Western Style Women’s Clothing in Japan as
Depicted in Prints

1. Introduction

This report is an examination of Western
clothing worn by women and students at the
beginning of the 20th century. The process of
transmission from traditional to Western
clothing and the influence of Western culture
is examined through the use of prints.

2. Female students

In August 1871, bobbed hair styles were
declared fashionable and civilizing, and, in the
following year some young girls wore their
hair short. Women teachers provided English
instruction and they advised girl students to
wear hakama (divided skirt) which they saw
as being similar to western dress. As the
students saw the change in clothing as part
of the process of civilization, they quickly
adopted the wearing of “male hakama”. Female
students did not need to bother with sleeves,
and the clothing was very suitable and com-
fortable for moving in. In 1878, flannel shirts
became fashionable and, in 1885, in response
to the banning of short hair cuts, the “Japan
Women's Society of Hair Buns” was formed.
Girls then used Westem styled ribbons do
decorate this hairstyle. Gradually, the color of
hakama became maroon, ribbons were worn
in the hair and girls wore laced up shoes.
This became the required dress for girl
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students, and the style consequently was
referred to as the “maroon club”. Girls could
study in the same way as boys and, in re-
sponse to a movement for “civilization”, girls
created their own Western style of dress
derived from the kimono. However, the Wes-
tern style of dress was not wholly embraced
as the hakama style was seen as a violation
of male rights and consequently received
much criticism. Nevertheless, despite this obs-
tacle, the female hakama became a fixed style
in 1899.

3. Adult women

At the beginning of the Meiji era (1868-
1912), apart from a small section of the pri-
vileged classes, there was little interest in the
idea of westernization. Men criticized Western
fashion as being extravagant. However, in
1836 the “Society for the Improvement of
Clothing” was formed and a movement for
improving women’s clothing began.

Women opposed Western dress and society
in general did not desire a change to Western
clothing. Instead, women selected only parts
of Western clothing. Firstly, between 1880 to
around 1903 women preferred to wear shawls
instead of Japanese cloaks. Shawls were made
variously, according to the times, of weave,
wool and silk, and, over a long period of
time, the shape gradually changed. Japanese
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hairstyles changed too, resulting from the
activities of the “Bun Society”; and the use of
hair pins and a style, where women held their
hair up, known as the nihyaku sankéchi,
became popular because of its sanitary and
economic convenience, In 1886 the azuma coat
(coat for kimono) was available for purchase
from the Western clothes section of Shirokiya
stores. This became a very popular coat for
women. Western black diagonal weave and
woolen cloth was used and, and the addition
of collars and other designs, with just a hint
of Western fashion, became popular amongst
women. Similarly, Western styled umbrellas,
and white or purple veils and neck scarves
became popular from 1911 to 1914,

Women who were conscious of the civili-
zation movement, enthusiastically called for an
improvement in women’s clothing and came
out with improved designs, but, in the end,
they were not adopted by women in general.
New designs were only worn by those who
proclaimed an improvement in Wwomen's
clothing. This was because of criticism from
men and also limitations to the degree with
which the kimono could be improved.
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