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The Characteristics of Pre-World War II Seasonal
Migrant Workers Considered From The Point of View of The
Demand For Them on The Labour Market

Matsuo MATSUDA

It is an accepted fact that the number of seasonal migrant workers is increasing
due to the expansion of the labour market in large cities and towns that absorb labour.
Erstwhile studies on the subject have barely attempted analyses of the history of industry
from the point of view of the demand that prescribes the supply of and demand for seasonal
migrant workers. In an attempt to repair this deficiency, the author endeavours to clarity
the situation in industry and the labour market, according to work category and the
distribution of changes in supply and demand in the labour market, with special regard to
the seasonal migrant workers of the Taisho and Showa periods.

The salient points covered in his paper are as follows :

1) Representative zones supplying pre-World War II seasonal migrant labour
were Hokuriku, Tozan and Setouchi, while the areas absorbing it were the Hanshin (Osaka
and Kobe), Keihin (Tokyo and Yokohama) and Hokkaido districts. In the period before
the Second World War, these latter comprised representative industrial and fishing
industrial areas.

2) The kinds of work performed by seasonal migrant workers and the nature of
the migrations themselves underwent a number of changes with the onset of the economic
crisis of the early Showa period. That is to say, where the kinds of work were concerned,
industries such as silk-reeling, cotton spinning, commerce, fishing and miscellaneous ser-
vices decreased, while medium and small enterprises, excepting those involving silk-reeling,
cotton spinning and sake brewing, increased. Where migration characteristics were conce-
rned, the number of seasonal migrant labourers who circulated within miscellaneous
services in both cities and rural mountain areas decreased while, on the other hand, there
was an increase in rural exodus. These changes reflect the expansion of the labour market
caused by the development of heavy chemical industries.

3) One of the factors in the increase of seasonal migrant labour was the accumu-
lation of an underemployed population and of part-timerisation (kengyo-ka) in rural areas ;
another was the increase of miscellaneous services in cities, prior to World War I in

Japan.





