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Abstract

The Birth of the “Soviet Jeans”

Katsumi FUJIWARA

Originally, jeans fashion, while not prohibited in the Soviet Union, came with an
ideological caution that the authorities did not approve of them. Over time, however, this
resistance to the style gradually weakened; by 1973, “Soviet jeans” had finally come into
existence.

This date is not “too late,” as some scholars have argued. Although historical and
cultural backgrounds differ from one country to the next, imports of brands such as Levi's
swept the UK market in the 1960s, and domestic jeans manufacturers in Japan had
emerged by the early 1970s.

However, efforts to improve the quality and quantity of Soviet-made jeans clearly showed
the fundamental flaws of the planned Soviet economy. Under its closed economic system,
domestic enterprises failed to imitate or catch up with “true” jeans, and access to imported
goods was limited; therefore, in the Soviet Union, a hierarchy of consumption different
from that of Western Europe was born.

In the mass consumer society that appeared in the twentieth century, the increasing
income levels of consumers changed the consumption structure, and the demand for goods
and services increased explosively. The way that mass consumer society in the US,
Europe, and Japan unfolded was also a process wherein a large number of consumers were
enriched and uniform goods were consumed in large quantities, leading to the leveling of
culture. Nothing served as momentum for cultural popularization and leveling in the
fashion arena more than jeans. In other words, jeans fashion played a role in promoting
the “democratization of fashion” and obscuring economic disparities to some extent.

However, in the Soviet Union, jeans fashion was not an item that hid economic
disparities, rather they were an item that exposed them. It could be said that, while Soviet
jeans contributed to the socialization of mass consumption in the Soviet fashion market by
supporting the mass market, it also produced a different consumer society, one that was
unique to the Soviet Union and entirely different from the mass consumer society of the
West.
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