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Doing Social Aesthetics:
A Comparative Study of Shopping Arcades in Kobe City

ABSTRACT

In this paper, I try to elucidate the concept of ‘social beauty’ by reflecting on my own
field notes concerning two large shopping arcades in Kobe City. Through an empirical
application of Kojiro Miyahara’s Social Aesthetics to the study of social spaces such as
shopping arcades, I attempt to demonstrate the contemporary significance of the aesthetic
understanding of social phenomena.

We feel beauty not only in works of art, natural landscapes and urban sceneries, but
also in the minute corners of daily life, in casual exchanges with friends, in parties and
meetings, in buses and trains, and on the street. Beauty often glitters out in life’s small-
scale, and subtle social interactions. Miyahara calls such beauty we encounter in the midst
of social interactions ‘social beauty,” and refers to ‘the aesthetically good’ of certain social
situations per se where persons inter-act with each other. It is an experience of the wealth
of association. Only when we appreciate these fluid and relational situations from within,
does our understanding of ‘society’ reach into its deeper dimension which is not
semiologically decodable, but experiencially sensible.

‘Social beauty’ entails a unique feeling of peaceful pleasure. This feeling is neither
subjective nor objective. It is not a ‘sense pleasure’ caused by our physiological reactions,
nor an ‘ideational pleasure’ which accompanies our conformity to prevailing social morality
or conventions. The pleasure of ‘social beauty’ emerges in the encounter between the semi
-subjective and the semi-objective. It emerges not in the private world of liking /disliking,
nor in the public world of goodness/badness, but in the common world of beauty/ugliness.

We can discuss various social spaces from the social aesthetic point of view. The
aesthetic quality of a shopping arcade depends on the presence/absence of the pleasure of
‘social beauty’ therein. I describe in detail several aspects of ‘social beauty’ encountered in
the Minatogawa Shopping Arcade, which narrowly survived the Great Kobe Earthquake in
1995; its netlike alleys and small shops have been rather dilapidated, and yet, remain
vibrant and full of local shoppers. In contrast, it is difficult to find ‘social beauty’ in the
Shin-Nagata Shopping Arcade which was destroyed by the quake and has been
reconstructed and enlarged ever since. Its streets and commercial facilities are clean,
comfortable and brand new, but are desolate and far from lively.

What, then, are the characteristics which are conducive to the emergence of ‘social
beauty’? Based on the intensive observations of the two shopping arcades (which I
frequent as a local resident), I identify two groups of such characteristics. The first group
is situational and semi-objective: ‘vibration,” ‘rhythm’, ‘symphony’, ‘communication for its
own sake’, ‘sociality in its own right' and ‘free play’. These characteristics are clearly
present in Minatogawa, where local residents and shoppers from nearby have collectively
maintained the vibrant social atmosphere. By contrast, in Shin-Nagata, these characteristics
have been sacrificed in favor of the latest architectural, informational and market-
economical technologies. These technologies contribute to the private ‘sense pleasure’
(‘clean and comfortable’) and public ‘ideational pleasure’(‘safe, secure and trendy’), but not
to our common pleasure of vibrant sociality.

The second group is perceptional and semi-subjective: ‘perceiving the situation all at
once’, ‘understanding through aesthetic mutuality’, and ‘the installation of dessin.” These
are the characteristics required for us as ‘participating observers’ of social interactive
situations. An aesthetic appreciation of a social situation depends on our own attitudes
toward that situation. Persons preoccupied with physical comforts, economic gains or
political correctness can never encounter ‘social beauty,” even if the situation is full of
‘vibration’, ‘rhythm’, ‘symphony’, ‘communication for its own sake’, ‘sociality in its own
right’ and ‘free play’.

Although tentative still, this paper shows a promising line of empirical social research
based on the idea of Social Aesthetics.

Key Words: social aesthetics, social beauty, vibration, rhythm, installation of dessin,
shopping arcade



