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I. Abstract

This report traces the progress of the 
project since its initial proposal as a part 
of an integrated project investigating 
the artistic and subcultural sensibilities of 
Taiwanese youth culture. My proposal 
turned into a standalone project after 
the dissolution of the integrated group 
project. Since August 2005, the current 
project has evolved from a macro-theo-
retical orientation to locate Taiwanese 
youth subculture in the transnational 
media and cultural traffic into a cultural 
inquiry of stationery commodities and 
youth culture. The strategy to focus on 
young people's use of stationery goods 
was not a convenient choice to focus on 
the “specific” over the “theoretical.” 
Rather, this topic developed as I looked 
for meaningful local (though not exclu-
sive) issues that would engage critically 
with assumptions and practices in youth 
culture studies like the national concep-
tion of “youth” (i.e., Taiwanese youth 
sub/culture) and the replication of Euro-
American subcultural subjects and ana-
lytical frameworks (e.g., the study of lo-
cal forms of hip-hop). My year-long in-
vestigation involved, first of all, historical 
and industry research on Taiwan's sta-
tionery businesses, which included the 
aspect of production, design, marketing 
and influence from Japan and Korea. I 
also conducted surveys and interviews 
with junior high school and high school 
students in Taiwan to place their con-
sumption of stationery goods in the con-

text of school culture as well as in a me-
diated environment. Though requiring 
further research, my investigation so far 
revealed that youth culture's active use 
of stationery commodities constitutes an 
important cultural practice with unique 
aesthetic and gender implications. Be-
yond the school culture, stationery 
goods become articulated with the 
emerging handicraft market to provide 
young designers work opportunities. 
The design-intensive aspect of stationery 
commodities (e.g., the use of characters) 
place the seemingly objective writing in-
struments in the technologized and cor-
poratized world of communication. Ulti-
mately, this investigation of stationery 
culture leads me to question the blur-
ring material and philosophical bound-
aries between communication, media, 
and art.

Key Words: Stationery (petite) commodi-
ties, stationery shops, youth culture, fem-
inine media, cute culture in East Asia
關鍵字：文具小商品；文具店：青少年

文化；女性媒介：東亞的可愛文化

II. Research Contexts and Guiding Ques-
tions

In the age of virtuality and real-time 
communication, what social and cultural 
significance could stationery commodi-
ties possibly hold? To begin a discussion 
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on this matter, a definition of “stationery 
commodities” seems in order. Yet like so 
many cultural objects, “stationery com-
modities” do not stay neatly in one uni-
versal category. While they instantly 
bring to mind pens, letter sets, note-
books, schedule books, diaries, and oth-
er office, school, and art supplies, they 
have engaged with the popular media, 
creative design market, and technolo-
gies of modern communication at the 
commercial, creative, and practical level. 
For example, stickers and bookmarks 
sold in Taiwan frequently carry images 
of Hollywood screen shots, Asian pop 
idols, and Japanese manga/anime char-
acters. Also, since original illustration 
and art design are becoming the linch-
pin of product differentiation in con-
sumer society, the stationery industry 
and the emerging youth-centered cre-
ative markets are forming into a continu-
um of marketplace in which design im-
pulses and personnels may percolate. 
Being an inter-personal medium, sta-
tionery commodities have a peripheral 
presence and transitional status in the 
history of communication. Yet, the in-
vention of PDA, MSN, and blogs have 
not totally displaced schedule books, 
postcards, and journals. New groups of 
users (e.g., casual or purposeful, school 
girls, designer and artists) have created a 
place—perhaps the interstices of their 
particular quotidian life–for the 
“weighty” stationery products to matter 
in some way. Seen in this light, sta-
tionery commodities are a fluid cultural 
object with transnational, artistic, and 
communicational significance. 

In this research I teased out the 
ways stationery commodities bridge 
youth culture, design culture, and com-
munication in East Asia. Two questions 
have guided this inquiry. First, how do 
trendy, cute stationery commodities oc-
cupy the interstices of young people's 
lives? To pursuit an understanding of 
what young people actually do with the 

stationery commodities of their times, I 
drew on participant observation in sta-
tionery stores—arguably one of the most 
frequented retail and cultural space for 
young kids, interviews with young stu-
dents in Taiwan and with women in 
their 20s and 30s whose memories of 
their youth were accompanied by such 
stationery commodities. To get an inter-
referential perspective of the place of 
stationery commodities in the possibly 
gendered youth culture in East Asia, I 
drew on cultural texts (e.g., books, film, 
television) for further interpretation.

My second guiding question sought 
to understand the cultural practices of 
those involved in the design, produc-
tion, and distribution of trendy sta-
tionery commodities. A “traditional in-
dustry” with close ties to mass communi-
cation industries like paper mills and the 
printing press, stationery business in Tai-
wan has met half way with a kind of self-
fashioned designer/manufacturer/en-
trepreneur who make customized sta-
tionery commodities from postcards, 
notebooks, to stickers. They can be spot-
ted in campo (“square”in Italian, now ap-
propriated in Taiwan as the name of 
regularly held marketplace events of 
handicraft artwork) and dojinshi events. 
The incorporation of young designers 
by established stationery businesses and 
the emergence of single-unit business 
by young designers indicate a dynamic 
relationship between the traditional, 
handicraft, and designing industries. 
Drawing on interviews with and histori-
cal documents about the work of cre-
ative workers and entrepreneur in the 
trendy stationery business, I mapped a 
social history of the cultural workers in-
volved in the making of stationery arts 
and commodities. In light of the recent 
observation on the “cultural turn” of 
young Koreans and Japanese, my re-
search may be able to offer a transna-
tional contextualization for further dia-
logues in Asia.
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III. Research Results

The stationery space is a cultural realm 
in which young people, particularly girls, 
develop individuality, sociality, and skills. 
This is revealed in their consumption of 
stationery commodities, navigation of re-
tail spaces, and use of the numerous 
“petite objects” for various purposes. Sta-
tionery commodities in my research are 
defined by their commodity character, 
possibilities for technical and artistic ma-
nipulation, and by their social and cul-
tural intercourse with popular, common 
culture. In my research, it is apparent 
that the miscellaneous small items under 
the umbrella category of “stationery 
goods and gifts” matter to young kids 
more than that are often acknowledged. 
Inside a traditional (non-franchised) sta-
tionery store in Jia-yi, a mother's good 
intent to pick out a small notepad for 
her daughter (around 8 or 9 years old) is 
interrupted by the daughter's own gravi-
tation toward a Hello Kitty notebook 
(Fieldnotes 8 Feb 2006). The mother 
said “Don't even think about it” and paid 
for an accounting book with supposedly 
the “same” function as the Hello Kitty 
notebook.

The retail spaces of stationery com-
modities are places where young con-
sumer exercise their judgment to locate 
particular items to match their moods 
and sensibilities. If this skill seems in-
significant, we have hit upon the double 
marginalization of youth's consuming 
power (in an adult-centered consumer 
culture) and of “accessories,” or mer-
chandises made to support some prima-
ry media or cultural form (e.g., baseball 
cards). Stationery commodities feel like 
accessories. They are not destinations in 
themselves. This ironically means that 
they cannot be more than what they are
—as practical instruments for purposes 
like writing and communicating. Be-
cause of this placing on the perimeter, 
the space of stationery goods—be it re-

tail or personal collection—is one place 
where use value sits jarringly with sym-
bolic terms, as shown in the example in-
volving the mother and daughter. Con-
sumers often believe that the “right” sta-
tionery items will lead to better efficien-
cy at work, concentration at school, mo-
tivation to start/continue personal 
projects, etc. A high school girl insists on 
getting only brown-paper notebooks for 
her personal diary (Fieldnotes 14 
September 2006). She said without the 
brown paper quality, there is no “feel” to 
writing the diary. What is “right” is there-
fore what feels right. This tactile sensibili-
ty is only one of the many insistence that 
makes the retail stationery space a 
unique cultural destination.

Back in the 1960s when Roland 
Barthes visited Japan, he produced a 
short piece of writing about stationery 
stores from a slight comparative per-
spective. Almost right off the bet he 
notes the stationery store being a space 
of commerce. The American stationery 
store is an “emporium for architects, for 
students...[who] must have all the com-
modities necessary to record in comfort 
the products of memory, of reading, of 
teaching, of communication” and the 
French stationery store, with its grave 
marble front, remains a territory for the 
copyist, journalist, and clerks (1970: 85). 
So captured by the instruments of ideo-
graphic writing and art in the Japanese 
stationery store, Barthes did not take 
note of the patrons. But in today's sta-
tionery stores in Taiwan, the patrons are 
often young students, girls and young 
women. 

The retail space of stationery stores 
is one of the places where young people 
spend their time and money, by them-
selves, with their peers, and with their 
parents. A relatively “safe,” in-between 
place between the rigid structure of 
schools and various design of home. 
Many school girls describe the trip to the 
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stationery shop to be a surprise-filled 
journey and an experience of scavenger 
hunt. They spend hours browsing and 
learning about new things. According 
to my ongoing observation inside a vari-
ety of stationery stores that include fran-
chised bookstores, stationery retail store, 
specialized gift shops (e.g., 3388), and 
traditional pop-and-mom store men-
tioned earlier, this space is full incidents 
and dramas. (not quite elevated to the 
level of resistance) Here, the young con-
sumers could indulge (or they must) in 
the world of the minute. The small and 
the insignificant matters. (Inside a 
crowded stationery retail space near 
Taipei train station near the cram school 
district, uniformed students rub shoulder 
with each other. A college-age girl is in-
tensely digging through a section of 
schedule books. She flips through them 
and argues with her impatient boy-
friend about a missing line. “Just draw it 
yourself,” he said. Ten minutes later, she 
appeared to have chosen one and left 
with the guy, only to return to get a dif-
ferent schedule book.) It is where “so 
cute!” is constantly and excitedly ut-
tered. 

How did the stationery store be-
come a cultural institution for young 
people? Trades of modern stationery 
items in Taiwan were initiated during 
the Japanese colonization and continue, 
after the end of World War II, to inter-
face closely with various industries rang-
ing from traditional (e.g., manufacture), 
high-tech, to culture industries. By defini-
tion, stationery refers to western (mod-
ern) instruments of communication such 
as pen and letter sets rather than tradi-
tional “four treasures in the study” in 
premodern Chinese culture. Its survival 
therefore depends on the direction that 
a society evolves under specific market-
place conditions. The stationery space in 
Taiwan seems to morph on as a liminal 
zone that (always?) borders through the 
goods they carry a number of culture in-

dustries, from publishing (e.g., many sta-
tionery stores are also bookstores), gam-
ing, to other youth-oriented media like 
idol dramas, manga and animation. As 
of the 2000s, many traditional pop-and-
mom stationery shops also began to 
place plastic egg slot machines (toy dis-
pensers) and UFO catchers at the store-
front, reinforcing the stationery shop as 
a youth entertainment center. With 
character licensing becoming the most 
lucrative way that transnational content 
industries (e.g., Disney, Sanrio) make 
money, the commodity landscape in the 
stationery store has transformed into a 
character-based scene. This has brought 
forth the imperative of character design 
and aesthetic stylization.

Another component that I am in-
vestigating in my research on stationery 
commodities is guided by the question: 
what do young people do with sta-
tionery commodities? Surely, they pur-
chase them, play with them at school, 
write letters, sign graduation albums 
with funny markers, place stickers on 
their cell phones, draw comic strips in 
their diary, exchange diaries, make illus-
trations, plan their week, give them 
away as gifts, pass message in class, jot 
down private thoughts and memos, take 
exams, copy popular lyrics, practice 
handwriting, doodle in their textbooks. 
The list could go on. But what is the sig-
nificance of this (still expanding) range 
of activities that are more or less person-
al and personalizing acts?

It's useful to ask what kind of (per-
sonal) media are stationery commodities 
for young people. They don't need to be 
doing something wholesome, coherent-
ly creative or nearly professional (like do-
jinshi) to be considered creative. In 
studying rubber stamp art by ordinary 
folks, Peter Nagourney (1981) docu-
mented the “correspondence art” move-
ment, in which people exchange collage 
art work through US mail. Although 
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working with limited images, rubber 
stamp artists—defined loosely as self-
styled artists who practice any kind of 
manipulation of rubber stamp images—
work with the principle of juxtaposition, 
repetition, and distortion to convey hu-
mor and other kinds of meanings. 

There could be political implications 
in such communication among the com-
mon folks, as rubber stamp art in Euro-
pean often takes on an anti-authoritari-
an character. Charles Case's study of 
why Americans place bumper stickers 
on their cars discover that people use it 
to announce their political and ideologi-
cal expression, safety message, philoso-
phy and self-identity. And there seems 
to be a relationship between socio-eco-
nomic class and this practice. That is, it is 
the “common man” with the not-so-ex-
pensive car who would make use of 
bumper stickers.

As I collect more examples of the 
use of stationery commodities, I am also 
wondering about how to contextualize 
these activities. Some possibilities are 
feminine mode of life-recording. For in-
stance, in studying why female 
Japanese fans of the World Cup almost 
received no place in the mainstream me-
dia, Tanaka Toko (2004) points out that 
activity of the women soccer fans are 
missed altogether.

Colorful pen script, brightly pat-
terned small notebooks, murmur-
ing, cyberspace, mobile phone com-
munication, mobile emailing, comic 
type illustration, look-alike cartoons 
in magazines, message in a bottle 
circulated from class room to class 
room, conversation in a fast food 
restaurant, different jargons, color-
ful idioms” (54-55).”

Such kind “detour” or “time lag” is in-
deed where we find the feminized voice. 
I would also add that they make full use 

stationery commodities for cultural and 
social purposes, often in conjunction of 
social activities.

The 2004 Taiwanese film My Whis-
pering Plan portrays an ambivalent 
friendship between two high school girl 
whose relationship warmed up with the 
increasing volume in their exchange di-
ary. But when one girl betrays the other, 
the exchange diary becomes an object 
of destruction. In fact, a new diary was 
started to air out the frustration. In-
stances of such form of feminine com-
munication through small or micro-me-
dia can be found in many popular cul-
ture texts in Taiwan, Japan, and South 
Korea. The link between girl culture and 
stationery practices can be witnessed in 
the emergence Cathy East Jordan (凱西）
products since the mid 1990s and a se-
ries of “note-book” (筆記書) invented to 
facilitate precisely more intimate com-
munication between girls.

IV. Evaluation and Recommendation

After one year of interviews, ethno-
graphic exploration, survey, and docu-
ment digging, I was able to frame impor-
tant research issues and problematics re-
garding the gendered significance of 
stationery commodities. Given more re-
search time, I would like to further pur-
sue the philosophical meanings of sta-
tionery, which has to do with its status 
as a form of media, as well as the spread 
of cute industries (with character goods 
being a major product) in the East Asian 
context.

V. References

瞿佑寧導演 (2002) 殺人計畫。氧氣發行

5



Allison, Anne (2003) “Portable Monsters 
and Commodity Cuteness: Pokemon as 
Japan's new global power” Postcolonial  
Studies 6(3):381-395.

Allison, Anne (2000) 'A Challenge to 
Hollywood? Japanese Character Goods 
Hit the US” Japanese Studies 20(1): 67-
88.

Barthes, Roland (1995/1970) “Stationery 
Store” in Empire of Signs, trans. Richard 
Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 85-
87.

Bennett, Andy and Keith Kahn-Harris 
(2004). After Subculture: Critical Studies 
in Contemporary Youth Culture.

Case, Charles E. (1992) “Bumper Stickers 
and Car Signs: Ideology and Identity” 
The Journal of Popular Culture 26(3) De-
cember: 107-119.

Charles S. Anderson Design Co. and text 
by Michale Nelson (2005) Happy Kitty 
Bunny Pony: A Saccharine Mouthful of  
Super Cute. NY: Harry Abrams Inc.

Cho, Hae-joang (2001) “Youth in East 
Asia—Introduction” IACS 2(3): 443-445.

Frith, Simon (1987) Why do songs have 
words? In Lost in Music: Culture, Style 
and the Musical Event, ed. Avron Levine 
White. London and New York: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul: 77-106.

Gilmore, Samuel (1990) Art Worlds: De-
veloping the Interactionist Approach to 
Social Organization. In Symbolic Interac-
tion and Cultural Studies, ed. Howard S. 
Becker and Michael M. McCall. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 148-178.

Hjorth, Larissa (2005), “Odours of Mobili-
ty: Mobile Phones and Japanese Cute 
Culture in the Asia- Pacific.” Journal of  
Interctulrual Studies 26(1-2) May: 39-55.

Ito, Mizuko. Technologies of the Child-
hood Imaginaion: Media mixes, hyperso-
ciality, and recombinant cultural form 
(source TK).

Kinsella, Sharon (1996) Cuties in Japan, 
omen Media and Consumption in 
Japan, ed. Lise Skov & Brian Moeran. 
Hawai'i University of Hawai'i Press. 220-
254.

Koizumi, Kyoko. “Popular music, gender, 
and high school pupils in Japan: person-
al music in school and leisure sites.” Pop-
ular Music 21(1): 107-125.

Lee, Jamie Shinhee. (2004) “Linguistic 
hybridization in K-Pop: discourse of self-
assertion and resistance” World Englishs 
23(3): 429-450.

Lincoln, Sian (2004) “Teenage Girls' 'bed-
room culture': Codes versus zones” in Af-
ter Subculture, ed. Andy Bennett and 
Keith Kahn-Harris. Hampshire: Palgrave. 
94-106.

Morris, Meaghan (1990), “Banality in 
Cultural Studies” Logics of Television: Es-
says in Cultural Criticism, ed. Patricia Mel-
lencamp. Bloomington: Indiana Universi-
ty Press.

McRobbie, Angela (1994) “Shut up and 
dance: youth culture and changing 
modes of femininity” in Postmodernism 
and popular culture, London, New York; 
Routledge. 155-176.

Muggleton, David (1998) “The post-sub-
culturalist” in The Clubcultures Reader, 
ed. Steve Redhead with Derek Wyne 
and Justin O'Connor. Oxford: Blackwell, 
167-185.

Nagourney, Peter (1981) “Rubber Stamp 
Art” in The Journal of Popular Culture 
9(3) Dec. 80-103.

6



Ong, Walter J. (1982/2006) “Writing Re-
structures Consciousness” in Communi-
cation theories : critical concepts in me-
dia and cultural studies, edited by Paul 
Cobley. London : Routledge, 2006: 3-19. 

Otmazgin, Nissim Kadosh (2000) “Cul-
tural commodities and regionalization in 
East Asia” Contemporary Southeast Asia 
27(3): 499-523.

Ostman, Jan-Ola (2004) “The postcard 
as media” Text 24(3): 423-442.

Paul Willis (2003) “Foot Soldiers of 
Modernity: The Dialectics of Cultural 
Consumption and the 21st-Century 
School” Harvard Educational Review 
73(3): 390-415.

Smith, Herbert (1988) “Badges, buttons, 
T-shirts and bumperstickers: The semi-
otics of some recursive systems” The 
Journal of Popular Culture 22(1): 141-
149.Stationery 

Takashi, Kyoko (1992) “Language and 
desired identity in contemporary Japan” 
Journal of Asian Pacific Communication 
3(1): 133-144.

Tanaka, Toko (2004) “The positioning 
and practices of the 'feminized fan' in 
Japanese soccer culture through the ex-
perience of the FIFA World Cup 
Korea/Japan 2002” Inter-Asia Cultural  
Studies 5(1): 52-62.

The Stationery: Ginza Itoya 100-nen 
Monogatari. Tokyo: Pie Books, 2004.

Wonderland: Itoya no Bungu Bunbogu 
tachi. Petite Grand Publishing, 2004.

Yamada Hiroko, ed. Hobonichi Tejo no 
Himitsu (Secret of Daily Planners). Tokyo: 
Gentosha, 2005.

Yomota Inuhiko (2006) 「かわいい」論 
(Theory of Cuteness). Tokyo: Chikuma 
Books.

7


