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Part I.

Introduction
In the past few years, as a recession-bound Japan notched one record after another in its 

unemployment rate, it has become commonplace to declare that Japanese working women have lost all the 
gains they made during the boom years of the 1980s. As early as 1992, no less authoritative a voice than the 
New York Times declared in a front page article by David Sanger:

..Japanese women today say that many of the changes were superficial, and that career 
opportunities are evaporating as the economy dries up. Many companies, critics 
contend, were simply seeking to enhance their international image by appearing to be 
in step with efforts to assure women equality at a time when corporations could easily 
afford it.1

This point of view remains fairly widespread, even among some of the informants for this study. 
Nevertheless, there are indications of significant, enduring and continuing change in the role of women in 
Japan’s economy. The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women, held in nearby Beijing in 
September 1995, has given renewed impetus and attention to the women’s movement in Japan. Coinciding 
as it does with the 10th anniversary of the passage of milestone legislation in Japan on the equality of 
women, the moment appears ripe to reassess some of the truisms about women and work in Japan. The 
purpose of this research, then, is to trace the current state of women’s participation in the work force in 
Japan, their efforts to bring about changes^ the response of management and the likely developments in the 
future.

The question of whether the stamp the postwar Japanese economy placed on gender roles is fading 
should be of interest to anyone concerned with Japan’s management system and industry. The very icon of 
that system ~ the loyal, indefatigable salaryman -  is an explicit gender role. And if the salaryman has been 
the Atlas of Japanese industry, then he himself has been carried on the shoulders of women, both at home 
and in the workplace. Indeed, Japanese government figures show that a woman’s average daily load of 
three-and-a-half hours of housework, combined with an average of five-and-a-half hours of employment, 
more than offset her husband's longer working hours and mere half-hour of weekday domestic duties.2

In the last decade, however, women have challenged their supplementary role as never before. On 
the domestic front, the growing refusal of many young women to enter ~ or remain in -  the role of 
housewife has received widespread attention. Suffice it here to note that in addition to the 40 percent of 
Japanese women who now remain single throughout their twenties, Japan’s divorce rate has reached a 
modern high of 1.57 per 1,000 people — one in four marriages — and that the majority of divorce suits are 
now initiated by women.3

In the workplace, there is of course a female icon to match that of the salaryman: a pretty young 
Office Lady in starched uniform serving tea. The icon survives in countless real life instances. Yet Japanese 
women have begun to struggle against ochakumi (tea-serving) as well.4

It is not just tea, of course. Dignity is important, but even more important, to the Japanese 
economy as a whole, is the challenge the women’s struggle poses to the most distinctive features of 
Japanese male personnel management: Lifelong tenure, standard annual raises based on uninterrupted 
service, and vaguely defined jobs characterized by a highly socialized round-the-clock commitment and a 
willingness to be transferred for years at a time to a post far from one's family. A highly visible challenge 
has come from women activists within the labor movement. They have succeeded in getting Rengo, the 
nation’s largest federation of unions, to adopt a plank calling for the extension of overtime limits and other 
labor protections now vested for women only to men as well,5
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Meanwhile, the very features of male employment that were touted in the 1980s as the secrets of 
Japan’s success are now being questioned at the highest levels in Japan. A 1995 analysis by the Economic 
Planning Agency, an arm of the government, concluded:

... ‘Japanese-style employment practices,’ as typified by long-term employment and the 
seniority-based pay scheme, which permeated Japan in the postwar high-growth period, 
now need to be overhauled amidst excess white-collar workers that have arisen since 
Japan has been faced with low growth in recent years.6

It will be readily conceded here that changes in Japanese management have been far from comprehensive to 
date, and that many factors come to bear on such changes as have taken place. However, we will argue that 
the women’s movement for workplace equity in Japan, in tandem with various other pressures, will 
accelerate major changes in Japanese management of its so-called human capital.

The conclusion drawn is this: Within a decade, Japanese companies, which at their best provided 
men with completely secure tenure and rising prosperity, will likely offer women greater equality of 
opportunity, particularly at the professional level. At the same time, however, all employees will enjoy far 
less assurance of security and income growth.7

Historical Background
Women have played important roles in Japan's industrialization and the development of its peculiar 

management system. Yet, by and large, their role has been ignored. For example, economist Robert Ozaki, 
in his book Human Capitalism: The Japanese Enterprise System as a World Model, makes only glancing 
mention of the role of women in the evolution of the contemporary Japanese firm. And he cannot possibly 
have in mind women when he writes:

Human capitalism ... has to a large extent dissolved the pervasive alienation of workers, 
systemic to conventional capitalism, because workers at the humanistic firm are not 
second-class citizens of the industrial world but coparticipants in management o f their 
firm in a highly egalitarian work environment.®

Actually, second-class citizen is precisely the term to describes the traditional position of women 
in Japanese firms. And, as Mary Saso observes, “Although egalitarian work practices do exist for some 
groups, the labor market is quite distinctly stratified for women.”9

All the same, women have been crucial to the development and success of Japan’s modem 
industrial economy from the beginning. The ambitious industrialization program undertaken by the Meiji 
government in the late 19th century depended heavily on overseas earnings the export of silk and other 
textiles.

As in many other countries, textile manufacturing was the first industry to adopt 
extensive factory production in Japan. As recently as 1930, employment in this industry 
accounted for more than half the entire industrial labor force,10

We may take it, then, that women’s labor formed the backbone of Japan’s industrialization from 
the 1869 Meiji Restoration through the Great Depression, for women comprised as much as 83 percent of 
the mill hands and 60 percent of the overall work force. Their labor was hard and their wages meager. Many 
have compared it to short-term slavery. Historian Janet Hunter quotes a journalist’s account of conditions in 
1898:

When I encountered silk workers I was even more shocked than I had been by the 
situation of weaving workers ... At busy times they go straight to work on rising in the 
morning, and not infrequently work through until 12 at night. The food is six parts 
barley to four parts rice. The sleeping quarters resemble pigsties, so squalid are th ey ....
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If one had to take pity on just one group among ail these workers, it must be first and 
foremost the silk workers.11

During the U.S.-led occupation of Japan following World War II, women were granted legal 
equality under the constitution. Nevertheless, they continued to be cruelly exploited by many employers 
during the reconstruction that took place under occupation. A young American Occupation official in 
charge of labor found young women working in silk mills were still expected to plunge their hands into 
scalding-hot water for 12 hours a day; at a mine, he found women were given the most dangerous and 
exhausting tasks to perform.12

A 1947 Labor Standards Law was therefore enacted with the intention of giving women an extra 
measure of protection in the workplace. It imposed limitations on the employment of women, excluding 
them from most work between 10 p.m. and 5 a.m. and curtailing the number of overtime hours they could 
be required to work to two a day and no more than six a week and 150 hours per year. It also provided for a 
couple of days off a month for menstruation, something few women ever had the temerity to demand.

As Japan's economy began to accelerate in the late 1950s, the division of men and women’s roles, 
as a matter of policy and fact, became clear. By 1950, 99 percent of managers were male.13 Women were 
expected to be practically educated and to contribute to society primarily in the role defined by the old 
slogan "rydsai kembou" ("good wife, wise mother"). Thus, only 2.4 percent of all women graduating from 
high school in 1955 went on to a four-year university.14 Most working women — four out of five — had jobs 
in agriculture, cottage industries or family-related businesses.

By the 1960s, the salaryman system had emerged as the archetype of postwar Japanese 
employment. Women’s direct role in the work force gradually took the shape of what has come to be known 
as an “M curve.” Great numbers of women would enter the work force after high school, then withdraw 
roughly five years later upon marriage. A somewhat smaller number would re-enter the work force after the 
age of 35, when their children no longer needed constant care.

The salaryman system, based on the concept of the kaisha ningen, or "company man," provided 
the upper third of the male work force with lifelong tenure and a geometrically rising pay structure in 
exchange for total devotion. Unions, which had shown considerable militancy during the occupation, were 
brought within the company orbit. This represented a substantia] change from prewar days, when employers 
were much more apt to lay off employees and unions were rarely inclined to identify their interests with 
those of management. Even in the prewar days of management-labor conflict, however, women’s issues 
rarely if ever came to the fore. Labor historian Andrew Gordon cites figures showing factory women were 
paid less than half the wages of men and got almost no raises for seniority. Even women in their forties, 
Gordon says, received barely 10 percent more than those in their twenties.15 Nevertheless, their male- 
dominated unions made no effort to rectify these inequities.

In the postwar era, with political and legal equality guaranteed by the constitution, women 
continued to be shortchanged by management and unions. Despite a provision in the 1947 Labor Standards 
Law that explicitly banned wage discrimination, management and unions cooperated in creating special 
“family allowances” and seniority provisions that enhanced the pay of men and held back the pay of 
women.16

The same Labor Standards Law, by providing special protections for women, became a millstone 
around the necks of ambitious women for the next five decades. In the view of many, it actually became the 
legal rationale for a very high degree of gender discrimination. As Rosemary Dempsey, vice president of the 
National Organization for Women and an informant for this research, observed after a recent trip to Japan, 
“the only thing those laws are protecting women from is advancement.”17

Beginning in (he early 1970s, Japanese women began to lobby for changes to the law that would 
improve their status. With a boost from the United Nations International Women’s Year, they succeeded in 
getting the government to set up some administrative machinery to handle women’s problems, notably the 
Headquarters for the Planning and Promoting of Policies Relating to Women. However, it would take
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another decade to gain any major legislative changes. During that period, women’s role in society began to 
change. Discontent with the traditional homemaker role, almost negligible among the mass of women in the 
early 1970s, became a notable feature of popular culture by the early 1980s. By the late 1980s, in the midst 
of a fabulous consumption boom, women were postponing marriage or getting divorced at unprecedented 
rates, traveling the world, raising their levels of education at an astonishing clip -  the proportion of 
Japanese women entering higher education shot up more than 10 percentage points from (he early 1970s to 
exceed 40 percent in the early 1990s -  and trying out traditionally male pursuits in everything from golf and 
betting on the horses to the serious business of politics.

Women -  who gained the vote only by the intervention of the American occupiers after the war -  
had long exceeded men in election-day turnout. However, right up until the early 1980s, it was 
commonplace for women to take no interest in politics but to vote according to the advice of their husbands 
(with the exception, perhaps of those who voted for the Komei party on grounds of their religious 
affiliation). In the late 1980s, however, more women began to vote independently, fueling a phenomenon 
known in Japan as the “Madonna boom.” Polls found 60 percent of women look an interest in politics, up 
from 40 percent in the past.18

Still, given the relative inflexibility of working conditions and public day-care, the "M-curve" 
persisted as most pregnant women left their jobs at least for the early phase of motherhood. However, the 
curve's twin peaks shifted considerably to the right as the age of first pregnancy and the longevity of women 
rose. The valley, representing childbirth, came to rest between the ages of 30 and 34.

All these changes were affected in some degree by the passage of the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Law. How influential that law has been, and whom it has most benefited, are the subject of 
heated debate. Ten years on, it seems highly likely that the law will be revised. Certainly, that is a key goal 
which unites most of the Japanese women’s movement. However, as we will see in the next section, the 
struggle is only pardy about changing laws. Other forces -  political, economic and social -  may prove even 
more important to the course of the women’s struggle and its effect on Japanese management.
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Part II.

Legal Framework
If workplace equality in Japan depended merely on the legal framework, the struggle would have 

been over five decades ago. As has been noted, the 1946 constitution provides for equality of the sexes in 
no uncertain terms, and its provisions are augmented by the nondiscrimination provisions of the 1947 Labor 
Standards Law. But Japan during the Occupation, like the American South during Reconstruction, was 
subject to the dictates of a conqueror. The laws imposed on the occupied did not necessarily have the 
support of either the ruling elites or the broad masses. That was as true for gender equality in postwar Japan 
as it was for racial equality in post-Reconstruction American South.

Moreover, the judiciary in Japan has been traditionally unwilling to oppose the other branches of 
government in any meaningful way. To take an unrelated example, despite repeated rulings that voting 
districts were unconstitutionally drawn in favor of rural voters, Japanese courts have never ordered any 
large-scale redistricting. The bureaucracy, which has comparatively wide discretion in interpreting and 
implementing laws, has traditionally given employers wide leeway to skirt the legal requirements of 
nondiscrimination.

Be that as it may, the legal framework has been influential and, moreover, increasingly reflects the 
will of the people (as, for example, with recent family leave legislation). Therefore, a quick review of the 
milestones is in order.

Following the passage of the 1947 Labor Standards Law, a lengthy gap ensues. First rebuilding 
and later rapid economic growth captured the nation’s attention. In the early 1970s, however, international 
and, to a smaller extent, domestic pressure for greater equity for women grew as ripples from the women’s 
liberation movement in Europe and the United States lapped upon Japan’s shores.

When, in 1975, the United Nations General Assembly declared the International Women’s Year, 
Japan responded by establishing the Headquarters for the Planning and Promotion of Policies Relating to 
Women and several other administrative bodies. To judge by the negligible results, it may be fair to say this 
was a cosmetic response intended to fend off international criticism.

It was not until 1985, coinciding with the U.N.'s Nairobi Conference on the just-concluded Decade 
of the Woman, that significant legal changes were made in Japan. The Nationality Law was amended to 
eliminate blatant sexual discrimination (which had previously stripped citizenship from Japanese women 
who married foreigners, while granting limited residency rights to the foreign spouses of Japanese men.) 
Japan also ratified the U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. 
Most significantly, however, the Japanese Diet passed the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL), 
which took effect in April 1986.

The EEOL relaxed some of the protections of the 1947 Labor Standards Law. In particular, it 
greatly expanded the categories of exception for late-night and overtime work beyond nurses to include a 
variety of professional and specialist work. It also expanded the mandatory childbirth leave from 12 to 14 
weeks (six before birth and eight after).

Its most controversial provisions, however, contained only hortatory language. The law exhorted 
companies to treat women solely on the basis of their abilities and willingness to perform tasks. The hiring 
regulations which the Ministry of Labor promulgated under this law at first asked companies not to exclude 
women from the opportunity to apply for any position. These were later amended in 1994, in response to 
numerous complaints from women, so as to request employers to refrain from discrimination in hiring. 
However, it remains the case that there are no legal sanctions for violators.



In 1991, the Diet passed a gender-neutral Child Care Leave Law, which took effect the following 
year. The Jaw provides for employees at all but the smallest companies to take up to one year of unpaid 
leave to care for a newborn child.

In 1994, anticipating the U.N.’s Beijing Conference on women, the Government upgraded the 1975 
apparatus (which had since been extended to all ministries and agencies in 1986) to an Office for Gender 
Equality, based in the Prime Minister's Office.

The following year, the Diet passed a revision of the Child Care Leave Law to allow for a year's 
unpaid leave for the care of any family member. This revision, scheduled to be phased in by 1999, 
recognizes the increasing demands on employees, especially female employees, to care for elderly family 
members as well as children. The law will cover employees at all companies, even those previously 
exempted firms employing 30 or fewer workers.

The government also ratified the International Labor Organization Convention 165, which 
commits Japan to pursue equal opportunities for men and women and a working environment that is 
compatible with family responsibilities such as child-rearing.

Most recently, the Labor Ministry last fall revised its EEOL implementation regulations to ban 
“women-only” positions. These had previously been treated by the ministry as a kind of affirmative action 
for women, but in reality “women-only” positions were invariably lower-order positions of a clerical or 
otherwise subservient nature. This had the effect of encouraging companies to hire men almost exclusively 
for the managerial track, the ministry acknowledged.19

Discussion: Ever since the EEOL took effect 10 years ago, activists on behalf of women have complained 
of its shortcomings. Some claim it has had no impact. Lawyer Michiko Nakajima, for example, told this 
researcher:

The current situation is not adequate. The EEOL needs to be revised to have 
enforcement provisions. It has no effect if  the law states only that ‘efforts are 
requested’ to remedy discrimination,20

Nakajima, former head of the Lawyers’ Group for Working Women, suggests that public shame — by 
publishing the names of companies that discriminate — would be more effective than the present EEOL.

Christopher Calderwood, senior economist at BZW Securities in Tokyo, believes that the effect of 
the EEOL, coinciding as it did with the labor shortage of the late 1980s, was much exaggerated. He says 
that nearly as much ground has been since lost as was gained:

The last five years have been much better for men. So, now there’s lots of room to 
make up and some people, I suppose, will argue that that’s new progress. But what it 
really points to is that women remain tied to the economic cycle.

Not surprisingly, the Ministry of Labor, which has primary responsibility for the implementation of 
the EEOL, disagrees. In the ministry's official view, the law has opened up new frontiers for women while 
preventing undue disruption of corporate personnel systems. Indeed, according to Shigeru Fujieda, a 
supervisor in the ministry's Women’s Policy Bureau, opportunity has in some cases outstripped women’s 
readiness to seize it.

The situation is improving more and more. Companies are showing an attitude of 
wanting to make use of women in their work fo rce .... Women have to take a broader 
view of the range o f possibilities and seek out diverse options.21

Some independent studies lend credence to the claim that (he EEOL itself has had a positive effect 
on the employment and pay of women. Cannings and Lazonick, for example, found that even after holding
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constant the surging supply of women entering the work force and the expanding demand for their labor 
under the rapid growth of the late 1980s, the EEOL had a statistically significant positive effect on the 
employment of female university graduates through 1990.22

A diametrically opposite view comes from activist lawyer Mami Nakano, who notes that the EEOL 
was accompanied by legislation that made it easier for companies to transfer employees away from home 
and to require longer working hours.

In practice, [the] use of women’s labor has turned out to be nothing but a 
rationalization for and stabilizing mechanism for wage gaps between men and women.
Companies operate under the pretext that women, who bear the brunt of family 
responsibilities, cannot sacrifice their family life as men do. By so doing, they confine 
women primarily to part-time employment, where unstable positions and bad working 
conditions are a given.23

Nakano and other women’s advocates, including Nakajima, argue that the great bulk of growth in women’s 
employment since the passage of the EEOL has been among part-timers, who have comparatively low pay 
and little or no job security. Thus, they say, the net effect of the EEOL has been to widen the wage gap 
between men and women.

In sum, then, the EEOL has spawned two views: one that genuine and to some degree untapped 
opportunity has sprung up in its wake, and the other that token gains for a few women have masked larger 
exploitation of most women. A full resolution of these conflicting views will have to be deferred until we 
analyze the situation in the economic and corporate spheres. What cannot be denied is that, even though 
many women have experienced discrimination in recent years, a significant and growing elite have risen to 
unprecedented heights through thick and thin since the passage of the EEOL.

Still, the more important question at hand is whether the EEOL will undergo significant change. 
Women’s advocates, such as Nakajima, have been focusing much of their effort on getting the Ministry of 
Labor to draft a bill that would put enforcement provisions into the nondiscrimination provisions of the 
EEOL. At this point, even many boosters of the EEOL agree that after 10 years some revision may be in 
order. And indeed, that some kind of change may be in the offing.

As early as 1993, a Ministry of Labor official told this researcher that a revision of the EEOL was 
being studied. That process has been formalized, according to Fujieda of the Women’s Policy Bureau. An 
advisory body on the EEOL has been meeting since last October and is expected to make a midterm report 
to the ministry in the summer of 1996, he said in an interview. Women’s groups lobbying for reform say 
they expect a bill to revise the law to be introduced into the Diet in 1997. Fujieda, however, declined to 
speculate on whether or when this process will ultimately result in any revision. In a revealing remark, 
however, he said that after the midterm report is received, the ministry will want to garner the views of 
employers before making final recommendations. He made no mention of consulting any other interested 
parties.

Three points need to be made. First, the advisory committee system in Japan is typically dominated 
by ministry bureaucrats. It may allow for the introduction of views from the academy or even from 
advocacy groups, and these may be reflected in the hortatory language of a bill, as was indeed the case with 
the original EEOL. But when it comes to solid questions of policy, Japan’s bureaucrats nearly always 
manage to craft bills so that they will retain wide discretion over policy and procedure.

Second, then, how the bureaucrats shape policy depends primarily on what interests they hold 
paramount. The historical record, as summarized here, shows conclusively that the Ministiy of Labor’s 
primary interest lies in ensuring that Japan’s employers have a compliant and hard-working work force.
That is not to say they are entirely unconcerned with the well-being of labor, but that concern has always 
tended to be secondary. Women’s issues aside, the reticence of the ministry, for example, to recognize, let 
alone respond, to the death-by-overwork problem in Japan, or its eagerness to induce retirees to return to

7



the work force to head off a labor shortage, demonstrate a primary concern with keeping Japan’s economy 
optimally supplied with labor.

Third, the concerns expressed by the ministry at the time of the EEOL’s original formulation -  that 
enforcement of equal opportunity would prove disruptive to the existing corporate personnel structure and 
demoralizing to those men who have played by its rules -  can only have diminished slightly, if at all. The 
well-publicized anxieties of the white-collar class in Japan, brought on by unprecedented corporate belt- 
tightening in the last five years, ensure a hostile response to any proposals for enforcement of 
nondiscrimination. So, on balance, it seems safe to predict that women’s demands for "a radical 
reexamination of the EEOL to ensure de facto equality in recruitment and treatment within companies” will 
not be answered.

Still, that is not to say that the EEOL will not improve. Ever sensitive to criticism from abroad (see 
the section on external environment below), not to mention politicians’ concerns about the women’s vote, 
the ministry is likely to offer some semblance of a stronger EEOL. Dempsey says she was told by the labor 
minister that a revision will include a condemnation of sexual harassment.24 Whether that will be anymore 
effectual than the EEOL’s original exhortation against gender discrimination cannot be foretold. 
Nonetheless, we may reasonably anticipate that, just as the original EEOL had at least a marginal effect on 
increasing career opportunities for women, so a revision will make at least a marginal improvement over 
that.

All the same, as we will see in subsequent sections, revision of the EEOL may not even be the 
most significant change in the legal framework. Of greater importance may be improvement of protection 
for part-timers, family leave laws and the flexibility and continuity they provide. The provision of unpaid 
family leave of up to one year for all employees takes effect in 1999, a year (hat is rapidly approaching.
Later in this paper, (under the section headed “Corporate Framework”) we will examine the effect of leave 
on women’s careers at companies that have voluntarily instituted such programs.

Economic Framework
Evaluating the economy in terms of women’s employment at present is extraordinarily tricky. 

Record unemployment has been a salient feature of the last five years, and it has struck women harder than 
any other group. Newly minted college graduates have had the worst of it, and women among this group 
have suffered distinctly more than men. In the early summer of 1996, unemployment for young women (15- 
24) reached a record 7.4 percent, more than double the overall unemployment rate of 3.4 percent.25 And 
while young men also had a high unemployment rate (7.0 percent), the official job-offers-to-job-seekers 
ratio continued to show about three-quarters of male graduates got jobs, while less than two-thirds of female 
graduates did.

And yet, for all that, the female proportion of the work force has held fairly steady at about 40 
percent since the recession began in 1992, up from about 33 percent in the early 1980s.26 The explanation 
seems to lie in a quirk of Japanese unemployment calculations, which counts as unemployed those young 
women who cannot find jobs, but does not count older men who are forced into early retirement of one sort 
of another. Thus, the 0.6 percent drop in the total number of workers in 1995 may include many male 
victims of corporate downsizing who are not thereafter counted as unemployed because they have officially 
retired early.27

Unemployment aside, Japan’s economy itself is giving off confusing signals. As of the early 
summer of 1996, it appeared to be rocketing out of five years of stagnation. Growth surged into double 
digits in the first quarter of the year, and managerial confidence, as measured by the official Bank of Japan, 
reached its highest point in five years. Nevertheless, economists were unanimous in regarding the double
digit growth as unsustainable, and there remained considerable anxiety about whether the economy could 
keep going forward at all after government pump-priming dried up later in the year.
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Discussion: A renewed stagnation would naturally tend to impede broad changes on the ground of social 
justice. It might conceivably hasten the dissolution of the traditional salaryman system, with its guarantees 
of lifelong tenure and rising income, on the grounds of economic necessity, and this could possibly benefit 
some especially talented young women.

On the other hand, a re-energized Japanese economy, combined with a steadily shrinking base of 
young people, could mean a renewed labor shortage within a decade, maybe less. The labor shortage of the 
late 1980s, it is generally acknowledged, gave women unprecedented leverage to improve their position in 
the work force.

Still another view is that to recover competitiveness Japan's industries will have to “hollow out” to 
a much greater degree, by transferring more of their production bases abroad, especially to low-cost labor 
sites in Asia. This could mean recovery without job growth, some argue. Others believe the still-tiny 
services industries in Japan -  where women compete well -  will grow to compensate for any manufacturing 
job losses.

There appears to be no consensus among private economists or the Japanese government on 
whether the economy’s future course favors women's struggle for workplace equity. Calderwood of BZW 
Securities sees indicators on both sides. Increased competitive pressures from abroad mean that more jobs 
are being parceled out into part-time positions, he noted. This is especially true in manufacturing, where 
Japanese labor must now compete with cheaper Asian labor, much of it in the employ of Japanese 
companies. At the same time, however, women are better able to compete for the remaining manufacturing 
jobs in Japan, Calderwood said, as well as the new service jobs that are being created. With steel mills 
shutting down and high-tech production leading the manufacturing sector, “jobs now require nimble 
assembly,” he said. “They don’t need great lumbering men anymore.”28

As Calderwood’s comment suggests, whether or not the economy rebounds, some changes appear 
to be permanent. Of these, the one activists appear most concerned about is the trend toward part-time 
employment. Nakajima and others (such as Nakano) point out that in the decade since the passage of the 
EEOL, most of the expansion of women’s employment has come in the part-time sector. Indeed, part-time 
employment, defined as working less than 35 hours a week, is now the norm for 33 percent of Japanese 
working women, up from 22 percent in 1985, according to the Ministry of Labor. What is more, women 
make up about two-thirds of all part-timers.

During the recession, companies have been busily converting full-time jobs traditionally held by 
women into part-time positions, Nakajima charges. A famous instance is the creation of part-time flight 
attendants (still referred to as “stewardesses” in Japan) at Japan Airlines. Legislation passed in the early 
1990s to increase protections for part-time workers has had a deleterious effect on women’s working 
conditions, Nakajima charges. Since the law now requires that employers contribute to pension funds for 
any worker putting in more than four hours a week, she said, employers are now parceling out jobs among 
women to get under that ceiling.

Yet not all of the evidence points in this direction. Recent figures show work hours are on the rise 
again, for the first time since 1987.29 Contributing to this rise are millions of “part-time” women workers 
who are compelled to work full-time hours. Indeed, according to the Management and Coordination 
Agency, 28 percent of all part-timers work more than 35 hours a week.30

In any event, a bird’s eye view of the Japanese economy does give the striking impression that 
women’s perch in the workplace has become less secure. Rising unemployment and hiring discrimination 
(discussed in greater detail in the Corporate Framework section) have unquestionably forced many 
disappointed young women into part-time employment. The ippan shoku, or clerical work, that formed the 
most commonly available kind of “women’s job” for the last several decades, has been shrinking during the 
downturn of the 1990s. Mitsubishi Corporation, one of Japan’s largest trading companies, made headlines 
in 1994 when it announced it would no longer hire for ippan shoku positions. Nakajima and other activists
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continually refer to this case when speaking of the common woman’s position. Many other companies have 
trimmed their hiring in this almost exclusively female field. The Labor Ministry says that ippan shoku is 
steadily shrinking and predicts it will continue to do so even if the economy recovers, due to increasing 
automation and subcontracting of clerical services. Banks, traditionally large-scale employers of women, 
are especially active in subcontracting clerical and janitorial services to affiliated firms that hire the banks’ 
former female employees as low-wage part-timers.

“Women are trying to get regular jobs,” commented Nakajima, "but if the present situation 
continues, there won’t be any full-time workers left at major Japanese companies.”

While the economic change in Japan is undeniably painful for many, some argue that economic 
necessity rather than misogyny has most to do with the burgeoning number of part-timers. And certainly, 
when one considers, for example, Japan Airlines’ diminishing share of trans-Pacific passenger traffic and 
rising tide of red ink in recent years, its attempt to cut labor costs appears rational. Labor economist Yoshio 
Higuchi of Keio University says a long-term perspective is required to understand the phenomenon.

Defining part-time in terms of job security or lack thereof, he finds that the trend toward increasing 
part-time employment began in 1968, before women’s issues had come to the fore in Japan. At that time, 
about 90 percent of the Japanese work force had the full-time, tenured status that outsiders generally 
consider typical of Japan. However, after 1968, as Japan’s economy matured and its growth rate fell 
permanently below the annual double-digit level, this enhanced full-time status steadily receded, until by 
1990, it embraced just 20 percent of the work force, according to Higuchi. The other 80 percent of workers, 
whether full- or part-time, no longer enjoy genuine job security. What's more, the famous “lifetime” feature 
of Japanese employment is bound to dwindle further. “There is a growing trend to flexibility in 
employment,” Higuchi said, pointing out that this is the case in other advanced economies as well.

In Japan (and elsewhere) this insecurity falls disproportionately on women. To Higuchi, however, 
this is less the result of prejudice than rational decision-making.

From the point of view of companies, the job  tenure o f women is very short.
Companies naturally want to know the average length of tenure for workers so they can 
determine the payoff of training costs. If we accept human investment theory ... it's 
much more efficient for companies to invest in men because they stay with the 
company much longer.31

Higuchi believes the 5.2 year average difference in job tenure between the sexes in Japan accounts 
for much of the difference in the way companies treat men and women. He cites a 1990 study showing that 
81 percent of large Japanese companies surveyed listed the high attrition rate of university-educated women 
as the prime reason for their exclusion from the ranks of “core workers.”32 As the job market becomes 
more liquid, to use the economists’ term, the gender gap in tenure will tend to shrink, Higuchi argues, and 
therefore companies' unequal treatment of the sexes will tend to recede. That is to say, more and more men 
will face the kind of insecurity that women have always had. If we accept Higuchi’s position that rational 
economic decisions lie behind corporate policy, then it follows that job advancement and security will 
become increasingly associated with level of education or skill, rather than sex.

“The gender gap will become smaller,” Higuchi said, “but the skills gap will become larger.”

Of course, it would be foolish or worse for us to simply brush aside the immense cultural, social 
and instrumental prejudice against women in Japan and focus merely on the rational. Women at one time 
enjoyed full property rights and high religious status in Japan, a powerful legacy of patriarchal contempt, 
distrust and domination runs from the dawn of the Edo era through Japan’s modernity. In folk life, 
numerous proverbs attested to wickedness and foolishness of women. Under the Meiji constitution, women 
had no vote and virtually no civil rights. Their ability even to participate in political or labor movements 
was stripped away by late 19th century legislation. Their education was separate and limited. Their choice 
in matters of marriage, childbearing and divorce was nonexistent. It was against this background that the
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prewar generation in Japan — many of whom hold power today — were raised. To deny that many hold 
women in contempt and that this contempt affects their judgments would be ludicrous.

Still, societal attitudes can change with time, and many of the informants for this study believe (hat 
they have changed among members of the younger generation, even though a resolutely chauvinistic 
generation of men remains in power. Even a person like Mariko Nishizaki, who has reached the position of 
manager at JAIDO, who supervises men under her without difficulty, and who travels abroad to negotiate 
with high-level officials on behalf of organization, feels that she works under a blatantly sexist senior 
management.

Speaking of JAIDO’s president, Nishizaki explained:

He’s over 70 years old, and he says so many sexist remarks. It’s very natural [to him], I 
just shut my ears. At the same time, he knows how to use people, and he has used me 
very nicely.33

Nishizaki believes that women such as herself will have to wait until the old guard retires to come fully into 
their own. There is reason to doubt that the wait will be very long. As we have noted, economic imperative 
is creating a need for dynamism and flexibility in Japanese corporations. And if this means greater 
insecurity for women, it also means greater opportunity. A solid if unspectacular mass of evidence shows 
that women are making their way up into the professional and managerial ranks in Japanese companies. 
That evidence, and the mechanisms that may lie behind it, are what we will examine in the next section.

Corporate Framework
Japan’s postwar management system, as outlined in Part I of this report, has some distinctive and 

much admired features.34 Among these are lifetime employment security, tenure-based annual raises, and 
what is usually described as a kind of familial relationship between employer and employee. These benefits, 
and the burdens that came along with them, applied almost exclusively to male employees, and not, it 
should be noted, to all male employees.

With the passage of the EEOL in 1985, most Japanese companies took steps to make women at 
least nominally eligible for that privileged status. Many companies adopted a career-con vers ion mechanism, 
whereby women who joined as clerical workers (ippan shoku) could compete through exams to be upgraded 
to the management track (sogo shoku).

On the face of it, this appeared to be a fair system. After all, male college graduates applying for 
management-track positions at major companies often take entrance exams and face intimidating interviews 
and background checks. Even so, several impediments stood in the way of mass career conversions. For one 
thing, the exams themselves gave management a device for limiting the numbers accepted. In the secretive 
world of Japanese corporations, there was no obligation to reveal criteria for acceptance.

Just as important, relatively few women were motivated to attempt the conversion. Indeed, as late 
as 1989 official surveys found a rising disinclination among women to hold to an uninterrupted career. In 
that year, 64 percent of women surveyed by the Prime Minister’s Office said they preferred to quit work 
after marriage to raise a family and then re-enter the work force later.35

That attitude, however, appears to be reversing itself. Despite the hardships of the recession, 
Japanese women are evidently overcoming their reluctance to attempt the career leap. A Labor Ministry 
longitudinal survey of major companies found the proportion of women who aspire to managerial positions 
has doubled since 1990 to just over 60 percent.36

What is more, a leading edge of companies have begun taking steps beyond the formal opening of 
a career track to accommodate them. The net result is that, despite perceptions to the contrary, women are
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gaining a foothold in Japanese management at a significant rate. Here, then, from the Ministry of Labor, are 
the most important figures in this study:

The proportion of Japanese companies with at least one woman on the bottom rung of management 
(kakoricho) climbed from 38 percent in 1992 to 72 percent in 1995, the ministry says. In other words, 
nearly three-quarters of all Japanese companies have opened the door to women managers at least wide 
enough for one to squeeze through.

The proportion of all managers who are women also rose, lo 10.8 percent from 9.9 percent in 
1992. Not surprisingly, most of those women are concentrated in the ranks of lower-level supervisors. As of 
1995, the ministry says, 7.3 percent of kakarichowere women, compared with 2.0 percent of section 
managers (kacho) and 1.5 percent of division managers (bucho) who were women.

Discussion: The reasons for women’s early reluctance to jump on the management track are not altogether 
established, but two plausible and well-supported arguments are often heard. One is that women simply did 
not believe that the track was open to more than a token few. To judge by the surge in women entering the 
professions, it could not be said that Japanese women lacked ambition. Whereas the vast majority of women 
used to hold clerical, assembly-line or agricultural jobs, broadly measured, the government now classifies 
42.4 percent of working women as holding professional or technical jobs,37 And the advancement up the 
skill ladder continues apace: The percentage of women in engineering programs more than doubled to 7.7 
percent from 1983 to 1993, while the proportion of female candidates for the bar reached 20 percent in 
1992, Indeed, one piece of indirect evidence that the problem lay in the perception of a hostile corporate 
environment may be found in the Labor Ministry’s motivational literature campaign.38 The ministry has 
gone to a great deal of effort to publicize its view of the bountiful opportunities for the advancement of 
women. It has also opened special employment assistance centers for women across the nation. However, it 
seems unlikely that the ministry can be credited with bringing about the apparent change in attitude.

In recent years, the ministry’s voice has been drowned out by the publicity attending the plight of 
new female college graduates. During the recession, a harsh and often needlessly cruel backlash against the 
hiring of young women has come to light. This researcher helped document it in a 1994 journalistic account 
that included interviews with young women who credibly claimed to have been told during job interviews 
that they were not worth hiring because they would soon quit to have children.39 Television talk shows 
focused on the problem, and a 1994 street protest by young women in front of the Labor Ministry got 
nationwide publicity. Such reports led to the 1990s being called the “Ice Age for women.” In view of the 
widespread media attention given to the problems of hiring discrimination against women during the past 
few years, there is no reason to believe that public perception has improved.

However, a perception of managerial prejudice should not be confused with the nonnative views of 
the Japanese public about how things should be. A recent in-depth Gallup poll of attitudes toward gender 
issues in 22 countries finds Japanese views fairly close to those in other advanced countries. A full 78 
percent of Japanese women and, surprisingly, 81 percent of Japanese men polled by Gallup said there 
should be equal job opportunities for men and women.40 That compares well with the findings in major 
Western countries, where the percentages are in the low 90s. In the United States, for example, 93 percent 
of women and 94 percent of men agreed that opportunities should be equal. And it is an astonishing 
turnabout from the findings of the Prime Minister’s Office in 1972, in which just 10 percent of Japanese 
men and women disputed the traditional model of the breadwinner husband and stay-at-home housewife.

Perception of opportunity, then, may not be as important as some have argued. The other major 
reason why relatively few women have attempted the career conversion lies in the nature of white-collar 
work in Japan. The saloiyman is generally expected to commit himself for the long-term and to undergo 
many years of rotation through various departments of a company. This often involves involuntary transfers 
to distant offices. In any given year, at least half a million Japanese fathers are living apart from their 
families on work assignment, and assignments typically last from two to five years. In view of the hugely
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disproportionate domestic burdens of wives and mothers, this pattern of mobility is deeply incompatible 
with the life-course of most women.

That is probably why an outsized proportion of career women in Japan are either unmarried or, 
like Nishizaki of JAIDO, childless. Indeed, one of the striking features of Japan’s demographic landscape is 
the rising presence of childless, two-earner couples. At one-in-seven as of the early 1990s, one in every four 
couples under the age of 35 will be childless by the turn of the century, the Ministry of Health and Welfare 
predicts.41

The incompatibility of management-track careers with family life, then, is a far more likely cause 
of the relatively slow influx of women. Research conducted by Professor Higuchi suggests that flexibility in 
the employment relationship -  i.e., the ability of the employee to stay near her family and to take time off to 
meet family needs -  is far more important to women than incentives such as additional training (which has a 
positive effect on the tenure of male employees.)

Even when the scale of the firm and places o f residence were controlled, retention rates 
of female workers remained high for firms with childcare programs. This effect was 
particularly pronounced for females with a higher education background.42

The reasons for this effect are not entirely clearly, Higuchi points out, but the precise cause does not alter 
his conclusion:

The observation where the retention rate of female workers is higher in the firm with 
childcare leave programs than in those without them derives two possible 
interpretations. One of them ... is that the flexibility in the assigned working hours by 
companies can help employees continuing job  for the long term. Another interpretation 
is that the employees who want to continue their jobs after having children select the 
firms with childcare leave program s.... We cannot judge which effect is more dominant 
from only our cross-section data ... however, it is true that [a] childcare leave program 
is beneficial not only for the employees but also for the firms which want to develop 
the skill of female employees as core workers in the firms.43

To take this one step further, it appears that if women feel they have the flexibility they need to 
meet their domestic responsibilities as well as their professional ones, they are prepared to deal with the 
male chauvinism they so frequently encounter in Japanese management. Many of the Japanese women in 
professional life encountered by this researcher have developed coping mechanisms that allow them to 
persist in what American women might well term an unbearably hostile environment undiscouraged. As 
Nishizaki put it:

If I'm too aggressive, they think, "Oh, she’s woman, she’s hysterical.” They’re not used 
to it. So I tend not to say things in a straight-forward manner. T hat’s how I can survive 
and push forward.44

In short, at present it does not take much of an effort on the part of Japanese companies to bring 
forth the best efforts of women. Visits by this researcher to two Japanese companies that have attempted to 
accommodate women’s needs tended to bear this out. NEC Corporation, one of Japan’s leading computer 
and electronics manufacturers, and Benesse Corporation, a much smaller educational materials publisher 
and correspondence-course marketer, have each implemented in this decade fairly dramatic but by no means 
drastic personnel policy changes with strongly positive results on the retention of skilled women employees. 
At NEC, a year-long family leave policy, in effect since 1990, has enabled about 600 of NEC’s 9,000 
female employees (and a handful of male employees) to return to work after taking time off to tend a 
newborn or other family member.

This policy was initiated by Fusako Utsumi, who in 1989 became NEC’s first female personnel 
manager, and who is now a senior manager overseeing personnel and administration of the company’s 
central research facility. Utsumi says no one is in any way penalized for taking leave, and underscores the 
point by saying that one woman recently received a promotion while on leave.
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Women who want to keep working after marrying and having a child are generally very 
capable, enthusiastic and determined. That's why the company values them.45

In addition to providing for family leave before the law required the company to do so, Utsumi initiated a 
powerful symbolic change in company regulations: women at NEC are now permitted to retain their maiden 
names after marriage for purposes of company records. Under Japanese law, a couple must register under a 
single family name upon marriage, which is almost invariably the husband’s. (Exceptions generally come 
only when the wife’s family has a business or professional practice that they wish to pass on to the son-in- 
law.)

Women’s advocacy groups have been lobbying for years to change the law in this regard, but their 
attempts have been frustrated by conservative politicians. Just this summer, the most promising attempt at 
revision was defeated before it got to the floor of the Diet. By adopting the change within NEC, Utsumi 
says, the company took on a burden of double-record keeping for many women but gained a considerable 
improvement in morale. About 100 women have chosen to keep their original family names, she said.*16

At Benesse, a combination of family leave, flexible working hours and an on-site infant care center 
have definitely helped retain skilled women employees, according to general manager Mari Uetsuki. The 
company, which employs just under 1,600 people, a majority of whom are women, used to lose 50 to 60 
women a year, primarily for family reasons, according to Uetsuki. Now, approximately the same number of 
women take family leave and return each year. As a result, the median age of the company’s work force has 
rapidly risen from about 26 years old to 30.3 years in 1995. The company projects it will keep climbing in 
the next decade to 37 years.

One of the women who has taken advantage of Benesse’s accommodative policies is Yukari 
Sakuma, a planner in the company’s lifetime learning division. Her first child was born in February 1995. 
She took leave for eleven months in connection with the event, returning to the same position she had held 
late last year. Since returning, she has enrolled her child in Benesse’s on-site nursery facility. She 
unequivocally credits the change in policy with her decision to continue her career beyond marriage.

“When I started this job nine years ago, I never imagined I could have a child and keep on 
working,” she said. But by the time she got married, in 1993, she had seen enough of her colleagues make 
successful use of the leave program to change her mind. “I told my husband before marrying him that I 
would not quit my job, even when we had a child. He agreed,” Sakuma said. Benesse’s leave program and 
on-site nursery proved crucial to keeping her intention.

Sakuma’s local public nursery, like others administered by the Ministry of Health and Welfare, 
only admits in January and has a minimum age requirement of one year. With hers born in February she 
would have been forced to wait another year for admission. (There are private nurseries in many parts of 
Japan, but quality varies widely and many mothers prefer the public ones.) Sakuma felt she had no option, 
outside of the company-run nursery. “I wouldn’t have been able to raise my baby and keep my job without 
it,” she said.

The flex-time program at Benesse also helps her. Benesse allows employees to set their own hours 
from day to day, provided only that they meet a monthly quota of 140 work hours and coordinate with a 
project partner so that work proceeds smoothly. Sakuma, as it happens, tends to work a nine-to-five day, but 
there are occasions, she says when she has to take most of a day off, due to the illness of her child or similar 
family problem, and there are other days when an eight-hour day is insufficient to complete her work. On 
such occasions, the flex-time becomes very useful. However, it can also have drawbacks, Sakuma says.

Benesse policy is that promotion is based on performance, not length of service. Therefore, in 
principle, Uetsuki says, family leave has no effect on career path. But Sakuma counters that by being 
required to have a partner in order to take full advantage of the flex-time, she is also forced to share credit 
for her efforts and is therefore impeded in her advancement. “Another woman who joined at the same time 
as I did, but who is single, is making more than I am now,” she complained. It is not clear, however, 
whether the company is undercrediting both Sakuma and her partner, or whether, ironically, Sakuma’s
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remark betrays a belief that those hired in the same year should receive the same pay, regardless of 
individual productivity.

That would be the traditional postwar pattern at Japanese companies. Of course, neither of these 
companies could be called typical of Japanese personnel practice at the moment. And the two differ from 
each other considerably. NEC, with over 40,000 employees worldwide, is a long-established giant in one of 
Japan’s key high-tech industries. And despite its liberalized personnel policies, only 0.3 percent of its 
managers are women. Benesse, on the other hand, is a mid-sized services company that has grown out of a 
family publishing business in just the last 40 years. It boasts that over one-fifth of its managers are women. 
But however paradoxical or atypical these examples may be, they represent the leading edge of change. 
Something is happening in corporate Japan, something that few if any outside commentators have yet noted.

As noted, a growing number of women who entered Japanese companies before the economy 
stagnated are ascending into the ranks of “core workers” (sogo shoku). Over the three years from 1992 to
1995, the growth rate for female supervisors amounts to better than 4 percent a year, which is truly 
remarkable considering that employment during that period, even at the managerial level, was in its worst 
retrenchment since the end of World War II. Interestingly, though, the Ministry of Labor statistics show that 
all the growth took place at the supervisor level. During those same years, the ranks of female section 
managers shrank by exactly the same proportion as the gain in ranks of female division managers.

What could account for this pattern? The most likely explanation seems to lie in a correlative 
finding of the Labor Ministry; between 1990 and 1995, the proportion of women surveyed who expressed a 
desire to gain promotion jumped from 29 percent to 62.5 percent. A separate finding shows that between 
1984 and 1994, the proportion of women surveyed by the ministry who said they would be better off to 
continue work even while they have a young child shot up by nearly two-thirds, from 20.1 percent to 32.5 
percent.47 At the same time, many companies were finding ways to purge their middle management of 
overpaid, underproductive older men. It seems probable that their functions were handed on to ambitious 
younger women. So there is apparently, if not a new generation exactly, then a new and broader cohort of 
women entering the ranks of management.

Taken all in all, then, it appears that the corporate framework offers increasing opportunity to 
women to enter management. Such a statement requires qualification, of course. As Mariko Bando, vice 
governor of Saitama prefecture, put it in a speech at a international women’s conference in April 1996:

There is a bamboo barrier stopping women from getting into the inner circle, like the 
glass ceiling in the United States, Overcoming this bamboo barrier is very difficult, but 
once there, there are many exciting possibilities. But sadly, most Japanese women give 
up before even attempting to cross the barrier.48

Indeed, the 10.8 percent of managers who are women remains a very small proportion, relative to 
the 41 percent of the work force that is female. It is also small in comparison with the female talent pool.
But it seems inaccurate to suggest that women are giving up. Rather, they are searching for ways around or 
under the bamboo curtain. One of their prime strategies is to equip themselves with more skills and 
credentials. Since the mid-1980s, it has been true that more women than men graduating from high school 
go on to higher education. And increasingly, as we have noted, women are entering the more prestigious 
programs. In 1995, 23 percent of female high school graduates entered four-year universities, rather than 
the more traditional women’s two-year junior colleges.49 Thus, women now make up about a third of all 
students at universities, up from a quarter in 1988.50

Another strategy among women is to marshal public and international support on behalf of their 
lobbying effort. The effect of that campaign is what we will examine in the next section.
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External framework
Throughout its history, insular Japan has often depended to an extraordinary degree on external 

pressure to overcome its conservative culture and make change. This was as true at the time of the 
crumbling shogunate, when Commodore Perry’s arrival set in motion events that prompted the Meiji 
Restoration, as it was after World War II, when General MacArthur’s Occupation staff forced the 
conservative government to adopt a liberal and pacifist constitution. For good or ill, gaiatsu, as foreign 
pressure is known, has been a major impetus for change in recent years as well, whether in trade or in social 
issues.

So it behooves us to examine the external framework within which changes in (he Japanese 
workplace are ocpurring. And since the distinction between outside and inside is no longer so clear as it was 
in the days when foreigners in Japan were gaped at wherever they went, we will consider the domestic 
scene, in every sense of the term, as part of this framework.

The modern Japanese women’s movement has roots well into the 19th century, and its struggles to 
reconcile Western influence and native tradition have been increasingly well documented by scholars and 
writers in recent years. As long ago as 1935, Shizue Kato, a living avatar of the campaign to make safe and 
effective birth control available to women (an effort that continues to be waged), summed it up in the title of 
her fascinating memoir Facing Two Ways: The Story o f  My Life.51 However, we are concerned here with 
recent events, so let it be noted that while the American and European women’s liberation movements 
contributed much to the Japanese feminist ideology, and the U.N. conferences on women had a profound 
effect on the course of the struggle (it was no coincidence that the 1985 EEOL passed in the same year as 
the Nairobi conference), no event has had quite the resonance of the September 1995 U.N. conference on 
women in Beijing.

For one thing, it took place in a neighboring capital at a time when the Japanese sense of 
themselves as an Asian people is undergoing a powerful revival. For many Japanese participants in the 
conference’s NGO forum, then, the context of their participation shifted from a tentative and humble place 
in the Western feminist agenda to a role of leadership in the Asian women’s movement. In the run-up to 
Beijing, Japanese women organized the first East Asian Women’s Forum.52

Then there was the sheer extent of Japanese participation. More than 50 mainstream Japanese 
women’s organizations, including the League of Women Voters of Japan and the Japan National 
Housewives’ Association, and dozens of other minor ones, sent delegations to the NGO Forum. The total 
Japanese presence at Beijing was estimated at 5,000, far exceeding the numbers who attended Nairobi.53 
Indeed, roughly speaking, one out of every six women at the NGO forum was from Japan. The government 
also decided to send a fairly high-level, 75-person official delegation, led by then Chief Cabinet Secretary 
Koken Nosaka, who also carried the portfolio of minister for women’s affairs.

There is no available data to measure the effect of the Beijing conference on general public 
opinion in Japan. However, the massive Japanese presence at Beijing, combined with the importance of 
China to Japan, assured heavy media coverage at home. That coverage has continued ever since, due to 
another, more readily apparent effect of the Beijing conference. It has re-energized and, to a degree, 
reunified the women’s movement in Japan.

That movement, it must be noted, has often been criticized and lamented by its Western 
counterparts. Even in Japan, there has not been much regard for women’s groups. As Nishizaki put it:

The status o f NGOs and NPOs [non-governmental organizations and non-profit 
organizations] is very low, and their financial foundation is very small. Most of the 
work in them is being done by women volunteers.... They're not really very 
professional.54

However, this was not at all the impression garnered by NOW Vice President Dempsey on her visit 
in June 1996. Regarding the criticism that Japanese women’s groups are fractious and unprofessional, she 
responded, “You could say that about any progressive movement in the world, if you wanted to be
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critical.”55 The reason for American women’s comparative success, she explained, lies not in their superior 
organization, but in the environment in which they operate.

The Japanese women’s groups are great. They are very energetic, but they do not have 
the advantage of America’s African American civil rights movement, on which the U.S. 
women’s movement was built.56

Dempsey saw no signs of poor management or infighting during her two-week visit.

...I have never seen such effective organizing. There were 59 women’s groups at the 
meeting I attended, and even though they ranged from a Catholic women’s organization 
to Communists, they managed to reach consensus on one or two things. That's 
excellent.... I think they are where we were 25 years ago. It's a tough situation here, but 
they are very determined.57

The renewed determination of women’s groups in the wake of the Beijing conference is evident in 
the numerous grassroots and local government follow-up activities since. The particularly active Yokohama 
Women’s Forum set about publicizing their view of how the Beijing conference’s Platform for Action 
affects Japanese women, placing emphasis on empowerment.58

In Tokyo, Nakajima and others organized a large-scale forum in late June to rally support for 
EEOL reform and other issues. But the biggest and best-publicized of these took place in Saitama in April. 
The two-day “Global Forum on Women Creating the Future,” organized in large part by Vice Governor 
Bando, included Gertrude Mongella, who presided over the Beijing conference, and Vigdis Finnbogatoddir, 
president of Iceland and one of the world’s few female heads of state. It resulted in (he proclamation of a 
“Saitama Declaration,” which reads in part:

It is the aim of those proposing this Declaration to create a society where every member 
is guaranteed full participation in all sectors of society in accordance with his or her 
own free will and aspirations. Everyone must have the opportunity to take 
responsibilities and develop and express their own abilities, and use them to benefit the 
development o f socie ty .... W om en’s participation in policy and decision making 
processes is vital if  we are to make full use o f women’s abilities and experiences. We 
therefore encourage active participation by women in the decision-making process as 
committee members, managers and administrators.59

Not surprisingly, this aligns perfectly with the rhetoric of the Japanese women’s movement, and 
can even be compared with the rhetoric of the Japanese government. That this international conference and 
its declaration were part of a strategy to add weight to the Japanese women’s movement seems evident in 
remarks made by Bando in a subsequent interview with this researcher:

In the past, the central government worked very hard on women’s issues, but local 
governments were not interested at all. After 20 years, however, the central government 
is still discussing and debating what to do. That's why Saitama went ahead and held our 
own international conference. Other prefectures are also doing similar activities, and 
NGOs at the grass-roots level are getting quite active.60

If the internationalization of Japan’s women’s movement is a deliberate strategy, it got a chance 
boost from an unexpected quarter -  the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, which in April 
1996 filed suit against Mitsubishi Motor Corporation of America, a subsidiary of Mitsubishi Motor 
Corporation, part of Japan’s most prestigious and powerful corporate group. The EEOC’s charge that 
Mitsubishi Motor had tolerated widespread sexual harassment of its female employees in, of all places, 
Normal, Illinois, generated huge publicity and reaction in Japan. Indeed, it was this case that occasioned 
NOW’s Dempsey to make her visit to Japan. During that visit, she participated in a protest against sexual 
harassment at Mitsubishi and met with Mitsubishi executives and Labor Minister Takanobu Nagai.

Dempsey says the trip was successful in at least three ways. First, the Mitsubishi executives, who 
when the case was first filed had denied either that the charges were valid or that they bore responsibility,
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now gave Dempsey clear indications that the company understands the problem and will take measures to 
remedy it. Second, as noted previously, the labor minister told her that he has shifted his position and now 
supports language condemning sexual harassment in a revision of the EEOL. Third, and not least, Dempsey 
says she was able to make Mitsubishi executives confront representatives of Japanese women's groups by 
insisting that the representatives be allowed to accompany her to the meeting. “At first they refused, but we 
said, ‘They come or we’re not coming,’ ” she recalled.61

Discussion: The strategy of internationalizing the struggle has obvious advantages for Japanese women. 
The widespread fear among Japanese officials and executives of bringing shame on Japan by courting 
international criticism can help to offset the low status of women’s groups. For all the interest in Asia of 
recent years, official Japan still places great stock in being regarded as part of the advanced, elite and 
primarily Western world. This means that it is at least willing to emulate the rhetoric of the West on moral 
stands, even when it does not necessarily share in the ethical view they represent.

The efficacy of this strategy can be seen not only in Dempsey’s visit, which received considerable 
media coverage in Japan, but also in an editorial that appeared some days before in the Yomiuri Shimbun, a 
centrist newspaper with the nation's largest daily circulation. It says, in part:

In resolving a sexual harassment case, it is important for a company to recognize its 
responsibility and respond quickly to the complaint. In M itsubishi’s case, action was 
slow in com ing .... Japanese businesses operating in the United States are not fully 
aware of the gravity o f the problem. But this lack o f awareness is also found in Japan.
Many female college students complain of being subjected to job  discrim ination....
Company officials have been accused of making abusive remarks to female applicants -  
and worse. That and discriminatory hiring -  despite official declarations of being fair -  
damage a company’s corporate image and deepen women’s distrust of corporate Japan.
Without a vision o f a society where men and women can work with satisfaction, 
businesses will probably repeat M itsubishi's errors around the world. Japanese firms 
operating overseas must be prepared to fight sexual harassment. ...62

The invocation of “satisfaction” without reference to equality makes this a somewhat wobbly 
moral stance compared with the Saitama Declaration. Nevertheless, in the context of Japanese editorials, 
which tend to be oblique in their criticism and reticent in their conclusions, this one stands out for its clarity. 
Taken as a surrogate for the voice of the establishment, it suggests that the foreign criticism of Japanese 
corporate behavior in regard to sexual harassment has been heard and understood. What is more, the 
editorial is notable for the linkage it makes between degrading behavior overseas and that at home. At the 
same time, it becomes even clearer how important it is for Japanese women’s groups to yoke foreign 
criticism to the domestic struggle when we consider that editorial winds up with a call for a fight against 
sexual harassment by those Japanese firms operating overseas.

If the Beijing conference has done anything, then, it has helped to spur on the internationalization 
of the Japanese women’s movement, with a renewed sense of being part of Asia. And in that context, 
Japanese women feel they have something to be proud of. As Bando notes:

If we compare ourselves with Western countries, we have to admit that equality in fact 
is not established here. But compared to our Asian neighbors or to developing Moslem 
countries, we may be about midway.63

That is not to say that they have any intention of breaking lies with the West, particularly with the United 
States. Dempsey found the Japanese women’s groups highly cooperative during her trip. They organized 
her entire itinerary in just two weeks, she said. And Japanese women’s leaders, such as lawyer Mami 
Nakano, continue to take study trips to Western countries. More important, the vocabulary and legal models 
for remedy continue to come from the West, especially the United States.
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Indeed, having at least gotten job discrimination and sexual harassment into the public debate, the 
next item on the agenda for many women’s groups is to adopt American-style affirmative action. The push 
is being made both in the civil service and in labor groups, where women, having organized their own 
transcorporate union, are gaining a stronger voice than ever before. The idea is apparently catching on even 
among moderates in the women’s movement. Mariko Bando, who entered the ranks of the bureaucracy in 
1969, at a time when women were rarely accepted, has long opposed such an approach.

The problem is, women don’t have representation in leadership. For a long time I was 
critical o f the quota system to increase female participation in politics. I ’m now 
changing my mind. The barriers are too strong. We should push for more women in 
decision making positions.61

Meanwhile, Japanese women’s efforts to internationalize the problem have succeeded in attracting 
almost continuous media attention to problems of hiring and wage discrimination, sexual harassment, and 
revision of the EEOL since Beijing. In addition to numerous newspaper and magazine articles published 
since the fall of 1995, this researcher was able to observe several Japanese television programs addressing 
women’s working issues during his seven-week visit to Japan in the summer of 1996.

The weakest aspect of the public approach to change is translating public attention and sympathy 
into political action. Just a few years ago, it appeared that women’s issues were likely to play an important 
part in the political agenda. The short-lived Hosokawa administration paid particular attention to working 
women’s issues. The Socialist-led coalition government that followed the brief and dismal Hata Cabinet 
also made sympathetic noises toward women’s issues, although it did not really accomplish anything 
notable.

With the return of the conservative Liberal Democratic Party to power, hopes for political change 
have receded. The current minister for women’s affairs is Seiroku Kajiyama, a right-wing conservative who 
has in recent years given speeches in which he said that Japanese women need to have less education and 
more children. In a move redolent of the U.S. “family values” slogan of the right, the more conservative 
elements within the party this year scotched legislation that would have allowed married women to keep 
their own family names, on the grounds that it would weaken family bonds.

Nevertheless, the political situation in Japan remains fluid and unpredictable. And if no one is 
betting that women will get all they want from a revision bill for the EEOL, neither is the political route 
hopeless in the long run. Women’s presence in the Diet, while still tiny, has nearly doubled since the 1980s. 
As of 1995, 6.3 percent of Diet members were women, up from 3.4 percent in 1980 and 3.8 percent in 
1986.65

In political life, then, as in corporate life, Japanese women are making painfully slow gains, but 
measurable gains nevertheless. With the century nearing its close, the women’s movement has expanded its 
base, as evidenced by the huge number of Japanese women who participated in the Beijing conference, and 
has focused its aims. It faces formidable resistance, both structural and attitudinal. Will it succeed? We will 
attempt to answer that question in the next and concluding section.

Conclusion
As we noted at the outset of this paper, women have been crucial to the success of Japan’s 

economic transformations since the dawn of its modernity. In the postwar era, to allow men to become 
completely dedicated salarymen, women took on complete responsibility for domestic affairs, including the 
education of the children and management of household finances. Women also contributed their labor to 
menial and social tasks at comparatively low, supplementary wages, made palatable in part by tax laws that 
punished annual spousal earnings above a certain ceiling (900,000 yen, or about $10,000, in 1987). And 
just as important, women facilitated the male worker’s bond to his company by being the disposable
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element of the work force. During downturns, women could be let go without a ripple of discord among the 
male lifetime employees.

For most of the postwar salaryman era, most women played their role without protest. Indeed, until 
recently a large majority approved of it. That era, and the consensus that underlay, appears to be drawing to 
a close. Neither the economic nor the social realities of Japan can support a continuation of the status quo. 
As Sachiko Imada, a senior researcher at the Japan Institute of Labor notes:

It is extremely difficult for companies, however big they are, to unconditionally realize 
lifetime employment and seniority-based promotion.... For it is impossible under the 
pyramidal structure of the organization to get and keep school graduates until a fixed 
retirement age and offer the majority of them pay raises and promotion based on length 
of service.66

Not, at any rate, when the demographic tide has turned. With Japanese women giving birth to 
approximately 500,000 fewer babies each year and the median age of the work force in consequence rapidly 
rising, the need to restructure the Japanese personnel management system has become obvious to the Labor 
Ministry. It now promotes "flexible hiring,” and seeks especially to harness the talents of the elderly as a 
source of comparatively cheap and skilled labor.

What is more, companies themselves no longer find the old salatyman system so appealing. The 
guarantee of lifetime employment has proved costly or unworkable during the recession, and backloaded 
wages have backfired with the rapid aging of the population. Many companies have felt burdened by their 
relatively large proportion of high-earning, low-productivity men in middle management in recent years. 
Quite a few prominent companies have made moves toward eliminating the automatic wage escalator and 
shifting to a merit-pay system. At the same time, to keep talented, lower-paid women in their twenties and 
thirties, a growing number of companies are adopting flexible family leave programs ahead of the legal 
requirement to do so. What all this points to, Professor Higuchi, says, is that “in the future, flexibility will 
become very, very important.”67

In the meantime, men have loosened their investment in the "salaryman" model of company 
loyalty. Job mobility has greatly increased in the last decade, and the desire to change employers, as 
measured by polls, is consistently found to be at or above 70 percent. Even among managers, the great 
majority of whom are men, at least one poll finds 40 percent expecting to change employers.

Such changes, combined with the political pressure exerted by the women’s movement, represent a 
great opportunity for change toward a more gender-equitable employment system. After the Beijing 
conference, Japanese women’s groups are clearly working harder than ever to achieve meaningful, rather 
than merely symbolic, reforms. Here, for example, are some of the key demands of a coalition of women’s 
groups for revision of the EEOL:

• Provide a clause to prohibit discrimination against women during recruitment, employment, assignment 
and promotion.

• Provide a clause to prohibit wage discrimination, sexual harassment and discrimination against women 
on the grounds of age, childbirth and family responsibility.

• Create sanctions for violators of the EEOL.

• Provide for affirmative action programs.68

In view of the Labor Ministry’s distaste for sanctions, and the current government’s conservative 
leanings, it is highly unlikely that such an agenda can be achieved in the upcoming revision of the EEOL.
That does not mean, however, the broader goals embodied within these demands will not be achieved in the 
coming decade. For under the peculiar processes of change in Japan, women stand to gain a great deal 
simply by getting the terms of debate changed.
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In less than a decade, for example, women’s groups have succeeded in getting sexual harassment 
on the public agenda, and even condemned, if in grudging and limited terms, by the establishment 
newspaper. This, coming just a few years after a Cabinet officer declared that Japan is not ready for the 
concept of sexual harassment, is swift change indeed. If Dempsey’s information proves accurate and 
language condemning or banning sexual harassment does appear in a revision bill for the EEOL, it will 
represent rapid progress that could point the way to future revisions for other points on the agenda.

But even if the political process stalls, the point is that, unlike in America, where racial attitudes 
changed in large measure after legally enforced desegregation, and acceptance of AIDS patients grew after 
their civil rights were legally affirmed, in contemporary Japan social change tends to precede legal change. 
What is more, social norms have a powerful, though not always conclusive, effect on corporate behavior.

Utsumi, the senior personnel manager at NEC, expects big changes to result simply from a 
generational turnover.

I'm  47, I 'm  a baby-boomer. The men who are older than me are quite conservative. But 
our generation is coming to the top. And the men who are in their 30s and 40s are 
really different. Their wives are also working. So in 10 years, big changes are going to 
happen.69

At JAIDO, Nishizaki is not quite so confident about the timetable. She thinks change will take 
“quite a long time.” Nevertheless, she too finds the younger generation to be substantially different. The 
men who work under her supervision, she says, find it easier. Co relate to her, as a member of their 
generation, than to the older men who make up the rest of management.

Of course, that is not to belittle the importance of a revision of the EEOL. A sanctions provision 
would be of considerable help to women struggling against discrimination. But even without it, the outlook 
for women to rise in Japanese management looks better when one considers three points:

• the nature of work in Japan is changing in a direction more congenial to women. That is, jobs are 
increasingly based on knowledge skills and promotion is increasingly based on merit.

• the law and economic trends are converging to make companies offer more flexible terms of 
employment that can help women balance work and family life.

• societal attitudes, political expediency and rational purposes all support the greater inclusion of women 
in decision making positions in society.

Of course, numerous caveats are required as ballast to any optimism about working women’s 
future in Japan. Many have been made already throughout this paper. The most important, perhaps, is that 
the women who stand to benefit most are the best educated, most talented elite. For the majority, as 
Nakajima emphasized, the future may well hold greater hardships. A divorced young mother of modest 
educational attainments faces increasingly harsh employment opportunities in Japan. For her, flexibility 
means insecurity. To reiterate Professor Higuchi’s point: As the individual’s productive ability becomes 
more important in the Japanese labor market, the gender gap will shrink, but the skills gap is bound to grow.

Still, with respect to equality of opportunity, and its implications for Japanese management, there 
is ample reason to expect substantial progress in the next 10 years. And as for its implications for Japanese 
women, they have proven more than eager to equip themselves with education, skills and abilities.
Whatever one might think about the bureaucracy’s role in the changes that have taken place, one has to 
agree with the observation of the Labor Ministry’s Shigeru Fujieda:

There’s a whole generation o f women managers coming along and bringing with them 
new ideas about work. The proportion of women at the lower level o f management is 
growing considerably. In the future they will rise to the upper levels, but it takes time
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for them to be promoted. In the next 10 years, we should see a rapid expansion of 
women in management.70
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Appendix: Selected Interview Summaries
[Note: these should be taken as paraphrase summaries and not used for quotation.]

1. Mariko Nishizaki, 38, manager, Planning and Coordination Division, Japan International Development 
Organization; editor of Kokusai kyoryoku o shigoto to shite, a collection of essays by herself and 11 other 
professional women working in development assistance.

Graduated from Sophia University, went on to get master's from Tokyo University and further 
graduate work at the University of Sussex's Institute of Development Studies in England. Also spent one 
year in New Zealand and another in the United States during student days. Began work with JAIDO in 
1990. Says JAIDO president has given her good opportunities. "I'm very lucky I could work at JAIDO." 
Says few other women have similarly good opportunities. Status of NGO’s and non-profits very low in 
Japan; staffed mainly by volunteers.

Nevertheless, finds difficulties with older men in organization: "If I'm too aggressive, they think, 
‘Oh, she's woman, she's hysterical.’ Therefore, I can’t say things in a straightforward manner to them. That's 
how I can survive, and push forward."

When it comes to supervising younger workers, male or female, the situation is very different. 
“They feel closer to me than the older men.”

Feels that the older generation of men, even those exposed to cosmopolitan influences are too 
prejudiced to change. “Until such a generation disappears, it's very, very difficult to change.” For herself, as 
a childless career woman. She would consider going ail the way to the top of the management ladder if the 
opportunity presented itself, but would have to weigh that against the social and political obligations that 
go with higher management positions.

2. Fusako Utsumi, 47, senior manager, Industrial Relations Department, R & D Administration Division, 
NEC Corporation; also author of book on her experience as a pioneer woman personnel manager.

Served as NEC's first female jinji kacho{ personnel section manager) from 1989 to 1993. Had 
been on the technical track previously. Senior management wanted to make the company more 
accommodating to women workers, so promoted her into a policy making position.

When she took up post, she asked two male subordinates if they liked working under a woman. At 
first, they indicated they didn't like it at all, but later when she asked again, they said they no longer minded 
and found it the same as working under a man. When she rose to bucho (senior, or department manager) she 
asked the same question again and got the same responses.

In 1990, she introduced unpaid leaves of up to a year for those who wanted to care for a family 
member, whether young or elderly. Few were willing to take leaves at first, out of fear they'd face worse 
conditions or lose out on promotions when they returned. However, after seeing that a few took long leaves 
with no consequences, others followed. Now, many take one-year leaves. In all, about 600 NEC employees 
have taken family leave, of whom just two were men.

In 1992, she introduced the option of shorter working hours -  about seven hours a day rather than 
nine -  with commensurate pay cuts. Other changes include allowing women to keep their maiden names (for 
company purposes) after marriage. About 100 women have done so.
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Utsumi feels that women are treated fairly in the company. She notes one woman was promoted to 
kacho (section chief) while out on leave. However, she says women have to struggle to work as hard as 
men, and notes that this is very difficult for a woman who also has domestic and child care responsibilities.

Still, the changes she introduced have helped to retain skilled female software workers, who 
previously quit to raise children. She herself had a child in 1973, and took the legally mandated 14 weeks 
childbirth leave before returning to work. She foresees big changes in women’s positions in the work force 
coming within 10 years, as a generational turnover takes place.

3. Mari Uetsuki, general manager, public relations, & Yukari Sakuma, planner, Lifetime Learning 
Development Division, Benesse Corp.

Uetsuki: Benesse [educational publisher and correspondence-course specialist, formerly known as 
Fukutake Publishing Co.] wants to provide women employees who become mothers with a “soft landing.” 
We’re a pioneer in this. To that end, in 1990, introduced “super flex” time, family leave up to three years, 
and other accommodative policies. However, later found three-year leave impractical [too many changes in 
meantime], so cut it back in 1995 to one year plus however many months remain until April 1. Since 
moving to Tama headquarters [on outskirts of Tokyo], we also began to provide on-site daycare for 
preschool children of employees.

Under the “super flex” system, you can make your own shift however you like. About 60 percent 
of our employees are women, and we market to a lot of women, so we have to respect the life cycle of 
women.

Benesse policy aims to promote the family of males/females equally. Since introducing this 
change, the average age of female employees has risen from about 26 years old to 30.3 years old. We 
expect it to rise to 37 in the next 10 years , Leave doesn’t affect promotion. Basically, advancement is based 
on accomplishment, not seniority. We're that kind of company.

Sakuma: [Note: she's a 31-year-old Benesse project planner who designs supplementary 
educational projects for college students. Her products are roughly comparable to Cliff Notes.] When I 
started working here [in the mid-1980s] I couldn't imagine keeping my job and raising a family. The work 
was too demanding and I often had to stay late. So I planned to quit when I got married. [Uetsuki said that's 
what most women did at the time.]

However, after seeing some of my sempai [a Japanese term with no exact English equivalent; 
roughly speaking, older friends/coworkers on whom she can rely] make use of the new system, I became 
confident about it. So when I got married three years ago, I told my husband that I would insist on keeping 
my job even if we had a child. He agreed. Also agreed to live near company headquarters in Tama [a largely 
residential area in suburban Tokyo].

Last year, I took leave to have a child, and my son was born in February. I wouldn’t have been able 
to raise the baby and return to work without the company daycare center. The public daycare center only 
admits babies in January. [Note: this is a widespread if not universal practice among public nurseries in 
Japan.] Now, I bicycle or walk to work with my child. During the day, I don't visit him, but just try to finish 
my work as soon as possible. If there’s work leftover, I take it home with me or pass it on to my partner. My 
husband, who is a schoolteacher of mathematics, comes home a little earlier. We are able to eat dinner 
together and bathe as a family. [Note: family bathing, usually in order of precedence, is a long-cherished 
custom in Japan. The late-night social requirements imposed on the modern salaryman have largely 
disrupted it.]

The system doesn't work perfectly. If you have a baby, your advancement in the company is 
limited, because you have to have a partner for each project. If the project is successful, you can’t take the
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whole credit. A [certain] woman [of the same entry year] who doesn’t have a child gets paid more than I do, 
because she has been able to advance further.

For now, though, I want to keep working form nine to six. If the work becomes too stressful, I'll 
think of doing something else.

4. Christopher Calderwood, senior economist, BZW Securities (Asia) Ltd.

[Note: Calderwood makes seemingly contradictory points in this interview: that women’s gains in 
the 1980s were illusory and that structural change in the 1990s favors women. The apparent contradiction is 
easily resolved. In the first part, Calderwood is addressing the minimal effect of legal changes compared 
with the unequal effects of the economic downturn. In the second, he is evaluating the prospective changes 
brought about by structural change in the economy.]

The MOL's annual report showing labor by sex and age group shows the M curve persists. What 
that means for future of Japan is hard to say. Demographics bore me silly [because] you can read them 
however you like. The last four or five years have been much better for men. So now there's lots of room to 
make up. Progress now will be interpreted as a big advance for women. But to argue that something 
fundamental has changed, you'd have to show that women’s share has been able to hang tough. It hasn't 
done that. What seemed to be change in the 1980s was just the Bubble effect. In short, women’s lot is still 
tied to the economic cycle.

The situation in fact remains very hard for women. The trend toward part-time employment is 
growing. More jobs are being shared. At the same time, however, structural moves within the economy are 
favoring women’s work. More service jobs are being created. Even in manufacturing there are moves 
toward nimble assembly. They don't need great, lumbering men so much anymore. But there has been no 
sea change in corporate mentality.

5. Michiko Nakajima, attorney; a pioneering activist, Nakajima was a founder of the Lawyers’ Group for 
Working Women and, most recently, a co-organizer of Tokyo Forum 1996, which focused on women’s 
issues.

In some areas, women are treated better these days, in others poorly. Overall, conditions are hard 
for women. We should listen to the voices of the ordinary people.

There have been changes, but not all in favor of women. During the Bubble years, women made 
some progress; during the recession, they have slipped back.

The current situation with the EEOL is not adequate. It needs to be revised to have enforcement 
provisions. It has no effect if the law states only (hat "efforts are requested" to remedy discrimination.

Job track discrimination is a big problem at present. Though some women are getting on the career 
track, many more are getting into part-time or contract positions. These days there are more divorced 
women and single mothers in Japan. For them, it is especially hard.

And although a law was passed to help part-timers, the situation for them is getting worse. In order 
to avoid paying the required pension benefits, companies are sharing out jobs and reducing the hours that 
each employee works to four hours a day.

Many big companies, such as banks for example, tend to push women into contract positions with 
smaller, affiliated companies. At Mitsubishi Corp. [a major trading company], there is no longer any ippan 
shoku ["general work," a non-career category generally reserved for young women]. Stewardesses are being
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put on part-time contracts. Women are trying to get regular jobs, but if the present situation continues, there 
won’t be any full-time workers left at major Japanese companies.

As for the unions, Rengo [the largest union federation in Japan] is working to get the protections 
for women removed from the Labor Standards law. These should be changed. Whatever protections there 
are should be equal for men and women. That is, there should be limits on overtime for men as well. Men 
have to be able to take up household duties as well. Men and women have to do housework and 
employment jointly.

6. Shigeru Fujieda, Women’s Policy Bureau, Ministry of Labor

Ten years after the EEOL took effect, things are improving. The number of women in management 
is growing, and companies are showing more of an attitude of wanting to use women in the work force. 
There is still some discrimination in hiring and various other problems.

The MOL has tightened the guidelines on nondiscrimination in hiring, and an advisory committee 
on revision on the EEOL has been meeting since last October. We expect an interim report from the 
committee this summer. Regarding revisions, one thing that can be expected is revision of the Labor 
Standards Law to remove special protections for women. Since 1984, in principle, nondiscrimination has 
been the goal. As for whether the EEOL will be given enforcement provisions, it’s still too early to say. The 
MOL wants to review the employer situation, as well as to consider what the advisory committee has to 
recommend. Women’s problems can't all be solved by changes in the law. [Note: this seemed in context to 
imply that employers would be given a big say, if not an outright veto, over sanctions.] As for changes in 
the economy, the trend is away from clerical jobs. Many women still want such jobs, but because of 
automation, companies don’t take as many as before. Women therefore have to take a broader view of the 
range of possibilities, and be more willing to specialize. [Note: c.f. Higuchi's remarks.] The O.L. [office 
lady, or young female clerical worker] may disappear.

In fact, women are changing their view of work. Many are getting advanced education and seeking 
more professional jobs [senmon shoku]. Women are rapidly expanding their presence as doctors, lawyers, 
architects, etc.

Changes have not come as fast as we would wish. Equality takes time. There are many opinions on 
change and many problems. For example, equality of the male-female share of housework is a goal, but it is 
far from reality. And while many companies want to employ women, many are not treating them as they 
should. The law says they shouldn't stereotype women, b u t...

The MOL is trying to help by encouraging companies to introduce [broader] family leave policies. 
We are giving subsidies to smaller companies for family leave.

As for women in management, they are advancing, but U takes time. There’s a whole generation of 
women managers coming along and bringing with them new ideas about work. The proportion of women at 
the lower level of management is growing considerably. In the future they will rise to the upper levels, but it 
takes time for them to be promoted. In the next 10 years, we should see a rapid expansion of women in 
management.

7. Yoshio Higuchi, professor of economics, Dept, of Business and Commerce, Keio University

The dual trends of women entering full-time management careers and part-time positions are both 
continuing. The Japanese concept of part-time differs from the U.S. one. In the U.S., part-time means 
working less than 35 hours a week. In Japan, it’s common for part-timers to work more; however, they have 
no job tenure.
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In Japan, as in most advanced countries, companies have increased the use of part-time workers to 
give flexibility to labor costs. The ratio of part-time workers will continue to increase. A large proportion 
will be women with children. However, to put this in a historical perspective, in 1968, 90 percent of work 
force was made up of "regular workers" [with job security]. That was the last year of rapid growth. Since 
then the proportion has been falling. The decline was accelerated by the 1973 oil shock. Now, those who 
are hired in ippan shoku or sogo shoku status, that is those who have job security, make up only about 20 
percent of the Japanese work force.

As for discrimination against women, from the point of view of the company, job tenure is very 
short for women. Companies want to know the average length of service they can expect, because that 
affects the return they get on training costs. If we accept human investment theory, it's much more efficient 
to invest in men because they stay a long time. Companies want to keep their workers as long as possible.

[The tendency of women to return to work after childbirth is inversely related to level of 
education.] In Japan, more educated women don’t return to labor market because they can't find good jobs 
[due to loss of seniority and lack of mid- or high-level entry opportunities at other firms.] Also, their 
husbands' income is much higher [than those of lesser-educated women]. They wish to work, but only if the 
work is rewarding. The part-time workers are mostly less-educated women, those with high-school level 
education. More educated women have little incentive to return to employment.

Therefore, what this means is that flexibility will become very, very important. There is already a 
growing trend toward flexibility. In 1999, family leave will become mandatory [giving broader grounds for 
unpaid leave than present childbirth leave.]

It's difficult to see whether there will be another labor shortage or not. The total number of workers 
will decrease, but overseas investment may reduce the number of domestic jobs. It's not clear whether 
another labor shortage will happen. In recent years it's been very hard to find a job. Japanese companies 
don’t have a layoff system. However, that may be changing. If the labor market remains oversupplied, there 
may be no job security. Workers may be laid off in good years. That could be a hardship on women. In sum, 
then, the gender gap will become smaller, but the skills gap will become larger.

8. Mariko Bando, vice governor, Saitama Prefecture, former staff member, Prime Minister’s Office; and co
organizer of 1996 Saitama international forum on women.

In the past, the central government worked very hard on women’s issues, but local governments 
weren't interested at all. After 20 years, however, the central government is still discussing and discussing 
what to do. That's why Saitama went ahead and held our own international conference. Other prefectures 
are also doing similar activities, and NGOs at the grass-roots level are getting quite active.

[On Japan's place in the international women’s movement] If we compare ourselves with Western 
countries, we have to admit that equality in fact is not established here. But compared to our Asian 
neighbors or to developing Moslem countries, we may be about midway. Asian countries are strongly 
influenced by Confucian thought. Women are encouraged to sacrifice themselves. They don’t advocate or 
express their own feelings. Against this background, we have made a definite start. But there's still some 
discrimination, especially in the workplace and in politics.

The problem is, women don't have representation in leadership. For a long time I was critical of the 
quota system to increase female participation in politics. I’m now changing my mind. The barriers are too 
strong. We should push for more women in decision making positions.

The administration guidelines [on hiring, etc.] need to be revised, but there is not a consensus on 
this at all. The Labor Ministry is still discussing it with employers. I believe it won't make drastic changes.
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In any case, the number of women who want professional careers is increasing. Women are going 
up the promotion ladder. About 10 percent of those recruited into government in late 1970s were women. 
Now they are going to the section chief level. Climbing the promotion ladder. In the next 10 years, 5 to 10 
percent will reach the upper levels.

In private industry, opportunities are limited in traditional manufacturing companies. But women 
working in tertiary industries -  especially high-tech and high-information firms, may have more 
opportunities.
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