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Abstract
This article explores the meaning and use in Japan of the hara obi (belly band), first attested in 
the eighth-century chronicle Kojiki, tracing its changing medical, religious, ritual, and literary 
significance up to the present day. While some Tokugawa-era doctors disparaged the hara obi’s 
medical value, it continued to play a role in prenatal care which continues today, a role enhanced 
by its function as a religious talisman and an object of folk tradition. This complex of effective 
and affective meanings has contributed to the hara obi’s survival alongside modern birth technol-
ogy, a survival chronicled and reflected upon by contemporary Japanese women’s writing on 
pregnancy and childbirth.
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Introduction

Matsuo Yumi’s 1994 collection of short stories, Murder in Balloon Town, pro-
vides a trenchant parody of Japan’s declining birthrate problems, weaving 
together traditional birth practices, high-tech medicine and outrageous, 
invented folk wisdom in order to mock the intense attention to (and confu-
sion about) pregnancy and childbirth that Matsuo herself encountered when 
she was pregnant.1 In Matsuo’s fictional future, the familiar bodily process of 
childbearing has been transformed into a mechanical procedure, whereby the 
embryo is removed from the mother’s body and is encased in a bread-maker-
like machine that gestates the baby, a process that leaves the mother unbur-
dened by the stresses of being pregnant. There are, however, a small group of 
women who decide that they want to return to the ‘old ways’, and who suc-
cessfully lobby the metropolitan government to set aside a space in which they 

1 I would like to thank Sharon Domier, David Schneider, Sean Gilsdorf, Nancy Stalker, and 
Susan Burns, as well as the anonymous reader for Asian Medicine, for their insights, critiques, 
materials, and help with literary Chinese sources. 
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can gestate their own children while still enjoying a suitable level of comfort 
and stress-free living—the Special Seventh Ward, or ‘Balloon Town’.

When this curious world of old-fashioned pregnancy and ultra-modern 
convenience is jarred by a murder, the case is assigned to Tokyo Police detec-
tive Eda Marina. Unmarried and childless, Eda finds herself constantly at a 
loss to understand, much less explain, the actions and attitudes of the women 
she encounters. This sense of disequilibrium is heightened by Matsuo’s clever 
juxtaposition of objects, traditions, and beliefs familiar to her real-world read-
ers with invented, often fantastic ones. On the one hand, denizens of Balloon 
Town are convinced (despite physiological evidence to the contrary) that sex-
ual intercourse will cause their babies to be born with bruise marks; on the 
other, Matsuo’s descriptions of the measures taken to prevent pregnant women 
from environmental hazards—banning cars from the streets to avoid particu-
late emissions, for example, or re-routing subway lines to prevent damage 
from electromagnetic waves—will strike many readers as parodic excess. In 
some cases, however, the boundary between reality and fantasy is less clear. 
Take, for example, the following episode, in which Marina and her sidekick 
Mio have entered a coffee shop in order to track down a murder victim’s 
female friends. In order to get the women’s attention, Mio decides to play 
victim to a wardrobe malfunction:

Mio had pulled a long white cloth from the end of her skirt. As she walked, the 
cloth unwound, since its end was caught under one of the legs of Marina’s 
chair . . . The cloth got even longer. [Marina] was really surprised. Was this a belly-
band? Was it possible that everyone had meters of white cloth wrapped around 
themselves, and didn’t think it was a big deal?2

 For a younger reader, Matsuo’s description here easily could be seen as a 
fantastic contrivance. Who would wrap three yards of unbleached white cot-
ton cloth around her stomach, particularly when she was pregnant? Yet unlike 
other odd details, such as the claim that eating powdered coral would guaran-
tee the birth of a baby boy, Mio’s ‘belly band’—known in Japanese as a hara 
obi or iwata obi—is an object drawn from the real world.3 Indeed, although 
less common in the twenty-first century than in previous eras, the hara obi 
long has had a practical as well as talismanic function for Japanese mothers. In 
turn, while many traditional beliefs and practices surrounding pregnancy have 
been rejected as impractical or ill-suited to the modern, high-tech medical 

2 Matsuo 1994, p. 56.
3 As Ishiguro Tatsuya notes in his history of hara obi, the modern characters for iwata obi 

(岩田帯) represent a corruption of the words 斉肌帯 and 結肌帯 (both also read iwata obi), 
which were used interchangeably through the middle of the Tokugawa period and which indi-
cated the fact that the cloth was worn next to the skin (hada, 肌), Ishiguro 1984: 1, pp. 336–7.
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régime, the hara obi and its attendant traditions have survived and even 
enjoyed a modest resurgence in recent years.

In this article, therefore, I will explore the survival of the hara obi in light of 
its history, its function within pregnancy and childbirth, and its shifting sig-
nificance as a medical, traditional, religious, and nostalgic object within Japa-
nese maternal culture. Initially restricted to a ritual role within the aristocracy, 
the hara obi came to be used by most segments of Japanese society by the 
middle of the Tokugawa period (1603–1868). While reforms in medical the-
ory and practice challenged the hara obi’s practical value, its therapeutic use 
was never fully abandoned; at the same time, the hara obi increasingly came to 
be understood and valued as a religious, even talismanic object. This complex 
evolution, which continued after the Meiji Restoration, helps to explain the 
appearance of, and attitudes towards, hara obi in the autobiographical and 
fictional accounts of pregnancy penned by women in late twentieth- and early 
twenty-first-century Japan. Their reflections, I conclude, provide a valuable 
example of the deep social, cultural, and psychological impact which ‘tradi-
tional medicine’ continues to have within the imputedly post-modern world 
of twenty-first century Japan.

The evolution of the hara obi

Girding one’s body with a hara obi appears to be a practice both unique to 
Japan and deeply rooted in the history of the archipelago. According to the 
eighth-century Kojiki (Chronicle of Ancient Matters), Japan’s oldest extant 
historical record, the hara obi made its debut in the third century CE when, 
upon her return from campaigning in Korea, the legendary Empress Jingu 
bound her body with cotton bands before giving birth to a son. More reliable 
evidence for the hara obi’s use emerges during the Heian period (794–1185) 
in the Chūgu gosanbu ruiki (Chronicle of the Categories of Imperial Birth), which 
describes women of the imperial court being girded with the chakutai (mater-
nity belt) in a ceremony performed during the fifth month of pregnancy.4 By 
the Kamakura period (1185–1333), this practice had spread beyond the impe-
rial precincts to high-ranking women of the warrior class: the thirteenth-
century chronicle known as the Azuma kagami (Mirror of the East), for 
example, records a similar ceremony involving Hōjō Masako (1156–1225), 
daughter of the first Kamakura regent and wife of the first shogun, Minamoto 

4 Yamashita 2004, p. 102.
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no Yoritomo.5 Within a few centuries, the adoption of the hara obi by three 
great samurai families—the Imagawa, the Ise, and the Ogasawara—made 
clear the extent to which a once-imperial ritual had become a hallmark of 
aristocratic society at large. This dissemination is reflected by its inclusion in 
the reports of European visitors to Japan; in the late sixteenth century, the 
Portuguese Jesuit Luís Froís noted that, unlike European mothers-to-be, ‘Jap-
anese women bind themselves extremely tightly with a belt until they give 
birth,’ while his contemporary, the Neapolitan Jesuit Alessandro Valignano, 
observed women wrapping themselves with ‘silk bands’ so that after birth, 
their stomachs ‘appeared smaller than before they were pregnant’.6

The Ogasawara soon would spread the practice even more broadly, through 
the wide-ranging code of etiquette and conduct followed at their court and 
put into written form by their courtiers. Adopted early on by the Tokugawa 
shogunate (1603–1868), it was this Ogasawara-ryu that came to define how 
polite society should eat, dress, walk, and talk, setting standards of behavior 
not only for the samurai class, but for the growing numbers of wealthy mer-
chants.7 More importantly for our purposes, these standards were equally 
applicable to female society, epitomized in etiquette manuals like the Onna 
chōhōki (Record of Treasures for Women) of Namura Jōhaku (c. 1674–1748).

While little is known about Namura, who wrote under the name Sōden 
Tadakishi, he was a physician, and perhaps a student of the Confucian scholar 
Itō Jinsai. His 1692 treatise remained highly popular throughout the eigh-
teenth and early-nineteenth centuries. Designed to ‘assert the value of the 
commoner life, particularly that of daughters becoming wives and mothers in 
their husband’s households’, the Onna Chōhōki included a fascinating com-
pendium of teachings and beliefs regarding pregnancy, drawn from the Bud-
dhist and Confucian traditions as well as the canons of Chinese medicine.8 
Namura’s account of fetal development, for example, was heavily influenced 
by Buddhist visual traditions; thus his depiction of the various stages of the 
fetus in utero employed images and symbolism from a Muromachi-era tale, 
the Kumano no Gohonji no soshi, which itself had re-configured Buddhist 
funerary iconography to imagine the fetus and its life within the womb.9 The 

5 Ibid.
6 Ishiguro 1984: 4, p. 616, citing Valignano’s Historia del principio y progresso de la Compania 

de Jesus en las Indias Orientales (1584) and Froís’s Tratado (published in 1585), describing 611 
differences between Japanese and European culture and practices.

7 Lindsey 2007, p. 11; Ishiguro 1984: 1, p. 339.
8 Lindsey 2007, p. 14.
9 Lindsey 2007, pp. 112–13. As Lindsey argues (at p. 110), this use of funerary symbolism 

posits pregnancy as death’s opposite, creating order out of a ‘jumbled sacred universe . . . [and] 
valoriz[ing] phenomenal existence through radical identity with ultimate experience’.
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bulk of Namura’s discussion of pregnancy, however, focuses on taikyō or ‘fetal 
education’—how maternal behavior will affect the outcome of the pregnancy. 
Taikyō was predicated on the belief that the bodily health of the pregnant 
woman was ‘dependent on and responded to . . . ethical and conscientious 
behaviors that resonated with a moral and ordered universe.’ Rituals were 
important in this regard, because they were understood to create an environ-
ment where nothing is left to chance, where kegare (‘defiled’, life-harming 
things) were offset by hare (‘ordered’, life-affirming things).10

Among the clearest examples of this latter category was the hara obi. In the 
Onna Chōhōki, therefore, Namura carefully describes the rituals surrounding 
the hara obi’s presentation, the materials from which it should be made, and 
the time when it should be worn. The woman, he observes, must put on a hara 
obi during the fifth month of her pregnancy, the point at which a fetus was 
believed have assumed human form. Since girding oneself with the hara obi 
also was thought to coincide with the assignment of the fetus’s gender, Namura 
offered ways to influence this process; a woman could produce a male child, 
for example, by wearing a bowstring under her hara obi, or by wearing an item 
of her husband’s clothes.11 More generally, as William Lindsey has suggested, 
the hara obi can be seen as part of a larger complex of ritual practices involving 
the wrapping and cloaking of persons and objects (described in detail else-
where in Namura’s book), an act which indicates the recipient’s change of 
status (in this case, from kegare to hare).12 It is notable in this regard that 
Namura encourages women to wear hara obi made from silk, a luxurious 
material used to wrap presents, important objects, and the human body itself. 
In this light, the wrapping of the pregnant belly in the fifth month can be seen 
as a way to signal that the woman and her body have undergone a significant 
change in status, making her pregnancy a cultural, rather than simply biologi-
cal, event.

While the Onna Chōhōki emphasized the ritual significance of the hara obi, 
another contemporary text provided an account that placed it within the con-
text of classical medicine. Published in the same year as Namura’s text, the 
Fujin Kotobukigusa (Manual for Female Longevity) offered an overview of med-
ical learning for women, including gynecological and obstetric theory, much 
of it derived from earlier Chinese texts by its author, the physician Katsuki 
Gyūzan. In large part, Gyūzan’s account of the traditions and rituals surround-
ing the hara obi, derived from classical Japanese texts like the Tale of Genji and 
the pertinent sections of the Ogasawara-ryu manuals, echoed that found in the 

10 Lindsey 2007, pp. 122–3.
11 Lindsey 2007, p. 126.
12 Lindsey 2007, p. 125.
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Onna Chōhōki. Unlike Namura, however, Gyūzan’s main purpose was to pro-
vide medical guidance and knowledge; indeed, as Susan Burns has demon-
strated, most of the Onna Chōhōki’s obstetric information appears to have 
been derived from Gyūzan’s work.13 It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
Fujin Kotobukigusa included a therapeutic, medical explanation of the hara 
obi’s use and importance. According to Gyūzan, the sash, seven or eight inches 
in width, was to be worn back to front, providing assistance for both the 
mother and the child. In the short term, the hara obi would cushion the gap 
between the woman’s growing belly and her chest, allowing her to walk, sit, 
and lie down more easily. Down the road, moreover, it would keep the fetus’s 
ki (spirit) confined within the space of the womb, allowing for an easier 
delivery.14

By re-situating the hara obi within the scholarly precincts of classical medi-
cal learning, Gyūzan’s treatise seemed to offer it new legitimacy; more to the 
point, by arguing that the hara obi was not simply an ancient and elite ritual 
object, but a practical tool for pregnant women and their babies, this approach 
helped to solidify and broaden the appeal of hara obi within early eighteenth-
century Japan. Soon thereafter, however, the obstetrical thinking that informed 
Gyūzan’s treatise was challenged forcefully by a new school of medical thought, 
led by the physician Kagawa Genetsu. Whereas Gyūzan’s medical theories 
relied on observing the patient’s appearance and pulse, Kagawa argued in his 
treatise Shigenshi sanron for diagnosis based on physical contact and the use of 
surgical techniques.15 In addition, Kagawa’s practice of obstetrics differed from 
that of Gyūzan in its reliance upon direct observation, rather than the received 
dicta of classical Chinese medicine.16 This led Kagawa to reject the hara obi as 
medically unnecessary and even dangerous. Contrary to Gyūzen, he argued 
that since the fetus had already rotated into its birthing position by the fifth 
month, there was no possibility of its ki moving up into the mother’s body. 
Rather, he suggested, the constriction of the hara obi around the baby’s but-
tocks could cause uterine blood to pool around the fetus, as well as prevent the 
afterbirth from emerging, damage the vagina, and even damage the fetus by 
inhibiting its movements in utero and forcing it out of alignment.17

Kagawa’s objection to the hara obi also may have stemmed from its close 
association with midwives, whom he considered incompetent and whom he 
wished to supplant. In keeping with his goal of professionalizing the practice 

13 Burns 2002, p. 182.
14 See Terazawa 2001, p. 124. 
15 Terazawa 2001, p. 144. 
16 Terazawa 2001, p. 146.
17 Terazawa 2001, pp. 148–9. 
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of medicine, Kagawa saw the birthing process as the proper domain of trained 
doctors, rather than the coterie of midwives, female kin, and neighbors who 
customarily attended the mother during her labor. It seems clear, therefore, 
that the reforms in obstetric practice championed by his school played a role 
in diminishing the appeal of the hara obi in Tokugawa Japan, a fact reflected 
in the pages of most medical texts from the Tokugawa and early Meiji periods, 
which ceased to mention the hara obi as anything other than a folk practice, 
often linked to the legend of Empress Jingu.18

Kagawa’s assault on the hara obi, however, did not result in its disappear-
ance. At the same time that the hara obi’s ritual use was becoming more wide-
spread thanks to etiquette manuals like the Onna Chōhōki, it also was 
becoming known to a broader public through its incorporation within popu-
lar religious discourse. Among the stories contained in popular Buddhist story 
collections like the Kanka Gosuiden, an eighteenth-century anthology of ear-
lier legends, were ones dealing with pregnancy and childbirth, most notably, 
the Muromachi-era tale Gosuiden no nyōbo, whose heroic Indian protagonist 
became pregnant by the intercession of the bodhisattva Kannon, died to pro-
tect her young baby, and ultimately became the tutelary deity of the Kumano 
shrines in Wakayama Prefecture, one of which was dedicated to pregnant 
women.19 This religious text, however, also became the context for a discussion 
of the hara obi and its value: in the fourth book of the Kanka Gosuiden, preg-
nant women not only were instructed (like Gosuiden) to pray to Kannon for 
a safe delivery, but to gird themselves with hara obi after the fifth month so 
that Jizō might also protect their fetuses. As Yamashita Takumi has argued, 
this marked a new chapter in the history of the hara obi. In addition to the 
traditional rationales for the hara obi’s use, it now was explicitly identified 
with Buddhist religious practice, and more particularly with ceremonies meant 
to ensure divine protection and support. Just as importantly, this Buddhist 
interpretation of the hara obi gained even wider currency through its incorpo-
ration within so-called ‘night sermons’ (yadangi), entertaining Buddhist moral 
tales recited on street corners to a general audience.20

These associations elided with any number of talismanic associations deeply 
rooted within Japanese folk practices. From early in its history, the hara obi 
had been ritually linked to specific dates of the Chinese lunar calendar associ-
ated with animals known for safe births (such as the horse) or for fecundity 
(such as the mouse and the rabbit). In the Heian and Kamakura periods, the 

18 Burns 2002, p. 196.
19 On the story, see Moerman 2005, pp. 216–19, Yamashita 2004, p. 103, and more gener-

ally, Glassman 2008.
20 Yamashita 2004, pp. 102–4.
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day of the rabbit took precedence; by the seventeenth century CE, however, it 
became more common to don the hara obi on the day of the dog during the 
fifth month of pregnancy—an association that reflected traditional beliefs 
about the ease and painlessness of canine parturition, and which was made 
more explicit by the occasional practice of adorning hara obi with images of 
dogs.21 By the Bakumatsu period (the end of the Edo era), the association 
between hara obi and the day of the dog had become standard practice 
throughout Japan.22

In turn, certain religious centers became centers for rituals involving the 
hara obi. This was the case, for example, at Buddhist temples dedicated to 
Koyasu Kannon (associated, as we have seen, with Gosuiden’s pregnancy and 
birth) or with Koyasu Jizō, the bodhisattva believed to protect women and 
children (both born and unborn). A similar relationship developed between 
the hara obi and Shinto shrines associated with the Empress Jingu, a connec-
tion rooted in an account of the empress’s reign, contained in the first recen-
sion of the ancient Kojiki chronicle, which described how the pregnant Jingu 
had bound her body with cotton bands when her armor became too tight, 
before giving birth to the crown prince. The story, retold in later copies of the 
Kojiki as well as other historical texts, came to serve as a kind of ‘foundation 
myth’ for the hara obi, bathing it in a venerable glow of tradition and imperial 
antiquity.23

To be sure, the religious assimilation of the hara obi was not without its 
problems. In particular, its integration within local shrines did not comport 
well with taboos regarding the traditional association of pregnancy and child-
birth with kegare (defilement): while expectant women were not considered 
‘unclean’ between the time of conception and the fifth month of pregnancy, 
the time at which they donned the hara obi coincided with the beginning of 
their period of ritual impurity, which lasted until their first visit to the local 
shrine (the omiyamairi) following the birth of their children.24 Hara obi thus 

21 Ishiguro 1984: 2, p. 81. As Ishiguro notes, these practices merged with folk beliefs regard-
ing ‘lucky’ and ‘unlucky’ days. It is worth noting in this regard that the Japanese consider a 
woman’s pregnancy to last for ten months, rather than nine. See Ohnuki-Tierney 1984, 
pp. 182–3. 

22 Ishiguro 1984: 2, p. 81.
23 The Jingu-hara obi legend became such a staple of Japanese folklore that it even was used 

in Tokugawa medical treatises to demonstrate the antiquity of hara obi and their use. It persisted 
throughout the Tokugawa period, despite the concerted efforts of Kagawa Genetsu to disprove 
it, and by extension the ‘tradition’ of the hara obi, as nothing more than an empty myth. On 
Kagawa’s refutation, see Nagase 1994, pp. 236–7. Even in the postwar period, some physicians 
continued to espouse the view that Jingu wore the first hara obi. Ishiguro 1984: 1, p. 339. 

24 Lindsey 2007, p. 125.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:05:06PM
via free access



 A. C. Seaman / Asian Medicine 5 (2009) 39–56 47

served, somewhat ironically, not only as protective talismans, but also as mark-
ers of a woman’s taboo status. As a result, since shrines were forbidden to offer 
prayers for visibly pregnant women because of the risk of pollution they pre-
sented, or to allow pregnant women within their precincts, it became neces-
sary for priests to bestow the hara obi upon them at the women’s own homes.25 
Nevertheless, the hara obi continued to occupy an important place within 
religious practices surrounding pregnancy, such as the popular meetings of 
women to pray for easy delivery and healthy babies that took place in mer-
chant and lower-class communities throughout the Tokugawa period, echoes 
of which still can be heard today in the monthly gatherings of mothers, moth-
ers-to-be, and mothers-in-waiting at places like Tokyo’s Suitengu Shrine.26

The modern hara obi

Despite the imbrication of the hara obi within popular religious culture dur-
ing the Tokugawa period, it is important to realize that its other uses never 
disappeared entirely. In particular, despite the efforts of the Kagawa School to 
marginalize the hara obi as part of obstetric medicine, it continued to occupy 
a place—even if a diminished one—within Japanese medical practice, espe-
cially outside of the major urban areas. In these areas, where doctors remained 
relatively rare, it was midwives who continued to oversee the birthing process 
as well as prenatal practices like the wearing of the hara obi, which they would 
solemnly convey on the appropriate day of the fifth month of pregnancy. This 
transfer was a source of physical and spiritual support, but also a status symbol 
in every sense of the term, since it indicated that the pregnancy now had 
entered the so-called ‘safe period’, or antei ki, in which the danger of miscar-
riage was thought to be past. The hara obi, therefore, served a variety of needs: 
it was, at one and the same time, an instrument crafted to serve a woman’s 
pregnant body, a signifier of that bodily status, and a talisman meant to pro-
tect the body from harm.

In turn, while Kagawa’s follower Kojima Naoyoshi attempted to debunk 
the notion that hara obi helped to prevent babies from becoming too large in 
utero, this belief persisted within Japanese folk tradition, reflecting a wide-
spread conviction that babies should be ‘born small, raised big’.27 This advice 
continued to be promulgated in handbooks as well; even in the early twentieth 

25 Naito 1999, p. 96.
26 Dykstra 1978, p. 188.
27 On Naoyoshi’s argument (made in his treatise Hōsan michi shiruben (Guide to Safe Birth)), 

see Nagase 1994, p. 238; on Naoyoshi’s rhetoric, see Burns 2002, p. 199.
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century, a manual from rural Fukui prefecture suggested that women tie their 
hara obi tightly to avoid having their babies grow too large.28 Indeed, by the 
end of the Tokugawa and into the early Meiji Period (1868–1912), it was 
common practice for the hara obi to be used to compress the pregnant wom-
an’s stomach in order to keep the baby from growing too big. Moreover, as the 
medical historian Sugitatsu Yoshikazu has observed, tight binding of the stom-
ach was believed to limit fetal movement and keep the baby in the correct 
position (presumably, preventing the risk of breech births); therefore, the hara 
obi was wrapped around the woman’s midsection ‘like a thread around a 
bobbin’.29 In addition, hara obi were recommended by midwives and country 
doctors as a way to protect the womb and regulate its temperature, keeping 
the belly cool during Japan’s hot summers and warm during its chilly 
winters.

Notably, many the beliefs undergirding the hara obi’s use were gradually 
challenged and discarded in the wake of the 1868 Meiji Restoration, as Japan 
began to adopt Western medical epistemology. Medical students who studied 
in Europe returned and set about training a cadre of female midwives, known 
variously as shin-sanba or seiyo sanba (‘new midwives’ or ‘Western midwives’), 
who slowly replaced the traditional birth-assistants (toriagebaba, literally 
‘women who catch and lift up the babies’) who had existed since the Toku-
gawa period.30 One area where this transformation was evident was the field of 
gynecology and obstetrics, as the ascendant medical establishment strove to 
abolish ‘ancient’ and ‘unclean’ techniques surrounding childbirth. These 
included the practice of making women give birth in an isolated hut (ubuya) 
and remain seated upright with their legs bound together for seven days after 
the birth.31 In order to effect this reform, new, ‘modern’ midwives were offi-
cially tasked with overseeing ‘normal’ or uncomplicated births and sent into 
countryside to supplant their traditional predecessors. In turn, as more doc-
tors became licensed and hospitals were built, birthing began to re-locate to 
these new environs—a change reflected by Nogami Yaeko’s 1914 story ‘Shin-
sei’ (New Life), in which the protagonist has her baby in a hospital attended by 
doctors and nurses, rather than at home with a midwife and female relatives. 
Even women who continued to have their babies at home, moreover, increas-
ingly were visited by doctors or, in cases where doctors were less numerous, by 
the new licensed midwives.

Amidst these transformations in obstetric ideas and practices, the hara obi 
remained a part of the pregnant woman’s prenatal régime. To a degree, this 

28 Nagase 1994, p. 238.
29 Sugitatsu 2002, p. 115. 
30 Homei 2005, p. 68.
31 Nishikawa 2003, pp. 91–2.
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reflected the endurance of local and regional birthing traditions and the per-
sistence of ‘idiosyncratic pre-modern local rituals,’ particularly in the country-
side.32 Even in more ‘modern’ areas, however, hara obi continued to be given 
to pregnant women either by their midwives or, as obstetric medicine became 
increasingly professionalized, by their (male) doctors.33 At the same time, the 
function of the hara obi quickly was changing; rather than a way to bind the 
womb and control the fetus’s size, it now was promoted largely as a source of 
warmth and support for the mother’s belly.34 This shift can be seen in the new 
genre of pregnancy advice manuals that appeared during the prewar period, 
written by doctors and published by major publishers of women’s magazines 
like Shufu no tomo (Housewives’ Friend  ). In addition to providing line draw-
ings demonstrating the proper way to tie one’s hara obi, manuals like Ninshin 
to ikuji no tsukizuki no kokoroe (Month by Month Information on Pregnancy and 
Birth, 1933) maintained the traditional identification of the hara obi with the 
fifth month of pregnancy; unlike earlier generations of midwives and doctors, 
however, the authors emphasized its value as an object primarily of maternal 
comfort, good for keeping the belly warm and providing the woman with 
more freedom of movement.35 Ethnographic accounts of rural Japanese 
women from the immediate postwar period reflect this change in attitude: two 
respondents described hara obi as good-luck objects given to them by their 
mothers-in-law, while most others declared that they wore hara obi so that 
they could continue to work as they had before becoming pregnant, without 
being bothered by their large bellies.36

The contemporary hara obi

The practical re-casting of the hara obi that began during the prewar period 
has continued to the present day, with web sites continuing the work of the 
manuals from decades past and extolling the hara obi’s value in improving 
one’s posture, girding the belly, and protecting it from summer sweat and 

32 Nishikawa 2003, p. 69.
33 As late as the early 1980s, Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney discovered that women in a clinic in 

suburban Kobe received their hara obi directly from their doctor, who would write the kanji 
character kotobuki (寿, ‘happiness’ or ‘long life’) on the hara obi before presenting it. Other 
women, who received their hara obi from a local shrine, still would come to the clinic to learn 
how to wear it and to have their doctor write the character. Ohnuki-Tierney 1984, pp. 182–3.

34 See, for example, Ogata Masayiko’s 1891 dissertation on Japanese obstetrics, which pres-
ents fetal positioning and growth management as superannuated, historical uses of the hara obi; 
Ogata 1891, p. 12.

35 Shufu no tomo hen 1933, p. 9.
36 Suganuma et al. 2000, p. 83.
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winter chills.37 In addition, however, hara obi have been swept up in broader 
trends affecting pregnancy and childbearing over the last three decades—in 
particular, the process of consumerisation that has given birth to a new 
‘mommy economy’ within Japan. As the costs of raising a child have grown 
greater and greater, children increasingly have been treated as items of luxury 
choice—a situation leading to the seeming paradox of a steadily decreasing 
birthrate accompanied by a boom in consumer goods, services, and publica-
tions geared to expectant mothers and their newborns. Thus the new genre of 
pregnancy ‘mooks’—book-sized issues of pregnancy magazines—as well as 
other periodicals include hara obi alongside the stylish clothing, high-tech 
strollers, and ergonometrically-designed baby seats that women will need to 
properly outfit their new maternal lifestyle, while maternity web sites and 
department store displays offer a wide range of colors, styles, and materials, 
ranging from the tried-and-true unbleached cotton band to colorful, space-
age designs in lycra and spandex.

The continuing appeal of the hara obi, however, is not simply a product of 
its dubious practical value nor of its imbrication within the ‘mommy econ-
omy’, but of its multivalent symbolic qualities. For instance, while recent 
media reports have chronicled late-life mothers ‘flocking to photo studios to 
have their pregnant bellies photographed to celebrate their bodies during a 
once-in-a-lifetime experience’,38 the hara obi offers a less extreme way to signal 
and commemorate a woman’s pregnant status. As the pregnancy website 
Babymilk Notes (Memoru Bebimiruku) pithily observes, ‘Many pregnant 
women put on a hara obi because this means that they now realise that they 
will be mothers’,39 a rationale also observed by anthropologist Tsipy Ivry in her 
visits to birthing classes at a large metropolitan teaching hospital.40

In turn, the ritual qualities of the hara obi have been re-emphasised, as the 
declining use of midwives in the postwar period shifted the nexus for the hara 
obi’s transition from private to public spaces, in particular Shinto shrines and 
Buddhist temples. As Ohnuki-Tierney has observed, the latter’s place as a site 
at which hara obi can be obtained reflects not only the hara obi’s enduring 
significance within religious discourse, but its fungibility within the realm of 
religious objects and services (such as good luck charms, prayer boards (ema) 

37 For a concise discussion of the use of hara obi in postwar Japan, and attitudes regarding its 
use, see Ohnuki-Tierney 1984, pp. 181–4.

38 ‘Picture of the Day’, www.japantoday.com (10 August 2009); accessed 13 August 2009.
39 www.memoru.babymilk.jp/ninnsinn/tyuuki/hukutai.html: 母親としての自覚を持つ意味あい

で腹帯を巻く妊婦さんも多いです, accessed 21 July 2009.
40 Ivry 2010, p. 154.
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and incense) traditionally offered within the temple precincts.41 Likewise, 
while places like Suitengu, in Tokyo’s old downtown neighborhood, long were 
associated with childbirth and pregnancy, serving as sites for prayer on each 
month’s days of the dog, this largely ceremonial function recently has been 
expanded, with longstanding activities such as prayer for a safe delivery or the 
determination of auspicious days for childbirth accompanied by the sale and 
purchase of pregnancy-related goods, including hara obi. In recent years, the 
number and types of goods available for sale on roads leading up to the shrine 
have increased, including the presence of representatives from the major preg-
nancy magazines, who hand out gift bags and promotions for their publica-
tions and sponsors. 

To a degree, of course, the quasi-sacred commerce of such shrines is part of 
the broader context of Japanese consumer culture. In this respect, we might 
read Suitengu’s world of mother-and-baby-centric sales stalls as a curious, ‘tra-
ditional’ analogue to baby superstores like Japan’s answer to Babies ‘R’ Us, 
Akachan Honpo. Nevertheless, the integration of the hara obi within the explic-
itly sacred precincts of the Shinto shrine, as well as its inscription with images 
of a talismanic figure (the dog) rendered in an auspicious color (red) serves to 
encode it as a traditionalistic, and even religious, object, placing it within the 
same conceptual universe as good-luck charms (omamori) and votive plaques 
(ema).

The nostalgic and traditionalistic significance of the hara obi is evident in 
the numerous web sites that now cater to expecting mothers. Apart from 
instructions on the care and wearing of hara obi, they also provide advice on 
matters such its proper disposal, combining twenty-first century ecological 
sensitivity with centuries-old ritual scruples. As one site observes, a woman 
who plans on having no more children should either cut up her hara obi and 
reuse it for baby clothes—not, she hastens to add, for diapers!—or return it to 
the local shrine so that it can be burned at the end of the year along with 
unused charms and votive plaques.42 In the last few years, such folk wisdom 
has even made itself felt in pregnancy advice manuals, long dominated by the 
technical and scientific discourse of the medical establishment: thus hara obi 
are included not simply as practical items for physical comfort (as they were in 
earlier decades), but within a constellation of supposedly traditional practices, 
including scrubbing one’s toilet to ensure the birth of a beautiful baby.

These cultural currents also can be found rippling through contemporary 
literature about pregnancy, such as poet Itō Hiromi’s 1984 autobiographical 

41 Ohnuki-Tierney 1984, p. 142.
42 http://allabout.co.jp/children/childbirth/closeup/CU20030918/#, accessed 21 July 2009.
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advice manual for women like her—that is, intellectuals who were having 
children. Nonetheless, her book Yoıoppaı, waruioppai (Good Breasts, Bad 
Breasts) was one of the first attempts by women to write about pregnancy and 
childbirth in an honest way, and to demystify the female body and mind.43 
This openness characterises the essays in Yoıoppaı, waruioppai, as well as her 
subsequent poetry and non-fiction, and it laid the groundwork for writers and 
manga artists like Uchida Shungiku and Tajima Miruku, whose work exposes 
the realities of being a mother in a culture which fetishizes and idealizes the 
notion of motherhood as a monolithic institution. Rather than featuring dry 
prose full of medical jargon, Itō’s book is lighthearted, witty, and self-deprecating, 
divided into four sections describing pregnancy, labor, delivery, and the first 
months of motherhood. What is notable for our purposes, however, is the 
attention she pays to the use and the meaning of the hara obi. As she notes,

For some reason, older women—a midwife, say, or an old aunt, or your mother—
are devoted to the hara obi. I figured that since they are so devoted, there just 
might be something worthwhile about it.44 

Itō goes on to describe her efforts to learn more about the hara obi. She begins 
by describing its basic characteristics to her readers, educated and modern 
urban Japanese women like herself who, largely alienated from older forms of 
female sociality, and with no direct experience of midwives or lying-in hospi-
tals, know little about the hara obi. It is, she discovers, ‘something that you put 
on on the day of the dog during the fifth month [of pregnancy] . . . almost 
always made of unbleached cotton, which you wrap around and around your 
belly.’ As Itō observes,

Some manuals say that it is used in order to keep the stomach warm or to make 
the stomach stable; others claim that the hara obi has no real value, and that wear-
ing one was simply a matter of custom. Still, when I saw how tenacious some 
young women were about wearing those old women’s hara obi in order to main-
tain the tradition, I felt worried about whether I should do it too. So, off I rushed 
off to Suitengu Shrine in Tokyo to buy charms and a hara obi.45 

Despite her self-described ineptitude at tying things (as she admits, even the 
knot on her school uniform’s tie was a mess), she manages to put on the hara 
obi, but just barely:

One day, after I managed to wrap the hara obi around my stomach, I noticed that 
it was protruding like a tail from under my skirt. After that, in order to get it to 
stay on, I wheedled some older women into helping me bind it.46

43 Markham 2004, p. 8.
44 Itō 1985, p. 30. 
45 Itō 1985, pp. 31–2.
46 Itō 1985, p. 32.
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Ultimately, Itō’s first-person account highlights the degree to which the 
hara obi’s value is a matter not of convenience or practicality, but of obliga-
tion, emotion, and affect. Clearly, Itō is a paragon of modern, liberated wom-
anhood, a self-professed feminist and intellectual unafraid to violate social 
taboos (demonstrated by her choice to represent her naked self in cartoon 
form, complete with pubic hair), whose first impression of the hara obi was of 
an old-fashioned relic of a bygone era.47 It is the example and the counsel of 
an older generation, however, that persuades her first to try one on and to then 
continue to wear it, in spite of its inconvenience. It may be, in fact, that this 
decision itself reflects Itō’s own intellectual and poetic engagement with Japan’s 
past, and the women who have shaped it, exemplified by her fascination with 
shamanism, ancient religion, and female rituals.48 This may help to explain her 
ultimate decision to stick with the unbleached cotton hara obi, despite the 
admitted appeal of newer girdle-shaped versions made from space-age materi-
als: for Itō, the hara obi provides a link to the customs and community of her 
mother, her aunts, and Japan’s feminine tradition, rather than an object defined 
by convenience or comfort. 

A similar sensibility emerges from Kakuta Mitsuyo’s 2006 novel Yoteihi wa 
Jimi Peiji (My Due Date is Jimmy Page’s Birthday), told from the perspective of 
a young urbanite named Maki who, like many of her peers, is extremely 
ambivalent about becoming a mother. Plagued by unusual cravings and 
extreme nausea in her first trimester, she is presented with a hara obi by her 
mother. When Maki asks her what it is for, her mother simply replies, ‘You 
only give one when congratulations are in order’.49 Maki politely thanks her, 
before promptly sticking it in a drawer. Soon thereafter, however, her in-laws 
come to visit. Thrilled by their daughter-in-law’s pregnancy, they ask Maki 
and her husband how they plan to celebrate the day of the dog. Maki’s hus-
band scoffs at their question, pointing out that ‘since we are a new type of 
family (nyuu taipu no fuamirii), we aren’t making a big deal (mendō) about 
this’, leading his parents to drop the subject.

Later, the husband admits to knowing nothing about the day of the dog, 
and decides to do a bit of research. As far as he can tell, it ‘seems to have to do 
with some kind of ceremony where you pray for a safe delivery’, leading him 
to exclaim, ‘Boy, is that old fashioned or what?’50 Despite her husband’s lack 

47 In pre- and postwar Japan, censorship laws prohibited the depiction of pubic hair. Itō’s 
self-portrait, published before these strictures were relaxed in 1993, thus was not only iconoclas-
tic, but technically illegal. For more on this issue, see Allison 1998.

48 See, for example, Itō 1993, a poetic reworking of a folk story recited by a Japanese shaman-
ness in the 1920s.

49 Kakuta 2007, p. 117.
50 Kakuta 2007, p. 129.
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of interest, however, Maki finds herself taking a second look at her mother’s 
gift, compelled by a series of bad dreams about the outcome of her pregnancy 
to reconsider her initial disinterest in, and even scorn for, the hara obi. Wrap-
ping it around her belly in the middle of the night, she feels her baby move 
within her.51 Here again, then, the hara obi represents generational continuity 
and traditional bonds. Just as importantly, however, it serves a psychic and 
talismanic function as well: wearing the hara obi makes Maki—and, she sus-
pects, the baby within her—feel safe and secure. Indeed, Maki’s reasoning is 
something like Pascal’s wager—better to wear a hara obi, since it may bring her 
good luck and easy labor, whereas it won’t do any harm if it turns out to be 
useless. Gone, in other words, are the old, practical reasons for wearing a hara 
obi, such as binding the baby into a proper position or regulating its size; the 
latter goal is now accomplished by enjoining Japanese women to gain no more 
than ten kilograms. Instead, the hara obi is a source of luck, a token of hope, 
and a symbol of imminent motherhood, as well as a tie to past customs which 
still seem to exert a powerful pull. 

All of this might seem a bit odd in light of the obstetric facts on the ground: 
although Japan has one of the lowest total fertility rates in the industrialised 
world, it also has one of the world’s lowest infant mortality rates, with a high 
percentage of premature babies saved by advanced medical practices. Never-
theless, what writers like Itō and Kakuta—and even the professional advice 
manuals—reveal is the inadequacy of science and technology to provide the 
comfort and reassurance that women seek during one of the most vulnerable 
times of their lives. Although both women acknowledge the limited practical 
value of hara obi, their decision to use them stems from less concrete, yet 
equally important, considerations—in particular, the appeal of tradition and 
the desire for protection and spiritual solace. In a society where fewer and 
fewer women choose to have children, the prospect of pregnancy and child-
birth becomes all the more lonely and daunting, despite the promises of tech-
nology and the proliferation of creature comforts for mother and baby alike. 
In these circumstances, therefore, the survival of the simple hara obi demon-
strates not just the stubbornness of tradition in modern society, but the value 
and support—in every sense of the word—that traditional beliefs and prac-
tices continue to offer in an often isolated, and isolating, world.

51 Kakuta 2007, p. 131.
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