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Japan’s Oldest-old Population in the Edo Period (2) :
An Attempt to Use Historical Materials of the Naoshima Island,
Uwajima and Sendai Domain, 1720-1872

TAKAGI Masao :

Abstract : What were the characteristics of Japan’s geriatric population during the Edo Period (1603-1867)?
Compared to today’s, was it larger, smaller, or similar in size and ratio? These are very simple questions,
but difficult to answer. There were as many as 270 to 300 small autonomous domains under the
administration of the Tokugawa Shogunate, which ruled the country for over 260 years (the 17th to mid-19th
centuries) before the formation of the modern nation state of Japan. As a result, we have no population
statistics corresponding to census figures today, making it difficult to determine the numbers or percentage
of elderly people in the Edo Period. However, there are some clues. Records of region-based population
surveys conducted by the domains allow us to calculate the number of the oldest-old (those in their 80s),
and their ratio to the base population. Then, other questions arise: how were elderly people treated by their
families or administrators, and what kinds of diseases did they suffer from? Fortunately, abundant sources of
qualitative information are available. Regarding the former questions, I calculated the following results. In
Naoshima in the province of Sanuki (present-day Naoshima Town in Kagawa Prefecture), 396 persons out of
the base population of 33,089 in the 31 years from 1839 to 71 were 80 years old or over, accounting for
11.97%o, with 33 persons aged 90 or over, making up 1%.. In the Uwajima Domain (present-day Uwajima,
Ehime Prefecture) in 1778, 55 out of the base population of 100,142 (excluding the samurai warrior class)
were aged 90 or over, accounting for 0.55%., and two persons out of 96,652 village dwellers were
centenarians, accounting for 0.02%. (2.07 persons per 100,000 persons). These figures can be compared to
those of the census conducted in 1888 by the Japanese government. The census shows that out of the
country’s total population of 39.6 million (excluding those with no age available), 264,000 persons were in
their 80th year or more, or 6.67%0 of the base population; 10,800 were in their 90th year or more, or 0.27%o;
and 137 were centenarians, or 0.0035%0 (0.35 persons per 100,000 persons). The ratios calculated in this
paper are more than twice those of 1888, when Japan commenced modernization. To answer the afore-
mentioned questions, I explored numerous records and documents to identify what kinds of illnesses older
people in the Edo period suffered from and how they were treated by their families (caretakers), as well as
their delicate formal relationships with their feudal rulers. This paper consists of several topics. Chapters 2
and 3 deal with changes in the regional population and ratio of older people in the Edo Period. Chapters 4
and 5 examine the elderly’s human and social relationships. The introduction and conclusion provide a

comparative-historical analysis of attitudes toward older people in Japan and Europe.

Keywords : the oldest-old, centenarian, kazoedoshi, geriatric diseases, Shumon-Aratame-Cho (population

register), region-based population, per-mil, Sophocles, Cicero

i Professor Emeritus, Ritsumeikan University



