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Population Growth in the Mid-19th Century and
the Re-extension of Paddy Field Frontier :
Restoration plan of the Sendai Domain’s rural houses

TAKAGI Masao *

Abstract: The Basic Resident Register, a comprehensive census of Japanese citizens compiled by
the Japanese government, shows that as of 2011 the population of Japan stands at 127 million.
Although this figure has not changed significantly since 2005, it is expected to decrease steadily.
The number of deaths will certainly increase (due to the growing population of aged people), but
that of childbirths remains static at less than 1.1 million per year. This means that a decrease in
population will offset or exceed a natural increase in population.

Some experts interpret this situation optimistically, and others pessimistically. However,
research accumulated thus far concerning this issue 34much of which provides gloom and doom
forecasts3 indicates and explains major causes for population decrease, most of which are issues
that many men and women of marriageable ages are facing. The issues include unstable
employment, low wages, prolonged work, a lack of work-life balance, a shortage of day-care
centers for children, and increasing burden from education costs. In addition, higher education of
women, women’s growing reluctance to get married, and women’s liberation movements are
contributing significantly to population decline.

Despite this situation, effective measures have not been taken so far to increase the population
of Japan, nor even to propose an optimum population size. The major reasons behind this are the
fact that Japan has unprecedentedly high public debt (which is estimated by the IMF to be 213%
of GDP in 2011), that today’s increasingly borderless economy has brought instability to
employment, wage rates and life, and that about 70% of the total social welfare benefit in Japan has
been spent on the elderly (while only less than 5% on families). These factors cannot be easily
improved since they are closely related with one another.

This paper is based on the assumption that historical materials (actual experiences from the
end of the Edo era, in the mid-19th century) can provide some useful clues about how to increase
Japan’s population. Of course, there are fundamental differences in the economic systems: a closed-
door economic system existed at that time, in contrast to the global economic system of today.
Therefore, this paper examines general, universal factors contributing to population growth, rather

than individual, specific factors.
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