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The intention of this thesis is to analyze the representations of masculinity in the anime
series Dragon Ball Z as it aired on Cartoon Network’s programming block Toonami, specifically
the nature in which they were framed and how oppositional interpretations in the fandom became
prevalent as a result. The series emphasizes the evolution of its central characters Goku, Vegeta,
and Gohan into performing a sensitive masculinity, but there are a prevalence of images in the
series that discredit this. Similarly, the way the series was advertised on Toonami placed
emphasis on images of superficial violence and reinforced the masculinity that the series was
attempting to move beyond. Understanding the ways fans have interpreted Dragon Ball Z on
Toonami helps reveal that there is much more to a media text’s influence than its themes and
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Dragon Ball Z came to me in many different forms when I was growing up, drawing me
in with its flashy battle sequences, but it kept me engaged through the special characters and
their unique stories of growth and change. I was especially captivated by the character of Vegeta
as everything he said and did seemed totally new to me. To me, the narrative of redemption that
he undergoes alongside his ruthless persona made him one of the most unique characters in the
series. The ideas of self-improvement and emotional growth that the series promotes resonated
with me and influenced my growth as an individual. Throughout my life, the different characters’
respective journeys and understandings of their role in the world have all helped me to better
understand my own identity and place in society. It is because of this influence throughout my
life, accompanied by the staying power the series has held in the years since its release, that I
chose to study Dragon Ball Z.

What I found, however, is that the nuance that I read into the series was not the same
interpretation that other fans took away. To these other fans, the flash and superficial images
from the series that center on images of hypermasculinity and violence were what impacted them
the most. In turn their responses to the series replicated many of these ideas, the same ones that
Dragon Ball Z was negotiating against.

This thesis is about these two readings of masculinity in Dragon Ball Z. 1 examine how
the anime Dragon Ball Z was able to both challenge and reaffirm conceptions of hegemonic
masculinity as it was aired on Toonami from 1998-2003, and how this conflicted representation
of masculinity is reflected and performed in different parts of the fandom. During the turn of the

21% century, America was undergoing a noticeable public shift in understandings of hegemonic



masculinity, moving from a stubborn and muscular hypermasculinity toward a more sensitive
and empathetic interpretation. Media texts of the era struggled to represent these shifting notions
in a clear way, and as a result, there were conflicting images of what acceptable masculinity
looked like.

Dragon Ball Z attempted to represent masculinity in a clear way, but some of the series’
images conflicted with this intent, and along with Toonami’s specific presentation of the series,
oppositional interpretations took hold and have since defined the fandom. Annette Wannamaker
writes that “Although Dragon Ball Z can indeed be viewed as perpetuating hegemonic versions
of masculinity, the show is more nuanced and complex than this,” as it “performs anxieties about
contemporary masculinity or boyhood and the conflicting messages that boys and young men
hear and must work to negotiate” (113). This thesis analyzes the conflict between how
masculinities are depicted in Dragon Ball Z, and how fans, myself included, received the series
and negotiated their own diverse set of interpretations.

The story of Dragon Ball Z takes place in a world much like our own, and the series
follows characters who behave and speak in very human ways, but who are quite dissimilar from
us—they spend their time searching for mystical Dragon Balls to summon a dragon and make
wishes, training in martial arts, and protecting the Earth and Universe. The main characters are
Goku, his son Gohan, and the villain turned rival Vegeta. I analyze each of these characters
individually as they all undergo different evolutions throughout the 11-year-long story, literally
transforming into stronger figures, and figuratively transforming in the sense that their
masculinities develop as well. Though they all perform masculinity in similar ways at the end of
the series, their journeys to that point are unique, representative of different masculinities of the

past that needed to evolve to become more acceptable.



In my analysis, I examine the creation of the series by author Akira Toriyama and
specifically how it eventually found success on Toonami. There were numerous attempts from
different production companies all trying to adapt both Dragon Ball and the sequel series
Dragon Ball Z for American audiences; each company localized the text using varying forms of
editing to make it ‘suitable’ for their target market of boys, ranging from six all the way to 14
when it aired on Toonami. This editing included westernizing names, censoring ‘inappropriate’
content like sex and violence, and of course redubbing the voices. The localization that
ultimately succeeded was Funimation’s production which aired on Toonami between 1998 and
2003. This version of Dragon Ball Z is an important text for 21%-century masculinity as it is
extremely popular and influential, but ultimately, [ am analyzing it because it is something
distinct and extremely memorable for those who watched it. The way it was promoted, and the
series’ violence and conflict struck a chord with young boys, enough so that a fandom grew
online. Passionate viewers created fan texts like original art, stories, and videos (“DBZ:
Vegeta”). One particularly interesting example is Dragon Ball Z Abridged, which captured its
own fans who additionally promoted this specific textual interpretation of Dragon Ball Z which
often exaggerates and misrepresents the series original characters and themes.

A specific understanding of gender and masculinity is represented in the world of Dragon
Ball Z and its characters. The theoretical works conceptualizing hegemonic masculinity (Connell
and Messerschmidt) as well as the performativity of gender (Butler) create the basis for my
analysis of Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta, as all figures exist as both products and pieces of the
hegemonic system. Essentially each character’s actions and behavior throughout the series — the
way they visually present themselves or engage with other characters — is the performance of

their gender. Additionally, much of this performance is constructed from anxiety concerning its



legitimacy. In the spectrum of gender, different people look, behave, and think in entirely
different ways, and through these actions, they compare themselves to the ideal hegemonic
manhood that they uniquely perceive. Boys and men are subconsciously and consciously
forming their interpretation of themselves through comparison to their constructed image of ideal
manhood. I use these theories in chapter 3 where I analyze exactly how the hegemonic
masculinity of our society is reflected in Dragon Ball Z and its characters’ performances of
masculinity. The performances express similar anxieties about the characters’ positions of
masculinity and where they fail to meet their expectations of what manhood should be.

It is these images of conflicted masculinity from Dragon Ball Z’s characters that resurge
in an equally conflicted fandom. In the fandom, there are multiple receptions to these conflicting
representations as fan readings diverge from the series’ encoded meanings (Hall 169). Dragon
Ball Z’s sensitive interpretation of masculinity is sometimes lost behind glorified moments of
hypermasculinity, and it is these moments that fans have engaged with the most. Media texts
such as Dragon Ball Z are part of a large system of social influencers that express gender-linked
behavior to viewers (Bussey and Bandura), but there are still moments in the text that contradict
the encoded meaning. In a text, wrong behavior such as emotional immaturity, even if it is
framed as something negative, can still be visually appealing and replicated by viewers (Nabi
and Clark). Through its narrative, Dragon Ball Z condemns the hypermasculinity that the central
characters evolve past, but these behaviors that were framed as potentially harmful were still
illustrated in compelling ways. At the same time, at the end of the series the main characters are
seen as paragons of a masculinity that is understanding, while the more harmful consequences of
the characters’ actions are unexplored.

Different kinds of fan communities exist for Dragon Ball Z, and though all share a



passion for the series, they may interpret the series in different ways. Fans focus on different
aspects of the series and find solidarity with those other viewers who share the same
interpretations as them, even when their interpretations may be oppositional to the hegemonic
norms (Jenkins). Some of these fan communities exist in physical spaces, like informal friend
groups in schools or more organized clubs, and others exist in digital spaces such as Facebook
groups, forums, or sites like YouTube. Fans create communities to share with others who
maintain similar interpretations of the series, and in these communities, fans become
appropriators. A participatory culture is created where fans actively create new texts centering on
their interpretation of the series and engage with others sharing the same interpretations. These
theorizations of fandom and reception are necessary for my analysis of the fandom for Dragon
Ball Z and how these oppositional interpretations come to exist and define the fan community.
Analyzing this fandom and the way meaning and value are constructed from the text helps in my
overall analysis as to how both Toonami and Dragon Ball Z construct masculinity and how these
representations ultimately influenced its target market of young impressionable boys.
Understanding this will reveal how masculinity is constructed in other similar series and how
their unique images and themes are received by their fans.

Chapter 2 is an overview of the text Dragon Ball Z from its origin in Japan to its
reception in the United States. I examine how series author Akira Toriyama created Dragon Ball
Z in Japan and how American audiences primarily found the series, on Cartoon Network’s
Toonami block. Dragon Ball Z was different from what children’s television looked like in
America at the time, and Toonami capitalized on this in the series’ promotion. This presentation
contributes to the way the series was received and remembered by fans as much of this

promotion centered on the flashy violence, something not found in the American cartoons that



preceded the series. I argue that part of why Dragon Ball Z was so influential for fans, is its
difference from the American cartoons that preceded it, alongside Toonami’s memorable
marketing.

Chapter 3 discusses theories of gender and examines the gender dynamics and
masculinity represented in Dragon Ball Z’s world and characters. Drawing on Butler and other
theorists, I investigate how the climate of masculinity was changing in America at the time that
the series was airing on Toonami, and how the characters of Goku, Vegeta, and Gohan express
this change in their individual narratives. I argue that through the visual presentation of the
characters, as well as their behaviors and relationships, the series tries to encourage a specific
kind of new, sensitive masculinity. At the same time though, there are conflicting images and
unseen implications of characters’ actions that hamper this ideological message.

Chapter 4 analyzes how the different representations of masculinity in Dragon Ball Z
ended up being interpreted in numerous ways by the fandom. Drawing on social cognitive theory
and audience reception studies I look at two divergent readings of Dragon Ball Z: my own, and
the fan text Dragon Ball Z Abridged. Discussing these conflicting interpretations of the fandom
reveals that despite the masculinity that the central characters come to throughout the story of
Dragon Ball Z, the spectacle surrounding moments of hypermasculinity and the marginalization

of women in the series lessens the influence of the new masculinity.



CHAPTER 2
DRAGON BALL: FROM JAPAN TO TOONAMI

Before Dragon Ball Z ever existed on Toonami, it began as the innovative manga
Dragon Ball, satirizing the hero tropes that preceded the series. In this chapter, I cover how
Dragon Ball began as a manga and the logistics of its release in both Japan and its release in the
United States. I explore the previous works of series creator Akira Toriyama and the
development toward creating Dragon Ball. 1 make clear the differences between Dragon Ball
and Dragon Ball Z through a synopsis of the series that additionally elaborates on the
characteristics which define the story. Doing so is important for contextualizing the many
localization attempts for the two series and exactly how Dragon Ball Z found its success on
Toonami. This success is demonstrated by the reception of Dragon Ball Z and its ratings at the
time of release. The reception is not an accident though, but rather a result of the way Toonami
promoted the series, the themes and violence explored in the series, and its serial long-form
nature. This chapter highlights the children’s media environment Dragon Ball Z fit into and
stood out from, and the specific way the series’ presentation and advertising on Toonami

contributed to the way the series is remembered by fans.

Akira Toriyama and the Creation of Dragon Ball
Born on April 5, 1955, Akira Toriyama began drawing from an early age. In an interview
with Shueisha, he said that as a kid he would go to an art studio with other children from the
neighborhood and that, “One day, I remember I drew a picture of One Hundred and One
Dalmatians” (Toriyama, “6™ Round”). He was particularly influenced by Disney films and
works like Astro Boy and Kimba the White Lion from Osamu Tezuka. Toriyama studied design at

a technical high school, and rather than pursue university he created and submitted manga to



Shueisha, eventually publishing his first manga, Wonder Island, in Weekly Shonen Jump
magazine in November of 1978. Weekly Shonen Jump is a long-running manga magazine that
began in 1968 from Japanese manga publisher Shueisha, which targets adolescent boys (shonen)
around the ages of 12-18, with stories centering on action and comedy.! Wonder Island was
unique but only ran for two chapters. Toriyama’s next published work was a single chapter
manga, Tomato, Girl Detective, released in 1979. The manga followed 18-year-old detective
Akai Tomato who can catch criminals while remaining incompetent and maintaining her job
through her good looks. Many elements of the manga, such as a naive girl who finds herself in
comedic problems, reappeared in the protagonist of Toriyama’s next work Dr. Slump.

Dr. Slump was first published in January 1980 and found great success, running for four
years with 236 chapters and receiving two different anime adaptations, one in 1981 and a remake
in 1997. The success from Dr. Slump allowed Toriyama to establish his independent manga and
design production studio, Bird Studio, in 1983, where his ideas flourished. The year Bird Studio
was founded Toriyama created two new manga, Dragon Boy and The Adventures of Tongpoo
which served as prototypes for Dragon Ball. Dragon Boy featured the same comedic style that
characterized Toriyama’s work up to this point, with more action and martial arts. It was based
on the Chinese story Journey to the West and included a large number of the fantasy tropes that
appeared in Dragon Ball such as the energy blasts, mystical dragon balls, and transforming
demons. In contrast, The Adventures of Tongpoo introduced more science fiction elements
including aliens, space travel, and cyborgs, all of which reappeared and characterize the latter

half of Dragon Ball (the half that was labeled as Dragon Ball 7).

! Though readers age 12-18 is the target market for the magazine, readership is much more varied and sees a large
percentage of readers in the age range of 9-11 as well as 18-50 (Canned Dogs).



Dragon Ball and Dragon Ball Z Synopsis

Published starting in 1984, Dragon Ball centers on a young, energetic, and powerful boy
with a monkey tail named Goku. The story in Dragon Ball and Dragon Ball Z can be separated
into story arcs. I will be referring to them throughout this thesis as follows. In Story Saga 1 Goku
is a boy, meets a girl named Bulma, and joins her in her search for Dragon Balls that summon a
wish-granting Dragon. Along their journey, they meet many enemies and convert them to allies,
such as the shape-shifting pig Oolong. They also meet Ox-King and save his daughter Princess
Chi-Chi, who Goku unwittingly agrees to marry. 2 In the latter half of the saga, Goku trains with
a young monk named Krillin under the teachings of Master Roshi. They prepare for the World
Martial Arts Tournament, but despite their training, they both lose.

Story Saga 2 sees Goku fighting a paramilitary organization and searching for the Dragon
Balls, and ends with training for the next Tournament. In Story Saga 3 Goku converts the
enemies Chiaotzu and Tien into friends, and after losing the tournament a new villain appears
named King Piccolo. King Piccolo kills a lot of Earth’s fighters, but eventually, Goku defeats
him. Goku trains before the next Tournament and, now an adult, defeats King Piccolo’s
reincarnated form, simply known as Piccolo. Goku spares him and leaves with Chi-Chi after the
tournament to get married.

Story Saga 4 is where Dragon Ball Z begins. Five years after Goku has defeated Piccolo,
Goku and Chi-Chi are married and have a young son named Gohan. An alien named Raditz
tracks down Goku, states he is Goku’s brother, and that they are members of the nearly extinct

Saiyan race. Goku and Piccolo team up to defeat Raditz, who has kidnapped Gohan, and Goku is

2 Some of these characters have similar versions that appear in Toriyama’s Dragon Boy, and many are analogs to the
story Journey to the West that Toriyama based both series off of. In an interview, Toriyama states that “Bulma was
Tripitaka, Oolong was Zhu Bajie,” Goku is Sun Wukong, Ox-King is the Bull Demon King, etc (Toriyama, “2"
Round”).



killed in the process. Two more powerful Saiyans, Vegeta and Nappa, are on their way to Earth
to collect the Dragon Balls, Goku trains in the afterlife and is revived with the Dragon Balls, and
with the help of Gohan and Krillin, the Saiyans are defeated. Vegeta is spared by Goku though
and escapes, vowing revenge.

In Story Saga 5, Gohan, Krillin, and Bulma head to Piccolo’s homeworld of Namek to
revive their allies. Vegeta is also on Namek, and allies with Krillin and Gohan as well as the
recovered Goku to defeat Frieza, Vegeta’s former leader. The ones who are still alive escape the
planet except for Goku, who defeats Frieza as the planet is blowing up. Back on Earth, the dead
are revived, and Goku’s location is unknown.

One year later in Story Saga 6, Frieza comes to Earth seeking revenge, but is quickly
dispatched by a mysterious man from the future named Trunks. Goku returns a few hours later,
and Trunks tells him that he is the future child of Vegeta and Bulma, and in three years Androids
will arrive and kill everyone. The Androids arrive and overpower Earth’s fighters, but
additionally, a biomechanical Android named Cell arrives and absorbs the Androids, achieving
newfound strength. Gohan defeats Cell after Goku is killed, and everyone that Cell killed is
revived, but Goku chooses to remain in the afterlife.

Story Saga 7 takes place seven years later where Goku is revived, meets his new son
Goten, and participates in the Martial Arts tournament with everyone else. Before the tournament
can finish, a magical being named Majin Buu appears to destroy the Earth. Numerous battles and
the destruction of the Earth later, Goku kills Majin Buu and makes a wish that Majin Buu is

reincarnated as a good person.

The Dragon Ball Manga

The Dragon Ball Z anime adapted Story Saga 4-7 of the Dragon Ball manga. Dragon

10



Ball was published in Weekly Shonen Jump. The manga ran weekly chapters from November
20%, 1984 through May 23, 1995, and what was adapted into the anime Dragon Ball Z started
with chapter 195 (published on October 4™, 1988). As the Dragon Ball manga was released, it
was collected every few months and published as independent volumes or tankobon that are
composed of approximately 12 manga chapters. The first Dragon Ball tankobon was published
in Japan on September 10", 1985, and the last on August 4", 1995.

In 1998, five years after the Japanese completion of the manga and four years after the
Japanese syndication of the anime, American manga publisher and anime distributor Viz Media
began to sell the manga series in North America. Attempting to maximize profit, Viz Media
simultaneously published Dragon Ball and Dragon Ball Z comic books monthly instead of
releasing them as a single, linear story as it was done in Japan (VegettoEX). The release of the
series in this format was cut short in 2003 when Dragon Ball Z became a launch title for the new
U.S. edition of the Shonen Jump magazine. Alongside this monthly manga release, Viz Media
released the series in a graphic novel format similar to the Japanese tankobon. Publication of the
Dragon Ball portion was completed on August 3, 2004, and the Dragon Ball Z portion was

finished on June 6™, 2006.

The Differences between Dragon Ball and Dragon Ball Z
The first half of the series was characterized by cartoonish comedy and fantasy
reminiscent of Dr. Slump, but the second half animated under the title Dragon Ball Z
differentiated itself quickly with a greater emphasis on science-fiction action and violence.
Paralleling the story’s focus on the growth of Goku and later Gohan as they enter adulthood, the
series matures in the way it tackles complex stories and mature themes. As the story progresses a

clear line can be seen, constantly moving away from light-hearted humor and becoming more
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centered on narratives of death and the need to defend the universe from violent embodiments of
evil.

At the beginning of Dragon Ball’s production, Toriyama shifted focus away from
“Western scenery” such as big cities and technology, elements common in his other series, and
instead put in Chinese scenery and paid more homage to influences like martial arts and Jackie
Chan (Toriyama, “2"¢ Round”). Part of this shift from Western influences can also be seen in
how the series represented its martial arts, being a subversion of the popular fighting genre tropes
of the time. Goku is lighthearted and focuses on what is immediately apparent to him, in contrast
to the usual protagonists of the genre who are serious and fight for a broader sense of justice. The
world of Dragon Ball is also cartoonish and has heavily stylized visuals, highlighting the faults
in the gritty realism and inconsistency of things such as power levels and over-the-top
physicality in the narratives. Goku and Krillin, small children with no visible musculature, fight
against stereotypically oversized fighters and win. Manga critic Jason Thompson writes that this
subversion falls into the background as the story turns into a “nearly-pure fighting manga”
(Thompson). The story direction needed to change as the beginning of the manga was not
popular. This was in Story Saga 1 where Goku was searching for the Dragon Balls. Toriyama’s
editors told him that his protagonist was too plain and not relatable, and to remedy this Toriyama
chose to reorient the series and focus on Goku’s training and the martial arts tournaments,
elements that would be seen in the later Story Sagas (Toriyama, “2" Round’’). The story still
retained a lot of comedy that Toriyama was known for, but even this direction changed
eventually and soon Goku and his friends get themselves embroiled in more sinister narratives.
This shift occurs during the Dragon Ball era of the story and stays throughout Dragon Ball Z as

jokes are replaced with fights with ever-growing stakes.
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The early villains were characters who quickly turned to the side of good such as Oolong
and the desert bandit Yamcha, or were cartoonishly evil with goals like using the Dragon Balls
and wishing to be taller. In 1988, this joviality shifted with the appearance of King Piccolo.
Villains were suddenly something to be taken seriously, as almost immediately, series regular
Krillin was killed. This is when the series visibly began to move toward the darker tone that
remained present for the rest of the show’s duration. Instead of the former cartoonish villains, the
story featured pure embodiments of evil who took great pleasure in seeing other people suffer.

In an interview discussing the Dragon Ball, producer Kazuhiko Torishima discusses that
when the King Piccolo portion of the story was adapted into anime, he noticed it was going in a
different direction than he and Toriyama envisioned the series (Barder). Even though the story
had become more serious and oriented on conflict, the anime was still adapting this material in
the cartoonish and comedic style it had done up to that point. Toriyama and Torishima looked to
other producers who worked on more successful anime series, and alongside great staff changes
happening in the animation studio, decided that it would be smart to end the Dragon Ball anime.
They believed it was smart to finish adapting Story Saga 3 and then create a new, rebranded
anime starting with Story Saga 4 that Toriyama was writing at the time. This is where Dragon
Ball Z comes from, with Toriyama telling Torishima that Z is the last letter of the alphabet, that
“nothing comes after this” (Barder). The new series’ animation style was very different from
what Dragon Ball had been up to that point, and along with the series’ new title, Dragon Ball Z
would also get more money for promotion to differentiate itself from its predecessor (Barder).

It is in this longer and darker era of the story that Toriyama ends up replicating many of
the stereotypes that he initially satirized; he creates a world where his characters are pushed into

being more altruistic, hyperviolent, and otherworldly, separate from the governing laws of the
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planet. Toriyama changed the design of Goku by aging him up and moved him away from the
cute proportions that he was known for. Goku became taller and more muscular. These physical
changes are accompanied by the social changes of becoming a father and husband as well.
Dragon Ball Z shares characteristics with Dragon Ball, but more so than the original series it
deals with death and the afterlife. This can be seen by the quick death of Goku and the revelation
that even stronger villains are on their way at the beginning of Story Saga 4. The series further
distinguishes itself from its predecessor as Goku and his allies protect the Universe against a
wide array of villains such as: Frieza, the intergalactic dictator; Cell, the biomechanical Android;

and Majin Buu, the magical manifestation of evil.

How Dragon Ball Z Ended Up on Toonami

Dragon Ball Z did not simply end up on Toonami in 1998 and run smoothly until 2003.
Rather, the series was unable to find a market for many years (Psaros, “Updates”). Different
producers and distributors attempted to bring the series to the West with different ideas of how to
best market it and make it palatable for Western sensibilities, censoring portions while changing
others. In Japan, the series began serialization in Weekly Shonen Jump in November of 1984, and
the anime adaptation began in February of 1986. The jump in time to an adult Goku and its
accompanying shift of tone happened in October of 1988, and just one year later in 1989 the
anime made the same shift to what was retroactively called Dragon Ball Z. Five years later in
1994, Funimation Productions was founded by Gen Fukunaga to produce, merchandise, and
distribute anime in the United States and one of the first anime properties it obtained the license
for was Dragon Ball.

Before Funimation was able to acquire the rights for the series though, Harmony Gold
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obtained the rights and produced a highly Americanized localization of Dragon Ball.? In the late
1980s, the company dubbed the first five episodes of Dragon Ball as pilot episodes and edited
together the first and third movies into an 80-minute special (Duffield 17). In addition to a large
number of general edits, Harmony Gold’s version changes most character names (for example,
Goku becomes ‘Zero,” Krillin is named ‘Bongo,” and Korin is changed to ‘Whispers the Wonder
Cat’). They failed to find an audience and canceled their production in 1990. Moments like those
from the first episode where Goku swims nude and Bulma tries to shoot him with a gun are also
removed, and dialogue is added such as that of Goku stating his tail makes him more attractive.
After Harmony Gold’s failed production, the U.S. broadcasting rights reverted to Toei
Animation, and it was not until 1995 that the newly founded American entertainment company,
Funimation Productions, acquired the license.*

With this license, Funimation’s initial attempt at producing an American version was
released in September of 1995.° Seagull Entertainment handled distribution but was unable to
secure better time slots for the show. As a result of the botched distribution, the release was
canceled after 13 episodes. These episodes were later released to home video by KidMark as
“Dragon Ball: The Saga of Goku.”

The Dragon Ball Z anime ended in Japan in 1996 and Funimation moved toward
adapting this more action-oriented series rather than its predecessor Dragon Ball. This choice

proved effective as viewers enjoyed the combat, and today the fights are one of the series-

3 Harmony Gold is known for combining three different anime series into the Frankensteinian monster that was
Robotech (1998)

4 Toei animation initially told Funimation that they could not have the rights to the series, but Fukunaga’s uncle
Nagafumi Hori, a producer for Toei, convinced them to give the licensing to Funimation (Funimation).

5 BLT Productions helped as well, and Ocean Production provided the voice work, and would later do the same for
the Saban Dragon Ball Z dubbing (“Newbie Guide”).

15



defining characteristics. This production still had its share of editing though, as it was notorious
for editing the first 67 episodes of the series that aired in Japan down into just 53 episodes. Saban
Entertainment co-produced and distributed this attempt at adapting the series and maintained a
lot of control for its direction. They targeted a very young market for Dragon Ball Z, which led
to the editing out of potentially offensive material such as crude humor, excessive violence, and
references to death, spirituality, and sexuality. The first season released on September 13, 1996,
and even though the series was popular enough to be renewed for a second season in 1997, it was
canceled in 1998. This happened in the middle of Story Saga 5, soon after the characters arrived
on Namek. There was a lack of interest from syndication companies as ratings for syndicated
children’s shows were falling (“Pioneer Announces Last). Saban opted to instead focus on
producing original material for the Fox Kids Network and the Fox Family Channel

(Littleton). Had Saban continued production of the series, they would have needed to censor
much more to meet their standards, as the next Story Sagas had increasing amounts of violence
and death.

Following the cancellation at the beginning of 1998, reruns of the 53 episodes began
airing on Cartoon Network’s new programming block Toonami on August 31, 1998.% Toonami
aired Dragon Ball Z and reruns on weekday afternoons at 5 PM ET, Monday through Friday.
These reruns were popular and allowed for Funimation to continue production of new episodes
without Saban (“Newbie Guide”).” This new season on premiered September 13, 1999, and

continued production right where the Saban version left off, in the middle of Story Saga 5.

¢ These episodes would also be later released on VHS and DVD by Pioneer Entertainment until 2004 when their
license ended, allowing Funimation to re-release them, and later provide new voice dubbing.

7 Funimation could not afford to use Ocean Productions for dubbing, so they instead hired local voice talent in the
Texas area where they were based. They also enlisted Faulconer Music Productions to score the music similar to the
synth-based style that Saban introduced in the prior release (“Newbie Guide”).
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The new episodes from Funimation were less censored because the series was airing on
cable where there were fewer restrictions, and because Saban was no longer attempting to market
the series to a young demographic. However, there were still alterations made to cater to Western
sensitivities including removing things with a religious connotation (changing the character Mr.
Satan’s name to Hercule), removing explicitly sexual moments (a character burying their face in
another’s breasts), and removing particularly violent scenes (a character’s head getting cut off).
This production continued until the series’ completion, with the final episode airing on April 7',

2003.

How Toonami Was Different

Dragon Ball Z was not successful solely because it was a strong series that boys liked,
but also because it was syndicated on Toonami. Toonami assisted in the success of the series
because unlike other traditional children’s media platforms, Toonami was “a cultural curator of
cool” (Watson). Toonami was carefully curated, and its lack of budget was made up for with
passion from its producers Sean Akins and Jason DeMarco, who said that “we always felt the
need to knock it out of the park whenever we were given the opportunity because we didn’t
know how many we would get” (Watson). DeMarco additionally recalls speaking at a high
school and kids remarking to him their love for Toonami.

Founded on March 17, 1997, Toonami was an action-oriented programming block on
Cartoon Network, a cable network owned by the Kids, Young Adults, and Classics division of
Warner Bros. Entertainment. Targeting children between the ages of 6 and 14, Toonami ran on
weekday afternoons from 4-6 PM. Dissatistied with the comedy focus that was previously in the
4-6 PM time slot, programming executive Mike Lazzo enlisted Akins and DeMarco to help

create a new block that would better highlight the more teen-oriented action cartoons that the
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network acquired (Watson). They did so by crafting a diverse lineup of Cartoon Roulette (an
animation showcase of different Hanna-Barbera cartoons the network owned), ThunderCats (an
American animated series that originally aired between 1985 and 1989), Voltron (an American
show that localized two Japanese anime series together), and Jonny Quest: The Real Adventures
(an American animated series produced by Hanna-Barbera Productions and Cartoon Network
Studios that was a grittier continuation of previous Jonny Quest series). Giving the block a
unified personality and differentiating it from other programming at the time, a CGI version of
Space Ghost character Moltar hosted Toonami by introducing the shows and segueing between
the programs and promotions for upcoming events and series.® The host role shifted in 1999,
with Toonami Operations Module, or TOM, replacing Moltar.” In September of 1999, soon after
TOM began hosting Toonami, new episodes of Dragon Ball Z began airing alongside other
anime like Sailor Moon, Robotech (1998), and Gundam Wing (2000-2001). These anime with
their more visceral action marked a shift within Toonami and separated the block from its
daytime cartoon counterparts, cementing its identity as a space for both anime and what is cool,
though they are not mutually exclusive.

Toonami’s initial run from 1997-2008 is marked by the passion of its producers; passion
for anime and for the viewers. It was through this care that ideas like long-form serialized
programming and the nuances of anime could be instilled in its viewers, and it is why there exists
such nostalgia and passion today from fans who watched Toonami as a kid. Toonami brought an
overall awareness and sense of respect to media greatly overlooked by American audiences and

producers, and it did so by presenting anime in a cool and fashionable way (“All DBZ

8 At the time, animated parody talk show Space Ghost Coast to Coast (1994-1999) was airing on Cartoon Network,
intended as a reboot of the Space Ghost series, so choosing Moltar to host Toonami was not random.

% This was also when Space Ghost Coast to Coast was ending.
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Toonami”) instead of characterizing the series as goofy (“Dragon Ball Z Saban”). This could be
interpreted as helping to pave the way for the “gross national cool” characterizing Japan in the
late 2000s (McGray). It did this by curating themed marathons such as: “A Month of Miyazaki,”
a month devoted to showcasing Hayao Miyazaki films; “Dragon Ball Chronicles,” an event
where all of the different Dragon Ball series were showcased; and special interactive events
known as Total Immersion Events (TIEs) that explore TOM and the story behind the Toonami
broadcast. Toonami also featured the host giving video game reviews, promos for upcoming
series, and music videos using clips from the shows on Toonami. The shows were not the sole
focus of Toonami, rather, creating a space that encouraged its audience and matched the
changing characteristics of its viewers in the new millennium. Even in Toonami’s last broadcast
on September 20", TOM tells the viewers that “Toonami wouldn’t have been anything without

you.”!?

The Reception of Dragon Ball Z during Its Airing

During Dragon Ball Z’s airing on Toonami, it was marketed as “The greatest action
cartoon ever made” (“Toonami — DBZ”). As the reruns rose in popularity, Funimation began
producing new episodes of the series, and Dragon Ball Z quickly became the star of the Toonami
lineup. It was the first anime mentioned in The Wall Street Journal, called “a violent animated
series,” but was also recognized as being extremely popular with kids (Beatty). Sally Beatty
additionally writes that the show’s season premiere in 1999 “attracted an audience of 1.7 million
households...the largest number in the network’s history.” When questioned for the article,

Funimation president Gen Fukunaga recalls that others questioned if American boys would be

19 Toonami would later be revived in 2012 as a late-night block on Adult Swim.

19



able to follow the intricate stories and changing ages/appearances of its main characters (Beatty).
This complexity and the violence in the series — even though it was “toned down for U.S.
sensibilities” — ended up being two of the more attractive parts of the show (Beatty). The
viewership numbers and merchandising attest to this.

The excitement for Dragon Ball Z as it aired on Toonami was tangible. High viewership
numbers, as well as different merchandise such as action figures, trading cards, apparel, and
video games released almost every year for every console on the market, are evidence of this.
Two years after the series premiere, the season premiere week of September 24™-30" in 2001
that covered the beginning of Story Saga 7 saw Dragon Ball Z as the number one show for four
out of the five weekdays with ratings varying between 2.1 and 2.7 (Macdonald, “Dragon Ball Z
Dominates”). The only other show on Cable TV that attracted more viewers was ESPN’s NFL
coverage on Sunday. Just one year after that in 2002, Dragon Ball Z was the #1 program of the
week on all television with boys 9-14 and men 12-24, jumping from the previous year in ratings
70% and 120% respectively. The Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday broadcasts ranked in the
top 3 programs in all of television with a targeted market of boys 9-14 (Macdonald, “Dragon
Ball Z Tops”). Fukunaga even states that “We anticipated good ratings for the new season, but
having the number one show for our target audience on all cable television is outstanding”
(Macdonald, “Dragon Ball Z Tops”). This season was the completion of Story Saga 7 and the
end of new episodes on Toonami, and these ratings continued until the series ended in 2003. The
series was “continu[ing] to capture Toonami’s largest audience with brand new episodes that
produced double-digit delivery and ratings growth among tween viewers” (Phillips). Dragon
Ball Z was a success and the numbers and excitement from fans were palpable, seen in

merchandise revenue, spin-offs, and schoolyard, internet forum, and convention discussions.
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Children’s Media Before and After Dragon Ball Z

In the 1990s before Dragon Ball Z aired on Toonami, there were still many unique
children’s shows with passionate followings. Children’s television in the time before Dragon
Ball Z was varied, with live-action shows specifically oriented towards children such as Saved by
the Bell (1989-1993) and All That (1994-2005), but children were also watching shows with a
wider appeal such as The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air (1990-1996) and The Nanny (1993-1999). On
the animated front there were a multitude of shows for kids, ranging from more domestic series
such as Rugrats (1991-2004) and Rocko’s Modern Life (1993-1996), and comic book adaptations
like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (1987-1996) and Batman: The Animated Series (1992-1995).
One thing that brings these different shows together is that they are all structured by individual
episodes with individual stories centering on lessons for the main character(s) and the audience
to learn, but there is no connection from one episode to the next. This is the norm for children’s
shows. In the interview for The Wall Street Journal, Gen Fukunaga recalled children’s
programming and licensing executives telling him that “kids in the U.S. wouldn’t have the
attention span” to watch complex stories occur over multiple episodes or seasons (Beatty). From
episode to episode, traditional cartoon characters do not grow, the lessons learned do not carry
over to the next episode, and change is never permanent. This model of children’s television saw
little to no continuity so that new viewers could join at any time without feeling lost, and reruns
could be freely shown.

Dragon Ball Z and some of the other anime that came over around this time disrupted the
norm of every episode being a disconnected story, and instead, character’s actions had
consequences that connected into the next episodes. Another way that these series disrupted the

traditional structure of children’s television is through their portrayals of violence. Violence is
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usually present in the more action-oriented series, but it was often fantastical, but when it was
shown in a more realistic way it was sanitized with the consequences of such violence — blood,
bruising, and even death — implied or left out entirely like in the case of Batman: The Animated
Series. The New York Times raises the question of the new, more visceral violence that anime

(133

like Dragon Ball Z were bringing to the West, stating that “‘anime,’ is influencing domestic
animators, whose new cartoons are often no less violent than — and stylistically similar to — the
cartoons imported from Japan” (Rutenberg). Following Dragon Ball Z, children’s animation in
the West changed and began reflecting the influence of anime in its style, stories, and
representations of violence.

Many American animated series adopted the aesthetics and sensibilities of anime. For
example, Teen Titans (2003-2006), Samurai Jack (2001-2004, 2017), and most notably, Avatar:
The Last Airbender (2005-2008) (Stalberg). These series all have more graphic violence than the
children’s series that used to characterize television before Dragon Ball Z. These new series have
more vivid color and careful construction in their animation and have at least some overarching
narratives that connect the story from one episode to the next. Toonami brought anime like
Dragon Ball Z into the mainstream with its cultural identity intact, and as a result, American

animation began to take risks in the stories they told and used all of the unique tools that

animation offers them to tell those stories.
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CHAPTER 3
MASCULINITIES IN DRAGON BALL Z

All of Dragon Ball Z’s characters begin in different stages of development, but despite
their differences in strength, ability, species, and age, they all end the series promoting a specific
kind of acceptable masculinity. Each character evolves and promotes a masculinity that is fluid
in being both strong and reliable while still sensitive and collaborative. My analysis looks at the
gender climate and stereotypes at play in the world of Dragon Ball Z, and exactly how these
characters come to the acceptable masculinity they leave the series with. I use my personal
understanding of the series and its characters as well as the theories of other scholars to look at
the series in addition to the central characters. I examine all aspects of the characters, ranging
from their visual representations to their behavior and their relationships with other characters.
Doing so distinguishes what the series frames as admirable masculinities, and the masculinities
that it frames as needing growth. The different masculinities exhibited by the characters
negotiate with the hegemonic ideal in their own ways, ultimately reaffirming the central

characters of Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta’s journey to a more sensitive masculinity.

Gender Performativity and Masculinity at the Time of Release
The representations of gender and masculinity in Dragon Ball Z are not consistent. The
different characters embody different worldviews and behaviors, in turn influencing the different
ways they perform masculinity. Goku has a limited worldview where he struggles to look past
his selfish desire to fight strong opponents; Vegeta wants to defeat Goku and prove his
supremacy as a Saiyan to the Universe; Gohan initially struggles to find his purpose in society as
he wants to satisfy the contrasting wishes of his father and mother. Other side characters

similarly express a diverse range of masculinities that sometimes work cohesively in satisfying
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hegemonic norms, but at other times, different areas of this hegemony are subverted. Ox-King is
a gargantuan figure, something not tied with the softness he exhibits for his family, and Krillin is
small and odd-looking, traits not typically associated with the strength he demonstrates. These
characters’ masculinities are also not static, as they each evolve throughout the series.

Using Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, I can best analyze the diverse array
of masculinity that the characters in Dragon Ball Z negotiate with throughout the length of the
series. Butler observes gender to be constructed through consistent and repetitive performances
where identity does not dictate the performance, but rather the identity of the individual is
directed by the performance itself (Gender Trouble 191). These performances can be contrasting
and even contradictory from one another, and these differentiations in consistency can reinforce
a strong gender performance or an unstable one. These performances that humans engage in
where they play into the different social expectations of gender such as dress and behavior, do
not stem from an internal reality of someone. Instead, the perception of one as a man or woman
comes from the habitual performance of normative masculinities and femininities. Butler
understands gender as a construction that operates under the rule of dominant social norms, and
meaning is only legitimated through repetition. The goal of these performances, under the
direction of them making up the status quo, is “the strategic aim of maintaining gender within its
binary frame” (Gender Trouble 191). The whole of this rigid framework is nothing without the
individual people operating within it, and those parts know nothing other than the larger social
system that they and their gender utterances constitute.

For Butler, performances of gender are not knowingly a product of the individual,
instead, the individual acts at the whim of consistent social conditioning as to what should be

expected of them, how they fit into the hegemonic norms. These norms are not solid though.
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They shift along with where socio-cultural norms are heading and as they shift, there is space for
individuals to crack open what is considered normal. This is done through subversive action that
troubles the strict binary frame that Butler discusses. Butler writes that:
Gender reality is created through sustained social performances mean[ing] that the very
notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity are also
constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative character and the
performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations outside the restricting
frames of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality. (Gender Trouble 192)
These gender performances and their signifiers are both conscious and unconscious efforts.
People collectively construct the system of patriarchal ideology where heterosexuality is
compulsory, and women are expected to find their value in what they offer to men. Masculine
domination pervades in this system, and everyone is forced to abide by an essential masculine or
feminine. This is the system that Dragon Ball Z props up as the men of the series give credence
to the ideal manhood while the women live in the background of domesticity. The only way to
escape this system is through the subversive gender performances that Butler theorizes.
Subversive gender performances will still always be framed through the lens of the
hegemony though, and performances of a new masculinity are going to always be done in
relation to hegemonic masculinity. Connell and Messerschmidt write that hegemonic masculinity
has been “understood as the pattern of practice (i.e., things done, not just a set of role
expectations or an identity) that allowed men’s dominance over women to continue” (832).
Manhood is derived from expectations of practice, and these expectations are socially
constructed, so they change in tandem to societal shifts. Jack Halberstam writes that the
hegemonic masculinity that boys position themselves against or within is constructed from
anxiety concerning its legitimacy, stating:

while normative masculinity depicts itself quite simply as real masculinity, it
simultaneously exhibits some anxiety about the status of its own realness: male
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masculinity as an identity seems to demand authentication: am I real? Is my masculinity

real? The fact that male masculinity of all kinds seem to require recognition of some kind

also has the counterintuitive effect of marking their instability and their distance from the

real. (353)

Masculinity is not a solid idea, but a concept reified through performance, and the performance
granting men the most dominant position in society is the hegemonically masculine one. This is
the masculinity that adapts to changing societal status quos to ensure men’s dominant position in
society, and this is the masculinity that exists in the background of Dragon Ball Z. Goku, Gohan,
and Vegeta, as men, were expected to lead and fight, and as their position is questioned
throughout the story, they adapt, and become men who protect and empathize.

Gender performances revolve around hegemony, and in the United States, this hegemony
serves to benefit the masculine. Specifically, a very closed-off, emotionally stoic, and assertive
interpretation of masculinity. Mike Donaldson writes that hegemony regulates what should be
considered normal, that it “is the way that the ruling class establishes and maintains its
domination” (644). This hegemony is maintained through a culturally idealized form of being,
consistently replicated through media and social institutions that make it appear normal and
natural. The culturally idealized form of hegemonic masculinity requires that all boys and men
position themselves in relation to it, reinforcing the idea that it is “a personal and collective
project...anxiety-provoking...contradictory...and socially sustained” (645). In media, unless it is
a largely subversive text, hegemonic masculinity is the norm and the values associated with it
such as leadership and determination are both embodied and “naturalised in the form of the hero”
(646). Dragon Ball Z is one of these texts. It was subversive when it was released in that it did
not subscribe to the typical tropes for shonen heroes, but the subversion it maintained still placed

it within acceptable masculinity. Goku’s childlike behavior does not see the same level of respect

that composed heroes normally maintain, but through his heroic actions in protecting the
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Universe, the flaws in his masculinity are overlooked by other characters and viewers.

While the series was releasing on Toonami, masculinity was changing at a rapid pace and
as a result, the media representations of men and boys were inconsistent.!! There was a turn
away from “rugged, aggressive and determined fighters,” in favor of a more sensitive new
articulation of manhood (Kac-Vergne 13). This manhood is most visible in concepts such as
nurturant fathers, emotionality, and selflessness. There was no clear and easy transition between
the hardened masculinity of the past and the new, softer masculinity though. Instead, there was a
confusing mixture of persons holding onto the hypermasculinity of the past, the new more
thoughtful and emotional men, and those floating in between, unsure of themselves and the
world around them. Media of this period was forced to reckon with these differing conceptions
of masculinity, and Dragon Ball Z and Akira Toriyama were no exception. On its face, the story
reiterates ideas of the stunted hypermasculinity of the 80s seen in films such as Commando
(1985) and Die Hard (1988) with characters trying to outmuscle each other. Below the surface
with the development of Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta, Dragon Ball Z is a strong representation of
this transition into this new era of masculinity where men are called upon to be understanding
and concerned with the community around them.

Masculinity in the 90s was unstable and full of contradictions. I use Brent Malin’s
research on American masculinity in this period to better understand exactly what Dragon Ball
Z’s representations of manhood were framed against. The American shift of masculinity was

seen as a “crisis of masculinity,” where the traditional identity of men as tough heroes was

' Japan underwent similar disruptions in hegemonic masculinity, but this thesis focuses on the American reception.
Susan Napier writes that the Japanese Recession of 1989 helped lead “to serious rifts in the social fabric” (119).
Though not the same as the hypermasculinity of America, Japanese masculinity was similarly entrenched in
tradition and patriarchy. The period following the recession saw “both men and women increasingly question[ing]
their assigned roles in society” and ultimately “Japanese men [found] a more nuanced masculine identity” (119-
120).
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questioned in a way unlike before (7). A visible figure of this transition is Bill Clinton who was
able to exhibit contradictory versions of masculinity. Masculinity is a performance that has been
continually upheld by historic gender conventions, and once these conventions were questioned,
the traditionally unmarked identity of manhood became marked, men were pushed to respond.
According to Malin, “Clinton’s masculinity was thoroughly conflicted—embracing a kind of
new, sensitive, nontraditional masculinity at the same time that it sought to demonstrate a
powerful, thoroughly established sense of ‘real American manhood’” (7). This transitionary
period of hegemonic masculinity could also be seen in the mythopoetic men’s movement and
was also reinforced through other media. Advertising in the decade saw men in more provocative
and vulnerable positions, seen through Bruce Weber’s Calvin Klein advertisements (Prisco). Pop
culture was similarly embracing this transitionary period as the action cinema stars of the 80s
were now participating in less traditionally masculine roles, such as Arnold Schwarzenegger in
Junior (1994) and Jingle All the Way (1996).

This decade revealed masculinity as more complex than before, and to keep up with this
shifting that would come in the next few decades, men were called on to embrace their
sensitivity. Media texts reflected this shifting masculinity, and animation was able to do so in a
way that live-action could not. Animation allows the identification with fluid subjects that can
“transcend any fixed subjectivity” (Napier 121). This was the period of Dragon Ball Z’s release,
and Toriyama was exploring these new manhoods with his characters and their evolving
masculine ideas. As a result, there are just as many articulations of masculinity within Dragon
Ball 7 as there are viewers looking at the text to find an understanding of their own identity and
sense of manhood. Viewers seeking affirmation in their harder, emotionless masculinity looked

towards Vegeta and Piccolo; those unsure of their masculine position could identify with Goku’s
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development; those familiar with a softer and sensitive masculinity were confirmed by Gohan
and Krillin.
Gender Dynamics at Play in the World of Dragon Ball Z

The world of Dragon Ball Z looks a lot like our world: fitting the hegemonic gender
roles, men are the dominant subjects controlling the story, and women are relegated to
domesticity or forgotten about completely. The characters generally do not participate in the
busy parts of society, instead, they live off in their own isolated homes, only venturing to the
cities to try and stop villains from destroying the urban areas. The few moments that these cities
are shown, they resemble the same gender hierarchies and stereotypes of our world. In Story
Saga 7, Gohan goes to high school. Here Gohan meets guys his own age who are less focused on
academics and more so on hitting on girls, and the girls he meets are interested in boys and
shopping. The one exception to this rule is Videl, the girl Gohan meets at school who also fights
and tries to stop crime, but quickly her powers are seen as incomparable to Gohan and the others,
and ultimately fades away into the background. !?

It is through the resemblance of Dragon Ball Z’s world to the worlds seen in traditional
Western media that the series’ representation of gender can resonate so much, and that the
nuances of relationships, upbringings, and worldviews can be seen. These peculiarities in
Dragon Ball Z are what I will analyze because, as Susan Napier writes, they help viewers to
explore familiar issues “in surprisingly complex ways...stimulating audiences to work through
certain contemporary issues in ways that older art forms cannot” (4). The hegemonic ideal of

masculinity is always being negotiated with at a societal level and an individual level, and the

12 Later Videl becomes Gohan’s wife and the mother of his children, reinforcing the trope that the only narrative
place for women in the series is in domestic motherly roles.
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world and characters of Dragon Ball Z mirror this. The narrative of the series leads to the
characters of Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta reckoning with their preconceived notions of themselves
and the world around them. At the end of the series, they understand the positions they need to
fill to find self-fulfillment while also taking care of the world around them, and those in it that
are meaningful to them.

The world of Dragon Ball Z greatly resembles that of the ‘festival’ or ‘matsuri’ mode of
anime that Susan Napier writes of. This mode embodies “a kind of controlled chaos, spirit of
anarchy that offers brief playful respite from conformity...allow[ing] for experimentation,
fluidity, transformation” (30-31). Though the world appears rigid, the story that takes place in it
is one where multiple identities, norms, and beliefs can all be challenged, and alternative
conceptions of masculinity can be explored. The main characters travel to Piccolo’s homeworld
of Namek in Story Saga 5 where they meet his species known as Namekians, a mono gender
species that reproduce asexually; characters go through different transformations like the Saiyan
transformation into a Great Ape or Super Saiyan; Krillin can have a child with one of the
Androids, Android 18; characters like Goten and Trunks can fuse together.'? Identity is not
static; rather, it changes as the environment of Dragon Ball Z shifts due to new universal threats
and the growth of its protagonists.

In the matsuri mode, Gohan’s inner conflict is represented by visual, external challenges
that he must struggle through. For the majority of Dragon Ball Z, Gohan is pinned between
conflicting wishes for him from both his parents and what is needed from him in the story. The

world is chaotic, but for so long Gohan’s role in this world is controlled by these conflicting

13 Goten and Trunks temporarily fuse with each other through a fusion dance technique, Goku and Vegeta
temporarily fuse together with Potara earrings, Namekians can permanently fuse with other Namekians, etc.
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ideas for him. Gohan is pushed into fighting and training when the story needs it, and not
through pure desire like Goku. Gohan is kidnapped by Piccolo to train after Goku dies in Story
Saga 4; in Story Saga 5 Gohan feels it is his imperative to go to Namek to revive everyone with
the Namekian Dragon Balls; in Story Saga 6 Chi-Chi pushes Gohan into scholarly pursuits, but
when Goku returns they train and fight the Androids and Cell. It is only after the defeat of Cell
that Gohan realizes his individuality. In a traditional world without aliens or genocidal Androids,
Gohan’s story could be similarly complex but harder to depict in visually capturing ways. These
visuals of Dragon Ball Z help illustrate Gohan’s journey of self-identity and his
conceptualization of masculinity. The anime visuals and the matsuri mode additionally make the
other Dragon Ball Z characters’ respective journeys and masculinities that much easier to
distinguish from one another, as well as find commonality between them.

These transformations that the characters undergo give the characters’ ideological
evolutions and self-conceptualizations a physical form. Napier writes that “animation’s emphasis
on metamorphosis can be seen as an ideal artistic vehicle for expressing postmodern obsession
with fluctuating identity” as it can challenge conceptions around the body, destabilizing the harsh
lines that exist between binaries like masculine and feminine (12). These transformations exist in
the story as a vehicle for characters like Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta to meet the challenge that has
been put forward by the villains challenging them, while at the same time visually capturing the
struggle and training that they underwent for so long. The Super Saiyan transformations that
Goku, Gohan, Vegeta, Trunks, and Goten have access to transform them into an advanced form
that taps into their races’ strength, and there are multiple forms such as Super Saiyan 2 and Super
Saiyan 3. These transformations are brought forward by great emotional strife and through these

transformations, the characters represent the idea that there is not a fixed sense of masculinity.
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The body and the mind are not stable, rather they are transient, subject to the whim of the
individual as well as the sociocultural world they exist in. The first transformation that is seen in
the series is that of the Great Ape transformation of Goku, Vegeta, and Gohan. The
transformation is powerful and makes the character unable to control their actions. The
destruction and barbarism that is seen from these transformations are shocking, and in the
conflict between Goku and Vegeta in Story Saga 4, both Goku and the audience learn that it was
this transformation from Goku as a child that killed his adoptive grandfather. Goku lost the
ability to transform in Dragon Ball with the removal of his tail, and in this confrontation with
Vegeta, both Gohan and Vegeta have their tails cut off so they are unable to transform in the
future. Through a symbolic castration of their phallic tails, and with the destruction of the
alluring, sometimes erotic glow of the full moon, these characters lack the power that they once
had. They find similar strength in the Super Saiyan transformations that are later introduced in
Story Saga 5, but these new transformations illustrate a new control over their powers. In the
hegemonic system, power should be used responsibly, and the unrestrained animalistic energy of
the past is no longer acceptable.

Similar transformations like the fusions seen in the Story Saga 7 (Goku and Vegeta fuse
into Vegito, Goten and Trunks fuse into Gotenks) express fluid and transient ideas regarding
identity, especially as they are used to confront the “grotesque, alluring, memorable”
transforming bodies of the villains (Napier 37). Dragon Ball Z has its main characters all connect
with and construct their new masculinity throughout the series, but at the same time, Akira
Toriyama shows these ideas of gender as not being solid. Instead, these gender ideas are personal
performances created by the characters to make sense of their place in a world that is equally

unstable.
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An element of Dragon Ball Z that heavily characterizes where different characters
establish their sense of masculinity is that of the father-son and teacher-student relationships. The
father-son relationships between Goku-Gohan and Vegeta-Trunks are strained continually
through the series, matching what Mike Donaldson writes about a father’s role in hegemonic
masculinity. Donaldson writes that “most men have an exceptionally impoverished idea about
what fatherhood involves...in hegemonic masculinity, fathers do not have the capacity or the skill
or the need to care for children...nurturant and caregiving behavior is simply not manly” (648).
Goku’s strong and nurturing adoptive grandfather passed away at an early age. Following this,
Goku’s understanding of families and the world are filtered through different mentors who, more
than mentoring Goku about how to be a responsible man, father, husband, instead taught him
martial arts. From Gohan’s perspective, the relationship with Goku is strained, as it revolves
entirely around Goku’s desire to train Gohan to fight, leading Gohan into life-threatening
situations. Gohan only knows his father as absent, but the relationship is somewhat remediated
following the fight with Cell. Goku’s seven-year-long absence comes as a conscious decision
from himself to protect his family from the threats that his presence has brought for so long,
reflecting a development of his character. This portion of the story additionally saw Gohan
develop into his masculinity as well, which can be seen in the confidence of his Great Saiyaman
persona.

Vegeta’s father, the king of all Saiyans, was murdered by Frieza at an early age and
Vegeta was left to learn through this lack. As a result, he often overcompensated emotions like
pride and determination, believing that as the Saiyan Prince he needed to carry on the legacy of
all Saiyans. Vegeta’s relationship with Trunks also carries this weight as Vegeta wants Trunks to

embody that same Saiyan spirit. Vegeta refuses to acknowledge his son unless Trunks surpasses
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him in strength, at which point he resents his son. This resentment lasts until the end of the series
when Vegeta learns to value the family and friends around him. According to Donaldson,
because fathers do not learn to care for their children, children in turn “have abstract and
impersonal relations with their fathers” (648-649). Gohan’ and Trunks’ relationships with their
fathers certainly represent this failed father-son relationship; they live in the shadows of their
fathers while trying to find their places in the world. Men and fathers are products of the society
that they live in, and historically, normative masculinity did not value traits such as compassion,
in men for so long, but rather strength and detachedness. The 90s saw these ideas questioned,
and there was a visible move in a understanding direction, something evidenced by the men in
Dragon Ball Z who evolve into more empathetic and nurturing figures. The characters, as they
were put through numerous existential struggles by the series’ villains, moved away from
restrictive conceptions of manhood, becoming figures who understand the value of emotionality.
Dragon Ball Z shows masculinity “as far more complex than a simple one-note
manliness,” to return to Napier’s reading, because the characters “seem to be searching for ways
to integrate some of the best aspects of masculinity — such as the protection of the innocent — into
a new, harsher environment” (144). These characters are trying to negotiate their shifting notions
of masculinity in their changing world while doing their best to stay true to themselves (while
also figuring out what exactly that personal identity may be). The characters of Dragon Ball Z
live in a world that is increasingly difficult to live in, constantly in danger at the hands of
genocidal villains. They physically struggle against these villains, and they struggle to maintain
their status in the world. Characters in the world of Dragon Ball Z excused the emotional
immaturity of Goku and Vegeta because that was just who the heroes were. Their actions were

not questioned because what mattered was that they saved the world. As the story progressed
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though, the effects of their immaturity and selfishness become visible, and they are confronted
with two choices: they can accept their responsibility as defenders of the Universe, grow
emotionally, and work to no longer hurt those around them, or they can strengthen their
attachment to the short-sighted masculinity that they have held for so long. To return to Napier,
these characters must “learn to be strong yet compassionate, to formulate and commit to a
purposeful life that accepts both the errors and triumphs of the past as well as a future that
encompasses both” (145). Whereas Goku and Vegeta were forced to reckon with their previous
selfish behaviors to establish newer conceptions of altruistic masculinity, Gohan began the series
as a blank canvas. Gohan was much like the viewer who was still developing their own
understanding of masculinity, and he eventually realizes his own manhood, one that is influenced

by the different displays of masculinity from everyone else in the story.

Goku and the Acceptance of a New Masculinity

Goku is a limited character. He does not strategize and does not consider what his friends
or family think of his actions. Goku relies and only focuses on what he knows, which is fighting.
This hyperfocus changes as the story progresses though, as Goku sees the effects his actions
have. Goku shows selflessness after being killed by Cell in Story Saga 6: he requests not to be
revived, believing that he is the one putting Earth in danger. This act of staying away from Earth
came after Goku’s development through Dragon Ball Z, specifically in seeing the struggle
Gohan was in as Goku pushed him to fight Cell. Goku sees the fault in his actions as Piccolo
points out Gohan’s anguish. Piccolo yells to Goku “Do you want to know what he’s thinking?
He’s not thinking about strength or competition. He’s wondering why his father is standing there
letting him die!”” Goku understands in this moment that if he wants to protect and respect those

around him, he must change. I argue that throughout the series the flaws of Goku’s masculinity
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are revealed, and through seeing the impact it has on everyone around him, Goku matures into a
responsible character who performs a more sensitive masculinity.

Visually, Goku is very simple. He begins Dragon Ball Z off softer with more rounded
features and he wears his traditional orange gi. The orange here symbolizes his overflowing
energy, sense of adventure, and vitality (Morton 34).'* Goku’s character is also visually defined
by his large musculature, but at the beginning of Dragon Ball Z, his muscles are less clear and
more rounded (see Fig. 1) than the rigid lines that come to define him later in the series (see Fig.
2). Another defining visual characteristic of Goku is his long and sharp hair. Goku is easy-going,
but his hair contrasts this, symbolizing his uncontrollable tendencies as well as his untapped
energy. As the series moves forward, Goku’s musculature becomes more defined and by the time

he ends up fighting Frieza and Cell, he is a much more solid figure with bulging muscles.

Figure 1: Goku at beginning of the series. Figure 2: Goku in his Super Saiyan 3 form.

14 Characters such as Krillin and Yamcha also wear this orange gi, but these ideas are more solidly embedded in
Goku than they are in other characters. Goku’s character is greatly defined by these traits while the other characters
exhibit greater senses of reservation in the face of danger that Goku thrives in.
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This period also sees the introduction of the Super Saiyan form, where Goku’s hair stands
much taller and yellowish-golden, his eyes become blue, and he has a golden aura that matches
his hair. On one hand, this hair color can symbolize enlightenment, that Goku has tapped into the
essence of his Saiyan warrior genes and ascended beyond his previous restrictions (Morton 32).
On the other hand, it could also be perceived as a symbol of danger for those who oppose him as
it is also a color typically used as a symbol for caution (Morton 33). Later in the series, further
Super Saiyan transformations are unlocked, sharing the same yellow-golden color, and
additionally elongate the hair and swell the muscles. Despite the purity seen in this golden
coloring, Goku as well as the other fighters in the series end every conflict bloodied and beaten,
clothes torn, and sometimes limbs broken or missing entirely. They call to mind Yvonne
Tasker’s idea of the action of cinema, where the action heroes have “the boundaries of [their]
body...are repeatedly violated, penetrated in a variety of ways” (39). This narrative practice
upholds these characters as heroes, demonstrating their self-sufficiency with violent suffering
that they must triumph over. Much of the sense of masculine reliability and strength comes from
just how much these characters can endure and the violent monsters they can overcome. There is
a certain masochism at play here in that they derive great pleasure from their fights.!®> The
masculine violence that the characters enact on each other is justified because they are also
protecting the world. These fights are done out of selfishness, and while everyone in the
Universe is defended, the characters closest to the heroes must watch in fear over and over again
as their loved ones are brought to the brink of death or are outright killed only to later be

resurrected.

15 This sense of masculinity could be defined as a ‘toxic masculinity,” where there is an emphasis on the
normalization of violence in addition to concepts such as self-reliance and emotional repression (Harrington).
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Goku visually defines the hypermasculine figure, where masculine stereotypes are
exaggerated and all attention is placed on strength and aggression, and he continually meets this
image in his performance. Butler writes that gender is “instituted in an exterior space through a
stylized repetition of acts,” that gender “is produced through the stylization of the body and,
hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles
of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gender selt” (Gender Trouble 191). Goku
defines the status quo of masculinity in Dragon Ball Z, and this illusion of gender the series
creates through him are what characters such Vegeta and Gohan formulate and perform their
masculinity against.

In her discussion of anime, Susan Napier discusses the idea of puer aeterna, characters
that are “young men who are not yet willing to engage with society” (125). These characters live
forever young and have the emotional maturity of a child. They seek independence and freedom
as opposed to limitations and structure. Goku in Dragon Ball Z is the embodiment of this
character type, simple-minded. When Goku is not cartoonishly eating massive amounts of food,
he is training, fighting, or trying to convince Chi-Chi that he needs to go train or fight. What
Goku does and represents does not equate to the masculinity of any real man living when the
series was released, but “despite this, these models still express widespread ideals, fantasies, and
desires” (Connell and Messerschmidt 838). Goku does not participate in the real society that
viewers live in, but regardless, he still serves as a vehicle for the ideology that men hold in their
everyday life. A part of the hegemonic masculinity that Dragon Ball Z constructs that is so
defining for Goku and the world around him is his relationship to responsibility.

Goku does not understand responsibility. Alongside the childlike temperament that Susan

Napier describes, he is also irrational, unaware of the depth of responsibility that he holds as a
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defender of Earth. Goku understands that he needs to fight the bad guys, but he does so in a way
that benefits him first instead of the people of Earth.!® Even Vegeta, someone who has killed
numerous civilians and Goku’s allies, Goku spares. Goku believes that Vegeta has the potential
to find goodness in his heart. Goku tells Krillin not to kill Vegeta, saying “Show him what it
means to be merciful...I know it seems like justice, but it’s not right.” This philosophy is
admirable, but it is ultimately a dodging of his responsibility, something that he does continually
throughout the series. Goku attempts the same thing with Frieza later, only for Frieza to survive
and go to Earth seeking revenge. The strategy of showing an enemy mercy so that they can
become good worked previously with Yamcha, Tien, and Piccolo, so Goku believes that any
villain has the potential to turn around. This speaks to Goku’s great amount of privilege as the
strongest character in the Universe and as a uniquely masculine figure. Goku can disregard the
responsibility he holds as the protector of the Universe, and instead selfishly focus on the value
that someone can offer him, even if that person is attempting to destroy that Universe.

The masculinity Goku performs is the hegemonic ideal, as him being the main character,
he “embodies the currently most honored way of being a man,” and every character and audience
member positions their masculinity to it (Connell and Messerschmidt 832). But as the hegemonic
ideal of masculinity shifted during the series’ production in favor of nuanced gender, Goku’s
representation of the ideal shifted, and so did his position as the protagonist. Goku moved to the

background in favor of Gohan, and at the same time that Gohan’s newer masculinity emerged

16 According to Jason Thompson, Goku broke the trend of “manly, built heroes” that characterized shonen manga,
and Toriyama “started a trend towards cartoonishness that continues to this day” (Thompson). Goku would soon
become the new normal though, and would be pushed against or parodied, like in the series One Punch Man (2009-)
where the protagonist defeats everything with one punch.
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and received the spotlight in the story, Goku’s masculinity was in crisis.!” Goku was put into the
situation where he needed to position himself and his masculine ideal against that of his son. It
was at this point, near the end of Story Saga 6, that Goku sees the position that he has continually

put Gohan in, and begins to develop himself and his masculinity to value compassion and care.

Vegeta and the Struggle to Reject Toxic Masculinity

Like Goku, Vegeta undergoes a journey, but his is from extreme villainy and toxic
masculinity to acceptance. Vegeta’s initial masculinity, unlike Goku’s, is not normative and is
instead framed as extremely harmful, both to himself and everyone around him. Vegeta matches
the idea of toxic masculinity which is a “militarized, authoritarian masculinity,” where there
exists a “constant need [for boys/men] to prove their manhood” (Harrington). Vegeta’s whole
role in the series is to serve as a contrast to Goku at almost all points in the story, both
thematically and visually. Vegeta began the series as evil, intent on finding the Dragon Balls to
wish for immortality. He shows no hesitation or remorse when he slaughters his failed
subordinate Nappa and countless Namekians. Vegeta is characteristically villainous, only
showing emotions like rage, determination, and disgust. Vegeta maintains little to no relationship
with his son Trunks and spends little time with his partner Bulma. Like Goku, Vegeta instead
spends all of his time fighting or training. Unlike Goku who pursues shallow fulfillment of his
need to fight, Vegeta pursues ultimate perfection, surpassing his rival. I argue that Vegeta’s toxic
masculinity characterized by his evil and selfish nature are more of a narrative focus, and
through the story he achieves redemption, turning into a selflessly masculine character who

sacrifices himself for his son.

17 Goku quickly returned to protagonist status in the second half of Story Saga 7, and in the sequel series Dragon
Ball GT (2003-2005) and Dragon Ball Super (2017-2019). Goku would remain protagonist with Vegeta as a
secondary protagonist in Dragon Ball Super and Gohan would become a supporting character.
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Visually, Vegeta resembles Goku as both share similar musculature and black, energetic
hair. Both also evolve from softer figures to sharper lines as the series progresses (see Fig 3).
Vegeta’s introduction tries to subvert traditional notions of strength equating to size, as the other
Saiyan that Vegeta comes to Earth with, Nappa, is the larger and more hulking figure while
Vegeta is smaller (see Fig 4). Vegeta also wears a dark blue, almost purple that appears
unnerving when compared to the bright orange of Goku’s gi. Vegeta is also is framed by more
purples as his energy attacks are purple and the smoke coming off of them is purple. This purple
theme follows him throughout the series, symbolizing pride, royalty, as well as arrogance,
perfectly encapsulating Vegeta’s character and his royalty as the Saiyan prince (Morton 26).
Another link to Vegeta’s high status as Saiyan royalty are his gloves, which represent the wearer

wanting to remain clean, and for Vegeta, represents his desire to keep the Saiyan race pure.

Figure 3: Vegeta at the end of the series. Figure 4: Vegeta and Nappa at beginning of the
series.

Vegeta is obsessed with two things: his pride as a Saiyan, and surpassing Goku. Vegeta

desires strength and to hold the weight of what the entire Saiyan race represents on his shoulders.
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The Saiyans were a warrior race seeking to be the strongest in the Universe. Seeing this as a
threat to his tyrannical reign, Frieza destroyed the planet and all Saiyans, leaving some like
Vegeta alive to serve under him. Instead of fearing further persecution and abandoning his
heritage, Vegeta instead resented Frieza and let his pride grow to the point where it is in Dragon
Ball Z where he constantly brings up Saiyan pride in every confrontation. The way Vegeta goes
about trying to bring his vision of what Saiyans should be is characteristically hypermasculine.
He views Goku’s approach to combat as too merciful and instead goes in the opposite direction
of being a ruthless killer. There is slippage in this though, and Vegeta loses himself in the
moments of combat, thanks to his rage and passion for battle. This can be seen in Story Saga 6
when Vegeta allowing Cell to achieve his Perfect, more powerful form so that Vegeta can be
pushed even harder, and when he gleefully rips the arms off of another Android.

Vegeta benefits from living in a society that values achievements rather than the damage
someone has caused, and as a result, it takes him the longest amount of time to realize a sensitive
masculinity. Vegeta is cruel, but his behavior is excused as “men’s behavior is reified with
concepts of masculinity, [becoming] the explanation (and excuse) for their own behavior”
(Connell and Messerschmidt 840). Vegeta’s masculinity is not normative in the Dragon Ball Z
world, but it is still accepted to keep him as an ally instead of an enemy. Bulma, who has seen
first-hand the damage Vegeta caused in the past, as she saw the innocent Namekians he
slaughtered in Story Saga 5, is the first to accept him in Story Saga 6. She pampers him on Earth,
saying “He’s used to getting what he wants. He’s like a spoiled little kid.” As long as Vegeta can
help defeat the villains, he is accepted. Even with this in mind though, the other villain characters
that Goku turned in Dragon Ball — Piccolo, Tien, and Yamcha — all become much more well-

rounded figures who do more protecting than fighting by Story Saga 4 where Vegeta does not
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until Story Saga 7. Though they are somewhat emotionless like Vegeta, they refrain from the
glee that Vegeta maintains when beating up an opponent, which can be seen in Vegeta’s grins
and hearty laughs.

The central relationship in Vegeta’s life is his familial relationships with his son Trunks
and his wife Bulma. Vegeta and Bulma were not explicitly together when Bulma became
pregnant with Trunks, and up to the point that they get married after the defeat of Cell and much
of the time afterward, the relationship is very one-sided. Following the fight against Frieza on
Namek, Vegeta had nowhere to go and Bulma showed him affection, offering to let him stay
with her at her family’s home which he reluctantly accepted. Eventually, Vegeta responded to
Bulma’s affection and the two conceived Trunks, but Vegeta shows indifference to his family by
going off into space to train. It is only when Future Trunks is killed by Cell in Story Saga 6 that
Vegeta resolves to be more present for his family. He does so, but it is still always filtered
through his cold and emotionless demeanor, and his toxic masculinity soon returns.

The moment in Dragon Ball Z where Vegeta overcomes this damaging masculinity is the
same time that he succumbs to the most toxic aspects of it. Vegeta’s coldness and cruelty are
heightened when he permitted Babidi, the one controlling Majin Buu, to awaken the evil within
himself in Story Saga 7. Vegeta believed that doing so would help him reach a Saiyan’s true
potential. Vegeta kills people to grab Goku’s attention, and in their confrontation, he states “I
have a Saiyan heart that depends on strength alone, [Trunks and Bulma] mean nothing to me!”
Despite him succumbing to toxic masculinity, Vegeta still loses to Goku. Later, as Goku and
Gohan have both been defeated by Majin Buu, Vegeta finds his moment of redemption. Vegeta
looks to Trunks and says, “I always wanted to make you a tougher man,” and hugs him, making

his son blush. Vegeta then knocks out Goten and Trunks so they will not see what he is about to
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do and entrusts them to Piccolo and Krillin. Piccolo expresses shock to Krillin, that “Vegeta is
going to be fighting on behalf of someone other than himself.” Vegeta sacrifices himself to
defeat Majin Buu, and though he was not successful, he was now a changed person who
understood the value of selflessness and the family he was pushing out of his life. The
masculinity of Vegeta’s past was incompatible with the world he wanted to live in, and even
though his past was constructed from violence and murder, it was looked over by his friends and
family. The past was no longer a relevant aspect of Vegeta’s character, instead, he was working
to protect the Dragon Ball Z world. Dragon Ball Z is not concerned with the issues that arise
from toxic masculinities of the past that normalize violence and emotional repression. Rather, the

series is centered on what new masculinities can look like and bring about for its characters.

Gohan and the Creation of the New Masculinity

Gohan is the most complex individual of the three characters as he initially serves as
somewhat of a blank canvas for audiences to relate to and experience the world through. Gohan,
like many children unsure of their place in the world, struggles to find his identity while living in
a world where what his father and mother each want for him seems to conflict with his desires.
As Dragon Ball Z went through its five-year run, Gohan grew up alongside the viewers.
Throughout the series Gohan grows both physically and mentally, becoming much stronger and
forms an understanding of the world and himself along the way. Unfortunately, Gohan’s
maturation and these understandings of the world do not come from his interactions with the
world and its people, but from his limited exposure to the only people knows, fighters. The
continually absent and simple-minded father Goku, the overbearing and manic mother Chi-Chi,
the tough and critical ‘Uncle’ figure of Vegeta, and the side characters who all know Gohan as

Goku’s son, all influence Gohan with their belief of what he should become. It is these
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characters’ best aspects that Gohan chooses to adopt and forge into his new masculinity, one that
understands the importance of collaboration, sensitivity, and empathy. Gohan soon adopts this
new masculinity and pushes forward Goku and Vegeta into adopting their own more
compassionate masculinities.

At the beginning of Dragon Ball Z when Gohan is only four years old, the most notable
things about him are that he is gentle and cares for animals. He pets a turtle and acts shyly when
Goku introduces him to Master Roshi and his other friends (see Fig 5). Goku mentions that he is
not training Gohan because Chi-Chi wants him to study and avoid danger as Goku has done for
so long. Raditz appears and kidnaps Gohan and locks him in a spaceship. Gohan eventually
breaks out after hearing Raditz fighting Goku, and headbutts Raditz, seriously damaging the
invading Saiyan. This theme of untapped rage continues for most of the series, and unlike Vegeta

who tries to use this rage as the core of his power, Gohan instead tries to hide his away.

Figure 5: Four-year-old Gohan. Figure 6: 11-year-old Gohan fighting Cell.

Piccolo tries to help, teaching Gohan to use his strength and rage instead of letting fear

and anger get the better of him. It is only in Story Saga 6 when Gohan is fighting Cell and not
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giving it his all that he comes to understand the dynamic range of his emotions (see Fig 6). With
this, he also learns what his role in the story is, the character who helps everyone else in the
series — directly or indirectly — discover who they need to become. The masculinity that Gohan
ultimately realizes in the latter half of the series is what helps propel characters like Goku into
realizing that their masculinities were harmful to those around them, and that they need to
perform new masculinities that better resembled Gohan’s to better fit into the world they are
trying to protect. Gohan comes to this realization when Android 16, one of the Androids that
Future Trunks warned about that is helping fight against Cell, tells the scared Gohan:
Let it go. It is not a sin to fight for the right cause. There are those who words alone will
not reach. Cell is such a being. I know how you feel Gohan. You are gentle. You do not
like to hurt...it is because you cherish life that you must protect it. Please, drop your
restraints. Protect the life that I loved.
Cell then smashes Android 16’s head and Gohan comes to understand just what needs to be
done. With his inner rage and his awareness of who he is, he knows that he has to do what he has
been scared of for so long, and fight with everything he has to defeat Cell and save the Universe.
In this moment, Gohan is called upon to perform the masculinity that has been expected
of him by Goku and Vegeta, but the examples that they showed Gohan throughout his life
present a contrasting picture of masculinity.'® Butler writes that “the action of gender requires a
performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set
of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form of their
legitimation” (Gender Trouble 191). Goku and Vegeta’s masculine performances, if they were

the only things Gohan was exposed to, may result in Gohan replicating a strong mixture of their

two ideologies. Gohan would be simple, but he would not be naive like Goku, nor would he toy

18 Gohan called on to enact justice against Cell and not spare him in favor of protecting the Universe, something
conflicting with the Japanese position of passivity and demilitarization in the face of conflict (Ishihara).
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with who he was fighting like Vegeta. Instead, Gohan would be stern in enacting justice. In
reality, this hegemonic masculinity was not legitimated though, as much of Gohan’s upbringing
was not with Goku or Vegeta. Rather, Gohan was exposed to different gendered modes of
behavior that were not normative: Bulma and Chi-Chi, though not fighters, were strong-willed,
intelligent, caring, and encouraging for Gohan; Piccolo and Krillin were both there for Gohan
when Goku was not—Piccolo trained Gohan, became his friend, and sacrificed himself for
Gohan to live, and Krillin was with Gohan on Namek, showed him both non-normative visual
masculinity as well as a masculinity that understood support and cooperation instead of being the
independent hero. This exposure to these conflicting performances of masculinity detracted from
the ritualized or legitimated masculinity that Butler talks about, and as a result, Gohan was able
to construct his subversive version of masculinity that was more fluid. This Gohan masculinity
performs the best aspects of the Goku and Vegeta masculinity such as dependability and
confidence, while replacing the harmful aspects with the more stereotypical feminine traits such
as empathy and sensitivity, learned from other characters.

Acceptable masculinity in Dragon Ball Z is no longer singular following the fight with
Cell. Rather, the masculinity the series promotes is one where cooperation is required, and
manhood looks like a character taking care of their family and uplifting those around them
instead of competing against them. Goku is no longer pushing his desire to fight at the forefront
of every moment and Vegeta not only sees the value of his family but simply desires to protect
them. This new embrace of these values under the model of a sensitive masculinity was ushered
in by Gohan, who negotiated with the hegemonic ideal that was presented to him and emerged as

a selfless and empathetic character.
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CHAPTER 4
CONFLICTED INTERPRETATIONS OF MASCULINITY IN THE FANDOM

Dragon Ball Z is uniquely a product of the time of its creation, and the diverse and
conflicting representations of masculinity discussed in the previous chapter reflect that. The
characters of Goku, Gohan, and Vegeta all go through struggles of identity before coming into
the sensitive masculinity at the end of the series, and fans take away contrasting ideas of this
masculinity. Framing this analysis, I explore Social Cognitive Theory and how media plays an
important role in shaping the behavior of its fans to better understand Dragon Ball Z’s influence.
Children in the target demographic for the series are in their formative years, and the images
from the series are uniquely impactful if viewers have not seen anything similar up to that point.
To understand the different ways the series’ representations of masculinity have influenced
viewers, I use Stuart Hall’s reception theory and analyze the different fan interpretations,
whether they be dominant, negotiated, or oppositional readings. Today the fandom has become
very large and has created its own culture full of fan texts, revealing how audiences are
interpreting the series.

To demonstrate the ways Dragon Ball Z has specifically influenced the children who
watched it, I examine myself and other viewers who resonated with many of the series’ central
themes and characters. Inversely, I explore the fandom surrounding a parody fan text of the
series, Dragon Ball Z Abridged. Specifically, I look at the way it and the fans have an
oppositional interpretation of the original series. I argue that these conflicting interpretations of
the series stem from the wide array of conflicting images of masculinity, and from the series’

promotion on Toonami.
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How Media Influences Children’s Gender Constructions

Media texts such as Dragon Ball Z are not just passively viewed by audiences. Rather,
viewing is an active process where engaging means learning, both what to do and what not to do.
Behavior modeled in media is remembered by viewers, consciously or not. It extends past a
simple cause-and-effect as well. I use Social Cognitive Theory to understand the way that seen
behavior in media texts is modeled by viewers. Everyone experiences media content differently
depending on their role in society, and at the same time that they are “products of social
systems,” they are also producers who reinforce those systems through their “human activity”
(Bussey and Bandura 683). Viewers respond in different ways to media texts’ depending on their
social position, and these social positions additionally help determine how exactly they may
perpetuate certain social structures. A viewer seeing Goku show mercy to Vegeta may do the
same in their real life and contribute to this action’s continued normalization. At the same time,
they may end up replicating the way Goku treats his wife Chi-Chi, ignoring her concerns and
requests, and perpetuate this sort of gender dynamic where it is seen as normal. There is much
more to learning than seeing actions and remembering their consequences, and there is much
more to what is represented in media than those behaviors. Media content that viewers watch is
ideological, carrying the weight of its authors, and the hegemonic norms that are depicted
reinforce the status quo, unless it is a transgressive text. This ideological core to media is
generally unconscious though, and hegemonic norms are replicated as part of the status quo.

When looking at gender specifically, someone’s unconscious performance of what they
believe their gender is, what is normative for them, is constructed from a complex mix of
experiences. These conceptions are not static either. Instead, they are continually being formed

through interactions with influencers such as society and media. These influencers perpetuate
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gender ideology as a self-fulfilling prophecy where through their own efforts the false
expectations at their core are upheld. “Gender conceptions and roles are the product of a broad
network of social influences operating independently in a variety of societal subsystems,” and
one of those subsystems is the content that is continuously produced and consumed (Bussey and
Bandura 676). Boys are expected to be leaders and be strong because that is what society and
media such as Dragon Ball Z represent. Culture has a range of acceptable masculinities and
femininities that confirm this normativity, but in media, these differences are exaggerated to
maintain the patriarchal society they are a part of. There is a massive number of texts putting
forward these images, and impressionable children “have to rely on the relative prevalence of
exemplars and the extent to which given activities covary with gender” (698). Children see
gender-linked behaviors in all forms of media, and their responses to these media are connected
to the way they are interpellated into the existing social systems replicated in media.

If there is a pattern like women in domestic roles or men being the ones to save the day, a
mark is made, and this behavior will be modeled. Individuals’ knowledge and understanding of
themselves and their position in the social order come from their experiences and the knowledge
they gain from observing others’ behaviors and the consequences they experience, on-screen or
not. “If gender is instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then the appearance
of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the
mundane social audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the
mode of belief” (Butler “Performative Acts”, 520). Boys who watched Toonami and Dragon
Ball Z unknowingly developed themselves and concretized certain beliefs regarding gender, and
just as Butler writes, they perform that belief. As they observed these exemplars and what they

believe and do in the series, the implications of the gendered activities the characters partake in
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or represent are imparted onto the impressionable viewers. This goes for the message of a more
sensitive and understanding masculinity, but also remains true for representations of ignoring
danger and marginalizing women.

An aspect of our reality that appears continually through media without much divergence
is the representation of gender relations. As an adult, these gender assumptions are taken for
granted as the viewer and the author share the same cultural biases to a degree, but as a child
who is forming their understanding of the world through observing everything around them,
media can have a great impact. Bret Stephens writes that “it is important to investigate how
media expresses those [gender] assumptions to boys and girls, how they both consciously and
unconsciously work to develop dangerously repressive senses of what it means to be a societies’
accepted masculinity” (2). As society was conceptualizing new articulations of manhood, there
was a big question of the children and what their societal expectations would be for the future.
Boys are presented with this variety of inconsistent and often contradictory ideas of manhood,
and in turn, they position themselves in relation to these different representations. Annette
Wannamaker writes that a discussion is needed to understand how masculinity functions in
children’s media texts to better understand these negotiations that boys make “as they form their
gendered identities within, against, or on the margins of hegemonic masculinity” (152). I argue
that the story Dragon Ball Z tells reifies what the hegemonic norms were shifting toward in the
1990s, ultimately telling a story that pushes the narrative of this new sensitive masculinity.

Even though Dragon Ball Z perpetuates the hegemonic norms of what gender should
look like, traits such as emotionality and compassion are not coded as feminine, rather they are
placed in the range of masculinity that is still oppositional to identifying with traditional

femininity. Children are consistently unsure of themselves in a society with conflicting images of
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gender and consequently, as “they are increasingly called on to perform their gender in
normative ways,” they choose to replicate the images reinforced as acceptable (Wannamaker
101). Both masculinity and childhood are unstable and understanding what is conceptually ‘best’
for either is difficult, especially in a space where children are impressionable and everything they
are exposed to, including media, is so formative. The degree to which a text like Dragon Ball Z
and its representations of abstract concepts such as masculinity do imprint on the viewer is also
unclear. Different audiences are open to interpreting the series in a variety of ways, all depending
on the way that they are socially conditioned and what other influences they are exposed to.
Children’s formative relationship with Dragon Ball Z all ultimately rests on where it fits into
their diverse, often contradictory, canon of influential material. Even with the sensitive
masculinity that the series promotes, it still has influential images of what it is pushing against.
In the conflicted media space of the 90s, these representations in the series may be interpreted as
normal. Hypermasculine figures such as Vegeta whose actions are not pushed against may
impart those same values onto viewers with the understanding that they are acceptable.

Dragon Ball Z illustrates these risky behaviors negatively, discouraging viewers from
modeling them. The relationship between Chi-Chi and Goku is framed as loving, but difficult
with the life that Goku lives where he pursues his selfish goals of fighting and training.
Similarly, when Goku and friends hurt themselves in combat or die in the process, it is shown as
heroic but damaging to their relationships and their families even if it does save the world at the
end of the day. These behaviors and their effects on these family relationships are not to be
replicated, but even though this is the case, within the narrative of the series they are still
necessary for the characters to grow and develop.

The contrast between framing something as necessary and condemning certain aspects
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leads to confusion and inappropriate modeling from viewers. Robin Nabi and Shannon Clark’s
work expands on Social Cognitive Theory by showing that behaviors shown in media that fail to
illustrate the reality of their consequences may still be modeled, even if they are repressive and
hurt others. As they note, if “characters will survive and thrive despite the adversity they face,
then it is likely that, despite seeing an outcome as negative, [viewers/children] will not see its
long-term consequences...undermin[ing] the impact of the negative consequences in the short
run” (424). Even though fighting in Dragon Ball Z is shown as incredibly dangerous and only for
the incredibly powerful, the repercussions for characters pushing their bodies to the extreme and
even death are not truly felt. In reality, characters using all of their strength end up hospitalized,
but in Dragon Ball Z they just recover with a Senzu Bean. In the case of the Saiyans, being
pushed to this near-death state even helps them find new power and ascend to new forms. !

The overt separation of characters into roles based on their gender is prevalent in Dragon
Ball Z as well, notably seen in the domestic moments where women are shown. Bussey and
Bandura write, “if children routinely see women performing homemaking activities, and males
only occasionally try their hand at it, homemaking readily gets gender-typed as a woman'’s role.
However, if children often observe both men and women gardening, it is not as easily linked to
gender” (698). Even though characters like Chi-Chi, Bulma, Android 18, and Videl are all shown
as extremely smart and capable of handling themselves at times, they are all sidelined from the
main story, married off to the men, and turned into housewives and mothers. While the women
are forced into the home, the men get to shirk their domestic responsibilities, perpetuating the

gender typification that Bussey and Bandura discuss.

1 When Saiyans are pushed to the edge of death, their powers increase substantially through something called
Zenkai.

53



Media can influence audiences’ interpretations of behaviors and ideologies, but the actual
effects not so clear-cut. While the dominant reading of Dragon Ball Z’s gender representations
leans toward a softer, less hypermasculine gender performance, this is not necessarily what
viewers will take away from the series. Viewers may instead have oppositional readings where
they perceive the violence as exciting and the emotional connections between the characters as
boring or cheesy. Sometimes villains look cool, consequences are skimmed over, and the reality
of characters’ actions is not discussed. The world and a viewer’s place in it all influence how
they receive media images and the implicit messages within them. Connecting it back to media
influencing gender constructions, a child more familiar with violent and emotionless manhood
through other media and societal influences may look past the sensitive masculinity that Dragon
Ball Z reinforces. Instead, these boys shift their focus to the many different representations of
overly muscular men exchanging punches and energy blasts. The series does not make it easy to
accept the construction of the sensitive new man as through much of the story this theme is
undercut with an intense, often lingering focus on the need for fighting. This is also repeated in
the Toonami advertising for the series, often being compilations of these moments. The question
of whether the fighting is necessary, or if the characters’ actions in these fights, is hardly ever
raised. The fandom’s differing interpretations of the series are constructed from the different

ways viewers understood the series’ images.

Dragon Ball Z Fans and Fandom
At the time of Dragon Ball Z’s release on Toonami, fandoms propagated in online
spaces, but it was minimal compared to the fandoms that utilize the space today. This can be
attributed to the lack of access to technology in the 1990s, technological limitations, as well as

the relative newness of online fan spaces. Despite this, there was still fan presence in these
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spaces as there existed a need to share experiences with others who share the same interests
(Alvermann and Heron 118). One of these early sites was Dragon Ball Z Uncensored, a site |
referenced in the first chapter discussing the American adaptation of the series. The fandom of
Dragon Ball Z was still discussing much of the same things that appear today such as analyses of
characters’ motives, story elements, alternate scenarios, etc. These fans were and continue to be
interested in the smallest details of the series. They spend large amounts of time and energy
devoted to participating in these communities. In their participation these fans: write in these
discussion boards and discuss unpopular opinions (Piccolo Daimao); go to fan conventions such
as Kamehacon, an “unofficial Dragon Ball universe Fan Convention celebrating everything
Dragon Ball” (“A Dragon Ball”); create cosplays for their favorite characters (see Fig 7.); as well
as fan fiction (“Dragon Ball Z FanFiction), fan art (see Fig 8.), and fan videos as well. As the
internet continued to develop, a lot of fans that were not already on the internet began to use it

and find others who share their passions.

Figure 7: Group of Dragon Ball cosplayers.
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Figure 8: Fan art of the Saiyan Arc.

Fan works signal fan engagement in a participatory culture where instead of being
passive viewers, recipients to the dominant ideological messages of the media content watched,
the fans are active producers contributing to the culture surrounding the text of their fandom. As
they are active producers, they are also working to actively produce or create the fandom through
their fan activities, establishing a basic culture and set of guidelines for their fan community.
Henry Jenkins observes participatory culture as one “with relatively low barriers to artistic
expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations...a
participatory culture is also one in which members believe their contributions matter, and feel
some degree of social connection with one another” (Confronting the Challenges, 2). The fan
culture of Dragon Ball Z is open and accessible to anyone with a basic understanding of the
characters and story, and there is also no restriction on who can post fan material. Additionally,

there is no hierarchy of users, so someone’s first post will generally be seen just as much as
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someone who has posted for years. This easy communication and sharing can help establish a
sense of rapport with others in the fan community and a sense of shared identity as Dragon Ball
Z fans can be established.

Matt Hills writes that “without the emotional attachments and passion of fans, fan
cultures would not exist, but fans and academics often take these attachments for granted and do
not place them centre-stage in their explorations of fandom” (Fan Cultures 60). Contextualizing
this for the Dragon Ball Z fan culture, fans have emotional attachments with characters and
moments from the series, and it is these connections that can often dictate fan activity and the
text’s influence on the viewer rather than their relationship with the text as a whole. The central
theme of gendered progression in Dragon Ball Z and the characters who personify that, Gohan
and Goku, are not the characters that appear the most in fandoms, they are not the central
connections that fans make. Instead, some fans connect and feel a greater influence from
characters like Vegeta and Piccolo who are given spectacular moments of visual pleasure and
narrative interest. In turn, the masculinities that these characters carry with them in moments
may often be what is imparted on the viewer rather than the concept of masculinity that the series
has at its heart. So, while the series’ exploration of Gohan and Goku’s soft masculinity and the
push toward sacrifice might be the dominant gender reading in the text (as explored in chapter
3), fans’ attachments to Vegeta and Piccolo necessitate truly considering the influences of these
representations. Expanding on this perspective, Hills writes that “there is no ‘single’ fan culture
surrounding a given text or set of texts, but instead there are different fan interpretative
communities and actions” (“Transcultural Otaku” 7). A boy who idolizes Vegeta may be more
influenced by his representation at the beginning of the series as a harder and more violent

character and in turn model that dangerous masculinity, whereas another boy may model the
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self-sacrificing and familial Vegeta at the end of the series. Influencing this is the background of
other media texts in both boys’ lives. The other texts may promote new conceptions of
masculinity, assisting in the more empathetic interpretation of Dragon Ball Z’s masculinity, or
they may promote hypermasculine interpretations as well as reinforce the notion that women are
nothing more than one-dimensional homemakers.

Many of these boys are fans, and as fans, they create different fan works that reflect their
backgrounds and how Dragon Ball Z personally influenced them. These fan texts can perpetuate
the hegemonic norms of the series or they can go beyond the norms and promote a more
equitable gender system that subverts the gender binary. Additionally, the norms may be
subverted in the opposite direction, and a more regressive gender ideology can flourish in these
fan works. The Dragon Ball Z fandom is subcultural, and it can be recognized that some fans and
their fan works crack open the hegemony “wider than in mainstream environments, such as
schools” (Close). Fandoms can be a great space for alternative masculinities, but as a result,
some of the more toxic and regressive masculinities can end up being the loudest and most seen
by those outside of the fandom who are unfamiliar with the series. This can end up framing new
viewers’ future engagements with Dragon Ball Z and influence how they may interpret the
series.

These different interpretations of masculinity appearing in the fandom stem from the
fans’ differing interpretations of Dragon Ball Z. In Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model of
Communication, viewers are active in creating their interpretations of texts, decoding the
ideological messages encoded by the text authors. According to Hall, there are three different
positions a viewer can maintain in relation to a text shaped from the hegemonic position where

the “institutional/political/ideological order [are] imprinted in [the text] and have themselves
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become institutionalized” (169). Viewers can maintain the dominant hegemonic position,
upholding the sensitive masculinity that Goku and Gohan find at the end of Dragon Ball Z; they
can hold the negotiated position where they understand the dominant position, but both accept
and reject different elements; they can maintain an oppositional position where they understand
the hegemonic position and the text that upholds it, but contextualize it in their “alternate
framework of reference” (173). Oppositional interpretations of Dragon Ball Z’s configuration of
masculinity would find more pleasure and identification with elements from the series such as
Piccolo and Vegeta’s coldness or in the physicality of their combat. It is these interpretations that
compose a large portion of the fandom, partially because the values that are reinforced in these
images are those celebrating boastful and flashy displays of untamable masculinity.

Through all steps of Dragon Ball Z’s journey to America, Akira Toriyama and Toonami
were behind the production and distribution of the series and the circulation of its meanings.
Despite this, the use and the reproduction of Dragon Ball Z’s elements and the meanings
ultimately taken away are in the hands of the viewers. Fans who were within the same
hegemonic position as the producers at the time of Dragon Ball Z’s release and interpreted the
series along those same hegemonic positions display their fandom in the same way as those

holding other interpretations: fan discussions and fan media.

Negotiated Readings: My Relationship with Dragon Ball Z
I first became familiar with Dragon Ball Z through my older brother and cousin. They
were the target demographic of the series as it was released on Toonami, being around seven and
eight as it started airing, 12 and 13 when it concluded its run. Most of my media exposure was
directed through them as they were generally in control of the television, but I was also curious

what they were watching, wanting to seem older than I actually was. I was only a couple of years
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old when it premiered, but by the time it was nearing its end and continued to air as reruns, [ was
seven and in the target market. To me, the series was amazing, something completely unlike the
other media I knew at the time which were children’s shows and movies such as Rugrats (1991-
2004) or Monsters Inc. (2001). It was also incredibly different from Pokémon (1998-), an anime
series that seemed much more oriented toward children, as it matched a lot of traditional
children’s cartoon aesthetics and narrative choices.?’ Later in 2007 as I became older, Dragon
Ball Z was released by Funimation in remastered box sets, which we bought at Best Buy when
we first noticed them. As my brother, cousin and I never saw the entire series due to the fractured
nature of its release, we finally could watch the entire series. This continued until 2009 when all
of the series finished releasing. These box sets were valuable and even after watching them,
anytime we went anywhere, whether it be to a grandparents’ house or a sleepover, the question
was always which set we would bring for us to watch.

I remember watching Dragon Ball Z during this period between 2007 and 2009 much
better than when [ was younger, but even at this point, my relationship with the fandom was
limited to what I could physically touch, as I was not aware of using the internet as a space for
fandom. At this point in my life, [ was still viewing other formative series that helped shape my
relationship with media and the themes they explored instead of solely focusing on one text.
Pokeémon was still a series that I would watch, but I was also watching other Toonami anime
such as Yu-Gi-Oh! (2001-2006) and Naruto (2005-2008), American cartoons that adopted some
of the anime conventions such as Samurai Jack (2001-2004) and Megas XLR (2004-2005), as

well as other American shows like The Simpsons (1989-) and Drake and Josh (2004-2007).

20 Pokémon also aired on Kids WB, a children’s television programming block that ran from 1995-2006. It aired
alongside series such as Animaniacs (1993-1998) and Pinky and the Brain (1995-1998).
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These other series made their mark on me throughout the years, but as I look back, I do not
remember them being talked about as much or as fondly on playgrounds or after school like I do
Dragon Ball Z.

No matter where [ was, Dragon Ball Z somehow found its way into conversations: who
was stronger, what could have or should have happened, or even why something was named a
particular way. I distinctly remember a long car ride where one of my brother’s friends told all of
us that it was named Dragon Ball Z because the creator wrote Dragon Ball ‘2’ on a piece of
paper, and it was misread as ‘Z’ by the producers. In a store at the mall, I even saw a Dragon
Ball Z shirt, something rare considering the time, unlike today where major chains such as Wal-
Mart and Target carry merchandise for the series alongside other anime series. I would soon
wear it wherever [ went. This shirt helped me strike up conversations with other fans at places
like on one memorable occasion at the bowling alley where someone noticed my shirt and then
showed me their Dragon Ball Z tattoos. Elsewhere, I saw decals on cars, figurines in restaurants,
video games on shelves, etc. Two things happened that expanded my understanding of fandom at
this time. I became more familiar with using the internet as I got older and its utility in searching
for information and opinions about things that went beyond the answers to video game puzzles,
and my brother’s friend got on to YouTube to show us a fight from a spin-off movie that neither
of us were aware of (“Goku Vs. Broly”). Both of these things happening around the same time
led to me searching the internet for information about the spin-off movies, rumors about the
series, and to find out which fight was the best. This pursuit opened me up to learn more about
the series as well as see a side of the fandom I never saw before.

YouTube and watching fights were great resources for finding out about other aspects of

the fandom and seeing all kinds of new fan content. I soon realized the popularity of the series
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beyond my school and family when I saw that parodies of Dragon Ball Z and memes using
images and quotes from the series were widespread on the internet. One of the most notable of
these parodies was Dragon Ball Z Abridged as it used the original footage from the series and
would tell the events of the story in a similar episode format, compared to the one-off animation
or song parodies that were also popular. The parody series became popular with its use of inside-
jokes and references about the original series and its tumultuous journey between production
companies and distributors as well as its plot holes. I found the Dragon Ball Z Abridged in 2012
when [ was in high school, and I thought that it was funny so I would share it with my other
friends who were familiar with Dragon Ball Z, but reflecting on it today, I can tell it does not
align with the message of a softer and more equitable masculinity that Dragon Ball Z was trying
to put forward. Instead, the series and its authors, rather than being “passive recipient[s] of
authorial meaning,” spent more time with superficial images to create their oppositional
meanings (Jenkins, Textual Poachers 25).

My interpretation of the series when I viewed it as a child, with the DVD sets, and when I
first found Dragon Ball Z Abridged was more of a dominant reading as [ was in the same
hegemonic ideology as Toriyama and contemporary society. The other media content I was
consuming and my perception of society agreed with the transition into sensitive and more
collective senses of masculinity. It was only as I grew up even more during and after high school
when I graduated in 2015 that I understood even the representations in Dragon Ball Z were still
limited and framed by conflicting images. In this period, I spent more time engaging with
subversive texts that challenged hegemonic norms and I questioned aspects of them that
reaffirmed ideas that were sexist or limiting. Some of these texts were ones such as Spirited

Away (2001) or even games like the Mass Effect series (2007-). The way Dragon Ball Z
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reaffirmed the new hegemonic status quo was with the new articulations of masculinity in its
characters, but the status quo then and today is still limited, resisting nuanced representations of
women and characters not within normative gender or sexuality. Today I hold a more negotiated
position with the series. I can acknowledge the dominant message that Akira Toriyama is
imbuing into the series, and I agree that it is valuable, but the glaring exclusion of characters
such as Chi-Chi, Bulma, Videl, and Android 18 is far too damaging to be accepted without
reservation. Part of this comes from my academic development and understanding of the
restrictive nature of the culturally hegemonic status quo, but I am not alone in this interpretation
of the series. There are displays of fandom that exhibit the same negotiated reading of the series.
Within fan fiction and fan art, there is a high presence of slash fiction putting together characters
like Goku/Vegeta; videos and discussions explore questions and alternate scenarios for the series
(MasakoX); and the series is often discussed as being a source of emotional growth for different
groups.

One example of how some viewers discuss emotional growth is Gita Jackson’s popular
blog post about how Dragon Ball Z became so popular with Black men. She writes, “I’ve heard
how the show lured them in with over-the-top fights, and how, as adults, they realize it also
helped them mature emotionally” (Jackson). An interviewee who works as an engineer at Adobe
raises the idea that Black men particularly identify with the fact that “the main character[s were]
always some sort of underdog.” Another interviewee says that “I loved that there was an ongoing
narrative. It has the story arcs that can be super intense and filled with dope ass fights...or on the
flip side, they can be super introspective, and focus on complicated feelings or situations.”
Vegeta’s journey goes from villain to compassionate and supportive father willing to sacrifice

himself for the world he previously wished to destroy even though he believed he would not be
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revived; this narrative resonated with viewers. Some fans empathized with his resolve and
additionally were encouraged to model his new, more sensitive behaviors, such as care and
emotionality.

Jackson connects these displays of emotional intimacy back to an article Darnelle Moore
wrote for Ebony which claims that Black men bury their “emotions, aspirations, longings,
anxieties, complexities, mistakes, failures, and imaginations,” along with their truest selves.
Jackson writes that overall, the flashy fights are what brought in many viewers, but it can also
help them learn more about how to process their feelings. Even the comments on the article
express similar connections to the lessons learned from the series. User ‘spike’s dead’ described
their experience watching the series as a Latino viewer, writing that Goku’s lifestyle mirrors that
of a hardworking immigrant and “Gohan’s the picture of a first-gen kid who doesn’t want to
follow in the family tradition.” Other comments tell similar stories and discuss the series’
emotional depth, user ‘Ojitheunseen’ writes that “It’s written from such a human perspective that
it easily crosses cultural and racial barriers and speaks to you at the heart.”

The examples raised in Jackson’s article are anecdotal, but they resonate with my own
negotiated interpretation. I became enamored with the series after seeing the extravagant and
colorful fight sequences that seem to have real impact and weight with every blow or energy
attack, but at the same time, I was struck with the relatable and often vulnerable characters. One
of the most memorable moments for me that I think back to when remembering the series is
when the previously heartless and sadistic Piccolo sacrifices himself to save Gohan from Nappa.
At this moment Piccolo remembers the tender moments shared between the two in the year of
training, and before passing away he tells Gohan through tears that “you’re the only real friend

that I’ve ever had. [ want to thank you...you’re like the son I’ve never had. I’'m proud of you.”
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Just like the characters’ physical growth throughout the series, they grow in emotional maturity
as well, becoming more capable of these complex feelings and relationships with other men
beyond the desire to fight them. It was moments like this that have influenced me and my own
identity the most. Watching Dragon Ball Z did not push me to go work out and train my body as
it did for other viewers, but it did help encourage my maturation and emotional growth. Other
texts with similar themes could have also encouraged this maturation, but Dragon Ball Z was the
text that was presented to me by my brother and my cousin, and it was the one that I connected
with. Despite this impact, my own story and Jackson’s discussion stand in sharp contrast to the

interpretations that are raised in fan texts such as Dragon Ball Z Abridged.

Dragon Ball Z Abridged and Oppositional Interpretations

Dragon Ball Z Abridged is a series created by Team Four Star, an internet-based
entertainment company, that was released in 2008 at the same time that the company was
founded. The company has other similar abridged series for other anime, but Dragon Ball Z
Abridged was their first and is the most popular by far. Every episode of the series has reached
over 10 million views and over 10 thousand comments, with the channel itself achieving 3.6
million subscribers on YouTube. The series ends up getting a lot of its humor from crude jokes
and sexist or homophobic characterizations, reiterating some of the classic stereotypes of
masculinity that Dragon Ball Z negotiated against. The creators of Dragon Ball Z Abridged took
the original series’ episodes, edited out scenes they found irrelevant, and added newly written
dialogue and voice acting. While the erasure of scenes changes some of the story’s flow, it is the
new dialogue that truly changes the show from its origins as Dragon Ball Z. Overall, this parody
tells the same story, but it does so in a vastly different way. Goku, originally represented as naive

and childlike is now excessively dumb and even more focused on his short term-goals than
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before, but cartoonishly distractable by shiny objects such as Trunks’ sword or a button in a
spaceship. Gohan on the other hand becomes overly aware of his role in the story at one point
internally monologuing and thinking that “You know what, it’s not so bad. I mean sure, I’ve seen
more people die than most people my age, or really most people in general. Then again, I don’t
really know anyone my own age. My best friends are a 26-year-old dwarf [Krillin] and a giant
green alien who constantly hits me [Piccolo]. Still, better than my dad. At least they’re around”
(Team Four Star “Episode 24”). While the altered dialogue does not change the story — they still
travel to Namek, fight, save the Universe and so on — it drastically changes the tone and
gendered performances of the characters. Along with Dragon Ball Z Abridged released in an
episodic format, Team Four Star also released song parodies still using elements from Dragon
Ball Z and the exaggerated versions of the characters.

The parodies are unique, and they maintain a strong following of fans who both applaud
the series and perpetuate the oppositional interpretation that the parody presents. Both the
creators of the parody and those who engage with it can be considered fans, but what they do
with their fandom goes beyond a simple regurgitation of Dragon Ball Z quotes and purchasing of
merchandise. When describing fan culture, Henry Jenkins writes that “fans possess not simply
borrowed remnants snatched from mass culture, but their own culture built from the semiotic raw
materials the media provides” (Textual Poachers 50). The culture of Dragon Ball Z Abridged
borrows a great amount of content from the original series as it used the actual visuals and story
beats and picked and chose which elements to use as the foundation of their work. The thematic
message of Dragon Ball Z is overlooked in favor of its opposite interpretation, hyper-focusing on
specific moments and taking what story elements are left in between the lines such as Goku’s

childlike behavior, Gohan’s rapid need for maturation, and the flamboyant nature of the villains.
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These are what Dragon Ball Z Abridged is constructed from when analyzing it as a whole, and
this is what has resonated so much with fans on the internet in the last 13 years.

The humor in the series is vulgar, but at the same time, it acknowledges the aspects of
different characters’ lives in Dragon Ball Z that are glossed over in favor of the larger narrative
such as Gohan’s harsh upbringing. In an article for CBR, Joe Ballard writes that “addressing [the
characters’ realistic issues] in a too-realistic manner would be depressing, both for the characters
in the show and for the viewers. [Dragon Ball Z] Abridged tackles it from the best angle it knows
how: humor mixed with self-awareness” (Ballard). As a result of the matching of the humor to
late-2000s internet culture sensitivities, the series gained a massive following. In response to the
series’ end, many of the videos’ comments became flooded with nostalgia for the different
moments that were embedded in fans’ memories: user ‘Icarus’ comments “Just heard that they
weren’t going to continue the series anymore. So I’ve decided to start from the top and relive
some good memories,” 9.8 thousand thumbs-ups, 213 replies reiterating the point he makes, user

‘Lightning’ saying “This is my favorite youtube series I've ever watched” or user ‘Yugure % &’

replying “for real I grew up with the series it’s sad to see it come to a end” (Team Four Star
“Episode 17). For some fans, the series could also serve as a strong sense of community as their
in-person circles did not watch Dragon Ball Z at the same time as them. Dragon Ball Z Abridged
appealed to viewers in numerous different ways and as a result, it captured a great portion of the
fandom, and at the same time showed their oppositional interpretations of Dragon Ball Z’s
masculinity.

It makes sense that a parody would not replicate the themes of what it is parodying
identically, but Dragon Ball Z Abridged makes it clear the parody is created out of admiration

for the original series and its characters. This is made clear by every episode beginning with a
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text wall explaining that the series is a non-profit fan-based parody and that viewers should
support the official release, serving additionally as a waiver of legal responsibility. Despite this,
many of the original series’ themes are contradicted, and characters’ personalities and behaviors
are distorted to serve the parody’s plot. The series’ issues with representations of women are also
heightened into direct misogyny, and the friendships between men are exaggerated and turned
into homophobic punchlines. Through this parody, the original series becomes conflated with
overt misogyny and homophobia. The sensitive new man being reinforced in Dragon Ball Z has
disappeared behind the characters calling each other ‘gay’ for caring about each other and joking
about things such as man-on-man rape. One example of their different parodies that do this is
their parody of the “I’ll Make A Man Out of You” song from Mulan (1998), composed of
training montages from the characters before Vegeta and Nappa get to Earth. Though it is a
parody, it reinforces that the characters are weak, and need to become stronger, hardened, to
become men and defeat the alien invaders. The characters must be swift, strong, mysterious, and
forceful with their actions. These characters must become tougher and have all of the sensitivity
and fear beaten out of them. This can be seen in Chiaotzu being mocked as ‘gay’ for hoping that
Tien will be okay in the upcoming fight, and Krillin being met with implied sexual assault when
he voices his fear of dying a virgin (Team Four Star “TFS Parody”). This all contributes to the
conclusion that the manhood Dragon Ball Z Abridged upholds denigrates the one that Akira
Toriyama has at the core of his story. Tien inspires Chiaotzu in the original series, and later to
protect the friends he holds so close, Chiaotzu sacrifices himself in a powerful attack to defeat
Nappa in Story Saga 4. This friendship and selflessness are mocked in the parody. Similarly,

Krillin and the other fighters bravely step up when confronted with the imperative of training to
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protect the Earth in Goku’s absence, and in the parody, it is reduced to cowardice that needs to
be fixed with sexual assault.

At the same time that the men in the series’ emotional vulnerabilities are made to be
laughed at, Toriyama wrote the women to be loving, but at the same time overbearing, and are
ogled, belittled, and characterized as sex-crazed and violent in Dragon Ball Z Abridged. In the
original series, women exist solely as mothers and wives and their position in the domestic space
is simply a given for Toriyama and viewers instead of a conscious decision. The norm in media
texts at this time is this gender positioning, and so it is expected from creators and audiences.
The parody turned this positioning into moments for the characters to be laughed at and further
demeaned. In Dragon Ball Z Trunks warns everyone that the Androids are coming, and for the
next three years they spend their time training, Vegeta achieves Super Saiyan off-screen, and
Trunks is conceived and born. In the Dragon Ball Z Abridged version of events, everything is
much of the same, except there is a greater challenge. When the Androids are first learned of,
Bulma uses her smarts and comes up with a plan of using the Dragon Balls to wish for
information that they may preemptively use to stop them. Everyone either ignores her or outright
dismisses her, as they would rather train and fight instead of their priority being the protection of
everyone (Team Four Star “Episode 34”). The narrator then goes on to say, “And thus, they went
their separate ways to prepare for the upcoming threat. However, a few of them would
find...roadblocks [Chi-Chi].” Chi-Chi berates Goku for being gone and immediately requesting
to train and fight, and it is only through accidentally hitting her through a wall and lying to her
that Goku gets what he wants. In the original series, these issues are not explored too much as the
hegemonic standard reiterated has characters’ masculinities go unchallenged while they get what

they want. The parody takes this one step toward a more misogynistic masculinity, as instead of
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addressing these characters’ behaviors that hurt their families, it instead doubles down on the
tropes of the nagging wife and the husband who needs to sneak around to escape her influence.
Dragon Ball Z Abridged puts forward this kind of masculinity where a woman’s presence is not
something taken for granted, but instead something feared and avoided, or laughed at and
challenged.

Jokes at the expense of the women in the series are just as prevalent as these characters
are in the original series. Their treatment and representation are all a joke to the creators and fans
who engage with the series, and as a result, this masculine perception of women ends up being
reaffirmed within the fandom and shown off to outsiders. The moments of collectivism and
empathetic masculinity from Dragon Ball Z are not the most prevalent images that are replicated
in the fandom. To find these moments, a viewer of Dragon Ball Z Abridged will need to go
through gay jokes, rape jokes, and jokes at the expense of the marginalized characters. It is this
oppositional interpretation of the series that, despite it not being the most normative or culturally
acceptable, has become the face of Dragon Ball Z. The masculinity reinforced in Dragon Ball Z
Abridged has men train, fight, fear women, have sex with women, and reject emotional
connections of all kind. Men should not be emotionally connected to the women in their life, and
they additionally should not have emotional attachments to the other men they fight with,
otherwise, they will be perceived as gay, outside of the norm, unacceptable. The only remaining
aspects of Dragon Ball Z that exist in the parody series, are that men should be strong and
reliable. Every other masculine value in the series is either missing or is corrupted by the
oppositional reading, and the influence is apparent.

Dragon Ball Z has 291 episodes, and each one is filled with hundreds of moments that

can strike viewers in different ways. Dragon Ball Z Abridged and the viewers sharing this
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oppositional interpretation of the original series are just a portion of the many interpretations and
fan responses that exist. My response to Dragon Ball Z is just one example as it was incredibly
significant for me in my youth and remains relevant enough 20-years later that an analysis of the
series and the fans influenced by it was a viable option. Additionally, even if there are opposing
interpretations of the series, they are subject to change. Hegemony is always shifting, and there
are always new media texts emerging that may resonate with these viewers, revealing to them
how previous interpretations were harmful to themselves and others around them, similar to my

realization of the series’ shortcomings.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF MASCULINITY AND ANIME IN THE WEST

After researching Dragon Ball Z and analyzing its characters and the fandom surrounding
it, I found that the series tries to promote a specific kind of masculinity, but this masculinity is
clouded by conflicting images that do not fully explore their potential damaging effects. A
sensitive masculinity is shown in Goku, but at the same time, he selfishly fails to recognize that
he continuously ignores the opinions of his family or his friends. Additionally, Toonami’s
framing of the series contributes to these alternative ideas, as the violence is put front-and-center
in promotional material while the more heartfelt moments are not seen.

Dragon Ball Z pushed a narrative that it was not only villainous characters like Vegeta
that needed to evolve and become better characters, but the traditional heroes of stories often
need to develop as well. Goku begins Dragon Ball Z already having gone through an entire story
where he struggled and grew to defeat the bad guy trying to rule the world, and he thinks he does
not need to grow in any ways now other than physical. Through the events of Dragon Ball Z, he
comes to see that his personal philosophy behind his behaviors is harmful to those around him.
This was the message that I learned when watching Dragon Ball Z as a child, and it is what |
read within the text as a dominant message now. However, this message is not so easily
understood by viewers. Instead, fandoms read the series in oppositional ways, idealizing the
hypermasculinity and putting the toxic masculine performances at the heart of their fan texts like
Dragon Ball Z Abridged. A series like Dragon Ball Z can have admirable intentions as they
illustrate the nuances of the journey to a compassionate masculinity, but any encoded theme
must be deciphered by the reader, and as a result, there are numerous different interpretations of

the series’ images. As I have grown, I have had multiple different readings of the series and its
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characters, and as the series ages and the canon of Dragon Ball material expands, my
interpretations can only change even more.

The research in this thesis is limited and should be expanded to include other important
information regarding the series. Other elements that should be included are the other Dragon
Ball series, including the original Dragon Ball series, and the sequel series. Following the
success of the Dragon Ball Z anime, a sequel anime series named Dragon Ball GT began in 1996
and released in America immediately following the end of Dragon Ball Z. It was an anime
exclusive with an original story in the same universe and with the same characters from
Tomiyama’s work. The series did not run for very long though, only making 64 episodes, and 19
years later the events of the series were revised over with a new series with the help of Akira
Toriyama, Dragon Ball Super (2015). The series came following the success of a new Dragon
Ball film, Battle of Gods (2013), and there was an overall resurgence in the fandom for Dragon
Ball, both in Japan and in America. Additional films and video games were also be released to
praise from fans and newcomers to the series alike. The fighting game Dragon Ball FighterZ
(2018) was reviewed well by critics and sold well overall, while the newest film Dragon Ball
Super: Broly (2018) becoming the highest-grossing Dragon Ball film ever.

The fandom in America has only grown and expanded in the years since Dragon Ball Z’s
release, and one of the causes that this can be attributed to is the growth in popularity of anime as
a whole. It is no longer a subcultural trend directed toward young and teenage boys in America
and found in the back corners of the internet and University groups. Instead, fans are
everywhere, and they are everyone, no matter the gender, class, color, sexuality, or age.
Alongside this widening of the anime presence and fanbase in America, the norms shifted as

well. Hegemonic masculinity has continued to soften and incorporate more attributes of
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traditional femininity, and it can be seen in media figures, anime protagonists included. The
majority of Dragon Ball Z sees adult Goku and adult Vegeta fighting adult villains, but in the
years since its popularity, many of anime’s protagonists, at least the shonen ones that are widely
broadcast, are teenagers. In their respective series, a lot of time is spent illustrating their physical,
mental, and emotional growth. One of these series is My Hero Academia (2016-), which follows
a group of young teenagers with superpowers as they become heroes. The three main
protagonists and their respective masculinities as well as the world around them could be
connected easily to that of Dragon Ball Z, additionally symbolizing just how much the norm of
masculinity has changed in the years since Dragon Ball Z’s release. My thesis reveals that
though these norms of masculinity have been changing, an audience’s interpretation of a text is
still variable, dependent on the way a media text is promoted and how the representations of
masculinities relate to each other.

There are a lot of different ways to expand on this thesis and examine the different
questions raised throughout, and these are just a few of them. Overall, Dragon Ball Z raised
strong interpretations of the conflicted masculinity that was defining society and presented the
new masculinity that was emerging. The characters who represented these new ideas were still
interpreted as representing the stale status quo though, and as a result, the fandom attached more
to images of the superficial rather than the thematic messages of the series. The impact of
Dragon Ball Z extends much farther than the influence of its representations of masculinity and
gender. The series helped usher in a greater cultural exchange between America and Japan, one
that was able to share influential texts expressing newer conceptions of masculinity and gender.

With these new texts, the diversity of the fandom has grown, and in turn, hegemonic conceptions
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began to shift as well, making more room for the marginalized that Dragon Ball Z and its

fandom overlooked for so long.
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