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Continuity and innovation - cultural and design-led approaches to
development

Eric Wear

Abstract

The current circumstances of the international economy encourage
strategies that are both global and local. That is, local areas must fit
into the global economy attempting to make best use of their
particular strengths and circumstances. In order to succeed in this, one
must both comprehend global markets and identify (and enhance)
local strengths. Innovation and expanding opportunity will come
where one is able to create products, services and experiences that are
well-differentiated from those offered by others. This is more likely to
occur and to lead to higher value-added consequences, where the
innovation is built on living local values and traditions. This is also a
strategy that fosters a community’s solidarity and dignity. [ will
explore this with examples from Asia and Europe, looking at both the
intelligent preservation of design traditions and their extension and

development.
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Text

I"d like to begin by contrasting two local traditions that are superficially
similar but which presently have very different circumstances of development and

support (and quite possibly different futures.)

Fabrics produced by Miao tribal groups in Yunnan vs. those of northern

Thailand.

The textile products of both groups are based on traditional hand
manufacture and textile patterns. But this is not a simple matter of continuity.
Both groups have modified their textiles in response to contemporary
circumstances — this is a response to the disappearance of a real ‘need’ for this
activity (as most everyday clothing is now manufactured elsewhere and bought by
these people — a simple economic consideration). While there remains some
residual indigenous demand, what is more significant has been the emergence of
new ‘demand” for fabric and finished goods as items consumed by tourists or sold
in distant markets. This has encouraged the development of new textile patterns,
new combinations of textile and embroidery, and altogether new finished products

(typically reflecting the existing habits of tourists or other distant buyers.)

In this there is not so much a continuity of tradition. but rather its
re-alignment and adjustment to the circumstances of the wider world and market

forces or opportunities.

On quality, the Thais are substantially ahead, both in respect to the
sophistication of design and the quality of fabrication. Much of the weaving of is

now done with silk rather than cotton or linen, and this allows for a wide
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application in fashion as well as other high value uses. By contrast, the work from
Yunnan is of poorer quality and is being retailed simply for low-cost decoration or

souvenir products.

The contrasting use of the material is particularly significant, as the works of
Thai minorities integrate with the larger promotion of Thai design and lifestyle. as
well as the specific use of fabric products by retail and commercial consumers in
Thailand (e.g. hospitality industry). While the work of a non-Thai minority, this
design has also found a place in the larger national design of Thailand, and
benefits from the promotion of that design in the global marketplace —
conventionally. ‘Thai style’ relates to elegance, relaxation, purity and softness and

contrasts with the stress of modern society.

The changes that have occurred in this production amount to innovation
‘within a tradition’ so that while providing a degree of novelty or freshness,
continuity is clearly recognisable. The sourcing of these products for
high-value-added uses also encourages innovation, in particular the production of
more expensive and refined products. The production has been strongly promoted
by the Queen of Thailand as part of government policy to provide appropriate
development and some economic autonomy for these non-Thai people of northern

Thailand.

By contrast, the Yunnan craft is not well-related to a wider taste or industry.
though there are some intentions to develop it as part of a policy for aiding
minorities. As the returns for craft production are not substantial and the industry
is limited to souvenirs. It is also not apparent that engaging in craft production is
the best use of their energies for Miao people in Yunnan (who might otherwise be

engaged in light industry, tourism, etc.) This also does not provide an environment
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for putting effort into innovating more value-added products, such as production

of more complex works or using more expensive raw materials.

National and local governments often have a dual interest in supporting
tradition as a source of identity and pride. while also promoting economic

development. How can these two aims be achieved simultaneously?

In promoting a local area, there is often a tendency to focus on those cultural
products that are unique to that area. These may be privileged as a symbol or an

identity. This is not always a good approach.

Consider the place of design in a community. For the purposes of this, let me
talk about Japan. At one level — that of description - Japanese design is simply the
experience of spaces, objects, cuisine, fashion etc as it is found in Japan. This is
an anthropological perspective. So we could say that Japanese fashion, for
instance, is largely similar to that in developed countries elsewhere - businessmen
wear business suits, jeans are widespread among youth. We would also note
differences, such as the use of traditional clothing in particular settings, such as
ceremonies, and that women more often wear traditional garb in  contrast to men;
and that there are non-traditional but uniquely modern Japanese dress patterns,
such as the ubiquitous apron of housewives or the uniforms of department store
greeters. One could undertake a similar analysis of food, discovering continuities
and discontinuities, and - with luck - tracing values between them, such as the
lack of ‘spicy’ flavourings in both traditional and modern cuisine, as well as a

concern for arrangement and appearance.

Promoting Japanese design, as it has been undertaken by government,

industry and individuals has actually been very diverse in its themes. Some have
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sought to promote traditional crafts, others have set out entirely new values (e.g.
technological prowess), while still others have sought to locate themes that
encompass past and present, traditional and high-tech. In the latter category is
Kenji Ekuan, an industrial designer and writer on design. In The-Aesthetics of the
Japanese Lunchbox, he articulates a view of design that conscio;lsly addresses
contemporary circumstances, while he bases his thinking on the metaphor of the
traditional ‘bento” and its assembly and experience. Ekuan significantly links
innovation and Japanese contributions to future society as being founded in habits
of tradition that provide Japanese with a way of addressing modernity that is

distinct.

Sensitive and effective promotion of local culture and design must be based on a

number of considerations:

1. Concern for values and not only appearances. This applies both to
promotion of past design and to new products. If design is only picked up as a
label or wrapping but has no deep attachment for people, it is unlikely to be
realised or developed well. Instead, it will remain a thing invoked mechanically,
but without feeling and integrity. A sense of engagement must - at the very least -
be shared by the people making and producing the design, even if it is not
necessarily embraced by the wider community. (I think here of folk ceramics in
Japan and the dispersed community of makers and buyers — this set of values may
or may not represent contemporary Japanese taste as a whole, but it is coherent

subset with an identifiable group that embraces it.)
2. Overall strategy: Experience design.

In speaking of ‘experience’ this highlights the full range and impact of design



