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The Transformation of Discourse about Public Bath

in the Meiji to Taisho Eras from the View Point of Hygiene and Social Welfare

KAWABATA Miki

(Graduate School of Core Ethics and Frontier Science, Ritsumeikan University)

Based on journals and books written by hygienists, medical doctors and welfare workers during
the Meiji and Taisho eras, this study describes the transformation of the discourse concerning
bathing and public baths in Japan. Prior to the Meiji era, bathing was described in health books as
a way to manage the human body's energy flow. During the Meiji era, Japanese hygienists
introduced bathing concepts from European countries and the United States of America, and they
determined Japanese bathing customs to be hygienic in the western sense. Later, however,
hygienists often feared the spread of infectious disease through public baths, since numerous people
used the same baths, so they conducted water examinations. Hygienists found bacteria in public
baths and suggested using European style bathing techniques. Concurrently, inspired by
movements in Europe and the US.A advocating public baths for laborers and the poor, welfare
workers in Japan pushed the government to organize public baths as a social welfare programs. In
conclusion, in the Meiji and Taisho eras, due to the influences of European countries and the US.A,,
public baths and bathing were redefined as contemporary means of hygiene and became part of

the social welfare system.
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