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THROUGH WESTERN EYES: JAPANESE FASHION IN THE 1980S

Dorinne KONDO, Professor, University of Southern California

When Japan dominated the world economy from the late 1970s to the middle 1990s, the Western media trumpeted the

dangers of the Japanese economic threat, deploying tropes of “domination,” “invasion,” and “unfair” trade practices.
Their statements were laced with typical Orientalistic rhetoric. This trend was seen not only in the world of politics
and economics, but also in the fashion world. In other words, the Western media reported the great successes of
Japanese designers such as Issey Miyake, Yohji Yamamoto and Rei Kawakubo in Paris in the early 1980s with similar
Orientalistic rhetoric. Fashion critics lumped together all Japanese designers describing them as “avant-garde” or
“experimental,” attributing their designs to the influence of Japanese culture, such as the aesthetics of zen and
kimonos. Moreover, fashion critics picked up the features of Japanese fashions including the luxurious fabrics in use,
the pattern of avoiding cutting of fabrics as much as possible, one-size dress to be tightened up or loosened to adjust
the fit to different wearers, and the big boom in black clothes. These critics eradicated the old image of the Japanese
as skilled copycats, and reappraised these Japanese designers. On the other hand, they reported Japanese fashion as
one of the streams of the Japanese economic “invasion,” applying the political and economic situation of those days,

which was dubbed a “trade war,” to the fashion industry as it were. We can’t understand the way in which the

Western world viewed Japanese fashion in the 1980s, without looking at these historical incidents.
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