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Protection of Infants’ Lives in Modern Japan:
An Historical Look at Adoption for Children Born Out of Wedlock

mLAH KL
Kashimi YOSHIDA

Infants in Japan are protected under various systems, such as
mother-and-child welfare, pediatric medicine and infant homes. However, it
1s difficult to find effective measures or policies contributing to prevention of
infanticides and infant abandonment, matters of life and death especially for
infants born out of wedlock in Japan. This thesis considers infant adoption
as a preventive measure, and explores the history of adoption customs, child
welfare, medicine and law in modern Japan, from the perspective of
protection of infants’ lives.

Infant adoption conducted in private was one of the measures to
protect lives of infants born out of wedlock, but it became “ineffective” legally
from the Meiji era and turned “illegal” after WWII. Professional midwives
still arranged such adoptions as alternatives to abortion or infanticide, but
the postwar child welfare system did not takeover midwives’ efforts and the
Japanese government legalized abortion to within seven months of
pregnancy. However, in the 1970s, when an obstetrician led an adoption
movement for unmarried mothers and their fetuses and infants, it appeared
“anti-modern,” conflicting with several modern norms of sexuality,
reproduction, family and motherhood. Therefore, legal scholars, legislators
and social workers did not build an effective adoption system for those
women and infants in need. The fact that adoption for infants born out of
wedlock has not been institutionalized in Japan illustrates how difficult it is
to overcome modern norms created and maintained by laws, welfare and
medical services.

This research is based on historical materials published from the
Meiji era to the Showa era, including government documents, specialist
journals, books and newspapers. The study examines cases of abortion and
infanticide that became a social problem and the customs and discourses on
adopting or fostering infants. In addition, it looks at the purposes, designs

and operation of related policies and laws.



