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Japan’s Livelihood Security System in
Reverse Functioning

OSAWA Mari
(The University of Tokyo)

Ever since the period of high economic growth, Japan’s livelihood security system "
has been designed and has functioned on the premise that two subsystems — namely,
the family and the corporation — bear a considerable share of the burden. Both of these
subsystems were based on the fixed gendered division of labor of a ‘breadwinner male
and home-centered female’ (“male bread-winner model”). From the early 1990s on, how-
ever, such conventional firms and families, far from serving as pillars of security, have
themselves become risk factors. The livelihood security system has collapsed beyond re-
pair, and gone into a state of “reverse functioning,” such that it itself has become anxiety
producing. This article argues that this “reverse function” is manifest in two areas: the
hollowing out of the social insurance system, which is the foundation of our social safety
net, and the accelerating of fertility decline and demographic aging. While livelihood se-
curity systems in advanced countries can be classified into three types, the “male bread-
winner” model, the “work/life balance model,” and the “market oriented” model, the “male
breadwinner” model has passed its prime in a post-industrial society. Japan spent the 1990s
stalled in “The Lost Decade” in reforms as well as in the economy (part II). In Part III,
in order to understand the stated intents and reality of the Koizumi Cabinet’s structural
reforms, I first perform an analysis of Japan’s coordinates for the structural reforms of
the early 21st century: employment performance, pension system, and measures to sup-
port raising the next generation, in light of the reality of the Koizumi reforms, and in-
cluding comparisons with the livelihood security systems of leading industrialized coun-
tries. In Part IV, I argue that while reforms were being postponed, the hollowing out of
the social insurance system, the economic recession and the fertility decline and aging of
the population proceeded apace.

(1) I define “livelihood security system” as social insurance, public assistance and the tax system (these
are parts of income transfer), social services, employment policy and labor market regulations, as well

as institutions and practices of family and private enterprises.





