions, specifically the characterôs head and use of large emotive or realistically sized eyes.  

Some anime programs have been adapted to Argentine audiences by incorporating the Spanish 

language and through the application of themes like soccer and character development.  The 

nightly news program Telenoche aired a report highlighting the growing popularity of anime 

programs in Argentina and the ñOriental invasionò that is happening (Wiemeyer).  The report 

includes interviews with otakus, or people who have a strong affinity for anime.  These people 
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are different from the typical viewer because otakus take their obsession to a whole new level by 

dressing as their favorite characters.  For example, the three otakus, Noelia, Ariel, and Illeana, 

model their favorite characterôs outfit in the report: Noelia as Queen Nehelenia (from the 

program, Sailor Moon) in an ominous empress outfit adorned with gothic-style jewelry; Ariel as 

Phoenix Ikki (from the manga Saint Seiya) in a warrior outfit reminiscent of the show 

Dragonball Z; and Illeana as Sailor Chibi Moon (from the program, Sailor Moon) in a pink mini  

Figure 3. Otaku characters. Sources: http://media.tumblr.com/tumblr_llw5bkCLDX1qfc61u.png, 

http://chivasblog.aceite.fbiz.com.br/blog/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/ikki_fenix.jpeg, and  

http://fc01.deviantart.net/fs70/f/2011/102/7/e/eternal_sailor_chivi_moon_by_armandingui-

d3duh6l.jpg  

(a) Noelia as Queen Nehelenia from the program, Sailor Moon 

 
(b) Ariel as Phoenix Ikki from the manga, Saint Seiya 
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(c) Illeana as Sailor Chibi Moon from the program, Sailor Moon 

 
 

dress with a pink wig and white platform boots (see fig. 3).  By their appearances, it seems as if 

it was Halloween or they were going to a party or even a festival.  However, these otakus in their 

mid-20s wear their outfits regularly for fun.  Like Ariel, Noelia and Illeana tell of their obsession 

with anime.  They began watching various anime programs such as Sailor Moon as children and 

continued to watch as they matured.  Throughout the country, otakus, along with the average 

viewer of all ages, meet periodically to discuss the newest anime movies and the latest 

merchandise available to the public.  These meetings can be compared to comic conventions held 

in the United States such as Comic-Con.   

  The news report continues with the interviews of the otakuôs parents who support their 

childrenôs fascination.  The parents mention how they would accompany their child to the store 

to buy costume accessories such as wigs, make-up, and fabrics.  According to Noelia, her keen 

interest in anime has sparked her curiosity with the Japanese culture.  She has started to learn the 

Japanese language and Japanese customs to better understand charactersô actions and their 

cultural importance in the program. Furthermore, Noelia choreographs dance numbers to the 

Japanese music used in anime programs along with fellow enthusiasts.  Ariel mentions that the 

programs have encouraged him to read more about the Greek myths that are intertwined with the 
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plots.  The segment concludes looking back at anime programs from the 1970s such as Speed 

Racer, the robot shows like Mobile Suit Gundam from the 1980s, and modern-day shows such as 

Sailor Moon.  These new generations of adolescents know not only Westernized superheroes like 

Superman and Batman, but also Moon Princess and Goku from the Orient. 

  Anime programs continue to be broadcast throughout Argentina, but instead of spoken 

dialogue in Japanese, characters speak in Spanish.  The popular show Captain Tsubasa (also 

known as Los Super Campeones in Latin America) from the 1980s is a prime example of the 

Japanese influence in Argentina.  Originally a manga, or Japanese comic, Los Super Campeones 

was adapted for television in a program that spanned four seasons.  In episode 25 from the first 

season during which the audience witnesses a flashback of two young Argentine boys showing 

off their soccer abilities with an apple (CapitanTsubasaJr).  As one of the young boys 

demonstrates bicycle kick, viewers are transported to the middle of a soccer game where the 

once young boy is now a handsome young soccer player.  Due to the Argentine soccer playerôs 

jersey colored with the sky blue and white of the Argentine flag, viewers know that the 

childhood flashback is from the soccer playerôs youth as seen in figure 4.  His opponents are 

from Japan with their navy blue, red-collared jerseys reminiscent of the actual Japanese national 

soccer team.  From previous episodes, we learn the young boy is the main character, Oliver 

Atom, who loves soccer and his only goal in life is to win the FIFA World Cup.  Like the anime 

program portrays, soccer is Argentinaôs national sport that nearly all men, women, and children 

play.  In some respects, soccer is a religion, only second to that of the Roman Catholic Church. 
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Figure 4. The anime program, Los Super Campeones. Source: CapitanTsubasaJr 

 
 

  The Argentine cable television channel elgourmet is synonymous with that of the Food 

Network in the United States.  Within the channelôs repertoire, there are over a dozen chefs that 

have their own shows demonstrating to viewers how to prepare romantic dinners and lunches 

under 20 minutes. However, the channel has in its arsenal, Iwao Komiyama, a Japanese-

Argentine sushi chef who was born and raised in La Plata.  Chef Komiyama incorporates the use 

of local produce with Japanese cooking techniques that viewers can do at home.  In a one-on-one 

interview with the channel, Komiyama recounts important moments in his life and his family 

history of being chefs (elgourmetcomLatam, ñPerfiles: Iwao Komiyamaò).  Komiyama relates 

how he became one of the chefs on the channel.  The Japanese-Argentine chef hosts a variety of 

television programs with titles ranging from Wok Gourmet to Sushi nô Roll and Sushi con sabor 

latino (Sushi with Latin flavor) (elgourmetcomLatam, ñIwao Komiyamaò).  In one particular 

example, Komiyama shows viewers how to prepare sashimi on his program Sushi nô Roll.  

Sashimi is seafood that is sliced into thin pieces and eaten raw (Toyoshima 260).  Sashimi is not 

to be confused with sushi, which refers to pieces of seafood paired with vinegar-soaked rice 

(Traphagan and Brown 128).  In this episode, Komiyama combines typical Argentine foods like 

octopus and lobster meat with Argentine spices to make an extremely flavorful dish.  Dressed in 

his traditional blue coat, Komiyama slices the meat into fine pieces and uses chopsticks to 
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transport them to the serving plate from his chopping board (MegaDANRC).  These subtle 

details show how Komiyama incorporates part of his Japanese heritage into his Latin American-

made dishes. 

Figure 5. Iwao Komiyama, Japanese-Argentine chef. Chef Komiyama in his interview with 

elgourmet (left) and cooking during his program, Wok Gourmet (right). Source: 

http://i.ytimg.com/vi/VBi1RfQ-C_M/0.jpg 

 
 

  In addition to Komiyama, elgourmet features another Japanese chef by the name of 

Takehiro Ohno.  Chef Ohnoôs cuisine fuses Japanese ingredients and Latin American flavors 

together in a way that harmoniously brings together the two different worlds.  Unlike the former, 

Ohno was born in Hokkaido prefecture and came to Argentina on multiple occasions for various 

business endeavors ("Takehiro Ohno").  In his TEDx conference presentation in Córdoba, Ohno 

recounts his upbringing in a traditional Japanese samurai family.  He highlights three personally 

important virtues in the samurai culture: respect, humility, and honor (Ohno).  These three 

virtues guided his upbringing and his career in the culinary field.  Ohnoôs career started in his 

home prefecture and then to the Basque Country in Spain, Uruguay, and Argentina.  On 

elgourmet, the Hokkaidan hosts programs entitled O3.Oriente,Occidente,Ohno 

(O3.Oriental,Western,Ohno) and Okashi.Dulces.Ohno (okashi is the Japanese word for ñsweetsò 

and dulce is the Spanish word for dessert).  His techniques include those that were taught during 
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his studies at Nishi Kyushu University in Japan and from his mother when he was a small child 

(Ohno).  An example of Chef Ohnoôs Japanese-Argentine fusion is seen in an episode of Ohno 

where the Japanese chef creates a meal of guiso de berenjena (eggplant stew) and hamburguesa 

japonesa con champiñones en salsa de soja (Japanese hamburger with mushrooms in soy sauce) 

as seen in figure 6 (elgourmetcomLatam, ñOhno ï Guiso de berenjena y hamburguesa 

japonesaò).  Eggplants are commonly used in Japanese cooking and Japan is one of the leading 

exporters in eastern Asia.  According to the most recent figures from the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, Japan is the seventh largest producer of eggplants with a 

production total of approximately 327 tons (Amount of Eggplant Production in 2012).  This 

complementary pairing mixes rich, yet distinctive flavors that are pleasing to the palate.  Ohno 

goes one step further in pursuing this Asian-Latin flavor using ingredients from his Japanese 

motherôs dessert recipes.  In an episode of Okashi.Dulces.Ohno, Ohno makes a torta marmolada 

de cacao y la de té verde con batatas fritas caramelizadas (cocoa and green tea marble cake with 

fried caramelized yams).  Cocoa beans are native to Latin America, specifically Central America 

and the Amazon basin (Zipperer 4). These tasty beans were discovered by Spanish conquistadors 

and taken back to Spain and the rest of Europe (Wood and Lass 4-6).  In the culinary world, 

cocoa beans along with vanilla, sugar, and other spices are the elements used to make chocolate. 

Ohnoôs blending creates a rich dessert filled with bits from the East and Latin America 

(elgourmetcomLatam, ñOkashi. Dulces. Ohno.ò).  At the conclusion of each of his cooking 

demonstrations, Ohno completes the Asian-Latin American fusion by sharing facts and tidbits of 

his homeland.  He sits in a replica of a zashiki, a traditional dining area complete with a low 

standing table and cushions and displays an object pertaining to Japanese culture or shares 

memories from his childhood in Japan. 
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 Outside the studio, Buenos Aires is home to many green spaces across the city that 

harmoniously blend the loud, fast-paced style of the city with the relaxing, tranquil environment 

of parks.  In total, the city has world-renowned parks around the city named after monumental 

dates in Argentine history and famous founding fathers such as Parque Tres de Febrero 

(February 3
rd

 Park) and Plaza San Martín.  In particular, El Jardín Japonés (Japanese Garden) 

in the neighborhood of Palermo has become one of the most well-known spots to porteños and 

visitors alike.  In a ten-minute weekend report for the channel Canal 5 Noticias or C5N, a news 

correspondent reports on the fun activities porteños can enjoy on a warm September spring day.  

The camera pans out to a crowd of people walking over the iconic red imperial-like bridge and 

little children throwing bread crumbs to the fish below in the water as seen in figure 7.  Next, 

Sergio Miyagi, the press coordinator for the Japanese Garden, is interviewed.  Miyagi speaks 

about the importance of the park between the Argentine Republic and the State of Japan and the 

recreation of the Japanese countryside in the middle of Buenos Aires (C5N, ñBuen Findeò).  

Furthermore, Miyagi highlights the park as a generous gift to the people of Buenos Aires and 

Argentina for being so gracious and welcoming to the arrival of Japanese immigrants.  The 

program continues with on-the-spot interviews with local children and adults telling their 

favorite parts of the park and what attractions there are to do.  El Jardín Japonés has played host 

to a slew of events from welcoming foreign dignitaries to highlighting various exhibitions of the 

Japanese culture.  A YouTube clip reveals an interview between Tea Alberti, a tea connoisseur 

with her own blog called Tea&co. with Ayako Kishimoto, the curator of the Argentine-Japanese 

Cultural Foundation (teaandco).  In this interview, Kishimoto describes chashitsu, the next 

exhibit that would be on display.  Chashitsu is the Japanese word for ñtea roomsò where tea 

ceremonies take place (Harris).  Viewers learn about the historical background of tea ceremonies 
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and their important role in welcoming new guests and even negotiating business transactions.  

The clip ends with Alberti inquiring about the specifics of the upcoming exhibit. 

Figure 6. Takehiro Ohno, Japanese-Argentine chef. Chef Ohno cooking during his program, 

O3.Oriente,Occidente,Ohno (top left), his dishes of guiso de berenjena y hamburguesa japonesa 

(top right and bottom left), and his TEDx talk in Córdoba (bottom right). Sources: 

elgourmetcomLatam, ñOhno ï Guiso de berenjena y hamburguesa japonesaò; Ohno 
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Figure 7. El Jardín Japonés in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Source: 

http://www.elmundoenmimaleta.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/jardin-japo.jpg 

  
 

Figure 8. Japanese taiko drums. The all-female intermediate taiko group from the Buenos Aires 

Taiko Dôjo (top) and the all-male kumi-daiko or ensemble-style group from Aichi Prefecture, 

Japan (bottom). Sources: 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/06/TaikoDrummersAichiJapan.jpg 

 
 

   In Japanese culture, music plays an important role in ceremonies, but also serves as 

entertainment to the Japanese.  The taiko drums are one of the most noticeable Japanese 


