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A REVIEW OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS LABOUR (V)

—Attitudes towards labour at the end of the 19th century in Japan—
By
Toyohiko MIURA *

In the 1880s, silk-reeling and textile industries employed a large number of workwo-
men collected from various parts of Japan. Factory jobs were not regarded highly and
these workwomen performed semi- and unskilled work from sunrise until sunset with few
holidays. In 1884, electrical illumination of mills was first introduced at the Osaka Com-
pany. This was followed by the adoption of night work in all textile mills by 1893.
The poor working conditions in these industries led to the first strike by textile workwomen
in 1886. The government had to enact a new security ordinance in 1887 to suppress
strike movements.

The number of workers living in poverty increased sharply towards the end of the
19th century especially in cities. They were engaged in a variety of jobs including
ricksha men. The industrialization was further prompted by the establishment of the gov-
ernment-sponsored iron works at the end of the century. Very young girls were working
arduous tasks in silk-reeling and textile mills in and around cities. There are rocords
pointing out child labour in ma.ch factories. As industries developed, the proportion of
workwomen increased remarkably. In textile mills, workwomen accounting for about 90
per cent of the workforce.

At the end of the century, concerns about working conditions of industrial workers
came to be expressed by many informed people. They claimed enactment of a law regu-
lating factories. The government conducted an extensive survey of factory workers and
published a famous monograph with a title of ‘“shokko jijo’’ (the situation of workmen).
Among others, this monograph contained records about excessive maltreatment of work-
women. As famines then prevalent in the northeastern provinces compelled many parents
to offer their children for bonded labour, young girls who found employment in factories
thus had no alternative but to bear their harsh working conditions.
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