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Women and Dressmaking in Modern America
Hiroko HIRAYOSHI, Associate professor, Kobe University

This paper explores the transition from the era when clothes were made at home to today, a time
in which ready-made clothes are easily available, by looking at needlework by American women,
and guidance on dressmaking, together with patterns, contained in magazines, and
correspondence education that played a significant role in women’s acquisition of dressmaking
skills.

In the pre-Industrial Revolution era, American women learned to sew from family members or
people close to them and made clothes between household chores. Some women learned the
necessary skills to make new clothes by using existing clothes as a model.

After the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, substantial progress was made in women’s
skills to make clothes at home. Women who had been liberated from an enormous amount of
manual labor obtained information on latest fashions and learned how to make fashionable clothes
via regularly published fashion magazines, which enjoyed a wide circulation in those days.
Women also obtained patterns essential to dressmaking from supplements to such magazines and
specialized shops.

In the 20th century, correspondence schools appeared. Correspondence education played a
significant role, in that such courses allowed women, regardless of age or where they lived, to
acquire specialized dressmaking skills. The completion of such correspondence courses gave
women self-confidence, paving the way to financial independence.

In 1938, the Woman’s Institute Domestic Arts and Sciences, a representative correspondence
school in the US, closed. This can be seen as representing the dawn of the era of ready-to-wear
apparel. Mass production of clothes freed women from the need to make clothes at home. As a
result, the mid-20th century saw a significant conceptual change in dressmaking from a kind of
skill that women were required to develop to occupational education in fashion design. This

heralded a new era in which dressmaking is not always a ‘woman’s job.’
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