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From Peasant Time to Company Time:
Work-Life Patterns in the Japanese Past

By Osamu Saito
(Institute of Economic Research, Hitotsubashi University)

According to standard economic theory, a rise in family income will be followed by an
increased demand for leisure and a reduced supply of labour for paid work. In reality,
however, it was not always the case in many countries. This paper examines, by looking at
both quantitative and non-quantitative evidence, what actually happened to work and life in
the Japanese past, i.e. from the Tokugawa era to the present. The paper proposes to view the
whole process as a change from “peasant time” to “company time”.

This may sound like E.P. Thompson’s thesis, but the two differ in several points. Firstly,
Tokugawa peasant families were less task-oriented than Thompson thought of pre-industrial
workers. For the Tokugawa peasant, planning over an entire farming season and
intra-household coordination of work time were of prime importance, which must have taught
them a sense of the preciousness of time. Secondly, therefore, it was not in the factory where
time discipline was first imposed. What separated a modern regime of “company time” from
that of “peasant time” was not necessarily the use of clock time but the emergence of a sense
that “time belonged to the firm”, rather than to the individual family. Thirdly, however, even
this sense of “company time” can also be traced back to merchant houses in the Tokugawa
period. Not surprisingly, therefore, the underlying tendency was for working hours to increase
throughout these time regimes. Only legislations from above and pressures from outside seem
to have arrested the process of increasing hours of work.

Since the 1920s there occurred considerable changes in the structure of the workforce and
their work-life patterns. Whitecollar workers were on the increase and the self-employed on
the decline. However, a comparison of time budgets between the pre- and post-World War 11
periods reveals that the reduction of average hours actually worked by men did not take place
in all the occupational groups. While the average for bluecollar workers became unmistakably
shorter (which reflected an impact of postwar labour legislations), whitecollars’ hours of work
did not. Women’s work-life balance also changed. Initially, with the rise of “breadwinner”
families, hours spent by married women to do childcare and house keeping increased
substantially. Yet, the postwar decline in family size and the diffusion of home appliances
enabled them to go out to earn wages on their own. With the emergence of the two-earner type
of families, the married women’s workload has increased once again with little time left for
more leisurely life. Their total hours worked in and outside the household have exceeded
those for their husbands, a pattern which, ironically, resembles the traditional work pattern of
“peasant time”.
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