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Poggenpohl & Hahn: The Problem of Identity

What is an identity and in what ways is it formed? These are the questions under con-
sideration in this collection of papers, but this is a topic of such expansive scope that
it must necessarily be abbreviated. The strategy taken in this introductory article is to
focus on constructing and reading identity. A contemporary, fluid context is present-
ed in the first section, Locating a context for identity. Two cultural theorists provide a
foundation for discussion. David Harvey(Harvey 1990) has cogently drawn attention to
space-time compression that is achieved through media access and travel. Arjun
AppadurailAppadurai 1996) takes this idea further by examining in more detail the
impact this compression has on human activities and identity. Beyond this, four
dimensions are explored: Controlling personal signs of identity, including attitude,
language, and fashion; Branding and identifying products; Considering the perme-
ability of culture; and Evolving professional identity. Authors in this issue are intro-
duced as their writings reflect or expand on various sections of this introduction.

Locating a context for identity

Space-time compression

In the developed world, there has been an ever-increasing access to world events in
near real-time, even if half a world away. Individual knowledge and ideas about all
aspects of life, unfold in this global information flow. Even human response can be
coordinated and exercised through internet or local community action. A recent
example of this was worldwide recognition of the South Asian tsunami disaster and
the mobilization of aid. The event touched and altered lives worldwide. This is what
Harvey's space-time compression is about-access to information increases. What is
even more current than Harvey’s analysis, is the responsive action with which people
alter situations. Electronic chain letters collect signatures to influence legislators;
bloggers, as individual citizens, express and rally opinion; experts of various persua-
sions express their views, and pressure is applied. Where communication was previ-
ously a privilege of institutional power, it has now been democratized. Where indi-
vidual voices were silent, they are now heard.

Harvey goes beyond the theory of space-time compression to posit flexible accumu-
lation. Flexible accumulation rests on flexibility with regard to labor markets(out-
sourcing, for example), diverse products of global origin(who knows how many bor-
ders were crossed in constructing a car), and changing patterns of consumption(the
unabated American desire for imported goods for example). Decision-making accel-
erates as information moves faster and decisions, once made, quickly spread world-
wide. Speaking of the diminishing half-life of products, Harvey(Harvey 156) observes:
“Flexible accumulation has been accompanied on the consumption side, therefore,
by a much greater attention to quick-changing fashions and the mobilization of all
the artifices of need inducement and cultural transformation that this implies. The
relatively stable aesthetic of Fordist modernism has given way to all the ferment,
instability, and fleeting qualities of a postmodernist aesthetic that celebrates differ-
ence, ephemerality, spectacle, fashion, and the commodification of cultural forms.”

Media and migration

Taking these ideas to more specific expression, Appadurai(Appadurai 199, 3) presents
“..atheory of rupture that takes media and migration as its two major, and intercon-
nected, diacritics and explores their joint effect on the work of the imagination as a
constitutive feature of modern subjectivity.” He is not promoting social engineering
or homogenization of lifestyle, culture, identity, or political structure, but celebrating
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the everyday cultural practice through which ordinary people are transformed by the
work of imagination. He looks at the migrations that have marked recent centuries—
the flux of people seeking a better future. Escaping political oppression, lack of eco-
nomic opportunity, or reuniting with previously transplanted families; such motiva-
tions cause people to break with their past and forge a new identity in another loca-
tion. Called ‘ethnoscapes’ by Appadurai, individuals and families create a hybrid
identity, marked by preservation of cherished past customs, integration of new lan-
guage skills whether idiomatic or completely new, and adaptation to an adopted cul-
ture. Hyphenated identities, Italian-American, Korean-American, or Haitian-Ameri-
can in the United States for example, open possibilities for reconsideration of tradi-
tion, re-valuation of life perspectives, and the creation of a customized identity.

‘Mediascapes,” another of Appadurai’s terms, puts us in contact with other cultures
and languages in our own livingroom, thereby expanding our imagination with
regard to the possibilities of living a life and defining an identity. Media stimulate
imagination—what is possible expands(The power of media is a thread that emerges
again and again throughout this discussion).

Space-time compression, media and migration set the stage for an examination of
issues about creating and reading identity on individual, group, and artifactual levels
within local and global cultures. To begin the exploration of identity, we focus on
people who create and discard aspects of their identity as they go through life's
transformations.

Controlling personal signs of identity

Identity is about representation—it encompasses sign theory in the broadest sense
through naming, framing, and constructing some entity based on difference, com-
parison, or contrast. It is about figure-ground relationships and the contexts in which
identity stands out or submerges. Constructing identity is complimented by reading
identity. We learn to identify difference through categories or schemas within which
entities are grouped or qualities noted. Such entities include for the purpose of this
paper: people, what they do, how they live, and the things with which they surround
themselves. We ourselves are an evolving project—we adjust our presentation of
self, based on situation or context. Furthermore, we reactively measure how others
read our identity. Interior values(fairness or modesty, for example) are often invisible
except through actions. We acquire goods specifically as lifestyle statements and
representations of identity that allow us to read each others’ social/economic loca-
tion, even if the location is fleeting or insubstantial. Yet the mediascapes and
ethnoscapes that underpin our lives, as Appadurai observes, expand the possibilities
greatly, opening imaginary possibilities to all. The vast representational possibilities
become an asset or decision-making liability in constructing and reading identity.
Three attributes intimately tied to personal identity follow: attitude, language, and
fashion.

Attitude as identity

From one perspective, identity is a way to describe ourselves: we create intended
self-images to form a discourse that can be circulated through media and social inter-
actions. Sometimes the discourse requires adjustment—identity is altered to fit a
changing circumstance or to pursue a changing desire as in the following case.
Research on Chinese soap operafLu2000) discusses the strong and masculine image of
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China portrayed in TV dramas in the 1990s that feature relationships between Chi-
nese males and foreign females, particularly white women from the U.S. or Russia.
Two examples were presented in Lu’s paper(Foreign Babes in Beijing, Russian Girls
in Harbin): one shows the superiority of Chinese culture represented by the domesti-
cation of Americans, while the other describes peaceful coexistence between Russia
and China symbolized by a romance, and both relationships are led by Chinese male
protagonists. These dramas(Lu 2000) are part of the official discourse targeted for inter-
nal communication, to defy the racist discourse of “the Chinese or Asian male who
has been dismissed as lacking in masculinity.” In this example, stories of a collective
self demonstrate character through interaction with others in order to change both
the writing and reading of identity.

Language as group membership

From another perspective, one’s identity is described as something ‘do-able,’ such as
multi-language use. Traditionally, language practices are viewed as reflecting social
structure. One example is bilingual speakers’ choice of language: speakers in a
minority language community choose the minority language / regional dialect when
speaking with other members of their ethnic community, but opt for the majority lan-
guage / standard variety when speaking with outsiders(Cashman 2004), But other
research shows that bilingual speakers may use the majority language to invoke a
minority identity or the minority language to invoke a majority identity. In support of
the latter research, a study was conducted in an area with diverse ethnic identities
including Latino, Anglo, and African-American populations(Cashman 2004), A group of
women playing a bingo-like game were observed, two of them were Spanish-English
bilinguals and the others were English speakers. One bilingual woman led the game,
using both Spanish and English. In one instance, she repeated in English what the
other bilingual woman said in Spanish for the rest of the members, and the
researcher interpreted this as her effort to categorize herself as a member of both
language groups. For the same reason, this woman sometimes used Spanish to talk
to the Spanish-speaking member as she categorized the member as a Spanish-dom-
inant speaker or as having limited English skill. Later, one English speaker tried to say
some Spanish words, and the Spanish speakers corrected her pronunciation: the
English speaker’s attempt to categorize herself as a ‘user of two languages’ was
rejected. What the researcher observed was how they ‘do’ group membership and
social identities in this interaction, not who they ‘are.’ In this example, language
establishes group membership—an ethnic identity, but language use carries over to
establish membership in professional or sub-cultural groups as well.

Fashion as group membership

In a consumer society, fashion statement is another way we voice our identities by
‘doing’ as in the example of Uyghur women’s various veiling styles in Kashgar(kim
2003), Two common types of veils(Kara Romal/Yaglik) are used to cover Uyghur
women'’s heads in this area. Wearing Kara Romal—a brown woven veil that covers
one’s head, neck, and upper body—has three layers of meaning: Kashgar identity,
Islamic-Uyghur identity, and the merchant-craftsman identity, given privileged par-
tial economic independence by the Chinese government. Another type of veil, Yaglik,
can be worn either tightly or loosely, and each style means the wearer’s social status,
which group she belongs to, between “Henim(housewives)/Hanim(working women),
private/public sphere, merchant-craftsmen/intellectual class, Islamic-Uyghur tradi-
tion/modernity.” So Uyghur women can cover varied portions of their bodies by
wearing Kara Romal/Yaglik with sunglasses, masks, another white veil, trousers, and
gloves. Yaglik/mask and Yaglik/mask/sunglass styles are more common among
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Tight Yaglik and Loose Yaglik
The woman on the left wore
Yaglik tightly to show no hair,
and the one on the right
wore it loosely to show the
part of her front hair.

Photo/Text by
So-young Kim, 2003

young women and Kara Romal/white veil among older ones. Different styles com-
municate identities that are traditionally defined and assigned by society to them.
However, Uyghur women are also described as “active” for they can choose among
“resistance, compromise, or adaptation to Chinese control by choosing a particular
style of veil to wear.” For example, Yaglik can be worn either loosely or tightly, more
conservative choices such as “tightly worn big Yaglik down to the eye brow” means
religious identity: it shows the wearer observes the Islamic practice of “praying five
times a day.” Because wearing veils is the active manifestation of their Islamic reli-
gious identity under Chinese control, the Chinese government attempts to dilute it by
attaching negative meanings to it—feudalism, or the remnant of old-fashioned reli-
gious practice that has shackled women. Further, the government prohibits veils in
schools and other public places. Some Uyghur women—mostly highly educated
ones—compromise by adopting variant styles such as Yaglik worn with middle-
length skirts or trousers. Reading the sign value of Yaglik/Kara Romal can be positive,
negative, or neutral depending on one’s group membership. But the wearing of them
is a clear and intentional mark of identity.

On another continent, Friedman(Friedman 1990, 314-318) tells an interesting story of the
establishment of identity and status in the Peoples Republic of the Congo. But first,
some background is necessary. The Bakongo, the dominant ethnic group in the
southern part of the country, considered themselves to be the most civilized(West-
ern) group in the Congo. Its dominance has been replaced the Mbochi of the north,
who the Bakongo consider to be barbarian. Les sapeurs(roughly translates as those
who dress elegantly) are a Congolese group who recruit members from the lower
ranks of society within the two major cities, Brazzaville and Pointe Noire. Group
membership and status is about the acquisition of European ready-to-wear imports
whose importance is in the French or Italian designer label. These labels are sown to
the lapels of a jacket and are emblematic displays in a social ritual referred to as the
danse des griffes(dance of signatures). Friedman says this is not a comment on
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hyperconsumerism or a parody of middleclass ideals, but a practice of self-identifica-
tion based on the construction of appearances. In this context appearance and being
are one.

Outsiders ‘reading’ les sapeurs would likely read the performance very wrong. West-
erners might understand the performance as a strange form of narcissism, or per-
haps cynicism regarding commercial values. Friedman(Friedman, 316) goes on to
observe, regarding the oneness of appearance and being, “Not because, ‘clothes
make the man,” but because clothes are the immediate expression of the degree of
life-force possessed by a person, and life-force is everywhere and always external.
Consumption of clothing is encompassed by a global strategy of linkage to the force
that provides not only wealth but also health and political power.” Friedman (Friedman,
318) goes on to observe, “The outward appearance that he [le sapeur] appropriates is
not a mere project to fool the public to appear as something other than himself. It is
his very essence... the point is that the narcissist whose identity partakes of a larger
cosmology of lifeforce is an authentic clothing freak and not a trickster.” In other
words, this is a serious activity, full of meaning.

These two examples of identity expressed through fashion are quite different. In the
former, a cultural/religious form is maintained despite the forbidden fashion gesture
and its meaning. In the latter, the sign value of the performance is celebratory with a
profound meaning.

In relation to Western cultural habits, Appadurai likens consumption of material
goods, through which we express identity, to a skilled discipline, whose core is imag-
ination. The labor of this skill is reading the ever-new fashion and the essential
domestic management of debt servicing. If one follows fashion carefully, the cost is
substantial. Reading fashion is common to both Westerners and les sapeurs. But on
a superficial level, Western debt is a parody of le sapeur’s life force. Devoid of our
shoes, hairstyles, dress, underwear, car, apartment, chairs, gadgets, etc.—who are
we? Our very body becomes a site for distinction—tattoos, body-building, tanning,
breast implants, liposuction, body piercing, scarification, etc.—connect us to sub-cul-
tural tribes, celebrity models, or current fads. For Appadurai, “What is new is the sys-
tematic and generalized linkage of these three factors(consumption, visual pleasure,
body manipulation) into a set of practices that involve a radically new relationship
among wanting, remembering, being, and buying.” Connecting back to Harvey's
flexible accumulation, Appadurai(Appadurai, 85) thinks the aesthetic of ephemerality is
the civilizing counterpart to flexible accumulation, and “...the work of the imagina-
tion is to link the ephemerality of goods with the pleasures of the senses.”

When identity is changeable, whom do we choose to be? What constrains our
choice? In this issue, Erik Eriksen’s theory of identity is explored by Park Ah-
Chung'’s article, What is “Identity”? This author brings depth to the discussion by
pairing overarching psychological concepts with telling examples. As he
observes, issues of identity carry over to the branding of objects, products, and
services.

Branding and identifying products

Celebrity testimonials through their visual representation, connection to the product
or its use, are believed to magically transmit their personal strength, beauty, or savvy
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Aunt Crea
(EZAKI GLICO CO., LTD, Japan)

P: Sweet, old fashioned Western
grandma with soup.

H: A European old lady who
represents quality homemade
food.

P: Sharon Helmer Poggenpohl
H: Han Young-ae
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Karl
(Meiji Seika Kaisha, Ltd., Japan)

P: Simple, peasant-like Mexican
(Japanese) food.

H: A Japanese farmer who is a
friend of nature and kids; he
may be related to organic food
for kids.
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OTTOGI
(OTTOGI., Ltd., Korea)

P: A goofily happy kid licking his
lips with the pleasure of
eating.

H: A kid’s face licking his lips;
it represents delicious food tar-
geted to kids.
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Nolboo
(Nolboo Co., Ltd., Korea)

P: Mysterious, maybe sly man-
a firey mongol.

H: A traditional Korean folk tale
character with a very satisfied
expression on his face.
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The Starbucks Mermaid
(Starbucks Corporation, USA)

P: A stylized mermaid, perhaps
a prow figure from a ship; ships
are considered female entities;
stars are used for navigation.

H: A mermaid with a modern
look gives the impression of
a created tradition for a new
brand, along with its cool,
viridian green color.
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The Quaker Man
(The Quaker Oats Company, USA)

P: An old-fashioned healthy
food product, oats;

an illustrative portrait of a clean
and shining Quaker with old
clothes and hair style.

H: A person or company

based on religious belief;

they do business with a clean
conscience; have expertise from
a long tradition.
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MR. PEANUT
(KRAFT FOODS, USA)

P: An elegant character with

top hat, white gloves, and

a friendly with “hello” gesture;
props like his monocle and cane
signal a distinguished, classy
gentleman.

H: An entertaining and humor-
ous character.
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Green Giant
(General Mills, Inc., USA)

P: A realistic cartoon figure-big,
strong, healthy, with happy face
set in “farm” context.

H: A healthy and friendly male

* character strongly associated

with organic food;
perhaps leafiness indicates
some vegetable product.



24

AP o] Z2AE & $Hol: OLOIRIEIE|S| 2X|

3 BT} ojE APl /M8 ARHES she BAsna F52 97 gt & =ReA
L3/ BoHREE, Y8, njR)o)A] AE BAE oto|dE g T30 E8HE IR 7HE F
Aoz 7|8 o|Zojurtaz} diek, k2 vl el 91l B =2 AREL A E2H
o] BT ¢}7|o] tht 5714 o)A, 2lelstE AF BB BAYE AulE gleidie T
FAYS Aok Z AR} oA 23] B S U 4749 AEFRA=E SRS ESIA
A oQlet HA=E A%) FgolA oA Bl A E Lottt the EE ARE
o] AEigt 31, Q& u|Z HAT L F B3, ) BHA Y 8-S HefETh

‘a@o} o}ZuHAunt Crea) & Y& 717 A& BHso|ch, Ido} okFuhe bK< T
S0l & 25 ukgo] A A oFE 712, o] FiE Ao oloprE T 5 QU]
2o AR okxi7t fo] AT =2 AFEAE ¢ 5 Ak ©olF FFY RS2 BF
A2} 0|5 AL WitA| T, 2o} okFuke} ol AR E B ofolE BFE WAAAY BT
o} o}&ul7} e Bhgli 718 9] 8] B-& ok ul7t AR S B2 171 =E(bouillon)°ll 2
o}, 7Hg) BAE I olE Asks o] oloplole 8 7l E TEET Bad aadl Ad
3oy, 22, 121 7§ Folshe ool Bo] BF Soj7t Jlon] E AFY 7| EE A2
AR st A Fof i AE-E WElF7| = ot

v ZKarl) oOFARE 209 71 BALE Ao & AEAH QB TR B YA

9] 9 87HOraga) BhZo)A] ool ¥ B(Z oFAN 2 o}EL obd), =], TEST 7 A,
742 9J7)Qlo] o] upe-g HHES|E g}, eaprt uhge dEclolEtd A7 SO H2
o AFAQ kg9 TS BAZT) B Y& H2 o AU TP G 29 AF Fio] §
A3 goh A WA BT 2AFOE AR A WA Fu e oA goted 2 ot
ANE Bojgats A S a7 o3 o F2] Fxo) AL e HYx, F olFke olF
= AFASNAA g7 =it 2 oM E U ol H ol T 2L RS F78He Aldiel
2317 3 QB AF-G D53 Aolrhe Fu| 2 dEIT

2 BT Ey) = Qe FAE obol Bgolth, EI|(EE 250 = oA
£ QEQE dojAL olo]EL Y Aotk 28 T e S Y g ol B A

A o)LL T3, RE B2 9n 273 YolAt FAHE A Hilth 2 F71e
1960t 3= AAI7L 3 LA 918 oW A7)0 AR E AR, AR 7HE HAES AT
3 Q& vASel AL WAL, 2F7]E ARHUE AF2E b F3o| Folste Ttol ©
A5t o o] Za Au|2l7} G olo| 5 FEsIAt BA=uI | BFH, Eo] FF otol
AZe HE 7PN ol 4h& e ofolE BT, £3] o] A0 1970dH T=9
TV 330] }od AFZQ ojdo] 2l gyttt Aol oISt

SR B 320 AR HAS L AFo) ST WS TR sl fHF A
o}, 9l HHE o]7) o1 JFo| FLdtdct S4lo] B2 ¥hH T FRE AL T A=
olc}, Alebat @ ERE Eue Ry o] 44 F B4 B9 B 7t2A Uge] TR+
ohl AU E A 2HFT GG B E B TET ERE o] 24& X 4R AHIE AA

A s ¥, 28] 232 EL 7|TH AT g4l BE ol BE A gA Ft. o] oopr|9 i
& g Qe P52 A BAo| 2oy £ Aolth, 21980 tholl 1A, T == B
AF Ao BANA AsiA Hck FHE AT, FHYSH ofol S v F B2 g2 Aol
B 4905 Azl Yk JEQ v ERE AIH o2 29 3¢ A3 ke AZoIT
B2 o] HAIL A /|Gt AL 2 A EHo] R SPHo|L A AZR 3
23} 3hS Aotz 647k Sl Al A Hict, B BAEE 4T A o A
& B $1 U= FL2 AES AFTTHE oS S




25

Poggenpohl & Hahn: The Problem of Identity

to the offering. More commonly a brand is represented by a human-like character
whose sensual character and identity have been calculated to set it apart and make it
distinctive. One thinks of the Michelin Man. This is personification, a rhetorical device
in which a product is represented as a human being or is given human character.

Building brandmarks with particular qualities or values is a slippery activity. So as to
narrow the investigation, the objects to be considered are brand identities for food-
stuffs as represented by personification in three cultures. The authors, one American
and one Korean, out of their own curiosity in reading the other culture’s branded
meanings, tried a very modest experiment to decode the significance behind specific
personified food products. Food products were selected because they are fairly sim-
ple and ordinary. Each selected four well known personified brands in their own cul-
ture and asked the other to indicate their reading of meaning. The following figure
shows the Korean, Japanese, and American brands selected and the interpretation
from both cultural points of view.

Aunt Crea represents a Japanese curry product. She and her husband live in a Euro-
pean village and they grow fresh vegetables. What is interesting is they can commu-
nicate with these vegetables, so they know when the vegetables are ripe for cooking.
While their own children are grown and gone, they take care of all children in the vil-
lage. Her secret recipe for her great curry is the bouillon she uses. This story presents
some elements of what constitutes a good curry product: fresh, ripe vegetables,
bouillon, and children who love curry. This story provides the product with an invent-
ed tradition implied by its fictitious European origin.

Karl, on the other hand, is the traditional Japanese farmer with over 20 years of
real history. He lives in a Japanese mountain village called Oraga with a child (not his
own), goblins, and animals. Sometimes aliens also visit this village. The Oraga vil-
lage is the idyllic traditional place that every Japanese wants to return to someday.
Karl represents many snack products including the first Japanese snack. He started
with a supporting role for the first commercial for the snack, and disappeared from
the 3rd segment. But viewers, who named him Karl, wanted to see more of him. Karl
is a very interesting character who survived a time when everyone was looking for
something exotic and new, with a strong traditional Japanese character.

Another Korean brand, O-tto-gi, is a kid licking his lips. An o-tto-gi is a Korean
word for a balancing toy—a favorite for kids. Because of its balancing movement,
this toy is a symbol of recovery from any kind of misfortune, including financial ones.
The company O-tto-gi began in the 1960s, when the Korean economy was develop-
ing. They developed curry powder to compete with Japanese brands. O-tto-gi prod-
ucts are good quality with advertisements targeted to kids who haven’t developed
strong food preference, but will be future consumers. The face with chubby cheeks in
the brandmark represents a kid who enjoys an ideal life in a happy family, and
remarkably, the face resembles other child models in Korean TV commercials in the
1970s.

A Korean restaurant brand, Nol boo, originates from a famous Korean folk-tale, a
story of two brothers, Nol-boo and Heung-boo. The elder, Nol-boo, is selfish, cranky,
and greedy, while his brother Heung-boo is kind-hearted. When they receive their
parent’s fortune, wicked Nol-boo seizes Heung-boo’s portion. Later, Heung-boo
helps an injured swallow and receives a great monetary reward. When Nol-boo
hears this news, he intentionally hurts another swallow expecting money. But he is
punished and looses his fortune. The moral of the story is “A virtuous deed will be
always rewarded.” In the 1980s, the characters were re-interpreted in terms of eco-
nomic responsibility. Heung-boo, while a nice guy, is not financially responsible
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because he has too many children. Nol-boo actively pursues financial success. His
spirit was interpreted as entrepreneurial by Korean industry. He represents an inde-
pendent, active person, who can afford an affluent life; the brand Nol-boo means
serving healthy, tasteful food as part of well being.

Starbucks is a recent American brand in comparison to the others presented here.
It represents coffee through seafaring and navigational images. The reference to Her-
man Melville’s adventure story, Moby Dick, may not be obvious to all of Starbucks
Coffee consumers. Starbuck is the name of the first mate in Moby Dick, who often
has control of the ship and is second in command to the story’s mad captain, Ahab.
The seafaring connection may also be due to the fact that coffee is imported by ship
to the U.S. or that coffee, a stimulant, helps the customer navigate through life. This
brand has more remote and abstract quality relations to the product than the others
mentioned.

Quaker Oats is a traditional and unchanging American brand. It is a sizable com-
pany with many food products and subsidiary brands, but here we focus on the prod-
uct oats(for oatmeal) that couldn’t be more ordinary. Quakers sought religious free-
dom and came to America on the Mayflower, one of the earliest ships carrying immi-
grants from England. Today, Quakers are called the Friends, they are a religious com-
munity known for being ethical, community-oriented, and in opposition to war. The
“Quaker” as a personified brand represents “goodness” in a very simple and direct
way.

Among the nut family, peanuts are at the bottom rank in cost and sophistication.
But wait, Mr. Peanut in his stylish clothes, cane, and monocle raises the humble nut
to glory! Mr. Peanut and the product are represented as classy and social—it is the
right nut to serve at a gathering of friends(Mr. Peanut has been likened to Fred
Astaire). This is another old and unchanging American brand. Mr. Peanut speaks
directly to elevating the status of the lowly peanut.

The Green Giant(or Jolly Green Giant) is an old American brand that was paired
with a brief song, “In the valley of the Jolly (oh, ho ho) Green Giant!” The product is
vegetables and being green(healthy), giant(well grown), and jolly(happy) make for a
distinctive idea about a common product. As pictured, the giant’s valley is also idyl-
lic—natural, clean, and bountiful.

Without text or other cue, the authors could read the human attributes fairly well,
hence the reasonableness of personification as a communication strategy. But they
couldn’t necessarily identify the food product. The exception to this was the peanut
body for Planters’ Mr. Peanut. It is also interesting that three of the Asian brands are
based on stories(Aunt Crea, Karl, and Nal boo), while one of the American brands
makes a literary connection(Starbucks) and another references history(Quaker Oats).

Creation of product identity has always been a challenging issue for designers. In
a globalized world, the challenge is compounded by variations in cultural reading
and understanding. In this issue, Naoto Fukasawa'’s article, Creating a Brand,
explores the problem of creating a brand identity that communicates the subtle
qualities consumers seek. Appadurai’s notion of sensual pleasure and emotion
underpin identity.

Going deeper into the Asian mindset, philosophical considerations are revealed in
Young-mog Park’s article, Identity from a Confucian Perspective. The eastern sen-
sibility that connects self to community and what is unique with what is common
underpin this application of eastern values to the problem of corporate identity.
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Considering the permeability of culture

Both space-time compression and more particularly ethnoscapes and mediascapes
lead to a consideration of globalization. The global and the local, often considered in
opposition, can also be considered a complementary pair. “Think globally and act
locally” is an artifact of the 1960s. Harvey(Harvey, 303) observes that any “place-bound
identity has to rest at some point on the motivational point of tradition. It is difficult,
however, to maintain any sense of historical continuity in the face of all the flux and
ephemerality of flexible accumulation. The irony is that tradition is now often pre-
served by being commodified and marketed as such.” Others speak of the heritage
industry in which the past is interpreted for easy consumption and stabilized in sto-
ries(Colonial Williamsburg in the United States for example or the Holocaust Muse-
um in Washington, DC).

We can sample various cultures through travel, business relations, acquisition of
their goods and services, and of course, through media. But the sampling is mediat-
ed through our own cultural filter and remains imperfect—as we are not native. Find-
ing ways to overcome stereotyping the ‘other’ and ways to disclose one’s own cul-
tural authenticity necessarily involves the investigation of identity in a deeper sense.
As we cross borders, subtle values require recognition and understanding.

Few cultures are territorially bounded these days. To be so, they need to be geo-
graphically isolated and cut-off from modernity or politically isolated and withdrawn
into a cocoon of their own making. The migrations that Appadurai cites transplant
cultural practices from their authentic origin and homeland to host territories where
they evolve differently.

Permeable space

Place-bound space, mentioned earlier, has various degrees of permeability. Some
cultures protect their real and imaginary boundaries; countries encourage or dis-
courage immigration, organizations vet possible members formally or informally
using measures like testaments of faith, demonstrations of wealth, intelligence, hard-
ship, etc. Countries are a particularly interesting case as they exhibit different
degrees of permeability not only through immigration policy, but also the adaptabili-
ty of their language. Some countries are relatively permeable, for example, Japan is
more permeable than France(Heskett 1995),

Beyond migration and formal inter-country alliances, cultural distribution and sam-
pling build networks. The travel and heritage industries are examples of identity and
network building. Hawaii is an interesting site for discussion(Friedman 1990), Traditional
Hawaiian culture came under assault from U.S. planters when they became the dom-
inant economic force on the islands in the late nineteenth century. Hawaiian culture
and language were forbidden and stigmatized. Asian workers were imported and the
Hawaiian culture became hyphenated(Chinese-Hawaiian, Filipino-Hawaiian, etc.).
With the development of more efficient travel, the tourist industry replaced planters
as the dominant economic force as they commodified the island’s location, climate,
and culture. The hoola and poi became emblematic of Hawaiian culture in the
1950s—the culture, having already undergone repression and distortion, became a
cartoon of itself. By the late 1960s, a Hawaiian cultural movement was born and it
was and is anti-tourist. Concerned with the authenticity of their culture, they refuse
commodification. This is an instance where a backlash to the commercialization of
their heritage and identity, evolves into an interest in preservation of identity.
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Cultural identity can be projected onto the global stage through media attention
based on a special event such as the Olympics. Viewers watch the event for the best
human performance and whether their country’s athletes succeed. Various national
media package the host country as a curiosity for viewers, while the host itself faces
the thorniest and most elusive problem concerning how to project its own identity in
an honest and compelling way. Heritage operations often engage in romantic nostal-
gia for communities and cultural forms long gone and lacking connection to contem-
porary life. Their perspective is often a form of hegemonic nationalism along with a
museum-like, approved interpretation captured like a time capsule.

Human heritage is a rich repository of local ideas and symbols with some having
lasting and trans-cultural meaning. In this issue, William Harald-Wong presents
Naga—the Serpent Spirit of Southeast Asia, a symbolic form with deep meaning.

Continuing the heritage theme, cultures and individuals have different orienta-
tions to time and history. Kenji Ekuan writes of Asian Spirits and Asian Design. He
reflects on upheavals and history as well as cultural transference among Asian
countries, and defines for us the Asian Design Mind.

Evolving professional identity

In general, human behavior is conservative. People will do what they have done in
the past over and over again until it clearly fails to achieve their desired ends. This is
true in design as well as in daily life. Today, professional identity in design is less cer-
tain than in previous decades. The reason for the more uncertain situation is due to
several factors: dynamic technological change, interdisciplinary design problems,
and design’s lack of an overall codified structure. Even during previous, more stable
periods, a definite set of skills, philosophical positions, and territories failed to form
among design’s sub-disciplines. Design seems to function at a project level, and con-
versely, at a level of high abstraction. The middle ground where definitions, meth-
ods, and overlapping territories can be understood is under developed.

Technological change

Taking the factors one by one, technological change, namely the digital revolution
and all the media development that has occurred in the past two decades has put
powerful tools in the hands of ordinary people. On one hand, this has undercut what
were formerly professional skills through supplying digital templates and systems.
Many skills were democratized causing designers to question their particular identi-
ty. What do designers have or are able to do that ordinary people cannot—even giv-
en the available digital tools?

A few answers are: visual sensitivity, creativity, the ability to get more out of a tool
than is obvious, also the ability to handle complex, integrated problems.

Two brief examples might make this change meaningful. As technology be-came
more reliable and people complained about the complexity of using the tools,
designers began to look more closely at people’s needs, how they performed certain
tasks, and what were their existing mental models. Some designers adopted ethnog-
raphy as a perspective from which they could better investigate people in relation to
technology. Borrowing methods is nothing new in design. In this case, an anthropo-
logical technique is put in the service of design—the designer extends their role or
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tool kit, thereby somewhat changing their identity. Another example is using the
computer as a communication medium. Graphic designers, visual communicators,
information designers, etc.(observe how the terms overlap and are rather uncertain),
became interface or interaction designers, information architects, or communication
planners, for example. The creation of web sites requires different structural consid-
erations than that of print. The changing identities mentioned above are a result of
new skills needed to manage technological change.

Interdisciplinary design problems

It is more common today for designers to work in teams as no single person has the
breadth of knowledge and experience to tackle all the project requirements. Such
teamwork requires a melding of skills and an ability to define and use key concepts
and procedures. Problems often require innovation—going beyond ordinary, known
development. Team members need to understand each other’s skills and possible
areas of contribution to development and decision-making. Problems may also
require research or application of new scientific possibilities. In all these cases, the
designer is on shifting ground that requires the development of new skills, under-
standing, and techniques of collaboration. In some ways, what title one uses
becomes less important than the skills and perspectives one brings to the problem.
Interdisciplinary design problems create a fluid context in which the designer works
and in which identity can be both exercised and challenged.

A codified structure

Design can be considered a large domain, like medicine or engineering. From this
perspective there are sub-disciplines, like environmental design, product design, or
architecture. While engineering has many well understood sub-disciplines, design
lacks a clear structure. Are any methods used by design universal or unique to the
sub-disciplines? What special knowledge or experience is developed within particu-
lar sub-disciplines? Do practitioners of various sub-disciplines know when they cross
the boundaries of their discipline? These are but a few questions whose answer
could help to define the identity of not only design as a domain, but help to define the
relationships among various sub-disciplines.

Technological change and the increase in interdisciplinary design problems solved
through teamwork are the contemporary context for design work. Add to this
design'’s historical lack of a clear structure, both as a domain and as sub-disciplines,
and you have the elements of an identity crisis. This situation can promote hybrid
identities, like the hyphenated Americans mentioned earlier, or can promote a nar-
rower specialist approach together with strong collaborative skills.

Two authors in this issue demonstrate changing identity and definition for archi-
tecture. Mikon van Gastel’s article, Identity in Space and Time, explores the merg-
ing structures of information and building. He appears to be developing a hybrid
identity.

In contrast, Usman Haque's article, Dressing the shadows of architecture, pre-
sents exploratory perceptual research and prototyping that expects to extend the
architect’s toolkit to senses beyond vision. Both authors are questioning the lim-
its of their professional identity.
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Conclusion

What we have argued through the work of two scholars and various examples is that
representations or signs, whether through attitude, language, fashion, or design are
the primary material with which to create identity—and the representational
resources are vast. In contemporary life, identity is not a static system whether for an
individual, an object, or a profession—it is a dynamic flow of information available in
different and changing contexts. These contexts may be local or global. The chal-
lenge is how to understand and adapt to the contextual flow, to understand cultural
sensibility, and limitations to reading an identity as borders are crossed. As design-
ers interpreting others’ needs, we both construct and try to read identity. Sensitive to
contextual change and cultural difference, we mediate and help to establish identity.
In this way we name, frame, and represent the world of products, services, and ideas
to others and ourselves. El




is resolving a conflict
between the two opposites. On one
hand the need to express your
belongingness to people, groups,
ideas and schools of thought and on
the other hand the need to be
exclusive and separate from them.

The definition is based on looking
at individuals and their efforts

to express identities in communities
and societies. The ideas are also
valid in development of products,
music and performances.
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/IS a property of interactions
and relationships. Identity is not
a thing, and it is not a visual symbol
that one attaches to objects or to
media. What Western and Northern
designers describe as identities’ are,
in reality, graphic marks, or logos.
Logos are over. The future belongs to
organisations that enable live
contact between people.
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