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ABSTRACT

Comparative Research on Marginal Men of the Metropolis
— Japan’s Yoseba, the USA’s Skid Row —

Tom Gill

Among the various kinds of slum district to be observed around the world, the ma-
jority are characterized by some kind of family life. However, the skid row districts
found in US cities, and the yoseba and doya-gai districts of Japanese cities, are/were
largely inhabited by single men, whether bachelors, divorcees or widowers. This paper
offers a brief description of both institutions, comparing their features and reviewing
some earlier attempts at cross-cultural analysis of the two.

Yoseba are open-air casual labour markets, where day labourers gather early in
the morning to negotiate work with specialist recruiters known as tehaishi. Doya-gai
are urban districts with concentrations of cheap lodging houses where day labourers
often dwell. In three famous cases—Kamagasaki in Osaka, San'ya in Tokyo and Ko-
tobuki in Yokohama—the employment and dwelling functions are combined in a large-
scale yoseba/doya-gai.

Skid rows are commonly thought of as districts populated by social failures, such
as alcoholics and the mentally unstable. However, I try to show that the pre-war skid
row was quite similar to the contemporary yoseba/doya-gai, with employment agen-
cies arranging casual work for the hobos who lived in them and a culture oriented to
casual labour. My key reference is Anderson's The Hobo (1923), which describes Chi-

cago’'s Hobohemia district in terms that make it sound remarkably similar to Kama. |

gasaki or San'ya. This similarity has struck several Japanese and American scholars
over the years, and I discuss the contributions to this debate by Tsuchida (1966), Cal-
darola (1968), Aoki (1989), Giamo (1994) and Yoshida (1995). Though the skid rows
have suffered a steady decline over the course of this century, and in some cases have
been destroyed in urban renewal programmes, ] conclude that there is no fundamental
cultural difference between them and the yoseba.

Japan's socio-economic environment has allowed the yoseba to retain their labour!

pool function long after it has largely disappeared from skid row, but the decline in the
casual labour market which set in after the oil shocks of the 1970s. and has greatly ac-
celerated since the bursting of Japan's “bubble economy” at the start of the 1990s, is
making the yoseba/doya-gai districts look more like skid rows with every day that
passes.
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