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The Nation That Never Rests: Japan’s Debate Over Work-Life
Balance and Work that Kills

Samuel J. Timinsky

Summary: After 1973, employers in Japan who
had been promising to adopt a weekend system
began to withdraw those plans. Thus began a
yet-unfinished debate  in  Japan about  how to
balance  need  for  employee  rest  with  the
demands  of  employers  to  increase  economic
output. The Liberal Democratic Party’s current
approach to the overwork problem, including
its  recent  labor  reforms—which  emphasize
granting legal flexibility to employees without
creating firm regulations to prevent employers
from demanding excessive labor—reflects the
continued  refusal  of  employers  and  political
leaders to accept the need for employee work-
life balance. 
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In 2014, Prime Minister Abe Shinzo promised
foreign  investors  in  London  that  he  would
“reform labor market regulation[s] in order to
make working conditions more flexible.”1 After
Abe released a proposal which included a so-
called  “white  collar  exemption,”  the  Asahi
Shimbun pushed back with a front-page story
suggesting  that  the  new  law  removed  the
existing  l imits  on  the  amount  of  work
employees could be called upon to do. In the
beginning, trade unions also resisted. Shintani
Nobuyuki, director of the Japanese Trade Union
Confederation  (Rengo),  stated  bluntly:  “we
don’t need this new system.”2 Resistance failed
to prevent the reforms that passed the Diet on
June 29, 2018.

Tokyo Review, 2017

A battle over Abe’s proposed reforms occurred
in the spring of  2018.  By this  time,  the bill
revising the Labor Standards Act—the core of
the  then-current  work  time  rules—had  been
stalled  in  the  parliament  for  two  years.
Opposition to the bill, from activists including
family members of karoshi (death by overwork)
victims  under  the  banner  of  the  Zenkoku
Karoshi  wo  Kangaeru  no  Kai  (The  National
Association of Families Reflecting on Death by
Overwork),  cracked  in  June  when  Rengo
accepted the introduction of a merit-based pay
system for “highly professional” jobs. Drafters
of the bill defined this group as employees with
annual  salaries  of  at  least  10.75 million  yen
(approximately  $96,000)  in  fields  such  as
research and development, securities analysis,
and  investment  consulting—or  about  10
percent of all employees. Rengo and its allies
did secure concessions.  This salary threshold
was much higher than the 4 to 7 million yen
($35,500  to  $62,000)  proposed  by  business
groups, which would have included up to 40
percent of all workers. The bill  also included
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language guaranteeing 104 days off  annually
for those subject to a merit-based pay system.
Still, the most glaring flaw in the June 2018 law
is  the  new  100  hour  month ly  cap  on
overtime—20  hours  higher  than  the  limit
previously prescribed by the Ministry of Health
and Welfare.3 Although this cap only applies to
large companies, at the moment, the cap refers
to all employees during special busy times (up
to six months per year), which are determined
by companies themselves. Moreover, the highly
professional  jobs  mentioned  above  are
essentially  exempted  from  caps  on  and
compensation  for  overtime.4  Critics  such  as
president  of  the  Japanese  Trade  Union
Confederation  (Zenroren)  Rikio  Kozu  have
repeatedly  lambasted  the  administration,
Rengo, and Keidanren (The Japanese Business
Federation) for refusing to take seriously the
need for reduction in work time and realization
of  work-life  5  balance  for  all  Japanese
employees.6  The  vice  chairman  of  Zenroren,
Iwahashi  Yuji,  went  so  far  as  to  call  the
professional  system  in  the  bill  “modern
slavery.”7

A 5-day or 40-hour work week is, of course, not
universal  outside  Japan.  Longer  weeks  and
unpaid or excessive overtime remains a difficult
problem throughout East Asia and elsewhere.
8 However, my argument below is not a critique
of Japan for failing to live up to a global ideal.
Nor is my claim that a 5-day work week would
have  solved  Japan’s  problems.  The  40-hour
work week is not an overwork level of labor.9 A
5-day work week may or may not be depending
on  the  length  of  each  day.  That  Japanese
commentators and leaders alike have failed to
grapple with the implications of this reality is
the reason why Japanese employees of all sorts
find themselves in the situations they do today.
As such, the 5-day work week is a reference
point from which we can reflect on how Japan
as a national community has grappled with the
trade-offs inherent in growth-centric economies
and labor intensification.

All people ought to have work-life balance. A
huge  percentage  of  workers  in  Japan  (both
white- and blue-collar) are not given the option
to  enjoy  the  benefits  of  a  healthy  work-life
ba lance  because  over t ime  i s  o f t en
mandatory—and unpaid or insufficiently paid.
This has been the case for decades.10 This piece
claims that  one of  the driving forces  behind
Japanese labor’s tendency toward overwork has
been  the  policies  and  practices  of  Japanese
businesses  and  the  government’s  refusal  to
take  a  more  interventionist  stance  on  the
question  of  work  time.11  Mine  is  not  a  case
against overtime. It is an argument in favor of
actual worker autonomy and for a labor policy
and wage structure wherein the employees do
not  need  to  rely  on  overtime  to  support
themselves and/or their families. Finally, it is a
plea for a cultural shift that empowers young
Japanese, in particular, to approach work and
leisure not as a binary choice, but as a mutually
supportive set of practices that form the basis
for  individual  and  collective  flourishing  and
happiness.

Japanese workers of all sorts have long been
forced to put their bodily integrity on the line
for their jobs.  During World War II,  civilians
and soldiers alike were given stimulant drugs
to  help  them  complete  double  and  triple
shifts.12  In  many  ways,  Japanese  workplaces
have  never  broken  this  habit—in  place  of
amphetamines  employees  now  consume  b-
vitamin  shots  and  caffeine  pills.  Professional
drivers (e.g. taxi, bus, and truck drivers), have
consistently  been pushed to  log hundreds  of
extra  hours  for  years.13  Teachers  likewise
regularly suffer the effects of overwork.14 In the
case  of  salarymen,  in  the  1950s,  subjecting
oneself  to night after night of  binge-drinking
and chain-smoking while  skipping meals  and
sleep  was  a  common  requirement.  These
activities became systemic and self-destructive
hab i t s  a t  manda tory  d r ink  ou t ings
(nomikai).15  As  a  result,  many  salarymen
become  alcoholics,  malnourished  and  sleep-
deprived—classic symptoms of overwork.16 Left
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unchecked, these symptoms can cause karoshi
(death by overwork).17 The volume of time that
one worked is a matter of how long one was at
their desk or behind the wheel and how many
hours  they  had  to  dedicate  to  mandatory
workplace socialization. In other words, work is
often inescapable for many employees in Japan.
Time that could be spent recovering from the
stresses of the workday or just having fun was
and  is  often  burned  introducing  additional
strains and stresses on one’s body.

Deliberations  over  work-life  balance  and
quality of life versus productivity in Japan have
been raging  for  decades.  Below,  I  track  the
evolution of the 1970s and 1980s fight over the
“weekend  system”  (shūkyū  hutsukasei)  as
presented in the Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri
Shimbun  in  order  to  unpack  the  s low
transformation of the work-life balance debate
from an  argument  over  consumption  to  one
over employee health. Moreover, one can also
see the ways in which the state of the karoshi
debate  today  reflects  the  shortcomings  of
political, social, and cultural discussion on the
question  of  what  it  means  to  have  work-life
balance in the late-twentieth century.

 

Good Days are Coming: Dreams of Leisure,
1973

In 1973, many companies were implementing a
variety  of  weekend  systems.  However,  the
meaning of weekend was not static. The author
of one article published in a January 1973 issue
of the Yomiuri Shimbun noted that ‘weekend’
could mean, for instance, two weekends off per
month or every other weekend off. 18 In other
words,  even  if  an  employer  had  a  weekend
system  in  place,  most  employees  were  still
putting  in  a  six-day  week on average for  at
least half of the year. Moreover, 56 percent of
companies that were hesitant to implement a
weekend  system  cited  concerns  that  a
standardized weekend would merely increase
the existing amount of overtime and working on

days off according to a survey by the Ministry
of  International  Trade  and  Industry  (MITI).
Despite  these  apprehensions,  6.5  percent  or
4,686 of the 72,020 companies surveyed by the
Labor  Ministry  in  September  1972  had
implemented  some  sort  of  weekend  system;
38.6 percent of that group had enacted the new
policy  within  the  last  year,  with  large
corporations  leading  the  charge.19  Corporate
reforms were thus, on paper, inching toward
standardizing  regular  days  off  for  Japanese
workers. This induced a degree of optimism in
some  quarters.  For  example,  prior  to  the
passage of any significant legislation regarding
work time, the Yomiuri promised a soon-to-be-
realized work-life balance for working people in
May of 1973:

We  are  moving  from  a  “work,
work” high growth economy to a
social welfare economy where we
can “leisurely truck along” ...When
we asked Mr. T what he would be
doing  with  this  time  off  under
Toyota’s  soon  to  be  instituted
weekend system he said “… I will
help  out  with  [my  children]  on
Saturdays, but Sundays will be my
time to play golf or go driving…I
need  to  divide  my  time  between
friends and family.”20

The  weekend  was  a  logical  outcome  of  the
country’s  growing  economic  strength  to  this
author.  Still,  there  remained  latent  issues
between  labor  and  management  regarding
hours,  wages,  and  benefits.  On  January  17,
1973,  an  unnamed  analyst  at  the  Asahi
criticized  managers  for  “exploiting  (sakushu)
their  employees.”  Attacking  banks,  he
commented  that  employees  only  really  took
time off for the New Year’s holiday and a short
break in the summer—assuming a six-day work
week.  This,  he  insisted,  was  a  management
problem. “If they [(managers)] stopped thinking
of their people as servants and more as ‘golden
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eggs’ (kin no tamago),” he argued, “we would
see the birth of an era of weekends.”21 These
same tensions erupted following the October
1973 Oil Shock.22 

 

Shattered  Hopes:  The  Oil  Shock  and
Corporate  Brake-Pumping  on  the  Weekend
Question, 1973 - 1978

The spike  in  commodity  prices  that  resulted
from the 1973 Oil  Shock drove up costs  for
Japanese businesses.23  As  a  result  of  weaker
profit  outlooks,  many  companies  quickly
backtracked  on  promises  for  a  weekend
system.24 In the immediate aftermath of the Oil
Shock in 1973 and 1974, most firms maintained
their  workforces  with  minimal  decline  or
increase. However, layoffs increased in 1975 as
firms  tried  to  reduce  labor  costs.  The
unemployment rate in Japan jumped from 1.54
percent  in  the  first  quarter  of  1973 to  2.05
percent by the middle of 1976 which while low
by international standards still  represented a
high for a country which had enjoyed between
1.1  and 1.4  percent  over  the  previous  eight
years.25  Moreover,  the  Regular  Employment
Index fell from 98.9 to 90.4 in the same period.
Although  the  government  enacted  various
policies in an attempt to stimulate aggregate
demand,  its  efforts  proved  ineffectual.  This
prompted calls from business leaders for larger
government  investments  and  lower  interest
rates, and from opposition party leaders for a
massive reduction in the income tax by as much
as 1 trillion yen. 26 A consensus on the weekend
system  did  not  emerge  from  these  clashes.
Business and political leaders could not agree
on whether to jump straight to a five-day work
week or phase it in over time, and whether all
sectors  should  institute  such  reforms
simultaneously.  The  latter  was  a  particular
concern for  banks.  Since they provided core
services  to  other  segments  of  the  economy,
many  feared  that  cutting  operating  hours
would  hurt  their  domestic  or  international

customers  and  consequently  their  bottom
line.27 This is one of the ways in which the lack
of  clarity  on  the  weekend  system’s  meaning
caused confusion in the public sphere. Bankers,
in  this  instance,  conflated a  requirement  for
employees to get two days off per week with a
mandate  to  close  on  weekends.  Other
industries  were  nimbler  on  implementation.
Nissan, Toyota, and Mitsubishi were among the
first  to  implement  company-wide  five-day
workweek systems,28  although executives said
that days would have to be longer during the
w e e k  t o  c o m p e n s a t e  f o r  l o s t  l a b o r
time—however, they did not clarify how much
longer.29 In other words, these employers were
indicating that they would continue to mandate
overtime, while being more open to limiting the
overall  number of  work days per week.  This
also  implied  that  incomes  could  drop  if  the
number of hours one put in fell.  On net, the
average  reported  hours  for  employees  in
transportation  manufacturing  (of  which
consumer  automotive  manufacturing  is  a
substantial  part)  fell  from  188.2  hours  per
month (47.05 hours per week) in 1973 to 177.3
hours per month (44.33 hours per week) the
following year.30 However, these numbers leave
the actual impact of the policy unclear because
numerous  scholars  have  demonstrated
corruption in the official reporting of working
hours  at  Japanese  companies.  For  example,
Makoto  Kumazawa argued that  in  1973 Fuji
Bank  set  an  official  limit  of  30  hours  of
overtime per month for all  workers,  but this
only increased mandatory unpaid overtime.31 At
the same time, the average officially reported
workweek  at  Japanese  financial  firms  held
steady  at  around  39  to  40  hours  per
week.32  Critical,  though,  was  that  these
changes  in  the  labor  practices  of  some
companies were enterprise-driven rather than
the  result  of  national  legislation.  New
directives from the Japanese government did
not motivate the push for a weekend system.

After  the  1973  Oil  Shock,  an  autoworker
officially  worked  substantially  fewer  hours
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(accounting for overtime and regular hours) on
a v e r a g e  t h a n  a  m i n e r  o r  f i n a n c e
employee.33  During  the  1970s,  a  number  of
labor unions, for example in shipbuilding and
textiles,  successfully  pushed  for  higher
wages.34  Still,  the employee experience of
work  l i fe  i tself  continued  to  vary
drastically  by  industry  and  position.
Government officials, union leaders, reporters,
and business executives alike continued using
the  term  “weekend  system”  for  schemes
including,  but  not  limited to:  every  weekend
(Saturday and Sunday)  off  or  a  weekend off
twice or thrice per month.35 No one was sure
which system would be in place for how long
and  at  which  enterprise.  Moreover,  such
reforms did  not  address  the  issue of  unpaid
overtime.  That  a  company  had  a  weekend
system,  didn’t  automatically  mean  that
employees  worked  less.  Yet,  much  of  the
rhetoric from the anti-weekend camps assumed
that  it  would.  For  example,  a  survey  of
government employees by the Prime Minister’s
Office  asked  why  opponents  of  a  weekend
system  opposed  reform.  They  said  that  the
effectiveness of the team would fall  and that
many were already doing subpar work.36 These
opponents argued that the volume of time at
work  f o r  t he  t eam  was  key  t o  t he i r
effectiveness.

The discussion seems to have moved away from
questions of quality of life and toward issues of
compensation and efficiency by the late 1970s.
According  to  a  Labor  Ministry  survey
conducted  in  July  1977,  “the  business
community  [was]  turning  against  shortening
hours  and  the  weekend.”  There  remained  a
massive gap between workers and management
on this question. According to the same survey,
about 46.5 percent of managers were in favor
of some sort of  weekend system for workers
while  72  percent  of  workers  backed  it.
However,  the  survey,  as  presented  in  the
papers,  did  not  clarify  what  impact  these
potential reforms might have on wages or the
net amount of overtime each person might put

in. At big companies, 93 percent of respondents
supported some form of  weekend system for
employees while only 67 percent from medium-
sized firms and 39 percent at small ones said
the same.37 Moreover, people were also split on
which system was preferable. About 23 percent
of workers supported a full (two-day sequential
day)  weekend,  approximately  7  percent
supported a two-sequential days off thrice per
month  option,  roughly  16  percent  supported
twice  per  month,  and  about  12  percent
suppor ted  an  a l te rna t ing  weekend
option.38 Many readers and employees probably
rightly assumed that pay could go down should
hours be reduced which likely only exacerbated
concerns about inflation and wages that Japan
faced  during  the  decade.39  Others  probably
feared layoffs,  which became an increasingly
realistic  possibil ity  by  the  end  of  the
1970s.4 0  However,  many  also  probably
understood  that  they  were  not  being
compensated  for  all  of  the  hours  they  were
currently putting in. These realities give us at
least  a  hint  as  to  why  there  were  differing
opinions on the question of the weekend.

T h e s e  p a t t e r n s  w e r e  m i r r o r e d  i n
implementation. According to a Yomiuri survey
from 1978, only 20 percent of small firms had
implemented some form of a weekend system.
By contrast, 88 percent of large companies and
58  percent  of  medium  ones  had  done
so.41 Around the same time, journalists raised
concerns  about  employees  becoming  idle  or
lazy on Fridays. Citing the report of a Swedish
journalist,  a  writer  for  the  Asahi  Shimbun
raised  concerns  that  setting  Saturday  and
Sunday as permanent days off  would lead to
employees  abandoning  work  on  Fridays.
“[Respondents  said]…  ‘everyone  has  gone
home  already,  it’s  Friday  isn’t  it?’…  Always
after lunch even the most crowded restaurants
see a drop off in customers. Moreover, there
are [usually] horrific traffic jams at this time [in
Sweden].”42  Only  some  43  percent  of  firms
surveyed  by  the  Labor  Minis try  had
implemented a weekend system by April 1978.
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Again, what that meant varied dramatically by
the size of the company in question. Big firm
employees reported working approximately 40
hours  per  week  on  average,  but  employees
from smaller enterprises reported 45. Only 5.2
percent of firms (accounting for roughly 23.1
percent of all workers) had implemented a five-
day workweek for every week of the year and
43.6  percent  of  companies  (employing
approximately  72  percent  of  all  personnel)
were using a policy of either one weekend off
per month or every other weekend off.43 These
figures did not include after-hours gatherings
or  meetings.  If  anything,  they  masked  the
increasing prevalence of unpaid overtime. That
is, the adoption of a weekend system did not
necessarily, and in fact usually didn’t, translate
into a reduction in unpaid overtime.44

 

A Light in the Dark: The Birth of the Anti-
Karoshi Movement(s), 1979 – 1990

In 1979, the issue of employee quality of life
returned  on  two  fronts.  Although  numerous
ministers  had  voiced  concerns  about
implement ing  a  weekend  system  for
government  workers,45  Prime  Minister  Ōhira
continued to push for a weekend system. This is
not to say that  Ōhira stood alone.  The Vice-
Minister  of  International  Trade  and  Industry
signaled his support for a move toward greater
work-life balance for employees on April 27th.
He said “it is good to restrict people’s working
time  (ningen  ha  kousokusareteiru  jikan  ga
mijikai hou ga ii). With free time one can study
for work, rest, have fun, and in the process be
rejuvenated.”46 Later in the spring, the Prime
Minister’s Office echoed this sentiment: “[we]
need to  work on improving the development
and care of people’s bodies qualitatively.”47 This
concern for the health of individual bodies was
mirrored in the birth of the karoshi concept.

The first  reported case of  what we now call
karoshi  was  the  death  of  a  worker  in  the

shipping department at a major newspaper in
1969.48 The term “karoshi” was coined in 1978
by  Dr.  Uehata  Tesunojo.  Efforts  to  hold
managers  accountable  for  overwork-related
deaths  were  already  ongoing  when  Uehata
started writing on the subject. One hundred or
so  families  were  compensated  for  such
o c c u p a t i o n a l  d e a t h s  d u r i n g  t h e
1970s.4 9  However,  this  concept  did  not
immediately  catch  on  in  political  or  social
discourse.  Ōhira  referenced  the  problem  of
work-life  balance  in  terms  of  economic
efficiency and consumer lifestyles. He referred
to the need to cut hours in order to provide
time for individuals to spend time doing other
things—such as shopping. Government leaders
did not medicalize overwork, activists did. They
brought a new variable to the table: the finite
durability of the human body. Uehata argued
that  long  hours,  late-night  work,  and  high
intensity  work  induced  unsustainably  high
levels of stress. Uehata and his colleagues tried
to persuade those in the business management,
medical,  and  psychological  worlds  that  the
work  norms  common to  Japanese  companies
led  to  specific  negative  health  outcomes
including premature death.  However,  despite
the emergence of an anti-Karoshi movement to
publicize  and  prevent  death  from  overwork,
major policy changes did not materialize.50 The
work  of  doctors  like  Uehata  nevertheless
opened a path for others to propose overwork
remedies  and  protections.  They  provided  a
framework  and  medical  basis  from  which
families  and  activists  could  demonstrate  the
ways in which the habits that management and
work culture induced among working men (and
eventually  women)  were  dangerous  on  more
than  just  quality  of  life  grounds.  It  is  a
substantially different argument to claim that
“overwork  killed  someone”  as  opposed  to
“overwork prevented someone from engaging
in leisure activities.” Still, karoshi did not enter
the  popular  vernacular  until  1982  with
publication of the book Karoshi by Uehata and
two  other  physicians,  Tajiri  Jūnichirou  and
Hosokawa Migiwa.51 In other words, despite the
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fact  that  famil ies  were  already  being
compensated  for  overwork  deaths ,
professionals were writing on the subject, and
the problem of work-life balance was a central
concern for politicians, CEOs, journalists, and
employees  alike,  karoshi  did  not  become an
explicit  hot-button  issue  until  later  in  the
decade.

Activist and journalistic efforts brought karoshi
to the national and international stage.52 By the
end of the 1980s, anti-karoshi  advocates and
public outcry had created a climate in which
the  government  had  to  at  least  be  seen  as
taking  and  death  by  overwork  problem
seriously.  It  was at  this  time that  the Labor
Ministry  started  evaluating  karoshi  under
workers compensation regulations.53 However,
corporations  continued  to  insist  that  deaths
attributed to karoshi were not directly caused
by overwork. The Labor Ministry set a strict
definition of karoshi, “counting as victims only
those  who  died  after  many  months  of
excessively long hours of work. In some cases,
even one day of rest in between bouts of work
might disqualify a claim.”54 Echoing the tactics
of  anti-karoshi  advocates,  the  government
began to demand direct medical evidence that
work-related stresses had caused an employee
to die. This move on the part of government
and  business  leaders  set  the  stage  for  the
predicament that Japan faces today.

 

Conclusion

Despite  the  medicalization  and  widespread
recognition  of  karoshi  as  a  problem,  the
discourse  on  the  overwork  and  work-life
balance problems in Japan remains disturbingly
similar to that of the 1970s and 1980s. Leaders
in the LDP and the business world continue to
prioritize  profits  over  work-life  balance  for
employees as evidenced by the June 2018 law.
Prime Minister  Abe’s  claim that  flexibility  in
how employees distribute the excessively long

hours of their work weeks will inevitably lead
to  an  overall  reduction  in  working  time  or
improvements  to  employee  quality  of  life
ignores  the  consistent  findings  of  medical
researchers and testimonials  of  victim family
members:  Japanese  work  culture  (peer
pressure,  manager demands for  off-the-books
work,  and  the  constant  linkage  of  personal
sacrifice  to  upward  mobility,  etc.)  creates  a
situation in which overwork is endemic. It  is
the volume of work that is the problem, not the
distribution efficiency of labor time. As in the
1980s  and  eventually  the  1990s,  activists
c o n t i n u e  t o  d e m a n d  r o b u s t
penalties—established  through  government
regulation—to  incentivize  managers  to  police
overwork.55 Their efforts have thus far yielded
limited results, although in reaction to a 1988
amendment to the Labor Standards Law many
more Japanese companies introduced a 5-day
work  week,  the  problem  of  overwork  and
unpaid  overtime  persists.56  The  government
rules  deaths  to  be  overwork-related  more
frequently now than three decades ago, yet the
administration continues to offer only guidance
rather than firm guardrails in the fight against
karoshi.57 The debate over the weekend system
during  the  1970s  shifted  rapidly  away  from
discussions  of  reducing hours  and improving
employees’ quality of life. No one was able to
stabilize the meaning of a weekend such that
the discussion could move on to a conversation
about  increasing  wages  so  that  employees
could afford to work fewer hours, for example.
CEOs,  politicians,  and  journalists  stubbornly
insisted that employee productivity could only
be maintained if one put in the same number of
hours at work each week, month, or year. They
did  not  entertain  the  possibility  that  better
rested  employees  might  do  better  and  more
effective  work.  After  the  initial  years  of  the
weekend  system  debate,  driven  by  the
worsening economic outlook brought on by the
1973  shocks,  most  stopped  imagining  the
leisurely lifestyle described by the Yomiuri in
1973. Relatedly, at least in the commentaries
prov ided  by  the  Yomiur i  and  Asahi ,
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commentators  and  advocates,  they  rarely
raised the issue of unpaid overtime. In other
words,  pro-business  voices  successfully
displaced  the  work- l i fe  balance  and
compensation question with a debate over per-
employee  productivity.  Much  has  changed
since  the  1970s.  Probably  most  importantly,
Japan is no longer in a golden age of economic
expansion.  The  long-term  stagnation  of  the
Japanese economy since 1992  58 and the more
recent labor shortages (driven by demographic
problems 59 and limited immigration expansion)
60  has created a situation wherein employers
can perpetually insist that prospects for future
profits  are insufficient  to  justify  substantially
higher wages or reduced hours for employees.
The exemptions and high overtime caps without
improved  overwork  protections  in  Abe’s
reforms are just the most recent manifestation
of  these  positions.  Despite  the  fact  that
Japanese firms are cash flush, CEOs and other
representatives routinely claim that these funds
would  be  better  spent  on  other  sorts  of
investments  or  stock  buybacks  to  improve
shareholder returns.61 I am not contending that
the  stagnation  of  the  Japanese  economy has
recently  rendered  work-life  balance  a
pipedream.  Rather,  the  point  is  that  similar
positions  were  taken  by  the  corporate  and
political  elite  in  the  1970s  and  now—profit
maintenance  remains  the  most  essential
goal—revealsing that it is not the health of the
Japanese  economy  which  drives  such
arguments. Rather, it is a value judgment that
the quality of life of employees is less important
than increasing profits  for shareholders.  One
could  conclude  that  this  meant  that  the
weekend  itself  was  meaningless.  This  would
also be a mistake. That the overwork problem
persists demonstrates that the weekend system
alone  was  not  enough to  solve  the  problem.
Rampant  doctoring  of  working  hours  and
mandatory  overtime  remain  the  norm.  Thus,
without firm regulations and stiff penalties, the
incentives for companies to put workers at risk
in search of profit remain.

However, we have seen a shift in the discourse
on overwork in Japan since the 1970s. Whereas
in the late-twentieth century a huge effort was
mounted  to  deny  the  causal  relationship
between  overwork  and  the  deaths  of
employees,  since  the  1980s  we  have  seen
arguments that seek to disprove that overwork
caused  the  death  or  suicide  of  specific
individuals.  That  is,  corporate  lawyers  and
government  officials  eventually  accepted  the
medical  evidence  that  demonstrates  that
overwork can lead to death, and thus focused
attention  on  specific  cases  to  prove  an
alternative  causality  for  deaths  that  were
dubbed karoshi.62 In short, employers intent on
protecting  prof its  continue  to  resist
implementation of policies to assure work-life
balance for employees in the face of mounting
medical evidence of their benefits, on the one
hand, and of the consequences of overwork on
the other.  Moreover,  little  has been done to
protect  employees  from  abuses  like  unpaid
service overtime which denies workers of  all
sorts  proper compensation for  their  labor  or
excessive overtime in general. Most actions by
the  government  are  reactive—taken  after  a
confirmed  karoshi  case—and  minimal.  For
example, following the tragic overwork-induced
suicide of Takahashi Matsuri (1991 – 2015), the
advertising  giant  Dentsu,  Inc.  came  under
intense  public  scrutiny.  Takahashi  began
putting in large amounts of overtime even as a
part-timer  before  she  graduated  from Tokyo
University.63  Eventually,  Takahashi  logged
hundreds of hours of overtime in the months
leading up to her death.64  Former colleagues
testified that management had forced her to do
this.6 5  Just  before  taking  her  own  life,
Takahashi reported sleeping only ten hours per
week  to  her  mother.6 6  After  her  death,
prosecutors  recommended  a  measly  fine  of
500,000 yen (roughly  $4,400)  for  Dentsu for
violating the 50-hour overtime cap set out in its
own  labor  agreement  despite  President  of
Dentsu  Yamamoto  Toshihiro  taking  full
responsibility for her death and admitting that
the  company had violated its  own rules  and
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abused  Takahashi.  67  In  the  wake  of  this
scandal,  Dentsu  surveyed  its  own employees
regarding  unpaid  overtime  they  had  put  in
between  2015  and  2017.  The  company  then
agreed  to  pay  out  roughly  2.4  billion  yen
(roughly  $22  mill ion)  to  employees  to
compensate  them  for  this  work.68  Although
Dentsu  took  strides  to  resolve  some  unpaid
overtime,  the recent  Abe reforms hardly  put
roadblocks  in  place  to  protect  the  next
Takahashi.  Moreover,  external  observers
cannot be certain that this amount covers all
outstanding wages Dentsu owed to employees
or that employees accurately reported all the
overtime that they had not been compensated
for in the first place—the latter is a particular
concern  considering  that  it  is  widely  known
that  manager  pressure  is  one of  the  driving
forces  behind  lax  reporting  of  overtime  by
employees.  Finally,  Dentsu’s  move  did  not
compensate  employees  for  pre-2015  unpaid
overtime. Even if one believes that Dentsu has

turned  a  corner,  problems  with  workplace
culture  which  encourage  employees  to
acquiesce  to  manager  demands  for  unpaid
overtime and induce managers to make such
requests  in  the  first  place  persist  at  other
companies.69

Consumer freedom, quality of life, and worker
health  have  not,  as  of  yet,  proven  adequate
rationales for politicians and business leaders
to seriously confront overwork. Whatever the
efficacy of the specific clauses in Abe’s reforms,
the  fundamental  question  facing  Japanese
lawmakers,  workers,  families,  and  business
leaders  remains  the  same:  should  Japanese
society place a premium on work-life balance?
The  spirit  of  the  Abe  administration’s  June
2018 law is a tacit acceptance that a relatively
high level of overwork in Japan is inevitable or
some  might  say  preferable.  This  is  a  firm
answer in the negative.

 

Samuel J. Timinsky is a Ph.D Candidate, Department of History, University of Wisconsin-
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