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The Promotion of Western Hairstyles by Sokuhatsukai in the Late
19th Century Japan

Miki IIDA

Abstract

In this research note, I'd like to examine how women's hair and hairdressing were defined
by Sokuhatsukai group, who tried to promote western hairstyles among Japanese women
in the late 19th century. Most men in Tokyo and in other big cities had western hairstyles,
many of them even wearing western clothes, whereas women of all classes had “traditional”
decorative Japanese hairstyles and Japanese dress. A group of men, and some women,
stood for “improving’ women’s hair, for from their view Japanese hairstyles were filthy,
constraining, expensive, and in sum, “backward.” The group was active for a relatively short
period of time but very influential especially on high school girls.

This note focus on two of the earliest written promotional materials by the group; one is
a brochure, Sokuhatsukai wo Okosu Shushi in which the group explained their goals. The other is
a record of public speech, “Sokuhatsukai no Sansei wo Kou,” made by Watanabe Kanae, one
of the founding members of the group. The speech was then made into a serial on Yomiuri
newspaper. By comparing these two promotional materials, I'd like to show that there were
opposing views on women's development in the group, optimistic and pessimistic, but neither
of them singled out women hairdressers as the “cause” of women's backwardness, the type

of blame that became common in the late Meiji period.
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