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Earlier this year I got an invitation out of the blue to be a guest speaker at an arts and 
social inclusion forum in Nara, Japan.  This two-day event attracted over 150 
delegates from arts, education, social care and health organisations across Japan.  It 
reflects growing interest over there in this topic in many areas of social policy. 
 
On the surface one might wonder why the Japanese of all people would need to 
develop action on social inclusion.  But their belief in the value of ‘sameness’ and 
ikkuro or ‘unity’ has been shaken in recent years by lingering economic recession and 
social fragmentation.  As a result the not-for-profit sector has begun to experiment 
with more entrepreneurial and creative solution to communities’ problems. 
 
Typical of this is Tanpopo-No-Ye Foundation who organised the forum.  Tanpopo, 
meaning ‘dandelion’, was set up in 1976 by a former journalist Yasuo Harima, to 
develop services that assist independent living by people with disabilities.  Its home 
base in a suburb of Nara now includes a residential centre for disabled people, 
employment training and welfare rights advice, and a newly constructed theatre and 
arts centre.  Its outreach work is also considerable.  For twenty years it has organised 
an annual festival of music by disabled people hosted by countries throughout the 
Pacific.  Tanpopo has also been a parent organisation to Able Art, a nation-wide 
network of disability arts projects that are producing artworks of astonishing quality 
for public spaces and have an annual exhibition at the prestigious Tokyo Museum. 
 
More recently Tanpopo has provided the secretariat for the Japan Society for Arts in 
Healthcare, which currently has over 100 member organisations.  Already it has co-
ordinated a research exchange project with the US Society for Arts in Healthcare 
looking at the role of arts in caring for caregivers.  Both the issues and kinds of 
practice being developed by arts in health groups in Japan are remarkably similar to 
those in the UK and USA. 
 
There are also some unusual differences.  For example, one presentation at the forum 
that initially seemed bonkers was a research project with Osaka University that 
involves wiring sensors to houseplants to detect stress – and then playing the plants 
piano music to chill them out.  But this is because the healing environment is held to 
encompass all living things, and it is argued that you cannot fully appreciate social 
diversity and difference without including non-human species.  It is deep ecology 
gone Zen and it’s fascinating.   
 
Environmental awareness is becoming more prevalent in arts in health projects in the 
UK too – for example in the design excellence criteria for new hospital buildings that 
are being highlighted by the RIBA.  There were several community arts in health 
projects at the Nara forum that are addressing health promotion issues in the public 
domain and challenging prejudices about medical-related disabilities such as autism.  
It seemed evident that in different ways arts in health projects in Japan and the UK are 



tackling problems and research issues that arise from what psychologist David Smail 
has termed ‘ the pathology of the environment’. 
 
But the Japanese are both intrigued and troubled by the concept of social inclusion, 
and are keen to see how western interpretations of it are applied to social policy.  And 
they want precise definitions – at one point for example I was asked to explain the 
difference between integration and inclusion.  A possible reason why the Japanese 
find this challenging is that, as an historian commented at the forum, they have no 
concept of citizenship in a society founded on an etiquette of order rather than 
freedoms.  But, as Mr. Harima said in his keynote address, Japan needs a new culture 
based on human rights, and this requires it to embrace and develop minority cultures.  
He observed that the 20th century developed desire but not responsibility, resulting in 
dysfunctional and divided communities.  Art, he said, is the means to recover social 
interplay, with ‘Gross National Happiness’ as the real indicator of growth.  He also 
cited sculptor Yokomoto’s famous dictum that “for you to be happy the world must be 
happy.” 
 
Presenters at the forum often referred to their projects as being part of a ‘movement’ 
and spoke about their work with politicised passion.  Many projects have developed 
research links with their local universities, and recognise the need to encourage more 
socially engaged artists. 
 
Professor Sasaki of Osaka University explained how and why socially engaged art has 
taken off in Japan.  A few years ago new legislation gave a statutory responsibility to 
local government to support and develop culture.  Economic decline has meant 
moving away from the larger flagship art institutions – Japan is having great problems 
supporting its public building stock – to smaller entrepreneurial cultural industries in 
which new kinds of social art are emerging.  Central government has begun to see the 
need for cultural policy, and advisors like Sasaki are arguing that socially inclusive 
arts projects that enhance individuals’ creativity need to spread throughout society at 
all levels.  Sasaki has been very influenced by Comedia’s work on the ‘creative city’ 
concept and the social impact of the arts. 
 
Japan’s ‘economic miracle’ may have faltered but there are strong indications it may 
be succeeded by a ‘cultural miracle’.  When it comes to arts and social inclusion they 
really mean business. 


