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Japan has a long history of textile production, and the forms and nature of textile production have undergone major changes over the years since 1650.  In order best to comprehend the consequent changes in the nature of textile work and textile workers, this overview will be divided into three chronological sections: the years from the seventeenth century up until the 1850s, characterised by pre-industrial and proto-industrial forms of production; the period from the 1850s up to 1937, marked by Japan’s increasing integration in to the international economy, accompanied by the growth of capitalist factory production and successful international competition; and the years 1937-2000, which were marked firstly by a shift of resources out of textile production for war-related reasons, followed by recovery and the relative decline of the significance of textile production in the Japanese economy, and in Japan’s international trade.

1650-1850s

Production

The most important textiles produced in Japan from the 17th century were silk and cotton.  Worn mainly by the aristocracy, at the start of the period silk was the most important import item, but restriction of imports from the early 1600s stimulated the growth of domestic production making use of domestically produced raw material.  A growing number of peasant families, particularly in the central regions, were involved in sericulture, the production of cocoons for the industry.  Cotton was produced in Japan from around the 16th century and gradually replaced hemp as the main clothing material for non-aristocratic families.  Commercial production of cotton took off from the mid-18th century.  Data on the increase in production is very patchy, and growth was focussed on particular areas, but it is estimated that when Japan was opened up to foreign trade in the 1850s-60s two to three million farm household members working in cotton production were affected by the inflow of imports, some 10% of the population.


During the 17th-mid-19th centuries trade restrictions meant that virtually all textile production was for the domestic market, and the growth of commercial textile production was closely tied to the growth of the economy, and to the spread of urbanization and consumer demand.  Sumptuary laws restricted the use of silk to certain classes of the population, but the concentration of the ruling classes in cities and towns across the country increased conspicuous consumption, sustaining a buoyant demand for silk cloth.  Demand for cotton products from the commoner classes, both rich and poor, likewise increased, and the Ōsaka area, in which cotton cultivation flourished, became a centre of cotton production.  A lively trade in cotton and silk textiles developed across the country from the 18th century, with exports from the Ōsaka region to the capital, Edo (now Tōkyō), particularly prominent.  The key to the growth of the industry was its ability to respond positively to market demand.


The growth of production was sustained by a number of indigenous technological advances, which helped to increase both output and productivity.  Some of these advances came in the sericulture process, but probably more important were advances in weaving technology, in particular the spread of the so-called ‘tall loom’ across the country by the mid-19th century, offering greater efficiency than the traditional looms.  In many areas textile production experienced greater specialization and division of labour, for example separation of the spinning, weaving and finishing processes.  There was, moreover, extensive regional specialisation, with differentiation among the products of different localities and the ability to cater for niche markets.  However, almost all production remained handicraft production, and it was only well into the 19th century that a few producers began to use waterpower. The expansion of textile demand and production was not an unbroken upward trend.  Both industries suffered from fluctuations in the economy, and silk, as a luxury commodity, was particularly badly hit by the economic problems generated by successive crop failures in the early part of the 19th century.

Organization of Production

During the 17th and 18th century much textile processing was urban-based.  Unprocessed or ginned cotton was brought in by specialist spinning and weaving artisans, whose products were then marketed by groups of wholesalers.  Silk weavers, too, concentrated in towns to supply the ruling warrior class.  The silk weavers of Nishijin, in Kyōto, who produced high-class damasks and brocades, became particularly famous.    Because silkworm cocoons were highly perishable, however, the process of drying and reeling the thread was often carried out at or near the place of production, often by the sericulturists themselves.  The production of silk thread and some cloth therefore became an activity integral to many farm family economies.


Over time textile production shifted increasingly to rural areas.  Guild restrictions in the towns acted to hinder the development of new technologies and to raise the costs of production, so new producers seeking to satisfy the growing demand located their operations in rural areas where labour was cheaper.  Urban artisans lost their technological superiority in the important finishing processes.  By the start of the 19th century there were weaving specialists in many localities, some of them employing wage labour and running operations akin to handicraft factories.  Elsewhere a putting-out system operated, with a wholesaler supplying thread and maybe equipment to weavers from farming families, and paying them on a piecework basis.  In many regions farm family members produced on their own account, selling their products direct to traders or wholesalers.  The net result was twofold.  Firstly, the momentum of textile production shifted away from older urban areas, in the process generating ‘new’ manufacturing areas, in which a sizeable part of the population was no longer dependent exclusively, or even mainly, on income from agriculture.  Secondly, a very high proportion of farming families included one or more members who were engaged in textile production (including raw material production) on a full or part time basis, a pattern known as by-employment.


This process of rural industrialization has been identified by some scholars as proto-industrialization, although use of the term can be controversial.  What is apparent, however, is that by the 19th century Japan had an extensive textile industry catering to a sizeable and well-functioning domestic market.  Systems of organization were diverse, including cottage industry, quasi-factories (manufactories), domestic outwork and individual production, but elements of proto-capitalism were present.  However, production remained on a handicraft basis.

Textile Workers

This organization of production resulted in a persistent diversity within textile workers as a whole throughout the pre-modern period.  At one end of the spectrum were the specialist artisan weavers in places such as Nishijin, who were highly skilled.  Starting off as apprentices they acquired skill over a considerable time period, and remained in the industry throughout their lives.  As apprentices they were subservient to the master of the house, but could later set up on their own under the supervision of the guild.  Whole families were also often employed in these hereditary weaving enterprises.  At the other end of the spectrum were those who produced textiles as farming side work.  The number of farm family members so engaged, both in the production of raw material (silk cocoons or cotton) and in its processing, steadily increased over the period.  In most cases such work was adapted to the farming cycle, but with the development of rural industry many families, and even more individuals, detached themselves from agricultural dependence and engaged in textile production full time.  In this process many became highly specialised in different parts of the textile production process, and workshops developed in addition to work being carried out within the individual home.  Occupations such as ginning, carding and dyeing joined spinning and weaving as specialist activities. 


Data on textile workers from this period is largely local, so it is difficult to make general observations about the characteristics of textile workers.  We know that in both gender and age composition they were very diverse, although males predominated in artisanal production, particularly at the luxury end of the market, and a majority of textile workers from farm families are likely to have been women.  Sometimes male and female workers would specialise on different tasks, with women, for example, producing ordinary cloth, while their men folk produced rope and matting.  In some regions the acquisition of weaving skills by women became a pre-requisite for marriage, stimulating further the importance of textile production as an important income-earner.  Unlike in the later period most textile workers would have continued to live in their own homes, although apprenticed and indentured workers would have resided in the dwelling of the employer.  Such workers are also more likely to have experienced a more structured employer-employee relationship.  Employment relations in commercial and manufacturing enterprises in this period tended to be categorised by the principle of oyabun-kobun, a fictive parent-child relationship established for mutual economic benefit.  The oyabun, the parent figure, was responsible for the welfare and guidance of the kobun, who in return had a duty of obligation and obedience.  Such formalised relationships extended to some of the rural specialist textile producers, but were weaker in many rural areas, and played little part in textile production within the family, which was subject to the norms of farm family operation rather than any broader code of commercial practice.  Diversity within the workforce also meant that a single occupational identity failed to emerge.  However, it is very clear that artisan weavers associated with the processing of specific brands of cloth or thread had a very strong occupational identity as producers of those commodities.  The growth of national markets and specialist products acted to highlight the reputation of particular groups of artisans well beyond their localities.

Such local groupings on occasions developed their own guilds and organisations to protect their collective interests.

Environment

The importance of textiles in Japan’s national economy at this time was noted above.  As might be expected in a low-income country, clothing accounted for a considerable part of household expenditure even among the wealthiest families, and textiles was by far the largest sector of manufacturing.  Many among Japan’s population continued to produce their own clothing, but with the spread of the market economy and monetization and commercialisation farmers and non-farmers alike gradually became dependent on market purchase of textiles, stimulating further increases in demand.

The central regime recognised the importance of the industry, not least for fiscal reasons, and sought to confirm the control of guilds over the textile trade, and to some extent over production as well.  At this time, though, the power of the central government remained limited, with several hundred quasi-autonomous domains able to pursue their own economic policies with a degree of independence.  Many domain finances became more precarious from the 18th century, and there are examples of domain lords seeking to control or promote textile production and trade in order to strengthen the local economy and their own income.  Such measures tended to be relatively beneficial to local textile industries, since they could act to release producers and traders from stultifying central or guild controls.  However, when it came to the actual production process the authorities had little inclination or power to intervene.

1850s-1937

Growth of Textile Production

The manufacturing of silk and cotton yarn and cloth remained by far the most important areas of textile production throughout the late nineteenth-early twentieth century.  Hemp and linen cloth continued to be produced on a small scale.  Wool was manufactured in Japan for the first time in the 1870s, while artificial fibres such as rayon were produced with some success from the 1930s.  In 1935 Japan was the world’s second largest producer of both cotton yarn and cloth, and rayon yarn and fibre, and was also the world’s sixth largest consumer of raw wool.  The same year she accounted for 64% world production of raw silk.  

These years were characterised by the growth of factory production, and of capitalist forms of enterprise, both spearheaded in the silk and cotton industries.  However, textile production retained considerable diversity in scale and organisation.  Agricultural by-employment continued to embrace textile work, while in many sectors there were very small scale or family-run enterprises coexisting with much larger factories.  The context of the changes that took place was a major expansion in production stimulated by the balance of payments and trade imperatives consequent on Japan’s integration into the international economy from the 1850s.  First came the attempt by the silk industry to capitalise on overseas demand for raw silk.  Subsequently came the pressure on domestic cotton spinners to substitute for yarn imports and later to achieve international competitiveness.  While accurate data for the period before the First World War is hard to come by, the scale of the expansion that took place can be gauged from Tables 1 and 2 below.

Table 1. Growth in Output of Machine Reeled Silk, 1895-1940

	
	Output in 1,000 kilogrammes

	1895
	3,083

	1900
	3,901

	1905
	4,655

	1910
	8,725

	1915
	12,787

	1920
	20,478

	1925
	29,445

	1930
	38,654

	1935
	41,252

	1940
	38,345


Source: S.Fujino et.al. (eds.), Sen’i Sangyō, vol.11 of Chōki Keizai Tōkei (Tokyo: Tōyō Keizai Shinpōsha, 1979), p.290
Table 2. Growth in Output of Integrated Cotton Mills (Spinning and Weaving), 1895-1935

	
	Value of Output to nearest million ¥

	1895
	32.0

	1900
	70.0

	1905
	129.0

	1910
	179.0

	1915
	260.0

	1920
	1,091.0

	1925
	1,213.0

	1930
	641.0

	1935
	1,136


Source: S.Fujino et.al. (eds.), Sen’i Sangyō, p.243

Through the second half of the nineteenth century much textile production was geared to the domestic market, but the increased opportunities for trade with the West brought huge demand for raw (reeled) silk from Western countries hit by silkworm disease (pébrine).  As French and Italian silk producers recovered from this blight demand from Europe declined, but Japanese producers, recognising the importance of quality of output as well as quantity, successfully oriented their exports towards the United States, which by 1914 was taking nearly 70% of Japan’s raw silk exports.  High quality silk cloth, much of it from specialist artisan weavers, was also exported.  Japan’s main competitor in silk, China, was outstripped.  Cotton yarn and cloth was exported only from the 1890s, when cotton spinners began to export yarn to neighbouring Asian countries such as China and Korea in the wake of the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5.  Over subsequent decades yarn exports reached many other Asian countries, including British colonies in Southeast and South Asia, and by the interwar period major advances were being made into parts of the Middle East, Africa and Latin America.  By this time cotton cloth, hitherto produced almost exclusively for the domestic market, was also making a rapid advance into overseas markets, and the cotton industry as a whole was competing successfully with more established producers such as India and Britain.  The 1930s also witnessed the start of Japanese exports of wool and artificial silk (rayon).  The export significance of Japanese textiles is shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Share of Textiles in Total Japanese Exports (by value, %)

	
	Cotton Yarn
	Cotton Cloth
	Raw Silk
	Silk Cloth

	1890-4
	0.2
	0.9
	38.0
	4.7

	1895-9
	8.4
	1.7
	31.7
	7.2

	1900-4
	9.3
	2.4
	29.2
	10.6

	1905-9
	7.7
	3.8
	28.8
	8.0

	1910-14
	10.9
	5.1
	30.8
	6.4

	1915-19
	7.2
	9.9
	25.3
	5.8

	1920-24
	6.8
	16.3
	34.9
	7.2

	1925-29
	2.8
	19.1
	37.9
	6.4

	1930-34
	1.1
	20.3
	23.0
	3.7

	1935-39
	1.8
	16.1
	14.4
	2.1


Source: Y.Andō, Kindai Nihon Keizai Shi Yōran (Tokyo: Tokyo University Press, 1975), p.118


The export expansion that peaked in the late 1930s was characterised by a gradual move up-market into higher value-added goods.  In the case of silk, a luxury commodity, the focus was on sustaining the quality of the output, and Japan’s success in achieving this was regarded as a key to her successful competition against China.  Cotton yarn production moved gradually into higher counts (i.e. greater fineness).  Whereas the average count in the late nineteenth century was 10-20, by the 1930s it had risen considerably.  Export success was never guaranteed by supply conditions, however, and short-term slumps from a downturn in the business cycle could hit producers hard.  These were particularly obvious in the wake of the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars, as well as after the First World War.  Silk, as a luxury commodity, received a blow from the Great Depression after 1939 from which it was never to recover.  Moreover, expansion in response to external demand was always constrained by shortage of capital, much of it required for imports of technology.  During the First World War, for example, cotton spinners were unable to import from Britain the equipment they needed to cater to the growth in demand for their products.  


The major technological advance in the production of textiles in this period was the application of steam power, and later electricity.  Production of all textiles was increasingly characterized by mechanisation and the use of inanimate forms of energy.  Gas was used for lighting from the 1880s, enabling production during the hours of darkness.  The industry was characterised by a combination of technology transfer and developments based on indigenous technology.  The ring spindles that dominated cotton-spinning mills from the 1880s replicated Western practice, as did the technology for wool production.  The technology of silk reeling, by contrast, was based on traditional Japanese practice, though both Western practices and domestic modifications were implemented in the interests of greater efficiency and productivity.  Hybrid technologies appeared as imported technologies accommodated to the local environment.  Incremental technical changes were too numerous to mention here, but a number of major technological advances epitomise the broader significance of technical change in this period.  There was technology that furthered the division of labour, such as the imported ring spinning machinery, or the division of the boiling and reeling processes in the silk reeling industry.  Major advances, including the imported flying shuttle and jacquard apparatus, the indigenous high draft spinning equipment and multi-end reeling machine, as well as the power loom and, in the 1930s, the automatic loom, speeded up the process of production.  The seriplane technology introduced in silk reeling was aimed at maintaining quality of output.  Together, these advances made a significant contribution to the growth of productivity, particularly the productivity of capital.  Advances in labour productivity were also made, but in most cases they were contingent upon the greater application of capital, even in small enterprises.  This change had two major effects.  Firstly, although worker skill remained of considerable importance in both the silk reeling industry and in the specialist artisanal weaving of cloth, there was a substantial element of deskilling in many areas of textile production.  Secondly, the emphasis on investment in capital equipment made it progressively more difficult for small and part-time textile producers to compete with larger operations, and hastened the spread of mechanised factory production and the capitalist employment relations that were associated with it.

Structure and Organization: Production, Employers and Employees

As noted earlier, there was a diversity of forms of organization of textile production in this period, with large capitalist factories employing several thousand workers at one end of the spectrum, and agricultural by-employment, with farm family members engaged in production on a part-time, often putting-out, basis at the other.  In between were many small-scale workshops, many of them family owned.  The balance within the industry shifted more in favour of larger scale capitalist enterprises over time, but at different speeds and times depending upon the sector of production.  The growth of factory production came first in silk reeling, but the scale of most silk reeling factories remained relatively small throughout the period, with few employing more than a hundred workers.  The introduction of Western cotton spinning technology brought with it potential economies of scale, and from the turn of the century many cotton spinning firms employed in excess of a thousand workers.  The scale of operation grew over time, particularly as many cotton spinning firms extended their operations into weaving, resulting in integrated mills.  By the interwar years many of these mills were of very considerable size, and even some specialist weaving companies in the local production areas (sanchi) were employing hundreds of workers in a single mill.  The cotton industry also witnessed a growing concentration of capital, with a substantial part of total production focussed in just four very large companies.  While there were a few very major producers in silk reeling, ownership in this industry remained much more fragmented.  It was in weaving that the process of concentration had advanced least.  In 1935 there were still nearly 377,000 workers employed in textile workshops with four or fewer workers, and the persistence of small operators is shown in table 4.

Table 4. Textile Workers by Size of Factory/Workshop, 1920-40

	
	% of Total Workers in Factories with >100 Workers
	% of Total Workers in Factories with <9 Workers

	1920
	46.4
	28.2

	1925
	53.5
	25.0

	1930
	46.0
	31.0

	1935
	44.4
	30.0

	1940
	40.1
	33.7


Source: Calculated from figures in M.Umemura et. al. (eds.), Rōdōryoku, vol.2 of Chōki Keizai Tōkei (Tokyo: Tōyō Keizai Shinpōsha, 1988), p.250.
Therefore, notwithstanding the pace of factory development, there remained areas of textile production in which the pattern of operation was not dissimilar to that of much earlier years, and the pattern of employer-employee relations likewise remained diverse.


The spread of mechanised capitalist production in the textile industry was stimulated by three main factors during this period of Japan’s development.  The first was the pressure of export demand.  Textile production was one industry in which Japan was well placed to export from the mid-nineteenth century, but a successful response to this opportunity was necessary both to gain a foothold in international markets, and to sustain it.  International competitiveness was a powerful stimulus to mechanisation, concentration and scale, although means were found to integrate very small producers into the export trade, for example through trading companies.  The second was the imperatives of Western technology.  Particularly in industries dependent on imported technology, such as cotton spinning and wool manufacture, technology brought with it Western patterns of organisation and investment, even though these might be modified to suit the Japanese environment.  Finally, the context of these organisational changes in production was a broader move to ‘modernise’ Japan, to build a strong industrial economy that could command international respectability and strength.  Both the copying of Western organizational and technological forms and the development of indigenous forms of production were important in this process.


Some textile employers and employees also looked to the West for models of collaboration and coordination, but cartel-type activity between employers was limited in the early decades after 1850.  The change of government with the Meiji Restoration of 1868 brought formal abolition of the old guild privileges, and the demise of old regulations controlling master and servant relationships initiated a period of what many textile employers regarded as ‘confusion’ in employment relations.  New types of employer associations appeared.  These included the industry associations, which brought together small employers, and in textiles were mostly important on a purely regional basis; national employers’ associations, the most famous of which was the Cotton Spinners’ Association (Bōren); and regional employers’ associations, notably the Suwa Silk League.  These associations had diverse aims, including coordinated restraint of production and other cartel activities, as well as enhanced control over labour.  Coordinated employer attempts to control labour were most conspicuous in the years up to and immediately following World War I.


Partly in response to employers’ attempts to collaborate, the first labour unions in Japan appeared on a very small scale in the late 1890s, however any involvement by textile workers at this time was very limited, partly because of legal constraints.  Labour union activity re-emerged in Japan towards the end of the First World War.  Total numbers involved were relatively small, but organization among textile workers was conspicuous.  Attempts formally to legalize union activity in the 1920s were unsuccessful, and union influence and numbers waned in the 1930s in the context of political suppression.  Throughout this period there rarely existed any coherent form of collective bargaining even within a factory or firm, let alone across an industry or sector of an industry.  Where unions were involved there was a tendency for ad hoc dispute resolution within a single mill rather than any broader industry-wide negotiation involving more than one firm or employer.  Overall, the extent of union organisation in textile firms was very limited, and the powers of those unions that did exist weak.

Textile Workers

Textile workers were initially recruited in the locality of the mill or workshop through means such as billboards, personal contact or word of mouth.  Methods of this kind continued to be used by small local employers throughout the pre-Second World War years.  However, with the expansion of production and growth of factories, local sources of labour proved increasingly inadequate, compelling employers to recruit further afield.  While some companies engaged in direct recruitment, sending out employees, the vast majority became dependent on recruiting agents, who would scour particular regions on behalf of one or more factories.  Employment exchanges were established from the 1920s, but the textile industry was slow to make use of them.  The dependence on recruiting agents was in part the result of labour market imperfections, and the rapid increase in demand for labour, but it also resulted from the nature of the labour force.  Three attributes in particular characterised a majority of textile workers, and in turn shaped the institutions of recruitment and production, the pattern of labour protest and their image and identity.   A majority of textile workers were young, female and of rural origin. 


While in the interwar period some cotton factories had high concentrations of Korean immigrant workers, the vast majority of textile workers throughout these years were Japanese.  They came from throughout the Japanese islands, but recruitment was focussed in particular on specific areas such as the island of Kyūshū in the southwest and the Japan Sea coastal and inland central areas, such as Niigata Prefecture.  Extensive internal migration led to cotton workers from the furthest reaches of the archipelago being concentrated in the urban areas around Ōsaka, Nagoya and Tōkyō, and silk reelers moving into the mountainous central areas from neighbouring prefectures.  Patterns of migration were shaped by a range of factors, including the activities of individual recruiters and localised transport developments.  Factory textile workers were invariably characterised by employers as coming from ‘poor’ families, and there is no doubt that many workers did indeed come from low-income families and villages.  However, there were also textile workers from relatively well off backgrounds, and in some cases textile employment was considered an education as much as an income-earning opportunity.  Workers came from a diversity of occupational backgrounds, but by far the largest proportion came from families whose main occupation was agriculture.  Even where workers’ families were not engaged in agriculture they were more likely than not to reside in localities designated as ‘rural’.


Textile employment in rural areas had long been undertaken by the women of the family, but many of the earliest textile factories in the 1870s-1880s employed both men and women.  Increasingly, though, the textile labour force both within factories and outside them became predominantly female.  Some indicative figures are shown in Tables 5 and 6 below. The growing importance of female workers in both factory and small-scale textile production was accompanied by increasing gender segmentation of occupation within the textile industry.  More and more the minority of male workers were assigned to jobs that were deemed to require either skill or physical strength.  In cotton spinning, for example, men were allocated to preliminary processes such as unbundling raw cotton, and finishing processes such as fulling and dyeing, whereas women took the core spinning and weaving tasks.  Women continued to dominate the relatively skilled task of silk reeling but in this sector of production, as elsewhere in textiles, it was men who were engineers, clerks and managers.  As the proportion of female workers increased, the number of tasks open to them diminished.

Table 5: Employment in Private Textile Factories and Machine Reeling Factories, 1895-1920

	
	All Workers in Textile Factories
	Female Workers in Machine Reeling Factories

	1895
	347,000*
	129,000

	1900
	360,000
	125,000

	1905
	474,000
	130,000

	1910
	652,000
	192,000

	1915
	832,000
	223,000

	1920
	1,193,000
	196,000


Source: M.Umemura et.al. (eds.), Rōdōryoku, p.243; S.Fujino et.al. (eds.), Sen’i Sangyō, p.291.

Note: Figures rounded to nearest thousand

* 1896 figure
Table 6. Textile Workers in Major Branches of Textile Production, 1920-40, with Female Proportion of Workforce (% figure in brackets)

	
	1920
	1930
	1940

	Silk Reeling
	438,900 (83%)
	480,700 (86%)
	234,000 (84%)

	Thread Manuf.
	51,200 (58%)
	30,400 (54%)
	47,200 (67%)

	Spinning
	297,100 (69%)
	204,100 (68%)
	235,500 (73%)

	Weaving
	701,800 (72%)
	424,300 (69%)
	480,500 (73%)

	Knitwear/Braid
	51,700 (51%)
	59,200 (40%)
	68,600 (54%)

	Dyeing/Finishing
	300,000 (44%)
	202,300 (12%)
	211,200 (20%)

	Sewing, Tailoring
	213,200 (57%)
	232,900 (46%)
	384,400 (54%)


Source: Calculated from 1920, 1930, 1940 censuses
Note: includes all categories of worker, numbers to nearest hundred, percentages rounded

A number of factors contributed to textiles becoming women’s employment. One was the existence of a tradition of female textile work.  Another was the rapid expansion in the demand for labour, which pushed employers towards looking further afield for labour, and hence to female members of farm families who were thought to be less indispensable to the system of agricultural production.  Above all, though, female workers were regarded as both more docile and cheaper than their male counterparts.  These latter characteristics were emphasized further by the focus on the employment of young women, because daughters were more easily released from the farm family economy than were wives.  The new factories followed an earlier tradition of sending some daughters away for employment at the age of eleven or twelve, and the age profiles of textile factories in the 1890s show a considerable proportion of the workforce as being under the age of fourteen.  Some male weavers were also very young, with both male and female weavers indentured at an early age.  Over time, though, the very youngest workers were excluded from the textile workforce by legislation and the spread of compulsory education.  By the interwar years it was against the law to employ workers under fifteen who had not completed their compulsory education (although breaches were not uncommon).  By this time, however, a distinct divergence had appeared in the age profiles of women and men in textiles.  Although there were some women employed in textile production who were older and married, the vast majority were between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five, whereas the age profile of male workers in textiles showed overall a much longer age span, with less concentration on the late teens – early twenties, much more in line with the general age profile of the population.  This pattern for females inevitably meant that the majority of workers were unmarried, and textile work came to be associated with a life cycle view of women’s work, in which daughters only worked for a limited period prior to marriage.  This relatively short-term employment held down career advancement opportunities and limited wage progression.


Working conditions in nineteenth-century textile factories were poor, although how far they were inferior to conditions in equivalent factories in other countries, or in Britain in the earlier stages of the Industrial Revolution, is hard to assess.  Certainly, working hours were extremely long, ranging from twelve-hour shifts in the cotton spinning mills (including at night) through to shifts of sixteen hours or even more in silk reeling or weaving in the peak season.  Health and safety provision was invariably totally inadequate, and the extent of illness and injury very considerable.  By the first decade of the 20th century textile factory conditions had come to be seen as a national disgrace.  Over time there was substantial improvement in larger mills, especially in the cotton industry, and by the 1930s some cotton firms had become models for international textile labour management.  Some silk mills followed suit, but in many working conditions remained poor, while small workshops outside any legislative control could fall seriously short of what was deemed to be acceptable.  It would be a mistake to tar all small producers with the same brush.  The family firm could offer advantages as well as disadvantages, but it would also be an error to regard the best ‘paternalistic’ textile firms of the interwar years as representative of the industry as a whole.


Formal written contracts did not become widespread in the textile industry until the early 20th century, and even then many contracts were couched in very general terms, often with only limited reference to pay levels or workers’ rights.  Moreover, because even older female workers were legal minors according the provisions of the Civil Code, contracts were into the interwar years often signed by fathers or other male legal guardians.  Indeed, the involvement of a worker’s family in the employment relationship, including in the payment of wages, was a strong characteristic of much female employment in the textile industry.  While male textile workers, who might be indentured or training as apprentices, might also be legal minors, the majority of male workers enjoyed a more autonomous relationship with the employer.


It is hard to establish a consistent picture of wage levels and wage payment across the industry during the industrialisation period.  While female workers were in general paid less than male workers, it remained possible for some to earn wages sufficiently high to permit of independence from the family, but there was enormous diversity within the industry.  From around 1900 most female workers were on piece rates, whereas men tended to be paid on daily or monthly rates.  Some common wage institutions emerged across the different sectors despite their diversity.  These included payment according to a principle of ‘relative efficiency’, the setting of a cap on the total wage bill, and the withholding of workers’ wages for direct payment to guardians.  Many families also benefited from wage advances at the time of contract.  Particularly in the interwar decades Japanese textile labour was criticised as ‘cheap labour’, giving the country’s cotton industry an ‘unfair’ advantage in international markets.  The extent of the ‘cheapness’ of Japanese labour remains much debated, but it is clear that the real cost of textile labour, taking into account non-wage labour cost and productivity levels, was much higher than suggested by wage levels alone.


Most female textile workers were housed in dormitories at the mill, or in small workshops lived with the owners on a quasi-family basis.  Some older married workers lived out, and small local producers were more dependent on commuters.  Some male workers at larger companies also lived in company housing or dormitories.  The industry sought to integrate residence with the production process, something which made long working hours more possible and offered possibilities for greater control of labour.  Early dormitories were often crowded and unsanitary, compounding health problems, but there was considerable improvement over time, and large mills in particular sought in addition to promote ‘paternalistic’ policies for the welfare of workers, providing educational and recreational facilities.  However, even by the late 1930s there remained many smaller mills and workshops in which living conditions were of a low standard.


Poor conditions, low wages and the emphasis on a life cycle view of women’s work came together to promote high turnover among female textile workers in particular.  While there was movement from mill to mill, many worked in the industry only for a short time prior marriage or other employment.  In general female textile workers were perceived as short-term, transient workers earning ‘supplementary’ wages for the family economy, and not worth investing in as workers.  The public image of the female textile worker (jokō) was, however, enormously important, and from the turn of the century they were identified not just as the key to international textile success, but as objects of pity and victims of the growth of industrial capitalism.(  This image was taken up by campaigning radicals and social reformers, and left a deep imprint on interpretations of Japanese economic development.


The ‘passive’ identity of textile workers suggested by their youth and gender is not a totally correct one.  Even before World War I there were sporadic unorganised disputes in the industry, undertaken with mixed success.  Forms of protest including the withdrawal of labour, articulation of complaints and absconding.   Protests became more organised after the First World War, with greater union involvement, though it was still largely confined to individual firms.  Rates of turnover and absconding declined, but there were a number of major strikes characterised by withdrawal of labour.  Many of the participant textile workers were male, but there was also female involvement, and in some women workers took the lead.  Textile workers were therefore hardly passive, but a very small proportion of workers were involved in organized protest.

The Environment of the Industry

Textiles were the lead sector in Japanese industrialisation.  It spearheaded the development of capitalist factories, and sustained Japan’s balance of payments over these years.  The momentum started with silk reeling, then passed to cotton, and later wool and rayon.  Until the 1930s there were more women than men in Japanese factories.  Industries such as cotton and wool also symbolised the processing strategy (import of raw materials, export of processed goods) that characterised Japan’s 20th century growth.  Within Japan the individual sectors of textile production were also crucial for local economies across the country.  The diversity of operation and organisation even into the 1930s reflects the whole spectrum of patterns within Japanese industrialisation.  Until production was wound down with the onset of war in the late 1930s, textile production was pre-eminent in Japanese manufacturing.


It was in recognition of this importance that Japanese governments, while limiting their direct involvement with the industry, nevertheless maintained a watching brief over its progress.  A hands-off policy was adhered to except where the national interest was seen to be at stake, and it was bureaucratic concerns over the poor conditions of textile workers that stimulated the introduction of protective legislation that limited hours of work, banned night work for women, and prohibited the employment of very young workers.  After the First World War international pressure reinforced the move towards introducing new measures affecting the operation of the industry, including the introduction of health insurance.


Despite spearheading factory development, much of it in urban areas, a great deal of textile production continued to take place in the countryside, though textile by-employment declined rapidly.  Moreover, with a majority of textile workers coming from rural areas, the link with agriculture remained important throughout these years.  The agriculture-industry relationship has been identified as a key issue in the study of Japan’s industrialisation, and the textile industry was pivotal to that relationship.  The rural connection was key to the employment relations strategies and working conditions that emerged in the textile industry, giving it a paramount position in the Japanese industrialisation process.

1945-2000

While there is little doubt as to the importance of the textile industry in Japan’s national economy prior to World War II, its role within the post-war economy is relatively more difficult to assess.  Although by the mid-1970s a declining industry, textiles continued to play an important role in Japan’s economic development during the early post-war decades as an export industry.  In many ways, despite the overall contraction of the industry, the three decades up until 1975 can be said to represent another (post-war) ‘mini heyday’..  During the last two and a half decades, however, Japan has lost its competitive advantage in labour-intensive production like natural textile manufacturing, with the current Japanese market remaining sluggish.


The Japanese cotton industry was on its knees by the end of WWII.  Two-thirds of pre-war cotton spindleage was scrapped by wartime administrators, and bombing and destruction of urban areas caused a further loss of 20% of spinning and 14% of weaving capacity.  After 1945 textile companies were faced with a shortage of raw materials, unreliable power supplies, hyperinflation, and a workforce who had returned to their rural homes.  During subsequent decades, the Japanese textile industry would see great changes in both its internal structure and the economic environment within which it operated.  As rebuilding programmes took place during the Occupation (1945-52), the textile industry was designated as a key sector to lead Japan’s economic recovery, and the US government realised that Japanese textile companies could provide a market for surplus supplies of raw cotton.  The first initiatives within the industry were the improvement and installation of new machinery, and the amelioration of working conditions for labour.  The period up to 1951 was a period of recovery to pre-war productivity levels; thereafter, labour productivity in the industry began to increase beyond pre-war levels.  


As for other industries, the Korean War (1950-53) gave a kick-start to the textile industry, and restrictions on production were lifted as it increased exports and supplied UN forces.  The subsequent end of the Korean War brought a sluggish domestic market and contributed to a brief recession in the industry in 1954/55.  While the Korean War had brought economic revitalisation to the industry and led to a large increase in production and workers, the first post-war ‘recommended curtailment’ of operations was adopted by the government in March 1952 in order to solve ‘overproduction’.  This was a policy (‘recommendation’) utilised by the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) at various intervals throughout the 1950s and 1960s even as the industry benefited from a prosperous economic environment and witnessed increased production, capacity and labour, as shown in Table 7.

Table 7. Establishments and Workers in Textile Mills, 1948-1984 (excluding apparel)

	
	Establishments
	Workers

	1948
	13,732
	633,545

	1950
	26,997
	811,847

	1955
	32,404
	964,011

	1960
	38,773
	1,163,253

	1965
	100,157
	1,326,872

	1970
	112,754
	1,264,228

	1975
	114,111
	995,669

	1980
	39,741
	691,018

	1984
	36,269
	626,567


Source: Japan Statistical Association, Historical Statistics of Japan vol.2 (Tokyo: Japan Statistical Association, 1988), p.283
Table 8. Value of Textile Exports 1945-1980 (¥m.)

	
	Cotton Yarn
	Raw Silk
	Cotton Textiles
	Woollen Textiles
	Silk Textiles
	Synthetic Yarn & Fibres

	1945
	24
	-
	12,969
	642
	4,810
	-

	1950
	6,323
	14,091
	74,101
	1,569
	7,981
	-

	1955
	8,756
	18,005
	82,757
	10,003
	5,662
	15,588

	1960
	18,861
	18,162
	126,507
	19,628
	18,779
	97,833

	1965
	7,353
	4,867
	108,944
	31,266
	13,049
	328,179

	1970
	5,314
	464
	67,541
	27,190
	5,279
	510,729

	1975
	6,676
	1
	77,107
	13,060
	4,432
	654,681

	1980
	11,730
	-
	110,037
	11,252
	10,360
	625,530


Source: Japan Statistical Association, Historical Statistics vol.2 (Tokyo: Japan Statistical Association, 1988), p.39

Textile companies also agreed to voluntary export restraints under US and Western market pressure.  While Japan once again dominated the world market as an exporter of cotton textiles during the 1950s, as shown in Table 8, in many ways, conditions for the textile industry followed national economic cycles during these first growth decades, with temporary inflationary booms and recessions within an overall climate of rapid economic growth.  During the 1950s and early 1960s demand for textile products increased, especially for natural textiles, but at the same time increased domestic competition (including competition for labour) from other manufacturing industries, particularly electronics, affected the industry’s position.  Signs that the post-war ‘heyday’ might be soon over came in 1971 with a US-Japan textiles dispute that led to further controls on exports of natural textiles to the US market.  The global oil shock of 1973 led to depressed conditions within the industry and the curtailment of production and labour recruitment.  A depression cartel was organised in the industry from the first half of 1975, although the absorption of the effects of the economic shocks were relatively quick.  The cartel was abolished later in the year, and demand for production and labour revived.  However, just a few years later, conditions had again worsened, and in 1978 the textile industry petitioned successfully to be designated as a ‘depressed industry’.


In general, these early post-war decades represented a significant period of structural transition in the importance of the textile industry within the domestic economy, as well as within a changing global market for textile products.  General trends included:  changing demand for textile products from consumer emphasis on quantity to quality; a steady decline in the prices of natural fibre products; and a shift within textile production away from natural textiles to synthetic textiles.  Cotton and wool retained a key position in production during the early years but silk saw a significant decline.  Meanwhile, the production of synthetic non-cellulose fibres in Japan increased ten-fold between 1960 and 1974.  This shift greatly affected the position of the natural fibres processing industries, and meant that Japan’s mainstay natural textile industry had lost much of its share of production and competitive advantage by the early 1960s.  By 1980 the production of synthetic and chemical fibres represented some 68% of all yarn production by volume, with cotton 25%, wool 6% and silk less than 1%.


The increased technology and increasing competitiveness of the natural textile industries developing in other Asian economies reduced demand for Japanese exports.  At the same time, the textile industry’s importance within the national economy had also declined relatively because of the rapid growth in the chemical and heavy industries in Japan.  The volume of textile goods as a proportion of Japan’s total exports by value declined from 37.3% in 1955 to 13.5% in 1965, and to 5.3% in 1975.  The production of textile fibres remained, however, an important industry.  Japan still produced around 25% of total global cotton yarn production in the mid-1970s and was the world’s second largest producer of synthetic yarn behind the United States.  It is clear, however, that the Japanese natural textile industry began a decline from as early as the mid-1960s, but particularly from the mid-1970s, and suffered a loss of global competitiveness as comparatively high domestic plant and labour costs led to weakened regional (Asian) demand for Japanese products.  The industry was forced to restructure in an effort to stave off this decline and regain competitiveness within the changing global market.


Unlike their western counterparts, many of Japan’s leading textile producers have survived the restructuring of their ‘declining’ industry.  The Japan Spinners’ Association (JSA)( was powerful and well-organized during these post-war decades and cooperated together with MITI to restructure the industry and legislate for frequent disposal and modernisation of textile equipment.  While these activities alleviated some of the hardships of decline for Japan’s largest textile companies, it did not prevent the overall decline in natural textile manufacturing by the late 1970s.  During the 1970s and 1980s, therefore, the large-scale textile companies increasingly diversified their portfolios to include a greater degree and specialisation of synthetic textile production, increased investment in overseas (particularly Southeast Asian) natural textile production and a shift into non-textile business.  It was difficult, however, for the smaller family-run firms to survive this climate and these declined from the 1970s.

Table  9. Production and Trade in Textiles, 1980-2000 (thousand tons)
	
	Total Production
	Imports
	Exports

	1980
	2,050
	278
	601

	1985
	1,983
	466
	631

	1990
	1,822
	817
	462

	1995
	1,382
	1,369
	394

	2000
	1,089
	1,692
	439


Source: Statistics Bureau/Statistical Research and Training Institute, Ministry of Public Management, Home Affairs, Posts and Telecommunications, Japan Statistical Yearbook, 2003 (Tokyo: Japan Statistical Association, 2002), p.318

Note: Throughout this period chemical fibres accounted for over 80% total production

Since the 1990 collapse of the bubble economy, textile production, like other manufacturing production in Japan, has suffered from not only domestic recession but also increased global competition from emerging/developing markets, as indicated by the figures in Table 9.  Since the late 1980s Japan has been increasingly losing out to China in particular as a base for manufacturing and production.  In a 1998 report on the textile industry, the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) acknowledged that problems facing the industry included a lack of adaptability to the market-led era reflected in low profitability and inefficient supply systems, a lack of cost and consumer competitiveness particularly with respect to other Asian countries, and a need to prepare a global strategy for textile production acknowledging Japan’s position as a technically advanced country.  Japan also remains until 2004 restricted in its trade with the US and Western Europe under the Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA).  Both METI and textile leaders expressed optimism that the textile industry could continue to play an important role in Japan’s economic future if these problems were overcome, proposing a new direction for the Japanese industry as a leader of a distinct Japanese and Asian fashion and consumer culture, as an industry at the frontier of textile technology, and as a promoter of ecology textiles.

Firms and Production

The structure of Japan’s natural textile industry was characterized during this period by a large number of competing firms and small average size of enterprises (see Table 7), though with large differences across scale within this ‘average’.  A substantial number of small-scale (often family-owned or family-run) enterprises, particularly in weaving, still existed alongside the large-scale multi-mill (multi-process) firms.  In this respect textiles was still a very labour-intensive industry, at least up until the mid-late 1970s, and conditions varied across the scale and range of enterprises.  In comparison, the synthetic textile industry comprised a few large-scale firms requiring large capital investment and complex raw materials and equipment.


The central umbrella organization in the industry was (and still is) the above-mentioned JSA.  Despite its name, the JSA dealt with all sectors of the textile industry, not just spinning.  During the period, the JSA classified affiliated companies into three main groups.  The largest companies (ōtekaisha) were known as the “Big Ten” cotton spinning companies.  The Big Ten (‘Big Nine’ from 1966) had their origins in the pre-war period, and tended to engage in mass production as well as operating divisions concentrating on different processes, usually including spinning, weaving and dyeing & finishing.  They have continued as predominant textile firms, though with some adjustments. 


Behind them were the shinbō (‘new spinning companies’) and the shinshinbō (‘new-new spinning companies’).  Although some of these companies were established prior to or during World War II, they were identified as ‘newcomers’ or ‘new-newcomers’ based on the timing of their membership in the JSA.  They were seen as ‘younger’ by comparison to the large-scale Big Ten companies, and were predominantly smaller in scale, but in the context of  JSA affiliation and industry plans to unify the industry during this period, they essentially acquired many of the features of the Big Ten companies.  Several ‘new’ companies became as prominent as the Big Ten, at least in terms of scale of production.  Despite fierce competition, textile firms often shared information on labour policies, as well as on technology, raw materials and markets. The JSA acted as an industry (employer) association, seeking to promote co‑operation (e.g. joint wage negotiations) among members, and also filtering information between textile companies and government.   Firms also came together for joint discussions under the aegis of the national textile union federation Zensen.

While small-scale enterprises made up around 80% of the total number of textile enterprises in the 1950s, it was large-scale enterprises that dominated production.  JSA figures show that the Big Ten cotton companies together produced about 70% of all cotton goods exports in the mid-1950s.  Many of the large number of small enterprises specialised in weaving and dyeing, and often had indirect subcontracting links to the big spinners via trading companies.  In spinning, members of the JSA represented around 80% of total natural and multi-fibre spinning capacity, while the remaining 20% was found in small-scale enterprises in sanchi (‘producing areas’).  Weaving firms, often located in the sanchi, were less likely to be members, as small-scale and family establishments were in general more likely to fall outside of the JSA umbrella.  However, the power of the JSA as an industry association for medium and large-scale enterprises meant that patterns and conditions established in the larger enterprises during these years also filtered down to small firms outside the JSA.  The role of the union federation Zensen in improving and unifying conditions across the industry was also significant.  Zensen was one of the largest and most powerful industry-wide unions during the high growth years, and was closely aligned with the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) that continuously held political power until the mid-1990s.

At the end of the Pacific War, Japan’s textile industry faced several challenges: modernization of equipment to reduce labour requirements; improvement of operational speed to increase productivity; responding to strengthened foreign competition and pressure to increase the quality of output.  Particularly from c.1950, the Japanese textile industry addressed these challenges by looking towards further automation.  It was in the 1960s, however, that a move to ‘large packaging’ machinery really took place.  From 1960 the Continuous Automated Spinning (CAS) system implemented continuous automated cotton mixing, carding and drawing processes.  In the late 1960s high-speed drawing frames and open-end spinning frames were developed and introduced into the industry.  One effect of CAS technology was an unprecedented reduction in labour requirements.  Further labour-saving innovations in spinning mills included automatic can transport devices for drawing frames, and automatic doffing devices for use on spinning frames.  Generally speaking, the impact of this new technology into the industry can be seen as taking off from around 1967.  A five-year Textile Industry Reorganisation Programme (1967-1972) called for the scrapping of outdated machinery and replacement with modernised equipment.

Weaving technology did not change as quickly.  This was partly due to the nature of the weaving process itself, as well as reflective of the structure of the weaving industry; with its many small-medium scale enterprises.  Many enterprises continued to use the system of group running of automatic looms introduced into the industry in the late 1920s-early 1930s.  Advances in the 1960s and 1970s centred on the domestic development of the water jet loom and the air jet loom, and an all-out move to this technology took place in the industry from 1979.  Heavy investment in ‘state-of-the-art’ textile machinery resulted in a much more capital-intensive industry by the late 1980s-early 1990s than hitherto.

Both the implementation of modern technology and machinery and the rate of (labour) productivity growth in the industry thus increased significantly during the period.  The number of spindles in the industry grew, and more equipment led to greater scale of operation and more larger-scale enterprises.  The volume of thread produced per spindle also rose, showing a 25% increase between 1950 and 1975. Increased technology and productivity meant lower labour requirements, but did not automatically make the textile industry capital-intensive or solve its labour shortage.  Through the decade from 1965 the industry faced a struggle to fill quotas for registered full-time workers (traditionally young females).  JSA documentation shows that in 1963 the industry recognised that labour supply was likely to continue to decline, and that it therefore needed to rationalise and become less labour intensive.  It was this labour shortage (in this case of young female workers) that was in part pushing technological improvements.

Labour productivity across the textile industry was relatively low compared to that in Japan’s other major industrial sectors, and the weaving sector remained particularly labour intensive.  However, employer attempts at labour rationalization were resisted by strong labour unions during the 1960s and 1970s.  So, while the modernization of equipment, improvements in technology, and decline in labour requirements were all in evidence during the high growth rate period, they never really solved the problem of labour supply.  Labour ‘insufficiency’ and recruitment problems persisted.

Organisation of Production

A high proportion of factories in the industry continued with shift-system of production, typically a two-shift (per day) system.  The ‘early’ shift usually worked from 05:00 to 13:45, and the ‘late’ shift from 13:45 to 22:30 (i.e. eight hours of work with a forty-five minute break).  This two-shift pattern was particularly predominant in the large-scale cotton companies, but as more part-time female workers (often ‘older’ and married) entered employment, the proportion of and variety of ‘day-only’ shifts showed an increase.  Twenty-four hour operation increased in the industry from the mid-1960s, particularly after 1969, but only for male workers. Female workers were banned from night work.

From April 1947, under the Labour Standards Law, hours were officially limited to eight hours per day (forty-eight hours per week).  The shift system in the industry was adjusted accordingly to two shifts of eight hours each.  Following further negotiations from 1957 between the textiles union Zensen and the cotton companies, hours were further reduced to 7.45 hours per day/shift, i.e. 46.5 hours per week.  This push for a reduction in working hours was of great symbolic importance for the industry, as the issue was closely identified with debates over the exploitation of young female workers by the industry, particularly in the pre-war period.  Reductions in working hours had previously been carried out in response to government legislation, or voluntarily by management, usually in the context of production curtailment.  The 1957 claim for shorter hours was the first one to be pushed through under union pressure, and the industry viewed this as an ‘epoch-making’ event in its labour history.  From the mid 1950s up until the mid-1970s the majority of textile companies maintained a six-day working week, but thereafter a five-day working week system was implemented.

Textile unions were also very active in improving working conditions for workers, particularly during the early ‘reconstruction’ years.  The most serious labour dispute to occur in the industry during the post-war period took place at the Ōmi Kenshi Spinning Co. in 1954.  The dispute began on 2 June 1954 and was finally settled on 16 September, after 106 days and several unsuccessful attempts at mediation, including by the Ministry of Labour.  The dispute came to be seen, both within Japan and abroad, as a ‘human rights strike’ against the company’s working conditions and labour management.  The Ōmi Kenshi incident showed that some past labour practices persisted in the industry, and it was also influential in subsequent efforts to co-ordinate labour conditions across the entire textiles industry.  The dispute also showed the growing strength of unions.  Re‑organised after 1945, the national textile union Zensen had 67,000 members in 1946, but by 1973 this had grown to 600,000 members.  A large-scale wage-strike by textile workers in 1955 heralded the emergence of annual shuntō (‘spring labour offensive’) unified wage-rise negotiations and bargaining between unionised workers and management, a continuing feature of post-war Japan.  From the 1960s onwards, the main labour-management disputes in textiles were therefore confined largely to wage reforms, and for the most part reached amicable annual settlements.  After the ‘turbulence’ of the 1940s and 1950s, subsequent decades saw relatively ‘harmonious’ labour-management relations.

The Workers

The composition of the workforce in textile factories throughout the post-war years continued to show a high concentration of female labour, particularly in spinning and weaving.  As in the pre-war years, until the 1980s operation continued to focus on a core workforce of young female workers residing in dormitories and working only short periods of time for the industry.  However, examination of the age and marital status of females, as well as of their employee status, points to a growth in the number of older married non-permanent female workers.  This key change in the composition of female labour within the industry (and nationally in Japan) took place from the 1960s onwards.  

During the high growth years legal, educational and socio-economic factors combined to create a rapidly changing labour market environment in Japan.  The traditional pool of young female labour (school-leavers) was declining, while a unified national recruitment system had been established with tight controls over the recruitment of young labour.  The industry was in relative decline, and facing competition for labour from other manufacturing industries (particularly electronics).  Notwithstanding this changed and increasingly regulated environment, however, the textile industry continued to aim its recruitment strategy primarily at young female labour.  However, although it effectively channelled a significant proportion of available junior high school graduates into employment, it became increasingly difficult for the industry to secure sufficient numbers of young females as a core workforce.  In response, special systems for the recruitment of older female workers (primarily employed as a ‘supplementary’ or ‘complementary’ workforce) were implemented from the mid-late 1960s, resulting in the diversification of female labour within the industry.  Both employer attitudes and strong social perceptions regarding domestic roles for older women contributed to their employment as ‘non-regular’ workers.  The use of less systematized and temporary recruitment programmes to employ such workers highlights the significant economic contribution of older women during this period in female-dominated industries like textiles, a contribution that it was often ‘hidden’ or not fully recognised.  The substantial use of seasonal labour meant that some rural women also had a ‘triple’ burden during these years, with supplementary factory (‘economic’) work added to the burden of domestic duties and agricultural work.

Textile employers were at pains during the high growth years to extend and develop labour management systems vis-à-vis their female labour force.  They not only had to combat the lingering pre-war jokō aishi image, but also had to respond to post-war socio-economic changes, not least to shifts in the supply and characteristics of the female workforce.  Dormitories and education remained the two central strategies for managing young female workers, but there was substantial readjustment, diversification and development in the scope of such provision.  Dormitory standards wee subject to legislation from the late 1940s, but textile employers were also keen to revamp dormitories to overcome the old image, and advances from the 1950s often exceeded legal requirements.  Dormitories became an important welfare benefit for young female workers, substantially holding down their cost of living and allowing them to assign a significant portion of their wages to savings and non-essential items of expenditure.  Dormitories remained a focus for labour management strategies, constituting the key organizational structure through which young workers could be integrated into the working environment.

The education system developed by textile firms for young female workers after 1960 was particularly impressive given that most were only expected to work for a few years (unlike male workers who were increasingly expected to remain with the company for their life-time).  Education for female textile operatives moved away from traditional notions of ‘bridal training’ towards meeting the standards laid down by the national education system.  Senior high schools were built by employers in factory grounds in order to recruit a core labour force of young female junior high school graduates annually in the spring, predominantly from rural areas where families were still less likely to be able to send their daughters on to further education.  Such factory schools were increasingly registered with the Ministry of Education as ‘non-regular’ senior high schools and improved the quality of their teaching staff and education curriculum.  From the mid-1970s the industry also branched into tertiary education, offering factory girls the opportunity to attend junior colleges or to train as nurses, teachers, bookkeepers or beauticians.  This investment in education for young female textile operatives was made as a recruitment ‘pull’ into the industry and was an attempt to ‘lock’ workers into several years of continuous employment while they graduated through company-sponsored educational programmes.  This significant investment in dormitories, education and welfare increased the labour cost for the industry, and combined with a rapid rise in real wages during the high growth years removed what labour cost competitiveness the industry had enjoyed in the first half of the century.  At its peak in the mid-1960s the textile industry employed over 1.3 million workers (not including large numbers employed in the separate apparel industry).  However, by 2000 worker numbers had declined to some 230,000 workers, reflecting not only the industry’s overall decline but also the move to capital-intensive synthetic textile production.

It is evident that Japan’s textile industry made substantial efforts to improve employment conditions during the high growth decades.  While improvements were prompted by the implementation of national legislative reform, including regulation of work hours, recruitment, standards for the workplace and dormitories, and specific protection for women workers, the industry also did much to provide an improved environment for textile workers over and beyond that required by law.  The provision of a full non-working environment and opportunities for educational and personal development for young female workers was particularly notable.  

Conclusion

Textile production was widespread in pre-industrial Japan, and this development laid much of the basis for the industrialization process.  However, the evolution of the Japanese textile industry in the pre-war period generated structural rigidities and a degree of path dependence.  For textile employers through much of the 20th century the cost of change was often deemed to be greater than adhering to established practice.  However, criticism of pre-war conditions also encouraged the industry to seek new ways forward and to endeavour to dispel its ‘exploitative’ image.  While demonstrating considerable continuities, therefore, the Japanese textile industry has also seen many changes, evolving from quasi proto-industry to the leader of the country’s modern industrialization and economic growth, then to decline in the post-war decades in the context of the challenges of a competitive global market.
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