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A Study on the Content of a Prohibition Order Concerning Bon Odori in the Meiji Era

Kanako ITO *, Kyoko RAITA ™

Abstract

In the Meiji Era, the Japanese government issued an order to prohibit Bon Odori, one aspect of
physical culture. The intention of the government was to develop Japan into a modern nation.
This study analyzes in detail the content of the prohibition order on Bon Odori and clarifies what
elements of Bon Odori the Meiji government meant to ban. This study identified orders that
include the words "Bon Odori" and "Odori" from "Nihon shominseikatsu shiryo shushu", which
describes administrative orders promulgated in each area during the Meiji era. A total of 19
orders from 14 provinces were identified from the material.

It was determined from the research that four elements of Bon Odori were attributable to the
prohibition, namely, (1) men and women (or many people) gathering at one place, (2) naked
bodies and strange clothes, (3) the sound of musical instruments, and (4) dancing and walking
throughout town. Before the Meiji era, Bon Odori was a place where men and women got together
and expressed sexual liberation. Bon Odori also contained religious elements such as clothing,
instruments, and dancing and walking. The government criticized these elements as a useless and
unseemly custom.

Other orders include unique cases. In Iwate Prefecture, the prohibition on Bon Odori was
included in the Ishiki Kaii ordinance, which controlled people's daily lives. This prohibition is
uniquely found in Iwate Prefecture. In Tokushima Prefecture, Bon Odori was permitted in specific
period.

The orders forcibly suppressed people's "dancing bodies". In addition, people's passion for
dancing was trapped and latent inside the body.
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