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Column 1  Japan’s trade and major export industries in the Meiji period 
 

As this year marks the 150th anniversary of the Meiji Restoration, this white paper will look back at 
Japan’s trade in the Meiji period. 

In the early years of the Meiji period, Japan’s trade and economic structure changed dramatically, 
as the country opened itself to the outside world by concluding the Japan-U.S. Treaty of Amity and 
Commerce in 1858, shifting away from the policy of national isolation that had been maintained for a 
long time during the Edo period. 

A comparison of the pace of the expansion of Japan’s trade at that time with global trade shows that 
the value of Japanese exports and the value of Japanese imports in 1902-1911, expressed as index figures 
relative to the base of 100 in 1882-1891, were 418 and 488, respectively, against the index of 186 for 
the value of global imports and exports. This means that Japanese imports and exports expanded at a 
pace more than twice as fast as the growth in global trade. Compared with other countries, Japan 
recorded a much larger trade expansion between 1885 and 1910: Japan’s trade expanded 13.9-fold, 
against a 1.9-fold growth for United Kingdom and France, a 2.2-fold growth for Italy, and a 2.6 to 2.8-
fold growth for Russia, the United States and Germany.17 

Japan’s trade statistics in the late years of the Tokugawa Shogunate and the early years of the Meiji 
period have various statistical consistency problems, such as a change in the standard for tabulation of 
statistics after the establishment of the new Meiji government in 1868, the combined tabulation of gold- 
and silver-backed currencies, and the impact of the fall of the silver price. As a result, there are no 
systematic Japanese trade statistics that cover trade in the period from the late years of the Tokugawa 
Shogunate to the early years of the Meiji period. Therefore, we will provide an overview of Japan’s 
trade in the Meiji period based on trade data cited from BOUEKI TO KOKUSAI SHUUSHI,18 which 
covers the period from 1874 onwards, despite its lack of data for the period from the late years of the 
Tokugawa Shogunate to the early years of the Meiji period. 
 
1．Changes in the value of trade and the trade balance 

Looking at the trade statistics for the period from 1874 to 1911, the value of exports grew by a factor 
of around 27, from 19.70 million yen to 534.60 million yen, over the 37 years. The value of imports 
increased by a factor of around 17.3, from 34.50 million yen to 597.30 million yen (Column Figure 1-
1). In particular, the growth in the value of trade from 1890 onwards is conspicuous. 

Although the trade balance basically remained in deficit, it recorded a surplus in four years during 
the period. The annual deficit ranged from 800,000 yen (1882) to 186.80 million yen (1898) and 
averaged 28 million yen. 

 
2．Main items of import and export 

What were the main items of import and export at that time? Column Figure 1-2 shows changes in 

                                                                                                                                             
17 Ishii (2000), pp. 1-2. 
18 Yamazawa and Yamamoto (1980). 














