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Demographic Experience of Japan in View of International

Scene : In Relation to Démographic Transition Theory

Toshio Kuropa

1. This article is composed of two parts. First part discusses demographic transition
in a century long history of modernization in Japan since 1868. Second part is devoted
to re-examination of demographic transition theory.

2. In view of transition process of Japanese population, it may be mterestmg to note
that a rising trend in fertility was recognized during the early period of modernization,
1890-1910. Such a trend in fertility has been evidenced by seperate studies of estimating
vital rates performed by several authors of Japan.

However, It is only after 1920 that Japanese fertility began to show a clear-cut curve
of decline, and fertility level is taken to have maintained as high as 35 per thousand
population in long terms. On the other hand, mortality continued to decline since initial
stage of modernization. Lead-lag relatiohship between mortality and fertility decline,
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which is an. important component of transition theory, was clearly demonstrated.

In connection with fertility decline it should be noted that Japanese people had am
idea of fertility control already some years ago before 1920, which may be evidenced by
behavioral attitude to postpone marriage and birth in “fire-horse” year, 1906, even though
statistical artifacts were taken into consideration. ‘

In general, demographic transition theory could be applled to Japan's- experience as.
far as this theory is understood in broad terms.

3. Hypothesis of demographic transition has been attracting enthusiastic interests from
many demographers in the world recently. Several reasons for this are mentioned. Severe:
criticism comes from theoretical standpoint, arguing that this theory is too simple to be
generalized. Recently, different courses of demographic transition are pointed out w1th
respect to early Western -experiences by several demographers.

~ Secondly, demographic situation in developing countries motivated professional people
there to pay attention to this theory mainly from practical standpoint. Third, Japan's
experience of demographic modernization attracted theoretical and practical interests.
from both developed and developing sides in view of an unique case of Japan as a non-
Western achievement.

Author introduced many studies and contributions achieved in connection with.,
this theory by Coale, Freedman, Bogue, Hauser, Umted Natlons and so on, which hawve:
been published up to now.

After over-all examination the author proposed a new idea of “demographic spread
effects” in connectxon with a newly emerging process of fertility dechne in: a few Asian
areas with small populatxon Wthh are dominantly characterized by Chmese cultme He:
suggests that Japan's preceded experience may have exerted demographic spread effects.
on areas with social and cultural proximity His proposition is that the higher the social.
and cultural proximity to original area, the quicker the acceleration of demographic.

spread effects.



