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Chapter 1

Introduction and background

INTRODUCTION

It is often argued that the vitality of the Japanese employment system
is sustained by personnel management rules and practices which
make a clear distinction between the ‘core’ and the ‘non-core’
employees. The former, predominantly male, enjoy the privileges of
long-term employment, wage increases and promotion based on age
and length of service (nenko), and internal career progression through
job rotation and in-company training; whereas the latter group is
excluded (Galenson and Odaka 1976; Ishikawa 1980; Odaka 1984).
Women workers constitute a high proportion of the latter category
of employees. Their relatively low wages, high turnover and flexible
entry and exit from the labour market play an especially important
role in maintaining the flexibility of the employment system
(Shinotsuka 1982; Kawashima 1987). Until very recently, direct
exclusion and discrimination against women in all stages of employ-
ment was both legal and socially acceptable.

The picture began to shift from the mid-1970s. Social and
economic changes gradually brought into question companies’ dis-
criminatory employment policies against women. The advent of the
‘service economy’ has expanded women’s job opportunities and
given them better access to the business world. Increased inter-
nationalisation of Japan also brought to the fore the low status of
Japanese women in all aspects of the society, especially in the field of
employment, compared with their counterparts in other advanced
countries (The Economist 1988). Internal socio-economic changes,
coupled with pressures from the international community, eventu-
ally led to the introduction of the Equal Employment Opportunity
(EEO) Law in May 1985.



4 Introduction

This law prohibits discrimination against women in vocational
training, fringe benefits, retirement and dismissal. It also ‘exhorts’
(‘morally obliges’) employers to treat women equally to men with
regard to recruitment, job assignment and promotion. The EEO Law
marks an important turning point in the history of women’s
employment in Japan. For the first time in Japanese history, formal
guarantees of equal treatment between women and men at all stages
of employment are enshrined in a single piece of legislation. The
enactment of the EEO Law has aroused much controversy and
debate which is unprecedented in the history of labour legislation in
Japan. The Japanese government described the passing of the new
legislation as ‘a great historical moment for all kinds of movements
against discrimination in Japan’ (MOL 1986). Despite its apparent
lack of legal teeth, the legislation has important political and
symbolic significance. The application of ‘moral obligation’ as a kind
of indirect sanction puts the employers in a defensive position.
Employment practices which were accepted as a ‘natural’ result of
social customs would have to be put on the agenda for discussion and
negotiation. Japanese companies, which have for a long time built
their high performance upon an employment system which offers
men ‘lifetime’ career jobs, are confronted with a fundamental
dilemma of how to make greater use of women in key business
positions without destroying the distinctive features of the
employment system.

The central aim of this book is to examine the extent to which the
growing pressures for equal opportunities between the sexes have
caused Japanese companies to adapt and modify their employment
and personnel management practices in recent years. It analyses the
major social and economic factors prompting Japanese companies to
adopt more open employment policies towards women since the
mid-1970s and the programmes of change introduced by
management. It looks especially at how companies have reacted to
the 1985 EEO Law and, in the light of this, considers how far the
present legislation will bring about fundamental changes in the
Japanese employment system towards a more egalitarian treatment of
women. A detailed case study was conducted at Seibu Department
Stores Ltd, before and after the introduction of the EEO Law, as a
critical test of the possibility of introducing equal opportunities for
women in a large Japanese company (see p.21).

The theoretical approach of this study is located in the context of
a major debate central to contemporary studies on the Japanese



