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Female Soldiers and Japan’s Air-Defense Regime During
Total War : Intersections of Military and Civil Mobilization

Shizue OSA

The modern nation-state institutionalized sexual difference as the basis of social order, designating the
gender responsible for bearing arms as the embodiment of citizenship. The Second World War, as a total war,
eroded these gendered divisions and led to women soldiers across nations. These women soldiers, in turn,
became agents who challenged the established order of the modern state.

Anticipating a decisive battle on the Japanese home front, the Military Service Act was amended in 1945
to make women liable for military service. However, scholarly research has rarely examined the question
of the “woman soldier” in pre-1945 Japan. What kinds of roles, then, could be seen as evidence of soldierly
status? The very act of excluding certain forms of mobilization from the category of the “woman soldier”
reveals the politics involved in defining these roles. In the Imperial Army, women served as communication
personnel with military-civilian status (gunzoku) and were called—both by themselves and others—"female
soldiers.”

In the final stage of the Asia-Pacific War, Japan's air-defense system depended not on the military but
on civil air-defense organizations. Women were therefore mobilized extensively, assigned to firefighting
and monitoring the approach of enemy aircraft. However, as air raids grew more intense, the women who
continued providing information on incoming aircraft were those involved in air-raid surveillance as part of
the civil defense system. The relationship between military and civilian sectors intersected in complex ways.
This article discusses the debates over the conscription of women and concentrates on Japan's air-defense
regime—especially the activities related to air defense that occupied a gray area between combatant and non-

combatant roles, between mobilization for production and mobilization for military service.
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