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1. INTRODUCTION

Last year I have guest edited a special issue for the journal called World Art.  I have focused on the theme ‘netotiating histories’.  I have been intrigued by the obsession for writing local histories and re-writing national and regional histories that have been capturing the momentum in East Asia, while interest in history has lost cutting-edge in western centres. As the prominent Taiwanese cultural studies scholar Chen Kuan-hsing described astutely, it is the moment that Asia is gaining subjectivity and proposing ‘Asia as method’ (Chen 2000).  It marks the moment of de-colonisation, de-imperialisation, and de-Cold War specific to East Asia by negotiating histories.  In this exercise of writing and re-writing histories, ‘tradition’ which is identified in materials, techniques, aesthetic values and everyday lifestyles, as well as cross-cultural discursive ideas of ‘tradition’ play significant roles.  Furthermore, one of the contributors, Wu Mali in this special issue also added another angle gender aspect in re-writing which she puts it ‘herstory’ rather than ‘history’.  Another contributor, Stephanie Cheung added the East Asia’s new political context of Hong Kong as the triggering factor of writing a regional history.
In my own research interest ‘negotiating histories’ can be observed in ‘craft’.  ‘Craft’ in Japan occupies a dominating space in Japanese visual culture, and Euroamerican Modernist ideas hit hard on indigenous crafts since the late 19th century.  Japan has been holding a question of ‘craft’ for a long time and what we see the debate on ‘craft’ in contemporary visual culture in Japan can be seen as Japan’s resistance to Euroamerican centric Modernism, and also subjective re-writing of Japanese visual cultural history. 
‘Craft’ has become a site of postcolonial and postmodern negotiation of Japanese visual cultural history and has been redefining moment of ‘tradition’ in the 21st century.  
This Japan’s contemporary craft debate has a contemporary dialogical aspect.  It is a reaction to the recent global interest on and question of ‘craft’.  Since the 1990s we have witnessed the beginning of renewed critical interest in crafts.  Peter Dormer revisited the classic masterpiece by David Pye originally published in 1968, and triggered the first wave of contemporary debate in the UK.  However, since 2000, we have been observing a sudden surge of academic interest in crafts.  Those have been countless publications on craft theories and histories that are questioning udefinable and marginalised ‘craft’ (marginalised by Modernist’s definition of ‘fine art’) and endeavours to redefining its significance.  Publication in English arguably peaked in 2007, and by 2009, we have seen the emergence of The Craft Reader edited by Glenn Adamson.  This marked a watershed for the Anglo-American craft debate in that its retrospective view indicates a maturation of the debate as does the explicit intention to offer teaching materials for a higher education curriculum.  We can also observe a similar situation in Japan.  Since visual culture studies began in the late 1980s, craft critique has been flowering in the last decade.  

2. JAPAN’S CRAFT CRITIQUE OVERVIEW

Two seminal works: Kinoshita Naoyuki’s Bijutsu to iu Misemono (Entertainment Spectacles Called ‘Art’, 1993) and Kitazawa Noriaki’s Me no Shinden (A Shrine to Vision, 1989) initially made a profound impact on visual culture studies in Japan and created a critical space for crafts. A notable publication of craft critique which followed includes Kaneko Kenji, Gendai Tōgei no Zōkei Shikō (Concepts of Creating Form in Contemporary Ceramics, 2001); Kitazawa Noriaki, Avangyarudo ikō no Kōgei (Craft after Avant-garde, 2003); Fukumoto Shigeki ed. 21 Seiki wa Kōgei ga Omoshiroi (Kōgei is Fascinating in the 21st Century, 2003).  Bijutsu Forum 21 Special Issue ‘Kogeishi Kenkyū no Genzai’ (The Present State of Research in the Japanese History of Craft, 19, 2009);  Mori Hitoshi, Nihon ‘Kōgei’ no Kindai: Bijutsu to Dezain no Botai toshite (Modernity of Japanese ‘Crafts’: as Foundation of Art and Design, 2008); and a publication that can be compared with Adamson’s Craft Reader, Dentō Kōgei Saikō: Kyō no Uchi to Soto (Traditional Japanese Arts & Crafts: A Reconsideration from Inside and Outside Kyoto, 2007) edited by Inaga Shigemi.  This is a result of a three-year joint project led by Professor Inaga at The International Research Center for Japanese Studies (Nichibunken), involving academics, makers, officials, industrialists and journalists.  The book compiles 36 critical essays divided into eight thematic foci: ‘tradition’, ‘history’, ‘modernism’, ‘East Asia’, ‘aesthetic theory’, ‘trade’, ‘present state’ and ‘vision for the 21st century’.  These essays also provide a scope for Japan’s national issue and its subset of Kyoto’s regional case study that are also contextualised in the bigger map of Euroamerica and East Asia. It presents a relational view both a globally informed bird’s eye view and microstudy of Japan’s craft situation.  Ambitious in its scope, this book has produced a remarkably balanced collective critique of crafts in the 21st century. It is very unfortunate that this is not available for English speaking audience. 

3. ANGLO-AMERICAN DEBATE: CRAFT ISSUE AS VISUAL CULTURAL DEBATE

While the global phenomenon of the interest in craft is in itself intriguing, it becomes even more interesting to read and compare the issues discussed in the Anglo-American context with those discussed in the Japanese context.  Paul Greenhalgh in his review of publications on the crafts published in Journal of Design History in 2009, categorises notable examples of craft critique in English into four groups: 1. Craft manifesto taking an ideological position (i.e. Levine and Heimel’s Handmade Nation: The Rise of DIY, Art, Craft and Design; Richard Sennett’s The Craftsman), 2. Craft as an open-ended, pluralistic hybrid art (i.e. Laurie Britton Newel’s Out of the Ordinary: Spectacular Craft, Imogen Racz’s Contemporary Crafts), 3. Craft as art, craft are synonymous to art (i.e. Halper and Douglas eds., Choosing Craft: The Artist’s Viewpoint), 4. Craft as an immutable, anti-pluralistic independent art (i.e. Howard Risatti’s A Theory of Craft: Function and Aesthetic Expression).  He points to the postmodern perspective which operates in the craft debate, and in the ‘boundary-breakers’ practice since the 1980s and 1990s ‘importing approaches from areas of the fine arts’ who wanted transformation of their chosen idiom including ceramics, glass, fibre jewellery etc. to create ‘something new and even radical’.
  They present self-critical postmodern questions characteristic of a paradigmatic approach to modernism with regard to philosophical and visual cultural questions on hierarchy and boundaries.  What I agree with Greenhalgh is his another points - the absence of historical studies on objects and makers in recent publication, and instead one finds ‘nothing but theory about what distinguishes fine art and design from craft, and theory concerned with what exactly constitutes craft’.
   
4. JAPAN’S DEBATE: CRAFT ISSUE AS NATIONAL HISTORY AND EAST-WEST CULTURAL PROBLEM

The craft debate in Japan also shares the global postmodern perspective, however, the dominant approach is historical.  The starting point of Japanese craft debate is the question of western modernity that Japan encountered in the late 19th century.  Kinoshita Naoyuki focuses on the premodern system of visual culture in Japan which had a very different nature.  With characteristic humour he discusses the moment at which the meaning of ‘art’ was misread or appropriated as an ‘entertainment spectacle’ at carnivals when encountering the alien western modern system of ‘fine art’.
  Similarly, Kitazawa Noriaki discusses the modern construction and restructuring of Japanese visual culture by inventing new Japanese terms bijutsu (fine art) and kōgei (craft) in the late 19th century at first, and later through the addition of sangyō kōgei (design) or machine made industrial design in the 20th century.  These terms and notions were all translated from European terms.  Kōgei (craft) came to indicate a vast but predominating group of heterogeneous objects which did not fit into either bijutsu or industrial design, or had been excluded on both grounds by the alien western system.  It is convincingly argued that these ambiguously defined objects which fall in-between categories have been the dominant core part of the Japanese visual culture up to the present.  As Kitazawa’s statement reveals, ‘craft’ is categorised wrongly by modern history, even though the actual entity of ‘craft’ arches over art, industry and life,
 therefore, his aim in examining this genealogy is to identify the proper location of ‘craft’.  In his introduction ‘Deconstruction of “Kōgei”, Inaga Shigemi also clarifies what he sees as the predicament of modern Japanese crafts in terms of the non-Euroamerican crafts situation.  He states there are three predicaments for locating Japanese objects that can be called crafts in the Euroamerican centred visual system.  Firstly, if there are no similar values or forms in Euroamerica, Japanese objects are quite likely to be neglected or not properly evaluated in the Euroamerican system; secondly, if Japanese objects are forced to be evaluated in Euroamerican system, the existing Euroamerican hierarchical order or value system are likely to be imposed; and thirdly, if there are similar values or forms in Euroamerica, Japanese objects are quite likely be called copies.
  In trying to comply with the Euroamerican system Japan’s modern history is one of continuous confusion, and as a result it struggles and fails to fit in –which in itself had brought about some kind of inferiority complex towards Euroamerica.  Inaga points to the asymmetrical politico-cultural relation between Euroamerica and non-Euroamerica as the cause of the predicament of crafts.  What is common among these influential craft critiques by Kinoshita, Kitazawa and Inaga is the postmodern perspective on the proper state of ‘craft’. Postmodernism operates in relativising the western modernity that caused rupture in the original state of crafts. In this sense, the title of Kitazawa’s book ‘Craft after Avangyarudo’ can be exchanged with ‘Craft after Modernism’.  Their projects are also related to the idea of recuperating ‘tradition’ –a notion which has had a strong currency for the last hundred years, and the field of ‘crafts’ had always been the centre of this discourse because of their very ambivalent location in the modern system.  Their argument also steps into a 21st century vision which sees the search for restoring a premodern Japanese visual culture to the state that existed before the rupture caused by western intervention, thus readjusting the current state to a more comfortable visual culture environment, while also presenting some alternative vision to offer to the postmodern audience.  Therefore, the craft debate in Japan presents this multilayered complexity, by engaging with postmodern and postcolonial perspectives while identifying premodern condition.  It shares much with global postmodernity, but articulates postmodernity by problematising the discursive inter-cultural dimension of East-West.  This contrasts clearly with the craft debate in Anglo-America which has a singular argument whereby its own modernity is critiqued from a postmodern perspective.

5. A POSTCOLONIAL DIMENSION OF JAPANESE CRAFT DEBATE 

In fact, the East-West cultural dimension in Japan’s craft debate has a rather close association with the postcolonial debate in the way it questions and deconstructs Eurocentrism.  Homi Bhabha created a notion of ‘hybridity’/‘third space’/‘in-betweeness’ in order to strategically subvert the rigid cultural discursive boundaries set by the coloniser on the colonised.
  In the Japanese craft debate, it is argued that this ‘hybrid’ and ‘in-between’ space is precisely the space in which the Japanese dominant visual culture that has been defined as ‘crafts’ exists in modern times.  Subaltern Studies scholars such as Ranajit Guha, Dipesh Chakrabarty and Gayatri Spivak also question Eurocentrism by identifying the double or triple traps and the predicament of subaltans in colonial India, in particular, female peasants of the lowest subaltern class who have no way to articulate, and no way to be knowable other than as represented by colonial discourse or by male elite Indian nationalist discourses articulated within the British system of knowledge.
  These postcolonial critics have been seeking strategies to subvert the dominant coloniser’s paradigm.  They try to find a new paradigm that articulates hybridity and the differences of the colonised.  Although it looks much less political than Subaltern Studies, the Japanese craft debate seems to be in line with this postcolonial project to subvert the Euroamerican paradigm, and find their own voice for the visual objects as modern creative art work of its own integrity, neither inferior nor superior to fine art, and importantly, not ‘avant-garde’.  As the Subaltern Studies scholars reiterate, this is not separatists activities that set out to reject Euroamerica, but rather to provincialise Euroamerica, as Chakravarty says, ‘provincialising Europe is not a project of rejecting or discarding European thought’….It’s not “postcolonial revenge”.’
  It is rather to identify Euroamerica as an agent, and to confirm the shared commonalities by acknowledging indebtedness to European theory and interdependence of the epistemological system, while at the same time to demand recognition of differences and sometimes untranslatability.  This seems to be also true of the Japanese craft debate which recognises the Euroamerican system of thoughts as an already integrated part of Japanese system, but also seeks to provincialise it, in order to reposition Japan’s current state of crafts. 

6. CONCLUSION 

It is some 80 years since Yanagi Sōetsu, the well-known leader of the Mingei (or folk crafts) movement published an essay ‘Why Craft Matters (Kōgei Mondai) in 1929, but it seems to me that we are experiencing a moment right now in which craft still rally matters.  However the moment we have now includes a sense in which Japanese crafts are increasingly empowered and becoming confident in articulating difference.  Recently, a project called ‘Revive Japonisme’ (Japonisme Saikō’) was launched by MOMA Tokyo Craft Gallery led by Kaneko Kenji one of the important theorists of modern crafts in Japan.  This promotes the use of the Japanese term ‘kōgei’ in a non-Japanese text outside Japan to replace English term ‘craft’ because the English term ‘craft’ includes the cultural baggage of European modernism and thus has a problematic history in Japan.
  The idea was inspired by the use of the Japanese term ‘manga’, now used in a popular global culture context to denote a difference with the English term ‘cartoon’.  
The Japanese debate on crafts has been maturing in parallel with its Anglo-American counterpart.  It is a notable global phenomenon with increasing numbers of new craft theory publications, exhibitions of crafts or craft-like art, craft galleries and regional craft revitalisation projects etc.  The craft debate in Anglo-America and those in Japan nearly intersect, but don’t quite engage.  My observation of the Anglo-American debate is that it is solipsist and is restricted to its own modernism being unable to come up with alternative ideas.  It needs to step outside the narrow boundaries of cultural specific Anglo-America.  The pre-Modernism state of visual culture in Japan and the current state of a powerfully dominant presence of what can be called ‘crafts’ in Japan can certainly offer some refreshing ideas for the Anglo-American debate.  Indeed it is to be expected that fruitful ideas can emerge from both debates engaging with each other.  But this engagement is also important in preventing the Anglo-American debate from becoming tautological and suffocating, while also important in stopping the Japanese debate from developing a nationalistic and isolationist mode.  
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