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Precarious regular workers in Japan

Y �UKI ASAHINA

Abstract:: While the writing on labor market flexibilization focuses on non-
regular employment, this ethnography of precarious work explores one
overlooked aspect, the experiences of increasingly precarious young regular
workers. These jobs take the form of standard employment, but workers are
often subjected to even more precarious and exploitative working conditions
than non-regular workers. Drawing on the case of Japan, a seemingly unlikely
place to observe such a development, this article has three aims. First, it clari-
fies the underlying mechanisms of labor exploitation in precarious regular
employment. Second, it illustrates these mechanisms at work by examining the
experiences of young workers. Third, it explores the potential of such young
workers to disrupt these mechanisms through an individualistic form of
collective action. The paper illuminates that, in the context of labor market
flexibilization, inequality of security exists not only between standard and non-
standard employment but also within standard employment arrangements.

Keywords: Employment relations, exploitation, Japan, precarious jobs,
regular-employment, young worker

Introduction

“1: 2007/11/24 (Sat.) 21:38:07.44 ID:Jwþbr6zA0
My occupation is a programmer. This job is really insane.”1

On an evening in November 2007, a young programmer posted his first mes-

sage on the thread he had just created on the popular online community 2

Channel. For the next 2 weeks, he kept sharing his experience at his workplace,

which he called a “black corporation” (Burakku Kigy�o). He had dropped out

of high school due to becoming a target of bullying and lived as a NEET (Not

in Education, Employment, or Training) for nearly 10 years. When his mother

passed away because of a sudden accident, he decided to get a job. He had

already obtained a national certificate for computer programming. After dozens

of unsuccessful applications, this company hired him as a regular worker. He

even burst into tears during the job interview after finding out that he finally
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had a job. However, a letdown came soon. On his first day of work, he already

had to perform unpaid overtime work. He became a project leader in 2 weeks,

and it did not take very long before hundreds of hours of non-paid overtime

work and recurring harassment from his boss became a regular part of his life.

His online confession went viral. It soon became a best-seller book published

by a major press company, and later became a movie.

His experience and that of many people who sympathized with him in front

of their computer screens reflect changes in our political economy. While the

literature on precarious employment has proliferated in the last few decades,

much of the writing on the topic focuses on non-regular employment. Hence,

the experiences of many young regular workers such as that of the aforemen-

tioned IT worker have received little attention. Precarious regular jobs are just

as “uncertain, unpredictable, and risky from the point of view of the worker”

(Kalleberg 2009, 2) as non-regular jobs and the degree of labor exploitation

involved is more severe than traditional regular employment. Because precar-

ious regular jobs are simply counted as regular employment in official surveys,

it is difficult to know how many exist. According to a 2013 report by the

Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare on “disposable use” of young

workers, among 5111 investigated workplaces, 82 per cent (4189) had violated

labor laws in one way or another (2013a). As the concern over this form of pre-

carious employment has grown, the Ministry opened a temporary consultation

line, and on its first day of operation received 1042 requests for consultations,

mainly from workers in their 20s and 30s (MHLW 2013b).

Since the precarity of these young workers does not manifest itself in surveys

regardless of how precarious their employment situations are, we need another

approach to examine this problem. Drawing on rich data collected through

ethnographic fieldwork and interviews in Tokyo, this article has three aims.

First, it clarifies the underlying mechanisms of labor exploitation in precarious

regular employment. Second, it details the experiences of four precarious regu-

lar workers in different workplaces to illustrate how this exploitive system of

pseudo-regular employment operates. Third, it explores young workers’ ability

to protest against such unfair treatment through an individualized form of col-

lective action. After I introduce the context and method of this research, the

article will discuss each of these three dimensions in order.

Job insecurity

Precarious regular jobs have grown in the same context as non-regular jobs:

job security has declined since the 1980s in many industrialized countries

mainly owing to globalization of the production and growth of the service

economy under neoliberalism (Alberti et al. 2018; Kalleberg 2009, 2018;

Standing 2011). While influential concepts of precarious employment such as
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“precarious work” (Kalleberg 2009) and “the precariat” (Standing 2011)

emphasize chronic job insecurity and do not necessarily specify its employment

form, precarious employment is usually defined in relation to “standard

employment relations” or “the salariat.” In Japan, the term non-regular

employment covers various forms of short-term employment including part-

time workers, contract workers, and agency workers (Keizer 2008, 412).

While the vast majority of the working population was composed of non-

regular workers before the miraculous economic development of the

1960s–1980s, steady economic growth during this period contributed to the

decline of precarious employment (Gordon 2017, 11–12). The lives of a cer-

tain group of people have always been precarious, yet Japan’s patriarchal

employment system provided “salarymen” and their families a high degree of

security, and perhaps more importantly, enabled them to predict their future.

Both blue-collar and white-collar employees hired as regular employees by

large firms (usually directly out of school) enjoy essentially permanent employ-

ment with regular pay increases, membership in an enterprise union, and

strong legal protection against firing and layoffs. Such security has been declin-

ing since the beginning of the 1990s through two financial crises and a long

recession in between. As neoliberal reforms allowed companies to meet more

of their labor needs without offering regular employment, between 1982 and

2012, the number of non-regular workers increased by nearly 14 million

(Gordon 2017). The proportion of non-regular workers grew by more than 20

per cent from 1984 to 2014, and today they comprise about 37 per cent of the

work force (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 2015).

There is an emerging consensus among scholars that, first, the growing dual-

ism between regular and non-regular jobs is the fundamental problem of

today’s Japanese labor market (Kambayashi 2017). Second, it not only led to

the growth of income inequality but also shifted discourse about class from one

“middle-class society” to a “divided society” (Chiavacci 2008, 22–23; Ishida

and Slater 2010). The young are the ones who bear the cost of this structural

change most severely (Song 2018). About one-third of the working population

between age 25 and 34 work as non-regular workers (Statistics Bureau of

Japan 2015). From 1982 to 2007, 10-year job retention rates among Japanese

between 25 and 29 years old decreased from 47.3 per cent to 38.3 per cent

(Kambayashi and Kato 2012, 29). The problem of youth employment initially

focused on “freeters” and NEET problems (Genda 2011; Kosugi 2006), and

social policies were directed at addressing workers’ lack of effort and will to

improve themselves (Song 2018).

Those who graduated from school and sought jobs in the late 1990s–2000s

are typically called the “Ice Age Generation.” They entered the labor market

after the Asian financial crisis and had difficulty attaining stable employment,

which affected their subsequent life course. Similarly, the ones left the school
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in the early 2010s and entered the post-2008 crisis labor market is called the

“New Ice Age Generation.”

The number of job openings increased after 2013. However, a closer look

reveals that this rate has been pushed up by the growth in the number of rela-

tively unstable jobs. In 2019, there are 9.91 job openings per candidate in

small-size workplaces with 300 or less employees (Recruit Works Institute

2019). In contrast, there are only 0.37 jobs per job seeker in large-size workpla-

ces with 5000 or more employees, which is the worst record in recent years.

Similarly, while there are about twelve times more job openings than the num-

ber of people who wish to have jobs in the logistics industry, only 0.21 open-

ings are available in the financial industry. While blue-collar, insecure, and

demanding jobs at small companies are readily available, secure white-collar

jobs appear to be difficult to attain.

Thus, work that once was a source of security is now the source of anxiety

for many. According to a comparative survey of six countries conducted by the

Japanese government, 64.6 per cent of Japanese young adults worry about the

possibility of layoffs, the highest rate among the surveyed countries including

the UK (58.6) and the US (54.2) (Cabinet Office Government of Japan 2014,

110). The World Values Survey also reports that more than 80 per cent of

respondents under 29 worry about losing their job or not finding one

(Inglehart et al. 2014).

Currency of regular jobs

Growing labor market flexibility is particularly problematic for young people in

countries like Japan, “which has traditionally been characterized by a well-

defined, rigid progression to adulthood that presupposes a strong attachment

to work organizations” (Kalleberg and Vallas 2017, 17). Trapped in the

increasingly fluid labor market, non-regular workers have increasingly delayed

or even foregone traditional markers of adulthood such as marriage and fam-

ily-making.

Non-regular jobs come with lower income and fewer benefits than regular

employment. In 2013, male regular workers in Japan earned 45 per cent more

than male non-regular workers on the basis of hourly wages (OECD 2015). In

the process of rapid economic development, the country shaped a “welfare

through work” model of welfare state policies. Employment is at the core of

the social protection system, along with the family (Miura 2012; Ochiai 2014).

This resulted in the gendered dual system of social protection, in which

insiders (regular employees of large firms) were protected while outsiders (non-

regular employees and workers at small firms) were not (Miura 2012; Schoppa

2006; Song 2014).
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Young men’s decreasing ability to play the provider role destabilized the East

Asian breadwinner-home maker family model. Not surprisingly, Japan has seen

a remarkable rise of single-person households in the last few decades (Ronald

2017; Ronald, Druta, and Godzik 2018). Scholars caution that the rampant job

insecurity will further decrease fertility rates of countries like Korea and Japan,

even though they are already among the world’s fastest aging societies

(Piotrowski et al. 2018; Raymo et al. 2015; Raymo and Shibata 2017; Shirahase

2014). As Mary Brinton argues, increasing difficulty in gaining access to secure

jobs translates into difficulty for young people to secure their location in society

(or ba as she calls it, which roughly translates to a social location) (2010, 2–5).

In this context, regular jobs gain new currency among young workers.

According to the World Values Survey, “safe job with no risk” has been consist-

ently ranked one of the most important criteria for choosing a job in Japan

from 1994 to 2009 (Inglehart et al. 2014). Another recent government survey

found that nearly 90 per cent of people under 29 prioritize a job that is “stable

and they can keep working for a long time” when choosing a job (Cabinet

Office Government of Japan 2017). What this means for employers is that they

can attract a larger number of workers using the allure of “regular employ-

ment” rather than a call for non-regular employees. Yet, it is puzzling why

employers can sustain such a tricky and exploitative form of employment. We

need an approach that goes beyond secondary analysis of surveys and govern-

mental statistics to examine this problem.

Precarity of regular workers

As job insecurity has grown, the resulting precarity and ontological instability

beyond only those who hold irregular employment became a widely shared

concern among social theorists (Allison 2013, 2015; Han 2018; Lorey 2015;

Ortner 2016). Theories of precarity tend to see it as a new mode of domin-

ation, which has an universalistic character (Bourdieu 2000; Foucault 2008).

Political theorist Isabell Lorey observes that “precarization is not an exception,

it is rather the rule” (Lorey 2015, 15).

It is spreading even in those areas that were long considered secure. It has become an

instrument of governing and, at the same time, a basis for capitalist accumulation that

serves social regulation and control. Precarization means more than insecure jobs, more

than the lack of security given by waged employment. (Lorey 2015, 15).

If so, it is not only unfortunate minority groups whose jobs are in crisis.

In his late career, Pierre Bourdieu (2000) argued that “job insecurity is

everywhere now.” Accordingly, “insecurity acts directly on those it touches

(and whom it renders incapable of mobilizing themselves) and indirectly on all

the others” (2000, 84). Similarly, Anne Allison, one of the pioneering
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anthropologists in the study of precarity, argues that what she calls ordinary

refugeeism—longing for an intimacy attached to a time and place that no lon-

ger exists—is prevalent in twenty-first century Japan. She argues that “no lon-

ger is precarity, insecuritization, or even poverty the purview of the exceptional

few; its spread to even college graduates and those who manage to get (then

lose) decent jobs means that no one is totally “safe” today” (Allison 2012,

366). Thus, the theorists of precarity argue that the impact of labor market

flexibilization is more far-reaching than we imagine.

Furthermore, pessimism about precarious workers’ politics prevails among

social theorists because workers are increasingly individualized and oriented to

short-term thinking that deprives them of the basis for collective action

(Bauman 2005; Bourdieu 2000, 83; Castel 2016, 166; Sennett 2006, 178;

Standing 2014). For example, Wendy Brown analyzed that neoliberalism is

“undoing” basic democratic principles, and one of its consequences is that

“labor disappears as a category, as does its collective form, class, taking with it

the analytic basis for alienation, exploitation, and association among laborers”

(Brown 2015, 38) although recent empirical studies suggest that precarious

workers can and do mobilize (Kojima 2017; Meyer 2017; Paret 2016).

There is no shortage of literature on the causes and process of labor market

flexibilization in Japan (e.g. Gordon 2017; Gottfried 2014; Osawa, Kim, and

Kingston 2013; Osawa and Kingston 2015; Song 2018). However, we know

much less about the impacts of this social change on human subjects and their

agency. The precarity of regular workers, in particular, merits more attention

given what the theorists of precarity have been arguing. Though there are a grow-

ing number of ethnographic studies, these studies tend to focus on the experien-

ces of men and women with non-regular jobs (Cook 2013, 2016; Kojima 2010,

2013; O’Day 2012). Once in the field, I found that the major characteristics of

non-regular employment are increasingly extended to the realms of regular

employment. There is emerging inequality of security between the group of rela-

tively secure workers who are protected by lifetime employment, seniority-based

wage, and enterprise unions, and those who do not have access to any of these

despite the fact that their employment form is considered “regular.” Drawing on

ethnography of precarious regular jobs, this paper fills this void.

Research setting and method

The research took place in Tokyo from February to August 2018. I conducted

participant observations of the activities of two of the most influential labor

unions for young people, Tokyo Young Contingent Workers’ Union and a group

of unions affiliated with NPO POSSE. These are relatively new (founded in

2000 and 2014, respectively) small unions with less than ten full-time

staff members.
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These unions share the basic structure and strategy of individual-affiliate

unions that emerged in the context of declining union membership and density.

They are militant in their self-recognition, in contrast to many enterprise

unions that they consider as being too concessional. They rely on a form of

union organizing, which utilizes social movement style campaigning and online

media to organize precarious young workers who are not likely to be organized

by enterprise unions (Kojima 2017; Royle and Urano 2012; Suzuki 2008;

Watanabe 2018). At the same time, the two unions diverge in some important

respects, such as the extent of human resources they possess, and the strength

and nature of solidarity among members. These combinations make them

appropriate cases for this study.

I attended meetings, individual labor consultations, study groups, protests on

the street and in front of various corporations, collective bargaining sessions,

similar sessions mediated by the Tokyo Metropolitan labor relations committee,

and informal parties after these events. I also worked in the backyard of a parcel

delivery system in Tokyo to familiarize myself with the arrangement of flexible

employment. The experience of working there gave me a practical understanding

of how tough it is to make a living with this sort of job, and the reality of inequal-

ity that exists between secure and non-secure forms of regular employment.

The time period of the fieldwork provided a rare opportunity to explore this

topic. It was the period in which the government was trying to extend the flexible

work hours system—a system akin to the salaried worker exemption from earning

overtime—to non-managerial workers. There were many protest activities going

on in Tokyo, which enabled me to observe closely the social movement aspects of

these unions’ activities. The Japanese government enacted the bill which included

this labor law reform in 2018, and the law came into effect in April 2019.

I also conducted seven semi-structured interviews with young adults who

had experiences in precarious regular jobs. This data derives from a larger

comparative study of economic insecurity based on more than 100 interviews

with young adults in Tokyo and Seoul, South Korea. During the same time, I

worked at a parcel delivery service in Tokyo to gain first-hand experience of

flexible work arrangements, and even joined a protest against my employer

organized by POSSE unions. All the names of companies and individuals are

pseudonyms unless otherwise noted. When I discuss particular disputes I refer

to both unions as “the union” to prevent workers from being identified.

Precarious regular jobs and mechanisms of labor exploitation

Precarious regular jobs

Precarious regular jobs take the form of regular employment (permanent

employment), but they are as precarious as non-regular jobs from workers’ per-

spective, and the workers bear the risk of employment instead of the
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employers. Furthermore, the degree of labor exploitation in precarious regular

employment is also comparable to or even more severe than that involved in

non-regular employment. These employers tend to hire a massive number of

workers that they cannot afford to employ for the long term and exploit their

labor force as much as they can. Often, workers have to quit “voluntarily”

when they reach the limits of their physical or mental capacities. The employer

does not expect this labor to reproduce because they can replace it by hiring

new workers. Hence, it is mainly large corporations that systematically “use

and dispose” young workers.

A possible drawback of these jobs for employers is that, in places like Japan

where laws are relatively protective of labor, it is difficult to lay off or fire regu-

lar workers. Furthermore, it is puzzling that they are able to keep filling vacan-

cies because these workers are often paid much less than the minimum wage

due to excessive unpaid overtime work, whereas non-regular jobs at least guar-

antee the minimum hourly wage. Then, why can employers sustain this precar-

ious and exploitative employment form? By modifying activist-scholar Konno

Haruki’s articulation of the characteristics of this type of job (Konno 2012,

2015), I argue that there are three mechanisms that tend to sustain precarious

regular employment in certain contexts: deception; coercion; and the worker’s

reluctant consent2.

Deception

First, this highly exploitative practice cannot be sustained unless employers

maintain the required number of workers (Shimazaki 2015, 23); they misin-

form potential workers to achieve this goal. A typical method is what union

members call job description fraud, in which the job description is entirely dif-

ferent from the actual job. Virtually all the people I interviewed reported that

their salary was much lower than what they had been promised, and they

worked much longer hours than the hours on the contract. Sometimes, an

employer even includes a minor clause in the contract, indicating the possibility

of dismissal during the trial period, or that the contract may change to short-

term employment. There was even an extreme case in which an employer

posted a job opening for a regular position, but hired a woman in her 20s and

treated her as a non-regular worker instead.

Coercion

Second, workers must stay in the workplace for a certain period of time for

employers to appropriate surplus value, but employers also need to leave room

to lay them off. To make this possible, they rely on coercion, which is often

associated with verbal and physical violence as a scheme to subjugate workers
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psychologically. This violence is often referred to as “power harassment” in

Japanese. Employers severely exploit workers by not paying overtime wages

and forcing them to work beyond the legal limit. This tends to involve illegal

measures such as unlawful operation of the de facto over overtime system.

Mass hiring means that the selection process actually happens after employees

enter the company. Konno (2015) points out that the employer often announ-

ces a layoff plan and makes employees compete with each other. The employer

also selectively harasses certain employees deemed “useless.” The purpose of

this performative punishment is to threaten other workers. One manager said

in an interview with a journalist that he reprimands workers for the task they

performed to make them think “they damaged the company by their mistake”

(Akiyama 2014). This is effective because “they don’t even know why it was a

mistake. But I make them have a sense of indebtedness. Once this is done, new

employees always keep an eye on my mind. Then, I can handle them easily.”

Reluctant consent

Third, precarious regular jobs involve the worker’s consent at least to some

extent. Caught in the perceived mismatch between the desire for secure

employment and the grim reality of the labor market, young workers who do

not have enough credentials reluctantly subject themselves to an employer in

their search for job security. While this appears puzzling at first, as Michael

Burawoy’s classic study of labor process shows, sometimes workers subject

themselves to the benefit of the capitalist (Burawoy 1979). They still exercise

their agency outside of labor market institutions, as a growing number of stud-

ies have documented (e.g. Meyer 2017; Millar 2017; Paret 2016). However,

when it comes to their career choice within the labor market, what they can do

appears to be limited. Thus, they have learned to practically adjust to insecur-

ity. The experiences of precarious regular workers illustrate these three mecha-

nisms at work.

Experiences of precarious regular workers

Takashi at T housing

For Takashi, who worked for T Housing, a big company with nearly 10,000

employees across the country, it was the first regular position he has been

offered in his life. According to the contract, his work hours were from 9 am to

6pm in addition to 89h of de facto overtime per month, which was already

included in his salary. However, the available record collected by the union

shows that he typically worked at least 100 h a month in addition to 160 regu-

lar hours. He arrived at the office at 8:30 and joined the morning assembly. A
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month’s quota was placed on each employee’s desk, and they were forced to

shout out that quota and how much they sold in the month in front of their

colleagues. Afterward, they had another shouting assembly within the depart-

ment to which they belonged. At the beginning of the month, there was also a

“no-result person” speech time. Employees who had not sold anything during

the period were forced to confess publicly that they were bad employees. The

company’s housing products were high price deals, and the housing market

was already saturated in the area where Takashi was assigned, so no one in his

or previous cohorts had ever gotten a contract. Virtually everyone was deemed

a “no-result person.”

At 9:30 am, employees were dropped off at random points in town with a

map and sales materials in hand from a Toyota minivan driven by the depart-

ment manager. They randomly visited around 35 relatively large houses found

on the map. They went back to the office around noon and wrote a report for

the manager to read. Then, they made documents to show to the possible cus-

tomers they had just visited that morning, and the rest of the day was spent

revisiting them. At 8 pm, Takashi would call the manager and ask if he could

go home. Most times the manager would request him to keep visiting new

houses until he got something. If he found a customer who was interested, he

had to go back to the office and stay until midnight finishing crafting a specific

sales plan for that customer. The next morning, at 8:30 am, he returned to the

office for another shouting assembly. On the weekend, sometimes the manager

would show up at Takashi’s place without notice and take him to the office.

The Japanese government implemented “work style reform” after Matsuri

Takahashi, a 24-year-old graduate of the University of Tokyo and employee at

a large advertisement agency, jumped from the employee housing building on

the night of Christmas in 2015. Depression from excessive overwork was seen

as the cause of her suicide. However, if the amount of work does not change,

leaving the office early only means that they have to work somewhere outside

of the office without being paid.

In Takashi’s branch, employees were forced to alter the records of their

working hours. Because the company car assigned to each of them had a time

recorder, which was used to count their working hours, workers sometimes had

to use a bicycle instead of a car, or the cars assigned to those who were on sick

leave. The computers in the office also kept a log of when they were turned on

and shut down. In addition to using other people’s computers, Takashi often

left the office without turning his computer off. This would mess up the log

and makes it difficult to track hours. If they did not alter the record, they

would be forced to submit an apology letter to the manager and alter

it anyway.

T Housing had a mechanism to encourage no-result persons to leave. At the

end of the first year of employment, they would reduce the base salary of those
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who did not get any contracts by 50,000 yen (about 500 USD). Three months

later, they would reduce the salary by another 50,000 yen. At this point, the

remaining base salary was only about 40,000 yen (about 400 USD) per month,

and 89 h of overtime payment was added to that. If they were at least paid the

minimum wage (956Yen [about 9.50 USD] per hour) in the area where

Takashi’s office was located, for the 249 h that Takashi’s employment contract

specified, their monthly salary before deduction should be around 240,000 yen

(about 2,400 USD) a month. And this simple calculation does not even

include unpaid overwork beyond 249 h. However, they were not even paid as

much as the minimum wage. According to Takashi, T Housing also benefited

from networks their employees had. T Housing hired workers in the area where

they grew up. The purpose of this was to make employees sell products to their

friends and families using their personal networks. One of Takashi’s senior

workers forced his own grandfather to sign a contract, an act that broke his

family apart.

When Takashi decided to quit after 6 months of employment, all but one

employee in his cohort had already left the company. So had everyone in earlier

cohorts. If an employee still chose to stay despite the reduced salary, the com-

pany finally fired her or him at the end of the second year. This mechanism

enabled the company to exhaust labor in a short period of time. Upon telling

his boss of his intention to resign, however, the department leader banned

Takashi from applying for another job, and threatened him: “If you get a new

job I will tell them (the new employer) that you quit us like this so you will

never get a job.” Even after Takashi submitted his resignation notice, the man-

ager still called him every day and then started calling his family.

Kana at J publishing

Kana, in her early 30s, worked for J Publishing, a middle-sized company pro-

ducing various monthly magazines including the Japanese edition of a well-

known fashion magazine distributed globally. Kana joined the company as an

editor after working for another company in the same industry. At first, Kana

was responsible for editing one of their magazines. Typically, she had a peak

time for 2 weeks before the publication date of the magazine every month.

During these 2 weeks, she went to the office at 10 am, the starting time speci-

fied in the contract, and stayed in the office throughout the day and night until

the first train to her home departed around 5 am the next morning. She then

went home and slept for 1 or 2 h and went back to the office again at 10 am.

Otherwise, she would have to take the last train at night and work at her home

until the next morning. If she came to the office later than 10 am, even if by

1min, J Publishing deducted 3000 yen (about 30 USD) from her salary for

each late instance. Such a disproportionate amount of salary reduction is
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illegal. At J Publishing, the official working hours ended at 7 pm and the over-

time hours started from 9pm, which meant that an employee had to perform

at least 2 h of non-paid work to be eligible for any overtime payment. But this

was not a big deal for Kana because J Publishing operated a de facto overtime

system illegally and did not pay most overtime hours anyway.

Kana also suffered harassment from one senior female manager, such as ridi-

culing her appearance. One incident she still remembers with resentment was

that, knowing Kana had been raised mainly by her grandmother, that person

told her that “people who are raised by grandparents are likely to become crim-

inals” in front of other workers. There were constant unreasonable orders as

well. One night at 10 pm, she was ordered to buy and bring cut fruit to the

next morning’s shooting, which featured a young celebrity. Finding a grocery

store in a commercial district in central Tokyo at 10 pm, especially one selling

cut fruit, was not easy. That night she had no time to sleep because she had to

travel to a suburban town to find fruit and cut it up at her place before going

to the shooting studio early in the morning. When she brought the fruit, the

manager scolded her for bringing hand-cut fruit.

Soon Kana became responsible for editing two magazines. Having two dif-

ferent deadlines each month, the days on which she stayed in the office until 5

am expanded from 2 weeks a month to the full 4 weeks. After a month, Kana

gave up and decided to quit.

Yoshiki and Takuya at JP drinks

Yoshiki and Takuya worked for JP Drinks, which is a subsidiary of a major bev-

erage producer. JP Drinks alone had around 5000 employees across the coun-

try. Takuya had served in the Japanese Self-Defense Force for 6 years after

graduating from high school and did not have other work experience before JP

Drinks. The company appeared attractive to him because “it was a company I

can enter without skills, and the employment condition was slightly better than

other industries.” In Yoshiki’s case, he was offered a job at a big company in

his final year of college. But then the 2008 financial crisis hit, and the company

canceled the job offer. Fortunately, he gained another job offer as a regular

employee at an IT company ten days before his graduation. In that company,

however, he had to perform more than 200 h of overtime per month on aver-

age. He usually worked from 7 am to 1 am without any overtime payment.

Despite working that long, his annual income was less than three million JPY

(about 30,000 USD). That is why he moved to JP Drinks.

At JP Drinks, long hours of unpaid work were normalized. Yoshiki typically

drove a truck and filled about 20 vending machines with canned beverages

each day. On the contract, they were supposed to work for 7 h and 45min a

day starting from 9 am. In reality, they had to go to the workplace around 7:30

12 Y�uki Asahina



in the morning and work until 9 or 9:30 pm without any break. This resulted

in more than 110h of overtime work per month, and many of these hours were

not paid due to the illegal operation of de facto overtime hours system.

Furthermore, while the company had suggested to young workers that they

might be relocated to the headquarters and work as white-collar workers after

some years, such relocations did not happen.

Workers at JP Drinks also endured harassment. Among Yoshiki and

Takuya’s colleagues, one manager was called “the kick man” because he kicked

employees quite often. While paid vacation is mandated by the labor law,

another manager posed a difficult quiz to workers and only those who

answered correctly were allowed to have a paid leave. Nobody was able to

answer correctly, so they were denied their vacation leave. Carrying around

hundreds of canned and bottled drinks was a taxing job, especially for 14 h a

day without break. In the summer, when they had to work under the scorching

sun, workers collapsed from heatstroke. Yoshiki collapsed from overwork and

got an IV drip on his way to the union’s office.

The mechanisms at work

All of these workers were deceived by their employers before they took their

positions. Furthermore, as we can tell from the manager’s “abduction” of

Takashi from his own home and “the kick man” at JP Drinks, they were

exposed to various psychological and physical violence that was used as a

means of coercion. Their experiences also speak of a growing chasm between

aspiration for secure employment and the grim reality that contradicts such

hope. Takashi had accepted the job offer from T Housing and endured harsh

working conditions because it was a regular position. At J publishing, many

workers who already have experience in the industry often leave the company

after a short period of time, but others think they have to leave the industry

altogether if they quit, which is the choice Kana eventually made. Yoshiki told

a staff member of the union, “In my experience, even if you quit a black com-

pany, you will end up with another black company. One friend of mine

changed jobs seven times after graduation until he turned 30 and all of them

were at black companies” (Kita 2018, 98).

It is increasingly difficult to believe that simply quitting their current job will

make their situation any better when there are not enough secure positions.

Young workers are not overly socialized cultural dopes who lack the ability to

question their situation (Garfinkel 1967). They are keenly aware not only of

their pain but also the inadequacy of their resume that places them in a par-

ticular position in the labor market. In addition, secure employment also has a

symbolic value. Even if the level of security the sort of jobs my interviewees

had is no different from that of non-regular jobs, they can be seen by others as
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regular workers, which remains the basic condition of living as an adult and a

source of dignity and respect.

At some point, however, workers reach their limit. Precarious regular jobs

are simply not sustainable. When Yoshiki’s application for another regular job

was rejected, the only choice left for him was to resist. “Even if I want to

change the job, I could find only black corporations and there was barely any

job with good working conditions. So I decided to fight while staying in the

company” (Kita and Aoki 2018, 85).

Young worker’s individualistic collective action

For precarious young workers, enterprise unions—the dominant form of union

organizing in Japan—are of little help because their workplaces rarely have

unions in the first place. Therefore, they come to the two unions that are expli-

citly aimed at organizing precarious young workers. Since the two unions do

not organize workers at the workplace, their activities are inherently individual-

istic, in which workers across diverse industries participate as individuals to

help other workers as well as themselves. Young workers are introduced to the

union by their family, friends, or officers in the Labor Standard Office, or find

the union through the internet. Under Japanese labor law, a union does not

need to be elected as the sole bargaining agent for a company. Instead, an indi-

vidual member union can demand the right to bargain collectively on behalf of

one employee, and an experienced union representative attends the meeting

with the employee.

Thus, their individualistic collective action takes the form of collective

action, but one in which an employee confronts their employer as an individual

rather than organized within the company. This combination of individualism

and support from experienced activists resembles what Diana Fu calls dis-

guised collective action, which “blurs the lines between collective and individ-

ual contention by transforming civil society organizations into mobilizing

vehicles for the purposes of individual contention” (2017, 500). Based on the

ethnography of the underground labor movement in China, Hu argues that

this tactical innovation helps to reduce the cost of organizing in contexts where

the state is highly repressive against labor unions. The pedagogical process by

experienced activists is central in this process, which tends to shape the sense

of efficacy among workers (Fu 2017, 515–517). I also found similar dynamics

at play among young precarious workers in Tokyo.

Takashi joined the union in order to quit his company, but union staff mem-

bers found other problems including unpaid overtime wages, for which they

had other means of redress through a formal complaint to the labor standards

office. After knowing from their first collective bargaining session that T hous-

ing did not intend to apologize to him sincerely, Takashi and the union decided
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to employ more contentious tactics including a street protest in front of their

corporate headquarters in Tokyo. Right after the labor standards office had

issued a citation to T Housing regarding unpaid overtime wages to Takashi, he

and the union held a press conference, in which Takashi described his experi-

ences at T Housing to journalists belonging to virtually all the major news-

paper and broadcasting companies in Tokyo.

Successfully, T Housing’s scandal appeared in the headlines of major news-

papers and was televised. When T Housing paid unpaid wages to Takashi, his

case was settled. He currently works for another company in the same industry.

Before going to the union, Takashi recounts, “Because I was able to enter a

very big company listed on the first section (of Tokyo Stock Exchange

Market), I did not have any idea that the big company could do wrong things.”

He is now interested in helping other people in the same situation and actively

participates in labor consultations. “I am very certain that there are a lot of,

very many, people having the same feelings (as I had) and I want to sup-

port them.”

In collective bargaining sessions, the union and Kana demanded that J

Publishing apologize for their ill-treatment and pay her compensation for

unpaid overtime. In the first two sessions, the lawyer J Publishing had hired

appeared not to have any interest in resolving the dispute. Employers and their

lawyers often try to buy time, knowing that a prolonged dispute puts more emo-

tional and financial strain on workers than themselves. To break the impasse,

Kana brought about 25 union members to confront two company representa-

tives and their lawyer in the third meeting. At the end of the third meeting, irri-

tated by the company’s refusal to make any concession, a union staff member

told them that the union might want to mobilize a sound truck, a reference to a

tactic that extreme right-wing groups in Japan use to harass their enemies

through public embarrassment, by broadcasting loudly from the sound truck in

front of the company’s offices. When the company representatives mentioned

the possibility of street protest in front of their office to a major client, with

which they had a contract to dispatch the publication team to their office to

produce catalogues, the client implied that they might cancel the contract.

Freaked out, the company representatives removed the hawkish lawyer from the

conversation and agreed to pay the amount of compensation Kana had been

demanding. They also made Kana’s former boss apologize to her at the last bar-

gaining session. This contributed to salvaging Kana’s damaged dignity.

The kinds of direct confrontation in which these unions engage are very dif-

ficult for young workers initially, because they go against major norms of social

propriety even though the workers are deeply angry and frustrated about their

situation. In the process of carrying out these activities with the union’s sup-

port, workers gradually start talking about their experiences eloquently, finding

a way to express emotions that used to be repressed within the self under
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coercion and reluctant consent. These experiences are also a source of efficacy,

leading them to feel that what they are doing is worthwhile and effective in

altering the situation (Meyer 2017). Furthermore, Kana’s experience reveals

the strength of working with unions. Considering previous court rulings about

other cases, if they had gone to court Kana would have had little chance of

winning compensation for the overtime work she had performed at her home.

Kana and the union still claimed the legitimacy of this extra-legal demand and

won the compensation they requested, which would have been impossible by

other legal means.

At JP Drinks, through three collective bargaining sessions and protests, the

company agreed to pay part of the unpaid wages to all employees (which,

according to union members, may have amounted to one million USD in total)

and to mandate at least 1 h of lunch break. However, it turned out that as a

condition of this partial payment, JP Drinks made employees agree to waive

the debt for the rest of the unpaid wages and prohibited disclosing any infor-

mation to third parties. During this period, JP Drinks became increasingly

hostile toward the union, which was slowly expanding its membership and had

organized around 15 JP Drinks workers. JP Drinks relocated Yoshiki to an iso-

lated route where he could not interact with his colleagues. Then, they took

disciplinary action against him for his “problematic union activities,” ordered

him to stay at home, and reduced his salary.

In response, the union decided to embark on a strike, which is usually

considered the last resort of union activities. Their strategy was to use a “work-

to-rule strike” to reveal JP Drink’s injustice to the public. In a work-to-rule

strike, the workers work only during the hours specified in the contract and do

not perform any unpaid overtime work. The strike took place at JP Drink’s

branch in Tokyo station, one of the busiest train stations in the world. Soon

after their first work-to-rule strike had started, JP Drinks assigned additional

employees to this branch, which is considered disruption of a legal strike and is

prohibited by the Employment Security Act. The union reported the incident

to the Labor Standards Office, which withdrew job announcements for JP

Drinks from the Public Employment Security Office as a sanction. Due to the

workers’ refusal to work overtime, vending machines began running out of

drinks. The union staff members live-tweeted the progress of the strike.

This caught attention from the public because people rarely see vending

machines with drinks sold out (Figure 1). As one Twitter user posted, “so it

was managed by overtime work… ,” (Twitter user 1, 19 April 2018), it con-

veyed the simple message that the seemingly “normal” operation of vending

machines was possible only because of the unpaid labor of young workers. The

picture of an empty vending machine was immediately retweeted more than

50,000 times. Despite the union members’ anticipation that they would receive

criticism for organizing the strike, supportive messages flooded their Twitter
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timelines and some people even suggested organizing a buyer strike of JP

Drinks’ parent company’s beverage products. One Twitter user left a comment

to the above post,

Oh, this is terrific. It is a crime to drink canned coffee without paying for it. Then, it

must not be legal to make people fill vending machines with canned coffee without

paying them. Work must be rewarded by wages. Why can’t JP Drinks understand such a

simple thing? (Twitter user 2, 19 April 2018)

This tweet was retweeted more than eight hundred times. It was one of many

similar tweets. In this way, the union’s activism reached a larger audience than

Yoshiki and his colleagues had expected. More than 10,000 people signed an

online petition demanding reversal of Yoshiki’s disciplinary action. As of this

writing, the struggle of Yoshiki, Takuya and their colleagues is still underway.

Potential and limitation of individualistic collective action

While theorists of precarity question the ability of atomized precarious workers

to organize, the experiences of precarious young workers in Japan show both

Figure 1. An empty vending machine
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the potential and limitation of an individual form of collective action concern-

ing disrupting the mechanisms of precarious regular jobs.

The experience of confronting employers is a pedagogical process sup-

ported by experienced activists. It often transforms worker’s agency and

shapes their sense of efficacy. These workers often have a sense of injustice

that Summers-Effler (2002) calls deviant emotions. These emotions are a cen-

tral element of critical consciousness but do not fit within norms of feeling in

particular settings and thus are usually managed or repressed within the self.

By revealing the contradictions of deception, coercion, and reluctant consent,

the individualistic collective action that focuses on gaining media attention

can incite anger against unethical employment practices and offer a way for it

to be expressed. For example, Takashi and Kana’s anger against their bosses

was managed until they joined the union. As all three cases illustrate, in the

case of precarious regular workers who are alienated from other workers in

workplaces, collective identity as workers and a sense of efficacy are often out-

comes rather than the basis of their collective action. Such emotions are

resources that everyone has access to regardless of their social position, and

thus “there is radical potential inherent in subordinate positioning”

(2002, 58–59).

Furthermore, as union staff members acutely pointed out during the dispute

with JP Drinks, the public is increasingly aware and resentful of the brutal real-

ity that precarious regular workers confront. The surprising support for work-

ers at JP Drinks implies that there is a ground for the public to be sympathetic

with the experience of exploitative employment practices, and indeed many of

them are critical of such practices. In this sense, the public is not merely and

universally the “homo oeconomicus”—or “economic man,” whose action is

always underlined by the maximization of economic benefits—that theories of

neoliberalism suggest (Brown 2015, 33), rendering critical politics against pre-

carity possible.

The two unions and the workers have also achieved more concrete out-

comes. The government adopted a new rule in 2015, in which they officially

recognized and disclosed the names of workplaces that have violated labor laws

to allow long hours of work. At first, this rule was dysfunctional, as the stand-

ard was too strict and only one workplace’s name was made public between

2015 and 2017 (Konno 2017). However, as a result of the union’s activities

and increased repercussions from the public, the government loosened the

standard in 2017. At present, they have named companies in more than 1200

cases. Furthermore, as a result of the union’s demand, one of the biggest job-

hunting portals in the country has rejected job postings for JP Drinks’

Tokyo branch. If workers keep appealing to the public, at some point, not sanc-

tioning bad employers will become too costly for the government and the pri-

vate business.
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However, there are also limitations underlying the very nature of this form

of collective action. First, many if not most precarious regular workers remain

non-unionized. Despite union members’ efforts to organize workers both

within and across the workplace, successful cases like JP Drinks where they

manage to organize a substantial number of workers within one industry

remain rare. One consequence is what one union staff member called “the

revolving door problem”: young workers come to the union to solve their

employment problem and leave when it gets solved, which hinders the growth

of the movement. While the individualistic nature of activism enables collective

organizing by reducing the associated costs, it also presents a barrier for the

development of strong solidarity among workers.

Another problem is a strategic dilemma in the context of limited political

opportunities for these unions to affect labor-related policies. When the union

has to simplify its message to appeal to the public by focusing on a particular

aspect of employment relations, it runs the risk of losing the larger picture of

labor market transformation and reducing the problem to the evil of specific

employers. This concern was raised by some of the union activists I talked to.

Yet, we cannot simply dismiss these struggles, the positive meanings young

workers attach to them, and the possibilities for ameliorating the conditions

surrounding precarious regular workers.

Conclusion

Focusing on one relatively overlooked impact of labor market flexibilization,

this article has sought to achieve three goals. First, it clarified the characteris-

tics and underlying mechanisms of precarious regular jobs. Precarious regular

jobs are ones in which workers bear the risk of employment even though they

appear to be standard regular employment, at least on the paper. Employers

rely on the three mechanisms of deception, coercion, and gaining reluctant

consent from workers to sustain this employment. Second, the experiences of

four young workers in three different industries showed the realities of precar-

ious regular jobs. Third, the article has shown the possibility of individualistic

collective action among young workers. In sum, this article has shown that in

the context of labor market flexibilization, inequality of security exists not only

between standard and non-standard employment but also within standard

employment arrangements.

While theorists of precarity see that precarity is widespread in advanced

economies today, we know relatively little about the experiences of precarious

regular workers in Japan. While there is little doubt that the effects of labor-

market flexibilization are class-specific, if we narrowly focus on the precarity of

those who hold short-term and contract-based employment, we risk coming

short of understanding its far-reaching effects. Rather than to single out the
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precarity and insecurity of non-regular workers, we need to make effort to

understand precarity relationally. This ethnography exemplifies one instance of

such an approach.

At this point, it remains unclear how the aforementioned measure by the

government is effective in addressing the problem of excessively exploitative

employment practices. Thus, Konno (2017) argues for the importance of

“self-defense” by workers such as taking notes of unpaid overwork hours.

In 2019, the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy of the Cabinet pro-

posed a draft measure of a 3-year plan to support the “Ice Age

Generation,” as many among this generation, now in their mid-30s to mid-

40s, still face the continuing challenge of the flexible labor market3. The

council’s proposal to call this generation “the first generation to re-design

their life-course” when some of them are already in their 40s, along with

ambiguous measures to achieve this goal such as job counseling and train-

ing, have attracted various criticisms (Japan Times 2019). At best, the gov-

ernment’s current response to this problem only tries to address the

symptoms rather than the causes of labor market polarization. The concur-

rent trends of increasing labor market flexibilization and declining job qual-

ity—regardless of employment forms—are not very likely to come to an end

in the immediate future, both in Japan and globally. Thus, future study

should continue to investigate not only the inequality of security between

regular and non-regular employment but also within various forms of stand-

ard employment arrangements.

The highly exploitative employment practices used by “black corpo-

rations” are seen by literature written in Japanese as uniquely Japanese phe-

nomena that are a legacy of the Japanese management style. However,

Akira Suzuki (2015) argued that there are both unique and distinctive

aspects to these employment practices. Similarly, I suggest that this is not a

problem peculiar to Japan, although its specific manifestations may differ.

Secure jobs are increasingly out of reach for many young people in post-

industrial societies across the globe in spite of their yearning for it, which

is the same context as the case for this article where precarious regular jobs

have gained ground. In 55 interviews I conducted with young adults in

Seoul, South Korea, several young adults shared experiences akin to those

of precarious regular workers in Japan. Considering the similarities these

two societies share, such as the nature of economic development, forms of

welfare regimes, labor market dualism, and levels of income inequality, it

might come as little surprise. The three-way mechanism explored in this

paper is broad enough to be used to examine comparable instances beyond

Japan. The examination of the global implications of my argument, how-

ever, goes beyond the limited scope of this article and remains to be

pursued in the future.
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2003, 284; Tilly 2004).

3. The council estimates that 17 million people belong to this generation.
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