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The Affective Power of Vulnerability
From Yoshitsune to yowai robotto

A hybrid u:japan lecture lecture by Elena Giannoulis
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Attributes of the weak, fragile, and vulnerable are an important characteris-
tic of the appeal of Japanese popular culture and new technologies. Take,
for instance, moe and kawaii kyara, which openly display their clumsiness,
helplessness, shame, confusion, drowsiness, coordination difficulties or
their lack of physical strength and speed. Yowai has also found its way into
the public sphere, including advertising, even in areas where one would not
expect it at first glance, for example in the deliberately “soft” advertising
campaigns of the Japanese army or the police. Currently, the concept of
the non-perfect has also been incorporated into the realization of so-called
yowai robotto. In contrast to conventional concepts that focus on strength,
perfection, and dexterity, the yowai robotto developed by Okada Michio
is popular and useful precisely because of its “weakness”. A wastebasket
robot, for example, that is not even able to pick up garbage from the floor,
or a narrator robot that constantly forgets the plot of the story and stutters

trigger the same reaction in adults and children: they support the weak
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object without being asked and thereby form a strong affective bond with it.
Theidea of hégan biiki (sympathy for the weak), which is still popular today,
goes back to the antihero Minamoto no Yoshitsune, who found himself in a
hopeless situation but became one of the most popular characters in Japa-
nese theater for this very reason. lvan Morris’ study The Nobility of Failure
(1975), which examines a series of vulnerable figures in Japanese literary
and cultural history, was published almost half a century ago, but under-
dogs have lost none of their topicality, quite the contrary. What constitutes
vulnerability and why does it trigger such a strong affective reaction? Does
yowai have a greater identifying and stabilizing potential than strongness
and perfection? The lecture will present the implications of yowai, how
exactly it manifests itself in individual forms of representation and why the
concept of yowai is so irresistible. Furthermore, the online encyclopedia
“Yowai Japan - The Encyclopedia of Vulnerability,” which is currently being
created, will also be presented.
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