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About so-called Chirarism

Shoichi INOUE, Professor, International Research Center for Japanese Studies

The author starts this discussion with reference to his experiences in other countries. In 1987 in
Shanghai, in the People’s Republic of China, women were seen cycling without caring that their
panties were exposed, and men were not impressed by that. In 1976 in Paris, France, when a
Parisienne’s skirt was uplifted indecently by a gust of wind, a man nearby said to her quite
frankly, “Merci, Madame.” In 2004 in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, during a lecture he was delivering
about Japanese culture, the author explained that ever since early times Japanese males have
found the nape of women’s necks particularly erotic, to which the students’ responded with
great surprise — “No way!” Reflecting on these experiences, the author is reminded of the
Japanese word chirarism, meaning “fleeting exposure of underwear.” It is a coinage of the
Japanese word chirari, which means a glimpse or an instantaneous exposure, and the suffix, ism.
This word has produced many spin-offs: panchira, used when panties are exposed to sight for a
moment; munechira, when the cleavage between breasts is exposed by opening of the blouse;
and brachira, when the brassiere is exposed. Japanese observers prefer minimal erotic exposures,
made visible only in a blink of an eye, to self-dramatizing sexual expressions. The author further
discusses the coinage of munechira. This word refers to the barely visible sight of cleavage
through the opening of a blouse. Unlike panchira, the sight does not disappear in a flash, but
Japanese men term it munechira. It suggests a Japanese social code in which staring directly at
the sexual appearance of a woman’s body is not appropriate; in other words, “When you have
enjoyed a good view for a moment, you should look away.” The author considers that this code
of ethics, which is not very common outside Japan, restrains the voyeurism of Japanese males,

and that the Japanese language reflects this self-control.
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Fig. 1. oD
Paris in the author’s memory.
Fig. 2. L EE T
Nuki-emon (a pulled-back collar).
Fig. 3. 72 & Xignsts

Mune-chira (showing breast).
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