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An analysis of the restoration of families after the
destruction caused by the Tenpo Famine:
a case of Imaura village in Iwami Province

HIROSIMA Kiyosi

(Professor Emeritus, Shimane University)

(Abstract)

Imaura, with a population of 553 individuals and 99 households, is situated on the coast of
the Japan Sea. During the Tenpo Famine in 1838 deaths occurred among 69.7 per cent of
the households and 25.8 per cent of the population. We examined the events paying special
attention to marriages that took place by 1841 that were caused by the deaths in that year.

(1) While 354 per cent of heads of the household died, the sons of 51.4 per cent of the
households succeeded their position; 33.3 per cent of them got married at the same time.
Thus, the deaths of household heads resulted in marriages (with 80 per cent of them being
first marriages). The grooms were mostly aged 29 and 30's (50 per cent each). Deceased
household heads were succeeded by their widows in 14.3 per cent of the cases. These
successions resulted in remarrying among 20 per cent of the widows.

(2) While 389 per cent of wives died, in 40 per cent of the cases, the household heads also
died in the same year, rendering 16.2 per cent the household heads bereaved. However, 37.5
of them got new wives in a short term period.

(3)In these households, 20.7 per cent of sons died, 12.7 per cent (4 sons)of whom had wives
and the half (2 sons)of whom remarried, In both cases, the two grooms were the younger

brothers of the deceased men.

Therefore, marriages were conducted not only to fill the void caused by the deaths but
also to restore families by taking advantage of the hollowness of the household members,
which reflected their resilience. Resilience comprises of the elasticity in marriage formation
rules or norms, accommodating extra family members and allowing later marriages. These
traits derive from the Western Japanese family system group into which the family in

Imaura is classified.

Keywords: Tenpo Famine, death, marriage, new household head, late marriage.
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