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Population, History, and Society
— Perspectives on Population Issues —

TANAKA Shiro

This year (2025) marks the 100th anniversary of the Showa era and the 80th anniversary of
the end of the war. Starting on New Year's Day 1948, the Asahi Shimbun began a series titled
“The Dream of a 100th Year of Showa,” the first of which focused on the population issue.
Here's an excerpt:

“The path of hope has already begun. And the Dream of a 100th Year of Showa’ is not that
far off. But with a population of nearly 80 million crammed onto four islands, it's hard to
dream. What will Japan's population be like by then? Japan’s population is projected to
continue growing until around 1965, reaching around 87 million, but then begin to decline,
settling at around 50 million by the 100th year of the Showa era. It's not unreasonable to
assume that the optimum population is 50 million; with 50 million people, it would be possible
to build ideal gardens.” (Asahi Shimbun, January 1, 1948)

This article expresses concerns about a population explosion, but also predicts that it will
subside. The “optimal population” was then discussed, and it was decided to be 50 million. This
was likely the general prediction and target of experts and the government at the time.

Looking at it from today’s perspective, however, these assumptions were far off the mark.
What's important to note is that concerns about a population explosion were raised at a time
when the population was much smaller (around 70 million at the time), while fears of popula-
tion decline arise at a time when the population is large. Discussions about population are
plagued by such inconsistent theories. Furthermore, perhaps we are forced to question the very
concept of an appropriate population.

As this example shows, when it comes to population, compared to other fields, there are
many gaps between assumptions and facts, confusion between what should and what exists, as
well as popular myths and misunderstandings. With these points in mind, I would like to

examine the population issue from a historical and social perspective.
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