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Summary

Abortion and Decreasing Infant Mortality Rates in Iwate Prefecture,
during the 1950s and 1960s

Naoko KIMURA

This paper examines the relation between abortion and decreasing infant mortality rates
in Iwate Prefecture during the 1950s and 1960s, based on contemporary literature and local
administrative publications on maternal and child health.

Sawauchi, a village in Iwate Prefecture with the reputation of being a place of “heavy snow,
poverty, and a high death rate”, achieved a zero early infant mortality rate in 1962, during the
years when the National Health Insurance Association of Iwate Prefecture sponsored a program
with the aim to reduce Iwate infant mortality rate by half. However, already in the early 1950s,
ten years earlier than Sawauchi, a zero early infant mortality rate was achieved in Mizusawa
Town and its vicinity, in the southern part of the prefecture. Health officials, at the time, had
considered abortions during late stages of pregnancy the cause of Mizusawa high infant mortal-
ity rate and had taken measures against it. They said that, in particular, easy access to private
obstetricians’ and gynecolists’ offices had led to a rise in abortions and, consequently, to high
infant mortality. In Sawauchi, as well, both the high infant mortality rate and its reduction
were closely related to the practice of abortion during the transition period when family plan-
ning was popularized.

The fact that in Mizusawa in the early 1950s high abortion rates and local measures
against them preceded national campaigns of family planning indicates that birth control was a
vital concern of many people. In Mizusawa, it was the necessity to reduce the number of
births that shaped individuals’ behavior and increased the infant mortality rate, rather than the
asperity of natural surroundings and the lack of medical institutions. Infant mortality rates in
Iwate Prefecture, during the 1950s and 1960s, were closely related to instruction about contra-

ceptive methods and the availability of equipment as well as the accessibility of abortion.
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