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It is common practice across milieus as varied as branding, advertising, exhibition 
reviews, and popular discourse to ascribe a particular set of aesthetic and other unique 
qualities to design production from different nations. British fashion is often described 
as “eccentric” or “individualistic,” for example. Dutch furniture and graphic design is 
labeled “conceptual,” and German automotive design “well-engineered.” Within this 
global cloud of preconceived, often carefully-marketed images for national design 
production, “Japanese design” possesses one of the most recognizable profiles, albeit 
one with multiple personalities. Notions of minimalism, Zen, wabi-sabi, and cute are 
often ascribed as inherent attributes of Japanese design. This profile operates across 
media and disciplines, from graphic design to architecture and interiors, product and 
furniture design, and fashion and newer industries like interaction or experience design. 
On the one hand, we hear of “Zen minimalism” associated with architecture, interiors, 
and the simple lines and matte surfaces of sophisticated product design, and on the other 
hand, a sort of frenetic hyper-cute sensibility associated with youth culture and digital 
design. Other commonly-circulated images of “Japanese design” include “high-tech 
meets tradition,” illustrated perhaps with a Toto Washlet or the interior of a new train, 
or simply “high-tech” or “tradition” presented on their own. Within academic design 
research in Japan, the concept of kansei design, an emotionally intuitive practice that 
attends to relations between people and their environment, is often linked to historical 
Japanese culture and values.1

“Japanese design” is the product of decades of promotional activity: by various 
government ministries and professional organizations, by art and design universities and 
museums, by retailers, journalists and curators within Japan and internationally, and of 
course by designers and architects themselves. State initiatives and programs like the 
Japan Foundation and “Cool Japan” include design as a category for overseas promotion 
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for cultural and economic benefit, and non-profit organizations like the Japan Society in 
New York receive public and private funding to promote Japanese cultural products and 
creative industries internationally through events and exhibitions in which design plays a 
prominent role. Internationally-active firms as varied as Muji, Nikon, Toyota, and Sanrio 
serve as unofficial ambassadors of Japanese design and contribute to popular perceptions 
of “Japanese design,” historically and today, through their products, promotional material, 
and shop interiors. 

Comparing the mythical aspects of “Japanese design” to everyday life in Japan 
and its environment, historically and today, very quickly demonstrates the shortfalls of 
the myth. Regardless, the myth of “Japanese design” remains remarkably strong. The 
association of specific aesthetic or emotional characteristics with a single nation-state or 
an imagined national-cultural tradition has been promoted by state support mechanisms 
for industrial development through a system of promotion that favors some makers 
and products over others. This can be seen, for instance, in the type of criteria used for 
selection for key international trade fairs, or traveling exhibitions that privilege products 
that seem to embody the national aesthetic. Such a narrative of uniqueness is further 
solidified in public consciousness through museum collections, exhibitions, and textbooks, 
which feature products chosen as illustrative exemplars of “Japanese design”—whether 
regional ceramics or high performance textiles.

The claim that “Japanese design” is the outcome of a particular national territory, 
mindset, sensibility or corporeality of the “Japanese people” is problematic in that it 
conflates culture and nation. Much of humanities and social science research today 
expresses a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between culture, society, and 
creative production, indicating the impact of economic, environmental, geographic, and 
legal factors on culture. Within design studies, and history more specifically, scholars have 
provided sophisticated models for what we call “national design,” including continued 
attempts at articulating how design reflects or adapts to changes in national identity in the 
face of globalization and other fundamental change.2 Design historians have also shown 
convincingly how the national is not the only lens through which to view identity. The 
subnational, the diasporic, the cosmopolitan, and the global are all important frameworks 
that configure collective allegiance, and design plays a crucial role in disputing, shaping, 
and claiming the recognition of established and emerging identities.3 

Within Japanese design and architectural history, researchers have provided the kind 
of granular study and critical apparatus necessary to construct more specific narratives 
of design in Japan that explore issues such as technology, gender, and regionality, not 
merely national identity.4 Similarly, scholars have convincingly deconstructed the myth 
of Japanese design, revealing its internal contradictions and the professional, political, 
and economic factors that abet its construction and our adherence to it.5 Popularly and in 
academia however, “Japanese design” still often resists this kind of nuance and analysis. 
This may point to the relative novelty of design within traditional academia (and to 
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It might resemble the intuitive methods that are traditionally associated with fine arts, 
it can be rationalized based on engineering and scientific paradigms, or it can be user-
centered, inspired by ethnography.6 Design(ing) is also a complex, non-linear, iterative 
process that resides at the core of a wide range of disciplines from architecture and urban 
planning to communication design, fashion, product design and, more recently, interaction 
design, user experience design (UX), and service design. Design may direct behavior 
or suggest ways of relating to other people, spaces or processes: interaction design and 
UX, for example, shape the interface for digital devices and online services, and service 
design aims to improve user or client experience of real-life and digital services. As these 
examples indicate, design can be visible or invisible, tangible or intangible. What unites 
them all is a common core that the American social scientist Herbert Simon described as 
the devising of “courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred 
ones,” a type of action that engages less with “what is” (a typical question of natural 
science) and more with how things ought to be.7

As industries and professions, design disciplines like graphic, industrial, and 
fashion design also emerged in European centers like London, Paris, and Vienna in the 
mid-nineteenth century.8 In Japan, as internationally, design’s professionalization followed 
a familiar model: the establishment of educational institutions, professional organizations, 
corporate divisions, and so on, responding to the need to advance design knowledge as 
well as economic incentives, growing domestic markets for consumer goods and state 
and corporate desire to increase foreign market share through more visually appealing, 
better made products.

As the articles and translations in this special issue demonstrate, the possibility of 
making decisions about design, producing design, or being given access to design provides 
social groups and individuals with capabilities of changing their lifeworld, questioning 
what they have already inherited as given, and building new capacities. This is true 
whether we consider elite architects or non-expert communities involved in designing 
their own resources. Power over design can allow one professional group to shape the 
direction of a professional practice or discipline, or to direct public understanding. It 
can change a company’s revenue and impact a political campaign. In the public realm, 
it can fuel social change and empower communities, or have a repressive outcome that 
instills systems of control and inhibits freedom or growth. Conversely, lack of access 
or understanding of design might lead to a variety of shortcomings, from inefficiencies 
and lack of conveniences in daily life to uncritical consumption. 

Much of contemporary design research and practice focuses particularly on 
questions about access to agency. Researchers in areas including design and architectural 
history, anthropology and science and technology studies (STS) argue that as a creative 
activity, design resides equally within non-professional practices, for example home 
sewing and mending.9 The realization of design projects also involves distributed 
agency. While designers are often popularly credited with authorship—architects are a 
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Plate 1
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Plate 1
Bedřich Feuerstein’s stage design for Karel Čapek Rossum’s Universal Robots (premier in the National Theater on January 
25, 1921). Courtesy of the National Museum Collection, Czech Republic. H6D-19291



Ignacio Adriasola, Sarah Teasley, and Jilly Traganou

16	 REVIEW OF JAPANESE CULTURE AND SOCIETY 	 2016

Plate 2
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Plate 3
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Plate 3
Yoshida Kenkichi and Kon Wajirō, Uniforms of Waitresses at Cafes in the Ginza (Ginza kafē jokyū-san no fukusō), from 
Women’s Graphic [Fujin gurafu] (November 1926). Kon Wajirō Archive. Courtesy of Kōgakuin University Library. All 
rights reserved. 
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Plate 4
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Plate 4
Front cover of Hamaguchi Ryūichi’s Architecture of Humanism (Hyūmanizumu no kenchiku, 1947).
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Plate 5





Ignacio Adriasola, Sarah Teasley, and Jilly Traganou

24	 REVIEW OF JAPANESE CULTURE AND SOCIETY 	 2016

Plate 6
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Plate 6
A Model Is Not Just a Face, advertisement by Ishioka Eiko, for Parco, 1975. © Courtesy of Parco Co., Ltd., and the 
Yoshida Hideo Memorial Foundation, Advertising Museum Tokyo.
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Plate 7
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Plate 7
Kyōtoku Maru carried by the tsunami in Kesennuma, December 2012. Photo by Yoko Akama.
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Plate 8
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Plate 8
The Tōhoku Projects Map shows post-disaster community recovery projects (2011-13) (http://www.tpf2.net/tpm/). 
Graphics by Jan Lindenberg. Courtesy of Jan Lindenberg.
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that was different from the conventional feminine standard in the working and familial 
environments of Japan in the 1960s and 70s. Advertisements also merged Japanese 
anti-American social protest with support for the American civil rights movement, and 
American feminism with women’s search for a new social role in Japan. To emphasize 
these messages, designers self-consciously employed a global corporate visual language, 
which they cross-fertilized with references to Japanese and Buddhist visual traditions, as 
well as to foreign national contexts, using advertising’s high visibility to deliver multiple, 
layered messages to a wide public audience (pls. 6 and 7).

The Emergence of Social Design in Response to the 3.11 Triple Disaster
The third group of articles discusses powerful and important new directions in design 
practice in Japan, particularly after the triple disaster of March 2011. Like the debates 
in architecture, graphic, and industrial design presented in the previous two sections, the 
perspectives presented in this section form part of broader international developments 
and discussions around the potential of design to contribute to social change. Unlike the 
professional voices and practices represented in the previous two sections, the voices 
and practices in this section are concerned to reframe design as a social practice that can 
be performed by entire communities, not by designers alone.

Japan’s economic growth slowed dramatically following the end of the asset price 
bubble in the early 1990s. Since then, Japan has moved between a string of recessions 
and deflationary cycles, leading many to term the 1990s a “lost decade” from which the 
country has not yet fully recovered. In response to the slowdown, successive governments 
have implemented partial liberalization measures in finance, public spending, and the 
labor market. These measures have not solved Japan’s economic challenges and have 
contributed to new forms of social inequality and the precarization of labor. At the 
same time, the developed world’s famously most-ageing population has presented new 
challenges for urban and rural infrastructure and social welfare systems. Yet, Japan 
remains the world’s third-largest economy, with dynamic and innovative manufacturing 
and technology industries and famously low unemployment.31 When its decreasing 
population is taken into account, its per capita GDP remains similar to that of other 
advanced industrial democracies. Given these conditions, some commentators suggest that 
Japan may represent the way to a new form of post-industrial economic development.32 
From a social perspective, a post-growth society might offer advantages, especially when 
considering how, in spite of these challenges, Japan has managed to maintain relatively 
high levels of social cohesion and to improve its environmental outcomes. 

On the other hand, these economic shifts have exaggerated some of the features 
and contradictions inherent in Japan’s uneven modernization. Moreover, changes in 
economic production, population decline and ageing, and the environmental effects of 
industrialization are not equally distributed across Japan—the situation in many rural 
areas differs from that in large metropolitan areas, and that of Tokyo from other cities.33 
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Moving from lacunae to provocations, the articles and translations present many 
issues that we would argue cut across most, if not all, inquiries into design and society, 
beginning with gender. In explaining the different elements that require balance in product 
design and why certain products, despite their poor appearance, are more functional and 
thus better suited to satisfy a customer’s needs, Toyoguchi Katsuhei turns in his 1965 
essay to a gender metaphor:

To give a familiar example, a woman’s abilities, talents, and good health have little 
to do with her beauty; most men will want to marry a woman with a nice figure, 
good looks, and a smooth complexion. But it is also true to say that without ability, 
talent, and good health, she may not be terribly appealing. Generally speaking, 
men prefer able women who possess a variety of talents. We must shift our way of 
thinking from the singular notion of “good design” to focusing on a more holistic 
“good quality.”

For the historian and critic, what does it mean when Toyoguchi attempts to explain 
the evaluation promoted by the principles of “good design” as analogous to the way a 
presumably heterosexual man would discuss the attributes of a woman? Is the casual 
sexism reflected in this passage of any consequence to us today, when we consider 
design and society in Japan? At a deeper level, there is a question to be asked about 
the gendered assumptions implicit in design. Are such assumptions inherent to specific 
moments within disciplines and professions? Have these ideas lost currency, or are 
they still operative today? It is useful to contrast this passage with the varied views on 
femininity articulated by female designers in “Young Women Designers Speak,” or with 
Ory Bartal’s discussion of how Ishioka Eiko’s advertising work for the department store 
Parco in the 1970s related to contemporary gender politics and movements.

Another theme that cuts across research on design and society is that of agency and 
its distribution. Within social design in Japan and internationally, researchers, activists, 
and practitioners (often one and the same) posit that opening up the act of “designing” 
to non-professionals can democratize design practice, demystifying design as a practice 
limited to experts. As the articles addressing contemporary practice articulate, some 
designers and activists have embraced this more distributed understanding of design 
as a way of increasing non-government, non-economically-powerful actors’ agency in 
personal and community decision-making. This understanding of design as facilitating 
or helping shape broader social goals allows designers to become participants in social 
change in a different way, working for/with other populations in need as citizens and 
social actors as well as professionals.

One further theme suggested in the present volume is the role of design in society 
as it emerges from Japan but seen in a transnational perspective. The exchanges between 
Japan and the broader world become obvious when looking both at the circulation of 
































