
23 mm

9 7 8 9 0 0 4 4 6 4 4 2 1

Discovering 
Women’s Voices
      

THE LIVES OF MODERN JAPANESE SILK 
MILL WORKERS IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Sandra Schaal
THE INTIMATE AND THE PUBLIC
IN ASIAN AND GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES, 14

ISSN 2213-0608
brill.com/ipap

At a time when concern with the exploitation of young women in the assembly 
plants of developing countries is still a major social issue for gender and 
development specialists, Discovering Women's Voices. The Lives of Modern 
Japanese Silk Mill Workers in Their Own Words, offers a vivid account of the 
lives of women who formed modern Japan’s ‘reserve army’ for textile mills.

By analyzing works songs and oral testimonies of former silk-reeling operatives 
about their lives in the factory and in their native countryside, it challenges 
the long-standing assumption describing their history as merely exploitative, 
convincingly showing that factory life could appear as a window of opportunity 
or at least a lesser evil to workers born in rural underprivileged families.

Sandra Schaal Ph.D. (2006, University of Kyoto), is Professor of Japanese 
Studies at the University of Strasbourg. She has produced several works on 
modern Japan and is co-editor of Educations sentimentales en contextes 
orientaux (2018).

D
iscovering W

om
en’s Voices   

Sandra Schaal

I P A P

14
T H E  I N T I M A T E  A N D  T H E  P U B L I C  I N  A S I A N  A N D  G L O B A L  P E R S P E C T I V E S



Discovering Women’s Voices
The Lives of Modern Japanese Silk Mill Workers in Their Own
Words

Author: Sandra Schaal

At a time when concern with the exploitation of young women in
the assembly plants of developing countries is still a major social
issue for gender and development specialists, Discovering Women's

Voices. The Lives of Modern Japanese Silk Mill Workers in Their Own

Words, o�fers a vivid account of the lives of women who formed
modern Japan’s ‘reserve army’ for textile mills. 
 
By analyzing works songs and oral testimonies of former silk-
reeling operatives about their lives in the factory and in their native
countryside, it challenges the long-standing assumption describing
their history as merely exploitative, convincingly showing that
factory life could appear as a window of opportunity or at least a
lesser evil to workers born in rural underprivileged families.

Readership

All interested in Japanese modern history, the textile industry,
gender studies, and anyone concerned with work songs and oral
history/life stories.

 
For more information see brill.com

 

Order information: Order online at brill.com 
The Americas: 1 (860) 350 0041 | brillna@turpin-distribution.com 

Outside the Americas: 44 (0) 1767 604-954 | brill@turpin-distribution.com 
Submission information: brill.com/authors

Titles published by Ferdinand Schöningh, Wilhelm Fink and mentis: 
+49 (0)7154 1327 10 | brill@brocom.de

Series: 
The Intimate and the Public in
Asian and Global Perspectives,
Volume: 14

E-Book (PDF)

List price
EUR  €155.00 / USD  $186.00

Hardback

List price
EUR  €155.00 / USD  $186.00

Pages: xiv, 457 pp.

Language: English

Subjects: Japan, Asian Studies,
Asian Studies, Social Sciences

Publisher: Brill

Publication date: 25 Jul 2022

ISBN: 978-90-04-46469-8

Publication date: 28 Jul 2022

ISBN: 978-90-04-46442-1

https://brill.com/
https://brill.com/view/serial/IPAP
https://brill.com/search?t0=04-11
https://brill.com/search?t0=HASI
https://brill.com/search?t0=15-05
https://brill.com/search?t0=HSOC
https://brill.com/view/title/59939


Contents

  List of Figures, Photos and Tables xi
  Notes on the Text xiv

  Introduction 1
 1  The Emergence and Persistence of a Tragic View of the History of 

the Female Silk Industry Workers 4
 2  Attempts to Revise the Jokō Aishi Discourse 13
 3  Analyzing the Voices of the Workers for a New Look at the  

Jokō Aishi Viewpoint 16
 4  Giving a Voice to the Voiceless 21
 5  A Note on the Book’s Organization 24

part 1
A Brief History of Japan’s Silk- Reeling Industry

1  A Brief History of Japan’s Silk- Reeling Industry 29
 1  Japan’s Earliest Silk- Reeling Workers 29
 2  The Shift to Modern Silk Production 35
 3  Migrant Workers and the Development of a  

Mechanized Silk- Reeling Industry 40
 4  The Silk Industry from Word War i through the  

Shōwa Depression 45
 5  The Silk Industry during World War ii: A Shift to  

Military Production 49

part 2
In Search of a Lost Time: The Workers’ Thread- Reeling Songs

  Introduction to Part 2 55
 1  Thread- Reeling Songs as “Sung Memories” 55
 2  A Corpus of 45 Thread- Reeling Songs 56

2  What Were the Thread- Reeling Songs? 68
 1  “Thread- Reeling Songs” as a General Term 69
 2  Origins of the Thread- Reeling Songs 70
 3  The Singing of the Thread- Reeling Songs and Their Functions 72

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

01:3�1�026118���
��
��		
	

�
.�":8�1343����9�-�788 2�9��������������������/

!71���44�1224  



viii Contents

 4  Creation of the Thread- Reeling Songs 74
 5  Propagation of the Thread- Reeling Songs 95
 6  The Subjects of the Thread- Reeling Songs and the  

Language Used 98

3  Feelings about Going to the Mills 102
 1  “I Came Here ‘Cause My Family Was Poor, Sold to This Mill  

When I Was 12” 104
 2  Good Daughters Fulfilling Obligations to Their Parents 105
 3  Working Women as Patriots: “Men Are Soldiers, Women Are  

Mill Workers” 107
 4  Use of Songs for Indoctrination 109

4  Feelings about Working Conditions 113
 1  “The Awful Smokestacks”: How the Operatives Felt about Their 

Work 116
 2  The Women’s Wages (“The Thread Has a Mind of Its Own…”) 123
 3  The Female Operatives and Their Superiors 124

5  Life at the Silk Mills as Depicted in the Thread- Reeling Songs 134
 1  What Life Was Like at the Mills 135
 2  The Food at the Mills 137
 3  The Female Operatives and Sexual Behavior at the Mills 139
 4  The Workers’ Feeling about “Back Home” 144

6  How the Female Operatives Saw Themselves 147
 1  Self- Representations as Mill Workers 148
 2  Responses to How the Female Operatives Were Viewed in  

Prewar Japan 150

part 3
Interviews of Former Female Operatives

  Introduction to Part 3 159

7  Analyzing the Life Histories Used as the “Voices” of the Workers 162
 1  “Life History” as a Generic Designation 163
 2  The Voices of Workers Who Lived in the Late Meiji to  

the Early Shōwa Period 165
 3  Finding Former Workers Who Would Tell Their Stories 167

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

01:3�1�026118���
��
��		
	

�
.�":8�1343����9�-�788 2�9��������������������/

!71���44�1224  



Contents ix

8  Why They Left Home to Work in the Mills 188
 1  Reasons for Going to Work 189
 2  How the Women Viewed Their Becoming Mill Operatives 202

9  Coping with Hard Labor Conditions 218
 1  “All We Did Was Work” 219
 2  Songs at the Mills, and the Disappearance of the  

Silk- Reeling Songs 247
 3  The Female Operatives and the Mill Hierarchy 262
 4  The Female Operatives’ Wages and Spending Activity 274

10  Recollections of Dormitory Life 300
 1  Onerous Aspects of the Female Operatives’ Situation 301
 2  Sources of Enjoyment 304

11  Labor Disputes and Forms of Protest 336
 1  Obstacles to Forming Labor Organizations 337

12  Representations of the Experiences of the Female Operatives 350
 1  How the Former Workers Feel about Their Experiences Being 

Described as Sad and Tragic 351
 2  The Importance and Significance of “Hardship” and 

“Endurance” 358

  Conclusion 365
 1  An Historical- Critical Approach to the Jokō Aishi Viewpoint 365
 2  Listening to the Voices of the “Mill Girls”: A New Approach to the 

Life Histories 368
 3  Going beyond the “Jokō Aishi” Viewpoint 374

  Appendix 377
  Bibliography 417
  Index of Persons 450
  Index of Subjects 451

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

01:3�1�026118���
��
��		
	

�
.�":8�1343����9�-�788 2�9��������������������/

!71���44�1224  


