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ASIAN DESIGN 101: CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS IN 

HISTORICISING ASIAN DESIGN 

 

Dr Christine Guth – Head of Asian History of Design & Material 

Culture (Royal College of Art/Victoria & Albert Museum), London 

 

What is Asian design and how should we study it? Should it be 

understood as a modern practice or as one rooted in antiquity? Should 

it be separate from European and American design? What methodologies 

are appropriate to its study? And, perhaps most problematically, where 

is the “Asia” of Asian design? These are questions I have asked myself 

often since becoming head of the Asian design specialism in the RCA/V&A 

design history program, and six years on, I still struggle to frame a 

satisfactory response. There is of course no simple answer, but at a 

time when it is widely recognised that design is crucial to vibrant 

local economies, and the creative industries across Asia are 

increasingly influential forces in the global economy, I believe it is 

important to think critically about these questions whether one is a 

design historian, a curator, a practitioner, or a consumer. In my brief 

and very superficial remarks today, I want to reflect on the 

ambiguities and contradictions of this neologism from the perspectives 

of the museum, scholarship, and contemporary design practice, drawing 

on the approach to the subject that I bring to my teaching. In so 

doing, I hope to provoke thoughtful debate.  

 

First, if I may, let me say a few words about the postgraduate 

History of Design course in which I teach, since it has played a 

considerable role in the development of my thinking. Run jointly by 

Royal College of Art (RCA) and Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) in 

London, and now in its thirtieth year, the MA course has three 

specialisms: Modern, Renaissance, and Asian. The newest of these, 

founded six years ago, the Asian specialism investigates material 

culture and design in the regions extending from the Mediterranean to 

the Pacific and separated from Africa by the Red Sea, roughly from 

circa 1450 to the present. It focuses particularly on China, Japan, 

Korea, India, and the Middle East taking into account the connections 

between these regions as well as their relationships to Britain, Europe 
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and the Americas. This approach acknowledges that there are issues that 

cut across these highly disparate design cultures that can be 

productively investigated in dialogue with one-another. These include 

materials and materiality, craftsmanship, the everyday, and technology 

transfer, to name only a few. Many of the students who enter this 

programme come from a background in history, anthropology, or art 

history where design, if discussed at all, is associated with 20th and 

21st century industrial production, and they are puzzled when this is 

prefaced by the word “Asian”, and even more so by the cognate “Asian 

design history”. If asked to name an example of Asian design, they 

might suggest the Tata Nano, or the rice cooker, but the possibility 

that 16th century blue and white porcelains made in the Jingdezhen kilns 

might also be the products of a highly developed industry comes to most 

as a surprise.  

 

The historical trajectory of the Asian specialism is premised on 

a definition of design that follows closely on that of Victor Papanek, 

who asserted that “design is basic to all human activities — the 

placing and patterning of any act towards a desired goal constitutes a 

design process.”1 Viewed from this perspective, one may argue that 

“Asian design” existed for millennias before this term came into 

currency in the post-colonial era as part of a trend in identity 

politics that celebrates difference — whether on the basic of 

nationality, race, ethnicity or religion. The growing economic and 

political importance of the regions designated in the 1960s and 1970s 

as the “Asian Tigers” (Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan), 

and more recently, of those known as “BRICS” (Brazil, Russia, India, 

and China) has no doubt also contributed to the recognition of Asian 

design. The problem with such acronyms, as with the designation “Asian 

design”, is that they create homogeneity where there may in fact be 

little or none, and ignore the often transnational nature of design 

practices and products. This is an issue that I will return to. But 

first, I would like to show what museums can tell us about 

representations of Asian design.  

 

Museums in both Europe and Asia, many of them modeled on the V&A, 

have played a key role in promoting Asian art and design as a 

                                            
1 Papanek, Victor. Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change (London: 

Thames & Hudson, 1985). 
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conceptual framework and bringing “representative” examples to the 

attention of the public. To introduce and problematise the idea of 

design in the context of Asia, my students’ first assignment is to read 

chapters of The Myth of Continents and to follow this by “mapping” 

Asian design in the Victoria and Albert Museum. The rationale for this 

is two-fold: on the one-hand I want to provoke them to think critically 

about mapping as a fundamental design practice and, on the other, to 

begin to historicise and contextualise constructs of Asia in relation 

to material culture and design. Having engaged with the geographies of 

Asia to some extent in their undergraduate studies, all come prepared 

with basic map-reading skills, but they often take these spatial 

resources at face value. They do not recognise maps as socially 

constructed forms of knowledge and power relations, and even less so as 

an ancient form of representational design practice. 

 

Written by geographers’ Martin Lewis and Karen Wigen, The Myth of 

Continents is a critique of essentialising spatial schemes that have 

profoundly influenced the historical imaginary and created, as they put 

it, “metageographical mischief” – the most notable and enduring 

examples being the divisions between Orient and Occident, East and 

West, Asia and Europe.2 As a region, Asia is not a natural or objective 

given, nor has its location been uniform. As they point out, the 

Orient, or Asia, the term preferred since Edward Said’s critique of 

Orientalism, are projections of historically produced power 

relationships that have shaped enduring cultural perceptions.3 The 

precise boundaries of this binary construct are highly arbitrary and 

may fluctuate, but wherever the divide is located, it is bound up with 

ideas about biology and culture, and most significantly for Asian 

design, with the assumption that the West is “modern”, and the non-

West, not yet, or else “modern” only to the extent that it emulates 

patterns of modernity in Europe and North America. 

 

Museums like the V&A simultaneously institutionalise and 

challenge the relationship between these geographic and cultural 

representations through their design and display practices. The giant 

character chung (中) of chungkuo (中国) embedded in the floor of the 

                                            
2 Lewis, Martin & Karen E. Wigen, The Myth of Continents: A Critique of Metageography 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997). 

 

3 Said, Edward, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978). 
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Chinese gallery, for instance, speaks to the important role of language 

in design – as well as to the fact that Europe does not have a monopoly 

on seeing itself as the centre of the world. Although the organisation 

and display of Asian design at the V&A has changed considerably since 

the museum’s founding, from the start, artifacts from the non-western 

world have figured conspicuously in its collections. Geopolitical 

awareness of these regions is inextricably entwined with their 

identification with exotic luxury goods and the desire to acquire them. 

Today, no one who enters the museum can fail to be struck by the fact 

that a large and well-stocked shop occupies the central axis of the 

ground floor with galleries devoted to India and the Islamic world on 

one side, China and Japan on the other, and regions including the 

Himalayas, Thailand, and Korea in the corridors leading to them. This 

organisational scheme speaks both to the commercial imperatives that 

were catalysts for the museum’s founding and to the importance of Asian 

textiles, ceramics, lacquer, and metalwork to this enterprise.  

 

Further exploration of the museum, however, reveals that Asia 

cannot be contained within its designated galleries. Indian textiles, 

Chinese wallpaper, and Japanese lacquers inhabit the British and 

European galleries; and the displays in the contemporary rooms house 

the work of designers of Japanese background with studios in London 

such as Shin & Tomoko Azumi. Still further complicating the narrative 

of Asian design, following the logic of global capitalism, recent 

acquisitions have included fashions and furniture by European designers 

made by craftsmen in Asia. The display practices in the V&A thus draw 

attention to the fact that maps are designed by drawing sharp lines 

where one country ends and another begins, but the reality of Asian 

design defies such rigid boundaries. Even as this museum is premised on 

differential hierarchies that privilege the West, it also acknowledges 

the hybrid cosmopolitanism that Asian design is today and, arguably, 

always has been. 

 

Contemporary Japanese design, with its large roster of celebrity 

designers, such as Shiro Kuromata, has long enjoyed high visibility in 

museums in Europe and America, but the dynamic and growing range of 

design practices of other regions have not generally enjoyed comparable 

recognition. The V&A both acknowledges the many geographies of 

contemporary Asian design and challenges the tendency to focus on 

modern objects that mirror preconceived ideas of the traditional. In 

2010 for instance, it held a competition to participate in an 
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exhibition on the power of small spaces. The seven finalists included 

Japanese architect Sou Fujimoto who created a treehouse in the museum, 

and Studio Mumbai from India, who created a small building that drew on 

contemporary Indian vernacular materials and forms for its design. 

While other European and American museums are beginning to collect and 

display contemporary Asian design more proactively, the growing number 

of existing and projected museums dedicated to the subject in Asia such 

as the Hangaram Design Museum in Seoul and M+ here in Hong Kong are 

likely to take a leading role in this development. International design 

biennales such as the one held in Gwangju and this year in Istanbul, 

are key catalysts for promoting and showcasing new trends in 

architecture, interior design, graphics, and fashion. 

 

I have been speaking from the perspective of London, but 

historical experiences and contemporary socio-cultural conditions may 

inflect the understanding of the terms “Asia” and “Asian design” quite 

differently in other parts of the world. Given that the Western 

construct of Asia has been critiqued for its erasure of local 

differences, it is instructive to consider the ways the term has been 

deployed in the context of design in those countries considered to be 

part of Asia. For instance, the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco has a 

wall plaque at its entrance warning visitors that “Asia” is a term 

invented by the Greeks and Romans and that its contemporary usage needs 

to be carefully qualified. By contrast, the mission statement of the 

Asian Civilisations Museum in Singapore unproblematically announces 

that it is devoted to “pan-Asian cultures and civilisation,” with a 

particular focus on South-East Asia, South Asia, and West Asia — the 

regions from which the diverse ethnic groups residing in Singapore can 

trace their history. A similar lack of critical awareness underlay a 

recent advertising campaign promoting tourism in Malaysia under the 

slogan “Malaysia, truly Asia.” This was vehemently denounced by the 

tourism industries of other countries, most notably Thailand, on the 

grounds that Malaysia had no right to appropriate for its exclusive use 

the claim to identity as “truly” Asia. The Malaysian tourism campaign, 

like the mission statement of the museum in Singapore, is premised on 

its multi-ethnic population. Both usages suggest the way that the term 

“Asia” can be mobilised to choreograph national identity in ways that 

acknowledges ethnic difference through a kind of “absent presence.” In 

other words, “Asia” may operate as an umbrella term intended to subsume 

the local ethnic and cultural tensions and divisions. These examples 
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raise questions about how Asian design should be contextualised for and 

presented to the public within Asia.  

 

Turning now to scholarship on design and its history… In the past 

twenty-five years or so, since the emergence of design history as a 

discipline, the understanding of design as referring exclusively to 

Europe and America, and perhaps Japan, has been increasingly called 

into question. But we have a long way to go before the gap is closed 

and Asian design is truly recognised as more than an add-on in higher 

education courses. To a large extent, the idea of Asian design has been 

promoted as part of a strategy of inclusion through difference. Its 

recognition capitalises on the excitement and interest aroused by what 

is perceived to be exotic, but at the same time, by asserting a kind of 

differential inclusion, it also keeps it at a distance. Is Asian 

design, once marginal or altogether absent in university curricula, 

granted equality simply by its recognition and accreditation? 

Appreciation is not the equivalent of historical analysis. In an era 

convinced of the educational and social benefits of being sensitive and 

exposed to multiculturalism and its products, there is good reason to 

applaud recognition of Asian design, but there is also reason to feel 

ambivalence. 

 

Teaching Asian design in its social and historical context is a 

challenge because, despite the trend towards inclusiveness there are 

still relatively few books on the subject, and those available often 

promote a kind of empty multi-culturalism. Asian design, when 

introduced in edited volumes, tends to be articulated in terms of 

supplementarity or polarity, in ways that stress its separateness. 

Lees-Maffei and Houze’s Design History Reader, for instance, includes a 

single essay on a non-western topic, in this instance on campaigns to 

package and promote Kao soap in 1930s Japan.4 Even the handful of 

dedicated publications are under-theorised. Vibhavari Jani’s Diversity 

in Design, for instance, singles out, without explanation, the 

architectural styles of India, China, Turkey, Algeria, Nigeria, UAE, 

and Egypt, in effect transforming them into measures of identification 

of all that which is Non-Western.5  

                                            
4 The Design History Reader, edited by Grace Lees-Maffei & Rebecca Houze (Oxford & New 

York, Berg 2010). 

 

5 Jani, Vibhavari. Diversity in Design: Perspectives from the Non-Western World (New 

York: Fairchild Books, 2011). 
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The scholarly literature is growing, but primarily in the form of 

journal articles. A model of this genre is the Autumn 2005 Design 

Issues, which was entirely devoted to essays on contemporary Indian 

design. Authored by both scholars and practitioners, the topics ranged 

from design pedagogy and the struggle for recognition to the search for 

vernacular identity.6 The London-based Design History Society has taken 

a particularly active role in promoting new thinking and research on 

Asian design through its conferences and publications. In 2002, a 

conference entitled “Mind the Map: Design History Beyond Borders,” was 

convened in London, and next year the Society will hold its annual 

meeting in Ahmedabad, India. In addition, in recent issues, the 

Society’s journal has published critically informed bibliographical 

essays on Japanese, Korean, and Chinese design.7 These are extremely 

valuable in that they give some idea of the scope of existing 

literature in the countries under consideration, the different 

methodologies that guide them, and the problems of translation their 

interpretation may entail. It is easy to take one’s own language of 

design for granted — encountering others may provoke productive 

reflection. 

 

While these overviews of design thinking in Japan, China and 

Korea help to provide a more nuanced and multivalent understanding of 

East Asian design discourse, they also underscore a fault-line between 

those who envisage the study of Asian design empirically from the 

perspective of the modern nation state and those who see it in terms of 

uneven flows and networks, a perspective adopted in the edited volume 

by Adamson, Riello and Teasley entitled Global Design History.8 This 

publication, which is informed by post-colonial theory, redresses the 

                                                                                                                                  
 

6 Design Issues 21/4 (Autumn, 2005): Indian Design and Design Education.  

 

7 Kikuchi, Yuko. “Design Histories and Design Studies in East Asia: Part 1,” Journal of 

Design History 24/3 (2011): 273-82; Lee, Yunah. “Design Histories and Design Studies in 

East Asia: part 3 Korea,” Journal of Design History 25/1 (2012): 93-106; Wong, Wendy. 

“Design History and Study in East Asia: part 2 Greater China: People’s Republic of 

China/Hong Kong/Taiwan,” Journal of Design History 24/4 (2011): 375-95. 

 

 

8 Global Design History, edited by Glenn Adamson, Giorgio Riello, & Sarah Teasley (London 

& New York: Routledge, 2011). 
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marginalisation or outright neglect of design practices and products 

around the world by focusing on global connectivity through 

transactions including trade, technology transfer, and migration. Even 

as scholars who embrace the global design approach accept hybridity as 

a historical and cultural reality they also confront the kinds of local 

anxieties it may arouse.  

 

These two approaches raise fundamental issues of methodology: do 

we look at Asian design in a center-periphery model or rather as 

disjunctive global flows? The study of design as a discipline is still 

commonly understood to mean “modern design”, and its proponents in 

Asian countries – partly because they came late to its practice and 

study, and now desire to “catch up” – are often those who are most 

fiercely attached to the centrifugal, nation-based paradigm. This 

approach is often driven by a desire to locate and affirm cultural 

authenticity, although what is considered “national” in design is often 

defined as much by exogenous as by endogenous forces.9 This is not to 

say that empirical studies that emphasise national and regional 

traditions should be disregarded in favour of those that adopt a more 

theoretically informed outlook that prioritises hybridity. On the 

contrary, I believe that both approaches are necessary because they are 

mutually reinforcing. This dual approach will distinguish the 

forthcoming Berg Encyclopedia of Asian Design, a publication with an 

editorial board and contributors from around the world that will 

provide the first comprehensive source on the subject. Its first three 

volumes will feature national design histories in East, South, and West 

Asia, whereas the final volume is devoted to essays that address 

regional and transnational issues such as regional and global trade, 

migration and sustainability.  

 

There is much more to be said on the subject of the study of 

Asian design, past and present, but in the interest of opening up the 

dialogue still further, I would like to conclude with some remarks from 

a third perspective, that of contemporary design practice. 

 

Outside of museums and academia, the most pervasive use of the 

term “Asian design” is in the popular media, where books on “Asian 

                                            
9 Narotsky, Viviana. “Selling the Nation: Identity and Design in 1980s Catalonia,” Design 

Issues 25/3 (Summer 2009): 62-75. 
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style”, or “Asian” interior design for the home, abound. In Britain, 

where “Asian” is commonly understood to mean British-Asian, there is 

even a dedicated high-end magazine called Asiana. This co-opting of the 

idea of “Asia” for marketing purposes is part of a strategy to create 

content and narratives that encourage consumers to think that products 

branded with perceived Asian values and cultures will help them stand 

out from the crowd. Such usages may capitalise on a preoccupation with 

locating a compensatory authenticity transcending time or containing a 

beauty or truth thought to be unavailable in the “modern West”. Yet 

Asian design is as much about technology, marketing ideas, and local 

expertise, as about cultural values and philosophy, and the former may 

not be immediately visible to the public. In his book Recentering 

Globalization, the Japanese sociologist Koichi Iwabuchi argued that 

many Japanese products appeal globally precisely because they lack the 

marks of national identity, a trait he called “deterritorialisation” or 

mukokuseki.10 Does a user of a Sony Nintendo DS care that it was made in 

Japan, or rather that it is fun to use and that all his or her friends 

have one as well? To claim that contemporary designers in India, China, 

and Japan share a design language that is specifically “Asian” is 

questionable: in the new knowledge economy, they may share resources, 

infrastructures, and technologies but these may also be common to other 

parts of the world.   

 

“Asian design” may serve as a convenient label, but it is not one 

that all designers themselves are likely to adopt. While it is true 

that some negotiate their heritage by choosing to identify themselves 

by ethnicity or nationality, others see themselves as transcending 

borders both physically and imaginatively. Rejecting the idea of being 

representatives of a presumed cultural difference, they choose to 

identify themselves simply as designers. This professional self-

confidence often follows from celebrities - Yohji Yamamoto being a 

notable example. But resistance to regional categorisation may also 

reflect transnational identities and practices. The fashion designer 

Hussein Chalayan, for instance, is a Cypriot of Turkish background 

based in London. In addressing the challenge of making Asian design 

intelligible and knowable to a broad public, we should also appreciate 

and respect the views of designers themselves.   

                                            
10 Iwabuchi, Koichi. Recentering Globalization: Popular culture and Japanese 

Transnationalism (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2002).  
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“Asian design”, however imperfect and uneven in its application, 

has created a useful framework for the display, study, practice, and 

promotion of work long marginalised or ignored. Its use responds to the 

need to create a sense of connection and continuity between modern 

design and ancient cultures and civilisations that have been denied a 

modern identity. Like many ideologically loaded terms, it has come into 

currency in response to (while helping to define) a particular 

historical juncture — one that has seen a remarkable economic expansion 

and fundamental rethinking in design practices in “Asia.” The value of 

such terminology lies in the way it efficiently condenses, by filtering 

out conflicts and multi-layered relationships, a complex and confusing 

reality. But to talk about “Asian design” we need to need to unpack the 

ideological baggage it carries. This requires a critical awareness of 

those individuals, activities, and institutions that are or have been 

directly or indirectly engaged in representing it through narratives, 

images, myths and symbols. It is these mediations that I have tried to 

draw attention to today.  

 

 


