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The Historical Transition of Micro Finance Providers:
Focusing on the Public Pawnshop in Interwar Tokyo

KOJIMA Yohei*

Abstract

This paper examines the public pawnshops in pre-war Japan, which were founded as microfinance
institutions with social policy intentions. Because most of the public pawnshops were distributed in rural
areas, little consideration has been given to their development in urban areas. However, Tokyo Prefecture had
been the most proactive in establishing public pawnshops and has a market share that cannot be ignored. In
Tokyo City, the public pawnshops were mainly founded particularly in the Fukagawa, Shitaya, Honjo, and
Asakusa wards, and the poor living in these downtown areas were assumed to be the main customers of these
pawnshops. Although the large scale of the public pawnshops made ordinary pawnshops complain of a squeeze
on private sector, the public pawnshops had several problems. They had to pay large labor costs, been strictly
regulated to forfeit a pawn, and confronted with the hardship in monitoring staffs’ misconduct. Therefore, for
the ordinary pawnshops that offered more flexible loans, there were still room for competition with public
pawnshops. Nevertheless, it can be argued that the public pawnshop in the downtown areas accounted for
more than 10%of the market share, and it played some significance in alleviating the liquidity constraints of
the poor on the basis of public support.

Keywords : Pawnshop, Public Pawnshop, Micro Finance
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