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Abstract 

Studio Ghibli has redefined animated storytelling by seamlessly blending cultural folklore, literature, and 

original narratives. However, this creative synthesis raises complex questions about intellectual property 

and the boundaries of copyright law. This paper explores how Studio Ghibli navigates the intersection 

between artistic borrowing and copyright protection, the implications of its approach on global storytelling, 

and whether rigid copyright enforcement stifles or fosters creativity. Ultimately, this study argues that the 

"Ghibli Effect" challenges traditional notions of ownership in art and highlights the need for a balanced 

approach to copyright in creative industries. 

 

Introduction 

Studio Ghibli, founded by Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, has become a cornerstone of global 

animation, inspiring generations of artists and storytellers. Ghibli films, including My Neighbor Totoro 

(1988), Spirited Away (2001), and Howl’s Moving Castle (2004), often draw heavily from folklore, 

mythology, and classic literature while maintaining their own distinctive voice. This phenomenon raises 

an important debate: where does creative inspiration end, and where does intellectual property 

enforcement begin? The Ghibli Effect highlights the complex tension between cultural borrowing and 

copyright protection in the modern era of media. 

 

The Role of Cultural Borrowing in Ghibli’s Creativity 

Many Ghibli films reinterpret existing stories. Howl’s Moving Castle is based on Diana Wynne Jones’s 

novel, while The Tale of the Princess Kaguya (2013) is inspired by a 10th-century Japanese folktale. 

Rather than simply adapting these sources, Ghibli transforms them, integrating Japanese aesthetics, deeper 

philosophical themes, and emotional depth unique to its storytelling style. This process exemplifies the 

broader artistic tradition of borrowing and remixing ideas to create something novel. 

Case Studies of Cultural Borrowing in Ghibli Films 

1. Spirited Away (2001) - This Academy Award-winning film draws from Shinto mythology, traditional 

Japanese folklore, and real-world locations to craft a unique coming-of-age story. Elements such as 

spirits, bathhouses, and the river god's cleansing reflect centuries-old cultural motifs. 

2. Princess Mononoke (1997) - The themes of environmentalism and human-nature conflict in this film 

echo Japanese indigenous traditions and historical accounts of industrialization. The film’s approach 

to folklore and animism showcases how Ghibli blends traditional beliefs with modern storytelling. 

3. The Wind Rises (2013) - This film loosely adapts the life of Jiro Horikoshi, the designer of Japan’s 

WWII fighter planes, blending historical biography with fictionalized drama, demonstrating how 

Ghibli reinterprets history for artistic expression. 
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4. My Neighbor Totoro (1988) - This beloved film embodies traditional Japanese rural life while 

incorporating mythological elements such as the Totoro creatures, which resemble Shinto deities and 

protective spirits. 

5. Ponyo (2008) - A reimagining of The Little Mermaid, this film incorporates Japanese folklore about 

sea creatures and environmental themes, demonstrating Ghibli’s cross-cultural storytelling. 

6. Laputa: Castle in the Sky (1986) - This film integrates elements from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s 

Travels, blending European literary traditions with Japanese animation aesthetics. 

7. Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989) - Based on Eiko Kadono’s novel, this film integrates Western and 

Eastern elements, exploring themes of independence and self-discovery. 

 

Copyright and Intellectual Property: A Contradictory Approach 

While Ghibli freely draws from cultural narratives, it also enforces strict copyright protection over its own 

intellectual property. Iconic characters like Totoro, No-Face, and Kiki are rigorously safeguarded against 

unauthorized use. The studio has taken legal action against unofficial merchandise and fan creations, 

demonstrating a paradox in its approach: embracing creative borrowing while limiting others from doing 

the same. 

 

Legal Protection and Brand Control 

Ghibli's strict copyright policies extend to: 

• Licensing agreements that control merchandise distribution. 

• Prevention of unauthorized fan art, especially in commercial contexts. 

• Restricting international adaptations of its films. 

 

This contradiction underscores a broader issue within media industries, where major studios seek 

both inspiration from existing works and strict control over their own outputs. 

The Global Debate: Creativity vs. Copyright 

The debate over intellectual property is not unique to Ghibli. In Western media, companies like Disney 

have similarly drawn from folklore while maintaining rigid copyright policies. Critics argue that excessive 

copyright enforcement stifles creativity and prevents new interpretations of stories, while proponents 

claim it is necessary to protect artistic labor. The Ghibli Effect highlights this ongoing debate, questioning 

whether the balance between inspiration and ownership is currently skewed in favor of large corporations. 

The Disney Paradox: Borrowing from the Public Domain While Enforcing Strict Copyright 

Disney serves as a powerful case study for the paradox of creativity versus copyright. Since its founding, 

Disney has relied heavily on pre-existing fairy tales, folklore, and historical figures for its most successful 

animated films. From Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) to Frozen (2013), the company has built 

an empire by reimagining public-domain stories. However, despite benefitting from an open-source 

cultural tradition, Disney aggressively enforces its intellectual property rights. 

The Disney Paradox refers to the contradiction in Disney’s approach to intellectual property. On one hand, 

the company built its empire by adapting classic, public-domain stories such as Cinderella, Snow White, 

and The Little Mermaid. On the other hand, Disney aggressively protects its own creations, extending 

copyright durations and pursuing legal action against unauthorized use. 
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Disney’s Use of Public Domain Stories 

Disney’s earliest success was heavily dependent on adapting folklore and fairy tales that existed in 

the public domain. Some examples include: 

• Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) – Based on the Grimm Brothers’ fairy tale. 

• Cinderella (1950) – Adapted from Charles Perrault’s version of the folk tale. 

• Sleeping Beauty (1959) – Inspired by the tale from Perrault and the Grimm Brothers. 

• The Little Mermaid (1989) – Loosely based on Hans Christian Andersen’s tragic fairy tale. 

• Beauty and the Beast (1991) – Derived from Gabrielle-Suzanne de Villeneuve’s 18th-century novel. 

These adaptations allowed Disney to freely use existing narratives, altering them to suit family-

friendly audiences while avoiding royalty payments or legal restrictions. 

Extending Copyright Protection: The Mickey Mouse Case 

Despite freely drawing from public domain material, Disney has been at the forefront of copyright 

extension efforts. The most notable example is Mickey Mouse, whose original 1928 version in 

Steamboat Willie was scheduled to enter the public domain multiple times, but each time, U.S. 

copyright laws were extended. 

• Copyright Term Extension Act (1998) – Often called the “Mickey Mouse Protection Act,” this law 

extended copyright terms to 95 years after publication for corporate-owned works, preventing 

Steamboat Willie from entering the public domain. 

• Ongoing Legal Efforts – As of 2024, the earliest version of Mickey Mouse has entered the public 

domain, but Disney continues to protect later iterations, trademarking the modern design to retain 

control over its image. 

Disney’s legal team aggressively pursues unauthorized use of its characters, even when the works 

are inspired by classic stories. Fan artists, indie creators, and businesses have received cease-and-

desist letters for using Disney-owned intellectual property, even in minor or non-commercial ways. 

 

The Impact on Creativity and the Public Domain 

Disney’s strict copyright enforcement raises important questions: 

1. Who owns creativity? – If Disney can freely use folk stories but prevents others from using its 

adaptations, is this fair? 

2. Does copyright stifle creativity? – Extending copyright laws indefinitely may limit new interpretations 

of old works. 

3. The role of the public domain – If classic stories belong to everyone, should later adaptations be 

similarly accessible? 

Examples of Disney's Borrowing and Legal Enforcement 

1. Borrowing from Public Domain - Classic Disney films such as Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, The Little 

Mermaid, and Beauty and the Beast all originated from public-domain fairy tales. The company 

reinterpreted these stories, turning them into billion-dollar franchises. 

2. Extending Copyright Laws - Disney has been a driving force behind copyright law extensions, 

particularly the Copyright Term Extension Act of 1998 (often called the "Mickey Mouse Protection 

Act"), which extended copyright protection for corporate-owned characters and works. This move 

prevented Mickey Mouse from entering the public domain for decades. 

3. Strict Trademark Enforcement - Disney rigorously defends its trademarks and copyrights, issuing 

cease-and-desist letters to small businesses, artists, and fan creators who attempt to use its characters  
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or likenesses. 

4. Remaking Its Own Stories - Disney continuously remakes its classic films, ensuring it retains control 

over its properties while benefiting from renewed market interest. 
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