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Abstract 
 

This article aims to offer a comprehensive view of the kawaii phenomenon by exploring its dimensions. 

Consequently, providing a conceptual framework to understand and analyze this significant aspect of 

contemporary culture. Through a multidisciplinary approach, we seek to unravel the complexities of kawaii and 
its impact on diverse areas, from visual arts to popular culture, through fashion, graphic design, and social 

dynamics. The starting point for this exploration is the Kawaii Classification model proposed by Marcus, A., 

Kurosu, M., Ma, X., & Hashizume, A. (2017), the starting point for the organization and categorization of the 
elements that make up the kawaii phenomenon. However, this article introduces a different and comprehensive 

version of said model, including a new dimension: the Graphic Kawaii. This new category is incorporated to reflect 

the evolution and expansion of kawaii in the visual field, recognizing its growing influence in graphic design, 
illustration, and other forms of visual expression.  Which have contributed to popularizing and adapting this 

aesthetic locally and globally. 
 

 
 

Kawaii, Dimensions, Model 

 

Resumen  
 

Este artículo tiene como objetivo ofrecer una visión integral del fenómeno kawaii, explorando sus diversas 

dimensiones y proporcionando un marco conceptual para comprender y analizar este aspecto significativo de la 

cultura contemporánea. A través de un enfoque multidisciplinario, se busca desentrañar las complejidades del 

kawaii y su impacto en diferentes ámbitos de la sociedad, desde las artes visuales hasta la cultura popular, pasando 
por la moda, el diseño gráfico, y las dinámicas sociales. El punto de partida para esta exploración es el modelo de 

Clasificación Kawaii propuesto por Marcus, A., Kurosu, M., Ma, X., & Hashizume, A. (2017), el punti inicial para 

la organizacion y categorizacion de los elementos que conforman al fenomeno kawaii. No obstante, este artículo 
introduce una versión diferente de dicho modelo, incluyendo una nueva dimensión: el Kawaii Gráfico. Esta nueva 

categoría se incorpora para reflejar la evolución y expansión del kawaii en el ámbito visual. Reconociendo su 

influencia en el diseño gráfico, ilustración, y otras formas de expresión visual, que han contribuido a la 
popularizacion de esta estética en contextos locales como globales. 
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Introduction 

 

This document aims to thoroughly examine the cultural and aesthetic phenomenon known as kawaii. 

Which has transcended its Japanese origins to become a global trend characterized by exponential growth 

and diffusion in recent years. 

 

From an aesthetic perspective, the concept of kawaii is reflected in a wide range of fields, 

including fashion, illustration, product design, and many other creative areas. 

On the other hand, the cultural aspect of the term "kawaii" is examined, tracing its history and evolution 

to Japan's historical events, from its origins during the Taisho Era (1912-1926) to its contemporary 

application and influence on global popular culture. 

 

Researcher Kazuma Yamane defines the concept of kawaii as: "Something childlike; it celebrates 

sweet, adorable, innocent, pure, simple, genuine, gentle, vulnerable, weak, and inexperienced social 

behaviour and physical appearances" (Yamane, 1990, as cited in Kinsella, 1995). This definition 

highlights the necessity of considering both aesthetic and social aspects to completely understand the 

kawaii concept, as its essence and origin are deeply intertwined with Japanese culture and history. 

 

To date, academic research on the kawaii phenomenon has focused on exploring its psychological 

and cultural dimensions. For example: analysing both the influence of its neotenous characteristics on 

consumers and the everyday use of the term. 

 

Therefore, this document proposes a new framework for the classification of the kawaii 

phenomenon.  Contemplating the central dimensions necessary for its academic understanding, the 

objective of this research is the construction of a comprehensive perspective of this phenomenon.  

 

Focusing on the study of the characteristics and dimensions found in the kawaii aesthetics, which 

have been lacking in previous studies. 

 

1. The Kawaii Term 

 

The term kawaii has evolved into a far-reaching cultural phenomenon, transcending the borders of its 

Japanese origin to gain a significant presence in Western culture. This concept, which at first might seem 

simple, has proven to be much deeper and more complex, influencing various areas of contemporary life, 

from fashion and design to social dynamics and consumption. 

 

Although the most common translation of kawaii in Western languages is "cute" or "adorable," it 

is essential to delve deeper into its meaning to fully understand this term. 

 

According to the Oxford Dictionary, the term kawaii is defined as "Cute, esp. in a manner 

considered characteristic of Japanese popular culture; charming, darling; ostentatiously adorable.” 

(Kawaii, Adj. & N. Meanings, Etymology And More | Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). This definition 

emphasizes the idea that kawaii not only refers to an aesthetic quality of cuteness but also embodies 

behavior and cultural expression intrinsically linked to Japanese popular culture. This suggests that 

perceptions of what is "cute" or "adorable" may vary significantly between Japan and the West, where 

what is considered kawaii in Japan could be perceived as ostentatious in other contexts. Nonetheless, it 

is important to highlight that all the adjectives used to describe kawaii in this definition carry a positive 

connotation. 

 

Furthermore, to gain a deeper understanding of kawaii, it is crucial to consider the opinions of 

artists who have been influential in this domain. A prominent example is Takashi Murakami, known for 

coining the artistic term 'superflat.' According to Steinberg (2002), superflat is described as "A doorway 

into the consideration of the issues of national aesthetics, genealogies of anime […] and ideas to 

contemporary commodity culture, digital culture and postsubjectifying semiotics.” (p.88). 

 

Murakami describes the kawaii phenomenon as follows: "Kawaii (cute) culture has become a 

living entity that pervades everything. With a population heedless of the cost of embracing immaturity, 

the nation is in the throes of a dilemma: a preoccupation with anti-aging may conquer not only the human 

heart, but also the body.” (Takashi Murakami Flower Parent And Child, n.d.) 


