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Adoption of Western-style underwear in the Taisho and early Showa period

Mihoko AOKI, Associate Professor, Kyoto Women’s University

Women’s magazines published in Japan during the Taisho period (1912-1926) and the ensuing
early years of the Showa period, during which Western-style clothes started to be adopted here,
indicate Japanese women’s confusion at their first encounters with Western-style underwear. It
was totally new to them, and they adapted to it through uninformed imitation. The magazines
introduced the details of underwear items, including their functions, how to put them on, and
the order in which they were worn, such as the sequence of brassiere, followed by corset, and
chemise. Such articles however carried a wide variety of descriptions, so diversified that it must
have been difficult for readers to tell which descriptions were correct. Relying on such
ambiguous information, women acquired Western-style underwear items by producing them by
themselves at home, purchasing ready-made items, or ordering them from dressmakers, and
wearing them based on their own individual interpretations. By way of this trial-and-error
process, the adoption of Western-style underwear spread among Japanese women, and the
culture of Western underwear was gradually established in Japan. However, from about ten
years after the beginning of the Showa period in 1926, the trend faded away because of the
onset of the Second World War. It was not until after the end of the war that the use of

Western-style underwear was revived in Japan.
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Description of how to wear a corset in Shufunotomo, vol.17, May 1933, p.61. Collection of The Kyoto

Costume Institute.
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Drawers of the Taisho period. Collection of The Kyoto Costume Institute.
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Corset and wool knit socks (left), black silk socks(right) of the Taisho period. Collection of The Kyoto



Costume Institute.
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Toyoko Sasabe, "How to wear undergarments in winter," Fujingaho, no.231, January 1925, p. 8.
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