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The Shoreline Environment and Livelihood in Medieval Japan,
from the Standpoint of Fishing in Lakes and Rivers

by

HaSHIMOTO Michinori

In order to consider the livelihood of people in the Japanese archipelago in
medieval times, it is necessary for us to turn our attention to the shoreline eco-
tone, a varying and reversible environment that shifts between wet and dry. Scho-
lars of the history of fishing have not taken note of this matter as such, but the
shoreline ecotone extended around the borders of lakes and marshes with fluctuat-
ing water levels and along the banks of rivers whose waters would flow at will and
frequently flood. Medieval people referred to this shoreline ecotone by several
names, such as KAWARA (riverbeds), KAWABE (riversides), and HAMAGIWA
(beachfronts and shores). The special right of the “people of the sea” to fish, Ami-
no Yoshihiko has argued, was not an exclusive one. Various classes of people,
from the ranks of estate stewards and officials down to ordinary residents of the
estates, conducted a variety of types of fishing both in competition and coexist-
ence with each other. We must pay particular attention to “fishing for one-day’s
sustenance” in KAWARA (riverbeds) and KAWABE (riversides), i.e., small-scale
subsistence fishing that was carried out day in and day out. This kind of fishing in
the shoreline ecotone was linked to the market. Amidst the chronic state of
famine, fish were sold, and it is possible that small-scale, simple fishing was a pre-
requisite for the market.
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