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THE RICE CONSUMPTION OF FARMERS IN THE LATTER HALF OF
THE MODERN PERIOD IN JAPAN

Shoichiro ARIZONO

Many Japanese today have the impression that farmers during the Modern Period were
not able to consume the rice produced through their own hard labour. In this paper the author
examines the truth of this common idea.

The procedure for this study is as follows.

Firstly the author researches historical documents written from the viewpoint of the
ruling classes, since the above-stated image derives from such documents. The author goes on
to establish the per capita rice consumption of farmers with the help of historical materials
such as farming literature, farm diaries and housekeeping manuals, which were written from
the viewpoint of the subject farmers.

Historical documents written from the viewpoint of the ruling classes describe farmers
in the Modern Period who were seldom able to eat rice. However, from statistics which record
the population of Japan and the area of paddy in 1721, the per capita rice consumption of
farmers at that time can be eatimated to have been at least 72kg, which constituted roughly one
half of the total grain consumption of ordinary Japanese. This level of rice consumption is
almost equal to the per capita consumption of Japanese at the present day.

The author then researches documents which convey the true feelings of ordinary
farmers, and examines the amounts of rice consumed, as well as the ratio of rice to other grain
consumption, in several regions of Japan. Many of these documents were written from the
eighteenth century to the first half of the nineteenth century, that is, during the latter half of
the Modern Period in Japan.

Jikatano Kikigaki, written in the 1680s in Kii Province in western central Japan, tells us
that farmers ate unmixed rice at every annual event.

Kagyo-ko, written in the 1760s in Aki Province in western Japan, describes an employer
who fed his servants rice equally mixed with barley every day.

Shika-nogyodan, written in 1789 in Echu Province in northern central Japan, records that
farmers mixed a little broken rice or Indica type rice in with their rice for ordinary meals.

Yase-kamado, written in 1809 in Echigo Province in northern central Japan, describes the
annual rice consumption of a household. From this it can be estimated that the annual per
capita rice consumption of a member of a farming household was about 195kg.

Farming Diary of the Yamamotos, written in 1823 in Yamato Province in westen central
Japan, documents that the annual rice consumption of each family member was 210kg, and that

— 56 —




the ratio of mixing rice and barley was calculated at roughly 6: 4.

From the above the author concludes that, even allowing for some regional variation,
farmers in the latter half of the Modern Period in Japan generally ate rice mixed in equal
proportions with other grains every day.
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