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THE EMPLOYMENT AGENCY PERIOD

MACHIDA Yuuichi | text

Assistant Professor
College of Industrial Technology, Nihon University

As a child,
I remember there being so many job seekers
that the lines would extend

all the way out the doors of the building.

The early Showa period was a dark time in Japan, symbolized by worsening international
relations, the rise of militarism, and terrorist attacks against politicians and capitalists,
while prolonged economic stagnation led to further increases in unemployment rates
and the difficulty of living.

The TOKAS Hongo building was opened in 1929 to house the Tokyo City Hongo
Employment Agency, which catered to “educated people” (graduates of junior high
schools, vocational schools, or universities), and the Tokyo City Women’s and Youth
Employment Agency.

Tokyo City had opened public employment agencies in Asakusa and Shiba in 1911, but
these could not compete with private commercial employment agencies. They were
small and most of the work they offered was factory work or day labor suited for men.

The unemployment situation worsened following the rice riots of 1918 and the
post-World War I depression of 1920, which led to an increase in public employment
agencies in urban areas. The trend of public employment agencies replacing commercial
employment agencies could be seen internationally as well, and in Japan the Employ-
ment Placement Law was enacted in 1921. The establishment of municipally operated
public employment agencies was promoted nationwide, and the formation of related
organizations moved forward.

However, the number of unemployed continued to increase among prolonged eco-
nomic stagnation. This included a wartime economy-driven surge of graduates of insti-
tutions of higher education who then found it difficult to find a job when conditions
worsened, “educated people” who had been dismissed from government office or com-
pany positions, as well as many youth and women workers who had left odd-job and ap-
prenticeship-type positions they were unhappy with. The creation of both the Hongo
Employment Agency and the Women’s and Youth Employment Agency was driven by
the need to address this situation.

Newspaper reports of the time suggest that the people who visited these two em-
ployment agencies came in search of jobs with better conditions that were a good per-
sonal fit. However, the poor economy and the fact that private commercial employment
agencies still dominated the urban labor market made it highly unlikely that such hopes
would be fulfilled. This was evidenced by the split, relocation, and renaming of the two
employment agencies, resulting from a need for more comprehensive support.

After the start of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the focus of the agencies shift-
ed toward offering work to coal miners and day laborers who would benefit war efforts as
part of Japan’s national mobilization system. The agencies returned to offering normal day
labor jobs after the end of the World War II, but they also eventually began to function as
vocational guidance centers meant to teach occupational skills, which lasted until 1991.

Looking back over history, we can see that while the fate of this building has lain at the
mercy of changing economic conditions, it has been etched into the memories of
modern Tokyo residents as a source of new opportunities. I invite you also to contem-
plate the history of this place and the many people who have visited it over the years.

Tokyo Arts and Space Hongo 2-4-16 Hongo, Bunkyo-ku, Tokyo 113-0033 https://www.tokyoartsandspace.jp/en/

% Tokyo Arts and Space

Tokyo Arts and Space (TOKAS) is an arts center dedicated to
the creation and promotion of contemporary artistic expression
from Tokyo. The TOKAS Hongo building, which hosts exhibi-

tions, performances, and more, was built in 1928 to serve as an

employment agency. By the following year, the Women’s and
Youth Employment Agency had opened on the first and second
floors and the Hongo Employment Agency, which catered to
educated people, had opened on the third floor and both had
begun offering work to jobseekers. After functioning as a voca-
tional guidance center for some years beginning in 1949, the
building was reopened as an art center in 2001.
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