Chapter 3

Female Workers of the Urban Lower Class

Akimasa Miyake

This chapter will examine the state of urban lower-class female workers
mainly in the period between 1870 and 1920. Although earlier academic
works have not focused specifically on female labour as such, much research
has been conducted on the pre-war urban lower class. Tsuda Masumi’s in-
depth 1911-1912 survey of “indigents” (saimin) emphasized the proletarian
nature of pre-war Japanese society at large.! Sumiya Mikio saw the stratum
of urban lower class employed in miscellaneous occupations as a pool of
surplus labour and the basis for the supply of wage labour.2 Hy6d6 Tsuto-
mu traced the process by which large-scale factory workers rose out of the
urban lower class between the 1880s and the post-First World War period.3

While the conclusions drawn in these studies vary, all their authors
address the urban lower-class issue only in terms of the formation of the
wage labour stratum. Regardless of whether the emphasis is placed on the
decline into the lower class or the rise out of it, virtually all interest is
directed at the formation of the “wage labour” sector. This approach seems
to be justified, considering that the development of capitalism leads to class
stratification and necessitates the creation of wage labour.

However, while this approach is acceptable from a theoretical standpoint,
in reality the urban lower-class condition was not wholly a reduced state
from which wage labour attempted to escape. The urban lower class under-
went internal change while concomitantly developing (or perhaps retrogres-
sing) independently during the development of capitalism.

Research by Nakagawa Kiyoshi develops along comparable lines. He
approaches the pre-Second World War urban lower class, especially that in
the inter-war period, as a dynamic element of urban society, and he delin-
eates the changes in the living conditions of this group.*

This chapter, which owes much to Nakagawa’s research, focuses on the
role of female labour as a part of the urban lower class during the 50 years
between 1870 and the 1910s.5
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I. 1870 to the 1880s

1. Historical Antecedents

The historical antecedents to the development of the urban lower class dur-
ing the rise of capitalism can be found in the status of the museki musan no
kyamin (the destitute who possessed neither family registers nor assets of
any kind) of Edo at the end of the feudal period. By the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the city of Edo had become a huge urban centre of
one million people. Unfortunately, few demographic records on the living
areas, living standards, occupations, and family structure of the destitute
remain, and existing fragmentary references must be pieced together.

The Fujiokaya nikkié records the living areas of 74,000 “destitute per-
sons” to whom the town councils sold rice at exceptionally low prices in
1860 in an effort to defuse the upsurge of rice uprisings. According to this
source, the destitute lived in a wide area encompassing Yotsuya, Shitaya,
Shiba, Fukagawa, Honjo, Koishikawa, Kanda, and Hongo, including Yot-
suya Samegahashi, Shitaya Mannencho, and Shiba Shin’ami. In the 1890s,
the last three areas became notorious as Tokyo’s three largest slums.?

As seen below, from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries these areas
had become the ghettoes of the poor. Sources note that many beggars
gathered in the lower-lying areas of the Yotsuya Samegahashi, a- former
swamp site which had been reclaimed in the early Edo period. Shiba Shin’a-
mi first became a settlement for beggars and lowly entertainers in the late
seventeenth century. Shitaya Mannencho, which was formerly called Yama-
zakicho, gradually grew into a lower-class community from the tenement
houses built by masterless samurai Yamamoto Nidayi for ragpickers and
other lower-class individuals.8

The development of the commodity economy in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century accelerated the breakdown of the agricultural stra-
tum, and resulted in a build-up of penniless people and destitute farmers
who were forced to leave their villages. Most headed for large cities such as
Osaka and Edo and settled in the ghettos noted above.

Using the 1828 Machikata kakiage [Records of the Commoner Popula-
tion], Matsumoto Shird makes the following points about the lower classes’
living conditions.? First he categorizes the types of households noted in
Machikata kakiage into those of home-owners, landowners, landlords, prop-
erty tenants, house tenants and akidana (vacant shops). If house tenants are
considered the standard for determining the dividing line for the lower class,
then a high proportion of the population fell into the lower class,.as this
sector accounted for over 60 per cent, on average, of all households in each
ward of Edo. “Destitute persons” must be considered only a small propor-
tion of the lower class.

As for actual living space, a popular contemporary phrase expresses it
simply—*“the back alley tenements measured 9 shaku 2 ken,” which is equal
to approximately ten square metres. Naturally all well and lavatory facilities
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were shared. These tenements were located in dark and dreary back alleys,

and residents had to make the best of the cramped space and dearth of sun-

light.

While the descriptions above shed some light on the living area and living
conditions of the lower class, it is more difficult to determine the jobs per-
formed by them. Matsumoto investigates this problem using the slightly
later historical records dating from the period when the newly founded
Meiji government and big merchants planned to banish the lower-class ele-
ments involved in the rice uprisings to the wilderness Shimésa Plain in
Chiba, under the rubric of a “pioneering conquest.” Although fragmentary,
this source provides an insight into the occupations of the lower class, as
seen in table 3.1. On the basis of this table, the lower class can be cate-
gorized into four main groups.

— Physical labourers: This group made up the largest proportion of workers
of all four categories. The majority were cart-pullers, cart porters and day
labourers. Cart-pullers and cart porters were involved in the transporta-
tion of commodities, while day labour generally referred to all forms of
physical labour. ‘ '

— Craftsmen: This category included those who worked at customers’ resi-
dences, such as plasterers and carpenters, and those who worked in their
own workshops, such as tatami mat makers and cask-makers. Although
the fully-fledged dissolution and decline of this sector did not occur until
the latter half of the first decade of the 1900s, many such craftsmen were
reduced to the lower class earlier,0 since these types of professions were
easily affected by changing economic conditions.

- Small-scale merchants, fishermen, grocers: Fishmongers and grocers were
primarily itinerant vendors. According to Yoshida Kydichi,!! who uses
different historical references from Matsumoto to study the lower class
of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many women worked by
selling anise and flowers (for religious offerings).

— Farmers: Proportionally, farmers made up a small percentage of the
lower class. They worked extremely small fields on the outskirts of Edo.
While not included in table 3.1, other historical sources cite a fifth occupa-
tional category, or miscellaneous occupations. This group was made up of a
jumble of occupations—from itinerant entertainers, diviners, masseurs, and
theatre ticket takers to beggars.12 Women were prevalent in such side work

as clothes-washing and errand-running.

No historical references remain to help us ascertain whether the members
of the lower class formed families or not. Probably they did, to some ex-
tent, especially craftsmen, and the employment of wife and children must
have been the norm.

A new breed of lower-class poor appeared immediately after the Meiji
Restoration (1868). Large numbers of lower-class samurai, who had been
stripped of their privileges, were reduced to poverty. The national and pre-
fectural governments instituted various measures aimed at aiding this group
of ruined samurai. In 1869, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government estab-
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Table 3.1a. Former Occupations and Residences of Farmers of Niwamura, 1869

No. of
former
Occupation households Previous domicile
1. Cart-drawer 12 Mikawaché 2, Asakusa Shibazakicho, Shitaya
‘ Kurumazakach6, Mikasaché 1-chéme, Kiku-
zakadaicho, Abekawachd, Ushigome
Kaitaicho, Ushigome Gokencho, Koishikawa
Haramachi, Samegahashi Tanimachi, Same-
gahashi Minamimachi
Cart porter 7 Mikawaché 3-chome, Yoshiokachd 1-chome,
Shitaya Yamabukichd, Fukagawa Reigancho,
Hongd Motomachi, Koishi-kawa Sakashi-
tacho, Shitaya Inaricho
Day labourer 4 Honjo Hanacho, Yushima Ryomonzen-cho,
Ushigome Konandochd, Samega-hashi
Tanimachi
Palanquin-bearer 4 Kanda Nakamachi 3-chome, Mikasacho
1-chéme, Shitaya Shinmachi, Komagome
Asagacho ‘
Fireman 2 Mikawachd 4-chéme, Hongo Higashi Take-
machi
Subtotal 29
2. Plasterer 2 Shitaya Yamabushicho, Ushigome Bentenché
Carpenter 2 Shitaya Torishinmachi, Samegahashi Minamicho
Tatami-maker 2 Kanda Suehiroché, Nakanogohashicho
Dyer 2 Akasaka Sojimachi, Kikuzaka Daimachi
Well-digger 1 Nishinokubo Hirdcho
Sawyer 1 Asakusa San’yacho
Cask-maker 1 Shitaya Mannencho
Clog-maker 1 Azabu Yamamotocho
Pillow cover 1 Fukagawa Kagacho
maker
Paper decoration 1 Kojimachi Hirakawaché
maker
Metal-caster 1 Fukagawa Saruechd
Wooden utensil 1 Kyébashi Gorobecho
maker
Glassmaker 1 Ushigome Tenjinchd
Blacksmith 1 Akasakacho
Dyer’s assistant 1 Yanagihara Yanagicho
1 Honjo Kitashinmachi
Coin-minter 1 Asakusa Motoyoshicho
Tile-maker 1 Ikenohata Shichikencho
Subtotal 22
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Table 3.1a (continued)

No. of
former
Occupation households Previous domicile
3. Fish-seller 7 Koishikawa Sakaiché 2, Kanada Aioicho, Kan-

da Sue-hirochd, Shitaya Yamabukichd, Asa-
kusa Tajimachd, Samegaha-shi Omotemachi

Vegetable-seller 5 Kanda Aioichd, Shitaya Torishin Machi, Shi-
taya Yamabukicho, Asakusa Tajimacho,
Samegahashi Hachikencho

Furniture-dealer 2 Shiba Shin’amich6, Kanda Suehirocho
Kimono-dealer 1 Kydbashi Gorobecho
Paper-dealer 1 Asakusa Tajimachd
Rice-seller 1 Shimo Tomizakacho
Tabi-seller 1 Asakusa Shibazakicho
Charcoal-seller 1 Shiba Shin’amicho
Confectioner 1 Shibatacho
Kitchen ware 1 Asakusa Hatagocho
Charcoal-dealer 1 Kanda Sakumacho
Barkeeper 1 Shitaya Minowacho
Cook 1 Shitaya Mannencho
4. Farmer 3 Asakusa Fukuicho, Asakusachd, Nakanogd
Azumachd
5. Undetermined 1 Kanda Matsushimacho
Total 79

Source: Compiled from Matsumoto Shird, “Bakumatsu, ishin-ki ni okeru toshi no
ko626” [Urban Infrastructure during the Late Feudal and Early Meiji Periods], Mitsui
bunko ronsa, no. 4 (1970), table 6.

lished two relief centres where the family members of ex-samurai were
given occupational training. The children were taught weaving, as well as
techniques for making silk thread, fabric clog thongs, Indian ink, and
paper.

The governor of Tokyo also called together the city’s influential business-
men to form a building and repair chamber of commerce. This organization
opened a workhouse in 1873. As of 1876, the workhouse came under the
direct control of the Tokyo government and began the manufacture of
leather shoes, paper, and matchboxes.

An institution for the poor was also established by the Osaka government
in 1871. The next year it was reorganized into an occupational training cen-
tre, where weaving, papermaking, and spinning were taught. The Kyoto
government also set up a similar establishment in 1870. Here too, oil-



Table 3.1b. Former Occupations and Residences of Farmers from Hatsutomimura,

1872
No. of
former
Occupation households Previous domicile
1. Day labourer 17 Shitaya Mannencho 2-chome 5, Shitaya
Oyosumichd 4, Azabu Ryddoché 4,
Ikenohata Shichikencho 2, Shitaya
Mannenchd 1-chome, Shitaya Kuruma-
zakachd
Cart-pullers S Azabu Ryodochd, Shitaya Mannencho 1-
chome, Shitaya Kurumazakach6, Kan-
da Aioichd, Ushigome Wakamatsucho
Subtotal 22
2. Carpenter 3 Shitaya Toyosumicho, Kanda Shin-
. shirogane, Nezu Miyanagacho
Gardener 3 Shitaya Toyosumicho 2, Shitaya Kuruma-
zakacho
Plasterer 2 Shitaya Mannenché 2-chome, Ushigome
Wakamatsuchd
Bucket-maker 2 Azabu Roppongiché, Shitaya Mannencho
2-chome
Palanquin-bearer 1 Shitaya Mannenché 1-chome
Plasterer’s helper 1 Shitaya Mannenché 2-chdme
Wooden utensil maker 1 Shitaya Mannenché 2-chome
Blacksmith 1 Shitaya Toyosumicho
Subtotal 14 i
3. Greengrocer 5 Shitaya Mannenchd 2-chome 2, Shitaya
Kurumazakachd, Shitaya Toyosumi-
cho, Fukagawa Yanagawacho
Fish-seller 3 Shitaya Mannenché 2-chome, Shitaya
Toyosumichd, Shitaya Mannencho 1-
chome
Seasonal goods seller 2 Shitaya Toyosumicho, Ikenohata
Shichikencho
Furniture 2 Shitaya Toyosumicho, Kanda Suehiro-cho
Second-hand goods 1 Azabu Ryddochd
Wigs/hairpieces 1 Shitaya Mannenchd 2-chome
Vegetable-seller 1 Shitaya Toyosumicho
Subtotal 15
4. Farmer 2 Ushigome Wakamatsucho 2
5. Undetermined 2
Total 55

Source: Compiled from Matsumoto Shird, “Bakumatsu, ishin-ki ni okeru toshi no
k626” [Urban Infrastructure during the Late Feudal and Early Meiji Periods], Mitsui
bunko ronsé, no. 4 (1970), table 6.
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pressing, candle-making, paper manufacture, weaving, and comparable
skills were taught. In 1875, an establishment was inaugurated in Kyoto in
which the destitute were paid allowances for collecting garbage.13

In 1874 the national government promulgated a relief regulation which
enlisted the magnanimity of the general population in assisting the lower
class, while minimizing national aid as much as possible. As a result, the
policies noted above, instituted at the prefectural and metropolitan level,
represented the relief measures in real terms. In 1882-1883, however, these
policies were either abolished or left to be implemented by private orga-
nizations. Commoners as a whole became much poorer as a result of
Finance Minister Matsukata’s deflationary policies, so that providing relief
to only a part of this class was meaningless.14

2. The Expansion of the Lower Class

The so-called “primitive accumulation” stage of capitalism in Japan (in
which labour supply, monetary resources, and production methods had
accumulated to levels sufficient to form the basis of capitalistic develop-
ment) can be dated to the period between the Matsukata deflationary poli-
cies and the earlier part of the 1890s. It has been said that, unlike in West-
ern Europe, where large masses of poor suddenly appeared in the urban
centres, the numbers of persons displaced from the countryside to the cities
were relatively small during this period of primitive accumulation.

In recent research, Unno Fukuju contests this theory. He insists that
labour statistics point to a large inflow of farmers into the cities. In fact, of
the 920,000 persons residing in cheap lodging-houses in Tokyo in 1884, only
44 per cent were registered as Tokyo residents, while the remainder had
come from other areas throughout the nation.!5

Historical records state that the 10,000 residents of the Nagomachi area
of Osaka, one of Japan’s four largest slums (the other three were Yotsuya
Samegahashi, Shitaya Mannenchd, and Shiba Shin’ami), were divided into
two groups: the original residents, who had fallen into dire circumstances,
and the newly settled residents.16 There was also a considerable increase in
the inflow of seasonal labour into Tokyo at this time.1?

Owing to the rapidly growing numbers of the poverty-stricken, the settle-
ments for the poor began to expand from the original ghettoes to the sur-
rounding areas. The residential status of the expanded lower class is not
thought to have changed from earlier patterns.!® In this way, the urban
lower class became inflated through the “primitive accumulation” process.

Eventually the rapid growth of the lower class attracted wide social atten-
tion. Surveys on slum conditions were taken up in several newspapers. Of
these, the following two mentioned the state of women workers in depth.

Kure Ayatoshi’s survey on the status of Tokyo’s destitute, published in
volume 57 (1891) of Sutachisuchikku zasshi [Statistics Magazine],!® was “a
collection of excerpts taken from a certain newspaper’s survey of the state
of Tokyo’s poor during the escalation of rice prices last year.” In it, the
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occupations of men and women from each ward of Tokyo ware noted as
follows.

Day labourers, construction workers, jinriki-pullers, merchants at tem-
ple fairs, low-grade factory workers, used paper and junk collectors,
clog-repairers, dancers, outdoor storytellets, outdoor exhibitioners,
fishermen, shell fishermen, bait-diggers, peddlers, papermakers, mak-
ers of paper ornaments for hair and decorative uses, fishmongers, and
vegetable-sellers. For women and children, cart-pushing and itinerant
tea-picking.

While “low-grade” factory workers are not discussed in detail, this is taken
up in Matsuhara Iwagoro’s 1893 work entitled T6kyo shinai no shukdjin
kato shakai seigy6 no ichidai gensho [The Serious Situation of Lower-level
Manual Labourers of Tokyo].2® These people could be considered as the
manual labour sector of the miscellaneous occupations group. For example,
many women and children worked in factories which manufactured umbrel-
la ribs in what was once side work but developed into a primary source of
work. In the Honjé area of Tokyo alone, there were 8,000 of these manual
labourers, and of them two-thirds were women and children. During this
period, most lower-class women workers did not find themselves in cir-
cumstances greatly different from those of the late Edo period. However,
the appearance of new types of low-grade work merits attention.

Suzuki Umeshiro’s 1888 survey of the Nagomachi slum in Osaka, Osaka
Nagomachi hinminkutsu shisatsuki, published in 1918,2! gives a specific
breakdown of the occupations of those living in Nagomachi. These occupa-
tions have been categorized in table 3.2. The following points concerning
female labour can be drawn from the table. First, one of the first industries
to appear during the early period of capitalism was match-manufacturing,
which employed a relatively large number of workers. In sharp contrast to
the small percentage of men, over 10 per cent of all women were engaged in
this work. The actual working conditions in the match-manufacturing indus-
try will be taken up in the next section.

Secondly, in terms of occupation, the largest proportion of persons (16.4
per cent of all workers) were involved in garbage-collection. With the in-
clusion of miscellaneous jobs, such as old clog collection and sales of used
casks (which fall in the category of “miscellaneous jobs” in the table), the
percentage of persons involved in the collection of discarded objects
amounted to close to 30 per cent.22 Both men and women were involved in
this work in approximately equal proportions.

Thirdly, approximately 26 per cent of the women were unemployed.
While it is natural for girls under 15 to be unemployed, it is notable that a
fair proportion those over 15 were not employed. It is doubtful, however,
that these women were entirely without work. Suzuki notes that theft was
another type of occupation among the poor of Nagomachi. Taking into
account this type of “occupation,” the numbers of so-called unemployed are
reduced by a large margin.
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Based on the records from Nagomachi and Tokyo, it is possible to
categorize as follows urban lower-class female labour in the 1870s and
1880s.

— Physical labour: This category applies to tea-pickers or cart-pushers in
Tokyo, and day labourers in Nagomachi. As in the late feudal period,
this group encompassed many different kinds of people engaged in
physical labour. )

- Craftsmen: this included fan-makers, rope-makers, rope-weavers, and
other labour involved in manual production. It is likely that most of these
labourers did such work as a side job at home.

— Miscellaneous occupations: This included such work as rubbish-
collecting, entertainment, and petty trading operations.

— Factory work: The leading type of factory work was related to match-
manufacturing, one of the first occupations to utilize lower-class women
during the process of capital formation.

These four categories were in no way fixed in terms of substance or clas-

sification. While the respective occupations had a certain degree of inde-

pendence from each other, there was also a degree of fluidity among the
occupations—an entertainer could turn to rubbish-collecting, for example.23

During this time, occupational trends turned away from all other categories

toward factory work. Little is known about the state of lower-class families

during the 1870s and 1880s. Judging from the age brackets found in table

3.2, it is certain that lower-class workers had families. However, since the

head of the household and the spouse had extremely meagre incomes, it is

likely that all family members were employed in some capacity.

II. The Industrial Revolution

1. The Development of the Urban Lower Class

Japan’s industrial revolution began in 1886-1889, with the sudden rise of
private enterprise, and went on to 1907.2¢ As shown in tables 3.3 and 3.4,
Tokyo’s slums expanded greatly during this period. Table 3.4 shows the
number of cheap lodgings in each ward. These cheap lodgings housed the
displaced rural folk who flocked from throughout the country to the cities in
search of work. The tables demonstrate how the areas where the lower class
congregated differed considerably before and after 1896. From the period of
“primitive accumulation” to the early industrial revolution period, most
lived in the Asakusa-Shitaya areas, whereas from the mid to late industrial
revolution era, the highest concentrations of poor were in the Fukagawa
and Honjo areas, which were Tokyo’s industrial centres at the time. This
trend reflects the growing numbers of the lower class involved in factory
work.

Table 3.5 shows the numbers of private factories in Tokyo from 1889 to
1907. From this period to the early industrial revolution period, the facto-
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Table 3.3. Appearance of New Slums in Tokyo

1877-86 1887-96 1897-1906 1907-12 1913-23

Fukagawa ward 0 2 2 4 2
Honj6 ward 1 1 3 8 2
Asakusa ward 1 7 5 3 1
Shitaya ward 1 7 2 2 0
Other wards 8 5 2 0 15

Total 11 22 14 17 20

Source: Tsuda Masumi, Nihon no toshi kasé [Japan’s Urban Underclass] (Keiso
Shobd, Tokyo, 1985).

Table 3.4. Numbers of Cheap Lodgings in Tokyo, by Ward

1897 1902 1907 1912 1916

Fukagawa ward 46 83 112 105 118
Honjo ward 78 110 130 150 154
Asakusa ward 32 45 51 57 75
Shiba ward 3 3 3 2 1
Azabu ward 3 10 18 20 18
Yotsuya ward 16 ) 17 27 26 25
Hong6 ward 3 3 3 3 3
Total 181 27 344 363 394

Source: Tokyo-shi Shakaikyoku [Tokyo Municipal Bureau of Social Affairs], ed.,
Tokyo shinai no kichin’yado ni kansuru chésa [Survey on Cheap Lodgings in Tokyo]
(1923).

ries were primarily involved in the production of matchboxes, rubber, and
soap, as well as various types of chemical industries. As can be seen from
the table, textile and heavy industry factories increased gradually. Osaka,
which was then Japan’s largest industrial centre, saw a comparable trend.2s

Table 3.6 tabulates the changes in the number of female workers in
Tokyo, by occupation. Both tables 3.5 and 3.6 clearly reflect the high pro-
portion of labour in the chemical industries (over 90 per cent were involved
in the match industry) at the start of the industrial revolution, and the shift
to the textile industry, particularly the spinning industry, in the 1900s. (The
reason for the low percentage of workers in table 3.6 in the heavy indus-
tries, which had many factories in the latter part of the industrial
revolution—see table 3.5—is the low percentage of female labour in these
fields.)

All these industries turned to urban lower-class women as a source of
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Table 3.5. Changes in the Number of Private Factories in Tokyo

1889 1893 1896 1901 1907

Textiles
Silk thread 2 13 46 23 27
Spinning 7 2 2 15 10
Weaving 3 7 43 64 102
Subtotal 12 22 91 102 139
Machinery, appliances,
metal industries
Machinery, appliances 21 22 57 77 160
Metal-processing 4 6 7 16 33
Shipbuilding 1 2 3 7 6
Subtotal 26 30 67 100 199
Chemicals? 27 46 58 45 78
Leather industry 5 8 8 10 16
Printing, bookbinding 32 16 33 50 82
Papermaking 0 10 11 9 9
Food-processing 10 10 33 49 59
Gas, electricity 0 5 3 9 11
Ceramics 14 26 11 25 42
Household goods 8 16 13 21 60
Miscellaneous 5 3 6 32 70
Total 139 192 334 452 765

a. Primarily the manufacture of household goods such as matches, rubber products,
and soap.

Source: Ishizuka Hiromichi, T6kyé no shakai keizaishi, p. 93 (based on Tokyo-fu

tokeishé [Statistical Records on Tokyo], 1889-1907).

labour.26 The discussion below considers the match industry as a case-
study.?’

2. Female Labour in the Match Industry

Match-manufacturing technology, which was introduced to Japan during the
1870s, quickly became established due to the simplicity of the process, and
soon became one of Japan’s leading export industries. According to a study
by Takamura Naosuke on the industrial and trade structure during the in-
dustrial revolution,28 from 1898 to 1900 matches accounted for 3.1 per cent of
Japan’s average annual export volume, and were ranked fourth behind raw
silk thread, cotton thread, and silk fabric (habutae). By the latter part of the
industrial revolution, this figure had shrunk to 2.5 per cent, and by 1910
matches were ranked seventh or eighth among Japan’s major exports.?® As
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Table 3.6. Fluctuations in Female Occupations in Tokyo

1882 1887 1894 1900 1904 1910

Textiles
Silk thread 40 40 1,374 1,321 1,576 2,214
Spinning 0 24 1,851 4,375 6,405 10,191
Weaving 186 65 1,396 4,241 5,321 15,492
Subtotal 226 129 4,621 9,937 13,302 28,897

Machinery, appliances,
metal industries

Machinery, appliances 0 3 129 117 220 557

Metal-processing 0 0 0 13 76 507

Shipbuilding 0 0 0 9 0 16

Subtotal 3 129 139 296 1,080
Chemical industries 969 699 1,424 462 599 1,118

(incl. match maufacturing) 941 654 1,313 3142 219 191
Leather industry 12 0 265 12 1,009 63
Printing, bookbinding - 0 55 181 528 831 1,238
Papermaking 249 319 289 407 312 379
Food-processing 0 0 2,927 1,392 2,061 1,283
Gas, electricity o - 0 0 0 0 3
Ceramics 0 83 150 211 154 407
Household goods/

miscellaneous occupations 37 114 290 141 754 1,765
Printing Bureau factory 0 1,036 559 1,006 1,554 1,428
Senjii Woollen Manufacturing 0 245 418 495 1,282 0
Tokyo Artillery Factory 0 0 0 334 3,950 1,871
Govt Monopolies Bureau 0 0 0 0 0 7,294

a. Of whom 43 were under 14 years old.
b. Of whom 2,478 were involved in the manufacture of firearms.
Source: Tokyo-fu tokeisho [Statistical Records on Tokyo] (1882-1910).

seen from table 3.7, over 80 per cent of the matches produced were for
foreign consumption. In the early phases of match production, the main im-
porting country was China; later, importing countries ranged across South-
East and South Asia.

By the industrial revolution, matches were produced throughout all re-
gions in Japan, although in 1895 90 per cent of production was concentrated
in Hydgo, Osaka, Aichi, and Tokyo. As for the concentration of factories,
in 1899 the above-mentioned four regions accounted for 70 per cent of all
factories (with more than 10 employees) nationwide, with 62 factories in
Hydgo, 35 in Osaka, 12 in Aichi, and 17 in Tokyo. These four regions also
accounted for close to 80 per cent of all the employees in the match-
manufacturing industry.30 Hyogo Prefecture and Osaka boasted the highest
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Table 3.7. Match Factory Indices

Workers

Production Percentage No. of Per capita
Year volume exported factories Male Female Total productivity
1898 22,226,289 99 264 5,442 14,466 19,908 1,116.5
1899 25,647,725 77 278 5,203 14,026 19,229 1,333.8
1900 21,354,801 90 289 5,228 12,863 18,091 1,180.4
1901 32,901,319 76 261 5,656 16,504 22,160 1,484.7
1902 27,400,508 100 244 4,977 15,064 20,041 1,367.2
1903 32,392,739 88 251 6,294 14,592 20,886 1,550.9
1904 35,301,434 94 219 6,070 15,835 21,905 1,611.6
1905 38,842,947 97 254 5,768 18,761 24,529 1,583.6
1906 54,802,293 70 250 5,468 18,721 24,189 2,265.6
1907 57,125,761 59 257 6,942 16,773 23,715 2,408.8
1908 39,397,680 86 213 4,878 11,828 16,706 2,358.3
1909 49,972,039 83 214 5,288 12,663 17,951 2,783.8
1910 49,947,215 76 203 4,998 12,981 17,979 2,778.1
1911 43,948,327 85 195 4,635 11,742 16,377 2,683.5
1912 52,845,232 85 189 4,560 11,819 16,379 3,226.4
1913 51,731,010 85 189 4,907 11,628 16,535  '3,128.6
1914 49,050,229 81 181 4,001 11,663 15,664 3,131.4

Source: Yamashita Naoto, “Keiseiki Nihon shihon shugi ni okeru matchi kogyo to
Mitsui Bussan” [The Match Industry and Mitsui Bussan during the Formative Period
of Capitalism in Japan], Mitsui bunko ronsé, vol. 6 (1972), tables 6 and 9.

figures in terms of production volume, factory numbers, and numbers of
employees. This can be accounted for by the proximity of Kobe, the leading
trading port at the time; this facilitated the transportation of matches, which
had become an export commodity.

Match manufacturing was conducted on a medium-sized to tiny scale.
According to the 1909 Statistical Records on Factories, there were no match
factories with over 1,000 employees. Factories employing between 5 and 99
workers accounted for over 70 per cent of all match-manufacturing facto-
ries. This situation remained essentially unchanged. The simple nature of the
match-manufacturing process accounts for the small scale of the factories
and the wide employment of female labour, which formed the majority of
urban underclass workers.

The main processes involved in the match-manufacturing process were
three: production of the matchsticks, and construction of the matchboxes
and of the match head itself. Most match factories were supplied with
matchsticks and matchboxes produced elsewhere.3! Match splint manufac-
turing plants were initially centred in the Hokkaido and Tohoku areas,
owing to the proximity of white poplar forests, which provided the raw
material, but in the 1900s they began appearing in the Kobe-Osaka area,
where match manufacturers were concentrated.
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As for the matchboxes, generally the match manufacturers would pur-
chase the materials and farm out the assembly work and work of applying
the brandname seals to the boxes. This work was usually farmed out to ur-
ban lower-class women, who did it at home as piecework. Case-studies from
the Kobe-Osaka area reveal that these women were not directly hired by
the match manufacturers, but by the small matchbox-makers working on
contract from the manufacturers.

Excluding the matchstick and matchbox production process, the manu-
facture of matches involved the following ten steps: preparation of the
wood splints, alignment of splints, stamping, application of paraffin, ap-
plication of the chemical composition, drying, packing into boxes, cleaning
of the striking surface, final inspection, and packaging. Of these, the most
technically important aspect was the alignment of the splints for dipping the
match head.

As shown in table 3.7, women accounted for 70 per cent of match-
manufacturing factory workers. Most of them were involved in three of the
above operations—the alignment of matches, packing, and packaging—as
noted in the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce report on the condi-
tions of factory workers, which states that “the primary job of women in the
match-manufacturing industry was preparing the matchsticks (although boys
also did this type of work). Packing the matchboxes and wrapping the pack-
ages were done solely by women.”32 Female workers were pivotal to the
match-manufacturing industry, both quantitatively and qualitatively.

It would be expected that the technological revolution of the matchstick
alignment process, the most technically demanding aspect of the match-
manufacturing process, would reduce the numbers of women workers. In
the early 1890s, a German matchstick-alignment machine was introduced.
Because “the German matchstick-alignment machines can only be operated
by adult men,”33 it was assumed that women would be excluded from the
alignment process. However, very few factories were able to introduce the
German machinery, owing to its high cost. Instead, in the late 1890s, a
Japanese-made foot-pedal-operated alignment machine was introduced and
its use began to spread. These machines were operated by older women;
thus, women were not eliminated from the operations even after automa-
tion with the Japanese equipment.34

The introduction of this equipment helped raise the productivity of
Japanese match factories. As seen in the right-hand column of table 3.7, per
capita productivity increased 1.5-fold between 1905 and 1906, a period that
coincides precisely with the introduction of the Japanese matchstick-
alignment machines. .

Regarding the supply of female labour in the match factories, Yokoyama
Gennosuke notes on page 126 of Nikon no kaso shakai:

Regarding the relationship between match factories and the lower
class, in places such as Kobe, where maintaining a livelihood is uncer-
tain, the growth of slums can be attributed to multiple causes. In areas
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Head of household Wife Children
Average Average Average
daily daily No. daily
Former wage wage work- wage
No. Sex job Age Work (sen) Age Work (sen) No. ing Sex  Age Work (sen)
1 42 Police 23 Rope-twister i0 2 1 M 11 Match-factory 6
assistant worker
2 Agri- 24  Labourer 24 23 Hemp rope 18 1 0
culture twister
3 Apgri- 58  Servant ? 57 3 1 F 22 Hemp rope 8
culture twister
4 M 49  Craftsman 30 42 Caretaker of 10 2 2 (DF 15 Match-factory 9
abandoned worker
children @M 12 Match-factory 5
worker
5 M 26 Mokugyo 30
(wooden
gong in
shape of
fish)
maker
6 M 40 Servant 24 39 Sandpaper 10 4 2 (DF 18 Match-factory 8
seller worker
@M 13 Maich-factory 8
worker
7 M Cart- 46  Sewer 13 46 Home worker H] 5 3 @OF 17 Match-factory 13
puller cleaner worker
@ M 14 Match-factory 8
worker
@M 11 Match-factory 6
worker
8 M  Cart- 45 Sanitation 24 39 4 2 Q@F 18 Shop appren- 10
puller worker tice
@ M 15 Match-factory 8
worker
9 M Agri- 30 Longshore- 30 25 Home worker 3 1 0
culture man (matchbox
assembly
work)
10 M Painter 34 Home worker 5 1 1 M 16  Longshoreman 17
(matchbox
assembly
work)
11 M 51  Hospital 40 42 Home worker s 4 3 (DF 21 Match-factory 8
janitor (matchbox worker
assembly @F 19 Match-factory 10
work) worker
@®F 17 Match-factory 10
worker
12 M 46  Cauldron 28 48 Match-factory 6
cleaner worker
13 M Crafts- 32 Longshore- 40 22 Match-factory 7
man man worker
14 M 40  Undertaker's 30 2 1 F 14 Match-factory 7
assistant worker
15 M 40  Servant 24 k1) Match-factory 10 4 1 F 13 Nursemaid
worker
a. Figures in the income and diture columns are d on a daily basis.

Source: Matchi shokké jijo, pp. 154-176.
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Cohabitants Breakdown of expenditure (sen)
Average .
daily Total Bedding  Educa- Total
Relation- wage income Foodex- rental tional Medical  expen-
No. ship Age Work (sen) (sen) Rent  penses fees p P diture
39 4 38 4 16 62 Head of household
has eye disease
2 ?Smer 17 Labourer 24 72 4 95 3 7 109
Brother 12 Match-factory 6
worker
8+a 4 4“4 48  Wifeisill,
daughter formerly
worked in match
factory
54 4 27 8 39
6 Mother 51 95 2 53 55  Brother no. 1 has
Brother cerebral disease
Brother Match-factory
23 worker 25
Brother Match-factory
19 worker 20
Brother Match-factory
16 worker 12
Brother Match-factory
14 worker 8
50 3 30 3 36
45 2 45 3 50
42 3 32 35 Wifeisill
33 6 33 6 45
56 6 32 38
3 6 63 1 70 Eidest daughter
isill
34 8 23 8 39
1 Nephew 22 Longshoreman 40 87 8 24 32
37 5 33
34 3 33
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such as Osaka, however, where there are few occupations for the lower
class, many people are reduced to poverty and life in the ghettoes.
While the change in the appearance of Nagomachi, Japan’s leading
slum, can in part be attributed to other factors, the leading element be-
hind this change is the establishment of many match factories near the
area.

As this commentary suggests, the match factories were first established and
underwent development based on a supply of urban lower-class labour, par-
ticularly young workers. Moreover, the appearance of the match factories
helped to alter the living conditions of the urban lower class. Page 153 of
Matchi shokké jijo [Conditions of Match-factory Workers] describes the
relation between the match factories and the urban lower class in the fol-
lowing manner:

Owing to the fact that match-factory workers are generally the poor
from the ghettoes, the two are bound by an inseparable tie. The factory
workers commute from their homes or from cheap lodgings, and most
match factories. are located on the outskirts of town, not far from these
slum areas. The reason for locating factories in such areas is to ensure
a steady supply of factory employees. Typical examples include certain
portions of Honjo, Fukagawa, and Asakusa in Tokyo, areas adjacent
to Imamiya and Nanba in Osaka, the Tachibanacho-dori, Kawasaki,
and Fukiai areas of Kobe, and the outlying areas of Hyogo.

Matchi shokkd jijo notes that the best way of determining the living condi-
tions of the match-factory workers is to investigate the extent and types of
living expenses incurred by those living in the ghettoes, and provides case
examples of the living conditions of 22 urban underclass families in the
Osaka area. Of these, 15 families (table 3.8) were connected with the
match factories in some capacity. The following four points can be induced
from the table:

1. Families with family members employed at the match factories were all
multiple-income families. Match-factory workers were generally adult
women (mainly wives) or adolescent boys and girls. Most of the family
members were forced to work since the income of the head of the house-
hold was far from sufficient to raise the entire family.

2. Since several members of each family were generally employed, the
wages paid by the match factory were considered supplementary income
and, as a result, were extremely low. Those receiving a daily wage of less
than 10 sen (one one-hundredth of a yen) greatly outnumbered those
with higher incomes. In this connection it should be mentioned that even
women employed as power-loom operators, who, according to annual
statistics, had the lowest wages among the various job sectors, received
approximately 20 sen in daily wages in the first half of the 1900 decade.3s
These low wages of match-factory workers kept their family finances
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chronically debt-ridden, as can be seen from examples 1, 2, 7, and 12 in
table 3.8. Yokoyama’s remark that the emergence of match factories
altered the look of the lower class is relative. Even when the match fac-
tories were at their height, the conditions of the underclass did not
improve markedly.

3. The assembling and labelling of the matchboxes were tasks primarily
farmed out to women who did the work at home. Their income was even
less than that of the match-factory workers. Generally a worker assem-
bled 2,000 boxes a day. The wage per 1,000 boxes was 7 sen, with 1 sen 5
rin (1 rin is one-tenth of a sen) deducted for paste, leaving 5 sen 5 rin.36

4. During the two decades of the 1870s and 1880s, most urban under-
class families had a family member employed in either the match-
manufacturing factoriés or matchbox assembly work. As seen in table
3.8, match-factory work gradually came to replace physical labour and
other factory work as the primary occupation of the head of the house-
hold.

3. Factory Conditions

Now let us look at conditions in the match factories. The following sections
will introduce the labour composition, employment structure, consecutive
years of labour, and working conditions of the match-factory workers.

(1) Composition of the Labour Force

In this section, we will look at the age structure and functions performed by
female labour. The age structure of workers is described in Matchi shokké
jijo [Conditions of Match-factory Workers], a report on a study by the Agri-
culture and Commerce Ministry on 14 medium-sized (from 34 to 1,200
employees) match factories in Osaka between 1900 and 1902 (table 3.9).
Minors of under 14 years of age were found by this study to account for
18.9 per cent of the workforce, but this figure is qualified with the statement
that: “Although in most factories the minimum hiring age is 12 or 13 years
of age, even very young children without any training can earn 2 or 3 sen a
day working at a match factory; impoverished children lie about their age to

Table_3.9. Age of Workers in Match Factories, 1900~1902

Age (years) Males % oftotal Females % oftotal Total % of total

=10 62 1.2 132 2.5 194 3.7
10-13 196 3.7 613 11.5 809 15.2
14-19 454 85 1,609 30.2 - 2,063 38.7
=20 622 11.7 1,642 30.7 2,264 42.4

Total 1,334 25.0 3,996 75.0 5,330 100.0

Source: Matchi shokko jijo [Conditions of Match-factory Workers], pp. 130-131.



116  AKIMASA MIYAKE

Table 3.10. Division of Roles by Age and Sex among Workers in Match Factories,
1902

Job
description Sex <14 14-19 =20 Total
Matchstick Male — 27 : 48 75
alignment- Female 3 54 41 98
Composition Male 10 27 52 89
dipping Female — 5 13 18
Filling boxes Male 6 — 6 12
Female 132 205 261 598
Painting sides Male 4 2 18 24
Female 4 7 10 21
Packaging Male — — — —
Female 5 7 33 45
Labelling Male — —_ — —
Female 28 19 58 105

Source: Matchi shokkd jijo [Conditions of Match-factory Workers), p. 132.

get a job; factories let them work unless circumstances force them to in-
vestigate.” Thus workers under 14 years of age accounted for a greater per-
centage than indicated in table 3.9; the cumulative percentage of workers of
under 20 years of age indicates that the match-factory workforce was clearly
composed primarily of young female workers, that is, girls and young
women.

Matchi shokké jijo gives detailed information on the work they per-
formed in five factories (table 3.10). Of the different stages of match pro-
duction, box labelling was usually done outside, so the data in the table
refer to only three of the five factories studied. Female workers working
in the factory were primarily responsible for filling boxes and lining up
matchsticks; the majority of workers doing these jobs were under 20.

In short, girls and young women were the mainstay of the match factory
workforce, and most were engaged in labour-intensive manual activities
(tables 3.9 and 3.10). ‘

(2) Form and Duration of EmploYment ,

Match-factory workers “lived for the most part in nearby poor neighbour-
hoods and none came from very far away; thus no special recruiter had to
be sent out to find workers. Usually, workers were recruited by posting
signs at the entrance to the factory or on street corners.”3” Unlike heavy in-
dustry, where new workers were introduced through the offices of an oyaka-
ta (boss), or the spinning and silk-reeling industries, where recruiters sup-
plied female labour, the match industry did not actively recruit, but tended
to rely on local hiring because of the inherently small scale and the siting
conditions of match factories. The simplicity of this hiring approach led to
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“the absence of contracts specifying periods of employment or advance pay-
ment of wages” and frequently “made the work of a match-maker utterly
unplanned and irregular, with workers working one day at one factory and
the next day at another occupation or at a different match factory.”38 Thus,
“needless to say, periods of continuous service were short,”? and this
tendency was especially pronounced among female workers.

(3) Working Conditions

Working hours in most factories were usually “from sunrise to sunset,” but
in the winter, when the demand for matches was greatest, “work continued
uninterrupted until about ten o’clock.” On average, therefore, the working
day was 14 hours long. Elementary-school pupils “came to work early in the
morning and worked for one or two hours before going to school, and re-
turned after school to work until sundown.” Apparently, therefore, workers
laboured only part of the day in exceptional cases. Workers usually had two
days off a month.

Wages were paid on a daily basis in the case of men and on a piecework
basis in the case of women. This was related to the nature of the work
done: lining up the matchsticks, filling boxes, pasting labels, and wrapping
(jobs done mostly by women) were paid on a piecework basis, and applying
the match composition to the tips, drying the matches, and mixing the com-
position (done mostly by men) were paid as daily wages.4? Table 3.11 shows
daily earnings at nine factories whose data are reported in Matchi shokko
jijo, divided into 10-sen brackets. Match-factory workers were clearly badly
paid, especially women and children. In addition to low wages, moreover,
working in a match factory involved considerable danger. Fires occurred
frequently and each time left many dead and injured, but “not a single fac-
tory gave relief to the victims.”*!

Table 3.11: Wages of Workers in Nine Match Factories, Breakdown by Age and
Sex, 1901 :

Number of workers Percentage of total
Daily wage
(sen) Male Female Total Male Female
<10 110 492 602 9.1 14.7
10-14 157 1,058 1,215 13.0 31.6
15-19 310 1,212 1,522 25.7 36.2
20-29 325 485 810 26.9 14.5
30-39 118 101 219 9.8 3.0
40-49 117 — 117 9.7 —
50-59 ) 55 — 55 45 —
60-79 16 — 16 1.3 —
Total 1,208 3,348 4,556 100.0 100.0

Source: Matchi shokko jijo [Conditions of Match-factory Workers], p. 143.
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The match-making industry relied on poorly paid labour by young
women and children of the urban lower class under terrible working condi-
tions. From the viewpoint of the lower strata of urban society, match-
factory work turned poor young women and children into an urbanized
working class, giving them a role in Japan’s capitalist growth process and
changing the labour structure from within without dislocating them from
their homes in the slums of Japan’s cities.

III. The Post-First World War Period

1. The Urban Lower Class after the Russo-Japanese War

Japanese capitalism came to the end of its industrial revolution and began
the transition to monopoly capitalism after the Russo-Japanese War of
1904-1905. It was during this period that the Ministry of Home Affairs
(Naimusho, Chihokyoku) conducted the first serious studies of the urban
lower classes. The first, entitled Saimin chosa tokeihyo [Statistical Tables
from a Study of the Poor], was conducted in 1911; the report was released
the following year. The second was conducted in 1912 and published in 1914
as Saimin chosa tokeihyo tekiyo [Synopsis of Statistical Tables from a Study
of the Poor]. After the Russo-Japanese War, an arson incident at Hibiya in
1905 sparked a nationwide rash of riots by city dwellers, large numbers of
them poor.#2 The Ministry of Home Affairs’ studies were part of a govern-
ment effort to determine the condition of the poor in the cities and to check
discontent before it developed into an organized opposition movement. Us-
ing these studies, let us first look at the realities of female labour in the
urban lower class around 1910. We will then look at the changes that took
place after the end of the First World War, using data on Tokyo to compare
the two periods.

The populations of Japan’s largest cities climbed sharply after the indus-
trial revolution, mainly due to the sharp increase in the number of people
employed by industry. Tokyo’s population was just below one million until
the mid-1880s; by 1905-1910, it had effectively doubled. Half of its inhab-
itants had come from other parts of Japan, and their official domiciles (hon-
seki) were not in Tokyo.43

Though the population came to be concentrated in large cities in the
course of industrialization, new arrivals did not necessarily begin im-
mediately to work in factories. The majority settled first in urban slums,
swelling the ranks of the poor. The exact number of the poor cannot be
accurately determined, but data on those officially termed indigent (saimin)
in 11 wards of Tokyo are shown in table 3.12. The definition of indigent
according to the Tokyo city authorities who compiled these figures is: “coo-
lies, cart-drivers, day labourers, etc., who are unable to pay their ward
charges (kuhi) and earn 20 yen a month or less or pay house rent not
exceeding 3 yen.”# This category of the poor accounted for 12 per cent of
the population.
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Table 3.12. Distribution of the “Indigent” in Tokyo, 1911

Ward

population Approximate number Percentage of total, 1908
Fukagawa 30,213 25.4
Honjo 35,000 21.4
Asakusa 69,869 37.6
Shitaya 36,073 28.8
Shiba 3,731 2.7
Azabu 2,622 4.0
Akasaka 500 1.0
Yotsuya 5,458 13.1
Ushigome 1,200 1.3
Koishikawa 18,672 19.8
Hongo 1,398 1.5

Source: Nakagawa Kiyoshi, “Senzen ni okeru toshi kas6 no tenkai” [The Evolution
of the Urban Lower Class in Pre-war Japan)], part 1, Mita gakkai zasshi, vol. 7,
no. 3.

The indigent were concentrated primarily in wards of Tokyo where, from
the 1890s to the first decade of the 1900s, new factories had sprung up and
the number of industrial workers was rapidly growing—Honjo, Fukagawa,
and Koishikawa—and in the traditional slum areas of Tokyo— Asakusa and
Shitaya. These data are therefore in agreement with observations regarding
table 3.3 above. Because the increase in the population of the lower class
occurred in the industrial zones, it seems justified to interpret the change in
the nature of urban lower-class society as having been caused by industrial
development. Indeed, the composition of the urban lower class during the
period from the Russo-Japanese War to the First World War underwent a
change, the most apparent feature of which was the growth in female
labour.

Table 3.13 breaks down the occupations of the indigent in four wards of
Tokyo on the basis of a 1911-1912 Ministry of Home Affairs survey. Be-
cause the wards covered (Shitaya, Asakusa, Honjo, and Fukawa) represent
both old and new slum districts, the data give a fair idea of the jobs held by
the poor during this period. The preponderance of factory workers is im-
mediately apparent. From 1911 to 1912, the largest category of the poor
with jobs, whether heads of households or dependents, male or female, was
of those employed in industry. There is no doubt that, compared to the pre-
vious period, the predominant occupation of the lower class was now the in-
dustrialized type. Women particularly, whether heads of household (mostly
widows) or members of male-headed households, were overwhelmingly em-
ployed as factory workers.

It is interesting to note that among workers from male-headed house-
holds, the number of women is over four times as great as the number of
male workers (excluding household heads). The reason is that in almost all
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Table 3.13. Occupations of the “Indigent” in Four Wards of Tokyo (Shitaya, Asaku-
sa, Honjo, and Fukagawa) Based on 1911-1912 Survey Data (percentages)

Female Employed Employed

Head of head of male female
Occupation household  household  dependent dependent
Agriculture, fishing 1.1 -0 0 0
Manufacturing 349 46.8 61.4 82.7
Metals 53 0.9 12.1 1.0
Spinning 34 11.0 4.3 33.4
Apparel, accessories 6.0 19.0 6.6 24.5
Wooden, bamboo products 52 7.0 6.3 2.5
Civil engineering,
construction 8.9 0 6.2 1.0
Commerce . 14.0 18.7 6.0 6.2
Used, discarded goods 0.6
- Street stalls 4.0 1.5 1.3 1.3
Transportation 221 0 6.2 0.3
Rickshaw-pullers 13.1 0 2.6 —
Porters, delivery
personnel 6.8 0 1.6 0.1
Civil service, independent 3.2 0.6 5.5 1.3
Housework 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.5
Other occupations 13.8 21.6 13.5 7.7
Day labour 8.6 3.2 4.2 1.5
Refuse-sorting, disposal 2.4 4.7 1.8 1.9
Unemployed 1.9 12.0 1.8 0.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Actual number 5,935 342 954 4,005

Sources: Ministry of Home Affairs, Chihokyoku, Saimin chosa tokeihyo [Statistical
Tables from a Study of the Poor] and Saimin chosa tokeihys tekiyo [Synopsis of Sta-
tistical Tables from a Study of the Poor]. Cf. Nakagawa Kiyoshi, “Senzen ni okeru
toshi kasé no tenkai” [The Evolution of the Urban Lower Class in Pre-war Japan]
Mita gakkai zasshi, vol. 7, no. 3.

cases they were the householder’s spouse. In this survey, 81.3 per cent of
employed women (excluding female household heads) were spouses; 84.5
per cent were at least 20 years of age.*5 This speaks for the role of the fami-
ly and the formation of households in the urban lower class. But for the
poor of this period, the “only way to support a small family (the spouses)
was to expel from the family at a relatively early age a considerable number
of dependents.”# Minors working and living outside (higenjimin, literally
non-resident family members) were almost exclusively the children of such
families. Upon completion of elementary school at about 12 years of age,
children were sent off on their own and began to live outside the family.
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Though urban poor dwellers began forming and maintaining families, this
was made possible by expelling an average of 0.40 “non-resident family
members” per household.#

Whether heads of household or not, female job holders were most often
employed in spinning or the manufacture of apparel and accessories. The
latter occupation was generally engaged in at home, whereas most workers
in the spinning industry commuted to factories in the spinning centres of
Honjo and Fukagawa. Tokyo spinning-mill owners had just begun to build
workers’ dormitories and recruit female workers from remote areas, but the
urban lower class continued to furnish a certain amount of mill labour.

The primarily industrial employment structure of the poor of this period
was not peculiar to Tokyo; it also applied to Osaka. Table 3.14 shows
occupations, monthly wages, and days worked by poor female workers in
two wards of Tokyo and four districts (mmachi) of Osaka. In Osaka, industry
was not centred on textiles as in Tokyo; the majority of female workers
were employed in the chemical industry (mainly match-making) and apparel
and accessory manufacture. In Osaka, as in Tokyo, therefore, the main
branch of female employment was industrial.

Wages and days worked by women are also shown in table 3.14. In both
Tokyo and Osaka, factory workers worked about the same number of days
per month or slightly more than in other occupations, but wages (monthly)
were lower. Though detailed data on daily working hours are unavailable
and a simple comparison cannot be made, it is known that 71.6 per cent of
the wives of the indigent were employed,*® apparently because most women
of the lower class had to have extra income to make ends meet. Only if
their low wages were added to their husbands’ could the urban poor man-
age to eke out an existence.

Finally, we should address the status of the “non-resident family mem-
bers” (hi-genju jinko), the majority of whom were employed minors be-
tween 10 and 19 years of age. By far the majority of girls in this category
were employed as maids or shop-helpers (fetsudai); boys worked mainly as
factory workers in the metal and machinery industries. This implies that
though they were still under severe constraints, men were on their way
towards escaping from their class conditions by working for a big company
in heavy industry.®

2. Metamorphosis of the Urban Lower Class: The Post-First World
War Period

Government studies on the conditions of the poor, begun in 1911-1912,
were launched again a decade later, after the First World War.5° Again, it
was popular unrest, culminating in an outbreak of riots known as the rice
riots of 1918, which spurred public authorities to action in 1920-1921. But
though the events that triggered the poverty surveys of 1910-1911 and
1920-1921 were similar, their findings diverged quite substantially.

In Tokyo’s case, the “indigent” had accounted for 12.6 per cent of the
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population in 1911-1912, but by the 1920 survey they had dwindled to a
mere 3.4 per cent.5! It was not because the criteria for indigence had be-
come any more severe: indeed, they were the same, based mainly on in-
come, during both periods.>? It was simply that far fewer people were under
the poverty line.

From about 1917 (midway through the First World War) until March
1920, when the first post-war panic halted the wartime economic boom, the
Japanese economy prospered and industrial production soared. Enterprises
fought to get the workers they needed to increase production. There was a
generalized labour shortage, to the advantage of workers, whose numbers
grew remarkably, especially in the metal and machinery industries, where
they grew 1.7-fold between 1914 and 1919.53 It was mentioned above that
many poor male non-resident family members were employed in the metal
and machinery industries in 1911-1912; throughout the First World War
boom, a certain number of the urban poor, notably these poor male non-
resident family members, managed to rise from the lower class. The result
was both quantitative shrinkage and major qualitative transformation of
urban poor society. The changes are described below.

First, poverty became geographically decentralized. In Tokyo, its centre
of gravity shifted from the traditional poor quarters of late feudal times—
Asakusa and Shitaya—to Fukagawa and Honjo. And despite the prevalent
indigence of these four wards, their share of Tokyo’s total indigent popula-
tion declined. Thus the number of poor shrank at the same time that poor
people began to settle in different districts of Tokyo. “There was gradual
improvement in the poor quarters in the centre of the city, and the poor be-
gan to move from the centre to the outskirts, then from the outskirts to the
suburban and rural districts outside the city.”5

Second, workers in big factories, particularly in heavy industry, rose from
the ranks of the poor. Eventually a clear line was drawn between workers in
heavy industry and the lower strata of urban society according to housing,
income level, and participation of family members in several other
occupations.’’ Those factory workers who were still seen in the ranks of the
urban lower class were henceforth employed by small firms. ,

Third, the urban lower class stopped passing on its poverty to the youn-
ger generation. During this period, only 8 per cent of the indigent had had
indigent parents.5¢ Industrial workers, especially workers in big factories,
born in urban poverty of many generations’ standing, were breaking away
from their class origins, with the result that “the younger generation was no
longer locked into the self-perpetuating cycle of poverty breeding poverty
in the cities.”s?

Fourth, housing improved. Cheap lodging-houses, where the bulk of
urban poor families had lived until the first decade of the 1900s, became pri-
marily the temporary lodgings of unmarried young men, and ceased to
house families. Families moved to row houses, which evolved from their
original form of communal tenements to apartment houses with a modicum
of privacy.
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Table 3.15. Occupations of the Indigent, 1920-1921 (percentages)

Headof Head of Employed dependent
house- house- other than spouse
hold hold
(10 @3 Spouse  Male Female
Category Subcategory wards?) wards®) (3 wards) (3wards) (3 wards)
Agriculture, fisheries 1.5 2.6 — 2.2 —_
Mining, industry 35.2 479 61.2 74.4 85.3
- Ceramics, quarrying — 2.8 3.0 18.9 8.0
Metals 3.6 4.8 0.5 12.2 13
Spinning — 1.2 10.9 22 4.0
Apparel, accessories 4.8 6.4 353 2.2 26.7
Engineering/public
works 7.4 24.1 35 12.2 —
Factory worker 15.7 — — — —
Commerce 7.8 121 11.9 8.9 4.0
Used goods, ped-
dling, street stalls 7.8 — — — —
Transportation 18.2 20.1 2.5 6.7 1.3
Rickshaw pulier 10.9 — — - —
Porter 6.6 — — —_ —
Public service,
independent 12 . 38 3.5 33 —
Housework — — 1.5 — 6.7
Other industries 36.1 13.5 19.4 44 2.7
Day, ordinary
labourer 313 — — — —
Miscellaneous 3.2 — — — —
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Actual number 2,395 497 201 90 75

a. Kyobashi, Shiba, Azabu, Akasaka, Yotsuya, Ushigome, Shitaya, Asakusa,
Honjo, and Fukagawa.

b. Yotsuya (Asahimachi), Asakusa (Asakusamachi), and Fukagawa (Honmura-
machi, Sarue-urachg).

Source: Nakagawa Kiyoshi, “Senzen ni okeru toshi kasé no tenkai,” [The Evolution

of the Urban Lower Class in Pre-war Japan], part 2, Mita gakkai zasshi, vol. 71,

no. 4: 105, table 20.

In the period during which these changes took place (1920-1921), the
employment structure of the urban lower class also changed (table 3.15).
First, the percentage of male heads of household employed in industrial
occupations had declined compared to 1911-1912, while that of manual
labourers (coolies, rickshaw-drawers, porters, etc.) had increased. The
same shift from industrial to manual labour applied to their wives. Though
the majority of wives with jobs (about 60 per cent) were still employed in
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industry, the percentage engaged in transportation and “other industries”
employing manual labour rose in comparison with the previous study
period, 1911-1912.

In discussing wives’ occupations, it must be borne in mind that the per-
centage of employed wives dropped substantially after the First World War,
though this factor is not indicated in table 3.15. In 19111912, 70 per cent
of wives of indigent men held outside jobs; in 1921, the rate was 44 per
cent.® To be sure, a greater percentage of urban lower-class wives held
jobs than did the wives of workers employed by major heavy industrial
companies. But the difference was nevertheless clear with respect to the
period when wives had to have their own income to make ends meet. The
drop in married women’s employment rate is presumed to result from a rise
in the income of heads of households. As a result of the wartime labour
shortage and a strong labour movement from the middle of the war period
on, factory workers’ wages rose in both absolute and relative terms from
1918-1919. The incomes of the poor “followed this upward trend” in fac-
tory workers’ wages, but with a certain time-lag; around 1920-1921 the
poor “sought to benefit from wartime changes.”>® Under these circum-
stances, employed wives’ incomes rose with respect to 1911-1912 levels,
and the average number of days worked sank to 20 a month.

The percentage of employed detached family members besides wives
hardly changed, and, as in 1911-1912, the major form of employment was
industrial. More women were employed in the manufacture of apparel and
accessories, done mainly at home, than in any other type of work. The
number of male factory workers was constant. Non-spouse employed de-
pendents, probably mostly children of the head of household and his
spouse, were therefore presumably able to escape from the category of
urban lower class.

The last observation concerns family size: in 1921, the average size of an
indigent household was 4.1 people,® whereas the 1911-1912 figure was
3.5. The reason for this increase appears to be that more children ceased to
leave the family to work. Before, it had been too difficult to support chil-
dren; after the First World War, however, it was easier for the family to
remain together.

IV. Conclusion

Following the period we have just considered, a number of changes,
addressed briefly below, affected the situation of the urban poor. The first
affects the number of poor. Until the mid-1920s, the lower class continued
to represent about the same percentage of the population as in the immedi-
ate post-First World War period, but then its numbers took an upswing.
This recrudescence of poverty was caused by the financial panic of 1927 and
the depression (known as the “Showa Panic”) that followed in late 1929.
Bankruptcies and a worsening economic climate affected workers at big fac-
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tories, proprietors of small independent businesses, and tenant farmers. In
1932-1933, the percentage of the population in the lower class again rose
above 10 per cent.5! Surveys conducted during the Showa Panic period de-
fined the lower class mainly in terms of their lack of money for paying living
expenses, whereas in previous surveys by government authorities two sorts
of criteria had defined poverty: the ability to pay living expenses and the
subject’s residential environment, namely in substandard group housing in
the slums. The latter criterion was abandoned in an apparent response to
the geographical spread of such people. Indeed, a survey conducted in
Tokyo during the Showa crisis indicates that the main pockets of poverty re-
mained in Fukagawa and Honjo wards, but the poor had come to live
everywhere else in the city as well.®2 In their new settlements, the lower
class lived in row houses and one- to four-dwelling apartments that were
somewhat more spacious than in the past.

The occupations of the urban lower class during the Showa crisis were
nearly evenly divided among four categories: industry, manual labour, mis-
cellaneous employment, and unemployment.53 This signified a decrease in
industrial and manual labour, and a corresponding falling back on odd jobs
and “no job at all.” In other words, those who lost their jobs in industry
and manual labour did not nécessarily become totally unemployed; a very
large proportion of them performed odd jobs, whose availability reduced
the direct impact of lost jobs on unemployment figures. However, even
odd-job holders were far from able to pay their living expenses, and the
majority were regarded by the government as needing assistance. The
greatest number of female heads of households were employed in industry,
the next greatest in sales. The breakdown of industrial occupations shows
that the vast majority were active in “various industries” such as sewing/
tailoring and the manufacture of footwear,% and this probably applied
equally to the wives of the poor. Women’s occupations remained the same
as before. During this period, wives and children again strongly desired to
find jobs of whatever kind, even at low wages, because the family budget
could not be balanced otherwise.

In sum, during the ensuing economic crisis, a serious reversal took place,
again swelling the ranks of the poor and aggravating their living conditions,
which had undergone a measure of improvement in the wake of the period
of rapid economic growth stimulated by the First World War. The situation
of urban lower-class working women during the war economy put in place
after the Manchurian Incident (1931)—the next phase of the history of the
Japanese urban poor—deserves to be addressed elsewhere.%5
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