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History of security against miners’ phthisis, pneumoconiosis
by Tomoko Union and labour union

by Toyohiko MIURA

“Tomoko” or “T'omoko-domei” was a kind of guild of miners which focused on the promotion and
maintenance of technical standards and mutual aid for miners. These unions were organized in many
gold, silver and copper mines in japan in the time of the Tokugawa Shogunate. “Tomoko” played a
significant role in mutual aid, especially with regard to accidents and occupational diseases such as
miners’ phthisis and pneumoconiosis. In 1867, the Shogunate government was dissolved and the Meiji
government took its place. But social security for miners was still insufficient in the early stage of the
20 th century so that the organization of “T'omoko” spread among workers in metal mines, coal mines
and public works. These unions lost their vigor thereafter along with the development of the social
security system and they had evaporated entirely by World War II. A booklet was published in 1925
by the Confederation of All Japan Mining Workers Unions and the Industrial Labour Research
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Institute. The title of this booklet was “Staggering Disease—The premature death of miners is caused
by the staggering disease”. “Staggering disease” refers to silicosis or pneumoconiosis. The year 1945 saw
the end of the war. In Ashio Town, where the Ashio Mine is located, a “Mass Meeting of the Town
People for the Restoration of the Mine” was held on June 8, 1946. A man named M. Sohara suddenly
appealed for a work place without the fear of the silicosis to be created for the rehabilitation of Japan,
and he also demanded compensation by the government for silicosis patients. He was a member of the
Ashio Mine Labour Union. No mining activities could be restored without considering his request, he
asserted. The Silicosis Act was, however, not smoothly enacted, due to opposition from industry and
mining company management and it only passed the Japanese Diet in 1955. Ten years had been
required for the enactment of this Act since the Ashio Town Mass Meeting resolved to eliminate

silicosis. The more comprehensive Pneumoconiosis Act was enacted on March 31, 1960.

(29)

165



