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A Study on Commodification of Ryukyu kasuri (ikat) :
The Spread of the Treadle Loom in Modern Okinawa

Setsuko NITTA

This article traces the introduction and spread of the treadleloom for Ryukyu
kasuri (ikat) and examines their effects on fabric production in modern Okinawa (1886-
1940).

In Okinawa, the treadle loom was introduced from mainland Japan first to cotton
fabric factories and then to “supplementary vocational schools” (Jitsugyo hoshu gakko)
as Okinawa underwent modernization. Cotton fabric factories were established in
Oroku, Shuri, Naha and Itoman from 1886 to the early Showa era. The supplementary
vocational schools were established in Oroku, Shuri and Haebaru from 1897 to the
Taisho era.

Based upon data provided in the Okinawaken Tokeisho (Okinawa Prefectural
Government Statistics), it is estimated that 984 treadle looms were present in Okinawa
by 1915 and 7,763 by 1920.

It is also estimated that from 1920 to 1940, the increase and spread of the treadle
loom resulted in an increase in the average cotton fabric production per loom, three
times higher than the pre-treadle loom years. It is argued that the spread of the treadle
loom transformed the nature of cotton fabric production in modern Okinawa from
one oriented towards household consumption to one oriented towards commodity

consumption.
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