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“Ist es nicht süß?”

“N’est-ce pas mignon?”

“Kawaii desu ne?”

かわいいですか？

“Разве это не мило?”

귀엽지 않아?

“Czy to nie jest słodkie?”

“¿No es lindo?”

“Isn’t that cute?”



The wide-eyed, pastel, stuffed animal, ‘kawaii’ aesthetic is emerging in the most unex-

pected of places. But what is ‘kawaii’? Where did it all begin? Why is it loved so much 

in Japan, and now, the western world?

Kawaii’ can be loosely translated to ‘cute’ in English. It’s the idea of being pleasurable 

to perceive in a ‘small’ or ‘pitiful’ way. Differing from the words ‘kireina’ and ‘sekushī’ 

(beautiful and sexy), ‘kawaii’ focuses more on the aspects of softness, delicacy and youth. 

It is interesting to assess Japanese culture under the sub-heading of “cute” as it can be 

argued that this kawaii culture only really started a few decades ago. After World War Two 

and the dropping of the American atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, some indi-

viduals claim that Japan “lost its masculinity”. 

This devastating blow to Japan’s samurai/warrior, history lead to a natural shift in social 

and cultural identity. Japan became cute, soft, feminine, and Kawaii as opposed to strong, 

confident and masculine. 

THE RISE OF 
JAPANESE 
CUTENESS

Today, Kawaii culture can be seen in every 

aspect of Japanese life - from government 

advertisements to sport and school mascots. 

Naturally, it has morphed into an entire style 

genre. And in recent years, ‘Kawaii fashion’ is 

has begun making its way around the western 

world.



Today in Australia, there are many sub-cultures 

of kawaii. One example of a group that em-

braces kawaii fashion is Sydney Lolita. ‘Lolita’ is a 

fashion style that originated in Japan in the 90s. 

It is heavily influenced by Edwardian and Victorian 

style clothing - ruffles, big skirts, pastel colours and 

frilly, long socks. 

While the fashion of Lolita is a common practice in 

a group like Sydney Lolita, it is interesting to point 

out the friendly, family-like nature of the people 

within this type of niche group. 

We spoke to some Lolitas, and here’s what they 

had to say about this Kawaii culture, how it makes 

them feel  and how it has impacted and changed 

their lives…



      
      
      SO, WHY        
      DRESS IN 
      LOLITA?

“I always wanted to, but after having my daughter at 

18 felt like I had no identity besides being a Mum. I 

had never had much confidence but I loved fashion. 

Lolita was an avenue that was unique and it meant 

that I wasn’t just a Mum. But I couldn’t be a Mum 

AND a lolita because lolita is just as confronting to 

people as teen pregnancy. 

Rather than people being like ‘oh she’s a teen Mum’ 

they instead went ‘wow... that’s an amazing outfit’ 

and suddenly I had a personality outside being a 

parent.” - Sophie ‘Kitty’ Abrahams (right)

“It’s adorable, it doesn’t take itself too seriously and it is inspires 

feelings that the world could honestly use more of - kindness, 

softness and an innocent, whimsical sense of fun. 

In this way, kawaii culture draws me in because I’ve been raised 

with very narrow male gender expectations, which I neither 

enjoy nor have ever felt I meet. Kawaii culture inspires me to be 

more of the kind of person I want to be.” – Anonymous

“...suddenly I had a personality 
outside being a parent.”

“... it inspires feelings 
that the world could 
honestly use more of - 
kindness, softness and 
an innocent, whimsical 
sense of fun...”



HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR

EXPERIENCE 

WITHIN THIS 

CULTURE?



“It is wonderful. The community can be very caring and 

look after one another. Plus the emphasis on etiquette is 

great especially for younger people. Greatest thing I have 

taken away is anyone can wear Lolita!” 

- Gwenyvere, ‘Aoife’ -

“
“

“The greatest thing you can take away from this 

culture is pushing yourself to do something new 

that changes you. You can become braver, even if 

you’re scared at first” 

- Sonia Sciara -

“That it doesn’t matter what kind of body or face 

you have, doesn’t matter what gender or race, ev-

eryone can wear lolita! It brings people together 

and makes people smile. It’s built my confidence 

and given me a hobby and community to belong to.” 

- Brittany ‘Brinty’ Alcock -



“Living in Japan gives you pressure 
in the sense that everyone dresses 
well, and women will wear makeup 
every day and also trek around the 

theme parks in heels, which is admi-
rable. Being out and about in Japan 
and seeing lolitas make the effort to 
go out in 30 degrees in long sleeves 
and gloves and knee high socks real-
ly kinda put perspective into the say-

ing ‘beauty is pain’ - by making the 
effort to keep up a certain aesthetic 
and self presentation. I really enjoy 
the social image that I’ve carefully 

curated and presented” 
- Liz Wong 

“...I really enjoy 
the social image 

that I’ve carefully 
curated 

and presented...”



 

have you 
ever 

faced any
 

n e g a t i v i t y 

with
 your participation

 in 
this culture?



“Yes, from my parents. I dress exclusively in Lolita (whereas the male 

counterpart is Ouji fashion), and my mother once burst into my room 

when I happened to be trying on an outfit that just arrived for size. That 

was the one that blew their fuse. My father threatened to disown me and 

get violent with me, and my mother backed him up, as she always does. 

He accused me of being gay and ‘transsexual’, telling me how disgusting 

he found such people despite tolerating them in the workplace. 

Despite doing my best to reason with them and clear up their miscon-

ceptions about gay and trans people (despite me being neither gay nor, to 

my knowledge at the time, even genderqueer), he was bullishly arrogant 

and pig-headedly certain that he knew what he was talking about and 

that he knew me better than myself that he tried to force me to admit to 

all that he accused me of. 

My mother, though not as directly in-my-face about it, has and continues 

to push the idea that being masculine is the correct way for me to be, 

carrying disdain for anything feminine - or even seemingly feminine - 

that I enjoy or express. As a result, I’ve had to hide everything feminine, 

including Lolita, from my parents.” 

- Ian Ho



JAPANESE 

Effect 

in Fashion 

with

james saab

Specific designers like Rei Kawakubo (Comme 

Des Garçons) create collections that are very 

bold, eccentric and eclectic. Her pieces are more 

like art -  obscure, conceptual pieces. She still 

sticks to her Japanese roots by mainly using the 

traditional colours of red, black and white, tradi-

tional Japanese floral prints and materials such 

as silk. 

The culture of Kawaii is not only a central 

element in Japan, but is rapidly impacting the 

western world of design. We sat down with 

two of our contacts in the fashion, blogging 

and photography industry to gain a greater 

understanding of how this distinct culture is 

translating in western society and what place 

it has in the designer realm.

Fashion Stylist and Graduate - James Saab, 

from @whitehouseinstituteofdesign sits down 

with us to discuss the wave of new Eastern 

influence.

Yohji Yamamoto is another example of a designer that has impacted the fashion world in 

contemporary street wear. Similarly his designs are very obscure and conceptual with add-

ed Japanese flair. Sleek, tailored and elegant draping inspired by the kimono, using softer 

fabrics like silk.



How does Kawaii fashion 
translates into western 
society?

From a fashion stand-
point, what do you think 

the future holds for 
Kawaii culture?

Kawaii definitely has a place in the fashion world, especially 

with social media being on the rise remaining a major influ-

ence in the fashion industry. Kawaii is a very similar concept 

to “emoji’s”, this theme has heavily influenced the industry 

and big labels like Moschino. Kawaii fashion is also show-

cased by celebrities in the music industry like Katy Perry, 

Nicki Minaj, Ariana Grande, Miley Cyrus… In turn further 

influencing western society.  

I think that the more technology progresses, fashion will also evolve alongside of it. Kawaii 

fashion has definitely evolved since its origin with the aid of contemporary cartoon characters 

in their designs, and improved technologies that create more abstract and creative garments. 

Fashion always tends to repeat itself every couple of years, so kawaii fashion will definitely be 

here to stay. 

Kawaii fashion is great because its moving with the times, producing very different and refresh-

ing styles for people to see and for designers to be inspired by. It is without a doubt a style that 

will continue to sell very well in the Asian market, but as social media continues to rise and 

rule western society there’s potential for kawaii fashion to grow even more in popularity within 

western society.



KAWAII 
AESTHETICS 
IN 
FASHION

with

ALEX SQUADRITO

professional photographer & 

Blogger @foodssake

“I have definitely come across Japanese in-

spired aesthetics within the industry. Having 

friends and family that work in the fashion 

world I’m constantly shown new trends. 

As of late, I’ve actually noticed a lot of Austra-

lian designers now replicating the style that I 

saw so regularly in Tokyo specifically. It’s very 

much like architecture; 

Clean lines, perfectly created, and even 

though it might be lose, the tailoring allows it 

to fit the body perfectly.”

“I think nowadays a major reason kawaii seems prominent in Japanese culture is because it’s 

used as a marketing tool, particularly towards western society. It’s become such a big part as to 

why people travel to Japan, so there’s a lot of money to be made in that sense. Japan is quite 

distinct in that it can seem like a completely different universe of quirks and colour - It’s what 

makes the culture so vibrant and appealing to tourists.

As a creative, my mind gets lost in the ideas of what I could create in a photographic realm. 

Elaborate photoshoots, neon lights... I’m interested to see if this trend will ever be as big in 

other countries as it is in Japan but I guess only time will tell…”




