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Locational Classification of Villages
by the Civil Administrators of Early Modern Japan

by
KOMEIE Taisaku

Japanese politicians, social scientists, and schoolteachers have used a triadic
model of villages to classify settlements by their location and economy: rural
villages in plain land(né-son), mountain villages(san-son), and fishing villages(gyo-
son). Their custom to distinguish these three types of villages, which has had a
strogg influence on the Japanese way of seeing rural settlements or the country
side area, takes its origin in the civil administration in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Reading jikata-sho or the handbooks for government
officials written by administrators in the Tokugawa shogunate and some domains,
the author illustrates how and why they came to use the concept of village type.
The handbooks of the eighteenth century, mostly written by the Tokugawa
officials, demanded that they themselves observe the geographical condition of
each village in order to assess its annual tax. These administrators had to
recognize some economic distinction between a paddy village in alluvial plain(sato-
gata) and other special types of non-agricultural economies: such as mountain
villages dependent on forestry(yama-gata) and fishing villages at seaside(ura/hama-
gata).  Ultimately, the paper demonstrates how this agro-centric view
differentiated between, and thereby classified, villages into one standard type and
other secondary or peripheral ones.
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