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Japan’s Oldest-old Population in the Edo Period :
An Attempt to Use Historical Materials of the Sendai Domain, 1737-1866 (2)

TAKAGI Masao :

Abstract : Japan has faced an unprecedented situation between the late 20th century (the 1980s) and the
early 21st century (the 2010s): the emergence of a super-aging society and resulting collapse and profound
paradox of social systems (law, politics, economy, pension, medical care, nursing care, etc.) from
institutional, financial and generational perspectives. Over the past few decades, I — as one of those living in
such a period — have had much more opportunities to see very elderly people and observe the current
status of the local communities, hospitals and nursing-care facilities they live in. You may also often come
across elderly people buying a few small food items at a supermarket in the evening, and you can easily
imagine how they are living.

Aside from the number of individuals and the lifestyles of elderly people in the modern age (e.g. before
1920 when Japan’s first population census was conducted), however, it is difficult to even know the exact
number of elderly people in the early modern period, especially those blessed with extremely long longevity
(the oldest-old). Is this because the number of oldest-old people in those days was too small to attract public
attention? To approach this issue, I carefully examined historical records of the Sendai Domain for 1762 and
1849 and determined the number of those with extremely long longevity (the oldest-old). Next, I calculated
the ratio of oldest-old people to the base population, the result of which was compared to the figures (the
ratio of oldest-old people to the total population of Japan and to the total regional population) from national
population census conducted in 1888 or after.

As a result, I concluded that in the early modern period, only a few Japanese people enjoyed extremely
long longevity, with those over the age of 80 being about 5 in every 1,000 people (5%o to 6%. of the base
population), and those over the age of 90, 0.5 person (0.3%o to 0.5%0 of the base population). In other words,
the super aging of population in the Japanese society today is a “revolutionary event” which has been
observed over the last three decades (from the 1980s). For the 130 years from 1850 to around 1980, or even
for the 220 years from 1760 to around 1980, Japan’s population had included only a very small numbers of

oldest-old people.

Keywords : the oldest-old, centenarian, kazoedosh (¥t 4), population register, longevity research, census

population, regional population, base population, per mil (%o)
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