
The Profound Impact of the Matsukata
Reform: A Cornell Study in Monetary History
The Matsukata Reform, implemented in Japan from 1881 to 1889, stands
as a pivotal monetary reform that profoundly reshaped the nation's
economic landscape. The reform, spearheaded by Finance Minister
Matsukata Masayoshi, aimed to stabilize the Japanese economy, which
had been plagued by inflation, financial instability, and a rapidly
depreciating currency. This article delves into the genesis, key features,
and enduring impact of the Matsukata Reform, drawing insights from the
seminal work "Cornell Studies in Money" by renowned economist Irving
Fisher.

Historical Context

In the late 1800s, Japan was undergoing rapid modernization following the
Meiji Restoration in 1868. The country embarked on an ambitious program
of industrialization, infrastructure development, and military buildup.
However, this rapid expansion put immense pressure on the government's
finances. The government resorted to issuing excessive amounts of paper
currency, leading to rampant inflation and a loss of confidence in the
monetary system.
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Genesis of the Matsukata Reform

Recognizing the dire economic situation, Finance Minister Matsukata
Masayoshi proposed a comprehensive reform plan in 1881. Matsukata, a
proponent of sound monetary principles, believed that stabilizing the
currency and controlling inflation were crucial for economic recovery. His
reform program, inspired by Western economic models, aimed to establish
a gold standard, reduce government spending, and increase taxation.

Key Features of the Reform

The Matsukata Reform encompassed several key measures:

1. Establishment of a Gold Standard: Japan adopted the gold
standard, pegging the value of its currency, the yen, to the value of
gold. This move aimed to stabilize the exchange rate, reduce inflation,
and attract foreign investment.

2. Contractionary Fiscal Policy: The government implemented strict
fiscal austerity measures, reducing spending and increasing taxes.
This aimed to reduce the budget deficit and curb inflation.

3. Deflationary Monetary Policy: The central bank, the Bank of Japan,
tightened its monetary policy by raising interest rates and reducing the
issuance of banknotes. This aimed to reduce the money supply and
control inflation.
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4. Centralization of Banking: The government established a central
bank to regulate the banking system, control the money supply, and
ensure the stability of the financial sector.

Impact of the Reform

The Matsukata Reform had a profound impact on the Japanese economy:

Stabilization of the Currency: The establishment of the gold
standard and the deflationary measures successfully stabilized the yen
and curbed inflation. The exchange rate stabilized, restoring
confidence in the monetary system.

Financial Stability: The centralization of banking and the
establishment of the Bank of Japan improved the stability of the
financial sector. It regulated banking practices, reduced speculation,
and facilitated the flow of capital.

Economic Recovery: The stabilization of the currency and the
financial system provided a foundation for economic recovery. It
encouraged foreign investment, stimulated domestic production, and
facilitated trade.

Long-Term Consequences: The Matsukata Reform laid the
groundwork for Japan's economic success in the 20th century. It
established sound monetary principles, fostered economic stability,
and laid the foundation for rapid industrialization and economic growth.

Cornell Studies in Money

Irving Fisher, a renowned American economist, published his seminal work
"Cornell Studies in Money" in 1907. This comprehensive study included an



in-depth analysis of the Matsukata Reform. Fisher praised the reform for its
success in stabilizing the Japanese economy, controlling inflation, and
establishing a sound monetary system. He concluded that the reform was
an exemplary case of how monetary policies could be effectively deployed
to achieve economic stability.

The Matsukata Reform stands as a landmark event in Japanese economic
history. Its comprehensive measures, including the establishment of a gold
standard, fiscal austerity, and monetary tightening, successfully stabilized
the currency, restored confidence in the financial system, and laid the
foundation for economic recovery. The reform's enduring impact on Japan's
economic development underscores the importance of sound monetary
principles and the role of government in maintaining economic stability. The
insights provided by Irving Fisher's "Cornell Studies in Money" further
highlight the significance of the Matsukata Reform as a case study in
monetary history.
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