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Female Dressmakers in Wartime Japan:
An Analysis of DM] Journal

Miki IIDA

Abstract

The question of what women should wear caused heated discussion during wartime Japan;
traditional Japanese clothes looked outdated and seemed not appropriate for the age of total
war, whereas Western clothes were still associated with pleasure-seeking “modern girls.” By
focusing on Japanese women with Western dressmaking skills, the paper will examine how
they defined their skills and in what ways dressmaking was important for them during the
time when the things Western were increasingly seen as suspicious. In particular, the paper
analyzes DM] Journal published between 1934 and 1943. DMJ Journal was a magazine
published twice a year for the alumni of Dressmaker Jogakuin (Women's School for
Dressmaking), informing them of latest fashion and dressmaking. The paper will focus on the
section in the journal that collected the letters from the graduates. The students of
Dressmaker Jogakuin were mostly from upper and upper-middle classes who had not been
expected to work outside based on their gender norms. The letters show, however, that
more and more graduates worked either as a dressmaker or a dressmaking instructor after
graduation, and some of them moved all alone to get a job to the places they had never been
before, even to the colonial cities. Their reputation was most vulnerable in the age of

nationalism. Nonetheless, many of them firmly devoted to the art of dressmaking.
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