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Preface

This book is the unexpected product of a slight detour in my research
about five years ago that took on a life of its own. I was studying the
history of Japan’s working-class movement with a relatively narrow
objective: to produce a monograph on the working-class movement in
the interwar era. I planned to combine my unpublished research on
labor at the Ishikawajima shipyard and the Uraga Dock Company in
the 1910s and 1920s with fresh study of smaller workplaces.

The point of departure was to have been the frequent nonunion dis-
putes at heavy industrial worksites between the turn of the century and
World War I, but 1 was aware that these years were also a time of
numetrous riots in Tokyo and other major cities and decided to investi-
gate them briefly. The “brief” initial survey lasted several months. I was
surprised to find the riots a source of insight into popular ideas and
forms of action. The riots were not only related to the evolution of the
labor movement; they also shed light on broader issues of political
ideology and the changing structures of rule in Japan. As I tried to make
sense of the riots and the “political crowd” in the early 1900s, I became
increasingly frustrated with the broader interpretative framework for
twentieth-century Japan’s political history in which riots, unions, and
labor disputes were part of a movement culminating in the “Taisho
democracy” of the 1920s. Instead, I came to see these developments as
part of the story of “imperial democracy” in Japan. The result is a book
that, while it retains my original concern with the making of the work-
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xXvi Preface

er’s movement, also seeks to offer a fresh perspective on the broad
sweep of twentieth-century history.

Along the course of this journey, I received important help from a
large number of colleagues and friends, and one of the great pleasures
of finishing this book is acknowledging their contributions. Sheldon
Garon has been a friend and critic whose insights, doubts, and sug-
gestions in response to numerous drafts of this project never failed to
sharpen my sense of the problem. Gary Allinson, Albert Craig, Harry
Harootunian, Gregory Kasza, Dirk Phillipsen, and Charles Maier all
read the entire manuscript and offered valuable critical comments,
while Chuck Bergquist, Alex Keyssar, Jim McClain, William Reddy,
Miriam Silverberg, and Thomas C. Smith did likewise with portions of
the work in progress. In Japan, Nimura Kazuo was an unfailing critic
and host at the Ohara Institute of Social Research, whose staff also
deserve special thanks. William Steele, Watanabe Etsuji, Suzuki Yuko,
Nakamura Masanori, Utsumi Takashi, Nishida Yoshiaki, Hyodo Tsu-
tomu, Uekusa Masu, Nishinarita Yutaka, Watanabe Hiroshi, and
Yoshida Kenji advised me on sources and engaged in spirited discus-
sions of my interpretations as well. Peter Lange discussed the literature
on European fascism with me. I was fortunate to have a superb research
assistant, Uchida Sumine, to help collect and analyze the data on labor
disputes in Minami Katsushika County. Connie Blackmore pitched in
with critical typing help during a computer failure. While several of
those mentioned in this paragraph will not agree with my interpreta-
tions of labor and imperial democracy, and while 1 take full responsi-
bility for the result, good or bad, [ am convinced that their generous
critiques have made this a far better work than it would otherwise
have been.

Funding for this project, provided by the Social Science Research
Council (1983), the Department of Education Fulbright program
(1984—-85), and the Duke University Research Council (1987), allowed
me the luxury of three trips to Japan to carry out the research. Duke’s
Research Council also supported further research and writing in the

following years.
I dedicate the book to my wife, Yoshie. Together with Jennifer and

Megumi, she has enriched my life in countless ways.



Introduction

In the first two decades of the twentieth century, crowds of city-dwellers
took to the streets of Tokyo and launched the most vigorous urban
protests yet seen in Japan. At least nine times from the Hibiya riot of
1905 to the rice riots of 1918, angry Tokyoites attacked policemen,
police stations, and national government offices, smashed streetcar
windows and beat the drivers, marched on the Diet, and stormed the
offices of major newspapers. They destroyed public and private prop-
erty, launching both symbolic and substantive attacks on the institu-
tions of the established order of imperial Japan.

In the same years, wage laborers mounted new forms of protest in
the workplace. In the handful of major factories, shipyards, and arse-
nals that made up the heavy industrial sector of the economy, a tradition
of protest evolved before the advent of unions, Over 100 labor disputes
took place in the heavy and textile industries during these years, with 49
of them concentrated at just nine major public and private enterprises
between 1902 and 1917. Although unions led none of these disputes, a
union movement did emerge in these same years; workers in Tokyo in
1912 created the major union federation of the imperial era, initially
named the Yuaikai (Friendly Society). By 1916 they had built a solid
foundation of about 20,000 members in the Tokyo and Osaka areas.

The crowd, labor disputes, and the early unions together constituted
the lower-class, urban dimension to a movement for imperial democ-
racy, with roots in the nineteenth century, which reached its peak between
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1905 and 1918, but the actions of workers and urban crowds consti-
tuted just a portion of the movement as a whole. A host of other de-
velopments also mark off these decades from those that preceded and
followed, and thus define the movement. The Diet emerged as a central
component of the political order by the early twentieth century, con-
trary to the expectations of the oligarchic constitution-writers. The
Seiyuikai evolved into Japan’s first stable political party between 1900
and 1913 under the adroit leadership of Hara Kei. A second, more
liberal, party then coalesced gradually out of a motley of anti-Seiyukai
elements between 1913 and the 1920s (first named Daoshikai, then Ken-
seikai, finally Minseito). Both inside and outside the Diet, a sustained
movement for expanded suffrage unfolded between 1897 and the adop-
tion of universal manhood suffrage in 1925. Beginning in the late
1890s, both leaders of big business and struggling small-scale traders
and manufacturers joined a determined anti-tax movement; they met
with a measure of success in the repeal of the despised business tax in
1926. Several groups of women nurtured a precocious feminist tradi-
tion. Liberal, democratic, and (especially after 1917) socialist thought
flowered among intellectuals. And the liberal editorial stance of the
press reflected a widespread belief that the future would bring the fur-
ther development of parliamentary government and a Japanese version of
democracy. Although only a minority in the West do so, most historians
in Japan now accept as common wisdom the proposition that a phe-
nomenon they call Taish6 democracy, including but not limited to these
developments, moved to center stage in the drama of Japanese history
with the Hibiya riot of 1905.!

In the pages that follow, I accept the fundamental premise that some-
thing new and important happened to the political and social order in
Japan after 1905 and seek to build upon it. By focusing on the history of
workers, the urban poor, and the urban crowd, I shall demonstrate that
a phenomenon better understood as imperial democracy grew out of a

1. Important studies of the history of Taishé democracy that begin the story in 1905
or earlier include Matsuo Takayoshi, Taishé demokurashii no kenkyu (Tokyo: Aoki
shoten, 1966) and Taisho demokurashii (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1974); Eguchi Keiichi,
Toshi shoburujoa undo shi no kenkyii (Tokyo: Miraisha, 1976); Nakamura Masanori,
Emura Eiichi, and Miyachi Masato, “Nihon teikokushugi to jinmin: 9/5 minshi bodo o
megutte,” Rekishigaku kenkyiu, August 1967; Shinobu Seizaburo, Taishé demokurashii
shi, vol. 1 (1954); and Miyachi Masato, Nichiro sengo setjishi kenkyis (Tokyo: University
of Tokyo Press, 1973). One English-language work whose contributors generally do see
Taishé democracy as a significant phenomenon is Harry D. Harootunian and Bernard
S. Silberman, eds., Japan in Crisis: Essays on Taish6 Democracy (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1974),
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profound transformation of the society. It was not limited to politi-
cians, intellectuals, journalists, and the urban bourgeoisie. The process
that generated imperial democracy touched the lives and drew upon the
energies of common people throughout the nation.2

The first objective of this study, then, is to understand the political
role that working men and women have played in twentieth-century
Japan. I begin by reconstructing the process of movement-building by
which some workers learned to carry out disputes and organize unions,
pressing for better treatment in the workplace and improved status in
the broader society, in some cases seeking a socialist transformation as
well. Early chapters (2, 3) focus on two sources of the behavior and
ideas that informed the subsequent building of a labor movement: the
boisterous crowds of the riots of the early twentieth century and the
nonunion labor disputes of these same years. The following chapters
(especially 4, 6, and 7) zero in on labor in the east side of Tokyo, an
area called Nankatsu, to see how unions developed and how the “dis-
pute culture” of working-class Tokyo evolved.

Also part of the effort to understand labor’s political role is the for-
bidding attempt to reconstruct the intellectual world of factory labor-
ers. I wish to explore ways in which workers themselves envisioned the
desirable future and perceived themselves as members of a factory work
force and as participants in local and national communities. This
attempt is forbidding because most documentary sources were left by
observers—such as bureaucrats, journalists, or intellectual activists—
who were not themselves part of the laboring community, and because
movement historians have imposed their own notions of what a proper
labor movement ought to have done upon workers who may well have
had different ideas.

To arrive at a single “true” account of workers’ consciousness is not
possible, practically or epistemologically. Even so, we can attempt to
look past the biases of elites seeking to control workers, activists seek-

2. It is important not to reduce “‘the people” or “the working class™ to a monolithic
whole whose ideas and energies are assumed rather than analyzed. | feel this treatment of
*“the people” to some extent characterizes, for example, the impressive work of Miyachi
in Nichiro sengo and of Nakamura Masanori, Emura Eiichi, and Miyachi Masato in
“Nihon reikokushugi to jinmin.” Nakamura et al. recognize their lack of attention to the
thought of the “people” themselves, noting that “‘it appears quite difficult to grasp the
awareness {ninshiki] of the people—that is, workers and the urban lower classes—other
than by looking at their actions” (p. 14). Deducing thought from action is, indeed, one
valid approach, but here I shall attempt also to look directly at what people said or wrote.
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ing to mobilize them, and historians or social scientists seeking to
understand them to let the actions and words of the workers speak to us
in relatively direct fashion. At times it is possible to hear the workers’
own voices, left to us in the form of speech transcripts or leaflets. We
can never be absolutely certain that the rank and file shared the senti-
ments of these speakers or leaflet authors, but we can reasonably infer
that they expressed common beliefs when we also have evidence that
enthusiastic audiences heard these speeches or that hundreds of workers
organized tenaciously to support the demands raised in a leaflet. Insofar
as possible, I shall build the argument about workers’ ideas from such
documents, particularly in chapter 8.

This attempt to recreate a workers’ culture requires that we avoid
“culturalism” on the one hand and simplistic versions of either market
or Marxist perspectives on the other. By culturalism, I refer to a perspec-
tive that extends far beyond academic discourse, dominating popular
American conceptions of “the Japanese.” In the worst incarnation of
this view, a reified “Japanese culture,” transcending history and defying
analysis, predisposed the Japanese to endure, to cooperate, to deny self
for the sake of the group, and to accept authority. Proof of the power of
this culture is found in the facts that under 8 percent of prewar workers
joined unions at the peak of the movement, that the left did poorly in
the early elections after the establishment of universal manhood suf-
frage, that the women’s movement fared poorly, and that the bourgeois
political parties retreated in the 1930s. Such culturalism is afflicted with
comparative amnesia; it conveniently forgets, for example, that unions
in every comparable early industrial society, even Britain in the
nineteenth century, were overwhelmingly minority movements.? Cul-
turalist presentations of unique Japanese social patterns do not prepare
us to recognize the cleavages and confrontations at the heart of modern
Japanese history.

By simplistic market and Marxist perspectives, I refer to two unhelp-
ful notions: the first, that the workers in Japan were an atomized body
of profit-maximizing economic men seeking to survive in a competitive
“modern” world; the second, that they constituted an increasingly

3. Gary Marks, Unions in Politics: Britain, Germany, and the United States in the
Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989),
pp. 10-11, finds that “workers who formed unions were a small minority in every West-
ern society in the 19th century™: about 12 percent in Britain in 1900, 5 percent in the
United States and Germany.
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homogeneous class, both cut off by capitalism from its past and being
forged anew by capitalism into the vanguard of a progressive future. In
actuality, their story involved efforts at collective action, false starts,
defeats, and renewed struggles, and they were never so atomized as to
lack community or so focused on economic gain as to lack concepts of
justice. In addition, social class was not the only important unit of iden-
tification; workers identified and acted as members of the nation with
an interest in furthering or sharing national glory, and as men or as
women interested in improving their treatment and status in workplace,
neighborhood, or national communities.

A second basic objective of this book is to connect the story of labor
to a reinterpretation of the broader dynamics of Japanese political his-
tory from 1905 to 1940.4 Most historians place the phenomenon called
Taisho democracy at the center of their analyses of the broad sweep of
prewar political history, although they disagree vehemently on its depth
and significance. In fact, however, the phrase “Taishé democracy” is
chronologically inaccurate and analytically empty. The name derives
from the reign of the Taisho emperor, 1912—25, but in most Japanese
accounts Taisho democracy began in 1905, six years before the Meiji
emperor died, and it arguably lasted until 1932, seven years after the
Showa era began. Of the twenty-seven years of Taisho democracy, thus
defined, thirteen fall outside the Taisho era. The principal analytic sig-
nificance to the fact that it was the Taisho emperor who presided over
half this period lies in the contemporary belief that the death of the
Meiji emperor marked the dawn of a new era.’ The first year of Taisho
indeed witnessed a major political crisis, but this “Taisho political
change” was less a turning point or inaugural event in a new political
era than one of several in a string of related upheavals dating from
1905. The main reason for the use of the Taisho label has been its
dubious chronological convenience.

In addition, the concept of Taish6 democracy has confounded efforts
to deal with the complicated evidence concerning popular thought and
behavior in prewar Japan. Many historians, in Japan some time ago and
in the West more recently, have dealt with this complexity by depicting

4. Chapters 1 and 5 detail the framework of analysis that informs the rest of the
study.

5. Natsume Soseki, Kokoro (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Gateway, 1957), pp. 245
46 and passim offers a moving example.
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the era of party rule as a superficial flirtation with democracy.¢ Trou-
bled by evidence of nationalism and support for imperialist expansion
voiced in the early days by many Taishé democrats, by the ideological
ambivalence of calls for popular sovereignty under the “absolutist”
Meiji constitution, and by the surrender or conversion of both liberal
and radical Taisho democrats in the 1930s, some historians have skepti-
cally dismissed “Taishé democracy” as a shallow phenomenon. True
Taisho democrats would have opposed imperialism and sought popular
sovereignty. Support for imperialism and the sovereignty of the emperor
become impurities or deviations that a true Taishé democrat should
have resisted. Because there were few who boldly resisted in the 1920s,
or resisted at all in the 1930s, Taish6 democracy is seen as superficial.

I am, on the contrary, impressed by evidence that the popular move-
ments of the early 1900s, led by politicians and the press, moved masses
of people to act vigorously in pursuit of a shared, if ambiguous and
contradictory, democratic vision. In this book I have thus sought to
define an alternative framework that would both credit the depth and
intensity of these ideas and help explain the eventual dissolution of the
democratic movement and collapse of democratic rule.

Japanese historians, beginning with Matsuo Takayoshi, have gener-
ally ceased to dismiss Taisho democracy as superficial. Since the 1960s
they have argued that the Russo-Japanese War and its aftermath in
1905 mark a watershed in the history of modern Japan. In this view, the
Hibiya anti-treaty riot of 1905 ushered in the era of “Taisho democ-
racy,” a phrase its proponents use to indicate a profound break with the
past, taking issue with the picture of Taisho democracy as a superficial
movement of a few urban intellectuals and journalists. Yet the record of
popular thought and behavior likewise confounds this analysis, which
sees the riots of the early twentieth century as the first stage of a
“Taisho democracy” in which a properly aroused populace should in
theory have been both democratic and internationalist.” How does one

6. Matsuo Takayoshi (Taishé demokurashii) is one critic of those who dismiss Taisho
democracy. See Harry Wray and Hilary Conroy, eds., Japan Examined: Perspectives on
Modern Japanese History (Honolulu: Universjty Press of Hawaii, 1983), pp. 172, 178,
193, for recent American dismissals or depictions of Taishé democracy as “limited.”

7. See, for example, Matsuo Takayoshi, “Development of Democracy in Japan:
Taishé Democracy, Its Flowering and Breakdown,” Developing Economies, December
1966, pp. 615~16, where he writes that the key demands of Taisho democracy were for
parliamentary principles and free speech; improved relations between workers and capi-
talists, tenants and landlords; and rejection of imperialism.
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explain why the Tokyo crowds venerated the emperor and fervently
supported empire, yet rebelled violently against a government that did
the same, without dismissing the common people of the early twentieth
century in condescending fashion as mindless or manipulated? How
does one account for the persistent concern of workers to win the re-
spect due the *“people of the nation” (kokumin) in a framework that
expected laborers, as the key element in what should have been the
socialist mainstream of Taisho democracy, to transcend nationalism?

I side with those historians who take the Taisho changes seriously to
this extent: the year 1905 did mark a turning point; the Hibiya riot
reveals these changes were not limited to a narrow intelligentsia. I differ
in seeking a conception better able to encompass the richness and con-
tradictions that marked social and political history after 1905. In sum,
while 1, too, am troubled by the support so many Taisho democrats
offered for imperialism and by their respect for imperial sovereignty, 1
feel that to consider these features as limits or impurities distorts the
experience and understanding of the historical actors themselves. It
places in opposition elements that many Japanese of the period con-
sidered an integrated cluster of ideas, which I describe as “imperial
democracy,” rather than Taisho democracy.?

In addition to noting these problems with the phrase “Taisho de-
mocracy,” I see a positive case for this different framework. The first
major gain of recasting the political ideas of this era, and the movement
to realize them in public life, as “imperial democracy” is that we shift
focus away from the “limits” or the “shallowness” of an ideal Taisho
democracy and highlight instead the *“‘contradictions” at the heart of an
actual movement for change that was broadly based and profound. To
be sure, the terms contradiction and shallow are imposed by the histo-
rian, but some conceptual imposition is inevitable and necessary. The
notion of contradiction does greater justice to the dilemmas of workers,
party politicians, and bureaucrats, of ruled and rulers. The jarring

8. Carol Gluck makes a similar point in Japan’s Modern Myths: 1deology in the Late
Meiji Period (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985}, pp. 237-39, when she claims
that “parliamentary ideology is not synonymous with the political ideals evoked by the
wortds Taisho demokurashii.” Her “‘parliamentary ideology” that “‘situated the practice
of parliamentary politics at the center and imperial authority at the legitimating
circumference” is roughly synonymous with ‘“‘imperial democracy.” (I say “roughly”
because 1 would distinguish the practical imperial democrats in the parties from the
movement’s idealistic theorists, such as Yoshino Sakuzd, who remained lukewarm
about the ability of the existing parties to play the institutional role of mediators be-
tween popular and imperial wills.
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juxtaposition of the two words points to the potentially contradictory
goals of a movement and then a regime committed to both national
glory and widened participation; when push came to shove in times of
national crisis, this contradiction made the imperial democratic regime
vulnerable to political attack, and it inclined the imperial democrats
themselves to sacrifice democracy on behalf of empire.

Second, in contrast to the descriptive and inaccurate adjective
Taisho, the term imperial indicates the dynamic links both backward
and forward in time from the era of imperial democracy itself (1905—
32). Looking backward before 1905, the core of the transformation of
the Meiji era included not only the rise of capitalism but also the
consolidation of imperial sovereignty and the beginnings of imperial-
ism; the chapters to follow will show that these developments ironically
prepared the ground for the democratic movements of the early 1900s,
making untenable the closed political order envisioned by the oligarchs.

Looking forward beyond 1932, the difficulty of explaining the
seemingly abrupt shift from “Taisho” liberalism to “Showa” fascism
has troubled historians since World War 11. By viewing the 1930s from
the vantage of a 1920s structure of “imperial” rather than “Taisho”
democracy, we are pointed toward clues to explain this trajectory. The
effort to maintain both formal and informal empire generated resistance
abroad, in particular from the Chinese, which weakened the legitimacy
and prestige of civilian party rulers. We shall see that the rise of capital-
ism, furthered in part by the spoils of empire, generated resistance at
home from increasingly assertive workers or tenant farmers; the result-
ing social discord likewise discredited the parties in power. At the same
time, the attraction of imperialist expansion as a panacea and the impe-
rial institution as a rallying symbol helped the military and a newly
activist bureaucracy to present themselves as servants of the emperor
and gain political ascendance.

Third, the concept of imperial democracy distinguishes the move-
ments of the bourgeoisie, focused on their political parties, and the
movements of workers or poor farmers, focused on unions and “pro-
letarian parties,” more effectively than the construct of Taishé democ-
racy. As a catchall for a vast array of movements, “Taisho democracy”
is far too inclusive; among those that Japanese historians have included
are labor and tenant unions, as well as both the social democratic and
bourgeois political parties. They have generally seen the social democrats
as the “ought-to-be”’ inheritors of the movement, and have criticized
the bourgeois parties as weak and willing to compromise principle
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for the sake of power.” We can better distinguish these strange bed-
fellows by placing the bourgeois parties at the center of a drive in the
early twentieth century for political change, the movement for imperial
democracy, while recognizing their uneasy relationship with the popu-
lar energies that also fueled the movement. We may then consider the
movements of workers, farmers, and intellectuals that emerged by the
1920s as often separate from, and sometimes opposed to, imperial
democracy. This frees us from concern with the betrayal by the
bourgeois parties of an all-encompassing “Taish6” democratic move-
ment and shifts the focus instead to the contradictory pressures imping-
ing upon these parties.

Thus, I propose the notion of a trajectory from imperial bureaucracy
to imperial democracy to fascism as a framework better able to account
for the evidence in the realm of labor history, as well as for the overall
modern development of Japan through 1945. I do not tell the full story
here; absent are farmers, and indeed all those outside the major cities,
most of the story of women, of students, and of intellectuals. Ultimately,
these histories, too, must be viewed in terms of this framework for it
to prove truly useful, if only because the rulers who implemented the
fascist program of the late 1930s had for some years seen these histories
as connected. They perceived restive laborers as part of a general social
crisis, defined as well by phenomena such as the popularity of Marxism
among university students and the large population of cafe waitresses in
the cities.

I offer this interpretation in the hopes of stimulating a critical
rethinking of the Japanese historical experience in the twentieth cen-
tury, once again problematizing the nature of democracy in prewar
Japan and suggesting ways in which domestic social protest, in this case
the building of a labor movement in places like Nankatsu, fit into the
broader process of political evolution. I wish, that is, to understand the
relationship between social class contention and changing structures of
rule. In part 1, for example, I argue that explosive popular energies
were contained within the movement for imperial democracy, that they
threatened to break the bounds of the movement by 1918, and that this

threat played a direct role in bringing Japan’s first political party
cabinet to power.

In part 3, especially chapter 9, I likewise argue that the intense con-

9. See Tetsuo Najita, Hara Kei and the Politics of Compromise (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 205-8, for an important critique of these critics.
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flicts in industrial neighborhoods such as Nankatsu helped create the
environment of crisis that catalyzed the shift from party to military-
bureaucratic rule, from imperial democracy to Japan’s “imperial”’ ver-
sion of fascism. Western historians who see “militarism” primarily as a
response of the bureaucratic and military elite to international crisis too
easily overlook both the obsessive fear of these leaders that domestic
society was collapsing and their subsequent decision to have the state
attempt the unprecedented task of reordering civil society. The alterna-
tive to overlooking this fear need not be a simplistic view of cause and
effect in which the military is seen to take power to thwart a social
revolution; rather, a complex relationship existed between social con-
tention, elite and intellectual perceptions and fears, and changing struc-
tures of rule. Historians of Japan must be particularly sensitive to such
relations because Japanese themselves in positions of local and national
power have been intensely and precociously concerned to head off con-
flict, maintaining both harmony and their own privilege. Thus, episodes
of turbulence well short of revolution can be responsible, largely or in
part, for changes in policy or in the identity of rulers.

In the chapters that follow, I shall consider “imperial democracy”
first as a movement for change, supported broadly in the society, and
later as a structure and ideology of rule intended to cope with change.
For the early imperial democrats, constitutional government and im-
perialism were inseparable. The latter did not limit or vitiate the for-
mer; it made it worth having. But as labor emerged as a social force in
the 1920s, and crises at home and abroad during the Great Depression
shook an order now dominated by the imperial democrats, the contra-
dictions emerged. A structure of rule that justified party government
and, in some cases, liberal social policies as serving the causes of social
order and empire collapsed. In the regime that replaced imperial de-
mocracy, the rulers discarded democracy for the sake of empire and a
renovated social order.
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ONE

The Movement for
Imperial Democracy

Imperial democracy had two incarnations. It began as a political move-
ment. Later it became a system of rule.

When imperial democracy emerged as a movement for change in the
early twentieth century, its leaders contested for power with the Meiji
oligarchs. They raised a challenge to the ruling structure erected be-
tween the 1870s and 1890s, which we may call imperial bureaucracy.
In this prior system, civilian bureaucrats and the military ruled the na-
tion on behalf of the sovereign emperor, and they bore no direct respon-
sibility to the people, who were expected to support their policies
obediently.?

The imperial democratic movement had roots in an earlier challenge
to these imperial bureaucrats, the Movement for Freedom and Popular
Rights. The Popular Rights movement, however, dissolved by 1884 in
the face of both government repression and conflict between its own
dual strata of supporters, the ex-samurai and landed elite on one hand
and poor farmers on the other. In the early twentieth century, the impe-
rial democratic activists emerged with greater force and staying power
to demand expanded suffrage, tax reduction, and respect for the elec-
torate represented in the Diet. These causes of propertied, educated
men represented the formal vanguard of the movement for imperial

1. On “bureaucratic absolutism,” roughly synonymous with “imperial bureaucra-
cy,” see Bernard Silberman, “The Bureaucratic State,” in Conflict in Modern Japanese

History, ed. Tetsuo Najita and Victor Koschmann (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1982), p. 231.
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democracy, although as with the agitation for popular rights of the
nineteenth century, they overlapped with lower-class protest.

The height of imperial democracy as a movement to gain access to
political power came between 1905 and 1918. In this latter year, the
formation of Hara Kei’s Seiyiikai Party cabinet marked both a major
success of the movement and a watershed in its transformation into a
structure of rule. As party rule subsequently became almost routine,
many of its advocates, now found in key bureaucratic groups as well as
the parties themselves, sought further democratic reforms as the best
means to control ongoing demands for participation and the radical
movements of workers, intellectuals, and poor farmers. But the imperial
democratic ideology that justified party rule was not a uniform concep-
tion. The two major parties, Seiyiikai and Minseitd, differed greatly in
their vision of how much popular involvement, in how liberal and
democratic a form, was desirable. From 1924 to 1931 the decidedly
more liberal vision of the Minseito Party and its bureaucratic allies,
which would have granted significant autonomy to popular organiza-
tions, was dominant. But the critical difference of the parties over means
should not obscure agreement on ends. They were united in a commit-
ment to preserving a capitalist order in which their own position had
been secured and an international order in which Japan’s Asian hege-
mony was respected.

As a structure of rule, imperial democracy was centrally concerned to
placate or control labor, for organized workers were among those who
inherited and transformed the oppositional spirit of the earlier move-
ment for change. During the depression the intense confrontation be-
tween imperial democrats in power and angry, but powerless, workers
and farmers, fighting for both respect and their livelihoods, helped dis-
credit imperial democracy as a system of rule and an ideology of con-
trol. The result, in the 1930s, was the eclipse of the parties, the repudia-
tion of democratic ideas, and eventually the dissolution of the labor
movement under a new regime.

THE ROOTS OF IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

Imperial democracy was the unanticipated product of Japan’s dramatic
nineteenth-century revolution. The adjective imperial signals the rel-
evance of two central features of this revolution: the oligarchs who
created the constitutional order of 1890 through 1945 located political
sovereignty in the person of the Japanese emperor; and they built Japan
into an Asian empire through victories in war in 1895 and 190S. Put
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simply, by establishing an emperor-centered constitutional order,
promoting a capitalist, industrializing economy, and leading Japan to
imperial power in Asia, the imperial bureaucrats of Meiji unwittingly
provoked the movement for imperial democracy.

FORGING A NATION-STATE

The Meiji leaders dismantled the socially stratified and politically frag-
mented Tokugawa order and drew upon Western models to build a
unified state and society. At both elite and plebian levels of society, their
initiatives stimulated the movement for imperial democracy. That is, as
the imperial bureaucrats of the early Meiji decades legitimized and exer-
cised authority, they offered a limited opportunity for popular par-
ticipation; this provoked challenge by samurai, by landed local elites,
and by poor commoners who joined the Popular Rights movement.
Although the movement failed to win the liberal constitution it sought,
the term failure is misleading. Its leaders survived and reemerged in the
era of imperial democracy, in large part because the successful nation-
building of the bureaucratic state created the conditions under which a
challenge could be mounted.

The promulgation of a constitution and the convening of an elected
Diet meant that Japan was a nation of subjects with both obligations
to the state and political rights. Obligations included military service,
school attendance, and the individual payment of taxes. Rights included
suffrage and a voice in deciding the fate of the national budget. The fact
that these rights were limited to men of substantial property is well
recognized and, of course, important. Clearly the constitution was ex-
pected by its authors to contain the opposition. Nonetheless, to stress
only the limitations placed on popular rights by the Meiji constitution is
to miss its historical significance as a cause of future change: the mere
existence of a constitutionally mandated, elected national assembly
with more than advisory powers implied the existence of a politically
active and potentially expandable body of subjects or citizens. Indeed,
the decision of the oligarchs for a constitution was made in acute
awareness that such a citizenry was in the process of forming itself and
developing its own ideas about the political order. In 1881 1t6 Hirobumi,
the Meiji oligarch and architect of the constitution, received a letter
from his trusted aide Inoue Kowashi: “If we lose this opportunity [to
adopt a Prussian-style constitution] and vacillate, within two or three
years the people will become confident that they can succeed and no
matter how much oratory we use. . . public opinion will cast aside the
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draft of a constitution presented by the government, and the private
drafts of the constitution will win out in the end.””?

The creation of a constitutional polity also meant that Japan’s poli-
tical future could, indeed should, be conceived with reference to the
so-called advanced nation-states of Europe and North America. As
these nations generally offered a greater range of political rights to their
citizens than did Japan, their role as models helped sanction the expan-
sion of the electorate and other changes. The argument for democratic
reforms gained force to the extent that the more democratic Western
constitutional states appeared prosperous and successful in interna-
tional competition.

The inauguration of electoral politics under the new constitution en-
couraged several new institutions and types of political activity, which
played a major role in the history of imperial democracy. These in-
cluded a vigorous partisan press, political parties, and other tools found
in electoral political systems: rallies and speech-meetings (enzetsu kai),
speaking tours (y#zetsu), and, later, demonstrations. Most of these pre-
ceded the constitution and helped the oligarchs see a need for it, for
their first flowering came during the era of the Popular Rights move-
ment. Even if new laws regulating the press, political parties, and poli-
tical meetings restricted such activities, the constitution gave them an

important new legitimacy.

By the late nineteenth century, hundreds of legal, open political ral-
lies were convened each year in Tokyo alone. This was something new
in Japanese history. Both leaders and most participants in the 1880s
and 1890s were men of means and education, in the main landlords,
capitalists, and an emerging class of urban professionals, in particular
journalists and lawyers. Such men were to be the leaders of the formal
movements for imperial democracy of the early twentieth century as
well. But the simple emergence of such practices as assembly and
speechmaking left open the prospect that other, less privileged indi-
viduals or groups would eventually seek to make use of them, and even
in the 1880s the process of nation-building was beginning to transform
Japan’s popular political culture.

In 1860 the Dutch engineer Willem Kattendyke had lamented the
parochialism of the Nagasaki merchant, concerned only with profit and

2. Richard Devine, “The Way of the King,” Monumenta Nipponica, Spring 1979,
p- 53.
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willing to have his samurai betters take sole responsibility, credit, or
blame for events in the political realm. According to his diary, Katten-
dyke had occasion to ask one merchant how the townspeople would
defend themselves from outside attack. The merchant replied, ‘““That’s
nothing for us to concern ourselves with. That’s the bakufu’s business.”
In the 1870s and 1880s a patriotic German, Ernest Baelz, had described
the lack of popular patriotism in Japan with distaste. As the Satsuma
rebellion began late in 1876, he confided in his diary that “people in
general have seemed to me extraordinarily indifferent, quite uncon-
cerned about politics and such matters.” On the occasion of the emper-
or’s birthday in 1880, he wrote, “It distresses me to see how little in-
terest the populace take in their ruler. Only when the police insist on it
are houses decorated with flags. In default of this, house-owners do the
minimum.” And in 1873 Fukuzawa Yukichi had observed that the
Japanese people had no sense of themselves as kokumin, which he de-
fined to mean “a nation” in a marginal notation. This critical word, a
compound that literally means “the people of the country,” required
such a gloss in the 1870s, for the Japanese political vocabulary did not
yet include a widely accepted term for “the people” that connoted
popular involvement with, or responsibility for, the affairs of the
nation.3

By the early twentieth century, these formerly parochial, apolitical
people, or their children, had a firm sense of themselves as members of
the nation and were anxious to voice their political opinions on matters
of foreign and domestic policy and insistent that they be respected. The
Meiji observers just quoted, with an idealized view of the citizenry of
Western nations as the base of comparison, probably exaggerated the
apathy or passivity of the Japanese commoners of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Peasant rebellions and urban riots were traditions to which these
commoners had access, and the twentieth-century crowd and working
class drew on them. Yet even the most radical or violent peasant upris-

3. Willem Johan Cornelis Ridder Huyssen van Kattendyke, Uittreksel uit het dag-
boek van W.].C. Ridder H. v. Kattendyke gedurende zijn verblijf in Japan in 1857, 1858,
en 1859, (The Hague, 1860), translated from the Dutch as Nagasaki kaigun denshiijo
no hibi by Nagata Nobutoshi (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1964), p. 55. Erwin Toku Baelz, Awa-
kening Japan: The Diary of a German Doctor (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1974), pp. 21, 62. Keib gijuku, ed., Fukuzawa Yukichi zenshii (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten,
1959}, vol. 4, Bunmeiron no gaikyo, p. 154. For discussion of terms for “‘the people” and
the absence of the word kokumin in late Tokugawa and early Meiji discourse, see Suzuki
Shaji, Nibon kango to chigoku (Tokyo: Chud koronsha, 1981), pp. 47, 52, and also
Fukui Nanako, “One Aspect of Nakae Chomin’s Process of Thought,” Kansai daigaku
bungaku ronshu 37, no. 1 (December 1987): 53~54.
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ings of the 1860s maintained a local political perspective; angry groups
of peasants seldom went beyond attacks on the rich to attack the poli-
tical order.* By contrast, the new political language of popular protest
of the early twentieth century reveals a fundamentally national orien-
tation. By 1905 the word kokumin had become as ubiquitous as the
term for empire; both were watchwords of the movement for imperial
democracy.

The great irony, of course, is that both terms achieved popularity as a
result of nation-building programs dating from the 1880s, promoted by
bureaucrats and private ideologues who feared that the “people” were
insufficiently supportive of national goals.’ They concluded that a new
body politic, the kokumin, was needed in a new age.

At the heart of this elite program for nation-building was the promo-
tion of universal education. The spread of literacy prepared the ground
for the rise of imperial democracy; it resulted from the conscious deci-
sion of the “nation-builders” of the late nineteenth century that a
powerful modern polity and economy required a literate populace. By
the time of the Hibiya riots in 1905, over 95 percent of school-age boys
and girls, in Tokyo and nationwide, were indeed going to school. This
was a recent and dramatic change, for in 1892 just over half of the
nation’s school-age boys and girls actually attended classes.

Some have argued that such education, by promoting an emperor-
centered ideology, produced nationalistic subjects respectful of the
hierarchy of local and national leaders, from village heads to factory
owners to bureaucrats, who derived authority from their identification
with the imperial father-figure at the apex of the status hierarchy. This
view, however, is far too simplistic. Meiji education surely promoted
nationalism and support for the emperor, but the record of urbanites
and workers in opposing their putative superiors shows that the success
of the schools in also creating docile workers or subservient subjects
was limited. Universal education provided the tool of literacy, and this
could produce citizens who supported both the emperor and democra-

tic reforms.
As these newly educated youths reached adulthood, during the first

4. Stephen Vlastos, Peasant Protests and Uprisings in Tokugawa Japan (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1986), chs. 7—8, and Patricia Sippel, “The Busha Out-
burst,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 37, no. 2 (December 1978), on the limited
horizons of late Tokugawa collective action.

5. Carol Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths: Ideology in the Late Meiji Period {Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 19885), p. 102 and passim.
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two decades of the twentieth century, the revolution in basic literacy
created a population of avid newspaper readers, which included the
working poor in the cities. The images of the rickshaw puller and the
prostitute waiting for their customers with newspaper in hand became a
sort of literary conceit and a symbol of a new era. A May 1900 article in
the Chité koron remarked that Japan had entered a new stage in the
history of newspaper readership when the locus of readers “moved
further downward into lower-class society, and one sees petty mer-
chants, young students, rickshaw pullers waiting for customers, and the
women of the brothels all with newspapers in hand.”¢ This appears to
be more than a titillating account for the middle-class readers of the
respectable Chiié koron. One early survey, in the socialist Heimin shin-
bun in 1904, described a slum tenement in Tokyo’s Honjo ward with
150 residents in twenty-seven apartment units; they reportedly held
twenty-eight newspaper subscriptions among them. The first larger,
more systematic, surveys cover the tail end of the “movement” stage of
imperial democracy. Four-fifths of 659 worker households on the
working-class island of Tsukishima in the heart of Tokyo subscribed to
newspapers in 1919. Eighteen percent of the subscribers took two or
more papers. And three-fifths (61 percent) of the household heads in a
perhaps more representative survey of 2,591 glass-factory workers in
late 1920 were regular newspaper readers.”

The inexpensive antigovernment papers that took the lead in pro-
moting the various causes associated with imperial democracy were parti-
cularly popular among the urban poor and the lower middle classes.
The Yorozu choho was the best-selling and cheapest paper in Tokyo
around the turn of the century, and its pages were filled with both jingo-
ism and calls for a greater popular role in politics. In a sample of sixty-
seven letters to the Yorozu in 1900, the newspaper historian Yamamoto
Taketoshi found that workers, artisans, rickshaw pullers, or delivery
boys sent almost one-third (twenty) of them.? Such evidence suggests
that a newspaper-reading public, including many among the urban
poor and workers, emerged in Tokyo and other major centers during
this era of the urban riot and the rise of imperial democracy.

6. Yamamoto Taketoshi, Kindai Nibon no shinbun dokusha s6 (Tokyo: Hései Uni-
versity Press, 1981) p. 129, quotes the May 1900 issue of Chiié koron.

7. Naimusho eisei kyoku, Tokyo shi, Kyobashi-ku Tsukishima ni okeru jitchi chésa
hokoku (1921), reprinted as Sekiya Kaichi, ed., Tsukishima chosa (Tokyo: Kései kan,
1970), p. 158. Yamamoto, Kindai Nibon no shinbun, pp. 193, 224-26.

8. Yamamoto, Kindai Nihon no shinbun, pp. 95—-101.
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CAPITALISM

A second critical set of changes that forms the backdrop for the emer-
gence of both the urban crowd and the working class in the early twen-
tieth century was brought on by the rise of industrial capitalism in
Japan in the late nineteenth century. We must note three important
consequences.

First, the expansion of heavy industry, beginning in the interwar de-
cade around the turn of the century, produced a growing class of wage
laborers, who tended to cluster in the cities, Tokyo and Osaka in par-
ticular. While the industrial work force nationwide doubled in size be-
tween 1900 and the eve of World War I (which Japan entered on the
Allied side in August 1914), from just over 400,000 to 853,000, the
Tokyo work force tripled in these years, reaching 89,000 in 1914,
Several large communities of factory laborers and the working poor
emerged in the wards to the east and southwest of the imperial palace in
Tokyo, to play major roles in the events described in this book.

Second, the growth in the industrial work force was more pro-
nounced among men. Male workers, who accounted for just over half
of Tokyo’s workers in 1900, numbered 61,000, or 68 percent of the
work force, in 1914.% The tendency of the men in the working class to
remain wage laborers over the long run is reflected in surveys of the
occupational backgrounds of workers. Whereas in 1917 just over one-
third of the mainly female textile workers came to their jobs with prior
experience as industrial wage laborers, nearly half of shipbuilders and
59 percent of machinists surveyed that year had been engaged in indus-
trial wage labor in previous employment. !¢

Third, expansion of cities, of industry, and of commerce increased
the size of the urban petite bourgeoisie. These men, only partially en-
franchised, yet almost invariably taxpayers, were the owners of retail
shops, wholesale enterprises, and small factories in modern or tradi-
tional industries. They and their employees were a prominent element
in movements for imperial democracy, including the political crowd.

In Tokyo the expanded pool of workers lived in neighborhoods
stretching in an arc from the east to the south of the Meiji emperor’s
residence, including Honjo, Fukagawa, Kyobashi, and Shiba wards in

9. NRUS 10:108-13. Kanagawa-ken, r6dé bu rosei ka, ed., Karagawa rado undo
shiryo: senzen ben (Yokohama: 1966), 1:1012.
10. Mori Kiichi, Nibon rodosha kaikyi jotai shi (Tokyo: Sanichi shobo, 1961),
pp. 249-50.
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particular. In later years these neigborhoods would spread both fur-
ther east into the villages of Minami Katsushika County (Kameido,
Oshima, Terashima, Sumida and Suna) and south into Ebara County
(Shinagawa, Ozaki, Kamata).

The residents of these neighborhoods were not only factory workers.
Yokoyama Gennosuke’s social reporting of the turn of the century lists
a tremendous array of artisans in construction trades, traditional manu-
facturing, and new cottage industries such as wire umbrella making,.
These men and women, as well as the ubiquitous rickshaw pullers, who
numbered upwards of 20,000 each in Osaka and Tokyo at the turn of
the century, lived in the same neighborhoods as the wage workers in
mechanized factories, both large and small. In Yokoyama’s understand-
ing, they were all part of the same “lower-class society,” and their com-
mon involvement in the riots of this era argues in favor of his
interpretation.1!

An occupational survey of Tokyo in 1908 gives a rough indication of
the numbers of wage laborers and the working poor.12 About 40 per-
cent of the employed population of the capital (712,000) were either
owners or employees in factories, artisan shops, construction trades,
needle trades, and other cottage industries. Another 11 percent engaged
in transport trades (the rickshawmen had declined, but streetcar em-
ployees increased), and about 40 percent were engaged in commerce.
The professional class of civil and military bureaucrats, doctors,
lawyers, educators, and journalists accounted for just 9 percent of em-
ployment, a fundamental shift from the Tokugawa era, when roughly
half the population of Edo and other castle towns were part of the
samurai military and bureaucratic “service elite.”’3

Although poor city-dwellers, including artisans, were not new to
Japan, and there is no clear evidence that these people were objectively
worse off than in the past, the relative insecurity of the residents’ liveli-
hoods was probably something new. The livelihoods of shopkeepers,
artisans, and wage workers of one sort or another were increasingly
affected by the unfeeling rhythms of a capitalist economy in which new
industries were constantly arising to threaten traditional (or just slightly

11. Yokoyama Gennosuke, Nihon no kasé shakai (1898; reprint, Tokyo: Iwanami
shoten, 1949).

12. Tokyo-shi, Tokyo-shi shisei chosa shokugyo betsu genzai jinko byo (1908). Un-
fortunately, this survey fails to distinguish between owners and employees, which limits
its usefulness.

13. The expression is that of Thomas Huber in The Revolutionary Origins of Modern
Japan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1981).
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less new) occupations, even while they generated new jobs. The inau-
guration of streetcar service in the major urban centers of Tokyo, Yoko-
hama, Osaka, and Kyoto meant the beginning of the end of the rick-
shawman’s trade, which dated back only to 1870.14 Lacking a study of
standards of living among the urban poor and workers between the
1870s and 1920s that would allow a firm statement, we shall proceed
on the assumption that the volatility of occupations and income, and
certainty of change, more than any absolute immiseration, was the key
new aspect to urban working-class life that lay behind the active role of
these people in both the rise of the urban crowd and the working-class
movement.

The thousands of owners of small manufacturing operations and
proprietors of small shops scattered throughout the city were also active
participants in the movement for imperial democracy beginning around
the turn of the century. Living in the same communities with the masses
of the working poor, these people were distinguished from their poorer
neighbors by ownership of some property and the consequent obliga-
tion to pay taxes, although their right to a voice in political affairs was
not always greater. By 1914, 46,950 members of this “non-privileged
bourgeoisie” in Tokyo had to pay the business tax alone, but only
4,000 of these taxpayers were of enough substance to be eligible to join
the Tokyo Chamber of Commerce. In 1908, 84,232 Tokyoites paid
over three yen apiece in total taxes, but only 46,781 qualified to vote in
prefectural elections.!’

Taxation without adequate representation truly began to anger such
people in 1896 with the enactment of a business tax by the imperial
Diet. Over the following three decades, retailers and manufacturers
nationwide conducted a series of campaigns for reduction or repeal of
this extremely unpopular imposition, levied as a surcharge on sales,
numbers of employees, rent levels, and capital assets, rather than
profits. Various single-industry lobbies also petitioned for lower taxes

14. The rickshaw was invented in Japan in 1869 and first used commercially in 1870.
By 1878, 110,000 were in use in Japan, and the rickshaw also spread throughout Asia.
See Nibon kindaishi jiten (Tokyo: Toyo keizai shinposha, 1978), p. 327, s.v. “jinrikisha.”
On strikes by rickshawmen, see Kanagawa r6dé undo shiryo, pp. 79—82, and Koyama
Hitoshi, “1903 nen no Osaka no jinrikishafu no sutoraiki,” in Gekkan rodo, May 1979,
pp. 2-3. The effect of the new imperial order on old jobs was capricious; unprecedented
numbers of rallies and parades to celebrate Japanese victories during the Russo-Japanese
war brought on a tremendous boom in the centuries-old lantern-maker’s trade, for parti-
cipants would carry these cheap lanterns as they marched. See Sugiyama Tenpii, **Sakkon
no chachinya,” Chiué koron, June 1904, p. 68.

15. Tokyo-fu, ed., Tokyo-fu tokei sho (Tokyo, 1908), p. 1011.
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in several sectors faced with additional sales tax burdens (woven textile
manufacture, food oil, soy sauce, salt, sake, and sugar). This class of
businessmen is important to our study precisely because of its per-
meable boundaries. During the riots and strikes of the first two decades
of the twentieth century, the owners and employees in a fish market
or a tailor’s shop, as well as owners and workers in small factories, ex-
pressed common political attitudes of suspicion and opposition to
the bureaucratic oligarchy.

IMPERIALISM

From the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, Japan emerged
as an imperialist power in Asia. This helped generate imperial democ-
racy in at least three important ways. First, and most often noted by
Japanese scholars, imperialism was expensive. The defense and expan-
sion of Japan’s foothold on the Asian mainland seemed to Japan’s rulers
to require continual expansion of the army and navy. The business tax
of 1896 was one step taken to raise the money needed to maintain the
incipient empire, but it was the Russo-Japanese War that brought the
cost of war and empire home to thousands of Japanese. The war cost
1.7 billion yen, eight times the cost of the Sino-Japanese War. The oli-
garchs financed 80 percent of this with bonds, and they raised 52 per-
cent of the bonds abroad, but the tax burden on city-dwellers also in-
creased dramatically. In addition to the war bonds, the government
levied special sales taxes on sugar, food oil, salt, tobacco, wool, soy,
and sake. The proportion of all state revenue raised by such taxes nearly
doubled, from 6.5 percent before the war to 12.6 percent by 1907, and
the tax question became a main concern of the business community and
the urban populace as a whole.16

Second, imperialism stimulated growth in heavy industries produc-
ing ships and weapons for the military, and the spoils of the Sino-
Japanese War enabled the government to grant subsidies to the shipping
and shipbuilding industry. It was in these expanding shipyards and
arsenals that a tradition of nonunion protest over conditions and terms
of work evolved between the turn of the century and World War I,
concurrent with the activity of political crowds in major cities.

Third, imperialism had an impact on popular thought parallel to the
backlash of the oligarchs’ nation-building program. The Sino- and

16. Nakamura Masanori, Emura Eiichi, and Miyachi Masato, “Nihon teikokushugi
to jinmin: 9/S minshit b6d6 o megutte,” Rekishigaku kenkyu, August 1967, p. 5.
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Russo-Japanese wars stirred tremendous popular enthusiasm, but sup-
port for empire did not translate into uncritical support for the govern-
ment. Rather, it fostered the belief that the wishes of the people, whose
commitment and sacrifice made empire possible, should be respected in
the political process. In a concrete display of this link between imperial-
ism and popular behavior, the numerous parades and demonstrations
of the Russo-Japanese War (fig. 1) created a precedent and custom of
popular gatherings for public, implicitly political, purposes; the Hibiya
riot of 1905 was one unanticipated result. (The surge of outdoor
gatherings in 19045 is shown in Appendix A.)

Officials, including the Tokyo police, saw potential danger in these
war rallies. For several months in 1904 they banned privately spon-
sored rallies and demonstrations on the occasions of major war vic-
tories, but they had to back down in the face of popular anger. The Yorozu
choho, perhaps the most vociferous champion of imperial democracy in
its early days, saw the victory celebrations as “timely opportunities to
expand popular rights” and create a politically active and involved
citizenry. The political crowds that took to the streets in 1905 and after
were to some extent an outgrowth of the wartime rallies.'” One defen-
dant in the 1905 Hibiya riot trial made this connection explicit. The
judge asked Otake Kanichi why some rally organizers prepared large
banners painted with slogans, written in difficult language, critical of
the government. The intention, he replied, was akin to that behind the
encouraging slogans on banners prepared for wartime troop send-off
parades.18

The emperor-centered constitution, the rise of imperialism, and capi-
talism were thus driving forces behind historical change in modern
Japan. This perspective does not mean that the rise of capital simply
called into being the political superstructure of a constitutional, im-
perialist nation-state. In important ways economic development was
the result of political initiatives, and the bureaucracy that took these
initiatives also influenced the subsequent rise and fall of imperial demo-
cratic rule. Changes in the realms of polity, economy, and ideology
were mutually reinforcing. As they unfolded, and the oligarchs were

17. Sakurai Ry6ju, “Nichiro senji ni okeru minsha undo no ittan,” Nibon rekishi, no.
436 (September 1984), pp. 71-82. For the Yorozu statement, see p. 80 n. 39.

18. “Kyoto shisha hikoku jiken yoshin kiroku™ 3:197. No publication information
given. A copy of this printed four-volume set is available in the Waseda University Li-
brary. Hereafter cited as “Kyoto jiken.”
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able to stake a claim to an empire in Asia, these changes prepared the
ground from which imperial democracy sprang,.

The experience of wage laborers and the urban poor in the move-
ments for imperial democracy of 1905 to 1918 is the concern of the
remaining chapters in part 1. In them, we explore how these people
responded to the political world and the world of work. Some of them
eventually created a force independent of the bourgeois party movement.
In so doing they catalyzed the transformation of imperial democracy
from a movement of outsiders to a system of rule.

The working-class movement under the imperial democratic struc-
ture of rule is the focus of part 2. When workers emerged as an indepen-
dent, organized force in the 1920s, a portion of them opposed the still
insecure imperial democratic structure of rule. Others accepted this sys-
tem and sought to raise their status within it. By the late 1920s it
appeared that bureaucrats and party leaders were implementing a lib-
eral version of imperial democracy that would have recognized and in-
corporated independent labor and lower-class elements. But this did not
last.

Part 3 examines the crisis of the depression and the retreat of unions
and the proletarian parties during the 1930s, when the imperial demo-
cratic regime collapsed. What happened in the 1930s had roots in pre-
vious decades, but from the perspectives of 1918, 1925, or even March
1931, when a labor union bill, a tenant bill, and female suffrage gained
the approval of the lower house of the Diet, gradual gains for par-
liamentary politics and the labor movement were surely among the
most striking features of Japanese history in this century. We must pay
careful attention not only to the contradictions of imperial democracy,
which issued in the retreat from democracy, the march to war, and the
rise of a fascist regime by the late 1930s, but also to the profound
changes that produced both the political crowd and a working-class
movement.



The Urban Crowd and
Politics, 1905—-18

The period bounded by the massive Hibiya riot of 1905 and the nation-
wide rice riots of 1918 is aptly dubbed Japan’s “era of popular vio-
lence.”* Tens of thousands of Tokyoites participated in nine instances
of riot during these years (table 2.1). These outbursts were serious
affairs; in the six major Tokyo riots, hundreds were injured and
arrested, and at least twenty died. On four occasions cabinet changes
took place largely or in part because of the riots.2

The 1905 Hibiya riot, in particular, had insurrectionary qualities.
The peace settlement to the Russo-Japanese War had brought Japan
neither reparations nor the expected territorial gains on the Asian main-
land, and it stirred tremendous popular antagonism. The riot broke out
when police tried to ban a rally at Hibiya Park on September 5, called to
oppose the signing of the treaty in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Riot-
ing continued for three days, during which Tokyo was reported to be
without an effective government. Surviving photographs of September 6
and 7 show dozens of people fishing lazily along the banks of the impe-
rial palace moat, normally strictly forbidden terrain. Crowds destroyed
over 70 percent of the police boxes in the city, and police records

1. The term is minshi s6j6 ki, used, for example, by Miyachi Masato, Nichiro sengo
seiji shi kenkysi (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1973), pp. 226-28.

2. Cabinet changes of January 1906, 1913, 1914, 1918. See Matsuo Takayoshi,
Taishé demokurashii (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1974), pp. 34-35, on the somewhat
ambiguous 1906 case.
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counted 528 rioters injured and 17 killed, in addition to over 500 in-
jured policemen (figs. 2—5).3 The news of the riot stimulated similar,
although smaller, risings in Kobe and Yokohama, and it was preceded
or followed by nonviolent rallies or speech meetings in hundreds of
villages, towns, or cities in all but two of the nation’s forty-four
prefectures.*

This was the first of six major and three minor riots in the “era of
popular violence.” While table 2.1 reveals that the immediate causes of
riot varied greatly, this surface diversity is misleading. Underlying pat-
terns of ideas and action link these events, making them part of a dis-
tinct historical formation. They stood at the apex of a huge pyramid of
collective action comprising in addition several near riots and hundreds
of commonplace peaceful instances of assembly and action (see Appen-
dix A).5

The assemblies and riots of this “era of popular violence,” then,
were central elements in the movement for imperial democracy. While
the ideology and actions of the crowd were derivative to the extent that
they were fashioned out of a context of meeting places, dates, a repre-
sentative assembly, and a constitution bequeathed by the oligarchs, the
participants in the riots unequivocally articulated a vision of the politi-
cal order at odds with that of the elite. In the nineteenth-century oligar-
chic conception of “imperial bureaucracy,” the people were to obe-
diently support the policies of the emperor’s ministers. In the popular
vision of “imperial democracy,” the ministers were to carry out policies
reflecting the unified, expressed will of the emperor and the people. This
vision affirmed both emperor and people as touchstones of legitimate
rule, and it placed the glory of the empire among its foremost goals. It
also left ambiguous the heart of the matter. What procedural means

would ensure that policies did, in fact, honor both emperor and popular
wills?

3. The Tokyo police were {(and are) stationed in hundreds of tiny one- or two-room
“boxes” scattered throughout the city. This ensured that the police were close to the
people. It also made them vulnerable.

4. Okamoto Shumpei, “The Emperor and the Crowd: The Historical Significance of
the Hibiya Riot,” in Conflict in Modern Japanese History, ed. Tetsuo Najita and Victor
Koschmann (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982). The above is drawn, in addi-
tion, from Nakamura Masanori, Emura Eiichi, and Miyachi Masato, “Nihon teiko-
kushugi to jinmin: 9/5 minsha bodé o megutte,” Rekishigaku kenkyii, August 1967, and
Morinaga Eisaburd, Shidan saiban (Tokyo: Nihon hyoronsha, 1972), 3:30-46.

5. For the conception of a pyramid of collective action, see Charles Tilly, The Con-
tentious French (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1986), pp. 381—82.



TABLE 2.1

RIOTS IN TOKYO, 1905~—18

Date

Main Issues

Secondary Issues

Site of Origin

Description

Sept. 57,1905

Mar. 15-18,
1906

Sept. 58,1906

Feb. 11,1908

Feb. 10, 1913

Against peace ending the
Russo-Japanese War

Against streetcar-fare in-
crease

Against streetcar-fare in-
crease

Against tax increase

For constitutional govern-
ment

Against clique govern-

ment

For “constitutional gov-

ernment’”’

Against “uncon-

stitutional” behavior of
bureaucracy, Seiyiikai

Against “‘unconstitu-

tional’ actions

Against clique govern-

ment

Hibiya Park

Hibiya Park

Hibiya Park

Hibiya Park

Outside Diet

17 killed; 70 percent of police
boxes, 15 trams destroyed;
progovernment newspapers
attacked; 311 arrested; vio-
lence in Kobe, Yokohama; ral-
lies nationwide

Several dozen streetcars
smashed; attacks on streetcar
company offices; many
arrested; increase revoked

113 arrested; scores injured;
scores of streetcars damaged;
police boxes destroyed

21 arrested; 11 streetcars
stoned

38 police boxes smashed; gov-
ernment newspapers attacked;
several killed; 168 injured (110
police); 253 arrested; violence
in Kobe, Osaka, Hiroshima,
Kyoto



Sept. 7, 1913

Feb.10-12,1914

Feb. 11,1918

Aug. 13-16,
1918

For strong China policy

Against naval corruption
For constitutional govern-
ment

For universal suffrage

Against high rice prices

Against business tax
For strong China policy

Against Terauchi Cabinet

Hibiya Park

Qutside Diet

Ueno Park

Hibiya Park

Police stoned; Foreign Minis-
try stormed; representatives
enter Foreign Ministry to
negotiate

Dietmen attacked; Diet, news-
papers stormed; streetcars,
police boxes smashed; 435
arrested; violence in Osaka

Police clash with demonstra-
tors; 19 arrested

Rice seized; numerous stores
smashed; 578 arrested; inci-
dents nationwide
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THE CONTEXT OF RIOT

The people of Tokyo in the early twentieth century inhabited a world in
transition; their assemblies and occasional riots reflected and furthered
the trajectories from subject to citizen, wealth to capital, and isolation
to empire. The constitution integrated the ancient imperial institution
with the structure of a nation-state; it sanctioned political participation
for some city-dwellers and stimulated demands for greater participation
by those left out. Capitalism drew increased numbers of the working
poor and wage laborers into the city, and it heightened the uncertain,
dependent quality of their existence. The rickshawmen, who prolifer-
ated soon after the invention of that conveyance in 1869, and the street-
car, which attacked their livelithood when service began in 1903, were
the most visible symbols of this transformation of the city. Not co-
incidentally, the former accounted for numerous rioters and the lacter
became one of the most common targets of angry crowds. Imperialism
both elicited jingoistic calls for a strong foreign policy and exacted
major sacrifices, in money and lives, from the populace.

Any social world, of course, is transitional, but the claim that the
political crowd of 1905 to 1918 was transitional is more than a truism.
One finds continuities between the thought and behavior of the crowd
of this era and protesters of earlier and later eras, yet in key particulars
the demarcation is sharp and clear between previous crowd actions,
those of this era, and those that would follow. Continuities are visible in
the ways crowd behavior and ideology echoed traditions of collective
action of an earlier era. The “fair price’’ distribution of rice in 1918
closely followed the scripts of riots of late Edo times.6 Direct attacks on
the homes or offices of wrongdoers such as the rice merchants in 1918
and the streetcar company in 1906 harked back to Edo-era attacks on
the wealthy. The theatrical quality of the events, the parody and inver-
sion of symbols, and the echoes of festival celebration seen in the use of
traditional drums to build atmosphere at a rally and the coincidence of
riot and holiday would have been familiar to a Tokugawa peasant or
town-dweller.” Finally, outside the realm of formal politics, the people

6. Edo was the pre-1868 name for Tokyo. It also refers to the Tokugawa era, 1600
1868, during which Edo was the capital of the Tokugawa shogun’s government.

7. TAS, March 16, 1906, p. 6, for use of the drum. Herbert Bix, Peasant Protest in
Japan, 1590—1884 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), p. 77, on echoes of Kabuki
in villagers’ conceptions of their protest.
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of Tokyo had lived in a “spectating world” for over two centuries.?
They had long been accustomed to gather in crowds, and authorities
since the 1600s had associated even apolitical assembly with turbulence
and immorality.? Traditional popular entertainments included puppet
and Kabuki theaters, the more plebeian Yose variety halls, and sumo
wrestling. As the high technology of the early 1900s created modern
settings for mass entertainment, opportunities for, and interest in,
leisure-time gathering and spectating increased. No fewer than fifty-one
moving picture theaters opened their doors in Tokyo between 1909 and
1912.10

Despite continuities with the Edo era, the demarcation between the
riots of the early 1900s and nineteenth-century crowd actions is
unmistakable.!! The rice rioters in Tokyo revealed a new national poli-
tical awareness in their calls for the resignation of the prime minister.
The widespread attacks on police boxes and government offices, such as
on the Home Ministry in 1905, betray a similarly changed political
sensitivity; rioters of the Edo era typically attacked merchant wealth,
not samurai office. In terms of organization, the critical role of orga-
nized interest groups of politicians, lawyers, journalists, and small
businessmen had no pre-Meiji precedent.

In addition, a temporal gap is clear. Before the 1905 riot, one must
go back to the 1860s to find Tokyoites (Edoites at that time) engaged
in citywide collective violence. In 1887 Popular Rights activists pro-
duced a flurry of rallying and demonstrating in Tokyo with the
“Three Great Issues Petition Movement” for freedom of speech, lower
taxes, and reform of the unequal treaties. These precisely anticipated
the concerns of the post-1905 crowd and identify the incident as an
early stage in the transformation of popular collective action and poli-

8. The phrase “‘spectating world” is from David Smith, “Tonypandy 1910: Defini-
tions of Community,” Past and Present, no. 87 (May 1980): 171. See Edward Seiden-
sticker, Low City, High City, Tokyo from Edo to the Earthquake: How the Shogun's
Ancient Capital Became a Great Modern City, 1867~1923 (New York: Knopf, 1983), ch.
4, on popular culture in Tokyo of this era.

9. On the 250-year duel between the authorities and the Kabuki theatre, see Donald
H. Shively, “Bakufu vs. Kabuki,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 18, nos. 3—4
{(December 19535).

10. On movies, see Yoshida Chieo, M6 hitotsu no eiga shi (Tokyo: Jiji tsushinsha,
1978), pp. 72—74.

11. In formulating this distinction between Edo-era and twentieth-century collective
actions, with the 1905-18 crowd in between, 1 was greatly aided by Tilly’s formulation
for France, where the mid nineteenth century was a transitional era between repertoires,
with marked similarities to the Japanese sets. See Tilly, Contentious French, pp. 390-98.
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tical ideas. But no major violence accompanied the agitation; the urban
lower class, which joined in later riots, was neither sufficiently politi-
cized nor yet of a size or concentration to produce major upheaval.!2

The divide at the end of this era is also precise. After the rice riots of
1918, no more citywide riots took place. In the 1920s, assemblies were
more numerous than ever, and clashes between police and demonstra-
tors or striking workers were commonplace, but several aspects of the
violence were different. First, the mobilization process was new; it in-
volved workers acting through their own organizations. Second, the
open conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat was new. Third, the
limited scope of the actions was different. Confrontations of workers
with police and owners generally came only at the assembly site or
picket line itself. Even at the peak of labor protest during the depres-
sion of 1927-32, no citywide scattering of attacks on merchants, street-
cars, or the authorities took place.

Between 1905 and 1918 the crowd had a uniquely heterogeneous
social base and voiced a distinctive ideology of populist nationalism.
These social and ideological configurations behind the movement for
imperial democracy were peculiar to this “era of popular violence.” The
willingness of respectable leaders to appeal to the crowd contrasts to
Tokugawa protests and to the Popular Rights movement on the one
hand and to the politics of the 1920s on the other. In the early 1880s the
urban intellectuals, former samurai, and rural men of substance active
in the Jiyuto or Kaishinto parties lost no time in condemning and dis-
tancing themselves from the poor commoners active in several violent
uprisings. In the 1920s their successors fearfully sought to control, re-
press, or incorporate new working-class organizations. But between
1905 and 1914 the successors to the Meiji Popular Rights leaders, and
in some cases the same people, took enthusiastically to the podium at
huge rallies, and even applauded the violence of the crowd as a positive
expression of the “healthy spirit of the people” (kokumin no genki).
When such speakers were put on trial and asked, “Didn’t you know
that similar speeches have always led to riots in the past?” they would
earnestly deny any intent to provoke a riot and defend the right to
demonstrate in an orderly fashion.!3

A changing political and economic context thus produced crowds

12. Inoue Kiyoshi, Kaisei joyaku (Tokyo: Iwanami bunko, 1955), pp. 129-70, for
more on this intriguing movement, which merits further study.

13. Hanai Takuzd héritsu jimusho, ed., “Taisho 3 nen s6j6 jiken kiroku” (n.d.
[1914]), 3:58. Held in the library of the Tokyo Lawyers’ Association,
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whose members developed their own ideas about their changing world
and demonstrated “awareness” in various ways: in patterns of mobi-
lization, composition, internal organization, in the choice of targets, of
sites and dates of assembly, and in the recurrent expression of key ideas
that moved diverse individuals to act in concert. While the high degree
of control maintained by a narrow elite that promoted capitalism and
created a modern nation has seemed distinctive to many historians of
modern Japan, the history of the crowd reveals a more complex, ironic
distinctiveness: elite control was limited, and the revolution from above
in fact fueled the popular response.

PATTERNS OF RIOT

The 1905 Hibiya riot inaugurated the “era of popular violence” with a
vengeance; it was the most intense uprising of the period. It also set a
pattern of mobilization, of crowd composition, and crowd structure
that was repeated and further elaborated in the ensuing events. Yoshino
Sakuzo was one contemporary who saw the riot as the first of several
related events. Before it, he wrote, “a few workers had on occasion
gathered in Ueno Park or Shiba Park, but that would be the beginning
and end of it. They left no lasting impact. The events of September 1905
were indeed the first time that the crowd acted as a political force.” 14

Eight of the nine riots listed in table 2.1 followed a similar three-stage
pattern of mobilization. In the first stage, organized political groups
would mobilize when an issue engaged their attention. Men in diverse
formal bodies of lawyers, journalists, businessmen, and local and
national politicians sought out like-minded groups, formed joint com-
mittees or federations, called meetings, adopted resolutions, and drew
up petitions and presented them to authorities. They used a sympathetic
press to publicize their cause.!’

The locus of this activity varied with the issue. Diet politicians played
a major role in 1905. In 1906, when the issue was a proposal submitted
to the Tokyo City Council and Home Ministry to raise streetcar fares
from three to five sen per ride, opposition came from the ward councils
or ad hoc groups of councilmen in all fifteen of Tokyo’s wards.!6
Groups of lawyers (Horitsu Club), journalists (Zenkoku kisha doéshi-
kai), students, and politicians in the majority Seiyukai Party coordi-

14. Yoshino Sakuzé, “Minshi no seiryoku,” Chio koron, April 1, 1914, p. 87,

15. For detailed analysis of these groups, see Miyachi, Nichiro sengo.

16. Katsuragawa Mitsumasa, “1906 nen Tokyo no densha chin age hantai undd,” Shirin
68, no. 1 (January, 1985): 65—-102, dissects the mobilization process in the streetcar case.
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nated the “Movement for Constitutional Government” of 1913. They
opposed Prime Minister Katsura’s stubborn support for two new army
divisions. In 1914 the scandal of corrupt arms dealing in the navy pre-
cipitated joint actions on the part of three overlapping clusters of orga-
nizations: the “Constitutional Government” groups of the previous
year, supporters of a tougher China policy in the China Comrades
Association, and opponents of the business tax, led by the National
Federation of Business Associations.

In the second stage, organizers in each case reached out to the general
public. They would call a series of speech-meetings (enzetsu kai) in any
of several well-known halls, attracting from 100 to 15,000 listeners for
a two- or three-hour series of speeches by heroes of the various popular
causes. As the agitation of 1913 gained in intensity, for example, eigh-
teen organizations joined to sponsor a January 12 rally in Tokyo, one of
a month-long succession of almost daily indoor assemblies throughout
the city.1” The culmination of this second, still peaceful, stage, would be
> rally

3.

an outdoor assembly, labeled either a “‘people’s™ or a “citizens
(kokumin or shimin taikai).

In the third stage, crowds turned violent. Riots began in the after-
math of rallies in Hibiya Park in 1905, 1906, 1908, and September
1913. In 1905 and twice in 1906 violence spread throughout Tokyo
and lasted several days. In the evenings, crowds of 50 to 500 would
coalesce at scattered locations downtown or in the “Low City,” smash
streetcars or police boxes, and dissolve. Rallies outside the Diet also
turned violent and spread citywide (and to other cities) in February
1913 and February 1914,

Many other such gatherings, of course, did not end in violence, and
the authorities often determined the outcome. The police ban on rallies
at Hibiya Park and the Shintomiza Theater in 1905 infuriated those
who came to protest the treaty, precipitating the riot. When the home
minister rejected the unpopular streetcar fare increase proposed in
March 1906, on the other hand, he quickly ended the rioting of that
month, and his preemptive decision to deny a fare increase in 1909
avoided a repetition of the 1906 violence.

As this pattern repeated itself, the inhabitants of Tokyo came to rec-
ognize these three stages as a distinct process not previously part of the

17. Amamiya Shéichi, “Dai ichiji kensei yogo undé,” in Nibon seiji saiban shiroku,
ed. Wagatsuma Sakae (Tokyo: Dai-ichi hoki, 1969), 2:13—16. Miyachi, Nichiro sengo,
pp. 296-304.
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life of the city. First came political organizing, followed by collective
assembly, and, finally, violent action. By 1914 the process was so famil-
iar that Yoshino Sakuzo described it as “a sort of fad.”!8

Each of the riots involved a similarly diverse array of participants.
Impressionistic descriptions in the press and trial records drew on a
stock of social clichés in portraying the crowd as a motley of lower-class
city-dwellers, sprinkled with students and an occasional well-dressed
gentleman. On the day of the September 5 riot in 1906, the Toky6 asahi
shinbun noted that the police had been alerted to keep an eye on “fac-
tory workers in each ward, as well as others such as rickshawmen and
so forth.””1® The rickshaw puller, in particular, stood in the eyes of
official and middle-class observers as an emblem of volatile poor
urbanites.

Japanese historians have compiled extensive lists of those arrested or
brought to trial, which in fact reveal the journalistic clichés to be close to
the mark. Table 2.2 summarizes the data available for those arrested or
tried for rioting in five of the incidents and offers a rough idea of how
the composition of the accused group compared to the population of
the city as a whole.20

The heterogeneity of those arrested is striking. The only major group
missing was the professional class of bureaucrats, doctors, lawyers,
journalists, and managers, the very people who had organized the
gatherings that ended in riot. Wage labor, broadly defined, was prob-
ably the major element in the political crowd, with artisans a leading
component in the early incidents, and factory labor more prominent by
1918, but the crowd drew from a broad range of lower- and some
middle-class urbanites: masters, artisans, and apprentices, shopkeepers
and their employees, factory wage workers, outdoor laborers, transport
workers, and students. With the exception of the students, Tokyo
crowds appear to have been not unlike the London or Parisian crowds

18. Yoshino, “Minshi,” p. 87.

19. TAS, September 5, 1906, p. 6.

20. There is no occupational census ideal for our purposes. The 1908 survey used
here is the best available. Its main defect is the lack of any distinction in level within an
occupation. A textile worker and textile factory owner would both be classed in the
“textile occupation.” A rich merchant and his delivery boys would all be classified as
tradesmen, in the subcategory of “‘rice trade.” But if we make the reasonable assumption
that wealthy owners of large establishments were a minority compared to both small
owners and employees in any one category, these figures can offer a rough indication of
the composition of the Tokyo working population. The figure of .8 percent unemployed
(5,534 of 712,215) is surely too low, reflecting official undercounting of this category.
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of the eighteenth century: “the workshop masters, craftsmen, wage-
earners, shopkeepers, and petty traders of the capital.”2!

The women of Tokyo were also conspicuous for their near total ab-
sence from the crowd.?2 Had women been prominent or even present
during rallies and riots, they would have been noticed, for their actions
would have been illegal. First the 1889 Law on Assembly and Political
Societies and then Article 5 of the 1900 Public Order Police Law barred
women from all forms of political participation, not only voting, but
joining political parties, speaking at rallies, and even attending rallies.23
On those occasions prior to these laws when women orators did take
the podium, during Popular Rights rallies of the 1880s, the press took

notice.
Despite the low profile of women in the riots, the forces producing

imperial democracy did touch women and begin to reshape their social
role and self-conception in these years. Consider this rare vignette, from
the rally to demand a strong China policy of September 7, 1913. The
main rally platform was set up at the balcony of the Matsumoto Res-
taurant in the center of Hibiya park, but a part of the overflow crowd
converged on the bandstand located at the edge of the park, creating an
unplanned second rally site:

Suddenly Ono Umeyo, a believer in the Tenri religion [one of several popular
new religions founded in the Meiji era] and the 19-year-old eldest daughter
of Ono Shiisuke of the village of Tsukitate, Kurihara County, Miyage Prefec-
ture, ascended the bandstand. She wore a tight-sleeved summer kimono with
a purple-blue skirt and had a hisashigami hair style [a popular hair style of
the period). The crowd cheered and hooted: “Fantastic! Hurrah! A new
woman!” and so forth. She raised her voice: “Truly it is the duty of the
Taish6 woman to save our comrades in China.” With her eloquent words

she cut a brilliant figure.24

21. George Rudé, The Crowd in the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1959), p. 178. Or Nicholas Rogers, “‘Popular Protest in Early Hanoverian London,” Past
and Present, no. 79 (May 1978): 85.

22. No women were arrested in any of the riots. On the other hand, a special issue of
a popular pictorial magazine of the time includes women in several drawings of the 1905
riots. In one, a kimono-clad woman is among two dozen rioters fleeing the police. In
another, five Tokyoites sit reading an “inflammatory leaflet concerning the National Peo-
ple’s Rally,” a woman among them. And a young woman in school uniform is one of five
people shown marching on the cover of the magazine. The matter of women’s involve-
ment in early twentieth-century political life needs further investigation. See Tokyo s6jo
gahé, no. 66, September 18, 1905 (subtitled in English The Japanese Graphic).

23. On the decision to ban women from politics, see Sharon Seivers, Flowers in Salt
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1983), chs. 1-2.

24. TAS, September 8, 1913, p. S.
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TABLE 2.2 OCCUPATIONS OF PEOPLE ARRESTED OR
TRIED IN TOKYO RIOTS, 1905—18

Incidents
In 1908
1905 and  Feb. 1913 and Occupational
Occupation Sept. 1906 Feb. 1914 1918 Census
Merchant/ 91 (28) 64 (30) 60 (24) (41)
tradesman
Artisan 82 (25) 27 (13) 22 (9) (7)
Outdoor labor/ 28 (9) 13 (6) 47 (19) (6)
building trades
Transport 29 (9) 10 (5) 7 (3) (11)
[Rickshaw] (16  (5)] 3 M) (6 (2)] [(2)]
Factory labor 44 (14) 16 (8) 53 (21) (14)
Student 10 (3) 41 (19) 10 (4) —
Professional/ 13 @) 8 (4 28 (11) (12)
white collar
Unemployed 20 (6) 28 (13) 9 (4) (1)
Other 10 (3) 7 (3) 13 (5) (10)
Totals 327 214 249 712,215

SOURCES: 1905, 1906, and 1913 from Miyachi Masato, Nichiro sengo seiji shi kenkyi
(Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1973), p. 227; 1914 from Hanai Takuzo horitsu

Kome sodo no kenkyi (Tokyo, 1960), 3:320-35; 1908 occupational census data from
Tokyo6-shi shisei chosa shokugyo betsu genzai jinko byo (Tokyo, 1908).

Notes: Figures in parentheses are percentages. For 1905, sample is persons tried for
rioting, excluding leaders of organizing committee. For 1906, those arrested and listed in
Tokyo asahi shinbun, September 7-10, 1906. For 1913, those tried for rioting. For 1914,
persons tried for rioting, excluding five leaders of the China Committee. For 1918, those
tried for rioting. The merchant/tradesman category includes apprentices and employees.
Owing to rounding off, column totals are not always 100 percent.

The reporter’s introduction of the young woman as Uno’s daughter
and his attention to her clothes invoked familiar female social roles of
obedient daughter and decorative object. But the positive crowd re-
sponse and her own words show her to have been a participant in the
making of the popular idiom of imperial democracy.

In contrast to these plebeian rioters, the leaders who founded politi-
cal associations, drew up resolutions, joined in federations, spoke at
indoor speech-meetings, and finally sponsored open-air rallies were
educated men of substance: lawyers, journalists, Diet representatives,



38 The Movement for Imperial Democracy

local politicians, or small businessmen. The relationship between such
leaders and the rioters is controversial. It perplexed contemporary
authorities, very likely aware of the latest European theories of “mob
psychology,” who could not decide whether the rioters were puppets
of these gentlemen leaders or an uncontrollable mob.25 Thus, Koizumi
Kosaburo, a judicial official who prosecuted the rioters, invariably
sought “to find the conspirators or agitators. . . among the sponsors of
the rally, but we always failed. There was never a case where the rally
sponsors planned on a riot or violence. . . . As soon as the rally ended,
the crowd was overtaken by a mob psychology, and transformed into a
living thing.”” Despite the difficulty in identifying a group of leaders who
manipulated the gullible masses, he rejected the possibility that the riot-
ers themselves had conscious motives: ““If we questioned those arrested
in the act of violence, they could not explain it.””26

The surviving trial records reflect such biases in conveying two con-
tradictory impressions of the relationship of rioters to leaders: an image
of the manipulated rioter and a picture of the inebriated, uncontrollable
rioter. Both types are seen to be devoid of political consciousness.?”
Prosecutors directed most of their energy to interrogation of a handful
of leaders charged with conspiracy, asking few questions of the hun-
dreds arrested for common crimes of arson or property destruction.28
We must credit most of the defendants with a good deal more political
motivation than they admitted, for their most sensible defense was to
play upon official prejudice, seeking lenience by disavowing political
awareness and claiming simply to have been swept up in the excitement.
Historians have echoed the prosecution view in stressing the role of
“professional rooters” (soshi or ingaidan) acting at the behest of party
leaders to manipulate crowds, especially in 1913 and 1914.2°

These dismissive and inconsistent conceptions are inadequate. From
evidence culled primarily from the trial records of 1914, a more finely

25. Gustave Le Bon’s Psychologie des foules (1895) was the classic European analysis
of the time. The Japanese translation, Gunshi shinri, appeared in 1910.

26. Koizumi Kosaburd, Taisho hanzai shi seidan (Tokyo: Daigaku shobo, 1955),
pp. 79-80.

27. See Amamiya Shoichi, “Hibiya yakeuchi jiken,” in Nibhon seiji saiban 1:402-3,
on the bias of the prosecution.

28. Thus, six of the eight volumes of preliminary interrogation for the 1914 trial
(Hanai, “Taisho 3 nen s6j6”) focus on five conspirators. The remaining two have brief
interrogations of ninety-three individuals. The four volumes of “Kyéto jiken,” from 1905,
focus even less attention on the common rioters.

29. Takahashi Hikotada, “Ingaidan no keisei,” Hosei daigaku shakai rod kenkyd
30 (1984): 3—4, and Najita, Hara Kei, pp. 160—62.
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grained picture of the structure of crowd action develops. On one hand,
the national leaders were seldom found rubbing shoulders with the
crowd; nor were they in tight control of what happened after rallies.
But neither were leaders and crowd wholly unconnected, with the latter
moved by a mob psychology unrelated to the issues of the day. A middle
stratum of unofficial or semiofficial streetcorner leaders existed. Some of
these figures had links to organized groups, but the ties could be
tenuous. The crowd could sometimes on the spur of the moment press
one of its number into action as a leader or a link between the Diet
politicians and the populace. These subordinate leaders and activist fol-
lowers possessed considerable political awareness. They bridged the
gap between, and overlapped with, both professional political leaders
and the stone-throwing rioters. Acting in significant measure on their
own initiative, they invoked causes that apparently resonated with the
sentiments of those in the crowd.

Diverse individuals mediated between gentlemen politicians and the
rest of the crowd. One Kumatani Naoyoshi, a 31-year-old recent mi-
grant to Tokyo, was one such subleader with relatively close ties to the
leaders. An acquaintance of a leading member of the China Comrades
Association, Kumatani helped out at six rallies in the seven days prior
to the riot in February 1914, carrying flags and banners. Accused of
urging on the crowd in front of the Diet, he admitted the basic facts of
the accusation, but attributed his actions to intoxication with both sake
and the spirit of the crowd.

The rice merchant Kawamura, a 39-year-old resident of Kanda
ward, is an intermediate figure who had leadership thrust upon him. A
close friend of several members of the Kanda ward assembly, and him-
self a member of a committee in the ward opposed to the business tax,
he claimed to have gone to the Diet on February 10, 1914, at the urging
of fellow committee members ““to file an [anti-tax] petition as an indi-
vidual.” He bought several newspapers along the way, extra editions
with reports on the Diet situation, and as he neared the Diet, a crowd
gathered around him and urged him to “read them to us,” which he did.
Later that afternoon, he again read aloud upon request a report of
events inside the Diet to a group of those on the outside.3°

Kawamura’s actions reveal the theatrical dimension to crowd actions

30. Hanai, “Taisho 3 nen 56j6” 7, sec. 2:112~14. These episodes reflect a shortage of
the latest newspaper copies, and the interest among those gathered in up-to-date informa-
tion, rather than widespread illiteracy.
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throughout the center of the city during each riot. The chief of the
Kojimachi police station had described “people everywhere making
speeches in the streets,” during the 1905 riots; Kawamura’s public
readings were part of this phenomenon of streetcorner speechifying.3!
In addition, he nicely illustrates the overlap between issues and constit-
uencies within the crowd: a merchant concerned with the tax issue
mingled with a group ostensibly convened in anger at naval corruption
and a weak foreign policy.

Kawamura belonged to a political organization, but other impromptu
leaders held no formal affiliation; informed of the issues, they held
strong opinions and sought to act on them. One defendant in 1914 was
Takei Genzo, aged thirty-two, a tradesman who sold machinery of
some sort. After “one glass of whiskey” (wisukii) during the afternoon
of February 10, he made his way to the Nihonbashi area and delivered
an impassioned impromptu speech to a crowd gathered there:

Prime Minister Yamamoto took a commission. The Maiy#u supports the gov-
ernment, so it takes a commission, too. I’'m a former soldier, and we should
all rise in anger now for the sake of the nation. The police are running dogs
of the bureaucrats. We have to smash the police line and attack the Maiyu
newspaper.32

Colorful leaders of the moment surfaced during other riots as well,
such as Matsumoto Dobetsu, a maverick activist who achieved brief
prominence in 1906. He was head of a small group he called “imperial
socialists”’ and had attracted some attention for carrying a black-edged
“mourning flag” during the 1905 Hibiya protest. In 1906, despite per-
sonal and financial ties with other political leaders, his group acted
separately from the larger federation of city and ward councillors,
lawyers, and journalists who sponsored the citizens’ rally (shimin
tatkais) at a rented hall on September 5, the anniversary of the 1905 riot,
to protest the streetcar fare increase. Matsumoto sponsored a separate
rally that same day in Hibiya Park, attended by several thousand.33

According to the Asahi, as well as the prosecution at his trial, Matsu-
moto asked the audience whether they wished to allow the Home
Ministry more time to change its mind: “Should we wait quietly until

31. “Kyoto jiken™ 4:352.

32. Hanai, “Taisho 3 nen s5j6” 8, sec. 3:39-40.

33. Estimates range from 2,000 to over 10,000. See the account of Matsumoto’s
background and activities in Katsuragawa, 1906 nen Tokyo,” pp. 89, 92-97.
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the 11th [the day before the increase was set to take effect], or should
we do some smashing [yakeuchi]?”’ Some shouted back, “Let’s do it
tonight!” but the majority seemed inclined to wait, so Matsumoto led a
group on what he later claimed was intended to be a peaceful march to
the Home Ministry. It turned out differently. Some in the crowd began
to stone streetcars. Every night until September 12, when heavy rains
dampened popular enthusiasm, crowds of tens or hundreds, and in a
few cases thousands, stoned streetcars and police boxes or substations
at locations throughout the central and “Low City” wards of the city.34

Just as the involvement of those in this intermediate stratum varied
significantly, so did that of the masses of people in the “audience.”
Many of the defendants in 1914 participated out of simple curiosity. A
19-year-old tailor, Kawazumi, made his way to the Shimbashi police
station on the evening of the 10th and, he admitted, threw stones at it.
Why? “Everyone was shouting ‘Go to it! Go to it! [yare, yare],’ so I did
it with no special reason.” Yet we dismiss such youths as mindless or
apolitical at some peril. Kawazumi had been to a speech-meeting prior
to the riot, belying this perhaps calculated self-portrait as a casual parti-
cipant. Others like him in fact followed the progress of the event in the
press. One Omoto, a 21-year-old employee at a fish market, attended
the rally at Hibiya upon reading of it in the newspaper; he admitted to
shouting epithets at the police and throwing his wooden clogs at them.
Newspaper reports on the planned rally also drew Nakagawa Seiichi,
an unemployed youth, to Hibiya. An 18-year-old lumberyard worker,
Tanaka, was one for whom curiosity and excitement were the appar-
ent main attractions. He had attended several speech-meetings because
he found them “entertaining” (omoshiroi), and he went to Nihonbashi
and joined in the stone throwing with a friend, who said it promised to
be entertaining, as well. This aspect of the rioting highlights the theat-
rical dimension, but does not deny the political significance. As the
broad meaning of the word omoshiroi suggests, the rallies were prob-
ably both “‘entertaining” and “‘interesting.””33

For inhabitants of a spectating world, the political speech-meeting,
the rally, and even the riot were inexpensive forms of popular entertain-
ment (except for those arrested: one of the thirty defendants fined for

34. TAS, August 29-September 1906; Chu6 koron, October 1906, pp. 1-8; Tokyo
keizai shinbun, August 25, 1906, September 8 and 15, 1906; Morinaga, Shidan saiban,
pp. 47-56; Horitsu shinbun, October 15, 1906, pp. 24-25.

35. Examples from Hanai, *“Taisho 3 nen s6j6,” vol. 8.
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rioting in Osaka in 1913 was overheard to remark, with a laugh,
“Twenty yen for picking up one rock! That’s an expensive stone.”)3¢
Unlike Kabuki, variety theater, sumo wrestling, or moving picture
shows, rallies offered the prospect of audience participation. This form
of theater had its stars, the “gods of constitutional government,” who
addressed huge throngs; its supporting actors and bit players, such as
Matsumoto Dobetsu, Kawamura, and Takei Genzo; and its audience,
whose members sometimes leapt onstage.

One further index of this quite natural range in degree of engagement
is supplied by the judge in the 1914 trial, who asked forty-four of the
ninty-three common defendants if they had ever attended speech-
meetings prior to the rally. Despite tempting advantages to denying
such political involvement, thirteen claimed they had, while thirty-
one said they had not. The political crowd thus covered a broad spec-
trum in two senses: varied occupations and differing degrees of engage-
ment with the issues. Its members were drawn from the full range of
lower-to-middle-class urbanites. The official leadership consisted pri-
marily of professional politicians, lawyers, and journalists. The in-
termediate strata and the mass of the crowd included youths seeking
patronage and aspiring to a political career, concerned residents of local
prominence, and many people simply curious or interested in joining
what promised to be a good time.

POLITICAL THEATER

A coherent set of political symbols can be found in the theater of the
Tokyo crowd. Tokyoites used a constellation of dates, assembly sites,
and targets to articulate a political vision embedded in the urban popu-
lar culture of the early twentieth century. Theirs was a vision of an
imperial democracy at odds with the ruling ideas of the bureaucratic
elite, though to an extent derived from them.

The timing of crowd performances reflected both awareness of the
broader context of nation-building and dissent from ruling definitions
of the commonets’ role in the political order. Seven of the nine Tokyo
incidents listed in table 2.1 took place on or about one of two dates,
September 5 and February 11.

The former gained significance as the anniversary of the Hibiya anti-

36. Horitsu shinbun, April 20, 1913, p. 20.
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treaty riot of 1905. The organizers of the streetcar fare rally of Septem-
ber §, 1906, included leaders of the 1905 anti-treaty coalition, and they
deliberately and successfully used this anniversary to draw attention to
their cause.37 The rally and assault on the Foreign Ministry of Septem-
ber 7, 1913, also took place on the Sunday nearest to the 1905
anniversary date. The Asahi the next day reflected the awareness of
precedent in describing how the police, “considering the several past
experiences,” kept a low profile and did not excite a major riot.38 Parti-
cipants no doubt made the anniversary connection on their own when a
dandy in a Western suit with striped pants, a glass of sake in one hand,
a walking stick in another, identified in the Asahi simply as “an old
political rooter [s6shi],” shouted from the speaker’s platform, “Don’t
you know me? The patron saint of the riot!"’39

The case of February 11 is more complex and interesting. The Meiji
government in 1874 chose February 11 as the date on which to cele-
brate the accession of the (mythical) first emperor, Jimmu, in 660 B.C.
and with it the founding of the nation and the imperial line. In 1889 the
state chose this date to promulgate the Meiji constitution,*? and in the
contest between the state and various opposition groups with their own
interpretations of the true nature of “constitutional government” in the
years after 1905 both sides sought to wrap themselves in the flag and
the aura of imperial sanction by making this date their own.

The participants in the crowd joined the battle by attending the ral-
lies and occasionally rioting. Certainly the simple fact that February 11
was a holiday made it easier for people to gather, and February was a
time when the Diet was almost always in session. But it seems no coinci-
dence that the rallies and riots of 1908, 1913, and 1914 all took place
on either February 10 or 11. The bureaucratic elite, for its part, entered
the contest, and stimulated awareness of the date’s importance, by
sponsoring huge, tightly policed, and consciously nonpartisan celebra-
tions of the twentieth anniversary of the constitution in Hibiya Park in
1908 and 1909 and by issuing an Imperial Rescript on Poor Relief on

37. Chaué kéron, October 1906, p. 7.

38. TAS, September 8, 1913, p. 5.

39. He called himself “Yakeuchi jiken no taisho kitenjin.”” I think the term saski in
this context suggests an association with the Popular Rights movement. See drawing in
TAS, September 8, 1913, p. 5.

40. On the importance of this symbolic date in the making of “Meiji ideology,” see
Carol Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths: Ideology in the Late Meiji Period (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 85-87.
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this date in 1911.*1 In both 1913 and 1914, however, with a wide array
of antigovernment forces all planning their own rallies, there was no
official celebration of the twenty-fifth anniverary, suggesting that the
oligarchs had at least temporarily lost control of this symbolic date.42
Leaders of the movement for universal manhood suffrage were subse-
quently among the most self-conscious in contesting for the ideological
high ground. Beginning with the rally on February 11, 1918, which
ended in minor violence, pro-suffrage rallies took place on this date
yearly until 1923, and by 1920 suffragists had dubbed February 11
“Universal Suffrage Day.”

The settings for the drama were predictable as well. Crowds returned
consistently to a few favorite meeting places and persistently chose the
same targets. Hibiya Park, of course, was the most important assembly
site. By the occasion of the 1913 siege of the Foreign Ministry, the Asabi
simply noted: “Hibiya Park is by now synonymous with the people’s
rally.”43

It emerged as such out of the same critical dialectic of nation-
building policy and popular response that built the importance of
February 11 and sanctioned the general practice of popular assembly
and political participation. In Edo, while temples or shrines had served
as holiday gathering places, there were no explicitly public spaces that
the townspeople could call their own. Designed around the turn of the
century on a Western model, built by the government, and opened only
two years before the 1905 riot, Hibiya Park was first used extensively
during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5 for privately sponsored ral-
lies to celebrate Japanese military success.* These gatherings helped

41. See ibid., p. 146, on the 1908 celebration, and pp. 49-60, passim, on the
bureaucratic conception of the constitutional order as above politics. See Jiji shinpo,
February 12, 1909, on the twentieth anniversary celebration of 1909, which featured Noh
plays and music, but no speeches praising the constitutional political order. The repeat of
the celebration in two years was because of the concurrent use of Japanese and Western
counting customs. Nakamura Masanori, Emura Eiichi, and Miyachi Masato, “Nihon
teikokushugi to jinmin: 9/5 minshi bodo o megutte,” Rekishigaku kenkyi, August
1967, p. 16, describe the 1911 rescript, in which the emperor donated 1.5 million yen to
found a poor relief organization and called for further private donations.

42. The death of the Meiji emperor in June 1912 may also explain the absence of a
1913 celebration, but not the 1914 case.

43. “Kokumin taikai ni Hibiya kéen wa mé tsukimono de aru” (TAS, September 8,
1913, p. 5).

44. See Appendix A. See also Sakurai Ryoju, “Nichiro senji” on” wartime victory
celebrations in the park, and Seidensticker, Low City, High City, pp. 11623, on the
designing and building of the park.



Kdjima

chisy
Police g

mperial €A

Palace

[h@::zs..

¥
------

5117

blya /
ark &
b < Ministar's
o 53 % % Residence
i O Kokumln%g
.’ Newspaper”

22

47

....

— /)
[

Map 1. Central Tokyo in 1905



46 The Movement for Imperial Democracy

make the park a place of explicitly political significance that Tokyoites
of all sorts felt entitled to claim as theirs, in opposition to the state. The
riot of 1905 began when the police forbad an anti-treaty rally and barri-
caded the park. A crowd of 30,000, some shouting, “It’s illegal [fuho]
to close the park!” overwhelmed the police, destroyed the barricades,
and met anyway.*5 The disturbances of 1906, 1908, and 1918 also
began with rallies in Hibiya.

This struggle over the use and definition of urban space is full of
irony. The popular frenzy of support for both the Sino-Japanese and
Russo-Japanese wars, and the resulting desire to gather to celebrate vic-
tories, was a product in part of the oligarchic policies of patriot-
making. Yet even during the war with Russia the police had worried
about the frequent, implicitly political gatherings for victory celebra-
tions, but had failed to ban them effectively.

The struggle for Hibiya Park also neatly illustrates both the links and
the tension between the concept of the legitimate polity promoted by
Japan’s rulers and the different vision of the urban populace. The gov-
ernment built the park as a symbol of the modernity and greatness of
the new imperial capital and promoted it as a space for people to gather
quietly in support of empire, emperor, and the ministerial servants of
the emperor. People in the crowd, while concurring in support of both
empire and emperor, disagreed both on the proper relation between the
emperor, themselves, and the bureaucracy, and on the appropriate use
of the park. They made Hibiya a symbol of their freedom to gather and
express their political will.

A connection of more or less intimacy to this bureaucracy was unsur-
prisingly the thread that tied together all but one of the favorite targets
of the crowd once it left Hibiya on a smashing spree. The Tokyo police,
under the jurisdiction of the Home Ministry, was the institution least
popular and most besieged. The hundreds of small, hard-to-protect
two- or three-man “police boxes” scattered throughout the city were
easy prey, and crowds stoned or burned them in five of the riots (1905,
1906, 1913, 1914, 1918). The Home Ministry itself was a second fre-
quent target. During the violence of September 1905, the crowd
directed its fiercest attack on the residence of the home minister, across
the street from Hibiya Park (see map 1 and fig. 3). Ten thousand people
surrounded the compound and set fire to parts of it.

45. According to police testimony. See “Kyoto jiken™ 4:269, 283-84.
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The police and the Home Ministry, both created by the oligarchs in
the first decade of nation-building, stood as symbols of the larger poli-
tical order and as the particular institutions most responsible for re-
stricting the activities of ordinary people.*¢ Yoshikawa Morikuni, one of
Japan’s first generation of socialists in the early twentieth century, wit-
nessed an aged “jinrickshaw-type” ask one of the rioters to “by all
means burn the Ochanomizu police box for me, because it’s giving me
trouble all the time about my household register.”’47

Other targets provoked enmity insofar as they were implicated in
support of the bureaucratic system. These included progovernment
newspapers, politicians, and political parties (usually Hara Kei and the
Seiyikai), the homes of the oligarchs, and, in September 1913, the For-
eign Ministry.

The streetcar, which began service in 1903, the same year Hibiya
Park opened, was a frequent target both for economic and political
reasons (see fig. 5). It represented a direct threat to the livelihood of the
capital’s thousands of rickshaw pullers. Further, the fare increases
proposed in 1906 and 1909 threatened to take substantial bites from
the incomes of lower-class streetcar riders.*® In addition, however, poli-
tical issues fueled anger at the streetcar companies. Numerous resolu-
tions of ward assemblies and other groups in 1906 criticized the high-
handed, “unconstitutional” behavior of the Home Ministry and city
council, and the intimate ties between Seiynkai politicians on the coun-
cil and the streetcar company. They blasted the selfish politicians and
capitalists who “neglected the public good” and ignored the “will of the
citizens” (shimin no iko) in approving the increase.

The inversion or parody of procedures of the authorities and the
appropriation of forms of parliamentary behavior recurred in the thea-
ter of the crowd. Inversion was seen in the 1905 demonstration, when
the flags and banners were modeled on those used to send off troops just
months earlier.#® Many anti-treaty banners were designed as flags of

46. The Home Ministry was founded in 1873. The Tokyo police force was founded in
1874.

47. Takahashi Yusai, Mejji keisatsu shi kenkyii (Tokyo: Reibunsha, 1961), 2:103.
Takahashi, in the history sympathetic to the police and hostile to the socialists, concludes
that Yoshikawa’s testimony is reliable.

48. Even an increase of one sen per ride would have claimed an additional 2.5 percent
of the average factory worker’s monthly income of twenty yen, assuming two rides daily
twenty-five days a month.

49. “Kyoto jiken” 3:197.
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national mourning, mounted on large poles, the slogans framed with
black ribbons. A portion of the crowd at Hibiya set off with these on a
march toward the imperial palace, in effect offering ““condolences” to
the emperor on the failed policies of his ministers. This extraordinary
symbolic act, implicating the emperor in politics, was too much for the
police, who broke up the march.50 ‘

Appropriation is seen in the institution of the “people’s rally” (koku-
min taikai) itself, which typically followed a set pattern. First came a
succession of speeches, presided over by a chairman (gicho), followed
by passage (kaketsu) of a several-point resolution (ketsugi) drawn up
by an organizing committee. In 1913 the sponsors distributed 50,000
copies of the resolutions adopted at the people’s rally of September 7.51
This was a popular reenactment of the form and vocabulary of the par-
liamentary procedure of the Diet, which may be read as a challenging
assertion that the people had a place as participants in the process of
government.5?2

A spirit of parody is found in the graffiti and the letters to the press at
the time of the rice riot written in the mode of a Tokugawa peasant’s
defiant accusation of unjust officials.? It surfaced in the 114 comic
haiku (kyoku) published as part of a contest sponsored by the nation’s
major journal for lawyers after the September 1906 riots.5* But perhaps
most creative was the flyer circulated anonymously on the eve of the
anti-tax rally of February 11, 1908. An anti-tax movement of hundreds
of business federations had begun the previous summer when the gov-
ernment, far from ending the unpopular new war taxes of 1904-5,
proposed an increase in sales taxes on food oil, sake, and sugar. A
national convention of the Federation of Business Associations (Jit-
sugyo kumiai rengo kai) called for a February § rally as the climax of
this lobbying campaign, but the Diet approved the increase the day be-
fore the meeting with Seiyukai support, and the five hundred conven-

50. Okamoto, “Hibiya Riot,” p. 261.

51. TAS, September 8, 1913, p. 5.

52. For one of many examples of this appropriation of parliamentary language and
form, see the description of an anti-tax “People’s Rally” in Osaka in 1914 in Tokyo keizai
zasshi, February 14, 1914, p, 38.

53. Yoshikawa Mitsusada, “Iwayuru kome s6do jiken no kenkyu,” Shisc kenkyn
shiryé, no. 5 (February 1939): 206-7.

54. The 114 entries are listed in Horitsu shinbun, September 10, 1906, p. 27; Septem-
ber 15, pp. 22—23, September 20, p. 25, September 25, pp. 26—27, September 30, p. 27,
October 5, p. 25, October 10, p. 26.
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tion delegates could only vow to oppose pro-tax M.P.’s in the next
election.’$

The Tokyo mainichi newspaper then reprinted on February 10 what
it called an “inflammatory leaflet” of unknown origin that had been
circulated throughout the city, calling for a rally in Hibiya Park on
February 11. Police promptly arrested all known socialists in Tokyo.
Several thousand people gathered at the Hibiya bandstand on the 11th,
but no organizers were to be found. The Asabi reported that Matsu-
moto Dobetsu attended, standing by quietly, slightly drunk. After several
impromptu speeches denouncing the tax increase and demanding suf-
frage expansion, some in the crowd left the park and began to stone
streetcars.56 The flyer which drew this crowd to the park read:

ANTI-TAX INCREASE
PEOPLE’S RALLY [Kokumin taikai)
Hibiya Park, February 11, 1 p.M.

Admonitions to Attendees:

Do not bring any dangerous weapons.
Do not prepare oil, matches, or clubs.
Do not fight with the police.

Do not smash any police boxes.

Do not smash any streetcars.

Do not throw stones at the Diet building.

N SR D=

Do not attack pro-tax or Seiyitkai M.P.’s.

The style is that of the ubiquitous Edo-era injunctions to townspeople
or villagers, typically mounted on a pole and planted in the ground for
all to see and respect. The flyer teased the authorities and exhorted
potential rioters precisely because its injunctions were an inverted list of
the very actions most common in crowd incidents.’” In the political
culture of Tokyo in 1908, this document invoked for its readers an
instantly recognizable pattern of crowd action. Their shared under-
standing of the symbols of political theater reflected the deep antagon-

55. The Seiyiikai did in fact lose three of its five seats in Tokyo in the next Diet
election. Matsuo, Taishé demokurashii, pp. 53-62.

56. Leaflet in Tokyo mainichi shinbun, February 10, 1908, p. 2. Also, TAS, February
13, 1908, p. 2. Yorozu choha, February 12, 1908, p. 3. TAS reported 10,000 attendees,
thirty arrests; the Yorozu claimed 30,000 attendees, forty arrests.

57. Also of interest is the fact that the newspaper was willing to further the cause by
reproducing the flyer rather than simply reporting its contents.
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ism toward the bureaucratic elite on the part of Tokyoites excited by
the political vision of imperial democracy.

THE IDEOLOGY
OF IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

The constituent elements of the crowd had specific grievances. Workers
and artisans were likely to care more about streetcar fares and rice
prices than business taxes; the reverse no doubt held for shopkeepers
and merchants. Yet, while the businessmen, lawyers, party politicians,
and journalists each had separate formal organizations, they acted
together in the mobilizing pattern that led to riot, and lower-class city-
dwellers who were not part of any of these groups attended rallies that
they organized.5® Thus, despite the clear diversity of participants, lead-
ers, and causes, the moments of common action and the repetition of
key concepts and slogans reveal that a related cluster of issues and ideas
created a new political space. In this space, disparate elements, which
would later organize separately for differing causes, reacted together.

The participants in the political crowd responded to a set of surface
issues that cohered both logically and in the identity of the activists.
Scholars such as Miyachi Masato have carefully documented the over-
lap in the membership and leadership of those formal groups of
lawyers, journalists, intellectuals, and politicians concerned with several
related issues.’® These imperials democrats supported empire abroad
and economic justice and political reform at home. They were pro-
emperor, pro-empire, and committed to elusive notions of constitutional
government and popular involvement in politics. Individual voices
differed; some accented the democracy, others the imperialism, but the
goals themselves were logically related.

At the center was a simple notion. A strong modern nation required
the active participation of a prosperous populace. This belief was the
glue that held together the diverse issues that motivated the leaders and
drew the crowds: imperialism abroad, lower taxes and economic relief
at home, and greater popular involvement in a political process per-
ceived as controlled by an arrogant or corrupt bureaucracy.

National leaders commonly linked these issues in public statements,
as in the 1905 platform of the newly formed ‘“National People’s [koku-
min] Club.” This group of about 150 politicians, lawyers, and journal-

58. Miyachi, Nichiro sengo, pp. 209—14, on organizations of small businessmen.
59. Ibid., pp. 209-378.
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ists, hoping to build on the political energies nurtured during the anti-
treaty movement, proclaimed that constitutionalism and imperialism
were the two great international trends of the day. Nations that fol-
lowed them would prosper; others would decline. The twin goals “orig-
inate in popular awakening, stand on popular confidence, and are ful-
filled through popular activity.””60

The attitudes of members of the crowd are more elusive, but in news-
paper accounts and those few trial records that allowed the plebeian
participants to speak for themselves, both a set of three surface issues
(economic welfare and justice, an aggressive foreign policy, and domes-
tic political access) and a common, underlying political vision can be
discerned.

Taxes and prices were the two recurrent economic issues. One or the
other was prominent in the foreground or background of the riots of
1905 (new taxes to finance the war), 1906 (streetcar fares), 1908 (tax
increases), 1914 (business tax), and 1918 (rice prices). Certainly the
anti-tax movement, focusing mainly on the business tax and various
retail sales taxes had greatest relevance for businessmen and merchants,
who stood to lose most if taxes discouraged sales, but these sales taxes,
as well as the unpopular travel tax, an imposition of one sen per ride on
all streetcar, ferry, and trail travel, directly affected the populace as a
whole.

Prices, on the other hand, were primarily the concern of the poor and
working-class population. In urban and rural protest of the early to mid
nineteenth century, the price and supply of rice had been at the heart
of the popular moral economy.! Exchanges such as the following
in 1914, between the judge and one Onishi Harukichi, a 55-year-old
maker of wooden boxes, show the staying power of this concern of
poor city-dwellers:

JUDGE: Which do you prefer, the bureaucracy or the Seiytikai [Party]?

ONISHI: I don’t know which I prefer, but with Mr. Katsura’s cabinet, rice
has just gotten more expensive, and with a Seiyiikai cabinet rice
will be cheaper. That is the only reason the Seiyukai is better.62

60. Ibid., pp. 253—54. The term kokumin is here translated as “popular.” It was used
four times in the sentence quoted.

61. Patricia Sippel, “The Bushi Outburst,” Harvard Journal of Asrattc Studies 37,
no. 2 (December 1978). Conrad Totman, The Collapse of the Tokugawa Bakufu, 1862-
1868 (Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1980), pp. 216-24.

6Z. Horitsu shinbun, no. 859, April 30, 1913, pp. 18-19.



52 The Movement for Imperial Democracy

Prices also upset people at the Shintomiza Theater at the start of the
1905 riot. Anger at the police, who banned the meeting, led to violence
outside the theater, but the audience inside were also furious that orga-
nizers collected a “box lunch charge” at the entrance. Similarly, scuf-
fling broke out at a speech-meeting of February 5, 1914, when some of
those in a crowd of 2,500 protested collection of a ten-sen entry fee
when big-name speakers failed to appear.63 While this evidence is more
suggestive than conclusive, Onishi’s concern with prices was probably
common.

But the numerous poor participants were not simply motivated by
hunger and poverty, their anger manipulated by a politically attuned
leadership. Foreign policy and domestic political issues, as well as
prices, were important even to the poorer members of the crowd. Sup-
port for imperialism was a second tenet of the imperial democratic
creed, one upon which all participants agreed. To honor the nation and
the emperor, the crowd wanted Japanese hegemony in Asia and equal-
ity with the West. These goals were prominent in 19035, in September
1913, and in 1914. Few, however, were anxious to foot the bill for
Japan’s expanding empire. Spokesmen for the anti-tax forces skirted the
issue by asserting that only lower taxes would produce the vibrant econ-
omy that would make Japan great.64 To point out the contradiction
between calls for lower taxes at home and costly empire abroad is sim-
ple enough (although the contradiction remained unresolved in late-
twentieth-century America), but the logic of this populist nationalism
had a certain elegant simplicity as well: only those neither politically
nor economically oppressed could produce a strong nation.

Political reform was the third concern of those who joined the poli-
tical crowds. Both actors and audience opposed the monopoly on poli-
tical power held by bureaucrats from Satsuma and Chosha. They
sought a greater popular role in political affairs. Bureaucratic scorn for
popular desires and the “unconstitutional” behavior of the political
elite were major issues in 1905, 1906, 1913, and 1914. For the more
pragmatic party politicians, constitutional government meant rule by
cabinets drawn from the majority political party in the Diet. For many
in the crowd, it had a rather different meaning, discussed below.

The overlap among these three concerns is most evident in the events
of the Siemens Incident of 1914. As in a symphony with three entwined

63. “Kyoto jiken™ 3:52; TAS, February 5, 1914, evening edition, p. 5.

64. See Eguchi Keiichi, Toshi shoburujoa undé shi no kenkyi (Tokyo: Miraisha,
1976), pp. 127-28, and Miyachi, Nichiro sengo, pp. 259-60, for examples.
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motifs, the lobbying of numerous groups gradually built to the resound-
ing climax of February 10. Organizers of the previous year’s Movement
for Constitutional Government had planned anti-tax rallies for January
6 and 14, before the catalytic news broke that high officers in the impe-
rial navy had pocketed kickbacks from the German arms supplier. The
China Comrades Association had also for months planned a series of
rallies for an aggressive posture on the continent to coincide with the
Diet session that winter. Similarly, the Tokyo Ward Council Federation
and the National Federation of Business Associations, together with
other groups, had planned a National Anti-Tax Rally in Tokyo for
February 9, and the Business Tax Abolition League, composed of anti-
tax members of the Tokyo City Council, was planning a rally on the
17th.63

In this context, the speeches at any one rally naturally referred to the
entire set of current issues. Four days before the riot, at noon on Feb-
ruary 6, over ten thousand Tokyoites attended an indoor “Rally of
Federated National Comrades of Each Faction.”¢¢ The title was
cumbersome, but apt. Speakers, including imperial democratic lumi-
naries Shimada Saburo and Ozaki Yukio, attacked the government for
endangering and sullying the honor of the nation, overtaxing the peo-
ple, and handling finances poorly. Another huge indoor rally on the 9th
sounded the same refrain. The streetcar companies reportedly feared
vandalism after the meeting, while the police worried that the following
day’s rally at Hibiya Park might get out of hand. For both the attendees
and popular leaders of these events, excessive taxes, a weak foreign
policy, and corruption in high places were symptoms of a single illness,
the lack of true ““constitutional government.’’6”

Voices from the crowd, recorded in the press and in trial records,
spoke as well to a consistent set of underlying concerns, expressed in the
diverse contexts of economic welfare, foreign policy, and domestic poli-
tics. Time and again people called for (1) fairness and respect for the
public good, (2) freedom of action, assembly, and expression, (3) re-
spect for the “will of the people,” and, embracing all these, (4) “consti-
tutional” political behavior.

65. Miyachi, Nichiro sengo, pp. 309-12.

66. ‘“Kaku ha rengo zenkoku yishi taikai.”

67. TAS, February 1 through 10, 1914, reported on these and numerous related
events. See Amamiya, “Kensei yogo,” in Seiji saiban, p. 21, for a contemporary observa-
tion that a similar mix of issues moved activists in 1913.
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The failure to heed the public good and the favoring of selfish private
interests were especially prominent concerns in 1906. Leaders of the
movement against the fare increase commonly condemned the home
nunister for catering to private interests (shiri) at the expense of the
public good (kdeki). When a crowd left one afternoon rally in March, it
echoed this refrain, marching to the Ginza crossing, standing for ten
minutes blocking two streetcars and shouting “Unfair increase! Ignores
the public good!68

The belief that the streets and public places belonged to the people
was widely held. Members of crowds frequently coupled calls for free-
dom to assemble or demonstrate with a fierce antagonism toward the
police. One policeman, stoned and beaten in 1905 for trying to prevent
a crowd from carrying black-trimmed flags toward the imperial palace,
claimed that people shouted at him, “This is not something the police
should restrict.””6° Fukuda Torakichi, the chief of the Kojinmachi police
station, described in an affidavit the scene on September 5, 1905, in
front of Hibiya Park, when a reporter for the Yorozu chobo climbed
atop an empty box near the south gate of the park and spoke:

The government has taken unconstitutional actions and caused the police to
close off this park, which is a place for us to enjoy freely. By what means can
we guarantee our freedom? In order to make our demands prevail we must
carry out a great movement. A treaty that could do honor to the lives of a
hundred thousand people and the expense of two billion yen has been lost
because of the present government.

These words, Fukuda claimed, greatly stirred the crowd. When
police tried to halt the speech, people stoned them and attacked them
with sticks and metal bars.7¢

Participants in later incidents frequently echoed the calls for freedom
to assemble, speak, or act. A youth in 1911, angry at police interference
during a rally to protest the terms of the municipal takeover of the
streetcar service, shouted, “We have the freedom to criticize this failed

68. The Japanese version (“Neage futd, kdeki mushi”) has a more rhythmic, chant-
able cadence. TAS, March 12, 1906, p. 6. The crowd here may be invoking Confucian
notions of an official obligation to eschew private (shi) gain and serve the public (k6) good
of the realm, but I would not exaggerate the particularity of the Asian ideological universe
in this respect. In Western traditions crowds have also claimed to be acting for a higher
public interest against selfish authorities concerned with private wealth. See Dirk Hoer-
der, “People and Mobs: Crowd Action in Massachusetts during the American Revolu-
tion, 1765-1780” (Ph.D. diss., Free University of Berlin, 1971), pp. 133-35.

69. For similar examples, see “Kyoto jiken” 2:210-11; 4:269, 284.

70. “Kyoto jiken” 4:353.
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policy. The police action makes our blood boil.”7! Patrolman Wata-
nabe Yokichi reported that a crowd of about five thousand marched in
his direction during the Siemens riot in 1914. Urged by a gentleman in a
rickshaw to move on the Chiié newspaper, the crowd seemed intimi-
dated by the police blocking its way. Some threw pebbles in the direc-
tion of the police or the newspaper buildings, others yelled epithets at
the police, and Watanabe reported that someone shouted, “Why are
you blocking us? We have the freedom to pass through the streets. Why
do you protect the newspaper company and not the people’s rights?”’72

The term kokumin and several words including the character i (will,
intent), in particular iko (intention) and ishi (will), were at the heart of
the political ideology expressed in crowd actions. The very concept of
kokumin, like Hibiya Park and the Founding Day of February 11, was
another child of state-making policy that turned on the bureaucratic
state. The campaign to create a new body politic had succeeded so well
that in all the riots people in the crowd made claims that a legitimate
political order must respect the will of the people, the kokumin.

The official leadership used these terms as early as 1905. Ogawa
Heikichi, an activist in the anti-treaty movement, explained to a judge
that he joined in forming a political group called the Anti-Russia Com-
rades Society out of the need to express the “will of the people.””3 The
numerous streetcorner leaders rising to speak on the spur of the mo-
ment also used this language. In 1905 one unidentified speaker climbed
to the balcony of a small teahouse near the Shintomiza Theater, shouted
that he was going to “‘express the will of the people,” and delivered a
speech (see fig. 2). Another unnamed figure spoke in the vicinity of the
imperial palace, according to police testimony, saying: “We cannot
accept this treaty. We must make the will of the people prevail.””74

Those in the crowds of the Siemens riot of 1914 spoke or heard
similar language. At Hibiya Park, one Oshimoto, an unemployed 24-
year-old, with some connections to the China Association leaders,
allegedly shouted that under an “unconstitutional cabinet that does not
follow the will of the people, the police are repressing us.””5 Seto Moto-
nori was a Jiyato Party activist as a youth in 1884, but he later became a

71. TAS, July 10, 1911, p. 5.

72. Hanai, “Taishd 3 nen $6§6,” 4, sec. “ka’: 11-12.

73. “Kyoto iiken," 1:25.

74. “Kyoto jiken,” 4:55, 348. Also similar statements on pp. 18, 24.

75. Hanai, “Taisho 3 nen s6j0” 7, sec. 2:66~67. Oshimoto demed the remark, but

even if he did not say it, the fact that ‘the police would invent such comments indicates
their ubiquity.
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tailor, living in Tokyo with no formal political affiliation. On the after-
noon of the riot, he scaled a large rock near Moto-toranomon and
addressed a group assembled there:

Overthrow the Yamamoto cabinet! Yamamoto [Gonnohyde] is a great thief
who gained millions in riches through his “‘commission.” Overthrow Yama-
moto! We must sever Gonnohyoe’s head from his body. That is my opin-
ion. . . . We must either throw Yamamoto in jail or else I'll go take care of
him and go to jail myself.

Why, asked the judge, did you say this? Seto replied: “Because it was
the will of the people. I had no choice.”7¢

The final key adjective for the crowd in the movement for imperial.
democracy was “constitutional” (rikkenteks). Both elusive and broad in
meaning, the word holds a key to understanding the critical difference
between politicians leading the Movement for Constitutional Govern-
ment and the masses of people attending rallies or stoning streetcars.
For practical leaders of the political parties, constitutional government
by 1913 meant a system where the majority party in the Diet formed the
cabinet and carried out policy with the blessing of the emperor and the
support of the voters. For those in the crowd, and for some of those
popular leaders characterized by Tetsuo Najita as the “hards,” the
phrase “‘constitutional government” did not seem tied to a particular
institutional arrangement.””

To the opponents of a fare increase in 1906, the behavior of Home
Minister Hara Kei and his Seiytikai party allies in the city council was
“unconstitutional” because it opposed the popular will and injured the
public good of two million Tokyoites for the sake of the private gain of
the company.”® An unidentified speaker addressing a crowd outside the
gate to Hibiya Park in 1905 made a similar point when he said: “Today
the police actions at Hibiya Park were extraordinarily unconstitutional.
They closed off the park, which should be free to all of us, and pre-
vented us from voicing our demands.””? Higuchi Eiichi, a 29-year-old
member of the Constitutional Youth Party, also used the word in
defense of freedom to assemble and express opinion. Prevented by

76. “Kokumin no ikd desu kara shikata nashi” (Hanai, “Taisho 3 nen s6j6” 7, sec.
2:124-25).

77. Tetsuo Najita, Hara Kei and the Politics of Compromise (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 105—6 and passim.

78. Tokyo keizai zasshi, September 15, 1906, p. 38. Haritsu shinbun, September 10,
1906, p. 27.

79. “Kyéto jiken,” 4:355.
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police from speaking to a crowd in front of the Diet, he claimed to
have shouted, “Why are you doing this? Don’t you know the
constitution?”’8® And to the machine salesman Takei Genzo in 1914,
constitutional behavior was simply the orderly, nonviolent expression
of the popular will. Accused of urging the crowd to stone the police, he
told the judge that, no, he had first told people they should take consti-
tutional action and should not throw stones. After the police had drawn
their swords, he still was a voice of reason, telling people to throw
snowballs, for stones were dangerous.?!

That a diffuse set of meanings attached to the term is not surprising.
Vernacular reference to ‘“constitutional” behavior has been wide-
ranging in other contexts as well.32 Its varied usage reveals that “consti-
tutional government” encompassed that cluster of related values at the
center of the imperial democratic ideology expressed by members of the
Tokyo crowd: respect for the public good, freedom to assemble, and
respect for the expressed will of the people.

Party government, therefore, was only constitutional to those in the
crowd when they perceived it to support these values. Hara Kei and the
Seiyiikai were the darlings of the crowd just once, in 1913, and this was
a union of mutual suspicion and convenience. Seiyiikai domination of
the Tokyo City Council was anathema to popular activists throughout
this era; as home minister in 1906 Hara and his party were twice
targeted as part of the unresponsive elite that ignored the will of the
people, and in 1908 the tongue-in-cheek leaflet quoted earlier enjoined
attendees at the rally in Hibiya Park on February 11 not to attack
Seiyikai Dietmen. For the young Oshimoto in 1914, the cabinet, which
had been formed with the support of the Seiyikai Party, was “unconsti-
tutional” because it did not “follow the will of the people.”

This is the heart of the matter. At the popular level, constitutional
government was simply a political order in which the wielders of power
favored the public good and respected the will of the people. It was also
a polity where the wills of the emperor and the people were in harmony,
with no selfish private or authoritarian bureaucratic interests standing
between them, and where those in power furthered the greatness of the

80. Hanai, “Taish6 3 nen s6j6,” §, sec. “yo”:20.

81. Hanai, ““Taisho 3 nen $6j0,” 8, sec. 3:39. For further vernacular uses of the term
constitutional, see Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths, p. 243. Whether Takei or Higuchi were
lying is not a critical matter, for there is no question that they said rikkenteki (‘‘constitu-
tional”) in explaining themselves to the judge.

82. See Hoerder, “People and Mobs,” pp. 115—17, on the issue of constitutionality in
a student protest over rotten butter at Harvard in 1766.
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nation and the welfare of the people. This view echoed pre-Meiji poli-
tical concepts of the reciprocal obligations of ruler and ruled, but did
not simply replicate such notions. In its vociferous defense of the right
to assemble, and its ongoing calls for government serving the popular
will on issues of national and international policy, the Tokyo crowd
transcended the more localized, passive popular conception of Toku-
gawa times, where common people took action only when rulers failed
to maintain a moral economy through benevolent intervention.83

This conception of constitutional government clearly offered an un-
certain commitment to a parliament as the structural means to ensure
representation of the popular will and unity of emperor and people. Yet
despite this important qualification, its spirit was democratic in impor-
tant respects. The crowd wanted a government that worked “for” the
people in both foreign and domestic policies. Both speech-meetings and
outdoor rallies symbolically affirmed government “by” the people, re-
creating parliamentary procedures and adopting resolutions directed at
the relevant authorities.

An episode from September 1913 offers further dramatic evidence of
the popular will to participate. In response to the murder of a Japanese
national in Nanking, a rally at Hibiya Park called on the government to
demand reparations of China and send troops to enforce this. Some of
the thirty thousand reported in attendance marched on the Foreign
Ministry and tried to force open its steel gate. Some stoned the few
policemen on the scene; others shouted: “Why is the gate closed? It’s
the people’s Foreign Ministry!”’84 The crowd then chose ten representa-
tives “in dignified fashion,” in the words of one impromptu leader.
They were able to meet an assistant to the foreign minister and present
their demands.85

The bold claim to possess “the people’s Foreign Ministry,” literally
unutterable before the creation of the word kokumin itself, finally
affirmed a species of popular sovereignty. The sovereignty issue is
treacherous. In popular conceptions, constitutional government was
not unambiguously “of” the people. Despite the fact that the crowd

83. See Vlastos, Peasant Protest, ch. 2, on the “political economy of benevolence,”
and chs. 7 and 8 on the local orientation of late Tokugawa rebellions.

84. “Kokumin no gaimusho da zo!” (Jiji shinpo, September 8, 1913, p. 8). Likewise,
a speaker at the September 5, 1906, streetcar fare rally had stressed that the home minis-
ter was “the people’s home minister, the citizen’s home minister, not the home minister of
a private corporation!” Katsuragawa, *1906-nen Tokyo,” p. 96, cites press accounts.

85. TAS, September 8, 1913, p. S; September 9, 1913, p. S. Jiji shinpo, September 8,
1913, p. 8.
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claimed the Foreign Ministry as its own, no one in it questioned the
sovereignty of the emperor. The question itself verged on treason, and
the Tokyo rioters were vociferously loyal. They insisted both that a
proper political order honor the emperor, and that it operate for and by
the people; their behavior and expressions implied a shared locus of
sovereignty in a system of imperial democracy where “the trust [ goshin-
nin] of the emperor is conferred directly on the decision of the majority.
Therefore, constitutional politics is the politics of the unity of the ruler
and the people. Now [1913] a wall stands between the emperor and the
subjects, and the emperor’s trust is not conferred directly on the deci-
sion of the majority.”’86 The crowd collectively articulated this vision by
customarily closing outdoor rallies with two cheers of “Banzai!” one
for the emperor and one for the citizens.87

FROM CROWD ACTION
TO WORKING-CLASS ACTION

The 1914 riot was the last in which all elements in the chemistry of the
crowd—the bourgeois leaders, the free professionals, the shopkeepers,
their apprentices, artisans, and outdoor and factory laborers—reacted
together. The next two Tokyo disturbances came in 1918. They were
turning points in two related processes: first, the separation of the ele-
ments of the crowd; second, the transformation of imperial democracy
from movement for change to structure of rule.

The relatively narrow scope of the violence after the suffrage rally of
February 11, 1918, is one sign that actors and audience in the theater of
the crowd were moving apart. Police clashed with rock-throwing dem-
onstrators after an indoor rally to call for suffrage and commemorate
the 30th anniversary of the constitution. Upward of a thousand people
attended the rally, sponsored by leading politicians in the Kenseikai,
and upon its conclusion the assembly began a march toward the impe-
rial palace, ostensibly to bow to and cheer the emperor. Police dispersed
the group, which was armed with small flags and at least one big drum,
before it reached the palace. A spree of rock-throwing began, and
seventeen demonstrators were arrested.88

Anticipating clashes typical of the 1920s, the violence in this case was

86. Miyachi, Nichiro sengo, p. 303; statement of the Greater Japan Youth Party,
January 28, 1913.

87. That is, “Tenno banzai! Tokyé shimin banzai!” Two examples are found in
Horitsu shinbun, September 10, 1906, p. 27, and September 15, 1906, p. 21.

88. Tokyo nichi nichi shinpo, February 12, 1918, p. 5.
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limited to the site of the rally and the route of the march. It primarily
involved the police and the pro-suffrage demonstrators themselves. The
suffrage movement of the following years certainly drew on patterns of
action elaborated by the earlier crowd: the rally, the speech-meeting,
the demonstration, the choice of a symbolic date, and rock-throwing
clashes with police. And the common justification of suffrage as the
only way to build a strong, unified Japan capable of taking the lead in
Asia was in the best tradition of imperial democratic ideas.8? But in the
years after World War I, the working-class elements seceded from this
movement for suffrage expansion, creating their own organizations
with a different agenda.

The rice riots of the summer of 1918 provide further evidence of the
separation of social and political groupings involved in earlier crowd
mobilizations. They show that the urban poor could act without signif-
icant prompting from the educated leaders of the imperial democratic
movement; in contrast to earlier incidents, rioters went into action with
almost no preliminary buildup and very little direct or indirect en-
couragement from any formal “leadership’ organizations.

The only relevant public act in Tokyo prior to the day of the riot was
an ad placed in the Asahi on August 10, calling for an August 12 rally to
discuss and protest the high price of rice. Police refused to grant a per-
mit for the rally, although by evening a crowd of about 200 had
gathered in Hibiya Park in any case. One metal worker stood on a
bench, confessed that he was ill-educated and unable to give a proper
speech, and called on someone else to speak, but nobody came forward.
The crowd dispersed without incident when the park lights went out at
9:00 p.M.

At 6:30 the next evening, however, most of the 700 people attending
a speech rally at Kanda Youth Hall, sponsored by thirteen assorted
groups in favor of the dispatch of troops to Siberia, headed for Hibiya
after the meeting.?? By 7:00 p.M. a crowd of 700 to 800 had gathered in
the park, and several individuals, including at least one factory worker,
rose to give short-speeches attacking the cabinet, the minister of agricul-
ture, and the nouveaux riches (narikin). By 8:00 p.Mm. the crowd had
swelled to perhaps 2,000, and when police tried to break it up, the riot
began. Several groups ranging in size from 500 to 2,000 set off on a

89. Miyachi, Nichiro sengo, p. 341.
90. The Terauchi cabinet had made its formal commitment to join the anti-Soviet
expeditionary force to Siberia on August 2.
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series of destructive tours of the city, smashing storefronts of all types
and attacking police boxes. Crowds also confronted rice merchants and
enforced immediate “fair price” sales. Crowds throughout the city car-
ried out the same range of actions on the following three nights (August
14-16), with at least nine instances of forced rice sales in Asakusa ward
alone on the 14th. On August 16 a large shipment of rice reached the
city, and the violence subsided over the next two days.?? Prime Minister
Terauchi and his cabinet resigned on September 29 and were replaced
by Hara Kei at the head of Japan’s first political party cabinet.

The formation of the Hara cabinet was a milestone in the trans-
formation of imperial democracy into a structure of rule. Hara himself
had always feared the people, even when he profited from their anti-
oligarchic energies in the riots of 1913.92 The independent actions of
poor urbanites and farmers in 1918 decisively furthered the movement
of Hara and his party from outsiders demanding power to insiders ex-
ercising it. As workers and the poor created their own organizations,
the bourgeois leaders’ awareness of the popular threat heightened. The
more conservative of the imperial democrats, such as Hara, opposed
further suffrage expansion and concessions to labor, while an emerging
liberal grouping of imperial democrats primarily in the Kenseikai, with
allies in the bureaucracy, came to justify suffrage expansion as a way for
bourgeois political leaders to regain control of the people. Thus, in
1919 the Kokuminto Party supported universal suffrage as a “progres-
sive solution to the problem of social order,” and Takahashi Korekiyo,
minister of agriculture in the Kenseikai cabinet that finally pushed the
suffrage bill through the Diet in 1925, justified the measure as a political
solution to head off “social problems.”%3

Not all of the leaders in the imperial democratic movement reacted in
the essentially defensive fashion of these politicians or bureaucrats in
later years. A lawyer named Fuse Tatsuji, to give just one example, had
called for a hard line toward the Chinese in the rally of September 1913,
but by the early 1920s he had become one of Japan’s most prominent
defenders of unionists, organized tenant farmers, and Koreans both in
Japan and the Korean colony. His career typified an alternative re-

91. Inoue Kiyoshi and Watanabe Toru, Kome sodo no kenkyi (Tokyo: Yuhikaku,
1960), 3:286-308.

92. Najita, Hara Kei, p. 161.

93. Masujima Hiroshi, “Fusen undé to seitd seiji,” in Kéza Nihon shi: Nibon teiko-
kushugi no hékai, ed. Nihon shi kenkyukai (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1971),
pp. 132, 145.
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sponse of numerous lawyers, journalists, and intellectuals who resolved
the tension inherent in the movement for imperial democracy by
tempering or abandoning the imperialist rhetoric and broadening a
liberal democratic, or even socialist, commitment.%4

Study of the riots clearly reveals that since at least the time of the
Russo-Japanese War, politically engaged Tokyoites included factory
workers, artisans, rickshaw drivers, shopkeepers, and clerks concerned
with national issues. It also makes clear that few of these individuals
possessed separate organizations or articulated a sense of themselves as
a separate constituency. Only toward the end of this era, in a process
described in the following two chapters, would Tokyo’s workers begin
to organize effectively on their own and tentatively begin to articulate
their separate interests. In so doing, they initially built upon the vision
of imperial democracy put forward in crowd actions.

Thus, as imperial democracy became a structure of rule, numerous
new working-class organizations both drew on and transformed the
traditions developed by the political crowd between 1905 and 1918.
They often worked in tandem with activists such as Fuse Tatsuji, and
opposed the newly entrenched bourgeois parties. To build a workers’
movement, they used speech-meetings, rallies, and demonstrations, all
actions familiar to the workers in Tokyo even before Suzuki Bunji
founded the Yuaaikai in 1912. Labor simultaneously transformed the
older movement by articulating an ideology that broke out of the impe-
rial democratic framework. Symbolic of this, it now chose a new date,
May Day (first celebrated in 1920), to replace February 11 as the time
for its annual public demonstration.

94. On the split response of Tokyo lawyers, see Narita Ryiichi, “Toshi minshi s6j6
to minponshugi,” in Kindai Nibon no tog6 to teiko, ed. Kano Masanao and Yui Masa-
mitsu {Tokyo: Nihon hyoronsha, 1982), 3:65-66.



THREE

Labor Disputes and the
Working Class in Tokyo

Factory workers not only attended rallies and joined in riots from 1905
to 1918. Between 1897 and 1917 they elaborated two additional forms
of collective action: the labor dispute and labor unions. The early evolu-
tion of labor disputes in Tokyo is the concern of this chapter; the emer-
gence of unions is addressed in chapter 4, as our focus narrows to the
workers of Nankatsu.

Riots, disputes, and union-organizing together constituted the
working-class dimension to the movement for imperial democracy. The
rise of industrial capitalism helped provoke and shape the riots, and of
course it stimulated and shaped the way laborers undertook disputes
and formed unions. Naturally enough, the forms of workers’ action and
the language and concerns of their protest had much in common with
the actions and ideas of those in the crowd.

The increase in labor disputes after 1897 was surely an inevitable
social concomitant to the industrial revolution. There were just 24,961
industrial wage workers (shokkaé) in Tokyo in 1896; by 1917 the num-
ber had risen to 140,940.1 The twenty-six years from 1870 to 1896 had
witnessed only 15 labor disputes in Tokyo, while 151 such events took
place in the twenty years from 1897 to 1917. Yet capitalist industry did
not stimulate disputes or unions in a simple fashion. At least three im-
portant factors together mediated in the movement-building process

1. NRUS 10:108, 113.
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by which workers articulated demands for change and organized to
achieve them.

Gender was one of these. Textile mills were one of two great em-
ployers of wage labor in the nineteenth century, but in the case of the
mill operatives, who were predominantly female, the division of gender
intersected with that of class to inhibit their protests.?2 Nationalism was
a second factor shaping workers’ consciousness and behavior. Textile
production, mining, and then heavy industry emerged as Japan became
an empire, and as Japan’s rulers promoted the idea that the nation’s
people, the kokumin, shared at least the burden of support for empire.
As a result, a new desire to share in the glory of the imperial nation-
state became an important element of workers’ consciousness. At times,
this gave workers a motive to protest their treatment and demand rec-
ognition of their sacrifice and effort on behalf of national goals. But
capitalists who owned the factories, and the bureaucrats and politicians
who controlled the government, could also claim credit for making
Japan an Asian empire. When defense of empire seemed to demand
belt-tightening and sacrifice, national pride could deflect labor protest.
Third, attitudes and actions rooted in the precapitalist era shaped the
collective actions of the first generation of factory labor in Japan. Espe-
cially in the newer industries, the concern of workers with their social
status and treatment by superiors, which often took precedence over
concern with wages, had roots in features of the preindustrial social
landscape.

Thus, while the evolving institutions of capitalism certainly con-
ditioned a labor response, so did the process of nation-building, the rise
of imperialism, the tenacity of gender divisions, and the preindustrial
experience of workers. The need for class solidarity and the means to
achieve it were not equally self-evident to all workers on becoming fac-
tory wage laborers. Rather, workers gradually learned to carry out
labor disputes of increasing sophistication. In so doing, they created
important traditions of protest even before the advent of self-identified
union organizers.

2. Textile and heavy industrial workplaces each accounted for eight of the nation’s
thirty largest industrial or mining employers in 1909 (the remaining fourteen were coal or
copper mines), but while twenty-four disputes took place at the eight heavy industrial
sites prior to 1917, just twelve took place in the textile mills. See Ishii Kanji, Nibon keizas
shi (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1976), pp. 180—89 for the list of the thirty largest
firms. The count of disputes is drawn from Aoki, Nenpyo.
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LABOR DISPUTES

The first surge of dispute activity in Tokyo came in the aftermath of the
Sino-Japanese War (1894-95), stimulated in large measure by war-
induced inflation and industrial expansion. Table 3.1 presents dispute
data for Tokyo in this era, showing that workers in the full range of
wage employment undertook these actions.

The variety of industries, workplace sizes, levels of technology, and
types of labor make generalization risky, but at least two trends are
evident. On one hand, even in the 1890s, those who labored in tradi-
tional trades possessed considerable ability to organize and make de-
mands of employers. Ship carpenters formed effective citywide unions
in both Yokohama and Tokyo, drawing on Edo-era guild practices to
carry out several well-organized strikes in the late 1890s, while men and
women in trades from building tradesmen and fabric dyers to actors,
geisha, and licensed prostitutes also undertook several dozen dispute
actions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; together
these constituted a distinct stream of collective behavior. Yet it appears
that these artisan organizations were hardly involved in the imperial
democratic movement and exerted little influence upon workers in
newer industries.3

Second, independently of this first stream of collective action, a new
tradition of protest, part of the working-class dimension to the move-
ment for imperial democracy, evolved in the heavily capitalized large
worksites of the industrial revolution: shipyards, railroads, machine
and printing shops, textile mills. It was this latter stream of collective
action that had most in common with the ideas and behavior of the
crowd and that later merged with the union movement.

That Meiji-era disputes of artisans in traditional crafts had social
roots in the Edo era will not surprise readers familiar with European
labor history of recent decades. Work by historians E. P. Thompson,
William Sewell, and numerous others has stressed the impact of pre-
industrial traditions of collective action and concepts of rights and cor-
porate organization upon the efforts of wage laborers in industrial

3. Foradetailed discussion of the organizations and disputes of artisans in traditional
crafts, see Sumiya Mikio, Nibon chin r6dé shi ron (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press,
1955), pp. 34—35, 280—88, and Andrew Gordon, ““Labor Disputes and the Emergence of
the Working Class in Japan, 1897-1917" (Working Papers in Asian/Pacific Studies, Duke
University, 1985), pp. 4-11.



TABLE 3.1

LABOR DISPUTES IN TOKYO, BY INDUSTRY, 1870—~1916

1870-79 1880-89 1890-94 1895-99 1900-1904 1905-9 1910-14 1915-16 Al

Heavy industry 0 0 1 6 3 8 1 1 20
Printing, binding 1 1 1 7 4 9 3 0 26
Artisans 1 0 6 1§ 7 10 2 1 42
Textiles 0 0 0 2 2 4 3 0 11
Transport 0 2 1 5 5 2 4 0 19
Chemical (rubber 0 0 0 1 4 2 0 2 9

paper, glass)

Shoes 0 0 1 0 1 2 2 0 6
Services 0 0 0 4 4 3 2 0 13
Other 0 0 0 2 4 8 5 h) 24
Total 2 3 10 42 34 48 22 9 170

Source: Aoki Koji, Nibon r6dé undé shi nenpyé (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).



Labor Disputes and the Working Class 67

society.? The true puzzle in the Japanese case is the lack of evident in-
fluence of these disputes upon those in other sectors. The several cases
where artisans successfully organized unions and carried out disputes in
the late nineteenth century offered inspiration or practical models to
very few laborers or masters in newer trades. Admittedly, these artisans
practiced precisely those crafts with the poorest future prospects. Large
ships would require less carpentry in the future. As Yokoyama Genno-
suke noted in 1899, ““Year by year imports of machinery are increasing,
and for instance at the Ishikawajima shipyard there is now a wood-
cutting machine that can do in an instant the work that would take an
entire day for a strong sawyer.”5 But in England a century earlier work-
ers had wrecked the machines that threatened their beliefs and des-
troyed their livelihoods, and the industrial working class drew on such
traditions of resistance. Considering the Japanese case from a Europe-
centered perspective, one would expect the nineteenth-century orga-
nizations of the ship carpenters or sawyers to mark a stage in the trans-
formation and spread of earlier forms of organization or dispute action,
and one would expect resistance to new technology that devalued tradi-
tional skills.

Neither of these expectations is born out. Perhaps we should reverse
our comparative lens and view the English workers as the anomaly.
When the Luddites smashed power looms, the triumph of capitalist in-
dustry in their own society, not to mention the entire Western world,
was not complete. Their resistance and the attempt to maintain an older
moral economy were not ridiculous in the context of their society and
age. The Japanese sawyers may have seen no chance to resist change; in
any case, I have found no reports of machine-breaking. In addition, the
artisan tradition to which the Japanese had access appears to have been
more limited, and far more dependent on the feudal political order,
than that of the English.6 Assertive, well-organized groups such as the

4, E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Pan-
theon Books, 1963). William H. Sewell, Jr., Work and Revolution in France: The Lan-
guage of Labor from the Old Regime to 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980). :

5. Yokoyama Gennosuke, Naichi zakkyo go no Nihon (1898; reprint, Tokyo:
Iwanami shoten, 1949), p. 15,

6. Nimura Kazuo, “Kigy6 betsu kumiai no rekishi teki haikei,”” in Ohara Institute
for Social Research, Kenkysi shiryo geppd, no. 305 (March 1984): 12—-14. The tentative
tone of this paragraph reflects my belief that fresh study of artisan labor in the Edo and
Meiji eras is needed to better explain the relatively limited artisan legacy to twentieth-
century disputes and the union movement.
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ship carpenters may have been the exceptions, and artisans’ organiza-
tions in general were perhaps too weak to contribute, either directly or
indirectly, to a new tradition of disputes or a union movement among
wage laborers.

LABOR IN MACHINE FACTORIES AND SHIPYARDS

From the late nineteenth century through World War I, workers in and
around Tokyo taught themselves how to conduct labor disputes. Their
success varied from industry to industry, although in almost all cases
one sees a trajectory from relatively scattered, poorly planncd actions to
more effective ones. Whatever the reasons, workers in so-called modern
industries—textile mills, printing shops, railroad yards, arsenals, or
Western-style shipyards—drew little evident strength or inspiration
from the concurrent efforts of artisans. Their disputes, beginning after
the Sino-Japanese War, thus constituted a new stream of labor action.
Centered on the work group and workplace, rarely involving all the
workers at an enterprise, and almost never led by unions, these actions
reflected the concern of factory laborers with matters beyond wages:
treatment, respect, and social status. In railroads, heavy industry, and
printing, a few key worksites or companies were home to several dis-
putes each, and these places served as centers where workers built a
dispute tradition.

Workers in railroads and printing were among the most precocious,
the former perhaps because of the early development of the industry,
the latter probably because of their literacy. By the end of World War I,
aggressive printing unions were initiating actions such as a five-day
strike in August 1919 of 600 printers at sixteen Tokyo newspapers. The
Tokyo streetcar conductors were able to mobilize 6,000 employees in
an effective three-day strike in 1912. As early as the 1890s, railway
conductors and locomotive engineers, as well as railway yard machin-
ists, organized some of-the most effective disputes of the preunion era.
The most important of these railway disputes took place at the Japan
Railway Company (JRC), the oldest and largest privately owned rail
service in the nation, with lines running from Tokyo as far north as
Aomori. The first JRC disputes came in 1892 and 1893. Workers de-
manded and won semiannual bonuses, previously given only to white-
collar staff. A dispute of locomotive engineers in 1898 over similar
issues developed into a strike and also ended in victory for the workers.
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The final dispute, of machinists in 1899 and early 1900, collapsed in the
face of the newly enacted Public Order Police Law.”

The railway workers at the JRC in 1898 and 1899 were remarkably
successful in organizing support at the company’s widely scattered sta-
tions and machine factories. The strike’s leaders in 1899 were skilled,
mobile machinists, who appealed to a deeply felt desire for social re-
spect and self-improvement as they moved easily in and out of the var-
ious JRC factories and between the JRC and other public and private
enterprises of the region. The machinists demanded more respectable
titles and better treatment, on a par with the recently elevated locomo-
tive engineers. In particular, they sought more rapid promotions, a
program of semiannual pay raises and bonuses, and reform of a con-
fiscatory savings plan.8

In spite of their strong organization, the machinists failed to win
their demands. Managers were determined to strengthen control over
the work force and prevent further militance. They fired several leaders
of the movement, and when the Public Order Police Law took effect just
as the demands were presented, the remaining leaders gave up the
struggle.

Several important features of these disputes at the Japan Railway
Company were to recur in shipyards and arsenals in subsequent years.
No union led the 1892-93 or 1898 disputes, and in 1899 the workers
themselves organized a dispute group first, and only then sought out the
support of the Ironworkers’ Union.? Also, the contrast between the
limited, loosely organized actions of 1892~93 and the more sustained
actions of 1898 and 1899 suggests that the railway workers learned
over time to organize more effectively. Finally, respect, improved status,
and an end to “discriminatory treatment” were critical issues for these
men, as they pushed reluctant managers for titles connoting higher sta-
tus and the bonuses and regular pay raises already offered white-collar
officials and technicians.

The pride and comraderie of the locomotive engineers, masters of the
great symbol of the modern age, may well account for their early initia-

7. Aoki Masahisa, “Nittetsu kikankata sogi no kenkyd,” Rodo undo shi kenkyi,
no, 62 (1979): 11-32.

8. Ikeda Makoto, “Nihon tetsudd kikaiko no t9s6,”” RGdé undé shi kenkyii, no. 62
(1979): 60-61, 66-71.

9. 1bid., pp. 58-59.
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tives. But the machinists at the Japan Railway Company built a similar
organization and felt similar concerns. The railroad disputes foreshad-
owed the most sustained, portentous stream of labor activity in this
era, that of the shipbuilders, machinists, and metal workers in heavy
industry.

Throughout Japan, seventy-five disputes took place at heavy indus-
trial enterprises between 1878 and 1916 (see table 3.2), and with the
exception of five actions by ship carpenters in Tokyo and Yokohama,
all in the 1890s, none of these involved unions. Disputes were particu-
larly common in the largest shipyards and arsenals, which made use of
the full variety of labor found in the heavy industrial sector: lathe work,
machine finishing and assembling, metalcasting, boilermaking, ship re-
pair, and ship assembly. As table 3.3 reveals, all but two of the thirteen
major shipbuilders and arsenals experienced at least one dispute in this
period. More interesting, well over half of all heavy industrial disputes
took place in just ten of the largest enterprises.

The Mitsubishi shipyards in Nagasaki and Kobe, the Kawasaki ship-
yard in Kobe, the Uraga and Yokohama Dock Companies, the Kure
and Yokosuka Naval Arsenals, the Osaka Ironworks, and, in Tokyo,
the Koishikawa Arsenal and Ishikawajima shipyard accounted for
forty-nine of the seventy-five disputes (65 percent). These enterprises
produced social change as well as ships and cannon shells. They were
sites where a self-conscious working class evolved and laid the ground-
work for the far more numerous, better-organized disputes during
World War I that began to produce a sense of crisis among Japanese
elites.

Between the turn of the century and World War I, capitalist develop-
ment both changed the scale and organization of heavy industrial work-
places and influenced workers’ actions. Japan’s emergence as an impe-
rial power in Asia directly and indirectly channeled capital to heavy
industry. The government founded the Yahata Steel Works with
600,000 yen from the massive indemnity from the Sino-Japanese War.
This extraordinary influx of 360 million yen, 4.5 times the 1893 national
budget, also enabled the government to enact subsidy programs in
1896 for the shipping and shipbuilding industries.10

10. One program subsidized the production of 267 ships, totaling approximately one
million tons, by 1917; another encouraged rapidly expanding Japanese shippers to pur-
chase new ships from domestic manufacturers. William D. Wray, Mitsubishi and the
N.Y.K., 1870-1914: Business Strategy in the Japanese Shipping Industry (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies, 1985), pp. 304, 306, 458, 502.



TABLE 3.2 LABOR DISPUTES IN HEAVY INDUSTRY
NATIONWIDE, 1878-1916

Date All Disputes Strikes/Violence = Demands/Petitions

1878
1893
1897
1898
1899
1900
1901
1902
1903
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Source: Aoki Koji, Nibon r6do undo shi nenpyé (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
Note: No disputes in 1879-92 or 1894-96.
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TABLE 3.3 DISPUTES AT MAJOR SHIPYARDS AND ARSENALS

Number of
Employees
Enterprise (1909) Disputes, 1897-1916
Kure Naval Arsenal 20,917 4 (1902, 1906, 1907, 1912)
Koishikawa Army 12,561 4 (1902, 1906 [2], 1908)
Arsenal, Tokyo
Yokosuka Naval 11,569 5 (1897(2],1907 (2], 1910)
Arsenal
Osaka Arsenal 8,075 0
Sasebo Naval Arsenal 5,591 1 (1908)
Mitsubishi shipyard, 5,389 5 (1903, 1907, 1908 {2],
Nagasaki 1913)
Maizuru Naval Arsenal 3,762 0
Kawasaki shipyard, 2,640 3 (1907,1908, 1914)
Kobe
Osaka Ironworks 1,533 6 (1903, 1905, 1907, 1911,
1914, 1916)
Mitsubishi shipyard, 1,477 4 (1907,1909, 1913, 1916)
Kobe
Uraga Dock Company 1,346 6 (1905,1907 (2], 1910,
1911, 1915)

Yokohama Dock 1,200 8 (1897(3],1898,1907,
Company 1910, 1911, 1916)
Ishikawajima shipyard, 800 3 (1897, 1900, 1906)
Tokyo

Total 49

SOURCE: Aoki Koji, Nihon rodc undé shi nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).

The resulting investment in more sophisticated technology in the
shipyards put pressure on managers to control labor more effectively.
They began to impose direct control over laborers whom they had pre-
viously managed through a system of internal contracting mediated by
labor bosses or master workmen known as oyakata. This change came
to different enterprises at different times between about 1900 and
World War I. As it did, the independent oyakata were converted to, or
replaced by, foremen integrated into a management hierarchy, and the
common position of workers as wage laborers under the direct control
of a company gradually became clearer.

From the time of the early surge of unrest at these worksites to the
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eve of World War I, heavy industrial laborers gained significantly in
their ability to coordinate activities and carry out disputes. As they did
so, workers in this technically advanced sector drew upon concepts
with recognizably pre-Meiji antecedents.!! In the actions of workers at
the Uraga Dock Company around the time of the Russo-Japanese War,
according to an Asahi reporter, a “time-honored sense of obligation
[giri])” drew workers together in their occasional protests. The term for
obligation, giri, had roots in the Tokugawa past, and it represented a
critical social value. Its use suggested that feelings of solidarity among
fellow workers set them in opposition to the company, even at this very
early stage in the history of large-scale industry, when the company had
only been operating for five years. Its use also reveals that “Japanese
cultural values™ could work to sanction resistance to authority.1?

At the same time, the ability of workers themselves to organize on
the basis of such feelings was little developed in these early actions. The
work group and the workshop were the natural bases for their protest,
including petitioning and selection of representatives. The typical use of
a petition signed by all those in a workshop calls to mind the custom of
the village petition, often the prelude to a peasant rising in the Toku-
gawa era. But workers made few advance plans, and these disputes usu-
ally involved only a portion of the company’s workshops.

In addition, skillful managers could also seek to build from the value
of giri a sense of obligation of worker to company, and, beyond this, to
the nation. In the Uraga case, the navy was in fact a major customer,
and managers readily invoked the glory of the empire to motivate the
workers. When the company won an order for two naval ships in 1919,
management issued a notice to all employees announcing that “the re-
cent war has clearly shown that a nation’s strength lies in its industry,
and in the future we want you to consider yourselves not mere em-

ployees of a profit-making company but participants in a national
enterprise.”’13

11. Although it is important to note that these concepts were not those of pre-Meiji
artisans in particular, but rather more generally held social values.

12. It is interesting, as well, that this notion of obligation is seen to have been a key
value promoting solidarity among opponents to the Narita airport in the 1960s and
1970s. See David E. Apter and Nagayo Sawa, Against the State: Politics and Social Pro-
test in Japan (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 181: “It is this sense
of obligation (giri) that was perhaps the most essential quality of the Hantai Domei
itself.”

13. See Andrew Gordon, The Evolution of Labor Relations in Japan: Heavy Indus-
try, 1853-1955 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies,
1985), p. 112.
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By the eve of the World War I boom, heavy industrial workers acted
in concert with significantly more sophistication than a decade before.
The case of laborers at one particularly well documented shipyard, the
Uraga Dock Company, about fifty miles down the coast from Tokyo,
demonstrates this nicely. The organizing abilities of workers at this yard
clearly advanced between several disputes of 1905-7 and 1910-11.
Business troubles put workers in a defensive position at the outset in
both 1907 and 1910-11, but in 1910 they were able to win a pay raise,
and they forced the company president to step down the next year. In
contrast to disputes at Uraga in 1905 and 1907, where small work
groups acted independently with little planning, workers discussed the
wage issue in advance of the 1910 strike and made sufficient prepara-
tions to leave the shipyard en masse as soon as the wage demand was
denied. They coped with police harassment by meeting in relatively
small groups indoors in local restaurants or bars. Only on the first day
of the strike did the police have an opportunity to disperse a large
gathering of workers. Also, in 1910-11 virtually the entire work force
joined the action.

By the time of a far more complex, lengthy, and contentious strike at
Uraga in 1915, the shipbuilding workers possessed a sense of common
interest transcending separate shop interests and setting the regular men
against the company. The decision of several hundred workers to join
the strike out of an obligation to fellow workers in other sections of the
yard, even though they disagreed with them on the issue at hand, recalls
the Asahi reporter’s observation of worker solidarity and obligation a
decade before. The difference between 1905 and 1915 at Uraga lay in
the ability to act in concert on this incipient working-class conscious-
ness.

The improving ability of heavy industrial workers to organize
nonunion disputes is evident as well in the fact that only one of thirty-
one disputes at the ten major heavy industrial sites before 1910, at the
Koishikawa Arsenal in Tokyo in 1908, involved more than three-
fourths of the work force, and this dispute did not develop into a work
stoppage. Of the thirteen disputes at these sites between 1910 and
1916, in contrast, four involved almost all the workers at the enterprise.

In the incident at the Koishikawa Arsenal, as in so many others,
issues of arbitrary or “inhuman” treatment were important to workers.
As Katayama Sen described it in imperfect but effective English:

Government arsenal has been treating its employees in the most cruel man-
ner. They cannot go to the W.C. without a permission ticket during recess.
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The number of the tickets is only 4 for a hundred workers, consequently
some must wait five hours, which would be deplorable as well as detrimental
to their health. Every and all little mistakes are fined at least § hours’ earn-
ings. They are fined 10 to 20 hours’ earnings if they forget any thing their
personal belongings. They are now limited to drink hot water in the meal
time. It shows how they are treated in the arsenal, and being unbearable at
the treatment, they 15,000 in number in a body petitioned the authorities for
the immediate remedy with a tacit threat of a strike.!4

LABOR IN TEXTILE MILLS

A dozen or so huge textile mills were the major employers of factory
labor in Tokyo, and especially in the Nankatsu region, through the
early days of World War I. About 75 percent of the workers were
women. Male and female workers tended to act separately, and the
gender division shaped their protests. At the same time, their demands
and modes of organizing placed their actions in the mainstream of the
new tradition of nonunion disputes in modern industry.

Considering their numbers, the centrality of their product in Japan’s
industrial revolution, and the fact that low wages and difficult working
conditions placed them in perhaps the worst objective situation of any
group of workers, disputes of mill workers were actually relatively in-
frequent. Before the 1920s most disputes that did occur were brief, with
relatively little planning. The leaders were often the minority of male
employees at a mill, and the preunion disputes rarely involved the entire
work force. This was not for lack of numbers or grievances. In 1912
Tokyo’s 36,750 textile workers accounted for 43 percent of all the
city’s wage workers. Of these, 76 percent (27,897) were women, and
half of all textile workers were under twenty. In contrast to the average
ten to eleven hours of work per day in the machine industry, twelve-
to fourteen-hour days were common in the textile mills. Typical wages
for textile women stood at twenty to thirty sen per day, and pay for
the male textile workers ranged from thirty to fifty-five sen, both well
below the range for machinists of forty-five to seventy-five sen per
day.1’ In addition, the poorly ventilated mills produced tuberculosis
at a rate that soon made Japan a world leader in this disease.

Several factors account for the apparent quiescence of the millhands.
The young girls in the textile mills considered their employment a tem-
porary stage, not a lifetime occupation. After the 1880s they usually

14. Shakai shinbun, March 8, 1908, p. 4. Katayama wrote this for the paper’s column
of English-language news briefs.
15. Tokyo-fu, ed., Tokyo-fu tokei sho (Tokyo, 1912), pp. 150-51.
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lived in dormitories and enjoyed virtually no freedom of movement.
The men who led some textile disputes were commuters, who would
have had difficulty planning concerted actions with the female majority
in the dorms, but lack of interest in joint action was probably a bigger
obstacle than the dormitories. Also, the fact that foremen were often
men, while the rank and file were women, made less likely the coopera-
tion of foremen and subordinates, so important in other disputes of the
preunion era. Among the women themselves, rapid turnover inhibited
the creation and passing on of their own tradition of resistance to fac-
tory bosses. They did compose and pass on songs about mill life that
clearly reflect their creation of a factory culture of anger, despair, yet
hope for a better life, but until the 1920s the most common form of
protest produced by this culture was escape, not dispute.16

Despite these obstacles, textile workers did on occasion raise de-
mands and organize disputes. In the 1880s and 1890s, before many
companies had adopted the dormitory system and tightened control of
the female workers, disputes of women alone were particularly fre-
quent.!” In the early 1910s, some of the first disputes even indirectly
involving the new Yuaikai union, introduced below, took place in the
textile mills of Minami Katsushika County.

In June of 1914, Tokyo Muslin, one of the oldest and largest mills in
the city, and three other major producers decided to take joint action in
the face of a depressed business climate. All four manufacturers cut
back operations by half. Tokyo Muslin then fired 1,110 employees,
both men and women, and cut pay roughly 40 to 50 percent for some of
those remaining. But the action that truly angered the men who later
came to seeck Yiaikai mediation was the company’s continued payment
of bonuses to executives and dividends to shareholders (the other three
companies all reportedly postponed or cancelled shareholder divi-
dends). On the night of June 18, the 350 remaining male employees
met in a public hall near the factory and drew up a petition to revoke
the pay cut. The next day all 2,800 workers went on strike. Within two

16. In addition to the factors noted in this paragraph, a few textile owners or mana-
gers concerned with the cost of high turnover began to implement a range of so-called
“paternal® practices in the early twentieth century, although [ remain skeptical as to the
effect of such policies on lowering the level of discontent. See Hazama Hiroshi, Nibon
rému kanri shi kenkyii (Tokyo: Dayamondosha, 1969), ch. 3, esp. pp. 302-18. For a
strong critique of scholars who dismiss out of hand the potential of textile women to
act to change their situation, which translates several songs of the textile workers,
see E. Patricia Tsurumi, “Female Textile Workers and the Failure of Early Trade Union-
ism in Japan,” History Workshop, no. 18 (August 1984).

17. Tsurumi, ‘‘Female Texile Wokers,” p. 16.



Labor Disputes and the Working Class 77

days the matter appeared settled, as the company promised to restore
pay to existing levels by December. The men went back to work, but the
2,450 women were not satisfied. Their agenda was rather more basic. In
a meeting between company executives and several female worker rep-
resentatives on June 21, they demanded and gained a promise of shorter
hours and better food.

Emboldened by these successes, the men at Tokyo Muslin decided to
form a union. A group of 78 representatives of each work group again
met at the nearby hall to draw up a union charter proclaiming their
goals to be mutual aid, development of skills, and the progress of the
company. When the company fired twelve union leaders on June 14 and
ordered the others to disband their group or quit, a strike appeared
imminent. Several dozen workers left their jobs on hearing this news,
and the 242 union members assembled the next day, a holiday, in a hall
in Kameido Park.

The union chairman addressed the gathering, with police observing.
He claimed that women workers in the dorm were being beaten for
stopping work in sympathy with the new union, and the group set a
meeting for the next day. Before this took place, the chairman was
arrested for allegedly implying in his speech that a riot might greet con-
tinued management repression. The workers’ resolve quickly crumbled,
and union members all signed pledges to disband their group and return
to work.18

The issues that moved these men and women to act were of a piece
with those provoking resistance in other new industries: job security,
wage security, and fair treatment. The meeting in the park and alleged
threat of a riot reveal overlap with patterns of urban crowd activity as
well. In addition, however, the men and women acted separately, if
sympathetically, in both June and July, and the concern with such basic
human needs as edible food and sufficient rest, found among the women
in this and other textile disputes, suggests that their point of departure
was rather different from that of the men. Continued unrest in the tex-
tile mills, studied below, will show that neither the women nor the men
were by nature uniquely susceptible to claims of paternal solicitude or
incapable of opposing management. Yet not until the 1920s did the
textile women begin to overcome both the obstacle of the dormitory
system and the tendency of union organizers to ignore them. Eventually

18. Yiiai shinpo, July 15, 1914, p. 4; August 1, 1914, p. 7; September 1, 1914,
pp. 3—4; October 1, 1914, pp. 3-6.
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they organized and pressed disputes in the textile mills of Tokyo, Osaka,
and elsewhere over several years. This movement produced some of
the bitterest, most electrifying labor struggles of the prewar era.1?

THE LABOR DISPUTE
AS A NEW TRADITION

Precapitalist structures shaped the disputes of this era directly only
when artisans such as the Tokyo ship carpenters drew on a Tokugawa
heritage of craft organization. In disputes of railway workers, shipbuil-
ders, and textile operatives in Nankatsu such craft traditions themselves
had no evident impact, but industrial wage workers nonetheless both
invoked “time-honored” concepts of loyalty and obligation and orga-
nized in a manner reminiscent of earlier generations of peasant protes-
tors. The place of foremen as guarantors in the Uraga dispute of 1915
resembled that of village headmen, and observers at the time sometimes
compared factory to village and foreman to headman.?? Thus, in
nonunion disputes, as in the urban riots, workers and other city-
dwellers in some ways recreated traditions of the preindustrial past to
protest and resist their degradation or impoverishment in a rapidly
changing present. Many of those who manned the bureaucracy, in-
vested in or managed factories, and dominated the political parties dur-
ing these years and later also sought a usable past, invoking “tradition”
to the different end of social control.

At the same time, and again as in the case of the crowd, new and
changing structures of a capitalist economy, imperialism, and a national
polity shaped these disputes. The story of industrial labor involved
much more than a simple transfer of village traditions of either protest
or obedience to the factory setting. The contrast between the disputes of
the time of the Russo-Japanese War and those of the early years of
World War I indicates that workers only gradually, over a decade of
sporadic unrest, developed the ability to act on perceived common in-

terest.

One influential element in the evolving capitalist structure was the
managerial imposition of direct control over laborers. The shipbuilding
workers revealed a sense of mutual obligation as early as 1905, but as
the direct control exerted by the company increased they became more
willing and able to act on their sense of common interest and raise

19. See chapter 9.
20. See Shibaura seisakujo 65 nen shi (Tokyo: Tokyo Shibaura denki kabushiki

gaisha, 1940), pp. 38—39, for one example.
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issues of “unbearable treatment.” Before World War I, workers pro-
tested policies of direct control that restricted their freedom or relative
autonomy in the workplace. The Koishikawa Arsenal, for example,
was arguably the most hierarchic, tightly controlled worksite in the
nation.2! At the arsenal, and at other industrial sites, workers reacted to
new management policies by organizing increasingly effective disputes.

Nonunion strikes and resistance to new management policy thus had
roots in the changing nature of social relatiors in the workplace and the
production process, as well as in preindustrial social values, traditions
of protest, and concern with social status. Separate actions at various
companies had similar goals of modifying coercive forms of control and
ending arbitrary treatment, and the several dozen disputes at major
heavy industrial firms between about 1900 and the middle of World
War I thus constituted an early stage in the construction of a working-
class movement in Japan.

The labor dispute and the political crowd became related parts of
Japanese urban and working-class culture in these early years of the
twentieth century. Several other important streams of thought and ac-
tion emerged concurrently: the activities of union organizers and intel-
lectuals such as Katayama Sen and Takano Fusataro in the late 1890s,
socialists such as Kotoku Shusui in the early 1900s, and moderate union
organizers such as Suzuki Bunji after 1912. As the following chapters
will show, during and after World War I the nonunion dispute tradition
and these other streams began to flow together, producing by the 1920s
a new urban culture of which the labor union and labor dispute were
integral parts.

21. Miyake Akimasa, “Kindai Nihon ni okeru tekkd kumiai no koseiin,” Rekishigaku
kenkyii, no. 454 (March 1978): 24-32, on labor management and worker response at
the Koishikawa Arsenal. On other enterprises, see Miyake Akimasa, “Nichiro senso
zengo no rodosha undo: jukogyd daikeiei o chishin to shite,” Shakai keizai shigaku 44,
no. 5 (March 1979), and Nishinarita Yutaka, “Nichiro sensé zengo ni okeru zaibatsu
zdsen kigyo no keiei kiko to roshi kankei: Mitsubishi zosenjo no bunseki,” Ryigoku
daigaku keizai keiei ronshi 18, nos. 1-4, (June 1978—March 1979).
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Building a Labor
Movement

Nankatsu Workers and the Yiaikai

As they set up temporary headquarters in local bars or restaurants,
drew up demands, and met in public halls to elect representatives, the
men and women who joined nonunion disputes proved able to organize
themselves to increasingly good effect by World War I. But the absence
of formal, permanent organizations—that is, labor unions—certainly
limited their impact and potential gains.

Men in a few trades with preindustrial roots, such as the ship carpen-
ters in the 1890s, had organized effective unions.! In addition, some
heavy industrial workers in the 1880s and 1890s sporadically sought to
create labor unions. In Tokyo the earliest such endeavor was the Union
for Industrial Progress, founded in 1889 by a skilled master shipbuilder
at the Ishikawajima yard and disbanded shortly thereafter. The more
successful Ironworkers’ Union, founded in late 1897, drew support
from some of the same men and reached a peak of some three thousand
members in a variety of heavy industrial trades at public and private
firms throughout the Kanto region: lathe work, machine finishing,
boilermaking, metalcasting, and wrought-iron work.2 But the Iron-

1. Yokoyama Gennosuke describes the interesting attempt of the rickshaw pullers to
organize a union that would have set terms of entry into the trade and controlled wage
rates in his Nibon no kaso shakai (1899; reprint, Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1949), pp.
176-81. Translated by Eiji Yutani as **Nihon no kasé shakai of Yokoyama Gennosuke”’
(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1985).

2. For a recent study of the Ironworkers’ Union, see Stephen Marsland, The Birth of
the Japanese Labor Movement: Takano Fusataré and the Rodo Kumiai Kiseikai (Honolulu:
University Press of Hawaii, 1989). See also Andrew Gordon, “Workers, Managers, and

80
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workers’ Union collapsed in early 1900, in part because of repression
under Article 17 of the Public Order Police Law of March 1900,3 but
primarily because the skilled leaders of working-class society at the turn
of the century, the oyakata masters, were pushed by changing technol-
ogy and management strategies to secure their own positions at the ex-
pense of building a movement. This led them to side with employers in
some cases and to seek independent status as small factory owners in
others. Working-class society in the late 1890s, at the start of the era of
the nonunion dispute, did not offer the organizers of the Ironworkers’
Union a solid base on which to build a sustained union movement.

THE WORKERS OF NANKATSU

Over the next fifteen years the context of labor activity changed sig-
nificantly. New nonunion patterns of lower-class collective action
emerged, and an ideology of imperial democracy spread among city-
dwellers, including factory workers. In addition, managers revised their
strategies of labor control as workplaces increased in size and
complexity.# Together these changes enabled workers to organize with
new vigor and commitment. As a result, the Yuaikai emerged in the
period from 1912 until the end of World War I, and after the war,
unions began to coalesce with traditions of nonunion protest. This halt-
ing process of movement-building is the concern of this chapter and
several of those to follow.

To give focus to our inquiry, the men and women in the industrial
neighborhoods of Nankatsu, who engaged our attention briefly as par-
ticipants in the crowd actions and labor disputes of the early 1900s, will

Bureaucrats in japan” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1981), ch. 3, and Aoki Masahisa,
“Nittetsu kikankata sogi no kenkya,” Rod6 undo shi kenkyii, no. 62 (1979): 11-32.

3. This law forbad “‘violence, threats, public defamation, agitation, or solicitation
directed at others” for any of several purposes: encouraging or obstructing entry into an
organization intended to take joint actions concerning labor conditions or pay; carrying
out a joint work stoppage or a mass dismissal of workers; forcing the consent of “the
other side” in regard to pay or labor conditions. The symmetrical treatment of workers
and managers reflected the classical liberal European legal precedents from which the law
was derived. In theory it limited employer organizations and restricted managerial coer-
cion to the same extent that it constrained workers and their unions. Further, it did not
outlaw unions as such, but forbad certain types of actions on their behalf. Given a more
lenient interpretation in the 1910s and 1920s, the law offered unions a slight, but impor-
tant, breathing space.

4. See Andrew Gordon, The Evolution of Labor Relations in Japan: Heavy Indus-
try, 18531955 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies,
1985), ch. 2, on changes in labor-management relations with the imposition of direct
management.



82 The Movement for Imperial Democracy

be the main characters. “Nankatsu” is the Japanese abbreviation for
Minami Katsushika County, a sprawling district of both industrial
neighborhoods close to the city and largely agricultural land to the east
of the Arakawa drainage canal, but it was used colloquially by workers
in the era under study to refer to the industrial sections. In this book, I
follow this less formal practice and use “Nankatsu” or “Nankatsu re-
gion” to indicate the triangular region of factories and working-class
housing bounded by Tokyo Bay, the Sumida River, and the Arakawa
Canal. In administrative terms, this Nankatsu region includes the city
wards of Honjo and Fukagawa, among the most densely populated sec-
tions of Tokyo, and the adjacent villages and towns of Minami Kat-
sushika County (Sumida, Terashima, Azuma, Kameido, Ojima, Suna,
and Komatsugawa; see map 2).5

In the Edo era the wards close by the Sumida River had been home to
several clusters of artisanal and commercial activity: dyeing, copper-
work, and metalcasting in Honjo, and the lumberyards of Fukagawa.®
In the late nineteenth century, the concentrated development of smaller
factories continued in these densely populated inner wards, while a
handful of large factories with several hundred employees each were
scattered through Honjo ward. In addition, several of the nation’s
largest textile firms built major factories of several thousand employees
each in the less crowded villages of Kameido, Terashima, and Azuma to
the east. Kaneb6 and Tokyo Muslin built mills in 1889 and 1896; Fu-
jibo, Nihon Boseki, Toyo Muslin, and Tokyo Calico followed between
1903 and 1908.7

Its great heterogeneity, and the great tragedy and drama that visited

5. In 1923 the population density of Honjo was 450 people per hectare, second only
to Asakusa. Average density in the industrial sections of the county was only about 80 per
hectare. Minami Katsushika—gun yakusho, Minami Katsushika—gun sbi (1923; reprint,
Tokyo: Meiji bunken, 1973), pp. 285-~88. Although the concentration of factories and
working-class neighborhoods in the region, the contemporary perception of “Nankatsu”
as a coherent place, and the clear boundaries of river, canal, and bay justify the demarca-
tion of Nankatsu described above, readers should be aware that the statistics used
throughout the book must follow administrative boundaries used in official surveys that
do not coincide precisely with our “Nankatsu” region. In particular, data for Minami
Katsushika County cover the agricultural portions of the county to the east of the Arakawa
Canal as well as industrial Nankatsu. However, the impact of these data on our picture
of Nankatsu is negligible; the industrial areas of the county accounted for roughly 90
percent of factory laborers and labor disputes in the decades under study.

6. Sumiya Mikio, ed., Keihin kogyo chitai {Tokyo: Tokei shinsho, 1964), pp.
34-36.

7. Tokyo Muslin and Toyé Muslin were two independent textile mills, but some
confusion is forgiven. Contemporary observers mixed them up on occasion too! Both
experienced major labor disputes at different times.
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it on occasion, recommend Nankatsu as a candidate for close study. By
the Yuaikai era its factories ranged from Tokyo’s largest textile mills
and a few major machine or rolling-stock factories (the Hattori Watch
Company, maker of Seiko watches; Hitachi; Japan Rolling Stock; and
the Locomotive Manufacturing Company) to dozens of medium-sized
firms producing rubber, soap, fertilizer, sugar, bicycles, machine parts,
and more, to hundreds of tiny workshops of all types; its unions came
to include every major prewar stream of organizing, beginning with the
Yuaikai and branching out to include anarchist, moderate socialist, and
communist unions, and even right-wing “anti-union” unions.

This area, in particular Honjo and Fukagawa wards, constituted the
unromantic underside of Tokyo’s “Low City,” lovingly described by
Edward Seidensticker in Low City, High City, his nostalgic tour of the
capital in the early 1900s. These working-class wards lacked the enter-
tainments and cultural energy of the heart of the Low City in Asakusa.
A character in one of Nagai Kafii’s stories, wandering through a Honjo
neighborhood, offers an outsider’s lyrical perception of the grimy land-
scape of the working-class wards in 1909:

They walk[ed] toward the Ryuganji [Temple] along the Oshiage Canal. In
the low noonday tide, the muddy bottom of the canal lay bare to the April
sun, and gave off a considerable odor. Industrial soot floated down from
somewhere, and from somewhere came the noise of industrial machinery.
The houses along the way were on a lower level than the road. Housewives
in the dark interiors, busy at piecework of various sorts to round out family
budgets, and indifferent to the warmth of the spring day, were quite exposed
to the passing eye. On dirty boards at the corners of houses were pasted
advertisements for medicine and fortune tellers, and scattered among them
were notices that factory girls were needed. . . .

.. . The earth was dark and damp, the streets were narrow, and so twisted
that hie expected to find himself up a blind alley. Mossy shingled roofs, rot-
ting foundations, leaning pillars, dirty planks, drying rags and diapers, pots
and cheap sweets for sale—the dreary little houses went on in endless dis-
order, and when on occasion he would be surprised by an imposing gate, it
would always be a factory.®

Nagai’s (and Seidensticker’s) appreciation, even with its stark im-
agery of darkness, dreariness, disorder and monotony, aestheticizes
the unpleasantness and thereby probably distances and obscures it from

8. Edward Seidensticker, Kafa the Scribbler: The Life and Writings of Nagai Kafa,
1879-1959 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1965), pp. 212-13, 214-15.
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TABLE 4.I  FACTORIES IN THE NANKATSU REGION AND ALL TOKYO,

1907—12
Factory Size - 1907 1912
Nankatsu Region
50-99 workers 26 39
100+ workers 27 49
Total 53 88
All Tokyo
50-99 workers 105 137
100+ workers 84 : 128
Total 189 265

Source: Keishichd, Keishicho tokei sho, 1907, 1912.
NotEe: Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.

the reader. Nagai, after all, was a visitor to Nankatsu when he wrote
this story in 1909; he lived rather more comfortably in the “High City”
of the western suburbs. The perspective of the resident was different.
The 1923 Gazetteer of Minami Katsushika County lamented the
“tremendous impact” of air, water, and noise pollution generated by
untreated industrial waste, indiscriminate dumping, unmuffled machin-
ery, and loud factory whistles. Although workers depended on the fac-
tories for their livelihoods, residents and workers occasionally appealed
to local authorities in ad hoc groups or through their new unions for
relief from the noise or odor of a particularly offensive worksite.?

Nagai’s description of Nankatsu dates from the early years of a surge
of industrial growth in the capital. The factory labor force in Tokyo
roughly tripled in the years between the turn of the century and World
War I, reaching 90,000 men and women by 1914. Their workplaces, as
Nagai noted, were often imposing brick structures standing well above
a surrounding sea of one- or two-story wooden tenements and smaller
shops, and they were changing the urban landscape. Table 4.1 shows
the rise over this timespan in the number of medium- and large-scale
enterprises in the Nankatsu region. Most growth, at least among larger
factories, came after the Russo-Japanese War.

9. Minami Katsushika—gun shi, pp. 430, 441. For a protest several years later
against a rubber factory causing sleeplessness and illness to residents, see R6do shithd,
November 28, 1922, p. 3.
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THE YUAIKAI

In Nankatsu and throughout the Tokyo environs, the Yuaikai enjoyed
far greater success than the Ironworkers’ Union of a decade before. This
was not simply because of the charisma and organizing acumen of
Suzuki Bunji, although by all reports the man cut an impressive figure.10
Suzuki founded his “Friendly Society” in a church basement in central
Tokyo late in 1912 with thirteen artisans and factory workers, and by
1915 he had built an organization of some fifteen thousand dues-paying
members. Renamed the Dai Nihon rodo sodomei (Greater Japan Gen-
eral Federation of Labor) in 1919, the union was to survive until 1940,
making it by far the longest-lived labor organization in prewar Japan.
(I shall refer to the reramed group by its abbreviated label, Sodomei.)

How can we account for the emergence of the first stable organiza-
tion of wage laborers at this particular moment in Japanese history?
The economic and political transformations discussed in chapter 1—the
rise of the nation-state, capitalism, and empire—fueled the movement
for imperial democracy and allowed the political crowd to emerge.
They also led to both quantitative and qualitative changes in Japanese
working-class society that help explain the contrast between the abor-
tive organizing efforts of the late nineteenth century and Suzuki Bunji’s
more successful attempt.

First, the rapid spread to the workers and others among the urban
poor of education, literacy, and the habit of newspaper reading was
a product of nation- and empire-building policies that allowed the
Yuaikai leaders to communicate with their members more effectively
than their predecessors in the Ironworkers’ Union had done.

Second, Japan’s position as Asia’s only imperial power helped trans-
form the economy and urban society in the first two decades of the
century, providing a new social base for the success of the Yuaikai.
From the time of the Ironworkers’ Union to the era of the early Yuaikai,
Tokyo’s factory labor force tripled, from about 30,000 to 90,000.
Thus, when the Yaaikai first came to the region, Nankatsu was already
a growing manufacturing center of over 1,000 factories, with about
40,000 men and women in a diverse array of chemical (rubber, soap,
fertilizer), machine, and textile enterprises. Given such an industrial
base and the nation’s established export routes, Japan rushed to fill the
vacuum created by Europe’s wartime retreat from economic competi-

10. For a biographical treatment of Suzuki in these years, see Stephen Large, The Rise
of Labor in Japan: The Yiaikai, 1912—-1919 (Tokyo: Sophia University, 1972).
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tion in Asia, and the urban work force further grew in numbers, den-
sity, and diversity. Nankatsu became one of the nation’s major industrial
centers, and by 1919, at the peak of the war boom, its labor force had
swollen to over 74,000 men and women {see graph 4.1). The economic
and social environment could hardly have been more favorable for the
fledgling Yaaikai.

As before, many of these workers were recent migrants to the city,
but several significant shifts in the composition of the work force took
place during and after the war.! First, the proportion employed in tex-
tile mills declined sharply, even though the absolute number rose, for
the number and percentage working in the heavy and chemical indus-
tries increased far more rapidly (see graph 4.2). Other changes followed

11. Well over half the residents in the industrial wards of Nankatsu County were
migrants in the early 1920s. Minami Katsushika—gun shi, p. 295.
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Sources: Data for 1911 from Minami Katsushika—gun shi; for 1919 and 1930 from
Tokyo-fu, Tokyo-fu tokei sho; for 1924 from Tokyo koja yoran.

Notes: The 1919 data are slightly inflated, as they count workers in factories with
fewer than five employees. All other data are for factories of five or more employees. The
figures in parentheses are percentages of workers in each sector.

from this sectoral shift. Reflecting the basic gender division along sec-
toral lines, the increase in employment from 1911 to 1917 primarily
represented a rise in the number of male workers. Finally, in contrast to
textiles, a relatively larger percentage of the machine, metal, and chem-
ical workers came to work in smaller places, and most of the factories
founded during and after the war were relatively small (tables 4.2 and
4.3). The relative weight of workplaces with fewer than 500 employees
essentially doubled between 1911 and 1924 (table 4.3). By 1919 the
workers of the Nankatsu region labored in nearly 2,000 factories, and
only 76 of these employed over 100 workers.12

These demographic changes provided a firmer base for union orga-
nizing. The women in the large textile mills, however great their discon-
tent, were banned from political activity, confined to dormitories, and
often ignored by male activists. This had hindered (but ultimately

12. Keishiché takei sho, 1917, pp. 206—17.
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TABLE 4.2  SIZE OF MINAMI KATSUSHIKA COUNTY FACTORIES
OPERATING IN 192§, BY YEAR OF FOUNDING

Number of Year Founded
Employees
in 1925 1906-13 1914—-19 1920--25
5-29 43 (58) 107 (75) 268 (85)
30-99 14 (19) 24 (17) 36 (11)
100-499 11 (15) 9 (6) 10 (3)
500 + 6 (8) 2 (1 1
Total 74 142 315

Sourci: Tokyd shiyakusho, ed., Tokyo k6jé yoran, 1925.
NoOTE: Percentages are given in parentheses. Owing to rounding off, column totals are
not always 100 percent.

would not prevent) actions more sustained than the occasional disputes
described above. Workers in the heavy and chemical industries, by con-
trast, drew on a more powerful preunion tradition of protest; thus, as
their numbers and relative weight increased during the war, the Yaaikai
gained support.

Two further developments help explain the emergence of organized
labor in Tokyo at this particular moment. First, managers continued to
impose more direct control in the workplace. In response, the foremen
in new company hierarchies of control often retained a sense of them-
selves as leaders in working-class society, a fear of losing that position,
and a suspicion of company promises to reward them for loyal service.
They viewed the Yuaikai as a source of support, much as they had
viewed the Ironworkers’ Union. On the other hand, thousands of regu-
lar workers now felt themselves to be wage earners in the direct employ
of large companies, rather than apprentices or journeymen serving
oyakata masters. An increased ‘“worker consciousness,” an awareness
and resentment of a new status as ill-treated, ill-paid, insecure members
of a large, profitable enterprise, motivated many to support the Yiaaikai
as a potential ally in improving their status within the company or in
the broader society.

Second, factory workers were part of a broader urban political cul-
ture that changed considerably between 1900 and 1912. As participants
in the crowd actions of these years, factory workers were among those
laying claim to the political status and rights of kokumin. The insistence
that the political elite respect “the will of the people” and demands that



TABLE 4.3 WAGE LABOR BY ENTERPRISE SIZE AND
INDUSTRY, MINAMI KATSUSHIKA COUNTY

Sector 1911 1924 1930
Textiles
5-29 383 (3) 293  (2) 1,068 (9)
30-99 218 (2) 168 (1) 1,093 (9)
100-499 -— 305  (2) 435 (3)
500 + 14,312 (96) 19,408 (96) 9,931 (79)
Total 14,913 20,174 12,527
Machine and Metal
5-29 184 (21) 1,670 (24) 1,936 (27}
30-99 117 (13) 1,711 (24) 2,111 (29)
100-499 589 (66) 2,289 (32) 2,245 (31)
500 + — 1,428 (20) 935 (13)
Total 890 7,098 7,227
Chemicals
5-29 380 (31) 1,946 (33) 1,772 (27)
30-99 500 (41) 1,180 (20) 1,815 (27)
100-499 341 (28) 2,204 (38) 3,097 (46)
500 + — 549 (9) _—
Total 1,221 5,879 6,684
All Industry
5-29 1,232 (7) 4,681 (13) 6,063 (20)
30-99 1,035 (6) 3,505 (10) 6,285 (21)
100-499 1,307  (7) 6,074 (17) 6,515 (22)
500 + 14,312 (80) 22,396 (61) 10,866 (37)

Total 17,886 36,656 29,729

SOURCES: 1911 from Minami Katsushika—gun shi (Tokyo, 1923); 1924 from Tokyo
ko6j6 yoran (Tokyo, 1925); 1930 from Tokyo-fu, Tokyo-fu tokei sho (Tokyo, 1931).
NoTEs: Figures in parentheses are percentages. Owing to rounding off, column totals are
not always 100 percent. Also, since the category “Other,” given in graph 4.2, is omitted
here, the three industry totals do not add up to the “All Industry” total.
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the managerial elite respect the will, or the humanity, of workers were
related elements of popular social consciousness in the early years of
imperial democracy.

Coupled with the workers’ persistent desire for social status and re-
spect, these changes led both foremen and rank-and-file workers in
Tokyo, Osaka, and then other cities to join forces in the Yaaikai. They
overcame the obstacle of the Public Order Police Law to seek improved
status, security, and respect in a hostile society.

THE LOCALS IN NANKATSU

The early Yuaikai sunk roots in neighborhoods of the Tokyo working
poor that stretched in a semicircle around the imperial palace from
Ebara County and Shiba ward to the southwest, through the central
ward of Kyobashi, then across the Sumida River into Honjo and Fuka-
gawa wards and the villages of Minami Katsushika County (see map 2).
Suzuki Bunji recruited many of the earliest members from several large
machine and electrical equipment factories close by the union head-
quarters in Shiba.13 The basic unit of organization was the local, further
divided into chapters (10 or more members; dues ten sen per month).
When a chapter reached 100 members, it would split off to form a new
local.

Workers from the industrial neighborhoods of Nankatsu to the east
of the Sumida River began to join the Yuaikai late in 1913. About 200
people attended the founding ceremony of the area’s first Yaaikai local
in October 1913, and this Koto (literally, east of the river) local boasted
110 dues-paying members by year’s end. For roughly one year this was
the only local in the area, and the group barely survived. Paid-up mem-
bership fluctuated between 50 and 100 per month.1% Then in 1915 and
1916 the Yuaikai entered a period of sustained growth in Nankatsu.
The Honjo local spun off from the Kot6 group in February 1915, with a

7 13. By late 1913 these included Shibaura Engineering Works (five chapters), Tokyo
Electric Company (four), NEC (three), and lkegai lron Works (three). Y#ai shinpo,
January 13, 1913, p. 8. NRUS 3:437-39.

14. The back pages of each semimonthly issue of the Y&ai shinpé (renamed Rodo
oyobi sangyo [ROS) in 1915) printed “Local News,” including statements of income.
Unless otherwise noted, the issues from the relevant months are the sources of this and the
following figures on membership, meeting attendance, founding dates, and so forth. The
Koto local note in the June 15 issue, p. 8, for example, remarks on the need to collect
unpaid dues. Only five and six yen were coming in each month, and the local owed twelve
yen in Yiai shinpo subscription fees to union headquarters. By September (Ysai shinpo,
September 1, 1914, p. 8) it appears the union had weathered the storm, and membership
stood at about 100,
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grand founding ceremony attended by 1,500; the Ojima chapter
attained local status in July; over 1,000 people attended an inaugural
ceremony for the Fukagawa local in January 1916; and several hundred
joined the festivities for the Azuma local in April. Other chapters at
several points reached local status between 1916 and 1918, but these
five locals remained the largest and most active Yaaikai centers in the
region until the union’s reorganization along industry lines in 1919 and
1920.

Significant numbers of female textile workers began to join the Honjo
and Azuma locals beginning in late 1916. Ynaikai bylaws at the time
of its founding did not mention gender. Any “person” could join on the
introduction of two members, although the omission of gender prob-
ably reflects the assumption that the only relevant people were men.
Revised bylaws in August 1913 created a separate category of “auxil-
iary member” for women.!S The contingent of women in Honjo ex-
ceeded 100 by November 1916, and the union began to hold some
separate events for the female members. A joint Azuma-Honjo rally
drew 240 women from the Kanebo, Fujibo, and Tokyo Muslin mills in
February 1917, and 110 women attended a ‘‘tea meeting” of the Azuma
local in January to hear a talk on the path for women to achieve “self-
awakening.”

The Honjo, Azuma, and Fukagawa locals were the most successful in
the region, each enlisting over 100 new members, men and women, in
active months. By June 1916 the Yuaikai national membership stood at
15,000, with 4,275 in Tokyo. By year’s end about 1,000 of the Tokyo
members, and eight of thirty Tokyo locals, were from Nankatsu, mak-
ing it the second major center of Yuaikai strength after the Shiba-Ebara
region to the south of the imperial palace.

The men and women who signed on, and paid monthly dues of
roughly one hour’s pay for an average worker, came from dozens of
factories. The fifteen largest enterprises in Nankatsu employed between
500 and 4,500 each; these included nine textile mills, a railroad-car
manufacturer, a rubber factory, two metal processors, the Tokyo Gas
and Electric Company, and the Hattori watch factory, forerunner to
Seiko. Table 4.4 shows that the early Yiaikai enjoyed greatest success
at these plants, building considerable strength at nearly half of them by

15. Ydai shinpo, August 3, 1913, p. 8. In 1917 women protested this arrangement
and became regular members. E. Patricia Tsurumi, “Female Textile Workers and the
Failure of Early Trade Unionism in Japan,” History Workshop, no. 18 (August 1984): 26
n. 74.
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TABLE 4.4 YUAIKAI PRESENCE IN NANKATSU REGION
FACTORIES, 1914—17

Size Number of Total Number Percentage of

Factories with of Factories Factories with

Union Presence in 1917 Union Presence

(a) (b) (a/b)
5-49 14 1,852 1
50-99 4 56 7
100-499 17 61 28
500 + 7 15 47
Unknown 3

All 45 1,984 2

Sources: Union presence from the “Union News” (kaiho) column in each issue of Yiai
shinpé and Rodo oyobi sangyd, 1914—17. Total number of factories of fifty or more
employees from Keishicho, Keishicho tkei sho, 1917, pp. 206—17. Total for all factories
of five or more employees from Tokyo-fu, ed., Tékyo-fu tokei sho (Tokyo, 1917), p. 449.
The 549 category is the difference of these two. The three unknown factories are men-
tioned in “Union News” in abbreviated form, making it impossible to ascertain whether
they are listed in the Keishicho volumes.

Note: Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.

1917. The data in table 4.5 also indicate that the union organizers grad-
ually moved from this nucleus into smaller factories in 1916 and 1917,
eventually gaining some support at roughly one-third of all Nankatsu
firms with 100 or more workers, and at a sprinkling of the smallest
workplaces.

This pattern reveals that men and women at the largest, relatively
impersonal factories were most receptive to the union message. In these’
places a system had for some time been emerging in which foremen, as
the lowest-ranked members of the management hierarchy, exerted
direct control over wage laborers, but study of the early Ynaikai reveals
little evidence of sharp tension between such foremen and their charges.
In fact, these foremen, uneasy in their new roles, were among those
most drawn to the Yaaikai, whose early leaders were slow to confront
their bosses when compared to the nonunion men in the shipyards and
arsenals. They mounted no overt challenge to, or criticism of, manage-
rial authority, and Suzuki Bunji was careful to gain management sup-
port for, or understanding of, his activities before approaching the
workers in a plant. The spread of the Yaaikai in Nankatsu was thus
accompanied by no increase in labor disputes. Indeed, table 4.6 shows
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TABLE 4.§ YEAR OF FIRST MENTION OF UNION
PRESENCE IN NANKATSU REGION FACTORIES, BY SCALE

Year First Mentioned

Size 1914 1915 1916 1917 All
5-49 1 3 2 8 14
50-99 2 0 1 1 4
100-499 2 1 13 1 17
500 + 0 7 0 0 7
Unknown 0 2 1 0 43
Total 5 13 17 10 45

Sources: “Mention of union presence” refers to the first reference to union members at
a given factory found in the “Union News” (kath6) column in Y#ai shinpé and Rédo
oyobi sangyG, 1914-17. Factory size was determined from listings of all factories of fifty
or more employees in the relevant volumes of Keishicho, Keishicho tokei sho (Tokyo,
1914—~17). Factories mentioned in the “Union News” column but not found in the
Keishichd list are assumed to have had fewer than fifty employees.

Note: Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.

that the factories in the region, both those with and those without
Yiiaikai members, were more peaceful during the 1911-15 span of
early Yuaikai activity than before.

THE ORGANIZERS

The men who joined Suzuki’s Friendly Society during its first few years
and became organizers and leaders in their own right were primarily
workers of humble origin. Not until the end of World War I did
university-educated activists enter and help transform the union, so the
early Yaaikai appears to have reflected the values and discontents of the
workers themselves.

In 1923 Uchida Toshichi became chairman of the newly founded
Tokyo Metalworkers’ Union, one of the strongest unions of the inter-
war era, with numerous locals in Nankatsu by the late 1920s. His route
into the Yuaikai illuminates the nuts and bolts of union-building. Uchida
came from a family of tea merchants in Saitama Prefecture, neighboring
Tokyo. He began his life as a factory worker in 1908, at twenty-two,
after an unpleasant stint as an apprentice in a rice broker’s shop. When
Suzuki founded the Yiaikai, Uchida was employed at the Mita Naval
Arsenal, within walking distance of union headquarters. Upon reading



TABLE 4.6 LABOR DISPUTES IN THE NANKATSU REGION, 1891—-1917

Machine '

Artisan Transport Textile & Metal Chemical Print Other All

1891-95 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
1896-1900 3 0 4 1 0 2 0 10
1901-5 0 1 2 0 2 0 0 5
1906~-10 3 0 0 3 1 1 1 9
1911-15 0 1 3 (3) 2 0 0 0 6
1916 0 0 0 2 (2) 0 0 0 2
1917 0 1 2 (1) 2 (2) 1 (1) 0 0 6
Total 7 3 11 10 4 3 1 39

Source: Aoki Koji, Nihon r6d6 undo shi nenpyé (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
NoTE: Figures in parentheses are the number involving Yiaikai mediation and/or involvement by Yuaikai members. Nankatsu region = Honjo and
Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.
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of the group in the newspaper, Uchida sought out Suzuki, told him that
he believed in the need to organize workers for the good of society, and
joined the Yuaikai. As he recalls his state of mind at the time, the arbi-
trary, capricious nature of direct managerial control at the arsenal,
where he had been working for five years, fueled his determination to
organize a union chapter there:

I was psychologically on the verge of exploding. The arsenal was rigidly
stratified and those on the bottom stayed on the bottom. There were many
wrong and unfair practices [such as bribes to influence promotions and
raises]. . . . At that time pay raises were given twice a year, but gift-giving
had great influence, and since 1 believed in a world where one depended on
one’s skill and was rewarded for one’s efforts, I was truly discontented.!é

Uchida threw himself into organizing activity with vigor, first enlist-
ing the aid of two or three friends, and then approaching the other
workers. *“After the arsenal closed each day, I would try to persuade the
workers to join, walking along with them from the factory to the street-
car or riding together with them.” Uchida enjoyed fair success, soon
recruiting fifty workers into a new arsenal chapter of the Ynaikai.l”
Reflecting upon his activities years later, he remarked, “We [organizers]
were all highly skilled workers. If not led into it by the truly skilled
workers in a factory, the rest of the workers wouldn’t follow and join
the labor movement.”18

Skill and experience were critical factors enabling Uchida and other
early leaders to command an audience. Many of the first Yaaikai orga-
nizers were foremen or skilled men with considerable status in the
workplace. If one such man signed on, he could quickly bring his sub-
ordinates into the union. Managers sometimes tolerated, but rarely en-
couraged, membership in the Yuaikai. Their concurrent policies of
direct control aimed to draw these men into a company hierarchy, but
the pages of the Yaaikai journal offer considerable evidence that skilled
workplace leaders felt a need for the external resources of the Yuaikai.

One Kamimatsu Yaji joined the # S chapter of the Honjo local in
August 1915, “bringing with him numerous fellow workers at Takada
Shokai’s Yanagishima factory.” Foremen at the Tokyo Gas Company
were reported to be one major source of support for the Fukagawa local

16. Uchida Toshichi, Jinsei S0 yo nen (Kawasaki: Privately published, 1950), p. 40;
see ibid, pp. 1-26 for biographical information.

17. Ibid., p. 42.

18. Uchida Toshichi, “Tekko rodosha to shite,”” Rod6 undo shi kenkyi, no. 31 (May
1962): 14.
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in July 1916, while a December local notice congratulated two mem-
bers of this same local for promotion to the rank of subforeman. In
some cases the line between company foreman and independent master
worker was blurred, as when Nagano Tokujiro, a union official in the
Koto local in September 1916, left his job for a new post at the Oiji
Paper Company, taking with him over ten other members. The critical
difference between this case, and similar instances of mobility among
skilled masters in the Ironworkers’ Union almost twenty years earlier,
was the fact that Nagano and his followers reportedly maintained their
union commitment at their new workplace.

Many rank-and-file members joined at the simple urging of a friend
or a foreman. Encouraging members to bring their friends into the
union was one of the most effective organizing techniques.!® In such
cases, the new member would not have the well-defined motives of a
man like Uchida, who sought out Suzuki on his own. This was true of
Saitd Tadatoshi, a migrant from northern Japan with no particular in-
terest in the Yuaikai when he came to Tokyo in 1914. He began work-
ing at the Takeuchi Safe Company in Honjo ward and attending night
school.

The teacher at the school told me to join, and also Aihara Motojiré, staying
with me at the boarding house, was a member. [In 1914] I entered the
Yuaaikai more out of obligation [giri] toward him than anything else. My
interest in the Yaaikai rose after I joined. I became more aware of the rela-
tionship between the user and the used, and the fact that by [our] keeping
silent, wages would not go up. Also, we could not get anywhere without
bargaining on the basis of unity.20

Within a few years Saito’s insight into the need for unions developed
into a determination to work for radical social change. His tremendous
curiosity and desire for advancement were typical of numerous leaders
of working-class origin. Saito attended courses at various night schools
between 1914 and 1919, and joined a political study group organized in
1919 by some young university graduates who sought to “go to the
people” and change society after World War 1. Uchida Toshichi took
similar zeal in a different direction, studying metalcasting after hours
with a master metalworker, preparing for the day when he might set up
on his own.2! And Hirasawa Keishichi, one of the most energetic of the

19. Large, Rise of Labor, p. 44, credits Watanabe Téru with this observation.
20. Interview with Saitd Tadatoshi, June 3, 1979.
21. Gordon, Evolution of Labor Relations, pp. 85-86, for details.
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early Yuaikai leaders, who brought the union message to the factories
of Ojima in Minami Katsushika County, aspired to a career as a writer
as well as a worker.

Hirasawa’s saga recapitulates much of the story of labor in Nankatsu
from 1916 to 1923. Born in 1899 in Niigata Prefecture, well north of
Tokyo, he moved to the provincial city of Omiya at the age of eleven,
and, after finishing higher elementary school, entered the Japan Rail-
way Company’s Omiya factory as a trainee. Proud of his new skills, and
interested in studying, he and some friends subscribed to a magazine for
youth published by Ozaki Yukio, a charismatic popular hero and leader
of the parliamentary forces in the movement for imperial democracy.
The group met regularly to discuss the magazine, and they occasionally
contributed letters to it and other magazines.22

Hirasawa left Omiya in 1910 when he was drafted. Upon finishing
his military service, he worked at two railroad factories before moving
to Ojima, finding a job at the Tokyo Spring Company, and joining the
Kot6 local of the Yuaikai in September 1914. He claims to have joined
in search of a forum where his literary activities could help enlighten
fellow workers. His first contribution to the union journal came in De-
cember 1914. Within a few months he was a director of the Ojima
chapter, and he was the principal force responsible for recruiting about
150 members by June 1915, at which point the chapter was upgraded
to the Ojima local.2? In his path of entry into the Yuaikai, he thus
shared the curiosity, idealism, and determination that marked Uchida,
Saito, and numerous others, and he had absorbed the political concerns
of the movement for imperial democracy. His writings and speeches
leave important clues as to the appeal the Yuaikai held for these orga-
nizers and for the workers who heeded their exhortations and joined
the union.

THE APPEAL

Both union activities and the words of the union members indicate that
the simple promise of recognition, respect, and community lay at the
heart of the Yuaikai appeal. For fledgling organizers such as Uchida
Toshichi, this recognition also bolstered their position as community
and workplace leaders.

22. On Hirasawa, see Matsumoto Gappei, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi (Tokyo:
Chikuma shobo, 1975), pp. 357—66; on this genre of magazine, see Earl Kinmoth, The
Self-Made Man in Meiji Japanese Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981).

23. Matsumoto, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi, pp. 367—72, 381-83.
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One simple form of recognition was the practice of listing all new
members in the union magazine. In busy months this list covered three
to five pages, densely printed in eleven rows per page, with thirty-five or
more names to a row. Several additional forms of recognition were
accorded the active new recruit. Local members selected officers at a
ratio of roughly one officer per twenty-five members; by July 1915 the
Honjo local had thirty-five members on its executive committee, and in
March and April 1916 twenty-eight members in the Fukagawa local
held posts of official responsibility in the local.24 In addition, all those
who recruited over five new members the previous month received spe-
cial praise at both local “tea meetings” and larger speech-meetings, as
well as in the magazine. Finally, all members were welcome to take the
stage at union gatherings and offer a “five-minute speech.” By 1915
these had become a regular, popular feature of union meetings. Stand-
ing before several hundred workers on a podium flanked by the union
flag and perhaps a large stand of flowers, with the omnipresent police
observer in the wings, this must have been a heady experience, con-
firmation of the importance, prestige, and danger of the union under-
taking to both speaker and audience.?’

Respect, as well as recognition, came in a variety of forms, each cer-
tainly minor in isolation, but of powerful cumulative effect. Kawasaki
Jinichi, then a 15-year-old working at a rubber factory in Kameido, first
heard Suzuki Bunji speak one evening in 1915 at a Nankatsu
elementary school (see fig. 9). Nearly fifty years later, he recalled the
deep impression made by the sight of Suzuki arriving together in that
still rare conveyance, the automobile, with none other than Shibusawa
Eiichi, Japan’s premier industrialist-financier. Suzuki took to the
podium, described the Yuaikai, called on people to join, and then shook
hands with each new member. Impressed by this display, and “feeling
perhaps if I joined my life would get easier, but without any particular
understanding of labor unions,” Kawasaki signed on.?¢ Other leading
figures of the business and bureaucratic establishment frequently
accompanied Suzuki and spoke to the workers in these early years.

The Yuaikai worked to improve the place of workers in the local
community by establishing special relations with area merchants. In

24. The term for officer was kanji. ROS, March 1916, p. 53; April 1916, p. 55.
25. For a photograph of one such meeting of a Honjo local, see ROS, November
1915, p. 93.

26. “Jun rodoésha kumiai—Nankatsu ro6do kai oyobi kameido jiken,” ROS, May
1963, p. 35.
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June 1916 a Dr. Miura offered a discount to all members of the Koto
local in good standing (but he asked that they try not to bring non-
union friends and relatives for the same low price). Members who quit
factory jobs to open their own businesses—a barbershop in Honjo or a
general store in Fukagawa—would offer discounts to fellow unionists.
By 1916 thirteen stores in Fukagawa offered shoes, milk, clothing, sake,
hardware, and more at reduced prices to Yiaikai members.

The varied union gatherings also affirmed a place in the community
for Yuaikai members whose economic insecurity and low workplace
status offered little sense of self-importance and belonging. One of the
three main types of assembly was the “tea meeting,” a relatively infor-
mal gathering combining socializing and local business. Union officers
met for monthly business meetings as well, and on major occasions such
as the inauguration of a new chapter or local, or the visit of a major
speaker, the union held a larger “ceremony,” attended by hundreds,
perhaps as many as two thousand, members and residents. Such meet-
ings grew out of the tradition of urban political assembly of the early
days of imperial democracy. They were among the first attempts of
workers to convene their own assemblies, thus marking the beginning
of a process whereby wage laborers came to constitute themselves as a
distinct, organized component of the urban populace. In the Nankatsu
area alone between 1915 and 1917, the Yaaikai held at least eighteen
meetings attended by over five hundred people.2”

Numerous letters to the Yaaikai magazine attest to the importance of
respect, recognition, and community to the union’s active members.
Their claim was simple: workers were human beings and deserved the
respect due dignified members of society.

Thus, one member in 1914 wrote that “society treats {workers] as
diseased, pitiful slaves of money, lacking in self-respect, learning, or
common sense,” while another expressed his outrage at the arrogance
and cruelty of a supervisor who without notice lengthened the work
day, thus making it impossible for him to attend his night school class.
He lamented that ““if Japanese industry does not respect the character of
its workers, it will not progress. Treated as beasts, we will become
beasts. Treated as gentlemen, we will become gentlemen. So long as

27. For these mettings, see Yiai shinp6, 1915-17, passim. The largest drew approx-
imately 2,000. For interesting detail on meetings and other union activities in Honjo, see
Sally Ann Hastings, ‘“The Government, the Citizen, and the Creation of a New Sense of
Community: Social Welfare, Local Organizations, and Dissent in Tokyo, 1905-1937”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1980), ch. §.
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supervisors or capitalists look at workers as dumb puppets, as living
machines, will any man of spirit or courage long remain a worker?”’28

These letters expressed forcefully the desire for social respect and
dignity. At the same time, they betrayed the self-doubt and sense of
inferiority of those denied such respect. The first writer also admitted
there was “a grain of truth” to social prejudice against workers. The
second was less equivocal; he concluded his letter: “Only the inferior
remain as workers.” Yet a third writer to the Yiiai shinpo echoed this
refrain in June 1914:

Of course we are not satisfied with the treatment given to Japan’s workers.
Yet the fact that many workers want to shift to some other work as soon as
possible, the fact that few are committed to raising their status as workers,
indicates that there are still people whose self-awareness is low. We must not
accept this, 2%

In the speeches and plays of Hirasawa Keishichi, one finds some of
the most eloquent expressions of the Yiaikai message, as well as impor-
tant evidence of the overlap between the political or social conscious-
ness of workers and that of the urban populace, or kokumin, as a whole
(see fig. 10).

By all accounts a formidable presence on the podium, Hirasawa
spoke with fervor and pride of his skills as a worker in a “five-minute
speech” to the Ojima local in 1915:

Friends! Look at this arm [ude]! It is the arm of a worker in 1915. Until now
this'arm has met only misfortune, but it is no longer an age of misfortune. In
a little while, the time will come when the Japanese nation will be unable to
survive without this arm, without its work.

The word ude, arm, also has the meaning in Japanese of “skill,” as iri
the expression common among workers, “to polish one’s skills.”’30
Hirasawa’s powerful invocation of this idea earned him the nickname
“Look-at-this-arm Hirasawa.”

His statements suggest that at this early stage in the history of orga-
nized labor, Hirasawa, who certainly spoke for the Yaaikai leadership
and probably for the mass of workers until at least 1917, saw no need
for radical or aggressive action to bring recognition to the worker. His
speech continued:

28. Yuai shinpo, April 15,1914, p. 5, and June 1, 1914, p. 5.
29. Ydai shinpo, June 1, 1914, p. 5.
30. The expression was ude o migaku.
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In the West are cases where the free people deposed and crucified their
king. . . . The Japanese people are not like that. Japan is a constitutional
polity. Is this because the people spilled their blood and killed the king?
Because of the nature of the Japanese polity, the capitalists will awaken be-
fore the blood flows; considering our national polity, there is no need to
struggle, and our future is not dark.3!

In the early Yiaikai era, Hirasawa articulated a working-class con-
sciousness in the mainstream of the ideas of the imperial democratic
movement. He linked the idea that all Japanese people were members of
a special polity, equal before the emperor, with the idea that the na-
tion’s insecure, abused, and exploited workers could legitimately unite
to assert their worth, raise their status, and change the attitude of em-
ployers. In a melodramatic early play of 1915, Struggle, Harmony, or
Surrender? a union member, whom we may take to be Hirasawa, inter-
venes in a dispute between a seemingly corrupt foreman and an angry
worker. The unionist lectures the two on the need for harmony, but also
speaks of the need to struggle to change all those, capitalists or workers,
engaged only in the narrow pursuit of “personal profit and self-
interest.”32 Hirasawa’s conception was similar to that of Suzuki Bunji
himself in these years, when Suzuki sought and gained support of some
of the leading industrialists in the nation. Neither man felt workers to
be a separate interest locked into inevitable battle with capitalists. In
another early play, Four Eyes, set in a Nankatsu metal factory in 1917,
a sympathetically portrayed worker, who refuses to join what he sees as
an ill-advised strike, addresses the issue of how workers are to secure
their dignity:

The Japanese blood is not fit for shouts of socialism. . . . The time has come

for the Japanese people to take back their souls as Japanese. The enemy of

Japan’s worker is not the government or the capitalist. Japanese workers

should not act as workers. We should act as humans and people of the na-
tion [kokumin).33

By 1916 workers in the industrial neighborhoods of Tokyo, and
Yokohama and Osaka as well, were sufficiently committed to the
Yuaikai message to sustain an organization of roughly 20,000 men and
women, whose leaders and local activists were themselves almost all

31. Matsumoto, Nihon shakaishugi engeki shi, p. 387, cites ROS, July 1915.

32. The phrase, used also in popular criticism of bureaucrats and the streetcar com-
panies in 1906, was shiri shiyoku.

33. Matsumoto, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi, p. 406.
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workers.34 In Nankatsu the union had recruited members at over half
the largest firms and one-fourth of those with 100 to 500 employees.

We must not exaggerate the stability of this young organization or
the transformative thrust of its ideology. Dues-paying membership
fluctuated from month to month in most all locals. The number of new
members listed in the union magazine between its founding and 1917
far exceeded the 20,000 members still enrolled in 1917. In addition to
the five successful Nankatsu locals created between 1915 and 1917,
three others held opening ceremonies only to fold within several
months. When a company, such as Tokyo Muslin in 1914, decided to
oppose the Yuaikai, it had little trouble repressing the union or coopt-
ing its leaders.35 And Hirasawa’s call for action as humans or members
of the nation, not workers, is striking. He rejected the concept of work-
ers as an independent social force; they were part of the broader body
politic demanding respect and participation in the imperial constitu-
tional order.

Yet the growth of these years was a considerable achievement. As an
unprecedented period of industrial expansion gained steam in 1916, the
Yiaikai foothold expanded rapidly. Reluctance to oppose managers re-
ceded in the union locals, and the transformative element in Yaaikai
thinking (that workers and capitalists must change, or be changed)
overpowered the moderate exhortation to patience and cooperation.
The union rank and file, it appears, were quicker than the leaders to see
the contradiction between the original union goals of respect, improve-
ment, and higher status for workers, undeniably radical in the context
of Japanese society in 1915, and the limited range of actions proposed
to achieve them. Even before the “external” stimuli of the Russian Rev-
olution, the culmination of World War I in a victory for democracy,
and the influx of intellectual activists into the union movement, such
workers were beginning to seek new means sufficient to attain their ends.

Thus, Yuaikai members were involved either as mediators or leaders
in six of Nankatsu’s eight labor disputes of 1916 and 1917, and a number
elsewhere as well. At the Mitatsuchi Rubber Company in Honjo, for
example, 44 percent of the 855 employees carried out a four-day strike in
February 1917. As with so many of the era’s disputes, a desire for basic
social respect motivated these workers. In addition to a 30 percent wage

34. The most accurate total for this period is from the April 1917 issue of ROS.
National membership was 22,187 (1,549 women). About 3,000 were from the Nankatsu
region, including 750 of the women members.

35. This case was described in chapter 3.
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increase, they sought construction of a dining hall and a changing room,
and three months’ severance pay for all those with three years’ seniority
who left the company or were fired. Finally, they demanded that the body
checks given to all employees upon leaving work be conducted inside the
company gounds, out of public sight, rather than in front of the company
gate. Suzuki Bunji entered as a mediator because a large group of Mita-
tsuchi workers were Yuaikai members, and he secured a 10 percent pay
increase. Suzuki also negotiated a 10 percent raise for the 338 male
workers at the huge Fuji Gas Spinning Mill in Honjo (2,154 employees)
later in the year. A Yaaikai member and officer in the Honjo local led this
well-disciplined six-day strike, during which the workers assembled daily
on the grounds of a temple near the factory.36

The strikes at Mitatsuchi, Fuji, and elsewhere in the region resembled
the preunion disputes found elsewhere between 1905 and the early days
of World War 1 in important ways. They invariably began with the
discontents generated by a particular workshop or “‘natural” subgroup,
such as the men at the spinning mill, rather than with demands raised
by a union local. An effective action would spread to other workshops,
and some would finally draw in almost the entire yard. The difference
between the disputes of the late war years and earlier ones lay in the
facts that some workers were union members, and that the Yuaikai, not
the local police or ad hoc groups of foremen, acted as mediators. As a
result, the resolutions were more favorable to the workers than in most
earlier incidents. Although not yet in the forefront of strike activities,
the Yuaikai leadership was willy-nilly becoming involved in local dis-
putes. The nonunion tradition of disputes to resist company policy was
beginning to coalesce with union organization.

WORKERS AND THE MOVEMENT
FOR IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

The movement stage in the history of imperial democracy in Japan ex-
tended from 1905 to 1918. The boundaries are neatest in the case of the
political crowd, for the Hibiya and rice riots were unmistakable water-
sheds. The point of departure for the labor dimension to imperial democ-

36. For Mitatsuchi, see TAS, February 28, 1917, and Aoki Koji, Nibon r6dé undo shs
nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968), p. 174. For Fuji Gas, see Hastings, “Government,
Citizen, Community,” pp. 166—67. For a similar incident at Yokohama Dock Company
in 1916, see ROS, September 1916, pp. 217-18, and }iji shinpo, August 16, 1916, p. 6.
See also Gordon, Evolution of Labor Relations, pp. 78—79, for the demands raised in this
Yokohama Dock incident.
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racy is less clear-cut. Both heavy industrial disputes and early union
activities date from the 1890s, and the Russo-Japanese War stimulated
further dispute activity; the turn of the century is an approximate
marker of the starting point. The sharp rise in disputes of 1917 through
1919 and the proliferation of labor union organization in 1919, how-
ever, mark a turning point with clear links to the boundary constituted
by the rice riots. |

Two features distinguish the era of the movement for imperial de-
mocracy from both the previous years and those to follow for the urban
lower classes: they were socially defenseless and politically powerless.
First, bureaucrats and politicians, while expressing new concern with
the emerging “‘social problem,” did not intervene to buffer the social
impact upon workers of urbanization and industrialization until World
War I and after. Bureaucrats first discussed social policy in the 1880s,
and the Diet approved a factory law in 1911, but the law did not take
effect until 1916.37 The first municipal programs of poor relief and so-
cial welfare came in 1911, but these efforts were tentative and limited
until the establishment of both the city of Tokyo’s Municipal Social
Bureau in 1919 and the Home Ministry’s Social Bureau in 1920.38 As
both industrialization and urbanization began to remake the Japanese
social landscape from the 1880s through World War 1, factory workers
and the urban poor were left to fend for themselves or depend on the
purported benevolence of their betters.

Second, the political rights of lower-class city-dwellers, tenant farm-
ers, and some of the middle class of small business operators, ranged
from limited to nil. Yet such people were well aware that while they
shouldered considerable political obligations, only the urban and landed
bourgeoisie played leading political roles in the constitutional order:
Taxation and military service were the two obligations whose burdens
increased sharply with the Russo-Japanese War, and a shrill, populist,
nationalistic press with a message accessible to increasing numbers of
literate city-dwellers helped bring home to the populace the disjunction
between obligations and rights, between uncomplaining sacrifice on the
one hand and limited participation on the other.

Working people in the cities were thus offered neither social and eco-

37. The key provisions protecting women and children in the textile mills were de-
ferred until 1926.

38. Hastings, **Government, Citizen, Community,” ch. 1.
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nomic protection by the state nor political means to protect themselves
during this era of industrial revolution and the consolidation of a
nation-state. In this context, the Yiaikai letter writer’s 1914 call to
“raise [our] status as workers,” Hirasawa’s insistence that workers
were above all humans and kokumin, and the ubiquity among crowd
activists of the notion that “constitutional government” meant freedom
from police harassment and respect for the “will of the people” emerge
as related popular conceptions. They all grew out of a sense of aliena-
tion or antagonism on one level (the street) directed toward the bu-
reaucracy and Seiyukai mainstream by the politically aware members of
“lower-class society,” and on another level (the workplace) expressed
by workers toward their supervisors. These demands, and the under-
lying anger that produced them, constituted the proletarian dimension
to the movement for imperial democracy.

As early as the 1890s anticipatory fear of precisely such demands and
protests had generated apocalyptic visions of social disorder among
bureaucrats, businessmen, politicians, and social policy intellectuals.
These men saw the Japanese future mirrored in the experience of the
advanced capitalist societies of Western Europe and North America.
Their metaphors were medical, and the infected carriers were foreign,
as they spoke of the prospect of “extreme social illness much like that
which befell England at the beginning of this century” and the need to
“solve this problem before it develops and save ourselves from the fate
of Europe.”3?

As imperial democracy in fact developed into a multiclass political
movement, its bourgeois leaders echoed these fears with increased in-
tensity. Hara Kei and his party stood with the crowd just once, in the
winter of 1913, when the Seiyukai seemed to be taking a firm stand
against Katsura and the oligarchs, in a union of mutual suspicion and
convenience. Hara reveals in his diary entry on the day of the riot of
February 10, 1913, that he and his erstwhile rival Prince Katsura stood
together in their fear of a dangerous lower-class dimension to the move-
ments for imperial democracy. He reported that Katsura was finally
moved to resign by accusations of responsibility for the spectacle of
“mounted troops trampling the crowd” outside the Diet. Hara then
commented: “If he still refuses to resign, I think a practically revolution-

39. Obama Ritoku, Meiji burka shiryé sosho {Tokyo: Kazama shobo, 1961), 1:38,
65.
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ary riot will occur.”4% Hara shared Katsura’s horror at the thought of
such an event. He attributed the crisis to “Katsura’s mistaken policy
and the gradual change in popular thinking since the Russo-Japanese
War,” and he did not simply seek cabinet posts for his party in the days
after this riot; his diary also reveals concern that any new cabinet be
capable of ending the disturbances.*!

Despite Hara’s fears, actual cases of “social illness” itself were not
particularly threatening until the end of this era; the crowd acted in
effect to further the political goals of established party leaders, and the
proletarian stream of social and political action remained subsumed
under the movement for imperial democracy. Crowds did not possess
their own organizations; they took to the streets only after the formal
groups of businessmen, journalists, lawyers, or politicians had charged
the atmosphere with petitions, speech-meetings, and agitation in the
press. Their riots never became “practically revolutionary.” In addition,
the dozens of disputes at major shipyards, arsenals, and factories be-
tween 1900 and 1917, while important as precursors to the events of
the 1920s, posed only a mild threat to managerial authority and consti-
tuted no threat to the state, and through 1917 the Yuaikai spoke of
cooperation with capitalists, engaging bureaucrats and businessmen as
advisors. Japan’s first socialists were also active in these years, and they
located themselves outside the mainstream of the imperial democratic
movement by opposing the Russo-Japanese War, but their popular fol-
lowing was quite small.

In sum, the unpropertied, less-educated elements in the movement
for imperial democracy were not powerful, coherent, or independent
enough to win recognition and extended rights as the price for social
peace, and they were not threatening enough to prevent many party
politicians from seeking advantage from the energy of street politics. As
the bourgeois gentlemen of the late Meiji period led the movement for
imperial democracy and slowly gained a share of power, the vast major-
ity of workers and poor urbanites acted politically within the ideologi-
cal and organizational framework of that movement. Poor and middle-
class urbanites periodically took to the streets with their discontent;
workers in shipyards and arsenals organized numerous disputes with

40. Hara Kei, Hara Kei nikki (Tokyo: Fukumura shuppan, 1965), 3:288.
41. Ibid., pp. 290~92. Similar concerns moved Hara during the 1914 riots. See
pp. 388-91.
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increasing effect; and by the middle of World War I, thousands of
Tokyo workers had joined the Yiaikai.

The subordinate role of the unpropertied began to change toward the
end of World War 1. The implicit alliance of bourgeois and proletarian
elements in the movement for imperial democracy dissolved, as workers
began on their own to combine previously separate actions: union orga-
nizing, the nonunion dispute tradition, and the speech-meetings, rallies,
and demonstrations of the political crowd. The separation of bourgeois
and proletarian elements and the elaboration of varied forms of popular
action among workers are revealed in a variety of events, beginning in
1918. On one hand, the relatively liberal politicians of the Kenseikai
Party continued to push the “Movement for Constitutional Govern-
ment’’ until the enactment of universal manhood suffrage in 1925, but
lower-class urbanites no longer rioted after their rallies. Conversely, the
rice riots in 1918 differed from earlier incidents in the striking absence
of preliminary agitation by bourgeois political leaders, and in 1919 the
Yuaikai, renamed Sodomet, began to lead labor disputes. In 1920 poli-
tical party supporters and the leaders of labor organizations began to
convene separate rallies. The parties continued to rally for universal suf-
frage, while unions gathered to demand repeal of laws which repressed
labor. Unions in 1920 also organized the first May Day celebration
in Japan, claiming their own separate symbolic day (see figs. 6 and 7).

The rice riots were the greatest of these events signaling a new, more
polarized political configuration and autonomy for lower-class action,
even if the role of the unions was minor. In the cities the rioters heard
speeches condemning the Terauchi cabinet. That this riot finally pro-
pelled Hara Kei into the prime minister’s office to preside over Japan’s
first party cabinet was no accident, This chain of events brings us back
to this book’s main theme, that social conflict and working-class action
were central causes of change in modern Japanese history. It reveals the
dynamic link between the emergence of workers or poor farmers as a
social force to be feared and the ascendance of imperial democracy as a
structure of rule: this popular explosion pushed Hara Kei, that most
cautious and equivocal of imperial democrats, decisively into the ruling
alliance. Yamagata Aritomo, a man not given to displays of emotion or
fear, was ““terribly upset” by the rice riots, according to a visitor to his
Odawara retreat that August, and he had no choice but to turn reluc-
tantly to the once-upstart commoner Hara as the only man who could
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control the masses.42 But in 1918, on the eve of the era of imperial
democratic rule, the means to control the masses were far from evident
or agreed upon, and the organization of workers or farmers was in its
infancy.

42. The phrase was ipp6 narazu yaryé (Hara Kei nikki 4:431). Yokota Sennosuke, a
trusted ally of Hara’s, was the visitor. He conveyed this impression to Hara in a telegram.
See also Masumi Junnosuke, Nibon seité shi ron (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press,
1968), 4:244-45.



The Political Crowd, Working-Class Demonstrations, Rallies

1. Victory parade during the Russo-Japanese War, 1904 or 1905.



2. Speech from the Shintomiza Theater balcony during the Hibiya riot, 1905.



3. Crowd storming the home minister’s residence during the Hibiya riot,
1905.



4. Crowd fleeing police during the Hibiya riot, 1905.



5. Crowd destroying streetcars during the Hibiya riot, 1905.



6. Speaker at a 1926 May Day demonstration.



7. Arrest of a participant at a 1926 May Day demonstration.

8. Recipients waiting at soup kitchen, 1931 or 1932, Fukagawa.



The Early Union Movement, Hirasawa Keishichi, Kameido Incident

9. Suzuki Bunji addressing the Yaaikai’s fifth anniversary convention in 1916.



10. Commemorative photo of delegates to the 1916 Yiaikai convention. Hirasawa Keishichi is eighth from the left in the front
row. The female delegate represents a Tokyo local of textile workers.



11. Minami Kiichi in front of his factory in 1921.



12. Watanabe Masanosuke and Tanno Setsu in the mid 1920s.



14. Family members and friends of victims in the Kameido incident gathered
outside Kameido police station in early September 1923.



15. Commemorative photo at'a memorial service for Kameido victims in February 1924.
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FIVE

Imperial Democracy
as a Structure of Rule

The social turbulence and the political challenge to oligarchic authority
raised by the movement for imperial democracy was dramatic. The oli-
garchs of Meiji, still active in the early twentieth century, viewed repre-
sentative institutions and popular participation in politics with suspi-
cious acceptance in some cases and clear hostility in others, yet their
policies had set in motion forces they could neither ignore nor repress.
A new bourgeoisie of capitalists and “free professionals” (lawyers, edu-
cators, journalists) in the cities, closely allied to a rural elite of men
mixing roles as landowners, political leaders, investors, or entrepre-
neurs, led the imperial democratic movement for respect and empire
abroad, party government at home, and economic justice for the tax-
payer of the new capitalist order. The upper level of the new Meiji
school system was the crucible in which these men both formed a collec-
tive sense of themselves and developed commonality with a new, more
systematically trained and recruited, generation of bureaucrats as well.!

By 1918 imperial bureaucracy had gradually given way to imperial
democracy as the structure and ideology of rule. The increased promi-
nence of representative institutions, and the emergence of democratic in-
tellectual voices were dominant political developments, and a Japanese
species of bourgeois parliamentary rule continued for most of the fol-
lowing fourteen years. In this new era, the imperial democratic move-

1. Donald F. Roden, Schooldays in Imperial japan: A Study in the Culture of a
Student Elite (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).
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ment dissolved. Its leaders, men like Hara Kei, Kato Komei, and Inukai
Tsuyoshi, changed from outsiders seeking to gain a share of power to
insiders exercising executive power in consultation with bureaucrats,
proposing and passing laws, and seeking to maintain a social hierarchy
in which their position had been secured. They sought to build institu-
tions that would contain further change and articulated an ideology to
promote political and social order.

To be sure, the parties never displaced the oligarchy or the bu-
reaucracy. The trivmph of Hara’s politics of compromise produced
an amalgam: an increasingly and uneasily partisan bureaucracy, in-
creasingly bureaucratic parties, and a less obstreperous military. In con-
trast to the narrower earlier ruling structure of bureaucrats, generals,
and admirals, former samurai all, the imperial democratic structure
both served and included new groups with considerable power:
businessmen, landlords, and professionals. The higher schools and the
university would mold this elite; the Diet would be the primary arena to
adjust the relation of its component parts. Most members of this ex-
panded group of rulers, including the formerly leading bureaucrats and
military men, came to believe that national strength and economic suc-
cess required the cooperative participation of plural segments of a
broadened elite.

THE CONSERVATIVE VERSION
OF IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

The Seiyukai and Kenseikai/Miniseito parties contesting for power in
the era of imperial democratic rule agreed only on its broad ideological
strokes: that a parliamentary order with a degree of popular participa-
tion would best serve national strength, social order, and the personal
interest of party members; or, conversely, that these causes would not
be served by narrow bureaucratic rule or simple repression and pater-
nalism. Beyond this, as Sheldon Garon has forcefully shown, the two
parties differed significantly and consistently on the crucial matter of
how much popular participation would best serve the existing order.2

The boundaries of legitimate participation were thus not fixed, and
they expanded over time. It is in contention over these boundaries that
we find the critical connection between the story of labor in places such

2. Sheldon Garon, State and Labor in Modern Japan (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987).
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as Nankatsu and the history of national politics. As the working class
emerged as a major social force after World War I, the men of sub-
stance, education, and status who had led the imperial democratic move-
ment and now dominated the new structure of rule fought intense battles
over how to maintain the system. They disagreed over whether imperial
Japan should be a democracy for men of capital and landed property
only, or whether national power and social order would best be se-
cured by making Japan a more open democratic society for all men,
and perhaps even for women.

Both these avenues were explored in the 1920s. The imperial demo-
crats in power between 1918 and 1932 produced two sets of ideas and
policies, one conservative and one distinctly more liberal. The former
program is associated in the political world with the Seiyiikai Party, in
power from 1918 to 1922 and 1927 to 1929, and with bureaucrats in
the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce; its primary practitioners in
the economic world were managers of large-scale heavy industry. The
Seiyiikai program dominated national policy in the immediate wake of
World War I, and beginning in 1919 some industrial managers began to
revise strategy toward labor. The liberal version of imperial democracy
was the product of rising young Home Ministry bureaucrats and politi-
cians in the Kenseikai/Minseito Party. They, too, first articulated their
program in the early postwar years and found some support in the busi-
ness world. Their version was uneasily ascendant for most of the period
between 1924 and 1931.

The Seiyiikai cabinets of 1918 to 1922 articulated the conservative
vision of imperial democracy. In the labor field, Hara Kei’s home minis-
ter, Tokonami Takejiro, introduced several related new social policies
in 1919, all aimed at restoring social order and harmony. He and Hara
committed Japan to participate in the International Labor Organiza-
tion. He reinterpreted the ambiguous anti-strike, anti-union clauses of
the Public Order Police Law by directing local police to tolerate “peace-
ful” unions and strikes, and arrests under the law declined from 1919.
Tokonami was the central figure in founding the Kyochokai (Harmo-
nization Society), an officially supported think tank charged with study-
ing and solving social problems, in particular labor-capital conflict.
Business leaders resisted the Kyochokai at first, afraid that to recognize
the problem officially would only intensify it, but corporate sponsors
gradually came round. They added 6.8 million yen to the initial govern-
ment endowment of 2 million yen, and for two decades the Kyochokai
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played a major role in coordinating labor policies of the bureaucracy
and the business world.3 In 1920, to deal with unemployment and other
social problems, the Home Ministry also created a Social Bureau which
it substantially upgraded in 1922, giving it broad responsibility over
labor problems. In these same years, several municipal governments,
including Tokyo, also created their own Social Bureaus.

Tokonami went beyond studying the problem and expanding the
bureaucracy. To revive in the workplace what he claimed to be a unique
Japanese spirit of cooperation and obedience, he instructed the police to
encourage ‘‘vertical” company unions and block horizontal worker
groups. Despite early skepticism on the part of some capitalists, these
became a critical element in the labor policy of many large firms in the
1920s. In a similar spirit, Tokonami drafted a Works Council Bill
in 1919 that would have created mandatory councils of workers and
managers in all enterprises of over fifty employees, but in the face of
widespread criticism from business groups opposed to any compulsory
program, Hara withdrew it.*

While all these steps sought to calm labor unrest without recognizing
an independent labor interest, they do reveal a new elite perception
found even in the Seiyikai: to tame aggressive labor required positive
policy as well as repression.’ No previous government, after all, had
encouraged worker organizations of any sort.

This new orientation to social policy and the populace extended
beyond labor matters. Yokota Sennosuke, a leading Seiyakai M.P. and
a confidant of Hara Kei’s, believed it necessary to pay careful attention
to public opinion, contending that politics in the new era must be
“rooted in the people [minponshugi] and tackle social problems.’’¢ The
Hara government also set up a committee in the Agricultural Ministry in
1920 to investigate reform of tenant farming. It produced Japan’s first
draft of a law establishing rights to tenancy, but in the face of fierce
landlord opposition, the Seiyukai shelved the draft.”

The social and political program of the Seiyukai included a limited,
but important, reform of the prohibition on female participation in

3. See William Dean Kinzley, “The Quest for Industrial Harmony in Japan: The
Kyochékai, 1919-1946" (Ph.D. diss., University of Washington, 1984).

4. Garon, State and Labor, pp. 47-54, for detailed analysis of these policies,

5. Ibid., p. 49.

6. Eguchi Keiichi, ed., Shimupojiumu Nibon rekishi: Taishé demokurashii (Tokyo
Gakuseisha, 1976), p. 129, quotes Yokota.

7. Ann Waswo, Japanese Landlords: The Decline of a Rural Elite (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1977), pp. 118-23.
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both political assemblies and associations. In late 1919, a group of
women in Tokyo founded the New Women’s Society and began a vigor-
ous signature drive against the prohibitions. Several months later, in
March 1920, the Seiyukai for the first time came out formally in favor
of ending the prohibition on female freedom of assembly (but not asso-
ciation). This limited revision passed the lower house in the following
Diet session of 1921, although opposition in the House of Peers de-
feated the reform. Finally, a bill to allow freedom of assembly passed
both houses in 1922. Women were free to attend and speak at political
meetings, and to demonstrate, but they could not join political orga-
nizations or vote. However limited, the change did offer new legitimacy
to female political action. Women’s movements for further political
rights, as well as female labor actions, intensified through the rest of the
decade.?

A broad array of initiatives thus constituted the conservative pro-
gram for imperial democracy. Cautiously and slightly, it broadened the
scope of legal participation in national politics and recognized a place
for controlled labor participation in the workplace. Hara supported a
lowered property tax qualification for suffrage in 1919, but he consis-
tently opposed universal suffrage for males in these years: “It is too
soon. Abolition of property tax [voting)] restrictions with intent to des-
troy class distinctions is a dangerous idea. I cannot agree.”? Further, by
insisting that the government would appoint even the “labor repre-
sentative” to the International Labor Organization, by supporting coun-
cils and vertical unions while refusing any recognition of more auton-
omous labor activity, the Seiyiikai denied any notion of labor rights.

In fact, after Hara acted swiftly and severely by using troops to put
down a major strike at the Yahata steel mill in 1920, even Yamagata
sighed in admiration: “Hara is truly remarkable! The streetcars and
steel mills have settled down. Hara’s policies are remarkable.””10 In this
democracy for the landed elite and the bourgeoisie, the state bureau-
cracy, in accordance with the will of the major party in the Diet, was to
encourage a refurbished corporate paternalism and ensure it by repres-
sion of independent unions when necessary. Conservative imperial

8. Yoshimi Kaneko, Kindai Nihon josei shi (Tokyo: Kagoshima shuppan kai, 1971),
2:141-52, has a detailed account of the reform movement and government policy.
9. 1bid., p. 146, quotes Hara.
10. “Domo Hara wa erai. Densha mo seitetsujo mo osamatta. Hara no yariguchi wa
erai.” Masumi Junnosuke, Nibon seité shiron (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1968),
4:366.
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democrats expected that by involving workers in company-sponsored
organizations, they would restore harmony to the workplace and to
industrial society at large.

REFORMS IN THE WORKPLACE

A complementary strategy of conservative reform emerged at the com-
pany level beginning in 1919, in particular among employers in heavy
industry. In the realm of rhetoric, the tone of management paternalism
shifted in subtle fashion to speak of a more equal partnership of mana-
gers and workers.!! In practice, the creation of factory councils was one
important new departure. In typical councils, equal numbers of elected
worker and appointed management representatives met pertodically to
discuss matters ranging from wage levels and employee welfare facilities
to productivity.!? Councils were always advisory, with agendas con-
trolled by management. Subsequent to their widespread adoption at the
nation’s major heavy industrial firms, disputes in fact dropped sharply
in number, suggesting that the councils were part of an effective new
strategy. 13 |

Councils of the postwar decade were found mainly at large firms in
heavy industry engaged in either arms production, shipbuilding, metal
processing, or machine engineering, and 87 percent of them were
created between 1919 and 1921.1% These were precisely the workplaces,
dominated by relatively skilled, better-paid males, where the preunion
disputes had been most numerous, where the labor movement of World
War I and just after was strongest, and where the economic future
appeared to lie. The councils were clearly a response of managers in this
critical sector to labor demands for respect and greater equality of treat-
ment. In addition, these large, capital-rich firms could afford to create
specialized labor or personnel sections to study the latest foreign mod-

11. Andrew Gordon, The Evolution of Labor Relations in japan: Heavy Industry,
1853-1955 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies,
1985), pp. 114-15.

12. Examples in Nishinarita Yutaka, “‘R6do ryoku hensei to roshi kankei,” 1920
nendai no Nibon no shibonshugi {Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1983}, pp. 201-5.

13. For elaboration of this point, see Gordon, Evolution of Labor Relations,
pp- 231-35.

14. Nishinarita Yutaka has found that forty-eight enterprises in heavy industry
nationwide created councils between 1919 and 1928. The high point in the movement to
found councils came in 1921, when twenty-seven were formed. Of the forty whose size
can be determined, exactly three-fourths were in firms employing over 500 workers. This
represented close to half of all factories in the nation of this size. Nishinarita Yutaka,
“1920 nendai Nihon shihonshugi no roshi kankei: jokogyo roshi kankei o chishin ni,”
Rekishigaku kenkys, no. 512 (January 1983): 2.
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els, be they institutions of “‘welfare capitalism” in the United States or
the works councils of Great Britain.

This managerial response represented a conservative incarnation of
imperial democracy at the level of the firm. That is, while managers
expressed a new spirit of respect for labor and offered somewhat greater
equality of treatment, they did not recognize unions or the rights of
labor. Further, the new equality in rhetoric and practice was just one
part of management strategy. While some leading employers, including
the military arsenals, which had roughly 70,000 employees in the early
1920s, tolerated union activity, the majority of large firms remained
steadfast in refusing to recognize unions as legitimate bargaining part-
ners. Blacklists and union-busting were as important as councils in most
major firms.

While this strategy served management well in the long run, success
came only after years of determined implementation. Ironically, in the
early postwar era the proponents of councils and the new paternalism
did not appear to be on the right track. This was a time of polarization
and contention in large factories, and by 1922 or 1923 a union-led
spirit of confrontation was spreading to smaller workplaces as well.
Significant elements in a growing labor movement repudiated both im-
perialism and parliamentary democracy and sparked a search for
alternative programs to reinforce imperial democratic rule.

THE REPUDIATION
OF IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

Some postwar leaders of the labor movement built a radical political
movement in the 1920s that repudiated capitalism, imperialism, and
parliamentary politics. The following three chapters will explore the
evolution of this movement and the ideas of its participants. At the
outset, we may briefly note the sharp ideological challenge to imperial
democracy articulated by vocal elements in this movement. Events such
as the founding of the Japanese Communist Party in 1922 of course
indicate the emergence of workers and intellectuals with a radical agenda,
but the communists only made major gains in the union movement
after 1924. The first signs of working-class opposition to imperial
democracy came in the campaign for expanded suffrage after World
War L.

In 1919 labor unions were still acting in concert with party politi-
cians leading the suffrage movement. The “people’s rallies” (kokumin
taikai) for universal suffrage in the winter of 1919 drew throngs of up
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to 50,000. At its 1919 convention the S6domei adopted a resolution in
support of universal suffrage for men. For the S0domei, the right to vote
ranked formally with the rights to live, to organize, and to strike as one
of the “Four Rights of Labor.”15

The turning point came in 1920. Part of the labor challenge was a
repudiation of Japanese imperialism and militarism, symbolized by the
decision of the Sodomei to drop the word “Greater” from its name
(Greater Japan Federation of Labor). The Sodomei turned against the
Siberian expedition that began in 1918, and in 1923 it called for self-
government in Korea. In a similar spirit, an article in one union maga-
zine supported the cause of female labor in Korean rubber factories,
and a plaintive piece in another in 1922 lamented that children at play
shouted “Soldiers, soldiers!” at a procession of workers carrying union
flags en route to a rally.’¢ Labor groups in 1920 continued to support
suffrage, organizing the National Federation of Labor Organizations,
with thirty-five member groups, to lead the labor push for the vote.??
The suffrage movement of the winter of 1920 probably exceeded that
of 1919 in scale and intensity, with rallies and demonstrations in
both Ueno and Shiba parks almost daily from February 11 through
the 22nd.18 In mainstream rallies, led by party politicians, the older
vocabulary of the political crowd dominated. When police tried to
apprehend a student leader of a crowd outside the residence of Prime
Minister Hara Kei on February 22, he allegedly shouted, ‘“Under consti-
tutional government, what business do you have kicking a child of the
emperor?” and ‘“There’s no law against the people [kokumin) trying to
meet the prime minister.”” One of the lawyers who defended the forty-
two people indicted for rioting after this incident had himself been a
defendant in the Siemens riot of 1914.1%

But for the first time, workers began to hold separate rallies. Their
emphasis was different. At Hibiya Park on Suffrage Day / Founding
Day, February 11, 1920, posters read, “Our enemy is the capitalist”
and “Destroy the zaibatsu.” At Shiba Park on the same day, the Kanto

15. Masujima Hiroshi, “Fusen undé to seito seiji,” in Kéza Nibon shi: Nibon teiko-
kushugi no hokai, ed. Nihon shi ken kyu kai (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1971),
p. 131.

16. See Rodo kumiai, August 1923, p. 11, and R6dé, September 1922, p. 7, for these
examples.

17. Miyachi Masato, Nichiro sengo seiji shi no kenkyu (Tokyo: University of Tokyo
Press, 1973), pp. 371-72.

18. Morinaga Eisaburo, Shidan saiban (Tokyo: Nihon hyoronsha, 1972), 3:125.

19. Ibid., pp. 127-29.
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Labor Alliance of twelve groups rallied 10,000 supporters. Reporters
noted a flag with the slogan “From slavery to humanity.” Labor and
mainstream suffrage groups clashed over the importance of demanding
abolition of Article 17 of the Public Order Police Law, the major law
hampering union organizing.2® Three months later organized labor be-
gan the tradition of rallying and demonstrating on its own day when a
spirited gathering of 10,000 workers at Ueno Park marked Japan’s first
May Day.2!

This separation gradually turned toward antagonism, as leaders in
the labor movement claimed suffrage was no longer an important goal;
they rejected the tactic of using the vote as a means to longer-term rev-
olutionary mobilization. Fierce disputes over the suffrage plank in the
union platform disrupted S6d6mei conventions of 1920 through 1922.
The Kanto delegates generally opposed the call for suffrage; they
viewed direct action and a general strike as primary labor tactics. Sup-
porters of a parliamentary strategy barely survived this challenge in
1921, and the following year the radical wing prevailed. The conven-
tion deleted calls for universal suffrage from its platform.22

The mainstream suffrage campaign continued from 1922 to 1924,
when a coalition cabinet centered on the Kenseikai came to power. This
finally pushed a bill for universal manhood suffrage through the Diet in
1925, but popular involvement in the suffrage rallies had gradually
diminished, and most labor organizations were indifferent or opposed.
On Founding Day in 1922 suffrage advocates and labor unions squab-
bled over access to Shiba Park. The labor group claimed it had reg-
istered first but eventually gave way; well-known M.P.’s Ozaki Yukio
and Kono Hironaka addressed a suffrage rally of 10,000 attendees in
the park.

In the tradition of the post-1905 crowd, some popular enthusiasm
for such gatherings was still evident: after one mainstream rally in 1922
a crowd of 5,000 marched to the law office of the Seiyukai Party presi-
dent, who opposed the bill, and smashed his windows with a hail of
stones. The seventeen people arrested offer an occupational portrait of
the urban crowd of the day: identifiable occupations were two machin-
ists, one printer, three petty tradesmen, one furniture maker, two mail-
men, three office workers, and one day laborer.23 Yet organized work-

20. TAS, February 12, 1920, p. 7.

21. NRN (1921), pp. 30-31.

22. Masujima, “Fusen undo,” pp. 135-36.
23. TAS, February 12,1922, p. 3.
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ers had met separately the previous evening at Kanda Youth Hall to
debate the relative importance of expanded suffrage and parliamentary
action, and the Sodomei had held a separate rally on the 11th, where
speakers focused on the need for unemployment relief and even sup-
ported arms limitation as a policy to aid the unemployed.24

The same pattern of separate gatherings repeated itself the following
two years, and the suffrage rallies declined in size and intensity. Only
2,000 gathered for Suffrage Day at Ueno Park in 1923. The scene at the
gate captured the growing distance between common Tokyoites and the
suffrage groups. Organizers charged a hefty fifty-sen admission fee
(about one-third of a day’s pay for a typical young male worker). “Let us
in for free!” crowds at the gate shouted, pelting the guards with snow-
balls. The major rally of the 1924 campaign was also low-key and
small, with 5,000 attendees, compared to the gatherings of 10,000 to
50,000 common in earlier years. In both 1923 and 1924 the Sodomei
and other labor groups sponsored various separate rallies on Founding
Day as well as May Day.

IMPERIAL DEMOCRATS RESPOND

Saito Tadatoshi, one of the early Yuaikai activists introduced above,
was the main speaker at one gathering of 1,800 workers on Founding
Day in 1923. The scene at the gate was emblematic of a ubiquitous elite
conception of the worker as outlaw, whether en route to the company
or acting in a public arena: the police subjected all entrants to body
checks, and several scuffles with plainclothesmen occurred.?s Thus,
while paternal programs in the conservative version of imperial de-
mocracy extended a measure of recognition and respect to compliant
workers within big firms, bureaucrats, party leaders, and managers
agreed that independently organized radical workers were truly
dangerous outlaws. In matters great and small, in policies of symbolic
or substantive impact, the police in particular, as the front-line repre-
sentatives of the state for common city-dwellers, hammered this point
home. A twenty-year history of antagonistic relations with the urban
poor set the stage for the tense, occasionally violent, dealings of the
police with organized labor.

Police sensitivity to all forms of anti-system expression was acute.
Revolutionary songs were a threat to social order, and police repeatedly

24. TAS, February 11, 1922, p. §; February 11, 1922, evening edition, p. 2.
25. For an account of this scene, see TAS, February 12, 1923, p. 2.



Imperial Democracy as a Structure of Rule 135

warned strikers in the early 1920s not to sing forbidden lyrics. Workers
sometimes dealt with this attention by joking about it. A labor maga-
zine described a spirited Machinists’ Federation rally of 5,000 members
in Honjo on Suffrage Day / Founding Day of 1923. A befuddled coun-
try cop, called in for riot duty that day, could not discern whether a
certain song qualified as revolutionary. “Isn’t this a revolutionary
song?”” he asked his captain. Told that it indeed was, he swaggered over
to the workers and ordered them to stop singing.26

Any man or woman who even suggested a radical critique of the
economic and political structure of imperial Japan in a public forum, or
who listened to such a message, did so in a context that made the out-
law status of the critique unmistakable. A policeman stood or sat at the
side of the stage at all labor gatherings (see fig. 19). His role was not
passive. When speakers skirted the boundaries of legitimate discourse,
he issued a warning. When they crossed the boundary, he stopped the
speech. If other speakers continued to spout blasphemy, he halted the
meeting, if he dared risk the ire of the audience. These events were
theatrical, even light-hearted, as some observers noted, but the jokes
about country cops and laughter at speech-meeting theatrics suggest
that workers used humor to cope with the troubling, omnipresent re-
strictions on what they could say and, by implication, think about the
legitimacy of the existing social order.2”

In the spring prior to the Ishikawajima strike, a staff member of the
Kyochokai transcribed the addresses at a rally of the S6domei’s Electric
and Machine Workers’ Union at Kanda Youth Hall, attended by 800
people. Police halted fifteen of the twenty-two speeches. The record of
this meeting pinpoints the radical keywords in the forbidden critique.
The offending utterances were:

1. Capitalists are. . . [speech halted]
2. We workers first must destroy. . . [halted]

3. The only course is to build the road to freedom with our own
strength . . . [halted]

4, We have absolutely no freedom. At dawn 1 had a dream. I was
advancing down the road to freedom carrying a sword, when 1 fell into

26. Rado shihé, February 13, 1923, p. 2. ‘
27. For a description of the light-hearted aspect, see Murashima, R6d6 sogi, p. 147—
48,
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a deep crevice. This is g crevice that captures those who speak the truth
.. . [halted]

5. It is just too irrational for members of our own class [i.e., the
police] to stand above us and repress us. . . [halted]

6. As Lenin said, “Those who do not work will not eat . . . [halted]

7. To discover how, and with what, to destroy this system is our
objective. . . [halted]

8. In order to live we must finally destroy the present system

.. . [halted]

9. Together with all of you, I will devote all my strength to the
destruction of everything. . . [halted]

10. We must destroy capitalism. . . [halted]

11. In order to live we must attack capitalism at its roots; we must
entirely destroy the existing social order. . . [halted]

12. One after another the speakers have been unjustly halted. . .
[halted]

13. We must struggle against those who oppose us. . . [halted]

14. For example, a revolution . . . [halted]

15. The labor movement must move to end the plunder of capi-
talists. . . 2%

This catalog of forbidden phrases neatly delineates the boundaries im-
posed by the imperial democratic state on the opposed vision of radical
labor: not only were acts of violence, destruction, or revolution un-
speakable; in addition, the institutions of capital and the state (the
police) could not be blamed for the plight of the workers.

THE LIBERAL VERSION
OF IMPERIAL DEMOCRACY

In a broad context of elite agreement on these outer limits of acceptable
opposition, the conservative conception of imperial democracy articu-
lated and implemented by Hara and Tokonami gave way to a signif-
icantly more liberal set of elite social policies beginning in 1924. This is
made quite ironic by the fact that the labor-management strategy in big

28. Kyu-kyochokai, Tokyo-fu ka no r6dosha dantai (1921), held at OISR. Staff re-
port of March 1, 1921, titled “R6d6 mondai daienzetsukai gaiyo.” 1 have underlined the
final several words of the original phrasing of each speech.
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business that had emerged after World War I finally began to bear fruit
in these very years. It suggests there was a significant disjunction be-
tween bureaucratic and party policy toward labor on one hand and
managerial policies in the factory on the other.

At the heart of this management strategy lay the promotion of fac-
tory councils and a more substantive paternalism. By the end of the
decade, managers had ousted organized labor from the nation’s major
heavy industrial worksites, and significant nonunion protest virtually
disappeared as well. Dispute actions at the eleven leading shipyards and
arsenals declined dramatically (table 5.1). They together experienced an
average of ten labor disputes annually between 1917 and 1921; by the
end of the decade, less than one dispute each year took place in these
same workplaces. Just seventeen major disputes took place in enter-
prises with over 1,000 employees nationwide between 1929 and 1932,
despite mass dismissals of white- and blue-collar workers in dozens of
large factories. Only two of these disputes came in the heavy or chemi-
cal industries; the remainder took place in textile mills, coal mines, or
among transportation workers.2® Factory councils, in-company educa-
tion, corporate welfare programs, careful hiring policies, firing of activ-
ists when possible, and the opposition in some cases of rightist groups
within the factory had destroyed the union movement in this sector.3°

Even so, many bureaucrats and party politicians doubted the relative
quiet in the large workplaces would last. They were skeptical that fac-
tory councils and refurbished paternalism, coupled with ongoing official
hostility to unions, would solve the labor problem, and they feared a
revival of unrest when economic conditions again favored labor. Fur-
ther, they could see that success even among larger firms was greatest in
the huge state arsenals and private shipyards. Labor activism continued
in major textile mills and a number of substantial machine, electrical,
and metal firms, as well as in smaller factories in the metal, chemical,
and food-processing sectors, and the tone of this activism was becoming
increasingly radical.

As the labor movement expanded in this uneven fashion, bureaucrats

29. Hyo6do Tsutomu, “Showa kyoko ka no sogi,” in Nibon roshi kankei shiron, ed.
Sumiya Mikio (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1977), p. 128.

30. Gordon, Evolution of Labor Relations, ch. 5, is a detailed study of the ousting of
organized labor from large firms in the Tokyo-Yokohama area. The data in table 5.1 may
exaggerate the decline in disputes slightly, since it is easier to document a dispute that
occurred than it is to be sure that none took place. A survey of the several sources most
likely to record dispute activities for the period from 1927-32 turned up only the three
cases noted in the table. It is possible a few disputes were overlooked.



TABLE §.I LABOR DISPUTES AT MAJOR HEAVY INDUSTRIAL SITES, 1897—1932

1897-1916 1917-21 1922--23 1924-26 1927-29 1930-32
Kure Naval Arsenal 4 3 0 0 0 0
Koishikawa Army Arsenal, Tokyo 4 10 1 0 0 0
Yokosuka Naval Arsenal 5 0 0 0 0 0
Sasebo Naval Arsenal 1 1 0 0 0 0
Mitsubishi 5 10 0 1 0 0
Nagasaki yard 4 4 0 1 0 0
Kobe yard
Kawasaki shipyard, Kobe 3 3 1 1 0 0
Osaka Ironworks 6 7 1 0 0 0
Uraga Dock Company 6 4 1 1 1 1
Yokohama Dock Company 8 4 3 3 1 0
Ishikawajima shipyard, Tokyo 3 6 2 3 0 0
Total 49 52 9 10 2 1
Total annual average 2.5 10.4 4.5 33 0.67 0.5

Sources: Aoki Koji, Nibon rddd undo shi nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968); Shakai undo tsishin; Shakai undo Grai; Shakai seisaku jibo.
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in the Social Bureau of the Home Ministry and urban politicians in the
Kenseikai/Minseito Party championed a liberal incarnation of imperial
democracy with increasing vigor. Between World War I and 1923 they
had already developed an instrumental vision of social policy with a
conscious kinship to Britain’s “socially minded” liberalism of the late
nineteenth century, but they lacked the political clout to implement it.
Through national health insurance, a stronger factory law, unemploy-
ment insurance, and a union bill, they aimed to incorporate labor and
stabilize the social order.31

Under the conservative version of imperial democracy of the Seiyiikai
Party cabinets of 1918-22, and the nonparty Kat6 Tomosaburo
cabinet that followed (June 1922—-September 1923), this platform re-
mained on the drawing table. The postearthquake, nonparty cabinets of
Yamamoto Gonnohyoe (September 1923-]January 1924) and Kiyoura
Keigo (January—June 1924) then began tentatively to implement it at
the behest of Home Ministry bureaucrats. In June 1924, when a coali-
tion party cabinet returned to power, the Kenseikai Party and its allies
in the Home Ministry pressed several dramatic new initiatives. Despite
major failures in the legislative area, and a two-year return to Seiyukai
rule (1927-29), administrative practice did change in important ways.
The period 1924-31 witnessed the uneasy ascendance of the liberal
version of imperial democracy.

Soon after the earthquake, the S6domei began unprecedented coop-
eration with the bureaucracy. Suzuki Bunji took a post in the Provisional
Office for Earthquake Relief, and his union functioned as a semi-
official job exchange, providing relief work to its members. In October
the Yamamoto cabinet announced support for a universal manhood
suffrage bill. In February 1924; as organized labor in Nankatsu began
to revive, the new Kiyoura cabinet announced that henceforth the
“labor representative” to the ILO would indeed be chosen by
workers.32 In addition, the Kyochokai in 1924 for the first time sup-
ported “sound” unions as a moderating force for industrial peace.
Finally, the Social Bureau began to consult with moderate union leaders
concerning draft legislation; by the late 1920s Suzuki Bunji, Abe Iso,
and others were serving on official advisory bodies.33 The major force

31. Garon, State and Labor, pp. 62-68.

32. The electorate would be workers in unions with over 1,000 members.

33. Andrew Gordon, *“Business and Bureaucrats on Labor,” in Managing Industrial
Enterprise: Essays in Japanese Business History, ed. William Wray (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies, 1989), p. 66.
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behind these changes was a group of middle-level bureaucrats in the
Home Ministry, aided in the ILO case by demands from the ILO itself
that Japan reform its selection procedure.34

These policies granted a new legitimacy to labor, just as conservative
opponents in the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce and the mili-
tary had feared. In the pithy metaphor of Commerce Ministry bureau-
crat Yoshino Shinji in 1925, the state should not support unions because
unions would not stop at moderation, “just as a cart cannot stop rolling
down a hill.””3% But these policies also exacerbated tensions among
labor movement leaders, just as the Home Ministry’s labor policy-
makers had hoped. Moderates in the S6domel, impressed by these state
initiatives, moved away from the antiparliamentary stance that had
dominated the union in the early 1920s. In February 1924 the Sodomei
annual convention ‘“‘changed direction,” replacing its revolutionary
platform with a call for parliamentary action, for pragmatic union-
building, for collective bargaining, and for economic gain. The result
was the rupture of the national movement.

A liberal state policy became the explicit order of the day under the
Kato cabinet. After passage of universal manhood suffrage in 1925, the
Kenseikai (soon renamed Minseitd) in 1926 called for “universal suf-
frage for industry”: a union bill, a labor disputes conciliation bill, and
the repeal of Article 17 of the Public Order Police Law. The union bill
died in committee in 1926 because of opposition from bureaucrats in
the Agriculture and Commerce ministries, the Seiyakai Party, and the
majority of business federations, but both the conciliation bill and the
repeal of Article 17 became law.36 These two measures amounted to the
tacit recognition of labor’s right to organize and to strike. By creating a
legal structure of dispute conciliation, the state implied the prior legit-
imacy of dispute actions. In addition, in April 1926 the home minister
directed prefectural governors to respect the spirit of the labor union
bill, despite its defeat in the Diet. The cabinet also implemented the
Health Insurance Law and Factory Law Revision, both passed in 1922
but delayed owing to lack of appropriations and opposition in the Privy
Council.3”

While the majority of industrialists, especially in zaibatsu firms, con-
sistently refused to accept unions as bargaining partners who could help
preserve social stability and insisted they would handle labor in the

34. Garon, State and Labor, pp. 89-98, for detailed study of these steps.

35. Yoshino Shinji, R6do hosei kowa (Tokyo: Kokumin daigaku kai, 1925), p. 14.
36. Garon, State and Labor, pp. 123-30.

37. Ibid., p. 130; Gordon, Evolution of Labor Relations, pp. 210—11.
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factory without interference, a significant minority of employers’ asso-
ciations and employers, primarily in sectors dominated by smaller’
firms, did support the liberal version of imperial democracy. Several
industrial associations supported the union bill of 1925, including the
Tokyo Federation of Business Associations. In 1925 this group une-
quivocally asserted that “we believe that a labor union law, the healthy
development of labor organizations. . . will not only bring good fortune
to the workers but will consolidate the foundation of our industry.”38

The labor initiatives centered on the “suffrage for industry” program
were part of a broader set of relatively liberal reforms. The best known,
of course, was universal male suffrage, approved by the Diet in 1925.
Parallel to the attempted labor reforms was proposed legislation to pro-
tect the rights of the increasingly organized and contentious tenant
farmers. In 1924 the Katd cabinet won passage of a ‘“Tenant Dispute
Mediation Law,” and over the next sixteen years nearly two-thirds of
all recorded tenant disputes were mediated under this law.3° The Min-
seitd also supported a “Tenant Law” in the late 1920s.4° Recognizing
the formidable obstacle posed by the conservative peers, but afraid of
alienating them, Kato cautiously pushed to reform the House of Peers
and reduce its power, without success.*! In the international realm,
Foreign Minister Shidehara was sufficiently conciliatory toward China
and willing to cooperate with the Western powers to earn for his pro-
grams the label “Shidehara diplomacy,” what one historian has called
“go-slow imperialism.”’42

The Minseito also supported further broadening of political and civil
rights for women. Women’s groups pressed for three major reforms: the
right of political association, the right to vote, and the right to hold
regional or local public office.** On several occasions after 1924, indi-

38. See Nishinarita Yutaka, ‘“Ryodaisenkanki r6do kumiai ho an no shiteki kosatsu,”
Hitotsubashi kenkyit nenpo: keizaigaku kenkysi, no. 28 (April 1987): 79-93, for the
most detailed account of industrial support. Quotation is from p. 91.

39. NRN, 1925, pp. 509-13; Richard Smethurst, Agricuitural Development and
Tenancy Disputes in Japan, 1870—-1940 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986),
p. 355.

40. Ronald P. Dore, Land Reform in Japan (New York: Oxford University Press,
1959), p. 82.

41. Peter Duus, Party Rivalry and Political Change in Taishé Japan (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1968). :

42. John W. Dower, Empire and Aftermath: Yoshida Shigeru and the Japanese
Experience, 1878~1954 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian
Studies, 1979), p. 85.

43, This last, termed kominken in the prewar legal system, was initially (1888)
limited to male property owners paying over two yen in land taxes anpually, With uni-
versal male suffrage, this right was also extended by the Diet to all males over the
age of twenty-five.
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vidual Diet members submitted legislation for these reforms that won
Lower House approval but failed in the House of Peers, and the Min-
seitd Party itself gradually moved toward support for this program. In
1929 the prime minister (Hamaguchi), the foreign minister, and the
home minister held an unprecedented official meeting with leading
female suffragists and asked their support for the government’s re-
trenchment policies. Women’s groups interpreted this get-together as
recognition that females had joined the body politic of kokumin. The
Minseit then introduced legislation for female suffrage and civil rights,
which passed the Lower House in 1931, only to once more fail in the
Peers.44

While the Seiyikai opposed all of these measures, the two major
parties and their bureaucratic allies shared substantial common ground.
On the most general level, “imperial democracy” represented a broad
consensus within party and bureaucratic elites in the 1920s. The impe-
rial democrats in power not only concurred in supporting empire,
emperor, and the capitalist foundation of society; they also agreed on
the desirability of parliamentary government to secure these ends. They
were of one mind as well on who the outlaws were. The relatively lib-
eral Kat6 administration, which promoted universal male suffrage, also
pushed the Peace Preservation Law through the Diet, unequivocally
marking the elite’s boundary for tolerable political thought and action:
attack on the emperor system was a capital offense under the law, while
repudiation of the “system of private property’” was punishable by up
to ten years in jail.45

The crucial point is simply that different elite conceptions of the
means to these very general common ends were extremely important.
The Kenseikai initiatives that unfolded in the years following the earth-
quake had a major impact. Although it followed the Seiyukai in outlaw-
ing the revolutionary left, the Kenseikai nonetheless created a new con-
text in which implicitly legitimate union activity surged among both
men and women despite its failure to write many proposals into law,
despite challenges to the liberal program from within the elite, and de-
spite the fact that the police at the local level did not always follow
central instructions. Historians of this period have not generally
accepted this position. They have often dismissed both government so-

44. Yoshimi, Kindai Nihon josei shi, pp. 159-63.
45. See Musansha undaé torishimari boki sichi (Kyoto: Kyoto kyosei kaku, 1931),
p. 26, for text and analysis of this law from the left.
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cial policy of the 1920s and labor organizing as superficial: after all the
union bill failed; the Peace Preservation Law in a sense offset suffrage
expansion and the abolition of Article 17; gains for women were slight;
and even in the new environment, union strength never topped 8 per-
cent of the work force. Although recognizing that “much remains to be
studied in the period,” Peter Duus concluded in 1968 that “it is difficult
to discern any large political or social changes wrought by the parties,
even the reform-minded Kenseikai,” and a more recent summary of
American scholarship on Japan claims ‘“‘the more [scholars] examine
the nature of Taisho democracy, the more shallow they find it to be.”4¢

Such dismissal overlooks both the several elements in the liberal
program that did become law and the significant degree to which a
determined bureaucracy could enforce even draft legislation through
admuinistrative practice. Neither does this dismissal account for the
story of labor in Nankatsu from 1918 through the depression. Though
laborers had their own goals, they were aware of the larger context.
Some workers and movement leaders boldly attacked both empire and
parliamentary democracy, while others took positive cues from the rhet-
oric and practice of imperial democracy, especially in its liberal in-
carnation. Building from a substantial base of organizing expertise and
sentiment for change, both types built a movement of greater signif-
icance than national statistics on union membership suggest. A primary
concern of the following chapters will be to understand the relationship

between elite programs of imperial democracy and the thought and be-
havior of Nankatsu’s workers.

46. Duus, Party Rivalry, p. 248, Harry Wray, “How Democratic Was Taishé Democ-
racy?” in fapan Examined: Perspectives on Modern Japanese History, ed. Harry Wray
and Hilary Conroy (Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1983), p. 172.



Nuclei of the Workers’
Movement

In the years after World War 1, three previously separate streams of
action, which had begun to overlap during the war, converged in the
workers’ movement. Radical intellectuals inspired by the revolution in
Russia, moderate Yuaikai reformers of both working-class and intellec-
tual background, and impatient workplace activists began to work
together. The lines between these groups were sometimes blurred, and
their alliance was sometimes tense. But their efforts produced one of the
three most turbulent periods of working-class conflict in Japanese
history.!

The postwar era was a heady time for union activists. Experimenting
with a variety of ideological stances and organizational forms, they saw
themselves riding the wave of a progressive future. The social upheaval
in the major workplaces was serious, and unions scored notable gains
despite their outlaw status in official eyes: labor organizations prolifer-
ated in Nankatsu and throughout the city; disputes touched the lives of
far more than the nominal union membership; and labor efforts culmin-
ated in two intense waves of unrest, one in the summer of 1919 and

another, a shocking nationwide series of shipbuilding strikes, in the
summer and fall of 1921.2

1. Iidentify these as 1919-21, 192931, and 1945-53.

2. The citywide surge of strikes in late July 1919 included ten disputes in Nankatsu,
which began between July 21 and 31. These ten days accounted for 29 percent of all
Nankatsu disputes that year. Data from Acki K&ji, Nihon r6d6 undé shi nenpyé (Tokyo:
Shinseisha, 1968).

144



Nuclei of the Workers’ Movement 145

TABLE 6.1 NUMBER OF FACTORIES, BY SCALE AND
SECTOR, MINAMI KATSUSHIKA COUNTY, 1922

<10 1049 50+
Workers Workers Workers Total
Textile and 54 (50) 41 (38) 14 (13) 109
dyeing
Machine 93 (49) 73 (38) 24 (13) 190
and metal
Chemical 90 (38) 114 (49) 30 (13) 234
Food 2 (14) 7 (50) 5 (36) 14
Other 26 19 5 50
Nankatsu total 265 (44) 254 (43) 78 (13) 597
All Tokyo total 859 (40) 1,011 (47) 291 (13) 2,161

SoURCE: Minami Katsushika—gun shi (Tokyo: 1923), pp. 457-58.
NotE: The survey date was May 1922. Figures in parentheses above are percentages.
Owing to rounding off, row totals are not always 100 percent.

By the mid 1920s, unions were an important resource for urban
wage workers in Nankatsu and other industrial neighborhoods. The
working-class movement had emerged out of the movement for im-
perial democracy to become an independent social force, which chal-
lenged the premises of imperial democracy as movement leaders repudi-
ated the link between Japanese imperialism and a democracy they came
to conceive in democratic socialist or antiparliamentary terms. At the
same time, a careful dissection of the structure of labor organizations,
and the aspirations of the Nankatsu workers in this and the following
chapters reveals a divergence between the way movement leaders and
the rank and file of workers conceived the purpose of collective action.
Recognition of this complexity will help us understand the impact and
the fate of the workers’ movement during the depression and in the
1930s.

Labor activity in the early postwar years nationwide and in Nan-
katsu continued to center upon such workplaces as the larger ship-
yards, arsenals, machine and metal shops, and textile mills. These heavily
capitalized and relatively tightly managed sites had been the locales
of earlier nonunion disputes, as well as the early pockets of Yaaikai
strength (both analyzed in part 1). However, the industrial base of
Nankatsu diversified during and after the war to include an increasing
number of smaller workplaces in the machine, metal work, and chemi-
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cal industries, while the proportion of the work force in large textile
mills declined (see graph 4.2).3 By 1924 the combined proportion of
employment in the former three industries in greater Nankatsu stood at
35 percent, up from just 12 percent before World War 1. Table 6.1
makes clear that the vast majority of these workplaces in Nankatsu in
1922 were quite small. Eventually, to a slight degree before the earth-
quake and more dramatically after 1923, labor activity spread to the
small- and medium-scale segment of Nankatsu’s denser, more diverse
postwar industrial structure.

UNIONS: BEYOND THE YUAIKAI

Until the end of World War |, the relatively narrow ideological bound-
aries of the Ynaikai encompassed virtually all labor organization in
Tokyo. In the years after 1918 both the organization and ideas of the
labor movement diversified dramatically. The Yaaikai leaders reorga-
nized the union along industrial instead of regional lines, and a number
of unions either split off or emerged independently. These unions shed
the earlier Yaaikai reluctance to strike. In addition, the union leader-
ship changed as a new generation of radical young intellectuals, in-
spired by the Russian Revolution and the slogan “To the People,”
joined existing unions or founded independent ones, marking the start
of a long, often stormy, relationship between worker and intellectual
activists.

The period is complex because ideological tensions cross-cut organi-
zational ones. Advocates of revolution clashed with supporters of re-
form. Demands for immediate change countered calls to transform
society gradually. Union leaders and members had to choose between
alignment with the Yaaikai or nonaffiliation, between area-, industry-,
or enterprise-based organizations, between Bolshevist and anarcho-
syndicalist philosophies, and between groups led only by “pure” work-
ers and those with intellectuals in key positions.

The most effective organizations built upon workshop and factory
units. Beyond this level, unions joined forces in a variety of loose
umbrella federations, and it was both in and between such federations
that ongoing ideological battles were fought. Through these actions at
the union’s local and central levels, working men and women carved
out a sphere of labor activity separate from, and often opposed to, that

3. The term chemical in contemporary statistics included ceramics, paper, leather,
explosives, oil-refining, pharmaceuticals, rubber, celluloid toys, soap, dyes, and fertilizers.
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of the bourgeois parties, and articulated an alternative vision for the
future. It is the task of this chapter to analyze this process of movement-
building,.

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE YUAIKAI

In the immediate postwar era, the Yuaikai in Nankatsu retained its
vitality and continued to grow. The union penetrated at least seven
additional factories in 1918 and five in 1919. In the summer and fall of
1918 the Yuaikai also began its slow, uneven transition from “regional”
to “industrial” organization by founding the Tokyo Metalworkers’
Union and the Yuaaikai Textile Workers’ Union. The Metalworkers’
Union made limited gains in Nankatsu, but by the spring of 1920 the
textile union claimed 1,850 members in the Fujibo mill alone, as well as
strength in several other Nankatsu mills.* The Yiaikai also founded the
Rubber Workers’ Union, centered on the large Mitatsuchi Rubber Fac-
tory, in March 1920; at its peak, this claimed over 1,000 members in
three Nankatsu locals.’ These industrial groups coexisted with older
regional locals for at least two years, for local leaders apparently dis-
agreed on the desirability of splitting effective existing regional groups
along industrial lines.

In 1919 the Yuaikai renamed itself the Greater Japan General Fed-
eration of Labor (Dai Nihon r6do sodomei, abbreviated to Sodomei).
Some of the Sodomei regional locals remained for a time among the
union’s most energetic, including five such groups in Nankatsu. In
February four of these joined forces in an important area federation of
local unions, the Joto Federation, and in the summer of 1919 Hirasawa
Keishichi became its chairman. He had quarreled with the increasingly
influential intellectuals in the Yuaaikai headquarters, who ousted him as
editor of the Yiiaikai monthly. Under Hirasawa’s energetic leadership,
the federation quickly developed into a center of social activity and
study for the workers of the Nankatsu area.

The Joto Federation sponsored a library, a debating society, a health
clinic, an arts and culture club (serving as outlet for Hirasawa’s plays), a
Labor Problem Research Group, and legai aid and job introduction ser-
vices. In addition, it mediated in several major labor disputes in the area,
including an action at the Oshima Steel Company, an employer of 500
and one of the largest factories in Nankatsu, in which 150 union mem-

4. Ro6do, June 1920.
5. Rodo, May 1920, p. 22.
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bers won several concrete reforms, while also calling for “recognition of
the character/dignity of workers.”¢

The federation seems to have attracted strong local interest and sup-
port. Fragmentary evidence reveals that one thousand people attended a
federation speech-meeting in March 1919 at a Kameido elementary
school; members of the federation bought 550 copies of the February
issue of Labor and Industry; and by August the rented headquarters of
the federation served as a labor club, hosting different activities each
night of the week, ranging from singing to Japanese chess (shogi) to
discussions of labor problems.”

Through these activities, Hirasawa and his associates were creating
one of the several nuclei of working-class activity that emerged in
Tokyo and other major cities just after World War I. In 1919 and 1920
the Sodomei’s dues-paying membership in Nankatsu easily exceeded
3,000 men and women, and in the turbulent year of 1919 the Yuaikai
led or supported nine of the thirty-seven labor disputes in the Nankatsu
region.

HIRASAWA KEISHICHI AND THE PURE LABORERS’ UNION

The intellectual odyssey of Hirasawa Keishichi paralleled a broader
shift in the workers’ movement. He gradually moved to a more radical
critique of Japan’s capitalist society, advocating direct action and con-
frontation with factory managers. He also created, in the Pure Labor-
ers’ Union and a cluster of related groups, a second core of working-
class activism in postwar Tokyo.

Hirasawa’s shift lagged slightly behind that of the union movement’s
intellectual activists, and his angry relations with these men resulted in
one of the first major splits along the worker-intellectual axis.? The
direct cause of the split was the sharp critical reaction of intellectuals
Aso Hisashi and Tanahashi Kotora, as well as of workers’ leader Wata-
nabe Masanosuke, to Hirasawa’s alleged compromise of labor interests
in two disputes of 1919. As union representative, Hirasawa had
accepted the firing of two militant union members in settling a dispute
at the Hitachi company’s factory in Kameido. When the S6domei con-

6. “Jinkaku shonin,” ROS, July 1919, p. 42.

7. Matsumoto, Engeki shi, pp. 389, 467; ROS, February, March, June, and August
1919 columns on local activities.

8. The division of people here into categories of “intellectual” and “worker” is a
structural one, not a judgment on their quality of mind. Intellectuals are in general those
with university education.
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ducted an internal investigation of his conduct, the insulted Hirasawa,
along with several leaders of area locals and several hundred members,
left the union. In December 1920 he and his supporters officially
launched the “Pure Laborers’ Union” (Jun rodasha kumiai).

Ironically, Hirasawa’s moderate, nonconfrontational conception of
union activities then began to change, as the new union responded to
increasingly assertive demands from the rank and file. The organization
followed a trajectory toward direct action and syndicalism, while it
continued to oppose the increasingly Bolshevist leadership of the
S6domei.?

Workers at three of Nankatsu’s largest metal and machine producers
provided most of the support for the Pure Laborers’ Union: Japan Cast-
ing (240 employees), Ojima Steel (900), and the Train Manufacturing
Company (950). Hirasawa and his supporters chronicled the union’s
activities in several publications, part of a new and vigorous, if often
ephemeral, working-class press in Tokyo.!® By April 1921 the union
had six locals. By the end of 1921 the Pure Laborers’ Union had lost one
local and added four others. At its high-water mark, the union drew
support from several smaller factories and probably enrolled over 1,000
members.!! Yet maintaining morale and membership proved more dif-
ficult than building it, and by 1923, after considerable upheaval and
several unsuccessful disputes, an independent survey reported just 230
members in twenty locals, a federation of small cells scattered over
numerous factories.

The Pure Laborers’ Union, together with several allied institutions
created in these years by Hirasawa or his associates, served for a few
years as one center in the halting creation of a local working-class cul-
ture. The philosophy of the union drew upon Hirasawa’s rhetoric of
several years earlier, but it very clearly transformed his message. In
a June 1921 editorial one of Hirasawa’s co-organizers claimed that
workers had a mission to create a new society, separate from capitalist
society and opposed to its values. In this effort, the support and in-
struction of intellectuals was acceptable, but all basic decisions were to
come from ‘“‘pure workers.” Only workers would be allowed voting

9. Matsumoto Gappei, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi (Tokyo: Chikuma shobo,
1975), pp. 39192, 560-64.
10. These included Shinsoshiki (New Organization), R6d6 kumiai (Labor Union),
R6do shiho (Labor Weekly), and R6d6 shinbun (Labor Newspaper).
11. See R6d6 undo shi kenkyu, no. 36 (May 1963): 37-38, and Shinsoshiki, June
1921, pp. 18—19, on organizational development.
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membership in the organization. Taking a cue from Hirasawa’s exalta-
tion of the worker’s arm (ude), he claimed that “our arms are the
emblem of our union, our strength, pride, and asset.”'2 One year later,
the allied consumers’ “Cooperative Society”” (Kyodosha) echoed and
extended this message:

— We will not tolerate exploitation. We will resist the commercial system.

— The bourgeois commercial system is deformed. We will destroy it.

— OQurs is an autonomous workers’ consumer cooperative that will not only
destroy the old society; with our ideal of a new society, we will construct
a new society.!3

Hirasawa found a strong ally in the summer of 1920 in the person of
Okamoto Torikichi, an unconventional man who gave up a secure posi-
tion as a white-collar “salaryman” to work full time promoting social
reform. In 1919 he had founded the “Constitutional Enterprise Asso-
ciation” in Nankatsu, issuing an appeal for workers to form their own
“constitutional” institutions within the present society, with the goal of
eventually replacing it.1* As headquarters, Okamoto opened the Ojima
Labor Hall in August 1919, and that October he began publication of
the movement’s journal, New Organization.

Upon its founding in 1920, the Pure Laborers’ Union worked in
concert with Okamoto, using the Ojima Hall as a meeting place and the
pages of New Organization for publicity. Hirasawa was apparently suf-
ficiently drawn to Okamoto’s message to be willing to overlook the
latter’s white-collar background. Between 1920 and 1923 the two col-
laborated in the founding of several allied institutions in Nankatsu,
conceived of as building blocks of a new society. By 1921 the cluster of
associated workers’ groups in the area included a labor bank, the con-
sumers’ cooperative mentioned above, a cultural academy, a workers’
theatrical group founded by Hirasawa, and a second labor hall in the
working-class neighborhood of Tsukishima, on the edge of Nankatsu.
These groups were active and solvent at least until 1323. The coopera-
tive reported sales of 6,000 yen and a profit of 663 yen in its first five
months of operation, the labor bank reported 3,600 yen in deposits
soon after its founding, the cultural academy claimed seventy students
enrolled in its night classes on political science, mathematics, Japanese

12. Shinsoshiki, June 1, 1921, p. 17.

13. Matsumoto, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi, pp. 569-70.

14. For Okamoto’s biography, see Nibon shakai undé jinmei jiten, ed. Shiota Shohei
(Tokyo: Aoki shoten, 1979), p. 133. Matsumoto, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi, pp. 544~
45.
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literature, English, and current events by June 1921, and Hirasawa’s
theatrical troupe by this time boasted a 500-seat theater.!s

Okamoto saw the business enterprise as a basic unit of society and
called for a constitutional order within it in which workers and capital-
ists were equals. Labor unions were to be recognized in each enterprise,
and profits were to be shared. By supplying needed goods, the enterprise
served the kokumin as well as the world; an enterprise run oniy for the
sake of a capitalist’s profit ignored the people.'é¢ In Okamoto’s view,
constitutional enterprises could make profits so long as the workers
shared in them. The factory, he proclaimed, was an intermediate unit of
society, between family and nation; at all three levels, equality and free-
dom were to be the basis of the new society.!” The leaders in this move-
ment offered a labor-centered elaboration of the idiom and ideology of
the movement for imperial democracy. Their program was anchored in
the concepts of nation and constitution, and it repudiated neither the
emperor nor capitalism. Rather, it carved out a central place for wage
workers as a separate group among the nation’s people and sought to
reform capitalism to offer respect and security to these people.

The active membership in the half-dozen groups that made up Hira-
sawa’s movement barely exceeded one thousand at its peak, but the
impact of these groups on the larger community was considerable.
Hirasawa and his colleagues supported workers in prolonged disputes
at Japan Casting, Ojima Steel, and the Train Manufacturing Company
in 1921, 1922, and 1923 respectively, although the Pure Laborers’ Un-
ion did not initiate the actions. Rather, Hirasawa negotiated on behalf
of the workers and the Ojima Labor Hall served as strike headquarters,
while Hirasawa’s group helped with publicity and organizing rallies.
Formal membership figures for the Pure Laborers’ Union are, therefore,
only a partial indication of its significance. Even if only a minority at a
factory were committed to the Pure Laborers’ Union and his movement
to the extent of paying monthly dues, the local unions, with support
from Hirasawa’s headquarters, could mobilize the majority in a con-
frontation. The Ojima and Tsukishima labor halls became more or
less permanent “dispute headquarters” for area workers, whether part

of the union or not, two of several nuclei of organizational expertise to
which workers could rally.

15. Shinsoshiki, June 1, 1921, pp. 20-27.
16. The term was kokumin o mushi.
17. Shinsoshiki, October 1, 1919, pp. 1, 3-6.
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INTELLECTUALS AND WORKERS IN NANKATSU

The forging of links between radical intellectuals and worker activists
was an important new trend of the early postwar era. Although Hirasa-
wa’s group responded with antagonism, the interaction was more fruit-
ful in other cases. In Nankatsu, two study groups in particular played a
crucial role in cultivating additional nuclei of militant union leaders and
social activists.

One centered on the celluloid worker Watanabe Masanosuke, and its
fate intersected tragically with that of Hirasawa Keishichi in 1923 (see
fig. 12). This was the Nankatsu Labor Association (Nankatsu r6do
kyokai), an outgrowth of a smaller study group of former student radi-
cals and workers founded in 1922. By the summer of 1923, thirty to fifty
workers attended meetings of the group. Several of its leaders, the char-
ismatic Watanabe chief among them, had joined the recently founded
Japanese Communist Party. In addition, the association was beginning
to take on characteristics of a labor union. It offered support to disputes
taking place in the area, and set up three locals in Nankatsu to organize
workers at targeted factories.!®

The Tsukishima Labor Discussion Association, formed in 1919, was
a second early point of intersection between intellectuals and wage
workers in Tokyo. This organization was a product of the complex
interaction between imperial democratic rulers seeking to study and
contain social problems, intellectuals intent on radical social change,
and workers anxious to improve their place in society. In October
1918, as part of his new social policy, Home Minister Tokonami in the
recently formed Hara cabinet commissioned Takano Iwasaburo, a
Tokyo University economist, to undertake a socioeconomic survey of a
working-class neighborhood in Tokyo. The government hoped to iden-
tify the objective conditions that it felt lay behind labor unrest.!® Ta-
kano chose the island of Tsukishima as a neatly circumscribed site for the
survey, and on the advice of his colleague Yoshino Sakuzo, he enlisted
the services of several members of the Shinjinkai, an organization of
student radicals centered on Tokyo University, to aid him. These youths
also used the survey to contact and educate workers; as an adjunct to

18. On the Nankatsu Labor Association, see “Zadankai: Junrodosha kumiai, Nan-
katsu rodokai, oycbi Kameido jiken,” Rod6 undé shi kenkyd, no. 36 {May 1963),
and Tanno Setsu, Kakumer undo ni skiru, pp. 9-12.

19. See Sekiya Koichi, ed., Tsukishima chosa (Tokyo: Koseikan, 1970), introductory
essay by Sekiya on background to the survey.
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the survey office, they set up the Tsukishima Labor Discussion Associa-
tion as well as a consumer cooperative. At weekly meetings, the Shin-
jinkai activists held forth on Marxism, the economics of wage labor,
and the nature of capitalist society. The gatherings helped convince
several worker attendees, already involved in union or dispute activi-
ties, to make a lifelong commitment to the social movement. One of
these, Saitdé Tadatoshi, was the young machinist noted in chapters 4 and
5, who had joined the Yiiaikai at a teacher’s behest in 1914. He
emerged as a leader of the Ishikawajima Shipyard union, whose 1921
dispute is chronicled below.20

FACTORY UNIONS

The unions of this era organized themselves almost exclusively into
local units composed of workers at a single factory, and many groups
explicitly restricted membership to those at a single workplace. The
experience of labor at the Ishikawajima shipyard nicely exemplified the
new trend toward factory unions. The shipyard straddled the edge of
Nankatsu, with one factory in Fukagawa ward and the main yard just
across the Sumida River on the island of Tsukishima. In the wake of
two bitter, divided strikes in 1919, workers here gradually overcame
divisions between the two major categories of worker, the shipbuilders
and metalworkers in the shipbuilding division and the machinists and
finishing workers in the machine division. They eventually founded the
Machine and Shipworkers’ Union (Zoki senko rodo kumiai, or Koro) in
the summer of 1921, in large measure owing to the energetic leadership
of Saito Tadatoshi. The unwieldy name reflected the difficult birth of
this group, which engaged in a major dispute shortly after its founding
and became one of Tokyo’s strongest unions in the early 1920s.

The strikes of 1919 reveal that the Ishikawajima workers were build-
ing permanent institutional structures on the basis of workshop soli-
darity, “strike committees” independent of unions, demonstrations,
and rallies, all features of the nonunion mode of labor organizing. Ob-
structing effective further organization and action were divisions of
ideology, reflected in the presence of four formal workers’ organiza-

20. On the discussion group and Saitd’s activities, see Kanagawa-ken, r6dé-bu, rosei-
ka, ed., Kanagawa-ken r6doé undé shi: senzen hen (Yokohama: Kanagawa-ken, 1966), p.
254, and Komatsu Ryuji, Kigyo betsu kumiai no seisei (Tokyo: Ochanomizu shobo,
1971), p. 179. Information also from the authot’s interview with Saité Tadatoshi, June 2,
1979.
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tions within the yard by December 1919 and divisions of trade and
temperament manifested in the continued separate actions and opposed
positions of machinists and shipbuilding workers.2!

A threat to the job security of all the workers in 1921 eventually
catalyzed the creation of a single union joining almost all men in the
yard. The war boom came to an abrupt end in March 1920, and Ishika-
wajima responded by firing 367 “temporary” metalworkers one year
later, in March 1921. Foremen of the old school then began to work
together with union men such as Sait6 to create an all-company union
over the following months. As Saito recalls:

Takayama [Jiroichi] was a very emotional, passionate person, a real oyabun
[crew boss] type. There were lots like that [among the boilermakers] because
the work truly was done on a group basis with strong foreman leadership.
They had responsibility for group job contracts. They took care of their
followers. They were truly essential people, especially in the shipbuilding
section. Without them we couldn’t have organized the union. In the machine
section, workers were better educated. They were also leaders in the union,
but their vital role was in organizing, reconciling things within the union.??

By june the machinists and shipbuilders together had organized a
preparatory group, which circulated a petition throughout the shipyard
in support of a new Ishikawajima union. The nascent group received
encouragement from nearby labor organizations including factory
unions at the Mita Naval Yard and Niigata Ironworks. By July 14,
1,400 of about 3,000 workers had committed themselves to the union.
A formal ceremony inaugurating Koro was held on July 24.23

Virtually all other important unions in Nankatsu were organized
along factory lines as well. Even in Hirasawa’s union, formally an inclu-
sive group open to all “pure laborers,”” most locals were based on indi-
vidual factories; the workplace, rather than trade or neighborhood, was
the building block for the group. As at Ishikawajima, the emergence of
a dominant single union in a factory was often the denouement of sharp
contention within the workplace. This was the case at two major rolling
stock producers in Nankatsu, the Japan Rolling Stock Company and

21, Details on these groups are to be found in Andrew Gordon, ‘“Workers, Managers,
and Bureaucrats in Japan: Labor Relations in Heavy Industry” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard
University, 1981), pp. 185-86. In addition to Satié's Machinists’ Union, there were a
Yiaikai local with thirty members, a small anarchist organization, and a study group led
by Kamino Shinichi, who later founded the first ultraright “Japanist™ (nibonshugi) union
in the nation.

22. Author’s interview with Saité, June 3, 1979.

23. Komatsu, Kigyo betsu kumiai, pp. 189-94.
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the Train Manufacturing Company. A fierce struggle took place at
Japan Rolling Stock between 1920 and 1923 as workers loyal to the
S6domei fought with an independent, factory-based group calling itself
the Japan Skilled Labor Association (Nihon rogikai). The latter group
triumphed; by 1922 it claimed 530 members out of about 600 em-
ployees.24

Some major S6domei locals, while nominally inclusive industrial
unions, were in fact single factory groups. This was the case with the
Tokyo Skilled Rubber Workers’ Union, centered on the Mitatsuchi
Rubber plant, and the Takeuchi Safe Workers’ Union at the Takeuchi
factory. Workers at the Seikosha Watch Factory created a succession of
factory-based unions between 1919 and 1923.25 Men at an area bicycle
manufacturer formed the short-lived Koto Bicycle Workers’ Union in
1921, while men at the municipal streetcar line’s Honjo yard created
their own moderate union, the Mutual Aid Association (So6fukai). Fi-
nally, Watanabe Masanosuke and his associates in the Nankatsu Labor
Association took the lead in organizing the Shinjin [New Man] Cellu-
loid Workers’ Union at a single Nankatsu celluloid factory-in 1923.

Workers organized explicitly for de facto factory-based unions
throughout Tokyo. At the Shibaura Engineering Works on the other
side of the city, for example, workers created the Shibaura Labor Union
in 1921 after two years of bitter and embarrassing strife between a
Yiaikai-Sodomei local and a company-sponsored union. Union bylaws
limited membership to Shibaura workers, and half the force had joined
by the end of November. Each workshop within the company func-
tioned as a “local” chapter of the union. The union’s founding mani-
festo reflected both self-awareness concerning the decision to create a
factory union, and the ongoing concern of labor for dignity and res-
pect, newly flavored in the postwar era with anticapitalist rhetoric:

We are creators of all society’s wealth, but we receive nothing as members of
society. All the wealth we create is appropriated by capitalists. Our daugh-
ters spend the precious years of their youth in dark factories. We insist on
our right to survive in dignity as civilized members of society. . . . While our
union appears to be a vertical one, it is more than that. Although it is
factory-based, reflecting a new trend, we will probably decide to affiliate in
the future with some larger federation.26

24. Uno Shinjiro, Kaisé: 70 nen (Tokyo: Privately published, 1971), pp. 67-86, re-
calls the Japan Rolling Stock case. See also Rodé kumiai chésa {1923), OISR.

25. Rodo shithé, February 6, 1923, p. 3.

26. Rodé domei, January 1922, p. 97. See also Gordon, “Workers, Managers, and
Bureaucrats in Japan,” pp. 164—69 on the Shibaura story.
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In the postwar rush to organize, as in earlier years, the operative
slogan and sentiment among Japanese workers was rarely “brothers in
a trade,” as it,had been in the early days of unions in Western Europe.2”
Rather, in the words of the founding manifesto of the Machine Labor
Union Federation, a loose grouping of factory unions at the Japan Roll-
ing Stock Company, the Train Manufacturing Company, and four
other Tokyo-area firms, “We will continue to progress, linking hands at
the same factory, advancing on solid ground with strength, bravery,
and courage.” Or, as one sympathetic observer of the strife at the Train
Manufacturing Company noted, “Laborers who work in a single fac-
tory are brothers.”28 Few of these groups were captive or “yellow
unions.” In several cases, factory unions originally formed as manage-
ment tools turned on the company. The bylaws of some groups re-
stricted membership to employees at one factory, but these unions
often joined broader federations. Other groups, such as Koro at Ishi-
kawajima and the Pure Laborers’ Union, had no such restriction and
did organize locals in other factories. Yet the crucial fact remains that
even in “horizontal unions” such as the Pure Laborers’ Union or the
Sodomei, where a central headquarters exercised some control over
local unions, the locals were factory-based groups, not trade or re-
gional organizations.

The explanation for this inclination to seek solidarity in the factory
community must be sought on two levels. From the ground-level per-
spective of the workers, factory unions were strategic choices: they
promised to overcome several problems that divided workers at the
point of production and obstructed united action. Problems included
antagonism toward intellectuals, perceived as outsiders with suspect
motives, as when the Machine Labor Union Federation spoke of build-
ing a ““true and unspoiled union of genuine workers.””2? Factory unions
also promised to resolve two other divisive tensions, between workers
commiitted to the Sodomei and those supporting independent unions,
and between supporters of Bolshevism and of anarchism. These twin
divisions plagued workers at both the Train Manufacturing Company
in Honjo and the Seik6sha Watch Factory, and the eventual solution in

27. This contrast is a relative one, not absolute. Victoria E. Bonnell describes the
phenomenon of factory unions in prerevolutionary Russia; see her Roots of Rebellion:
Workers® Politics and Organizations in St. Petersburg and Moscow, 19001914 (Ber-
keley: University of California Press, 1983), pp. 145-48.

28. Federation quotation from Uno, Kaiso, p. 78; Train Manufacturing Company
quotation from RGdo kumiai, July 1923, p. 8.

29. Rédo shitdo, May 31,1922, p. 1.
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both cases was creation of all-factory unions that merged two or more
contending labor groups in each plant.30

From a broader perspective, the strategic wisdom of factory unions,
and the dominance of a spirit of brotherhood in the factory, seems to
reflect a more fundamental dynamic of capitalist development in Japan.
Relatively late development meant the precocious emergence of highly
capitalized, large enterprises at the cutting edge of the economy, in-
directly nurtured, and on occasion directly managed, by the state. Com-
pared to the experience of workers in Western Europe or even North
America, a relatively small pool of skilled laborers with relatively shal-
low independent traditions of skill acquisition or organization emerged
prior to, or independently of, the creation by monopoly capital and the
state of these huge worksites. As heavy industries began sustained
growth around the turn of the century, the organization and training of
these skilled workers increasingly took place under the direct control of
management in the large-scale sector.3! Managers were loathe to lose
relatively scarce skilled men, and they experimented with a wide array
of policies to slow their mobility. Workers in such plants derived a fair
degree of strength from this situation; quite naturally, both earlier labor
disputes and many of the varied working-class initiatives of the post—
World War I era centered on precisely these enterprises.

If late development gave such men the power to contest their bosses,
it also focused their actions on the factory. The men in both the ship-
building and the machine divisions at Ishikawajima had united effec-
tively within their divisions prior to creating a factory union. If either
group had had access to a citywide network of fellow tradesmen, it
could have drawn on that outside support in contesting for higher pay
or shorter hours; the need to form a shipyard-based union of machin-
ists, shipbuilders, metalworkers, painters, carpenters, and more would
not have been so acute or appeared so logical. But without vigorous
trade traditions, the factory was the natural unit of organization and
object of identification. Organizers groping for effective strategies willy-
nilly came to recognize this.

In all likelihood additional labor organizing took place in Nankatsu;

30. On the Train Manufacturing Company, see R6d6 shiaho, February 27,1923, p. 3,
and R6do kumiai, July 1923, p. 8. On Seikosha, see R6do kumiai, June 1923, p. 11.

31. See Ronald Dore, British Factory, Japanese Factory: The Origins of National
Diversity in Industrial Relations (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), ch. 15,
and Koike Kazuo, “Internal Labor Markets: Workers in Large Firms,” in Contemporary
Industrial Relations in Japan, ed. Shirai Taishiro (Madison, University of Wisconsin
Press, 1983), pp. 59-60.
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the devastation of the 1923 earthquake and the 1944-45 firebombings
have made the area a poor repository of documentary evidence. Precise
measurement of union membership is also impossible, but an estimate
of 3,000 to 4,000 dues-paying union members in this area at any one
time between 1920 and 1923 is conservative. Although not even one-
tenth of the 50,000 workers in Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami
Katsuskika County, this was a significant core after less than a de-
cade of organizing in a hostile environment. Building on workshop and
factory units, workers organized a movement whose supporters in-
creasingly considered themselves part of a class with interests opposed
to those of owners and managers; their unions, committed to winning
respect and changing society, were scattered throughout the industrial
neighborhoods of major cities.

THE DISPUTE CULTURE
OF THE WORKING CLASS

In 1925 Murashima Yoriyuki, a journalist sympathetic to labor, wrote
a book titled Practical Knowledge of Labor Disputes.3? Drawing prin-
cipally on examples from Osaka between 1921 and 1923, with occa-
sional reference to cases from Tokyo, he codified the tactics employed
by workers in disputes of these early postwar years. “Strike and it shall
be given you,” a play on the biblical injunction “Ask, and it shall be
given you” (probably made familiar through the work of Christian so-
cial reformers), epitomized the militant spirit that fueled these actions,
according to Murashima.33

Murashima captured the spirit behind the dramatic increase in labor
disputes from 1919 through the early 1920s, a surge that in fact out-
paced the building of unions and related organizations just described.
Through his ethnographic account of worker culture, and by studying
one major strike at the Ishikawajima shipyard, we can begin to recon-
struct what I call the “dispute culture” of the post—World War I urban
working class. My concern here is limited to the political culture of
Japanese workers.3* This is certainly just a portion of the totality of

32. Murashima Yoriyuki, R6do sogi no jissai chishiki (Tokyo: Kagaku shiso fukyut
kai, 1925).

33. “Sawage yo, saraba ataeraren™ (literally, “Clamor, and it shall be given”). The
biblical injunction in Japanese simply has motome instead of sawage. Murashima, R6do
sogi, p. 173.

34. I consider this a matter of culture rather than simply of ideology, insofar as it
includes behavior as well as attitudes, both shaped by common experience as members of
working-class communities.
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worker culture, which includes patterns of family life and leisure activ-
ity, for example. By political culture I refer to the workers’ shared
understandings of society and polity and their place in it, as well as their
common actions to change (or perhaps to accept) this system and their
own status in it.

We shall see that attitudes and behavior with roots in the ncnunion
era were coalescing with the new unions. Workers at Ishikawajima and
a host of other factories drew on a base of considerable community
support; their repertoire of dispute tactics had gained rapidly in sophis-
tication in just a few years and would continue to evolve.

The inquiry into the workers’ dispute culture stretches across this
and the following two chapters. We shall examine labor disputes to
gain both a sense of how the Nankatsu workers conceived their rela-
tionship to employer, to society, and to the state, and a sense of their
ambivalent opposition to the dominant social and political order. But
first, my goal in the remainder of this chapter is to show how disputes
were organized and how the dispute culture of the 1920s, consisting of
knowledge of this form of action and the ability to carry it out, spread
among workers concurrently with the building of a union movement.

MURASHIMA’S ETHNOGRAPHY OF LABOR DISPUTES

Some worker actions echoed the spirit of the urban crowd of 1905-18,
now given specific, usually nonviolent, focus by organizations such as
unions or strike groups. Thus, Murashima began his catalog with a
look at the demonstration, effective both in building morale and gather-
ing outside support. The police forbad more than double-file lines, more
than five flags per march, and all songs or slogans considered inflamma-
tory. To avoid these restrictions, Murashima noted, workers could dis-
guise demonstrations as field days or visits to shrines, or use occasions
such as the conveyance of supplies to strike headquarters or the receiv-
ing of delegations of supporters from other unions to justify impromptu
demonstrations (see fig. 17). He noted, as well, the explosive potential
in these actions, pointing to the 1922 example of Ojima Steel in Nan-
katsu, which ended in the storming of the company, with much window-
breaking and sixty-three arrests.3’ Variant forms of the demonstration
included nighttime “visits” to executive homes. A worried wife, he
claimed, could bring pressure on a stubborn manager as effectively as a
union.

35. Murashima, Rodo sogi, pp. 122-46.
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Murashima then described the speech-meeting, another action with
preunion roots. In addition to building morale and support, it im-
pressed the company with union power and raised money through
admission fees. The choice of speaker was crucial and, in a comment
reflecting the new political freedom granted women in 1922, he claimed
that women were effective speakers no matter what they said; the nov-
elty drew crowds and satisfied popular curiosity. The police were part of
the theater of labor assembly, for expectations of some mild harassment
added to the excitement and drew attendees. Unless a few speeches were
halted, the crowd left unhappy. As the standards for intervention varied
with the officer, speakers were advised indeed to prepare a full speech.
Some unfortunates overly confident of drawing an order to “Halt!”
were left stammering on the podium with nothing to say.36

The leaflet was a relatively recent addition to the dispute repertoire.
Murashima described it as a form of popular literary culture. Leaflets
were effective when addressed to a particular audience, such as the cus-
tomers of a company, the company itself, the workers, or their families.
He felt the distribution of leaflets condemning the Mizuno Sporting
Goods Company to fans at a baseball game was particularly clever.37

Finally, Murashima cataloged the principal tactics of internal orga-
nization and control attempted by most unions. Most elusive was the
control by central headquarters of decisions on when to strike. In these
early years of union-led disputes, and later as well, decisions to strike
were typically made at the local level.3® After a local executive commit-
tee formulated a set of demands, an assembly of the entire local would
usually vote on whether to strike and ratify the demands. Next came
efforts to gain support from union headquarters and to organize various
committees for accounting, research, publicity, demonstration control,
executive visits, and more. Common tactics were picketing and ostra-
cism of workers and families who betrayed a strike, the taking of
“attendance” at strike headquarters each day, streets sales to raise
funds, and job introductions for fired workers or for strikers during the
duration of a dispute (see fig. 18).3° Finally, in the wake of some major
strikes, unions issued sets of picture postcards that both recorded the

36. Ibid., pp. 146-50.
37. Ibid., p. 150.

38. Ibid., pp. 178-81.
39. Ibid., pp., 178-237.
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TABLE 6.2 LABOR DISPUTES IN THE
NANKATSU REGION, 1897—1923

Minami Honjo Fukagawa
Katsushika County Ward Ward Total
1897-1913 5 12 7 24
1914 3 0 1 4
1915 0 0 0 0
1916 0 2 0 2
1917 1 3 2 6
1918 0 1 1 2
1919 12 20 5 37
1920 2 4 1 7
1921 6 1 2 9
1922 4 5 3 12
1923 2 6 2 10

Sourcke: Aoki Koji, Nibhon r6d6 undo shi nenpyé (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).

dispute for posterity and built a public store of movement memory (see
fig. 21),40

DISPUTES IN NANKATSU

Disputes in Nankatsu were typical of those described by Murashima,
and indeed furnished several of his choice examples. The absolute num-
ber of disputes in the Nankatsu region rose considerably from prewar
and wartime levels, with a sharp peak in the most turbulent year, 1919.
Although the numbers subsided after this, the annual totals were still
more than double the levels of World War I (table 6.2).

Even during the war, most of the labor disputes in the area involved
Yuaikai members, but the meaning of “involvement” shifted after the
war (table 6.3). This shift is important evidence of the coalescence of
union-organizing and nonunion dispute traditions that distinguished
these years. In earlier actions, Suzuki Bunji mediated only after the dis-
pute began, and strikers did not act in the name of the union. The year
1919, then, marked a turning point, with union locals actively taking

40. The 1921 Kobe shipyard strike was probably the first to be memorialized in this
way.
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TABLE 6.3  UNION INVOLVEMENT IN NANKATSU
REGION LABOR DISPUTES, 1918—23

Nonunion Disputes Union Disputes Total

Pre-1913 24 (100) 0 24
1914-17 7 (58) 5 (42) 12
1918 1 (50) 1 (50) 2
1919 25 (68) 12 (32) 37
1920 3 (43 4 (57) 7
1921 6 {67) 3 (33) 9
1922 9 (75) 3 (25) 12
1923 6 (60) 4 (40) 10

Total 50 (65) 27 (395) 77

Source: Aoki Koji, Nihon rodé undo shi nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
Note: Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.
Figures in parentheses are precentages.

TABLE 6.4 UNION INVOLVEMENT IN NANKATSU
REGION LABOR DISPUTES, BY SECTOR, 1918~23

Union Nonunion Total
Textiles 7 (78) 2 (22) 9
Machine and metal 14 (39) 22 (61) 36
Chemical 6 (67) 3 (33) 9
Other 1 (4) 22 (96) 23
Total 28 (36) 49 (64) 77

Source: Aoki Koji, Nibhon rodo shi nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
Note: Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.
Figures in parentheses are percentages.

the lead in forming strike committees, raising funds, and negotiating
with management from the outset. The union presence was spread un-
evenly through all industrial sectors (table 6.4). Unionized workers re-
mained most active in disputes in the relatively mechanized, expanding,
capital-intensive industries: not only textiles, but machine and metal
manufacturing and chemical industries (rubber, glass). Just one of the
twenty-four disputes in all other sectors (such as food processing, trans-
port, lumber, longshoremen, and day laborers) involved unions.

These events changed in three additional important respects: dis-



TABLE 6.§ PROPORTION OF THE NANKATSU REGION WORK FORCE
INVOLVED IN LABOR DISPUTES, 1897—1923

Number of Disputes

0-25% 26—50% $1-75% 76-99% 100% Involvement

Year Involved Involved Involved Involved Involved Subtotal Unclear Total
1897-1917 6 (46) 4 (31) 1 (8 1 (8) 1 (8) 13 23 36
1918 0 1 (50) 0 0 0 1 1 2
1919 7 (30) 3 (13) 1 4 3 (13) 9 (39) 23 14 37
1920 1 (25) 0 0 2 (50) 1 (25) 4 3 7
1921 0 0 1 (17) 0 5 (83) 6 3 9
1922 2 (17) 0 1 (8) 2 (17) 7 (58) 12 0 12
1923 2 (29) 0 1 (14) 2 (29) 2 (29) 7 3 10

Total, 12 (23) 4 (8) 4 (8) 9 (17) 24 (45) 53 24 77

1918-23

Source: Aoki Koji, Nihon rodé undé shi nenpyé (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
Note: Figures in parentheses are percentages of disputes involving the indicated proportion of the work force. Owing to rounding off, row totals are
not always 100 percent. Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.



TABLE 6.6 DURATION OF LABOR DISPUTES IN THE NANKATSU REGION, 1918—23

Number of Disputes

Lasting Lasting Lasting Lasting Lasting
1 2-7 814 15-30 31 Duration

Year Day Days Days Days Days Subtotal Unclear Total
Pre-1918 23 (85) 3 (11) 0 1 4 0 27 9 36
1918 2 (100) 0 0 0 0 2 0 2
1919 19  (56) 10 (29) 4 (12) 1 (3) 0 34 3 37
1920 s (7) (14) 1 (14) 0 0 7 0 7
1921 5 (63) (13) 0 1 (13) 1 (13) 8 1 9
1922 2 (17) (50) 2 (17) 2 (17) 0 12 0 12
1923 2 (22) 3 (33) 2 (22) 1 (11) 1 (11) 9 1 10

Total, 35 (49) 21 (29) 9 (13) 5 () 2 (3) 72 N 77

1918-23

Source: Aoki Koji, Nibon r6dé undé shi nenpyo (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
Note: Figures in parentheses are percentages of disputes of the indicated duration. Owing to rounding off, row totals are not always 100 percent.
Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.



TABLE 6.7  DISPUTES IN THE NANKATSU REGION, BY ENTERPRISE SIZE, 1918—23

Number of Disputes
5-29 30-99 100-499 500+ Size

Year Employees Employees Employees Employees Subtotal Unclear Total
1914-1917 0 0 2 (18) 9 (82) 11 1 12
1918 0 0 0 1 (100) 1 1 2
1919 0 1 (3) 12 (41) 16 (595) 29 8 37
1920 0 0 (20) 4 (80) S 2 7
1921 1 (12.5) 3 (37.5) 1 (12.5) 3  (37.5) 8 1 9
1922 5 (42) 2 (17) 1 (8 4 (33) 12 0 12
1923 1 (13) 2 (25) 3 (38) 2 (25 8 2 10

Total, 7 (11) 8 (13) 18 (29) 30 (48) 63 14 77

1918-23

SOURCE: Aoki Kéji, Nibon r6d6 undo shi nenpys (Tokyo: Shinseisha, 1968).
NoTE: Figures in parentheses are percentages of disputes of the indicated duration. Owing to rounding off, row totals are not always 100 percent.
Nankatsu region = Honjo and Fukagawa wards and Minami Katsushika County.
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putes involved a larger proportion of the work force than in the past,
they were significantly longer, and by the early 1920s they were not
confined solely to the largest workplaces (tables 6.5 through 6.7). In
sum, disputes in postwar Nankatsu were far more numerous and in-
tense than in the past, unions took a more active role, and while work-
ers at large factories in the more mechanized, capital-intensive indus-
tries exhibited the greatest propensity to protest, we find labor activism
beginning to spread to the increasingly numerous smaller places.

THE ISHIKAWAJIMA DISPUTE

The five-week strike at the Ishikawajima shipyard of October 8 through
November 15, 1921, was the most intense and prolonged of the Nan-
katsu disputes of this era.! It came at the end of four months of unpre-
cedented struggle in shipyards throughout Japan sparked by the strike
of 27,000 workers at the Kawasaki and Mitsubishi shipyards in Kobe in
July and August. It is a well-documented action, allowing us to view at
close range the process of movement-building and the nature of the
“dispute culture” of the 1920s.42

The strike began with a dispute between the company and the newly
formed shipyard union, Koro, over the company’s mutual aid society.
The aid society can be seen as a local manifestation of the conservative
program for imperial democracy in the workplace, the modernized
paternalism promoted by major industrial managers: Ishikawajima
management allowed workers to elect the aid society’s officers, hoping
to channel the workers’ democratic spirit in a safe direction. The
strategy backfired. Union candidates gained a majority of the offices in a
September election, and they uncovered clear evidence of abuse: several
thousand yen in profits from sales of bread to workers and 63,000 of
the total reserves of 160,000 yen were missing, apparently “borrowed”
by the company to cover other obligations.*3

41. The main yard was on the island of Tsukishima, adjacent to Nankatsu, but not in
it. But the company also ran a machine factory where the union enjoyed strong support,
in Fukagawa watd in the Nankatsu region.

42. The primary source for the following account is the report compiled by the Kyii-
kyochokai, Ishikawajima z6senjo ségi, 1921, held at the OISR. It is an extremely com-
plete, rich description consisting of two separate reports compiled by Kyachokai staff
members Machida and Kaya, as well as of union pamphlets and a complete set of the
police teports prepared almost daily over the five weeks of the dispute and sent from the
Tokyo Metropolitan Police Headquarters to the home minister and the governors of
nearby prefectures.

43. Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, Kaya report. Tetsuben 2, no. 1 ( January 1922): 3.
Furuya Susumu, “Ishikawajima sogi keika to hihan,” in R6d6 domei, January 1922,
p. 37.
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The union leaders hoped to wait a few months before any strike so as
to strengthen their organization, but sentiment among the mass of ship-
builders ruled this out. They were angry over a two-year hiatus in pay
raises, which they felt violated a company rule specifying semiannual
raises. A selective raise was finally granted to a small minority of super-
visory foremen hostile to the union. This raise, combined with the
mutual aid society abuse and the example of strikes elsewhere, made a
confrontation inevitable. A steady stream of petitions entered union
headquarters from the twenty-three or twenty-four workshops in the
yard, each constituted as a union local, asking for action on issues rang-
ing from wages to dirty toilets.44

In vain, union leaders sought to defer these demands and negotiate
over the aid society question. When disputes began the same week at
the Yokohama Dock, Asano Dock, and Uraga Dock companies, the
Ishikawajima managers moved to head off any like action at their yard,
but, ironically, in so doing, they precipitated the dispute. General Man-
ager Kurita announced that a raise would be forthcoming; it would
average 10 percent, but would depend on assessments of individual per-
formance. The majority of union members opposed any such selective
raise, and on October 7 Kord demanded a uniform wage hike of 10
percent, or 1.9 sen per hour. The factory director rejected this, and
hinted he might also refuse any raise at all. A slowdown greeted this
announcement, and until the lockout of October 14, the workers re-
ported each day but did virtually no work.

At issue was far more than the amount of the raise. For labor at
Ishikawajima, regularity of treatment was the sticking point; the stub-
born insistence on a uniform raise was the issue that drew out the dis-
pute for a full five weeks. The second central goal was increased secur-
ity, in the face of a depressed economy and impending layoffs as well as
the constant threat of illness or injury. A complex four-part demand
called for improved allowances in cases of dismissal, voluntary separa-
tion, illness, and retirement. In an atmosphere of near riot, the union
spent the first week consolidating the demands and organizing for an
anticipated strike or lockout, all the while negotiating fruitlessly with
the company.

The tumultuous scenes at union rallies held on company property
just before the lockout are reminiscent of the rallies so common in

44. Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, Kaya report. Tetsuben 2, no. 1 (January 1922):
34, Interview with Saito, June 17, 1979.
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Tokyo since 1905. The mobilization by workshop is of a piece with
earlier nonunion disputes in heavy industry. But the contrasts with both
these forms of action are just as important. In the process of building a
labor movement, that is, workers developed new abilities to act in con-
cert by combining older experience of nonunion disputes and political
crowd actions with the new union organizations.

Evidence of the learning process by which workers built the labor
movement, and a clear contrast to earlier forms of action, is offered by
several features of this dispute: both the “crowd” marching in demon-
strations and its leadership consisted wholly of workers; all were joined
in a formal organization; the mobilization was systematic, planned, and
inclusive from the start; and the organization for the dispute was im-
pressive. Each workshop elected representatives to a strike committee
of 180 members prior to the slowdown. This group met again the next
day to establish a great array of organizations: a marshal’s squad, a
communications section, a street sales squad, a supply section, a public
relations section, an accounting section, and an external relations sec-
tion to build ties to other organizations. Anticipating a lockout, the
union set up sixty-five meeting places and arranged for communication
by runners on bicycles between these sites and the union head-
quarters.*’

Throughout the period of the lockout, from October 14 to Novem-
ber 5, demonstrations, meetings, and rallies, large and small, took place
daily. Two great problems were police harassment and lack of access to
a suitable large meeting place. The first day of the lockout was typical.
Roughly 1,200 workers gathered by 8 a.M. at a vacant lot on Tsuki-
shima to plan strategy. The police dispersed this group as an illegal open-
air assembly. Workers regrouped at the Okumura Ironworks near the
shipyard, but again the police dispersed them. They had no choice but
to gather at the various scattered work-group meeting places in groups
of 20 to 300. The police warned that these gatherings, too, were subject
to dispersal if they appeared “inflammatory.”46

Despite such difficulties, seven major demonstrations took place be-
tween October 16 and November 3. Each time the workers confronted
massed policemen, and occasionally the incidents turned violent.47 On

45. Tetsuben 2,no. 1 (January 1922): 5. Kya-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report
of October 11, 1921. Interview with Saitd, June 17, 1979.

46. TAS, evening, October 14, 1921, p. 2; Tetsuben 2, no. 1 { January 1922): p. 11;
Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report, October 14, 1921,

47. See descriptions in TAS and Kyu-kyéchokai, Ishikawajima, police reports on the
days after the demonstrations of October 16, 18, 22, 24, 30, 31, and November 3.
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October 18, for example, strike headquarters passed word of the
demonstration, and by 10 A.M. nearly 1,000 workers had converged in
small groups on a cemetery just across the Sumida River from Tsuki-
shima. Sixty policemen ordered this group to disperse around 10:40, but
the workers defiantly set off on a winding march through Mita and
Shiba wards, ending in Shiba Park. They ignored another order to dis-
perse and threw rocks at the police. The marchers finally headed back
to Tsukishima on a circuitous route, clashing repeatedly with the police,
who arrested twelve workers.48 |

The union also held major speech-meetings in rented halls on Octo-
ber 19 and 24 and November 4 to boost morale and report on negotia-
tions with management. A morning rally on the 19th took place at the
Tsukishima Movie Theater, observed by upwards of 300 policemen.
The Tsukishima district police chief himself stood by the rostrum, but
did not interrupt the speeches. The union announced that profits from
street sales of daily necessities had reached 91 yen a day, and that the
strike fund had accumulated 6,600 yen. The high point was a tearful
presentation of 1.5 yen by five elementary school children.4® An esti-
mated 800 to 1,400 workers and sympathizers packed the Kanda
Youth Hall in central Tokyo for the second “Strike Report Rally” on
October 24. Laborers in work clothes and 200 people identified by the
press as students or other supporters heard twenty-four speeches. The
police observer this time did interrupt five of the speeches upon utter-
ance of forbidden phrases such as “police brutality” and “social sys-
tem.” Police also arrested five members of the audience for disorderly
behavior.5?

A number of activities not found in nonunion disputes took place.
Several hundred workers split into five-man groups, set up outdoor
stalls or pushcarts, and sold toothbrushes, soap, and other such items,
raising money for the strike fund and gaining local sympathy. The
union also solicited contributions from neighbors and shopkeepers, as
well as from workers at other factories in the area. The strike committee
required each worker to report daily to his group’s designated meeting
place, and it kept ‘““attendance” reports.’! Union members visited those
reporting ill, or reported to be destitute, and gave them financial aid.

48. TAS, evening edition, October 18, 1921, p. 2, and October 19, 1921, p. 5. Kyi-
kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report, October 18, 1921.

49. TAS, evening edition, October 19, 1921, p. 2.

50. TAS, October 25, 1921, p. §; Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report of
October 25, 1921,

51. The attendance and contribution records survive and are held at the OISR.
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One committee sought temporary employment for workers at other
local factories for the duration of the dispute. Another group “visited” the
homes of major shareholders or company directors to encourage them
to grant the workers’ demands. Two of these visits became major con-
frontations, with 300 workers facing police cordons guarding the
homes of the company president and the general manager. Another
squad picketed the closed company gates daily.*2

Reflecting the home minister’s belief that company unions were
acceptable, but horizontal association was dangerous, the police inter-

vened swiftly to prevent other workers from expressing solidarity.>3 On
October 15:

Eighty workers at Tsukishima’s Niigata lronworks sympathetic to the Ishi-
kawajima workers’ plight loaded three wagons with a case of beer, five sacks
of charcoal, twenty faggots of firewood, and eight sacks of rice. They set off
for the strike headquarters at 6 p.M. waving one small banner reading “Jus-
tice and Humanity” (seigi jindo] and a large banner with an inflammatory
slogan. Just as they were about to deliver the goods, 150 or more policemen,
giving no reason, ordered them to retreat.*

A fight ensued and police arrested thirteen men, all workers at either
Ishikawajima or the Niigata factory. The next day they arrested eleven
members of the Japan Transport Workers’ Union, who had visited
strike headquarters, on suspicion of planning a sympathy strike.>?

These varied tactics reflected the varied goals of the strike group: the
network of scattered meeting places allowed organizers to avoid police
harassment and keep tabs on union members; the outdoor demonstra-
tions and marches, the indoor rallies, the peddling of daily necessities,
the soliciting of outside contributions, and the delivery of strike aid in
public processions all served the dual purposes of boosting morale and
winning public support; finally, “home visits” to managers and owners
sought to intimidate the opposition. Continuities with earlier forms of
protest are clear, but the cohesive organizing and the diverse, creative
activities reflect the presence of a union and distinguish this dispute
from worker and urban crowd actions of the nonunion era.

52. Tetsuben 2, no. 1 (January 1922): 11-12; TAS, evening edition, October 17,
1921, p. 2; Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police reports of October 22 and 29, 1921.

53. Sheldon Garon, State and Labor in Modern Japan (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987), p. 51.

54. TAS, October 15, 1921, p. S.
55. Ibid.; Kyu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report of October 16, 1921.
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The lockout lasted for five weeks. By early November the workers
were exhausted, and the company was under pressure from the navy to
complete an unfinished destroyer that was sitting in its docks.5¢ On
November 9 the company managed to sneak 60 strikebreakers into the
main yard and resume limited operations.5” Managers the next day pre-
dicted confidently that 2,000 of the 3,000 workers would be on the job
by November 11. In fact, by the 14th only 400 had returned, despite
visits by foremen to workers’ homes and offers of double pay for the
duration.

Both sides were ready to compromise. On November 15 the Tsu-
kishima district police chief presided over a negotiating session that
produced a settlement: a pay raise that would average 10 percent and
range from 1.7 to 2.3 sen per hour; improved severance pay; special
payments of 7,000 yen to S5 fired workers; loans of 10 yen to all work-
ers needing them; no more strike-related firings; return of the missing
funds to the mutual aid society.5® Not surprisingly, considerable bitter-
ness remained in the wake of the strike. Union members and strike-
breakers practically came to blows on several occasions, and tensions
growing out of this strike resurfaced in the following years.5?

STRUCTURE OF WORKING-CLASS ACTION, 1921

The unity of sentiment, the perseverance, and the organizing skill of the
Ishikawajima workers are impressive. Yet the union movement in
Tokyo had a continuous tradition of just ten years, and it was only
three years since even a portion of the workers had begun using a lan-
guage of self-conscious class opposition. Not surprisingly, the detailed
“Record of Contributions” maintained by the Ishikawajima union re-
veals a network of strong community support, but limited organized
reach outside the local area.9

The contribution record lists 494 contributions totaling 12,878.48
yen. Several hands entered these on a daily basis, sometimes listing
simply name, address, and amount, but on other occasions noting the

56. Kyu-kyochdkai, Ishikawajima, police report of November 14, 1921.

57. TAS, evening editions, October 23, 1921, p. 2, November 9, 1921, p. 2, and
November 10, 1921, p. 2; Tetsuben 2, no. 2 (February 1922): 6-7; Kyii-kyochokai,
Ishikawajima, police reports of October 20 and 22, 1921.

58. TAS, November 20, 1921, pp. 4, 6; Furuya, “Ishikawajima sogi,” p. 47;
Tetsuben 2, no. 2 (February 1922): 8-9.

59. On the aftermath of the strike, see Kytu-kyochokai, Ishikawajima, police report,
November 18, 1921; TAS, evening edition, November 18, 1921, p. 2, and November 20,
1921, pp. 4, 6. Tetsuben 2, no. 2 {February 1922): 8.

60. Held at the OISR.
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donor’s occupation or recording a donation from an organization (see
fig. 16). Individual residents of Tsukishima and surrounding wards of
central Tokyo, of unspecified occupation, comprised the most numerous
category; 241 donors, nearly half the total, contributed a total of
902.05 yen (see table 6.8). Most individuals gave 1 or 2 yen; many
offered just a few sen. Other individual supporters or groups did iden-
tify their occupations; among these, local merchants, storekeepers, or
their employees were numerous. Their 74 contributions averaged a siz-
able 10.98 yen each.®!

These donors included an open-air vendor and an association of local
vendors; two barbers, as well as the local barbers’ trade association;
six wholesale trading companies; nine restaurants; five shoestores;
three tobacco shops; four firewood dealers; two hairdressers; three
maids; two apprentice geisha; and eleven students. Ten well-known
singers of traditional Japanese folk music (naniwabushi) together
offered 100 yen. Of the 241 individual names, 30 were those of women.
Many were surely the wives of workers; several were prostitutes.62 The
Ishikawajima strikers thus enjoyed the support of an urban commu-
nity similar to that which had produced the political crowd actions
of earlier years. While workers had organized their own groups, they
built upon traditions of protest common to other lower- and lower-
middle-class city-dwellers. No major tension between an urban petite
bourgeoisie of shopkeepers, clerks, and artisans and a proletariat of
factory labor in large firms is visible in 1921.

The Record of Contributions also suggests that an important limit to
the organizational reach of the workers lay in the relatively informal
links between the union at Ishikawajima and factory workers elsewhere
in Tokyo. Wage laborers were of course the most numerous single

61. This list is silent on motives, of course. Could groups of strikers have roamed the
streets and extorted funds? This did occur in rural uprisings-of the nineteenth century,
according to Sippel, “Bushii Outburst,” pp. 29495, and Roger Bowen, Rebellion and
Democracy in Meiji Japan: A Study of Commoners in the Popular Rights Movement
(Berkeley: University .of California Press, 1980) pp. 58—62. Given the intense police sur-
veillance of this dispute, and the extreme police hostility to all displays of outside support,
such abuses were sure to have attracted police attention, yet no mention of coercion found
its way into the thorough police reports on the strike. Also, it is unlikely the strike group
would record ill-gotten funds, thereby offering evidence to a potential police investigator.
Further, the chronologically recorded list reveals no geographic concentration, suggesting
that contributors came to the strike headquarters. Finally, the great variety in amounts
contributed, even from individuals or merchants in the same business, implies workers did
not “suggest” a forced minimum contribution.

62. One donation of two yen is simply credited to “‘all the prostitutes™ (shagi ichido)
in the Sasaki district of Fukagawa. See fig. 16.



TABLE 6.8 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE ISHIKAWAJIMA STRIKE FUND, 1921

: Amount Average Amount
Contributors Number (yen) (yen)
Individuals (only name provided)s 241 (49) 902.05 (7) 3.74b
Workers, workers’ organizations
Ishikawajima workshops or work groups 66 (39) ) 8,096.67 (63) 122.68
Formal union, aid socnety, other workers’ 17  (10) 705.40 (5) 41.49
organizations
Informal groups, by factory or workshop© 70  (42) " 168 (34) 2,278.87 (18) 32.56
Individual workers 15 9) 39.84 (0) 2.66
Total workers 168 (100) | 11,120.78 (86) 66.20
Merchants, storekeepers, clerks 74 (15) 813.15 (6) 10.99
Students 11 (2) 42.50 (0) 3.86
Total 494 12,878.48 26.07

SOURCE: Kinsen shinobo (Record of contributions), OISR.

Note: Figures in parentheses are percentages. Owing to rounding off, the totals may not be 100 percent.

a Approximately thirty, or 12 percent, of the individual contributors were women.

bThe largest individual contribution was 200 yen.

<Of the seventy contributions coming from informal groups, thm:y-su( were from specifically named workshops or work groups; they contributed
1241.57 yen.
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category among identifiable contributors. Individual workers, labor
organizations (unions, friendly societies, aid societies, political groups),
or groups of workers at a particular factory accounted for 168 of
the identifiable contributions (66 percent). Of these, 66 Ishikawajima
workshops or work groups contributed by far the greatest amount, a
total of 8,096.17 yen, roughly three-fourths of the entire fund, but it is
the other 102 worker contributions that are of greater interest.

Workers in the Greater Tokyo area, especially in the immediate
vicinity of the shipyard, responded generously and in large numbers.
Individuals listed as “workers” gave 15 of these donations. Of the re-
maining 87 contributions, only 17 came from formal organizations of
workers. Fully 70 offerings came from informal groups listed simply as
“worker supporters” from a particular factory or a workshop.é3 Sup-
port from the community of workers thus came only in small measure
through organizations; the labor movement had far to go in channeling
a sense of common interest in an organized direction.

Even the contributions from sites where unions were present some-
times came not in the name of the union, but in the name of “Worker
Supporters at lkegai Ironworks: 43.9 yen” or “Worker Supporters at
the Tool Section, Shibaura Engineering Works: 62.9 yen.” Over half
the informal contributions (36 of 70) came from the “organic” consti-
tuent element of the working-class movement, the workshop or work
group (kumi).6* Thirteen work groups at Shibaura, eight at the Naval
Shipyard in Yokosuka, seven at the Asano shipyard in Yokohama (all
workplaces with unions), and a handful of others at smaller ironworks
made their donations in such form.é’

A second major limit to labor’s organization in support of the strike
was sectoral. Of the 70 “informal” worker contributions to the Ishika-
wajima strikers, 62 came from factories in heavy or chemical industries:
engineering works, shipyards, ironworks, electric products manufac-
turers, or cement manufacturers. Of the remaining 8 donors, 6 cannot
be identified with certainty. Only 2 contributions were from outside
these sectors, one from a group of printers and another from construc-
tion workers. None were from textile workers.

63. Theterm was shokko yushi.

64. Itisworthnotingthatthe term for work group (kumi) is thesame as the firstcharacter
in the word for union (kumiai), which literally means a ““collection of kumi.”

65. This pattern is found in other documented cases. In the dispute at Adachi Engineer-
ing Works in 1921, twelve of twenty outside contributions came from X work group at Y
company” or simply “‘the employees of Z company,” even when a union existed at that
company. See list in R6d6, March 1921.
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The workers at Ishikawajima thus found widespread support in the
local community and among factory workers in large heavy industrial
plants throughout the area. The former support drew on traditions of
lower-class urban protest, while the latter grew out of a feeling of com-
mon interest that had emerged among men in the workshops of heavy
industrial firms prior to the creation of labor unions. The result by
the early 1920s was an urban working-class political culture in which
unions were increasingly common and in which dispute activities were
widely understood, supported, and practiced among men in heavy in-
dustry. Yet in this “dispute culture” of Tokyo in the early 1920s, the
workers’ spirit of contention and desire for reform and advancement
was only partially harnessed by the emerging networks of formal in-
stitutions such as unions, aid societies, cooperatives, and newspapers.
In the aftermath of the devastating Tokyo earthquake of 1923, this
spirit would spread widely among men in smaller factories and among
women in a variety of workplaces, but the workers’ movement would
continue to struggle to sink secure institutional roots.



SEVEN

The Labor Offensive
in Nankatsu, 1924-29

Between 1924 and 1929, organized workers in Tokyo achieved unprec-
edented breadth and depth of support. At the peak of labor strength in
the late 1920s, roughly one-third of all factory workers in Nankatsu
belonged to unions, and their dispute activity far exceeded that of the
early postwar years. The labor movement moved beyond its centers of
strength in large factories in heavy industry to win substantial support
in medium-sized and smaller factories. Also, with the advent of universal
male suffrage, new “proletarian” political parties contested for electoral
support for the first time. Through this “labor offensive,” the dispute
culture had become a familiar part of working-class life throughout
the city by the late 1920s.

PRELUDE:
EARTHQUAKE AND AFTERMATH

The Great Kant6 Earthquake struck Tokyo and the surrounding prefec-
tures on September 1, 1923, at 11:58 A.M., just as lunch fires were
burning in thousands of charcoal and gas stoves around the city. Huge
whirlwinds of fire swept the eastern wards of the “Low City” over the
following two days, devastating the crowded industrial neighborhoods
of the Nankatsu region. Estimates of the dead and missing range from
100,000 to 200,000, and tremors or fire destroyed 570,000 dwellings,
roughly three-fourths of all those in the city.? (See fig. 13.)

1. See Edward Seidensticker, Low City, High City, Tokyo from Edo to the Earth-
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Thousands of Japanese fell victim to fire, but an uncounted number
of survivors in turn took their own victims, murdering several thousand
Koreans and Chinese in Tokyo and neighboring prefectures.2 Within
hours of the earthquake, rumors began to spread: Koreans and social-
ists had started the fires; they had poisoned the wells; they were plan-
ning rebellion. Encouraged by the authorities, residents throughout the
Kanto region organized nearly 3,000 vigilante groups, ostensibly to
keep order in devastated neighborhoods and protect property from loot-
ers, as well as from rebellious Koreans or leftists. While some of these
groups simply patrolled their neighborhoods in peace, and a few pro-
tected Koreans from vicious crowds, others turned violent. They typi-
cally forced passers-by to speak a few simple phrases and then mur-
dered (and sometimes disemboweled) those believed to have Korean or
Chinese accents.

The press, the police, and the military fueled the hysteria. On
September 2, for example, the Tokyo nichi nichi reported: “Koreans
and socialists are planning a rebellious and treasonous plot. We urge
the citizens to cooperate with the military and police to guard against
the Koreans.” Police and military troops themselves rounded up and
murdered several hundred Koreans in at least two incidents in Ueno and
Kameido.3

THE KAMEIDO INCIDENT

The earthquake also marked a turning point in the history of the na-
tion’s labor movement and in labor’s relation to the state. In its after-
math, the union movement in Tokyo broadened its base of support with
a surge of organizing in smaller workplaces and more diverse industries,
and it enjoyed greater success than before in harnessing the energies of
the dispute culture. A more tolerant policy in the bureaucracy and the

quake: How the Shogun’s Ancient Capital Became a Great Modern City, 18671923
(New York: Knopf, 1983) pp. 3—7, for an English-language account. He notes that cook-
ing fires were not the sole, or even necessarily the major, cause of the conflagrations.
Chemicals and electrical wiring were also culprits. If so, this was less a natural disaster
than one of Japan’s early industrial disasters.

2. A low estimate, resulting from Yoshino Sakuzo’s investigation, is 2,700. Official
Korean sources calculate a higher figure of 6,400. The Japanese Ministry of Justice re-
ported only 243 deaths, unquestionably far too low. Figures from Victoria Peattie, “The
Korean Massacre of 1923 (seminar paper in Japanese history, Harvard University,
1984), Appendix A, drawn from Kan Toku San, Kanté daishinsai to chosenjin, vol. 6 of
Gendas shi shiryé (Tokyo: Misuzu shobd, 1963).

3. Peattie cites Kanto daishinsai to chasenjin, part 1, for the newspaper reports, and
Changsoo Lee and George De Vos, Koreans in Japan: Ethnic Conflict and Accommoda-
tion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), p. 23, on the police atrocities.
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Kenseikai/Minseito Party eventually offered a kind of sanction to this
activity. But in the immediate wake of the earthquake, these trends
had not yet emerged; two brutal incidents reflected a still powerful
legacy of official hostility to the young social movement. :

In these two instances, the “forces of order” took advantage of the
confusion to settle accounts with one dozen leaders of the labor,
anarchist, and communist movements. In the first, the Amakasu inci-
dent, a military police officer (Amakasu) murdered the anarchist Osugi
Sakae, the feminist Ito Noe, and Osugi’s six-year-old nephew. The sec-
ond, the Kameido incident, took place in Nankatsu.* The subsequent
cover-up has obscured the full story of these events, but they appear not
to have been impulsive, isolated, unfortunate acts by confused police-
men in a time of chaos. They were both considered and fundamentally
predictable in the sense that they reflected a widespread official view of
social activists as outlaws beneath contempt who fomented disorder
and subversion among the common people.

Relations were already tense between the police in the Kameido dis-
trict (with jurisdiction over Minami Katsushika County) and both Hira-
sawa Keishichi and his Pure Laborers’ Union, and Watanabe Masano-
suke and the Nankatsu Labor Association. The dispute at the Ojima
Steel Company in 1922 had set Hirasawa’s group against the police. In
one violent confrontation 120 union members were arrested and 63
charged with rioting. At the time of the earthquake, 13 were still in jail.
A group of lawyers led by Fuse Tatsuji, who also had negotiated for the
Ishikawajima strikers, had formed the Liberal Lawyers’ Association
(Jiy#t boso dan) in 1921 to defend the civil rights of social activists. In
the summer of 1923 they were preparing a case against the Kameido
police for illegal arrests and violation of human rights in the Ojima
dispute.’

4. The most complete account of the Kameido incident is to be found in the OISR’s
Shiry6 shitsu ho, no. 138 (March 1968). It includes an introductory essay by Nimura
Kazuo, “Kameido jiken shoron,” and the transcripts of the 1922 investigation of the
Liberal Lawyers’ Association (Jiyu h6sé dan). Worthwhile memoirs of survivors, and
biographical accounts of victims, include Okamoto Koji, Onna o nakasu na: Minami
Kiichi arasoi no kiroku (Tokyo: Mikasa shobé, 1971) and Gama shogun: Minami Kiichi
(Tokyo: Privately published, 1971), focusing on Minami Kiichi, his brother Yoshimura
Koji, and Watanabe Masanosuke. See also Tanaka Uta and Yamashiro Kikue, eds., Tan-
no Setsu: kakumei undé ni ikiru (Tokyo: Keiso shobd, 1969), pp. 9-39, on Watanabe
and Tanno, and Matsumoto Kappei, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi (Tokyo: Chikuma
shobo, 1975), pp. 823-30, on Hirasawa Keishichi.

5. Nimura, “Kameido jiken shoron,” pp. 12—13.
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The several dozen members of the Nankatsu Labor Association had
fought police on May Day and at other demonstrations. At the time of
the earthquake they were supporting a dispute at the Hirose Bicycle
Company, and the Special Higher Police officer assigned to the
Kameido district was trying to settle it. Several members of the Nanka-
tsu Association had joined the Communist Party or its youth organiza-
tion. Watanabe himself had been jailed in June 1923 along with 20
other party members. At the time of the earthquake the party was essen-
tially dissolved. :

On September 1 and 2, Hirasawa, Watanabe, and their comrades,
like most area residents, combed the rubble, searched for relatives or
friends, and even joined the ubiquitous vigilante patrols. Hirasawa
spent September 1 helping a friend save belongings from his collapsed
house. On the 2nd he joined his friend in a fruitless day-long search for
the friend’s sister-in-law. That evening he joined a vigilante patrol in his
own neighborhood. His activities on the 3rd were similar.$

The Kameido police began to take known social activists into cus-
tody on the evening of September 3, perhaps suspecting these men and
women would spread disorder or foment revolution amid the confu-
sion. Five patrolmen found Hirasawa at home, and he quietly went to
jail. Police also arrested Nakatsuji Uhachi, a member of the Pure Labor-
ers’ Union, at a shrine in Kameido. That same night, around 10:00
P.M., officers of the Special Higher Police rounded up seven members of
the Nankatsu Labor Association, who had been similarly occupied in
patrols or salvage activity. Watanabe’s companion, later wife, Tanno
Setsu, hid on an upstairs balcony of the association headquarters be-
hind sliding paper windows to avoid arrest (see fig. 12).7 Army troops
detained an eighth member of the association, Saté Kinji. The biog-
raphies of those detained convey the diverse trajectories of those who
joined the social movement in Nankatsu (see Appendix B).

At this point the details become murky. Between late at night on
September 3 and September 5, probably before dawn on the 4th, troops
of the 13th Cavalry Regiment on emergency duty in Kameido shot and
decapitated Hirasawa and nine others, probably in the jail yard. They
apparently disposed of the bodies, together with those of Korean and
Chinese massacre victims, along the banks of the Arakawa drainage

6. Matsumoto, Nihon shakaishugi engeki shi, pp. 823-24.
7. Tanaka and Yamashiro, eds., Tanno Setsu, pp. 20-21.
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canal.® Police later claimed to have cremated the remains. In any case,
they never produced them.®

The Kameido police told relatives who came to inquire after one or
another of the arrested men on the night of the 3rd and subsequently
that “We sent him home” or “We sent him to the main headquarters”
(see fig. 14). Not until October 14 did they issue an official notice claim-
ing that troops had shot the men because they were agitating among the
700 to 800 prisoners, mostly Koreans. Hirasawa was said to have
joined Kawai Yoshitora in singing revolutionary songs, encouraging
others to join, and berating the guards. That Hirasawa, criticized above
all during his life for unwonted moderation and willingness to com-
promise, had been fomenting rebellion in the jail in tandem with his
ideological and organizational foe strains credulity. Despite this, official
explanations not surprisingly put the blame on the victims, or upon the
outside troops on emergency duty, rather than the local police them-
selves. Although it appears that the cavalry troops indeed carried out
the executions, only the Kameido police could have located and iden-
tified the victims for initial arrest and later picked them out from among
the hundreds packed into the jail. Over the following year, the Liberal
Lawyers’ Association and union leaders worked to bring the facts to
light and establish responsibility, with partial success. With no remains
to bury, the survivors and many Tokyo unions held a memorial service
in February 1924 (see fig. 15). The emotional event marked a regroup-
ing and new departure for the union movement in the area.10

In a context of chaos, the murder of these ten was an unsurprising
denouement to four years of confrontation in Nankatsu between police
and social activists. A background of decades of mistrust between

8. Grisly proof of this resting place may be offered by a controversial photograph
first made public only after World War II. The picture shows several naked dead bodies,
with a severed mustachioed head lying next to one of them. The head resembles Hirasa-
wa’s and may well be his, but another interpretation claims this is a photo of Japanese
atrocities in Nanking that circulated in China during the war. If the picture is of Hira-
sawa, it may have been taken and secretly preserved by a photographer employed by the
police, or it might have been taken by a member of a vigilante group. For further discus-
sion, see Matsumoto, Nibon shakaishugi engeki shi, p. 827; Nimura, “Kameido jiken
shoron,” pp. 15-16. For the picture itself, and the most recent discussion of the con-
troversy, see the Japanese photo-journalism weekly, Focus, no. 147 (September 7, 1984),
pp. 12—-13, and no. 150 (September 28, 1984), pp. 56-57.

9. Matsumoto, Engeki shi, p. 826.

10. In 1970 a group of historians and activists was finally able to erect a memorial
stone fior Hirasawa and the other victims in the graveyard of the Joshinji temple in
Kameido.
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police and the urbanites who made up the political crowd heightened
this tension. But while police and prosecutors saw the leaders of the
earlier crowd simply as cynical, irresponsible manipulators, they viewed
these new labor leaders as subversives. The speakers at the strike rallies
in 1921; Watanabe and his comrades in the Communist Party; the
anarchist Osugi, with a twenty- year history of sparring with author-
ities; Itd with her precocious sexual politics; and even Hirasawa and his
union, who spoke of direct action and led violent disputes, all skirted or
crossed the edge of legitimate thought and action as defined by the
keepers of order in early imperial Japan. The police and the soldiers in
Kameido maintained a grim consistency in their extreme acts, offering
an emphatic statement of the relationship between the political system
and social activists. They simply turned an unexpected crisis into an
opportunity to purge society of men and women defined as outlaws.1!

THE LABOR MOVEMENT REVIVES

In Nankatsu the revival of labor in the winter of 1924 was as dramatic
as the destruction of September. Led by Watanabe Masanosuke, just
released from jail, the survivors of the Nankatsu Labor Association re-
grouped, dissolving the old association and merging with a small union
of workers at a local bicycle factory to found the Eastern Tokyo
Amalgamated Labor Union on February 22. Much of their emotional
energy and initial funding came from an energetic, volatile man named
Minami Kiichi, the older brother of a victim in the Kameido incident
named Yoshimura Koji.12

Minami had come to Tokyo before World War I and started a small
factory manufacturing glycerine in Terashima. By the time of the earth-
quake he had become a community leader, employing seventy people
and proud of his position as head of the local neighborhood association

11. A different perspective on these events asserts that the decisions to carty out the
mutders were made by individual police or military officers, with no convincing evidence
of complicity among high officials of the Home Mlmstry The Osugi murder (and by
implication those in Kameido) is thus dismissed as an ‘‘insignificant accident...but a
footnote to the perlod’s history because [it makes] no statement about the polmcal system
or the government” (Thomas Stanley, Osugi Sakae: Anarchist in Taishé Japan [Cam-
brldge, Mass.: Harvard University Council on East Asian Studies, 1982], pp. 160-61).
This view strikes me as a shallow revision of a kind common among Western analyses of
Japan that shrink from any structural critique and focus narrowly on individual agency
and responsibility.

12. Koéji was one of eleven children born to the impoverished Minami family, who
were farmers living outside Kanazawa. His name was changed when he was adopted by
the Yoshimura family at the age of two.
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(see fig. 11). He tolerated the activism of Koji and another younger
brother with mild disapproval.

Upon hearing a rumor of his brother’s killing soon after the earth-
quake, Minami went to the station house and confronted the Kameido
police chief. Because Minami’s surname differed from Yoshimura’s, the
police chief apparently realized the brothers were related only at this
point. In Minami’s account, by turning pale, trembling, and failing to
offer a coherent reply, the police chief confirmed the rumor. Minami
exploded in anger and was nearly killed when he began fighting with
another policeman at the station.!3 Five months later, at a public
memorial service for the Kameido victims on February 17, Minami
spoke on behalf of the survivors, declaring that his brother had not died
in vain; before this, Minami declared, he “had known little of [social]
ideas,” but he now understood the violence of the “capitalist state” and
its ill-treatment of workers.

His brother’s murder transformed Minami. Through his efforts to
establish responsibility for Koji’s death, he came to know several labor
leaders. Impressed by their commitment, Minami resolved to avenge the
killing by embracing Koji’s cause. Late in 1923 he liquidated his busi-
ness, paid his former employees substantial severance settlements, and
sent his wife and two children back to the country.!* With the remain-
ing funds in his pocket, Minami visited Watanabe Masanosuke, stated
his desire to join the labor movement, and handed money to the
astounded Watanabe for use in supporting movement activities. With
an oft-stated philosophy of “leaving the ideas to Watanabe,” Minami
devoted his personal charisma and leadership talents to organizing
labor disputes in left-wing unions throughout Japan over the following
years.13

The Eastern Tokyo Amalgamated Union enjoyed fair success. In
April it affiliated with the Sodomei, and by June a police report credited

13. See Okamoto, Gama shogun, pp. 73-74, for a dramatic recounting. Minami’s
mother, already ill, took a bad turn on hearing the news, and she, too, died that winter—
in Minami’s view, another victim of the Kameido incident.

14. The reported severance pay of nearly 300 yen per person represented roughly six
months’ wages for an average worker.

15. The most detailed account of these events is found in Okamoto, Gama shogun,
pp. 59-90. Although portions of the work suggest the intervention of a dramatically
minded biographer, all the major details, with the exception of the precise amount of
Minami’s donation (the figure of 100,000 yen may be exaggerated), are confirmed by
other sources. A report on the funeral is found in TAS, February 18, 1924. Tanno Setsu
tells a corroborating story from Watanabe’s perspective in Tanaka and Yamashiro, eds.,
Tanno Setsu, pp. 41-43.
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the union with 430 members in seven locals in the Nankatsu area,

drawn from about thirty small factories employing a total of 2,600 men
and women.16

THE LABOR OFFENSIVE

This union was just one of many created in the following years during
the labor offensive in Nankatsu. Ironically, it was during the period of
union growth after the earthquake that the S6domei experienced two
major ruptures, The first came in May 1925, when the noncommunist
and anticommunist “realists” in the union expelled the S6d6mei’s left
wing, which then formed the Japan Council of Labor Unions (Nihon
r0do kumiai hyogikai, hereafter Hyogikai). One locus of left-wing
union strength within the S6domei had been the Eastern Tokyo Amal-
gamated Union founded by Watanabe and Minami, and many of its
leaders and locals shifted to the Hyogikai. '

The issue that divided the Sodomei was the new direction of “realis-
tic socialism” adopted at its crucial 1924 annual meeting. The left ob-
jected to this new strategy of support for parliamentary political actions
and accommodation with the institutions of capital and the state. The
“realists” decided that a unity that embraced the revolutionary left
would invite repression and prove more damaging than the disunity of a
split.}7 Both Watanabe Masanosuke and the Ishikawajima shipyard
organizer Saitd Tadatoshi were prominent among the leaders of the
Hyogikai federation formed by the ousted union leaders. It claimed
15,000 members nationally in 1925, including a strong contingent from
the Communist Party.

A scant nineteen months later, in December 1926, a second major
split occurred when twelve leaders of the noncommunist left wing that
had remained in the S6domei objected to the union’s perceived right-
ward drift and were expelled. The dissidents were led by intellectuals
Aso Hisashi and Kato Kanju, but supporters and prominent future lead-
ers in Nankatsu included workers such as Iwauchi Zensaku and Asanuma
Inejir.1® They felt that the new Sodomei realism had hardened into
a counterproductive, divisive anticommunism; further, the acceptance

16. A police report of June 16, 1924, contained in Kyi-kyochokai, Kanté domei kai
{1924), held at OISR, describes the founding of the Eastern Tokyo Amalgamated Union.

17. For details of the split, see Stephen Large, Organized Workers and Socialist
Politics in Interwar Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 62—67.

18. On Iwauchi and Asanuma, see chapter 8. Asanuma became chairman of the
Japan Socialist Party in 1960.
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of parliamentary politics and “sound unionism” had produced too
much cooperation with government and capitalists and not enough
principled opposition. When the passage of universal male suffrage set
off a scramble in the Sodomei and Hyogikai to form competing proleta-
rian parties, Asd’s group secretly planned to form a third party to medi-
ate between proletarian forces of the “left” and “right”” and bring labor
unity to the political front. Despite the inclusive intent, this move
brought further division. When news of the plan became public, the
Sodomei expelled Aso and eleven others.'® They founded the Japan
Labor Union Alliance (Nihon rodo kumiai domei, hereafter Kumiai
domei) with about 17,000 members. The Sodomei retained about
30,000 supporters.

At this point three major streams traversed the national map of
federated labor: the so-called right-wing S6domei, the centrist Kumiai
domei, and the Hyogikai on the left. Just over one year later, on March
3, 1928, the Seiyukai government ordered the mass arrest of over 1,000
suspected communists nationwide and simultaneously dissolved the
Hyogikai. A small corps of survivors went underground, maintaining a
shadowy Communist Party structure and forming small cells of labor
supporters in an uncountable number of factories. This three-way divi-
sion of the labor movement persisted for about a decade, with the left
stream underground, until the right and centrist groups reunited in
1936.

It would be logical to expect such divisive intramovement struggles
to have damaged efforts to organize, but the numbers do not support
such a view. It seems the competition between the several federations
had a positive effect, as it stimulated intense efforts to enroll members
and found new locals in places like Nankatsu. On the eve of the earth-
quake, when a united S6domei was the only national federation, total
union membership in Japan stood at approximately 125,000, with
about 30,000 in the Sodomei. By 1927 the number of unionized work-
ers had almost tripled, exceeding 300,000, a reported 6.5 percent of all
wage laborers. The majority still belonged to independent unions or
those in smaller federations, for the three major federations accounted
for no more than 50,000 of the total. The diversity of activity and the
heated local debates that accompanied each split reflected significant
grass-roots vitality.

19. Large, Organized Workers and Socialist Politics, pp. 107-9.
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UNIONS IN NANKATSU

This diversity also produced a dizzying array of unions in Nankatsu.
On the occasion of a national split, the leaders of union locals would
debate and vote, either in executive session or at a full union assembly,
on whether to join the expelled dissidents or remain in the Sodomei. If
the vote was close, the local itself might split in two, and invariably the
several locals of any union in a given area differed in their decisions. By
1927, therefore, Nankatsu’s unions included locals and industrial fed-
erations with right (Sodomei), left (Hyogikai), and center (Kumiai
domei) affiliations. Adding to the confusion, rump and dissident fac-
tions would fight over who retained rights to the existing union name.

Concurrent with such contention, a rush hour of the unions in pre-
war Nankatsu, and throughout the nation, began in 1924. The success
of Minami Kiichi and Watanabe Masanosuke with their amalgamated
union was duplicated throughout the area. Table 7.1 summarizes the
range of union organizations and my best estimate of their strength in
1927, midway through the 1924-29 surge of organizing. The total
membership exceeded 20,000, roughly one-third of the 63,000 wage
laborers in the Nankatsu region. Membership figures broken down by
ward and county are not available in each year for each union. Where
possible, I have used data from 1927, but in a few cases the figures are
from 1926 or 1928.

In the textile industry, women began to join labor unions in large
numbers. The Kant6 Textile Union in the S6domei camp boasted 7,000
members as early as 1925, with locals in five major facto