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Otaku Culture as Counterculture in the Class
Hiroki Makino

In this study, I focus on otaku culture, investigating this subculture in a Japanese high school.
Otaku are often located in a lower position in the hierarchy of the community of classmates. In
the sociology of education in Japan, the hierarchy of students has been treated as a caste system
in the school since the 2000s. School castes place each student into a position in the hierarchical

order and construct an invisible hierarchy of taste and subcultures at the same time. However,
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otaku students and their subculture have not yet been explored fully in the study of school
castes.

This study is based on semi-structured interviews with those who have finished high school.
The interviews were conducted in 2012. The following three points are determined. First, as
otaku groups are formed against the pressure the dominant subculture, such as sports culture,
in the classroom, otaku students tend to give up competition in the classroom and look for
another way to create an alternative order where they can have advantages beyond the
classroom. Secondly, some of the otaku groups act as cultural mediators who transmit otaku
culture to other classmates of non-otaku groups in the classroom, and may try to change the
hierarchy of school castes, combining it with the taste of the subculture. They may activate
otaku culture as a counterculture in the classroom. Third, despite of the efforts of otaku as
cultural mediators, otaku culture could not gain the top position in the hierarchy of the
subculture in the school castes, because otaku lack the ability to communicate with whole
groups and individuals in the classroom. Sociability is an indispensable element of the dominant
culture in the classroom, and the nature of otaku culture puts impediments in the way of

contributing to the sociability that the teacher requires in the classroom.

Key words : school castes, otaku culture, subculture, counterculture



