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The Fate of the Public Hospital in the Early Meiji Period:
Community Medicine in Matsumoto

Yoshinori SHHOHARA

(Summary)

This paper is an attempt to elucidate the rise and fall of the institution of the public
hospital in the Matsumoto region of Nagano prefecture during the early Meiji period. The
public hospital in this region is particularly significant due to the fact that it was founded and
maintained by multiple districts. As such, it became the focal point of both cooperation and
frustration between these districts’ populations and administrations concerning the hospital’s
funding and location. Examined together, these different actors and their negotiations
provide a rare insight into the “public” that provided community medicine at this time.

In 1872, as part of the restoration of the hospital and medical school of the old
Matsumoto domain, the Chikuma Prefectural School of Medicine and Hospital was founded.
In 1878, however, prefectural funding was discontinued, leading the three districts of
Higashi-Chikuma, Minami-Azumi, and Kita-Azumi coming together the following year to
manage the hospital under a new name, Matsumoto Public Hospital. However, since the
hospital itself was located in Higashi-Chikuma, this arrangement contained an inherent
inequality of medical access based on geographical location. A desire for better access
resulted in Kita-Azumi discontinuing their funding and opening their own independent hospi-
tal in 1880, quickly followed in 1881 by Minami-Azumi starting negotiations with Higashi-
Chikuma to do the same. The coexistence of two public hospitals within Matsumoto,
however, lasted only a short while as both were forced to close due to financial difficulties in
1894, leaving the region with only private clinics.

Matsumoto region during the early Meiji period was a site of multiple “publics” dynami-
cally negotiating over access to medical resources; Higashi-Chikuma tried to reconstruct
“public opinion” to maintain the coalition, Kita-Azumi opted for independence out of concern
for the “public good”, and Minami-Azumi dreamed of independence in order to bring “relief”
to its population. The ironic tragedy of this negotiation is that each district’s individual hope
for better “public” medical facilities ultimately led to the demise of the public hospital.

Although research on the history of hospitals in Japan is inclined to focus on the devel-
opment of private clinics from this point on, this paper has clarified the local conditions that

caused these clinics to become prevalent in the first place.






