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Chapter Four

Kitty bacKlasH

What’s Wrong with Cute?

Hello Kitty Must Die  
(novel by Angela Choi, 2010)

Goodbye Kitty  
(parodic product line of David and Goliath)

Boycott the Kitty!  
(online Brother Percy of Landover Baptist Church)

Hello Kitty Hell  
(extensive blog with motto “One Man’s Life with  
Cute Overload”)

Fuck Hello Kitty  
(anti – Hello Kitty group in France)

In the grand scheme of things, [anti – Hello Kitty]’s more buzz and 
more interest for the brand. 
— Dave Marchi, marketing director, Sanrio, personal communication, March 
25, 2010

Achievements of the heart — espoused by Sanrio’s founder 
Tsuji Shintarō as the core message of his company, believed 
in strongly by several key workers of Sanrio, Inc., and up-
held as part of the irresistible charm of Hello Kitty by her 
fans — form the target upon which Hello Kitty’s detractors in 
Euro- America (including Australia) aim their critique. Most 
typically the target is not heart so much as its commodifica-
tion. Consider that friendship, happiness, and intimacy cir-
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cumscribe what sounds like an unassailable position against which few 
could take offense. And yet, for many observers in Euro- America — such 
as those listed above and discussed further in this chapter — this pink 
heart does not quite ring true. Take the 1993 song “Hello Kitty Kat” 
by the American alternative rock band Smashing Pumpkins. Although 
Hello Kitty is only directly mentioned in the title and never in the lyrics 
itself, Sanrio’s cat clearly symbolizes manufactured sweetness, the exact 
target of the group’s inherently dark vision. In short, the power of Hello 
Kitty rests in the fact that she never needs mention within the song; the 
title alone says enough.1 Sanrio’s response to the histrionics of these 
critics (see Dave Marchi’s quotation above) rests in calm appreciation 
for the power of buzz.

Groups that coalesce around such negative reactions to Hello Kitty 
may be considered what Sara Ahmed calls “affect aliens” — those es-
tranged from the affective expectations of the larger society, as em-
bodied here by Sanrio and its products. She describes: “We become 
alienated — out of line with an affective community — when we do not 
experience pleasure from proximity to objects that are already attrib-
uted as being good [happy]. . . . If we are disappointed by something 
that we expected would make us happy, then we generate explanations 
of why that thing is disappointing . . . which can lead to a rage. . . . We 
become strangers, or affect aliens, in such moments” (2010:37). Here, 
Hello Kitty is the benignly appealing cute cat against which various “af-
fect aliens” rage, vociferous in their disenchantment with the “happy 
object” and Sanrio’s brand promise of sunny friendship.

Detractors such as Smashing Pumpkins and many others enumer-
ated in small part by the epitaph above decry what they perceive to 
be the faux  sincerity of Sanrio’s heart — produced, marketed, packaged 
for sale. These critics point to the inherent manipulation of branding 
within a capitalist system, focused not on response to needs, but in the 
expert creation of desire. The key here lies in who controls desire —  
individuals or corporations. The critical response to capitalist manipula-
tion heightens when the object of marketing dwells in the realm of cute. 
In short, marketing cuteness — especially to adults — raises the hackles 
of a discerning public in Euro- America.2 This chapter analyzes those 
hackles, as Hello Kitty too readily devolves into the cat people love to 
hate. I ask not only, What is wrong with Hello Kitty? but more precisely, 
What is wrong, for whom (“affect aliens”), and under what conditions?

The brand message of happiness is not immune to critique in Ja-
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pan itself. Consumers in Japan as elsewhere are not monolithic, and 
do not necessarily agree on her attractions. Unquestionably, Japan has 
its share of “affect aliens”; I have spoken to those who find Hello Kitty 
insipid, crassly commercial, and more. And yet Sanrio’s cat does not 
typically incite such public vitriol to the extent that I discuss in this 
chapter. She is taken as a highly normalized part of consumer culture in 
Japan that the general public accepts as everyday fare. Hello Kitty is so 
ubiquitous that some people in Japan may stop noticing her presence, 
much less pause to critique. For many, she has become an assumption. 
The acceptability of Kitty’s presence is made particularly notable since 
the advent of two- generation, mother- daughter fans in the 1990s. Pub-
lic Kitty critique in Japan comes in the form of media commentary, such 
as the English- language Japan Times (mentioned previously in the intro-
duction). The problem occurs when Sanrio’s cat oversteps her original 
target market as a child’s toy or even a young woman’s purchase. Thus, 
being named unicef’s “special friend of children” in 2004 to support 
girls’ education and combat gender discrimination globally raises alarm 
bells: “Someone needs to explain how a cat with no mouth can be a 
spokesperson for anything — especially girls’ education — and how an 
image that embodies female submissiveness is supposed to help ban-
ish gender- based stereotypes” (Japan Times 2004). Note, however, the 
source of this critique: an English- language newspaper, unaffiliated with 
any Japanese language media organization, often targeting resident na-
tive English speakers, rather than the general Japanese population.

Hello Kitty Horror Tales

Any company producing children’s goods dreads the seemingly inevi-
table — that is, their products making the headlines because of its im-
plication in some kind of exploitation or violent crime. In particular for 
a brand that bills its core message as that of happiness, any news item 
that takes away from that positive image can be seen as damaging to the 
company’s reputation.

One such story rests in the issue of the actual production of San-
rio goods. As is the case with many large- scale manufacturers, the pro-
cess of production takes place not in the home country, but overseas 
in cheaper, less regulated labor markets. News of Sanrio’s use of child 
labor in its overseas factories came with its own ironic twist: just as 
McDonald’s was holding its Hello Kitty promotion campaigns in outlets 
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throughout China in the 2000s, news services revealed Sanrio’s labor 
abuses theoretically involving some of the same children who might 
have wanted a Hello Kitty — McDonald’s toy (China Labor Watch 2007).

Such labor abuses may be considered not uncommon in large- scale, 
outsourced manufacturing. Even more alarming for Sanrio are horrific 
crime stories involving Hello Kitty. Here, headlines become a marketer’s 
nightmare. That nightmare took place in 1999 in Hong Kong (see later 
discussion of the event as inspiration for performance artist Yumi Umi-
umare). The horrific story concerns an actual event in which twenty- 
three- year- old nightclub hostess Fan Man- yee (aka Ah Map) was cap-
tured, tortured over a period of one month, killed, and dismembered by a 
gang of three drug- fueled men. The crime made particularly sensational-
istic headlines when it was revealed that most of her body was cooked and 
discarded, and her skull stuffed into a Hello Kitty doll (Chandler 2000). 
Hello Kitty was implicated beyond simply acting as a receptacle for the 
victim’s head. The headlines in Hong Kong and elsewhere — in fact, this 
incident was dubbed the “Hello Kitty Murder” — centered upon not only 
the inherent brutality of the crime, but the ironic juxtaposition of such 
violence with the image of sweet, innocent Hello Kitty. The case was bro-
ken when a fourteen- year- old female accomplice (“Melody”) to the three 
men confessed to nightmares about the dead woman, and led police to the 
scene of the crime. When police arrived, as well as finding the woman’s 
skull in the Hello Kitty doll, as described, they found numerous other 
Hello Kitty items — such as curtains, bedsheets, and kitchenware — in 
short, an apartment filled with the physical accoutrements often appeal-
ing to young adult women in Hong Kong. Choosing a Hello Kitty doll in 
which to stuff the victim’s head came about as no mere accident.

The lurid gaze upon the sensational murder extended beyond the 
crime itself, into segments of the Hong Kong public, which took par-
ticular interest in it. In one online discussion about the case, the writer 
meets and interviews twenty- six- year- old “Yammie,” a journalist with 
such special interest. Yammie is a Hello Kitty fan: “Almost every item 
she wears or carries is stamped with or accessorised by Sanrio’s little 
icon. . . . Yammie . . . is obsessed with the cat” (Hilditch n.d.). Not only is 
Hello Kitty a part of the physical backdrop to the brutality; Sanrio’s cat 
also frames Yammie’s reportage. Hello Kitty’s very muteness suggests 
a morally mute position as onlooker to the horrific scene — at least as 
interpreted by Yammie. The article concludes with the following conver-
sation between the writer and Yammie: 
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“ ‘You must be angry about what they did with Hello Kitty,’ I suggest. 
‘No,’ she [Yammie] says. ‘Anything can happen to Hello Kitty, that’s 
the point. . . . Everything — even crazy stuff — makes sense to Hello 
Kitty.’ . . . ‘Does Hello Kitty hate the people who killed Ah Map [Fan 
Man- yee]?’ I ask. ‘Oh no,’ she [Yammie] says. ‘Hello Kitty doesn’t hate 
anybody. She never tells you off.’ Hello Kitty: the perfect icon for an 
amoral age.” (Hilditch n.d.)

According to this writer, Hello Kitty’s key role in this horror tale lies 
in a combination of the ubiquity of her goods, the materialism of her 
fans, and, most of all, her mutely amoral stance. This brand message 
suspends moral judgment.

Critiquing Asian Cuteness

Moral judgment abounds in criticism of Hello Kitty outside Japan. In 
a July 2002 piece, the journalist Annalee Newitz gives voice to some of 
the foreign critique when she writes in the San Francisco Bay Guardian 
about “the apotheosis of cute.” “The national [American] craze for cute-
ness has turned the innocent optimism of Hello Kitty into a hollow, 
cynical commercialism. Many of the images and icons we call ‘cute’ came 
from idealistic, hopeful social movements of the 1960s and the exuber-
ant subculture of early- 1990s clubbers and digital dreamers. But today 
cuteness is starting to feel like fake, mall- bought conformity” (Newitz 
2002). Newitz traces the birth of this cute boom to the “trippy cute-
ness of rave culture” of the 1990s (see chapter 3, interview with Ady), in 
combination with the influx of Asian pop culture, such as Pokémon and 
Hello Kitty. She continues: “By the end of the 1990s, nothing was cooler 
than Asian pop. And nothing was cuter. . . . These days cuteness has 
lost any subversive edge it might have had back in the days when raves 
and manga in the United States were still mostly the purview of un-
derground culture enthusiasts. Cute is a consumer item, a mainstream 
aesthetic. . . . Asian- philia [is] at the heart of America’s obsession with 
cuteness. . . . Cuteness — at least as it’s consumed in America — reduces 
all of Asian culture to its more precious, infantile, and fluffy form” (Ne-
witz 2002). “Precious, infantile, and fluffy” stereotyping of Asia by way 
of kawaii is exactly the work of Hello Kitty. Newitz’s critique becomes 
not only anticute, but through Hello Kitty and other products, works as 
a polemic against commodity fetishism, “fake mall- bought conformity,” 
and racial- cultural stereotyping.
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Interview: Yumi Umiumare

Similar kinds of critique fuel the work of the Asian Australian female 
performance artist Yumi Umiumare (b. 1965), originally from Hyogo 
prefecture in Japan. Umiumare’s work combines the grotesque and bur-
lesque in what she calls “Butoh Cabaret.” Drawing upon butoh, a postwar 
Japanese avant- garde form of theater and dance developed in part for 
its shock value, Umiumare has created Hello Kitty – linked works as a cri-
tique of Asian female stereotypes and of the duality she sees in Sanrio’s 
icon: “Love and Obsession. Cute and Creepy.” In the excerpted e- mail 
interview from July 30, 2010, that follows, she explains in greater detail 
her creative process and some of its humorous and macabre results.

C. Y.:  What is the name of the Hello Kitty piece and when did you 
create it?

Y. U.:  I’ve created and performed “Hello Kitty character” in my  
Butoh Cabaret — DasSHOKU Hora!! (Premiered in 2005 and 
the original creative development was started in 2003) as well 
as in The Burlesque Hour (premiered in 2004 and still touring 
adding different repertories).

 Please see my website for the details of DasSHOKU Hora!! [. . .] .  
And the photos and clip [. . .]. And please see my website for 
The Burlesque Hour [. . . ].3

C. Y.:  Why did you choose Hello Kitty?

Y. U.:  When I was looking for new materials for my new Butoh Caba-
ret show, I started searching around the myth and pop cul-
tures in Japan and Hello Kitty was one of them. When I was 
little, I’ve never liked Hello Kitty because I’ve never thought it 
was cute but rather “creepy.” I’ve started analyzing, then real-
ized Hello Kitty has no mouth, in fact she has only 3 “dots” in 
her face and doesn’t look like she is smiling! Also one of the 
strange inspirations came through when I was in Hong Kong, 
where many Hello Kitty shops were around. When I was there 
in 2003, I’ve heard some news about a murder in Hong Kong 
and the victim’s body parts were found inside of Hello Kitty 
cushion. I wasn’t sure it was true story or not, but because I 
was looking for some “horror” materials for my new Butoh 
Cabaret show, I was interested in exploring this bizarre jux-
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taposition in Hello Kitty. She has been very popular as a cute 
thing yet possibly she has a dark cruel side!!??

  I was excited to using [sic] Hello Kitty as a metaphor in or-
der to portraite [sic] and create these urban myth and horror 
in my new show though Butoh (dance of darkness) and Caba-
ret (social satire and cultural comment).

  The Hello Kitty Girl in DasSHOKU Hora!! was also created 
through my interests towards the “cuteness” in Japanese 
cultures and also exploring these weird yet internally fragile 
quality of Kawaii (cute) Girls. At that time, I was interested in 
the complexity of young people who obsesses to their cute-
ness or cute objects yet possibly quite suicidal. In the show, 
the Kitty Girl is constantly talking to anybody in high pitch 
voice and giving her special Hello Kitty candies to the audi-
ence. She looks innocent and she believes Hello Kitty is her 
entire life. But eventually she confesses she can’t sense her 
real feeling and has been pretending to be happy. She sings a 
Karaoke song about her confusion and that leaps to the next 
scene of a schoolgirl who sells her undies to business men. A 
business man, who is looking for a Enjyo Kosai (rescue rela-
tionship) and also obsesses to “cute” things, appears and even-
tually eats whole Hello Kitty Cake in very aggressive/sexual 
manners while the cute girl vomiting pink ooze.

  In The Burlesque Hour, I’ve created another short dance 
piece with other artists, using Hello Kitty bags, which has 
been performed in the several seasons. This piece was about 5 
minutes, and again, I was exploring the macabre side of cute/
pop cultures, becoming a “mouth- less Kitty”! A girl was play-
ing with Hello kitty bags with others. When she was looking 
inside of kitty bag, her head was swallowed into the bag. The 
girl eventually becomes Kitty monster and shows her mouth 
and black teeth! We’ve created a trick that the bag becomes a 
mask of Kitty and my real mouth are shown combining with 
the Kitty’s face so it looks as if Kitty has gained a mouth!

C. Y.:  People would not necessarily think of Butoh and Hello Kitty 
together. How did this combination work for you?

Y. U.:  I was interested in dual existence of Butoh (Dance of Dark-
ness) and Cabaret in which I believe we could explore cultural/
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political satires and comedy elements in very accessible ways. 
I’ve created three different DasSHOKU Cabaret series in the 
past and always one of my favorite kind of works! (In Japa-
nese, Dasshoku means “bleach” and I’ve tried to bleach away 
the commonly held views of cultural stereo type — e.g. Japa-
nese women as cute, polite and submissive)[.]

C. Y.:  What kind of audience reaction did you get?

Y. U.:  They laugh, scared and also confused. I usually get all sort 
of mixed reactions but mostly very positive. In some places, 
some of the audiences have never known about the actual 
Hello Kitty so they think it’s just a scary cat!!

C. Y.:  Did you have to get Sanrio’s permission to use Hello Kitty?

Y. U.:  It is very good point but I have never got permission from 
Sanrio. I thought we could get away from it because I’ve never 
performed Hello Kitty as its existed character, but a girl who 
was haunted by the obsession of Hello Kitty or using it as a 
metaphor of the twisted world we live in now. 

C. Y.:  What do you feel Hello Kitty represents?

Y. U.:  Love and Obsession.
 Cute and Creepy.

Asian American Public Critique

Love and obsession, cute and creepy, may be the basis of critique by one 
large group of critics in Euro- America arising from the context of Hello 
Kitty’s original group of overseas consumers — Asian American females. 
For example, Denise Uyehara, a Los Angeles – based Japanese American 
bisexual performance artist, developed an anticute piece in 2002 en-
titled Hello (Sex) Kitty: Mad Asian Bitch on Wheels, in which she works 
against Hello Kitty as a model for Asian American females. The ad for 
one of her performances shows a short- cropped (buzz- cut), unsmiling 
Uyehara putting a gun to Kitty’s oversized head (figure 4.1). Uyehara 
explained: “I wanted to use Hello Kitty because it represented sweetness 
and a cutesy mentality. . . . I was interested in playing with the notion of 
cuteness and not label it as weak, or totally good or bad. It’s one of many 
facets of who we are” (Inoue 2002). Uyehara thus acknowledges sweet-
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ness and cuteness as more than a mere representation, but as part of 
the identity of Asian American females (“who we are”). Rather than un-
masking a truer identity, it is an attempt to emphasize the inter woven 
strands of that identity. Uyehara suggests possibilities for enriching 
the concept of cuteness, instead of simply rejecting it. When I asked 
Uyehara why she chose Hello Kitty as the target of her performance 
art, she responded by saying that Hello Kitty, long a symbol of Asian 
American females, made the perfect representative of orientalist ste-
reotyping (personal communication, March 1, 2003). The gun to Kitty’s 
head serves to explode some of these myths. Uyehara’s intervention 
thus works in manifold ways: unsmilingly pulling the trigger upon help-
less Kitty, she enacts the “Mad Asian Bitch.”

Another group of Asian American female activists working out of 
New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts — Ann Poochareon, Ger-
aldine Chung, and Vivian Wenli Lin — released a seven- minute dvd en-
titled Hello Kitty Is Dead (abbreviated as hkid) in 2003. They explain 
their message as follows: “China doll, Geisha girl, Sex Kitty, Madame 
Butterfly. . . . Hello Kitty is Dead addresses commonly held stereotypes 
of the ‘exotic’ Asian women by extracting images from mainstream 

4.1. Denise Uyehara, Hello (Sex) Kitty: Mad Asian Bitch on Wheels (1995). 
Photo by Chuck Stallard. 
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American media. While these narratives attempt to represent us us-
ing cliched, one- dimensional characters, we reverse the process and re- 
examine them and their effect on America’s inherently racist system of 
representation. . . . . hkid is dedicated to every woman, girl, and unborn 
daughter who has been or will be subjected to cat calls, yellow fever, 
and racialized sexual harassment” (Poochareon, Chung, and Lin 2003). 
Like Uyehara, these activists use Hello Kitty as a touchstone, symbol-
izing gendered, racialized, orientalist stereotypes of Asian (American) 
women, against which they fight. Those stereotypes include not only 
the sweet and demure, but also the seductive and powerful. Hello Kitty 
works particularly well within this frame because she is simultaneously 
sweet, demure, seductive, and powerful.

Another Asian American feminist takes a web- based tack of critique. 
On an Internet site called AsianWhite.Org, Exploring Race Relations 
between Asians and Whites, one link is entitled “Big Bad Chinese 
Mama — Ass- kicking anti- geishas, mail order brides from hell, and 
what Hello Kitty was thinking all these years under the mouthless/
speechless facade of ‘cuteness.’ ”4 With Hello Kitty as a prelude, the 
young Asian American female webmaster dubs her outraged and out-
rageous manifesto as follows: “Resistance as living: giving revolution 
a sense of humor” or “Why I tricked thousands of nasty porn- seeking 
guys to come to my fake mail order bride site, only to get a fist in their 
face.” In contrast with mouthless Kitty, Big Bad Chinese Mama opens 
her mouth wide, displaying it filled with Cheetos. She says, dripping 
with sarcasm: “Hi there. I am the Big Bad Chinese Mama. As you can 
tell, I am a sweet and lovely lotus blossom. Why just look at me. Aren’t 
I the most delicate thing you have ever seen?” She is the anticute Asian 
American nightmare, holding up the prop of Hello Kitty as a mute foil 
to her over- the- top rant.

These Asian American female critics of Hello Kitty know too well the 
close ties between Sanrio’s cat and themselves. Coming from within the 
population that initially and continually consumes her, they recognize 
her appeal. At the same time, they find those associations stereotypical 
and limiting. Thus, their critique is not so much with her popularity, but 
with the ways in which she has come to represent them. The problem 
with Hello Kitty is that she has become too much their symbol.
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Interview: Angela Choi

 Angela Choi — a first- generation Chinese American writer who was born 
in Hong Kong and raised in San Francisco — places Hello Kitty center 
stage in her 2010 novel Hello Kitty Must Die. With a bright shocking- pink 
cover and skull- and- crossbones symbol, Choi’s novel centers around an 
angry, foul- mouthed, Chinese American female Yale Law School gradu-
ate, Fiona Yu. Caught in a culture clash between her immigrant par-
ents and her San Francisco environment, Yu lashes out at that most 
convenient symbol of her predicament — Hello Kitty. A brief excerpt 
of Fiona’s rant: “I hate Hello Kitty. I hate her for not having a mouth 
or fangs like a proper kitty. She can’t eat, bite off a nipple or finger, 
give head, tell anyone to go and fuck his mother or lick herself. She has 
no eyebrows, so she can’t look angry. She can’t even scratch your eyes 
out. Just clawless, fangless, voiceless, with that placid, blank expres-
sion topped by a pink ribbon” (Choi 2010:16 – 17). In Choi’s novel, Hello 
Kitty represents demure, quiet, passive Asian (American) females — a 
stereotype that Choi contends must die. The book takes on the burden 
of Asian American females caught between cultures and generations, 
inevitably trapped in the sweet stereotypes that bind them.

I met Choi in San Francisco, where she lives, writes, and works part 
time as a tour guide (having quit her lawyer job). She had just completed 
the screenplay of Hello Kitty Must Die and was anxious to start on her 
new book project. Fast- talking, energetic, and scrappy, Choi describes 
herself as a foodie and life enthusiast. She had recently turned thirty- 
three, and — like Fiona — was a graduate of Yale University (although 
Choi was an English major), an attorney (although Choi’s degree was 
from University of California at Davis), and living at home with a baby 
parakeet (Choi’s is named Meatball). Choi obviously drew a lot from her 
own personal experiences in crafting the characters of her book. Here is 
an excerpt from our conversation of July 29, 2010, at a coffee shop near 
Union Square.

A. C.: Hello Kitty is such a symbol for Asian women. We see her as 
this kind of mouthless kitty, like a lot of the stereotypes of 
Asian women. Well, that they’re submissive, they have to be 
demure and they have to be polite; they have to be x, y, and z . . .  
quiet or whatever . . . the stereotypes we’re talking about. It 
fits very much into that image of Kitty. She doesn’t have fangs 
like a proper kitty, she doesn’t have a mouth, she doesn’t have 
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claws, she’s not really a kitty, she doesn’t even have really eye-
brows, and she can’t really express herself. She’s just kind of 
this placid, docile character, and I think she encapsulates a 
lot of the stereotypes of Asian women. And Fiona’s very anti  
that.

C. Y.: So what is your own personal background with Hello Kitty? 
Did you have Hello Kitty as a child?

A. C.: Sure, when I was a child, I loved Hello Kitty. Everybody loved 
Hello Kitty. As a kid, you all like the little pink stickers; you 
liked the little pink pencils. I would go to the Hello Kitty store 
and be like any other kid, and just like the Hello Kitty charac-
ters. It’s just cute, so you like it as a kid, but when you grow up, 
you see a different view of it. But I used to love Hello Kitty. I 
still have Hello Kitty things at home.

C. Y.: You do? What do you have at home?

A. C.: Anything from those little pencils, those mechanical pencils 
to pens to little stuffed toys, Hello Kitty jewelry. I even have a 
Hello Kitty shirt right now. It’s like a pajama top with pajama 
bottom, and my mom got it for like ten bucks in Chinatown. I 
mean, I don’t really hate Hello Kitty.

C. Y.: Now tell me, at what age did your relationship with Hello Kitty 
change? When did it go sour?

A. C.: It never really went sour. I mean I thought she was a great —  
she was a great icon for this kind of book, very anti. But I don’t 
think it ever really soured. I could say, like in high school, I 
just didn’t buy Hello Kitty things anymore but that’s because I 
kind of grew up and I wanted — well, in high school, instead of 
pink, I liked black clothes more. I was very much into the ro-
mantic poets. They could be kind of dreary, so I was more dark 
and dreary, dark and dreary, that kind of thing in high school. 
And then in college, I was an English major, so I mean, I just 
grew out of the Hello Kitty thing naturally. They’re cute, but 
you grow up and you just kind of move onto different things. 
Instead of a Hello Kitty backpack, you want a Prada backpack 
or Chanel. That’s just kind of a natural progression.
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C. Y.: Now, how did you come back to it as a literary device as an 
author?

A. C.: Honestly, I was up against the rock with this title, and I didn’t 
have a title. I had a really naughty title, and I was talking about 
this with my line editor, and we were talking about the second 
chapter, and I said, “I just can’t come up with a title.” And he’s 
like, “How about Hello Kitty Must Die?” Because Fiona goes on 
to this rant about, “I hate Hello Kitty!” She says, “I hate Hello 
Kitty!” And he’s like, “Well, if she hates Hello Kitty, then what 
about Hello Kitty Must Die?” And it was a catchy title. It’s kind 
of a play on Romeo Must Die on Shakespeare, and that Hello 
Kitty’s such an icon, and it’s catchy. This will sell! And I said . . .  
when they made this cover, I was like, “Wow, it’s kind of plain.” 
And they were like, “Well, it doesn’t matter because the title 
will sell it, and we just need a very small icon.” And so, it’s a 
very plain title, but . . . I mean, it’s a very plain cover, but it’s 
a very catchy cover; it pops. And my publisher says the title is 
gonna sell it. And I said, “Okay.”

C. Y.: And has it?

A. C.: Yeah. Some website named it “the best title and cover of the 
season.”

C. Y.: Fantastic. Did you choose the color of the cover?

A. C.: Yeah. And I feel like, in some ways, the pink is deceptive, be-
cause people say, “Oh, it’s a chick- flick novel,” and they start 
reading and like, “This is weird. What is this?” And some peo-
ple just don’t hit on it that it’s a satire, and I have a lot of crit-
ics and reviewers that are like, “This is not a mystery!” I never 
said it was a mystery. They say, “This is not chick flick!” I said, 
“This is not chick flick.” And so I have a lot of people who don’t 
like Kitty . . . so it’s either like you love this book or hate this 
book. I don’t have any in- betweens. Either you hate it, and 
they’re like, “I don’t get it. Why would she do this? Why would 
she do that?” And seems like nobody gets it. It’s a really dark, 
vicious satire. But the people who love it totally get it, and it’s 
great.

C. Y.: Now has Sanrio had any reaction to this?
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A. C.: No. I don’t even know if Sanrio’s even heard of this.

C. Y.: Do you have any hate mail from Hello Kitty fans, who say, 
“Why are you using Hello Kitty like this?”

A. C.: No, no. I don’t get hate mail at all. I get a lot of mail that says, 
“Oh my god. I totally loved your book!” Hello Kitty doesn’t 
actually play a role, and I had someone who actually says, “But 
Hello Kitty doesn’t even play a role in this book.” And I said, 
“That’s the pink cover.” It’s the pink cover and the little skull. 
I like the little skull. Actually the Israeli girl soldiers put that 
on their uniforms. Yeah, they put that on their uniforms. It’s 
like a tough version of Hello Kitty, a deadly version.

C. Y.: Was there anything besides Hello Kitty that she could’ve been, 
that Fiona could’ve been ranting about? I mean did you auto-
matically think “OK, if Fiona’s gonna do a rant, it’s gonna be 
Hello Kitty.”

A. C.: Oh yeah. It’s gotta be Hello Kitty. If she’s gonna rant about —  
she rants about a lot of things. I mean in terms of being an 
anti- Asian female, stereotypical book. I mean, there’s lots of 
them out there. I mean, not to disparage any of them. They’re 
all written really well.

C. Y.: You mean The Joy Luck Club [the book by Amy Tan] thing?

A. C.: The Joy Luck Club thing. There are a lot of Joy Luck Club books, 
and it seems like that’s the type that works in the big mar-
ket, like, that’s what they expect Asian writers to write, that’s 
what they will accept, that’s what the big publishers will take. 
The funny thing I found about it was that there was a lot 
of Asian critics who won’t read this book. That’s right. Isn’t 
that funny? They will not read it, because they’re like, “Well,  
yeah. . . .”

C. Y.: It doesn’t fit the trope.

A. C.: It . . . it’s so funny. I feel like Asians [Americans] are the only 
ones who will play into a stereotype. Give it to any other race 
or culture, people get offended if you stereotype them. But 
Asians [i.e., Asian Americans] would actually play into that 
stereotype and if you don’t follow the stereotype or fall into 
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it, they actually don’t like you, because one of the roughest 
critics I had was an Asian [American] woman. She runs one of 
the website reviews, and I sent her my novel and oh my god, 
she hated it. She just absolutely hated it.

C. Y.: What was her main critique?

A. C.: Her main critique was this was so stereotypical. And I was like, 
“Well, if this is so stereotypical, what the hell do you think of 
all the other things?” And it was just a very much “It’s not me, 
so I don’t like it.” So, I was like, “Well, it’s OK; that’s fine.”

C. Y.: So, for her, it wasn’t an affirming stereotype. It wasn’t the ste-
reotype that she wanted to read.

A. C.: Yeah. I mean, I’m sure she would love the Joy Luck Club. That’s 
the kind of thing she would read. She saw this, and she was 
just like, “Oh, my gosh, you’re just perpetuating stereotypes 
about, oh how Asian men are not great.” And I was like, “Well, 
you know, I don’t say white men are great either. That [white] 
guy [in Choi’s novel] is a douchebag.” If you think about it . . . 
she just had to hate it. And I was like, “Okay, so this is a book 
you either hate or you love.”

C. Y.: I was wondering if the pros and cons fall into any kind of gen-
erational divide.

A. C.: They do.

C. Y.: OK, tell me about that generational divide.

A. C.: My agent, when he was circulating this book, and he was try-
ing to get reads on it — there was definitely an age cap on it. 
People who love it are usually under thirty- five or under forty 
or they are under thirty- five or forty in their heart. You gotta 
be young and a little sociopathic. If you’re trying to look for 
the human element, if you’re trying to look for the mushy, 
you’re trying to look for a tearjerker, look elsewhere. It’s just 
not. It’s young and sociopathic and it’s angry. That’s the book. 
That’s it. That’s Fiona. I had this one editor who’s like, “Where 
is the human element?” And I said, “Well go read The Joy Luck 
Club if you want some human element.” This is not a human 
element. It’s fun; it’s vicious; there’s a lot of anger on it. And 
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there is a lot of energy. Very young. It’s like a very youthful, 
energy book. But there is a generation gap. Older people think 
that sympathetic characters sell better. They do. But I think 
niceness is overrated.

C. Y.: Now if you were to have a daughter, would you buy her Hello 
Kitty?

A. C.: Sure, she’d love it.

C. Y.: So you have nothing innately against Hello Kitty?

A. C.: I don’t have anything innately against Hello Kitty. Hello Kit-
ty’s really cute, and kids love it. If I have a daughter, I would 
definitely buy her. I think she’ll have a ball with Hello Kitty. 
Everything’s pink and flowery, and everything’s smiling at 
her. And she’s gonna be very happy with Hello Kitty. Even to-
day, I have no hatred of Hello Kitty. But I think she’s a great 
icon to really latch onto and to think about.

C. Y.: When I went to Sanrio in South San Francisco, they said that 
Hello Kitty represents happiness. So do you see anything 
wrong with Hello Kitty as happiness?

A. C.: There is nothing wrong with being happy, but that’s such a 
Western, almost, New World concept, if you think about it. 
You have to be happy. People don’t like it if you’re not happy. 
Happiness is required, which is annoying, if you think about 
it. Now, that Hello Kitty brings happiness to kids — I think 
that’s wonderful. And that she’s happily dancing — kids should 
be happy. I think everyone should have a happy childhood, but 
I really kind of more side with the lot of the more Old World 
European way. You don’t always have to be happy, because life 
isn’t always happy, and it’s OK to be grumpy sometimes.

C. Y.: Tell me, growing up, would you consider yourself a tomboy or 
girly girl or just none of the above?

A. C.: Oh neither. I had my girly side, so my mom dressed me up in 
little dresses a lot. And she used to be a dressmaker or tailor in 
Hong Kong, so I got these beautiful handmade dresses. They 
were frilly; they were lacy. So, my mom dressed me up. I would 
wear those white patent leather shoes. I played piano. I was 
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very much not a girly girl, in the sense of my attitude and the 
way I look, but I dressed like a girly girl. I had a lot of Hello 
Kitty hair trinkets, like hair accessories. Had a lot of those 
little ponytail holders that had Hello Kitty on it. I was never 
into sports. Because when you say tomboy, I think of sports. 
So I’m not quite like that. I guess you could say I’m somewhere 
in the middle, kind of androgynous or something, but I was 
just a girl. I liked literary things. I had my nose in the book. 
I was kind of a bookworm. I wasn’t always very flirty, I was 
more cerebral.

C. Y.: The title, Hello Kitty Must Die, what do you mean by that?

A. C.: Because Fiona really wants to bash the image of Hello Kitty. 
She basically wants to strangle this little cat, because she says, 
“I’m not that little cat.” Not because she really hates the cat 
per se, but she doesn’t wanna be seen as just another Hello 
Kitty.

C. Y.: And when you say that, what exactly do you mean?

A. C.: Meaning she doesn’t wanna be seen as that Asian little cat 
that has no fangs and no claws, has just a top bow and just sits 
there. So it’s basically her frustration with the stereotype that 
this cartoon icon sometimes encapsulates.

C. Y.: Now if Hello Kitty dies, then what’s next? What’s Fiona’s 
ideal?

A. C.: That is Fiona’s ideal. If you kind of trace her progression, in 
the beginning, she kind of is half a Hello Kitty, because she’s at 
home, she’s doing what her parents are saying. She’s not really 
mouthing off to her dad, and even when she does, he doesn’t 
hear her. He just seems to blow her off. At the end of the book, 
she’s a very strong woman. I mean she’s not afraid to take some-
one down. So that’s the anti – Hello Kitty. I mean, she’s obvi-
ously not afraid to take anybody down. She’s not going to be a 
mouthless little thing. She mouths off to people. She gets kind 
of dirty, right at the very end. So she’s a very different person 
at the end. She’s not quite a Hello Kitty any more.

C. Y.: How much of Fiona is you?
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A. C.: Well, you know what, those dates, I’ve been on. I mean a lot.

C. Y.: You mean, at your parents’ behest.

A. C.: Oh yeah. When I was in my twenties, I mean a lot of her is 
me, and a lot of it obviously is fiction. I have dated those guys. 
I just changed their names, but those dating stories are real! 
And my dad used to say, “You don’t put all your eggs in one 
basket,” kind of thing. And they’re like, “You’re twenty- five,” 
and you know the whole saying, women after twenty- five, 
they don’t want them anymore. So he was trying to marry  
me off.

C. Y.: To an Asian American guy?

A. C.: Asian American. He was born here, but he’s very Asian. You 
see, you could be Asian American, but you could be more 
American than you are Asian. This guy’s squarely more Asian 
than American — he has his own house, but he doesn’t wanna 
live in it. He wants to live with his parents. He rents out his 
house — he lives at home with his parents — so I said, “Why? 
So his mother can cook for me?” I mean he’s a nice guy. I mean, 
we grew up together. He’s a sweetheart, but . . . I asked him, 
I said, “Why don’t guys like me?” And he said, “Well, I don’t 
know about other guys, but I’m just talking about Asian guys.” 
And this is gonna tie back to the Hello Kitty, because I’m not 
a Hello Kitty. And he says, “You’re loud. You’re obnoxious. 
You’re outspoken, and you’re just like rude.” And I was like, 
well, I know I’m not rude to him because we’re friends, but 
I was like, “Really?” And he says, “You have absolutely no re-
deeming quality.” And I said, “I thought all those are pretty 
good redeeming qualities.” And he goes, “No, because — look, 
if I had a girl that looked like you, and if she was at least quiet 
or something — if she was quiet and she was kind of demure, 
I could feel like I could take care of her.”

C. Y.: That’s what they want?

A. C.: That’s what they want. They want a Hello Kitty. That’s the gist 
of the book. I’ve been dealing with guys like that all my life. 
This is not just a relationship book, but I’ve been dealing with 
that crap all my life. Like, there are always those white guys who 
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just think that they’re getting some exotic sex bunny who’s 
gonna rub their feet. Either that or I get some Asian guy who  
is, like, “You don’t fit the Asian mold.” But I say, “You’re right. 
I probably do not fit an Asian mold. I don’t care.” And they’re 
like, “No,” because they do want that Hello Kitty. They want 
them to be demure. They want them to be quiet. They want 
them to be submissive, and I even had a white boyfriend at 
one time, who was just really shocked by my behavior. And 
I don’t think I’ve ever screamed, “Go to hell, motherfucker!” 
that loudly in my life. And he was just shocked. He was like, 
“Asian women don’t talk like that.” I said, “Well, I’m sorry, 
they do.” He’s like, “You’re the first Asian.” He’s thirty- six! I 
said, “What have you been doing, living in an Afghan cave?” I 
mean, I said . . . he’s never dated an Asian American woman, 
so he was also looking for that . . . I said, “What do you think?” 
He said, “They’re usually quiet and demure.” They’re voiceless, 
mouthless, fangless, clawless, kind of like Hello Kitty.

C. Y.: Now do you know Asian or Asian American women who are 
Hello Kitties?

A. C.: Oh my god! Tons, and guys love them. They’re usually very 
quiet. They definitely don’t talk like me. I had this one nice 
friend. She was married to this nice Asian guy. She just had 
this look of horror when I was reading my book at one of my 
signings. She’s like, “How can you say that? How can you talk 
about vagina?” I said, “It’s just a hole — get over it.” And she 
just can’t deal with it. “You can’t say that. You can’t talk about 
sex. You can’t be sexual.” I know a lot of Hello Kitties; they 
don’t talk about sex; they get very embarrassed about dating. 
They don’t talk about dating. They’re very quiet, very demure, 
very proper. They’re very prim, and so it’s very much, kind of 
like, polite little Hello Kitty with a little bow. They wear their 
little dress. They’re very proper, and they’re definitely not me.

Giving Kitty a Mouth

Many critics such as Choi (as well as the editors of the Japan Times) find 
Kitty’s mouthlessness problematic, in spite of the fact that depicting a 
character without a mouth may be considered a mere stylistic conven-
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tion in Japan. Some Japanese I have spoken with express surprise at 
this reaction; one Japanese woman confessed: “I never even realized she 
did not have a mouth!”5 However, according to critics, having no mouth 
must be more than a graphic convention; it must be a meaning- laden 
symbol. Given a Euro- American political emphasis on speech as the as-
sertion of individual rights, literally not having the means to voice one’s 
opinion or defend one’s position may be interpreted as powerlessness.

The “problem” might be fixed if only Kitty could get a mouth. To 
this end, the performance artist Jaime Scholnick created a piece in 2002 
entitled Hello Kitty Gets a Mouth at the post Gallery in Los Angeles. 
In this short fifteen- minute video, Hello Kitty despairs at not having a 
mouth, seeks out plastic surgeons in Japan to no avail, and finally ends 
up in Los Angeles, where she finds a plastic surgeon who will give her 
a mouth. Once mouthed, she masturbates pleasurably with her Hello 
Kitty vibrator and is able to voice her ecstasy to the heavens. In this 
work, Scholnick links Hello Kitty’s mouthlessness to the symbolic mut-
ing of desire, pain, and pleasure: having a mouth, by contrast, enables 
self- expression and personal agency. Kitty’s mouthlessness denies her 
these basic rights.

Scholnick followed up with a 2005 piece entitled Shoot a Mouth on 
Hello Kitty? at the Bank Gallery in Los Angeles, in which viewers were 
invited to shoot paintballs at a Hello Kitty target, aiming for the spot 
where her mouth would be. Scholnick had an assistant dressed in pink 
army fatigues ride in on a Hello Kitty scooter and help viewers with the 
paintball gun (see figures 4.2 and 4.3). For that exhibit, the artist writes, 
“In true American fashion we change the world by force. God knows we 
tried to negotiate the need for a mouth and when it was denied, well, we 
took it by force. Of course there was collateral damage! Have you ever 
tried to hit a target?? It’s damn hard! So we take out her eye, blast a hole 
in her forehead possibly. That’s the cost of free speech!! (;- ))” (personal 
communication, July 5, 2011). In short, missing the exact target was 
part of the plan. The public reaction to the opportunity to shoot at Hello 
Kitty in order to give her a mouth? Scholnick reports, “I swear people 
wouldn’t even try sometimes to just blow her away. It was fascinating!” 
(personal communication, July 5, 2011).

Scholnick is not alone in focusing critique on Hello Kitty’s mouth-
lessness. The website Hello Kitty Has No Mouth lists numerous humor-
ous postings on the implications of such a state. Here is a sampling of 
the website’s mantra:
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Hello Kitty has no mouth, but she must scream. That is why her head 
is so big.

Hello Kitty has no mouth, yet she speaks the truth.
Hello Kitty has no mouth, and yet she has a tongue.
Hello Kitty has no mouth, and yet her lipstick is prostitute red.
Hello Kitty has no mouth, and yet she often smokes in bed.6 

The webmaster, who calls himself “Tim” (or, as in the quote below, re-
fers to himself in triplicate — me, myself, and I, adding up to “Tims”) 
responds to reader queries, including those who both applaud and deni-
grate the postings. Here is a sample interchange:

Q.  Why are you dissing hello kitty? Please stop.

A.  First of all, thank you for your kind note. Secondly, in answer to 
you [sic] heartfelt plea, No. Not only will we not stop, we can’t 

4.3. Shiho on Hello Kitty scooter for Jaime 
Scholnick’s Shoot a Mouth on Hello Kitty? (2005). 
Courtesy of Jaime Scholnick.
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stop. Tims and I recognized that Hello Kitty has no mouth. And 
by god someone has to say something! the truth will 
out! [sic] We can no longer stand by and let the world ignore the 
hideous deformity that plagues H. K.’s puss [pun!] We shall break 
this code of silence because . . . She can’t [irony!]. You see, Hello 
Kitty has no mouth. . . . 

Or another:

Q:  I can’t believe you just dissed hello kitty like that. I know she 
doesn’t have a mouth but it’s not like she smokes and like that 
the only reason people go to your stupid web page is because they 
like hello kitty.

A:  Dissed?! You make it sound as if Hello Kitty has some sort of 
freakish deformity by having her face graced with the conspicu-
ous absence of an oral aperture. In this, you seem to suggest that 
we take pleasure in ridiculing the physically disabled. What sort 
of pathetic chimps are we to be taken for? Are you next going to 
accuse us of tormenting the blind, or kicking puppies? If it is for 
this reason you decry us, I must say, you’ve hurt Tim’s feelings.7 

Obviously, the webmaster “Tim” takes great pleasure in high- minded 
high jinks. And mouthlessness — a state of being unthinkable, particu-
larly in Euro- American contexts — becomes the easy target for such hu-
morous, anti- Kitty barbs.

Flaming Hell Kitty

“Tim” presents just the tip of the iceberg in the online anti – Hello Kitty 
tirade; in fact, anti – Hello Kitty websites outside Japan abound, many 
of them interconnected. Just as one may join online communities of 
Kitty fans, so, too, one may join online communities of those who claim 
to hate Hello Kitty; for example, the social networking site Facebook 
includes a page titled People who hate Hello Kitty, which claims 742 
members (as of July 2010) with the quip, “Hello Kitty is a problem that 
is attacking the citizens of our country. . . we need to stop this foolish-
ness . . . now,” and a drawing of Hello Kitty hanging by a noose.

Part of the venom that greets Hello Kitty online may be a function of 
flaming, the tendency of web- based interaction to easily fall into hyper-
bolic critique, expressed both verbally and visually through the use of 
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colored fonts, uppercase letters, and orthographic elements such as ex-
clamation marks. For example, one website, Anti – Hello Kitty!!!! begins 
with a tirade: “I’ve been trying to tell you all for years . . . the cat is evil . . .  
pure evil i tell you. Just look into her beady little eyes and tell me you 
do not see pure evil.”8 The site juxtaposes a normal picture of Kitty 
holding a bouquet of flowers — “May be disguised as the following cute 
lovable . . . *yet very deceiving* little kitten” — with a pseudo- kitty hold-
ing a sign reading “Kill” and “the kickers of ass.” It also shows the infa-
mous Kitty vibrator, with the caption, “What appears to be a harmless 
childs [sic] toy . . . is in fact . . . a dildo!!!! Isn’t Hello Kitty a child’s [sic] 
cartoon?? ha . . . i told you. . . . she’s captured the children . . . now she’s 
after the older ones. . . . .evil little bitch.” The webmaster (self- dubbed 
“Lindsy”) critiques Hello Kitty for the deceptiveness with which she has 
entranced the American public as a seemingly innocuous icon that se-
duces people — and especially children — to sexual pleasures, consumer 
activities, and more. The underlying argument here is that children, sex, 
and capitalism provide a volatile, unsavory cocktail.

Another site, Hell Kitty, the original anti – Hello Kitty site, began in 
2000 by self- dubbed “Evil Princess Chikako.”9 She writes: “Welcome to 
my little Anti Hello Kitty shrine! Known as Hell Kitty! . . . This is the 
real Hell Kitty and I’m proud to be the webmaster here! Come on in, 
look around and find a fun way to kill the cat everyone loves to hate! . . . 
And just remember before you flame me that it’s a freakin cartoon 
cat! it isnt real!” The site’s motto is “Everyone needs something to 
hate, start with Hello Kitty.” This site, like many others, critiques Hello 
Kitty in vitriolic language, both semantically and visually, with exten-
sive use of uppercase letters and vividly colored background shades of 
red to suggest a true hell.

Although the tone is critical, this, like many other anti- Kitty sites 
is done, at least in part, in jest. The critique broadly straddles play and 
irony in its hysteria. According to this, what is hellish about Hello Kitty? 
First, she is too good. Therefore, everyone loves to hate her. Second, 
Hello Kitty’s subterfuge is covert. She attacks people unawares, snatch-
ing them from their consciousness, and pulling them into her seemingly 
benign world. Hello Kitty messes with people’s heads; she is nothing 
short of a mind game. If she is evil, then so, too, is one of her harsh-
est critics — the webmaster self- dubbed “Evil Princess Chikako.” Critic 
and critiqued, then, meet on equal (mediated) turf, battling for people’s 
consciousness around the globe. The webmaster Evil Princess Chikako, 
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however, competes with weapons bared. Hello Kitty, by contrast, battles 
with weapons concealed beneath a kawaii exterior. Hello Kitty’s greatest 
sin according to this view is the way in which her cuteness conceals her 
evil intentions. Kawaii is, in effect, not only the devil, but what’s worse, 
the devil disguised as an angel.

Still another anti – Hello Kitty site calls itself Hello Kitty Perversions.10 
The webmaster Mark Hughes, whose e- mail address suggests that he 
is affiliated with the University of Idaho, offers such items as seppuku 
Kitty clothing, including T- shirts for men and women and thong- style 
women’s underwear. Other offerings include Hello Kitty Soft Beef Jerky 
(“Is it made from real Hello Kitties?”), and Goth Kitty. One defender of 
Kitty wrote to Hughes, “God damn you. Hello Kitty is not a sex object! 
She’s cute, she’s fluffy, she’s funny and most off [sic] all she’s bloody 
cool!” to which Hughes responded, “You poor delusional bastard. Seek 
help now.”

One blog entitled Hello Kitty Hell (figure 4.4) has as its motto “One 
man’s life with cute overload.” That cute overload begins with his wife, 
a Hello Kitty fan, who has been a seller of Hello Kitty goods on eBay. 
Begun in August 2006 in reaction to his wife’s fandom and business, 
it currently receives about 250,000 page views a month according to 
its webmaster (known here as HKH; personal communication, July 4, 
2010). When I asked him what it was about Hello Kitty that he hates 
the most, he replied, “That it is impossible to escape. If Sanrio hasn’t 
done it, some Hello Kitty fanatic has” (personal communication, July 
4, 2010). The people who contribute to his website have contradictorily 
been not anti – Hello Kitty proponents, but fans: “Unfortunately, the 
majority of the people that follow the blog are people that like Hello 
Kitty and those that send me stuff are usually people that want to show 
off what they have or what they found to other hello Kitty fanatics” 
(personal communication, July 4, 2010). Here, as elsewhere, fans and 
critics intermingle in these anti – Hello Kitty sites, often engaging in 
high- pitched debates.

Whether gathered individually by HKH himself, or sent in by fans, 
the Hello Kitty Hell blog is one of the richest (and funniest) sources 
of Hello Kitty sightings available, with frequent updates and humor-
ous commentary. It is exactly the overload, the excess of Hello Kitty 
products and images, that is the source of this webmaster’s critique. 
The webmaster HKH has created thirty- six categories for postings, 
ranging from appliances, art, and food, to guns, money, sex, sports, tat-
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toos, travel, and weddings. Here one finds Hello Kitty guns (handguns,  
ar- 15s, assault rifles, ak- 47s), Hello Kitty professional wrestling (the 
“Hello Kitty World Order Match” held April 5, 2008, in Reseda, Cali-
fornia), Hello Kitty tattoos (e.g., Hello Kitty Jesus, Darth Vader, and 
vampire figures), and even a Hello Kitty tombstone (from Japan).

One of the most valuable aspects of Hello Kitty Hell are the postings 
by readers, the vast majority of whom are Hello Kitty fans. For example:

#152 Comment from Hayley :D
Time: February 22, 2010, 7:42 pm
Ohmigoshh! Hello Kitty is amazing and super freaking adorable! :D My 

friend and I are freaking obsessed! i love hello kitty! :D Lol. . :]11

There is, as well, the occasional posting from someone who agrees with 
HKH, and particularly from those who confess to similar plights with 
girlfriends or wives who are obsessed by Hello Kitty.

#60 Comment from Aaron
Time: May 8, 2008, 7:59 pm
Dude, I totally sympathize you. The thought of even staying in a house 

4.4. “A Walk Through Hell” by Tim Owens,  
from the Hello Kitty Hell website (2007).
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full of all these overpriced- inferior- quality goods totally freaks me 
out. My wife is a fanatic, so I totally understand how u feel. Luckily 
for me, its all under control since Im the one earning the bucks.12

Clearly, although HKH may have humorously intended his site to re-
volve around anti- Kitty sentiment, by including extreme extensions of 
her reach, the blog became a fan’s delight, a compendium of nothing less 
than Kitty excess. Spending even ten minutes on the Hello Kitty Hell 
website proves an overwhelming experience for the uninitiated. The 
webmaster HKH makes his point through the sheer bounty of sightings 
that he provides, well beyond even Sanrio’s imagination.

Finally, mention should be made of the presence of anti – Hello Kitty 
sentiment on the Uncyclopedia website, a spoof of Wikipedia in its for-
mat and claim to be “content- free encyclopedia.” Here Hello Kitty be-
comes “Hell o’Kitty,” described as: “a propaganda device created by the 
central intelligence division of the Japanese government, S.A.N.R.I.O. 
(Sacled Ancestol Nihonjin Rove Itarian Octopus) made entirely out of 
pureed cat corpses and Play- Doh. The design for Hello Kitty was final-
ized in 1938 as the brainchild of the HellPussy Project, which was initi-
ated to exploit the mind- controlling properties of unbridled cuteness 
over the Japanese public.”13 The spoof continues with doctored images 
“Heil Kitty” claiming to have been used in Japanese government brain-
washing to make women more submissive, make women temporarily 
uninterested in sex with men, and eliminate excess testosterone in the 
Japanese male. The false bibliography (“Further reading”) includes The 
Wrath of Hello Kitty by Masters and Johnson from 1969 and Philosophiae 
Naturalis Principia Dominato Hellokittica by Sir Isaac Newton from 1677.

The Internet includes far more than I am able or willing to list, de-
scribe, or analyze. But the brief examples I have provided showcase anti- 
Kitty wrath available online. One easily becomes overwhelmed by the 
barrage of furor over Sanrio’s cat. In short, anti – Hello Kitty in these 
global contexts is overload: she works as excessive signifier, as well as 
signifier of excess.

YouTube Anti- Kitty Fervor

Whereas Internet blogs may be one easy form of anti- Kitty rant, You-
Tube postings demand more investment of time and creativity. Many 
of these postings focus on getting rid of Hello Kitty. For example, “The 
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Top Ten Ways to Kill Hello Kitty 2009” features various cartoon char-
acters killing Hello Kitty.14 Some of these are short and serialized: for 
example, Henster Productions has put up “No More Hello Kitty” and 
“No More Hello Kitty 2” featuring split heads, exploding cats, and gun 
battles.15 Another serialized set of short clips is entitled “Korosukat” (in 
Japanese korosu means “kill”), including the following: “Bye Bye Kitty,” 
“Korosu Kat’s Mission” spelled out as “1. Kill Kitty, 2. Kill all the other 
huggy, sweet kawaii, 3. Of course, peace in the world”; “Korosu Mission 
2: Draw” to the soundtrack of the theme from “Mission Impossible”; 
and “Korosu Guerrilla.”16 Note here the concentrated activity of creating 
and posting these kill Kitty clips. Several combine violent images with 
equally violent music, such as “Bye Bye Hello Kitty” with images of Hello 
Kitty hanging, run over by a car, shot with brain exposed, and the words 
“The time has come to die,” to the accompaniment of Marilyn Manson’s 
“Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This).”17

Each of these (and many other) YouTube postings may have been 
created under very different circumstances, but what they share is an 
impulse to go public and viral with a strong anti – Hello Kitty sentiment. 
If Internet blogs may be fueled by flaming, then these YouTube pieces 
of several seconds or minutes of celebrity by way of anti- Kitty exposure 
seems as irresistible as cuteness itself. In short, the combination of rail-
ing against Japanese Cute and doing so in a relatively new, high- profile 
forum creates playfully incendiary results. YouTube provides more than 
an outlet here; instead the media itself, with its easy- access possibili-
ties for instant fame, stimulates creativity and sharp critique. YouTube 
spirals through its own excesses.

The Business of Hating Kitty

Even as anti – Hello Kitty critics, online and offline, rail against her ex-
cesses, some of them ironically capitalize on that omnipresence with 
humorous product lines of their own, built around their Sanrio cri-
tique. The most notable of these is the Florida- based American com-
pany David and Goliath and its Stupid Factory stores, which special-
ize in humorous T- shirts and other paraphernalia. Founded in 1999 
by Todd Goldman, the company’s Goodbye Kitty line is a direct spoof 
of Hello Kitty. Although Goldman’s cat does not resemble Hello Kitty 
(less rounded, less stylized abstraction), the title of his product line —  
Goodbye Kitty — provides a direct reference to Sanrio’s cat. Here is the 
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humorously brutal demise of a cat: in a blender, in a microwave oven, in 
a toaster, in a waffle iron, as the subject of target practice, surrounded 
by sharks, being shot out of a cannon.

Yet another website, Goodbyekitty.net, sells brutal images of Kitty on 
T- shirts, with a far greater visual reference to Sanrio’s cat. Calling itself 
Parody Hello Kitty Clothing and Accessories, the website urges: “Show 
the world how much you hate Hello Kitty with our hilarious clothing 
and accessories.” When I perused the website in 2010, it offered eleven 
designs of Kitty brutality, ranging from hanging on a noose to being hit 
by a car to electrocution, whipping, crucifixion, or decapitation. Each of 
these designs included a brief, tantalizing narrative; for example, “Kitty 
dangles lifelessly as a raven waits to peck out her eyes” or “For those dog 
lovers out there. See Kitty’s entrails and organs torn from her body” or 
“See justice served as Hello Kitty gets fried in the electric chair.”18

The United States is not alone in merchandising anti – Hello Kitty 
goods. A French group calling themselves “Fuck Hello Kitty” sells T- shirts  
(forty- nine euros), tote bags (thirty- nine euros), and other items. Their 
designs include the three words of their group in the middle of which is 
a beat- up Hello Kitty head, one eye bandaged, and (surprisingly) with 
a mouth, tongue hanging out.19 In the tote- bag version, Hello Kitty’s 
head has morphed into the outline of a fist with middle finger extend-
ing upward, effectively gesturing the group’s message. Photos show 
young girls (approximately three to five years old) in dark glasses pos-
ing in the group’s pink T- shirts. The group also holds and posts events: 
“Commando Fuck Hello Kitty” records a live scene at an urban dance 
club with twentysomethings wearing pink- lettered “Fuck Hello Kitty” 
T- shirts to the hyped- up sound of Rage Against the Machine’s “Killing 
in the Name” (October 8, 2007).20 Another video records a scene at the 
Hello Kitty installation by the American artist Tom Sachs in Paris (see 
chapter 6) in which a member of the group pastes small “Fuck Hello 
Kitty” stickers on Sachs’s sculpture, while ranting about that “chat de 
merde” (shitty cat).21 The group’s critical ire uses Hello Kitty as a foil 
for a larger societal critique, although the exact target of their venom 
is not always clear.

I asked Sanrio’s Dave Marchi what the company position is on these 
various brutal parodies of Hello Kitty. Marchi’s response:

I think ultimately the Sanrio position is . . . it’s probably not good for 
us. It’s somebody who is actually making money using our brand, so 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/108753/9780822395881-005.pdf
by RICE UNIVERSITY user
on 21 January 2018



192  •  chapter four

economically, it’s not a good idea. Brand- wise, I can go either way. 
Again, like an artist, there is gonna be parody out there, and that’s 
what happens when you are iconic, a pop icon. It’s gonna happen. 
We haven’t gone after Hello Kitty Hell because they’re not doing 
anything. But the Goodbye Kitty is a little bit more difficult and I 
think that we have tried to say, “Hey, this is . . . this is infringing on 
our brand.” But I believe they do have the right to do it, because it 
is parody. So ultimately it’s in bad taste, and someone is ultimately 
making money on portraying our brand in a less than positive light, 
so ultimately, no, it’s not good, but in the grand scheme of things, it’s 
more buzz and more interest for the brand. (Personal communica-
tion, March 25, 2010)

Marchi acknowledges that Sanrio headquarters in Tokyo takes a far less 
benign point of view than he does, reflecting a position that prefers 
tighter control. However, for Marchi, even anti- Kitty is Kitty. After all, 
marketing a brand is about keeping products in the public eye — that is, 
maintaining a “buzz.” The worse that could happen in marketing terms 
is for the public to ignore a product. So to a certain extent, the media- 
centered philosophy here is that buzz is buzz, no matter what the con-
tent. There are limits to the appropriateness of the content: according 
to Sanrio spokespersons I have spoken with, that limit has to do with 
weapons. Yet when I show them images (from Hello Kitty Hell) of Hello 
Kitty – emblazoned guns and rifles, they do little more than shrug in 
acknowledgment of their lack of control over ways in which consumers 
may customize objects with the Kitty image. In short, Sanrio creates 
the image and places it in the market. But once the image is public, the 
company has little jurisdiction over its use. Further, Sanrio itself plays 
with the ambiguity surrounding Hello Kitty, banking on the element 
of teasing playfulness to do the work of extension, often into places 
that the company never may have initially imagined. Marchi, then, ac-
cepts the challenge of the tease in a straightforward manner, straddling  
even the core message of Hello Kitty. He reflects philosophically that 
this is exactly what happens when someone or something becomes an 
icon; this is the territory of celebrity. Little do fervent anti – Hello Kitty 
proponents realize the degree to which they are helping market the cat 
by ensuring that she stays in the headlines.
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Religious Righteous Anti- Kitty

The excessiveness of Hello Kitty may be matched by the excessiveness 
of anti- Kitty diatribes. Whereas Internet and YouTube expressions of-
ten dwell in playfulness, yet another site of fervent anti- Kitty sentiment 
speaks in dead seriousness — the Christian right. One such website, 
Landover Baptist Church (Guaranteeing Salvation Since 1620: Where 
the Worthwhile Worship) calls Hello Kitty a “Satanic Jap Hate- Cult.”22 
With several pictures of Hello Kitty (many taken from the Hello Kitty 
Hell website) as a devil or cloaked like a witch, the website provides an 
open forum for debate on Sanrio’s cat, including a few who defend her.

On February 18, 2009, “Brother Percy” of Landover Baptist Church 
posted the following: “In 1999, 23 year old female jap night club hostess 
Fan Man- yee was kidnapped by three men. She was imprisoned in their 
apartment, and tortured for a month. After her torture, her body was 
dismembered, and the men stuffed her head into a Hello Kitty doll. . . . 
She was the victim of the sinister and depraved Japanese Satanist hate- 
cult ‘Hello Kitty’!”23 Although “Brother Percy” may not have had all of 
his facts correct, he does reference the actual the “Hello Kitty Murder” 
discussed previously. The story becomes twisted, however, in interpret-
ing this event as a racialized satanic cult and calling the dead hostess a 
“jap.” “Brother Percy” continues:

Parents, do not be fooled by the lies! Yes, Hello Kitty, or as I like to 
call it “hell- o Kitty” is actually a dangerous hate- Cult! If you need 
evidence, you just need to look at the fact it has the word “hell” in 
it’s name! At this very moment your kids are being brainwashing into 
it’s sinister and depraved way of life! If not caught in time, your child 
will start showing signs of a violent nature, disregard for authority, 
hate for their parents, and disrespect for school teachers and society 
soon follow. Your child may lash out at you, start shouting profanity 
in the street, and try to attack random passers- by while out shop-
ping. This is just the start of the trouble you face, if your child gets 
involved in the HELLo Kitty cult!

With this turn to children, “Brother Percy” takes his cult critique as a 
brainwashing threat to which parents must be alerted. “Your child may 
also purchase a ‘Hello Kitty’ doll, which they will worship as a false Idol. 
They may even place this doll in some sort of ‘shrine’ in their bedroom, 
and will offer it blood, sacrificed pets, and human hair. If you see any 
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Hello Kitty materials in their bedroom, you must take them out back, 
and burn them immediately! Your child may start protesting, cursing 
you, and acting out of character. Pay no attention to their protests! This 
is a sign that the cult have a hold over her!”24 The scene that “Brother 
Percy” describes is one common to many fans: obtaining Hello Kitty, 
displaying her, caring for her. The “worship as a false idol” may be a 
point well taken, however the idolatry she inspires is one easily exag-
gerated in this website’s histrionic tone.

The high- handed moralizing continues. The website duly notes the 
use of Hello Kitty in the rave scene (see the chapter 3 interview with 
Ady), as well as mention of the Hello Kitty “massage wand” that has 
gained Internet notoriety as a vibrator, and the popularity of Hello Kitty 
with celebrities such as Mariah Carey. The webmaster links the news 
items together and calls for a boycott: “Hello Kitty, Mariah Carey and 
her slut friends are using Hello Kitty to promote the evils of masturba-
tion to innocent young girls worldwide. Boycott the Kitty!”25 This kind 
of incendiary religious righteousness can be found fomenting around 
various popular culture fads. Like the critique of Pokémon, this website 
quickly devolves into thinly veiled racism, the sense of exotic danger 
combining Satan, cults, sexuality, and drugs only heightened by the 
frame of Japan (Yano 2004). The designation of “Jap” amplifies the 
sense of evil and references the sneakiness of capturing America’s chil-
dren unawares; both of these elements play upon the heightened racial-
ization of World War II. Further, the seductions of cuteness, as well as 
the celebrities who adore her, call for the Christian right’s heightened 
vigilance.

Yet other Christian extremists see in Hello Kitty dangerous con-
spiracy. One website, for example, entitled Hello Kitty or Hell of Kitty 
by Juan Pablo and Kathia Leonardo (original posting from Guatemala 
city; reposted through kjos ministries) provides elaborate analysis of 
different aspects of Sanrio’s cat with dangerous practices of idolatry and 
paganism: “My so called theory is that there is a dumb spirit behind her 
[Hello Kitty], mentioned in Mark 9:16, and our children . . . are being 
drawn to destruction for no other reason that for the love of this world, 
satan Shrewdness brings this so called ‘Toy’ because he knows Chris-
tians would reject Mickey Mouse, Pokemon, but Hello kitty? Oh she’s 
so Cute.”26 According to this website, then, Hello Kitty invades children’s 
vulnerable hearts exactly through the weaponry of cuteness. Once that 
invasion takes place, Hello Kitty spreads seeds of disobedience and evil.
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Social Communication, without a mouth? How then does it commu-
nicate? According to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit who 
now works in the sons of disobedience. . . . because anything that 
doesn’t brings us an [sic] our children to the obedience of Christ, is 
not other thing but disobedience, And so maybe some contemptu-
ous parents would snap . . . Are you saying I am exposing my children 
to witchcraft and sorcery!!!!!! Well maybe this parent should not wait 
until he sees his children in some sort of pagan practice, since the 
scripture says that rebellion [is as] the sin of witchcraft, and stub-
bornness [is as] iniquity and idolatry.27

The only defense against such “iniquity and idolatry” generated by “the 
euphoria of Hello Kitty” lies in prayer, fasting, and, above all, resisting 
the urge to purchase (or buy into) Sanrio’s temptress.

Much Ado about Mouthless Cuteness

From materialism and amorality, to kitsch and stultifying stereotypes, 
to Satanic cults and idolatry, anti- Kitty fervor provokes venomous 
reactions. These reactions seem a far cry from the “achievements of 
the heart” of true- believer fans and producers. What can we conclude 
about the nature of the boundaries being policed through the plethora 
of Hello Kitty controversies? Certainly, these critiques are a means for 
some people to distance themselves from the meanings surrounding 
this mouthless cat. But do the controversies constitute a forum of panic 
about morals or gender? What does race have to do with it? Are the rant-
ings and ravings of Hello Kitty’s critics mere cyber- flaming at an easy, 
vulnerable target? Or do the fingers point to more serious concerns?

At least some of the critiques can be lined up alongside antiglobaliza-
tion forces rapidly mounting worldwide. Sanrio may be complimented 
for standing alongside a host of other global corporations. The differ-
ence, of course, is that instead of American McDonald’s, Coca- Cola, 
Starbucks, or Disney, this is Japanese Sanrio. Hello Kitty — as with 
other Japanese global exports — subverts the older mapping of global-
ization from Euro- America to the rest of the world (Allison 2006; Iwabu-
chi 2002). As Mike Featherstone argues, a company such as McDonald’s 
entering a relatively new market is serving up more than hamburgers; it 
is proffering a way of life: “For those on the periphery it offers the pos-
sibility of the psychological benefits of identifying with the powerful” 
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(1995:8). But does Hello Kitty offer these same psychological benefits? 
Does she represent “identifying with the powerful”? Perhaps this holds 
true in other Asian countries, where Japan holds a powerful position 
as a regional and global leader. However in Euro- American countries, 
although many consumers may choose to buy Japanese products, far 
fewer want to emulate a Japanese lifestyle or identify with Japanese 
culture as might potentially be associated with those products. In fact, 
many are ignorant of what that lifestyle or culture might be. Not surpris-
ingly, some of the antiglobalization critique of Hello Kitty shades ever 
subtly into racialized anti- Japanese or anti- Asian sentiment, reinforc-
ing a Euro- American national- cultural hierarchy. World Trade Organiza-
tion protests notwithstanding, it is as if McDonald’s, Coke, Starbucks, 
and Disney share an expectation (if not a right) to their global empire 
in ways that Hello Kitty does not. Hello Kitty thus becomes not only the 
outsider to this Euro- American global club, but also its consumer- based 
yellow- peril nemesis. That nemesis may be based in a relative lack of 
familiarity, but that cultural distance itself can be racialized as exotic, 
cultic, or even conspiratorial.

Hello Kitty also provokes the ire of feminists and others by her chō- 
kawaii (ultra cute) cuteness, enabling, encouraging, and inciting perfor-
mances of gendered passivity. This passivity is symbolized most clearly 
by her mouthlessness, which triggers moral/gender panic and indigna-
tion for Euro- American critics who equate individual agency with its 
verbal expression. The panic arises in part because Hello Kitty repre-
sents cuteness in too many places, and thus cuteness that becomes out 
of place. Cuteness is typically regarded in Euro- America as benign and 
unthreatening — if appropriately contained within spheres such as chil-
dren and baby animals. The “sin” of Hello Kitty and the pink globaliza-
tion she spawns is that she oversteps these bounds, covertly insinuat-
ing herself into adult worlds. The covertness takes on a national- racial 
tinge, so that it is not simply cute that is the problem, but the “sneak 
attack” of Japanese Cute that creates even more of a sense of threat. 
Japanese Cute is creepy because it is both familiar and exotic, all the 
better able to snatch consumers unaware.

The notion of moral/gender panic and indignation surrounding Hello 
Kitty that encapsulates so much of the criticism outside Japan has pro-
found implications for understanding what was originally children’s cul-
ture and its relationship to its various adult worlds. What some of these 
critics express is ambivalence toward late capitalism itself. In fact, the 
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global success of Hello Kitty is nothing more than capitalism humming 
along at its smoothest. Hello Kitty thus becomes the mute nightmare 
of consumerism running amok, beginning with our most vulnerable 
populations (children) and continuing to their enablers (women). She 
is the commodity fetish that seduces not so much through sexuality, 
but through innocence — or at least through the performed innocence 
of cuteness.

Furthermore, Hello Kitty enacts the transgressiveness of kitsch in a 
global setting. It is the sheer sentimentality of the mouthless cat that 
incites at least some people to run the other way, to distance them-
selves from the infantilized emotion that she embodies. In analyzing 
transgressiveness, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White write of “a striking 
ambivalence to the representations of the lower strata . . . in which they 
are both reviled and desired” (1986:4). Whether as form of discourse 
or trope of signification, kawaii occupies that lower stratum as one site 
of ambivalence — reviled for its pandering emotionalism, while desired 
for its childlike sweetness. Calling Hello Kitty “kitsch” performs a kind 
of cultural snobbery that deems the cute unsuitable for adults, unless 
distanced with irony or tongue- in- cheek bravado.

The heated exchanges around Hello Kitty illustrate some of the shift-
ing boundaries of late capitalism, globalization, and femininity, shaded 
through the racial lens of Asia. These boundaries express themselves 
most forcefully in elitist, inflammatory language with cries of kitsch to 
virtual communities globally. The critiques floating around Kitty vari-
ously reinscribe slippery boundaries or distinctions between child and 
adult, lower and upper class, feminine and feminist, Japan/Asia and 
Euro- America, global and local. As we enter into the pink globalization 
of Hello Kitty’s trek, these critics police her every footstep, actively con-
taining the silence of her mouthlessness.

Why, one must ask, the vociferousness of the critiques? Why the 
impulse to kill Kitty — or at least to seriously maim her? Flaming and 
celebrity aside, I would argue that pinkness itself raises particular alarm 
bells because it hits where critics feel societies may be at their most vul-
nerable, in the seeming innocuousness of the cute. It is the perils and 
pleasures of both the young and the female — as objects, subjects, and 
consumers — writ large upon the global scape of commodity fetishism. 
Hello Kitty mixes these categories up, infantilizing adult women, seduc-
ing children into hyperconsumption, silently working her excess. With 
hyped- up anti- Kitty reactions such as the ones gathered in this chapter, 
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one must frame Japan’s pink globalization within the controversies of a 
late- capitalist multi- billion- dollar Asian industry armed with an innocu-
ously cute weapon. Such deeply etched parameters paint Hello Kitty as 
the transnational transgressor — one mute spearhead of Asian popular 
culture in Euro- America and elsewhere. Her silence echoes too neatly 
preexisting racialized stereotypes. Her excess flows easily, but avoids the 
dangerous waters of “fad- dom.” She must tread warily for the pinkness 
she inhabits, provoking fans and critics to draw histrionic battle lines 
around her mouthless appeal.

In the chapter that follows, I complicate those battle lines further, 
analyzing some of the subversive uses to which Hello Kitty has been 
put. Here Sanrio’s cat is appropriated by unlikely fans (not critics) in 
unlikely places, pushing the edges of interpretation, even as they inevi-
tably test the waters for new marketing opportunities.
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