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Characteristics of Japanese Walking Styles in the Period from
the End of the Tokugawa Shogunate (Edo Era) to the
Beginning of the Meiji Era

—Using as Source Data Observational Records of
Foreigners Visiting Japan—

Hironori TANIGAMA

The present research, using as its chief source records of observations witnessed
by foreigners visiting Japan in the late Tokugawa Shogunate period (Edo Era) to the
beginning years of the Meiji Era, presents an investigation of the forms of Japanese
walking styles as viewed by these foreign persons.

A summary of the chief results of the present study are as presented below.

1. Within research hitherto, although the majority opinion reported therein is
that the old style of Japanese walking was the “nanba” style (whereby the arm and the
leg of one body side are moved in unison while walking, instead of alternatively with
the opposite foot or arm), one must conclude that such is not an opinion that has
already been clarified via detailed research of historical records, but is rather one
existing in a stage where it has yet to be fully validated. However, as an opinion that
is shared in common by all researchers, it has been confirmed that Japanese walking
style in the pre-modern era was different in kind to that of today.

2. In research of observational records by foreigners, extracted were items of
shuffling of feet (suri-ashi), sounds made while walking, walking on tiptoe (isumasak?),
forward-inclined posture, walking with short, quick steps (komata) and walking
“pigeon-toed” (uchimata), and “odd” or “queer” walking style. Of these, shuffling of feet
(suri-ashi), sounds made while walking, walking on tiptoe (tsumasaki), and “odd”
walking style occurred while strongly effected by the footwear with wobbly heels
(zori, or Japanese sandals, and geta, or wooden clogs) worn in daily life in Japan.
Meanwhile, it was women who were chiefly observed walking with short, quick steps
(komata) and walking “pigeon-toed” (uchimata), and it was pointed out that especially
walking with short, quick steps (komata) is a characteristic that is an inevitable
consequence of the effects of wearing the Japanese kimono, which restricts move-
ment.

3. Japanese movements, including walking, were greatly restricted by the cloth-
ing and footwear used in ordinary, daily life. In these terms, it was also confirmed that
foreign persons who themselves actually wore Japanese clothing and/or footwear felt
“difficulty in moving,” while Japanese persons who wore Western-style clothing felt
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“ease in moving.” Nevertheless, from time to time, efforts were made to mitigate the
restrictions occurring with Japanese wear: travelers would roll up the bottom (hem)
portion of the kimono, as this portion hindered movement, and would set out for
walks of long distance not wearing zori, but instead waraji, another type of straw
sandal in which the foot is fixed on a type of pedestal (heel). As a result, it is thought
that travelers were able to walk with longer strides (omata) than usual.

4. Although there were foreigners who indicated that, as habits concerning
walking of Japanese within the early Meiji period, there was an absence of rhythmical
and reflex movements, considering the state of diffusion of Western-style clothing at
that time, such habits, too, are considered to have been caused by Japanese-style
clothing and footwear. Further, although there was no recording of the “nanba”
walking style within the observational records of foreigners, such cannot be consid-
ered to be a direct denial of the existence of the “nanba” walking style; rather, this is

an issue that surely requires even further investigation into the future.
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