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Foreword

This book represents part of the results of research carried out by the In-
stitute of Developing Economies at the request of the United Nations
University for the Project on Technology Transfer, Transformation and
Development: The Japanese Experience.

Anyone with an interest in development issues, and anyone who has ever
been to a developing country, is aware of the importance of human re-
sources, and development experts have been talking about the issue for
many years. The aim of this project is to examine, from the general view-
point of development, Japan’s experience in undergoing an industrial rev-
olution with the help of technology transferred from the advanced coun-
tries. It was natural that the focus should be on the labour force. However,
we had a specific reason for addressing the subject of female labour rather
than limiting the scope of our study to the general discussion of labour-force
creation and skill development. In the words of Shoji Okumura, a historian
of technology, it is historically undeniable that the dynamism of the present-
day Japanese economy began with the energy of the nimble fingers of its
young women in the latter decades of the nineteenth century.

Further, although new technology did in some cases occasion loss of work
opportunities for women, technological innovation and the female employ-
ment rate generally move along parallel lines. In fact, when advanced tech-
nology is adopted, women often become the core labour force. Re-entry
into the labour force after taking time out for marriage and child-rearing
has become an established social phenomenon over the past 30 years or so.
It should be noted here that Japanese statistics treat the concept of “unem-
ployment” differently from other countries: people seeking employment for
the first time are not counted among the unemployed, and this shrinks the
overall figures for the unemployed. The increase in the number of female
job-seekers reflects changes in their life cycle and lifestyles. There are now
(in 1990) more than 15 million working housewives, a number far exceeding
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that of housewives occupied exclusively at home, and the unmarried female
workforce is a minority in the labour market.

The culture of some countries rejects female employment, particularly as
paid labour. This pattern was found in Japan as well before the Second
World War, but the need to support a rapidly growing population made it
imperative to adopt more advanced technology, and changes in technology
promoted the employment of women. This inevitably produced shifts in the
basic social structure of traditional culture, and such changes will un-
doubtedly continue. Japan was unable to maintain its indigenous culture un-
touched while pursuing industrial development and technological innova-
tion. Other nations’ cultures may be able to do so, but the prospect is not
optimistic. The modernization of technology does not have to mean the
complete reorganization of traditional culture. It can promote the partial
advancement and more widespread transmission of culture in some re-
spects, in some cases reinvigorating it in a more sophisticated form.

The Japanese did not cling to old ways. The national consensus welcom-
ing the transfer of modern technology was in place more than a hundred
years ago, although this was undoubtedly because people were already re-
latively poor and subject to population pressures, and because they recog-
nized that this was the only alternative to ensure survival in the then inter-
national setting. Some scholars say that an “industrious revolution” took
place prior to the industrial revolution, and that women, and even children,
were the indispensable core of labour. This state of affairs continued in the
course of the industrial revolution, as the earnings of the household head
were not enough to support the family, and women and children also had
to work. Some maintain that this “employment of entire families” was in
complete opposition to the concept of full employment, but it was a com-
mon pattern before the war in small and medium-size factories, and in
those smaller workplaces where Japan’s industrial technology (and skills)
developed.

The situation today has changed completely. Women are no longer
engaged in hard labour, and office automation and micro-electronics are
promoting a rapid influx of women into clerical or service sectors. But the
foundations for these trends were laid by the increase in the nuclear family,
rapid urbanization, and higher education, and further facilitated by the
greatly reduced need for household labour as a result of the developments
in the food and apparel industries. On the other hand, there is also a
marked trend towards the part-time or indirect employment of women, and
they are playing the role of buffer during economic fluctuations. This will
surely necessitate a revision of non-Japanese ideas about. “Japanese-style
management,” in particular, the system of lifetime employment. With the
exception of professional and career workers, women are usually not em-
ployed for life.

The development of mechanization does not lead automatically to the
lightening of the burden of female labour. In Japan, the mechanization of
farming is encouraging men to take jobs outside agriculture and making it a
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predominantly female occupation. In fishing villages, the motorization of
fishing boats has led to wives taking their place as indispensable working
partners of their husbands. Among the trade-offs are new health problems
among women young and old in farming and fishing villages. In the past,
young women endured long workdays (the 12-hour day was standard) in
silk-reeling or textile plants, ruining their health for the sake of meagre
earnings and poor nutrition which helped to secure the survival of their pa-
rents and siblings in poor fishing or farming villages. Today, although the
nature and status of problems have changed, they remain in a sophisticated
modern form at a higher level and are perpetuated.

Some of the young women who, by virtue of their robust health, survived
the hardships of the silk-reeling industry around the turn of the century
were still alive when our project was initiated. Among their recollections is
Aa, nomugi toge [Remember the Nomugi Pass] (1977) by Shigemi Yama-
moto, considered the finest example of documentary literature. This record
of the not-too-distant past moved many after it had been made into a film
and shown in other countries.

This book also touches on the same period, and other groups in this re-
search project are dealing with it. For example, Takeo Izumi’s excellent
work on (female) labour in the textile industry has been translated (The De-
veloping Economies, IDE, Tokyo, 1979) and I recommend that it be read
along with this book. This project series also includes a volume dealing with
the issue of educational systems and human resources.

As Professor Masanori Nakamura, the editor of Technology Change and
Female Labour in Japan, points out, this book’s approach is unique for
Japan, and few other books have covered the subject from the start of in-
dustrialization to the present day. I am grateful for the pioneering spirit of
the editor and of the authors of each chapter. 1 also sincerely hope that re-
search on the issues raised will be undertaken more extensively and in
further depth and detail. ‘

This book would not have been possible without the dedicated efforts of
my colleagues, in particular Akiko Akemine, who bore the brunt of the
actual editing work. I would also like to thank Takeo Uchida and Shigeo
Minowa of the United Nations University for their support and coopera-
tion.

Takeshi Hayashi



Preface

Female labour has become an indispensable element of today’s industrial
society. During the 1960s, as Japan’s rapid economic growth rose to its
peak, the entry of women into the workforce in large numbers brought
about major changes in the country’s employment structure. The high tem-
po of innovation in science and technology, needless to say, formed the
backdrop for this trend; the spread of office automation and use of electro-
nic equipment expanded employment opportunities for women and acceler-
ated changes in the woman’s life cycle. Technological development trans-
formed the production process in factories and labour-employer relations;
it led even to transformations in human relations in society and in the
household environment. The Japanese have never before experienced a
technological and social revolution of this degree, occurring this rapidly. In
this context, it was only natural that “Technology Change and Female
Labour in Japan” should be added to the list of topics to be studied in
the United Nations University Project on Technology Transfer, Transfor-
mation, and Development: The Japanese Experience” in cooperation with
the Institute for Developing Economies.

IDE’s project coordinator, Professor Takeshi Hayashi, approached me in
the spring of 1981 to request me to undertake a collaborative study on tech-
nological change and female labour. I was finally convinced to undertake
the project because of the topicality as well as the great importance of the
subject, and work began in March that year. I and the members of our
group (the other scholars collaborating on the study) held regular seminars
every two or three months to exchange ideas. It seemed to us that studies
showing how technology had changed in each period and in specific indus-
tries, and how those changes had affected the nature of female labour in
Japan, would offer a useful guide to those considering the problems of
female labour in developing countries currently in the throes of rapid tech-
nological change. We discussed this challenge many times in the room set
aside for our meetings at the Institute. About one year after these meetings
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began, we decided on our respective topics for writing. The draft manu-
scripts were prepared by the end of 1983 and, after being read by the edi-
tors, were returned to the authors for checking and revision.

The study had to proceed in accordance with four important considera-
tions: (1) our small study group had to cover the period from the beginning
of Japan’s modernization (Meiji, 1868—1912) to the rapid economic growth
period (1955-1973); (2) there was surprisingly little previous research on
the topic; (3) reliable documents and statistics that could be used in the
study were quite limited; and (4) the resulting research should be presented
in such a way as to be useful to developing countries. With these concerns
in mind, we determined to define the focus of the study very specifically; for
the pre-war period, we selected the three topics of silk-reeling labour,
women workers in the coal industry, and female workers of the urban lower
class. For the post-war period, we decided to deal with women working in
family-based industries, as exemplified by agriculture and fisheries, and with
female employed labour during the rapid economic growth period. This
book is made up of five chapters, each covering one of these topics, along
with an introductory chapter providing an overview of female labour in the
pre-second World War period, and a concluding chapter. The following is a
brief outline of the book’s content.

The introductory chapter deals with female labour in the industrial rev-
olution period from the two perspectives of production type and source of
labour supply, divided into six categories, and the changes for each during
the First World War period, the inter-war period, and the wartime (China
War and Pacific War) period. Chapter 1 focuses on the conditions of work-
ers in the silk-reeling industry, reflecting developments in production tech-
nology from the end of the transition period to the modern Meiji period
government in around 1900, mainly as observed in the Suwa region of
Nagano Prefecture. Chapter 2 describes female workers in the coal-mining
industry, explaining how technological innovation prescribed labour man-
agement in the coal-mining industry from 1900 to the 1930s and analysing
the impact of those changes on female labour. Chapter 3 looks at female
labour among the lower classes in the large cities from the 1870s to the
1920s, examining how industrialization and the progress of urbanization
altered the framework of daily life and the structure of employment for
these women. The next two chapters cover the post-war period. Chapter 4
deals with family-based enterprises in agriculture and fisheries, portraying
the impact of technological innovation during the rapid economic growth
period on employment patterns among women of agricultural, and especial-
ly fisheries, households. Chapter 5 discusses the sharp rise in female em-
ployment during the rapid economic growth period and the changes in
Japanese lifestyles and living patterns brought about by the automation of
labour processes and technological innovation.

The concluding chapter summarizes the-findings of each of the studies
and places them in the context of historical research, and examines their
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significance and usefulness from the point of view of the problems of female
labour in other Asian countries.

As reflected in the above remarks, female labour encompasses both em-
ployed and family-based workers, but, with the exception of chapter 4,
which examines women working in agriculture and fisheries in the post-war
period, the main thrust of analysis is on employed workers. This book was
originally compiled for an overseas readership, mainly for the reference of
third-world countries, and plans did not include the publication of Japanese
or English editions. As a result, the authors were required to include re-
ferences and information which are often common knowledge to Japanese
specialists. They therefore made full use of existing studies, including
quotations and citations from these works.

The fact that the study of how technology transfer, transformation, and
development changed the nature of female labour was a completely new
field left us relatively unconstrained by previous research and gave us a free
hand in our endeavours. We will be satisfied if this work provides a useful
landmark in further efforts to open up this field of research.

Masanori Nakamura
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Introduction: Types of Female Labour and Changes in the
Workforce, 1890-1945

Yutaka Nishinarita

This book covers two periods of modern Japanese history: from the Meiji
Restoration of 1868 to the end of the Second World War, and from 1945 to
1985. For women workers after 1945, the studies (chapters 1-3) present a
relatively clear picture of the overall situation. For the pre-war period,
however, the essays (chapters 4 and 5) focus on female workers in specific
industries—silk-reeling and coal-mining—and on the occupations of the
urban lower class, and do not attempt a comprehensive treatment.

Before 1945, the majority of women worked in the agricultural and ex-
tractive industries (fig. 1). The number of women in the primary sector
dropped from 7 million (more than 70 per cent of all women workers)
before the First World War to 6 million during the war years. After 1923,
when it was at its lowest, however, their number increased steadily,
reaching about 60 per cent of all women workers in the 1930s. Female
labour in the tertiary (service) sector, especially sales, shows a steady in-
crease, expanding from 8-9 per cent of the total female workforce before
the First World War to 14-15 per cent after the war. Immediately after the
financial crisis of 1927, the tertiary sector employed 18 per cent of all
women workers, and in 1928 the figure exceeded that in manufacturing.

The number of women working in the industrial sector grew during the
First World War and in the late 1930s, but declined or levelled off during
the intervening period, remaining at around 15 per cent. If we define female
labour broadly to include women working in family enterprises, before 1945
the vast majority were engaged in family enterprises, including farming and
small business, in the primary and tertiary sectors. Only a very small num-
ber worked as hired labour in the manufacturing sector.

In the pre-war period, female hired labour bore the brunt of technologi-
cal change. Only after 1945 were women in traditional family enterprises
affected by technological innovation (see chapter 4). Here, the discussion
will be limited primarily to female wage-labour, Three general method-
ological observations may be made.
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Fig. 1. Number of Women Workers by Industrial Sector, 1906-1940

Notes: Figures are estimations.

Source: Compiled from tables provided in Umemura Mataji, “Sangyobetsu koyd no
hendd: 1880-1940 nen” [Trends in Industrial Sector Employment: 1880 to 1940],
Keizai kenkyii, vol. 24, no. 2 (1973).

First, female workers may be categorized in a number of ways, depending
on one’s theoretical and methodological assumptions. Here, I will classify
women workers according to the form of production (labour and technolo-
gy) and social supply of labour (labour market).

Second, I will look at the transformation, and in some cases dissolution,
of each category of women workers in the course of the evolution of
Japanese capitalism, attempting to identify the structural dynamics in-
volved. To clarify this process, I divide the development of the female
labour force into four periods: the industrial revolution (1880s-1907), the
First World War (1914-1918), the inter-war period (1920-1936), and the
Second Sino-Japanese and Pacific War period (1937-1945).

Finally, looking at female labour after 1945 we can obtain a comprehen-
sive grasp of the continuities and discontinuities between the pre-war and
post-war periods. As this paper focuses on the pre-war situation, the subject
of continuity-discontinuity will be briefly touched on in the conclusion of
this introductory chapter, providing a link to chapter 5.
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I. The Industrial Revolution

Japan’s industrial revolution took place in the 20 years before about 1907.
The revolution was led by the cotton and silk industries. Cotton-spinning
relied on imported cotton and spinning machines, and from the start pro-
duction was large-scale and mechanized. The industry grew rapidly, dis-
placing both hand-spun and imported cotton yarn. In 1897, yarn exports
exceeded imports for the first time, indicating that capitalist production
had transformed cotton-spinning into an export industry.

Silk-reeling, too, was mechanized but developed from a combination of
Western and indigenous technology. Selling primarily to the North Amer-
ican market, silk yarn became Japan’s main earner of foreign reserve rev-
enue. Between 1906 and 1910, Japanese silk exports overtook even those
of China, until then the world’s largest silk-yarn exporter.

In contrast to cotton-spinning and silk-reeling, civilian machinery and
equipment manufacturing remained in an incipient stage of development
during the years of early industrialization. Machinery manufacturing ac-
quired an abnormal structure heavily skewed by a surge forward in military-
related development. Military procurement for the army and navy during
the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), however, proved an important
stimulus to civilian machine manufacture, and shipbuilding in particular
advanced rapidly. By 1907, with the completion of the Ten’yd maru, Ja-
pan’s first modern domestic-built steam vessel, the industry had risen to con-
temporary world standards. As Japan’s capacity for self-sufficiency in ship-
building increased, a number of large machine manufacturers emerged,
and Japanese craftsmen began producing American-style machine lathes
on their own.

By around 1907, the way seemed clear for the establishment of the
machine and equipment industry, and the foundations for development of
an independent national economy, based on the internal linkage between
the consumer goods and industrial goods industries, took shape. In fact,
however, this linkage remained extremely weak, and in the cotton and silk
industry, for example, machine manufacturers could not satisfy domestic
demand for spinning and reeling equipment until the 1930s. Industrial capi-
talism depended on imports for many heavy industrial goods, and these
were paid for largely out of the earnings from raw-silk thread exports. The
reeling industry, then, financed the machine imports essential for the
development and expansion of industrial production in Japan.

These features of incipient Japanese capitalism are illustrated in the in-
dustrial structure. By 1909, the end of the industrial revolution, the spin-
ning and weaving industry, including both cotton-spinning and silk-reeling,
accounted for 51 per cent of the value of total industrial production and em-
ployed 64 per cent of the workforce (table 1). The metalworking and machine
industries produced only 10 per cent of that value and hired a mere 8 per
cent of the labour force. The industrial structure was lopsided, skewed
heavily toward spinning and weaving.
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6 YUTAKA NISHINARITA

The overwhelming majority of workers in the spinning and weaving in-
dustry were women, and most women in the labour force were employed in
this sector. During the industrial revolution (surveyed in 1902 and 1907),
female workers accounted for between 94 and 95 per cent of those em-
ployed in silk filatures, 79 per cent of the workers in cotton mills, and 87 per
cent of factory weavers (table 2). A closer examination of the categories in
table 2 shows the composition of the female working population to be more
complex than it first appears. The extremely large number of women work-
ing in domestic manufactures (“Textiles (B)”)—roughly 700,000—worked
for putting-out operations controlled by toiya agents. The chemical industry
hired between 20,000 and 40,000 women, and processed food and “mis-
cellaneous manufacturing” each employed between 10,000 and 20,000.
Women accounted for between 35 and 40 per cent of the workers in each of
these industries.

In the chemical industry, women workers concentrated in the match fac-
tories. In the manufacture of food, beverages, and tobacco, most worked in
tobacco factories, and in “miscellaneous manufacturing” they engaged
mainly in straw-plaiting and the weaving of figured rush mats (hanagoza).
According to a 1902 survey by the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce
(N6shomushd), women comprised 77 per cent of workers in the match in-
dustry and 86 per cent of those in the tobacco industry.! Although there are
no confirming statistics, we may suppose that the coal industry, too, em-
ployed large numbers of women during the period of the industrial revolu-
tion.

Most of the women engaged in these activities (coal-mining was an excep-
tion) were under 20 years of age (table 3). With the exception of tobacco, all

Table 3. Age Composition of the Female Workforce, 1901 (percentages)

Under 14 15-19 Over 20
Cotton-spinning? 11.4 41.6 47.0
Silk-reeling® 18.3 479 338
Textiles® 16.7 399 434
Matchesd 18.6 40.3 41.1
Tobaccos 6.7 43.5 49.7

a. 19,344 workers in 16 factories in the Kansai area.

b. 12,519 workers in 205 factories in Nagano Prefecture.

¢. 63,701 workers in weaving factories in Hachioji (Tokyo), Tango (Kyoto Prefec-
ture), Sakai (dantsia) (Osaka), Ashikaga (Tochigi Prefecture), Nakajima (Aichi
Prefecture), Fukui Prefecture (silk-weaving), and Fukuoka Prefecture (kurume
gasuri).

d. 3,996 workers in 14 factories in Osaka.

e. 4,958 workers in 10 factories.

Source: Noshomushé Shoké Kyoku Hen [Commerce and Industry Bureau, Ministry

of Agriculture and Commerce], ed., Shokké jijé [Conditions in the Textile Industry]

(1903).
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of the goods produced by these industries were for export.2 Young female
labour, concentrated in the leading export industries, formed a crucial link
in the reproductive cycle of early industrial capitalism in Japan. Below, we
shall summarize the main features of the female labour force in each sector,
focusing on labour and technology (forms of production) and the social
supply of labour (the labour market).

1. Cotton-spinning

The majority of female cotton-mill operatives were unmarried and less than
20 years old (table 3). In 1901, 59 per cent of the workers in England’s
spinning industry were women, and 60 per cent of these were over 20—
and many of them were married.3 The unusually high proportion of unwed
adolescent women in the workforce is one of the distinguishing features of
Japan’s early cotton industry. This branch was able to absorb so many
young women because of the introduction and rapid spread in the late 1880s
of ring spindles, which were easier to operate than the more exacting mule
spindles. Japan’s quick switch to the technically advanced ring spindle gave
it a technological edge over England, which relied exclusively on the mule,
and this difference probably explains the larger proportion of older women
in English cotton mills.

In the early stages of the industrial revolution, impoverished urban fami-
lies and poor peasant producers on the periphery of urban centres provided
cotton mills with female labour. But as the demand for labour expanded,
factories cast recruitment nets wider, and by the late 1890s most operators
were the daughters of poor peasants and tenant farmers who came to the
cities from the rural hinterlands to find seasonal work (dekasegi).* The
labour contracts these young women signed with the factories that hired
them overwhelmingly favoured management. The “agreements” prohibited
the worker from leaving before the specified period of employment was up
and allowed the company to fine violators. Management, however, was free
to dismiss workers as it pleased.’ Such arbitrariness was determined by the
fact that recruits, who were poor, were advanced a sum to cover travel and
outfit expenses at the time of employment. This money had to be repaid out
of wages and effectively bound the worker to the factory. Women in the
cotton industry were in effect bonded workers, and as a result they were not
independent sellers in the labour market. Under this system of employ-
ment, female mill operatives were forced to work a double shift extending

far into the night, and for lower wages than their counterparts in colonial
India.¢

2. Silk-reeling

The silk filature industry developed rapidly on a traditional foundation to
which foreign technical implants were added. Silk-reeling machinery com-
bined the best features of Western and indigenous technology. But reeling



