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1. Regional Differences in the Female 
Labor Force Participation Rate and 
Welfare-Employment Regime

The low labor force participation rate of women 
around the age of thirty in the child-bearing and 
child-rearing cohort, which recovered between the 
latter half of the 1970s to the early 1990s in other 
major OECD countries (Fukazawa 2003), remains 

low in Japan even today. This phenomenon is 
inseparably linked to the characteristics of Japan’s 
welfare-employment regime, i.e. “familialism” 
that relies on families for production and provision 
of care (Esping-Andersen 1999), or “a male 
breadwinner type” built into the employment 
system centered around stable employment of 
males (Osawa 2007). In other words, this system 
situates women in the reproductive sphere, and 
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Ⅰ.  Introduction

■ Abstract
If we are to view Japan’s M-shaped pattern of women’s labor force participation, which reflects a 
decline in the labor force participation of the child-bearing and child-rearing cohort, as a corollary 
to Japan’s male breadwinner-type welfare-employment regime, how should we interpret the regional 
disparities in women’s labor force participation rate that have consistently existed throughout the 
post-war period? Furthermore, how have the regions which have not experienced the M-shaped 
employment pattern been linked to the formation of Japan’s welfare-employment regime and through 
what processes have they been connected to the institutional structure of this regime? To explore these 
issues, the case of Kawamata Town in Fukushima Prefecture is examined in this paper. Focusing on 
the life stories of female weavers who worked in the weaving industry during Japan’s high-growth 
era, the local organization of employed work and care work during that period is analyzed. How did 
the weavers, weaving mill managers, and families organize their two spheres of “work” in relation 
to the public child care system that was established in Kawamata Town during this period. While 
seeking to elucidate the meaning of “continuous employment” to these weavers as agencies of work, 
I consider the gender relations embedded in the particular patterns of labor organization.1 
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include women as citizens through employment 
of male breadwinners who are their husbands. 
It is possible to view the M-shaped employment 
pattern of women as resulting from constraints 
placed on the work activities of women in the 
productive sphere by their roles and burdens in the 
reproductive sphere. 

However, it is known that regional differences 
in the labor force participation rate of Japanese 
women have consistently existed since the end of 
the Second World War, with that of prefectures 
with large major metropolitan areas such as Tokyo 
and the Kyoto-Osaka-Kobe area tending to be 
relatively lower and that of other prefectures in the 
Tohoku (northeastern) and Hokuriku (northern) 
regions tending to be relatively higher. Previous 
research based on quantitative analysis has 
identified high ratios of three-generation families 
and high ratios of regular employment of women 
workers as factors promoting women’s labor force 
participation and high ratios of children on waiting 
lists for nursery centers as a factor hindering 
women’s labor force participation (Sakanishi 2004, 
Danjyo-Kyodo-Sannkaku ni kansuru Senmon 
Chosakai (Expert Committee on Declining Birth 
Rates and Gender Equality) 2006). It goes without 
saying, however, that high rates of labor force 
participation by women do not necessarily indicate 
the degree to which gender equality has been 
achieved. Furthermore, the maintenance of labor 
participation by women in the childbearing and 
childrearing cohort in the Tohoku (northeastern) 
and Hokuriku (northern) regions is not necessarily 
accompanied by a gender equal pattern of the 
division of productive and reproductive work 
activities.

For example, it has been reported that men in 
the Hokuriku (northern) region, where the labor 
force participation rates of women have exhibited a 
trapezoid pattern since the latter half of the 1980s, 
spend essentially the same amount of time engaged 

in housework and childrearing activities as their 
counterparts in the Minamikanto (south-central) 
region and, rather, spend their excess time on leisure 
activities (Hashimoto and Miyagawa 2008). If, in 
these regions where the ratio of three-generational 
families is relatively higher, it is expected that 
housework and childrearing will be performed by 
grandmothers, this represents a situation in which 
unpaid care work and paid work is performed 
within the private sphere according to generational 
division of labor among women and does not 
necessarily mean that the work is performed on 
the condition of fair exchange. Furthermore, such 
allocation of productive and reproductive work 
among women members of the household has been 
historically observed; in an investigation of women 
in agricultural households conducted in the early 
1950s, women identified their housewife role in 
productive work, i. e. farming, activities and not 
in reproductive work activities such as cooking, 
housecleaning, childrearing, and sewing (Watanabe 
1999). Thereafter, the traditional “working bride” 
norm became linked to employment in factories 
that began to appear in farming villages during 
Japan’s high-growth era (Sechiyama 1996). This 
resulted, in many cases, in a shift to a care work 
arrangement among women associated by kinship, 
workplace, and community that presumes the 
employment of women in the productive sphere. In 
reality, in regions dominated by the textile industry, 
it was still common in the 1970s for middle-aged 
and elderly women to be engaged in paid informal 
care work. In such regions, there was nothing 
unusual about a married woman continuing to 
work, not only in the textile industry but in other 
industries as well (Hagiwara 2008: 251-253).

2. Issues Raised and Objectives of 
This Paper

How, then, should we understand the relationships 
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between the regional differences in labor force 
participation by women, social and cultural aspects 
of regional differences in women’s employment, 
and Japan’s male breadwinner type welfare-
employment regime? During the process by 
which Japan’s male-breadwinner-type regime was 
formed, how were the regions in which women’s 
labor force participation remained 10 points or 
more above the national average or where the 
M-shaped employment pattern did not take hold 
linked to the regime at national level? How have 
the gender relations that have been historically 
and socially embedded in the local organization of 
labor been rearranged? 

In order to understand this process, it is 
essential to elucidate the particular gender 
pattern in the division of labor that underlies 
the phenomenon of women’s continuity of 
employment. This means analyzing the local 
context that is manifested in the women’s labor 
force participation rate and looking into the 
power relations based on gender that formulate 
the particular organization of productive and 
reproductive “work” activities. The purpose 
of such analysis is not simply to point out the 
simultaneous existence of local diversities and 
multiple gender relations. Such a standpoint is 
especially important now because of the potential 
for gender inequalities in the existing organization 

of work activities2, which are differentiated 
and categorized as production/reproduction, 
public/private, paid/unpaid, to be ignored in 
policy given the context of a declining working 
population in which increasing women’s labor 
force participation of women is of political interest 
and a high participation by women in productive 
work activities is considered desirable. I would 
also like to emphasize that the regional disparities 
of the women’s labor force participation can 
provide some perspectives in understanding the 
hierarchy of space, economy, and politics, with 
Tokyo at its apex, that has resulted from regional 
development has influenced the formation of 
Japan’s welfare-employment regime (Machimura 
1994, 1999). Such spatial division of labor 
that positions rural areas at the bottom of the 
hierarchy not only constrains the social structure 
of production (Massey 1995) but also establishes 
a corresponding gender arrangement in the spatial 
organization of “work.” By examining regional 
differences in women’s labor force participation 
from such a standpoint, it will be possible to gain a 
clearer understanding of the process by which the 
spatial and hierarchical structure of Japan’s “male 
bread winner” type welfare-employment regime 
was formed.

With the above issues in mind, in this paper, 
I focus on the case of Kawamata Town, located 

Figure 1. Female Labor Force Participation

Kawamata and Japan in 1965 and 1975 Kawamata and Japan in 1995

Source: Population Ceusus of Japan
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in northern Fukushima Prefecture. As a result of 
its main local industry being weaving, the town 
has historically experienced a female-type labor 
market, with women’s labor force participation 
rates of approximately 70% in the 1960s and 
1970s, more than 15 points greater than the 
national average, and in which the M-shaped 
employment pattern is not observed (Figure 1). 
I will attempt to address the issues raised above 
through an analysis of the life stories of women 
who worked in weaving mills during Japan’s high-
growth era.

Kawamata Town was among the first to 
introduce public child care services during the 
high growth era and thereby to develop its local 
industry. How did implementation in the local 
context of national regulations related to public 
child care services – the temporal constraint of 
eight-hour daycare as principle and the limitation 
of eligibility to infants and toddlers lacking 
daycare – sort and differentiate “work activities” 

and “families” and lead to the rearrangement 
of gender relations embedded in the existing 
inter-relations of “work” in the productive and 
reproductive spheres in Kawamata. With regard 
to the relationship between female weavers, 
weaving mill managers and their wives, and 
the nationally regulated system of public child 
care, how did the female weavers, weaving mill 
managers, and families organize the two “work 
activities.” How much discretion were the female 
weavers as agencies of work able to exercise 
over the organization of employment and care 
work. In addition to examining the concrete 
impacts of the “male breadwinner type” welfare-
employment regime on the micro level of day-to-
day life and local gender division of productive 
and reproductive activities, I will briefly touch 
on the significance to the women weaver workers 
of continued labor force participation and their 
experience in the welfare state. 

WHO WANTED THE PUBLIC CHILD CARE SUPPORT?

1. Life Stories of Kawamata Weavers, 
Situated in Socio-Economic 
Relations in High Growth Era

The data used in my analyses were collected 
during field interviews conducted in Kawamata 
Town in Fukushima Prefecture in 2008 and 2009, 
as well as from documents and supplementary 
in te rv iews  wi th  ind iv idua l s  invo lved  in 
government or parliament, individuals involved 
in nurseries or guardians of children, former 
weaving mill managers, and individuals involved 
in labor unions conducted in 2010 and later. The 
primary focus of this paper is the life story data 
of 22 women weavers with experience working in 
weaving industry between the 1950s and the early 

1970s (Table 1). The majority of these women 
began working in their mid-teens, immediately 
after completing compulsory education. The 
women, who were born in the 1920s to the 1940s, 
belong to the generation that witnessed the 
demographic transition from a high-birth-and-
high-death-rate society to a low-birth-and-low-
death-rate society.3 The average age of the women 
at marriage was 23.2, and the average number of 
children was 2.3, while the average number of 
their siblings was 5.8.

First, I would like to review the history 
and standing of Kawamata Town in Fukushima 
Prefecture, whose women workers and their stories 
are the subject of this study, within the social-
economic relations during the high-growth era.

Ⅱ.  Study Samples and Analytical Framework
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Year 
of 

Birth

Father's 
occupation

Numbers 
of 

Siblings

Educational 
Background

1st Employment 
by Weaving 

Mills

Age of 
marriage

the 1st 
Child 

Bearing

the 2nd 
Child 

Bearing

the 3rd 
Child 

Bearing

the 4th 
Child 

Bearing

Leaving Weaving 
Related Jobs Final Retirement

K-1 1923 Farmer 5 primary education 
graduate

1935
Age:12

1947
Age:24

1949
age:26

1958
Age:37

1959
Age:38

Approx. 1986
Approx. age:63 Same as on the left

K-2 1924 Farmer 7 primary education 
graduate

1936
Age:12

1948
Age:24

1949
Age:25

1950
Age:26 Dead ?

?

Approx. late 70s
Approx. age: late 

50s
Same as on the left

K-3 1925 Farmer 6 primary education 
graduate

1937
Age:12

1947
Age:22

1948
Age:23

1952
Age:27

1955
Age:30

1974
Age:49 Same as on the left

K-4 1926 NA 4 higher elementary 
school graduate

1938
Age:12

1950
Age:24

1951
Age:25

1954
Age:28

1959
Age:33

1978
Age:52

2001
Age:75
(Food factory worker）

K-5 1926 Peddler 2 primary education 
graduate

1937
Age:12

1955
 Age:29

1957
Age:31

1958
Age:32

1959
Age:33

1944
Age:19

Working as 
hairdresser, as of 

2008

K-6 1929 Farmer 9 higher elementary 
school graduate

1942
Age:13

1955
Age:26

1956
Age:27

1958
Age:28

1962
Age:32

1985
Age:56

1998
Age:69 (electornic 
part factory worker)

K-7 1930 Weaving mill 
worker 5 girls’ high school 

graduate
1950

Age of 20
1952

Age:22
1953

Age:23
1956

Age:26
1972

Age:42 Same as on the left

K-8 1930 Farmer 6 higher elementary 
school graduate

1957
Age:27

1955
Age:25

1955
Age:25

1957
Age:27

1985
Age:65 Same as on the left

K-9 1930 Farmer 6 higher elementary 
school graduate

Approx. 1955
Age: 25
(sidework at home)

1949
Age:19

1950
Age:20

1952
Age:22 Approx. 1985

Approx. age: 55 Same as on the left

K-10 1933 Death in action
(mother:weaver) 3 higher elementary 

school graduate
1947

Age:14
1955

Age:22
1956

Age:23
1960

Age:27
1997

Age:64 Same as on the left

K-11 1933 Small shop owner 4 Junior high school 
graduate

1947
Age:18

1957
Age:24

1957
Age:24

1960
Age:27

1995
Age:62 Working, as of 2008

K-12 1935 Farmer 5 Junior high school 
graduate

1950
Age:24

1958
Age:23

1965
Age:28

1967
Age:30

2002
Age:67 Same as on the left

K-13 1935 Farmer 5 Junior high school 
graduate

1949
Age:15

1960
Age:25

1962
Age:27

1965
Age:30

1993
Age:58 Same as on the left

K-14 1936 Farner 9 Junior high school 
graduate

1952
Age:15

1962
Age:26

1961
Age:27

1965
Age:30

1989
Age:53

2001
Age:64 (janitor)

K-15 1938 Farmer 7 Junior high school 
graduate

1955
Age:17

1957
Age:19

？
？

1963
Age:25

1983
Age:45 Same as on the left

K-16 1939 Farmer 5 Junior high school 
graduate

1955
Age:15

1959
Age:20

1962
Age:23

1964
Age:24

2001
Age:62 Same as on the left

K-17 1940 Farmer 8 Junior high school 
graduate

1955
Age:15

1963
Age:23

1965
Age:25

1967
Age:27

1970
Age:30

--
--

side work at home, 
as of 2008

K-18 1941
Missing
(mother:sewing 
worker)

4 Junior high school 
graduate

1956
Age:15

1966
Age:25

1967
Age:26

1972
Age:30

Approx. 1998
Approx. age:57 Same as on the left

K-19 1941 Farmer 10 Junior high school 
graduate

1956
Age:15

1963
Age:22

1964
Age:23

1965
Age:24

1968
Age:27

1973
Age:32

1972
Age:31 Same as on the left

K-20 1943 Farmer 8 Junior high school 
graduate

1959
Age:15

1966
Age:23

1967
Age:24

1969
Age:26

1983
Age:40 Same as on the left

K-21 1943 Farmer 4 Junior high school 
graduate

1958
Age:15

1968
Age:25

1969
Age:26

1979
Age:34

2006
Age:63 Same as on the left

K-22 1944 Farmer 5 Junior high school 
graduate

1959
Age:15

1963
Age:19

1964
Age:20

1968
Age:24

1976
Age:32

2004
Age:60 
(practical nurse)

Note: The data summarized in this table is based on the interviews conducted in 2008-2009 by the members of the research project, 
“Case Study on the Processes of the Formation and Establishment of the Women’s Job in the Post War Era in Japan”, and is 
shared and used by the members for the respective purpose of the study. 

Table 1. The List of the Weavers and Their Life Course Events

Kawamata Town, which is the focus of this 
study, is perhaps best known as a city that has been 
designated for partial systematic evacuation as a 
result of the Fukushima nuclear accident following 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. However, at 
the time the field work was conducted, it was a 

town with a population of approximately 16,000 
that, despite its epithet “Town of Silk,” had few 
remaining textile factories and, having failed to 
develop another major industry to replace textiles 
and experiencing depopulation and rapidly aging 
demographic, had received recognition under 
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the Act on Special Measures for Promotion for 
Independence for Under-populated Areas.   

This, however, was not how the town looked 
when the women who are the subject of this 
study were working while raising children in the 
late 1950s to the early 1970s. The present day 
Kawamata Town was formed in 1955, as a part of 
the “municipal mergers during the Showa era,” as 
a result of the merger of the old Kawamata Town 
and seven neighboring villages. The old Kawamata 
Town, known as the machiuchi (inside of town), 
where commerce and industry had developed 
with the weaving industry as its core, accounted 
for approximately 40% of the population, 
approximately half of the households, and 
approximately 84% of the population involved in 
commerce and industry. The shopping street of the 
central area, which today is lined with shuttered 
buildings, was where the women working in the 
textile factories would buy dishes for dinner and 
the newest electronic goods could be found. In the 
1960s, Kawamata Town, boasting a population of 
approximately 26,000, was one of the major cities 
in the northern Fukushima Prefecture.

Naturally, the textile industry in which these 
women worked also prospered. During the 1950s, 
which marks the period of post-war recovery, 
silk textiles for export became the town’s major 
product and, by 1959, the number of factories 
had increased to 164 from 97 prior to the war 
(Kawamata Town 1982: 993). According to 
Census of Manufactures, at its peak in 1970, 
there were 262 textile factories, accounting 
for approximately 80% of all manufacturing 
businesses in Kawamata; the number individuals 
involved in the textile industry reached its peak in 
1969 at 2,971, accounting for approximately 70% 
of all employees in manufacturing businesses in 
Kawamata. However, as the majority of textile 
factories in Kawamata Town employed the 
owner’s wife and daughters on the shop floor 

plus a few other hired employees, few mills 
had more than 30 employees. In the mid-1960s, 
roughly equal proportions (25%) of female textile 
workers in Japan were employed in factories 
with more than 500 employees, more than 100 
employees, more than 30 employees, and less 
than 30 employees (Monthly Labor Survey). The 
female textile workers in Kawamata Town, then, 
constituted part of the under-30-employee cohort. 
As discussed in greater detail below, the small 
scale of the mills is linked with the paternalistic 
employment system based on the relationship 
between the female weaver workers and the owner 
and the owner’s wife and is, naturally, one reason 
the factories became sites of care provision in the 
local community.           

At the same time, during the high growth 
era, the economy and female labor force of 
Kawamata Town were progressively assimilated 
into production relationships known as keiretsu, i.e. 
vertically-integrated affiliated companies within 
a hierarchal structure. By the 1960s, along with 
a shift from silk to synthetic fibers, keiretsu had 
been established by the major synthetic textile 
manufacturing and trading companies, and the 
majority of textile factories in town had become 
subcontractors of the town’s major textile factories 
that were affiliated with these keiretsu (Yamakawa 
et al. 1984). Thus, while Kawamata Town was a 
major manufacturing area, seen in the national 
context, the majority of textile businesses were at 
the end of the manufacturing system.          

Meanwhile, it is possible to identify several 
unique characteristics of Kawamata Town’s 
female weavers in comparison to other workers at 
both the national and Fukushima Prefecture level. 
First, considering the breakdown of employees by 
industry in 1965, in Fukushima Prefecture overall, 
52% and 12.3% of employees were engaged in 
the agriculture and manufacturing, respectively. 
In contrast, in Kawamata Town, where the textile 

WHO WANTED THE PUBLIC CHILD CARE SUPPORT?
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industry had been a continual presence since 
before the war, the labor force comprised a large 
proportion of women and was concentrated in the 
manufacturing industry (Figure 2). At the national 
level, while the absolute number of married 
women participating in the labor force increased 
dramatically in the 1960s, they still only accounted 
for 16.9% of the married labor force in 1968 
(Labor Force Survey). While this figure reflects 

the M-shaped employment pattern of that time 
period, as is evident from the above discussion 
on women’s labor force participation rate, in 
Kawamata Town, the labor force participation rate 
of the childbearing and childrearing cohort did 
not fall. Looking at individual keiretsu-affiliated 
textile factories, in all cases, approximately one 
half of the labor force comprised married women 
(Fukushima Prefecture 1964).

However, if we only look at women in farming 
households, the trend observed in Kawamata 
Town cannot be said to be unique. In the 1960s, 
the labor force participation rate of women in 
farming households was over 70% across Japan; 
further, it has been pointed out that the breakdown 
in labor force participation of this group of women 
by age is similar to that of men (Koyo-Sokushin 
Jigyo-Dan Fujin Koyo Chosa-Shitsu (Employment 
Promotion Corporation Female Employment 
Survey Division) 1968). Many of women included 
in this study came from farming households. 
According to a survey conducted in the 1950s, 
while many of the weavers living in the old 
Kawamata district came from families involved in 
the textile industry, workers living in the nearby 
villages came from farming families (Nakamura 

1954). It should be noted that Kawamata Town was 
not an especially affluent town, even in Fukushima 
Prefecture. If the average per capita annual income 
of prefectural residents is arbitrarily set at 100, 
average annual income of Kawamata residents 
would have been 88.5 in 1965, and 79.2 in 1980 
(Fukushima Prefecture 2008).4 Furthermore, 
there was economic disparity between residents 
of the old Kawamata district and residents of the 
neighboring villages. The earning of cash through 
employment of women was an essential activity 
directly related to maintenance of family life and 
escape from poverty. 

Figure 2. Population by Industry in Kawamata,1965

Source: Population Ceusus of Japan
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2. Public Child Care Service and 
Organization of “Work” by Weavers

The women included in the study continued to 
work even during the time that their children were 
infants or just entering school. As mentioned 
earlier, this was not particularly unique to 
Kawamata. However, the continuous employment 
experienced by these women —“I worked my 
whole life”—was not the same as the continuous 
employment at a single workplace with longer 
careers that was the model for the so-called 
measures to support work-family balance that 
began to be implemented in the 1990s (Hagiwara 
2010). For these women, “I worked my whole life” 
meant that they continued to work as weavers, 
repeatedly moving from one factory to another 
depending on which factory would best suit their 
needs at a particular point in time and, whenever 
possible, finding regular employment that would 
enable them to receive social insurance.5 It was 
not unusual for these women to engage in fulltime 
work including a double early-morning and late-
evening shift even while they were raising their 
children.

The employment-related public support 
measures that these were women were able to take 
advantage of included, in addition to maternity 
leave and time for child care guaranteed by the 
Labor Standards Act,6 public child care services 
provided under the Child Welfare Act. In the 
1950s and 1960s, during which time the women 
in this study bore children or raised preschool-
aged children, three public nursery centers —the 
A nursery center (1953), B nursery center (1955), 
and the nursery center for infants (1967) —were 
established in center of the old Kawamata district 
where textile factories and their employees were 
concentrated. Even within Fukushima, Kawamata 
Town was an extremely early adopter of measures 
establishing, maintaining, and expanding such 

public nursery centers, and its establishment of the 
infant nursery center geared for infants between 
the ages of zero and two was a precocious even at 
the national level.  

The history of adoption and development 
of public child care services in Kawamata 
also represents the process by which national 
regulations regarding child care have filtered 
down to the local context. In so far as public 
child care services function to promote de-
familialization of child care (Leira 2002), the 
degree to which public child care policy limits 
de-familialization reflects the society’s stance on 
mothers’ employment and gender division of labor. 
In Japan, limits have been placed on the eligibility 
and duration of such care. The wording “infants 
and toddlers lacking daycare” serves to the limit 
eligibility for public child care service leaving 
the interpretation of which children are “lacking 
daycare” as a result of which kinds of “family” 
and “work” situations to directives from the State.7 
Furthermore, the Ministry of Health and Welfare 
has been cautious about providing child care to 
infants under the age of three, and, in Kawamata 
Town, prior to establishment of the infant nursery 
center, child care was provided only for children 
three and older. Meanwhile, the stipulation of the 
ministerial ordinance of “eight hour daycare as 
principle” serves, on both the national and local 
levels, to differentiate time spent working and 
time spent with family and is a temporal regime 
that structures these two “lives” (Glucksmann 
2005). In compliance with this principle, the 
official nursery school day hour in Kawamata 
Town until the early 1980s started at 8 a.m. and 
ended at 4 p.m. Needless to say, the institutional 
practices according to nationwide regulations did 
not coincide with the work schedules of the female 
textile workers. 

How, then, did the women spatially and 
temporally integrate their employment and care 

WHO WANTED THE PUBLIC CHILD CARE SUPPORT?
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Period 
of the 

preschool 
child-

rearing

Care Resources
Family / Kinship network Community Workplace Husband/others

Coresidence 
with parents 

in law

Care 
Provider 

in the 
household

Illness 
of the 

member 
of the 

household

Kinship 
Care 

Providers/
Supporters

Morikko 
(Baby sitting 

Ladies)

Proximity 
between   

home and 
work

Duty 
on Two 

Shift

Attendence 
with 

infants/
toddlers

Change 
of Job 

Assignment, 
Working 

Hour

Husband 
employed 

by the 
weaving 

mills

Work 
Adjustment 
within the 

Couple

Purchase of 
Labor Saving 
Appliances

1950s-the 
early 60s

k-1 × Mother-in-
law  

Mother-in-
law × × NA × ○ NA ×  × NA

k-2 ○ 
Parents-in-
law, only 

for the first 
son  

× × × ○ ○ ○ × ×  ×  × 

k-3 × × × × × NA NA ○ NA ×  ×  NA

the late 
1950s-60s

k-7 ○ Parents-in- 
law 

Mother-in-
law × × NA ○ × NA ×  ×  NA

k-12 ○ Mother-in- 
law × × × NA ○ ○ × ○ ×  × 

k-13 × × × × × ○ × ○ ○ ×  ×  NA

k-14 ○ × × × × NA NA ○ × ×  ×  Wash Machine 

k-15 ○ Mother-in-
law

The 2nd 
son × × ○ × ○ ○ ×  ×  ×  

1960s-the 
early 70s

k-17 ○ 
Parents-in-
law, only 

for the first 
son

Mother-in-
law × × ○ × ○ × ×  ×  

Wash Machine, 
Refrigerator, 
Rice Cooker

k-19 ○ 
Partially,     

mother-in- 
law

× × × NA × ○ × ×  ×  Wash Machine 

k-21 ○ Parents-in- 
law NA × × ○ ○ ○ ×  ×  ×  Wash machine, 

Refrigerator

Table 2-1. Organization of “Work” by the Weavers without Daycare Provision by the Public Nursery Center

Period 
of the 

preschool 
child-

rearing

Care Resources
Family / Kinship network Community Workplace Husband/other

Coresidence 
with parents 

in law

Care 
Provider 

in the 
household

Illness 
of the 

member 
of the 

household

Kinship 
Care 

Providers/
Supporters

Morikko     
(Baby sitting 

Ladies )

Proximity 
between   

home and 
work 

Duty 
on Two 

Shift

Attendence 
with 

infants/
toddlers

Change 
of Job 

Assignment, 
Working 

Hour

Husband 
employed 

by the 
weaving 

mills

Work 
Adjustment 
within the 

Couple

Purchase of 
Labor S aving 

Appliances

1950s -the 
early 60s

k-4 ○ × Mother-in-
law × × ○ × ○ NA ×  ×  × 

k-6 × × × ○ ○ ○ × × × ×  ×  × 

the late 
1950s- 60s

k-8 × × Husband × ○ ○ × × × ×  ×  × 
k-10 ○ × Mother-in-

law × × NA NA ○ × ×  ×  NA

k-11 × × × × ○ ○ × ○ ○ ○  NA × 

1960s-the 
early 70s

k-16 × × × ○ ○ ○ ○ × ○ ○  ○  
Washing 
machine, 

Refrigerator, 
Motor Cycle 

k-18 × × × × ○ ○ ○ × × ○  ○  
Rice Cooker, 

Washing 
Mashine, Dryer, 
Air conditiner

k-20 × × × ○ × ○ ○ ○ ○ ×  ×  
Washing 
machine, 

Refrigerator

k-22 × × × × × NA ○ ○ ○ ○  ○  Washing 
machine

Note 1: K-5 and K-9 listed in Table 1 are dropped in Table 2-1 and Table2-2 as they did not work at the weaving mills in their child 
rearing period. K-5 was already an owner of beauty parlor and K-9 took on a job of heddle preparation at home. 

Note 2: Table 2-1, 2-2 are originally presented by the author at the 82nd meeting of the Japan Sociological Society on November 6,2010 
and published later in Hagiwara (2011). 

Table 2-2. Organization of “Work” by the Weavers with Daycare Provision by the Public Nursery Center
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work in relation to such public child care service? 
Tables 2-1 and 2-2 list and summarize the care 
resources (family and kin network, community, and 
workplace) mobilized to spatially and temporarily 
accommodate the employment of female mill 
workers who were (Table 2-2) or were not (Table 
2-1) provided daycare by the nursery center.

First, eight of the nine families that used the 
nursery centers were conjugal families, whereas 
eight of the 11 families that did not use nursery 
centers were three-generation families.8 If we 
exclude cases of elderly care, it has been found 
in quantitative studies that co-residence with 
grandmothers promotes employment of other 
female household members (Nishimoto and 
Shichijo 2004; Maeda, 1998); and the conclusion 
that there is no particular need to rely on nursery 
care because there is help available for housework 
and child care is, at first glance, reasonable. 
However, if we take a closer look, it becomes 
apparent that the non-use of public child care 
services is not only a function of care support 
provided by members of the households but 
also a result of the “lacking daycare” eligibility 
requirement of the public child care system.

During the 1950s and 1960s, there was 
substantial interest in utilizing the nursery centers 
in Kawamata Town, and enrollment decisions were 
made by a district welfare officer familiar with the 
circumstances of households and family members. 
Three-generational households or households 
with the grandparents were taken as containing 
potential caregivers other than the parents, leading 
to the situation of “if there’s a grandma, they 
won’t let you in.” (K-21). However, if “grandma 
is sick,” (K-4, K-10), the co-residing father-in-law 
is not considered a potential “caregiver,” and it is 
possible to enroll in the nursery center. In reality, 
of the 10 women who lived with their parents, nine 
brought their children with them to work. As post-
delivery maternity leave was designated by law to 

be eight weeks, the mothers also took their infants 
who were still nursing to work, partly as a matter 
of practicality. However, one mother (K-19) took 
her child to work with her because of concerns 
that the child would fight with the child of brother-
in-law with whom they cohabitated. Comments 
such as “the sound of the weaving machines are 
like a lullaby” (K-3) and “children that are taken 
to the mill everyday have difficulty getting to sleep 
on Sundays” (K-21) give some indication of the 
regularity with which some children were taken to 
work. The mere fact that there were grandparents 
in the household did not necessarily mean that 
they provided child care.

To jump to the conclusion, it was the mill 
managers and their wives that played the critical 
role in integrating and organizing these women’s 
employment and care work during this era. Prior 
to the introduction of public child care services, 
the practice of “taking children to the factory” was 
built into the local organization of “work” that 
presumed women’s participation in the productive 
sphere (Kawamata Cho-shi 1982: 1083). The 
introduction of public child care services was 
accompanied by the demand that weaving mill 
managers provide child care as a complement or 
substitute for the public child care services, which 
was considered by the women to be an element of 
the informal working conditions.

Below, considering the overall context of the 
public child care services and focusing on the 
factory as the arena of the productive sphere, I 
examine the negotiations between weavers and 
weaving mill managers (and the resulting actions) 
with regard to the spatial and temporal integration 
and organization of employment and care work. 
I also clarify the impact this integration and 
organization has had on child care policy and the 
defamilialization of child care. At the same time, I 
examine the degree of discretion exercised by the 
women who integrate and organize employment 

WHO WANTED THE PUBLIC CHILD CARE SUPPORT?
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It has been pointed out in research employing time 
geography methodology that the geographical 
area comprising the labor market of married 
women is smaller than that of men because the 
commuting practices and residence selection 
of married women are constrained by gender 
division of labor (Yoshida 2007: 40-41, 74-76). 
For married women workers who move between 
productive and reproductive spaces, living near 
one’s place of employment represents a practical 
and efficient organization of the two spaces. The 
women included in this study were no exception, 
with some commuting from as far away as a 
30-minute or 1-hour walk before marriage; for the 
women who changed employment during the time 
they raised their children, proximity of workplace 
to residence and/or nursery center was one of the 
important criteria for employment selection.

In their cases, the spatial organization of 
productive and reproductive spheres by proximity 
of workplace is to generate the space to organize 
both of productive and reproductive “work”, by 
overlapping public and private spaces and by 
blurring or intersecting borders between productive 
and reproductive, public and private spheres. As 
commutation area was limited to the range that 
was walkable while carrying a child, this often 
meant the distance that the co-residing mother-
in-law could walk with the child. Such proximity 
allowed the women to go home during lunch break 

and nurse while eating lunch or to work the night 
shift after finishing their housework. In cases 
where proximity of the workplace to the nursery 
center was prioritized, the mothers could slip out 
of the factory at 4 p. m., nursery closing time, to 
pick up their children and continue working while 
their children played at the factory.

The weavers proactively inserted the private 
space of child-rearing into the public space of 
wage work. Women who were temporarily at 
home after giving birth would, if asked to do so, 
often help out at various mills, bringing their child 
and a small mattress to work (K-11). For weavers 
employed on a regular, fulltime basis, the space 
between weaving looms and aisles, along with the 
warm sizing rooms, factory meal areas were often 
used as places for children to sleep. The women 
would often say laughingly, “the supervisor’s 
coming, I need to get my laundry,” as they headed 
for thread dryer rooms which were ideal for drying 
diapers (K-16).

Even prior to the Second World War, such 
practice of “taking children to work” was 
considered in this region to be part and parcel to 
women working at weaving mills. However, it was 
not the case that the mill managers allowed and 
encouraged this practice as a form of employment 
support. Some larger factories with over 100 
employees prohibited workers from bringing their 
children to work. However, in Kawamata, where, 

Ⅲ.  Female Weavers and Weaving Mill Managers – Negotiations 
Regarding Productive and Reproductive Spaces

and care work as agencies who “work their whole 
lives” from the standpoint of home life that is the 
arena of the reproductive sphere. To this end, I 
focus on household arrangements of labor, and 
particularly gender division of labor, in conjugal 
and three-generation households. While attempting 

to determine the meaning of  “continuous 
employment” to these women, I conclude with 
a brief examination of the relationship between 
women’s employment in the local context and the 
“male bread winner-type” model.
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as mentioned above, the majority of mills were 
small-scale, most mill managers tacitly allowed 
the women to “bring their children without asking” 
(K-3).

The women recall feeling gratitude towards 
the managers and their wives who willingly helped 
to care for their children, citing such examples 
as “When my child was sick, they went out and 
found a baby bed for my child to sleep in” (K-21), 
“My child slept in the bed that was set up in the 
looming room…the manager made a fenced off 
area for the children” (K-17), “The manager’s wife 
often went in my place to pick my child up from 
the nursery center” (K-20), “When my child came 
to the factory after nursery school, the manager’s 
wife let them sit in the kotatsu [heated table] and 
watch TV” (K-8).

However, one female mill manager had a 
different take on the situation, explaining, “We 
never said that it was okay to bring children to the 
mill. We knew that they had no other choice. If we 
didn’t let them do it, then no one would come to 
work. In truth, we at the mill weren’t happy with 
the situation. We had to watch the children and we 
were constantly worried that they would get hurt.”

Underlying this tacit acceptance of the practice 
of bringing children to work were a chronic 
shortage of labor and high worker turnover rate 
during the high-growth era. In 1950, the turnover 
rate in the weaving mills in Kawamata was as high 
as 60.9% for male workers and 59.6% for female 
worker (Nakamura 1954). As mentioned above, 
the women included in this study also repeatedly 
moved from mill to mill, and it was only in one 
case that a woman continued to work at the 
mill where she was first hired until retirement. 
Information regarding wages and work conditions 
at the various mills was exchanged among the 
female weavers and their families. At times, 
when mill managers heard that female weavers 
were about to leave a firm because of problems 

with other workers or unsatisfactory working 
conditions, they would visit their homes bearing 
a box of cakes with the hopes of dissuading them 
from leaving and end up being asked to negotiate 
working conditions.9 Furthermore, with increasing 
numbers of students continuing on to high school 
starting in the latter half of the 1960s, it became 
increasingly more difficult to secure female 
workers right after graduation from junior high 
school. In mills where there were “fewer young 
people every year” (K-16), married women who 
were hired by 1960 or so had come to constitute 
the core of the “weaver” labor force. In this way, 
the mill managers, or, more specifically, the wives 
and daughters of mill managers, were involuntarily 
put in a position of having to provide free, 
informal child care in order to secure and retain 
workers. One of the wives of the mill managers 
reported that she would never forget being told, 
“you can eat, because we work.”

In fact, the women’s dedication to work 
was also high. Even during meals and nursing, 
the women’s hands, eyes, and ears tended to 
the moving shuttles and tension on the threads. 
Without stopping the weaving machines to which 
they were assigned, the mothers ate rice cakes 
while nursing their child (K-1) or nursed while 
working by strapping the child to their bodies with 
a wide white cotton cloth (K-11). On hot days, 
the mothers would work while both they and the 
sleeping infants they carried on their backs were 
drenched with sweat (K-13). “No one slacked off, 
because it was a piece work pay system. Everyone 
worked hard, just like Oshin (the main character of 
an NHK TV drama). We didn’t feel pity for them. 
They didn’t have any other choice and we couldn’t 
have done anything about it, even if we knew 
better” (a female weaving mill manager).

The women who proactively inserted the 
private space of child-rearing into the public space 
of mills where they engaged in wage work. The 

WHO WANTED THE PUBLIC CHILD CARE SUPPORT?
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mill managers, their wives and family members 
who watched the children of these women not 
only in the mills but also in the private space of 
their homes. Mills, however, did not present the 
best environment for these children to grow up 
in. During this time, the movement in urban areas 
to establish nursery centers was led by working 
mothers in local communities who, working with 
labor unions and nursery care organizations, 
pushed for establishment of greater numbers of 
licensed nursery centers in accordance with the 
Child Welfare Act. However, in Kawamata Town, 
there was no such movement to promote nursery 
care nor any appeal to parliament in which female 
weavers themselves played a central role. It was 
the mill managers who demanded public child 
care services and, in particular, the wives of mill 
managers who called for the establishment of the 
infant nursery center. While the stated purpose 
for doing so was to secure stable employment 
for development of the town’s main industry, 
weaving, it was really an attempt by the wives and 
families of mill managers to transfer the private 
space of child rearing, which had been inserted 
into the mills, to public space established under 
the public child care system and to replace the 
unpaid, informal care work provided by mill 
managers’ wives and families with paid work 
performed by female nursery teachers certified in 
early childhood education and care.

In reality, for the women working in the 
weaving mills, commuting and working with 
their children was onerous, and the mothers able 
to send their children to the nursery centers were 
grateful for the developmental and educational 
benefits provided and spoke of the importance 
of such facilities as livelihood support for dual-
income households. However, this did not lead 
to a collective demand for defamilialization of 
child care. Mothers often cited the fact that while 
there was a cost associated with using nursery 

care services, there was no such cost at the mills, 
explaining that, “the manager and his wife took 
care of the children” and “there was no need to 
extend the nursery center hours, because I could 
just bring my child to the mill.” Furthermore, in 
three-generation families in the local context, 
child care was not provided by the grand parents 
in exchange for income. In seven of the 10 
households with co-resident in-laws, the household 
economy was controlled by either the mother-
in-law or the father-in-law. While the daughters 
were the breadwinners in terms of cash income, 
they turned over the entirety of their earnings and 
received an allowance and money to buy groceries, 
etc. Even if a child were found to be “lacking 
daycare” and therefore eligible for enrollment in 
a nursery center, the decision of whether or not to 
replace the free care that was potentially available 
due to the presence of “grandma” in the household 
economy with paid early childhood education by 
qualified teachers would lie, not with the parents 
as “the main guardians,” but with the in-laws who 
controlled the family budget.

As it turns out, during this era, the child care-
related needs of the weavers did not lead directly 
to dissatisfaction with the public child care system 
or demands for expanded service but rather were 
met through personal negotiation based on the 
individual weavers’ relationships with the mill 
managers and their wives. Through personal 
negotiations with the weaving mill managers, 
the women were able to achieve more favorable 
working conditions such as more family-friendly 
working hours by switching from a double 
weaving shift to a single day-time shift of fabric 
inspection; on their part, the mill managers 
would pick up the workers’ children from nursery 
centers or pay daycare allowances. The women 
workers took such responses by mill managers as 
indications of their status as “essential personnel” 
in the mills, which bolstered their sense of self-
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The role played by female weavers and their 
position in families differed between conjugal and 
three-generation households, and this difference 
was manifested in the organization of employment 
and care work. In the present-day analysis 
mentioned earlier, co-residence of grandparents is a 
promoting factor for the mothers’ employment and 
is considered within the context of convenience 
achieved through reduction of housework and 
child care burden in situations where the mothers’ 
employment is prioritized or as a strategy for 
maintaining career continuity. However, such 
interpretation is not applicable to the situation of 
the female weavers in Kawamata Town during 
the high-growth era when co-residence with 
grandparents was not a proactive choice made for 
the purpose of “continuing employment” but was 
simply the institutional norm of Japanese stem 
families at the time.

The primary role of women in households 
with co-resident grandparents was to earn cash 
income and to contribute that income to the 
household. Local mothers-in-law gossiped about 
“whose daughter earns how much,” and, in some 
cases, it was the mother-in-law or father-in-law 
who decided where the daughters should work 

(K-2, K-15, K-19). The role of the daughters-in-
law in the household is evident from the following 
descriptions of their daily routine: “I woke up at 
five and, after finishing all the housework, went 
to work with lunch and child in hand by seven, 
and prepared dinner after I got back home from 
work at seven in the evening” (K-14). “I would get 
up at five in the morning, before my in-laws and, 
after doing all the cleaning and laundry, leave for 
work around 6:40” (K-15). “I used to get up at five 
and, after preparing breakfast, cleaning, and doing 
laundry, leave for work. After I got back from 
work, I would prepare dinner…and do farm work 
on my days off” (K-19).

There is no doubt that these “daughters” 
would have found the labor saving appliances 
that began to emerge during the high-growth era 
quite appealing. Indeed, washing machines were 
welcomed by the female weavers in conjugal 
households as a means of reducing housework 
when their children were young, and, as explained 
by one weaver, “we bought everything if it was 
convenient” (K-18). However, in households with 
co-resident in-laws, with a few exceptions, the first 
electronic appliance purchased was a television 
(K-14, K-15, K-19), and labor-saving devices were 

Ⅳ.  Why Did You Keep Working?: Household Arrangement 
of Labor and Discretion of Women Workers

worth and motivation to work.
Although the infant nursery center was 

established as a result of the efforts of the mill 
managers’ wives, the majority of the potential 
demand for infant, toddler and school age children 
care continued to be provided for free by the 
mill managers and their wives. The fact that the 
potential demand for child care was resolved 
within the private employment relationship 
also meant that the opportunity to address the 

inadequacies of the public child care system in 
terms of service hours, enrollment numbers, etc. 
was lost. The unpaid care work provided by the 
mill managers’ wives and daughters was rendered 
increasingly invisible. Moreover, in the context of 
the nationally regulated public child care system, 
the potential need for child care that existed de 
facto in “households with grandparents” was also 
rendered invisible.
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only purchased later. In one case, the daughter 
“did laundry by hand with [her] mother-in-law” 
when her children were young and it was only just 
before her youngest child entered school that they 
bought a washing machine.

It would be incorrect to conclude, based on the 
situation of these women in households with co-
resident in-laws, that they did not seek to exercise 
discretion as agencies of work or independence in 
their continued employment. What meaning, then, 
did “work” hold for these women? The answer to 
this question becomes apparent when we compare 
the situation of these women to that of the women 
in conjugal households, in particular with regard 
to their position within their respective kinship 
networks.

The nuclear family of today, consisting only 
of the parents and children, is said to be a firmly 
closed system that places excessive burdens 
of housework and child rearing on the mother 
(Kashiwagi 1996). However, the “demographic 
transition” generation of the 1960s had many 
siblings and experienced demographic conditions 
in which they were able, despite residing in 
conjugal households, to receive abundant support 
through their kinship networks (Ochiai 1993). 
This was also the case in Kawamata Town. 
Women from conjugal families were able to freely 
mobilize various care resources provided through 
their kinship networks and social networks based 
in the community in organizing their employed 
work and care work.

Upon returning to work after taking maternity 
leave for her first child, K-16 asked the wife 
of a prefectural worker who lived nearby to be 
a morikko (baby sitting lady), saying that “the 
factory, you know, is loud and dangerous.” She 
left work after the birth of her second child but 
returned to work when her husband’s younger 
sister moved in with them. Along with her 
husband’s sister, who also worked in a weaving 

mill, the three made arrangements so that they 
could work double shifts, drop off and pick up 
her children from the nursery center, and do 
housework. After getting married, the younger 
sister (K-20) herself received child care support 
and help to continue working from her own elder 
sister’s family. Reporting that she confided more 
in her sister’s family than her husband, she related 
that “they treat my child as their own and spend 
their own money on my child wherever they go 
out” and explained that it was because of her 
sister’s emotional and material support that she 
decided to continue working. Similarly, although 
her husband (stone worker) returned home only 
once a month, K-6 recounted that her youngest 
child would “come and play at my younger 
brother’s company after getting home from the 
nursery center;” in this way K-6’s unreserved 
younger brother and his similarly-aged children 
constituted her support network, and were her 
partners both in child care and employed work.

Further, the women from conjugal families 
who gave birth to and raised children between 
the latter half of the 1960s to the first half of the 
1970s referred to “fathers that did housework 
and raised children.” There were even a husband 
who took his children to get vaccinated and to the 
hospital, saying, “I was the only man around” (K-
18). “My husband took care of the children and 
made dinner as if that was the normal thing to do” 
(K-22). “Because he was trained as a soldier, he 
can do everything, from cooking to even sewing. 
He would go shopping (during work) and leave 
groceries on the front doorstep with a note telling 
me what I should make” (K-8). Especially in cases 
where the husband also worked in the weaving 
mill, many women would coordinate their work 
schedules with their husbands. When their children 
were still infants, the couples managed housework 
and child care by their staggering shifts so that the 
wife would work from 4:30 in the morning to 1:30 
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in the afternoon and the husband would work from 
1:30 in the afternoon to 10 in the evening.

In such conjugal households we can see 
proactive organization of employment and 
care work by both the husband and wife with 
an assumption of the wife’s employment. As 
controllers of the household budget, these women 
were able to spend money on whatever was 
deemed necessary, be it nursery care, a morikko, or 
electrical appliances. If the husband was thought 
to be unreliable, the women would, at their own 
discretion, turn to their kinship network—not 
necessarily their own mothers but rather to 
horizontal kinship relations including siblings and 
cousins—for support. In answer to the question 
“Why did you keep working?” while talking about, 
among other things, their sense of being valued 
and sense of purpose at work and the fact that 
“they aren’t cut out to be a housewife,” the women 
also had simpler answers: “I wanted my children 
to go to high school (which I couldn’t do)” and “I 
wanted to have a house of my own as quickly as 
possible.”

In contrast, in households with co-resident in-
laws, references to “fathers doing housework and 
caring for the children” were limited to statements 
such as “my husband was diligent about preparing 
food for his lunch box” (K-12) or “my husband, 
who used to help clean the entryway, still carries 
on the family farm work” (K-15). The women 
talked about housework and child rearing in 
relation to their mothers-in-law, and the husbands 
appeared in such narratives as “someone who 
didn’t do housework or contribute to child care.” 
The presence of the mother-in-laws made it 
unnecessary for husbands to adjust their work 
during the child rearing period and few female 
weavers requested a change in jobs, assignments 
within the factory, or work schedules. In such 
households, there was little evidence that women 
reached out beyond co-resident family members 

to kinship networks or social networks in the 
community for help with child care. While there 
were naturally some exceptions, the expectation of 
the co-resident family members that the daughters-
in-law would earn cash income restricted child 
care and housework to the vertical relationship 
among household members, which, incidentally, 
also constituted a power relationship. Why do you 
keep working? This question undoubtedly stirred 
up a wellspring of complicated thoughts and 
feelings deep in the hearts of these women.

Asked about memories of their children when 
they were little, these mothers, who would hand 
over all their earnings to their fathers-in-law after 
working from five in the morning to ten at night, 
explained, “I forgot. I fell asleep as soon as I saw 
their sleeping faces.” However, concealed behind 
these words, was the strong belief that “I wanted to 
do everything for my child, but money comes first. 
I thought that’s the way it was” (K-2). Who was 
paying attention to these hopes and desires? And 
where were these mothers given the discretion to 
fulfill these aspirations themselves? “It feels like 
it was one endurance test after the other, whether 
you’re talking about interpersonal relationships 
or work, whether you’re looking at the generation 
above or the generation below.” (K-21). “I had 
to work because my father-in-law was there. I 
worked hard to be considerate of my father-in-
law” (K-14). The mill managers’ wives, who were 
also daughters in households with co-resident 
in-laws, likely understood the struggles of these 
women without having to ask or speak. A certain 
mill manager’s wife said that after starting to work 
elsewhere after the closing of their mill, “it’s not 
good that one can tolerate something as long as 
one can endure it. I’ve come this far avoiding 
conflict, but that’s not good.” Those sound like 
the words of a woman who worked while locked 
in a closed-off world of personal relationships as 
the “daughter” of a household with co-resident in-
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laws and who is confirming that she has just been 
released from this world.

If we continue on this line of thought, it 
becomes evident that, in contrast to the reproductive 
work space where these “daughters” had no 
discretionary power, they were able to exercise 
some discretion, albeit limited, in the productive 
work space, where their abilities were appreciated 
by the managers. Although they handed over their 
income to their mothers-in-law, they were still 
able to use the overtime pay paid directly to them 
by the mill managers to pay for their children’s 
various lessons, including penmanship, the abacus, 
English, or Kumon. As K-14 proudly relates, “I 
couldn’t do anything for my children, so I let them 
do whatever they wanted to do. As a result, they 
do everything on their own. My oldest daughter 
now teaches at Kumon,” one gets a sense of the 
significance of such freedom and discretion, 
however meager, that these women earned through 
their employment. This point is also illustrated by 

K-2’s comment that, despite the fact that she had 
to hand over her earnings to her father-in-law no 
matter how hard she worked, “the boss’s wife was 
a good person. The boss was a good person, too. It 
was better to be out working than to be at home.”

Under the rubric of the public child care 
system, women in households with co-resident 
in-laws, which were considered to contain “other 
members able to provide child care,” had to work 
while also carrying the immense burden of their 
role as “daughters-in-law,” and conflicts within 
the household regarding care work were rendered 
invisible. It is for this reason, that these women 
sought their identity as “weavers,” their sense 
of worth from being appreciated by others, and 
escape from co-resident family members in the 
mills. They engaged in work life with the joy of 
“being able to do something for their children,” 
however meager that might be, and the promise of 
future income in the form of a “pension.”

During the high-growth era, Kawamata Town 
experienced a female-type labor market with the 
textiles as the core local industry. The primary 
constituent of the labor force was married women 
in their 20s and 30s with a junior high school 
education. These women continued to work 
proactively and independently, moving from 
mill to mill as necessary, without a decline in 
employment rate during the childbirth and child-
rearing ages. The primary reason for this was 
that they were able, to a certain degree, to both 
spatially and temporally organize their two spheres 
of “work,” (employed work and care work) to 
their advantage. As a result of their employment, 
these women were included in the nation’s male 

breadwinner-type welfare-employment regime, 
not as “wives,” but as “workers.” However, their 
experiences were by no means disconnected from 
the processes by which the male breadwinner-type 
employment-welfare regime was formed. These 
women were employed against the backdrop of 
an extremely gendered employment structure in 
which care work and those who preformed it were 
rendered socially invisible.

The women working in  weaving mills 
overlapped and blurred the boundaries of their 
productive and reproductive spaces to create “work” 
spaces that were to their advantage. This was 
possible because of the high turnover rate in the 
weaving mills and the custom of “bringing children 

Ⅴ.  Discussion: Gendered Spatial Organization of Labor and 
Welfare-Employment Regime

GEMC�ャーナル6号.indd   88 12.3.9   0:34:58 PM



089

to work” that existed prior to the Second World 
War and continued into the post-war period of the 
1950s. This was followed in the 1960s by increasing 
numbers of students opting to continue on to high 
school education, chronic labor shortages, and a 
local labor market with little competition from 
neighboring towns and villages. Another important 
development was the fact that, although a public 
child care system had been established at the 
request of the mill managers as a means to secure 
employment and to reduce their own care burdens, 
the limitations of “eight hour daycare in principle” 
and eligibility of only children “lacking daycare” 
imposed by national regulations and policies 
forced weaving mill managers and their wives 
to provide informal care as a complement and 
substitute for formal, public care as an essential 
service for attracting and retaining female weavers. 
This was ironic because, the mill managers and 
their wives, who had sought to secure workers 
and stabilize their production bases, were obliged 
to continue to provide care spaces and informal, 
unpaid care, which, in some respects, the female 
weavers considered as part of the informal working 
conditions. Furthermore, under the rubric of the 
public child care system, households with co-
resident in-laws were considered to contain other 
family members capable of providing child care, 
with the result that the organization of “work” 
within households and those performing the “work” 
were rendered invisible.

The organization of “work” by these women 
during the high-growth era was made possible by 
conditions and structures within the community 
that enabled the deficiencies of the public child 
care system and the potential demand for child 
care to be shifted privately to informal child care 
provided by mill managers’ wives and other women 
in the community. However, the supply of public 
child care services was increasingly constrained 
for demand in the 1970s and the 1980s, and both 

national and local governments did not have strong 
will to intervene in such an unfair division of labor 
among women and gendered “work” organization. 
On the regional level, the conditions for the local 
labor market during the high-growth eras, which 
was the subject of the study, were rapidly lost 
with collapse of the local industry and increasing 
numbers of workers leaving the town to work 
elsewhere in the service industry. Failing to shift 
to a male-type labor market, the town’s financial 
situation continued to deteriorate due to a series of 
public works projects starting in the latter half of 
the 1970s and decentralization of power starting in 
the 1990s, leading to the unavoidable restructuring 
and scaling back of the public nursery centers 
(Hagiwara 2011). Is it off the mark to argue that 
these local productive and reproductive spaces, 
which emerged in the context of Japan’s national 
welfare-employment regime, are what structure 
the gender inequality of labor?

In this process, in Kawamata, nuclear families 
account for a decreasing ratio of households with 
members under the ages of 6 and 18, while the 
ratio of three-generation families is on the rise.10 
The demographic transition from generations with 
many siblings to generations with few siblings 
is complete, resulting in the phenomenon where 
children’s kinship networks are reduced to their 
parents (Ochiai 1994). Further, a qualitative change 
in households with co-resident in-laws has been 
observed. Namely, young couples are choosing 
to live with their parents, partly with the idea of 
caring for them in the future in mind, but also as 
a lifestyle choice with the expectation that the 
grandmother will not only help with the housework 
and child care but also contribute financially. Let 
us return once again to the comments of a woman 
weaver living with her children: “It feels like it 
was one endurance test after the other, whether 
you’re talking about interpersonal relationships 
or work, whether you’re looking at the generation 
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above or the generation below.”
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Notes
  1 This paper is based on the following research presentations 

and papers by the author: Kumiko Hagiwara “Kawamatacho 
kodoseichoki no shokko ni totte no shokugyoseikatsu to 
kazokuseikatsu ‘hoiku’wo meguru fomaru, infomaru na 
joken wo jiku ni [Formal and informal conditions related 
to “child care” in the work life and family life of weavers 
in Kawamata Town during the high-growth era]” (paper 
presented for the  project meeting of  “Case Study on 
the Processes of the Formation and Establishment of the 
Women’s Job in the Post War Era in Japan” (FY2007-2009 
funded by Grants-in Aid Scientific Research, Principal 
researcher, Kimiko Kimoto) on December 14, 2008, at 
the Hitotsubashi University National Center of Sciences) 
and “Kindaikazokukihan to josei rodo (4) orimonoko ni 
yoru koyo-rodo to kea-rodo no soshikika [The modern 
family norm and women’s work (4) : The organization of 
employed work and care work by female weavers in the 
context of “child care”] ” (presented at the 82nd meeting 
of the Japan Sociological Society on November 6, 2010).

  2 “Work” is embedded in the historical, spatial and socio-
economic relations. “Work” is also differentiated and 
instituted as unpaid/paid, public/private, informal/formal, 
work/non-work. From this relational aspect of “work”, 
Glucksmann arrived the analytical framework called 
Total Social Organization of Labor, in which organization 
of work is comprehended and analyzed as the structure 
of the particular society, or the linkage, intersection, 
configuration, pattern, network of the work activities 
(Glucksmann 2005: 21-22). The relational concept of 
work is found as the effective tool for my analysis of 
weavers and organization of work activities in Kawamata 
(Hagiwara 2011).

  3 Instead of the impact of the demographic transition 
mentioned in this paper, Kimoto focused the female 
weaver’s experience as the permeation process of the 
modern family norm of the post-war period. Using the 
same female weaver data, Kimoto examined the weavers’ 
perceptions of “full-time housewives” and “maternal 
responsibilities” (Kimiko Kimoto, “Sengo no zairaigata 
sangyo ni okeru joseitachi no rodo —seikatsu katei (2) 
josei rodo to kazoku seikatsu tenkai [labor by women in 
existing factories after the war – life processes (2) the 
development of women’s employment and family life]” 
paper presented at the Society for the Study of Social 
Policy on May 22, 2011.

  4 If average per capita annual income of prefectural residents 
is arbitrarily set at 100, average annual income in the 
nearby Date and Fukushima Cities would have been 102.9 
and 139.2, respectively. This result is also related to local 
wage rates, and from the standpoint of competing with 
other regions, it would have been difficult for Kawamata 
Town to expand its labor market.

  5 A computer assembly plant established in 1975, in a 

nearby town had to scrap plans for an assembly line 
consisting only of part-timeworkers due to a lack of 
workers. In 1993, the plant completely stopped the 
practice of hiring workers on a part time basis due to lack 
of interest in part-time work among local married women.  

  6 While I was able to confirm in the interviews that the 
mothers had taken advantage of maternity leave, I was 
unable to confirm their use of “time for child care” in 
the article 67 of Labor Standard Act. Based on their 
relationships with the textile factory owners discussed in 
greater detail below, rather than asking for statutory time 
for child care, the mothers were able to make informal 
arrangements that allowed them to nurse, pick up their 
children from nurseries, etc. 

  7 At the time the Child Welfare Act was established, the 
wording “lacking daycare” was interpreted as including 
not only cases in which caregivers were engaged in paid 
work but also cases in which they were “engaged broadly 
in domestic work and self-employment” (Matsuzaki 1948: 
131). Since the mid-1950s, however, the definition of 
“work” has narrowed as a result of the deficit in child care 
service supply; in 1975, a report by the Administrative 
Management Agency regarding the term “lacking daycare” 
criticized the fact that families that did not fall under the 
rubric of “lacking daycare” were using the nursery centers 
as Yochien, educational facilities for preschool children.

  8 Looking at historical census data, in 1975, of the 
households in Kawamata Town with a child under the age 
of six, 55.2% were three-generation families, and 46.7% of 
three-generation families had a child under the age of 18. 
However, in households in the machiuchi (old Kawamata) 
district, where the majority textile factories were found 
and the workers that worked in the factories resided, the 
average number of family members remained around 
four during the 1950s and 1960s. Among the women who 
were the subject of this study, many of the women from 
the countryside established conjugal households in the 
machiuchi district after marrying.

  9 Some mill managers reported that their greatest concern 
was the applicability of health insurance. Among female 
weavers eligibility for social insurance was an important 
concern, leading some mill managers to encourage 
workers to “work hard toward your pensions.”

10 While nuclear families accounted for 46.5% of households 
with members less than 18 years of age in 1980, the 
same figure in 1995 was 37%. Three-generation families 
accounted for 50.1% of such households in 1980 and 
57.9% in 1995.
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