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Childbirth in Early Tokugawa Japan: Testimony from the Diary of

Yamamoto Heizaemon
by
YOKOTA Fuyuhiko

Research on childbirth in early modern Japan has so far relied on findings
of early twentieth-century ethnographic surveys in addition to documents
relating to late Tokugawa population policies outlawing abortions and
infanticide. Direct accounts of regular childbirth preceding policy
intervention by territorial lords have been difficult to come by. The present
article analyzes cases of childbirth recorded between 1676 and 1720 in the
diary of Yamamoto Heizaemon IUAE/EHTM, a musokunin HJE N (village
elite retaining samurai status but no stipend) of Todo Domain, resident in
Soekami County of Yamato Province. It demonstrates that childbirth in the
early Tokugawa period depended on cooperation among women in various
roles, and documents the performance of rituals relating to childbirth and
child-raising. It also undertakes an estimate of the maternal mortality rate.
Continuities with folk practices recorded in Taisho-era ethnographic surveys
are reassessed on this basis.

Key Words; Early Tokugawa Japan, Women’s cooperation, Maternal mortality rate,
Childbirth Rituals, Yamamoto Heizaemon's Diary
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