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Population Trend and Infanticide in a Rural Area in North-eastern Japan

from the 17th to the 19th Century

Hiroshi KAWAGUCHI

In this paper, the author discusses the population trend and infanticide in the study
area, Minamiyama-Okurairi-Ryou from the 17th to the 19th century. This was a rural area
under the direct control of Tokugawa Shogunate in north-eastern Japan.

North-eastern Japan has been thought to be a less advanced and poor region during the
Tokugawa Period (1603-1868) because of its population decrease. Also it has been believed
that infanticide was a main cause of the population decrease and that poor people having
many children had no choice but to resort to infanticide in order to survive. Evidence
suggests, however, we should change some of the images of this area.

The population which had increased through the 17th century, was at 2 maximum early
in the 18th century and started to decrease afterward. The lowest population level was
recorded from the 1780s to the 1840s, then it started to increase again slowly. One of the
regional characteristics in this area was an unbalanced sex-ratio. The sex-ratio of male to
female was over 120 per-cent from the 17th century to the middle of the 18th century, then
it started to be balanced.

During the period when the population decreased, the net reproduction rate (NRR) was
about 1, which is quite low. The author can point out three possible causes of low NRR: low
fertility, high infant mortality and infanticide. The unbalanced sex-ratio of infants does
suggest that peasants practiced sex-selective infanticide during this period.

According to an old diary kept by Tozaemon Tsunoda, a rich merchant dealing with
hemp, from 1669 until 1735, he and his wife had ten babies. Three babies out of ten were
killed right after the birth. This infanticide was practiced not only in a poor harvest year
but also in a good harvest year. The Tsunoda family did not practice infanticide due to
poverty. Two babies were killed because their sex was different from the sex predicted
before the birth. Following the erroneous prediction, the probability that the female baby
would be killed was double compared to that of the male baby. The other baby was put to
death because he/she was born and would have been registered in Japanese religious investi-
gation registers when his/her father was 42 years old. A baby born at this particular age
was believed to bring his/her parents trouble.

The population was greatly reduced by famines caused by cold weather in 1755, 1783
and the 1830s. Since there were more male victims than female sufferers, the sex-ratio was
rebalanced whenever the area was attacked by famine.

From the 1840s, the population growth resulted from the natural increase. And the
sex-ratio of infants came to be balanced. Therefore sex-selective infanticide probably began

to decrease from the 1840s and disappeared by the 1880s.
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