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Creating “her own” work ethic: A case study of okami in traditional inns

S SIES
GOTO Tomomi

Abstract

In this article, I argue that working people create their own work ethic as
individuals by accumulating experiences and gaining an understanding of their
business.

Since the time of Kunio Yanagita, a founder of Japanese folklore studies,
the work ethic in rural societies in Japan has been one of the focal points of this
discipline. Research to date, however, has tended to focus on how people in different
communities collectively evaluate labor practices, rather than how individual
working persons deal with labor practices. In contrast to those studies, this article
attempts to show the way in which individual workers create their own work ethic
by examining hitherto neglected aspects of labor practice. To do so, this study pays
attention to the process by which female managers, or okami, of ryokan (traditional
Japanese inns) acquire their understanding of their business as members of a
ryokan management body.

When they started their business, the okami in this study had no background
in the management methods of ryokan; and they had to deal with a variety of tasks
as completely inexperienced and ignorant neophyte okami. Nevertheless, they
gradually accumulated experience as okami over the course of time, and while being
affected by their surroundings—such as family or neighborhood—they increasingly
gained an understanding of their own business by reflecting on various business
practices. Consequently, okami come to be able to make their own decisions in
business life; and sometimes they even give priority to their family life rather than
to their business life.

The results of this study suggest that different decisions made by okami are

not always restricted by their role as members of a ryokan management body; in
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addition, as individuals intimately related to their family or neighborhood, they
may also make decisions on various affairs according to vested interest. Those
multidimensional decision-makings processes have led okami to acquire their own
active subjectivity, and has given them the ability to elaborate a collective business

life into their own individual lifestyles..
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