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[Summary]
“Interview: The future of contemporary society and fashion”

Munesuke MITA, Professor Emeritus, Tokyo University

We asked Mr. Munesuke Mita, a sociologist who has long examined today’s information- and
consumption-oriented society through a sociological lens, about his overall perspective on
contemporary society, centering on fashion. To open our conversation with him, we referenced one
of his books, “Gendai Shakai no Riron (Theory of Modern Society). In the book, he raises two
issues as external concerns of an information- and consumption-oriented society: environmental
concerns (energy problems) and north-south divide concerns (poverty problems).

When looking at these issues from the standpoint of fashion, issues of drainage pollution, poor
working conditions and low wages in developing countries are brought to the fore as significant
social problems to be tackled. On the other hand, new initiatives have emerged, including the rise
of an “ethical fashion” movement, the production of clothes using eco-friendly materials, and the
creation of businesses that provide people in poverty with jobs and income.

These movements can be viewed as the consumption of a fashion phenomenon, rather than new
development or a movement to the next stage in an information- and consumption-oriented society.
In short, it may just be a manifestation of an external issue being incorporated as an internal issue.
Prof. Mita defines this phenomenon using the term “re-internalization” and views these movements
in a positive light. Or rather, he shows concern about taking a cynical or critical attitude to these
developments. He argues that the emergence of ethical fashion, the improvement of working
environments and the rise in wages are a matter of course under capitalism, and that such a
movement should not be denied, whatever the motive.

Moreover, there is an internal issue involving fashion. It is the question whether effective
developments can be brought about without material consumption in the fashion industry, where

something new is always expected to be presented by introducing new modes one after another.



The recent trend toward simple fashion, as shown in Normcore, Effortless and Minimalist, may be
a reflection of people’s objections to the mode of updating continuously and infinitely to pursue
novelty. Prof. Mita notes that it is interesting to see these movements. At the same time, however,
he argues that such trends should be viewed over a long time span of several decades or a hundred
years. He predicts that now that the fashion industry has just entered a stabilized phase of
equilibrium after seeing continued growth in the 20th century, more earthy, minimal or simple
trends will increasingly gain popularity, although there might be some swing-back.

What kind of future is in store for fashion? Until the 1980s, fashion was known for significant
features that defined each era. After the 1990s, however, era-defining styles disappeared. Fashion
that used to be clearly aligned in chronological order — from primitive to ancient, medieval,
baroque, rococo, and modern — is now re-aligned horizontally, and any style can be chosen freely,
transforming fashion from a diachronic phenomenon to one that is synchronic. Such freedom will
pave the way to the fashion of the future. The rigidity of an era in which people desperately strive

after novelty will come to an end, leading to a new era free from the pressure being always new.
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Books by Munesuke Mita. Private collection.

Fig.2.  AEioov 274 v 7l
The logistic curve of human race.
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AEON RETAIL Co., Ltd., corporate advertisement, “AEON organic cotton products” 2016.
Coutesy of company.

Fig. 3. WE DR A IR
The old-clothes warehouse. Photo by Umi Sato.
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