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Development of Sericulture and Silk Industry
in Japan during Modern Ages

Kazuhiro TOMIZAWA

Summary

In this treatise, I discuss the historical process of development of Japanese sericulture and
silk industry during the modern ages, which used to rank first in the world before World War
II. T also mention these industries in other countries, such as France, Italy, China, and U.S.A.
in those days. This treatise is written as a part of studies related to the direct export of raw silk

in the Meiji Era.

In our economic history, in comparison, with exception of the modern sericulture and silk
industry, there is no other field, which had developed so rapidly and widespread throughout
Japan. Dramatic were the development of these industries from opening port to foreign trade
in 1859, through the Meiji Era and Taisho Era to the early Showa Era. In the early Meiji Era,
Japanese sericulture and silk industry, which with government aid developed throughout the
country, became the major industries during the 20’s of the Meiji Era. Furthermore, the
industries developed during the period between the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95 and the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05. Japan became the world’s largest exporting country of raw
silk, suppressing Ch’ing, which was the strongest competitor to Japan, during the 40’s of the
Meiji Era.

Following this period these industries experienced vast increase in production invariable
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from the Taisho Era to the early part of the Showa Era. The average of annual raw silk
production during the years 1926 to 1931 was as much as 2.5 times that of in 1913-1917.
During this peak period, Japanese sericulture and silk industry extended not only to the
Japanese mainland (from Hokkaido to Kyushu Island), but also overseas to the colonies in
Korea, Manchuria, Taiwan, and so on. Therefore, it occupied a very important position in the

national economy.

In accordance to the increase of raw silk production, annual exports also dramatically
increased. With an index of 100 for raw silk exports for the period 1878-82, the indexes were
771.1 for the period 1908-1912, 1,415.4 for the period 1918-1922, and 2,934.0 for the period
1928-1932. These indexes clearly show that increase for exports of the raw silk was almost the
same as the trade expansion, and that in the history of more than 60 years from the early
period of the Meiji Era to the early period of Showa Era, the exportation prices of raw silk and
its by-products continued to keep always the levels of 30 to 50% more of the total exportation

prices.

At the time, U.S.A. was the main export market of Japanese raw silk. For Japan, U.S.A. was
the most splendid customer of raw silk since the second decade of the Meiji Era. U.S.A.
continued to import a large quantity of Japanese raw silk, keeping more pace than Japanese
production increased. For U.S.A. which had the second largest silk textile industry in the
world, Japanese raw silk was attractive, as it was comparatively cheap, of fine quality, and in
sufficient quantities, which compared to Ch’ing-made raw silk, which was cheap however
primarily lacked quality, and European raw silk, which was of excellent quality, but also very
expensive. Japan was the constant supplier of quality silk products for U.S.A. On the other-
hand, for Japan, U.S.A. was the wealthiest purchaser, which continued to buy large quantities
of Japanese raw silk products. Such a relation of coexistence and reciprocity continued to be

invariable up until the beginning of World War I in 1939.

I also confirm Japanese position in the world market of raw silk. Japanese total exports of
raw silk from 1878 to 1882 was about 50% of Italian raw silk production, one-third of Ch’ing’s
exportation amount, and twice that of French production of raw silk. Within 20 years, Japan
became the world’s second largest exporting country of raw silk between 1898 and 1902,
surpassing Italy. During the period 1908 to 1912 it exceeded Ch’ing thus becoming the world’s
largest exporting country of raw silk. The results show that its production and the share of raw
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silk market drastically increased within one generation from the inauguration period of the
silk industry. Furthermore, during the Taisho Era, European sericulture declined, while
Chinese silk industry became stagnant. However, Japanese sericulture produced more silk and
its by-products, achieving levels in excess of 60% of the world total annual production during
the period of 1923 to 1927, and levels of more than 70% during the period of 1928 to 1932. As a
result, Japanese sericulture and silk industry appeared overwhelming even on a worldwide

basis.

Of course, in Japan, as well as other foreign countries, following the increased production of
synthetic fibers, and the effects of repeated depressions, especially after 1920’s, the sericulture
and silk industry departed from the golden age. However, such a remarkable development was
a great leap forward, that should be worthy of special mention in Japanese history. As
comfirmed above, the development of these industries, especially their progress from the
middle of the Meiji Era, was just unprecedented scale and phenomenon. As a result, the
development of these industries directly influenced the advancement of capitalism and

industrial revolution in our country.
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