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ABSTRACT
"The Tale of Nisuke," which deals with conditions in the Higo do
main of Southern Japan around 1800 as experienced by the peasant
ry, forms the core of this thesis; it is here for the first time 
translated and studied in depth. Besides the translation of the 
text, I have set myself the task of establishing its value as 
illustrative source material for the student of Tokugawa society 
by identifying the background of its author and his intentions.
In the absence of contemporary references to the "Tale" as well 
as other clues to assist me in my task, I have had to proceed by 
analyzing the "Tale"'s content and then to establish its position 
within the cultural context of Tokugawa society. The resulting 
socio-cultural portrait of Higo provides at the same time the 
clues to a correct understanding of the "Tale" as well as a com
prehensive insight into rural life in a comparatively backward 
region of late Tokugawa Japan. The great variety of questions 
raised by the "Tale," a quality which makes this text so singu
larly suited as departure point of a cultural study, has forced 
me to concentrate more intensively on historical questions than 
would first seem warranted by the subject. All of my commentary 
must, however, be seen as of immediate importance to a full under 
standing of the "Tale". The first chapter contains a general 
introduction to the history of the Tokugawa period, with special 
reference to the developments in the village. The second chapter 
traces the political and economic history of the Higo domain in 
the 18th century to portray conditions which constitute the back
ground to the "Tale". The third chapter contrasts peasant life in 
the economically advanced regions with conditions in the Higo 
domain and investigates the role played by the rural priesthood 
in the life of the peasantry. In the fourth chapter, an intro
duction to the tradition of critical writing in Tokugawa litera
ture leads to a discussion of the "Tale," followed by my conclu
sions as to author and purpose of the "Tale", In Part Two, there 
then follows my annotated translation of the "Tale".
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Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to introduce the student of 
Late Tokugawa Literature and History to the "Tale of Nisuke" 
(hereafter TN), a piece of literary prose which is set among the 
peasants of the mountains of Higo in Southern Japan, Written in 
1803° by an anonymous author - a samurai-administrator - in 
response to definite political circumstances, this tale deals 
with the economic and social problems of the Higo domain as they 
were experienced by the peasantry. It thus offers a unique 
opportunity to study Tokugawa society from the angle of the re
lationship between the peasantry and the samurai. From a reading 
of the TN, whose wide range of topics covers the most pressing 
problems of Higo society around 1800, there emerges a vivid 
picture of samurai and peasant in provincial Japan far from the 
cultural and economic centres. On the one hand the political 
ideal advocated by its author throws light on the world view of 
the ruling class, while on the other hand the focussing of action 
on the repercussions of government policies on village society 
enables the reader to draw conclusions on the historical experience 
of the peasantry.

I have embarked on this project mainly to study the Condition 
of the common people in Tokugawa society, an aspect of Japanese 
cultural history which is often overshadowed in Western Literature 
on Japan by the more salient fedtures of Tokugawa urban culture. 
Although the overwhelming majority of the common people in the 
Tokugawa period were peasants, rural areas, unlike the towns 
and cities, are hardly represented in the body of Tokugawa litera
ture. Moreover, since peasant disabilites in the Tokugawa period 
are fairly typical of feudal society anywhere, the TN may not 
only be taken as an illustration of the little-studied life at the 
basis of Tokugawa civilization, but indeed, in a wider sense, of 
the human condition under feudal rule.

a I have not adjusted Japanese dates to the Western calendar.
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Nevertheless, there did exist differences between the numerous
t

domains of Tokugawa Japan, so that we may ask ourselves to what 
extent the example of Higo may be relevant to conditions elsewhere 
in Japan. Such differences as existed were evident above all in 
the degree of economic development, but also in institutions and 
political attitudes towards the larger issues of power politics.
It was during the period immediately preceding the Meiji Resto
ration of 1868 that these differences crystallized as several 
domains, who had for several decades been preparing for a new role 
under a new political arrangement, took over the leadership of the 
nation. Differences between one of the leaders, the Choshu domain, 
and the other domains in the early 19th century were described 
by Craig as having been "at least as pronounced as those existing 
between Prussia and some of the smaller counties and duchies in 
pre-Napoleonic Germany"0 ,

In the economic sense, the Japan of the early 19th century 
constituted a unity. Over the previous two centuries, the forces 
of the money economy had welded the whole country into a single 
economic unit, with the fortunes of domain finances and that of 
samurai prosperity depending precariously on the notation of 
cereal prices at the main exchanges in Osaka and Edo. While the 
gradual shift from subsistence to cash crops had involved many 
domains in various degrees in the market economy, the Higo domain, 
owing to its fertile soil which favoured rice cultivation and 
its isolated geographical location away from the pull of the main 
centres of commerce and industry, appears to have been somewhat 
more successful than other domains in adhering to the Tokugawa 
period economic ideal of domain autarchy. Much like the domains 
of Choshu and Satsuma, the Higo domain, too, had successfully 
restrained the new economic forces by keeping strict control over 
commerce; the bulk of its specie requirements - domain authorities 
had no right to coin specie themselves - were met mainly by 
exporting surplus rice to Osaka.

a Craig,.Choshu, 4.
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Unlike the Choshu and Satsuma domains, however, which combined 
ultimately to bring down the Tokugawa regime, the Higo domain 
played an undistinguished role in the events leading up to the 
Restoration. As an economically backward and ideologically con
servative domain, Higo receives little mention in studies on the

aNlexji Restoration . I think, however, that it is important to 
bear in mind that the new Japan was shaped as much by the tra
ditional elements in the old order as it was by the forward- 
thrusting verve of the few leaders, for as Higo, together with 
other domains which had hesitated to throw in their lot with the 
new regime, was ultimately integrated into the new polity of Meiji 
Japan, it presented the new society with a dowry of its philo
sophical tradition embodied in its leading men, who now became

bactive on the national scene . To name but two prominent examples:
the Imperial Rescript on Education (1890)C , which set down the
guidelines for modern education of the Japanese youth along
strongly traditionalist lines, was principally the work of Inoue
Kowashi (1843-95), a Higo samurai known for his Chinese learning,
while the Shinpuren (Divine Wind League), an extremely violent and
xenophobe society which revolted in the early Meiji period against
the progressive policies of the new government, was formed by over

d170 Higo samurai . Political conservatism of the Meiji regime was 
certainly not an innovation or even an influence from abroad, but 
a carry-over from the political ideas based on the social concept 
of the Tokugawa period. In order to reach a better understanding of

a See, for example, Beasley, Meiji Restoration. For an article on 
Higo in the Restoration, see, Morita, "Bakumatsu/lshinki ni 
okeru Higo Kumamoto-han".

b Morita, “Bakumatsu/lshinki ni okeru Higo Kumamoto-han," 273.
C See, de Bary, Sources, vol. 2 , 139-40.

Sansom, Western World, 329.
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Modern Japan, where the world view of the Tokugawa ruling class 
is still evident in the realm of politics and economy, it will be 
well worthwile to take a look at the Higo domain, a stronghold of 
orthodoxy during the Tokugawa period.

The TN was written at a time of internal economic crisis of 
the Higo domain; it is an expression of the immense difficulties 
with which samurai-administrators were faced in the economic and 
social spheres. Clinging to the belief that superficial repairs to 
the steadily widening cracks in the political structure could stop 
the decay of the old order, the author proposes remedies which, he 
believes, are sure to bring relief. My commentary to the TN in 
Part One of this thesis thus aims above all at establishing the 
social and economic background of Higo in the 18th century and 
then at identifying the author's background in an analysis of the 
world view contained in the TN. The result of this investigation 
will then enable us to assess the value of the TN as source material 
for the student of History, whereas the student of Literature will 
be provided with the background information necessary for a full 
understanding not only of the TN but indeed quite generally of this 
genre of Tokugawa literature. From the outset I have been aware of 
the fact that a discussion of historical problems per se would have 
gone far beyond the scope of this thesis, yet I have found it 
essential to go into the political, social, economic, and philo
sophical history of the Tokugawa period, with special reference to 
the 18th century, in order to be able to explain the content of 
the TN satisfactorily. Owing to its comprehensive content, a study 
of the TN is therefore inevitably at the same time a study of the 
Higo domain. Moreover, looking at the problems of state and 
peasantry by juxtaposing information from the TN with such culled 
from other sources relating to Higo and other domains, will lead 
not only to a fair understanding of the TN, but also to a deeper 
insight into the problems of Tokugawa society.

For my commentary, 1 have used printed material only. Wherever
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feasible, I have consulted contemporary sources, both to test 
information contained in the TN as well as to add depth to the 
emerging picture of peasant life in Higo. English language material 
has helped me above all to understand more general problems of 
Tokugawa history, whereas for information on the history of the 
peasantry in Higo I have had to rely heavily on Japanese language 
sources. For details on literature used, I would like to refer 
the reader to the bibliography attached to this thesis. As to 
footnotes, I have distinguished between lettered notes containing 
additional relevant information as well as cross-references and 
references to the relevant passages in my translation of the TN 
(for instance: T N : 290.) given on each page separately, and 
numbered notes referring the reader to the list of sources cited 
at the end of each chapter.

Now to my translation of the TN, which follows in Part Two.
I have based it on the Morita edition0 , not only because it will 
be readily available to those interested in reading it in the 
Japanese original, but also because this edition represents the 
latest stand of textual criticism on the TN. In fact, we know very 
little today about ih e history of the MSS of the TN. According to 
Morita the original MS is not extant; two of the existing three 
versions, each with slight textual variations, were copied not from 
the original but from another copy. The one MS most likely to have 
been copied directly from the original is the Harada-MS, called 
thus as it is in the possession of the family of Professor Harada 
Toshiakic , The other is the Inoue-MS which was found in the personal 
library of the Higo samurai and later Minister of Education in 
the Ito cabinet, Inoue Kowashi , Judging by the errors it contains, 
this MS was copied from some other copy, perhaps even the Harada-MS. 
It was in this version that the TN was made known for the first 
time to a wider circle of scholars when it was chosen by Ono Takeo

° (See, 12, 12n.)
b See, introductory notes by Morita in NSSSS, vol. 10, 81-2. 
c Professor Harada was formerly Head of the Faculty of Law and

Letters at Kumamoto University, and is today teaching at the
Tokai University in Tokyo.

d (See, 9.)



12

for inclusion in his collection of historical source material on 
the Japanese peasants'3. The third version existing today is the 
first printed edition of the TN in vol. 35 of the Seiden Engi , 
a Higo government compilation of the second decade of the 19th 
century which again was presumably copied from the Harada-MS. It 
was only after World War II, that the TN came to attract the 
attention of students of local history in Kumamoto. Foremost among 
these scholars was Tamamuro Taijo. Devoting himself assiduously 
to textual studies of the various MSS, he reached the conclusion 
that the Harada-MS must be considered the one most faithful to the 
original. Taking the Harada-MS as basic text and taking variants 
of the other versions into consideration, Tamamuro evolved an 
edition which may today be regarded as the most authoritative.
It was published in 1952 in a limited edition, and has since then 
been largely unavailable .

Recently, the TN has again been made available in a collection 
of source material on the history of the common people of Japan . 
This new edition, by Professor Morita Sei'ichi of Kumamoto Uni
versity, is largely based on the Tamamuro edition of the Harada-MS. 
Besides adding a useful list of annotations concerning the language 
and content of the TN, Professor Morita also subdivided the text 
into chapters and paragraphs and inserted punctuation signs lacking 
in the MS to facilitate comprehension.

Differences between individual copies are mainly due to 
copying errors and have no bearing upon the content. Neither are

° Ono Takeo, ed, Nihon nomin shiryo shQsui. Vol. 9. Tokyo, 1941. 
b Seiden Engi, 35 vols. Compiled at the beginning of the 19th cen

tury by Nakayama Shorei, the head of the domain school Jishukan. 
It contains mainly documents relating to political administration 
as well as to the economics of provincial Higo, besides a great 
abundance of statistical material concerning the financial 
situation of the Higo domain.

c * *Tamamuro Taijo, ed. Nisuke Banashi. Vol. 4 of the Kumamoto-ken
shiryo shusei. Kumamoto, 1952.
Morita Sei*ichi, ed. Nisuke Banashi. NSSSS, vol. lO, 81-116,
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they of philological interest, so that I have not paid closer 
attention to comparing the different manuscripts. I also refrained 
from textual criticism from a pure language point of view, except 
where mistakes are relevant to the interpretation of the TN.
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1. Tokugawa Society and the Peasantry

The author of the TN is solely concerned with the Higo 
domain and does not generally refer to developments in other 
parts of Japan. Nevertheless, we cannot look at events in Higo 
without considering general trends of development common to all 
regions of Japan at that time, for Higo was firmly integrated 
in the political system of Tokugawa Japan, Let us therefore begin 
with a topical survey of the political and socio-economic character 
istics of this period with special emphasis on the philosophical 
foundation of Tokugawa authority. In this introductory chapter 
I have paid attention only to those cultural aspects which are 
of immediate significance to a correct understanding of the 
situation of the peasantry in the Tokugawa period on the one 
hand, and the TN on the other°.

1.1. The Tokugawa Polity

The year 1600 marked the end of a long succession of 
struggles for power which had brought immense suffering to the 
peasants of Japan during the 16th century. From unceasing mili
tary campaigns in which the contending parties had tried to 
secure a firm hold over large portions of the fertile alluvial 
rice land, there emerged successfully a coalition of warlords 
under the leadership of the Tokugawa house, Tokugawa leyasu
(1542-1616), whose family alone held land producing around 

b
7 million koku of rice annually - one fourth of the national

a I have, for instance, not included a discussion of the Imperial 
Institution, for although its survival under centralistic feudal 
rule had been carefully guaranteed by leyasu, it had at the 
same time been effectively deprived of a say in practical 
politics. This state of isolation was to continue until the 
closing years of Tokugawa rule. On this topic, see, Webb,
Imperial Institution, esp. 57-64, Further succinct surveys of 
Tokugawa history will be found in Beasley, Restoration, 13-40, 
and Jansen, Sakamoto, 3-20. For an introduction to life on all 
social levels during the Tokugawa period, see, Dunn, Everyday 
Life.
For weights and measures, see, Appendix II.
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total - assumed the title of Shogun (Supreme Military Commander)
and set out to refashion the political institutions of the nation
to lend stability to the political situation created by his
military victory. This, then, was the beginning of almost three
centuries of what Jansen described as "in every sense the longest,
most stable, and most successful system of social and political

2organization which Japan had yet known" .
The measures introduced under Ieyasu ushered in an era of

re-organization of feudalism, characterized by centralization, 
bureaucratization and the replacement of personal tyranny by law.
In the course of this development, which lasted until the early
18th century when the new polity had reached maturity, the feudal

t . . 3 acontent of many social and political practices declined steadily
A hierarchical state organization was set up on the pattern of
the house administration of the local hegemons of the 16th century,
but now on a much larger scale. The bakuhan system, as it is known
to Japanese historians, with the shogunate or bakufu as central
political authority and the domains (han) administrated by vassals
of the Shogun, bore distinct feudal traits as especially evident
in the authority relationship between the Shogun and the lords
by which the participation of the lords in government above the

bdomain level was defined . At the same time, the shogunate with
its widespread lands, its direct control over many important towns
and cities and many domains constituted in most senses a central 

4authority . In the words of JoLion des Longrais, the rigorously 
centralized bakufu government was the realization of a modern 
state, except for the theoretical principle of its structure as 
evident m  the ties between lord and vassal ,

a For a discussion on whether Tokugawa Japan can be called feudal 
or not, see, Hall, "Feudalism in Japan".

b The term "feudal" is used in this thesis only with reference to 
this authority relationship between lord and vassal.

Q "Aussi bien le regime du Bakufu est-il, en dehors du principe 
theorique de sa structure, tout a fait la realisation d'un 
etat moderne du X.VIIe ou du XVIIIe s."^.
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While Tokugawa lands, the tenryo, were administered by the 
shogunate, the other lands were redistributed among former allies 
and enemies of the leading coalition according to their merit 
and trustworthiness. The lords (daimyo), who were classified in 
different categories of vassalage0 , received their territories 
in return for the oath of allegiance with which they pledged to 
administer their territories according to bakufu law. While at 
least the smaller lords were allowed some autonomy in setting 
the basic pattern of local government, infringement of basic 
regulations could be punished by the Shogunate by ordering a 
lord to transfer to another domain.

Lords were not subject to regular taxation to the central 
authorities, but they had to fulfil certain obligations involving 
high costs. By this deliberate policy of indirectly depleting 
domain treasuries of surplus wealth, the shogunate preempted any 
possibility of the balance of power tipping over to their dis
advantage. Obligations included the giving of gifts on certain 
occasions, maintaining a certain number of troops - the total 
number varied according to the officially assessed yield of 
agriculture and depended also on the strategic importance of 
the domain's position - the execution of large construction 
projects such as the building of castles, roads, bridges and 
river ameliorations for the shogunate. No doubt the heaviest 
burden of all, however, was the duty of alternate attendance 
(sankin kotai) .
a The three categories of vassalage, namely shimpan, fudai, and 

tozama, are usually interpreted to signify collaterals of the 
Tokugawa house, former allies, and former enemies. Craig has 
pointed out, however, that while the interpretation of shimpan 
is undisputed, the distinction between tozama and fudai hinged 
on the question of vassalage and not on the question of who had 
fought on which side^. This explains why the Hosokawa house of 
Higo, who as tozama could not fill government posts in the 
shogunate, were entrusted with a domain of considerable stra
tegic importance, much as shimpan andv'fudai were placed to 
guard the approaches to the Tokugawa heartland in the Kanto 
plain, (See, 93.)
For an authoritative survey of the system of alternate atten
dance, see, Tsukahira, Feudal Control.
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The sankin kotai is considered to have significantly contri
buted to the economic expansion of the 17th century. Huge sums of
money had to be spent by the lords on their cortege to Edo,
where they had to attend the Shogun's court at periodical inter
vals, for the upkeep of one or several domain mansions in Edo 
with their numerous servants and retainers, and for the festivities 
when in residence there. Close relatives, wife and children in most 
cases, had to remain in Edo as hostages at all times. The costs 
of the sankin kotai to lords are ordinarily estimated at an
average of about 50 percent of their total normal expenditure -

athe figure could vary according to the distance from Edo - not 
including costs for extraordinary events, such as rebuilding the 
domain mansion after fires, for marriages and funerals within the 
family of the lord, for entertaining the Shogun in the mansion, 
and for special levies by the central authorities. Since the lords 
had no right to coin money , the sankin kotai was the major in
centive to send maximum amounts of commodities collected as taxes 
to the market in Osaka and other centres, in order to convert them 
into cash.

While the sankin kotai tied the lords to the Shogun and was 
thus instrumental in the preservation of the political equilibrium 
within the bakuhan system, the strict division of society into 
hereditary classes,with a detailed particularistic law code 
regulating their behaviour,played an important role in maintaining 
a stable political order by freezing the social structure of the 
early 17th century. In official parlance, these classes were - 
in descending order of merit - the samurai, peasants, artisans, 
and merchants (shinokoshS), Each of these classes was again subtly

a The Hosokawa house of Higo, who belonged to the tozama category, 
had to spend as much as 70 to 80 percent of their total normal 
expenditure for the sankin kotai owing to the long distance 
between Kumamoto and Edo''- again excluding extraordinary expendi
ture .

k Domains were, however, permitted to issue paper money (hansatsu) 
on application to the shogunate for internal use only, (See,
94-6.)



18

stratified so that the social structure was in reality far more
complex than the term "four classes" would suggest. Within the
samurai class, for instance, there could be as many as one
hundred distinctions in position and duties, grouped in the two
categories of upper and lower classa . The upper class - one third
of the total number of samurai - consisted of the chief minister
to the lord, the higher officials down to the Confucian scholars,
physicians and personal attendants to the lord, while calligraphers,
grooms, stablekeepers, keepers of the storehouses, attendants, and
guards belonged to the lower class. The lowest position was held
by the foot soldiers who were sometimes not even regarded as 

8samurai . Neither can the Tokugawa peasantry be thought of as even
a fairly homogenous class; in Smith’s words, "the upper strata
of peasants were in many respects, not least in respect to standard
of life, much nearer to the middle ranks of the warrior class

gthan to the majority of peasants."
In fact, the "four-classes-theory" had never accurately 

reflected social realities, not even when it was institutionalized 
officially in the early 17th century, but rather the ideal of 
Confucian state philosophy. At any rate, with the passing of time, 
these categories lost more and more of what little significance 
they may have had originally. So, by the late 18th century, it 
was by no means uncommon for impoverished samurai to take up 
farming or to go into some profession while wealthy peasants were 
able to purchase privileges previously associated only with 
samurai status.

To the ordinary peasant of the Tokugawa period, society may
have appeared to consist of two main classes, divided by a deep
gulf, namely on the one hand those "above" (o-kami), corresponding
to what we might call a ruling class of samurai - both administrators
a .As Professor Beasley has pointed out, neither Tokugawa writers

nor modern scholars have established an accepted usage in the
problem of subdivision of the samurai class, so that this subject
remains full of pitfalls. For a discussion of this problem,
see, Beasley, Restoration, 25-30.
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and warriors - besides merchants and the priesthood, and on the 
other hand those "below" (shimo) which consisted above all of 
peasants and fishermen. The difference between these two classes 
was that of consumer and producer; according to traditional economic 
thought, peasants were the only productive class and therefore 
the only class to be regularly taxed. Although to view Tokugawa 
society at that time in this way may have struck the poorer sections 
of the peasantry as convincing, such a basic dichotomy of society 
could, in fact, never be upheld in reality with the rigidity 
implied in the relevant pieces of legislation or in the behaviour 
of samurai towards commoners0 . This may best be shown with the 
example of rice. Peasants were in theory denied the cons-imption 
of rice, but as is indicated by article 11 of the Keian Ofuregaki^ 
which deplores the fact that peasants were eating rice in autumns^0 , 
such basic sumptuary legislation was ineffective already in the 
mid-17th century. Only where peasants could not produce sufficient 
rice to pay their tax and to feed their families until the next 
harvest, recourse had to be had to much simpler fare; the same 
article in the Keian Qfuregaki exhorts peasants to concentrate on 
producing sufficientcamounts of cereals other than rice and vege
tables so as not to suffer hardships during times of famine and 
to eat even the leaves of the various kinds of beans and potatoes. 
Another popular dish in times of famine was kinkayC) - boiled
dumplings made of nine parts of powdered millet and rice chaff

11mixed with one part of rice of the most inferior quality . The
a .In the mid-19th century, the British minister Sir Rutherford

Alcock, after having witnessed the anrpgan't behaviour of samurai
towards commoners on the Tokaido highway, wrote that there were
but "two classes clearly marked, the oppressors, and the oppressed
and the only choice too often seems to lie between them.'1-^

k Keian Qfuregaki is a collection of 32 laws governing various
aspects of peasant life. Issued by the shogunate in 1649, it 
stresses sumptuary legislation to guarantee full tax payments.
The phrase "nobody can feel as free and easy as a peasant who 
has paid his tax" has gained notoriety as illustration of the 
attitude of the feudal authorities towards peasants. The basic 
laws set down in this collection retained validity as guidelines 
for peasant administration throughout the Tokugawa period.
See, Kodama, NSsei shiryo, vol. 1 , 35-40. Also, Sansom, A History 
of Japan, vol. Ill, 99.
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contrast between the official admonition in the Keian Ofuregaki 
on the one hand and on the other hand the great care with which 
rice was selected for the lord of a domain reflects again the 
social concept of the Tokugawa period rather than a balanced 
picture of the reality. In the Sendai domain in the North of 
Japan, six men worked one full day from morning till evening to 
select 1 sho of rice, grain by grain, for the lord's table while 
from the Matsushiro domain we learn that in this process of
selecting the lord's rice (go-zenmai) about 70 percent of the

13grains were singled out as unfit for consumption . The German
physician Ph. von Siebold (1796-1866), who stayed in Edo during
the 1820's, admitted that rice was "wantonly squandered at the

14 atables of the highborn" , , but at the same time, he took note
of the fact that here, rice was everybody's daily fare, and that

15even the numerous dogs, cats and rats had their share of rice
This indicates clearly that by the early 19th century, reality no
longer conformed to the ideal expressed in the Keian Ofuregaki of
rice consumption being a samurai prerogative. To what extent this
held true not only in the urban areas but also in the rural regions
is one of the questions to which we shall turn at a later stage*3.

Revenue from land, derived in the form of an annual tax
levied on the peasantry, was the main source of revenue of the 

cdomains . The chief principle of public finance during the Toku-
•I. 6gawa period was to base expenditure upon revenue , and so, in 

theory at least, all that remained after? state expenditure had 
been met, was shared out among retainers in the form of usufruct 
of land (kyuchi) or stipends (fuchi). This presupposed, however, 
the existence of sufficient revenue to cover expenditure - where

dthis was not the case, payments1to retainers were drastically cut .

a According to Siebold, "rice served on the lords* tables consists 
of specially picked, undamaged grains only, of which these 
exalted persons eat only that which is in the middle of the 
bowl"17.

k (See, Chapter 3, 202 ff.)
c For domain revenue prior to the Meiji restoration, see, Beasley, 

"Feudal Revenue".
d (See, 93-94.)
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To be sure, the domains could tap the remarkable profits of the 
merchants by levying forced contributions (go-yokin). Such levies 
were often the last resort in instances when unexpectedly large 
expenditure was forced on the authorities, but they did not con
tribute to improving domain finances on a long-term basis. Until 
after the time of Tokugawa Yoshimune (1716-1745), merchants were 
not taxed regularly and were not required to make regular monetary 
contributions. This was because merchants had in the early days 
of the Tokugawa period been looked upon not as producers of wealth
but rather as "essential servants of the economic needs of the

18samurai in the castle town and cities" . Moreover, merchants
were thought to be in a very insecure position as they were so
vulnerable to fluctuations in the conditions of trade and production.
Levying taxes on merchants could also backfire. This became evident
when guilds were officially recognized for the first time during
the Kyoho reforms of the early 18th century and later, during the
Tanuma period (ca. 1751-1786), when a large number of monopolistic
rights were granted to merchants and trade associations in return
for the payment of fees. In both cases, the exaction of fees from
the merchants was found to contribute to raising prices, both as
a result of monopolistic price regulation and of the bakufu fees

19which were passed on to the consumers
With land being the basis of their power, the political lea

ders had since the mid-16th century taken uncompromising steps 
towards consolidating their hold on rice land. With Toyotomi Hide- 
yoshi (1536-98), the predecessor of Tokugawa leyasu, the Shogun 
had come to be recognized as supreme proprietor of all land in the
realm with the right to grant, confirm, or withdraw the exercise

20of proprietorship (chigyo) - a position which was based on the 
. . 21somewhat fictitious delegation of powers by the Emperor to the 

Shogun as head of the hierarchy of vassals and allies and the fore
most military official of the realm. The arable was thus entrusted 
to the tiller of the soil in a series of delegations which imposed 
on the peasant the responsibility for land cultivation and the 
production of taxes. Only the authorities had the right to dispose 
of land, right of usufruct, or of the products grown thereon. The 
sale and purchase of land had been prohibited in 1643 and the 
division of land among heirs was strictly regulated to prevent
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landholdings from getting too small to support the tiller and 
his family0 . To guarantee tax payments, the tax collection pro
cedure was perfected and land surveys (kenchi) were carried out 
to detect previously untaxed arable land, while minute stipula
tions laid down the crop which had to be grown on each piece of 
land.

The intricate structures of local administration which were
evolved throughout Japan in the 17th century were geared primarily
to ensuring the authorities of a steady inflow of tax revenue.
Efficient and above all superlatively authoritarian in concept

22and implementation , administration was perfected to such a
degree that one may justifiably state that "few countries have
been as 'heavily administered1 as Japan under the Tokugawa shogu- 

23nate" . Detailed legislation, strict law enforcement, close
surveillance with censors (metsuke) and police (yokome) in every
town and village, contributed to preserving the social order,
while corps of warriors were kept ready to quell popular uprisings.
On most of the occasions on which samurai were called to arms
during the Tokugawa period, it was, in the words of Sir George

24Sansom, "to suppress a mob of starving indigents"

° Only landholdings of 1 cho yielding over lO koku could be split 
up among heirs
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1.1.1, The Philosophical Basis of Feudal Authority

The philosophical rationale to Tokugawa rule was provided 
by the Confucian teachers who acted as advisers to the Shogun 
and the feudal lords. Their activities moulded the intellectual 
climate of Tokugawa Japan more than any other single philosophy, 
as they had a direct influence on legislation and education.
Before 1600, Buddhist priests had occupied the influential positions 
as advisers to the feudal lords in spiritual and political matters; 
as such they had had a virtual monopoly on scholarship, Buddhists 
had also transmitted and studied the basic Confucian texts to
gether with the Sung period (960-1126) Neo-Confucian commentaries 
since these had been transmitted for the first time to Japan in 
the 13th century. It was only in the late 16th century that 
leyasu’s patronage made it possible for the priest Fujiwara 
Seika (1561-1619) to break away from the Buddhist establishment 
and found a school of his own to teach the Confucian classics.
There is evidence suggesting that this alliance of political 
leadership with a sinophile scholar as top adviser had initially
come about at the instigation of commercial interests who hoped

26to profit from increased Sino-Japanese trade . Be that as it 
may, there can be no question that the teachings of Confucianism, 
which were above all concerned with social and political problems, 
were of more immediate practical value to samurai who were faced 
with the task of restoring law and order to Japan than the other
worldly Buddhist religion.

Official patronage of Confucianism,fhov/ever,vdid not mean 
that Buddhist priests could no longer actively participate in 
government. It is interesting to see that while the Confucian
scholars polemicized against the Buddhist religion in varying

adegrees of intensity throughout the Tokugawa period , the feudal 
authorities showed themselves to be rather more pragmatic about 
the use of philosophy for political ends. However much the monastic

° (See, 251-2.)
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ideal of Buddhism may have appeared to scholars as incompatible 
with the command of filial piety in Confucianism, the authorities 
on their part could not but realize their indebtedness to the 
millenia of Buddhist influence on Japanese culture, during which 
this alien religion had shapedtthe world view of the Japanese 
people0 . Temples in every village continued to manifest the 
influence of the Buddhist sects among the rural population so that 
it was far wiser for the authorities to integrate the religious 
institutions created by the Buddhist sects into the state rather 
than attempt to break their influence. Important to the authori
ties were not the minor details of doctrine - such matters were 
left to theologians to deal with - but the fact that a system of 
thought submitted to the political authorities and preached sub
mission of the common people to the authorities. The prevailing 
opinion was that from each of the major systems of ethics those 
aspects should be picked which were favourable to cementing the 
social order. We find this attitude expressed in the words of 
the lord of Bizen, Ikeda Mitsumasa (1609-82):

"According to the view of Lord Gongen (leyasu), Shinto, 
Confucianism, and Buddhism should all three be used. Shinto 
is the way of inner truth and of inner purity. Confucianism 
is the way of sincerity, love, and benevolence. Buddhism 
emphasizes selflessness and desirelessness, teaching for
bearance and compassion"2^.
This piece of advice,which betrays the Japanese liking for 

eclectic syncretism,was heeded throughout the Tokugawa period. 
Buddhism, Shinto, and Confucianism were each assigned its own 
sphere of influence in t he state, while the authorities thought 
nothing of drawing upon different religious and ethical traditions 
to back up the legitimacy of their rule. An illustration of the 
easy-handed mixing of religious concepts is provided in a pamphlet 
called Shiki Nokaisho (Remonstrances to the Peasants for the Four 
Seasons), in which its author, the military commander Naoe Kane-

a See, Bellah, Religion, 82-4, where the intrinsic importance of 
religious ethical values to the political system is discussed; 
as superiors are established on a sacred pedestal, obligations 
performed to them assume a religious dimension.
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tsugu (1560-1609), postulates that the ruler of a domain should be
looked upon as sun and moon , his provincial deputy as clan god

28(ujigami), and the village headman as true parent . Even in the
course of later history, clear-cut separation of religious tenets
appears to have been a matter of, concern of a small circle of
theologians.only. Syncretic tendencies continued to hold their
own with all those whose personal interests were not immediately
tied up with one particular religious sect. So, for instance, the
"Peasant Sage" Ninomiya Sontoku (1787-1856) proposed as a panacea
for mankind a "pill containing the essence of Shinto, Confucianism, 

29and Buddhism" ,
Shinto, which, as the native cult of ancestor worship, was 

intimately tied to localities, governed above all the political 
sphere of the village community, as we shall see in greater detail 
later in this chapter0 . On the national level, Shinto played a 
role in connection with the cult of Tokugawa leyasu who was en
shrined on Mt. Nikko . Throughout the country, shrines dedicated 
to Toshogu - the religious title conferred upon leyasu posthumously 
were established. Here, each year ceremonies were held in commemo
ration of the first Tokugawa Shogun. Shinto shrines were also 
commissioned by the domain authorities to recite prayers for good 
harvests and quite generally for the well-being of the state, the 
health of the lord and his officials. Apart from these instances, 
however, Shinto appears to have been less of a shaping influence 
on government ideals above the village level than were Buddhism 
and Confucianism, Although Shinto shrines had been organized in 
the mid-17th century on a national scale in the same manner as the 
Buddhist temples , the pantheistic nature of the Shinto beliefs 
obstructed the development of inter-regional links between local 
cults and could thus not be used by the domain authorities to 
integrate the villages in the domain polity. It was,'this factor

° (See, 
k (See,
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which in the final analysis determined the subordinate role of 
Shinto in domain administration. Furthermore, Shinto had failed 
to develop a body of sacred texts which could compare in sophisti
cation with those developed by Buddhism0 . Shinto elements were 
integrated in the other main philosophical systems, however; 
in the course of their development on Japanese soil, both Buddhism
and Confucianism had absorbed Shinto elements in order to strike

idroots in the psyche of the Japanese people . It was only in the 
early 19th century that the efforts by kokugaku scholars (School 
of National Learning) to isolate the "pure" Shinto elements and 
to bolster them with early Japanese myths culled from the earliest 
Japanese literature had made sufficient headway for Shinto to 
become a national religion in its own right. Nevertheless, Shinto 
occupied a firm position in the hearts of the Japanese common

Qpeople throughout the Tokugawa period .
As to the Buddhist priests, skilful use was made of them by 

the authorities by integrating Buddhist institutions, which had 
been firmly established for centuries, in their scheme of local
administration. It was only during the Tokugawa period, that
Buddhism spread from the ruling class among the common people 
and lay Buddhism was established on a broad basis . The outward

a Kumazawa Banzan (1619-91) wrote in 1686: "In truth, there is no 
original Shinto scripture. The three divine symbols (the gem, 
the mirror, and the sword, H.M.R.) are the only Shinto scrip
tures of Nihon"30.

b See, de Bary, "Common Tendencies," 47.
c An indication of this is afforded by the fact that the sporadic

outbreaks of collective religious hysteria commonly expressed 
themselves in mass pilgrimages to the Ise Shinto Shrines, so 
in 1650, 1705, 1718, 1723, 1771, 1830, and 1867. On the journey 
from Nagasaki to Edo in 1776, the Swedish botanist Thunberg 
noticed "thousands of such pilgrims," who were often so destitute 
that they had to beg their bread on their way to Ise3 *̂. See, 
Fujitani, Okagemairi. For a 17th century description of pilgri
mages to Ise in a Western source, see, Kampfer, Japan, vol. I, 

225-31.
d With the exception of the Shinshu sect, which had from the out

set concentrated its activities on the common people. (See,
2 6 8 ff.)
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sign of this process was the fact that in spite of strict govern
ment prohibitions, the number of temples in town and village 
greatly increased during the Tokugawa period. The belfry in 
every village, which tolled the hours and alarmed the villagers 
in times of emergency, was a symbol of the extent to which 
Buddhist philosophy was influencing popular thought - it was 
through the influence of the priests that concepts like "reward 
in accordance with a deed done in a past incarnation" (inga oho), 
"rewarding the good and punishing the evil" (kanzen choaku), and
"resignated submission" (ninjuteikan) came to be deeply rooted

32among the Japanese peasants
The respect commanded by priests among peasants made them

attractive to the authorities as local officials in all but name.
Although they no longer had a direct say in policy making on
the highest level of domain government, they continued to wield
tremendous influence in the villages where they had been entrusted
with the census register (shumon ninbetsuchS) by the authorities.
The aura of unassailable authority surrounding the holder of a
religious office was not only at times abused by the priests
themselves,whose livelihood depended on the donations of the
peasants, but often by the authorities as well, who harnessed the
priesthood for their own purposes whenever it was necessary to
lend special emphasis to some new policy unlikely to meet with
enthusiasm among the peasants. So, for instance, the Zen monk
Suzuki Sh5san (1579-1655), who had volunteered to join the bakufu
forces sent to quell the "Christian" uprising of Amakusa in 1637,
was commissioned by the Amakusa authorities in 1639 to set down

33guidelines for sermons to peasants , In the resulting pamphlet, 
called Hakirishitan (On Destroying the Christians), which was 
distributed to all temples in the area, he wrote that since peasants 
had been installed by Heaven as officials responsible for the 
nourishment of the world, they had the duty to devote themselves 
wholly to agriculture in the service of Heaven, WheneS/ene they 
dug their spade into the soil, they should invoke the name of the 
Buddha, to purify fields and the five cereals grown on it. Food



28

grown on such fields would then be like medicine to expiate all 
evil desire in man0 .

Let us now turn to Japanese Confucianism . During the Toku
gawa period, in which Confucianism enjoyed the protection and 
active encouragement of the authorities, a great number of schools 
developed - a discussion of the differences between them would 
fill volumes. However, if we are to get an impression of how the 
authorities made use of philosophy to cement the social order, 
we ought to look above all at the doctrines which all of the 
individual schools held in common. Indeed, looking at the different 
doctrines and the different shades of meaning in the writings of 
the many Confucian scholars, one might be led to believe that a 
great diversity of opinion existed among Tokugawa Confucianists.
In fact, however, we must recognize that almost all of Tokugawa

. . . . . 34philosophy emanated from an officially subsidized ruling stratum ,
who supported the social order set up by the political authorities.
It is therefore not astonishing that apart from differences in the
interpretation of finer points of doctrine, they all accepted what
Hayashi Razan (1583-1657) expressed early in the 17th century:

"When we look at the multitude of things we see that every
where there is the distinction between high and low. To say 
that there is no distinction between high and low is to be 
ignorant of the law of Heaven (ri)"^5.

Before we look at the ideas contained in Confucianism which
were made use of by the authorities, first a brief survey of the
development of Confucianism in the Tokugawa period.

The first official recognition of Confucianism took place
in 1632, when Tokugawa Yoshinao, the ninth son of leyasu,
sponsored the erection of a Sage's Hall in Edo for Hayashi Razan

b- a pupil of Fu/jiwara Seika - who had occupied the post of adviser 
to the shogunate since 1605. In 1633, the first ceremonies in 
honour of Confucius were held there with the Shogun Iemitsu 
paying official homage to Confucius. Large scale dissemination of

°(See also, 266-7.) 
k (See, 23.)
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Confucian values as part of a deliberate government policy began 
in 1682, when notice boards were put up throughout Japan on which 
loyalty and filial piety - central values of Chu Hsi Neo-Confucian
ism - were extolled. An important stage in the struggle for in
fluence at the Shogun's court was reached in 1 6 9 0 , when the fifth 
Shogun, Tsunayoshi, ordered the construction of the Paragon Hall 
(Taiseiden) and appointed the head of the Hayashi family to serve 
as master of ceremonies. It was by the reign of Tsunayoshi, who 
usually attended Spring and Autumn, ceremonies together with the 
assembled lords, that Confucianism had made a lasting imprint on 
institutions and culture in general, and it mattered little that 
later Shogun considered personal attendance at the ceremonies 
less important than Tsunayoshi had done.

Parallel with the growing influence of the Hayashi school
on the shogunate, a number of individual philosophers emerged in
the 17th century, whose teachings were in contradiction to the
official Neo-Confucian . orthodoxy. Depending on the central values
in their teachings, such philosophers either met with prosecution
by the authorities or, in less severe cases, were only just
tolerated. Domain authorities were not on principle averse to
lending an ear to unorthodox teachings where they felt that such
doctrines could supplement the teachings of the official Hayashi
school in a favourable fashion. This was the case with the Ancient
School (kogaku), whose main proponents Yamaga Sok5 (1622-85), Ito
Jinsai (1627-1705)°, and Ogyu Sorai (l666-1728)b had strong
leanings towards Chinese legalist philosophy and glorified the
Way of the Warrior (bushido), whereas the Oydmei school (chin.
Wang Yang Ming), as taught by Nakae Toju (1608-48) and his pupil 

cKumazawa Banzan , with its stress on the innate moral sense in 
man and the doctrine of the unity of knowledge and action consti
tuted a potential threat to the authoritarian patterns of govern-

° See, Spae, Ito Jinsai. 
b See, McEwan, Ogyu Sorai. 
c See, Fisher, "Kumazawa Banzan".
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ment and was therefore suppressed. The 18th century saw the rise 
of various academies0 under the patronage of feudal lords where, 
depending on the bent of mind of the dominant factions in govern
ment, one or the other school of Confucianism was emphasized. At 
the same time, the obvious economic difficulties of the 18th 
century prompted the scholars to go beyond the limits of tra
ditional Confucian doctrines in their investigations of the 
economy, while Western scientific writings, especially in the 
fields of astronomy and medicine, were attracting increasing 
attention among literate men. These developments naturally led 
men to question not only traditional theories in the economic, 
astronomic, and medical field, but also in the field of political 
theory.

Liberal tendencies, which appeared even within the ranks of 
the orthodox school in the interpretation of Chinese texts such 
as were attempted by Nakai Chikuzan (1730-1804), finally prompted 
the shogunate to implement a strict prohibition against heterodox 
teachings. In 1790, a directive to this effect was issued to the 
head of the Hayashi school as part of the Kansei reform (Kansei 
igaku no kin); it was repeated in 1795 when it was applied to all 
domain schools. It is not clear, however, how rigorously this 
regulation was enforced by domain authorities all over Japan*3.

Throughout the 18th century, Neo-Confucian philosophy con
stituted in a wide sense the cornerstone of all philosophical 
activities in Japan, All learned men at that time, regardless 
of their special field of study, began their studies with the 
Confucian classics and the commentaries of the Sung period by 
Chu Hsi (1130-1200). Virtually all of the non-medical scientific 
writings as late as the early 19th century were written within 
the framework of Neo-Confucianism
° See, Dore, Education in Tokugawa Japan.
k The Higo domain school, for example, changed its adherence from 

the Ancient School to the official Neo-Confucian school only in 
1804.
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What then were the ideas in Neo-Confucianism which had such 
great appeal to the feudal authorities? Most important, perhaps, 
is to realize that the doctrines taught in the name of Neo-Con
fucianism under the patronage of the Japanese authorities had 
undergone a long selective process to eliminate all that could 
possibly be of any danger to the state. This process had not 
begun in Japan; already in China of the Han period (206 B.C. - 
220 A.D.) and later, state Confucianism, as embodied in the 
legal-bureaucratic structure, was a Legalist-Confucian synthesis. 
Legalist philosophy found its expression implicitly in the outward 
forms and the rigour of the state administration, while Confucian 
values were enunciated explicitly in proclamations and laws. After
the Sung period, the Confucian element in this state philosophy

37was weakened while the Legalist element was strengthened . It
was this amalgam of authoritarian and paternalistic ideas which
appealed primarily to the Tokugawa ruling class when they adopted
Sung Neo-Confucianism as their philosophy. In Japan, this selection
process was continued, in many cases to the point where "the
Japanese brand of 'Confucianism* would not have been recognized

38as such in China"
It is difficult to conceive of two philosophies further apart 

than Confucianism and Legalism, yet the two existed side by side 
in a blend of their useful elements. The former maintained on 
principle that man was a social being by nature, and that he 
endeavoured to learn and cultivate himself. Knowledge and virtue 
were regarded as closely related - accordingly, great emphasis was 
placed on education. Opposed to this dynamic conception of man 
was the basic tenet of Legalism, according to which man's nature 
was evil and therefore had to be restrained by laws to prevent 
chaos. The Legalist disbelief in the virtue'W of human beings 
called for strong leadership and authoritarian measures. While 
values inculcated in the minds of Japanese administrators by Con
fucian ethics fulfilled an important function in tempering poten
tially harsh policies, it was Legalism which in the final analysis 
decisively determined the shaping of policy in most regions of 
Tokugawa Japan.
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Like Buddhism and Shinto, Neo-Confucian philosophy, too, 
legitimized the rule of samurai by linking the social order with 
the cosmic order. Chu Hsi's teaching centres on the dogma that 
the cause of the universe is a principle, the _ri, which gives 
rise to the two elements of yin and yang by movement and 
quiescence which in turn create all phenomena of nature and de
termine the order of society by their interaction. With one 
principle linking man, nature, and society in a chain of cause and 
effect, the good order of each element in this triad depended 
vitally on the good order of the other two. According to this 
mechanical concept of the cosmos, nature was benevolent if every 
member of society acted dutifully; conversely, the individual 
and society could be upset by interfering with nature0 .

This idea was the basis for the conservatism of Neo-Confucian
ism in the realm of politics. Any tampering with conditions on 
earth brought with it the danger of disrupting the circulation 
of the cosmic forces, thereby disturbing the balance of the 
universe. Even the concept of yin and yang, originally dynamic,
was re-interpreted by the Neo-Confucians in support of their

39static view of society . In their world view, development was
G . .This close link between nature and society is illustrated m  

Kuan Tzu, a composite work combining various schools of 
philosophy such as Taoism, yin-yang, five element cosmologists, 
and Confucianism, written about 300 B.C. In chapter 14, water 
is explained to be the blood of the earth, flowing through its 
muscles and veins. Water is described as a spiritual substance 
of vital importance to all beings. "The reason why creatures 
can realize their potentialities and grow to the norm is that 
the inner regulation of their water is in accord..."40. From 
this, Kuan Tzu infers that the quality of water in a state is 
a sure sign of its condition. With the cosmos being a clockwork
like mechanism, he concludes logically that "the solution for 
the Sage who would transform the world lies in water. Therefore 
when water is uncontaminated, men’s hearts are upright. When 
water is pure, the people’s hearts are at ease. Men's hearts 
being upright, their conduct is without evil. Hence the Sage, 
when he rules the world, does not teach men one by one, or 
house by house, but takes water as his key"41. (See, TN: 406 ff.)
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suspect wherever it occurred - be it in the economic field, in 
political or social circumstances of a domain. The vision guiding 
the Neo-Confucian scholar was that of a Golden Past, when reality 
had still corresponded to names. In China, this Golden Past was 
the age of Yao and Shun* in Japan, scholars writing for the 
shogunate expressed their yearning for the days of leyasu, while 
other scholars writing for domain authorities evoked memories of 
a local leader who lived at the same time as leyasu0 . These rulers 
were portrayed in Confucian historiography as father-figures to 
whom the welfare of their subjects was a matter of personal 
concern (shinsei).

Legalism, too, departed from the assumption that the existence 
of high and low in society was the reflection of a natural order; 
it did, however, differ from Confucianism by the means it 
advocated to maintain this basic distinction. While Confucianism 
assigned education a central place of attention in the belief 
that moral cultivation would bring every man to realize his place 
in society, Legalism advocated firm guidance by the ruler to 
preserve the world the way nature intended it to be. Its con
viction that only strict laws and the skilful application of the 

42"two handles" of punishment and favour could maintain order 
among men provided many rulers through the ages with a guide for 
practical politics.

The philosophy of Legalism as it influenced domain politics
in the Tokugawa period is lucidly expressed in the writings of
HsUn Tzu , a Chinese philosopher of the 3rd century B.C. Although
he himself is not counted among Legalist philosophers, his
doctrine of the evil nature of man made him the mentor of Legalism
and a decisive influence on the most famous Legalists in Chinese 

oHistory . To Hsun Tzu, the division of high and low in society

a (See, TN: 385n.)
b For a representative selection of Hsun Tzu's writings in trans

lation, see, .Watson, HsUn Tzu.
c See, Watson, Han Fei Tzu.
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is of vital importance - without it, the people could not be
nourished since the abundance of food is not due to the peasants
but to the achievement of former kings who, in their prudence,
established these distinctions between rich and poor, eminent
and humble, thus "making it possible for those above to join

43together and watch over those below" . He argued against equality
among men by claiming that there would not be enough material

44 .goods to satisfy all , and - most important - that with equality
instituted among men, the masses could no longer be employed by

45the ruling class . While other philosophers praised the joys of 
human relationships, Hslin Tzu was convinced that only hierarchical 
divisions to keep men at bay could keep society viable. The wel
fare of the people is only to be taken into account by the 
authorities because "if the common people are frightened of the

46government, then the gentleman cannot occupy his post m  safety"
The common people will feel safe and at ease with their government
only when worthy men have been selected for government, when
filial piety and brotherly affection have been encouraged, when
orphans and widows and the poor are assisted. Humanitarian ideas
in Legalism served in consequence above all as a means to an end,
namely to achieve a strong state which would not be "took weak

47to conquer other beings"
It is fair to say that it was this pragmatic Legalist com

ponent in Sung Neo-Confucianism which had aided its adoption by 
the Tokugawa authorities as official philosophy. With Confucian 
influence mitigating the harsh aspects of Legalism, Neo-Confucianisn 
provided the shogunate and the domain authorities with a well- 
ordered philosophical system which was hallowed by time and 
historical precedent to bolster the Tokugawa polity.
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1.2. Economic Difficulties and Reform

The hopes based on legislative and administrative measures 
to protect the agrarian basis of the feudal economy were not 
fulfilled. Even the 17th century saw the beginnings of a money 
economy, a development which was to have far-reaching conse
quences on every sector of life. In the course of the three 
centuries of the Tokugawa period, money all but replaced feudal 
ties between authorities and subjects by those between debtor 
and creditor. Once money had gained a momentum of its own in 
the 18th century, all the authorities could do was to try to gain 
time with stopgap reforms0 .

How did this come about and what was the impact of money on 
rural society? Foremost among the factors furthering the growth 
of a nationwide money economy was the s'ahkin kotaib . The many 
expenses connected with it had to be defrayed with money, so 
that the domain authorities had to entrust their surplus agri
cultural products - beside rice, each domain had by the 17th 
century specialized in certain local products for sale on the 
national market - to merchant-agents in the big market towns 
of Osaka and Edo. With the increase in the volume of national 
trade, merchants came to acquire a key position in the national 
economy, while the samurai increasingly depended on the merchants 
to have their rice stipends converted into indispensable currency 
or, when need arose, to obtain loans. Whereas initially merchants 
had been subservient to the lords and subjected to strict regu
lations under an appointment system, they had now reached the 
position of bankers to the authorities. Within one century of the 
foundation of the Tokugawa state, money had effected a shift in 
the balance of power to the disadvantage of the feudal authori
ties. Although the samurai still wielded factual power, they now

a See also, Sheldon, Merchant Class, 100-30. 
b (See, 17.)
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depended precariously on the merchant houses for their finances.
The feudal authorities exercised their political power over the 
merchants sparingly - where rules of conduct had been flouted 
too brazenly, they confiscated private fortunes, but as long as 
the merchants were not too ostentatious, few fetters were imposed 
on their activities.

For storing and selling rice which had been entrusted to them
by the lords, merchants received only a modest commission - between

482 and 4 percent of the market value . The bulk of merchant income
derived from loans to lords and samurai, whose spending tended to
run far ahead of income, on the security of crops not yet harvested*^?
Interest rates for such loans ranged between 5 to 6 percent for
lords of high credit standing and up to 15 and 20 percent for

50 Qhigh risk loans to others . The gradually developing instruments 
of a money economy, such as bills and stock exchange, made the 
handling of the huge volume of trade easier, but permitted also 
speculative deals. Those among the merchants who managed to sur
vive in the competitive world of balance sheets and price mani
pulation by a combination of thrift, ability, and good luck

bcould go from strength to strength and amass huge fortunes . Their

a The latter rate is commonly taken to represent the usual rate of 
interest during the Tokugawa period, as it frequently appears in 
loan agreements; it has been suggested, however, that this 
figure may be fictitiously low since 2 0  percent per annum was 
the legal maximum^*. Provincial merchants appear to have been 
less bound by legal provisos regarding interest rates as far 
as loans to peasants were concerned; the TN claims that interest 
rates for loans given by wealthy villagers to peasants who were 
unable to pay their annual tax ran as high as 40 to 50 percent 
per annum (See, TN; 363.), Although there may well be an element 
of exaggeration in this statement, a similar case reported by 
Smith of oil makers in the Kinai who charged as much as 10 per
cent per month for money advances to the small holder or tenant 
against the letter’s crop5^ suggests that such cases were not 
altogether impossible. As Dr. Sheldon has pointed out, however, 
interest on loans was generally kept within what was thought 
proper, partly because of the fear of confiscation of excess 
wealth by the authorities, partly out of the strong desire for 
social esteem in a society whose ideals called for the sacri
fice of individual to group interest33.

b . * . . . .  . .The competitive spirit prevailing m  mercantile circles m  the
early 18th century is revealed in a joke included in the
Choninbukuro (1719); "A merchant is like a folding screen -
unless he is crooked, he will not have a firm stand'*5^.
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money sponsored the cultural life in the towns and cities; arti
sans and craftsmen found generous patrons in the affluent merchants, 
while men of letters immortalized the urban way of life in 
belles-lettres. A first zenith of Tokugawa prosperity was reached 
during the Genroku period (1688-1703) in the cultural centres of
Osaka and Kyoto; later, in the 1780's, Edo was established as the

55centre of plebeian art and literature
The extravagance of the late 18th century belle-epoque of 

Edo society coincided with the Tenmei famine, which brought untold 
harm to the peasantry in wide areas of Japan between 1783 and 
1787. Food supplies of peasants had been severely decreased by 
a series of bad harvests and natural catastrophes, with the area
hardest hit ranging from Kozuke in the north, where an eruption of

0

the Asama volcano had devastated a huge area of land, to Izumo 
on the West Coast, Starvation and epidemic disease drove peasants
to desperate action; the number of peasant uprisings increased

. 5 6from 35 in the period 1773-1782 to 101 between 1783 and 1792
To many speculators, however, famine was a windfall. By with
holding their stocks of cereals, they forced prices up even further, 
well beyond the reach of the poor, and thus realized considerable 
profits.

The impact of the economic forces had been all the greater
for the seclusion policy of the Tokugawa, which had rendered

57expansion abroad impossible . The vigour of commercial interests,
all focused on developing domestic commerce and banking, resulted
already in the late 17th century in growing economic difficulties
of the tenryo and the economically advanced domains. By that
time, the moneys economy had ramified to such an extent that its
effects were felt in all spheres of life, with money in use in

58even the most remote villages
Peasants who were unable to make ends meet were forced to 

take up loans with local merchants, for which they had to pledge 
land as security. Those peasants who could not pay back principal 
and interest eventually lost their land - where land changed its
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owner, foreclosure was more common than the purchase of land
This process, which vulnerably exposed the economic basis of the
feudal state, had by 1700 nearly everywhere significantly altered
patterns of landholding, although it varied in intensity depending 

60on the region , Shogunal legislation, although not enforced 
throughout the country, mirrors the difficulties which all feudal 
authorities encountered to varying degrees. In 1718, the shogunate 
declared that all land which had not been redeemed for a period 
of ten years could no longer be claimed by its former owner. In 
1721, eternal ownership of land was recognized in the Pawn For
feiture Act (shichi-nagare), which made the sale and purchase of 
land even easier. An amendment to this lato, promulgated the 
following year by the shogunate, according to which pawned land 
could be redeemed against payment of the original debt, resulted 
in severe rural disturbances as peasants in Echigo and Dewa banded 
together to force the money-lenders to return their former land.
In 1740, the shogunate declared that the tenant*s payments to the 
landlord were to be regarded in the same way as the tax payments
to the authorities. In 1744, all sanctions against the sale of land 

6 Xwere withdrawn . Among those who profited most from the lifting-
of these restrictions - where similar legislation had not been
issued, there were a number of ways of getting around non- 

ft oalienation laws - were the wealthy peasants (gono). Typically, 
such families combined landed wealth and business acumen; quali
ties which were both applied to expanding their activities on a 
regional level. By the 18th century, every village in even remote
regions had its one or two families occupied in either trade or 

ftcraft . In the villages, the prosperity of those who had seized
the opportunities offered by the growing market for agricultural

ft 4products, by commerce, moneylendmg, and often industry as well 
contrasted with the poverty of those who had failed to adjust to 
the money economy. New and freer forms of employment which became 
available in lumbering, transport, trade, handicraft, industry, 
and eventually in agriculture, enabled those peasants who had 
lost their land to make a living. To pay their debts, insolvent

59
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debtors could, beside pawning their crop and their household 
possessions0 , apply to someone to take one or several members 
of their families into their service as hokonin - an indentured 
(Status which, depending on the type of agreement, could be re
solved only upon repayment of the original loan by the family 
of the hokonin or by his own labour during a fixed period of
time. For the poorer peasants, it was above all the least free

bamong the three main types of hokonin - the pledged person 
served as security on the loan without a possibility to redeem 
himself by his own labour - which was often the last resort to 
procure sufficient financial means to pay their tax or to buy 
food for their families. Indentured labour contracted on such
unfavourable terms sprang, in Smith's words, "from poverty,

65not enterprise" ; indeed, if a family could not pay back the 
sum they had received on these conditions, the only hope of 
redemption for the hokonin was the legal time limit of ten 
years imposed on pawn service by the Tokugawa^. Besides this 
type of agreement, there were yet other forms of hokonin con
tracts which allowed for partial or full redemption of the 
pledged person by his own labour by specifying wages for the 
time of his service. These forms, which granted more freedom 
to the indentured person, represented different stages in the 
development of wage labour (hiyatoi) - a form of employment
which around 1800 appears to have been known everywhere in

1 67Japan
An illegal means of escaping demands of the authorities or

of money-lenders was to abscond and try one's luck in the castle-
town or another commercial centre. As a consequence of the go-

cnin gumi system of mutual surveillance, land flight would, at 
least in the later Tokugawa period, as a rule assume the form

° For a mortgage agreement which, according to Smith, illustrates 
the spirit of at least many of the loans made by provincial 
merchants to peasants, see, Smith, Agrarian Origins, 150, 
note h.
For the different forms of hokonin, see, Smith, Agrarian 
Origins, 112-5,

c (See, 53, 53n.)
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of corporate land flight. In doing so, the fugitive peasants 
increased the tax burden on their fellow villagers who now had 
to pay, in addition to their own tax, the share of those who 
had absconded, thus adding force to the impetus of the remaining 
peasants to leave their land, too. Legal opportunities for 
peasants to leave their land and move to a town by entering an 
artisan's or a merchant's family as an apprentice decreased 
in numbers after 1700 as a result of the general economic 
stagnation and the tightening of guild control over employment 
by which the number of apprentices was limited and openings 
were as a rule reserved for relatives of guild members^. In 
consequence, the principal reason for migration to the towns 
and cities in the 18th century were calamities, such as regio
nal famines, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, and fires - 
possibly also epidemics - which set in motion vast outward 
waves of migrants that washed into the large towns^ a .

a Measurement of urbanization in Tokugawa Japan is rendered 
rather difficult for the lack of statistical material re
lating to the smaller commercial and industrial centers and 
the castle towns^; existing official figures suggest that 
by 1700 most cities had reached their maximum growth^**-. As 
Taeuber has pointed out, however, it was only the "normal" 
and permanently resident population of commoners which 
fluctuated relatively little in the last century and a 
quarter of the period of seclusion, while the most mobile 
elements in the population were by definition excluded from 
registration and periodic reporting; among them, besides 
the samurai with their families and numerous servants, the 
seasonal labourers who came to Edo in large numbers but 
remained registered in their villages. The disparity between 
the official count and the actual numbers of population in 
a town was greatest in times of famine, however. For instance, 
in 1786, at the height of the Tenmei famine, when a special 
census of the total urban population was taken to serve as 
a basis for the distribution of food, a total of 1.3 million 
people were recorded in Edo as opposed'to the "normal" popu
lation reported for that year of 4 5 7 'OOO^l
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Successive legislation to cope with this serious problem did
not seem to evince more than temporary results. Legislation
passed by various domains in the early Tokugawa period
threatened defaulters and those who sheltered a fugitive with

73severe punishment . In 1770, the shogunate promised high re
wards to every informant giving away details about conspira-

74 acies among peasants to abscond en masse from their village
In 1790, the shogunate made another attempt to encourage
peasants to return to their native villages by offering to
reimburse travel expenses including provisions and the starting

75 bcapital for buying the basic tools for farming
In the course of the 18th century, Japan entered a period

76of economic stagnation, known as "Tokugawa plateau" , with 
little further population increase0 . It had taken about a centu-

a See, Kodama, NSsei shiryo, vol. II, 51-2.u
See, ibid., 121-2.

0 Indirect evidence suggests that the population of Japan had 
increased from about 18 million at the end of the 16th centu
ry to about 25 million at the end of the 17th century77. 
Between 1726 and 1852, the number of commoners in the offi
cially accepted reports changed relatively little, namely 
from 26.5 million epople to 27.2 million7®. Looking closer 
at this period, we see that the number of commoners declined
1 percent between 1750 and 1804, but increased 6 percent 
between 1804 and 18527^. Generally speaking, the trend of 
the total population of Japan was downward until 1798, rela
tively unchanging until 1822, and then upward to 1852, with 
slight recessions in 1834 and 1846®^. This apparent stabili
ty is, however, only true of the total population; with growth 
depending on local events, analysis conceals the sharp changes 
in population of small areas from year to year®'1’. For example, 
on the islands of KyushQ and Shikoku, the population increased 
throughout the period 1750 to 1852,albeit at a slow and de
clining rate®^. Decline in population numbers characterized 
the regions around Edo, Osaka, and Kyoto, as well as those 
more remote rural areas which were centres for the rice 
collections that maintained the urban populations, such as 
Hygga in Kyushu, the north-western Honshu provinces of Echi- 
zen, Echigo, Kaga, and Noto, and the north-eastern provinces 
of Oshu and Dewa®®. For population change by domain, see, 
Taeuber* Population, 24, Map 3. (See also, 90, 90n.)
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ry to repair the ravages of the civil wars of the 15th and 
16th centuries - perhaps less heavy than generally believed - 
and to build up the castle towns and residences of the feu
dal lords in Edo, This period of frantic activity, which had 
spread prosperity more widely than at any earlier time in 
Japanese history , had glossed over deeper-lying problems 
which only now emerged clearly to the surface. In the course 
of the 18th century, a number of administrators realized that 
the times called for comprehensive reform in order to cure 
not only symptoms but attack the cause underlying all current 
problems. In practice, however, reforms which were carried 
out in consequence did not go as far as that; in the final 
analysis, reforms were not aimed at improving the economy but 
at lifting the feudal authorities out of their immediate fi
nancial difficulties. Before we go on to look at the two main 
reform periods, let us first see what was meant by Mreform"
(kaikaku) during the Tokugawa period.

Generally speaking, reform was not regarded as a process 
of accommodating state institutions and policies to changed 
circumstances, but rather of curbing newly developing forms 
in the economic and social life of the nation to allow pris
tine forms of the feudal state to re-emerge. In concrete terms, 
reform meant a restoration of the Golden Age of Tokugawa le
yasu. In most instances, reformers were guided by the retro
gressive visions of fundamentalist Confucian advisers who sought 
to apply abstract ideas from the Chinese classics to contempo
rary economic problems0 . Their contempt for all forms of commerce, 
crystallized in their dogma of the "Uselessness of the Merchant" 
(shonin muyoron), found its practical expression in the reluc
tance of feudal authorities to benefit by commercial opportuni
ties. That the reform measures implemented by the authorities 
were, on the whole, not marked by quite such an uncompromising

a (See, 32-33.)
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spirit was, to some extent, due to the limitations imposed by 
the dependence on merchants as commercial agents of government 
interests. However, it was also due to the influence of Confu
cian Empiricists whose pragmatic approach to economic problems 
must have induced second thoughts among reformers as to the 
expediency of radically foregoing the possibility of using the 
merchants and the market mechanisms for their own ends. Writers 
like Dazai Shundai (1680-1747) and Kaibo Seiryo (1755-1817), 
for instance, openly advocated that "trade and usury could be
productive and that the ruling interests could profit from

85the commercial segment of their economy" . The existence of 
radically diverging views in this respect frequently resulted 
in a lack in decisiveness of the reform measures relating to 
commerce, in all reforms, however, determined efforts were 
poured into the agrarian sector, in accordance with traditional 
economic thought; in this context, measures to preserve the 
agrarian basis of the economy and to increase revenue from agri
culture such as, for example, the enlargement of the cultivated 
area by land reclamation, improvements in the method of tax 
assessment, and efforts to detect land not yet included in the 
tax register, played a role of major importance.

The following examples of reform in the 18th century will 
illustrate the above points. The first of these reforms was 
the Kyoho reform, named after the Kyoho era (1716-36), by which 
the eigth Shogun Yoshimune sought to put an end to the inse
cure financial situation of the shogunate and to restrain 
commerce. The individual measures taken during this reform 
were strongly influenced by the ideal of the Golden Past, and 
were to set more or less the pattern of future reform attempts.
To economize on blakuf u expenses, Yoshimune suspended all con-

86struction projects and prohibited new contracts for a time 
After two consecutive years of bad harvests in 1720 and 1721, 
the exhausted condition of bakufu finances had to be revealed 
to government officials. Upon this, the lords were requested 
to pay an annual levy, called agemai, in return for a certain
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relaxation of the sankin kotai. In 1721, orders were given to
officials to reduce normal expenditure of their offices. In 1722,
lords and hatamotoq were called upon to reduce their standard of
living. To increase revenue, large land reclamation projects were
initiated under Yoshimune in 1722, 1723, and 1727 with capital
supplied by individual merchants and cities. These far-sighted
projects were to bring considerable relief to bakufu finances
by the late 1730*s, when improvement in tax revenue could almost

87entirely be ascribed to land reclamation
To increase tax revenue on old land, a piecemeal revision 

of land surveys was carried out and the tax rate was officially 
raised from 40 to 50 percent relative to assessed yield, with 
the possibility of adjusting the tax rate to local conditions.
The introduction of the jomen system of taxation to replace the 
earlier kemi system had been ordered by the bakufu as early as 
1718; it was, however, only after this order had been repeated 
in 1721 that the j omen system may be assumed to have been intro
duced widely on shogunal land. In this new system, the tax rate 
was fixed on the basis of the average crop yield of the past 
years and remained unchanged for a period of between three to 
twenty years, irrespective of rises in productivity realized 
by individual peasants in the meantime. The j5men system was 
introduced during the Kyoho reform to stabilize tax revenue; 
looked at from the viewpoint of the peasantry, this new system 
became an important precondition for the improvement in the 
standard of living of a large part of the peasantry in the course 
of the following century and a half*3.

The fact that the return to the days of leyasu had been 
the underlying ideal of the Kyoho reform emerges clearly from 
the sumptuary legislation issued for the first time in 1724. It 
was to regulate in the most detailed manner private expenditure,
Q Hatamoto were immediate vassals of the Tokugawa house whose 

domains were assessed at less than lO'OOO koku annual rice 
production and were administered directly by the bakufu.

b (See, 139 ff.)
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but the fact that this piece of legislation was repeated almost
annually for the next twenty years suggests that it could not be

aenforced as thoroughly as the authorities would have hoped .
The line of general economic retrenchment followed by Yoshi

mune touched above all Edo merchants, mainly in the lumber and 
building trade. The reduction of the sankin kotai, which lasted 
from 1722 to 1731, decreased profits of the merchants, too. To 
check the growing indebtedness of vassals to money-lenders, an 
attempt was made at setting a ceiling to interest rates and 
merchants were refused resort to litigation concerning loans to 
samurai. The official recognition of guilds as chartered trade 
associations (kabu’nakama) marked a turning point in the economic 
policy of the shogunate; after its attempts at prohibiting mono
polistic associations had failed, guilds were now for the first 
time to be utilized by the bakufu for its own purposes. Whereas 
the hopes of the authorities to regulate prices through these 
associations failed ultimately, tkade associations did provide 
the government with a means of control over merchants. Charter 
fees and regular contributions opened a new, although compara
tively minor, source of revenue. Guild control over employment 
furthermore helped to discourage peasants from going to cities 
and castle towns and thus contributed to making the bakufu class 
policy more effective*3.

Following the example of Yoshimune, who had been "more nearly
successful in his attempts to restore an effective feudal rule

88than any of his successors," various domain authorities dis
played their own initiative in carrying out more or less compre
hensive internal reforms on the pattern:set by the Kyoho reforms. 
Among these reform attempts, two were fairly successful, namely 
the Horeki reforms of the Yonezawa domain under Uesugi Harunori 
(1751-1822) and of the Higo domain under Hosokawa Shigekata (1720- 
85). The latter is of special interest to us in connection with

a For translated excerpts of Kyoho sumptuary legislation, see, 
Sansom, A History of Japan, vol. Ill, 160-1.

k The preceding paragraph follows the outline of economic policy 
during the Kyoho reform in Sheldon, Merchant Class, 104-15.
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the TN and will therefore be discussed in depth in the following 
chapter.

Let us now turn to the second period of reform in the 18th 
century, the Kansei reforms from 1787 to 1793. In the two decades 
preceding this reform, the climate of passiveness towards commerce 
had changed into one of positive encouragement under Tanuma Oki~ 
tsugu (1719-1788)°. Under his administration, merchants in Edo 
were revived as the shogunate not only continued to encourage 
all types of chartered trade associations to increase their re
venue but in addition established semi-official monopolies for 
various goods*5 which offered new opportunities to merchants to 
profit against payment of fees to the shogunate. In 1787, Tanuma 
was overthrown by a powerful opposition faction. His period in 
office had seen with increasing frequency peasant revolts and, 
in the 1780's, natural calamities on an unprecedented scale - 
events which to the Confucian moralist were telling indications 
of decadence and corruption in the government. Again, the new 
government, headed by Matsudaira Sadanobu (1758-1829), set about 
restoring conditions of the early years of the Tokugawa period 
with reform measures patterened after those of the Kyoho reform. 
Every single policy was again marked by a spirit of conservative 
retrenchment, Sadanobu had no objections to the way commerce was 
organized and controlled by the authorities; he considered the
selfishness of merchants the sole cause for rising prices. In

cconsequence, further restrictions were imposed on merchants
in particular, rice brokers (fudasashi) were put under close
supervision; in 1789,all debts incurred to them before 1784
were cancelled and a ceiling was imposed on interest on debts

89incurred after 1784 . Agriculture, on the other hand, was en
couraged and steps were taken to prevent extremes in hardship 
among the peasantry in times of famine.

a For an objective appraisal of this much-maligned statesman and 
his times, see, Hall, Tanuma.

b See, Sheldon, Merchant Class, 115-6.;
0 See, ibid., 121.
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The retrogressive character of this reform was symbolized 
in the new sumptuary legislation to regulate the lives of the 
town-dwellers as well as in the Kansei Edict against Heterodox 
Teachings of 1790°, which outlawed all doctrines diverging 
from the official Neo-Confucian orthodoxy as taught in the 
Hayashi school. Dissident thinkers were not often called to 
account by the shogunate; by voicing the government’s unequi
vocal support of Neo-Confucian philosophy, this edict did, how
ever, greatly strengthen the position of the Hayashi school 
versus other schools.

Despite its extreme language, the Kansei reform was much
less effective than the Kyoh5 reform by Yoshimune had been.
Nevertheless, the reform measures introduced by Sadanobu during
his seven years in office (1787 to 1793) produced a treasury

90excess for several years after he had left his office . As far 
as our present study is concerned, the above outline of 18th 
century reforms and their philosophical foundation will enable 
us to understand the background of domain reform in mid-18th 
century Higo and, in a later chapter, of the TN itself.

a (See, 30.)
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1.3. The Village in Transition

We now come to an outline of the characteristica of the 
village in the 18th century. I propose to turn first of all to 
the social structure of the traditional village and then to 
outline the impact of the growing market economy on traditional 
structures, with special reference to those developments in 
agricultural technology which contributed most significantly 
to the economic development of Tokugawa Japan.

Looking at the history of the Japanese village from the 
angle of transition of political authority between the 16th 
and the 19th centuries, we see that while the village was inte- 
grated.into increasingly larger political units, its position 
at the base of the administrative pyramid remained unchanged.
In concrete terms this meant that while the peasant in the 
16th century was given orders by a local magnate residing in 
a castle nearby, he could in the late 1 9 th century - after the 
Meiji Restoration - be called to arms from an office in the 
capital of Tokyo. An important stepping stone in this change 
from personal to impersonal rule was the process of re-organi- 
zation and centralization of feudalism;.in the period leading up 
to the establishment of the Tokugawa bakufu and during the first 
century of Tokugawa rule, when in those areas where the feudal 
lord did not already exercise direct control over the peasants, 
political authority was wrested from local magnates and placed 
in the hands of officials answerable to the administration of 
the feudal lord. The leading families of the villages were chosen 
by the domain authorities to function as local administrators 
with the task of mediating between the peasants and the domain 
authorities and generally to carry out the duties of local admini
stration. With the annual tax being levied on the village as 
a;;whole rather than on the individual peasant, the village was 
looked upon as a productive unit. Besides their obligation to 
pay their share of the annual tax and of the village tax,
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peasants were subjected to corvee (buyaku, koyaku) whenever 
large construction projects called for large numbers of la
bourers. Along the important routes of transport, certain 
villages, known as "assistant villages" (sukego), were obliged 
to keep men and horses ready at all times to supplement trans
port facilities available at the official stations.

Far from being a homogenous body, village society was strati
fied in such an intricate manner that even modern Japanese 
scholars find it difficult to imagine just how strongly peasants 
were aware of their own social standing in even small villages
of about lOO households. Even the smallest communities in remote

avalleys were divided into several strata . One outstanding fea
ture of the Tokugawa village was that the majority of the 
villagers were practically on an equal footing as takamochi, i.e. 
"peasants with yield" who had to pay tax, whether they were 
honbyakusho - a category which in many domains meant the peasant 
families who were listed in the earliest land surveys of the 
late 16th and early 17th centuries - or ordinary tax-paying 
peasants who were not entered separately in the tax register.
As a rule, these takamochi held land yielding between five to 
ten koku. Below them, there were the mizunomi, i.e. "water-drink
ing" peasants who, with their very small holdings, were "too 
poor to buy tea". At the bottom of village society, there were 
landless labourers and tenants, known as mutaka, i.e. peasants 
"without yield".

Above them, there were a few families - their number varied 
with the size of the community - who also generally belonged to 
the category of honbyakusho. Occupying the key positions in the

a This point is well illustrated by an event described in the 
Mimibukuro by Negishi Morinobu. After the eruption of the vol
cano M t . Asama in 1783, some peasants, who had set up a first- 
aid station, refused their help to peasants who had no family 
status (kakaku), since it was impossible to chose the right 
greeting formulae, which were finely graded according to high 
and low. We are told that 93 peasants were treated after they 
had entered fictitious kinship with those who treated them^.
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political and socio-economic life of the village community,
these families shared between them many privileges. In relation
to the ordinary peasant, the leading families held more land,

92they formulated village law , and they enjoyed more extensive 
rights of usufruct on village common land - they had access to 
common land at favourable times of the year and could take 
away larger amounts of foliage for use as fertilizer in their 
fields^3 .

We are told that in one community with 2'000 families the
political monopoly was held by only thirteen families until
1 7 9 0  when, for the first time, their supremacy was challenged 

94in earnest . At ithis point, then, the question arises as to 
the foundation of their authority. Why had their position of 
pre-eminence been accepted for such a long time by the ordinary 
peasants?

In fact, the political authority of the leading families
was founded on several factors. Undoubtedly one of the most im-

95portant among them was the length of residence m  the village
The practice of restricting political rights to the older fami-

96lies seems to have been general, except for details . The post
of village headman was either hereditary if a single family was
dominant in the historical development of a community,or it
was rotated among a number of qualified families where several
lineages had contributed significantly to the establishment and

97growth of a village . Election of the village headman, although 
not unknown, was less common and was the usage only where tra
ditional status patterns had broken down under the influence of

98commercial farming
By virtue of their long residence in the community, these

families had often accumulated "superior landed and commercial 
99wealth" - a factor which could only add to their authority m  

the community. Of some importance was also the fact that the 
leading families, as members of the shrine association3 (miyaza)

a Shrine associations were especially prevalent in the Kinai, 
on Shikoku, and on Kyushu, though they could be found in nearly 
every region in some villages101.
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shared among themselves the exclusive right to ministering to 
the village deity. According to Smith, we may assume that these 
ritual privileges were "expressions in one area of village life 
of a generally privileged position in the community, including 
the exclusive right to hold village office"**"^ a . On the other 
hand, the backing of the ancestral spirits of the local cult 
also tended to lend additional support to the high esteem in 
which the leading families were held by the ordinary members of 
the traditional community*3.

The political authority of the leading families in the 
village was manifested on the occasion of the village assembly 
(mura yoriai), where, depending on the gravity of the business, 
either all villagers or only those between fifteen and sixty 
years of age convened to discuss and to pass decisions on various 
matters relating to the administration of the community. Business 
included the election of village officials, the management, sale, 
and pledging of village property, the apportionment and collec
tion of village taxes, civil construction, village law suits, 
the enactment of village regulations, and various kinds of agree
ments with other villages relating to irrigation, joint use of

103common land, and mediation of law suits . Besides its function
a . . 104The shrine association often elected also the village officials

The Shimoda family of Yabe in Higo may serve to illustrate the
importance which the leading families themselves attached to
ritual privileges. We are told that to the west of their house,
but still within their compound, there was a shrine where, on
festival days, all villagers would come to worship the guardian
spirit of children and pregnant women, Jizo. The village shrine
association was made up exclusively of members of the Shimoda
family. In the only Buddhist temple in the village, too, the
Shimoda family occupied a seat of eminence while all other
villagers were counted among the "new worshippers" (shinsanko).
When the main image of the enshrined Amida Buddha was stolen
during the Kan’ei period (1624-44), it was the Shimoda family
who succeeded in tracing it in Kumamoto. Instead of returning
the statue to the temple, however, they kept the statue, so
that henceforth the villagers had to come to their house for. 105the annual worship of the image
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as organ of self-government, the village assembly served also 
as organ of state administration, as it was here that proclama
tions of the authorities were read out to the villagers and the 
annual tax was apportioned to each household.

As a result of their strong position in the economic life 
of the village, the opinion of the leading families naturally 
carried considerable weight in the assembly. Chambliss has 
suggested that with the direction of the village assemblies 
coming for the most part from the village officials and the 
landholding peasants, decisions were based on a consensus of the 
officials and the influential landholders rather than on a con
sensus of the entire village10*3. While minor recalcitrance was 
punished either by excluding the offender from the village
assembly or by obliging him to serve refreshments to the assembly

107or to take care of the members' footgear , serious opposition
to the community decisions entailed a variety of sanctions which
could ruin an individual and his family. One of the harshest
sanctions was banishment from the village (mura harai), which
was not confined to serious offences but could be imposed on
an individual for any wrong-doiing persisted in, i.e. not only
for criminal offences, but also for the "purposeful flouting of
opinion"10^ a . A peasant could also be deprived of services and
goods available only through the intermediary of the leading
families; in villages where water could not be drawn from an
irrigation system, for instance, la" deep well in the backyard
of one of the wealthy families could be of vital importance to
the peasants, as it was far too expensive for an ordinary family

109to dig a well of their own . Where dependence on the wealthy 
peasants was as pronounced as that, poor or marginal peasants 
would naturally hesitate to oppose proposals put to the assembly 
by the wealthy peasants*3. Had it not been for the existence of 
a The TN affords an interesting illustration of this point where 

peasants deliberate on whether to expel Doctor Chihaku from the 
village for his anti-Buddhist views. (See, TN: 419 ff.)

k Compare the description of how unanimous decisions were often 
reached in Ward Associations in Tokyo shortly after World War II 
in, Dore, City Life in Japan, 279 ff.
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generally accepted standards of benevolent paternalism, which 
tended to mitigate potential hardships on all levels of Toku
gawa society, the institution of the village assembly could 
easily have been abused by the leading families to further 
private interests more than the common good. Of course, village 
decisions remained always within the limits set by the prero
gatives of the domain or shogunal administration which, in the 
final analysis, far outweighted the consensus of the village110.

For administrative purposes, the villagers were grouped in
/ v awhat were known as five-family groups (gonin gumi) . In this 

system of mutual responsibility and surveillance, several fami
lies - not necessarily, or even often, five - were held respon
sible for the actions committed by any of their members. If one 
of them committed an offence, all families were punished for not 
looking after the defaulter properly. This system had a far- 
reaching effect on many phenomena in Japanese history as an 
obstacle to individual or one-family action; so, for instance,
on village flight and peasant demonstrations and rebellions, all

. bof which were by their nature group actions .
The traditional vertical relationship between the village 

leadership and the peasants was underlined by certain symbolical, 
even ritual acts, such as peasants changing the paper on the 
sliding doors of the village headman,s house at the New Year. Such 
customs may well have led to abuses at times; today, however, it 
is difficult to draw a line between what were considered normal 
duties by the peasants themselves and what exceeded the generally

a This system of mutual responsibility was by no means new. It had 
been copied from a Chinese model in the 8 th century to solve 
the problem of making the rural population subservient to the 
capital. Later, it was introduced again by Hideyoshi in the 
16th century, who applied it to samurai and officials to keep 
a check on street-murderers and pickpockets. To prevent sub
versive activities by Christians, this system was later extended 
to include peasants as well-^^.

b The existence of crypto-Christian villages throughout the Toku
gawa period in spite of the severe persecutions and strict con
trol may here also be adduced as evidence of the influence of 

9 °nin gumi system on village society.
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a .accepted level . Cases of arbitrariness may have influenced the
bobscure philosopher Ando Shoeki (1701-?) in his sweeping con

demnation of village headmen:

"...these headmen, provided as they are with rice and 
money by their fellow villagers and others in the vicinity, 
lord it over them like officials or elders, lecture them 
and rebuke them with abusive language and punish the guilty 
if any such should be found. Though they are not engaged 
in direct cultivation they devour the surplus food produced 
by the villagers... These headmen swagger about reviling 
and punishing villagers - their own parents as it were, 
who give them f o o d " H 2 ,

It would be wrong, however, to assume that the ordinary villager 
was open to abuse by the leadingqfamilies at all times. There 
can be no doubt that arbitrariness was severely restricted by 
the fact that the leading families vitally depended on the con
sensus of the whole village for the support of their power.
In fact, village headmen found it impossible to isolate them
selves from village opinion throughout the Tokugawa period; 
although this tie tended to be weakened together with village 
solidarity as a whole under the influence of competitive farming,
many peasant uprisings were, in fact, led "not by outcasts

113and ne'er-do-wells, but by headmen"
Traditional political leadership marked by a stable identi

fication of political, social, and economic power did not sur
vive the impact of the market economy. The growth of urban mar
kets - by the early 19th century there were few villages any-

114where more than 30 kilometres from a town of fair size - 
provided a major incentive to raise agricultural output and

a One such borderline case occurred in the mountains of Higo in 
1727 when the village headman ordered the peasants to build 
a stately house for his own family. Mutual aid in the'building 
of houses was the rule in village society and so there is 
nothing special to this order. Reports of peasant reaction 
suggest, however, that the headman's order had exceeded the 
normal limits - some peasants who had refused to comply were 
cut down, whereupon the rest of the villagers - 43 families 
in all - fled to Amakusai-1-5 .

b (See, 290n.)
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opened new prospects to the enterprising to improve their 
economic position irrespective of their political standing in 
the village community. As agriculture was increasingly commer
cialized in wide areas, traditional cooperative labour declined 
in importance and a gradual shift to individual, competitive 
farming took place. This process which released individualist 
energies raised those families who skilfully availed themselves 
of the new opportunities to a position of economic strength.
It is important to note that the awe earlier felt by those 
excluded from the shrine association, the hirakata, towards 
the leading families of the village, the zakata, was not deep 
enough to prevent them from challenging the supremacy of the 
traditional leaders once their economic position was sufficiently 
strong. It is true that political rights of the hi rakata were 
not gained simultaneously with their increasing economic power, 
but eventually they won a say in village affairs, even if only
after a protracted- struggle0 - Smith mentions one dispute which

116began in 1713 and was still in progress in 1862 . This struggle
for political power did not become widespread until well into
the 1 9 th century, and even then conflicts were most numerous in

117areas where economic change was most marked
What is important to the present study is the fact that

the growing market offered to many peasants an opportunity to
improve their standard of living and to rise above the station 
which had been assigned to them by the Confucian administrators. 
The degree to which commercial farming was developed in a region 
affords a valuable indication of the degree to which such chances
existed, although, as will be shown later, improvements in agri
cultural technology coupled with the j omen system of taxation 
generally also enabled peasants in little commercialized regions

° Smith has traced in detail the struggle between the zakata 
and the hi rakata on the issue of participation in village 
government. See, Smith, Agrarian Origins, 180-200.
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to improve their quality of life to some extent. By the beginning
of the 19th century, the earlier pattern of subsistence farming
with rice and the lesser grains as staple, supplemented by fruit
and vegetables for family consumption and a fibre crop for
clothing, could only be found in "notably backward places -
wild and remote valleys, isolated promontories, areas cut off

118by poor soil from the m a m  stream of economic development"
By that time, peasants in the commercialized regions grew what 
soil, climate, and price favoured and purchased products which 
they needed for their own consumption on the market.

As to the degree to which the agriculture of a region had 
undergone the shift from subsistence to commercial farming, 
there is evidence of marked differences between individual re
gions of Japan. Although there is no region where farming could
be called predominantly commercial even as late as the early

119 . . .  .Meiji period , we can distinguish those regions with a rela
tively high percentage of commercial crops and those with a 
relatively low percentage of cash crops. The regions with the 
largest overall percentage of commercial crops were the Tosan 
and Kinai regions, both hinterlands of the largest conurbations 
and trade centres in Tokugawa Japan, while the regions with a 
relatively low percentage of commercial crops could be found in 
Kyushu, Shikoku, the area along the Japan sea coast, and the 
Tohoku areaa . It is important to bear in mind, however, that the 
degree of commercialization in one region was far from homo
genous, with considerable differences existing between individual

120counties in one province and even between neighbouring villages 
Differences in the degree of economic development were not so 
much due to factors of terrain and climate favouring certain 
crops more than others - although this, too, was a contributing

a Figures given by Smith are 25.8% for the Tosan region, 26,8% 
for the Kinai, and less than 12% for Kyushu, Shikoku, and the 
area along the Japan sea. (According to a survey of 1877)121.
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factor - as to the degree to which a region was urbanized. In 
this respect, the Kinai region was at the spearhead of develop
ments - until 1590, the only real cities in Japan could be found 
in the Kinai where 400*000 people had been living within a 
circle with a diameter of about 60 kilometres. It was here that 
new forms of social organization evolved from traditional patterns 
under the influence of the market economy. The growth of the 
market was greatly speeded up by the enormous increase of the 
urban population during the 17th century, when not only the 
population of Edo and, to a lesser extent, that of Kyoto and 
5saka, was growing at an astonishing speed, but also the popu
lation of the widely scattered castle towns, posting stations,

122ports, and temple towns . With the growth of these centres, 
villages at increasing distance in the hinterland were drawn 
into the money economy as they were faced with the challenge 
of producing the required quantities of grain, fish, timber, 
ahd fibres.

With the enrichment of the family as their major incen- 
123tive , peasants set out to meet this challenge by a number 

of important improvements in agricultural technology. Aided by 
the publication of several agricultural handbooks, knowledge 
concerning new techniques spread from one region to another.
One of the earliest and the one to remain the most influential 
throughout the Tokugawa period was an anthology called Nogyo 
Zensho by Miyazaki Antei (1623-97), published in 1698. The de
velopment of the market economy was increasingly freeing 
peasants from the necessity of cultivating uneconomic crops, 
thus putting them in a position to substitute cash crops for 
subsistence crops. Continuous extension of irrigation systems 
permitted peasants to substitute rice for unirrigated crops in 
many areas where this had not been possible previously. Commer
cial fertilizers,which gradually replaced green fertilizer, not
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only helped to raise yields but, depending on climate and soil 
conditions, permitted also double or even triple cropping. The 
increase in the number of plant varieties made it possible to 
find for each location the variety which yielded most. Other 
methods which contributed to increases in productivity were the 
planting of rice in evenly spaced rows - this permitted the 
maximum number of plants without crowding and eased the task of 
weeding - the levelling of paddy fields to ensure uniform depth 
of the irrigation water, the sprouting of seeds before planting 
to lengthen the growing season, the increased use of whale-oil 
as insecticide, a crude rule-of-thumb crop rotation on dry 
fields, and techniques of seed selection which permitted a con
siderable reduction in the amount of seed required0 .

Lack of adequate moisture control and a lack of ample
amounts of the so-called plant foods or plant nutrients are
the two factors which limit plant growth more than all other

124factors combined . For this reason, progress made in the fields 
of irrigation and fertilizing were easily the most important 
factors contributing to the considerable increase in productivity 
achieved by many peasants during the Tokugawa period. Problems 
relating to irrigation will be discussed in the next chapter 
in connection with land reclamation in Higo . At this point, I 
would like to take a closer look at the topic of fertilizers, 
not only because fertilizersgenerally constitute, an important 
facet in the history of agriculture, but also because a basic 
outline of fertilizing techniques in the Tokugawa period will 
enable us to view the statements made in the TN regarding the 
importance of green fertilizer in proper perspective,

° For a full treatment of this subject, see, Smith, Agrarian 
Origins, 87-107.

b (See,
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Several types of fertilizer were used during the Tokugawa 
period to sustain the exhausting regime of fields being planted 
to the same crop year after year (rensaku nogyo), namely green 
fertilizer, different types of commercial fertilizers, night- 
soil, and animal manure. These fertilizers fall basically into 
two different categories. In the first category, we have night- 
soil and animal manure, the chief suppliers of nitrogen for the 
growth of plants, and in the second category, green fertilizer 
and commercial fertilizers which influence crop yields indi
rectly by supplying food to vital microorganisms in the soil.
For crop cultivation, it was essential to supply the soil with 
fertilizers of both categories, i.e. fertilizers of one cate
gory could not be replaced by fertilizers belonging to the 
other. However, it was possible to substitute one fertilizer 
for another within the same category, i.e. night-soil for animal 
manure or commercial fertilizer for green fertilizer.

While horse manure was used widely as early as the Kamakura 
125period (1185-1333) , the use of night-soil for fertilizing was

linked with the growth -of towns in the 15th and 16th centuries
when it assumed increasing importance as main source of nitrogen
for the fields in the immediate surroundings of towns and cities.
During the Tokugawa era, both horse manure and cattle dung came

126to be regarded as mere additives to night-soil . According to
a Western observer of the mid-19th century, human manure was

127at that time "the commonest and the most generally m  use" , 
and it was not to lose any of its immense importance thereafter 
until the advent of chemical fertilizers in the early 20th cen
tury .

Japanese peasants of the late 18th century mixed their ferti 
lizer very carefully from the different sources available to 
them - a procedure which the Swedish botanist Carl Peter Thunberg 
witnessed full of admiration for the skill of the Japanese agri
culturist :

a ( See, 209, mote b . )
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"Nowhere is fertilizer collected with more care and 
applied with more thrift than here, so that nothing which 
could be utilized remains unused or is wasted. Cattle is 
stable-fed throughout the year; dung can therefore be 
collected in the stables. Everywhere, old people and 
children collect horse-droppings on the roads; so as not 
to soil their hands and to avoid stooping they use a sea 
shell fastened to one end of a stick to scoop the droppings 
into a basket which hangs at their left side. Nay, even 
urine, which in Europe is so rarely used for the benefit 
of field and garden, is here collected with great care 
in large earthenware vessels - not only in the villages 
but also along the highways, where such vessels are dug 
into the ground for everyone’s convenience.

The thrift with which they collect everything which 
may be used as fertilizer is equalled only by the great 
pains they take in applying the manure. Neither in winter 
nor in summer do they manure their fields in the way this 
is done in our part of the world, lest the manure should 
lie exposed to the sun for a considerable period and, 
in consequence, lose its strength. They mix various kinds 
of dung of man and beast and all kitchen refuse with 
watera and urine, and then stir this mixture until it has 
the consistency of a very thin pulp. Then, they carry it 
to their fields or their garden in two large pails hanging 
from each end of a wooden yoke, and pour it on the plants 
with a scoop. This is done on two different occasions - 
the first time when the plants are a few inches tall and 
then again a few weeks later. In this way, the young plants 
derive most benefit as the full strength of the fertilizer 
goes, straight into the roots. One stops and is plainly 
amazed when one sees how cheerfully these people go about 
this disgusting work"1^®.

Apart from the practical problem of transporting night-soil 
over large distances, a short distance between tank and field 
was also in the interest of effective fertilization by reducing 
volatilization of the valuable nitrogen. Unless a village was 
situated on the outskirts of a large town where sufficient 
supplies of fresh night-soil were always available, it was 
imperative that each household should collect all night-soil 
very carefully in order to have sufficient supplies of this 
potent fertilizer. On his travels through Japan, Thunberg noted 
with mixed feelings that this was practiced very thoroughly 
wherever he had gone. For example in the "large, rich, and fruit
ful province of 5mi," he wrote that "here, as everywhere else

a This was important to delay the fermenting process by which 
nitrogen is turned into ammonia.
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in the villages, the smell of the collected urine and excre
ments embittered our pleasure and forced us to keep the win-

129dows of our palanquin shut almost all the time" , How in
geniously peasants went about the task of procuring sufficient 
night-soil is further described by Thunberg in the following 
passage j

"In the villages, a toilet is attached to each house 
adjacent to the living quarters facing the road. The 
toilets are open below where a large earthen vessel 
is dug into the ground so that it may also be used 
by others to pass water. On hot days in summer, the 
stench of the urine and of whatever else is collected 
in the toilet...is so unbearably penetrating that 
neither holding one's nose nor any perfume will bring 
relief. The natives are used to it, but it is most 
injurous to one's eyes. That so many people, old 
people in particular, are suffering from red, sore, 
and running eyes is mainly due to the penetrating smell 
of those collections"130t

However, at the end of his journey, Thunberg admitted in con
clusion that the stench and the trouble of collecting ferti
lizer with such great care was "amply rewarded by the harvest 
of the fields"*^.

Night-soil and animal manure provide plants with the pri
mary nutrients,namely nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Fer
tilizers belonging to the second category - green fertilizer 
or its commercial substitutes - create soil conditions favour
able to microorganisms in the soil which turn organic nitrogen 
into inorganic nitrogen - the only form of nitrogen which can 
be utilized by plants. In fact, the fertilizing effect of nitro
gen contained in ordinary green fertilizer consisting of cut 
grass and leaves is so low as to be (negligible; the exclusive 
use of green fertilizer on land planted to the same crop year 
after year would inevitably have led to a nitrogen deficiency 
in the soil and could thus not have sustained even single cropping 
more than a few years. While influencing plant growth only in
directly, fertilizers belonging to the second category are
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nevertheless indispensable to agriculture if crops are to 
profit fully from other fertilizer applied to the arable.

Organic material as provided by green fertilizer or
commercial fertilizer is of considerable importance with
regard to soil structure, not only on unirrigated land but also
on irrigated land. In wet rice growing, a seedbed is formed
by submerging and underwater tillage in the form of puddling.
This causes the soil aggregates to disintegrate. After this
procedure, the separate soil particles are surrounded by a
thin film of water which offers ideal conditions for rice with
regard to root development and water availability. Although in
wet rice growing the dryland type of soil structure is destroyed
during puddling, organic matter fulfils an important role in view
of the resettling of the soil particles thereafter to prevent
the soil from becoming hard and compact, thus impeding percola-

132tion of water and oxygen
In paddies, the greatest problem arising from the lack of 

organic material was surface crusting which could occur when, 
after plants had reached a certain height, the irrigation water 
was drained off. Through insufficient soil aeration, surface 
crusting could result in premature ripening of the crop and, 
in consequence, in a greatly reduced crop yield. Lack of organic 
material furthermore decreases the field capacity of arable - a 
factor which was of considerable importance to irrigation of dry 
fields but also to irrigation of paddies during the later stages 
of plant growth. Another danger tovhich soil was exposed by 
organic matter deficiency was leaching,owing to the comparatively 
low adsorption capacity for nutrition cations of such soil. In 
conclusion, we may state that while green fertilizer alone could 
not directly cause an increase in crop yield, it fulfilled an 
indispensable role in protecting microorganic life in the soil 
as well as the soil structure of the mould - both of them 
essential prerequisites for the adsorption of nutrients by the 
plants.
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In pre-commercial agriculture, green fertilizer0 appears 
to have been used in large quantities on rice fields. In spring, 
fresh plants were cut on upland fields and on waste land, while 
leaves and undergrowth were collected in the forests. When 
rice fields were prepared for the planting of the rice seed
lings, the villagers worked the first harvest of green plants 
into the soil by treading through the irrigated fields and by 
driving their draught animals through the fields until water, 
soil, and plants had assumed the consistency of a thick paste.
A second harvest of plants, collected some time later, was no 
longer suited for direct application to the soil owing to its 
comparatively high content of lignified plants and was there
fore used primarily as bedding material for the draught animals. 
This bedding material, too, was later applied to the fields, 
mixed with animal feces and urine - a form of fertilizer which, 
if properly handled, is still today considered to constitute
a fertility resource surpassed only by modern cmineral ferti- 

133lizers . To maintain the friable state of their arable, 
peasants would also plough the stubbles of the winter grain
into the soil immediately before setting their fields with
. 134rice

Finding sufficient supplies of green fertilizer and trans
porting the grass and leaves from the places where they had 
been cut to the fields could pose considerable problems. To 
achieve results, large amounts of green fertilizer were re
quired} with between 300 to 500 kan of green fertilizer needed

° In Chinese treatises on agriculture, we find the use of green 
plants as fertilizer advocated as early as 1313 in the Nung 
sang t'ung chueh by Wang Chen, In a later work, the Nung cheng 
chuan shu (1628) by Hsu Kuang-Chi (1562-1633), the "green 
plants" mentioned in the passage on green fertilizer by Wang 
Chen are interpreted to stand for the purposeful cultivation 
of leguminosae such as peas and clover to correct nitrogen 
deficiencies in the soil, and not for the gathering of wild 
plants by peasants1^5 . In this study, the term "green ferti
lizer" does, however, always refer to green plants collected 
by the peasants on upland fields and then transported to 
their fields.



per tan, the total area of land to provide for the fertilizer
requirements of a community had to be considerably larger than

136its total area of arable
At this point we may ask where peasants procured sufficient

amounts of green plants and grass to preserve the organic
substance in their arable and to provide forage for their

adraught animals and transport horses , especially if we con
sider the remark by Sir George Sansom that "Japan, in common
with other countries in the area, has hardly any natural grass- 

137lands..." .
IsAccording to Johnson , a portion of this grass was grown

on the mud retaining walls separating the individual paddies,
but the greater part of it was produced on upland areas, which

138tended to be hamlet-owned . These places were, as a rule, 
some distance away from the rice fields - available estimates 
indicate that "the volume of grass utilized by farming house
holds required, in large holdings, several hundred trips
annually by a draught animal and a man from the uplands to the 

139fields" . Writing about one of the remotest agricultural 
communities in the modern Aichi prefecture, Johnson describes 
how, until commercial fertilizer had decreased the importance 
of green fertilizer, different upland areas had been marked 
off by the villagers for different purposes:

"Immediately above the houses in the mountains were 
fields of wild grasses which were used as the princi
pal fertilizer for the paddy fields. The stretch of 
mountain land above this was generally the area from 
which firewood was taken. Above this was the timber 
land which served as raw material for most of the con
struction in the village..,*140,

a Family records from a remote mountain community near Nagura 
village in the modern Aichi prefecture indicate that, in the 
mid-19th century, the total amount of grass cut in one year 
by a single household for fertilizing their fields amounted 
to about 8 tons*^ .

k See, Johnson, "Hamlet Structure," esp. 163-5, and, Johnson, 
Nagura Mura, which contains interesting material to trace 
the development of fertilizing technology from the late Toku
gawa period until the 1930*s.
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The upland areas mentioned by Johnson were not grasslands
or pastures as we know them in Europe, but in roost cases a
form of waste land known as hara. Approaching the Nagasaki
coast on board a ship in 1902, the German forestry expert 

aK. Hefele was quite amazed at the sight of the extensive 
hara covering the mountainsides which struck him as an unfa
miliar form of plant cover. On his travels through Japan,
Hefele came across hara everywhere in the vicinity of villages. 
Explaining the hara as the result of the denudation of 
mountainsides in earlier periods, Hefele interpreted the 
expanse of hara as an indication of the unsparing use made 
of forest resources in Japan. Moreover, the gradually deterio
rating soil quality of the hara as manifested in soil erosion
was evidence of the intensive exploitation of the hara by

142peasants to "provide grass for the cultivation of rice"
These observations led Hefele to conclude that the dualism
of agriculture and forestry in Japan had on the whole been

143disadvantageous to the latter .
hara was as intensively exploited by peasants as 

Hefele asserted, it will be interesting to know more about 
plant life on the hara. Did the hara really produce the kind 
of plants which could be utilized by peasants either for ferti
lizing or as forage?

We are fortunate in having the account of J.J. Rein, a 
German geographer and botanist, who travelled extensively on 
the main island of Japan as well as on the islands of ShikokuU
and KyOshu in 1874/5 . The hara reminded Rein of the European 
glade or the pastures on the Alps and he described it as the 
last resort of the primeval physiognomy of nature with a pro
fusion of plants which had been pushed back by agriculture 
from the plains and the bottoms of valleys to areas which could 
not be cultivated. Rein found hara in various heights between

a See, Hefele, "ReiseeindrUcke".U See, Rein, Japan.
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100 and 2'500 metres, with particularly extensive areas of 
hara on the slopes of large volcanos.

Rein has provided us with a meticulous description of 
plant life on the haraq . As one of its main characteristics, 
he names the rather large variety of plants, which includes 
grasses, herbs, and shrubs as well as some ferns. The main 
difference between the hara and the European meadow was, in 
his opinion, the fact that the hara is only losely overgrown - 
grass, for instance, does not grow in dense cushions. Un
fortunately, Rein has not given any indication as to the fre
quency with which individual plants occur, but I believe 
that his account will nevertheless prove valuable to infer 
generally on the usefulness of the hara for the agriculturist.

Rein has listed 69 plants altogether. Among these we 
find lO varieties of grass, 40 varieties of herbs, 2 kinds of 
bushes, 3 kinds of fern, 13 kinds of flowers and 1 variety 
of leguminosae. All of these plants, including the green 
tips of the bushes provided they are cut off early in spring 
before they have been lignified, are suitable for use as 
green fertilizer. As to forage plants, Rein has listed only 
seven which are really suited for this purpose, among them 
the excellent leguminous plant Lespedeza; however, another 
18 varieties could be fed to animals in times of forage shor
tage only. Finally, five varieties of plants included in Rein's 
list were suited as bedding material for stabled animals.

What do the observations by Hefele and Rein add to our 
knowledge? I believe that the accounts by these two scientists 
establish that as late as the second half of the 19th century 
substantial areas of land were exploited by peasant communi
ties to supply them with green fertilizer, forage plants, and 
bedding material for their animals. Such land^known as hara, 
could as a rule be found on mountainsides which could not be 
cultivated; its vegetation differed from that to be found on

a See, Rein, Japan, 163-6.
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grassland of northern Europe not so much by the type of plant 
life as by the fact that it was only losely overgrown. Plants 
growing on the hara have been shown to be useful to peasants, 
both for protecting the organic matter content of their arable 
and for feeding their animals. However, quantitative assess
ment of individual plants growing on hara land would be necessary 
to know, for instance, the minimum area of hara required by 
a village to satisfy all its needs. Since many plants could 
be utilized for different purposes, too small an area of hara 
could put peasants in the difficult position of having to 
reduce supplies either to their fields or to their animals. 
Insufficient supplies may then also have induced peasants to 
exploit excessively their hara, thereby breaking its regenera
tive power and setting the process of soil erosion in motion.

Although Johnson was led by his study of Nagura village
to conclude that "until recently, the importance of grass
was neglected in much of the Western-language material on 

144rural Japan," there is perhaps also the danger of over
estimating the importance of grass unless we add some qualifying 
remarks. In fact, the large amounts of grass utilized in pre
commercial agriculture decreased with the spread* of commercial
fertilizer, although the latter rarely supplanted grass, leaves,

145and ashes gathered from waste and forest land entirely 
With the development of inland transport and the spread of 
local markets in the 17th and 18th centuries, commercial ferti
lizers came to be available to peasants even in the interior 
of the country and the deep hinterland of the towns. Residual 
products of oil and sake production, namely rape seed dregs, 
sake lees, and cotton dregs, together with dried fish, consti
tuted the bulk of commercial fertilizer. Fish fertilizer 
(hoshika), which was made of any small fish caught in large 
quantities such as sardines or herring, had been utilized 
already prior to the Tokugawa period by peasants in villages 
situated close to the sea} in the 17th century, it assumed
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increasing importance in connection with the spread of cash 
crops, especially cotton. By the Genroku period (1688-1703), 
even peasants with small holdings in the Kansai area were 
using dried fish fertilizer for their cash crops and, to a 
lesser extent, for their rice fields. These commercial ferti
lizers were to lose none of their importance until the TaishS 
period (1912-26), when chemical fertilizers were beginning to 
be available1*^.

Peasants were bound to be interested in replacing as much 
of the green fertilizer as possible, not only to decrease the
considerable work load of cutting and carrying grass and 

147leaves , but also to make double cropping possible. In spite
of this, there were cases as late as the early Meiji period
(1868-1912) in which newly cultivated land was turned back into
common land after peasants had complained of decreased supplies

148of green fertilizer . The solution to this seeming contra
diction lies in the fact that commercial farming had spread 
unevenly throughout the country; substituting commercial ferti
lizer for green fertilizer did not pose any technical problems, 
but hinged on the purchasing power of a community. Utilization 
of large amounts of green fertilizer was therefore increasingly 
confined to communities which had not yet effected the transition 
from subsistence to commercial farming to a significant degree. 
The example of the isolated Nagura village may again be cited 
to illustrate this point; here ,it was only in 1919 that 
sufficient wealth had been accrued from sericulture to enable
peasants to purchase soy bean cakes and herring cakes, thereby

. . . 149eliminating much of the need for mountain grass . The tra
ditional technique of improving the soil quality continued to
be used thereafter, together with commercial fertilizer, though

150m  much smaller quantities , How important green fertilizer 
continued to be for remote communities even in the Taisho period 
is suggested by the fact that while tenancy agreements at that 
time generally included some land to provide green fertilizer,
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a reduction of up to 10 percent of the annual rent where no
such land could be put at the disposal of the tenant was granted

151as a rule to peasants in mountainous regions only . As far as
the economically advanced regions on the alluvial plains and
their immediate vicinity are concerned, we may assume that the
function of organic materials belonging to the second category 

aof fertilizers was at that time gradually taken over by in
organic fertilizer. The application of inorganic fertilizer, 
which is today considered to be one of the most effective and
cheapest ways of organic matter production, offers the best 
possibilities for an annual replenishment of the organic matter
reserves in the soil by increasing the amount of crop resi- 

152 bdues
Let us now return to the problem of collecting sufficient 

amounts of green fertilizer as it posed itself to peasants 
during the late Tokugawa period. As we have seen, self-sufficiency 
with green fertilizer continued to be of considerable importance 
to many communities situated in economically backward regions 
and in the remote mountainous hinterland of economically ad
vanced domains even in the late 18th century. We have seen that

° (See, 59.)
b 153A government survey of December 1950 , which covered only

villages holding a forest and heath area amounting to 25 per
cent or more of their total land area, found the percentage 
of, modern farm households still relying on green fertilizer 
to range between 79.3 % and 87.4 %, depending on the size of 
forest and heath holdings of a village*^. Unfortunately, this 
survey does not reveal the percentage which green fertilizer
occupied among the various types of fertilizers utilized by 
one household. A clue is, however, provided by further infor
mation contained in this survey, namely that almost two thirds 
of the households collected green fertilizer from their own 
land, while roughly one third would use their own resources 
and purchase in addition green fertilizer from other peasants 
As Oguri pointed out, private ownership of forest and heath 
in Japan is generally on a small scale, from which follows 
that the quota of green fertilizer utilized today must be 
markedly lower than that of earlier periods^-^^.
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substituting commercial fertilizer for green fertilizer was 
on the whole advantageous to peasants, so that only those 
who could not afford to buy commercial fertilizer would con
tinue to use large amounts of green fertilizer. While peasants 
in the regions centring around the large conurbations of 
Tokugawa Japan welcomed the advent of commercial fertilizers 
which enabled them to raise their productivity and profit by 
supplying towns and cities with food and fibres for clothing, 
many villages in remoter areas, where such opportunities did 
not exist to the same extent, continued to depend largely on 
their own resources to provide them with sufficient green 
fertilizer. It is with special reference to these remoter 
areas that I would like to trace briefly the development of 
common land.

Land used to grow miscanthus for thatching, upland fields 
as source of green fertilizer, and forests which provided 
peasants above all with building materials such as bamboo, 
timber, firewood and some edible plants such as mushrooms 
and arrowroot0 , all tended to be communally exploited. Rights 
of usufruct, laid down in agreements concluded by the peasants 
of one or of several villages with a view to ensuring regular 
supplies of these vital items, were known under the general 
term of iriai. There were iriai agreements by which rights of 
usufruct had been extended to all produce on common land, 
while other agreements limited rights to a single produce only.^
Q * #As Rein has pointed out, Japanese forests contain a colourful 

mixture of a large variety of trees and bushes, with many 
climbing plants which remind one of a tropical forest, but 
almost no grass and even fewer herbs than in European forests. 
In fact, Rein mentions only one plant which is of practical 
use both in agriculture as well as for human consumption, 
namely the arrowroot (Pueraria Thunbergiana), The leaves of 
this plant, which grows along the fringes of forests, are 
excellently suited as forage, while its roots were eaten by 
the peasants. See, Rein, Japan, 166-74,
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Since the size of common land available to villages could vary
considerably, rights on different produce in one area of common

157land was often split up among different villages . In pre- 
commercial agriculture, only the existence of such agreements to 
provide peasants with all they needed to supplement their 
cereal crops had made repeated cultivation of the same crop 
on their irrigated fields possible. This dualism of wet rice 
cultivation on the fertile lowland plains and forests and 
upland fields to provide villages with other vital produce had 
since the earliest times determined the pattern of land use in 
Japan; it was only during the Tokugawa period that the growing 
market economy was beginning to decrease the degree of village 
dependence on common land.

Whereas paddy land had been registered in the late 16th 
century under the name of the family responsible for cultivation 
and tax payment, forests and upland fields were not linked in 
the same way with individual families but continued to be 
utilized by all villagers in accordance with their mutual

aagreements . Although l n a i  agreements are known to have existed 
already in pre-Tokugawa times, it was only at the beginning of 
the Tokugawa period that the term iriai appeared in official 
documents. In 1609, a notice issued by the bakufu officially 
recognized the importance of common land to peasants by pro
hibiting land reclamation and any other action which would

todeprive peasants of their "places for cutting grass" . In 
spite of this prohibition, iriai rights of peasants appear to 
have been curtailed in the course of subsequent economic de
velopment in many places, partly as a consequence of land
reclamation, partly owing to the efforts by the authorities

158to protect their timber resources . An indication of this 
is given by the fact that in the course of the 17th century,

a On iriai, see, NKSJ, vol. I, 67-8. 
to See, Kodamq, Kinsei nSsei shirySshu, vol. I, 5.
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disputes concerning iriai rights occurred with increasing 
frequency until, by the Genroku period (1688-1704), they 
appear to have been known to all regions of Japan.

When we speak of the restriction of iriai rights, we 
inevitably come across the forestry measures taken by the 
feudal authorities which were designed to ensure the timber 
supply of the economy. Building activities in the 17th cen
tury connected with the construction of castles and the growth 
of castle towns as well as with irrigation and land reclamation 
projects required immense amounts of timber0 . We must also 
bear in mind that timber was the principal building material 
of Tokugawa Japan, not only for the construction of houses 
and ships but also of many tools and implements in use at that 
time. Most of the instruments and tools used in the house, at
the table, and in agriculture, as well as the tools for the

159arts and crafts were made of wood . Regarding the importance 
of timber to the Japanese economy in the late 17th century, the 
German physician Engelbert Kdmpfer made the following obser
vation:

"Firs and Cypress-trees are the most common Trees in their 
woods and forests. There are several different sorts of 
both. Houses and Ships are built of the wood, of which are 
made also all sorts of Household-goods, as cabinets, trunks, 
boxes, tUbs and the like. The branches, and what falls 
down, serve for fewel and f i r e - w o o d "

Of equal importance was bamboo, which Kdmpfer found to be "very
16 Xcommon, and of great use here, as every where in the Indies"

He noted that "several sorts of Household-goods, baskets,
matches, and other things are made of them, as are also gutters,

162and spouts, and the walls of houses" . Siebold draws our

a To construct Nagoya castle (completed in 1632), about 
38*000 large trees had to be felled to construct the main 
donjon alone, while for the whole castle, the estimate 
runs to about lOO'OOO koku of timber (l koku equals 10 cubic 
shaku). In the case of Edo castle, which was several times 
as large as Nagoya castle, a total of between 700*000 and 
800*000 koku of timber had been r e q u i r e d 1 ^ .
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attention to the fact that timber was also required in large
quantities for a number of vital branches of production, such
as, for example, firewood for the production of pottery and 

164tiles . As to firewood and charcoal, it is assumed that these
two items made up as much as two thirds of the total amount

165of forestry products on the market . The large need for
timber was only increased by the frequent fires in the towns
which would, as a rule, ravage whole areas, while typhoons,
which caused immense damage to coastal vessels, called for
regular supplies of timber to the shipbuilding industry. The
considerable volume of timber trade in the 17th century '
had offered a chance to timber merchants in Edo, Osaka, and
Nagoya - the three main centres of timber trade - to found
fortunes by executing government undertakings or by seizing
opportunities for profit. In fact, lumber merchants such as
Kinokuniya Banzaemon and Naraya Mozaemon - both speculative
dealers in building materials - figured among the leading
merchants in the Edo of the mid-17th century1^ .

The need to protect forests from excessive exploitation
had been realized as early as the Kan'ei period (1624-43), but
it was not until the Kanbun period (1661-72), after Kumazawa
Banzan had warned that "eight out of ten mountain forests in

167the country" were exhausted , that domain authorities began 
to take steps to protect forests by appointing officials as 
forest administrators. Government control was established over 
certain forests, known as o-yama, o-hayashi, o-tateyama, motoyama, 
or o-jikiyama. Such measures often implied the restriction of 
existing iriai rights. In the Owari domain, forestry regulations 
distinguished between o-tomeyama where peasants were denied 
access altogether, and akiyama where only certain trees were 
protected and where peasants were permitted to collect firewood 
and undergrowth. In some domains, there were standing agreements
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between the authorities and the peasants concerning the exer
cise of rights of usufruct during fixed periods each year, 
while in other domains permission had to be sought by the 
peasants every year. In some domains, such permissions stipu
lated the amount of each produce which peasants were allowed 
to collect on common land. There were also domains where the 
authorities restricted the number of families sharing iriai 
rights. Moreover, peasants had to pay special levies to the 
authorities for the permission to exercise iriai rights in 
protected forest areas. Strict government measures to control 
timber resources as they could be observed towards the end 
of the 17th century were described by Kampfer:

"No Firs nor Cypress-trees may be cut down, without leaye 
from the Magistrate of the place; and lest the feeling 
of them should in time too much prejudice their growth, 
they must always plant young ones instead of those they 
cut down"16®.

Where iriai rights were considerably curtailed, the 
establishment of a domain forest could jeopardize the self- 
sufficiency of those village which had not yet effected the 
shift from subsistence farming to commercial farming. For, 
instance, afforestation of hara could lead to a shortage of 
green fertilizer, while denying peasants access to a forest 
could lead to a shortage of firewood and timber for construc
tion. Even where access to former common land was granted 
to peasants on a limited scale, fees had to be paid to the 
authorities for produce which previously had been free of 
charge. All this could lead in some places to the ruin of 
poor or marginal peasants, while to most other peasants these 
developments merely spelt additional costs. The fact that it 
was often upon the establishment of a domain forest that 
peasants petitioned the authorities to have their customary 
iriai rights confirmed suggests that such government action 
could be of considerable concern to a community.
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However, neither the protection of forests nor afforesta
tion would necessarily lead to the loss of communal resources 
of a village. There can be little doubt that the authorities 
would, as a rule, consider carefully where to set up a pro
tected forest area in order not to harm the interests of agri
culture. Wherever possible, peasants were provided with 
substitute land or new iriai rights were created. It is, how
ever, conceivable that the authorities were at times forced to 
decide in favour of forestry where the interests of forestry 
and agriculture could not be reconciled. Also, peasants were 
in the course of the 17th century increasingly provided with 
substitute land which was inconveniently located in the re
cesses of mountains, so that expenditure of time and energy

169rose prohibitively high . Whereas in the economically
advanced regions decreasing dependence on communal resources
as a result of the growing market economy had a beneficial
effect on the overall development of agriculture by weakening

170collective control over farming , the sudden restriction 
of communal resources in communities which were still engaged 
in subsistence farming may well have caused serious economic 
problems. The next chapter on the Higo domain will afford 
further opportunity to look at this problem in some detail.
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2. Higo in the 18th Century

The borders of the Higo domain in the Tokugawa period 
correspond roughly to those of the Kumamoto prefecture of today. 
Occupying the central part of the western half of the island 
of Kyushu, Higo bordered on the Ariake bay to the west, and was 
flanked by the domains of Chikugo to the north, Bungo to the 
northeast, HyOga to the east, and Satsuma to the south. Its 
capital, the castle town of Kumamoto, was built on the Shirakawa 
river on the junction of the main north-south traffic route 
with the east-west route across the Kyushu mountain range to 
the Bungo and HyDga domains. The main harbours from where the 
tax-rice and local products were shipped for sale to the mar
kets in Osaka were Oshima on the estuary of the Shirakawa 
river, not far to the west of the capital, and Kawashiri on 
the estuary of the Kasegawa river. The Higo authorities had, 
furthermore, access by a narrow corridor to one harbour on 
the east coast of Kyushu, Tsuruzaki, which was an enclave in 
the domain of HyOga. This harbour was used by the lord of Higo 
and his retinue to embark on their state barge for Edo.

The economy of the Higo domain may be divided into two 
basic types. One is that of the mouhtainous regions in the 
north-east, with the Aso volcanic range, and the southern part 
of Higo except for the Hitoyoshi basin. These regions were 
sparsely settled as a rule and often almost inaccessible. The 
second type is that of the densely populated alluvial fan in 
the central part and the northwestern region of Higo with its 
intensive rice culture.

The mountains cover a much larger part of the domain than 
the alluvial fan does - land which was of little value to the 
authorities until they began to develop its huge timber poten
tial. The topography of the mountains with their countless 
valleys was not favourable to centralized control; even after
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the revision of land surveys during the Horeki reform, many
peasants there found it easy to supplement a living on the
yield of hidden fields (onden) in some side-valley unknown to
the tax inspectors. Although rice could be produced on terraced
, a ,fields m  mountain valleys where the volcanic earth was not

. beither too porous to prevent effective irrigation or too rich 
in minerals, the two factors of a comparatively cool climate 
and cold spring water combined to produce lesser amounts of 
rice than a field of the same size on the plain and moreover 
of a quality which could not be marketed. Peasants therefore 
concentrated on other cereals such as naked barley, different 
types of millet and buckwheat. In some places, peasants grew 
non-glutinous, long-grained Indian rice (okabo, uruchi) on 
unirrigated fields for their own consumption. This did not 
only need little fertilizer and withstood droughts well, but 
also ripened early, thus helping the poorer peasants to tide 
over times of hardship until they could harvest other crops^-. 
During the 18th century, the growing influence of the market 
economy could be felt even in mountain valleys as local market 
centres came into existence along the main routes across the 
mountains. At the same time, other communities well away from 
the main routes did not come into contact with nationwide 
cultural and technological development, and so continued to 
apply earlier agricultural techniques and preserved forms of 
social organization which had already undergone change in the 
more advanced regions of Japan. On the whole, however, moun
tain communities could not be economically self-sufficient. 
Close trade links with a market town on the periphery of the

a These fields were known in Higo as "shelf-fields" (tanata).
b .Volcanic earth, called imogo in Kumamoto and shirasu in

Satsuma, produced extremely poor rice, fetching the lowest
prices on the Osaka market.
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plain were an essential precondition to guaranteeing their
subsistence. There, the village could sell its local products
such as charcoal, firewood, mushrooms, and wooden wares. It
is reported of one remote village, that peasants could not
even grow sufficient foxtail millet to keep from starving,
so that their livelihood depended on their trade with bear

2liver and the hides of boar and deer . The exchange of goods
between the communities gave rise to horse-transport trade,
which afforded to peasants in mountain valleys the possibility

3of earning a few coins during the slack season .
The fertile rice lands of the alluvial fan on the other 

hand, were the mainstay of domain finances. Before the 16th 
century, settlements had been situated mainly along the foot
hills of the Kyushu mountain range on the periphery of the 
alluvial plain, but with the tremendous progress made in irri
gation and in dam construction technology it had, by the late 
16th century, become possible to use all of the alluvial land 
for rice cultivation. The next step in the effort to increase 
rice production was to reclaim land from the sea; cultivation 
of reclaimed land did, however, pose problems which contemporary 
technology often could not solve satisfactorily. Rice grown 
on newly reclaimed land was, moreover, of a relatively poor 
quality which brought small returns on the market of Osaka.
In contrast, rice grown on "old" land was of a consistently 
high quality, invariably topping the list of price notations 
for the rice of the different domains in Osaka. During the 
Tokugawa period, Higo was one of the main suppliers of rice 
to the Osaka market and its rice had a great influence on price
developments. Bills drafted on Higo rice were considered to be

4 ,more trustworthy than others . The best quality of Higo rice
was grown on a small area north of the capital in the Kikuchi
and Yamaga region (johoku- or Takase rice), while rice from
the Yatsushiro basin, another major granary to the south of the
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capital, was already of a lower quality. The finances of the 
domain thus depended precariously on the rice production of 
a relatively small area, which was collected at the time of 
tax payment and shipped to Osaka. Rice of a lesser quality 
from other regions was mainly intended for internal consump
tion. Even after the Tokugawa period, the fertile littoral 
contributed significantly to determining the role of the 
modern Kumamoto prefecture as an agricultural zone in the 
economic structure of 20th century KyDshua .

Besides the villages and hamlets where the large majority 
of the population was living, several communities on the plain 
had developed to a larger size owing to their trade with the 
mountainous hinterland. In these communities, known as zaimachi, 
rural merchants occupied a position of influence already in 
the early 17th centuryb . While it was government policy to

a Kyushu can today be roughly divided into three different 
economic zones. In the north, centring around the main 
cities of Fukuoka and Nagasaki, we have one of the most 
highly industrialized parts of Japan which specializes in 
heavy industry. In 1971* population density reported for 
this region was second only to the urban areas around Osaka, 
Nagoya, and the Kanto area^. Tropical southern Kyushu, on 
the other hand, is one of Japan’s most isolated, poorest, and 
most tradition-bound regions. With unproductive soil on ash 
plateaus and volcanic peaks predominating, the economy of the 
south rests on primitive farming, fishing, and forestry. , 
Between these two extremes on the scale of economic develop
ment, there are the plains in central western Kyushu. These 
alluvial plains, which are noted for their large rice sur
pluses and general agricultural output, today fulfil an 
important function as food suppliers to the northern cities.
The main service centre for this agricultural zone is the 
town of Kumamoto^.
The early penetration of some local centres in the remote 
regions of Higo by commerce and money can be illustrated by 
the example of the town of Hamamachi in the Yabe district 
of the Higo mountains. Although the district was populated 
predominantly by small peasants, there are records of five 
sake breweries as early as the Genroku period (1688-1704).
The books of one of these families, the Shimoda family, show 
that as early as the beginning of the 18th century when the 
firm's activities had spread to dealing in rice, millet, seeds, 
beans, small wares, cords, salt, and ,vinegar besides bamboo 
skins, tea, and cloth, they also acted as moneytknders to 
peasants against pawn'. See, Morita, "Zaimachi”.
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compel merchants to reside in the castle town in order to 
prevent the intrusion of capital into ih e countryside, the 
first lord of Higo, Hosokawa Tadatoshi, had granted town status 
to the largest of these communities. Initially, there were 
five of these towns in the Higo domain, namely the castle town 
of Kumamoto, Yatsushiro, Takase, Takahashi, and Kawashiri. The 
other zaimachi continued to be treated as villages in the domain 
administration. During the HSreki period (1751-64), another 
three towns were added to the list of recognized towns, namely 
Uto, Zashiki, and Tsuruzaki, which belonged to the administra
tive category of junmachi. The significance of official recog
nition of the town status lay in the fact that a town was 
thereby removed from the jurisdiction of the Commissioner of 
County Affairs (gunbugyS) - the county official (gundai) of 
the period after the Horeki reform - and were assigned a town 
magistrate each to deal with local matters. Moreover, privileges 
regarding trade and commerce granted to these towns did not 
differ from those granted to merchants in the castle town. In 
1670, for instance, the retailing of sake was prohibited by 
official decree in all villages and rural towns, except for 
the recognized towns. This gokamachi ("Five towns") regulation 
contributed effectively to curbing the development of other 
centres of commerce and trade in provincial Higo.

As to general conditions in Higo prior to the writing of 
the TN, we are fortunate in having an account of a contemporary 
who travelled through Higo on foot in the 6th and 7th month 
of 1783. This was Furukawa Koshoken (1726-1807), a medical 
practitioner and apothecary from BitchG, the western part of 
the modern prefecture of Okayama. On his journey, which took 
him through all domains of Kyushu, he put down his observations 
in his Saiyu Zakki (Random Notes from a Journey to the West)a . 
His writings are invaluable for the present study as they pro
vide us with the commentary of a comparatively unbiased ob-

Q N5SSS, vol. 2, 366-95.
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server, who had undertaken his journey with no other motive 
than to satisfy his tremendous curiosity about other lands.
His account remained uncensored as the Bitchu authorities saw 
no reason to suppress remarks critical of conditions in other 
domains, all the more since Furukawa made no secret of his 
loyalty to the Tokugawa house. His notes afford interesting 
insights into contemporary life in Higo as they are not re
stricted to observations of a general nature but contain the 
author's own critical and straightforward impressions on the 
state of society and the economy0 .

From the graphic account of his trip, which took him not
only through the comparatively well-to-do regions on the
alluvial plain but also to the less advanced regions in the
mountains of Higo, there emerges clearly the picture of an

beconomically backward domain , Furukawa himself had no doubt 
about the cause of this decay; in his opinion, not the land 
itself but maladministration was the cause of poverty. Upon

a In the third month of 1783, Furukawa ferried over the straits 
of Shimonoseki from where he went first to HyQga on the 
eastern coast, then on to Satsuma on the southern tip of 
the island. There he turned north again, entering Higo in 
the 6th month. Sometime during the 7th month, he left for 
Nagasaki and returned to Shimonoseki in the ninth month.

b As I have observed myself, even the modern traveller is 
struck by the considerable deterioration in the quality of 
housing as well as the outward appearance of villages as 
he enters Kumamoto prefecture on the train coming from 
Fukuoka. During my stay in Kumamoto in 1972, a prominent 
Tokyo businessman was reported by the local newspaper to 
have characterized the economic situation of the Kumamoto 
prefecture as that of an "underdeveloped country". As my 
friends in Kumamoto are assuring me, the situation is today 
rapidly changing, mainly owing to improving traffic connec
tions with the industrial and commercial centres of Japan.
So, for instance, Kumamoto airport was modernized and en
larged in 1972, a modern motorway to link north and south 
KyushO reached Kumamoto in 1974, while the bullet train 
has only recently, in early 1975, begun operating between 
Fukuoka and Tokyo, cutting travelling time between these 
two cities by half!.
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crossing the border from Satsuma into Higo, he wrote that 
with the growth of cereals, plants and trees being no different 
from that in his native domain, Higo was "not a poor countryg
at all" . He made special mention of the fact that there 
were some places where cotton was harvested, and was plainly 
amazed at the plentiful bamboo everywhere. At the end of his 
journey through Higo, however, he had to conclude that Higo 
compared unfavourably with its neighbour to the south, Satsuma;

"As soon as I had crossed the border into Higo, the 
peasant dwellings looked wretched and there were many 
ruined houses everywhere, although at that time I was 
not yet sure as to the reason for this - whether it 
was due to the exorbitant tax rate or to sloth on part 
of the peasants"^.

As he travelled from Kawashiri to Suizenji, Furukawa 
wrote that "although there are many houses, I cannot see one 
which is stately. Nowhere are there storehouses with their 
white-washed mudwalls which are so prominent in the KamigataCJ
area " . This remark is particularly revealing when we know
that on this stage of his journey, Furukawa had crossed Takuma
county, the main rice producing area of Higo with the highest
increase in assessed yield as recorded by the j ihiklawdse;Idnd

fosurvey of the second half of the 18th century . Even here, 
where one would expect signs of at least modest prosperity, 
Furukawa does not mention anything that he would have associated 
in any way with a prosperous peasantry. It is only by contrasting 
his descriptions of peasant life on the alluvial plain with 
those he gave of conditions m  the mountains of Higo that we 
realize that the fact that peasants in Takuma county were living 
in houses was, in fact, a sign of relative prosperity. Asked

a During the Tokugawa period, the term Kamigata stood for the 
region west of Mikawa (Aichi prefecture) and included 
Central Japan (Ctiugoku) and the island of Shikoku.

b (See, 148 ff.)
°  (See ,  22 2 -4 . )
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for an explanation of poverty in the region, a peasant told 
Furukawa that with tax rates being as exorbitant as they were, 
it was impossible to amass riches. To Furukawa, however, it 
was beyond doubt that the reason for peasant distress lay in 
government mismanagement. When told about widespread starva
tion in the Aso region in the wake of successive years of 
bad harvest, he commented:

"Seeing all those empty houses deserted by their former 
occupants, I had to conclude that I had indeed been told 
the truth. The ruler of this land enjoys the reputation 
of a sage in other domains and, from what I heard, his 
minister of finance, Hori Heitazaemon, is a loyal servant; 
so I could not help wondering how they could ever have 
allowed the situation to deteriorate so far that it led 
to the deaths of so many people. As I pursued the matter 
further, thinking that I might have been taken in by false 
rumours, I found out that there can be no disputing the 
fact that there were indeed peasants who had abandoned 
their homes to go together with their families to Kuma
moto, hoping to live there as beggars, but collapsed on 
the way and were left to die by the road. As far as I 
could see, that was not a case of benevolent rule. I may 
be accused of slandering the high-born if I, who am of 
humble origin myself, set down such things on paper, but 
I shall nevertheless venture to do so to a limited extent 
because if I did not give all the facts as I heard them,
X would be guilty of flattery"*^.

Not even the castle town of Kumamoto could improve the generally 
unfavourable impression received by Furukawa who, on his 
earlier trips, had visited the flourishing cultural and econo
mic centres of Kyoto and Osaka. Although he found Kumamoto 
with its 20*000 houses grouped in the same manner as in Edo 
around the castle, with separate districts for warriors and 
the different professions, to be rather larger than either 
Hiroshima or Okayama, he found that "for all the splendid 
houses I could perceive here and there, it was an ugly town
to look at because in between there were all the thatched

12houses of the poor" , Prosperity, it seems, was not as wide
spread in Kumamoto as in other castle towns, although, as was

a Hosokawa Shigekata (1720-85) (See, 97, 97n.)
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noted by Furukawa, more merchants could be seen in the street- 
life of the town than in Hiroshima and Okayama. Speaking of 
the character of the inhabitants of Kumamoto, he wrote that 
they compared unfavourably both in character and dialect with 
people of other towns - a personal opinion which may well 
have been coloured by his generally unfavourable impression 
of Higo. Summing up his observations in the capital, he wrote:

"There are not as many comings and goings of people in 
the streets (as in the Kamigata areaa , H.M.R.) which 
makes one feel desolate.... Somehow, the atmosphere is 
that of an out-of-the-way place"1^.

Throughout his journey through Higo, Furukawa had been
under close surveillance by the authorities. In Sagara on the
southern border of Higo, village officials had never failed
to send a guard along with him as far as the next village.
There, he was allowed to stay only in the houses of village
officials, albeit free of charge. This prompted Furukawa to
comment wrily, that while he was grateful for the hospitality
of the authorities, he realized that this was only done in
order to prevent travellers like himself from getting too
close a look at local conditions^. According to him, Higo
and Satsuma were the only domains at that time where hostels
were allowed by the authorities to carry on their business
between the official stages on a road in order to facilitate
control over travellers. In these hostels, mendicant priests
and even monkey leaders, beggars, and outcasts could stay

15overnight as long as they paid the fee charged . Nevertheless, 
government control over travellers does not seem to have 
unduly restricted Furukawa*s freedom of movement. In the 
next chapter on peasant life in Higo, we shall return to this 
most informative account.

a (See, 87n.)
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2.1. The Reforms of the Horeki Period, 1751-1764.

To understand the content of the TN, we must turn to 
the history of Higo in the 18th century. It was during the 
reforms of the Horeki period0 (1751-64) that conditions 
were created which gave rise to the concern among peasants 
as expressed in the TN. In this sense, the Horeki reforms 
determine to a large extent the content of the TN. First, 
however, we must turn to conditions in Higo during the first 
half of the 18th century. Upon this, the individual measures 
taken during the Hdreki reform will be discussed, followed 
by an outline of the events of 1802/03 which prompted our 
author to write the TN.

The financial situation of the Higo domain in the first 
half of the 18th century was strained. Tax revenue from agri
culture, the single most important source of revenue of the 
Higo domain, never quite caught up with spiralling debts, 
although the total rice production showed a tendency to rise 
and labour, even though not as plentiful in rural Higo as the
authorities would have wished, was at least not decreasing as

cwas the case m  many other domains , 
a For a general introduction to the H5reki reform in Higo, see, 

6 e, "Kumamoto-han ni okeru hansei kaikaku." By the same 
author, also "Kaikaku seiji (Horeki) no nomin seisaku," 
which focuses on the effect of the Horeki reform on the 
peasantry.

b (See, 148 ff.)
Higo belonged to those domains whose population increased 
throughout the Tokugawa period, though only slowly at times, 
even during the second half of the period, when in many other 
domains the population was stagnating or even decreasing. 
According to Taeuber, Higo belonged to those domains with an 
increase in commoner population ranging between O and 9 per
cent in the period 1750-1804, and to those with an increase 
of between 10 and 19 percent in the period 1804-18521^.
Census figures recording the commoner population of Higo - 
generally above the age of sixteen - culled by Oe from ^  
different official sources, confirm this general statement 
These figures suggest that the commoner population of Higo,
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The total annual revenue of the Higo domain prior to
the Horeki reform was put at around 350'000 koku at the most

18by one official source . Ordinary expenditure, on the other
hand, was put at about 430'000 koku for the year 1752 by another

19official document . In the absence of major supplementary 
sources of revenue, tax revenue from agriculture had to cover 
almost all expenses of the administration, stipends of the 
samurai, the upkeep of the castle, and the tremendous costs 
arising in connection with the duty of alternate attendance 
at the court of the Shogun, In fact, the expenses of the Higo 
domain invariably exceeded the annual tax revenue by far, so 
that the authorities were forced to take up loans to cover
the deficit. By 1712, the domain had borrowed, in Edo alone,

20about 380'000 ry5 , the equivalent of about 270*000 koku of 
prime quality Takase rice, but the period between 1730 and 
1745 brought even heavier debts as considerable extraordinary 
expenditure was added to the ordinary annual financial burden 
of the authorities.

The following examples taken from this period give a fair 
impression of the size of these extraordinary costs0 . The

i.e. on principle the population of rural Higo, had more than 
doubled in the period 1634-1734 (from 203*678 to 394*985 in 
1682 and then to 531*248 in 1734), but had then entered a 
period of stagnation, with the following five decades recording 
an increase of only about 1*000 people (1792: 532*174). Then, 
the increase was again more pronounced, with population 
figures rising from 532*174 in 1792 to 553*351, in 1810, Although 
Higo was thus in a relatively favourable situation if com
pared to many other domains, large projects of land reclamation, 
irrigationr-projectsoor flood control to increase the agri
cultural production would have required still more manpower; 
as Taeuber has pointed out, whenever the population problem 
worried the authorities during the Tokugawa period, it was 
"a problem of inadequate, rather than surplus, population"2’5’.

° This expose of the financial difficulties of the Hosokawa 
follows the account given in, Ozaki, Kumamoto no rekishi,
183 ff.
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wedding celebrations of the fifths lord of Higo, Muneyoshi, in 
1741, required about 60*000 koku of rice, orders of the shogun
ate to participate in a construction project on the Tone river 
in 1742 cost the Higo domain about 180*000 koku of rice, the 
reconstruction of the Higo mansion in Edo after it had been 
destroyed by fire cost 90'000 koku, while overhauling the
luxurious state barge used by domain officials for their jour-

22neys to Edo cost aboyt 6*000 koku
Unexpected payments on such a substantial scale could 

upset budget calculations, thus rendering long-term financial 
planning impossible. With an annual deficit of between 70*000 
to 80*000 koku and mounting interest on loans, the total state 
debt was gradually assuming huge proportions. As in these 
circumstances it was obvious that repayment of loans was 
largely illusory, the Hosokawa family found it increasingly 
difficult to cover their capital demand on the market. Merchants 
were well-informed of the financial situation of their pro
spective clients, and so it was natural that they should have 
shown great reluctance to advance further loans. As early as 
1728, the merchant Mitsui Takafusa warned his successors in 
his Chonin Koken Mokuroku (Observations on Merchants):

"It is generally the same story with those who lend to 
daimyS, but the Hosokawa family long has had a repu
tation as an offender and frequently has repudiated 
debts to merchants. At this time, Tsuji, Tamaya and 
Iehara all crashed through being unable to collect 
large sums lent to this mansion. All had these agree
ments to be paid in instalments year by year, but they 
were broken time after time. This sort of thing is not 
necessarily confined to the Hosokawa family. It must 
be considered the normal thing with daimyo who arrange 
to pay in annual instalments"^,

The constant financial worries of the Higo domain were 
indeed proverbial among the merchants of Edo. Punning on the 
word kanake which means both metallic taste and money, they 
joked that a sure means of preventing metallic taste in a 
new iron pot or kettle was to write the name Hosokawa on it^.



93

On several occasions, the lord of Higo could not even leave 
on time for Edo on his turn of duty as the preparations for 
the procession had had to be discontinued owing to the acute 
lack of funds; in 1732, for instance, the state barge could 
leave for Edo only after sufficient donations had been re
ceived from peasants as well as from the population of Kuma-

. , . , a 25moto, Kawashin, and the zaimachi
The reduction of the stipends of vassals to relieve fi

nancial pressure was freely practiced by the feudal authori
ties during the Tokugawa period because financial obligations
of vassals towards their lord were neither clearly defined 

26nor limited . Besides bringing temporary relief to finances, 
this measure could, however, also add to the latent discontent 
among the lower echelons of samurai, who were forced to find 
ways to supplement their stipends. This may be one reason 
why Higo had put off the decision to cut stipends for con
siderably longer than other domains in KyOshu, such as Yanagawa, 
Kokura, Kurume, and Hirado. Another reason was to guarantee 
an economic basis which was independent of the general economic 
situation of the domain to military commanders who were charged 
with guarding duties in the port of Nagasaki and on the tenr.yo 
of the Amakusa peninsula as well as with keeping troops ready 
for the eventuality of a rebellion of the Shimazu family of 
Satsuma against the shogunate.

However, in 1680 the Higo authorities could no longer 
avoid assuming direct control over the fiefs of its retainers. 
Henceforth, peasants tilling such land had to pay their annual 
tax to the authorities, while the holder of the fief received 
his share of the harvest from the authorities (kuramai chigyo). 
This important change, which had paved the way for deductions

a (See, 84-5.)
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from stipends depending on the financial situation of the
government, was only briefly revoked in 1683 and remained in
force thereafter until the end of the Tokugawa period. In
1768, the holder of a 100 koku fief was paid only 13 koku -

27about one third of his earlier income - while the amounts
paid out in later years, quoted by Morita, ranged between
17 koku in 1795 and 32 koku in 1803 (all per 100 koku)28. In
the first half of the 18th century, under the Commissioner of
Finance Kunitake Dansuke, stipends were at times not even
paid out in rice, but in substitutes such as millet and beans.
Although these deductions were known as "loans" (o~kariage),

athey were m  reality never repaid .
Another measure dictated by economic realities was the 

over-issue of paper money (ginsatsu) to which the Higo authori
ties resorted in 1746, This was not the first time that paper 
money was issued in Higo - the first issue had circulated
between 1704 and 1709 and the second issue between 1733 and 

291736 - but it seems that the third issue was even less
covered by silver reserves than the first and second issues 

tohad been , Even the Commissioner of Finance, Kunitake, confessed 
a Writing about ChoshD, Craig has suggested that this reduction 

in stipends "probably constituted the most important single 
factor restraining the rise of the han debt"3 . In Higo, 
given the absence of major supplementary sources of revenue, 
this could well hold true, too.

b Japanese scholars writing on this issue of hansatsu in Higo 
maintain that the third issue was totally uncovered by silver: 
Oe, for instance, speaks of ginjunbi nashi no ginsatsu hakko . 
Now, it is a fact that the over-issue of paper money was quite 
frequent during the Tokugawa period3^ but it is nevertheless 
doubtful whether we can speak of an "uncovered" issue of 
paper money at all. The main reason for this is that the 
technical process of the issue of paper money entailed the 
total withdrawal of specie within the domain (with the ex
ception of the very smallest denominations for small change). 
Specie withdrawn from circulation would therefore in any 
case constitute a reserve, provided it was not used to cover 
debts incurred outside the domain. For this reason, it might 
well be more accurate to speak of an "over-issue" in this 
case of hansatsu in Higo.
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to his doubts as to the outcome of this third issue in a 
memorandum in which he remarked that if even the previous 
two issues had ended in chaos, how much likelier this was 
to happen in this case. He added, however, that there was 
no other way of aiding the ailing economy; although diffi
culties were almost certain to arise when this issue was set
in circulation, the best one could do was to allow things

33to take their natural course
The main difficulty with paper money was that it could

initiate a dangerous inflationary trend if issued in excess
of the total amount of money required by the volume of trade

34 aand the level of prices . This is, in fact, what happened in 
Higo already after the second issue of 1733 which had been 
intended to help pay back a loan of 20'000 ry5 received from 
the shogunate as aid for the famine of 1732, It had caused 
prices of commodities to rise and had triggered off some of 
the rare riots in Higo; so, for instance, in Kumamoto in 1736 
when townspeople stormed the storehouses of rich merchants

a During the Tokugawa period, the issue of paper money appears 
to have served mainly as a means of tiding over financial 
straits3*5. While paper money could not really solve financial 
problems as such since it merely shifted the domain debt 
from one form to another, it could at least stave off a 
financial impasse for some time. The principal advantage of 
paper money to the authorities was the fact that the with
drawal of specie from circulation and its replacement with 
paper money, which could< as a rule circulate only within the 
domain, provided them with the necessary means to cover debts 
or meet expenditure outside the domain where specie was the 
only legal tender. Where regional produce was purchased by 
the authorities with paper money to be sold outside the domain 
for specie, paper money could make a valuable contribution 
to domain finances over a longer period. Wherever reserves 
were inadequate, the feudal authorities relied on the revenue 
of the following years to protect the issued amount of paper 
money and to change back to specie when the currency set by 
the shogunate had expired. At this point, however, paper 
money was often commuted to a new issue on application to the 
shogunate, or was even declared worthless. See, "Satsu,"
NKSJ, 634-44.
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and in Hamamachi in the same year, where merchants had refused 
to sell commodities against payment of paper money. Upon these 
incidents, paper money was taken out of circulation, even 
though only three years of the 25-year currency granted by the 
shogunate had elapsed. Much;the same happened with the third 
issue of 1746. Ordered at a time when tax revenue was so low
that no rice could be forwarded to Osaka for sale, it had to

3 6be called off in the same year. The consequences of this over
issue are described in a petition of a peasant in 1746:

"Everybody was disquieted at the rising prices of cereals 
and all other commodities and when word spread around 
that all paper money was going to be taken out of circu
lation, a big row developed. Merchants hid away their 
sake and cereals and sold none of it, so that many people 
are now on the brink of starvation. The merchants’ re
fusal to sell their goods has become the cause of great 
affliction which is reaching unprecedented proportions."

The events described in this document are symptomatic of the 
kind of economic difficulties which arose as a consequence of 
the over-issue of paper money. They indicate furthermore that, 
at least on the occasions cited, paper money in Higo had not 
been freely convertible or, if convertible, then only at a 
considerable loss.

A further measure resorted to at this time of economic 
crisis was a strengthening of control in rural administration. 
In the Reform of County Administration of 1746, the officials 
were enjoined by the authorities to find out village headmen 
who pursued their self-interest and peasants hiding fields 
from the tax inspector. Harsher punishments were to be meted 
out to those who could not pay their tax; defaulters were to 
be apprehended together with their families and committed to 
village prisons, to be released only after the outstanding 
debt had been paid by their relatives or members of their 
five-family groupa .

Q ( S e e ,  IS2 4 5 ^ 6 : . )
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In the 8th month of 1747, the lord of Higo, Muneyoshi,
was murdered in the Shogun’s castle in Edo. The murder was
officially recorded as a tragic case of mistaken identity

38and the murderer described as a madman . Muneyoshi's death
removed also his Minister of Finance, Kunitake Dansuke, from
the political scene, who was decried by his enemies as "a
poisonous mushroom sapping the strength of the country" (kuni-

. 3 9take no dokutake)
Muneyoshi's place was taken by Hosokawa Shigekata (1720-85), 

an inexperienced young man of 28 years who had spent all of 
his life within the precincts of daimyo quarters in Kumamoto 
and Edo where he had been taught the traditional military 
arts and Confucian philosophy. Throughout his life, he was 
attracted much more by scientific observation of the native 
flora and fauna rather than by political problems, so that we 
may assume that the reforms usually ascribed to him were 
rather the work of Hori Heitazaemon, who acted as his chief 
adviser0 .

The task facing the new administration, as they themselves 
saw it, was to restore the authority of the Hosokawa house and 
to protect the agrarian basis of the domain econmmy. The indi
vidual measures taken under this viewpoint contain a strong 
element of centralization; known collectively as Horeki reform, 
they cover administration, law, education, as well as various 
sectors of the economy.

2.1.1. Administrative Reforms

Administrative reforms were carried out above all on the 
level of local administration. The only change in the set-up 
of domain administration which was of any consequence was the

a See the biographical notes on Shigekata and Hori in, Morita, 
"Hosokawa Shigekata to Hori Heitazaemon." There exists also 
a hagiography of Shigekata. See, Uno TofO, Gindai iji.
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creation in 1752 of the office of High Commissioner (ObugyS) 
to exercise control over the hitherto highest authoritative 
body in domain government, the six commissioners (bugyo).
This new office had been created especially for Hori Heitazae- 
mon, who was thereby invested with powers which, to all in
tents and purposes, made him regent to Shigekata.

The main problems which existed in local administration 
were inefficiency and corruption among local officials. The 
village leaders, rightly or wrongly suspected of being intent 
on their own profit rather than on safeguarding the interests 
of the state, still found loopholes to enrich themselves at 
the cost of the domain administration. For this reason, it was 
important to tie the heads of local administration closer to 
the domain authorities. A beginning in this direction had been 
made already in 1746 when village headmen, to assure their 
loyalty, were confirmed in their office by the domain authori
ties in the Reform of County Administration. During the Horeki 
period, however, many village headmen were relieved of their 
post and replaced by others - a fact which suggests that the 
renewal of the ties of allegiance had not been sufficiently 
effective

In the course of the far-reaching administrative reforms 
of the Horeki period, the domain authorities tightened their 
grip on the rural communities by rearranging local administra
tion along strongly centralistic lines0 . Higo was now divided 
into 14 counties (gun) and between 50 to 60 districts (tenaga), 
the latter grouped in units of five which were mutually 
responsible for tax payment. The district as administrative 
unit may be called a special characteristic of the Hosokawa

a Basic material on the post-H5reki institutional structure of 
the Higo domain is contained in Kakizuka, Kanshiki Seidoko 
(1811). See also, Uchimura, Higo-han no noson seido, and 
Morishita, "Kinsei no chiho seido."
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administration. Administrative units of other domains with 
roughly similar functions as the Higo district, such as the 
suji of the Ogaki domain, the toshi of the Morioka domain, 
and the kumi of many other domains and tenryo, usually com
prised between eight and ten villages. A district in Higo, 
however, was composed of an average of 39 villages with an 
average estimated yield of over IS'OOO koku and could thus
be compared only to the tomura of the Kaga domain with an

41average of 45 villages
Heading the hierarchy of local administration in Higo 

was the Commissioner of County Affairs, who resided in the 
castle town. His directives concerning government of a county 
were handed on to the county official (gundai), who travelled 
back and forth between his residence in the castle town and 
his office in the county of assignment0 . Depending on the 
size of the county, there were either one or two of these 
county officials. Directly subordinated to the county official 
there were the three district officials (tenaga sanyaku), 
namely the district headman (sosh5ya), the official in charge 
of the woodland (yamashihaiyaku) , and the superintendent 
(tezukeyokome), The post of district headman was the lowest 
in local administration appointed from the castle town, yet 
with village, headmen being directly answerable to the district 
headman, this pivotal office vested its holder with more 
factual influence in local administration than his low rank in 
the hierarchy would suggest. Responsible only to the absentee 
county official, the district headman acted to all intents and 
purposes as mediator between the domain administration and the 
village.

Perhaps the most characteristic feature of village adminis 
tration in Higo was the fact that the office of peasant deputy 
a Only m  the early 19th century did the gundai take up

permanent residence in his county.
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(hyakushodai)t a supervisor of the village executive delegated 
by the village assembly, was unknown. Here, the place of the 
peasant deputy in village administration was taken by the 
censor (metsuke) who, although chosen from the honbyakusho0 , 
was answerable to the ^superintendent: ; r (tenaga tezuke yokome), 
not to the village assembly. On the last day of each month, 
these censors had to report to their superiors, among other 
things, the names of those who had shown devotion to agriculture 
together with cases of filial piety, as well as those who were 
neglecting their duties or had acted contrary to domain laws, 
besides reporting specifically on miscreant officials or 
mentioning those who excelled in office. Since the princi
pal purpose of local administration was to ensure the smooth 
transaction of tax assessment and the collection of the annual 
tax, the censors, like all other officials in local administra
tion, had the duty of making sure that within their range of 
duties everything to do with taxation was carried out in

42accordance with the provisions issued by the domain government 
Thus, on such important occasions as the annual tax assessment, 
ordinary peasants had no possibility of making themselves heard 
in the dealings between village officials and the officials 
sent from the castle town when, so the TN claims, most village 
officials shrunk from advocating the interests of the community 
too openly as they were afraid of incurring the wrath of the 
domain authorities*3.

The post of district headman, whose duties included super
vising all sorts of surveys within his district, dealing with 
law suits and increasing agricultural production, had, until 
the Horeki reform, been held hereditarily by members of the 
landed powerful families and descendants of retainers of earlier 
rulers of Higo who had been confirmed in their leading positions 
by the Hosokawa upon their assumption of office in 1632. Inte-

a (See, 49.) 
b (See, TN: 348.)
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grated into the ranks of the domain retainers with fiefs 
between 20 and 150 koku, these families continued to wield 
power on the local level0 . By leaving the earlier structures 
of peasant administration undisturbed, continued tax collec
tion was guaranteed while the Hosokawa were at the same time 
ensured of the loyal support of the old families. During the 
Horeki period, however, the post of district headman came to 
be filled increasingly with officials who were appointed by 
the Kumamoto administration - a measure which was in accordance 
with the official policy of centralization. By this step, which 
turned this important office into one among many others in 
the pyramid of the domain bureaucracy, the close ties of 
district headmen with their land and the local population were 
severed. District headmen now received rather lower fiefs 
from the domain authorities - the district headman of the Yabe 
district, for instance, was granted nominally*3 the sum of 
30 koku. Moreover, they could now be transferred from one 
district to another depending on their deportment in office 
and on their success in administration and tax collection.

This change from personal to impersonal and bureaucratic
rule may well be the underlying cause of the various criticisms
concerning district headmen in the TN. Moved around quite
frequently according to merit, these new district headmen may
well have been unable to take as much personal interest in
the peculiar problems of their district as the earlier headmen 

* cof local origin . Being government officials, the new district 
headmen had, no doubt, greater difficulties to defend the 
interests of the communities in their district against claims

See the list of family origins of 43 district headmen who 
were in office during the Kan’ei period (1624-44) in, 
Morita, "Goshisei," 62.
(See, 93-4.)
(See, TN: 348-9.)
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of the domain authorities. The characterization of district 
headmen in the TN is, however, undoubtedly distorted by the 
author's conviction that these officials were to be blamed 
for all things amiss in rural administration. The following 
passage is a representative sample of the kind of misleading 
generalization often found in the TN:

"Surely, among the district headmen there may be some who 
are able to tell right from wrong. Why is it that they 
seem to do nothing spontaneously? They are always intent 
on carrying out their duties so as not to imperil their 
official position, and just to go on enjoying their 
good life."

According to the TN, district headmen around 1800 had forsaken
personal rule on the local level by making "the levy and

44collection of exorbitant taxes" the only purpose of their
office. In the author's opinion, the district headmen should
travel through the villages of their district whenever they
could spare some time "during spring and summer to judge the

45sowing of the seeds and the weeding of the rice fields" to
arrive at a more realistic assessment of the amount of tax
which could reasonably be expected from a particular region.
Claiming that district headmen had grown accustomed to luxuries
unusual in rural areas, such as "wearing beautiful clothes"

46and indulging in the "various entertainments" , our author
alleges that they were little motivated to take up the case
of their communities, except to pay lip service to Confucian
ethics which liked to depict them as fathers of the peasants0 .

bThe TN also attacks what was known as debt transfer (karigae) 
which appears to have been practiced by some district headmen; 
district headmen who had easy access to the capital of the 
wealthy would grant loans to peasants who found themselves un-

349-50.)
362-3.)

Q (See, TN: 
b (See, TN:
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able to pay their tax debts. With the highest authority in 
the district acting as money-lender, repayment of the loan 
was certain; any outstanding sums were simply deducted from 
the debtor's tax payment.

Criticism of district headmen in the TN may well have 
been based on persons and events known to the author personally. 
We must, however, take into consideration that government 
sensitivity to signs of insubordination and detrimental con
duct in office must on the whole have been heightened by 
the very importance of the post of district headman to local 
administration and tax collection - a fact which may well 
have introduced a bias into the passages on district headmen 
in the TN. It is true that there had been cases of district 
headmen who were reprimanded by the domain authorities for 
calling peasants to their house to make an announcement and
making them squat on the mud floor facing them in the same

47fashion as a lord would receive his vassals m  his castle 
Yet on the other hand, there were also those district headmen 
to whom the welfare of their communities was a matter of 
genuine concern. An outstanding example of a district headman 
who does not fit into the stereotype established by the TIM 
was Kanokogi Ryohei whose efforts to solve the problems 
engendered by land reclamation resulted in marked improvements 
in the condition of many villages in the Nozu district0 . While 
the harsh criticism in the TN may have been justified in some 
cases, we must nevertheless beware of jumping to conclusions 
on the basis of the TN alone.

The office of village headman, too, underwent changes 
following the Horeki reform. Whereas village headmen had before 
held their post by heredity, it was now the district headmen

a (See, 174 ff.)
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who nominated a member of a local family as candidate for the
48post of village headman , Family status presumably continued 

to play an important role even now. Although we do not know 
to what extent the district headman's choice of candidate re
presented an autonomous decision arrived at independently of 
village consensus, there can be little doubt that this system 
of official recommendation enabled the domain authorities to 
take at least some degree of influence on the choice of sui
table candidates on the basis of criteria such as ability and 
devotion to agriculture. There were, for instance, cases of
village headmen being transferred to other villages on official 

49orders . The district headman would recommend the man of his 
choice to the county official who, as a rule, would confirm 
the nomination. When the official approval had been given by 
the county official, the new village headman was summoned to 
the district office, where a detailed list of duties was read

50out aloud to him. Upon this, he had to take the oath of office
Usually, appointment to the office of village headman was for
life. As remuneration for their service, village headmen were
granted the annual sum of 1 koku 5 tc> per 100 koku of the
village kokudaka which they were permitted to draw directly

51from the village tax payment . In years of bad harvests,
this sum was paid out to them by the domain administration.
In addition to their normal emolument, village headmen were
further granted an allowance for writing material and, even
more important, a considerable gradational tax reduction
according to the village kokudaka. In a large village of ber -

tween l'OOO and 1'200 koku, the village headman was permitted
to deduct from his own taxable yield the amount of 60 koku,

52in smaller villages of about 500 to 600 koku only 30 koku, .
The oath of office which village headmen now had to take 

before assuming their post, tied them to the domain authorities
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closer than before. The numerous provisions contained in the 
oath of office relating to tax payment and the administration 
of land and villagers were to all intents and purposes effecting 
a gradual shift in the character of the post of village head
man from that of an advocate of village concerns towards that 
of a domain official. It is only in the light of this evidence 
that we may understand the criticism of village headmen con
tained in the TN. Marked by the same deference towards the 
officials from the castle town as the district headmen, village 
headmen are depicted in the TN as spineless - "When the tax 
inspectors and the examiners say something unreasonable and
give them a scolding, they run around trembling and uttering

53nothing but 'yes, yes', ready to consent to anything" - and
uneducated - "It seems that there are many who can neither
write nor do sums and who must therefore be deaf to all persu- 

54a s i o n . . While on the one hand they were "eager to please
55the authorities in whatever they do" by collecting as much

tax as possible, they were dishonest towards their fellow
villagers on certain occasions, such as, for instance, when

asharing out the tax benefits after reassessments . They are 
not only criticized for their lack of courage in advocating 
the interests of the whole community at the time of tax assess
ment, but for their alleged indifference, even callousness, 
towards the concerns of the ordinary peasants. So, for instance, 
the representations made by the peasant Naosuke, who accuses
a village headman of taking advantage of his official position

bto enrich himself, meet with no response . Here, as in the case 
of the district headmen, further studies would be required to 
ascertain whether there is, in fact, sufficient factual founda
tion for the allegations in the TN.

a (See, TN: 378-9.) 
b (See, TN: 361-2.)
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Below the level of village officials, the village assembly, 
too, was to a large extent integrated into the framework of 
local administration. An official note concerning local admini
stration of 1813, which relegated to villagers the right of 
imposing sanctions on late-comers to the village assemblies,
suggests that village assemblies were, at least in the early

5619th century, a common feature of rural life m  Higo . The 
scant material available today concerning the topics discussed 
during these meetings makes it, however, rather difficult to

adraw conclusions as to the exact function of village assemblies
Extant records of assemblies in one village of Higo suggest
that self-government was allowed but little scope; items raised
related predominantly to obligations of the community which
were connected with its function as administrative unit of
rural administration.

As the later course of events was to show, the tightly
organized administrative system of the Horeki reform may be
credited with having bolstered the position of the domain
administration at d time when traditional structures were
increasingly exposed to the influence of the new economic
forces. That the Higo authorities were comparatively success-

cful in preventing peasant uprisings is to no small extent 
the result of an efficiently organized administration which, 
as we have seen, reached down to the level of the village.
It will, however, be difficult to assess the economic benefits 
immediately attributable to the administrative reforms. Further

For one village, fairly accurate records report a total of 
32 assemblies for the period 1851 to 1854. This figure in
cludes, however, eight meetings of village headmen at the 
district office which cannot therefore be counted among 
village assemblies in the proper sense. The remaining 24 
meetings were again made up of two different kinds of assemblies, 
namely 16 meetings of the heads of the five-family groups,

3unkai - a kind of liaison meeting at irregular inter
vals - and the actual village assembly of all peasants, the 
so yoriai, which took place regularly each year on the 11th 
day of the 1st month and at irregular intervals during the 
year5^ .
See, Matsumoto, "Murayoriai," 117-21.
(See, Appendix I.)
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studies would, for instance, have to weigh the increase in 
tax revenue resulting from tightened supervision against the 
cost of the greater number of subordinate officials who were 
paid directly by the domain authorities.

2.1.2. Legal Reforms

The Horeki reform brought important changes in law to 
enforce the overall concept of the Shigekata administration. To 
cut down on private spending, strict sumptuary laws governing 
clothing were promulgated in 1755 - a measure which affected 
above all the well-to-do. Of greater consequence to the poor 
and marginal peasants was the introduction in the same year of 
a new code of criminal law, the KeihS Sosho0 which had been 
compiled by Hori, together with some other eminent persons of 
Higo. Before then, virtually the only forms of punishment 
known to the authorities had been the death penalty and various 
forms of punishment. Now, the introduction of whipping, in
carceration, tattooing, and reprimand brought a welcome miti
gation of punishment for many lesser offences - a mitigation 
which betrays the influence by Yoshimune's Kujikata Osadamegaki
of 1742 which is considered to be "the high point of written,

58native law m  Japan" . Considerable relief was also brought 
to the peasantry by the abolition of the cruellest form of 
torture, the water-dungeon^5. However, lesser forms of torture 
continued to be applied to extort confessions, though we do 
not know how widely this was practiced. In the case of non-pay
ment of tax, for instance, it was still deemed useful to get 
peasants to divulge any hidden field or the whereabouts of 
part of their crop. In the early 19th century, such methods 
were apparently still common enough to give the author of the

a A discussion of pre-Horeki punishment and the new penal code 
may be found in Yaezu, Keiho Sosho.

b (See, 246.)
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TN cause to lament:

"In this merciful day and age, when the authorities even 
spare the lives of criminals guilty of lesser offences, 
how sorry one feels for those peasants who are still tied 
up by order of the district headman when they cannot pay 
their tax, and then die at their own hand as they are 
unable to endure the pain"5^ a .

This development is also mirrored in the marked increase
in the number of prisons as a consequence of the new penal law
code. Already under Hosokawa Muneyoshi, the prison system had
been expanded from the usual one per county to one in each 
, . bdistrict . On the orders of his minister of finance, Kunitake,

arrest rooms known as aragaki (rough fences) or shichibeya
(hostage cells) had been erected on the site of each district 

60office where peasants were to be imprisoned. On the orders 
of Hori Heitazaemon, who claimed that this no longer sufficed, 
the number of prisons was now increased to several in each 
district^.

True to one of the basic principles taught by Legalist 
philosophy, harsh punishments were balanced by the promise of 
favours to the virtuous0 . One contemporary author deplored 
the fact that in Shigekata's time the basic Confucian virtues 
had fallen into oblivion, with honesty having become "the
Chinese word for foolishness" while the virtues of loyalty

. . 62 and filial piety "ranked with stupidity" , Early efforts by
the authorities to revive these ancient values during the Ho
reki reform seem to have been confined to the ruling class
and' were intended mainly to silence the considerable opposition

6 1against Hori's single-handed domination of government , but 
were later extended to the common people, too. At the suggestion

a (See, TN: 339-40.)
b The number of districts in each county decreased in the course 

of time; in the early 19th century, it ranged between one and 
seven districts per county, depending on the size of the 
latter64 .

C (See, 33.)



109

of Shigekata, filial men throughout the domain were recommended 
and their stories collected to set examples for all the people

Qm  Higo . In 1782, the result of these efforts was published
under the title of Higo Koshiden (The Lives of Filial Sons of 

bHigo) - a collection of stereotype stories with a somewhat
artificial ring. In the TN, too, this line is followed by
suggesting that any number of upright men can be created by
rewarding filial men who exert themselves in their family busi

er . ,ness . Whether this policy met with any degree of success in
increasing filial piety is difficult to guess. The effect of
money rewards in general can be gauged more accurately. During
the Tenpo period (1830-44), for instance, the promise of an
official commendation accompanied by a few barrels of sake
sufficed to get village headmen to compete with each other
as to who was first to complete all the formalities of tax

.65payment

2.1.3, Education

The domain school JishDkan was conceived by Shigekata to
play an integral part in the Horeki reform. By teaching the
sons of all members of the ruling class, including wealthy

66merchants and money samurai , the Way of the Ruler and Subject 
according to Confucian ethics, the reformers hoped to initiate 
a rejuvenating process of the feudal order. Already once before 
in the history of Higo, Confucian writings had been used by

° A similar practice is reported from Bizen, among other domains, 
where under the rule of Ikeda Mitsumasa in the 17th century, 
1*684 persons of all classes were commended for such virtues 
as filial piety, loyalty, and truthfulness, besides the more 
obvious ability at literary and military arts, and good 
performances of official duties^7 .
See, Nakamura, Higo KSshiden.

° (See, TN: 353-4.)
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rulers to bolster their rule, namely in the late 15th century,
when the head of the ruling Kikuchi family, Shigetomo, had

68imported Confucian writings directly from Korea . Now, as 
then, the reformers were pinning their hopes on the efficacity 
of these writings to remind men of their duties and their 
station in life.

The motives of the founders are clear from Shigekata's 
instructions to the first rector of the domain school, Akiyama 
Sadamasa (pen-name: Gyokusan). In a conversation, Shigekata 
is said to have remarked to Akiyama that he regarded him as 
the carpenter of the state. Detailing his expectations, he 
defined the goals of the new school as consisting above all in 
reinforcing traditional moral values and an awareness of the 
division between high and low in society in the youth of Higo. 
Here, Shigekata also hinted at the particularistic concept 
underlying education at the domain school:

"Do not build a single bridge for the finest among my 
youths (to cross the river to the other shore of filial 
piety and loyalty, H.M.R.). Those from the upper reaches 
of the stream should cross there, and those from the lower 
reaches should cross where they are"^.

The authorities did not grudge any costs for this project. A 
good indication of the great importance placed on education 
by the authorities was the fact that in spite of the strained 
government finances, the school was allowed unlimited expendi
ture.

The Jishukan was opened in 1755 and was soon followed by
similar institutions in other parts of Higo - the Denshukan in
Yatsushiro in 1757, the ShukySkan in Sagara in 1786, and the
Onwakan in Uto7^. In the regulations of the Jishukan0 , it was
laid down that the main stress of education should lie on the
ancient texts, without discarding the new commentaries of the

71Sung period, however . Most importance was attached to the 

° These regulations may be found in HBS,vol. 1, 356-8.
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study of the Classic of Filial Piety and the Analects, and
a 7 2only then the Five Classics . This official regulation 

determined to a large extent the traditional outlook of the 
domain school in most fields of study, with the exception of 
the medical school, the Saishunkan, which was founded in 1757. 
Owing to its maxim of going back to original sources rather 
than concentrating on secondary sources, the influence of the 
Ancient School on the Higo domain school stimulated at least 
in this field the adoption of empirical methods of investi
gation. In practical terms, this entailed the abandonment of 
Sung period medical literature in favour of observation of 
disease on man himself. With its departments for internal 
medicine, surgery, ophthalmology, gynaecology, acupuncture, 
massage, and for the teaching of native medicinal herbs, this 
school provided some 300 students with a training in scientific 
thinking. To be sure, since Chinese medicine was inextricably 
interwoven with the lore of Confucianism and popular religion, 
pre-scientific notions exerted an influence even here.

A point of special interest to our study of the TN is the 
fact that, by the last decade of the 18th century, the Jishu- 
kan was under the influence of kokugaku thought. It is there
fore possible that the passages in the TN in which its author
expressed his concern for the native cult of Shinto and the

bworship of mountains and rivers were significantly influenced 
by the nascent revival of traditional indigenous beliefs 
among the leading thinkers in the domain.

As early as 1786, a student from Higo, Hotaru Nagaaki, 
had travelled to Matsuzaka to study with Motoori Norinaga.
From his second journey to Matsuzaka in 1791, Hotaru brought 
back a number of Motoori*s writings which he had copied 
during his studies. These writings became now a considerable

a i.e. the Classic of Songs, the Classic of Documents, the 
Classic of Changes, the Spring and Autumn Annals, and the 
Record of Rituals.

b (See* ™ ! 406.)
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influence on the scholars of the domain school. One of the 
students there, Nagase Masaki (1765-1835), was so deeply im
pressed by the thoughts of Motoori that he set his mind on 
undertaking the journey to Matsuzaka himself.

In the same year, there arrived in Higo a famous man of 
learning and ardent supporter of the Imperial court, Takayama 
Hikokuro (1747-93)°, who travelled through Japan to propagate 
his political ideal of restoring the Emperor to a central 
position in the polity of Japan, Foremost among those with 
whom Takayama discussed national affairs in Kumamoto was the 
rector of the Jishukan, Takamoto Shimei, who appears to have 
taken considerable interest in Japanese literature. In all, 
Takayama stayed in Higo for about eight months. Probably as a 
result of his meetings with Takayama, Takamoto supported 
Nagase's plans to study with Motoori and enabled him to leave 
for Matsuzaka in the same year.

After his period of study with Motoori, Nagase eventually 
continued his journey eastward to Edo where he won the friend
ship of Murata Harumi (1746-1811) and Kato Chikage (1735-1808), 
who were both engaged in kokugaku studies. For some time, he 
also joined Hanawa Hokijchi whom he aided with the compilation 
of his Gunsho ruiju, a huge collection of miscellaneous writings 
brought together from all over Japan. Upon his return to 
Kumamoto, Nagase joined the teaching staff of the JishOkan 
where he was to remain until his death in 1855.

Among his students at the JishOkan, two were to become 
especially outstanding in the course of their careers. One was 
Nakajima Hirotari (1792-1864) who was to become a kokugaku 
scholar and poet of nationwide fame; he did, however, not be
come an immediate influence on the intellectual climate in 
Higo as he did not return to Kumamoto until 1861, three years 
before his death. The other was Hayashi den (1798-1870), who
° Together with Gamo Kunpei (1768-1813) and Hayashi Shihei 

(1738-93), Takayama Hikokuro was referred to as one of the 
"three odd men of the Kansei period" (Kansei sankijin).
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founded a kokugaku school in Kumamoto, the Gendokan, where 
over 1*400 students are said to have received their education.
It is from this school that later loyalists of Higo origin 
received a stimulus which was to be decisive for their future 
lives; so, for instance, Miyabe Teizo (1820-64) who was active 
during the last years of the Tokugawa period as supporter of 
’the sonn5-joi movement, and Kawakami Gensai (1834-71) who, in 
1864, took part in the assassination of Sakuma Shozan in Kyoto.

The influence of kokugaku ideas on individuals in the 
history of Higo is thus clearly discernible. At the same time, 
however, kokugaku philosophy in Higo appears to have been too 
weak to influence the shaping of official policy concerning 
the major issue of national politics during the closing years 
of the Tokugawa period, namely whether to remain loyal to the 
shogunate or to shift their allegiance to the Emperor. Although 
the regulations concerning the curriculum of the Jishukan 
apparently allowed scholars and students to engage in kokugaku 
studies, this philosophy did not gain sufficient strength to 
play a major role in Higo politics.

This was no doubt to a large extent due to the fact that 
Shigekata had set out to build an educational institution to 
revive the traditional social and political order of the early 
Tokugawa period. Under his sponsorship, the traditionalist 
idea had gained tremendous momentum; in the political sphere, 
Shigekata’s ideal was embodied in the school faction (gakko-to), 
composed of men who had all received their training at the 
domain school, which was to dominate the Higo administration 
long after his death. The strong position of the school faction 
in government silenced all opposition from other quarters, 
emanating from such radically different corners as Yokoi Shonan 
(1809-69) who, with his adherents, advocated domain reform, 
and Miyabe Teizo who, on the other side of the political spectrum, 
envisaged a national polity centring on the person of the 
Emperor. It is therefore not surprising that Higo should have
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remained inactive at a time when the leading men of other 
domains had long realized that the weaknesses inherent in the 
Tokugawa polity could only be resolved by striking new paths 
and were accordingly preparing for their role under a new 
arrangement. As Craig has correctly pointed out, "the domi
nation of the Kumamoto government by a single faction of
high-ranking retainers, who were deeply committed to their

. . 73privileges and to the status quo" , was primarily responsible
for the inaction of the Higo authorities both during the Tenpo
period (1830-44), when they did not join the efforts of other
domains to reform, and then during the Meiji restoration, in
which Higo played almost no role in politics. The revival of
feudal values under the aegis of Shigekata may thus be said to
have fairly successfully contributed to protracting the life
span of the domain's political institutions,

2.2. The Economic Reform Measures

Economic measures taken during the Horeki period in Higo 
must on the whole be seen against the background of anti
commercial thought prevailing in traditional circles domina
ting the government in Higo at a time when the market economy 
was increasingly welding the whole territory of Japan into a 
homogenous economic unit. The economic policies of the Higo 
domain were, like those of the bakufu and most domains, con
centrated mainly on solving pressing financial problems rather 
than on finding long-term solutions. While some domain authori
ties were facing the challenge of commerce by establishing 
themselves on the national market with some particular local 
product, the Higo authorities made only hesitating steps in 
this direction. Throughout the Tokugawa period, Higo concen
trated almost exclusively on the export of surplus rice to 
5saka,

1
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This was in accordance with the classic economic dogma
of the Tokugawa period which declared the attainment of self-
sufficiency in the economic field the foremost aim of domain
government. Whereas complete independence from nation-wide
economic intercourse could not be achieved as the lords were
inevitably drawn into the money economy by the requirement of

74alternate attendance at the court of the Shogun , Higo was
singularly favoured by its isolated geographical location to
keep the inroads of commerce at a minimum. Indeed, the Higo
authorities managed to adhere to this dogma so faithfully
that by the Tenp£5 era (1830-44), the only import from other

75domains were horses , In those domains which were situated 
on a main trade route or which were close to the great commer
cial centres, the tidal wave of the money economy tended to 
be stronger and more difficult to control in all its ramifi
cations. There, government efforts were apt to be either 
doomed to failure or to be stopped half-way as a consequence 
of the momentum created by the forces of the market. Higo, on 
the other hand, was remote from the Kinai area and well away 
from a major trade route; protected by its isolated geographi
cal location, the Higo authorities had from the outset stood 
a better chance of successfully following the Confucian economic 
orthodoxy. The primacy of rice cultivation in Higo may thus 
be traced not only tovthe high fertility of the Higo littoral, 
but also to the fact that the pull of the developing market 
economy was not felt in Higo to the same extent that this was 
the case in domains situated on main trade routes closer to 
the Kinai and Kant5 areas or to other centres of trade and 
industry of regional importance.

Whereas other domains with soil conditions which did not 
permit the cultivation of irrigated crops had already at an 
early stage in the economic development been forced to con
centrate on growing cash crops, Higo directed its efforts
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less towards developing supplementary sources of revenue. Al
though it is difficult to assess to what extent the low degree 
of commercialization of agriculture in Higo was the result of 
lacking incentive owing to the absence of sufficiently large 
market-areas in the neighbouring regions or whether it can be 
traced to the conscious government efforts to restrict the 
cultivation of commercial crops to the level required to cover 
domestic needs. There can be little doubt that the large-scale 
cultivation of cash crops was basically undesirable to the 
traditionalist Higo authorities, as this would inevitably have 
increased commercial activities in the rural areas. To control 
the minimum of cultivation of commercial crops necessary to 
ensure the self-sufficiency of the domain, the Higo authorities 
established in the second half of the 18th century several 
monopolies on domain produce by appointing merchant functionaries 
as exclusive wholesale dealers. This was on the whole not done 
with the intention of exploiting the commercial potential of 
such goods, but rather to subject the production of cash crops 
to government control.

Government efforts to check the growth of the money economy 
in the rural areas of Higo are also mirrored in 18th century 
legislation which attempted to regulate commercial activities 
in the countryside. In 1690, retail trade in sake was prohibited 
in the villages of Higo; this activity could now be carried 
out only in one of the recognized towns, Whereas merchants in 
these recognized towns were treated in a privileged manner, 
the activities of merchants in other rural towns were rigorously 
restricted. In 1703, merchants from other domains were prohibited 
from entering the Higo domain. In 1716, regulations governing 
trade in the zaimachi0 were tightened. In 1744, direct sale 
of fish from fisherman to consumer was forbidden; henceforth, 
trade had to be carried out through the intermediary of one 
of fifteen appointed wholesale dealers in the castle town. In

a (See, 84-5.)
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1749, itinerant traders were prohibited from peddling their 
wares in rural Higo. In 1754, Toyama medicine salesmen0 , as 
well as other merchants from other domains, were prohibited 
from entering the Higo domain. In 1789, the import of various 
goods, among them medicine and sake, was prohibited. In 1792, 
peasants were ordered to sell all of their paper mulberry to 
the wholesale agents appointed by the authorities while 
provincial merchants were warned not to purchase paper mulberry 
secretly. Again, it is open to question to what extent such 
legislation could be enforced at all; generally speaking, 
however, we may say that the effectivity of any government 
measure to control commerce in the rural areas of Higo was 
comparatively high as a consequence of the gokamachi regulation

Qand the unusually dense network of censors .
Just as the rigidity imposed upon the commercial life in 

Higo was effectively curbing the development of commerce and 
industry, the Higo authoritiesvwere imposing narrow limits 
upon the development of commercial agriculture by keeping the 
shipment of surplus goods to Osaka confined almost exclusively 
to rice. The determined manner with which the Higo authorities 
set about restoring the domain economy on the basis of rice 
cultivation while at the same time restraining the development 
of commercial structures indicates clearly to what extent the 
Horeki reform measures were determined by traditional economic 
thought. In Higo, the centring of official efforts on rice 
cultivation meant that economic problems occupying the minds 
of administrators revolved mainly around questions such as 
how to protect existing rice land from leaching and erosion, 
how to reclaim new rice land from the sea and from waste land, 
and quite generally how to render the system of taxation more 
effective. Before turning to these problems, let us first look
a On Toyama salesmen, see, Sheldon, Merchant Class, 145, 
k (See, 85.) 
c (See, 99-100.)
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at the few items among agricultural produce which were mono
polized by the domain authorities, namely silk, paper mulberry, 
wax, salt, and timber.

The official encouragement of sericulture was part of 
the economic measures of the Horeki reform. In 1756, a student 
from Kumamoto was dispatched to Kyoto to learn the secrets of 
silkworm rearing. Upon his return, an instruction book ex
plaining the art of raising silkworms and cultivating mulberry 
trees was distributed to all districts of Higo and a wholesale 
dealer (ton1ya) was appointed in Kumamoto for cocoons and silk 
thread. As a result of these efforts, sericulture spread to 
many parts of Higo; by the Meiwa period (1764-72), the mountains 
of Higo around the town of Hamamachi had developed into a 
centre where about 30 young girls were employed by the govern
ment to reel silk during spring and summer. It is not quite 
clear to what extent merchants had been permitted to cooperate 
in this project beyond selling the small surplus within the
domain; according to Morita, the silk manufacture in Hamamachi

76was run by one government official only . In fact, the
activities in this centre of sericulture appear to have owed
so much to the dedication of this official that silk production
came gradually to a halt after his death in 1776 when no

77successor was appointed to his office . The government mono
poly on silk had thus served mainly to ensure a steady supply 
of silk to the domain authorities; silk was not exported to 
Osaka but was used to cover domestic demand. The same held 
true of paper mulberry, on which a government monopoly was

“7 Q

established in 1792
The main effort of the Higo authorities to derive profit 

from a government monopoly was directed towards wax production. 
The first wax-tree seeds had been purchased from Satsuma in 
1724 and had been planted in the Akita county. The seedlings 
had then been distributed to all counties where they were 
planted wherever possible, as, for instance, on dikes along the
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seashore and on mountain heaths. In 1749 - three years after
the abortive third issue of paper money - the authorities
established the wax office (hazekata yakusho) in the compound
of Kumamoto castle to supervise the cultivation and sale of
wax. In 1752, this institution was rendered independent* known
as hazekata onma, it was provided with a fund of 800 kan in
order to function not only as control organ of wax production
but also to fulfil the function of a bank. With the total

79production amounting at that time to over 5*000*000 kin , 
wax constituted the most important commercial crop cultivated 
in Higo. Officials dispatched by the wax office purchased the 
raw material - the berries of the wax tree - from the peasants 
and organized the harvest from domain forests of wax trees 
(hazeyama) with hired labour. Initially, wax production from 
the fruit of the wax tree had been entrusted to appointed 
merchants, but in 1763, a government wax factory was opened 
in Takahashi where henceforth all of the Higo wax was to be
produced. The bulk of the wax production was then exported to
* . 80 Osaka

The centralized system of purchase of the wax-berries gave 
rise to dissatisfaction among peasants. In their petition of 
1769, the district headmen of Higo claimed that peasants were 
not getting a fair price when selling their produce to the 
government officials dispatched to every village from the 
government wax factory. Concluding their petition, the district 
headmen proposed to the authorities that they themselves
should be entrusted with the task of supervising the collection

81 . . .  of wax-berries . Although this petition did not bring about
the desired changes, a new regulation in 1772 relegated to each
district headman the right to appoint a merchant of his choice
whereas before wholesale merchants to cooperate with the
authorities had been appointed by the domain administration.
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Government efforts to increase the production of salta f 
on the other hand, were mainly undertaken to achieve self- 
sufficiency. It is doubtful whether the Higo authorities 
could have developed salt into an export article as Higo was
put at a disadvantage by the comparatively high rate of

. . . . . 82 precipitation m  the coastal region . Moreover, salt pro
duction technology in Higo appears to have lagged far behind
techniques applied by the main producers along the coast of 

83the Inland sea . In fact, during the 18th century, the annual
tax levied on the salt production and paid in kind by the
producers was increasingly inadequate to cover even the re
quirements of the domain authorities, thus forcing them to
import salt from the Inland sea region where nine tenths of 
the total salt production of Japan originated. Sometimes, 
the authorities also had to purchase salt from producers in 
Higo at the current market price. It was only after 1800 that 
the authorities began to encourage actively the production of 
salt. In 1804, men were sent to other domains to study efficient 
methods of salt production and on several fields on newly 
reclaimed land production was taken up. Salt from these fields 
was reserved for government use (go-yoen) while salt of other 
producers in Higo continued to be handled by the salt merchants. 
The export of salt, however, remained prohibited.

Q *For an outline of salt production in Higo, see, Morita, 
"Engyo",
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2.2.1. Afforestation

During the Horeki reform, the timber resources of Higo
were systematically developed, not for export but to satisfy
demand within the domain0 . That timber was not exported in
large quantities to increase domain revenue was mainly due
to the comparatively undistinguished quality of Higo timber
in the late 18th century, to the difficulties of transporting
timber from where it was cut to the sea, and to the cost of
transport to the main lumber markets . The Obi domain (51*000
koku) on the east coast of KyOshu, for instance, which had
been forced by its low per tan productivity of rice land to
promote forestry as a means of guaranteeing its subsistence,
had succeeded in growing coniferous trees with a comparatively
high resin content ideally suited for shipbuilding; that these
forests could be exploited at all for commercial purposes,
however, was due to the fact that they were situated relatively
close to the coast and that the trunks could be floated on

84rivers from the forests to the seaport of Aburatsu . In Higo, 
there was the comparatively wide alluvial plain between the 
main forests and the coast, with rivers which were on the whole 
too shallow to permit the floating of trunks, with the exception 
of the Kuma river in the Hitoyoshi region. Export of forest 
products in the 17th century had accordingly been confined 
mainly to bamboo for smoke-stacks; only from Hitoyoshi, timber 
for masts and planks had been exported to Osaka until the late 
17th century. Moreover, with boats from Higo bound for Osaka 
having to circumnavigate the island of Kyushu to enter the 
Inland sea trade route, costs of transport were bound to raise 
the market price of Higo timber measurably. Whereas the trans
port factor did not matter greatly with the high quality Higo 
rice, this was different in the case of timber as soon as 
other domains, which were situated closer to Osaka, were able
a . > < .On afforestation in Higo, see, Morita, "Higo no ringyo". Also,

by the same author, "Higo-han rinsei no seikaku ni tsuite". 
b (See, 73.)
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to offer timber of a better quality at a lower price.
In addition to the growing difficulties of selling Higo 

timber, the Higo authorities had taken steps to restrict the 
export of timber in the late 17th century at a time when the
awareness of the importance of protecting the timber resources

. awas growing everywhere in Japan . In 1691, the export of
timber was made subject to government permission, but it was 
not until after the HSreki reform, in 1770, that the export 
of timber was altogether prohibited. In 1797, this prohibition 
was repeated and it was not until after 1853 that it was re
moved .

The beginnings of forestry as part of the deliberate 
attempts of the Higo authorities to strengthen the economic 
basis of their domain were somewhat later than in other domains. 
Although some afforestation projects appear to have been 
carried out already under the rule of Kato Kiyomasa, it is 
only for Higo under Hosokawa rule that activities in this 
field are sufficiently documented to allow us to trace develop
ments in forestry. When the Hosokawa assumed power in Higo in 
1632, the forests of Higo were still for the most part in a 
primeval state; the beautiful sugi (cedar) and hinoki (cypress) 
forests, for which Higo is known today, are entirely the re
sult of the great efforts made by the authorities during the 
18th and 19th centuries. Other domains had already at the 
beginning of the Tokugawa period begun to look upon forestry 
as an integral part of their economy and could therefore pride 
themselves on their fine forests already much earlier than the 
Higo domain. Outstanding among these forests were above all 
those of the Bizen tenryo, the Kiso forests of the Owari domain, 
the forests on the upper reaches of the Yoshino river in the 
Tosa domain, those on the upper reaches of the Yoneshiro river 
in the Akita domain, and the forests of the Morioka domain. In

a (See, 73.)
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KyushG, there were fine forests in Satsuma, Osumi, HyOga,
85and Bungo . In Higo, on the other hand, there is no con

clusive evidence to suggest that the authorities had paid 
special attention to forestry before 1700, except for a 
memorandum of 1662 which calls upon village officials to 
report to the authorities any unused land which could either 
be turned into paddy or be used for afforestation. In the 
17th century, bamboo could be freely harvested in the re
moter forests by the peasants, and as late as the Kanbun 
era (1661-73), peasants had been allowed to cut bamboo in the 
vicinity of their village without special permission.

The first documented case of large-scale afforestation 
dates back to 1730, when a large number of sugi were trans
planted from the Wakayama domain to the Kamimashiki county, 
but it was only in the mid-18th century that forestry began 
to be organized along strict lines, with close supervision 
of the areas afforested and compulsory registration of all 
woods, groves, and bamboo thickets. In 1793, a total of around 
1 '200*000 sugi and hinoki were planted on the Oya plateau 
in the Kamimashiki county on the southwestern slope of M t .
Aso under the supervision of Kihara Saiji who combined the 
offices of Official in charge of the woodland and district 
headman of Yabe. At around the same time, M t . Koshiro in the 
Tamana county on the alluvial plain was afforested with matsu 
(pine); no figures are available of the number of trees planted. 
Between 1815 and 1847, around 2'400,000 sugi and hinoki were 
planted on M t . Yoshimuta in the Kamimashiki county. In the 
Kikuchi county, a total of 9'327,000 matsu, sugi, and hinoki 
were planted between 1820 and 1865; the smallest number of trees 
planted in one year was 24'000 in 1837 and the largest number
was 393'870 in 1857, In the Tamana county, l ’OOO'OOO trees

86were registered as newly planted between 1824 and 1829 
Unfortunately, available documents on afforestation in Higo 
do not give information on the total land area covered by
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old and new forests; existing statistics are solely concerned 
with the percentage’ of withered trees as well as with the total 
number of trees transplanted in a certain year. It is, however, 
a fact that the efforts of the Higo authorities in the field 
of forestry had been so substantial that by the second half 
of the 19th century, Higo timber was no longer considered 
in any way inferior to timber of other domains0 .

In the course of the administrative organization of 
forestry in Higo during the Horeki reform, three different 
categories of domain forests (o-tateyama) were established. 
Firstly, there were the o-tomeyama in which the felling of 
trees by peasants was altogether prohibited, mainly to protect 
woodland and heath from excessive exploitat ion by peasants 
and in some cases also to reserve land for the lord's hunt. 
Secondly, there were the oku o-yama in the recesses of the 
mountainous areas for the cultivation of building timber for 
the major construction works, such as, for instance, repairs 
on the castle. This was also where firewood was cut and 
where charcoal baking took place. For agriculture, oku o-yama 
often played an important role as catchment area feeding the 
springs which supplied water to the irrigation systems. Thirdly, 
there were the sato o-yama situated close to the villages, 
often on steep hillsides or on land which could not be put 
to any other use. These forests were generally open for usu
fruct to the ordinary peasants against payment of the special 
tax levied by the authorities.

Land could also be afforested on request by a peasant.
This was known as hyakusho uedateyama and was usually not more 
than a small bamboo thicket or a grove near the house. Then 
there were those forests which had been planted on the request

° During the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-05, sugi from Higo 
received great praise as building material for ships and 
was publicly acknowledged to be of the same quality as 
the famous sugi from Yoshino®7 .
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of a samurai. Whereas samurai could freely dispose of timber 
grown on this land (go-shamen tateyama), peasants were re
quired to follow the strict regulations concerning trees 
even on their small plots of "private" land. When a peasant 
applied for the permission to grow bamboo near his house, 
he had to pay a charge for the felling of each tree still 
standing there0 and thereafter an annual tax amounting to 
between 6 and 7 to of rice per tan for a top grade bamboo

Q Othicket or between 3 and 4 to for a lower grade thicket
The task of supervising the domain forests was entrusted 

to rural samurai who filled the posts of official in charge 
of the woodland (o-yama shihaiyaku) . To enforce forestry 
regulations, forests were patrolled by guards (yamayokome) 
and village forest keepers (yamanokuchi). Strict control 
measures, which ranged from the registration of all trees 
in small groves around peasant houses to the individual 
numbering of all trees measuring over 6 shaku in circumference, 
were combined with the threat of heavy punishment for de- 
faulters . In fact, punishments meted out in Higo for stealing 
wood were among the severest of all domains for this kind 
of offence. In the early 19th century, offenders had the 
character "criminal" (yatsu) tattoed on their body in addition 
to being whipped between 30 to lOO times. Besides, they had 
to pay for planting new trees - depending on the gravity of

89the offence, the number of trees ranged between 2 and 2'000 .
The heavy work involved in forestry was carried out either by
the peasants of the nearby villages who were called up for

* ccorvee or by day labourers , In order to guarantee a plentiful

a In 1860, the charge for felling 25 sugi is reported to have 
amounted to 20 monme 8 bu - a level which it had apparently 
reached already during the Horeki reform^.

b (See, TN? 409.)
c We are told that in 1762, a day labourer received a little 

less than 6 bu 7 £i per day; during the Tenpo/Koka period 
(1830-48), the sum of 2 monme 5 Ibu per day is reported for 
the same work^.



supply of timber for future years, the number of newly planted 
trees had to be considerably higher than the number of trees 
felled in one year, as on the average about half of the trans
planted trees withered after some time and had to be replaced0 
Further studies might establish the average annual timber re
quirements of the Higo domain - in 1737, the authorities used

92about 28*000 trees for various construction projects - but 
for the present study, the figures of newly planted trees 
quoted above will have to suffice to give an indication of 
the scale of forestry operations in Higo .

The author of the TN dwelled at length on the subject of 
afforestation. Pointing out the consequences of such govern
ment initiative, he alleged that the domain forests were not 
only causing hardship to the ordinary peasants by denying 
them free access to former common land, but that they moreover 
constituted a hazard to the environment. Before we turn to 
a discussion of his allegations, here are the individual point 
in the order in which they are raised in the TN:

1) Afforestation with pine trees of land where previously
only miscanthus has grown is the cause for a decrease
in the amount of drainage in the rivers and is con-
sequently blamed for the scarcity of irrigation water

2 ) Afforestation with pine trees causes a decrease in
annual precipitation - another cause of the scarcity

cof irrigation water .
3) The afforestation and protection of former common land

decreases the supplies of grass and firewood for agri- 
dculture .

a Of the 79*976 trees planted in 1820 in the Kikuchi county, 
for instance, a total of 25'720 trees - about 32 percent - 
withered, while in 1849, villages in the Kamimashiki county 
reported that nearly fifty percent of their transplanted 
pine trees and cedars had withered^.

b



4) Horses and oxen refuse forage which was cut in the
vicinity of pine forests} if they nevertheless eat
* , axt, their manure has a low fertilizing value .

5) The decreasing yield of some rice fields is traced to 
pine tree sap in the irrigation water .

To solve these problems, the author proposes that mountains 
should be afforested with cedar or cypress instead of pine 
trees, as these trees were less likely to exert a harmful 
influence on the ground-water. He then exhorts the authorities 
to limit the number of domain forests and generally to study 

- local conditions better before deciding on how a certain area 
was to be put to use. With regard to those domain forests 
which were in the immediate vicinity of a village, the author 
proposes that the district headman should see to it that the 
peasants in this village were granted the right to make limited 
use of their former communal resources.

Are these allegations really justified, or did the author 
have some other reason to launch his bitter attack against 
afforestation projects by the authorities? Since we lack 
additional source material to verify the statements in the TN,
I propose to approach the problem from the subject matter 
and then to proceed to an interpretation of the passages re
lating to nature within the context of the whole tale.

First some general remarks on the limits of a discussion 
of these allegations. All of the claims made in the TN̂  re
lating to the influence of afforestation on the environment 
postulate causal links in nature which are still today the 
subject of research projects in the fields of hydrology and 
forestry. Furthermore, the allegations of the author of the 
TN were without exception based on observations collected during
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a limited number of years without the benefit of modern instru
ments, much less the necessary basic knowledge of the relevant 
fields of natural science. Although diaries of peasants often 
contain meticulous entries on rainfall so that rough records 
of weather conditions could be preserved for generations, peasants 
had no means of measuring, for instance, the exact amount of 
precipitation. The same applies to measuring the total drainage 
of rivers which is alleged to have decreased each year. Any 
such claim can only be made with any certainty on the basis 
of exact measurements ranging over several decades; irregulari
ties in weather phenomena continuing for a few years, for 
instance, easily lead the observer to believe that they indi
cate a new general trend in climatic development0 . The problem 
of lacking background knowledge of the peasants in such matters - 
an ideal breeding ground for speculation - is briefly brought
up in the TN when a peasant says that "we talk only about things

94which we can see with our own eyes" , We may therefore say 
already at this point that the statements in the TN regarding 
the influence of afforestation on the climate must be taken 
with the utmost reserve.

Regarding the first two points, a study made by a Japanese 
hydrologist, Hirata Tokutaro, in the late 1920's has produced 
some interesting results which I would like to cite here. The

° The relevance of this fact to modern hydrology has been dis
cussed recently by V. Klemes in an article ("The Hurst Pheno
menon: A Puzzle?," in Water Resources Research, publ. by 
American Geophysical Union, vol. lO, number 4, (August, 1974): 
676.) in which he points out that "there is probably not a 
single historic time series of which mathematics can tell 
with certainty whether it is stationary or not, for there is 
no way of telling from the record alone to what extent the 
apparent 'changes' are due to sampling errors and to what 
extent they represent changes in the underlying laws. Even 
if we knew the complete set of these underlying laws (which 
we do not), we would not be able to identify the parent law 
of a specific series with certainty, for there is always a 
finite probability, however small, that a particular stochastic 
and even deterministic-looking series could have been created 
by pure chance or any other probabilistic law."
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findings in his report on the relation between the forest and 
water in Japana indicate general trends only tentatively; the 
claims in the TN are certainly put in perspective by the fact 
that Hirata could only present preliminary results in spite 
of an extensive research program involving 39 stations all 
over Japan where observations had been collected during almost 
two decades.

The following observations reported by Hirata appear to 
shed some light on the allegation made in the TN that afforesta
tion with pine trees was to be blamed for the decreasing level 
of river water. Investigating the influence of the type of 
vegetation on the water flow, Hirata found that while proof 
of a direct influence could not be established - topographical 
factors carried apparently more weight in this respect - there 
was a clear link between the vegetation type and the discharge 
of rivers immediately after a rainfall. If precipitation ranged 
below 30 millimetres, floods were clearly more intensive and 
lasted longer in foliacious forests than in coniferous forests.
Only if precipitation exceeded this level did the influence

95of the forest type decrease rapidly . These findings indicate 
that while pine forests cannot be blamed for a decrease in 
the total annual drainage of rivers, they could visibly de
crease flood peaks, provided the wooded area was sufficiently 
extensive. An observation of this kind could easily have led 
peasants to the false conclusion that pine tree afforestations 
were the cause for a general decrease of the water supply from 
springs and rivers.

The author of the TN mentions in this context that pine 
trees were planted in areas where previously miscanthus had

a Hirata Tokutaro, Contribution to the problem of the relation 
between the forest and water in Japan. Forestry Experimental 
Station. Meguro, 1929. This report has been conveniently 
summarized and commented by Victor Hulin in "Contribution 
au probleme de la relation entre la foret et l'eau du Japon," 
in Revue des eaux et for&ts, 7. ser., 68 (Paris, 1930): 444-52.
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grown. This is a rather revealing piece of information which 
hints at a likely motive of the author to attack such afforesta
tions, namely the concern that such projects, where they en
tailed the restriction or even the cancellation of former iriai 
rights, were jeopardizing the self-sufficiency of the villages 
with miscanthus - the material used for thatching houses. The 
fact that miscanthus was replaced by pine trees suggests 
furthermore that the checking of erosion may well have been 
one of the aims of government afforestation projects. That 
erosion was speeded up by the denudation of mountainsides 
and that accordingly afforestation projects could contribute 
to decrease erosion was suggested by Kumazawa Banzan as early 
as the late 17th century, when he wrote that once "forests 
grow thick, so that earth is no longer washed down the canyons
toward the sea after each rain, the stream beds will become

96deeper and the fear of floods will be removed" . Miscanthus,
a plant with relatively short roots, withered easily in times
of drought, thus exposing the soil to the forces of erosion.
Pine trees, on the other hand, were generally better equipped
to protect the top soil as they held it firmly together with
their extensive network of roots. This quality of the pine
tree and its importance in Japanese forests was underlined
by the German forestry expert Hefele when he called the pine

97tree the "last fighter in the battle against erosion" . This 
remark needs some qualification, of course} large areas of 
pine tree monoculture could also have an adverse effect on the 
structure of the top soil and thus speed up erosion rather 
than check it.

Since pine trees could tap ground-water in times of 
drought when miscanthus would have withered, we cannot altogether 
dismiss the possibility that in such periods, extensive 
afforestation of a headwater region with pine trees may have 
noticeably decreased the base flow of a river. This base flow,
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which consisted mainly of the ground-water of a certain 
catchment area, was of greater importance to agriculture than 
the flood peaks. In order to understand this, we must look 
briefly at the characteristics of rainfall in Kyushu.

As is the case with Japanese climate in general, the
weather in Kyushu, too, is characterized by two rainy seasons
each year, the first lasting four weeks from mid-June and
the second beginning in August and lasting until the end of 
October. Rainfall in Higo is abundant; the average annual 
precipitation ranges above the national average, with con
siderable differences existing between individual regions

98within the domain. Ishida mentions for February a total 
of 500-1'000 millimetres for the littoral and 1'000-2'OOO 
millimetres for the mountains of Higo. In August, the figures 
for the littoral remain unchanged, but those of the mountainous 
regions increase markedly, namely to lT000-2'000 millimetres 
for the upland regions and to 2 ,000-3'000 millimetres in the 
mountains. Moreover, it is important to note the fact that 
up to 15 percent of the annual rainfall may fall in a single 
storm lasting two or three days. This highly uneven distribution 
of rainfall throughout the year with two periods of high water 
followed each by a period of low water confronted the culti
vator of rice fields with special irrigation problems. The 
main difficulty arising from this peculiar precipitation 
pattern was that the low water period in May and beginning of 
June coincided with the growth period of the yogng rice plants - 
a stage at which careful irrigation is of the utmost importance. 
At this critical stage in rice cultivation, a marked decrease 
in the discharge of a river could have indeed entailed grave 
consequences. While this may explain the concern expressed in 
the TN for the decreasing discharge of rivers, there is no 
evidence to suggest that afforestation projects can in any 
way be blamed for this phenomenon, especially when considering 
the fact that water feeding the irrigation systems in the

0
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river valleys and on the alluvial plain did not as a rule 
originate in a single catchment area. Only in the case of 
villages depending on a single catchment area for their 
water supply is it conceivable that afforestation caused a 
certain decrease in the water supply. The question as to what 
extent forests were the immediate cause of the observed de
crease is, however, extremely complex and is bound to lead to 
different findings in each case; it can therefore be answered 
only for individual cases after having given due consideration 
to all concomitant circumstances.

The second allegation that pine forests were decreasing 
the total amount of rainfall had been made already by Kumazawa 
Banzan some hundred years before the TN was written, when he 
suggested that cedar and nettle trees should be planted on 
mountains instead of pine trees since their energy would
cause "such frequent summer showers that even without digging

99reservoirs there will be no droughts” . This allegation is 
certainly unfounded for the reason that rainfall is not a 
metereological phenomenon produced on a local scale* the 
greatest part of moisture in the air which is eventually re
leased in the form of precipitation is evaporated from the 
sea. This point may therefore clearly be relegated to pre- 
scientific speculation of the author of the TN.

There may be some truth in the third point made by the 
author which is expressed in the following passage:

"This year, (the authorities) had pines and other trees 
planted on a plot of open land where until last year we 
could cut grass without hindrance. Now that it has become 
a domain forest lined with stakes on all four sides dis
playing notices which strictly prohibit man or beast 
from entering the ground, we are on no account allowed in. 
Those who ignore these notices and cause damage to the 
woods are treated as criminals"100.

As we have seen above0 , it was only the o-tomeyama which
° (See, 124.)
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peasants were not allowed to enter. Outright prohibition of 
access to forests may be presumed to have generally been 
taken as a precautionary measure to protect the new seedlings 
or to allow the forest soil to recover after a period of 
intensive exploitation by the peasants. Generally speaking, 
existing iriai rights were confirmed by the Higo authorities 
to the largest extent possible wherever afforestation pro
jects turned out to clash with the interests of a nearby 
community. Government forestry regulations affected all peasants 
irrespective of high and low, but poor and marginal peasants 
were likely to be hardest hit by the new tax for the per
mission to collect material in the forests. These peasants 
who had until then been able to collect forest produce to 
satisfy their own needs and, depending on communal agreements, 
some surplus to sell on the local markets, now had to find 
ways to pay the special tax or, in the case of o-tomeyama, 
to purchase firewood and commercial fertilizer on the local 
market. It is therefore not inconceivable that afforestation 
of the kind described in the TN could lead to the non-use 
of green fertilizer among the poor and marginal peasants.
Hardest hit by such afforestation projects were undoubtedly 
the poorer peasants in the villages on the alluvial plain who, 
unlike peasants in the mountains, could not fall back on some 
little plot of waste land which had escaped the attention of 
the tax officials. On the fertile plain, every inch of land 
was accounted for in the tax register. The author of the TN 
expressed this fact in the following words:

"The way things are at present, peasants living in villages 
in the deep countryside like ours do not fare too badly, 
but peasants living near the larger villages in the plain 
lose the places where they used to cut grass as well as 
miscanthus and brushwood to be used as fuel"^ .

The fact that the money economy was intruding into yet another
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branch of the rural economy which was a vital buttress of
village self-sufficiency as idealized by orthodox economic
thought. Charges levied by the authorities on firewood after
the Horeki periodt for instance, amounted to 2 mon silver

102per bundle collected in domain forests - a charge which 
was apparently high enough to force many peasants to avail 
themselves illegally of what they needed from the forests. 
Indications that the stealing of wood by peasants was quite 
common0 suggest that the charges levied were too high for 
many peasants, although allowance must undoubtedly be made 
for those who simply tried to evade payment. In the Tamana 
county, for instance, the stealing of wood had become so 
widespread during the last two decades of the 18th century 
that the mountain patrol had to be armed with daggers on 
their round of inspection103.

As to the wider consequences of the establishment of 
domain forests, it would undoubtedly be misleading to trace 
the decaying soil quality;:, to the single cause of afforesta
tion. This argument was forwarded not only by the author of 
the TN*3 , but also by the village headman of Hisahara village 
in the Kamoto district on the alluvial plain in a memorandum
of 1862, in which he blamed the restriction of iriai rights

. , . . . 104 ‘by the forest administration for the decay of his village
Here, so he claimed, crop yields began to decrease as peasants 
found themselves unable to collect sufficient amounts of green 
fertilizer from iriai land; in consequence, a number of peasants 
lost their land by foreclosure of a loan and were forced to 
join the growing number of day labourers. Before the period 
1818-30, during which their iriai rights were gradually re
stricted, they had collected green plants and undergrowth as 
fodder for their animals as well as firewood, brushwood, and 
pine needles for sale in the nearby town. With the proceeds

° (See, TN: 410.)
U.

(See, TN: 410-11.)



135

from the sale of firewood, so the headman continued, they 
had been able to buy commercial fertilizer, but after the 
village had been deprived of this source of additional in
come its fortunes began to decline and the number of resident 
families decreased from 82 to 67 within fifty years. Although 
there can be little doubt that the restriction of iriai 
rights entailed negative consequences at least for a section 
of the peasantry, the simplifying explanation given by the 
author of the TN as well as the village headman of Hisahara 
village can hardly be said to do g»ustice to the complexity 
of this problem. In fact, we know that Higo government policy 
accorded agriculture preference over forestry wherever this 
was feasible. This is confirmed by cases in which all re
strictions on iriai rights were lifted after peasants had
complained that they now had difficulties to collect sufficient

, . . , 105green fertilizer and plants to feed their animals
The fourth assertion, according to which draught animals 

did not eat forage collected in the vicinity of pine forests 
and that, even if they did, their manure had a relatively low 
fertilizing value, seems again to be unfounded. It is con
ceivable that if relatively large amounts of pine needlesv 
were collected involuntarily by peasants when taking away 
grass from the fringes of pine forests, draught animals re
fused to eat it. As far as the fertilizing effect of dung 
from animals fed with such low-quality forage in times of 
scarcity is concerned, however, it is far from clear how the 
author could have established that such dung had indeed a 
lower fertilizing power, especially since cattle dung was on 
the whole regarded as a mere additive to night-soila .

Whereas the author does not stress the fourth point too 
strongly, he attaches considerable importance to his fifth 
assertion, namely that there was a causal link between the

a (See, 59. )
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decrease in the yield of rice fields and afforestation with
pine trees as a result of their sap being washed away by
rain into the ground-water and the rivers and ultimately,
through the irrigation systems, into the fields. This point
was also made by Kumazawa Banzan when he wrote that "rain and
dew wash down a poison from pines so that underbrush and grass

106will not grow beneath them, and such water is bad for crops"
Again, this assertion cannot be upheld on closer investi

gation and we must ask ourselves what the reasons for this 
argument were. Here, we might profitably look first of all at 
the consequences of afforestation with pine trees on the 
environment since it is such observations which prompted 
peasants to infer processes in nature. Perhaps the most im
portant point to be remembered is that there is almost no 
undergrowth in pine tree forests. The dense cover of branches 
effectively cuts off sunshine from the soil beneath the trees, 
while the dropping needles gradually cover the soil completely 
with a permeable layer which cannot retain water. Since pine 
needles take a relatively long time to turn into humus, they 
form a dry and acid layer which is inhospitable to plant life. 
This deterioration also affects the soil structure - and this 
applies to all monocultures of resinous trees - as owing to 
the absence of a steady supply of dead organic matter the 
structure of the mould can no longer be maintained, thus 
exposing the soil vulnerably to the forces of erosion. However, 
although the soil quality deteriorates slowly in a pine forest, 
a similar deterioration cannot be observed outside such forests^ 

It is conceivable that it was the sight of aridity inside 
pine forests which fostered the false notion that pine trees 
were poisoning the soil, all the more since it was common 
knowledge at that time that the roots of these trees have a 
relatively high resin content - a fact which predestined them
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for use as torches. From this followed almost by implication 
that pine tree sap may well have been responsible for the 
decreasing yield of nearby paddies.

Whereas it would be false to assume a deleterious effect 
of ground-water from pine forests on the arable, there is the 
possibility that such water may not have had quite the same 
fertilizing effect as water flowing through foliacious forests, 
since it had a considerably lower organic matter content. If 
this can be said to have had a measurable effect on the crop 
yield as is claimed by the author ot the TN - and we have no 
way of ascertaining at this point whether this was indeed so - 
this would then have been due to the absence of an ingredient 
in water rather than to the presence of some toxic matter.

Considered as a whole, these allegations against afforesta
tion with pine trees appear to lack substance, although the 
possibility that afforestation may at least in isolated cases 
have been partly to blame for the grievances listed in the TN 
cannot be excluded altogether. However, as I have outlined 
above, major afforestation projects on record in Higo were 
far from being confined to pine trees; in fact, with the ex
ception of the afforestation of Mt. Koshiro in the last decade 
of the 18th century, trees used for large-scale afforestation 
projects belonged predominantly to the cedar and cypress 
varieties. We must therefore assume that afforestations with 
pine trees attacked by the author of the TN were smaller under
takings on a local level which were intended primarily to gain 
timber or, depending on the topography, to afford better pro
tection against erosion. Wherever afforestation projects 
brought long-term profit to the nearby communities by making 
additional timber supplies for construction available to the 
villages, by assigning a useful purpose to waste land, and by 
creating new opportunities for wage labour, it may well be 
that peasants derived on the whole more profit than the author 
of the TN was ready to admit. On the other hand, where forestry
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regulations restricted iriai rights to a considerable extent, 
afforestation could entail hardship for the poorer sections 
of the peasantry - those who were most dependent on the free 
supplies of essential raw materials from forests.and grassland.

To understand the whole passage on rivers and forests 
in the TN, I believe that we have to go back to what has been 
said already about traditional political philosophy in the 
first chapter0 . There we have seen that the concept of an 
interdependent relationship between phenomena in society and 
in nature has a long tradition in the philosophy of China and 
Japan. In nature, the eye of the trained Confucian moralist 
detects symptoms which indicate disharmony in society and 
which can be interpreted as portents. In the writings of 
Kumazawa Banzan, this idea was applied to conditions in Japan 
when he wrote that:

"...mountains and rivers are the foundation of a country. 
In recent years, mountain forests have been neglected 
so that rivers are becoming shallow. These are causing 
great loss to the state. Ever since olden times, such 
things have been an omen of general disorder"-^ .

The solution then proposed by Kumazawa pertains to forestry;
by implication, it is, however, also political, since it aims
at re-establishing good order not only in nature but at the
same time in society, too. A similar note is struck in the TN
when the author states that "mountains and rivers must retain

108their original form" . This suggests that the attack launched 
against government afforestation was in reality a projection 
of the author's political views on nature.

This is not to say that authors like Kumazawa or the 
author of the TN used forestry merely for purposes of imagery 
to express their political argument in an indirect and veiled 
form, for topographical and metereological conditions in Japan 
have always confronted Japanese administrators with tremendous

° (See, 32, 32n.)
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problems. For our purpose of culling information on peasant 
life in Higo from the TN, it is, however, important to bear 
in mind that the passages on nature in the TN are to a con
siderable extent distorted by the political philosophy super
imposed on actual problems of forestry and water management. 
Only if we bear this in mind are we able to look at the 
grievances listed with the necessary detachment for an ob
jective assessment of the situation. Although grievances of 
the kind listed in the TN appear to have existed on a local 
level, we cannot at present say how widespread they were in 
Higo around 1800. Further studies to find out more about the 
impact of local afforestations on nearby villages might well 
yield valuable results,

2.2.2. The Land Tax

Let us now turn to the measures taken by the authorities 
to promote the cultivation of rice. As we have already seen, 
the economic measures during the Horeki reform were aimed at 
achieving self-sufficiency of Higo above all by consolidating 
the agrarian basis of the domain economy. With rice being the 
main export article of Higo, efforts by the authorities to 
increase the amount of specie gained from the sale of surplus 
produce was directed almost entirely to the various problems 
connected with the cultivation of rice and its collection by 
the tax officials. In this connection, the question of how 
tax was to be assessed assumed considerable importance. In 
order to understand the background of the discussion on tax 
assessment in the TN, I would like to trace first of all the 
main development in the tax assessment procedure in Tokugawa 
Japan.

During the Tokugawa period, there were basically two
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different methods of tax assessment, namely the kemi method 
and the j omen method. The kemi method represents the earlier 
stage of taxation policy in Tokugawa Japan; it aimed at 
securing as high a share of the crop as possible for the 
authorities each year by means of annual inspections of the 
rice fields shortly before the harvest. While this method 
guaranteed an exact determination of the amount of tax which 
peasants could pay without jeopardizing their livelihood, it 
had important drawbacks which, though mattering little in 
traditional agriculture, were brought out in relief by the 
considerable progress made in the field of agricultural 
technology during the late 17th and the 18th century. Peasants 
were kept from their work during the busy harvest season while 
the assessment was in progress and the officials from the 
castle town had to be entertained at the expense of the 
villages. Contemporary Confucian writers deplored the wide
spread custom of offering bribes to the officials on such 
occasions in the hope of securing special consideration for
the village in the matter of taxes which they suspected of

109decreasing domain revenue . One of the most decisive factors 
forcing the authorities to seek new ways of assessing the tax 
was the development of new strains of rice to suit particular 
soil conditions, and of which several could be met in one 
village0 . As different strains ripened at different times, 
the agricultural seasons of sowing and harvesting got less 
clearly defined, thus rendering annual assessments impracticable. 
Another factor pressing for a reform of tax assessment was 
the growing importance of second crops, mostly winter cereals, 
which had to be planted immediately after the rice harvest.

° Between the early 17th and the mid-19th century, the number 
of rice varieties increased from 177 to 2'363. Although this 
figure may be considered to exaggerate the increase, it 
nevertheless indicates the degree of effort put into developing 
strains of rice suited to local soil conditions during the 
Tokugawa period. See, Smith, Agrarian Origins, 94-5.
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The market economy, too, pressed for an immediate collection 
of the rice as soon as it was ripe; with rice prices changing 
daily, a delay in the collection of rice owing to a compli
cated tax assessment procedure could cause considerable fi
nancial losses. Unless rice was of an almost unrivalled quality, 
it was therefore in the interest of a domain to attempt to 
have their excess rice delivered to the market in Osaka as 
long as stocks were low to profit from high prices.

It is for these reasons that the jomen method, by which
the amount of tax was fixed for a number of years ahead,
gradually replaced the kemi method in most areas of Japan.
Early attempts at introducing this new method date back.to
the mid-17th century; one authority names the Todo domain
in the Iga/lse region in 1653 and the Matsuyama domain in the

110Iyo region in 1667 . It seems, however, that it was only
during the first half of the 18th century that the j omen 
method spread to other regions. The principal reasons speaking 
in favour of its introduction were summed up in a memorial 
presented to the bakufu during the Kyoho period'^'*'. This docu
ment stressed the aspect that peasants who knew beforehand 
how much tax they would have to pay would strive to raise their 
crop yield so as to benefit from as high a surplus0 as 
possible. By giving implicit recognition to the profit motive 
of peasants to raise agricultural output, the j omen method 
marks to some extent the renunciation of traditional concepts 
underlying taxation policy of the early Tokugawa period. The 
j5men method may thus be said to represent an advanced stage 
in tax assessment of the Tokugawa period. Another important 
argument in the same document was that the costly annual 
assessment could be dropped, thus cutting not only the direct 
costs caused by the numerous administrators but also the in
direct losses ascribed to corruption among tax officials. The

a By "surplus" is meant what was left to the peasant after 
taxes.
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author of the above petition moreover made mention of the fact 
that the jomen method would render long-range budgetary calcu
lations easier, as the annual revenue would then be known 
several years ahead.

When discussing matters of taxation in Tokugawa Japan, 
we must bear in mind that tax rates were always related to 
the assessed yield of a village, the kokudaka, whether fixed 
annually or for several years at a time. This datum had been 
established during the 17th century and was based on an 
examination of the soil quality of the different rice fields 
and the amount of crop which they were expected to yield, 
while the yield of other fields was converted to rice equiva
lents. Subsequent tax assessments merely extrapolated the 
expected harvest yield of all fields of a village and then 
established the percentage which had to be paid less or, in
years of abundant harvests, in excess of the usual annual

a . btax . Material presented by Smith suggests that land had
commonly ceased, from about 1700 on, to be periodically sur- 

112veyed ; from this follows that wherever productivity of the
land could be raised, the tax burden of peasants saw a rela-

113tive decline in the course of time.
It is with respect to this peculiarity of taxation 

during the Tokugawa period that the relative merits of the 
kemi and the j omen methods are most evident, for with the 
kemi method it was possible to correct the original assess
ment of the soil quality and the expected yield and to adjust 
the amount of tax to be paid each year to actual conditions.
In this way, the annual tax could faithfully follow fluctu
ations in agricultural production even without periodically 
revising the village kokudaka. With the j omen method, on the
a This is the method followed in Higo until the time the TN 

was written. (See, TN: 341-2.)
See, Smith, "Land Tax".
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other hand, the amount of tax to be paid each year was fixed
for a number of years ahead on the basis of the tax returns
of the past decades, with allowances being made for the distance
over which the tax rice had to be transported to the official
storehouse by the peasants. Provided there were only minor
fluctuations of crop yields within such a period, peasants
stood a good chance to accrue some surplus if they managed
to increase productivity by their industriousness and the
judicious application of resources. Contrary to what might
be expected, the authorities apparently did not raise the
tax rate after a stipulated period of five, ten or fifteen
years to reap the fruits of increased productivity. As the
example of the bakufu shows, the temptation to do so certainly
existed when the new method was first tried out, but it
appears that it could not be put into practice. Evidence of
this may be found in a decree of the 4th month of 1728 where
it is stated that those villages paying an ’’adequate'' tax
rate, i.e. 50 percent of the assessed yield in accordance
with the official policy of gokSgomin (half to the authorities
and half to the peasant) would be permitted to have their
tax rate fixed for five, ten, or even fifteen years, whereas
those villages which had not yet reached this level of taxa-

114tion would be granted shorter periods only . In the same 
decree it is further laid down that until that time the tax 
rate had always been raised upon termination of one tax period 
but that this practice would henceforth be restricted to those 
villages which had not yet reached the level of 50 percent.

Judging from this, it seems that conditions did not per
mit the raising of the tax rate at will;- a fact which at 
least the bakufu realized only after initial attempts to raise 
the tax rate had ended in failure. The reasons why the tax 
rate was not periodically adjusted were no doubt manifold.
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For one, re-assessing productivity required too massive an 
administrative effort; for another, the fear of resistance 
by peasants who stood to lose what their dedication to agri
culture had wrought from the soil may well have played a 

115role, too . We must furthermore take into account that much 
of the rise in productivity was an immediate result of the 
intensive application of commercial fertilizer; if the present 
level of production was to be maintained - let alone increased - 
peasants had to be left with sufficient resources to purchase 
this vital commodity. An upper limit to the tax rate was 
furthermore set by the fact that periodically raising the tax 
rate or the assessed yield would have put too heavy a burden 
on those peasants who, for some reason, had not contrived to 
increase the yield of their fields. To this might be added 
that only a isizable surplus in normal years enabled the 
peasants to comply with one of the pivotal stipulations of 
the j omen method, namely to supplement a deficiency in their 
tax payment in another year. In fact, the considerable fluctu
ations in harvest yields made it impossible after some time 
to employ the j omen method without subtracting substantially 
from its essence by re-introducing a possibility to have the 
fixed amount of tax lowered in years of exceptionally bad 
harvests. Such re-assessments, generally known as hamen kemi, 
meant in fact nothing less than a temporary return to the 
kemi method.

The policies of the shogunate relating to the jomen 
method may serve as illustration of the difficulties with 
which feudal authorities were faced when introducing the 
j omen method. In 1718, the bakufu ordered villages on their 
land to make preparations for the change-over to the new 
method. At first, the j5men method was confined to villages 
which had had relatively little fluctuation in their crop 
yield in the past; in 1722, this initial precaution was 
dropped and the jomen method was introduced quite widely on
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tenryo. In the same year, the shogunate declared that re
assessment would still be possible after bad harvests, even 
with the j omen method. At first, re-assessment was granted 
only if all peasants of a village applied for it unanimously, 
but this regulation was changed in 1727 when peasants could 
apply for a re-assessment provided losses sustained were 
exceeding fifty percent of the assessed yield in a single 
village. In 1728, the scale of losses entitling to re-assess- 
ment was lowered to .forty percent and in 1730, the possi
bility of re-assessment was extended to upland fields, too.
In 1734, the ratio of losses to assessed yield which entitled 
to re-assessment was finally lowered to thirty percent and
was to remain at this level until the end of the Tokugawa 

116period . The decision to lower the rate of losses entitling 
to re-assessment from the initial fifty to thirty percent 
suggests that the rigidity of the idea underlying the jomen 
method as it had been implemented at first had turned out to 
be quite unrealistic in practice. The introduction of the re
assessment within the framework of the j omen method meant, 
in fact, that the authorities now had to shoulder part of the 
risk of bad harvests - a risk which had been shifted initially 
to the peasants in return for the chance offered to them to 
accrue wealth. The concession granted by the shogunal authori
ties thus made it possible for many peasants to profit from 
increased production in normal years without being compelled 
to tap such wealth as they were able to accrue to supplement 
the larger deficiencies in their tax payment. There can be 
little doubt that this regulation, which combined the advantages 
of the kemi method in years of bad harvests with the advantages 

^he j omen method in years of relatively good harvests, was 
one of the most important pre-conditions to the considerable 
improvement in the quality of life of a vast number of
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peasant families in the Tokugawa period.
This brings us to another aspect of the .jomen method, 

namely its effect on the different segments of the peasantry.
The same principle which predestined the j omen method for the 
economically advanced regions where a sufficiently high in
crease in the productivity of agriculture permitted the shifting 
of all but the most drastic losses to the peasantry also 
favoured primarily those peasants who managed to raise the 
productivity of their arable. Wealthy peasants with relatively 
large holdings of good-quality rice land and upland dry fields 
had less difficulty to supplement an eventual tax deficiency 
on one field with surplus produce from another field which 
had yielded amply. Poor and marginal peasants, on the other 
hand, had less land and were therefore on the whole not in a 
position to spread the risks of crop failure over as many 
different crops on paddies and dry fields. For this reason, 
this method of assessment was not welcomed without reservations 
by the poor and marginal peasants, of whom there were a great 
many, who were not provided with sufficient funds to increase 
productivity to the extent where they, too, could have derived 
full benefit from the advantages of the j5men method. Moreover, 
the rigidity introduced into the payment of taxes posed a

117constant threat to solvency for this segment of the peasantry 
The j omen method thus benefitted above all those among the 
peasants who were most industrious and eager to raise 
productivity; by rewarding judicious application of resources, 
this method of tax assessment may be said to have been a major 
incentive to progressive farming. At the same time, there can 
be no denying the fact that a few decades after its intro
duction, the benefits of-.the j omen method began to spread in
creasingly to wider circles of the peasantry.

Bearing in mind what has been said above, let us now turn 
to Higo again. Here, the j omen method was put into effect on 
a limited scale in 1754. This decision had to be revoked
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shortly afterwards because of a series of bad harvests and 
it was not until 1803 that the j omen method was at last 
introduced in Higo. By not making other attempts at intro
ducing the j omen method in the following five decades, tax 
assessment in Higo remained fixed in the first stage of 
tax assessment considerably longer than in other domains, 
with all that this entailed for agriculture and the peasantry.

Here, the question arises as to why this course should 
have been followed by the Higo authorities. While a tempo
rary return to the kemi method would have been nothing extra
ordinary, the decision of the Higo authorities not to make 
another attempt for so long suggests that there must have 
been other cogent reasons for not doing so. Tentatively 
speaking, we may say that the fact that the kemi method 
harboured less danger of placing too great a burden on small 
peasants may well have loomed large in the mind of the 
authorities - a factor which assumed special importance in 
the comparatively little-developed agrarian economy of Higo 
which had not yet realized the sort of general increase in 
productivity that could be witnessed in the agriculture of 
other regions of Japan, Then, the Higo authorities may also 
have been aware of the fact that any surplus accrued by 
peasants as a result of the j omen method was not only an 
incentive to improving productivity of agriculture, but at 
the same. 1:time a potential threat to the traditional social 
order as growing wealth among the peasants almost inevitably 
spurred the commercialization of agriculture - a factor 
which would undoubtedly be given due consideration by authori
ties following traditionalist lines with such consistency.

As to the tax base which was not revised regularly, Higo 
does not constitute an exception to the tendency observed by 
Smith in widely scattered areas of Japan0 . In fact, tax

° (See, 142, 142n.)
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assessment in Higo was based on the jinarashi t a land survey 
dating back to the Kan'ei period (1624-44) which had been 
ordered by the Hosokawa upon their transfer to Higo, The 
revision of these tax registers was now taken up by the Shige- 
kata administration as one of the measures of the Horeki 
reform. The new survey, known as jihikiawase, was begun in 
1757 and was not completed until 1769. The aim pursued with 
this new survey was to discover reclaimed land not yet 
entered in the tax register, to strike off fields which were 
no longer cultivated, and to confirm whether fields still 
had the same size as the one entered in the earlier tax 
registers. The new survey moreover kept track of crop sub
stitution, above all substitution of irrigated crop for un- 

118irrigated crops . During these twelve years of painstaking
work, altogether 700 cho of arable were added to the tax

* . aregisters .
This considerable addition to the total area of arable

in Higo is probably the single most important factor to
account for the increase in assessed yield (gendaka) reported

bby Morishita for the period between 1736 and around 1810 .

a That not all hidden fields were found out is shown by the 
fact that the period of 1885 to 1890 saw an increase in
annual taxed rice field area of 11.8 percent and 10.7 percent
between 1890 and 1920. According to Nakamura, this increase 
can only be attributed to the registration of previously 
unregistered land or the proper classification of previously 
misclassified land^^.
Unfortunately, the figures for 1634 and 1650 given in his 
chart do not permit to compute the rise in assessed yield
for the whole of Hosokawa rule in Higo, since these figures
belong to the category of godaka, i.e. official estimates 
to be submitted to the bakufu for purposes of record and 
therefore often rather lower than the actual assessed yield, 
especially in the case of tozama lords. The figures reported 
for these two years indicate only a negligible change, namely 
a decrease from 541'170 koku in 1634 to 540'132 koku in 1650.
Complete sets of gendaka figures of all counties are listed
only for the years 1736 and around 1810, thus recording the 
change in assessed yield during a period into which fell the 
new land survey as well as the change-over to the jomen 
method. The gendaka of 1736 is given as 736'210 koku, while
that of around 1810 is 781*167 koku-^O,
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Of the total increase in assessed yield of 44*957 koku, 
only 15*445 koku were added to the tax registers by the 
|j ihikiawase land survey while 29*512 koku were the result 
of land reclamation after the jihikiawase. The former figure 
may well include increases in productivity as a result of 
improved agricultural technology besides enlargement of old 
fields, but without further investigation it is impossible 
to assess the extent to which each of these two factors 
contributed to the total increase of production on old fields. 
The overall increase in assessed yield of old fields in Higo 
amounted thus to only 2.1 percent - significantly less than 
the 4 percent increase in assessed yield as a result of land 
reclamation.

It is revealing to see how this relatively small increase 
in assessed yield on old fields was distributed among the 
individual counties of Higoa . Of the fifteen counties listed, 
ten counties show an increase in assessed yield while the 
remaining five show a decrease. The rise of assessed yield was 
most marked in those counties which had a long tradition as 
rice producing areas; in Takuma county (the modern Hotaku-gun), 
which was the main rice producing area of Higo, assessed 
yield rose by 7.9 percent, in Kikuchi county, which was also 
famous for the high quality of its rice, assessed yield in
creased by 5.5 percent while the corresponding figure for the 
Tamana county was 5 percent and 2.7 percent for the Goshi 
county (today integrated in the Kikuchi-gun). This increase 
in assessed yield of the main rice producing areas of Higo 
indicates the degree to which the tax base could be raised in 
these relatively well-to-do areas on the littoral without 
unduly endangering poor and marginal peasants.

a The following discussion is based on the chart of assessed 
yield in, Morishita, "Kinsei no chihoseido," 20.
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Figures of rises of assessed" yield are; further put 
into perspective as we take into account the separately 
listed shindendaka figures which indicate the increase of 
assessed yield as a result of land reclamation. In fact, of 
the five counties with an absolute decrease in assessed 
yield, it was only in two counties, namely in Akita and Uto, 
where land reclamation had not assumed sufficiently large 
proportions to balance the decrease in assessed yield on 
old fields. In those counties which had succeeded in raising 
the production on old land, land reclamation added 'sxzably 
to the total assessed yield; looking at the major rice- 
producing areas, we can see that in almost every case the 
addition of new arable had contributed to the total rise 
in assessed yield almost to the same degree that had the 
rise of production on old landa.

It is highly unlikely that the:., relatively small in
crease in assessed yield represents the total increase in 
crop yield realized in seven decades. We know from the 
Kinai area, for instance, that it was well within the possi
bilities of Japanese peasants as early as the 17th century
to raise crop yields of land planted to rice by approximatively

12175 percent within roughly a century . It is true that the
private records of the Commissioner of Finance Shimada
Katsuji put the total assessed yield of Higo for 1812 at

122over 910*000 koku - a figure which would bring us closer 
to what one would expect to find in a domain known for its 
superior rice production. However, we do not know what this 
claim was based on, and so it is impossible at present to 
explain the difference of over 100*000 koku between the 
official assessment and the figure mentioned by Shimdda.

a The increase in assessed yield as a result of land recla
mation (figures in brackets indicate the rise of assessed 
yield on old fields) amounted to 4.5 percent in Takuma 
(7.9 percent), 4.6 percent in Tamana (5 percent), 5.3 per
cent in Kikuchi (5.5 percent), and 3.9 percent in Goshi 
(2.7 percent).
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Shimada may well have been prone to exaggerate the beneficial 
effects brought about by the j5men method which was intro
duced during his period in office; we would therefore be 
well-advised to subject his estimate to further scrutiny 
before accepting it at face value.

How can the relatively low increase in assessed yield in 
Higo be accounted for? Could it be that the jihikiawase land 
survey had taken only partial cognizance of rises in produc
tivity, as might have been the case if prime attention was 
paid by the administrators to discover increases in the 
area of arable rather than on re-assessing productivity? Or 
was productivity indeed slower to rise in Higo than in the 
economically advanced regions of Japan? The problem of the 
extent to which Higo increased its agricultural production 
constitutes an enormously complex problem and will need 
further investigation before firm conclusions can be drawn.
Here, I can only attempt to point out certain aspects of the 
problem which may have combined to influence the official 
estimate. Above all, we must attempt to find a solution to 
the apparent contradiction between the relatively small in
crease in assessed yield as a result of the j ihikiawase land 
survey in Higo on the one hand and the comparatively large 
rise in productivity owing to improved agricultural technology 
reported from the economically advanced regions of Japan.

Several factors tend to support the hypothesis that the 
productivity rise of Higo agriculture was indeed less marked 
in the 18th century than in the central areas of Japan, although 
this does not, of course, preclude the possibility that in 
Higo, too, individual peasants had succeeded already at that 
time in raising the crop yield of their arable to about the 
same extent that this had been realized in the economically 
advanced areas. We have seen that the j omen method acted as 
an incentive to progressive farming by guaranteeing to the 
peasant the whole of any increment in crop during a given
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period exceeding the amount of tax fixed in the form of a 
percentage relative to the assessed yield, not the actual 
yield. From this follows by implication that there would 
be little or no incentive at all where the j omen method 
was not yet introduced. In Higo, this was not done until 
1803 and it is quite conceivable that this late introduction 
of the j omen method contributed to keeping the increase in 
agricultural productivity in 18th century Higo relatively 
low. How important the j omen method was believed to be by 
the author of the TN in offering the industrious peasant an 
incentive to increase,production is suggested by the following 
passage in the TN;

'•With things being as they are now, there is no point 
fertilizing our rice fields. We have used fertilizer 
which we bought by borrowing money or by pawning seed, 
clothes, and tools, but as long as we have to pay tax 
proportionate to the yield, fertilizing means a loss 
to us. If the tax were fixed in the way I have proposed 
("the joroen method, H.M.R.), there would be peasants who 
would not sleep at night when the seeds are striking 
roots and during the weeding, who would pawn their 
belongings to buy fertilizer and use it on their fields, 
who would cut the weeds and carry soil on their backs, 
thus producing bumper crops every year!nl“
That this view was not uncommon in Higo is shown by a 

comment on the .j omen method made by the district headman 
Kanbkogi Ryohei some years after the jomen method had been 
introduced:

"As long as the kemi method had been practiced, those 
who had not applied fertilizer, be it for sloth or be
cause they were too poor, had profited from too many 
reductions granted for bad harvests which, in the final 
analysis, were the result of their lacking devotion to 
the duties of agriculture. "^24

After the introduction of the jomen method, on the other hand,

"...there are now many who possess fields yielding 
abundant crop, after their energy was awakened by 
nothing but the awareness that every addition to the 
crop yield, however insignificant, which they could 
achieve by applying fertilizer, would increase their 
surplus."
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Another cause of the retarded application of advanced
agricultural technology was undoubtedly the comparatively
isolated position of the Higo domain which hindered the
exchange of ideas and knowledge about improved agricultural 

126techniques . This isolation was partly imposed by geo
graphy and partly by governmental decree - Higo was situated 
off the main trade routes and well away from the enormous 
pull exerted by the conurbations of the Kinai and Kanto 
area and was moreover administered by authorities who did 
little to break through the geographical isolation by way 
of economic policies favouring a more open approach to con
tact with other domains. By enforcing the primacy of rice 
cultivation against all other crops and keeping tight con
trol over the commercial channels for the sale of surplus 
produce, whether rice or cash crops, the Higo authorities 
imposed a definite restraint on the market economy within 
the domain and thereby also on the development of agriculture.

That agricultural production was indeed slower to rise
in Higo than in other areas of Japan is furthermore suggested
by the fairly moderate rates of taxation relative to
assessed yield between 1634 and 1838, although fields were
assessed annually for the greater part of this period.
According to Shibuya, the official tax rates struck an

127average of 41 percent per annum during this period . Except 
for 1633 and 1634, the tax rate never exceeded 50 percent 
and dropped at times even considerably below the average, 
as, for instance, in 1732, when it amounted to a mere 10 
percent after an exceptionally bad harvest. Now, supposing 
there had been a considerable rise in production on old 
fields above the level of 2,1 percent recorded in the official 
assessments, would not the average tax percentage have had 
to be rather higher than the 41 percent mentioned in the 
official records since the actual crop yield of each field,
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gauged accurately each year, was expressed in relation to the 
stagnant official kokudaka? In other words, would not the 
adherence to the kemi method have resulted in a steady in
crease of the tax rate parallel with the widening gap between 
the actual yield and the assessed yield0? Judging from the 
figures available to me, this was not the case in Higo; with 
regard to agricultural production, the moderate average tax 
rate can only mean that either agricultural production was 
rising in Higo at a markedly lower pace than in other regions 
or else that the kemi method did not record rises in production 
as faithfully as might be assumed from the procedure itself.

We have little reason to doubt that the annual assess
ments were on the whole carried out with less than optimum 
efficiency by the officials in charge. We may furthermore 
assume that the j ihikiawase land survey, on which great hopes 
were set by the administrators as one of the principal 
measures of the Horeki reform, had been carried out as 
thoroughly as possible. When trying to find an explanation 
for the relatively low overall increase in assessed crop 
yield of old fields, we must take into account that of the 
fifteen counties listed by Morishitab only the five main 
rice-producing areas of Higo show a substantial increase, 
with the remaining ten counties showing either a negligible 
increase only or a decrease. As to the considerable increases 
in assessed yield reported for the major rice-producing areas 
we must dlso take into account that these figures include 
those villages which had substantially raised their production 
as well as those which had done so to a lesser extent. Again, 
within the individual villages there were those peasants who 
had been more enterprising than others and who had accordingly
a Smith has pointed out that often tax rates of up to 70 percent 

per annum are cited to illustrate the prohibitively high 
level of annual exactions by the domain authorities during 
the Tokugawa period, and that this argument did not hold 
true since the tax rate was in relation to the assessed 
yield, not the actual yield. In the absence of annual assess
ments, tax was thus based on a quantity that had less and 
less relation to actual productivity as time passed. See, 
Smith, "Land Tax," 290.

b (See, 149n.)



155

increased their production to a greater extent than others. 
Thus, even with a comparatively low rise of the average 
assessed yield of old fields, we cannot altogether exclude 
the possibility that in late 18th century Higo, too, there 
were peasants who had increased the yield of their fields much 
to the same extent that this was done in the Kinai area. In 
the absence of detailed studies on this particular point, 
it is impossible to make a firm statement as to the number 
of wealthy peasants in Higo; the number of rank purchases 
discussed later in this chapter suggests that by about 1800 
there were quite a number of wealthy peasants at least in the 
immediate surroundings of the castle town. The general picture 
of rural Higo arising from this study seems, however, to limit 
their number to a figure far below that which would be met 
in the economically advanced areas of Japan. This in turn 
imposed a limit on the scale of agricultural experiments, for 
trying out new techniques in agriculture to raise crop yields 
required not only an open mind on*'tt̂ e:part.of the peasant but 
also some financial reserves in case the attempt failed. 
Experimenting always involves risks, so that peasants were 
unlikely to strike new paths unless their subsistence and 
their tax payments were guaranteed by ample reserves.

In the formation of reserves, two factors played an 
important role which we have not yet considered, namely double 
cropping and crop substitution. Both of these techniques per
mitted aminvisible rise in productivity since they were not 
normally registered in the tax records. By growing a second 
crop after the rice harvest - a technique made possible only 
by the application of night-soil and commercial fertilizers - 
peasants were in theory capable of raising their production 
considerably wherever conditions were favourable to double 
cropping. Since no tax had to be paid on the second crop, 
the yield from such fields - usually wheat and vegetables -
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was a net gain after the cost for seed and fertilizers had 
128been deducted . Second crops could be used for either one 

of two purposes; where the summer crop had yielded enough to 
leave sufficient surplus after taxes to guarantee the sub- 
sistence of the peasant and his family, it could be sold on 
the market. Where this was not the case, the second crop had 
to be used by the peasant to pay his tax debts and as food 
supply for his family. Again, the consequent restraint exerted 
by the authorities in Higo on the development of commercial 
structures in the countryside may to a large extent have pre
vented many peasants from profiting substantially from double ' 
cropping. Second crops may have paid for some peasants, as, 
for instance, for those who tilled fields close enough to 
fairly large communities where ample night-soil was available. 
Nevertheless, winter grains did not yield as heavily as summer 
rice, so that only those tilling considerable areas of arable 
could hope to achieve a substantial rise in production. Of 
course, multiple cropping was commonly practiced in Higo where 
fields could be sufficiently drained and where fertilizers
were available in sufficient quantities - the TN mentions

anaked barley and rape . What is impossible to assess without 
further investigation is the question as to what extent second 
crops contributed to supporting the livelihood of poor and 
marginal peasants. On the whole, however, we can be fairly 
certain that in the absence of a prospect of sale and the 
incentive of profit, production of second crops in excess of 
the amount required for the use of the own family or the 
village was bound to remain on a significantly smaller scale 
in Higo than in the main population centres of the economically 
advanced areas of Japan.

Much the same can be said of crop substitution, usually

a (See, TN: 365.)
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an exchange of cash crops for subsistence crops on upland
129fields or an exchange of rice for an u m r n g a t e d  crop f

which may well have contributed to a rise in invisible
productivity in Higo, too. Again, the official policy of
restraining the commercialization of agriculture naturally
impeded individual initiative. Moreover, since it had been
one of the aims of the j ihikiawase land survey to keep track

130of crop substitution , it was only rises of productivity
owing to crop substitution realized during the period 1757-69
(before the revision of tax registers) and after which were
invisible, while most of the earlier rises were covered by
the new land survey and were recorded in the tax registers.

At this point, we must mention a peculiarity of taxation
in Higo which was a considerable obstacle to the formation
of a firm financial foundation of the peasantry. This was a
regulation governing tax payment, known as gowari no saku-
tokua , which was enforced in years of exceptionally bad
harvest. According to this rule-of-thumb, the harvest was
divided into three equal parts on the occasion of the annual
inspection; if two parts did not add up to the amount of tax
demanded by the authorities on the basis of the official
assessed yield and the tax rate of that year, then the tax
officials would claim these two parts as the annual tax
rather than lowering the tax rate. Peasants were then left

131with one third of their harvest only . This regulation,
which was apparently hardly known elsewhere in Japan, was
enforced in Higo in years of bad harvest until the end of
the Tokugawa period, even after the introduction of the 

132
3 omen method . The gowari no sakutoku regulation undoubtedly 
involved potential hardship for the poor and marginal peasants 
with a low assessed yield and it is not inconceivable that

a (See, TN: 341.)
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where it entailed a reduction of financial reserves, even 
wealthy peasants could sufferr considerable set-backs. De
signed to minimize losses to the authorities in years of 
harvest failure, this regulation was, however, bound to 
weaken the economic basis of the peasantry by demanding 
comparatively heavy tax payments relative to the effective 
yield. It would be of some interest to look closer at the 
question of how this regulation, especially in its combina
tion with the kemi method of tax assessment, was influencing 
capital accumulation among peasants in Higo.

The question as to what extent productivity really rose 
in Higo during the 18th century remains to be clarified by 
further research. It is not until we have further information 
that the points outlined above might be verified. The pic
ture emerging from the information available to us now suggests 
that while some peasants, especially on the fertile rice 
land on the alluvial plain, may well have had sufficient 
knowledge and the means to improve the productivity of their 
arable much to the same extent that this was done in the 
Kinai area, their number appears to have been too limited to 
have had a marked influence on the county kokudaka. Neither 
was their presence in the late 18th century conspicuous 
enough to relieve the outward appearance of rural Higo, which 
struck Furukawa Koshoken as a comparatively poverty-stricken 
areaa . All considered, the decision to return to the kemi 
method in 1756 - only two years after the first attempt had 
been made to introduce the j omen method - may be said to have 
had a considerable impact on the subsequent economic de
velopment of the Higo domain. As one among several factors, 
the late introduction of the j omen method contributed to the 
fact that the peasantry in Higo aro und 1800 was on the whole 
still relatively poor in comparison with peasants in the 
economically advanced regions of Japan.

° (See, 87.)
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2.2.3. Land Reclamation

To enlarge the area under cultivation, land reclamation 
projects were carried out in Higo throughout the Tokugawa 
period. Together with land reclamation along the Kojima bay 
in Bizen, projects realized along the shores of the Ariake 
bay in Higo rank among the largest in all of Japan during 
this period. Already under Kato Kiyomasaa , the ruler who 
preceded the Hosokawa family, large areas were reclaimed 
along the shores of the Ariake bay, mainly in the Hotaku 
county and on the Yatsushiro plain, and river ameliorations 
were carried out to ensure a regular supply of irrigation 
water for the whole alluvial plain. In the mid~18th century, 
such projects were again taken up with renewed vigour. The 
authorities, pressed hard to find ways out of their financial 
difficulties, frequently issued memoranda to the local 
officials, encouraging them to open up new land even if, as
a notice of 1771 puts it, "only a little can be done at a

133time" . To encourage such projects, tax concessions were 
granted to those undertaking reclamations - according to 
the TN, five years were the usual tax-free period for newly 
reclaimed land . Land reclamation was subject to the strictest 
government regulations and under no circumstances were ordi
nary peasants allowed to start riparian projects on their 
own initiative. Those who did so in contravention of the 
laws in remote mountain valleys ran the risk of being se- 
verely punished . It is for this reason that land reclamation 
always had to be backed by some higher authority, even when 
funds for the undertaking originated elsewhere.

Among the land reclamation projects in Higo, we can 
distinguish four main types. Firstly, there were those pro
jects carried out under the sponsorship of the domain authori-

a (See, TN: 384n, 384-5.)
b (See, TN: 388.)
c (See, TN: 390.)
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ties. The second type of land reclamation was paid for by
the ruler of the domain from his private funds and belonged
also to the category of "government projects". All projects
which were backed either by members of the Hosokawa house
or by one of the three leading families in Higo, the Matsui,
Voneda, or Ariyoshi, belonged to the third category. Although
these projects, which were known as go-shamen biraki, had a
decidedly official character, they were in fact of a far more
private nature than might be assumed at first. We shall look
at this third type in more detail below, as it appears to
constitute a peculiar feature of Higo. Finally, there were
what might be called "village projects", undertaken on the
initiative of individual villages or districts, sometimes
in conjunction with others, to further the common gooda . It
is important to note that the Higo authorities, unlike those
of other domains, did not as a rule permit merchants to use
surplus capital to establish land ownership through land
reclamation. In other domains, the activities of merchants
in land reclamation were fairly intensive - it has been
estimated that by 1853 about 30 percent of cultivated land

134was controlled by these owners of new land . In Higo,. on 
the other hand, we find only isolated instances of merchants 
who were permitted to establish land ownership in this way.
To be sure, donations for financing land reclamation projects 
were solicited by the authorities and received from merchants 
and wealthy peasants. Such donations were, however, not reci
procated by granting rights on land but by conferring various 
degrees of samurai rank. In this respect, Higo presents a 
different pattern from Bizen, where non-government initiative 
was welcomed to tackle the immense tasks involved in large- 
scale attempts to reclaim land from the sea. One of the

a On the topic of land reclamation, I have followed largely 
the account given in Minoda, "Higo-han no kantaku shinden," 
and in Sato, "Higo-han no kantaku shinden". See also, 
Kitamura, "Higo-han kantaku shinden no toku'i sei - Tamana- 
gun Yokoshima shinden," for a discussion of land recla
mation in the Tamana county as seen by a specialist on 
land reclamation in the Bizen province.
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consequences of this strict government control over land 
reclamation was that new land did not accumulate in the 
possession of individual merchants, but was widely distri
buted among a large number of peasants in small plots of

135between one to two cho
Among government-sponsored projects, there were those 

undertaken to provide for the upkeep of specified govern
ment institutions - a sound capital investment which yielded 
regular returns without getting the domain authorities in
volved in commercial dealings. The yield of some of these 
new fields was reserved to provide for the upkeep of the 
domain school (gakuryo shinchi) while the yield of others 
was intended to provide relief for peasants in times of 
famine (kyumin biraki) or to pay for the purchase of whale 
oil for use as pesticide (geiyu biraki). The most active 
promoter of land reclamation in the domain administration 
was the Wax Office, for which investment in land reclamation 
provided a major outlet for capital besides its money-lending 
activities.

The third type of land reclamation, known as go-shamen 
biraki, was a vestige of the earlier kyuchi system which had 
been abolished in the late 17th century0 since land reclaimed 
under these terms was exempt from all state tax. Around 1800, 
permission to reclaim land under these favourable conditions 
either along the seashore or in the hinterland was granted 
to the three families of Matsui, Yoneda, and Ariyoshi only. 
These three families, whose alliance with the Hosokawa house 
antedated the transfer to Higo, occupied the posts of the 
elders (karo) in the Higo domain government by heredity. In 
the early Tokugawa period, the opportunity to reclaim land 
had been open to all samurai who were entitled to hold a 
fief (chigyotori), including all rural samurai. Lower samurai 
and peasants could also apply for the permission to open up 
land, but contrary to new land belonging to higher-ranking 
samurai, such land was not exempt from the annual tax, except

° (See, 93-4.)
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for the first/few years. In 1732, an official decree restricted
the right to reclaim land to the Hosokawa house and the three

136families named above . By granting these families the right 
to reclaim land as well as tax exemption for such arable, the 
Higo authorities followed a policy which was different from 
that of most other domains; while a similar institution is 
known to have existed in Choshu, land reclamation by retainers 
had been prohibited in most other domains together with the 
assumption of direct control over fiefs. For this reason, all 
additions to the arable made in Higo under the terms of the 
go-shamen biraki were not included in the total assessed yield 
of Higo; as far as tax revenue was concerned, these areas of 
reclaimed land did not contribute directly to domain finances, 
although they may be said to have brought some indirect relief 
by rendering the privileged families more independent of the 
payment of stipends by the Kumamoto authorities. The privi
lege of these three families to hold land not subject to 
annual tax may thus be considered to have fulfilled a certain 
protective function for these families and their retainers. 
However, considering the difficult financial situation of 
Higo in the 18th century, one may well ask why the domain 
authorities made such generous grants at all.

The principal reason advanced by Kitamura to explain 
this phenomenon is the fact that too little commercial capital 
had accumulated in Higo to play a role in land reclamation 
where ^sizable funds were required. In consequence, so Kita
mura argues, the only source of capital for such large under-

137takings to be tapped were the private funds of the karo houses 
Minoda, on the other hand, has pointed out that land recla
mation was likely to have been limited not so much by the 
amount of capital available to the merchants as by the restric
tion of this privilege to the three karo families, especially
when considering the fact that until 1732 land reclamation

138had been open to every holder of a fief
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As to the origin of the capital of land reclamation, 
Minoda has shown that, at least in the case of the Matsui 
family, there were differences between the early and the 
late Tokugawa period. Looking at the projects carried out 
under the supervision of the Matsui house in the period 
1665-1855, during which about 1'400 cho were reclaimed in 
about thirty different locations mainly along the seashore 
on the Yatsushiro plain, we see that this family could 
provide sufficient funds for reclamation projects during the 
17th century only. During the second period bf land recla
mation which began in 1770, merchant participation was 
actively sought by the Matsui house. The financial prowess 

ihe karo houses was, of course, linked with the domain 
economy much in the same way as the fortunes of the Hosokawa 
house; the Matsui and the other karo houses had therefore 
been able to carry out land reclamation projects independently 
only as long as the domain economy had been relatively stable. 
As the economy entered the "Tokugawa plateau", the funds 
of these families for land reclamation were apparently ex
hausted. After the last project of the initial period in 1699, 
it was not until 1770 that land reclamation was tackled 
again by the Matsui, probably under the influence of the 
reforming spirit of Shigekata, This project marked also the 
turning point in the financing of land reclamation, for 
when the project ran into difficulties while work was in 
progress, the Matsui were forced to take up a loan of 461 
kan with the 5saka merchant house of Hirano-ya to complete 
the project. Later projects were not started before financial 
support had been secured from merchants. When in the late 
1840's this was no longer possible, apparently because the
domain authorities were exerting pressure on the karo houses

. 139not to take up loans outside the domain lest insolvency 
by these families should lead to financial claims by Osaka 
merchants to the domain authorities, financial support was
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increasingly sought from wealthy peasants. In the course of 
this development, the initiative for land reclamation projects 
was gradually taken over by the peasants themselves, with the 
Matsui family acting as initiator of projects in name only; 
by the mid-19th century, the Matsui house could no longer 
realize large-scale land reclamation projects without the 
capital of wealthy peasants, while the peasants would have 
found it impossible to realize their ambitions without the 
benefit of the privileges resting with the Matsui family.

In the early Tokugawa period, work on these reclamation 
projects had been carried out by the peasants from all near
by regions who were called up for corvee. In the late 18th 
and throughout the 19th century, the labour force consisted 
of day labourers and of those peasants who were to receive 
plots of the new arable. Those willing to undertake this 
strenuous task were subjected to great privations and dangers 
as they had to stay on the swampy construction sites for the 
duration of the work. They were housed in small wooden shacks, 
protected against contagious disease only by paper-charms 
distributed to each hut by the authorities. Supplying such 
large numbers of men with sufficient food also posed con
siderable problems. The sudden influx of people into a 
region which may already have had difficulties in feeding its 
native population sufficiently, soon drove prices of basic 
commodities in nearby villages up, thus increasing also the 
cost of the whole project. Once the fields were tilled and 
the initial tax-free period had elapsed, the yield of these 
fields may for some time have run short of expectations, but 
made increasing contributions to the revenue of its holder 
and of the tiller of the soil in the following years, provided 
the arable could be protected against flooding and the problem 
of proper drainage could be solved. It must be pointed out 
that the risks involved for those undertaking such projects 
were not inconsiderable, not only because contemporary 
irrigation technology could not in every case find a solution
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to problems of irrigation and of proper drainage of re
claimed land along the seashore, but also because the sea 
repeatedly destroyed dikes and inundated cultivated land 
bordering on the Ariake bay. Set-backs of this kind were 
always possible and since most of; the land reclaimed from 
the Ariake bay was below sea level, inundations could take 
an immense toll of lives and destroy the work of generations. 
As a consequence of a volcanic eruption on the Shimabara 
peninsula, a particularly terrifying tidal wave hit Higo 
in 1792 which destroyed dikes and inundated large parts 
of newly reclaimed land. One report mentions 2286 dwellings
washed away, 4*781 people drowned and 811 injured on the

140territory of Higo alone . According to the Dutchman 
Titsingh, the coastal areas of Higo had changed physically 
beyond recognition"^^.

The great problems awaiting the cultivator on reclaimed 
land did not make the task of finding peasants to settle in 
the new villages as easy as might be assumed. The author 
of the TN asserted that a sufficiently large reserve of man
power existed among the lowly in the towns, among whom there
were many who were "neither peasants nor craftsmen living

142a wretched life m  a rented tenement” and who would there
fore gladly seize an opportunity to return to the plough if 
only they were offered a chance. No doubt, the author's wish 
to see peasants return to their true vocation introduced an 
over-optimistic note into his assessment of the situation; 
nevertheless, it is a fact that those peasants who could be 
recruited to till reclaimed land originated mainly from the 
poor peasants - either mizunomi or mutaka - including a large 
number of second and third sons. By offering a livelihood to 
peasants who would otherwise have been doomed to a life in 
penury, land reclamation fulfilled an important function in 
relieving hardship among the poorest in the domain and con
tributed in this way to lessening the gap between rich and 
poor in the villages. Just how good chances of economic sur
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vival were for peasants who took up the offer of the authori
ties to move away from their old villages to the new settle
ments on reclaimed land is a question which we cannot answer 
with certainty at present - the following discussion of 
village decay will, however, give some more clues concerning 
this point. On the whole, one gains the impression that 
peasants were generally none too eager to work on reclaimed 
land; many a peasant preferred to engage in some sort of 
illegal trade, selling ; sake r or peddling small wares
upon returning to his native village after serving a term

143in a town household . Peasants who, attracted by government
promises of tax remission or tax advantages, had left their
villages to work as tenants on newly reclaimed land, often
had to realize that once the initial tax-free period was
over, they were back in the same predicament as before. On
the contrary, while it would not be mistaken to say that
the situation for the peasant on newly reclaimed land was
on the whole neither better nor worse than on old land, it was
certainly true that new land required far greater efforts to
produce a crop owing to the unfavourable physical and mineral
structure of soil reclaimed from the sea. In fact, it might
well be that the usual five year tax-free period granted by
the authorities for such land was not long enough to permit
peasants to profit to any great extent from this privilege.
Added to the problems of agriculture, there was the taxation
policy which seems toi have made less allowances for local
difficulties than the peasants concerned would have wished
for. As the author of the TN alleged, none of the already
existing new-field villages around 1800 was particularly
prosperous owing to the "excessively stringent fiscal terms

144on which these villages were handed over to the peasants"
Under these circumstances, it is not astonishing that among 
the peasants who were reluctant to take up offers to till new 
land there were not only those who were unwilling to do heavy 
work. Neither did the peasants seem to change their villages
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with the ease one would expect from peasants who were given
a chance to improve their economic position. Peasants often
declined to abandon their old homes, however decrepit, and
preferred to travel between their old homes and their new
fields rather than move into the new settlements provided
by the authorities. Often, peasants would dispose of new
fields by handing them on to some peasant who was not in a
position to refuse. Once the authorities had realized that
religion played an important part in the peasants’ reluctance
to leave the fields of their ancestors, plots of land were
set aside in each new village for a shrine to be built as well
as rice land reserved to provide for the support of the
shrine and the needs of the priest. To facilitate the move
to the new village even further, the authorities furthermore
took to inviting priests specialized in necromancy to coax
one or two tutelary deities to move their abode from the old

145village to the new settlement
While land reclamation brought a gradual enlargement of 

the arable, the fertility of rice land already under culti
vation increasingly came:.to' pose problems in some areas. 
Problems relating to fertilizing and irrigation accentuated 
already existing economic difficulties and led' to a pheno
menon known as "decaying villages" (reirakuson), especially 
in those regions situated some way from the main population 
centres on the margin of the alluvial plain, in the river 
valleys or on mountain plateaus. A petition presented to the 
authorities in 1746 describes the outward manifestations of 
this process in the following words:

"Villages which had previously numbered thirty households 
are now down to fifteen, then to ten and five. Peasants 
cannot manage anymore, and so they sell their house. When 
they have sold their land, fathers and sons, sisters 
and wives leave to serve in someone else’s household, 
either for a year at a time or for life. Again, they 
shave their heads to become begging priests or else they 
take up life as simple beggars. As such families are 
scattered in all directions amid tears, fewer and fewer 
are those who remain behind in the villages"14^.
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Where such population movements were substantial enough to
decrease noticeably the reserve of manpower in a village,
they could effectively prevent the application of new,
labour-intensive processes to raise productivity. In the
isolated agricultural region of the Aso plateau situated
within the outer crater of the Aso volcano, for instance,
our traveller Furukawa was told by a peasant in the 1780's
that if it were not for the fact that the Aso plateau was
underpopulated, it could easily yield more than lOO'OOO

147koku - a fivefold increase over the actual yield
What were the causes of this decay and how widespread 

was it in fact? In the TN, the deteriorating soil quality 
is looked upon as the principal cause of village decay, 
since decreasing crop yields were increasingly widening the 
gap between the assessed yield and the actual yield. The 
author also listed different reasons why the soil quality 
should have been deteriorating in the different regions of 
Higo and generally creates the impression that village decay 
was widespread everywhere in Higo. In order to arrive at an 
objective appraisal of the problems involved, let us look 
at a report by Nishimuraa who investigated village decay in 
a region which was particularly affected, namely the Nozu 
district on the Yatsushiro plain.

Most of the arable of the Nozu district on the Yatsushiro 
plain consists of reclaimed fields dating back to the Keicho 
period (1596-1615), when the first large dam had been con
structed under Kato Kiyomasa. By the mid-18th century, the 
tax arrears of the 21 villages in the district with an 
assessed yield of 17*678 koku amounted to 2'807 koku. By 1803, 
the Nozu district was the region most seriously affected 
by village decay in the whole of Higo, with total tax debts

a Nishimura, "Kinsei ni okeru kantakushinden noson ni kansuru 
ikkosatsu - Higo Nozu tenaga no reiraku ni tsuite."
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amounting to 35'607 koku. Why did the Nozu district become 
such a problem area?

The most important reason for the gradual economic de
terioration of the Nozu district was the difficulty of 
draining land properly with the technical aids at the dis
posal of the peasants. The consequence of this was that 
large areas of land were too moist to allow double cropping 
and eventually turned into swamps. Since efficient drainage 
of submerged fields is of vital importance for the disposal 
of toxic reduction products accumulating as a result of
biological processes, such land was after some years unfit 

148for cultivation. . The author of the TN ascribes this de
velopment wholly to the construction of dams along the rivers, 
which effectively prevented floods from destroying the crops 
but which caused at the same time a gradual heightening of 
the water level as all drift was deposited in the river beda . 
Indeed, the difference of level over which the traditional 
means of drainage, the water-buckets and treceM-wheels, could 
lift drainage water from fields lying below water-level into 
a river was limited, so that proper drainage of such fields 
almost inevitably came to pose insurmountable problems after 
some time. This development can be reconstructed by the example 
of the Nozu district and indeed the whole Yatsushiro plain.

About one third of the present-day Yatsushiro plain was 
created naturally by the drift deposited by the rivers flowing 
through the plain. The late 16th century witnessed the first 
attempts to protect the arable from the ravages of floods and 
from then until the early 19th century, no further land recla
mation was undertaken along the coast. Thus, during these two 
centuries a natural alluvium had gradually enlarged the land 
area between the arable protected by the dams and dikes and 
the sea. This alluvium, which consisted of silt, humus, and

a (See, TN: 387.)
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gravel carried by the rivers from the KyushO mountain range 
straight into the sea, made it increasingly impossible to 
drain fields at low tide without technical aids, i.e. simply 
by opening the sluice gates; drainage water had to be lifted 
by tread-wheels from the basins where stagnant water collected 
irrespective of high or low tide. Since fields close to the 
sea could be drained only during short periods each day even 
with mechanical devices, the effects of excessive soil humi
dity spread to increasingly larger areas of arable where 
productivity was consequently decreased. Thus, roughly two 
hundred years after the land had been cultivated for the first 
time, peasants no longer dared to walk over such fields, where
horses had been used to work the soil before, without special

149"swamp clogs" made of wide boards of wood
It is important to note here that on such ill-drained 

fields, the danger of root-rot was always present. Further
more, it was not possible to raise a second crop on such 
fields. Of the total of 969 cho of arable in the Nozu district, 
866 cho were planted to rice. Of these rice fields, about 
80 percent fell into this category of ill-drained land. By 
the Tenpo period (1830-44), about 345 cho with an assessed 
yield of 5*870 koku had been recorded in the official cate
gory of "bad fields" (akuden), with a total of 3*653 koku

150of land not even being tilled any longer . In the case of
the Yatsushiro plain, it appears to be beyond doubt that the
increasing difficulties of agriculture were a consequence of
the natural process of the enlargement of the alluvium - a
process which was to some extent speeded up by the construction
of dams. Within about one century after land reclamation, the
gradual transformation of rice fields into marsh had set in
and by the 1740's the first tax payment difficulties had
arisen. It was, however, not until the first decades of the
19th century that the villages affected most by the deterio-

151rating quality of their arable were beginning to decay



171

Two further points made by Nishimura pertain to ferti
lizing problems, namely the lack of green fertilizer in the 
Nozu district and, as a consequence of the construction of 
dams, the lack of organic and mineral materials in the soil 
earlier supplied to the arable by inundations. The reorgani
zation of the administrative borders by the Hosokawa upon 
their transfertto Higo had divided reclaimed land and moun
tainous land in the Yatsushiro region into separate districts. 
Nishimura claims that this administrative measure of the early 
17th century deprived the villages on the alluvial plain of
Yatsushiro of easy access to mountain heaths which had until

152then provided them with green fertilizer
Of course, reorganization of administrative borders did 

not lead to the non-use of green fertilizer; we know that 
firm links between villages on the plain on the one hand and 
mountain villages on the other continued to guarantee the 
supply of green fertilizer to villages on the plain. However, 
we do not know exactly how these links functioned in detail 
and how great the costs of sharing iriai rights were for the 
villages on reclaimed land. The attempt made by the peasants 
in the Nozu district in 1818 to regain their earlier iriai 
rights suggests that the administrative reorganization did 
not remain without consequences for the peasantry, especially 
in this relatively little-developed region on the extreme 
southern margin of the Higo littoral where only relatively few 
peasants could think of purchasing commercial fertilizers.

The other point contributing to the decrease in productivity 
of fields mentioned by Nishimura is the fact that the con
struction of dikes prevented the regular flooding of' arable
so that the valuable humus and silt were no longer deposited

153on the fields every few years during the rainy season . This 
is a point also raised by the author of the T_N, who claimed - 
that the floods recurring every three to five years had
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. . 154"enriched the soil by depositing ado" - a layer of fertile
mud consisting of decomposed grass and miscanthus, top soil
and night-soil from the mountain villages. This led the author
to conclude that the construction of dikes was one of the reasons
directly responsible for the decay of villages situated along 

arivers .
Although it would not be correct to ascribe the observed 

decrease in productivity of land solely to the construction 
of dams, there is at least an element of truth in this assertion. 
It is true that agitated flood waters, in which minerals and 
organic matter are equally distributed throughout the whole 
volume of water, supply the fields with a larger amount of 
plant nutrients than does ordinary irrigation water drawn from 
the surface of quietly flowing rivers during the period of 
normal discharge when a large part of the valuable particles 
have settled on the bottom of the river bed. It is therefore 
conceivable that the construction of dikes made itself felt in 
those communities where fertilizing techniques had not yet 
evolved from the pre-modern stage. The same might apply to the 
poor and marginal peasants who had the knowledge of such 
techniques yet could not afford to apply them. In these cases, 
the lack of mineral and organic plant nutrients might well 
have resulted in a gradual deterioration of the soil quality 
as the capacity of the soil to resist erosion decreased gra
dually - a quality which was of vital importance to irrigated 
fields to prevent humus from being washed away each time the 
field was drained^.

° (See, TN: 383 ff.)
Id The fertilizing value of irrigation water and the consequences 

of plant nutrients in the water being stopped before they 
reach the arable has been .demonstrated in recent years in 
Egypt on the flood-plain of alluvium between Aswan and Cairo. 
There, the completion of the Aswan high dam in 1970 resulted 
in the blockage of millions of tons of fertile silt which had 
enriched the fields of Egypt until then. While greatly in
creasing the industrial and agricultural potential of Egypt, 
this dam created at the same time serious problems for the 
agriculturists by forcing them to find alternative sources of 
fertilizer. As a result of the deprivation of the soil of a 
regular supply of organic matter, scientists report also an 
increased rate of soil erosion - a phenomenon which they link 
directly with the dam construction. See, "Aswan," EB, vol. 2, 
660-1.
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It is clear that organic matter and minerals in river 
water cannot have had more than a basic fertilizing value 
which was moreover likely to vary to a great extent in 
different geographical locations. It is therefore unlikely 
that the fertilizing effect of river water mattered at all 
where sufficient night-soil was available for fertilizing 
purposes0*. What the author of the TN called ado might have 
influenced the soil quality in communities engaged in sub
sistence farming which were too small to be wholly self- 
sufficient with night-soil and too distant from communities 
large enough to have surplus night-soil. However, in order 
to establish in every case to what extent this factor was 
really involved in the deterioration of the soil quality, a 
quantitative assessment of the natural fertilizing capacity 
of river water would have to be made .

Now, in the course of the second half of the 18th century, 
the population in the Nozu district declined at a significantly 
higher rate than in other rural areas of Higo. By the early 
19th century, underpopulation as a result of peasants leaving 
their land to seek an occupation elsewhere, either as tenant 
or in small trade, had come to be viewed by the authorities 
as a serious problem; at that time, all villages of the Nozu 
district, with the exception of the two communities of Miya-
hara and Kagami, appear to have suffered from an acute lack 

155of manpower . One resultof the technical difficulties of 
irrigation which defied contemporary technology was that many
a To quote the example of Egypt again, it has been said that 

the drainage of Cairo is 30 times as valuable as the equi
valent of Nile water, "even in floodtime, when the latter 
bears its fertilizing silt," See, "Irrigation," EB, vol. 12, 
641-2.
A comparison with the Nile, where problems appear greatly 
magnified, can of course only tentatively hint at possible 
links between irrigation and the soil quality. To what 
extent this held true of Higo, too, could be ascertained 
only by further specialized studies.
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peasants became increasingly indebted with the sake brewers 
in Miyahara and Kagami; according to a report by the district 
headman Kanokogi RyShei, debts of peasants in the Nozu district 
with three sake brewers in Kagami alone were amounting to 
over 1*257 kan by 1807156.

What was done by the authorities to check this develop
ment? In 1742, money and relief rice equivalent to about 380 
koku of rice was handed out for the first time to the villages 
affected most by the deteriorating soil quality of their arable
a practice which was continued until the introduction of the

157j5men method of tax assessment m  1803 . In 1752, peasants
in the Nozu district were allowed to pay their tax arrears 
of over 2*807 koku in instalments during the next twenty years. 
In the same year, all peasants of the district were made 
responsible for the tax payment of the most problematic 584 
koku of rice land; 2*501 koku of paddy land were distributed 
among peasants in all villages together with special grants 
for horses and gear, while another 568 koku were distributed 
among 2 7 new.peasants who were also presented with a new
house each as well as agricultural implements and gear for the

158 , .horses . Some twenty years later, the authorities resorted
to distributing abandoned fields among the peasants of a
village together with a single sum of 50 monme for each tan.
Of course, even these measures could not bring about lasting
improvements as long as nothing was done about the underlying
problems of a technical nature.

The situation changed dramatically in the early 19th cen
tury after the appointment in 1804 - one year after our author 
had expressed his concern about the problems of village decay - 
of Kanokogi Ryohei to the post of district headman of the Nozu 
district. This official, who had already successfully improved 
the irrigation system in a nearby district in the Shimomashiki 
county, tackled the economic problems of the Nozu district by
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a combination of various methods which were designed to go to
the roots of the problem. Besides reiterating an earlier order
that land abandoned by its former owner must be tilled by
relatives, the members of the five-family group or other
villagers, he ordered all land pawned to sake brewers to be
restituted to its former owners. On the technical side of the
problem, Kanokogi tackled above all the task of draining rice
fields lying below the water level of the rivers by ordering
larger water buckets to be installed and by promoting the
reclamation of new arable in front of the already existing
reclaimed land. Furthermore, he began to collect grain reserves

159to tide over financial straits on the district level and 
exhorted the peasants to work hard and not to rely too much 
on the regular aid received from the authorities.

Immediately after his appointment to the post of district 
headman, Kanokogi applied for permission to turn alluvion into 
arable. The Kumamoto authorities acceded to his request and 
in 1805 this project,which added 100 cho to the total culti
vated area, was carried out, financed by a loan of 163 kan 
from the sake brewers in Kagami. However, this project did not 
only add new arable but improved also the soil quality of older 
fields. In order to understand why this should have been so, 
we need to know more about the peculiarities of irrigation and 
drainage of reclaimed land.

The first step of land reclamation on the alluvion was to 
construct a tidal barrier to protect the new land from the sea 
at high tide. Such tidal barriers did, however, also obstruct 
gravity-feed discharge of used irrigation water into the sea.
In order to remedy this difficulty, reservoirs were dug at 
the lowest point of new fields where used irrigation water 
would collect from the fields. At low tide, this water would 
then be discharged into the sea either by opening sluices in 
the tidal barrier or by mechanical drainage devices such as 
tread-wheels.



176

Of course, these sluices to discharge used irrigation 
water could only be opened after the tide had receded below 
the water level of the reservoir. This problem of drainage 
was to assume increasing importance the further reclamation 
was pushed out, for with the negligible gradient of the alluvion 
it could take considerable time before the tide had receded 
below the water level of the reservoirs situated near the 
mouth of the main drainage canal or the river. The consequence 
of this was that the further downstream fields were situated, 
the less time was available to discharge used irrigation water 
from the reservoir and to drain the arable thoroughly; as the
tide began to rise again, the lower fields were again the first
to close their sluices.

The drainage canal system connected the different areas 
of land reclaimed at different periods and separated by dikes 
just like the irrigation network. Again, this put the fields 
downstream at a disadvantage, for their reservoirs, which al
ready occupied a larger surface than those of the upper fields 
owing to the short hours during which discharge was possible, 
had to provide additional capacity for the spillway of the 
reservoirs in the upper fields. Thus, while upper fields could 
be drained day and night - during low tide through the drainage 
system directly into the main drainage canal and during high 
tide through the spillway into the reservoirs of the lower
fields - the lower fields were at a grave disadvantage as far
as drainage was concerned. It was these fields where the danger 
of the soil gradually turning into swamp was most acute.

The fact that the lowest fields were always at a dis
advantage as far as drainage was concerned pointed to the one 
possible solution for the problem of deteriorating quality of 
rice land which troubled the Nozu district so much, namely to 
push land reclamation further out on the alluvion. This solution, 
which offered the only chance to prevent arable from turning 
into useless swamp, was seized upon by Kanokogi. Thus, after 
the project carried out in 1804, another stage was realized
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in 1819, with other projects following in 1821 and finally in 
1601838 . In fact, once the alluvion had been turned into

arable for the first time, further reclamation became almost 
inevitable in order to preserve what had been gained by earlier 
efforts, with the time between two projects varying depending 
on the amount of drift deposited at the mouth of a river and 
also on the extent to which reclaimed land subsided after 
some time.

The "one hundred cho" reclamation project was the first 
instance of reclaimed land being planted to rice almost 
immediately after the arable had been divided into lots the 
year following the completion of earthwork. This practice, 
which was henceforth applied in all cases of land reclamation, 
required an agricultural technique especially adapted to the 
soil conditions on such land. In order to avoid damage by 
salt ground-water, the soil could not be tilled as deeply 
as on old fields. During a period of five to seven years, rice 
had to be harvested before it had properly ripened to speed 
up the extermination of shiofuki shellfish. To decrease the 
salinity of the soil as quickly as possible, roughly twice 
the normal volume of fresh irrigation water had to be channelled 
to the newly reclaimed fields. For these reasons, the first 
harvest in 1806 could not be expected to produce a sufficiently 
good result to help peasants of the region out of their 
financial difficulties, Kanokogi therefore declared a 12 months' 
respite for all debts and applied to the domain authorities 
for a loan of lOO kan to be distributed among the indebted 
peasants. This loan was eventually made available to the 
district authorities at an interest rate of 8 percent per 
month; according to an official document recording the details 
of this aid project, Kanokogi distributed 85 kan among villages 
at an interest rate of 15 percent per month . The difference' 
between the rate of interest at which the loan had been re
ceived from the domain authorities and the rate charged to
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peasants was used to relieve poverty among peasants. This rate 
of interest contrasted sharply with the usual rate of 25 per
cent per month which peasants in the Nozu district had to pay

162for loans received from wealthy peasants and merchants ; the 
financial policy followed by Kanokogi thus constituted a 
valuable contribution to improving the financial situation 
of those peasants who were indebted most. The remaining 15 kan 
of the loan from the domain authorities were used for con- 
struction works; beginning in 1808, drainage in many fields 
was improved by installing more efficient conduits, at times 
even employing stonework constructions. In 1807, Kanokogi 
made arrangements with the sake brewers who had lent con
siderable sums to the peasants of the Nozu district for the

acancellation of all outstanding debts in return for lots on 
the newly reclaimed land and grants of samurai rank. All these 
measures paved the way for a general economic recovery of the 
Nozu district, and by 1831 the soil quality of about 345 cho 
equal to 5*900 koku of former "bad fields" had sufficiently 
improved to permit the normal cultivation of rice again.

Evidently, the problem of village decay presented itself 
in the Nozu district in a most conspicuous manner. Although 
studies on village decay in other parts of Higo have not yet 
been made, it is likely that district headmen in coastal re
gions of Higo were generally confronted with similar problems 
as a consequence of land reclamation, although economic problems 
were likely to arise on a smaller scale where a relatively high 
proportion of the total arable consisted of old land. At least 
in the case of the Nozu district, the author of the TN was 
not far from the truth when he blamed the construction of 
dikes and dams for village decay, although he was mistaken as 
to the manner in which flood prevention measures on the alluvion 
influenced the soil quality.

a (See, 174.)
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While land flight appears to have been pronounced in those 
parts of Higo where, like in the Nozu district, the deterio
ration of the soil quality could not be stopped by the indi
vidual peasants, however energetic and enterprising, but only 
by the combined efforts of a bold leadership together with 
the manpower of peasants and the capital of merchants, it is 
highly doubtful whether village decay as an immediate result 
of deteriorating soil quality can really be said to have been 
as widespread a phenomenon as is implied in the TN, especially 
since official census figures indicate a slow upward movement 
of the total rural population around 1800°. We may therefore 
assume that the village decay described by our author was a 
local phenomenon rather than a general one, which served to 
spread labour from villages with a low productivity to others 
where new labour-intensive techniques required additional 
manpower.

While the difficulties of drainage on reclaimed land
defied the efforts of the individual, improving the soil
quality or at least maintaining it at a certain level by the
application of fertilizers was possible in most regions to
all but the poor and marginal peasants. Except for the peasants

bm  the remotest of mountain villages , peasants in Higo were 
by that time generally taking an active interest in fertilizers 
to improve harvest results and were on the whole far removed 
from the stage where they had left this important task to the 
whims of nature. If in a village harvest yields were declining 
gradually as is alleged by the author of the TN, we can only 
assume that this was in a community which did not have access 
to the ample supply of night-soil of a nearby town and where 
many peasants were too poor to purchase commercial fertilizers 
when their supplies of green fertilizer were exhausted or when

a (See, 90-1.)
In Gokasho, a small community in the depth of the Higo moun
tains, fields were cultivated by burning undergrowth and 
-sowing seeds on the cleared land until the mid-19th century.
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riai rights had been restricted. In Higo, the areas 
where this was possible were spread rather widely from the 
margin of the alluvial plain into the river valleys, on the 
mountain plateaus and to some extent even on the generally 
underpopulated south of the alluvial plain. It is conceivable 
that in some of these communities, fertilizing problems added 
to general economic or technical difficulties could lead to 
the ruin of a number of peasants. Here, detailed case studies 
might enable us to arrive at an objective assessment of the 
role played by the lack of sufficient fertilizer in village 
decay. As regards the allegation of our author that village 
decay in communities situated along rivers was a consequence 
of the blockage by dams of adoq , we may state clearly that 
this could neither be the principal cause, nor? even a con
tributory factor of village decay.

2.2.4. The Sale of Rank

The sale of rank constituted one of the means by which 
the domain authorities could tap the wealth of merchants. Be
ginning in the Horeki period, the domain authorities of Higo 
had begun to encourage the purchase of rank (sunshi sunko) 
by which wealthy town dwellers or villagers could buy certain 
privileges ranging from small items for little money to high 
rank for substantial sums. Until the end of the Edo period, 
the majority of landholders and merchants in the recognized
towns were to become samurai by purchase, known usually under

163the name of kinno gSshi, but called sunshi go-kenin in Higo 
a (See, 172-3.)

For a detailed study of the sale of rank in Higo, see, Morita, 
"Kinsei no goshi sei, toku ni kinno goshi no seikaku - Higo- 
han seishi to no kanren ni oite." Also, Ikeda, "Higo-han 
no goshi seido - Tamana-gun Oda tenaga no ichirei," and, 
Iwamoto, "Sunshi sunko - Kamimashiki-gun Yabe tenaga ni 
tsuite."



181

The author of the TN deplores this institution for, as he 
explains, the wealth used for donations to the authorities to 
receive title and privilege was created by the peasantry, not 
by those who apply for a samurai rank:

"If the prices of the various grains remain high for one 
or two years, those who lend money or rice for taxes rise 
considerably in status; they even seem to be able to make 
small payments to the authorities towards receiving a 
family name and a sword. In fact, if we look at the origin 
of the capital for these contributions, we see that it

• 1 f \ Acomes from peasants with their heavy tax burden"AD .

With their newly acquired privileges, these "money samurai" 
joined the ranks of the rural samurai, the goshi, who were 
known in Higo as zainaka go-keninq , i.e. the descendants of 
those warrior families who had forfeited full samurai status 
by not moving their residence to the castle town by the be
ginning of Tokugawa rule.

Financial considerations played undoubtedly some part in 
the government decision to promote the sale of rank, as is 
suggested by the great increase of sales in times when domain 
finances were facing an acute impasse, although total figures 
of sale of rank indicate that the resulting revenue covered 
hardly more than a fraction of the domain debt. A document 
of 1751 lists prices for the various privileges and titles which 
could be purchased ranging between 2 0 0  monme and 2 2 kanme - 
full status of rural samurai, for instance, which entailed 
exemption from tax and transfer from the jurisdiction of the
village headman to that of the district headman, cost 1 kan 

165500 monme . The evidence from the economically backward 
mountain district of Yabe according to which the least ex
pensive item - the right to own an umbrella - accounted for

a The term goshi was used in Higo only after 1870, unlike in 
Satsuma, Tosa, and Mito, where the term goshi had always 
been used in official documents. In Higo, the terms 
koritsutsu or jizamurai were used in the early 17th century 
while the term zainaka go-kenin or simply go-kenin was 
used from the mid-Tokugawa period onwards-*-^.
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roughly one third of the total number of ranks sold until 
1671805 suggests that, at least outside the main rice producing 

counties, revenue from the sale of rank could have contributed 
relatively little to the improvement of the financial situation 
of the domain.

The relatively low stipends that generally accompanied 
full samurai status in Higoa constituted a small burden on the 
domain finances, but selling samurai status on an excessively 
large scale would nevertheless have impaired tax revenue in 
the long run by reducing the tax-paying population on the 
village tax registers. Thus, the authorities may well have been 
torn between their wish to earn money by the sale of rank 
on the one hand and their reluctance to spread the privilege 
of tax exemption too liberally among the wealthy. Besides fi
nancial considerations, the authorities may well have had 
other reasons for inviting non-samurai to join the ranks of 
the ruling class. The fact that Higo introduced a greater 
variety of different ranks, each finely distinguished by the 
accompanying privileges, than any other domain in the Tokugawa 
period, supports the hypothesis that the government officials 
were also looking upon the sale of rank as a means by which 
the ties between the wealthy peasants and the domain authori
ties could be strengthened.

Guarding duties had always been an important task assigned
to rural samurai; one concrete example is afforded by a rural
revolt in 1674 in Hotokehara village in the Yabe district
which was put down by rural samurai under the leadership of

168the district headman Ide Hei'uemon , During the early Toku
gawa period, the domain authorities had, however, entrusted 
rural samurai only with minor posts in local administration; 
in accordance with the official policy of disposing the samurai 
favourably towards the new government, the Hosokawa had acted 
on the principle that a fief need not be accompanied by commensu
rate official duties. This principle was abandoned later in

a (See, 183.)



183

the Tokugawa period when the Hosokawa were firmly established 
in Higo and after the Horeki reforms rural samurai began to be 
increasingly involved in local administration. At the same 
time, the distinction between hereditary rural samurai and 
samurai by purchase began to lose some of its former importance. 
During the Meiwa period (1764-72), rural samurai were appointed 
as district headmen, village headmen, officials in charge of 
the woodland, as inspectors to supervise the transport of 
goods by the wholesalers and as supervisors of dikes.

As to the fiefs received by the rural samurai in Higo,
it appears that these were rather lower than those granted to
their peers in other domains. In Mito, fiefs of 50 koku were
normally granted to hereditary rural samurai while samurai by
purchase were given as much as 350 koku, depending on the size

169of their donation , In Higo, on the other hand, rural 
samurai would receive between 3 to 5 fuchia with the
exception of those who were appointed to an office in local 
administration. There was, however, a marked difference between 
the fiefs of "money samurai" living outside- the recognized 
towns and those who lived in the towns. While the former were 
paid little and were in addition liable to military service, 
the latter were exempt from military obligations and held 
substantially higher kuramai fiefs*3, in Kumamoto, a merchant 
family was granted 15 fuchi in 1806; in 1823, another merchant

Q ° ne consisted of 5 cjc5 of rice a day or its equivalent
in money, paid out once a year in a lump sum.
There were basically two different kinds of fiefs during the 
Tokugawa period, namely the kuramai chigyo (also known as 
hyotori) which promised a given number of rice bags from 
the official storehouse each year, and the chikata chigyo 
which promised a certain percentage of the harvest of 
specified land. While these two kinds of fiefs were roughly 
the same throughout Japan, a third type, known as gisaku, 
was peculiar to Higo. Specifying also the number of bags of 
rice to which the holder was entitled, it was not linked 
directly with land; as far as the prestige of its beneficiary 
was concerned, however, it ranked immediately below the 
chikata chigyo-^^.
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family was granted 23 fuchi and it was not until 1852 and 1855
that two merchant houses were granted 100 koku each. These
fiefs to merchants were as a rule given in the form of a
kuramai chigyo; only exceptionally were donations for land

172reclamation projects rewarded by grants of chikata chigyo
The first case of a donation (sunshi) in Higo dates back

to 1683, while the first documented sale of rank is reported 
173for 1719 . In this respect, Higo appears to have been far

ahead of other domains0 ; it was, however, not until the Horeki
bperiod that the sale of rank assumed significant proportions .

As is shown by the statistics compiled by Morita for the castle 
town and the Akita and Takuma counties in the immediate vicini
ty of Kumamoto, peak periods may clearly be identified in the

censuing development of the system of rank sale . To demonstrate 
these peaks graphically, they are here contrasted with the 
figures of the preceding period in brackets. During the Tenmei 
period (1781-89), there were a total of 168 sales to 71 persons 
(An'ei period, 1772-81: 26 sales to 18 persons). During the 
Bunka period (1804-18), the largest number of sales ever was 
recorded with 335 sales to 81 persons (Kansei/Kyowa period, 
1789-1804: 106 sales to 45 persons). During the Tenpo period 
(1830-44), sales stood at 115 to altogether 63 persons (Bunsei, 
1818-30: 46 sales to 30 persons). The last peak was reached 
in the Keio period (1865-68), immediately before the Meiji 
Restoration, when within three years a total of 323 sales to

° In Tosa, the first case is reported for 1763, in Mito for 
1792174.

k See, Morita, "Goshisei," 93, Chart XI.
c *Unfortunately, Morita cannot give us the figures for other

counties; with the set of figures available to us now, we
can therefore reach conclusions only regarding the castle
town and two of the most productive rice producing counties.
We may assume that the figures of sales decrease along with
decreasing productivity, with those counties with a relatively
low rice production being considerably less well represented
in a list of total rank sale in Higo. See, Morita, "Goshisei,"
90-1, Charts VIII and IX.
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259 persons were recorded (Genji period, 1864-5: 36 sales to
x 175 

1 1 persons)
Figures of the sale of rank in the castle town are also 

agiven by Morita . Here, 5 sales were effected during the Kyowa 
period (1801-04) and 30 sales during the Bunka period (1804-18). 
During the Bunsei period (1818-30), the sale of another 30 
ranks is reported and during the Tenpo period (1830-44) a 
peak was reached with a total of 42 sales. From this point, 
sales dropped gradually to 6 during the BunkyO period (1861-64). 
The remarkable sales reported by Morita for the surrounding 
counties of the castle town during the Keio period are not 
matched by similar sales in Kumamoto where during the same 
period chLy 24 sales are listed.

As we have seen, the total number of sales was greatest 
during the Keio period, with the Bunka period ranking second 
with only marginally less sales. Although these two periods 
were practically on a par with each other as regards the 
number of sales, there is nevertheless a vital difference 
between the two if we take into consideration the number of 
persons to whom rank was conferred. During the Bunka period, 
a relatively restricted number of persons - presumably members 
of the leading families in the villages^- had purchased rank, 
including many who purchased several ranks in successive years. 
During the Keio period, on the other hand, a comparatively 
large number of peasants purchased mostly lower ranks, including 
presumably fewer who purchased several grades. The difference 
between these two periods reflects the slow spread of the 
distribution of wealth among peasants in Higo; judging by these 
figures, it was not until the close of the Tokugawa period 
that wider circles of peasants had accumulated sufficient 
wealth to purchase rank and privilege. At the same time, this 
would mean that around 1800 - the period which is of interest 
to us as background of the TN_ - wealth was not yet sufficiently
a See, Morita, "Goshisei," 92, Chart X.

Provincial merchants in the recognized towns are likely to be 
included in this category, although the charts by Morita do 
not differentiate between peasants and provincial merchants.
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distributed among the peasantry to enable wider circles of 
peasants to acquire even the least expensive ranks available, 
especially if we consider that the figures for the Bunka 
period may conceal a highly uneven distribution of the number 
of ranks purchased among individuals. In other words, these 
figures do not allow us to infer how many of the 81 persons 
who purchased 335 ranks within the 14 years of the Bunka period 
had bought one rank only and how many had purchased several!
On the basis of the available material, we cannot yet reach 
definite conclusions in this matter, but these figures never
theless tend to support the general impression that wealth 
was still comparatively little distributed among peasants in 
Higo around 1800. Using the figures of rank sale as an indi
cator of capital accumulation among peasants obviously has 
its limitations - it cannot be overlooked that the peaks of 
rank sale coincided with times of economic crisis when the 
authorities were especially aware of the need to raise fi
nancial contributions and, as is shown by the dramatic rise 
in the number of ranks sold in the Yabe district from 1 in 
1804 to 118 in 1805 following the period of trial 1802-03^^, 
it seems that adequate government stimulus could produce? 
considerable response among peasants even in a relatively 
backward area of Higo where one would hardly have suspected 
the existence of sufficient funds,

2.3. The Events of 1802-03

Looking back on his activities, the Commissioner of Fi
nance to complete the work begun by Hori Heitazaemon, Shimada 
Katsuji, stated in 1812 that the reforms of the Horeki period 
had not stopped the decay of the state, let alone improved on 
conditions. In an assessment of the economic state of Higo, he 
observed:
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"If I were to compare (the ailments of the state) to the 
worn out parts of a house, I would say that before the 
HSreki period the beams were in order but the roof and 
the walls leaked, whereas these days when the roof and 
the walls have been restored, the main pillars are

1 y * 7distressingly rotten and difficult to repair..."x ' .

It is, of course, open to doubt whether the problems confronting
Higo by the second decade of the 19th century were really so
much more pronounced than they had been in the mid-18th century.
Problems of the past naturally tend to appear less serious in
retrospection than they did at the time; in essence, however,
the problems observed by Shimada did not differ from those
which Hori had attempted to solve. Let us now turn to two
events which were presumably immediately correlia ted with the
TN, namely the bank crash of 1802 and the petition of all
district headmen in 1803.

The bank crash of 1802, which led to serious disturbances
in Kumamoto, was linked closely with the abuse of the deposit

178system (azukari seido) by.merchants and government alike.
As we have alreqdy seen, the wax office had begun already in
1752 to put its capital of 800 kan at the disposal of merchants,
who could take up loans against payment of interest0 . When
in 1785 the initial capital had increased eighteenfold to
14*732 kan as a result of judicious investment, the wax office
began to function as an official bank under the name of 

179go-gmdokoro . In 1789, the go-gmdokoro began to accept 
goods - above all rice, but also cotton, tobacco, rape seeds, 
salt, and drugs - from merchants through the intermediary of 
deposit agents appointed by the authorities. This innovation 
enabled merchants to circumvent difficulties arising from the 
lack of specie as they could now create their own means of pay
ment by depositing goods at a government storehouse. The bill 
which they received in exchange for the goods was freely ne
gotiable and enjoyed a good reputation among merchants since

a (See, 119.)
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it was guaranteed by the government. The currency of these
bills was generally limited to three months at the most. For
its services as trustee, the bank charged a fee amounting to
a fraction of the value of the goods as well as 5 percent

180interest per month on the value of the goods . Once merchants 
were in the possession of a bill, they could transact business 
simply by exchanging these officially endorsed documents 
until the currency expired. The last holder of the document 
would then present it to the bank to have it exchanged for 
the goods in the storehouse. Merchants welcomed these bills 
not only because they did away with silver coins which were 
cumbersome to handle and required the careful merchant to 
keep an eye on the weight and the purity of individual coins, 
but also because they generally speeded up commercial operations 
which would otherwise have been too time-consuming and too 
costly. Accordingly, with bills changing hands very quickly, 
business transacted was often highly speculative. Those 
merchants who required ready cash but who, thinking that 
rising prices made a later sale advisable, did not want to 
sell a bill, moreover had the option of mortgaging a bill 
for the sum they required for a shorter period. Such mortgage 
agreements, set down on documents known as oboe, provided an 
ideal means of tiding over short periods of insufficient liqui
dity* at the same time, they opened also a possibility of
abuse by unlawfully mortgaging bills several times until the

181total debt exceeded the value of the deposited goods
The domain authorities, too, were issuing similar bills 

known as azukari, which were circulating within . the domain 
like paper money, against the security of tax rice stored in 
government storehouses. Unlike paper money which could be 
issued only if the bakufu was satisfied that there were suffi
cient silver reserves to cover the issue, the issue of azukari 
did not require shogunal permission. In 1802, when domain 
debts had risen to 460*000 koku and reserves were exhausted, 
the Higo authorities even resorted to issuing azukari against
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the "security" of the forthcoming harvest. Moreover, deposits
of merchants held in trust in government storehouses were
apparently also incorporated into domain finances to relieve
financial pressures. In the same year, the authorities began
therefore to exchange private bills and azukari for silver at
an unfavourable exchange rate instead of handing back the
deposits. This caused a sudden crumbling of public trust in
the go-gindokoro and a great number of bill holders rushed
to the offices of the bank to claim their deposits. For a
short time, the authorities handed out half the value of the
deposited goods, but when almost all deposits were claimed
simultaneously, not even this method could serve any longer as
a makeshift. Day after day, the offices of the go-gindokoro
within the compound of Kumamoto castle were besieged by
hundreds of people from dawn till dusk who attempted to save
what could be saved and even tried to force their way into the 

1S2building . The bank extricated itself rather skilfully from
this delicate situation, for when it became clear that the
guards could no longer control the mob, the official in charge
declared that deposits would eventually be payed back in
silver and, to prove that no more government azukari would be
issued, had the remaining azukari in the possession of the
government burned before the very eyes of the enraged populace.
Moreover, it was declared that all officials linked in some

183way with this affair were to be dismissed
The psychological effect of these riots in the streets of 

Kumamoto must not be underrated. In comparison with its neigh
bours, the Higo domain had until 1802 been practically spared 
outbreaks of popular discontent0 - the riots connected with 
the bank crash of 1802 were the first major disturbances since 
the famine year of 1786. While the merchants depended utterly 
on the political authorities and had no choice other than

° (See, Appendix I.)
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accepting passively whatever decision was taken by the govern
ment officials, the authorities appear to have realized that 
times called for decisive steps to improve the financial situ
ation of the domain. Hard pressed to fulfil their promise of 
covering the losses sustained through bankruptcy, the govern
ment decided to raise an additional 30'000 koku tax (agemdi) 
besides a 2 percent levy (nibumai) on the assessed crop yield, 
ostensibly to build up reserves for years of bad harvest.
Further measures included the levy of donations from merchants,
a cut in samurai stipends, and a reduction in the price of

184samurai rank to promote sales . Most important, however, was
the introduction of the jomen method of tax assessment0 in the
2nd month of 1803, with a tax rate which' was computed on the
basis of the average tax rate of the past thirty years. The
authorities no doubt placed great hopes in this new method to
stabilize domain revenue; this measure did, however, provoke
the determined resistance of the district headmen. In the 3rd

185month of 1803, they submitted a petition to the authorities
in which they warned the government that it would be impossible
for them to collect the new taxes if the j omen method were
introduced. Should the government disregard their advice and
forge ahead with their plan, many peasants would undoubtedly
be forced to abandon their land. The new method would thus

186jeopardize the collection of the annual tax
This petition by all district headmen of Higo is the second 

event which is likely to be immediately correlated with the TN. 
While the bank crash had shaken the authorities out of their 
complacency, the opposition of district headmen to their plans 
to increase revenue must have given rise to considerable con
cern in government circles, for this "revolt" could not be 
lightly dismissed as the action of the common people. The fact 
that opposition originated from within the own ranks of govern
ment officials whose comparatively low position in the hierarchy

° (See, 139 ff.)
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was more than compensated by their vital importance to the
collection of the annual tax, underlined the severity of the
situation. In fact, the district headmen had spoken up for
the large majority of poor and marginal peasants who were in
the danger of being put at some disadvantage by the new method
of tax assessment for some years, not only because a fixed

187tax rate posed a constant threat to solvency , but also
because it was feared that the change-over to the new method
might be abused to increase the tax rate before pegging it
at a constant level - an experience which had apparently

188often been made in other parts of Japan . Besides their 
concern for the domain finances and the fate of the poor 
peasants, another motive of district headmen to petition 
against the j omen method may well have been the concrete 
fear that the streamlining of the taxation procedure such as 
the j omen method entailed w.ould, in the long term, restrict 
their competences and thus lower the prestige of their post 
in local administration. Like in the 1760's, when the com
bined action by district headmen had been largely unsuccess
ful in preventing the introduction of a government monopoly 
on wax, their protest did not have much impact this time 
either; in a way, the failure of this petition indicates how 
determined the Higo authorities were to implement the j omen 
method. Supporters of government policy may well have seen 
in the opposition of district headmen a dangerous precedent 
for subordinate officials to question decisions made in top 
ranks of the bureaucracy, perhaps even a danger to the success
ful realization of these government planS which depended on 
the cooperation of district headmen - an opinion which is 
expressed in the TN in the form of sharp attacks on district 
headmen. Although the authorities did not waver in their de
cision to put the j omen method into force at long last, we may 
nevertheless assume that the opinion of the district headmen
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had influenced the government in their decision to introduce 
the new method on the basis of a three year trial period, 
during which it would have been possible to revert to the old 
method in case of gross harvest failure. An additional con- 
cession was gained from the government in 1804, when the 
additional taxes were reduced to 2 0 ' 0 0 0  koku and 1-|- percent 
respectively. We do not know the details of this dialogue 
between supporters and opponents of the plan to introduce the 
j omen? ̂ method of tax assessment. Considering what was at stake, 
we may, however, assume with fair certainty that the decision 
to go ahead with it was not reached without much heated de
bate. It is these polemics which, in my opinion, form the back
ground of the T_N; we shall therefore have to refer to this 
point again at a later stage when we discuss the purpose of 
the TN.

j
*

To summarize! To solve its financial problems, the Higo 
domain carried out one of the few fairly successful domain re
forms of the mid-18th century. In the course of administrative 
reforms to centralize and bureaucratize rural administration, 
district headmen, who occupied a pivotal post in local admini
stration, came to be appointed by the Kumamoto authorities; at 
the same time, the domain authorities also asserted their say 
in the appointment of village headmen. Reforms of the penal 
code which introduced a wider variety of punishments, mitigated 
the severity of earlier punishments for many offences, inclu
ding non-payment of the annual tax by peasants. To set the 
Higo domain firmly on a traditionalist course, the curriculum 
of the newly founded domain school emphasized the study of the 
ancient texts in accordance with the postulate of the Ancient 
School (kogaku); in the late 18th century, the likelihood of 
kokugaku influence through personal contacts with Motoori Nori- 
naga and other nativist thinkers cannot be altogether excluded.
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Economic reform measures of Higo are marked by a fairly 
successful restriction of commercial activities, above all 
outside the few recognized towns; the restraint which was there
by imposed on the spread of the money economy resulted in a 
relatively low degree of commercialization of wide areas of 
Higo. In agriculture, the main attention was directed towards 
the production of Higo rice, which was renowned for its high 
quality; apart from rice, the only produce exported to 5saka 
in bulk was wax. Forestry, which was also organized during the 
reforms of the Horeki period, served mainly to ensure a suffi
ciently large supply of timber for use within the domain. Never
theless, activities in forestry, which were all the more vi
gorous since efforts in Higo were lagging behind those under
taken by neighbouring domains, appear to have caused difficul
ties to some peasants in those communities still engaged pre
dominantly in subsistence farming where iriai rights had to be 
restricted in order to protect the forest against excessive ex
ploitation. The steadfast adherence of the Higo authorities to 
the kemi method of tax assessment which - unlike the j omen 
method already widely applied in other domains at that time - 
did not leave increments in crop yield to the peasant, may well 
have been one of the major causes for the preponderance in rural 
Higo of villages primarily engaged in subsistence farming with 
a relatively low percentage of cash crops at a time when in the 
economically advanced areas of Japan a vast number of peasant 
families were already engaged in commercial farming. Without 
the incentive of profit, interest for new agricultural technolo
gies was bound to be comparatively low, even where new techniques 
could have been applied in theory. Overall increase in productivity 
was therefore rather lower in Higo than in the advanced areas 
of Japan, with a few notable exceptions’.mainly in the vicinity 
of the castle town. With the gowari no sakutoku regulation 
added to the kemi method, capital accumulation by peasants in 
18th century Higo may be said to have proceeded on the whole at
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a comparatively slow pace. The little developed market economy 
in Higo resulted moreover in a relatively limited distribution 
of wealth among the different regions in Higo as well as among 
the inhabitants of a county or a village. To maintain, and to 
raise, agricultural production, dams were constructed to protect 
the arable against floods and land was reclaimed to gain new 
arable. Originally, the privilege of initiating riparian projects 
had been granted to all samurai, but later it was restricted 
to the Hosokawa house and the three karo houses. Only in the 
late 18th century and in the early 1 9 th century were merchants 
and wealthy peasants invited to participate in such ventures. 
However, unlike in other regions of Japan, they did not gain 
rights on land; as a rule, donations for land reclamation were 
honoured by grants of samurai rank accompanied by relatively 
modest stipends. Land reclamation offered a new chance to many 
poor and landless peasants and thus helped to lessen the gap 
between rich and poor in village society. In locations close 
to the sea, the drainage of reclaimed land could cause serious 
technical problems, forcing at times individual families to 
abandon their land. While further inland, the restriction of 
iriairrights could bring about the ruin of families of poor and 
marginal peasants in those communities which had not yet effected 
the change from subsistence to commercial farming to a signifi
cant degree, the deteriorating soil quality of arable on re
claimed land along the coast was the result of a natural process 
which could be stopped only by a combined effort of the govern
ment, the merchants, and the peasants. With the sale of a wide 
variety of samurai ranks and privileges, the authorities opened 
up a new source of revenue and strengthened also the ties between 
the authorities and the wealthy peasants and provincial merchants 
figures of rank sale around 1800 may tentatively be taken to 
mirror the comparatively narrow distribution of wealth among 
the peasants of Higo at that time.
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All this tends to confirm the general impression gained by 
our traveller Furukawa Koshoken which we have quoted at some 
length at the beginning of this chapter. Can we say therefore 
that the living conditions of the peasantry in Higo were gene
rally worse than those of peasants in the economically advanced 
areas of Tokugawa Japan where the early development of a market 
economy had enabled wide sections of the peasantry to improve 
their quality of life considerably? In order to examine this 
question further, let us turn to the next chapter where everyday 
life of the ordinary peasant in other regions of Japan is con
trasted with reports of peasant life in Higo.
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3. Peasant Life in Higo around 1800

From the description of the economic and political condi
tions in Higo during the second half of the 18th century and 
their consequences on the social sector which I have attempted to 
give in the last chapter, the reader has, I hope, gained a 
fair impression of general conditions of samurai and peasants 
in Higo at that time. With each government measure discussed, we ;• 
have seen both the motivation of the authorities to implement it, 
as well as its consequences for the peasantry. Within this frame
work of general knowledge of the socio-economic situation of 
Higo around 1800, I would now like to go into details about the 
daily life of ordinary peasants. As in all of my commentary on 
the TN, it is my endeavour to achieve thereby two things; namely 
to examine the claims made in the TN and to make a contribution 
to our knowledge about the living conditions of the common people. 
In the search for additional source material I have put special 
emphasis on the topic of peasant distress, which looms large 
in the TIN, as, for instance, food, housing, punishment for tax 
defaulters, treatment of peasants by local officials and by the 
priesthood. From the emerging picture we may establish whether 
or not the author of the TN has allowed himself to be carried 
away by his emotions in his descriptions of the conditions of 
the poor and marginal peasants in Higoa ,

Trying to answer the question of what the consequences of 
the political and economic realities were for the overwhelming 
majority of the population of Higo, enhances our awareness of 
the fact that history does not exist in a vacuum but that it 
leaves its visible imprint on the people of every period. In 
other words, we are made aware of the fact that a new edict or 
law is not merely a piece of paper but effects a change for

a For a general introduction to peasant life, see the chapter on 
farmers in, Dunn, Everyday Life, 50-83. For peasant life in 
Higo, see, Tamamuro, Nomin seikatsu, an invaluable collection 
of source material, I have also drawn extensively on Kodama, 
Nomin seikatsushi, especially in the section on the annual tax.
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better or worse in the condition of the common people. Here is 
how the author of the TN describes peasant life in Higo. Re
plying to a village headman’s allegation that peasants lived 
quite well on the returns from hidden fields, he has a peasant 
say:

"Our ’life’ does not deserve that namei As you can see your
self, we work hard every day of the year, be it hot or cold, 
beginning in the morning when the stars are still shining 
and finishing in the evening when the stars appear again.
In summer we are especially hard pressed by our work, at 
times even working at night without getting any sleep; 
during the day the intensity of our work can only be com
pared with that of the sun-rays which wither trees and 
plants. Grandfather, grandmother, wife, and children labour 
so hard day after day that their breath smells of blood 
and yet year after year, when the time has come to pay the 
tax, there is not even enough rice to pay it. When we have 
finished paying our dues little by little, either by taking 
up loans or by selling firewood, we are left in the cold 
winter nights without a single padded garment, not to speak 
of straw or rushmats to pull over our head. Just imagine 
our suffering! I am not the only one affected; there are 
many others in the village. Being young and vigorous I 
stand up to the cold very well, but to the old people and 
the children it is indeed so cruel that one cannot bear the 
sight of it. Getting up in a bitterly cold night to light 
a fire and warm oneself because one is unable to sleep in 
spite of all the rushmats and strawmats piled on top of 
one is something which you will know from your own experience" .

Although throughout the TN the author makes his point that, what
ever the authorities do, it is invariably the peasant who has 
to suffer, this is the passage which sums up his impression of
the predicament of the peasantry in the most heart-rending '
fashion. But does the author here really give a realistic account 
of peasant life in Higo? Could it be that he exaggerated to lend
force to his account which was intended as a memorial to the
government? If his description does reflect reality truthfully, 
can it be said to hold true for all peasants alike or only for 
the poorer sections of the peasantry?

Before we turn to these questions let us first try to 
answer the question as to what extent the description of peasant 
life in Higo in the TN and in other sources can be considered
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typical for peasant life in Tokugawa Japan in general. Is it 
justifiable to infer from conditions in Higo on living conditions 
of peasants in other domains of Tokugawa Japan around 1800 or 
do we have to look upon peasant life in Higo as an illustration 
of the life of the common people in the economically backward 
regions?

The author of the TN was, of course, not the only author 
in 18th century Japan to give a rather bleak description of 
everyday peasant life. So, for instance, the way ordinary 
peasants were treated by the authorities was described by 
Tanaka KyugO (1663-1729), a high-ranking official in the service 
of the Shogun Yoshimune, who as a son of a village headman from 
the Kanto area had an intimate knowledge of this subject. In a 
passage of his Minkan Seiyo (Essentials of Civic Life, 1721), 
he wrote:

"Those people whom we call peasants are no better than 
cattle or horses. The authorities pitilessly compel them 
to pay heavy taxes; they are the objects of a most onerous 
corvee, but they have nothing to say about it. We hear of 
many cases where they lose all their fortune, sell their 
wives and children and suffer all sorts of violence or are 
even put to death. They pass their whole life enduring 
blows and insults.... Petty officials lord it over them so 
that the peasant cringes before their threatening stare.... 
The arrogant behaviour of these officials is like that of 
a heartless driver of some horse or oxa ; after loading it 
down with a great weight he proceeds to rain blows upon 
it; then when it stumbles he becomes more and more angry, 
cursing it loudly and striking it even with greater force - 
such is the fate of the peasant"2 .

Leaving aside for once the obvious exaggerations due to 
the influence of Chinese literary style, there can be little 
doubt that life of a large number of ordinary peasants at the 
beginning of the 18th century - before the j omen method of tax
assessment had brought on widespread improvements in peasant
» b » *life - was m  striking contrast to that led by the wealthy

peasants, the provincial merchants, and, of course, by many
samurai and merchants in town. A multitude of laws imposed

a An allegory often used by writers on peasant problems during 
the Tokugawa period. (See, TN: 371 ff.)

b (See, 144 ff.)
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strict rules of conduct in every sector of life - a code which 
would be supplemented by a new regulation whenever easing 
economic pressures were permitting an improvement in the quality 
of life of the common people. The body of sumptuary legislation 
which regulated the minutest details of peasant life affords 
to some extent insight into what Confucian administrators thought 
everyday life of ordinary peasants should be like. Such legis
lation was not uniform throughout Japan, although it would be 
similar in the points considered most important; neither was 
such legislation enforced, or even obeyed, with the same rigi
dity in all periods by all peasants. Often, it is even doubt
ful whether sumptuary legislation had any measurable effect 
at all - indeed, their very existence and the regular repetitions 
are proof of the fact that the living standard?, of a wide section 
of the common people was gradually rising.

Legislation put great emphasis on finely graded status 
differences in the amenities of life. Whereas the wealthy lived 
on comfortable tatami mats in wooden houses, peasants were 
allowed ordinary floorboards only. Legislation pertaining to 
clothing was equally stringent. According to the Keian Ofuregaki 
- a  collection of laws governing various aspects of peasant 
life issued by the shogunate in 1649 - no fabric other than 
cotton cloth was permitted for the clothing of peasants (Art. 16)°- 
a regulation which was even further specified in Higo where 
peasants could wear only dyed cotton cloth without crest. Silk 
was prohibited even for sashes, foresleeves, and collars. A 
decree of 1736 in the Higo domain states that of late, wives 
and children of the well-to-do had begun to indulge in unbe
coming luxuries and that those who could not afford to do so 
were beginning to imitate them. Excesses could be observed not 
only during wedding celebrations but also at ordinary village 
meetings; so regulations concerning clothing should henceforth 
be constantly on display in front of the village headman’s

a (See, 19n.)
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house. As to women, they were allowed to wear clothes with 
patterns, but silk was also strictly prohibited. Silk under
garments, if discovered at spot checks, would be torn away by 
the officials, who would then punish not only the woman who had
flouted the law, but also all members of the five-family group3to which she belonged, as well as the village headman . The 
consumption of rice was prohibited to peasants who were exhorted
to grow sufficient amounts of other cereals0 . Buying sake or

b ctea or smoking tobacco was equally forbidden, though the
authorities do not seem to have objected to peasants consuming
tea or smoking tobacco which they had produced themselves.
Travel was restricted, especially after the rural population had
begun to decrease in many regions after the mid-Tokugawa period,
and so peasants had to notify the village headman as well as
the headman of the five-family group to obtain permission to
leave. Working times were prescribed by law; peasants in the
Kagoshima domain, for instance, had to work from 6 a.m. to
8 p.m. according to a regulation issued in 1804. In Fukuoka,
according to a law of 1740, the village headman had to beat
a drum or some iron implement to let the peasants know the time
when they had to begin work in the fields. Holidays were scarce
and strictly regulated by the authorities in each domain. Even
trivia like smoking breaks were made the subject of legislation
later in the Tokugawa period. In the Higo domain, a schedule
was set up for the work to be done in the course of a year in
order to ensure payment of the annual tax.

Women are only rarely the subject of legislation; the Keian
Ofuregaki specifies the position of women in Tokugawa society
in article 14 where they are exhorted to work hard with ramie
and loom - if a wife did not work sufficiently hard, her husband

4should send her away, "regardless of how pretty she was" , The 
same provision discourages leniency in all cases, except with

a Keian Ofuregaki, article 11, (See, 19n.) 
b ibid,, article 6 .
° ibid., article 23.
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women who had accrued merit either by giving birth to several
. , achildren or m  some other way. The Go-Kyoyusho of the Higo

domain is equally explicit: "The woman must be subservient to
her husband. She must have high regard for him, never divide
her loyalty nor be jealous. She must consult with her husband

5about every matter concerning her daily work" .
Something which the authorities tried hard to suppress 

was the custom of infanticide and abortion, practiced by 
peasants and town-dwellers alike to limit the size of their 
families*3-. Methods of family limitation known to the Japanese 
of the Tokugawa period were contraception, abortion and infanti
cide, the first being apparently less important than the post
conception limitation of fertility. While abortion by medicinal 
or mechanical means was confined to the wealthy owing to the 
high fees charged for the treatment, infanticide, known as 
mabiki (thinning), by which the midwide suffocated the newly- 
born immediately after birth, was cheaply available to the 
poor. Evidence concerning abortion and infanticide is in a 
way conflicting and does not permit to draw conclusions as to 
incidence or geographical distribution. On the one hand, the 
existence of a widespread practice of family limitation is 
evident in the many policies that were designed to lessen it^,

The Go-Kyoyusho (Official Book of Instruction) is a collection 
of laws and directives for the peasants, compiled and issued 
by the Kumamoto authorities sometime during the first two 
decades of the 19th century. Its purpose was to dispel the 
"great uncertainties about the law" which existed among the 
peasants, and to protect them from "unwittingly infringing 
on regulations". Four times a year, it had to be read out 
aloud to the peasants and its content had to be explained to 
them. The headmen of the five-family groups were enjoined to 
raise individual points from this book to the other members 
of his group whenever they met in the course of their daily 
duties. Most important, however, Was the provision requiring 
all calligraphy teachers to use it as textbook7 .
On the topic of family limitation, see, Taeuber, Population, 
29-34.
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including moral exhortations by the authorities, investigations,
rice or money subsidies given to families as stimulants to
raise children, and punitive measures against those who destroyed
children. On the other hand, as Taeuber has pointed out, it is
nevertheless a fact that if limitation had been carried out in
the numbers alleged by contemporary writers, this would have
led to a rapid decline in total population - a decline which
is not reflected in Tokugawa reports of commoners^. It may well
be that the moral indignation of contemporary writers on the
subject introduced an element of exaggeration into their
accounts0 ; what is of paramount importance in this study of
peasant life is the fact that family limitation was practiced
out of motivations far more complex than the simple fact of

9physical poverty . Apart from purely economic pressures im
pinging on such decisions, we may identify other motivations 
such as unfavourable zodiacal and calendar combinations, when 
the parents were older than was thought proper for a couple 
to rear children, but above all the pre-eminent necessity of 
the continuity of the family through the male line. While the 
eldest son stood no risk of willed death, with second and third 
child still being relatively secure, it was a fact of peasant 
life that prospects of second, third, or higher order sons were 
dark; often the only chance for them to avoid migration to the 
city or day labour in later life was the chance of adoption by 
another family. With high infant mortality, however, we must 
realize that many families never faced the;:problem of infanti
cide as such a decision as to whether a child could be reared 
or not would not normally have to be made until after a family

a So, for example, Sato Nobuhiro (1769-1850) who wrote: "Many 
women become pregnant, but they can not nurse their children. 
They murder their babies or procure abortion. By travelling 
around our country, I know this custom prevails. It is a 
very terrible fact that in a village consisting of ten houses, 
every year over two babies are killed... This custom is most 
prevalent in the provinces of Ohu and Kanto. In Chugoku,
Shikoku and KyOshu abortion is universal. Even in the pro
vinces of Dewa and Oshu alone, every year about sixteen or 
seventeen thousand babies are killed. But no one is startled 
by this deplorable custom. " -*-0
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had fxve or even six children . In the larger context, Taeuber 
sees the relevance of post-conception limitation of fertility 
in the substantial reductions in death rates below what they 
would have been otherwise by permitting the replacement of 
children who died. In this sense, mabiki was not only a con
sequence of the poverty of peasants, but indeed an "adjustment 
to living conditions consistent both with the survival of the
individual families over the generations and with the mainte-

12nance of the national population"
As I have already stated, legislation governing peasant 

life was only an indirect indicator of the changes in the quality 
of everyday life of the one or the other segment of the peasant 
population. In order to give a more accurate impression of 
living conditions of the peasants, I propose therefore to quote 
in some detail reports by European travellers to Japan. In my 
search for comments on the daily life of the common people, I 
have found the following sources, listed in chronological order 
of their stay in Japan, most useful (dates of stay in Japan in 
brackets)i

a) The German Physician Engelbert Kampfer (1690-92)°.
b) The Swedish botanist Carl Peter Thunberg (1775-76)*3.
c) The German scientist and physician Ph. Fr. von Siebold 

(1823-30)°.
d) The American plenipotentiary Townsend Harris (1856-62) .
e) The British minister Sir Rutherford Alcock (1859-62)°.
f) W.E. Griffis, an American instructor in physical sciences 

(1870-74)f .

° Kampfer, Engelbert. The History of Japan. Transl. by J.G. 
Scheuchzer. 2 vols. London, 1727.

k Thunberg, Carl Peter. Reise durch einen Theil von Europa,
Afrika und Asien, hauptsachlich in Japan, in den Jahren 1770 
bis 1799. 2 vols. Berlin, 1794.
Siebold, Ph. von. Nippon. Archiv zur Beschreibung von Japan.
7 vols. Leiden, 1832-51,

d Harris, Townsend. The Complete Journal of Townsend Harris.
New York, 1930.

e Alcock, Sir Rutherford. The Capital of the Tycoon. 2 vols. 
London, 1863.

f Griffis, W.E. The Mikado's Empire. New York, 1876,

11
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aCrawcour, quoting from Alcock, Harris, and Griffis , pointed 
out that divergencies in the accounts of the quality of every
day life in mid-1 9 th century Japan by these Western observers 
were spanning the whole range from "utter poverty" to "evidence 
of plenty". How do we account for these differences? Were they,
as Crawcour asks, due to "different expectations or temperaments

13of the observers" or rather to "regional differences" ? As we 
look closer at all statements on the life of the common people 
in the available sources, including those quoted by Crawcour, 
we find that existing contradictions are rather less marked than 
the quotations chosen by Crawcour would seem to suggest at first. 
Certainly, both of the explanations offered by Crawcour for the 
existence of such diverging comments hold true to some extent. 
Griffis, for instance, who aired his disappointment with: the
realities of Japanese life in the bluntest manner, openly admitted 
that the only reason why he could be disappointed at all was 
because he had come to Japan with unrealistic preconceived no
tions as to what an "Oriental" country should look like. This 
emerges clearly from the description of his feelings when he 
saw Fukui for the first time - the town where he was to stay 
for one year as instructor in physical sciences:

"X shall never forget my emotions, in that sudden first 
glimpse of the city embowered in trees, looming across the 
plain, amidst the air lade with snow-flakes, and seen in 
the light reflected from storm-clouds. There were no spires, 
golden-vaned; no massive pediments, facades, or grand 
buildings such as strike the eye on beholding a city in 
the Western world. I had formed some conception of Fukui 
while in America: something vaguely grand, mistily im
posing - I knew not what, I now saw simply a dark, vast 
array of low-roofed houses, colossal temples, gables, 
castle-towers, tufts of bamboo, and groves of trees. This 
was Fukui"^4,

A similar bias may well have coloured the impressions of the 
other Western observers quoted below, whose personal and cultural 
background as well as the extent to which they could travel in 
Japan could not but have an immediate bearing on their impression 
of life in Japan. Nevertheless, as is evident in almost every

a See, Crawcour, "Tokugawa Heritage," 26-7,
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source I have looked into, regional variations in the quality 
of life are undoubtedly a major reason for the diverging im
pressions of these travellers. Judging by their accounts and 
contrasting them with the description of peasant life in Higo 
following below, the comment by Smith that "widespread poverty - 
a condition by no means characteristic of all areas - was
quite compatible with numerous instances of impressive wealth 

15and elegance" seems to be applicable not only to the peasant 
population within one domain but also to whole regions repre
senting different stages of economic development.

That commerce was a prerequisite to a higher quality of 
life emerges already from the account given by Kdmpfer for 
the years 1690-92. So, for instance, a passage describing the 
scene in Muru - a safe harbour in the Inland sea region in the 
province of Bizen - reads;

"It consists of one long narrow street, which runs along 
the semicircular shores, and some few others, which run 
backwards up towards the mountains. The number of houses 
may amount in all to about six hundred. It is inhabited 
chiefly by Sackiq brewers, ale-house keepers and mercers, 
who can richly maintain themselves, because of the multi
tude of ships, which daily resort to this harbour"^,

Communities which were located on lively trade routes were 
clearly in a favourable position to benefit from the exchange 
of goods, although, as we shall see presently, even this did 
not necessarily guarantee prosperity. Odawara, for instance, 
which was a stage on the Tokaido route situated on the margin 
of the Kanto plain, prospered although most of its inhabitants 
apparently were not directly involved in trade or manufacture:

"It reckons about a thousand small houses very neatly built, 
white wash’d for the most part, with square court yards 
before, and curious gardens behind... The empty shops shew, 
that there is no great trade, nor manufactures carried on 
at this place, for all it lies so near the sea... The 
politeness in the dress and the civil behaviour of the 
Inhabitants of this place, particularly the women, are a 
proof, that there are only rich people live here, which

Q ASake. Throughout my quotations from Kdmpfer, I have retained 
the spelling of the original English edition of 1727.
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are under no necessity of getting their livelihood by 
trade, but are able to maintain themselves by their own 
revenues, and chose this town to live, preferably to 
other places, by reason of its good air and pleasant 
situation"-^.

Another example is provided by his description of Sakanoshita, 
a village situated on the pilgrim route from Kyoto to Ise, 
which appears to have prospered mainly by lodging pilgrims:

"Sakanosta is a village of about an hundred houses, the 
first in the Province Isje. It is a rich village with 
many Inns, and lies in a very pleasant country. We took 
notice here of a small chappel, wherein was kept a good 
provision of small thin boards, with some sacred and 
singificant characters writ upon them, suppos'd to have 
the infallible virtue of keeping off all sorts of dis
tempers and misfortunes. They were sold at some few 
farthings a-piece"1®.
Other writers, too, mehtion the existence of prosperity

in places throughout Japan which were predestined by their
location to play an important role in the exchange of goods.
The harbour of Shimonoseki at the westernmost point of the
main island of HonshO where travellers would ferry over to
Kyushu was described by Thunberg in 1776 as "very prosperous
and sightly" owing to its harbour where often as many as 2 0 0

19to 300 ships would be moored at one time . The port of Kokura, 
situated on the opposite shore of the straits of Shimonoseki 
on the island of KyushD was characterized by Siebold as a 
prosperous town, where inland trade, handicrafts and agri-

20culture offered all of its lb'OOO inhabitants a livelihood 
Alcock, who travelled to the northern island of Hokkaido in 
the mid~19th century mentioned signs of modest prosperity even 
in the port of Hakodate which occupied a similar vantage point 
on the traffic route between Honshu and Hokkaido. Although Al
cock found "very little beyond the commonest articles of con
sumption", shops appear to have been well stocked with food- 

21stuff .
A reading of these travel diaries leaves no doubt that it
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was above all in the Kanto plain centring around the large 
urban area of Edo and in the Kansai plain with the towns of 
Kyoto and Osaka where European travellers were most impressed 
by the widespread prosperity, while local centres of the kind 
described above represented pockets of prosperity in areas 
which were relatively little developed, kept alive mainly by 
trade on the arterial roads of Japan, Siebold, for instance, 
who as a medical practitioner had close contact with the popu
lation, realized during his stay in prosperous Kokura that, 
even within such a relatively important trading place, prosperi
ty was confined to the town itself and was hardly spread even 
as far as the "suburbs" where the common people and the lower 
samurai were living:

"The kinds of ailments of which the numerous patients 
from these places who came to consult me were suffering- - 
mostlychronic skin disease and diseases of the eye, in
veterate syphilis and cachexies0 deriving from long
standing ailments of the abdomen and the chest - indi
cated that the nice living quarters which we had admired 
upon our entry into Faramatsb were harbouring but poverty 
and misery"^.

All travellers agree in their admiration for the riches 
produced by human skill in the large towns of Kyoto, Osaka, 
and Edo as well as by the peasants of the surrounding rural 
areas. For these economically advanced regions, we find en
thusiastic comments which express the astonishment of Europeans 
and Americans alike for the achievements of Japanese civiliza
tion with hardly any qualifying remarks added about poverty 
still evident at the lower end of thesocial scale.

Of KySto during the Genroku period (1688-1704), Kampfer
wrote that "there is scarce a house in this large capital where

23there is not something made or sold" and that "there is
r 24nothing can be thought of, but what may be found at Miaco'"'

a Depraved condition of the body, in which nutrition is every
where deficient.

k Probably Haramachi, a suburb of Kokura.
Q Miyako, Kyoto.
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Seeing the wealth of products available in this town, Kdmpfer
wrote that "...for my part, I could not help admiring whence
they can have customers enough for such an immense quantity 

25of goods"
The living quarters in the cities were described by Kdmpfer 

as follows:

"The houses in Jedo are small and low, as indeed they are 
in all other parts of the Empire, built of firwood, with 
thin clay'd walls, adorn’d within, and divided into rooms 
by paper skreens, and lattice windows. The floors are 
cover'd with fine mats, the roofs with shavings of wood"

According to Thunberg, the houses of the rich and noble were
27distinguished "by their size, outward appearance and beauty"

In Osaka, too, houses of merchants were
£"...according to the standing laws and custom of the 

country, not above two stories high.... They are built 
of wood, lime and clay. The front offers to the spectator's 
eye the door, and a shop where the merchants sell their 
goods, or else an open room, where handicraftsmen and 
artificers, openly and in every body's sight, exercise 
their trade and manufactures"^ ,
As to the kind of food eaten by the inhabitants of the 

large cities in the late Tokugawa period, a good impression 
may be gained from the list which Siebold*s assistants compiled 
in Edo in 1826°. They had been told to go around the shops of 
Edo to take notes of all articles on sale, and so the resulting 
picture may be considered to be fairly representative of the 
range of food items available to the ordinary citizen of Edo 
in the first half of the 19th century.

Counting the different varieties of food on sale, Siebold 
found close to a hundred different kinds of vegetables and 
fruit on sale in the shops of Edo, namely eight kinds of 
sprouted pulse and roots, fourteen kinds of pickles made of 
fruit, roots or vegetables, 25 kinds of fresh and dried mush
rooms, 2 0  kinds of edible seaweed and fresh-water green algae,
a See, Siebold, Nippon, vol. 6, part VI, 70-2.
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jellies and different varieties of starch-flour, and 28 kinds 
of fruit. Among seafood, he counted 70 varieties of fish, 
lobster, crabs, sepia and other species of moilusca, 26 kinds 
of shellfish, 30 kinds of birds and game. Furthermore, twelve 
different kinds of cereals were recorded.

Requirements of carbohydrate and vegetable protein of the 
citizens of Edo were covered from the following sources:

Rice; dumplings made of rice, wheat, millet, or buck
wheat; sweet cakes; various kinds of starch-flour made 
of arrowroot, rice, wheat or of bracken-starch; malt 
of barley; fermented soybean paste; konnyaku - a paste 
made from the starch of the devil's tongue; bean curd; 
jelly of seaweed; wheat gluten in liquid and dry form; 
sweets made of wheat and barley malt; sweet potatos; 
sprouts of pulse; soy sauce.

Animal protein food included the following items:
Fish, especially tuna and whale. Fishbread - still today 
a popular dish - made of fat conger and shark, kneaded 
around bamboo sticks, basted with oil and broiled on 
charcoal. The most popular dish in Edo was whale meat 
and blubber, the latter slightly salted. Boiled whale 
guts were also popular and were served in special cook- 
shops. Fresh baleen, grated and coloured red, green, or 
yellow with natural dyes, was served as salad.
All considered, this is quite an impressive list of food 

on sale in Edo, although we have, of course, no way of knowing 
how many of these items could be purchased by the poorer sec
tions of the public. Except for the remark that prices of
commodities were "often three times as high in Edo as they

29were in the smaller towns and in the country" , Siebold does 
not give any indication whether prices of commodities were 
such as to exclude parts of the population from the ranks of 
potential consumers. However, judging by the remarks made by 
Alcock and Harris concerning the general state of health of 
the people in Edoa , we may assume that food supplies were 
generally not only plentiful but also cheap enough as to be 
available to the majority of the population.

a (See, 216-8.)
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Widespread prosperity was evident not only in the great 
cities and the towns, but also in the countryside. Describing 
his impressions of a journey from Osaka to Kyoto, Thunberg 
marvelled that the densely populated Kinai area was so beauti
ful that he could not remember having ever made such a pleasant 
journey, except in Holland:

"The multitude of its natives and its culture surpass^., 
every description. On both sides of the road, the country
side is but an expanse of fertile fields as far as the 
eye can see. Today's journey took us through villages 
stretching along the whole length of the highway; no 
sooner is the end of one village reached than the next 
begins"

Descriptions of Edo and the Kanto plain strike a similar note.
So, for instance, Alcock wrote:

"...both country roads and streets in the city of Yeddo 
will bear advantageous comparison with the best kept of 
either in the West. No squalid misery or accumulations 
of filth encumber the well-cared-for streets, if a beggar 
here and there be excepted - a strange but pleasant con
trast with every other Asiatic land I have visited, and 
not a few European cities" .

He was also most favourably impressed with the conditions in 
the countryside on the Kanto plain. On a walk between Kanagawa
and Yokohama, he was struck by the "evidence of plenty, or a

. . 32sufficiency at least" :

"...cottages and farm-houses are rarely seen out of repair - 
in pleasant contrast to China where everything is going 
to decay - public buildings and private dwellings alike, 
but more especially the former"^ ,

What was the quality of life of the common people in general 
and that of the peasantry in particular? Alcock, speaking of the 
Kanto plain, answered this question in the following passage:

"There is no sign of starvation or penury in the midst 
of the population - if little room for the indulgence of 
luxury or the display of wealth. Their habits of life are 
evidently simple in the highest degree"-^.
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Nevertheless, Alcock pointed out that the peasant, "the
labour of the day over, can always look forward to the luxury
of a hot bath, and a still more luxurious shampooing - if not
by his barber or the blind professor of the art, who go about
all the evening, with a whistle for their cry, seeking customers -

35he can always make sure of it by his wife's aid" . That hot
baths were indeed available even to ordinary people is also
confirmed by Harris who noted in Shimoda that "the Japanese
are a clean people. Everyone bathes every day. The mechanic,
day laborer, all male and female, old and young, bathe every

36day after their labor is completed" , the only difference
between rich and poor being the fact that the former had their
baths in their own houses while "the working classes all, of

37 .both sexes, old and young, enter the same bathroom" m  one 
of the many public bath houses in Shimoda, Summarizing his 
impressions of peasant life in the Kanto area, Alcock wrote:

"The poorer classes seem perfectly to answer the description 
of a happy peasant-life, drawn from another race, who 
'lead a careless life, with nought to wish and nought to 
spare'

The observations by Alcock are all the more valuable for the 
fact that he had not kept his eyes shut to less agreeable sights 
on his extensive travels through Japan. In Fujizawa, for 
instance, he "passed a dead man on the road - evidently a 
beggar" - an experience which prompted the following reflections:

"...so destitution does exist, however rare, and men die 
on the high roads - at least this one instance seemed to 
show such things were, even in Japan, though somebody has 
said or written there were no beggars in Japan. Beggars 
there certainly are, and in and about the capital in con
siderable numbers; but they are very far from being either 
so numerous, or so frequently to be seen at the point of 
starvation, as in the neighbouring country of C h i n a " 3 9 t

Harris, too, speaks of poverty in the surroundings of Shimo
da, a village situated on the very margin of the Kanto area 
almost at the southern tip of the Izu peninsula, adding, however, 
that "you see none of the squalor which usually attends poverty
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in all parts of the world. Their houses are as clean as need
40 .he" , Walking about five miles up the valley of Shimoda by

the banks of the Shimoda river, Harris observed that this was
41a "poor place, where all are poor" , yet they "live comfortably,

are well fed according to their wants and are abundantly clad,
42and their houses are clean, dry and comfortable" , In the

surroundings of Shimoda, he had "never seen a person that had
43the appearance of want marked on his countenance" :

"The children all have faces like 'full moons,' and the 
men and women are quite fleshy enough* No one can for a 
moment suppose (after seeing the people)that they are not 
well fed"^4.

Travelling from Kanagawa to Kawasaki in 1857, Harris described 
the common people he could see from his palanquin as follows:

"They are all fat, well clad and happy looking, but there 
is an equal absence of any appearance of wealth or of 
poverty, - a state of things that may perhaps constitute
the real happiness of a people"^.

In Edo, too, "the people all appeared clean, well clad and well 
46fed" , In fact, Harris appears to have never come across a

47case of "squalid misery" during his whole stay m  Japan; indeed,
what he had seen of rural life was "more like the golden age

48of simplicity and honesty than he had ever seen m  any other 
country. After one of his walks in the vicinity of Shimoda,
Harris even went as'far as to say that "in no part of the

49world are the laboring classes better off than at Shimoda"
Let us now contrast the picture emerging from the above 

accounts of travellers' impressions of the Kanto region with 
other entries in their diaries pertaining to regions which 
were farther away from the great cultural and economic centres 
of the period. In the context of this study, the observations 
made by Alcock on a "Journey Overland from Nagasaki to Yeddo 
-across the Island of Kiusiu"a are, of course, of particular 
interest. On the first leg of the journey from Nagasaki to 
Kokura, Alcock wrote:

a See, Alcock, Capital, vol. 2, chapter IV. 64-87.
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"Pretty hamlets and clumps of fine trees were rarely 
wanting; and if the villages looked poor, and the peasant's 
home (bare of furniture at all times) more than usually 
void of comfort, yet all the people looked as if they had 
not only a roof to cover them, but rice to eat, which is 
more than can always be said of our populations in Europe, 
As groups of women and children crowded round the doors 
of the cottages, the whole interior of which the eye 
could easily take in at a glance, it would sometimes 
appear a problem how so many living beings could find 
sleeping room,.. They must of necessity herd together 
very much like cattle; - but neither is that peculiar to 
Japan, unfortunately"50 .0 .

What struck Alcock most on his journey through northern KyDshu
was the fact that "the extreme richness and fertility of the
soil were in striking contrast with the apparent poverty of

51those who lived on it" , and that "even m  the large towns, 
though there were of course better houses to be seen than in
the villages and hamlets, there was no sign of activity or

52 . . .prosperity" . Upon his arrival m  Kokura, where he was to em
bark on the ferry to cross the straits of Shimonoseki, Alcock 
summarized his impressions of northern Kyushu in the following 
passage:

"...from all I had seen, I drew the conclusion, that al
though the fertility of the soil is great, and turned to 
the best account by a plentiful supply of the cheapest 
labour, yet little superfluity is left to those who have 
to live by the cultivation of the land. Whatever surplus 
there may be in the produce, must be absorbed by the 
Daimios and their thousands of hungry and idle retainers, 
who form the unproductive classes in Japan.... Rent is 
usually paid in kind, and whatever the exact proportion, 
the general poverty of the people, in the midst of sur
passing fertility, goes far to prove it must be high"53.

Of course, as we have already seen at the example of the Higo 
domain, reasons for such poverty as existed were far more com
plex than this simplistic explanation would suggest. However, 
the account by Alcock is of quite some importance for our aim 
of comparing the quality of peasant life in the economically 
advanced areas and in KyDshu, for while he had seen no sign of

a Neither does this seem to have been peculiar to rural areas: 
Thunberg noted in Edo that "although every family has its 
own house one or two stories high, there are rather many 
people packing into one housed.
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penury among peasants in the Kanto area, he had received the 
impression that peasants in north Kyushu were "as a race, so 
frugal and penurious... that, judging by the general aspect 
of poverty, nothing but a bare sustenance of rice and vegetables 
can be left to the cultivators, with just enough over to buy

55the very homely and scanty vestments they habitually wear..."
It was, however, not only in KyDshu that Alcock made such 

observations; he witnessed similar scenes even along the Tokaido 
route between Osaka and Edo:

"These villages, as I have observed, are rather poverty 
stricken, even in Nipona ; and the interiors of the 
thatched cottages do not really promise much beyond mere 
shelter for man and beast, and not much better for the 
one than the other. Except a raised platform or matted 
room, where all.the family, no matter how many in number, 
or of how many generations composed, must be huddled 
together at nights, there is no provision for comfort, 
placing that at the lowest standard.,."5^.

The worst case of poverty was met by Alcock immediately after 
Hamamatsu; what he apparently did not know was the fact that 
this was not an ordinary village but an outcaste settlement, 
as is evident from the occupation of its inhabitants:

"One of the villages we passed through was entirely de
voted to straw shoe-plaiting; and notwithstanding the. 
enormous consumption there must be, it evidently was not 
a trade on which people could grow rich. It was, in truth, 
the most wretched and poverty-stricken village I have ever 
seen in the country. They all looked like beggars' h o v e l s " ^ .

Alcock took also note of the state of health among the common 
people along the Tokaido route; his comment conveys a somewhat 
different picture from the impressions received by Harris of 
peasants in the Kanto area:

"As we moved through town after town, and village after 
village, in our daily journeys, I observed a good deal 
of ophthalmia; blind people not unfrequently also. And 
among the children, scald-head is very common; a disease 
generally held by the faculty to have some association 
with dirt. And the children do look dirty, despite the 
many washings they must undergo. But the truth is, people 
of the lower classes in Japan herd, and sleep, and bathe

a Honshu,
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so promiscuously huddled together, that if there be any 
disease communicable by contact, they cannot fail to 
spread it. They seem to have a very inveterate form of 
itch, which Dr. Pompas in Nagasaki assured me was not to 
be cured by the ordinary treatment in Europe - yellow 
soap and sulphur it defies..'."58.

As our last Western witness to living conditions of the 
common people in 19th century Japan, I would like to quote 
Griffis, whose comments of a trip from Osaka to Fukui in 
Echizen, where he was to assume his post as official instructor, 
afford valuable insight into conditions in an area which, 
although not far away from urban Kinai, was - and still is to 
some extent today - relatively little developed. As I have 
pointed out above, the account by Griffis is certainly strongly 
biased by his great disillusionment about this "Oriental" country. 
Nevertheless, he did clearly distinguish different degrees 
of economic development in the regions through which he 
travelled. So, for instance, he was quite taken aback by the 
contrast with 5saka and Kyoto and their surroundings when he 
disembarked from the boat which had taken him from Otsu to 
Han-no-ura at the northern end of Lake Biwa:

"We stepped out into what seemed a village of surpassing 
poverty. The houses were more than ordinarily dilapidated.
The streets were masses of slush and mud. The people 
seemed, all of them, dirty, poor, ragged...I began to 
realize the utter poverty and wretchedness of the people 
and the country of Japan"5^.

Near Takefu on the Japan Sea coast, Griffis wrote that "in 
these villages good-nature and poverty seemed to be the chief 
characteristics of the people " ^ 0  - an impression which even
the castle town of Fukui could not rectify:

"I was amazed at the utter poverty of the people, the con
temptible houses, and the tumble-down look of the city, as
compared with the trim dwellings of an American town. I 
rode through many streets, expecting at last to emerge 
into some splendid avenue, I rode in vain... I realized 
what a Japanese - an Asiatic city - was. All the houses 
of wood, the people poor, the streets muddy, few signs 
of wealth, no splendid shops. Talk of Oriental magnifi
cence and luxury! What nonsense! ,
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All of these eyewitness accounts suggest the existence of 
pronounced regional divergencies in the quality of life of the 
common people in the late Tokugawa period. In the populous 
urban centres where trade and manufacture were flourishing and 
in the surrounding agricultural areas with a relatively high 
productivity, a comparatively wide section of the population 
could profit by the new chances offered by the growing market.
In the lesser provincial towns and their far less commercialized 
hinterland, the number of men to enjoy the same quality of life 
as their peers in the Kinai and Kanto areas was accordingly 
smaller.

Roughly speaking, it is safe to say that there did exist 
a marked gap between the spread of prosperity in the Kanto 
and Kansai regions on the one hand and those regions not yet 
sufficiently urbanized and commercialized on the other hand.
With regard to our study of peasant life in Higo, the clear 
difference in the quality of life between North Kyushu and 
the economically advanced areas of central Japan as suggested 
by Alcock is of particular interest. If this was so, what was 
the quality of everyday life of the common people in Higo - 
a domain which, if anything, was even less commercialized 
than the domains through which Alcock had travelled? Let us 
therefore now turn to peasant life in Higo as it emerges from 
literary sources. Keeping in mind what has been said above, we 
shall then be able to place peasant life in Higo in the wider 
context of living conditions of the common people in late 
Tokugawa Japan,

To begin with the housing of peasants, we may refer once 
more to the interesting commentary of our traveller, Furukawa 
Koshokena . On the way from Kumamoto to the Aso region, he 
noticed that ''there were shabby little houses everywhere"^ 
around 5tsu which lies still in the comparatively prosperous 
alluvial plain, but once he had entered the Aso county - a 
plateau on the Kyushu mountain range - he had to realize that

a (See, 85 ff.)
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things could be still worse. To his dismay, he saw that few 
of the peasants' houses had doors at all.

"Seeing them living on the bare ground behind bamboo 
curtains as makeshift doors, which they roll up as one
would do with a map, made me feel sad"°^.

And below a little sketch he had made of one of these wretched 
dwellings he wrote that although these did not lack a certain 
elegance with their roofs thatched with miscanthus and their 
braided doors of bamboo, they still looked like a beggar's 
house in the Kamigata area0 since they had no walls.

A look at the type of house which was in wide use by the 
ordinary peasants of Higo well into the Meiji period will ex
plain the apparent impossibility of having a house without 
walls yet with a door. These dwellings, known as horidate goya, 
were hut-like structures with a thatched roof covering a hole 
dug in the earth which was filled with chaff and covered by 
strawmats. With the roof almost touching ground-level, the 
entrance took the form of a few steps leading down into the 
pit. Rather than speaking about a house or a hut, these hori
date goya might therefore be more aptly referred to as pit-
dwellings. Depending on their economic situation, peasants 
would build up to ten or fifteen such huts on their land without
the help of a carpenter, each of them measuring between 2 to 

64
8 tsubo . The chaff had to be changed every 10 days to be
mixed with the ash of burned garbage and fishbones for use 

65as fertilizer . Furukawa then goes on to tell further details 
which appear to have been so startling to a man used to the 
comforts of town life that he considers it necessary to assure 
the reader of the truthfulness of his account:

"On my journey, I always picked the better houses when 
staying somewhere for the night, but not even there did 
they use mosquito nets in summer. They would simply put 
some green grass into the cooking stove to fumigate the 
whole house before going to sleep. Thus, they lived an 
uncomplicated life without either walls or doors. The 
reader of this book will no doubt think that X am telling 
lies, but it is indeed almost impossible to write a 
description of this secluded place"^^.

a (See, 87n.)
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Even in the comparatively mild winters of Kyushu, these 
open pit-dwellings afforded inadequate protection from inclement 
weather. It is one of the persistent prejudices held even today 
by inhabitants of the central regions of Japan that the climate 
of KyOshu is mild whatever the season. Furukawa, too, held 
this preconceived notion, but had to revise it when travelling 
in Higo:

"I used to think of Kyushu as an island blessed with a 
warm climate, as it borders on the South Seas, but local 
peasants in the Aso county assured me that in certain ^  
years, the depth of snow could reach seven to eight feet"

In these circumstances, only warm clothing and strawmats 
could bring relief from the cold. Cotton for the use of the 
peasants was generally cultivated by themselves, not bought.
It was the task of women to spin the cotton during the slack 
season and then to weave the fabric, to dye it, and finally to 
sew the clothes. The men in the household, on the other hand, 
took on the job of making straw sandals, ropes, and also the 
strawmats used for keeping warm at night and for a multitude 
of other purposes. To most peasants in Higo, sumptuary legis
lation compelling them to wear only clothes made of cotton 
must at times have had a strange ring about it, for - as one 
peasant in the TN said - "we do not mind plain cotton cloth 
as long as we have sufficient of it so as not to freeze to
death in winter, but as you can see, we don't even have white

6 8thread to mend our clothes with"
Neither were the peasants of Higo generally blessed with 

a plentiful food supply; on the contrary, Furukawa's conclusion 
that Higo could compare only unfavourably with its neighbouring 
domains seems to have been applicable not only to outward 
appearances as they struck the eye of the traveller passing 
through, but also to daily food of the peasants. That Furukawa 
does not comment on the food in his travel journal may well
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indicate that he was not offered plain peasant fare, but, in 
keeping with Japanese hospitality, the best that could be pro
cured at that time. The economist Seishi K5ki, however, stated 
in his Keizai Hondo Hiroku (compiled in 1833)° quite unequi
vocally that "of all places in KyCishu, Higo has the poorest

69food" . According to this source, the staple food in Higo was 
foxtail millet - a striking contrast to food in the neigh
bouring domains, if we are to believe this eyewitness. To 
demonstrate how great, in fact, the poverty of peasants in 
Higo was, Seishi recalls how he had once, on the outskirts of 
the town of Hakata in the Chikuzen domain, seen a peasant 
eating white rice. Wondering how this was possible, he asked 
someone on the road about that peasant's family, only to be 
told to his amazement that he came from a rich background 
but was now so poor that he had to work the plough with his 
own hands. Whereas in the provinces of Chikugo and Hizen, 
clothes were beautiful and the diet was varied, in the villages 
of Higo and Bungo, barnyard millet and buckwheat were, it seems 
considered good food.

It is reported that as late as 1836, even the wealthiest
peasants in the alluvial plain of Higo could eat rice at best

70during the New Year celebrations and on festivals . In each 
village, between 6 se to 1 tan of rice land were set aside for
the benefit of the shrine association ; the rice grown on these
fields by common cultivation was eaten by the members of this 
association either once a year on the occasion of the shrine 
festival, or - the size of the field permitting - on several 
occasions in the course of a year. These fields, which were 
exempt from tax as the rice grown on them nominally belonged to 
the tutelary deities worshipped in the local shrine, gave the 
members of the shrine association the possibility to eat their 
fill with rice at least once in a while. Ordinary peasants, how 
ever, generally had no such possibility at hand; the only way

a NKT, vols, 34 and 35, 3-176. 
k (See, 50 ff.)
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they could taste rice was to rake together the earth around 
the strawmat on which the rice and other cereals had been 
threshed, and store it away wrapped up in the matting. In 
spring, when food supplies were running low, they would then 
take the mats, sift the earth for crushed bits of cereal and 
use these for making cakes and dumplings71. When a little rice 
could be procured in some way, the father in a family would 
receive a small dish containing what was known as bunmeshi - 
a dish consisting of equal parts of rice and barley - while 
the rest of the family would receive a dish with barley only. 
Millet and barley were the main cereals eaten by peasants, to
gether with some upland rice growing on dry fields. One standard 
dish consisted of these cereals - the grains were soaked over
night and then boiled - with the dregs of soy sauce and tea 
poured over it. To the comparatively spoiled palate of peasants 
living in the mountains of Higo today, this reportedly tastes 
so dreadful, that it can only be enjoyed while it is steaming 
hota . The authorities had every interest in making sure that 
sufficient of these cereals was sown as a precautionary measure 
against peasants eating rice before they had paid all of their 
annual tax.

Salted fish was a rare delicacy; ordinarily, dried radish 
(kiriboshi daikon) was substituted for fish as a sidedish. Ra
dishes were - as is indeed still today the custom in Kumamoto - 
laid out in a row along the front of the peasant dwellings ex
posed to the sun where they shrivel from their original size 
of about thirty centimetres to a mere six to nine centimetres. 
Peasant diet was further supplemented by sweet potatoes, red 
beans, soy beans, and buckwheat. Every little patch of land was 
used to grow something; in the plain, river dikes were often 
used by the peasants to grow beans, and in the mountains, 
peasants would, wherever possible, clear a patch of land by 
a According to my informant m  Hamamachi, until the end of 

World War II, the greatest ambition of young people in the 
mountains of Higo was to be able to eat bunmeshi in later 
life.
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burning trees and undergrowth and then sow rye and buckwheat 
without ploughing. After two or three years when the soil quality 
began deteriorating, another patch of land was cleared. To en
sure that fields used for growing the peasants' own food re
ceived enough fertilizer, official orders compelled the peasants 
to put up large earthenware vessels or tubs in the vicinity
of rye fields to hold night-soil and the carcasses of dogs 

72and monkeys
A major source of food was provided - especially in the

mountainous regions - by the forests, where peasants would dig
for edible roots and collect various plants. Kampfer noted that
in Japan, there were numberless plants "that grow in the Fields,
upon hills and mountains, in woods and forests, in • morassy
grounds, in barren and uncultivated places, along the sea-coasts,
and in short every where. Of all these, there are very few,
but what afford their roots, leaves, flowers and fruits, not
only for the sustenance of the common people, but even for
the delicious tables of people of quality. There is a great
variety of mushrooms, most of which are eat. Some indeed are
poisonous, and unlucky accidents happen frequently. The use of
some other plants is often attended with the like dangerous
consequences, the venomous being sometimes mistook for the

73wholesom by ignorant people" . On the 7th day of the 1st month,
for instance, peasants in Higo would gather wild plants and
herbs, such as wild rocambole (nobiru), sagebrush (yomogi),
and thistle, for eating. This custom had its origins in an
ancient aristocratic observance called the 'Seven Herbs' (nana-
kusa), when finely-cut herbs and plants were cooked in the

amorning rice gruel as this was believed to be an effective 
remedy for all kinds of illnesses likely to befall one in the 
course of a year, and also to help the body and the intestines 
to recover from overeating. In Higo, not many peasants were

a namely parsley (seri), shepherd's purse (nazuna), chickweed 
(hakobe), dead nettle (hotoke no za), Chinese rape (suzuna), 
garden radish (suzushiroj" and cudweed (gogyo).
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faced with this problem; for many, this custom was rather an 
excuse to gather all the plants and herbs they could lay their 
hands on, even though plants growing in the'forests provide 
rather little nutritional value.

A particularly important role among the various plants 
found in the forests was played by the arrowroot0 , which pro
vided plenty of starch to supplement the diet of peasants un
til the first cereals could be harvested. Whereas in normal 
years, only the poorer sections of the peasantry had to resort 
to eating roots, in years of famine • m 6 st:= • peasants were glad 
if they found sufficient arrowroot to keep alive. Arrowroot 
was prepared and eaten by squeezing the sap out of the root, 
which was then mixed with water and allowed to stand for some 
time. When the starch had settled on the bottom of the con
tainer, the water could be drained off. The starch was then 
boiled and fashioned into small cakes. Since arrowroot only 
grows in forests, peasants from the plain would, in years of 
famine, ascend to the mountains in groups, so that in certain 
years no edible plant could be found after some time. Other 
roots collected by the peasants in the forests were described 
by Kampfer:

"...out of the konjakfk, which is a poisonous sort of a 
Dracunculus, they prepare a sweet mealy pap. In the like 
manner by expressing the Juice, by macerating and boiling 
the roots of the Warabi or Fern, of the Ren, or Faba 
Aegyptiaca, call'd by some Tarate flower, as also of what 
they call kashe, they make a fine sort of flour, which is 
of great use in dressing-their victuals, and which they 
eat besides, by itself dissolv'd in water"^.

The insufficient and unbalanced diet told on the life 
expectancy of peasants - the author of the TN mentions a life
span of fifty years for peasants0 - and also on their health. 
Lack of calcium in the diet, for instance, was the cause of a

° (See, TN: 397.) 
k konnyaku, devil's tongue.
0 (See, TN: 424.)
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pronounced tendency towards developing humpbacks - even today,
old peasants with backs bent at almost right angle are not too
rare a sight in the countryside. Moreover, with such plain fare
at normal times, it is not difficult to imagine how great the
hardship of a large majority of the peasantry must have been
in times of famine when even these food supplies were running
low. That famine as a result of bad harvests or total harvest
failure was not all that infrequent is borne out by the 

75following list , which is based on the records of the Oguni 
county. I have chosen the entries from 1783 to 1802, the period 
of immediate interest to our study of the T N ;

1783 Natural calamity. Severe frost in the 8 th month
causing famine in the whole of Kyushu. Free distri
bution of rice-gruel. Relief rice distributed to 
all villages by the authorities.

1787 Heavy rainfalls from the 1st to the 7th month.
Severe frost in the 8 th and lOth month. All crops 
fail. With the foxtail millet, not even the seeds 
could be gathered. No food, peasants have to live 
on edible roots.

1788 Large amounts of rainfall in the 6 th month.
1791 Great inundations.
1793 Earthquake in the 3rd month. Large inundations in

the 6 th month. Houses and animals washed away by 
the floods.

1795 Very bad harvest of rye in the 6 th month. Rice
prices shoot up to 400 monme.

1797 Very cold in the 1st month. Much snowfall. Chicken 
eggs freeze and break.

1802 Inundations in the 5th month, 6 th month and 7th
month drought. 8 th month heavy rainfall and inun
dations .

With the exception of 1783, this list gives no hint of govern
ment help to peasants in famine years. Indicative of this 
official neglect is also a passage in the TN where one peasant. 
answers a proposal by another peasant to collect the 'first 
ears of rice1 tax and store it at the district headman's office 
to be distributed to the peasants when they are about to starve, 
quipping that "if relief is given only every twenty or thirty
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years, the rice accumulated would be rather more than is 
76necessary!" . In fact, although special taxes were levied to

stock up cereal provisions for times of famine, it seems that
whenever a famine occurred, the authorities first had to make
an appeal to the public to donate rice to be distributed to

77the people m  need . District headmen also bought rice from 
other districts to sell it to the peasants in their district. 
Although local shortages could be bridged in this way, enabling 
peasants to pay their annual tax, this practice could put some
peasants so deeply in debt that it would take them several

78 . .years to recover , Whenever relief rice was distributed to
the hungry, it was, moreover, given not according to need,

79but according to status - i.e. a landless peasant would
receive considerably less than a honbyakushoq . Another example
of token help to the peasants is reported during the Tenpo
famine, when, in 1836, the Higo authorities decided to present
every man older than 90 years with an annual allowance of six
bags of rice. Realizing how low the average lifespan of
peasants was , this offer strikes one as rather cynical -
apparently, of some 10*000 peasants living in the Oguni region

80at that time, only 11 fell into this category
The most interesting information on the kind of food 

many peasants had to eat when they were deprived of normal 
supplies of cereal is afforded by the notes of a peasant from 
Oguni. In his Kyonen konkyO no tekagami (Notes on Distress 
suffered in Years of Famine) compiled between 1836 and 1837, 
Anami Jinbei wrote down his observations of peasant life 
during the Tenpo famine. Not much is known about the author, 
but judging from the fact that he had a family name and possessed 
a considerable degree of literacy, he may be presumed to have 
held some post in local administration. This supposition is

a (See, 49.) 
b (See, 228.)
c See, Kumamoto kenritsu Oguni Kotogakko, ed. Kyonen konkyu no 

tekagami.
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only confirmed by the moral exhortations to peasants which are 
included in the text.

The fifth paragraph of his notes, entitled 'On the pre-
8 Xparation of morning and evening meals in years of famine' , 

gives us a detailed list of food substitutes to which many 
peasants had to resort in times of food shortage. (Items 11 
and 14 cannot be translated owing to lacunae in the MS.)

1) Bracken and arrowroot, which are ready to be dug up in 
autumn, make excellent food,

2) One can collect yam in the woods, mix it with rice bran and 
then steam it in the same way as rice cakes. How good they 
taste in a year of famine!

3) Snake-gourd cakes: Dig up snake-gourds, bleach them, then 
prepare like item 2 ,

4) Tokoroa cakes. They take a lot of time to bleach, but are 
not tasty.

5) Straw cakes: One either uproots the stumps of rice-straw 
which remain intthe fields after the harvest, or one cuts 
off the bottom part of other straw, shreds it and then rubs 
it in one's hands as one does with arrowroot cakes. When the 
dough'is firm enough, it is then formed into dumplings and 
boiled. They are edible, but one cannot live on them. Making 
them is moreover very time-consuming. Their quality is even 
worse than that of item 4.

6 ) Mud cakes: In parts of the Goshi county, and along the Vanagi 
river in Chikugo, people sift mud and make dumplings out of 
it. This may be disastrous.

7) Pine-tree dumplings: There is a way of making dumplings out 
of the sweet tips of pine-tree branches, but in this region 
there is nobody who does this.

8 ) Rice bran cakes: This is the household favourite. Rice chaff, 
bran of rye and foxtail millet are finely cut and mixed
with very little buckwheat, rye, and crushed rice, and then 
prepared. It is indeed a sign of wealth if a family can

a A climbing plant, similar to yam.
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afford to put a little more of the cereals into the cakes 
than is usually the case.

9) Arrowroot starch: One can eat it either in the form of 
cakes or else mix it with other food. It is used very 
often and is very tasty.

10) Acorns: If one pulverizes the acorns and bleaches them 
well one should be able to eat a little of it at a time.
It is, however, not really suited for human consumption.

12) Hemp-palm roots: Among these roots there are some which 
are edible and some which are not. One must skin the roots 
carefully, and pulverize the white flesh. I must say that 
it does help to stave off the pangs of hunger, but there 
may be ill side-effects on the human body.

13) Mansha flower0 : There is nothing one can do with this flower.

Of course, it would be misleading to infer from food of 
the ordinary peasants in years of famine on the quality of 
peasant life in ordinary years, when sufficient food was 
available. Nevertheless, we must acknowledge the fact that the 
evidence cited above clearly assigns Higo around 1800 a place 
among the backward regions of Japan; from this follows by 
implication that the quality of life of the majority of the 
peasantry in Higo was rather more simple than peasant life in 
the economically advanced areas. As far as famine is concerned, 
the political authorities during the Tokugawa period were to 
a large extent unable to relieve hardship of the peasantry on 
a large scale. For one, considering the stage of development 
of agricultural technology, the population of Japan was too 
large, so that natural catastrophes could perilously upset 
the food supply of large parts of the country. Here, mention 
must also be made of the limited possibilities to control pests. 
For another, the exclusion policy of the Tokugawa was precluding 
the possibility of food imports in years when major portions 
of the crop had been destroyed. The economic organization more-

0 Lycoris radiate.
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over harboured the danger of food being hoarded by dealers who
were waiting for the right price, thus causing prices of staples
to rise precipitously. Although all of these factors severely
limited the range of possible action by the domain authorities
in cases of emergency, it is open to question to what extent
the adherence of the Higo authorities to the kemi method of
tax assessment and their enforcement of the gowari no sakutoku
regulation in times of crop failure were responsible for the
lack of food reserves of many peasants. All considered, there
can be no doubt that, had they been in a position to do so,
peasants in Higo would surely have followed the advice of a
priest in Oguni who, during the Tenpo famine, told his hungry
congregation in a sermon that they should always put some rice

82aside because the next famine was sure to come
Payment of the annual tax was for most peasants easily the 

most important and the most feared recurring event in every
day life. As the main point of contact between the peasants and 
the authorities, it will be well worthwile to take a closer 
look at tax payment as experienced by the peasantry in Higo.

3.1. The Annual Tax

To make plain the consequences to domain finances of the
heavy tax burden on the peasantry, the author of the TN used
the metaphor of an overloaded horse which may break down any
moment as various things are added to its burden without con-

83sideration for the total weight , Even if we make some 
allowance for polemical distortion in the TN, there can be no 
doubt that, with the kemi method of tax assessment, peasants 
in Higo around 1800 were at a considerable disadvantage if 
compared with peasants in those regions where the j5men method 
had already been introduced. In this sense, the complaints of 
our author are to a large extent justified, although he may 
have been prone to exaggerate the degree of peasant distress 
as a result of taxation. Before looking at the way the annual
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tax was collected in Higo, here are some general observations.
The tax payment procedure differed in each domain 

to some extent; apart from minor departures from the norm, 
however, domains followed the pattern set forth below, simply 
because its task of collecting rice from the peasants and trans
porting it to the centres of consumption or sale was the same 
everywhere. Basically, peasants were required to transport their 
tax rice to a specified place where it was controlled by the 
authorities. Then, rice wholesalers and shipping merchants 
would take over to transport the tax rice to the market where 
it was to be sold. Sometimes, orders might also be given to
sell the rice in the county and to pay the annual tax in 

84currency
During the late Tokugawa period, there were three principal 

categories of tax. Firstly, there was the regular annual tax 
(nengu) levied by the domain authorities. Secondly, there were 
the village taxes (mura iriyo) collected annually by the 
village officials together with the regular tax. Thirdly, there 
were a number of extra taxes, levied by both the village 
officials and the domain authorities. The regular tax, in turn, 
consisted of two major categories, namely the principal land 
tax (hontomononari), comprising the bulk of the peasants' ordi
nary taxes which was levied on all arable and even on residence

85land not used for cultivation , and the miscellaneous taxes
(komononari) imposed on mountains, forests, highland plateaus,
rivers, and the sea. The village taxes were those exactions
which were levied on the peasants by the village officials to
cover their expenses incurred during their duties. Village
officials were responsible for assessing how much they would
need, for collecting?the tax, and for spending it. Since it
was a feature peculiar to village finance during the Tokugawa
period not to distinguish clearly between expenditures of a

86public and private nature , it was only natural that the village 
taxes in Higo should have grown steadily in the course of the 
Tokugawa period. Although the village during this period was
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much smaller than the present-day village in Japan and was, 
moreover, not a self-governing unit, with expenditure amounting 
to not much more than petty cash, the village tax in Higo in
creased from a little over 2 sho per 50 koku during the Kan'ei/
Shoho period (1624-48) to over 3 _to per koku towards the end

8 Yof the Tokugawa period . Whereas originally the village tax 
had been used to cover the headman's expenses for writing 
brushes, paper, ink and oil, gradually all salaries of the 
local officials came to be burdened on the village budget. An 
investigation of village finance in the 1850's reveals that 
the greatest part of the village expenses was taken up by pay
ments to the domain administration and the district office,
with only between 1 0 to 2 0  percent of the village budget re-

88maining for the good of the community , The total of village 
expenses was normally shared among the villagers in proportion 
to their kokudaka (takawari), but there were also instances
where it was shared equally among the households, thus putting

. , . 89the poorer families at a disadvantage
The heading of extra taxes comprises an immense number of

smaller and larger levies by the domain authorities and the
local officials, As a rule, such taxes were introduced at one
point for a specific purpose, but were not abolished afterwards.
Thus, we meet with a number of tax dues where it is difficult
to gather for what purpose they were levied. An idea of the
number of these various exactions may be gained from an order
of the Meiji government of the 2nd month of 1876 which abolished

90I 1553 items of both miscellaneous and extra tax . Among the 
most common was the kuchimai, a tax thought to have originated 
in the Kamakura period (1185-1333) to cover the expenses of the
local officials. Under the Tokugawa, the kuchimai was increased

. . 91to 1 sho for each rice bag containing 3 _to 7 sho . Besides the
kuchimai there were furthermore the kanmai and komigome taxes, 
originally introduced to make up for losses of rice during trans
port owing to damaged wrapping but later required as a matter
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of course, and the unjo tax for transport of the tax rice. These
taxes had to be filled into the rice bags intended for payment

ato the domain authorities , so that a rice bag of 3 to> 5 sho 
could easily grow to 4 to, thus increasing the annual tax some
what above the level of the official tax rate. In Higo, the 
’first ears of rice’ (hatsuho gome) tax intended for temples 
and shrines but more frequently held back by the village 
officials also belonged to this category of extra taxes*3. The 
author of the TN further mentions that the authorities demanded 
additional rice contributions (sunshi) of the kind of forced

Qloans exacted periodically from town merchants . All things 
considered, the extra taxes imposed on the peasants appear to 
have posed at times severe problems - in the opinion of the 
author of the TN, they were a major cause of the peasants' in
ability to pay the regular annual tax:

"...peasants would not have the least difficulties in 
paying that part of their tax which is due to the authori
ties. Nowadays, taxes are such a crushing burden for the 
small peasants because there are so many miscellaneous 
dues which have to be paid together with the annual tax; 
to the officials, the district office, and the village 
headman"^^.

Before the introduction of the jomen method in 1803, the
first visible sign of the imminent annual tax assessment in a
. . .  . fdvillage m  Higo was the kokemi - the "small" assessment - when

the village headman, village officials, and the scribe assembled
to go from one field to the next to inspect all arable of their
village. They would stick bamboo tags indicating the size and
the assessed yield into each field and record at the same time
their findings in a list which was to be handed over to the
tax inspector on the day of the kemi - the "real" assessment.

a Before 1725, the shogunate had allowed their deputies on govern
ment land to use the kuchimai to cover their expenses. As a 
consequence, the takings of kuchimai grew rapidly, so that 
orders were given to include the kuchimai in the regular tax 
payment, while expenses of the deputies were defrayed through 
other channels^.
(See, TN: 368.)

° (Se©» 370.)
d (See, TN: 341.)
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This took place some time later, when the tax officials were
dispatched from the castle town to all villages to carry out
this important procedure. On the day when the tax inspector
from the castle town was expected in a village, there was "an

94extraordinary hustle and bustle" everywhere; the village 
headman and his aides would wait on the boundary of the 
village, dressed in formal wear even in warm weather, to 
greet the important visitors and accompany them on their in
spection tour of the rice fields. Pleasing the officials' 
whims and putting them in the right mood with presents and 
by offering them local delicacies was of decisive importance 
to the favourable outcome of the assessment of the rice yield, 
for the whole technical procedure had too many loopholes to 
allow peasants to disregard the emotional factor in their 
dealings with tax officials. As was the case with land surveys 
in general, methods of assessing the harvest yield depended 
very much on the officials who carried them out; whether they 
held the measuring string taut or loose and where they con
sidered the borderline of a field to be, all bore directly on 
the outcome of the inspection in the form of drastic differences 
in expected harvest yield. If an official was in a lenient mood, 
he would place the measuring rods a little apart so that their
ends did not quite touch, which could reduce the measurement

95of the land area by up to 20 or 30 percent for a whole village.
In fact, undermeasurement ofcarable land was not regarded as
tax evasion but rather as a tax alleviation measure which, to
gether with some other allowances like the practice of dropping 
fractional amounts in both linear and square measures or 
allowing for ridges between rice fields, compensated for
irregularities on part of those officials who carried out their

96 atask too zealously . For this reason, peasants were much
more concerned with the land survey than with the actual tax 

97rate . On this important day, peasants were therefore eager 
to please the officials, since their welfare of the coming year

a (See, TN: 379, 383.)
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depended on the outcome of this survey. Bribing the officials 
could not be done too openly; it had to be done in such a way 
as to make it possible for the official to accept the "present" 
without loss of face. So, peasants would approach the official 
from the side, insert their arm into the wide sleeve of the 
official and slip a few koban silver coins into the official's 
hand. Another way of doing this discreetly was to put the 
koban into a cake-box and present the money gift in this in
conspicuous manner to the officials, who could easily guess 
the value of the gift by its weight. However, the burden im
posed on the village finances by the necessity to present 
officials with bribes must not be overrated; according to Smith,
bribes may generally be supposed to have paid out handsomely

. . 98by way of special considerations granted by the officials
Basically, the procedure of assessing the harvest yield

was simple and straightforward. The tax inspector would pick
a rice field and order the villagers to either harvest a sample

one (tsubogari), or - as is the case in the TN - the
whole field. After the quality of the cereal and the soil of
the harvested field had been taken into consideration - often
also the distance over which the grain had to be transported,
the number of crops that the land could produce each year, and

99the sources of village revenue other than agriculture - the 
total tax of the whole village was computed by extrapolating 
from the result of the test-harvest, since to measure each 
field separately would have been too time-consuming. The result 
of this calculation was the taxable yield of the village, the 
village kokudaka. The amount of tax which the village was ex
pected to pay was communicated to the village officials in a 
document called nengu wappujo, sometimes also called mehjo. It 
was now the task of the village headman, with his officials, 
to apportion the tax burden to each household. Usually, this 
document carried a reminder to village officials that the indi
vidual shares should be decided upon by mutual consultation to
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avoid injustice - a piece of advice which seems to have been 
often flouted by village officials who preferred to deal with 
this matter arbitrarily, just telling each peasant what he had 
to pay without divulging any details dbout the total amount of 
tax levied on the village0 ,

A possibility to appeal against the tax inspectors deci
sion existed in the form of the re-assessment (hamen kemi; in 
Higo, go-sonbiki), such as, for instance, when a sudden change 
of weather had decreased the harvest yield after the kemi. The 
re-assessment caused great expense to the village as the whole 
procedure of the assessment had to be repeated. As the author 
of the TN alleged, the cost of the re-assessment could swallow 
up most of the tax remission granted for the whole village, 
with the local officials again benefitting most by the commission 
they charge . It was therefore in the government interest to 
abolish re-assessments altogether, in order to do away with 
yet another opportunity for local officials to enrich them
selves. Since this proved to be impossible, even after the intro
duction of the j omen method of tax assessment, attempts were 
frequently made to at least discourage villages from applying 
for re-assessment in all but the most serious cases of crop
failure, by making them pay the costs of sending officials

. cfrom the castle town to the village ,
Once the rice was harvested, the strictest precautions were 

taken to ensure that the rice remained in the village. On all 
the roads leading to the market places, guards were set up, 
villages were closed to traders and beggars until the day of 
tax payment, while movements of peasants were generally restricted.

a Official orders to village officials,that they must not allo
cate the individual tax burden arbitrarily, are frequent in 
every domain; in the mid-18th century, the shogunate issued 
an order to the effect that the amount of tax imposed on the 
village be made known to all villagers by displaying a notice 
in front of the village headman’s house1 0

b (See, TN: 377.)
c In the Fukuoka domain, villages were promised 600 bags of rice 

if they had not applied for a reduction in their tax for a 
considerable length of time***0 -1-.



240

They were particularly strictly forbidden to move rice or pay 
back personal debts. This was especially important since money
lenders apparently tried hard to recover their loans at this 
opportune moment. When the tax rice was ready for payment, 
moneylenders toured the villages, sometimes with a samurai 
who had also lent out money heading their party, to confiscate
as much tax rice and personal belongings of their debtors as

102was required to cover the outstanding debts . To curtail 
further unnecessary expenses, collections for pious purposes 
and visits to temples and shrines were prohibited0 . Rare
pleasures like banquets were only allowed until the end of the
3rd month, well before the harvest of winter crops, to en
sure the solvency of the peasants. According to regulations
of the Tenpo period, those infringing on this order were to

103be imprisoned, regardless of their status
In the first half of the 12th month, the tax rice had to 

be delivered to the authorities. The peasants had to take great 
care in selecting the rice and packing it. High penalties 
faced those in whose bags husks were found in the rice, or if 
some rice was lacking. The rice bags had to be double-walled 
to protect its content from moisture. Even the way the bags had
to be tied up was laid down in regulations.

In Higo, peasants on the alluvial plain had to bring their 
rice directly to one of the eight domain storehouses*3, where it 
was checked and stored. From every village, a long procession 
of peasants with packhorses set out on their journey together, 
full of anxiety about the outcome of the payment procedure. In 
front of the storehouse, the rice bags were lined up according 
to the instructions of the tax officials. It was common to 
elect one of the peasants in the party to the post of Head of 
Payment (haraigashira), whose responsibility it was to accompany 
a In the Satsuma domain, the village assembly was not allowed 

to meet during this time, while weddings, the construction 
of new houses, and even the sewing of new clothes had to be
p o s t p o n e d - * - * ^ ,

k Kumamoto (East and West), Kawashiri, Takase, Yatsushiro, Otsu, 
KujCi, Tsuruzaki, Kagami.
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the rice through all the checks0*. The storage officials first 
of all checked the ropes and strawmats of the rice bags, re
turning to the Head of Payment all those that showed some 
defect (nawahane, tawarahane). Then, two officials called 
sashiko stood at each end of the rice bags facing each other 
and inserted a ladle from each side diagonally into the bag. 
Taking out about 6 or 7 shaku of rice and pouring it into their 
left hand, they examined it for dryness, polish, and to find 
out whether several sorts of rice had been mixed together. Next, 
the weight was checked by the weighing officials. If found 
correct, the tax payment of the village was accepted, confirmed 
in writing, and stored in and around the storehouse. The two 
Kumamoto storehouses alone could accomodate 60'000 koku of
rice - it was from here that all salaries and annual stipends 

105were paid out . Rice which had been rejected was handed over 
to men employed at the storehouse to repair straw bags and quite 
generally to bring refused consignments of tax rice up to the 
standard required against payment of a charge. All formalities 
completed, the Head of Payment handed over to the village head
man the document confirming payment of tax (o-kurabaraikitte) 
which he had received from the tax officials. Thereupon, the
peasants were free to return home.

Peasants who lived in the mountainous regions or in places 
which were not in the vicinity of a government storehouse, had 
to pay their tax at the district office, where the same in
spection took place as outlined above. The peasants were each 
handed out their receipt confirming payment of tax, whereupon 
they had to transport their regular annual tax - the village 
taxes had already been subtracted - to one of the domain store
houses. There, it was put into store without further checks.
All that now remained for the tax officials in Kumamoto castle 
to do was to add up their takings*3.
a In some domains, these were called komebarai. 
b In the Kokura domain, where the tax had to be paid by the 10th

day of the 1 2 th month, the district headmen assembled around
the 3rd day of the same month with their scribes and other 
lower officiaIs in the offices of the County Administration 
in the castle town, where they worked almost day and night.
The 25th day was the day of the final settlement of the county 
storehouses, and on the 27th day all the officials were in-
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Whereas tax payment could be a time of trial for many 
peasants, a number of officials profited considerably by it.
There were little opportunities for peasants to deceive the 
officials; the most they could do was to moisten the rice to 
increase its weight or, if they knew that not every bag would 
be checked singly, they would take chances by inserting stones 
in the rice. With severe penalties this was, however, most 
dangerous, and so, presumably, little practiced. Officials, on 
the other hand, found plenty of opportunity to turn the whole 
business of tax payment to their advantage. For one, the post 
of sashiko was much coveted among officials, since the rice 
which they extracted from the rice bags was their property 
afterwards. To be dispatched for this duty was regarded as a 
favour; equipped with extra large ladles, these samurai could 
thus better their finances0 . The weighing official, too, was 
often bribed by those who had the right to keep the rice which 
had fallen on the ground to drop as much as he could when 
measuring tax rice with a dry m e a s u r e ^ .  Much like in the case 
of the tax assessment, it was vital to bribe the key officials 
in the tax payment procedure, for they could refuse rice bags 
for trifling reasons. The contents of a rice bag could vary 
considerably, depending on how the levelling* device, the tokaki 
(in Higo: tobo), was used to scrape over the top of the dry 
measure, so that it was important to win the goodwill of the 
official operating this device.

What the author of the TN considered to harm government 
interests most in the long run was the practice of tax payment 
loans (jonogashi), by which local officials advanced rice to 
peasants in time of need - often when they could not pay their 
tax - demanding repayment on the day of tax payment the following 
year. Although this practice brought immediate relief to the

! 107vited to the castle for a ceremony of thanks by the lord
° In the Satsuma domain, for instance, this post was given 

only to officials with long service, instead of a gift of 
money108.
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peasant who was unable to pay his tax, it could mark the be
ginning of a vicious circle of indebtedness which, if things 
came to the worst, could lead to the ruin of the debtor. As 
supervisors of tax collection, local officials found it easy 
to collect any outstanding debts plus interest simply by sub
tracting their claim from their debtor's tax rice the following 
year. The TN describes this practice as follows:

"In the case of the villages in the plain, well-to-do 
villagers, among others the village headman and the 
village officials, lend rice by mutual agreement to those 
with a deficit in their tax payment at a rate of interest 
of forty to fifty percent, so that they can pay their 
taxes. But when, in due course toward the end of the 
following year, the tax has to be paid, the officials sub
tract the borrowed amount of rice plus interest from 
the storehouse receipt of their debtors. Now, all they 
have to do to pay their own tax is to add up all these 
amounts. For this reason, those who lend enough rice 
can get away without paying even a single bag of rice 
themselves and gain plenty of surplus rice at that"10^.

Often, the capital for these loans originated'in merchant 
circles, for whom this arrangement known as karigae (debt trans
fer) was a safe and reliable method to increase their capital 
since the village headman and the district headman, as nominal 
creditor, vouched for the repayment of the loana . The author 
of the TN may well have been correct in blaming such tax pay
ment loans for the ruin of poor or marginal peasants; even 
though a hard-working peasant may have been able to pay the 
interest on his debts for some years, a single bad harvest 
could suffice to ruin a family. But why did peasants accept 
such potentially dangerous offers? Why did they not simply 
admit to the authorities that they were unable to pay their 
annual tax?

According to the TN, peasants who did not have sufficient 
rice to honour their commitments to the domain authorities 
sold their "oxen and horses, their family possessions and,
a Lending by officials for their own profit seems to have been 

prevalent in other domains, too; an edict of 1763 by the 
Chikuzen authorities strictly forbade the village officials 
to pay their tax with rice other than that produced by them
selves110.
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needless to say, all of their provisions down to the last 
111grain as well" . When even then they did not have sufficient 

rice and money, as, for instance, when they were unable to 
procure a loan, they were tied to poles in front of the district 
office on the day of tax payment until they promised to pay 
up within a couple of days. We are told that some of these 
unfortunate peasants, released after having made promises 
which they knew they could not keep, committed suicide in 
their despair, while others absconded to evade their obligations. 
To cover the tax payment of such peasants, any possessions 
which remained behind were confiscated and sold. If there still 
remained part of the debt unpaid, it was equally shared among 
the members of the five-family group and then the other villagers. 
In Higo, the pledging of family members - above all of second 
and third sons, but also of wives and daughters - as security 
for loans was still frequent in the late 18th century0 . This 
possibility of raising money constituted in many cases the 
last ray of hope for indebted families and as such it was un
doubtedly appreciated by them. This system, by which family 
members were seht away to work with their creditor for varying 
periods of time, could, however, in certain cases create human 
problems, above all with women who, thus sent away from their 
families, appear to have been deprived at times of even the 
most rudimentary protection. For instance, documents regulating 
indentured labour of women in Higo contain legal provisos which
denied women who became pregnant during their years of service

112the right to appeal for justice . The more straightforward 
sale of wives and daughters to brothels brought handsome re
turns, paying up to twenty times as much as for an ordinary 

113servant . The phrase "As we find ourselves unable to pay our
annual tax..." - undoubtedly sometimes used to conceal mercenary
motives - was almost a standard opening phrase on applications
for such posts as girl-servant - a euphemism for prostitute -

114who predominantly came from a peasant background . Morally, 

a (See, 38-9.)
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the act of selling one’s wife and daughters to brothels was 
made possible by the notion that for a wife to yield to the 
inevitable was proof of a high sense of conjugal duty and is 
praised in literature as an act of self-abandonment. This 
idea was rooted in the samurai code of ethics, in which the 
relationship between master and retainer took predominance 
over all other human relationships, and is well expressed 
in the "Treasury of Loyal Retainers" where someone remarks 
about a samurai who has just sold his wife to a brothel-keeper 
for lOO ryo in gold, for a term of five years, that "it's no

115disgrace to sell his wife - the money is for his lord's sake"
It is open to question to what extent lower peasants shared 
this high samurai ideal; to the indebted peasant, the thought 
of losing even his family in a time of misfortune could not 
but have added poignancy to his sorrow. That Japanese peasants 
were indeed not immune to feelings of love towards their 
families is borne out by the Shiki Nokaisho by Naoe Kanetsugu0 , 
in which peasants are reminded that if they did not pay their 
annual tax, their wives, whom they would not even expose to 
a rough wind, would be taken away from them as a pawn to be-

4.U 4. 116come the toy of young men
Corporal punishment, as it is described in the TN, was

common in all domains of Tokugawa Japan, although with the
passing of time it tended to become milder. The reason for
torturing a peasant was the conviction that had he devoted
himself single-mindedly to his business, Heaven would not
have allowed things to come to such a pass, not even in years 

117 . ' ,of calamity . This idea implied that those who were unable 
to pay their tax had been guilty of contravening the laws of 
Heaven, for which they now had to be duly punished. Another, 
more tangible, reason was that officials had a strong suspicion 
that peasants had hidden away some of their harvest, which made 
them all the more determined to break the peasants' obstinate
a (See, 24-5.)
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silence. The TN, too, suggests that this idea was widespread - 
and perhaps not altogether unfounded in some cases - among 
local officials, when a village headman turns down a peasant's 
request for tax reduction by insinuating that were it not for
some other untaxed source of income to provide him with a
* . alivelihood, he would not be alive .

A peasant who could not pay up on the day of tax payment
was immediately confined to prison in the district office; he
was not allowed to return home before the other members of

bthe five-family group had guaranteed his tax payment . Most 
common, however, were; poles erected in front of the storehouses 
where tax defaulters were tied up to intimidate the other pea
sants. These poles had taken the place of an earlier punish
ment, known as water-dungeon (suiro), which had been in use 
in Higo until 1756. In front of the district office, several 
ditches had been dug which were filled with water. In the 
centre of each, there stood a pole to which peasants, together 
with their families, were tied in the dead of winter. At
night, the ice forming on the surface would penetrate their
, , . . . , 118 cskin, causing agonizing pain »

To sum up the experience of ordinary peasants of the annual
tax, let us hear how the peasant Takanabe Jinzo (born in 1840)
from Komori village in the Futa district of Higo, recalls the
day of tax payment at the official storehouse towards the end

119of the Tokugawa period
"At that time we paid our tax in rice, but in years of 

crop failure we paid in silver. This was called gindate. When 
we could not pay either way we were tied to poles in front of

° (See, TN: 361.)
The Kokura authorities had decided in 1801 that peasants who 
had attempted to run away should have their heads shaven and 
be turned over to outcases to be sent into e x i l e ^ 0 .

Q In the Yonezawa domain, the colder climate allowed a similarly 
cruel punishment - there, the peasants were pulled in the 
deep snow around the village^-*-.



247

the district office. There were about five to six of these 
wooden poles, each measuring about 8 sun in diameter. When 
one was tied up to a pole, it was usual for someone of one's five-
family group to come and redeem one,"

"We used to make straw bags in two sizes; large ones 
holding 3 to_ 5 sho, and small ones holding 3 jto 2 sho 4 go.
When we paid the tax rice at the official storehouse (the 
officials) did what was known as "waritobo". Having filled 
a wooden measure (masu) heaped full with rice, they would then 
hold the levelling device at an angle, to smooth the rice 
down around the edge of the measure, but leaving it higher in 
the middle. This meant that a large bag would in the end con
tain 3 to* 7 sho instead of 3 t_o 5 sho if measured correctly,
while a smaller bag made to hold 3 to_ 2 sho 4 cic3 would be
filled with 3 jto 3 sho."

"When the day of tax payment had come,the peasants would 
elect one among them to be the haraigashira0 . Among the officials 
at the official storehouse there were the toboko, sashiko, 
tachiyokome, and the yamakoshi. The job of the toboko was to 
apply the levelling device when the rice was measured, the 
sashiko took samples with a sharp-edged bamboo scoop (sashi), 
the tachiyokome was a sort of supervisor, and the yamakoshi 
had to stack the rice bags."

"At that time there were two ways of testing the quality 
of rice. One was to chew some grains; if a loud sound was pro
duced, the rice was accepted; if the opposite was the case, 
the rice was rejected. The other method was to weigh one bag 
and, if found too light, to measure its content. If it was then 
found to lack rice, all the bags found to be too light had to 
be filled up with a rice supplement equivalent to the deficiency 
in the one bag. Alternatively, just one bag was picked for 
sampling, and if its content was found to be short of the 
amount required, the deficit had to be filled not only into this 
one bag but into all other bags as well. To be sure, a deficit

a (See, 240.)
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of up to 2 cfjS was permissible, as that much could easily stick 
to the bag,"

"It was said at the time that 60*000 koku of rice pro
duced by the peasants could be stored in the three buildings 
of the Eastern storehouse and the two buildings of the Western 
storehouse, but at the time of tax payment it was still im
possible to fit all of the tax rice into the buildings, and 
so the bags were piled up mountain-high under the open sky.
There were 10*000 koku mountains and 20*000 koku mountains;, 
topped by straw roofs for protection, they were an impressive 
sight indeed."

Thep,Takanabe goes on to recall one occasion around 1860 
on which he joined a group of peasants from his village on 
their trip to the storehouse in Kumamoto to deliver their tax:

"I think it was when I had just turned twenty. I was then 
serving in the family of Taihei-don in Futa village. Once I 
joined the others on their trip to the storehouse in Kumamoto 
to pay the tax. We left our village on the 25th day of the 
12th month. Of the 130 bags which our group took there, 83 failed 
to pass the checks and were rejected. So, the next day we 
mended the straw bags, hoping to get them through the checks 
the same day, but by the time we had finished it was already 
too late. We did not know what to do as we had no money left 
to spend another night at an inn'. We thought that we could 
pay our tax the following day, the 27th, but that day of all 
days was the anniversary of the death day of some noble person, 
and the work had to rest. We knew that unless we could pay 
our tax on the 28th,Twe would no longer be able to do so, and 
so we gave the officials various bribes, but to no avail. We 
were told that our tax payment would only be accepted at the 
Western storehouse. This gave us a real headache as there were 
only sixteen of us to carry 83 straw bags full of rice over 
the hill over a distance of about 6 '.cho. We were at our wits' 
end, but then, maybe because our bribes had helped a little, we
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were told by the officials that our rice would be accepted 
as tebyo, i.e. rice shortly to be transferred elsewhere. We 
were overjoyed and paid our tax. But even now one bag was re
jected and we had to buy two or three sho of rice from the 
town to make up for the deficiency, repair the straw bag and 
then hand it in. We finished at about six in the evening in 
the dark of the 12th month." On this evidence, we may understand 
Takanabe's final conclusion which sums up the peasantry's ex- 
perience of the annual tax: "When we were young, nothing was 
quite as fearsome as the day of tax payment at the official 
storehouse."

3.2. The Peasants and the Priesthood

Besides the topic of taxation, attacks against the various 
priests living among the peasants take up a large part of the 
TN. What may at first sight strike the reader as proof of a 
struggle between the political and religious institutions in 
the domain turns out on closer inspection as the reaction of 
the domain authorities to the slow but persistent efforts of 
religious bodies, among others mainly the ShinshO sect, to 
expand their foothold among peasants beyond the limits imposed 
on their activities by domain legislation. The stand on religion 
taken by the author of the TN, in fact, betrays the fear of 
the domain authorities of Higo of losing tax revenue as a re
sult of the activities of the priesthood of the various de
nominations, including mendicant priests and soothsayers. Priests 
of the large sects, who were integrated in local administration0 , 
had to go about their activities very carefully lest they should
arouse the wrath of the authorities, but as is tentatively

. . .  bsuggested by the passages on religion m  the TN , priests were
by 1800 widely abusing their influence on the peasantry to an 
extent which warranted serious concern on the part of the Con-

° (See, 27; also 269.) 
b (See, TN: 414 ff.)
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fucicm scholars. Their fears revolved basically around the 
economic issue - to the author of the TN it was vexatious to 
see peasants spending considerable amounts both of cereals 
and money on the priesthood, even in hard times, for such 
purposes as prayers for recovery from fever, prayers for a 
good harvest, for the recitation of sutras, and even for the 
construction of new temple buildings. What to a man of religion 
would have appeared only natural, struck Confucian scholars as 
odd, even harmful to the state. So, for instance, the TN states:

"...the greater the suffering of the people in the country
side, the more donations they give. Saying that the 
afflictions of the present cannot last longer than the 
lifespan of fifty years, they believe that it is far more 
important to think about future hardships of eternity, 
and so they give even larger donations to the priests"1^ .

The priesthood is thus depicted as a weakening factor of 
domain finances, as they not only deprived peasants of resources 
which, if not vitally needed by the peasants themselves, right
fully belonged to the domain authorities, but also sapped the 
peasantry's strength by their added exactions, which could 
only result in a general slackening of agricultural work and 
a resultant drop in production.

In conjunction with the economic argument, the author of 
the TN raises the problem of peasant dependence on the priests.
In his opinion, it was only through realizing the magnitude of 
this problem that one could understand why peasants should, in 
spite of great hardship, advance money donations to the temples 
without the least consideration for themselves. Looking into the 
future, the author expresses his fears that this dependency may 
bring things to the point where priests may encroach on the 
government sphere of influence with impunity; an apprehension 
which is all the more acute since already in his day, priests
were "generally more influential than those who govern the 

123realm" . To emphasize this point, the author paints a gloomy 
picture of a time when the priesthood could successfully demand
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that the annual tax be paid to the temples rather than to the 
124authorities . This vision of a government official probably 

says more about the situation of the peasantry versus the 
various priests than it does about real economic threats to 
domain revenue. As far as the relationship between the priest
hood and the peasantry is concerned, the passages on religion 
in the TN may well be taken to give some indication of how 
many peasants experienced the various religious institutions 
in their everyday life.

The author of the TN does not stand alone with his criti
cism of the activities of the priesthood. All major Confucian 
writers of the Tokugawa period engaged in criticism of the 
Buddhist religion and the priesthood of the various sects. Just 
as in pre-Tokugawa days, their carefully argued vituperations 
formed a major part of the literary activities of Confucian 
scholars until the early 1 9 th century when the kokugaku scholars 
espoused the anti-Buddhist cause in their effort to establish 
Shinto as the national cult. Whether criticism of Buddhism was 
based on theological grounds as in the example of Hirata Atsu-
tane (1776-1843) and Tominaga Nakamoto (1715-46)°, or on

b ceconomic grounds as in the case of Ogyu Sorai , Kumazawa Banzan
or Nakai Chikuzan, such anti-Buddhist tracts would, as a rule,
culminate inithe demand for the abolishment of Buddhism or,
more realistically, in the call for a determined reassertion
of state control over the religious institutions .The arguments
against the priesthood and the individual points taken up in the
TN appear to follow exactly the line of the Bible of anti-

dclericalism, the Sobo Kigen by Nakai Chikuzan. Written on the

a See, Kato, Tominaga Nakamoto. (Also, 290.)
b . . .Seidan, Ogyu warns against priests meddling m  politics

and advocates the reintroduction of a strict ordination system
under state control (kaidan) to decrease the number of priests
See, Ogyu, Seidan, 181 ff.
His vociferous anti-clerical attack, m  which he claims that 
not even lOO out of every 10*000 monks had taken the vow out 
of sincere religiosity, may be found translated in Fisher, 
"Daigaku Wakumon," 325-28.

b Nakai Chikuzan, 5obo Kigen, in NKT, vol. 23, 315-543.
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orders of Matsudaira Sadanobu0 in 1789, this comprehensive
appraisal of social conditions at the end of the Tanuma era

bcontains a large section concerned with organized religion f
im which the author denounces the tyranny of temples and priests,
the destruction of the social order by ShinshO priests and
komuso mendicants as well as the rampancy of superstition and
heretic teachings in temples. In spite of the prohibition to
build new temples, Nakai Chikuzan claims that this was still

125being done under the pretext of rebuilding old temples
Qa point which is also taken up in the TN . The rising anti- 

Buddhist tide towards the end of the 18th century is evident 
in the extreme allegations made by the obscure physician-philo- 
sopher Ando Shoekid concerning the treatment of the common 
people by the priesthood:

"A beggar lives on the charity of other people, but even 
if he starves to death because nobody aids him, he does 
not molest the peace of society. Saints, on the other hand, 
if they fail to collect such taxes as they desire, even 
resort to arms to extort tribute, and when rejected, go 
to the extremity of killing the innocent masses of people. 
Really it is the saints who are obliged by the benevolence 
of the common people®. Yet they talk to the people of their 
own benevolence..." .

The fact that priests were the only people in Tokugawa Japan 
to have a regular income, was enviously recorded by the author 
of the Sejikenbunroku (1816), who contrasted their fortunate 
circumstances with the unstable economic situation of warriors 
and peasants, who received rice depending on the harvest yield,
and that of merchants, who were dependent on the market situ-

127 . .ation . Other critics concentrated on the covetousness of
priests by exposing their eagerness to collect alms and such 

Q (See, 46-7.)
k Nakai, Sobo Kigen, 471-90.
° (See» TN : 415.) 
d (See, 289-90.)
e Compare the similar argument in, TN: 427.



253

practices as the sale of honourable suffixes to posthumous names
X 2 3  qagainst payment of considerable sums of money

In the poorer regions of Higo, the saying that "life in a 
temple is as luxurious as in a castle" (ichijS ikkaji) has, 
until recent years, held certainly true for lower peasants, to
whom even a plain temple must have appeared like a palace. It
is quite true that the priests enjoyed privileges which lifted 
them well out of the mass of common people, and the higher a 
priest's official rank, the more privileges he would have. These 
privileges did not only affect their standing under the law - 
priests in Higo were placed under the jurisdiction of the county 
official - but also in their daily life, the clothes they
wore, the buildings and comfort of their temples, and the
way they could dispose over their servants. Such privileges only 
added fuel' to the argument in government circles against the 
Buddhist sects; extra duties demanded of peasants by priests, 
such as personal transport of the Yamabushi priest, who is inu
the possession of an official pass, as described in the TN[ , 
certainly weighed all the heavier in the mind of a concerned 
scholar for being so elusive.

Pillorying the immoral life in temples at that time is 
something one invariably comes across in critical literature 
of the period, and it is easy to imagine that envy on the part 
of the less fortunate samurai played no small role in these 
frequently sharp attacks, in which objectivity is often 
questionable as the lack of evidence is compensated by imagi
nation. The author of the TN leaves nothing unsaid as he sums up 
in a concise fashion the life of priests as he saw it, which 
stood in such a glaring contradiction to the samurai's dictate 
of self-restraint, frugality, and abstinence from worldly 
pleasures;

a See, for example, OgyO Sorai, Seidan, 182. 
b (See, TN; 430.)
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"As you have seen yourself, at a time when the peasants 
suffer distress and endure the severest privation, that 
priest bewitches the peasants with words to get more and 
more rice and money, Priding himself on his glory and 
splendour, he dresses beautifully and eats fancy food; he 
gives himself up to wine and women, and idles away all 
his time at recitations of ditties and ballad-dramas, 
performances of shamisen music, at archery games and at 
gambling"*^9.

It is, of course, difficult to assess the extent to which these
a ,accusations are slanderous . Even if they are exaggerated, how

ever, we may assume that many priests in the Tokugawa period 
enjoyed a quality o;fHife;whichjtas substantially better than that 
of most other sections of the population. Moreover, there is 
evidence to confirm accusations of depravity in temples and 
other blatant breaches of conduct, as is suggested by the fact 
that the shogunate had begun, as early as the beginning of 
the 18th century, to issue amendments to the Laws Governing 
Temples (Ji*in hatto) issued between 1601 and 1665, to integrate 
the religious organizations firmly into the framework of the 
Tokugawa polity. In 1798, in an effort to clamp down on clerical 
misconduct, over seventy priests were publicly displayed and 
then exiled to an island by the shogunate for having frequented 
the brothels of Yoshiwara in Edo, while in 1830, over fifty
priests were convicted for rape and sentenced to the same

130punishment m  the Kansai area . Such cases of firm action by 
the authorities remained isolated instances, and were confined, 
as a rule, to the narrow circle of the most powerful political 
authorities, such as the shogunate. The reason for this was that 
while, in theory at least, temples were subservient to the 
domain authorities, authorities nevertheless met with great 
obstacles when trying to trace down a culprit or generally in
vestigating in a temple. The great temples of the main sects 
and the monzeki temples, whose superior had close ties with 
the nobility at the Imperial court in Kyoto, commanded great 
respect, with their superiors enjoying a status among feudal

a Licentiousness in the behaviour of priests and nuns is an 
accusation which regularly turns up in anti-Buddhist litera
ture. See, for instance, Nakai Chikuzan, Sobo Kigen, 525-6.
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lords second to none. By virtu© of the closely-knit Buddhist 
organization, which affiliated every small temple in remote 
parts of the country with the main temple of a sect,officials 
would think twice before taking legal action. If a priest had 
committed an offence, he could not even be arrested by the 
authorities; they first had to consult with the head-temple, 
since no priest could be arrested as long as he wore his 
priest's garments, and so the political authorities could lay 
their hands on a priest only after he had been defrocked by 
his secta . This inability on the part of the feudal authorities 
to take action against the priesthood spontaneously may ex
plain to some extent the outraged tenor of many critical 
writings on the behaviour of priests composed during the 18th 
century.

If even the political authorities were restricted in their 
freedom of action as far as the priesthood was concerned, it 
is self-evident that especially the lower peasants could hahdly 
offer resistance to the demands made upon them by the priests.
The TN vividly depicts the influence of a priest in a peasant 
community, indicating at the same time where his authority 
derived from. In a homily against those who do not visit temples 
to worship, a Shinshu priest threatens eternal damnation to 
those who thus refuse his protection. The reaction of the 
peasants is described as sheer panic:

"As he was speaking, everybody in the room broke into a 
cold sweat, and taking it all very seriously, they invoked 
the name of the Buddha over and over with trembling 
tongues " 1 3 .

Constant threats of retribution in the next world sufficed to
reduce recalcitrance among peasants to nil. The train of thought
in a peasant who was inclined to disregard demands made upon

Idhim by some priest is described in the Keizai Mondo Hiroku :

"If one's donations to a temple fall short of the superior's 
expectations, he will not consent to come to one's funeral

a For the conflict between state and religious organizations, 
see, Ito, "Kinsei ni okeru seiji kenryoku to shukyoteki 
ken'i ."

b (See, 225.)
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to address the last words to one's soul for the passage
to the other world. One puts off payment for a few days,
but when this comes to one's mind, one inevitably borrows

i *39some money and pays up " -* -3 ,

Every sphere of peasant life was deeply enmeshed in a web
of manifold religious ideas. The well-being of peasants depended
precariously on the benevolence of Nature, and so they were
strongly motivated to secure for themselves and their kind the

agoodwill of the gods who, m  their beliefs, populated every 
nook and cranny of their environment. Peasants felt dependent 
on these gods; a feeling which, in the course of cultural de
velopment, had given rise to a deep-seated fatalism and had 
exerted more than a passing influence on the shaping of social 
organization. This feeling of dependence on those above gave 
rise to what the author of the TN interpreted as the "peasant's
nature," namely "Enduring the intolerable without giving so

133much as a thought to justice or humiliation" . Every stage of 
the agricultural year had to be accompanied by the proper re
ligious ceremony, most of which could only be carried out by 
the priests. The religious atmosphere pervading the daily life 
of the common people, making them inclined to see supernatural 
forces at work in every natural phenomena, was described by 
Ando Shoeki:

"Seeing a huge serpent near a shrine, common people think 
it the god incarnate but it is an error for man to revere 
a reptile which never deserves the epithet of god. When 
the wind is strong they think the angry god of wind, kaze 
no kami no saburo, has opened his bag of wind..They 
ascribe heavy rain to the whim of the sacred dragon. They 
worship a fox as the god of harvest, and regard Susanowo- 
no Mikoto as the god of infectious disease... God is be
lieved to communicate his oracles and give narratives of 
the underworld through the mouths of clairvoyant blind 
women and priests' wives" .

Although the 18th century witnessed a gradual awakening 
of a critical attitude towards what the established sects re-

a including Buddhist, Shinto, and other gods which were never 
clearly separated in the popular mind.
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, . agarded as the superstitious aspects of popular religion , the
readiness to interpret events in religious terms nevertheless
maintained its predominance over the slowly advancing forces
of enlightenment both in town and country. The reaction of
the population of Edo to the drop in rice prices in 1785 to
half the level of 1784 shows that the idea of spirits being
responsible for favours and misfortunes was not exclusive to
the thinking of backward rustics, but that it had a firm
foothold in large sections of the sophisticated urban culture 

bof Edo, too . Especially in the tightly-knit village society, 
however, the close observance of all-the rules imposed on one's 
life by various religious beliefs assumed an imperative im
portance, just as a village who had neglected the proprieties

135of the season ran the risk of being fined . Considering the 
state of mind of the common people, any occurrence which they 
could not immediately explain served to strengthen their 
religious convictions; the author of the TJM warned his readers 
of this fallacy when he remarked that "if one believes in the 
supernatural, many supernatural things are bound to happen,
and the need for prayers will arise, be it for one thing or

» 1 3 6another"
This omnipresent need for prayers in the rural areas was 

only too readily grasped by the priests, who provided a wide 
range of services from selling charms against dogbite, for 
winning in the kojuC lottery, various divinations, prayers to 
heal disease, and so on. For the priests of the established 
sects which were represented in the rural areas by a branch

a Already in the Choninbukuro, 1719), a merchant exposed the 
popular theory of lucky and unlucky quarters to ridicule by 
pointing out that in the densely built-up urban areas the 
east side of one house was the west side of another137,

b Hall describes how the townsmen had ascribed the fall in prices 
to the revenge of Sano Masakoto's spirit, who had been 
sentenced to death for striking down Tanuma Okitsugu’s son, 
Mototomo. Calling him the "Great Rectifying Spirit", they 
flocked to his grave in such large numbers that the Super
intendent of Temples and Shrines had to order the gates of the 
temple to be closed, but even then people broke into the temple 
grounds to place flowers in front of his grave138.

° (See, TN: 415n.)
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temple, considerable competition arose from the numerous 
mendicant priests, each of whom had a special sphere of 
activity which he jealously guarded from intrusion by others. 
Whereas the priests of the large, prosperous Buddhist sects 
were mainly concerned with questions relating to life after 
death, with Shinto priests concentrating on the major prayers 
of the agricultural year, the Yamabushi, komuso, and diviners 
(onmyoji) were predominantly concerned with prayers which 
brought reward in the present life. The borderline between the 
two types of activities was, however, far from clearly defined; 
as is suggested by the incident described in the TN, where a
priest has encroached on the diviner’s prerogative to set the

. adates of the agricultural year , conflicts between the two
were not uncommon. Although practical magic for everyday use, 
as offered by the mendicant priests, was officially treated 
with contempt by the main sects, who castigated such practices 
as heresy and black magic, it was in reality far too lucrative 
for most priests to miss out on this unique opportunity of 
increasing their revenue.

Easily the most popular of these mendicant priests among 
the peasantry in Higo appear to have been the diviners, who 
promised quick relief without further obligations to the person 
who had sought help, as they freely roamed about unlike other 
priests whose continued presence in the community entailed more 
obligations for favours received. These diviners, who are 
described in a contemporary kyoku poem as being utterly un
tainted by scientific thinking*3, were indeed employed with such
regularity that the authorities deemed it necessary to intro-

* » * « * * cduce regulations concerning divination in the Go-Kyoyusho .
Article 30, directed against all kinds of diviners, forbids
peasants to commission divination to find stolen goods, and in
article 31, peasants are generally enjoined not to ask diviners

01 (See, TN: 355-6.)
b Kitoshi no kao ni kagaku no kage mo nashi *^9.
° (See, 207n.)
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, . , 140to perform their incantations and divinations
Of equal importance in the religious life of the peasants,

yet unlike the diviners backed by a religious institution, were
a . ,Yamabushi . As their name denotes, they originally slept

in the mountains, as they believed they could acquire the
power of gods who appeared there by mediation and ascetic
practices. Having acquired these powers, they then applied them
to perform healings, exorcism, purifications, and to sell
formulae and charms. Whereas in earlier periods of Japanese
history Yamabushi had been unmarried mendicants who spent most
of their time in their mountain recluse, they had lost their
original character completely by 1800. Now, they functioned as
masters of prayer and magic, living in temples at the foot of
sacred mountains, often working in teams with a female shaman,
the miko, to whom they were married in many cases. Their exorcist
faculties predestined them to the healing of disease, and so
they were frequently called to the sick-bed of a peasant. Kdmpfer
has described in detail how the Yamabushi proceeded to heal
someone of a disease:

"The patient is to give the Jammabos as good an account, 
as possibly he can, of his distemper and the condition he 
is in. The Jammabos after a full hearing writes some 
characters on a bit of paper, which characters, as he 
pretends, have a particular relation to the constitution 
of the patient and the nature of his distemper. This done, 
he places the paper on an altar before his Idols, per
forming many superstitious ceremonies, in order, as he 
gives out, to communicate a healing faculty, to it after 
which he makes it up into pills, whereof the patient is 
to take one every morning, drinking a large draught of 
water upon it, which again must be drawn up from the 
spring or river, not without some mystery, and towards 
such a corner of the world, the^Jammabos directs. These 
character pills are called Goof. It must be observed how
ever, that the Jammabos seldom administer, and the Patients 
still seldomer resolve to undergo this mysterious,cure, till 
they are almost past all hopes of recovery, In less 
desperate cases recourse is had to more natural remedies"

It also appears that they were often involved in the religious

a For a study of Yamabushi, see, Earhardt, Shugendo. For a
contemporary eyewitness account, see, Kdmpfer, History of
Japan, vol. 1, 232-7: "Of the Jammabos, or Mountain-Priests,
and other Religious Orders,"

b - gofu.



celebrations of the agricultural year - the TN mentions them
142in connection with the prayers for a good harvest - and 

sometimes even performed funerals and memorial services. At 
least as late as around 1700, the Yamabushi had also been con
sulted by the authorities to divine the guilt or innocence of

143peasants accused of a crime , In the event of an epidemic,
Yamabushi were called upon to prevent the disease from spreading.
On his way through northern KyDshG, Siebold found a village
around which straw ropes had been drawn by Yamabushi to contain

. 144a smallpox epidemic . Although their religion, known as 
Shugendo, did not constitute a sect in the way that the Shinshu 
sect, for instance, did, the Yamabushi were much feared among 
the peasants as guardians of the mountain gods. By virtue of 
their long ascetic practices, which had taught them to converse 
with the spirits on the mountains, they were believed by the 
peasants to possess immense supernatural powers. This must 
have been particularly pronounced in the case of the Yamabushi 
in Higo, since they derived their authority from Mt. Aso, one 
of the largest active volcanoes in the world, with a fearsome 
emission of steam, sulphur, and irregular eruptions of stone 
and lava. The temple of the Yamabushi, who makes an appearance 
in the TN, stood in Bochu on the Oguni plateau, inside the 
outer crater of M t . Aso, right at the foot of the active inner 
crater. With such an impressive mountain in the background, 
this temple, the Saigandenji, had been accorded the status 
of guardian temple to the State ShintS Shrine (shingoji or 
miyadera) at nearby Ichinomiya, Furukawa, who visited the area 
on his visit to Higo, reported that the Yamabushi temple con
sisted of thirty buildings, and that it had received a gift
of land yielding a total of 160 koku from the lord m  Kumamoto 
a fact which accounts for the semi-official status accorded to 

Yamabushi priests which is subjected to such heavy criti-

145
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As to the komuso priests, it seems that they made little 
effort to conceal their mercenary dealings under a cloak of 
religious philanthropy. They belonged to the Fuke branch of 
the Zen sect of Buddhism, but unlike other branches, the komusS 
priests were neither required to practice religious austerities, 
nor shave their heads or recite sutras. All they did was to go 
from house to house begging for alms, their faces completely 
covered by their characteristic braided hat, and playing a 
long flute. Their hat, which had only a small visor, afforded 
total anonymity and thus attracted many outlaws, who joined
this order to evade prosecution. Often, this guise was abused

. . . 146by the authorities for spying duties , so that this order's
activities were generally hampered by a poor reputation among 
the population. What they lacked in religious authority, they 
seem to have compensated at times with physical force - a 
public notice issued by the Kumamoto authorities in the 1st 
month of 1788 warns komuso priests against aggressive behaviour. 
According to this notice, there had been cases of such priests 
coming into the villages for begging and if they had been dis
satisfied with the lodging offered to them by the village 
officials, had attacked and injured people with their bafriboo- 
flute (shakuhachi ) .

The burden of the native cult of Shinto was felt by the
peasants in two different ways. Firstly, there were the expenses
connected with the local cult of ancestor worship centring

. . , . aaround the village shrine association , and secondly there were
the Shinto priests of the large Shinto shrines, who offered
very much the same services to the peasants as the other members
of the rural priesthood - the TN names them in the same breath
with the Yamabushi. The funds to cover the expense of village
shrine festivals derived to some extent from public contributions
by those villagers who could afford it. We know, however, that
whenever these money collections did not produce sufficient
money and rice, the deficit was paid directly from the village
a (See, 50-1.)
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account . This meant that even the poor villagers, who could 
take part in such festivities as onlookers only, were also 
taxed for this purpose; Whereas peasants, circumstances per
mitting, readily gave money contributions towards a village 
shrine festival - for not doing so could easily have resulted 
in the family being ostracized - they showed great reluctance 
to do so for the Aso shrine at Ichinomiya, the State Shinto
Shrine, as well as for local shrines sponsored by the authori- 

149ties . These shrines received orders from the domain authori
ties to pray and perform ceremonies for a good harvest and
for a safe journey of the tax rice to the domain warehouse in

150 . , .Osaka ; on a local level, it was the county official who
gave personal orders to one shrine in each district to perform 

151these rituals , for which he then had the district headmen
. aexact the "first ears of rice" tax . The importance attached 

by the Higo authorities to the Aso shrine as official place 
of worship may be deduced from the size of stipend land granted 
to the shrine, as reported by Furukawa:

"About two ri from B^ochu, there is the Aso shrine. This 
shrine is famous for its long history, but is situated out 
of the way on a swampy plateau. Weeds are everywhere - to 
one's dismay they proliferate even around the sacred pre
cincts. Compared with shrines in the Kamigata region*3, 
this one is rather small and has got nothing pleasing 
about it at all,.. Standing amidst the houses of peasants 
in rice fields, the atmosphere is melancholic beyond ex
pression. The shrine has received a gift of land from the 
lord in Kumamoto which yields a l'OOO koku of rice a year; 
300 koku are intended for the use of the superior, and the 
remainder of 700 koku is shared among the twenty-one 
priests and the nine shrine virgins"^52.
Considerable sums of money had to be paid by the provincial 

Shinto shrines to the Yoshida shrine in Kyoto, to which they 
had been subordinated by the "Laws concerning Shinto Priests of 
all Shrines" (Shosha negi kannushi hatto), issued by the 
shogunate in 1665. Title and office of Shinto priests, as well 
as coveted suffixes to the name of the shrine, had to be pur
chased in Kyoto. Ordination of a Shinto priest went together 
with the conferment of a court title, for which an application

148

a (See, 236.)
b (See, 87n,)
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for the Imperial consent had to be submitted to the Yoshida
shrine, together with a payment of 1 0 ryo - in the case of a

153top rank as much as 100 ryo , The money for these contri- 
butions came from the peasants, not only from straightforward 
donations, but from peasant commissions for faith-healing, 
exorcism, purifications, and rairyfc>rayers,

The practice of praying for changes in weather was wide
spread in dll of Japan. Known as o~komori, villagers would 
assemble at the village shrine for collective prayers. If the 
ordinary prayers did not produce results, peasants in some 
regions tried to enrage the dragon god by disturbing the waters 
of his supposed abode either by beating the water surface or,

154as is reported from another region, by pouring sewage into it
Buddhist priests were at times also involved in such ceremonies
certain sutras like the Daiunkyoa had, since the 7th century,
been believed to be especially efficacious to; release rain by
magical means, while yet others were read to stop rain when
floodsvwere feared. The Ninnokyo^ , too, was read to produce
rain, besides stopping pestilences of smallpox, leprosy or
other epidemic diseases, and to avert the evil consequences

155of bad omens, such as eclipses and comets , This was, however, 
the result of a syncretic process, in the course of which 
Buddhism had integrated on Chinese soil elements of popular 
religion in order to gain a firm foothold in an alien culture - 
in the case of rain prayers, this was achieved by declaring 
the various dragonngods (ryuj in or ryuo) tutelary deities of 
Buddhism. In Higo, praying for rain was the exclusive domain 

Yamabushi and ShintS priests, although the TN makes mention 
of the fact that there were also Buddhist means of producing 
rain. The fact that the author of the TN puts such great em
phasis on this problem at all should suffice to indicate the 
popularity of rain prayers in Higo. Since this custom was 
connected with tremendous expenses for the village community,
a "Great Cloud Sutra",

"Sutra of Benevolent Kings".
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it is only natural that the authorities should have been eager 
to explain to the peasants that such methods were ineffective.
Already in 1736, a decree by the Higo authorities mentions

, . . .  156rain prayers among other celebrations which should be curtailed
Furukawa Koshoken fortunately had the chance to witness one 

occasion on which peasants in the southern part of Higo had 
asked Shinto priests to perform such a ceremony. From his 
account of this event, Higo emerges as a truly remote and 
secluded place, with customs so quaint as to stun a sophisti- 
cated urban dweller from the Kamigata areaa :

"In Minamata in the Higo province, where the merchants 
from Zashiki are said to strike secret paths on their way 
across the border to the province of Satsuma, temples abound 
on one's way from one postal station to the next, as all villagers 
are followers of the Shinshu sect. When I was there, no rain 
had fallen for many days so that even the wells were dry, and 
so several tens of villages had agreed to perform rain prayers.
I heard a rumour circulating among the natives that a human 
sacrifice was going to be offered to the Dragon God, I thought 
that this was extraordinary and so I decided to go and have a 
look. On the beach, a little hut had been built and an effigy 
oft a woman about ten feet tall had been fashioned out of straw. 
Dressed in a long-sleeved paper kimono, which was painted with 
a red pattern, its jet-black hair made of flax fell loosely 
over its shoulders. By now several hundred spectators had 
assembled, among them village officials and Shinto priests 
accompanied by the shrine virgins. Then, the Shintd priest, 
whom I took to be the superior of the other priests, took a 
book from an ancient Chinese chest and, facing the sea, started 
to chant at the top of his voice. The words of his litany were 
quite unintelligible, but X suppose it was some old text written 
in syllable script. Upon this, the beating of large drums began, 
which was to continue until evening, and most of the spectators 
joined in the chorus of incantations to the Dragon God (ryuj in),

° (See, 87n.)
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to the Dragon King (ryGo)t and to countless others: "Please 
appease the stormy waves and hear our prayers!" They prayed to 
a princess of the age of Gods: "Please bestow rain on us lest 
our trees and plants should wither and even we humans should 
become extinct. Please, send rain, we beg you, princess!". In 
this way, they were going on, offering one prayer after another 
until rain would finally fall. The idea was that once rain had 
fallen the straw effigy would be thrown into the sea. (As the 
above incantations are chanted at the tops of their voices, the 
bystanders beat the rhythm by clapping their hands and chant:
"Oh yes, indeed!".) The natives told me that up until two 
centuries previously, before effigies were used, young girls 
had been summoned from the villages in the vicinity and then 
had to draw lots to decide which of them had to throw herself 
into the sea, In these out-of-the-way regions, there survive 
customs which strike us as peculiar indeed; they have been
handed down since ancient times and thus have never fallen into

, . 157oblivion" .
The evidence concerning the religious life of the peasantry 

in Higo which I have listed so far, gives some indication of 
the strength of the position of the priesthood in rural areas; 
it also explains the concern of Confucian scholars as to the 
possible consequences of this fact on peasant administration 
both at that time and in future. Let us therefore now turn our 
attention to the relationship between the sects and the political 
authorities, with special reference to the ShinshD sect, which 
Furukawa has already mentioned as being the predominant sect in 
Higoa , By tracing its development in Higo we will be able to 
grasp the historical development of the relationship between 
the sect and the domain, and thus also understand the back
ground to the argument against the ShinshQ sect in the TN,

The attitude of the political authorities towards the 
priesthood was generally highly ambivalent. While they were 
aware of the importance of the religious sects for local admini
stration, they could not afford to disregard the economic cost

a (See, 264.)
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of too large a number of priests actively soliciting donations 
among the peasantry. The range of countermeasures was, however,
limited by the great value attached by the feudal authorities

. . . .  . ato religion as legitimization of political power . The TIN, too,
reveals clearly that feature of Japanese civilization, to which
Bellah has drawn our attention by remarking that "the relation
of religion to political rationalization is a close one in

158Japanese history" , The terminology used to describe the 
relationship between subject and ruler is basically religious - 
a similarity which is obvious in two passages. In one place, 
the priest Domei expounds the ShinshO doctrine of the repayment 
of blessings (h5on) as follows:

"One must repay the blessing of the Buddha's immense com
passion even if it means having to grind one's body to 
dust. It is impossible to repay the blessings of the 
founder of our religion*5 and the exalted priests who 
followed him even if we were to break our bones"'1*5^.

The author of the TN, although a determined opponent of 
the Shinshu sect himself, then uses practically the same wording 
to describe the gratitude peasants should feel towards the 
authorities:

"Even in our wretched lives there is not a thing which 
we do not owe to the authorities. Down to the rice-bran 
and straw there is nothing which is essentially ours. Even 
if we were ordered to cut off our hands and feet and 
offer them to the authorities we should not r e f u s e " *60.

A similar example from Higo is afforded by Anami Jinbei, 
who concluded his report on the Tenpo famine of 1836/37 with 
an official notice from the authorities addressed to the peasants 
to remind them < to whom they owed gratitude. Peasants are 
told in the same breath to obey to the letter the orders issued 
by the domain government, to be firmly aware of their indebted
ness to the domain, to take to heart every item set out in the 

cGo-Kyoyusho , and - changing to the realm of religion - to 
observe the five cardinal virtues , to respect all Shinto and

a (See, 23 ff.)u
(See, TN: 414n.)

c (See, 207n.)
Goj5 (chin, w u  chVpn^). the Confucian virtues of benevolence, 
righteousness, propriety in demeanour, wisdom, and good faith.
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Buddhist gods, above all the three gods of fire, water, and
the cereals who all worked such wonders and without whose blessings

161man would cease to exist . By equating the obligation to 
supernatural powers with the obligation to the domain authori
ties, it had become possible to justify tax payment by the 
peasantry in philosophical terms. Tax payment was to be thought 
of by the peasants in the same terms as donations to temples,
namely as an integral part of one's repayment of blessings

162 . . .  received . The priests who, m  their sermons, continually
instilled into the peasants fears of eternal damnation in 
retribution for disobedience in the present life, as is so 
dramatically described in the TNa , were thus instrumental to 
the authorities for ruling their realm peacefully. Priests 
were deliberately used by the authorities to influence the 
peasantry for political ends. During the Tenpo famine, for 
instance, Anami Jinbei tells us of a sermon delivered to the 
hungry peasants at a temple where they had assembled to re
ceive a free distribution of rice-gruel, in which they were 
exhorted to do all in their power to increase the number of 
population, as there were too few peasants in the Oguni region'*’̂ , 
The tremendous influence of priests on the peasants explains 
the awareness of the political authorities of the problems 
engendered by the presence of strong religious organizations 
among the peasantry already at an early stage in the Tokugawa 
period, when only those sects were allowed to carry on their 
activities which were ready to submit to the political authori
ties. For another, firm control was maintained even over these 
sects, for there was always the danger that priests, once they 
were aware of their authority, would disregard in their activi
ties the latitude accorded to them by the domain authorities 
and infringe on the government's sphere of influence.

Q (See, TN; 414-5.)
b This is rather similar to the Shirakawa domain authorities who, 

in 1784, had ordered the priests to travel through the country
side to describe to women the tortures awaiting them in hell 
if they dared to kill their newly-born children, illustrating 
their dire prognosis with pictures of hell^64t
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In the struggle among the various Buddhist sects for 
domination of rural Higo, as elsewhere in Japan, the Shinshu 
secta emerged victorious owing to its skilful political 
manoeuvring and radical about-faces wherever it proved re
warding to do so. This did not exclude basic tenets of the 
sect. Whereas prior to the Tokugawa period, the Shinshu sect 
had taken a firm stand against the warlords in their struggle 
for power bases on the side of rural warriors and village 
headmen, it began under the new political arrangement of the 
Tokugawa to fill out the vacuum left by the samurai, who had 
been called away from their land to take up residence in the 
castle town. In this way, the Shinshu sect could quietly con
solidate and then expand its basis among the common people. 
Domains where the social organization had not undergone signi
ficant changes even after the re-organization of feudalism 
under leyasu proved hostile soil to the Shinshti sect. So, for 
instance, in Satsuma, Osumi, HyOga, and Hitoyoshi, where 
warriors continued living on their land in close contact with 
the peasantry. In these regions, the ShinshQ priests would 
have constituted an immediate and tangible threat to the 
warrior's subsistence, so that there was little inclination 
among the ruling class to allow the Shinshu priests freedom 
of action in their sphere of influence. This fear of having 
to share revenue from the land with too many ShinshO priests 
was only increased by the charisma surrounding the latter as 
a result of their earlier exploits in politics, as is suggested 
by the official explanation given for the prohibition of the 
ShinshO sect in Satsuma. According to this notice, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi had only succeeded in overpowering the Satsuma troops 
in 1587 by displaying a piece of calligraphy executed by the 
founding father of the Shinshu sect, Shinran, and representing 
the saviour's name, Amida. When the generals of the Satsuma 
troops saw this, so we are told, they vied with each other as

a For a survey of the development of the Shinshu sect in Higo 
in the 16th and 17th centuries, see, Tamamuro, "Higo han ni 
okeru Jodoshinshu no tenkai."
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to who would be first to retreat from the battlefield . In
these regions, the Tendai, Shingon, and Zen sects remained
the dominant religious organizations, as their emphasis on
esotericism, estheticism, and meditation had traditionally
more appeal to the educated samurai than the Shinshu tenet
of a better life awaiting the believer in the next world.

The rise of the ShinshD sect in Higo was thus not the
result of active government sponsoring; it was the involuntary
consequence of the policy of concentrating the warriors in the
castle town, which had opened the door wide for the activities
of the Shinshu priests. The first Shinshu temple in Higo was
built only around 1500, but owing to the strict hierarchical
organization of this sect, designed to make up for its belated
appearance on the religious scene, the sect was well equipped
for expansion. Within the next 150 years, the Shinshu sect
had firmly established itself in Higo, especially after the
introduction of the danka system after 1634 had solidified
their economic basis by assigning each temple a certain number
of peasants for registry who, in order to receive the necessary
documents to give proof of their association with the temple,
had to give donations in various forms on the occasion of the
bi-annual registration (tsuke todoke), during the bon festival

ain summer and attthe end of each year . The expansion of this
sect received a steady impetus from the high exactions levied
on local temples by the head temples in Kyoto, the East and
West Honganji, who by this method shared out the enormous costs
of their own upkeep among the rural population. The exactions
levied on branch temples of the ShinshD sect were by far the
highest among all sects, and so Shinshu priests were forced by
necessity to increase the number of their adherents in order
to survive - temples which could not fulfil their obligations

X 6 6to the head temple were simply closed down . So, even after 
the erection of new temples had been prohibited by the shogu
nate in 1665, the ShinshD sect continued its expansion by

a As early as 1686, Kumazawa Banzan had pointed out in his
Daigaku Wakumon that the first step to free the peasantry from 
the grip of the priesthood was the abolition of the danka 
system. See, Fisher, "Daigaku Wakumon," 326-7. (See also,
TN: 427.)
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building new places of worship under different names0 - These
new temples known as kakedokoro were then, in due course of
time, elevated to the full status of temple by money donations
from the priest concerned to the domain authorities, who in
times of financial pressure on the domain finances were not
indisposed to waiving the rules. The ShinshO s!eet spread so rapid
ly, that all . sorts of people had to be given posts as priests,
as even the number of priests1 sons did not suffice to cover
the demand. Converts from the Tendai, Shingon, and Zen sects,
masterless samurai and the like were peinmitted to join in the
effort to spread the ShinshO teachings among the common people
in the rural areas. Once a priest had settled down in some
village, however, he would, whenver possible, at least secure
the most important positions in the temple for his own descen- 

167dants . Many of the ShinshO priests in Higo tilled their own
land as peasant priests (hyakusho bozu), which placed them in
a position where they could have close contact with the population
in everyday life. It further permitted them a life style which
could easily compare with that of a village headman; unlike
priests of other sects who devoted themselves wholly to their

168calling, Shinshu peasant priests could even employ servants
It was among the well-to-do peasants that the Shinshu sect was
rooted most firmly in the rural areas; according to sources
relating to the early 17th century, the ShinshG sect appears to
have been in close liaison with the wealthy peasants with a
taxed revenue of between 26 to 30 koku, although there were also

bthose peasants with as small a revenue as 5 koku or less .
From this influential and economically well-founded social

-hhe.stratum which encounteredvleast difficulties in making plenti
ful donations and setting aside one hut of their living compound 
for the house altar (jibutsudo) - with its sacred pictures and 
holy images a distinguishing mark of the Shinshu household -

a (See, 252.)
k in his investigation of the distribution of Shinshu household 

altars in the Goshi county during the Kan'ei period (1624-44), 
Tamamuro found that of 202 Shinshu households, 31.3% belonged 
to the 0-25 koku class, 38.4% to the 26-50 koku class, and 
27.3% to the 51-100 koku and over class-*-^.
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the Shinshu teachings later filtered into the lower strata
170of rural society . By 1728, the ShinshD sect claimed a total

of 424 temples in Higo, almost double the number of its closest
171competitor, the Zen sect, with its 238 temples . Of these

424 temples, only 70 were in the castle town, while the rest
were concentrated in the most fertile regions of the alluvial 

172plain . Even in as poor a region as the Yabe district in
the mountains of Higo, there were 9 ShinshO temples by 1859,
as opposed to only 3 of the Tendai sect and one of the Nichiren 

173sect . These figures do indeed suggest an extraordinarily
strong presence of the ShinshD sect in comparison with other
sects, confirming the descriptions in the TN whose author
claimed that "wherever one goes in the country, the people are

174followers of the Shinshu sect...,,
That the Shinshu sect was so successfully expanding during 

the Tokugawa period, even after the authorities had become 
sensitive to the issue in the late 18th century, may be ascribed 
to the skill of ShinshO priests in avoiding any open clash 
with the domain authorities. Wary of endangering their own 
economic base, which alone could safeguard the continuity of 
their missionary work, the Shinshu sect had.over the centuries, 
displayed a high degree of adaptability to the specific histori
cal situations. Already in its early years during the 15th 
century, when its base was as yet too weak for the sect to 
survive any confrontations with the political authorities, its 
priests openly supported the warriors. So, Rennyo (1415-99), 
the eighth patriarch of the ShinshD sect, but the actual founder
of the religious organization, proclaimed that ,the observance

aof all Confucian virtues and obedience to the law of the land
and the will of the sovereign formed a vital constituent of
the believer’s daily conduct, since "one cannot leave oneself
in Amida's hands with complete faith and trust unless one has

175abandoned selfish desires and fleshly lusts" , The sect 

a (See, 266n.)
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posted supervisors in the countryside to keep an eye on the
demeanour of the priests of branch temples and to report even
slight cases of misbehaviour or blunders to the head temple.
In this way, any unruly priest who might provoke the wrath
of the political authorities and thus invite retaliatory
measures against the whole ShinshD sect, was excommunicated

176and removed from his office . In the mid-16th century, the 
Shinshu sect even abandoned one of its basic tenets, according 
to which sinners stood an even better chance of salvation than 
the virtuous, when they began to sell remissions of sin (gosho 
gomen) .

During the 15th and 16th centuries, when the ShinshD sect 
felt stronger and political conditions were favourable, they 
were frequently involved in armed struggles to secure land for 
themselves. The most famous instance is 1588, when they gained 
power over the whole Kaga region, which they could hold for 
as long as 9 0  years. Frequently, the ShinshD priests also led 
or participated in revolts of local powerh'olders against domi
nation by absentee warriors (ikkd ikki). Once the turmoil of 
the 15th and 16th centuries was over, however, the ShinshD 
sect found itself confronted by the task of somehow fitting 
into the bakuhan system created after Ieyasu's victory. The 
authorities, too, were determined to get the priesthood away 
from practical politics; the shogunate, for instance, encouraged 
priests to devote themselves to leaning by making this the
sole criterion for promotion and the granting of land and 

X 78money gifts , Continued preaching activity of the Shinshu
priests among the common people was only connived at because
they showed themselves willing to renounce their claim to
political power and adapt their teachings to the requirements
of the Tokugawa polity.

To aomuch greater extent than the other sects, the ShinshD
sect stressed the belief that men owe everything to a single
deity, Amida, and that therefore onefs whole life must be one
long expression of gratitude - indeed that peasants "must re-

179gard life as a service which Amida demands" of them. Bellah
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has shown that this concept of obligation was linked with the
theory of filial piety, and - rather important for tax-paying
peasants - that blessings received could never be fully re-

180quited, however hard one worked . The monotheistic theology 
of the ShinshD sect, furthermore, lent itself ideally to the 
requirements of the domain authorities who were faced with 
the task of welding independent regions, in pre-Tokugawa days 
ruled by local nobles, each with their own ancestral cult, into 
a state governed from the castle town and, concomitantly, 
creating among the whole population a feeling of allegiance 
to the highest authority in the domain. The Shinshu sect 
acknowledged only Amida in its pantheon, without, however, 
denying the existence of other deities - a vital addition to 
the doctrine which made it possible to justify the bakuhan 
system in metaphysical terms, Amida, so they taught, combined 
in his person all the faculties for bringing about success in 
this world which all other Buddhist and Shint5 gods shared 
together. This superordinate position of Amida provided the 
required inter-regional link between villages and provinces, 
something which ShintQ with its ancestral gods could not 
achieve. The Shinshu sect moreover developed its doctrine of 
the primacy of devotion (shinshin ihon) into the doctrine of 
the primacy of the lord's law (oho ihon). Thus, the sect ex
horted its followers to observe above all the state laws and 
the Confucian ethical command of benevolence and righteousness 
(jingi isen). The doctrine of the primacy of the lord's law 
aided the acceptance of the state among the common people and 
made it possible to integrate all Shinshu followers quite peace
fully into the polity. Also important as rationalization of 
the tax^demands made on the peasantry was the doctrine that 
protecting Amida, the founder of the sect, and the head of 
state were acts of gratitude to repay the Buddha's blessings. 
With the aid of these teachings, it had become possible for the 
Shinshu sect to serve both its own interests and those of the
state by enlarging the number of followers and ensuring the

181smooth working of local administration
*
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In this chapter, we have looked at the three main aspects 
of peasant life discussed in the TN, namely the quality of 
peasant life in Higo, the tax burden on the peasantry, and 
the influence of the priesthood on peasants. A comparison of 
living conditions of the common people in various parts of 
Japan between the late 17th and the mid-19th centuries culled 
from contemporary European and Japanese sources has shown 
that Higo around 1800 belonged to those regions in Japan with 
a comparatively low quality of life of the peasantry, not only 
in the backward mountain regions but even in the relatively 
well-to-do areas on the alluvial plain. Consequently, we must 
beware of unduly extrapolating from conditions in Higo on 
peasant life in Tokugawa Japan; the picture of peasant life 
emerging from the TN is certainly not representative of peasant 
life in Japan around 1800, It is likely that further studies 
will reveal a basic similarity between life of the common people 
in Higo and that in other backward regions; all we can say here 
is that the quality of life of the peasants in Higo appears 
to have been rather lower than even in the neighbouring domains 
in North Kyushu - a difference which was likely to have been 
even more pronounced in years of bad harvest as a result of 
the relatively narrow spread of wealth among peasants. However, 
as far as tax payment is concerned, allegations of hardship in 
the TN are likely to be an expression of the lacking opportunity 
of industrious peasants to profit by accumulating increments 
in crop yield, rather than of actual distress. Although some 
peasants may have experienced hardships in connection with tax 
payment, there can be little doubt that the author of the TN 
was exaggerating peasant distress after a bad harvest to under
line his case in favour of the change-over to the j omen method 
of tax assessment. The account given by a peasant of the annual 
tax payment procedure shows perhaps best how the payment of the 
annual tax was experienced by ordinary peasants. In the section 
on the relationship between the peasantry and the priesthood, we
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have seen that while we must not allow the anti-Buddhist 
polemic contained in the TN to intrude into our conclusions, 
the report by Furukawa on rain prayers confirms the impression 
one gains from a reading of the TN that as late as 1800, peasants 
in Higo were largely steeped in superstitious beliefs - 
apparently in a much larger degree than were peasants in the 
economically advanced regions. Given the fact that the peasants' 
understanding of religion was rather unsophisticated, there 
may well be some truth in the allegation of the TN that priests 
were rivalling government officials in the respect and fear 
they commanded among peasants. All considered, there can be 
little doubt that the priesthood, above all the ShinshO priests 
who were active among the peasants in relatively large numbers, 
enjoyed a strong position of authority in rural society. However, 
the question as to what extent, and how frequently, priests 
abused this position of authority to improve their economic 
position cannot be answered with certainty at present and awaits 
further critical investigation.
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4, The Tale of Nisuke

Let us now turn to Tokugawa literature to see how it 
reflected life of the common people, particularly that of the 
peasantry. The Tokugawa period has presented us with a rich 
literary heritage which with its many genres is depicting a 
multitude of facets of life in Japan between 1600 and 1868. 
Undoubtedly the most prominent among these genres is the 
literature of townspeople, also known as merchant literature 
(chonin bungaku)a , which - together with poetry - deservedly 
occupies a position of preeminence <in the literature of this 
period. The great works of fiction have indeed received so 
much attention in Western works on Tokugawa literature that 
they have tended to overshadow other works of prose which, 
although of a less brilliant kind, are nevertheless of some 
value to complete the picture of everyday life during the 
Tokugawa period. In fact, when looking for information about 
life outside the great cultural centres of this period, it is 
often such less well known works of literature that one has 
to turn to. In this chapter, I would like to introduce the reader 
to the Tale of Nisuke (TN) as one of the texts belonging to 
this type of literature.

Tokugawa fiction was the product of the urban culture 
and is therefore naturally preoccupied with the lives of 
samurai and merchants seen against the colourful background of 
town life. The literary scene was dominated by the money of 
the educated townspeople who published books and bought them.
By reflecting their world view, fiction gives a realistic 
account of town life as well as of the dreams and aspirations 
of the townspeople. It is the pronounced fanciful element in 
many works which may have prompted the modern novelist Masamune
Hakucho (1879-1962) to use the polemic epithet of "fool's para-

1dise" for Tokugawa belles-lettres. While this highly personal

a For a good introduction to the literature of townsmen as 
seen against the cultural background of town culture during 
the Tokugawa period, see, Hibbett, Floating World.
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opinion may hold true of some works of fiction, there can be 
no denying the fact that townspeople had created with their 
literature an original mode of expression and an invaluable 
instrument of self-portrayal. The great value of merchant 
literature to us therefore derives not only from the fact 
that it enriched the cultural heritage of the Tokugawa period 
but also from the fact that it accurately recreates an im
pression of life in the largest population centres of the period. 

Unfortunately, there is far less literary evidence to 
everyday life in provincial Japan. Judging from the considerable 
gaps in economic development existing between the different 
regions throughout the Tokugawa period, there can be little 
doubt thdt there existed also considerable cultural gaps between
the major centres of Tokugawa civilization on the one hand

aand the remoter areas of rural Japan on the other . Whereas 
in towns and cities all but the poorest were - in varying 
degrees - partaking in the cultural life, it was often but the 
wealthiest in the backward rural areas who had sufficient 
leisure as well as sufficient education to follow cultural 
developments in the towns. There is no novel which is set in 
the world of the ordinary peasants. On the contrary, far from 
simply ignoring the high esteem in which peasants were held 
by Confucian ethics for their instrumental role in providing 
the realm with food, peasants were sometimes even exposed to 
ridicule in works of literature as authors used the character 
of country yokel to elicit laugh from their urban audience.
Except for occasional invectives against loose morals and en
suing temporary measures taken especially in connection with 
the theatre , the feudal authorities looked generally with 
leniency on the activities of the literary world in the towns, 
maybe because belles-lettres which reinforced accepted ethical
a For a description of town life in Edo during the Genroku period 

see, Sansom, Western World, 214-22. Also, Sheldon, Merchant 
Class, 85-99. For a collection of literary sources on town 
life, see, NSSSS, vol. 15.

b See, Shively, "Bakufu versus Kabuki11.
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values were recognized to be a stabilizing factor in society.
Besides belles-lettres, we may distinguish several further 

genres within the literary tradition of the Tokugawa period, 
namely political, economic, and philosophical writings, be
sides travel journals, gazetteers, and diaries0 . What does 
each of these types of literature contribute to our knowledge 
of Tokugawa society? Needless to say that it was above all the 
educated classes of samurai, merchants, and priests which pro
vided the fostering soil of all literary activities in the 
Tokugawa period, while the publication of literature was done 
either by explicit orders of the authorities or at least with 
their tacit consent. While this dependence on approval by the 
political authorities may have determined the content of a 
large part of the literary production of the Tokugawa period, 
official control was undoubtedly strictest with writings touching 
on social problems.

Bearing in mind that literacy in the remote and backward 
areas of Japan was confined to relatively few, mostly samurai 
or merchants and to some educated wealthy peasants in the 
villages, it goes without saying that we cannot expect to find 
descriptions of peasant life written by ordinary peasants them
selves. Those authors who wrote on peasant life were not on 
the whole basing their accounts on their own experience but 
appear to have rather witnessed peasant life from close quarters.

a As a result of the wide meaning of the word keizai (economy) 
in Japanese - especially during the Edo period when it re
ferred to a "broad system of political economy which con
cerned itself with the entire range of human activity and 
linked all life together in a neat chain of cause and effect" 
many of these texts may be found in collections of material 
relating to the economic history of Tokugawa Japan such as the 
NKT. Furthermore, I would like to draw the reader's attention 
to the recently published collection of source material on 
the life of the common people during the Tokugawa period which 
runs to more than 20 volumes. In undertaking their laborious 
task, the editors of this series have made it their task to 
bring to the attention of scholars a large number of texts 
of "humble subject matter"^ hitherto unpublished or which 
had attracted little attention in some other collection of 
source material. Among these texts, a closer examination will 
reveal a number of interesting texts. See, NSSSS.
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In fact, the only direct witness of the peasantry's attitude 
towards the authorities was handed down through generations 
in the oral tradition in the form of fanciful tales, and 
were fixed in written form only much later. In their folk 
tales0 , peasants gave their idea of a better world concrete 
form. Here, they could safely leave free rein to their imagi
nation and vent their strong resentments against the authori
ties. One of the motifs of these tales is the reversal of the 
roles of peasant and lord, in which peasants imagined that 
for once it was they who gave orders or even outwitted the 
lord. One tale from the Higo domain is about a peasant who sold 
an umbrella to the lord, claiming that it was alive and could 
open and close by itself. When this claim is later found out 
to be false, the peasant wails: "You should have given the 
umbrella something to eat! Now it has died! How sad!". Another 
fanciful tale from the Aso region of Higo tells of the mira
culous feat of a strong peasant who carried the lord in a 
palanquin all by himself! On the way, the peasant is suddenly 
seized by an urge to smoke. Leaning his elbow on the railing 
of a bridge, he smokes with his left hand while keeping the
frightened lord in his palanquin suspended over the railing

. . . 4with his right arm, threatening to drop him .
Interesting as these folk tales may be in giving us a 

fair impression of the fantasy of the peasants, they yield 
little factual information about everyday realities. They will, 
therefore, serve above all to add colour to our picture of 
peasant life, rather than add significantly to what we already 
know.

Among literary witnesses to the life of the peasants, we 
may with due prudence distinguish three main genres. First, 
there are the travel journals^ which are easily the most colour-

a For folk tales from the Higo domain, see, Araki, Higo no minwa
A comprehensive collection of travel journals and gazetteers 
may be found in vols. 1-4 of the NSSSS, including Furukawa's 
T5yu zakki (Random Notes from a Journey to the East) in vol, 3 
439-593. Interesting to note in this context is the fact that 
BashS's poetic Oku no hosomichi (written before 1691), which 
contains little reference to peasant life, is included in 
traditional selections of Japanese literature, whereas the 
travel notes by Furukawa are not. See, Yuasa, Narrow Road.
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ful and in a way the least biased accounts of living conditions 
as they were apparent to the eye of the traveller. In the present 
study on Higo, for instance, we are fortunate in having Furu
kawa Koshoken, one of the most prolific writers of travelogues, 
as witness of contemporary conditions in Higo with his SaiyO 
zakkia . Second, there are the diaries and notes of government 
officials on all levels of bureaucracy. None of the esthetic 
pleasures of the refined merchant literature may be expected 
from these texts, but they reward the reader with detailed 
insight into the workings of local administration and quite 
generally into the macrocosm of Tokugawa society, where they 
are not confined to the minutiae of tax collection. Always 
afraid of incurring the wrath of the authorities, the more 
prudent among them avoid open criticism and make a point of 
demonstratively showing their loyalty to the authorities by 
reiterating at length moral principles and guidelines con
cerning the duties of the peasants as they were issued by the 
authorities. Yet others could afford to be quite frank about 
abuses in local administration. So, for instance, Tanaka 
Kyugu (1663-1729), a village official from Kawasaki in the 
Kanto area, who, upon retirement, set down his own recollections 
of life in the provinces and local administration. His work, 
the Minkan seiyS (Essentials of Civic Life) written in 1721, 
is today regarded as one of the major sources of information 
on local life in the economically advanced KantS region during 
the first two decades of the 18th century. Another equally 
revealing text which might be ranged under this heading is the
#Sejikenbunroku (Record of Personal Experiences in Worldly 
: \ cAffairs) , which was written by an anonymous author in 1816.

This text, too, contains interesting observations of life on 
all levels of society from the samurai down to the outcastes, 
with a considerable degree of criticism of contemporary con
ditions .
a (See, 85-6.) 
b i i vo1- 5 » 1-514.
0 NSSSS, vol. 8, 641-766.
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In the third category, I would put the numerous essays, 
treatises, and memorials produced by men who concerned them
selves with social and economic problems, in which they set 
forth their views on current problems of the shogunate or 
their own domain together with proposals of possible courses 
of remedy. As in the case of Motoori Norinaga's Tamakushige 
(Precious Comb-Box)a and OgyD Sorai's Seidan (Discourses on 
Government) , such writings were sometimes produced directly 
on order of the authorities, who thus hoped to gain a deeper 
understanding of social and economic problems. But even where 
this was not the case, the obvious preoccupation with domain 
problems and their solution suggests the existence of some 
sort of a link between the author and the world of politics 
in almost every case. Government officials, too, committed 
their thoughts on paper and left valuable material; two of 
the most prominent are Matsudaira Sadanobu with his Ame no
shita no hitogoto and Kumazawa Banzan who wrote the Daigaku 

dWakumon .
The TN belongs to the third category of writings - a 

genre which on the whole offers the most comprehensive coverage 
of various problems of an economic or social nature, backed 
by long years of scholarship or experience in the field of 
government administration. In my opinion, it is also an example 
for the literary value of these texts revolving around immediate 
problems of rural Tokugawa Japan, for although they lack the 
polished elegance of some of the great works of merchant litera
ture, this lack is often compensated by the insight they afford 
into the atmosphere of everyday life of the common people. The 
value of memorials, in spite of their tendency to overstate to 
make their point, has been well put by Sir George Sansom when 
he wrote that "the interest of these documents lies not so much 
in their importance as evidence of economic conditions - there 
is plenty of exact detail in more matter-of-fact records of

a Motoori S., ed. Motoori Norinaga Zenshu, vol. 6, 3-19.
b MSI* vo1• 9, 6-194.
c Matsudaira, ed. Ame no shita no hitogoto
d NKT, vol. 3, 457-93. For the English translation, see, Fisher, 

"Kumazawa Banzan."
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taxation, prices, land rents, currency, and so forth - but in
the conflict between a soft view of life and a hard view of
life which is brought out by a comparison between the pleasure-
loving society... and the earnest Confucian doctors, given to

. . 5high learning and frugal living." This comment, made about 
two memorials of the first half of the 10th century, is 
equally valid for memorials of the Tokugawa period such as the 
TN, with the one important difference that pleasure in the Toku
gawa period was not restricted to a narrow circle of court nobles 
as in the Heian period but was widespread among the population 
of the towns and cities and even among the rural population 
in some areas. Of special relevance to us is the fact that 
peasant problems always occupy a central place of interest in 
these texts; with detailed information on the most vital con
cerns of peasants, they undoubtedly constitute one of the most 
valuable sources of information on peasant life. By contributing 
to an understanding of those strata in society who, by their 
work, created the economic basis of the whole of Tokugawa 
society, such texts fulfil an important function to complete 
our picture of Tokugawa civilization.

Nevertheless, we must take into account that in almost 
all of these writings belonging to the third category, problems 
were not discussed by those who suffered most under the con
ditions described in the text, but by others who had assumed 
the role of advocate to help those who were not sufficiently 
literate to compose a memorial or who were not in a position 
to make themselves heard in government circles. Sensitivity by 
the political authorities towards social criticism ventured 
in too outright a manner imposed certain limitations on 
critical writing during this period; the wide margin of official 
tolerance applied to belles-lettres was considerably narrower 
in the case of prose touching on concerns of the common people. 
Social criticism put toocconcretely exposed its author to the 
risk of being prosecuted for subversive activities. It may be
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that we have here one of the reasons for today*s scarcity of
literary material bearing testimony to the human condition of
the lower sections of the common people as compared to the
rich literature documenting the life of samurai and merchants,
for any text on the life of the less fortunate among the
townspeople and the lower peasants would almost ipso facto
have contained some criticism of society or of the authorities.
Peasant uprisings, to name but the most conspicuous expression
of deep popular discontent, was a particularly sensitive topic
in the view of the authorities. This subject was accordingly
little taken up in literature - where literate men had been
moved by the human suffering surfacing in these outbreaks to
take up the issue in their writings, they had done so in a
most cautious manner0 . It seems that as long as the wording
did not arouse the suspicions of the authorities, the author
was fairly safe; the case of Baba Bunk5, however, who was
sentenced to death in the mid-18th century for his account

6of a peasant revolt is evidence that the feudal authorities 
were determined to set bounds to men of letters treating this 
delicate topic in their writings. It would be wrong, however, 
to think that the authorities had to resort to such measures 
with all independent thinkers. The physician Ando Sh5eki (1701-?) , 
for instance, who argued in his analysis of social conditions 
on an abstract plane in highly philosophical language which was 
unintelligible to all but the most learned men, was simply 
"forgotten"^. In his examination of the basic assumption under
lying state institutions he attacke'd the hierarchical order 
of men as the root of all evil and interpreted the Confucian 
teachings as projections of the feudal order. His studies led 
him to the utopian belief in a society without a ruling class 
where all men were equal (shizensei) - a conclusion which was 
unlikely to meet with approval among members of the ruling class

a For literary evidence of peasant uprisings, see, Ono, Hyakusho 
ikki sodan. See also, NSSSS, vol. 6 (Early Tokugawa period 
until early 19th century), and ibid., vol. 13 (Tenpo period 
until beginning of Meiji period).
For a detailed commentary and a translation of part of his
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even though Ando's utopy was based upon the guiding principle
of all reform during the Tokugawa period, namely a return to

8a simple, self-sufficient agrarian economy . Writing about
Andd Shoeki and Tominaga Nakamoto, Kat5 blamed a conspiracy
of silence of their contemporaries for the fact that a large
part of their works were never published during the Tokugawa
period, "not despite, but because of, the originality of their

9thoughts in a society under military dictatorship" . However,
at least as far as Ando is concerned, personal reluctance to
make unorthodox views public appears to have been primarily
responsible for keeping his writings unpublished, As Norman
has pointed out, Ando ShSeki believed his philosophy to be
over a century ahead of its time; knowing that the times would
not permit the publishing of a frank and rigorous critique, he
had thus preferred to share the essence of his thought only

lOwith a small circle of congenial friends . It was only in 
1899, well after the Restoration, that his works were redis
covered and published for the first time.

The case of another natural scientist, Miura Baien (1723-89)°, 
demonstrates the difficulties encountered by those who advo
cated unorthodox views in their writings. This scholar - a 
village physician like Ando Shoeki - had declined offers to 
enter government service in order to continue his research free 
of direct interference from above. Having furthermore been 
influenced by European natural science which trickled into 
Japan through the port of Nagasaki, the findings of his inde
pendent research departed radically from traditional systems of 
thought. So, he declared boldly that "the final source of know
ledge is neither tradition nor the writings- of men, but nature

11and man himself" , a view which set him off distinctly from 
traditional literati in Tokugawa Japan. This scientific basis

x works, together with the Japanese text of translated excerpts 
in a supplementary volume, see, Norman, "Ando Shoeki." See 
also, Kato, Tominaga, which contains a revealing comparison 
between Ando Shoeki and Tominaga Nakamoto. For the Japanese 
text of Shizen ShineidS and Todo Shinden, see, NKBT, vol.97, 
569-707.

a For an introduction to his philosophy, see, de Bary, Sources, 
vol. 1 , 480-8.
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allowed him to take a new look at society and at economic
problems. His penetrating study of money, called Kagen (The
Origin of Value)a written in 1773, together with his analysis
of the circulation of bad money, won him wide acclaim among
pragmatic government officials, but probably did not contribute
to increasing his fame with other influential members of the
ruling class. It is thus not astonishing when we hear that

bhis main work, the Gengo (Discourse on Metaphysics) which was 
completed in 1775, was turned down by the commercial publishers 
who claimed that it would not sell. Whether this undoubtedly 
valid objection had really prompted them to reject this work 
or whether the author's known tabula rasa approach to tra
ditional philosophy and now his attempt to reconcile Neo-Con- 
fucian cosmology with European astronomy had made the publishers 
afraid of causing consternation in traditionally-minded circles 
we cannot know. The facts are, however, that his work was not 
promoted sufficiently to reach wider circulation, although it 
was eventually published at the author's own expense with the 
financial support of the peasants in his village. The Kansei 
Edict against Heterodox Teachings in 1790 finally doomed Miura's 
writings to oblivion.

What were the conseqqences of these various difficulties 
encountered by critical thinkers during the Tokugawa period?
I think that in our search for material on the common people 
we should always be aware of the limitations to critical 
thinking imposed on the author by the reluctance of the authori
ties to allow the spreading of personal opinions which departed 
from tradition, unless, of course, they could still somehow be 
reconciled with the accepted philosophy. Criticism was thus by 
implication confined to the superficial, much in the same way 
that reforms were handled by the feudal authorities. Whereas 
the most obvious abuses, such as the maltreatment of peasants, 
could be openly pilloried, social inequality inherent in the

° MSI* vo1* 17* 4 5 7 ~93. 
b Nakamura, ed., "Miura Baien shu."
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Confucian social stratification was not to be called in question. 
Their analysis of the society in which they were living and 
from which they were deriving benefit, had to remain within 
the framework of the social vision of Tokugawa Confucianism. 
Criticism therefore generally rested on the Confucian assump
tion that social problems were the visible signs of an in
balance caused by shifts and changes in society. The accepted 
function of the social critic in Tokugawa Japan was therefore 
that of an admonisher to restore society to the state in which 
it had been under the ancient sage rulers by reminding men 
of the maxims of antiquity - an ideal which, as we have already
seen, assumed concrete shape in the various reforms of the 

a18th century ,
As far as criticism of the living conditions of the 

peasantry is concerned, we must realize that wherever it occurs, 
it is mainly to add weight to the author's argument that a 
healthy economy could only be achieved if the :taxpayers' were 
treated with due consideration, according to the guidelines 
of Confucian ethics. To argue in favour of an absolute im
provement of their quality of life would have been quite in
conceivable under these circumstances; all that was normally 
done was to plead that they should be treated more in keeping 
with the high standing accorded to peasants in Confucian ethics. 
More often than not, it was not the plight of peasants which 
prompted an author to describe their life in moving terms but 
rather his deep concern for the agrarian economy which depended 
so precariously on the welfare of the peasants.

The writings of Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801) afford an
example of unorthodox writings which were not objected to by

bthe political authorities of his day. This was mainly because 
Motoori, the founder and chief exponent of the kokugaku school, 
had not rejected Confucian values altogether but had merely 
expressed his doubts as to whether Confucian theories were

£ (See, 42 ff.)
For an introduction to Motoori's philosophy, see, de Bary, 
Sources, vol. 2, 15-35, For more detail, see, Matsumoto, 
Motoori Norinaga.
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universally applicable, regardless of the period and the par
ticular historical context. While recommending rulers to study 
the Confucian teachings and to use some of its helpful ideas,
Motoori stressed his belief that the special characteristics

12of Japan demanded different theories . It is true that his 
writings had less influence in their pure form on his con
temporaries than on later generations - among them the founding 
fathers of Meiji Japan - when reappeared, incorporated into 
a framework which was essentially Confucian, Nevertheless, we 
must take note of the fact that in 1787, Motoori was asked by 
the lord of Wakayama, Tokugawa Harusada (1728-89), for his 
views on politics and economy in relation to the current 
social situation - certainly a great honour for an unorthodox 
spirit. Furthermore, as we have already seen, Motoori also
appears to have had more than a negligible influence on the

a . .Higo domain school among others - a fact which Motoori himself
confirmed in 1801 when he stated that a good number of his

13followers could be found m  Higo
In two of his writings, Motoori concerned himself with

bsocial problems. These were the Tamakushige (Precious Comb-box) 
written in 1786 in which he set forth his world view, and the 
Hihon Tamakushige (Secret Precious Comb-box) of the following 
year, in which he answered the questions of the lord of Waka
yama concerning problems of his domain, I am quoting Motoori 
here not for concrete points of criticism contained in the 
latter work - although they are valid as such, they would not 
add to our knowledge of conditions in the late 18th century -
but for the lucid and succinct statement of Motoori*s social

dconcept which it contains.

a (See, 111 ff.) 
b (See, 287 n.)
Q Motoori, ed., Motoori Norinaga zenshu, vol, 6 , 22-60,
d . . . ,For Motoori*s approach to immediate social problems, see,

Matsumoto, Motoori Norinaga, 120-176. Also, Hihon Tamakushige
(see, note c.T
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In the Tamakushige, Motoori explains history as the 
result of divine will - gods had created a Way for men to 
follow and undesirable developments in society were a conse
quence of man straying from this Way, In order to find one's 
way back to the path of virtue, which Motoori called the 
Ancient Way (kod5)a , one had to study the ancient writings of 
Japan, in particular the Kojiki, a pseudo-historical work of 
the early 8 th century, and the Tale of Genji, a romance of 
court life of the 11th century. The sphere of human problems, 
according to Motoori, eludes rational observation, nor can man 
change society according to his own wishes. All he can do is 
to divine the intentions of the gods concerning man and then 
to act in accordance with what is revealed to him. Motoori's 
radical negation of the potentialities of man's rationwas, in 
fact, a total rejection of progress in rational thinking made 
under the influence of Confucianism; in philosophical terms 
it meant nothing less than a return to the Middle Ages. Motoori's 
pre-rational world view, which betrays a marked influence by 
Buddhist philosophy, finds its practical expression in political 
fatalism. The essence of his political thought is summed up 
in his suggestion that the solution to social problems lies in 
men obeying the orders of their superiors and generally behaving 
according to the laws of the land. Concluding the Tamakushige, 
he writes:

"The people in the present age should simply respect and 
observe the laws of their present rulers, refrain from 
arbitrary, self-assertive, and eccentric deeds, and per
form their current duty. This is the true Way which has 
been handed down since the Age of Gods"

The position of the individual within the social framework 
is an act of providence and thus inherently immutable. Put in 
practical terms of everyday life in Tokugawa Japan, this meant 
nothing else but the tdtal submission of the common people to 
the orders of the authorities. In a poem included in another
d # ,A detailed study of the Ancient Way and Motoori's world view 

may be found in Matsumoto, Motoori Norinaga, 68-119.
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work, the Tamaboko Hyakushu0 , Motoori supported the feudal 
authorities with an argument which turned every act of dis
obedience not only into subversion but indeed into blasphemy, 
as the term kami can be used both for "gods” and "the authorities"

"How could we disobey the laws of the times, since they 
are the edicts issued by kami for the times?"^5 .'

It is in this undisguised affirmation of the basic social 
distinction of Tokugawa society that we may find the key to the 
question of why Motoori Norinaga's opinion should have been 
sought by a lord and by scholars whereas the thoughts of Ando 
Shoeki and Miura Baien on the other hand faded away unheard. 
Nothing could have been more welcome by the feudal authorities 
than a philosophy which placed man's fate in the hands of some 
higher principle; nothing could have been more dangerous than 
a philosophy which placed responsibility for life on earth 
squarely with man himself. Fatalism, which moulded Motoori's 
philosophy, equally made itself felt on the thinking of other 
writers of the period who concerned themselves with society.
Even a critical thinker like Tominaga Nakamoto, who displayed 
an almost Voltairian spirit in his criticism of the priesthood, 
subscribed to the same fatalism in the field of social philosophy 
In this sense, Motoori's work provides one example of the ex
tent to which critical observation of man and society was per
mitted by the authorities. Empirical methods of natural science, 
which were developed during the 18th century, were connived at 
by the authorities only as long as they were applied to the 
observation of natural phenomena going as far as the human 
anatomy, Man as a social being, however, was treated as something 
transcending the laws of nature, from which it followed that 
only investigations based on a metaphysical basis could be 
correct. Attempts by the two physicians named above to extend 
empirical methods of study from the human anatomy to the anatomy

a Motoori, ed. Motoori Norinaga zenshu, vol. 10, 109-16.
In his Okina no fumi he wrote: "If you have a master, you should 
be devoted to him. If you have children, you must teach them 
well. If you have retainers, you must govern them well. If you 
have a husband, you must follow him well...n1^.
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of society would not have met with the approval of the authori
ties. Wherever man as a social being was the central concern 
of a study, the traditional, non-analytical way of thinking 
as inculcated in the Japanese mind by the philosophies of Con
fucianism, Buddhism, and Shint5, reigned supreme. Pre-rational 
explanations of society such as those advanced by Motoori were 
to furnish explanations for the social structure until the 
mid-2 0 th century when they provided the ideological foundation 
for the Japanese brand of Fascism.

4.1. The Content

Before going into particulars, I would like to describe 
briefly the content of the TN. The text is in the form of 
discussions between several villagers and their visitors some
where in a mountain village in Higo. Some peasants, the village 
doctor, priests, and outcastes are portrayed as they meet on 
several days on the occasion of the New Year celebrations - 
traditionally a time for festivities and parties, where friends 
and relatives visit each other for a chat and the eating of 
rice-cakes. In the course of these talks, pressing issues of 
the day worrying the peasants are raised and discussed thoroughly, 
In this way, the TN demonstrates the impact of government 
policies on the life of the peasant. Executed with a skilful 
blend of moods, ranging from the tragic to the humorous, the 
TN achieves its objective with a vividness lacking in other 
essays on peasant problems written by economic or political 
authors.

In the MS, the text of the TN runs continously. In my 
translation, I have followed the Morita edition0 in subdividing 
the TN into seven chapters. With the exception of the last 
chapter, where the discussion of the previous chapter is carried 
on in a different setting, each chapter accomodates one day's 
talks. At the end of each chapter, there occurs a logical break 
as the peasants take their leave and return home; the next 
chapter opens with a description of the peasants assembling 
again to resume their talks with a new topic.

a (See, 12.)
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The first chapter opens with a graphic description of the 
brutal treatment accorded by the authorities to some peasants 
who were unable to pay their annual tax. The author expresses his 
grave concern at such excesses as he fears that they may cause 
the people to harbour resentments against the authorities. As 
the method of tax assessment is discussed, irregularities in 
the procedure are branded one by one as the cause of the 
peasants' suffering and are accordingly subjected to severe 
criticism. So is the high-handed attitude assumed by local 
officials in this matter. The problem of senobi fields, i.e. 
fields which are larger in reality than entered in the cadastral 
record, is also considered in detail. One major reason for the 
persistent dismal state of affairs is seen in the spineless
ness of village officials, who are here pilloried for their 
reluctance, even inability, to represent the interests of the 
villagers. In the view of the author, the district headman 
ought increasingly to bring his weight to bear on his sub
ordinates and take a personal interest in the welfare of the 
peasants. The author then submits detailed proposals for 
alternative methods of tax assessment. Severe criticism of 
luxuries indulged in by village officials points out the need 
for stricter enforcement of the extensive body of sumptuary 
legislation. The view that the responsibility for the solution 
of social problems lies with the political leadership is quickly 
corrected - not the authorities but Heaven and, to a lesser 
degree, fate and destiny are said to be the main determining
factors in man's life.

In the second chapter, the topic of tax reduction on 
barren fields is brought up in a discussion between a peasant 
and a village headman. It appears that in lean years, peasants 
in the mountains can fall back on the products of their dry
fields for food, whereas peasants in the plain who may only
till rice fields have nothing to eat. The peasant Naosuke then 
presents a passionate account of the misery of peasant life.
The next item, that of debt transfer, lays open the problems 
engendered by the gradual replacement of feudal bonds by money
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in the relationship between high and low. The costs of this 
process in terms of human suffering are drastically demonstrated 
as the author describes how peasants and their families succumb 
to spiralling debts. The role of the village officials and 
the district headman in this context is exposed and the callous
ness with which they often abuse their official position to 
gain personal riches is denounced. The author claims that the 
peasants are ruined rather by ruthless money-lending practices 
than by the regular annual tax. Moneylenders in turn use the 
money collected from the peasantry to purchase higher rank.
As a remedy for these abuses, firmer control and sanctions are 
proposed, which would obviate the need for drastic penal 
measures. The ailment besetting society is diagnosed as the 
dwindling influence of the domain authorities owing to the 
growing strength of the money economy. Next, the example of 
the "first ears of rice" tax is used to show how the village 
headman levies additional taxes on any pretext. We also learn 
that relief rice is handed out only very rarely by the authori
ties* in an allegory, the author show that natural calamities 
could ruin peasants only because the latter were already 
weakened by the brutal treatment suffered at the hahds of the 
officials0 . At the present .time, peasants had to pay with 
their lives for the authorities’ failure to take adequate 
precautions for the inevitable years of bad harvest. The 
chapter is concluded by another allegory, in which peasants 
are likened to overloaded packhorses, driven to exhaustion by 
rapacious horsedrivers. Unless radical changes were introduced 
in the tax levying procedure, so the author warns, most peasants 
would be beggars within a few years.

In the third chapter, the author builds up his case in 
favour of the introduction of the j omen method of tax assess
ment. The present-day kemi method is criticized as inaccurate, 
unjust, and too costly, By the j5men method, on the other hand, 
the immense miscellaneous costs involved in the repeated 
assessments and re-assessments could be abolished. This would

° (See, TN: 369-70.)
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not only benefit the peasants in the form of lower taxes, so 
the author claims, but would above all profit the authorities 
in highly increased revenue. The new tax rate should be based 
on the average harvest yield of the past decade and, once 
determined, should be pegged at that level. The possibility 
of recourse to re-assessment and subsequent tax remission in 
years of bad harvest should also be abolished, as most of the 
remitted part of the tax was anyhow pocketed by the village 
officials in the form of commissions. Not only that, but officials 
are also accused of tampering with the tax records. Taxation 
could again be entrusted to the sole responsibility of the 
district headman, as most administrative posts to do with 
taxation would be superseded by the new procedure. This would 
have the advantage of one officia 1 alone being responsible 
for all stages of tax payment. Concluding his case for the new 
method of taxation, the author then lists ten reasons in favour 
of the new method, all of them stressing the aspect of in
creased revenue to whet the appetite of the authorities. Profits 
for the peasants are also presented in such a light as to make 
the authorities realize that the peasants’ welfare provides, 
in the final analysis, the basis for the welfare of the samurai, 
such as when the desirability of leavi ng the peasants an 
economic surplus is founded on the reason that this would enable 
them to buy commercial fertilizer and thus increase their pro
duction even more. Finally, the author points out how some 
peasants even ruin their own land to profit from a tax re
mission, but far from putting the blame for such action on the 
peasants, he accuses the tax officials for teaching the peasants 
"these wicked things".

In the fourth chapter, the cause of decaying villages in 
the plain is traced back to the construction of dams and dikes 
in an earlier period. These, by effectively preventing the 
flooding of the fields, are seen as the main single cause for 
the leaching of the soil, as decomposed organic matter can no 
longer be deposited on the fields by flood water. The r steady 
deterioration of the quality of the soil effects a progressively
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worsening crop yield to tax ratio. State-aided land reclamation 
projects to relieve the tax burden on villages with deteriorating 
soil quality would not only yield increased tax returns, but 
would also enable the peasants in decaying villages to recover 
and so obviate the need for charity. Such projects would, more
over, help to dispose of the growing number of itinerant crafts
men and the dregs of the town population, mostly peasants who 
had turned their backs on agriculture, by offering new opportuni
ties on new settlements. If projects of this kind had in the 
past been unsuccessful, it was only because taxes imposed on 
such land had been too high. Such action would also dispose 
the people favourably toward the authorities, so that they 
would readily join in an effort to save the chaotic state 
finances. To prevent peasants from taking matters into their 
own hands, the author quickly adds that Heaven would not take 
kindly to any self-willed ventures on their part. Rain prayers, 
if offered by the peasants, are strongly criticized as ineffective 
if not downright harmful to the state. They only serve to 
enrich the priesthood at the expense of the peasants. However, 
the same prayers offered by the ruler may be answered by Heaven 
with rainfall. Next, the fact that peasants are forced to re
sort to dishonesty in times of famine prompts the author to 
ponder the paramount importance of the moral propensities of 
the authorities in the formation of a moral nature in their 
subjects. Filial piety is extolled in a father (authorities) - 
son (subject) allegory as the most important virtue of a sub
ject which can only be instilled if the authorities set a good 
example. If the authorities succeed in doing this, the people 
will happily carry the burden of the state on their shoulders.
The next item discussed is the problem of food substitutes. The 
link between disease and malnutrition is explained in terms of 
traditional Chinese medicine, and peasants are cautioned not 
to entrust their sick to the care of the priests. Rather than 
believing in the supernatural, one should know one's place in 
society and act accordingly. Concluding the chapter, the author 
defines the aims of learning and scholarship as serving the 
interests of the state.
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In the fifth chapter, the peasants express deep concern at 
the dwindling quantity of river water. After some metaphysical 
speculation, this recent phenomenon is explained in terms of 
Chinese cosmogony and directly traced back to the large-scale 
afforestation of catchment areas with pine-trees by the authori
ties. The author states his conviction that nature should retain 
its original form, as he blames afforestation not only for the 
water shortage but also for the greatly reduced harvest yields 
as a consequence of the pollution of irrigation water with 
pine-resin. Yet another severe problem is posed by the gradual 
disappearance of common land, as more and more land is afforested 
by the authorities and already existing woods are re-designated 
as domain forests. Peasants are said to suffer in consequence 
considerable cuts in their supplies of fertilizer and forage. 
Village officials are censured for their reluctance in pressing 
the villagers’ claim to access to domain forests situated 
within the boundaries of their community. Moreover, the officials 
are called upon to choose trees and plants very carefully for 
each region, making quite sure that they will fit in well with 
the environment and not exert any harmful influence on other 
plant life. For this purpose they should devote some time to 
studying the geography of the regions they administer. The 
author then warns the authorities against concentrating all 
efforts on developing one source of revenue to the exclusion 
of all others, and, even worse, to the*detriment of the all- 
important agriculture, lest the state should be gravely en
dangered by their lopsided policies. To illustrate the dangers 
inherent in dependence on a single source of revenue and to 
demonstrate the consequences of "lack of foresight", the author 
concludes the chapter with an allegory in which a man who is 
wholly dependent on the sale of wooden planks for his liveli
hood is crippled in an accident caused by restricted vision 
due to the long planks on his back, and who, being unable to 
carry on his trade, faces an uncertain future.

A striking example of the tremendously influential position 
held by the priesthood in the rural areas is given in the sixth
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chapter. The Buddhist priest Domei, depicted in a polemical 
style as a voracious parasite feeding unscrupulously on the 
starving population, crushes objections by the peasants to 
the money donations demanded of them with a volley of remon
strances. Only the village doctor, who, with his scientific 
training, has come to regard the priests with reservation, 
cannot be awed into submission, and so, while feigning reverence, 
and admiration for the priesthood, he skilfully questions 
Domei about life in the temples. From their conversation we 
learn that priests use the donations given to them by their 
parishioners to live a life of luxury, idling their time away 
with fancy pastimes. The gist of the problem, as it appears 
to the author, is the fact that the priests command unquestioning 
obedience of their adherents, thus arrogating to themselves 
a position of authority which could pose a serious threat to 
the political authorities. The author fears that the peasants, 
torn between secular and ecclesiastical authorities, will side 
with the latter when faced with the choice. To show just how 
acute this problem is and that his fears are indeed well founded, 
the author then describes the clash between the doctor and 
the peasants on the question of the priesthood. The doctor's 
incautious criticism of the priesthood meets with strong 
opposition from the peasants, who blindly defend any action 
of the priests, however inconsistent with clerical office it 
may be. On the contrary, the villagers feel that the presence 
in their midst of a non-believer who mocks the priests and 
never visits temples for prayers is a danger to the whole 
community, and so they seriously consider whether they had not 
better expel the doctor from their village, in spite of his 
proven medical skills. As a unanimous decision cannot be reached 
on this problem, the peasants agree among themselves that be
fore taking further steps in this matter, they would seek
advice from another Buddhist priest.

In the seventh and last chapter, the topic of discussion
is again the pervasive influence of religion and the priesthood 
in the rural regions of Higo. The author s'hows that the peasants'
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confidence can only be won by treating the priesthood as an 
integral part of the administrative system. Any attempt on the 
part of the authorities to rule out the priesthood would im
peril their own position in local administration. The author 
deplores the abject submission of the peasantry to the Shinshu 
priests while realizing at the same time that it is impossible 
to enlighten the peasants as to the true nature of the priest
hood. Priests preach garbled doctrines to suit their own ends, 
and refer to donations from their parishioners as stipends, 
the expression normally used for emoluments given by the lord 
to his retainers. The author fears that if things develop in 
this direction, the annual tax will in future be paid to the 
priests rather than to the authorities. The luxurious life 
led by the priests in flagrant contradiction of the original 
teachings of the Buddha, weakens both the peasants and the 
authorities. This problem is enlarged still more by the fact 
that Shinshu priests are allowed to marry and so hand down their 
privileges to their descendants with the consequence that the 
costs of their upkeep multiply with each new generation. The 
author wonders why it is that whereas peasants are, quite rightly 
in his opinion, legally enjoined to refrain from all wasteful 
expenditure, they are, paradoxically, allowed to waste money 
on priests. The Yamabushi do not miss any opportunity to profit 
from their office, either. Equipped with an official pass, they 
summon peasants and horses for corvee without regard for the 
agricultural seasons. By upsetting the proper sequence of work, 
they make it impossible for the peasants to produce a good 
crop as they now have to contravene the Way of Heaven. Prayers 
for a good harvest by Yamabushi and Shinto priests which have 
been paid for by the peasants are dismissed as totally in
effective; the only prayers which may conceivably be helpful 
are those recited on the order of the authorities. In conclusion, 
the author states his belief that it is impossible to tackle 
the problem of priests within the context of the village community 
as the peasants are too deeply influenced in their thinking by 
the priesthood.
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4.2. Commentaries and Interpretation

The TN was written anonymously; no evidence has been pre
served which gives as much as a hint concerning the identity 
of the author and - linked with this question - the date of 
writing. Furthermore, it is equally unclear for what purpose 
the TN was written. All of our knowledge concerning the TN 
must therefore be culled from its content; by looking at the 
topics raised in the TN and the way in which they are discussed 
we may infer on the circumstances in which it was written, 
while the author's social standing and the interests he re
presents emerge fairly clearly from the world view underlying 
the text.

In the total absence of other evidence, this is in fact
the method which was followed by all the scholars who tried to
find out more about the origins of the TN. The first to do so
was someone of whom we know only the pen-name of Master Reisho-
ken. He had found what was presumably the original manuscript
of the TN, "hidden in a basket at the home of a certain person
who did not allow it to be taken away"17. Reishoken seems to
have been rather moved by the description of peasant life in
the TN, and so, thinking that it would benefit his son, should
he ever be appointed to a government post, by helping him to
"avoid extremes and thereby ensure a peaceful life for the 

18people..." he obtained the permission to copy the text 
personally. He completed the copya on the 18th day, 10th month 
of 1812, together with a preface in which he expressed his 
conjecture as to the person of the author:

"I suspect that hiding behind the unrefined literary style 
there is either a scholar or a warrior who is well-acquain 
ted with the sweet and bitter in the life of the common 
p e o p l e " ^ .

More than a century after Reishoken had written the pre
face, the TN was made known to a wider public when it was

. b »published by Ono Takeo . In his rather brief introductory notes

a the Harada-MS (See, 11.)
b (See, 12.)
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Ono argues that the author was indeed none other than Shimada 
Katsuji, the Higo Commissioner of Finance who had implemented 

3 omen method of tax assessment in 1803. Ono's assumption 
was based partly on Reishoken's suggestion that the name of 
Nisuke was a pseudonym, and partly on the brief comment on the 
TN in a publication of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce0  

which had tentatively linked the name of Shimada with the TN.
It was accordingly assumed that the TN was written sometime 
during the Kansei period (1789-1801).

In 1952, the TN was again taken up as subject of study by 
Tamamuro Taijo, this time in rather greater depth. In the pre
face to his edition of the TN, Tamamuro interpreted the text 
as a literal rendition of events which had taken place in a 
real community in the mountains of Higo. He believed the author 
to have been a country doctor of Sawatari village, which be
longed politically to the small town of Hamamachi in the moun
tainous Yabe district of the Kamimashiki county. Based on the 
content of the ThJ, Tamamuro suggested 1785 - the year of Shige- 
kata's death - as the earliest possible date of writing, and 
1803 - the year in which the j omen method was introduced - as 
the latest date. In the explanatory notes to his edition of 
the TN , Tamamuro tells in greater detail how he arrived at his 
conclusions. Here, then, is a summary of his findings.

Tamamuro believed that the reason for both the author of 
the TN and the man who copied the TN wishing to remain anonymous 
lay in the fact that they were afraid of incurring the wrath of 
the authorities by publishing such severe criticism of social 
conditions. As to the author, Tamamuro first dismissed some 
current theories. One of the men frequently advanced as the 
likely author was Nakayama Ichinoshin (1761-1815), head of the
a . . ,Noshomusho, publ. Nojisankosho kaidai, quoted xn Ono, ed.,

Nihon nomin shiryo shOsui, vol. 9, 2. 
b Tamamuro, ed., Nisuke Banashi, 1 -1 0 .
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domain school and compiler of the 35 volume Seiden Engi, in 
which the TN is also included. Considering the simple style 
of the TN, Tamamuro dismissed this possibility as highly un
likely. Neither did he have much esteem for the opinion which 
saw Shimada Katsuji as the possible author; a man who had 
occupied in turn the posts of commissioner of county affairs, 
commissioner of temples, town commissioner, and senior vassal, 
could never reasonably be expected to muster such sympathy for 
the fate of the ordinary peasants as is evinced in the TN .

Reishoken's remark that the author belonged to the educated 
classes in Higo yet had tasted "the sweet and bitter in the 
life of the common people" himself, led Tamamuro to conclude 
that the author had to be sought among country doctors or the 
rural priesthood. Both of these professions would have offered 
plentiful opportunity to gather the kind of detailed knowledge 
of peasant problems displayed in the TN, as they lived in the 
peasant communities and possessed sufficient literary skills 
to express their thoughts in writing. Of these two professions, 
which together constitute rural intelligentsia, Tamamuro dis
missed priests, since this choice is most unlikely considering 
the vitriolic anticlericalism expressed in the TN. A doctor 
likely to have been the author of the TN was found in t he 
person of Watanabe Tadasu (1777-1848) of Sawatari village in 
the mountains of Higo. However, closer investigation into the 
family annals of the Watanabe family brought forth no conclusive 
evidence to prove his authorship. Nevertheless, certain details 
in his personal history bear some resemblance to the figure of 
Doctor Chihaku in the text. We are told of legends about Wata
nabe which have been preserved in the oral tradition of the 
region, which describe how he visited patients who had suddenly 
been taken ill even late at night in spite of rain and storm, 
braving the danger of precipitous mountain paths. Tamamuro made 
special note of one paragraph in the Watanabe family rules, in 
which it was laid down that no member of the family should ever
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take on public office h a line which struck Tamamuro as bearing 
a strong similarity to the spirit of the TN in its outspoken 
criticism of local officials. Watanabe had studied medicine 
at the medical department of the domain school, the Saishunkan, 
and was promoted late in life to the post of county doctor with 
the rank of gundai jikifure, which put him directly under the 
jurisdiction of the county official. During his life, he had, 
besides attending to his patients, also taught about 300 students 
of medicine; in addition, his professional life had even left 
him sufficient spare time to devote himself to literary pur
suits, namely the compilation of a gazetteer on the Yabe region 
and the writing of 20 volumes of Japanese poems.

As an educated man living among ordinary peasants and
thus well-acquainted with their everyday problems, Watanabe
Tadasu would strike one indeed as a most likely choice as the
author of the TN, all the more since his literary activities
prove that he was not averse to committing his thoughts to
paper. Yet another clue speaking in favour of Tamamuro's choice
of Doctor Watanabe was found when a public reading of the
TN in Hamamachi ended with the result that the TN contained
a number of expressions which were peculiar to that region.
And was not the setting of the TN "a mountain village located

20in a certain district of a certain province" ? Sawatan near 
Hamamachi, a lively trade centre located on a plateau closed 
in on all sides by mountains, could certainly be said to match 
the description of the location in the TN.

In 1956, Tamamuro announced the discovery of new evidence 
to elucidate further the background to the TN. In the course 
of his research, he had found another text called Ni'ichi Banashi, 
which had been written in 1871, apparently as a sequel to the 
T N . The most interesting aspect of this discovery was for one 
the fact that it had been found in the possession of the Wata
nabe family - the descendants of Watanabe Tadasu - and for 
another that its preface contained a reference to the TN. Un-
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fortunately, no sooner had it been found than it disappeared 
again. According to Tamamuro, the reference to the TN read 
as follows:

"During the Kansei period, there lived among the peasants 
in Yamanaka village (Note: Kamimashiki-gun, Yabe-go, 
Sawatari-murq, pseudonym Yamanaka-mura) a man called 
Nisuke. Among his close friends were Dohei, Sakusuke, and 
a doctor called Chihaku. He lived about 80 years ago"2i.

This new evidence prompted Tamamuro to change the latest 
possible date of writing from 1803 to 1789. This decision also 
toppled his theory of Watanabe Tadasu being the author, since 
the latter was born only in 1777, but Tamamuro nevertheless 
concluded that since the Ni'ichi Banashi had been handed down 
in the Watanabe family, some other member of this old family 
might have been the author.

Morita, in the preface to his edition of the TN, did not 
add to the speculation as to the origin of the TN;’ rather than 
committing himself to a definite year and author, he circum
scribed the TN more cautiously as a product of the post-Horeki 
reform era, when the individual reform: measures had been in
effect for a sufficiently long period of time to manifest re- 

22suits
Tamamuro*s findings undoubtedly appear conclusive at first 

sight; a man like Watanabe Tadasu could indeed have either been 
the author of the TN or else have served as inspiration for the 
figure of Doctor Chihaku. However, I believe that the relatively 
narrow scope of the investigation by Tamamuro, which was con
cerned only with establishing the authorship and the date of 
writing, cannot be said to exclude with any certainty other 
possible theories as to who the author was and when the TN was 
written. In order to expand the scope of investigation, I be
lieve that we should also consider the question as to why the 
TN was written at all. It may well be that the answer to this 
question will give us valuable clues to help us in our search 
for a likely author. What concern motivated the author to write 
the TN, and for whom did he write it? These two interlocking
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questions may be answered with certainty only on the evidence 
of the content of the TN. The text furthermore provides the 
necessary clues to ascertain the year in which it was written 
with fair accuracy. As to the question of authorship, we may 
infer from the world view and social concept, as evident in 
the text, on the author’s social standing. Once we know this, 
the author's exact identity will no longer be of immediate 
importance, at least for arriving at an objective assessment 
of the information on Higo in the TN.

As to the interpretation of the content of the TN, Tama
muro departed from the assumption that someone in the village, 
possibly the village doctor, had made notes of conversations 
between himself and his friends. Tamamuro therefore interpreted 
the content of the TN literally, i.e. as if the events described 
in it had actually taken place in a real community in the 
mountains of Higo. This interpretation then logically led him 
to search for a community where these events could have taken 
place,

Although a literal interpretation has much to speak for 
it, following this line too closely harbours the danger of 
losing sight of some important aspects of the TN. Perhaps the 
most forceful argument against identifying a particular moun
tain community as the setting of the discussions in the TN is
the fact that the main object of the discussions in.the TN is
to initiate changes primarily in the communities on the alluvial
plain - the main centres of agricultural production - and not 
in the mountainous hinterland of Higo. The fact that the author 
decided to let peasants in some remote mountain valley spedk 
up for their equals in the lowlands may be for the same reason 
which induced the author to remain anonymous, namely the fear 
of being exposed to retribution by local officials should the 
village in the text or the persons appearing in it be clearly 
identifiable. Limitation to one particular community, moreover, 
harbours the danger of a misunderstanding in that the reader may 
believe that conditions pilloried in the TN were peculiar to
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either one community or a particular region. By presenting the 
difficulties of the peasantry in Higo around 1800 within the 
framework of a fictive location, the universal character of 
the criticism could be emphasized, as the reader was automati
cally invited to make comparisons with villages of his own 
knowledge. In fact, as Professor Morita pointed out to me 
personally, it is not even really possible to single out 
expressions in the TN which could be identified beyond doubt 
as being peculiar to the Yabe region. The TNI is written in 
literary, not colloquial language of the period; dialect forms 
which do occur are not attributable to any one county, but 
are indeed quite common to all regions within the Higo domain.
As to the evidence provided by the Ni'ichi Banashi, we might 
be well-advised to wait until this obscure text has been sub
jected to closer scrutiny before revising the latest possible 
date of writing of the TIM on the strength of its evidence alone - 
evidence which, as we shall see below, is in contradiction 
to the dating based on the content of the TN. Moreover, the 
phenomenon that the author of the Ni'ichi Banashi, who lived 
three generations after the TN 's author, knew more about the 
background of the TN than did the contemporary Reishoken is 
a familiar one to the historian, who will be wary of allowing 
such claims to intrude in his research. It is probable that 
the author of the Ni'ichi Banashi, upon reading the TN in the 
Seiden Engi, had indulged in speculations about the possible 
location of the place names mentioned in the TN. However, 
although villages/with names like those used in the TN may 
easily be found in Higo - as elsewhere in Japan for that matter - 
it would be futile to try to ascribe the TN to any one community 
or region since these place names are of the most nondescript 
kind which, if translated literally, merely denote the geo
graphic location of the village, as, for instance, Village-amidst- 
the mountains (Yamanaka-mura), At-the-foot-of-the-mountains 
(Yamashita), and Upper-mountain-village (Kamiyama-mura). If the 
Ni'ichi Banashi can be accepted as source material at all for 
our purpose, then only to prove that no member of the Watanabe 
family could have been the author, for what need could there
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have existed under the Meiji regime to withhold the identity 
of the T N *s author had he beeh a member of the Watanabe family?

4.3. The Tale of Nisuke as Political Allegory

In the following pages, I would like to set forth my own 
interpretation of the TN, It is based on an analysis of its 
content with reference to the general cultural background of 
Tokugawa Japan as outlined in the first chapter, as well as the 
particular historical circumstances of Higo around 1800, which 
I have outlined in the second and third chapters.

Let us begin with the literary form of the TN. I believe 
that it would be a mistake to assume that the discussions 
described in the TN took place in reality. As the ample use 
of allegories by the author suggests, the TN was conceived as 
a political parable to domonstrate general socio-economic 
problems facing the Higo domain at that time at village level.
As a reading of the TN will confirm, this method of demonstrating 
the ailments of the domain in the macrocosm of village society, 
as it emerges from the discussions among the peasants, has re
sulted in a lucidity unmatched by any other way of presentation, 
and is especially devoid of that dryness of economic treatises 
which deal with the same problems on an abstract plane. Just 
as a remote mountain village was chosen by the author as the 
setting of the discussions to symbolize his aloofness and the 
disinterested nature of his mission, so all proper names in 
the TN are fictitious and bear a clearly recognizable allegorical 
character. So, for instance, the protagonist is named Benevolent 
(Nisuke), his friend is called Righteous (Gisuke), while the 
knowledgeable village doctor is called Wisdom (Chihaku)a , Then 
there is the priest Strayed-from-the-right-Path (Domei), an 
avaricious village headman Eager-for-Profit (Ri’uemon), an 
honest peasant Upright (Naosuke), and a father and his filial 
son, both called Virtuous (Zen'uemon and Zensuke). The choice 
of allegorical names for persons in the TN suggests that the

These three names are all taken from the Five Confucian Virtues
(ni of Nisuke being another reading of j in) (See, 266n.)
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author attempted to create ideal types, with each participant 
in the discussions standing for a particular set of opinions 
current in Higo around 1800.

The author adopted the literary device of fictive dis
cussions in order to pit controversial opinions against each 
other, very likely because this permitted him to guide the course 
of the discussions unobtrusively in such a way that his own 
convictions prevail in the end. Looking at the statements of 
each person in the TN, we can observe that they argue consis
tently throughout the text, acting to all intents and purposes 
as mouthpieces for certain sections of the population and their 
interests. To illustrate this point, let us look closelyat each 
of the main characters in the TN in turn, namely at the four 
peasants Nisuke, Gisuke, Sakusuke, and Dohei, and at the 
village doctor Chihaku.

First an observation of a general nature: the group of 
four peasants demonstrates the basic division of the largely 
pre-commercial village society in late 18th century Higo between 
the few wealthy peasants with relatively large landholdings 
and the large number of "ordinary" peasants with relatively 
small holdingsai^ifiwpoor or marginal peasants with little or 
no land at alla . The former group is represented here by Nisuke 
and Gisuke, the latter by Sakusuke and Dohei - a distinction 
which is again evident in the choice of the somehow elevate 
names of Benevolent and Righteous for the former and the humble 
names of Tiller (Sakusuke) and Soil (Dohei) for the latter.

Both Nisuke and Gisuke basically agree in their criticism 
of local officials, yet there are fundamental differences 
between them. Nisuke represents the viewpoint of officials in 
the top ranks of domain government - all of his arguments be
tray his eagerness to see justice done to domain interests. How 
staunchly he supports the authorities, even where he should have 
defended the interests of the peasants, is shown when he rebuffs the

a (See, 49-50.)
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accusation that the authorities did not hand out sufficient 
relief rice in times of famine with the wordss

"To think frivolously of our authorities1 kindness is 
criminal'. Even in our wretched lives there is not a thing 
which we do not owe to the authorities. Down to the rice- 
bran and straw there is nothing which is essentially
ours"^3.

Nisuke has a ready answer for all questions raised in the course
of the discussions; as long as Doctor Chihaku is not present
he is unquestionably the highest authority in the round. He
conjures up the Golden Age of Kato Kiyomasa, when personal
rule by the lord.had united all men in the realm in an effort
to carry out the huge land reclamation projects. This harmonious
state of affairs, when "everyone from the common soldier to the

24samurai worked as hard as he could" would now, too, be needed 
to overcome the tremendous financial problems of the domain. 
Although Nisuke's criticism is at times quite biting, he never
theless remains quite factual in tone and cooly points out 
concrete’examples of possible improvements, among \fthich the 
jomen method, advocated with great eloquence, is undoubtedly 
the most important. True to his name, Nisuke strictly adheres 
to the Confucian ideal of benevolence, according to which 
every member of society should receive his share depending on 
his calling. So, in the case of the peasantry, he is in favour 
of improvements in their quality of life to bring it up to a 
level which is consistent with the high esteem officially accorded 
to the peasants as nourishers of all men in Confucian philosophy. 
On the other hand, Nisuke advocates a curtailment in the revenue 
of village officials beyond what he considers a modest remunera
tion, since the present level of their income by far exceeded 
their due share. Underlying Nisuke's reform proposals, we may 
recognize his anxiety to keep reforms well within what the 
authorities could concede without incurring losses to them
selves, for in his own words, "nothing could be easier than 
putting the onus on the authorities"25. Always mindful of the
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interests of the authorities, he is also conciliatory in his
attitude towards provincial administrators and is ready to
excuse even the profit-Hnindedness of some among them although
he believed this to be harmful to domain finances because "a
district headman, too, has parents and relatives who depend 

26on him" . All this is uttered by Nisuke with an air of un
assailable authority; in all discussions his arguments in
variably win the day. The author has set Nisuke in relief 
to the lower peasants by other means as well. For example,
his house is described as being fitted with tatami rush matting

27on the floor - a luxury denied to poor and marginal peasants
In the light of this evidence, the description of Nisuke as

28being poor and unmarried can hardly be taken literally, but 
may be understood as an attempt by the author to underline 
the fact that he wanted the TN to be understood as a record 
of the vox populi.

Gisuke, on the other hand, represents the viewpoint of 
the comparatively wealthy peasants. While agreeing with Nisuke 
in his criticism of corrupt village officials, his motives 
for doing so are entirely different. It is not primarily the 
interests of the domain that are on his mind, but his own 
losses and those of other wealthy peasants, incurred through 
the self-willed actions of the local government administrators.
His approach to problems is hot-headed; his tendency to make 
rash judgements is corrected by Nisuke who calmly rebukes him 
for not keeping the interests of the authorities in mind. In 
the example of Gisuke, the author of the TJN may well have 
attempted to demonstrate the growing self-awareness of the 
wealthy peasants who were beginning to make claims which could 
not but strike a domain official as utterly arrogant. To some 
extent, the author appears to have been not altogether un
sympathetic to the opinion expressed by the wealthy peasants.
So, for instance, Nisuke only lightly reproaches Gisuke for
his flippant proposal to increase government revenue substantially
by levying a head tax on the quickly growing number of beggars 

29in the realm . Nisuke does not dispute the facts underlying
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Gisuke's irreverent suggestion, but rather the impertinent
manner in which the latter has taken up the matter. In the
course of the discussions, Gisuke comes to accept Nisuke's
point of view about keeping government interests in mind when
tackling problems of an economic nature. In the fourth chapter,
Gisuke even asks whether there was not a solution to the
problem of decaying villages which did not involve a loss of
revenue to the authorities, adding rather helpfully "even if

30it took a little longer"
Despite their differences of opinion regarding the role 

of government officials in local administration, Gisuke and 
Nisuke stand united in their total rejection of the priesthood.
In this question, they display the enlightening influence of 
Confucian education, to which these wealthy peasants had 
access. Both of them stand sqaurely in this world and, although 
still fraught with some metaphysical speculation, they have 
broken away from the absolute fatalisim of Buddhism and are now 
trying to improve the lot of peasants. Their mocking attitude 
towards the priesthood, however, does not only meet with dis
agreement on part of the ordinary peasants, but indeed gives 
rise to concrete fears of retribution by the gods. Tension 
resulting from this disagreement increases throughout the last 
chapters, until ill-feelings are ultimately vented against 
Doctor Chihaku, who is most forthright in his criticism of 
the priesthood. Their attitudes towards the priesthood and 
religion, each qgain for different motives, set Nisuke and 
Gisuke most pronouncedly in relief against the other peasants 
who believe that they could not live without their priest, Domei, 
and are loath to part with their superstitions. Gisuke, in 
particular, displays a remarkable lack of empathy when, in the 
presence of the religious peasants, he proposes in a jocular 
vein that if it was true that the construction of tide barriers 
aroused the anger of the rain god, it would be better to con
struct dams in times of drought than having costly rain prayers

31recited by the priests
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Sakusuke and Dohei stand for the majority of villagers, 
namely the ordinary small peasants. Their main function in the 
tale is to ask questions which are then answered either by 
Nisuke or Doctor Chihaku. These questions are mostly rhetorical, 
such as when they ask why there should be such a shortage of 
crops to pay the annual tax - a question which those who had 
been living and working in the village for all their lives, 
could surely have answered just as well themselves. Their 
characters do not emerge clearly from the text, and so they 
remain rather colourless figures until the end of the tale. 
General traits attributed to the ordinary peasant by the author 
are nevertheless hinted at. For example, they are generally 
described as destitute beings, who, being dependent on the 
mercy of the authorities, cannot scrape a living unless they 
bow to the stronger. They are described as good-natured and 
willing to contribute their share in society on principle; if 
some among them had resorted to evil tricks to evade tax, it 
was only because officials had taught them by their example. 
Whereas their obedient character is considered a virtue in the 
relationship between authorities and the peasants, the same 
trait is branded derisively as gullibility in the relationship 
between the priesthood and the peasants. With peasants being 
so deeply steeped in religious ideas, the process of education 
and enlightenment of the peasantry is described as extremely 
arduous and even perilous for those who undertake to do this. 
Peasants believe staunchly that gods are responsible for the 
growth of the cereals as well as for the natural calamities; 
in consequence, they refuse to dispense with the priests' ser
vices of reciting prayers, however much this may deduct from 
their badly needed rice provisions. Where economic necessity 
forces the peasants to curtail expenses for religious ceremonies, 
the priesthood is shown to step in quickly to enforce compliance 
with the demands of religious propriety. The author demonstrates 
thereby the strength of the ties between the peasants and the 
priesthood. A solution to this problem is not openly forwarded
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by the author; both Nisuke and Gisuke, however, caution Doctor 
Chihaku against making any statements concerning the priest
hood which are likely to injure the religious feelings of the 
peasants.

Standing outside the village social structure, yet deeply
implicated in political questions by a strong sense of social
commitment, there is the village physician, Doctor Chihaku.
Having come from another village, he has only been living in
the mountain community for a few years. He thus knows enough’ iL
about local conditions to have formed an opinion of his own,
while his profession guarantees him a certain independence of
mind, permitting him to study social problems unencumbered by
moral obligations to some benefactor. His role in the TN is
to represent the viewpoint of the domain school; except for a
short passage in which he explains the origins of disease,
Chihaku is concerned with political problems rather than with
medicine, revealing deeper-lying connections to the peasants who,

32m  Nisuke's words, "cannot tell causes from results" . The 
symbolical character of having a doctor expound the fundamental 
difficulties of the domain is self-evident; as in the case of 
the 1 1 th century Chinese historian, statesman, and essayist 
Ou Yang-Hsiu - his writings were to exert a great influence on 
the subsequent development of Neo-Confucianism - who wrote that
China is to be doctored as a doctor treats his patient by

33nourishing its vital force (lei, chin, ch' i) , the author of
the TN shows Higo as a patient whose disease is diagnosed by 
Doctor Chihaku. Medical explanations in the TN must therefore 
be understood as an extension of the political argument on 
another plane to elucidate the author's point of view.

That this is so may be established with fair certainty by 
looking at Doctor Chihaku's in the history of Japanese
medicine, which suggests that the author of the TN possessed 
little, if any, medical knowledge at all. Only scant reference 
is made to medicine as such; considered in conjunction with 
Chihaku's cosmological explanations, however, they clearly indi
cate to which school he belonged.
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A brief survey of the development of medical science in 
Japan in the 17th and 18th centuries will answer this question 
conclusively. The history of medicine in the Tokugawa period 
is marked by the existence of two schools with radically 
different approaches to the problem of disease. The traditional 
school, the kosel faction, accepted the authority of the Neo- 
Confucian medical literature. Their medical theories were 
moulded by Chu Hsi's dualism, with its metaphysical principle 
determining the physical world0 . Accordingly, this school dia
gnosed illness in man as being due to exogenous factors, which 
meant that the physician, rather than devoting himself to 
clinical studies, had to divine the significance of a particular 
disease in the cosmic design with the help of philosophical 
treatises. Such cosmological interpretations of disease were 
made in terms of the male and female principles of yin and yang 
and the Five Elements.

Although this school severely impeded the growth of a 
scientific spirit by restricting literate men to mere theorizing, 
a new school of medicine, later known as the ko1i faction, was 
able to develop during the 18th century, in opposition to the 
orthodox kosei school. A forerunner of this new, empirically 
orientated school was Nagoya Gen*i (1628-96), who, inspired by 
Ming period (1368-1662) medical literature, was the first 
scientist in Japan to trust his senses and allow the experiment 
to stand on a par with book learning, thus laying the foundation 
of modern empirical science in Japan. Rather than devoting 
himself to cosmological inquiries to find answers to medical 
problems, Nagoya turned to his patients to learn from clinical 
experience. Diseases?., were no longer considered a punishment sent 
by Heaven nor were they inborn, but were regarded as the result 
of certain processes of life, which meant that once they were 
understood they could be healed. The founder of the! k o i £ school

° (See, 32.)
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was Goto Konzan (1659-1733), whose dissections of otters dis
proved traditional Chinese concepts of anatomy. Almost simul-

i . . . ataneouswwxth Ito Jmsai's refutation of the orthodox dualism ,
Goto called into question the traditional explanation of dis
ease in terms of yin and yang. Instead, he postulated that the 
origin of all disease lay in the stagnation of the metabolism 
(ikki ryutairon). Goto's position was further elaborated by 
KSgawa Shuan (1683-1755), especially with regard to his 
scepticism towards traditional assumptions and the emphasis 
on experimenting as a source of knowledge, rather than learning 
from books. The development of empirical medicine in Japan reached 
a climax in the mid-18th century, when Yamawaki Toyo's (1705-62) 
dissections of human bodies with the aid of Dutch anatomy 
charts disclosed wide discrepancies between traditional 
assumptions and reality. Goto's theories as to the origin of 
disease had given rise to tremendous progress in the development 
of effective treatments. Thus, Yoshimasu Todo (1702-73) evolved 
his homoeopathic theory (banbyo ichidoku ron) based on his 
extensive clinical experience. Hence, the foundation was laid 
for the process of assimilation of European medicine in the 
course of the 19th century. Certainly, empirical methods had 
gained a firm stand by 1800 and the positive results they 
produced in the healing of the sick could not be passed over 
in silence by any physician. On this evidence, Doctor Chihaku 
may be classified as belonging to the orthodox kosei school; 
he uses yin-yang dualist terminology not only in his explanation 
of natural phenomena, but also in his explanation of the origin 
of disease3^. His indebtedness to traditional Chu Hsi Neo- 
Confucianism is furthermore made clear beyond doubt by the 
decisive role he assigns to metaphysical forces in man's life.
I shall discuss below the consequences of this conclusion on 
the question of authorship.

The step from being a doctor of men to being a reformer of

a See, Spae, Ito Jinsai, 99-101.
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society is not only logical, but indeed necessary if seen 
against the background of Confucian philosophy. For one/thing, 
physicians were most painfully aware of disparities between 
theory and practice and were therefore naturally among the 
first to realize the futility of being preoccupied with 
theories without considering practical results. The human 
body did not allow of adjustment to preconceived notions of 
the medical profession in the way that society could be moulded 
by the world view of the samurai and the Confucian philosophers. 
Confronted daily with the realities of Nature when attending 
the sick, doctors had to accept Nature as the final judge of 
the accuracy of their hypotheses. Only by adjusting theory 
to reality with every new piece of evidence that was found 
could a doctor be successful in the long run. And since success 
in this profession was all that counted, it was easier for 
physicians to leave well-trodden paths of thinking than it would 
have been for political thinkers, to whom any attempt at 
adjusting political theory to reality could easily have had 
fatal consequences for their person. For another, the idea 
of one and the same principle pervading the three realms of 
Nature, society, and the individual, and linking them in mutual 
dependence, rules out categorically the possibility of any 
measure succeeding which does not take account of the whole.
In concrete terms, this meant that giving medical aid to peasants 
for dropsy resulting from scanty nourishment could have no 
lasting effect unless accompanied by decisive government 
measures to mitigate the effects of bad harvests on the poor 
and marginal peasants.

Doctor Chihaku stands firmly on the philosophical position 
of orthodox Tokugawa Confucianism, With his rational expla
nations of natural phenomena he displays the enlightened po
sition of 18th century philosophy without, however, completely 
dismissing pre-rational ideas which he draws upon to furnish 
explanations for phenomena which he cannot explain otherwise. 
Thus, he maintains that Heaven plays a determinative role in
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man's life in addition to other factors like fate and destiny,
which must be considered when trying to account for events

35which seem to be all too erratic to be ascribed to Heaven
He interprets the Universe in moral terms - rain which causes

36the crop to rot he calls " r a m  of licentiousness" and irre
gularities in the weather are interpreted as a result of dis-

37order m  society . Chihakufs solutions to the domain problems 
are in the classical vein of Confucian reformers:

"Generally speaking, a good harvest is produced by ob
serving the Way of Heaven, by following the cycle of 
the seasons, and by making the best use of the land"^®.

His belief that man's life depends on the benevolent nurturing
of Heaven is reflected in his rationalization of feudal rule
when he says that man could not live if it were not for the
"ruler of a realm who provides for the nourishment of the 

39people" . In order to preserve Heaven's protection, all things
must retain their original form; not only do man and society
therefore have well-defined limits set to their evolvement,
but indeed all of Nature must be preserved the way it was
intended by Heaven. Trees, for instance, can only grow well in

40a climate favourable to the particular species , from which 
follows that afforestation must, by definition, result in pp- 
setting the balance of Nature, The same is true of man's inter
ference with the natural flow of water by constructing dams 
and irrigation canals; however beneficial such innovations may 
be temporarily, it is only much later that their ill side- 
effects manifest themselves with a vengeance. Based on this 
world view, Chihaku defines the purpose of learning in accor
dance with the classical definition of Ogyu Sorai's Ancient
School as "assiduously studying the path of righteousness as

41taught by the sages of ancient times"
In spite of a certain tendency to assume the involvement 

of supernatural forces in Nature and society, we may recognize 
in Chihaku*s firm stand against the Buddhist priesthood and 
popular superstition the continuation of a long Confucian
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tradition of critique of religion on a rational basis0 - a 
movement which had gained force in the intellectual climate 
of the 17th and 18th centuries when Confucianism enjoyed the 
backing of the political authorities. Now, as in earlier 
periods of Japanese history, Confucian scholars were in the 
forefront of men of learning who, motivated by their deep con
cern for society, focused their attention on social and politi
cal problems. However faltering their first steps in scientific 
observation of man and Nature may strike us today, impeded as 
they were by centuries of the domination of thought by super
naturalism, it was nevertheless Tokugawa Confucianism which 
laid the basis for the development of modern empirical science 
in Japan . Even Chihaku, although not an exponent of empiri
cism in his day, does not follow ancient texts indiscriminately 
where they resort to religious ideas to explain the origin of
disease. His remark that "we must not accept everything in 

42print" is ample testimony to the new spirit of 18th century 
philosophy. These critical faculties also left their imprint 
on Chihaku*s attitude towards the Buddhist priesthood. His 
own attitude to metaphysics follows classical Confucian lines,

43according to which: "magic was powerless in the face of virtue" , 
Reminding the peasants to be sceptical of supernatural pheno
mena at all times, Chihaku says: "No prayer is as effective
as showing restraint in one's behaviour and observing the rules

44of conduct m  one's station of life" , At the same time, it 
is quite clear that his opposition to popular religion does not 
spring from agnosticism. Chihaku is not against the Buddhist 
religion on principle, just as he speaks reverently of Shinto 
rituals celebrated on the orders of the authorities, and de
plores the fact that festivals to worship the gods of mountains

° An early example of this is a memorial of 914 in which the 
distinguished Confucian scholar Miyoshi Kiyoyuki (847-918) 
alleged that the gradual deterioration of public finances 
and the decay of morality among the ruling class had been 
continuous since the introduction of Buddhism. See, Sansom, 
Historyoof Japan, vol. 1, 147,

k For the development of empirical science in Tokugawa Japan, 
see, Maeda, "Keiken kagaku no tanjo."
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and rivers are unknown in that region . Behind Chihaku*s argu
ments there 'lies the author’s concern at the high economic 
cost of maintaining too large a number of priests and the 
fear of undue influence by priests on domain officials3. Chihaku 
expresses these feelings unequivocally by saying:

"Anyway, it does not matter so much if you peasants indulge 
in such practices, but when high officials are coaxed by 
some mercenary monk into having these various ceremonies 
performed, it is a matter of grave concern"^.

The viewpoint as regards religion expressed by Chihaku is that 
of the domain school. While organized religion which operated 
in close affiliation with the domain administration was generally 
not only tolerated but even actively supported, the success of 
the Shinshu sect in rural areas aroused the antagonism of the 
government. With the person of Doctor Chihaku, the author of 
the TN presents his case against allowing the priesthood to 
carry on with what he considers to be a parasitic way of life.
In addition to his arguments against the ShinshD sect!, the 
author moreover demonstrates in his last chapter the failure 
of the Confucian scholars to bring about a change in the 
peasants1 attitudes towards religion in general and the priest
hood in particular. Chihaku, who fails to recognize the deep
attachment of the peasants to the priest Domei, allows himself 
to be carried away by his temper to make incautious remarks 
about the integrity of the priesthood. To some extent at 
least, Chihaku realizes' that the authority problem imposed 
limits to any attempt at enlightening the peasants; so, in a
talk with the villagers, Chihaku concedes that he could well
understand why they should believe in the efficacy of rain
prayers, "since dignified and exalted persons have made you

47believe this..." , He fails, however, to draw the right con
clusions from his knowledge and thus fatally underestimates 
the weight of opinion of holders of sacred offices in rural

45

a (See, 251-2.)
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society. Peasants, far from feeling relieved of obligations 
to their priest Domei as a consequence of Chihaku's revelations 
about the licentiousness of the priesthood, actually feel an 
acute sense of danger at having a heretic in their midst.
Rational criticism of the priesthood is shown to result in panic 
among the peasants as their unconscious fears impel them to 
consider dispensing forthwith with the good services of the 
village doctor rather than with the services of their priest.

With this episode, the author has shown convincingly how 
strong the position of the priesthood among the ordinary 
peasants in Higo was and that these ties could not be easily 
dissolved by government interference. Unlike the case of the 
annual tax, where he proposes the j5men method of tax assessment 
to improve conditions, the author does not add his own thoughts 
as to how the influence of the priesthood on peasants could 
be countered by the domain authorities. As is suggested by 
the forceful presentation of the difficulties arising out of 
attempts to break into the sphere of influence of the rural 
priesthood, it is highly probable that the author's main con
cern was to point out to the domain administration that any 
measure intended to curb the activities of the sects would have 
to be implemented with the utmost prudence so as not to instil 
fears in wide sections of the peasantry. By plainly demonstrating 
that, in view of the tremendous fears of ordinary peasants, 
it was simply unrealistic to demand of them to withdraw their 
support from the priesthood, the author may have furthermore 
wanted to imply that any such control measure would have to 
be directed openly against the religious institutions, if they 
were to be suceessful.

*
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From this analysis of the content, there emerges a rather 
clear picture of the TN as regards our various questions. Here, 
then, are my conclusions.

As I have stated above, the content of the TN can only
be understood if seen against the background of the economic
difficulties of the Higo domain and the countermeasures already
enforced or about to be implemented. The immediate cause for
writing the TN was the widespread opposition among officials
in key positions in local administration against the proposed
introduction of the jomen method of tax assessment on which the
domain authorities were setting great hopes, which found its
culmination in the district headmen's petition in 1803. The
exceptionally bad harvest of 1802 and the bank crash in the
same year had brought the weakness of domain finances into the
open and had made it obvious that times called for a determined
effort to increase revenue. Since radical reform proposals
based on a thorough analysis of the economic difficulties
were ruled out by the political dictate to uphold the status
quo, the only course of action open to the authorities was to
find temporary measures to put government finances on a sounder
basis, and second to find scapegoats to take the blame for
present conditions. It is fair to assume that our author, by
writing the TN, had attempted to participate in this process
of finding the best solutions to the most pressing problems
of the domain. That he did this in the form of writing a
memorial may well have been because he knew this to be the
most effective way to make himself heard with those officials
who decisively influenced the shaping of government policy.
Although the author casts several groups of men as scapegoats
to take the blame for present conditions, such as, for instance,
the district headmen, village officials, money-lenders, and
the priests, his writing consists of considerably more than
polemics. By advocating the j5men method of tax assessment, he

'the. , . ,endeavoured to bnngvtaxation policy of Higo in line with that
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of the economically advanced domains. In doing so, he advo
cated a method of tax assessment which was to profit not only 
the authorities, but also the industrious peasants. That bfe* 
was aware of the double effect of this method emerges from a 
remark in the TN where the profit motive as an incentive to 
increase productivity is adduced in support of the jbmen method0 . 
Besides this central concern of the TN, the advocation of 
land reclamation is equally far-sighted. Although a rise in 
agricultural production could be achieved only several years 
after the land had been reclaimed, riparian projects were a 
relatively safe means of raising production in the long run. 
Moreover, land reclamation created new opportunities for 
poor and landless peasants and thus contributed considerably 
to relieve poverty in rural areas.

Before we go on to consider the question of authorship,
let us see whether 1803 can indeed be verified as the date of
writing. Here, we must consider above all the fact that the
general content of the TN makes most sense if seen in the
historical situation of 1802/03, especially if we think of
the proposal to introduce the jSmen method and the attack on
district headmen. Two further clues tend to confirm the above
date. For one, the TN contains an important clue when in one
passage a peasant remarks that ”... there were no pine trees

48around here at all until about fifty years ago..." , As we
have seen, the first efforts at large-scale afforestation of 
the mountainous hinterland of Higo date back to the thirties 
of the 18th century; it was, however, only.during the Horeki 
reforms in the 1750*s and 1760's that forestry became an integral 
part of government policy with projects large enough to be 
suspected of having the sort of long-range impact on the en
vironment as alleged in the TN. This would bring the date of 
writing,definitely to some time around 1800. A further remark 
in the TN allows us to pinpoint the date even more exactly, 
namely that "years of harvest as bad as last year’s are the

° (See, TN: 381-2.)
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exception" . The diary of a village official of the Oguni 
district, which I have already quoted0 , suggests that the 
year 1802 produced an extremely poor crop, the first time 
since the year 1797. The 6 th arid 7th month of 1802 were 
plagued by drought, which explains the author's concern for 
expenses arising from rain prayers. Since the discussions in 
the TN are set in the first month of the year after the bad 
harvest, it follows that it must have been written during the 
first month of 1803.

Although the author's own views are expressed by Nisuke, 
Gisuke, and Chihaku, the protagonist is undoubtedly Nisuke, as 
is also suggested by the choice of the title. It is Nisuke who 
formulates the author's philosophy most clearly, pointing out 
dangerous developments, suggesting solutions, and correcting 
false opinions expressed by the other villagers. The fact that 
he can also point out a serious error of judgement to Chihaku, 
whom he cautions against making comments on the priesthood in 
the presence of ordinary peasants, establishes him in the eyes 
of the reader as the undisputed authority on how to convince 
the peasantry of the government viewpoint.

This bears the imprint of the thinking of a government 
official, and so we may ask ourselves whether this theory can 
stand closer scrutiny. As the basis of our search for the author 
we may rightly accept Reishoken's assumption that we must look 
among scholars or samurai for the author,, since these are the 
only literate classes - with the exception of doctors - which 
are treated respectfully by the author. Having established 
1803 as the most probable date of writing of the TN, the possi
bility of Reishoken himself having written the TN is precluded. 
We cannot altogether exclude the possibility that the author 
was in some way linked with the wealthy and industrious peasants 
who, together with the domain authorities, were bound to derive 
immediate profit from the reform of tax assessment advocated in 
the TN, although the attitudes of this segment of the peasantry

49

° (See, 229.)
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as represented in the TN by Gisuke are strongly criticized 
by the author for leaving government interests unconsidered.
The choice of a doctor as the author as proposed by Tamamuro 
makes sense only within his interpretation of the TN as a 
record of actual events in a real community somewhere in Higo.
In my interpretation of the TN as an allegory, however, the 
person of Doctor Chihaku can be explained as fulfilling an 
allegorical function - an interpretation which is supported by 
the fact that none of the passages in the TJNJ betray medical 
knowledge beyond what would popularly be known about the origin 
of disease. Furthermore, Doctor Chihaku's explanation of dis
ease %£> in no way represents the latest standa*4 ji>|medical knowledge 
at the turn of the 19th century; indeed, if his arguments 
exceed the level of general knowledge at all, they are, if 
anything, in the vein of the orthodox kosei school and not in 
the vein of the ko 1 ir,school of medicine as would be the case 
with a physician educated at the Saishunkan medical school 
with its heavy leanings towards the Ancient School of Confucian 
philosophy0 . This would tend to support my interpretation of 
the passages on medicine in the TN as belonging to the numerous 
allegories employed by the author to lend force to his general 
argument,

Our hypothesis that the TN_ was written by an official is 
further supported by the fact that the keynote sounded through
out the text is primarily the welfare of the domain. It is 
within these boundaries that the author wants to see justice 
done to the peasants. The annual tax, is termed "all-important," 
while local taxes like the "first ears of rice" are criticized
as the domain authorities do not derive immediate profit from
, 5 0  .them * When the discussion turns to the peasants having to pay
interest to money-lenders, the author's greatest concern is
that peasants are forced to toil day and night for years "not
even in the service of the authorities but in that of money-

51 .lenders" . Tying peasants to the pillory m  front of the

° (See, 111.)
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district headmen’s offices in order to make them pay their
annual tax is condemned by the author not solely because he
is moved by human suffering, but because peasants who, in
their misery, commit suicide are endangeVing the relationship
between the peasantry and the domain authorities as "feelings

52of hatred follow in the wake of their deaths" .
The TN as a political essay appears to have been aimed at 

a restricted circle of educated men who, if not well-versed in 
the technical aspects of local administration, at least had 
to be sufficiently motivated to learn about conditions outside 
the castle town to engross themselves in a reading of this 
kind. Indicative of the readership aimed at are also the few 
allusions to Chinese literature and Confucian philosophy, which 
make fair demands on the literacy and general knowledge of the 
reader. The line of argument, kept veiled in the form of 
allegories, could only be grasped by those who were familiar 
with literate modes of expression, especially with Classical 
Chinese literature where allegories are regularly used to 
emphasize the point of a story.

On the basis of the evidence outlined above, I assume that 
the TN was written by some lower-ranking official who had had 
the opportunity to acquaint himself in detail with the workings 
of local administration, and who, at this time of crises, felt 
impelled to bring to the knowledge of the decision-making 
echelons of the domain administration certain abuses in local 
administration which, in his mind, significantly contributed 
to the economic difficulties encountered by the domain authori
ties and to propose concrete points of reform to improve the 
financial situation of the domain. The motive for writing the 
TN is clearly expressed in the phrase "...I am saying all this

53because wicked men who plot the ruin of the people are thriving" , 
while its function to prod the government into amending its 
policies finds its expression in the allegory of horse drivers 
who, incited by money presents offered by their master, exert 
their horses to the point of collapse and thus lose their 
livelihood0 - an unmistakable hint at the inevitable consequences

a (See, TN: 372-3.)
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of the government policy to urge local officials to speed up 
their tax collection without much regard for the problems of 
the peasants.

When assessing the value of the TN as historical source 
material, we must take into account that the objectivity of 
its description of peasant distress is limited by the fact 
that it was conceived as a memorial to the domain authorities. 
Memorials and works meant to spur reform certainly have a 
very long tradition in China and Japan of resorting to extra
vagant over-statement to make their points - a qualifying remark 
which should firmly be borne in mind when reading the TN. 
Rhetorical exaggerations to impress the authorities with the 
need for reform may have coloured the descriptions of the 
behaviour of local officials towards the peasants. While 
allegations in the TN of arbitrary handling of the tax assess
ment procedure may well have been inspired by events observed 
by the author himself, they implyi^ in the context of
the whole tale that such practices were rather more frequent 
than critical scholarship might be able to confirm. Moreover, 
the harshness of tax payment under the old kemi method was 
probably overemphasized in order to underline the advantages 
of the new j5men method of tax assessment. Nevertheless, as 
the inclusion of the TN in a government collection of works 
relating to the Higo domain suggests, the content of the TN 
cannot have been regarded as altogether slanderous by contem
porary government officials, although this again may have had 
to do with the fact that their literary training put them in 
a position to distinguish rhetorical flourish from historical 
fact.

As to the description of the living conditions of the 
peasantry in Higo, we^mustv not forget that the TN was written 
in a year following an exceptionally bad harvest - a time when 
rather more peasants were suffering from the scarcity of food 
than in normal years. Nevertheless, we have seen that in Higo 
around 1800 the number of those peasants who had been able to
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profit substantially from agriculture was comparatively lower 
than in the economically advanced areas, above all in the Kanto 
and Kansai regions, and that wealth was in consequence rela
tively little widespread among the peasantry of Higo. For this 
reason,sthe picture of peasant life in Higo around 1800 as 
it emerges from the TN and other sources may be said to re
present peasant life on a stage of economic development which 
a large majority of peasants in the central areas had already 
outgrown. Generally speaking, we can say that, as far as the 
quality of living of the peasantry is concerned, peasant life 
in Higo around 1800 cannot be regarded as representative of 
peasant life in all of late 18th century Japan.

Neither can descriptions of living conditions of the 
peasantry in the TN be accepted as applying to all of the Higo 
peasantry. Just as there were differences in the quality of 
living between the wealthy and the poor or marginal peasants, 
there were bound to be differences between life in the productive 
counties on the fertile littoral, where a certain degree of 
commercialization owing to the proximity of the castle town 
had enabled peasants to realize some increase in productivity 
and to accumulate modest wealth in a number of cases, and the 
mountainous regions of Higo, including the river valleys, where 
the low degree of commercialization was limiting the spread 
of modern fertilizing techniques and was thus imposing a check 
on the possible productivity increase.

In the light of this evidence, the validity of Reishoken’s 
motive to copy the TN - to soften his son’s heart to the fate 
of the peasants - is only acceptable provided his statement is 
limited to the poor or marginal peasants in the most productive 
regions of Higo, admitting that at least in the less prosperous 
regions, this will have applied to a relatively wide section 
of the peasantry. Although the likelihood of distortions intruding 
into a work of this kind is not to be underestimated, the fact 
that Reishoken, who was writing less than a decade after the 
event accepted the emotional appeal contained in the TN without 
adding any qualifying remark, suggests that phenomena of peasant
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life taken up in the TN were common enough in at least some 
regions of Higo. As to inter-regional comparison of peasant life 
during the late Tokugawa period, further research might well 
show similarities in the experience of everyday life of the 
peasantry in Higo and in other relatively little developed 
domains at that time. However, to verify the validity of such 
comparisons as we have tentatively made in the third chapter 
on the basis of Western and Japanese eye-witness accounts, 
further research would be required. At this stage, however, 
we must beware of extrapolating unduly from conditions in 
Higo to conditions in other domains, except perhaps within 
the rough framework which I have used in this thesis of dis
tinguishing between economically advanced and backward areas. 

Summing up the value of the TN to the modern student of 
the Tokugawa period, we might say that, provided we do not 
lose sight of the limitations imposed on its objectivity, the 
TN may be appreciated as a readable literary document bearing 
testimony to economic, social, and administrative problems of 
the relatively backward Higo domain around 1800 in their re
percussion on a relatively wide section of the peasantry.
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Preface

"To be well-informed of conditions below is of the utmost 
importance in benevolent rule"0 .

People of old said that among the tales circulating in 
the streets there are always some worth preservings htere is 
one called "The Tale of Nisuke", which tells us about the con
dition of the peasants by piecing together conversations 
among grass and woodcutters. This text was hidden in a basket 
at the home of a certain person who did not allow it to be 
taken away, but recently I received permission to borrow it 
for closer scrutiny, I suspect that hiding behind the unre
fined literary style there is either a scholar or a warrior 
who is well-acquainted with the sweet and bitter in the life 
of the common people. It is already difficult enough for some
one in local government to know about the afflictions of the 
people and the drudgery of agriculture in such minute detail; 
how much more difficult would it be for someone like my own 
son or those of my friends who were born in a town and brought 
up with sufficient food and warm clothes! As I was reading 
this unofficial history with its descriptions of the condition 
of the people, the drudgery of their work, exacerbated by the 
cruelty of the petty officials and the village headmen's 
wavering between right and wrong, it was as clear as day to 
me that I would have to hand this tale on to my unworthy son, 
so that, if he were appointed to a government post after his 
years of service are over, he could get an idea of the common 
people's condition by perusing it and comparing it with his 
own observations. Hoping that this tale would be of benefit to

a This epithet in classical Chinese is an allusion to a passage 
in the Kuan Tzu, a Chinese eclectic philosophical text written 
around 300 B.C. The chapter "On clarifying the laws" (Ming 
fa, XV, 46.) lists four causes for the ruin of a state, among 
them "if information regarding conditions below is sought by 
the ruler yet does not reach him," and "if information re
garding cond itions below is sought by the ruler but is not 
forwarded to him by his ministers"-1-. The author of the pre
face probably paraphrased the conclusion he drew from this 
passage.
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him by helping him to avoid extremes and thereby ensure a 
peaceful life for the people, I copied it in what little 
spare time my pressing duties left me, and added the sub
heading "An Account of the Distress Suffered by the Peasants", 
It is my wish that after a day's work of teaching martial 
skills, their remaining strength be spent on reading this text 
in the evening, and that it be not dismissed on account of 
its humble subject matter, but be kept as a secret in the 
book basket.

Bunka 9°, lOth month, 18th day.

Master Reishoken

(Seal)

a 1812.
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In a mountain village located in a certain district of a 
certain province there lived a peasant called Nisuke. He was 
poor and unmarried and barely managed to eke out a living day 
by day. Among the many villagers he was friendly with,there were 
a few with whom he was on especially close terms and with whom 
he used to discuss things frankly. One day, it was at the be
ginning of the first month when the severe cold of winter was 
still lingering on, they came to visit him. Each one of them 
wore only a thin garment, and so they kept putting brushwood 
into the fire-place to keep warm. They talked about how forlorn 
they felt at having neither rice-cakes nor sake this New Year. 
Dohei and Sakusuke sighed: "This is indeed not at all like 
passing into the new year!" Gisuke said: "We are not worried 
about having neither cakes nor sake, but we are in trouble be
cause we have no provisions left at all. I wonder what we

a .shall eat until the barley is ripe." Nisuke said: "Yes, neither 
I nor anyone else for that matter has any food left, so even 
if I tried to borrow some, nobody would be in a position to 
spare any. How sad this all is! I suppose that after the Ground 
Breaking Festival on the 11th day of this month people in this 
region will be able to sustain their livelihood somehow by 
eating arrowroot as well as by cutting firewood and selling it. 
Judging from all the rumours I have heard, it seems that the 
peasants in the villages down in the plain met with a cruel 
fate when they could not pay their annual tax last month."

Gisuke said: "That is true. At the beginning of the 12th 
month I went down to the plain on some business together with 
some other peasants, and there I witnessed a scene which one

Q Mugi, a type of barley known as naked barley (hadakamugi). 
Wheat (komugi) was cultivated on a large scale only after 
the Meiji Restoration.

1.
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could hardly bear to see. None of the small peasants0 had 
enough to pay the annual tax. To make up the balance they had 
sold their oxen and horses, their family possessions and, need
less to say, all of their provisions down to the last grain 
as well. But even then they had not enough to pay the tax.
When t h e y ’tried to have the payment of the tax deferred in 
some way or other, they were summoned to the district office 
one by one where they were tied up and tortured. But there 
was nothing they could do about it; what was expected of 
them was totally impossible to fulfil. Being thus tied up, 
they became unconscious in their agony. As the days gradually 
wore on, the ropes around their arms caused them more and more 
pain. When they had reached the point where they were unable 
to bear the torture any longer, they lied and said that they 
would pay up without fail within a couple of days. Upon this 
promise they were set free. Some of them died on their way 
home by flinging themselves into a deep part of the river, 
some hanged themselves, others again returned to their homes 
only to die there by slashing their bellies; indeed, it was 
a scene which defies description. But even for those who stayed 
alive it was a gruelling experience. I hear that the turmoil 
had not calmed down even by the evening of the 29th day. I 
wonder what went on later?" Sakusuke and Dohei exclaimed: "How 
heartless of them! It must have been dreadful, for in this day 
and age when even eighty and ninety year old people cling to 
life so fervently that they take medicine or apply moxa when
ever they fell a little indisposed, it takes a lot for a hale 
and hearty peasant to forget his family ties and die by his 
own hand." Gisuke said: "Exactly. On the whole, enduring the 
intolerable without giving so much as a thought to justice or 
humiliation lies in the peasant's nature. They must have had a 
most bitter experience that they hid themselves away to die a 
lonely death." Dohei asked: "What is done about the tax de-

a Small peasants (kobyakusho), or "petty farmers", ranked at the 
bottom of the landowning peasants, tilling at the most between 
two to four tan.
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ficiency of the peasants who died like that?" Gisuke answered:
"All their possessions down to the last item are sold; their 
draught animals, their household goods, their houses, their 
rice fields and dry fields. The remaining debt is then equally 
divided among the members of the five-family group and the 
villagers. Since this is a matter which is in the end settled 
somehow or other, it is cruel that people should die because 
of it. The fact that they throw away their lives, although not 
a single go of rice comes of it, deserves our attention, be
cause once the incident is over, it is not even mentioned any
more. In this merciful day and age, when the authorities even 
spare the lives of criminals guilty of lesser offences, how
sorry one feels for those peasants who are still tied up by
order of the district headman when they cannot pay their tax 
and then die at their own hand as they are unable to endure the 
pain." Nisuke agreed with him: "How right you are! The peasants 
who died in this way would still be alive had they not been 
painfully aware that their personal misfortunes affected their 
families as well. It is natural for feelings of hatred to 
follow in the wake of their deaths. The peasant who has killed 
himself may have solved the problem as far as he is concerned, 
but for his old mother, his wife, and his little children, 
the problems are just beginning. When the head of the family 
dies there are no more provisions from the next day onwards and 
they can no longer be proud of their own house and of their 
fields. Thus, it is natural that they should bear a grudge.
This is one of the things which someone about to hang himself 
does not consider."

Thereupon, Dohei and Gisuke asked: "Nisuke, why is it that 
there is such a shortage of crops to pay the annual tax? It is 
true that last year the crop in the fields did not ripen properly, 
but if the annual tax means having to pay a due percentage of 
the crop yield of all the cultivated fields, then it would seem 
to us that we should generally be able to pay the tax." Nisuke
answered: "Anyone would think so after having given the matter
passing consideration. First of all, how is the percentage
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arrived at? An estimate is made of the expected yield of all 
the rice fields in each village. This estimate is then invariably 
split into three parts, two of which constitute the annual tax 
and one the peasant’s share. This is what is known as "giving 
fifty percent to the peasant"0 , Dohei and Sakusuke asked: "With 
this method of tax assessment we just cannot understand why, 
as you said, there should not be enough to pay the tax.” "If 
this method were followed," Nisuke retorted, "there would be 
enough to pay the tax, but I do not think that things are done 
this way." Dohei and Sakusuke asked: "What do you mean by that?"

Nisuke said: "Well, with the assessment of the percentage 
being as important as it is, the village headman, the village 
officials, and the scribe assemble for the valuation of each 
plot of rice land in every village, They put up a notice on 
each piece of land which states its size in tan and _se as well 
as its assessed crop yield in koku and tjo per tan. The results 
are entered into the register and presented to the tax inspector. 
This is done in every village and after they have submitted 
the registers to the authorities, the county official, the 
examiner, and, needless to say, the tax inspector himself set 
off, guided by the district headman, to assess the tax. In 
every village there is an extraordinary hustle and bustle.
When the time has come, the village headman and the village 
officials wait on the outskirts of the village to greet the 
officials and act as their guides. When they arrive, they 
inspect the village lands closely. They carefully compare 
the actual yield of every rice field with the amount given on 
the notices put up by the village headman and the village 
officials*3. Then, they tell the village headman and his officials 
that this year each field would yield between five to as much 
as nine tenths more than its official assessed yield and order 
them to pay tax accordingly. Whereupon the village headman and 
his officials deliberate together and, as it would be impossible

a gowari no sakutoku, the procedure followed in years of harvest 
failure. (See, 157.)
They do this by examining the rice ears for the size of their 
grains, from which they can deduce the total yield of the 
forthcoming harvest.
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to grow that much rice in any case, they beg for a reduction, 
pleading that great hardship would be caused among all peasants. 
The district headman hands this request on to the tax officials, 
only to be told that of the fifty percent previously decided 
upon by the tax inspector not a grain could possibly be re
mitted. 'Just do as you are told!,' is their answer. If the 
peasants will, at long last, not give assurances, the officials 
say that one field should be harvested, the rice threshed and 
the yield determined. In order to do this they set out to 
investigate the fields of that village. They pick out a senobi 
field of which no more than one or two can be found among a 
hundred fields and say that they must measure the yield of 
that field. When this happens, the village officials turn again 
to the district headman asking him to tell the officials that 
the field they had picked was a senobi field and to beg them 
to sample another field. The tax inspector turns a deaf ear 
to their request, and when they are just about to start measuring 
this very field in spite of the villagers* protest, the district 
headman finally intervenes. Upon this, the tax officials con
tinue their round through the village fields and when they 
spot another senobi field, they say that this one would have 
to be harvested. To this the village officials object again in 
the same way as before. The tax inspector then says that wherever 
they went objections were raised on the ground that the field 
was a senobi field. 'Are all the fields in this village senobi 
fields?,’ he asks and goes on to say that they would certainly 
take a sample of that field. He has it harvested and the rice 
plants threshed to determine its yield of unhulled rice per 
tan. The resulting amount is used as base for calculating the 
total crop yield of all fields in the village. When I say 
senobi field, I mean a field which has, for example, a registered 
area of 1 tan, whereas it is in reality as much as 1 tan 2 se.
As I said before, there are not many of these in any given 
village. Among the other fields of 1 tan there are those which 
just fit the description entered in the register, those which 
are a little larger than 1 tan, and others which measure a little
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less than 1 tan. When they harvest one of the senobi fields and 
then proceed to assess the total crop yield of all village 
fields based on this one sample, claiming that its yield was 
that of 1 tan, it is natural that all those who do not till 
senobi fields should be short of rice corresponding to the 
yield of 2 se of land. Furthermore, the tax inspector's cal
culations are based on the assumption that one can produce 
3 5 shoa of hulled rice out of 7 jfco of unhulled rice. How
ever, it is impossible to hull rice as long as it is not dry, 
and by the time one has finished drying it so that it no longer 
resists attempts at hulling it, 1 sho has been reduced to 8 go. 
If the grain has ripened extremely well, or when there has 
been a long spell of fine weather and conditions are very good,
1 sho may yield as much as 9 go. This differs widely depending 
on the location. Loss in weight due to drying is considerable
with rice grown on irrigated fields situated along a mountain- 

bside ; the villages in the plain are a case in point. Well,
if we accept that on the average 1 c)5 5 shaku are lost owing
to drying in every sho of unhulled rice, then there will be
a loss of 1 jto 5 £ 0  in 7 jbo of unhulled rice. In that case,
the initial 7 ito of unhulled rice have been reduced to 5 to
9 sh5 5 go after drying. If we further accept that I- sho of
dried, unhulled rice can be turned into 5 gj5 5 shaku of superior
quality rice, then the abovb amount of 5 to 9 shjfew i 1lyyield
3 _to 2 sho 7 go 2 shaku 5 sai of superior quality rice. There-
a .The dry measure units to, sho, go, shaku, and sai are decimal

fractions of 1 koku. Therefore, the figure of 3 to 2 sho
7 SIS. 2 shaku 5 sai may also be written O. 32725 koku (See
also, Appendix II for list of Japanese measures.)

b Owing to the relatively low temperature of spring water, rice 
fields along a mountainside yield as much as 20% less crop 
than other fields of the same size. According to peasants 
in the Yabe district, this holds true even today with modern 
agricultural technology, but, so they say, the small-grained 
rice grown on such cold water fields is very tasty. Today, 
disputes between agricultural co-operative unions and 
electrical companies frequently occur as the peasants put 
the blame for diminished harvest yields on the low temperature 
of water from reservoirs which is used for irrigation after 
generating electricity2 .
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fore, if the peasant does not make up the amount of 2 sho 2 cj£
7 shaku, the required amount of 3 jto 5 sho will never be 
arrived at. Furthermore, when the tax rice is brought to the 
official storehouse and is weighed there, it is accorded the 
lowest possible weight. Declared to weigh less than 3 t£ 5 sho, 
the rice is then poured into a straw bag which can hold 3 _to 
7 sho. Therefore, before the bag is handed over to the tax 
officials, the peasant has to supplement another 2 sho; the 
official receipt he is given upon this confirms, however, the 
payment of 3 jto 5 sho only. Together with the previous supple
ment for weight lost during drying, a total of 4 sho 2 £5 
7 shaku 5 sai for each 3 to 5 sho have to be paid by the peasant 
in addition to the tax rice, otherwise the tax payment cannot 
be settled. Further, the total of the many expenses for having 
the exactions on a lean field reduced is very high, although 
officially is is supposed to be negligible. Besides these 
exactions which have to be paid with rice there are the salaries 
of the district headman and his officials in the district 
office as well as the salaries for the village headman, the 
village scribe, the headman's messenger and other village 
officials which have to be paid together with the annual tax. 
Since these salaries are included in the receipt obtained on 
payment of the tax rice at the official storehouse, the officials 
do not find it too difficult to pay their own tax as they can 
simply add together the receipts for their salaries and their 
various other takings. On the other hand, a deficit in the 
peasant's tax payment is all too obvious and is soon found out. 
All in all, when the time has come to pay the tax, the village 
officials pay it by the various devices I have mentioned, while 
at the same time they incessantly press the peasants to pay 
their taxes. It is really the small peasants who are to be 
pitied."

Dohei and Sakusuke clapped their hands in approval and 
exclaimed that with things being as they were it was inevitable 
that the peasants did not have enough to pay their annual tax;



345

"We were wondering why the peasants, who are supposed to re
ceive half of a year’s crop, are in distress because they do 
not have enough to fulfil their obligations even after they 
have paid all of their share as tax. We thought that this was 
strange, but hearing your story has helped us understand a 
little of what the problem is. Throughout the year, peasants 
are on their feet from early morning before the birds are 
singing until evening when the stars are shining, toiling 
beyond all reason in spite of the heat or cold. Yet, when 
winter comes they have to borrow to pay their taxes and are 
tortured; indeed, they are spoken of like criminals! How could 
there be anyone as wretched as a small peasant?" Gisuke said: 
"The headmen of the various districts bow to the methods of 
the tax inspectors which wd have just heard about; on every 
plot of rice land they allow the tax rate imposed by the 
officials without raising the least objection. This is indeed 
undignified. When the peasants of a district are in distress 
for being unable to pay all of their annual tax, their district 
headman does not help them in the slightest," Dohei and Saku
suke sighed: "If only the village headman and the village 
officials tried harder at the time of the tax assessment to 
persuade the tax inspector to impose a realistic tax rate!"

Gisuke said: "No, no, how could the village headman and 
the village officials possibly say anything at all? When the 
tax inspectors and the examiners say something unreasonable 
and give them a scolding, they run around trembling and uttering 
nothing but 'yes, yes', ready to consent to anything." Nisuke 
added: "Among the village headmen and village officials, there 
have never been many who are able to discriminate between; right 
and wrong." Gisuke agreed: "It is just as you say! It seems 
that there are many who can neither write nor do sums and who 
must therefore be deaf to all persuasion. You would be wrong, 
however, in assuming that they were careless in all things. I 
think they are quite clever when it comes to making a profit 
for themselves. They think of the great loss they would suffer
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if dismissed from office, and since they are aware that as long 
as they do their duty they will receive both their salary and 
their various takings,regardless of whether the village tax was 
lowered or not, they agree to everything."

Nisuke said: “Quite. However, since there is nothing the 
village headman or the village officials can do about this, I 
think that the district headman should concern himself more 
with this matter." Gisuke agreed: "This is so. It is the district 
headman’s duty to exercise fairness and see to it that the tax 
rates are imposed realistically. When the tax inspector, for 
example, picks a senobi field0 and says that he will test its 
crop yield, he should intervene and beg him to test a rice 
field of average size. Conversely, he might ask him to have 
just 1 tan of a senobi field harvested. Again, he could pro
pose to have the whole of the selected field harvested including 
the excessive se and impose an appropriate tax rate on it, and 
take the yield of 1 tan only as basis for computing the tax to 
be levied on the other rice land in the village. This is the 
district headman’s duty. If, after the request based on a 
thorough investigation of the reasons has been made, the tax 
inspector does not comply and proceeds to have that field har
vested in the face of opposition, the district headman should 
leave it at that and should approach government officials to 
raise this point with them. We peasants cannot accomplish any
thing if we go away muttering to ourselves that this was un
reasonable and that reasonable; the district headman should 
plead for reason on our behalf and settle things realistically."

Dohei and Sakusuke said they didrnot know when the number 
of se per field had been fixed, but it appeared to them that
if the size of all the fields had been fixed in the same way,
then it would not matter which field was chosen for the purpose
of tax assessment. They added: "Nowadays, there are few senobi
fields left; after all, they only cause trouble," Nisuke said: 
"There is a reason for that, too. According to what old people

° (See, 342.)
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say it appears that, at least as far as this village is con
cerned, the fields were almost identical in size when they were 
measured in bygone days. Since then, the peasants have gradually 
stepped up their efforts, widening their fields by filling up 
ditches along the ridges between them, levelling mounds and 
incorporating them into their rice fields. Fields thus became 
senobi fields, I am told. Today, fields measure 300 baj to 1 
tan. It is said that many years ago, just when Lord Sassaa , or 
so I think his name was, had arrived in this realm, there was 
some place where bamboo measuring rods were used in a land 
survey. At that time, so the legend goes, a man called Ikoma 
something had to hold the rod. In that survey there were 360 bui 
to 1 tan. Nowadays, this is still known as the 'Ikoma measuring 
rod'. According to the legend, these 60 bjj were given to the 
peasants to grow on it the necessary amount of rice for such 
purposes as supplementing their tax as well as for paying all 
the expenses in silver which arose in the course of a year.
This, however, is a thing of the past. As this took place in 
another realm, there is hardly anyone who knows about it in 
detail." Gisuke said: "We should not waste our time talking 
about something which happened such a long time ago and which 
is absolutely useless to people like us. The question is how 
the present-day method of tax assessment could be made fair". 
Nisuke replied: "We think that it would be fair if a field 
of average size were used for assessing the tax!. We would like 
to have it done this way: If a field is harvested which was 
assumed to be of average size and then turns out to measure, 
say, as much as 1 tan 2 sse in area although it is registered 
as measuring 1 tan, then its yield including that of the excess 
2 se should be taken as the yield of 1 tan and taxed accordingly. 
For assessing the tax rate on all other fields, however, the

a Sassa Narimasa (?-1588) was installed as governor of Higo in 
1587, shortly after Toyotomi Hideyoshi's KyOshO campaign. A 
land survey which he ordered to be carried out in contravention 
of Hideyoshi's directives triggered off a revolt of the rich 
landed families. Upon this, he was recalled from his post 
and forced to commit suicide.
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yield of a field of 1 tan should be taken as basis. Alternatively, 
we could settle the matter in an approximate way. In the case 
of the same field with 2 se in excess, we could add 1 se to 
the yield used as basis for assessing the tax, adding the other 
one to the taxable yield of all the other fields. This seems 
feasible enough." Gisuke said: "Supposing we did it that way, 
would that not mean that the tax for fields without excess se 
would be increased by the respective amount for 1 se?" Nisuke 
answered: "That, too, can be corrected. I think that there would 
be no objections if a field expected to yield around 3 koku 
per tan were valued at 3 koku 3 to and taxed accordingly. On 
the whole, if the district headman took heart and spoke up, 
presenting our demands more vigorously, this problem could be 
solved to our satisfaction." Gisuke said: "Surely, among the 
district headmen there must be some who are able to tell right 
from wrong. Why is it that they seem to do nothing spontaneously? 
They are always intent on carrying out their duties so as not 
to imperil their official position and just to go on enjoying 
their good life. They are mean-spirited ! No matter how one 
presents one's requests, one makes little headway; if this 
goes against their principles they should lay down their official 
position!" Nisuke said: "No, no, how could they possibly do 
that?" Gisuke retorted: "Why not?" Nisuke answered: "Because 
a district headman, too, has parents and relatives who depend 
on him."

"I agree with you on that point," said Gisuke, "but if he 
had any consideration for his parents he would surely have to 
try even harder to improve conditions for the peasants. If he 
is aware of what is just but does not speak up for it then he 
lacks courage. If he is in office without knowing what is right, 
and is not determined to speak up for justice he is a mere 
flatterer." Nisuke agreed: "It is just as you say. The various 
incidents which occurred in the district because everything 
is falling into disorder as well as the decaying of villages 
are the greatest disgrace for the district headman. This is 
because he has no consideration for the duties of his office
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and never shows any interest in his district, the authorities
have to meet the expenses for our lord's regular journeys to
Edo and back and for official functions and duties of office

awhile in his Edo residence , In addition, they have to pay 
large amounts of stipends to the lord himself, his retainers, 
and his servants, from the samurai down to the lowest official. 
If, therefore, the annual tax were to decrease they would be 
unable to fulfil their obligations. Thus, the district head- 
man should bear in mind the fairness of the Golden Mean and 
see to it that the peasants, who are wholeheartedly devoted 
to the authorities, are not left behind in great hardship." 
Gisuke exclaimed: "Exactly! The district headman should above 
all travel around the villages in his district whenever he 
can spare time during spring and summer to judge the sowing 
of seeds and the weeding of rice fields. He should encourage 
those who are behind with their work and praise those who 
have made great efforts. Again, in autumn, before the tax is 
assessed, a superintendent should tour the villages to consult 
with the village headmen and village officials and, among other 
things, discuss exhaustively with them what tax rate would 
enable the peasants to pay their annual tax without incurring 
hardship. If, on top of this, he were also to measure here and 
there a plot of village land and make a note of it in his mind 
and then use his knowledge at the time of the tax assessment, 
nothing unfair could happen." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "We hear 
that in the villages where the fields are to be re-assessed 
owing to a bad crop the district headman comes along before 
the official tax rate is imposed for an unofficial tax assess
ment." Gisuke said: "That is correct. The district headman 
or else a deputy chosen from his lesser officials turns up each 
year for an unofficial tax assessment, but, for some reason or 
other, this does not seem to influence the way in which the 
tax is assessed." Nisuke said: "This must be because they are 
aware of the penalty in advance. Generally speaking, the 
district headman ought to love his peasants as he would his own

a (For sankin kotai, see, 17.)
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children, and the peasants should look upon him as their father, 
That the peasants refer to their district headman as 'father* 
even in his absence is because they think of him as their 
parent. It must have been painful for the district headman to 
see his 'sons' being tied up and tortured down in the plain 
last month when they requested a respite and had to sell their 
family belongings, their house and cattle, not to mention 
those who were driven into death. Indeed, if the district 
headman had any compassion for human beings his appetite 
would have been ruined at the thought that his inadvertence 
and his failure to take the right measures at the time of the 
tax assessment had caused the death of several people and the 
suffering of countless others. He would have found it impossible 
to sleep and would in the end have been driven into committing 
suicide by disembowelling himself!"

Gisuke replied: "This sounds very likely. I think, if you 
were to say this to the district headman in the plain, he would 
agree with you, but if it were true that he felt compassion 
for the peasants he would surely have had to think about it 
beforehand! Generally speaking, it appears to me that those 
in control over a large number of people must have great self- 
restraint themselves. If, for example, all the district head
men are effeminate, wear beautiful clothes, and indulge in the 
various.entertainments, then naturally his deputy, the super
visor of public works, and the courier all become effeminate 
as well and take up the manners of kabuki actors. When this 
has happened, their manners spread among the lower officials and 
even the village scribes begin to look like entertainers. When 
things reach this pass, the expenses for various things add 
up to a large sum. If you are wondering how these expenses are 
met, let me tell you that in the final analysis they are all 
put on the peasant's back. Now, there are rich fools living in 
this world who behave irresponsibly in many ways, squandering 
all their rice and money, and become laughing stocks for other 
people when they are finally ruined. One must -nbt . talk,in the
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same breath about these rich men and the officials, however.
The former, spending their own money are merely destroying 
their own livelihood; they are but fools. There is nothing 
about them to cause problems."

Dohei and Sakusuke agreed with him: "It is exactly as you 
say. We are not concerned about how many rich men are ruined; 
that does not cost us anything in either rice or money. How
ever, the total of all exactions in rice and money, high as it 
is nowadays, is more than we peasants can afford, regardless 
of how hard we try. Many years ago, before the accession of 
Lord Inazumaa things were exactly the same. It may have been 
due to his various inquiries that at that time exactions in rice 
and silver decreased to one third of the present level, as 
far as I remember, but nowadays they are greater than before 
his accession and are the cause of much hardship."

While they were talking, Doctor Chihaku came through the 
entrance gate. "A Happy New Year to you all!," he said and 
came over to join them where they were sitting. He was offered 
the seat of honour and after they had all exchanged the season's 
greetings, the discussion went on. Chihaku said: "When I came 
in I thought I, heard you talking about things which are usually 
discussed in the district office!" Gisuke said that this was 
indeed so, and went on to tell him in detail what they had been 
talking about. Then, Chihaku said: "One can tell a district 
headman's sense of duty simply by observing the manners and 
dress of his subordinate officials. Generally, even when the 
latter are upright men, they are easily led astray by the 
district headmen who are prone to corruption. How could the 
district headmen we capable of good government? I have only 
been here for a few years and therefore do not know local con
ditions very well, but I have got the impression that the 
district headman has made the levy and collection of exorbitant 
taxes the only purpose of his office. What do you think about

The two ordinary peasants, true to their role as ignorants, 
garble the name of this official which is in reality Inazu. 
Inazuma is the word for lightening - something with which 
peasants were no doubt more familiar than with the names of 
officials in the castle town. Inazu Ya'uemon Yorimasu (1705-86) 
was High Commissioner of County Administration during the 
Horeki reform.
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this?"
Gisuke said: "From what I know, levying tax and handing

it over to the authorities is, in fact, only a minor duty of
his. Originally, the main duty of his office was to exert 
control in all district matters." Chihaku said: "I see. So 
it follows that if all he knows is how to deliver the tax to 
the authorities but, not knowing how to rule well, does not 
concern himself with the people, he has failed to do his duty." 
Nisuke said: "That is so. But is it not a case of good govern
ment when the taxes are collected according to the rules and 
the settlement of tax dues is dealt with fairly and justly?" 
Chihaku replied: "Indeed, it is as you say!" Gisuke said: "How
ever, when we look at the present state of many villages, we 
can see on the one hand those villages which are requesting 
respite for their annual tax payment in kind and dll their
payments in silver, although they have a headman who acts in
accordance with the path of i righteousness. These villages, 
consequently, become- notorious for having a bad headman. On 
the other hand, there are those villages which pay even their 
silver tax well in advance. Their headman is in consequence 
appreciated as a good village headman, although he is known 
to be insatiable and selfish." Chihaku exclaimed: "That is a 
bad rule you have set down there! There are, no doubt, ava
ricious and selfish village headmen who are very strict in their 
levies in order to be successful in their office since they 
"derive profit from it, and who pay all their silver dues to 
the authorities earlier than required. But, depending on the 
locality, there are places where crops ripen slowly; again, 
in times of distress and the like, things cannot be done quickly. 
At times when the peasants have repeatedly suffered hardship, 
there are certainly headmen who wait for some time until the 
crops are ripe before levying the tax in order to avoid dis
tress. Among righteous men there must be those who allow 
respite for the levy. However, can there be an excuse for 
basing one's judgement of a man's character on the promptness
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of his silver payments to the authorities?" Nisuke said: "The 
only measure of a man's goodness nowadays is whether or not 
he has met the deadline in his tax payment."

Gisuke said: "If one were to scrutinize people and decide 
whether they were good or bad by looking at their respective 
righteousness, one would first have to be honest oneself; the 
district headman's deputy and the other subordinate officials, 
too, would have to be upright men." Nisuke said: "That is so.
If a father leads a debauched life and is a hard drinker, he 
is in no position to admonish his children. This is a frame 
of mind which later on easily spreads to his children, giving 
rise to ill-conduct." Gisuke said: "Indeed, If the district 
headmen were to exercise justice in all things, then the officials 
in the villages would naturally turn towards justice as well!" 
Chihaku said: "That's right! Both village headmen and scribes 
would naturally become honest and upright if the district 
headman were to take care to praise those among them who are 
just in the discharge of their duties - if any can be found, 
that is - and those imbued with filial piety, peasants who 
have served their master faithfully or who are exceptionally . 
devoted to agriculture, and bestow on all of them one bag of 
rice as remuneration, even if he had to take this rice from 
his official salary. Even those who have hitherto not been 
fair in their dealings would, no doubt, amend their conduct.
Again, the number of men who are filial and who exert them
selves in their family business would increase naturally. Men 
who follow their occupation cheerfully are at length bound to 
devote all their energy to it. The names of such men should 
be reported to the authorities to receive a reward. When this 
is done in all the villages, the district is naturally bound 
to thrive. As the 'years go by, other districts will follow 
suit and later this practice will spread all over the domain 
It has always been easy to produce a crooked nature in man 
and difficult to produce one which is straight. If we do not 
tackle this problem willingly, we shall have to wait for a very
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long time for this to come about of its own accord." Nisuke 
agreed: "Quite. If just men are sought after and encouraged, 
then any number of upright men can be created." Chihaku said: 
"You are right. Looking at the work you peasants do, one can 
see that it is backbreaking drudgery from early morning when 
it is still dark until dusk throughout the four seasons. But 
in spite of such hard work you never know in the morning 
whether you will have enough to live for another day. Someone 
who does not do such heavy labour ought to devote himself to 
these matters rather than you." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "There 
is no doubt that the present time calls for such men!" While 
they were talking, a man came through the gate.

The newcomer said: "I am a diviner0 travelling through
all the lands in the pursuit of truth. I perform the divination
for the New Year, the divination at the Age of Sixty, I tell
your fortune for your whole life, I can tell whether your
lifelong wish will come true or not, I master the divination

Idwith black ink and red colour , I can find lost objects for 
you or find out the whereabouts of a loved person, just as 
you wish," And saying: "Escuse me, please..." he sat down 
on the tatami-covered floor. As it happened, he sat right 
opposite Chihaku and began talking about various topics. The 
diviner said: "As I was coming in, I heard what you were 
saying, namely that depending on the time there were virtuous 
or evil men. With all due respect to you, this is what I have 
to say: What is known as 'time* is a subdivision of the year; 
why should it have good or evil aspects? To begin with, five 
days equal one ko, three ko equal one ki, six ki equal one ji, 
and four jjL_ make up one year. Again, three k̂ i are called one

(Jsetsu . The eight setsu are the first day of spring, the vernal

a (On diviners, see 258.)
In this kind of divination, a Chinese character has to be 
written with brush and ink. The diviner then interprets the 
varied shades of black which become visible as the ink dries.

0 The term setsu, literally "joint", is used here not only in 
its usual sense of "the first day of a 45 day period," but 
also as a generic term for a whole period of 45 days. For 
another example of this uncommon usage, see, Ofuji, Shizen 
shineido, 712, Note 14.
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equinox, the first day of summer, the summer solstice, the 
first day of autumn, the autumnal equinox, the first day of 
winter, and the winter solstice. One year is made up of 3 kî  
times 8 , equalling 24 ki. or 72 ko. Again, the division of the 
year into the 6 j<i, astthey are known, divides the year into 
six equal parts of 60 days 87̂ - koku each, which, if multiplied 
by six, make up a total of 365 days 25 koku. This is what is 
known as the cycle of the Zodiac of 365 1/4 degrees. Every 
four years, a 'small cycle1 is completed and we have to begin 
anew, starting this time with the first hour of the ox. Fifteen 
of these small cycles go into a great cycle which is completed 
after sixty years. I have now outlined what I call 'time'. Time 
itself does not in the least give rise to good or evil. There
fore, on any given day there are families who can celebrate 
an auspicious event while their neighbours sorrowfully lament 
a misfortune which has befallen them0 . This is not because the 
time is good or bad; it is just that people are afflicted by 
the vicissitudes of life. If there are many malevolent men in 
the near future, times will be bad. In times of virtuous men 
outnumbering evil men, times are good. Neither good nor evil 
can be found in 'time', but in men!"

Everybody in the room was excited. They wholeheartedly 
agreed with the speaker. The diviner continued, saying: "Last
year, was there a; rumour in this region, too, about the summer

'- bdoyo being ten days different from the usual dates?" They had

a The diviner is here used by the author as mouthpiece of the 
rationalist position which he has then refuted by Chihaku.
The statement made here by the diviner in fact contradicts 
the philosophical foundation of divination (For a similar 
argument, see, 257n.)

k According to the lore of the Japanese almanac, the doyo is
the period of between 18 to 19 calendar days preceding the
first day of each of the four seasons. Its length varies
according to the hour of its onset on the first day. During
this period, it is believed that the earth ether (doki)begins 
to work (yo) on all things and, by transforming them, brings 
about the change of season. During this period, the moving of 
earth or any other kind of construction work is ill-omened.
To the authorities, tampering with the doyo dates therefore 
meant a potential danger to tax revenue as the peasants, in 
their fear of upsetting the balance of the forces of nature,
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all heard it; they said that wherever one went one could hear 
this rumour. The diviner said: "People everywhere heard it and 
became apprehensive. I wonder who could have spread that story 
around!" The others said: "We cannot speak for other regions, 
but around here it was the priests of the various temples who 
started it," The diviner said: "It would be good if priests 
talked about things which they know about. They are the sort 
of people who talk a lot about things they do not understand 
and are prepared to lead everybody astray. If the dates of the 
doyo differed only by one day it would be impossible to set up
a calendar. A doyo is placed at the end of each of the four

* . aseasons; the time between the first day of spring of one year
and the next is divided into four parts and a doyo is placed
at the end of each part. It is just like placing an object in
the corner of a wooden measure; it can neither be moved to the
right nor to the left. If the doyo differed by one day from
its usual date, the lunar eclipse, too, would be shifted by
one day. This is very much a lie. of priests and the like. Since

, pthey follow the logic of karma , how could they know about such 
things?" His listeners all agreed with what he had said. Where
upon the diviner excused himself for having disturbed them so 
long with his trivial talk, and, rising from his seat, he bade 
them farewell and departed.

The peasants, who had remained in the room, said to each 
other that what the diviner had said sounded quite reasonable. 
Chihaku said: "All he really told us was the mathematics of 
the calendar. I agree with what he said about the doyo, but I 
think one ought to distinguish between two different kinds of 
’time': one for the year in Nature (nen) and the other for the

would be reluctcant to start work unless they could be abso
lutely certain as to the exact dates of the doyo period3 .
As is suggested by a legal provision of the Shinoyama domain 
of 1729, the doyo holiday often became a pretext for festivi
ties during which the peasants would consume unreasonable 
amounts of food and drink, thus jeopardizing their tax pay
ment^ .

a Spring is the first season in the Japanese calendar, 
b m g a ; here, ’fate1.
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year in a man's life (toshi). The heavenly time is naturally 
part of man. It is impossible to call it either good or evil.
We may reasonably say that men prosper or are ruined according 
to the times." Gisuke asked: "Does this mean that Heaven has 
mind (shin) and, in order to create times, bestows the ether 
(kij0 , which brings forth good and arouses evil, on men?"
Chihaku answered: "No, it does not. Heaven does not have a mind 
capable of good or evil. Heaven is nothing but ether. I regard 
the principles (_ri) °f Nature as Heaven's will (ten' i) and the 
conformity of the four seasons to these principles as its 
spiritual substance (rei). Does man's ether influence Heaven 
or does Heaven's ether influence man? It is impossible to say 
which comes first and which second. There are, for example, 
times when prices of commodities are high and times when they 
are low. This, too, is ascribed to human endeavour, whereas in 
reality, it cannot be manipulated by human beings. It is, in 
fact, 'time' which gives rise to these changes. Again, although 
man's life is determined by Heaven, there are inequalities.
There are, for example, honest men who, in spite of their un
tiring efforts in their family business, have a run of bad 
luck and starve in a year of bad harvest. Others lose their 
lives through some adversity although justice was on their side. 
Still others are killed by robbers. Although life is determined 
by Heaven, it would be impossible to deny that other factors 
are involved as well. Whether we call it fate or destiny, we 
have no way of knowing what this factor is."

As they had been talking for a long time about these various 
subjects, Chihaku got up and, excusing himself for having turned 
up so unexpectedly, said: "Let's call it a day," As he took his 
leave of everybody, the others got up too and, after having 
said good-bye, they departed together with Chihaku.

a Ether (ki; chin, ch'i) is, according to Chinese cosmogony, the 
primordial matter - or vital force - in the universe of which 
all things are made.
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Like everybody else, Nisuke usually had cakes and sake to 
celebrate the first ploughing of the year on the 1 1 th day of 
the first montha , but this year he had to go without even that 
and was forced to eat dumplings made of arrowroot starch to 
stave off the pangs of hunger. That day he was waiting for Gi
suke and Sakusuke to look in, thinking that they would surely 
do so after the ploughing ceremony was over. They came, one after 
the other, as he had anticipated. They sat around the fire-place 
once again and after they had lit the fire they began to talk. 
Sakusuke asked: "This year, the severe cold has lingered on 
for quite some time and so the various crops ought to turn out 
well. Shall we cultivate some additional land?1’ Gisuke answered: 
"That would be possible, but if we cultivate more land than 
required, there is the burden of having to pay tax. How un
fortunate!" Nisuke asked them: "Have you heard the story of the 
discussion between the headman of our neighbouring village and 
Naosuke, when the former was inspecting some rice land?" Neither 
of them had heard it yet. Nisuke said: "I just happened to pass 
by, so I heard everything in detail." Gisuke asked: "What sort 
of complications were there?" Nisuke began: "It was around the 
1 0 th day of the 9 th month, I think, when the village headman 
Ri'uemon, the scribe Risuke, and other officials had gone to 
the fields to look into some claims for tax reduction for the 
expected bad harvest. They were inspecting the rice fields one 
by one, calculating how much each of them would yield. At this 
point, Naosuke, who had been going around his fields, met the 
party and greeted the village headman and the officials. Then 
he asked: "Mr. Headman! As you can see for yourself if you look 
into my fields, they, too, will yield little crop this year; I 
think that their yield will be nowhere near the officially de
termined amount. Will you grant me a concession in the tax rate?" 
To this the headman replied: "This rice field of yours and the

a The 11th day of the 1st month was designated by law as the 
first day of ploughing (Article 9 of the Keian Ofuregaki)5 ,

2 ,
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one to the north are going to yield little crop and so there 
will not be enough to pay the tax rate imposed on them. How
ever, since your fields situated in two places below the village 
are doing well, yielding probably a little imore than the total 
of your tax payment, we cannot possibly grant you a tax con
cession!" ^Thereupon, Naosuke said: "I cannot understand this.
My two fields below the village are doing well, and if you 
think they will yield as much as officially assessed, then X 
shall pay the fixed tax for those two fields. What I was asking 
for was that this field here and the one to the north, which 
probably will not yield enough to pay the tax, be considered for 
a tax concession." The village headman was annoyed: "No, no, 
that won't be possible. It's always the same with you peasants! 
You make such extraordinary claims because you don't know a 
thing! In the first place, there is no question about a tax 
concession. All land, both fertile and barren, belonging to 
one peasant is subject to the same tax rate. If you were to 
apply for a re-assessment of your fields, for example, the rate 
on the barren fields would be lowered, but that on the fertile 
fields would be increased. Therefore, I say that if among the 
fields in one peasant's possession the barren plots do not 
outnumber the fertile fields then there is no good in applying 
for a re-assessment." Naosuke said: "Since that is the law 
there is nothing I can do about it. However, considering that 
my tax was determined by assessing individually and fairly 
the yields of my field here, of the one to the north, and of 
both my fields below the village, I see no reason why I should 
use grain from one field to make up for a minus in the yield 
of another to pay my tax!" To this the headman replied: "Indeed, 
I see your point, but although I am sorry for you there is 
nothing I can do. All fields owned by one person, whoever he 
may be, count as one man's possession. The expected yield of 
each field is added up and, after deduction for hulling has 
been made, the total amount of hulled rice is then divided into 
three parts. If two parts taken together are not sufficient for
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paying the tax, the peasant concerned may apply for his fields 
to be re-assessed. Those who know that they are able to pay 
their tax in full by adding two parts must not apply for tax 
reduction," At this, Naosuke said: "So this is how the fifty 
percent peasant's share works! However, even if we are left 
with a full share after the annual tax has been paid with two
parts, how can we pay additional levies like the o-kakomai and

.a ,kuchimai ?" The headman answered: "It is plain that they are
taken from the peasant's share!" Naosuke said: "If we are
supposed to pay that from our share as well, then we cannot
hope to manage anymore! Together with the manifold dues imposed
by both the district headman and by the village, the countless
expenses, too, have to be borne by taking rice from our share.
Then we shall end up having nothing at all. The fields around
here are equally divided between dry fields and rice fields; how
does one pay the annual tax for the former?" The headman answered
"That's obvious! You may pay with the products grown on the
fields." Naosuke asked: "If we have to pay the tax imposed on
a particular field with what has been grown on it, what are we
supposed to eat to stay alive?" The headman replied: "Even if
the tax on a field is to be paid with its products, some of
what has been grown is bound to be left over." Naosuke asked:
"If that is so, what are those peasants who till only rice land
supposed to eat?" The headman replied: "How should I know?"
Naosuke went on: "The annual tax on dry fields is light, but
there are many local taxes imposed on the yield of both rice
and dry fields,, so that the whole of the tax burden on dry
fields is anything but light. Mr. Headman, you and your officials
pay your annual tax with either your salaries as officials or
else by some means or other and since what you have grown on

a The o-kakomai was levied at the rate of 3 koku 6 sho 6 c|5 per 
1 0 0 koku and was intended for the crews of the ships on which
the tax rice was transported to the market in Osaka. The
purpose of the kuchimai is less clear. In some regions it was 
used directly for the upkeep of the officials on the local 
level, in others it merely had the character of yet another 
additional tax, (On kuchimai, see also, 235,'236n.)
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your land is most likely to be overlooked, you have' no trouble 
paying your tax. That is good for you, but it makes the situation 
of the small peasants even worse. When the time has come to 
pay the tax, you say only 'pay up, pay up!', and when the 
peasants put it off they are arrested and tied up, thrown into 
prison and tortured. Really, there is no one as wretched as we 
are." The headman said: "You say many things which sound reasonable, 
but is it\not because you have some source of income somewhere 
which provides you with a livelihood that you are still alive?"
To this Naosuke replied: "Our life does not deserve that name!
As you can see yourself, we work hard every day of the year, be 
it hot or cold, beginning in the morning when the stars are 
still shining and finishing in the evening when the stars appear 
again. In summer we are especially hard pressed by our work, 
at times even working at night without getting any sleep; during 
the day the intensity of our work can only be compared with that 
of the sun-rays which wither trees and plants. Grandfather, 
grandmother, wife, and children labour so hard day after day 
that their breath smells of blood and yet year after year, when 
the time has come to pay the tax,there is not even enough rice 
to pay it. When we have finished paying our tax dues little by 
little, either by taking up loans or by selling firewood, we 
are left in the cold winter nights without a single padded gar
ment, not to speak of straw or rushmatstto pull over our head.
Just imagine our suffering! I am not the only one affected; there 
are many others in the village. Being young and vigorous I stand 
up to the cold very well, but to the old people and the children 
it is indeed so cruel that one cannot bear the sight of it.
Getting up in a bitterly cold night to light a fire and warm 
oneself because one is unable to sleep in spite of all the rush- 
mats and strawmats piled on top of one is something which you 
will know from your own experience. As you hold the post of 
headman of the village, you are father and mother to all the 
peasants. You must not take advantage, of your official position 
to benefit only yourself. You must see to it that the villagers
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do not have to suffer a cruel fate.” At this the village head
man said with an air of disapproval: *1 see, I see...' and
walked away,"

Everybody in the room was moved by what Naosuke had said 
and they agreed with every point he had made, Then, Sakusuke 
observed: "Naosuke, too, is a man who has been working all his 
life, and yet I hear that he borrows heavily year after year 
to pay his tax." Nisuke asked: "Does he borrow from the village 
or from the district headman?" Sakusuke answered: "It appears 
that he borrows from both the district office and villagers by 
the system of debt transfer. At those rates of interest it seems 
that, irrespective of how much one works year after year, one 
is still unable to produce the amount necessary to pay back a 
loan,"

Gisuke said: "Well, debt transfer from the district office 
means that when the peasants in the district are unable to pay 
the deficit in their tax payment, large amounts of money and 
grain are borrowed by the district headman from rich people to 
be used for loans to peasants to enable them to pay their tax 
in full. There are also those who make up for the deficiency 
by borrowing from the village headman or the village officials 
by mutual agreement. But should the district headman on prin
ciple lend any money or rice at all to peasants who are unable
to pay their tax?" Nisuke answered: "Indeed, this seems to
happen everywhere nowadays. But one would be greatly mistaken
to assume that compassion was in the least responsible for the 
district headman's helpfulness, although it might appear to be 
so. The annual tax was originally not collected on the assumption 
that what had been grown on a field was not sufficient. When the 
peasants receive a fifty percent share of the crop it is in
conceivable that they should still be unable to pay their tax, 
regardless of whether the crop was fairly good or, as happened 
last year, did not ripen properly. However, the peasants in the 
district borrow large amounts of grain and money, saying that 
they do not have enough to pay their tax. By borrowing from 
the rich to lend to the peasants, the district headman provides
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the basic reason for destroying peasants* Nobody lends them 
money or grain for nothing. If these loans are paid back with 
the interest added then there is yet another minus in the tax 
payment that year, so that the peasant has to take up a further 
loan. To give you an example, someone who has borrowed five 
bags of rice in one year has to borrow as many as seven bags 
the following year. The amounts borrowed grow larger with each 
passing year, and become enormous within five or six years if 
the rate of interest is excessive. When the peasant can no 
longer pay the interest, let alone the original debt, he is 
declared to be an offender and thrown into prison since, as 
they say, he has become a nuisance to the authorities because 
of his huge tax debts. His family is ruined as, in addition to 
the sale of his family possessions, he himself and then his 
wife and children, not to mention hi;s house and draught animals, 
are sold for precious money as pawns. His relatives, the five- 
family group and the rest of the villagers are then made to 
make up the remaining debt. Those who have been ruined thus 
cannot become peasants of ten koku for ten or fifteen years.
This is indeed just like preventing someone from stumbling into 
a small ditch only to throw him into a bottomless pit. In the 
case of the villages in the plain, well-to-do villagers, among 
others the village headman and the village officials, lend rice 
by mutual agreement to those with a deficit in their tax pay
ment at a rate of interest of forty to fifty percent, so that 
they can pay their taxes. But when, in due course toward the 
end of the following year, the tax has to be paid, the officials 
subtract the borrowed amount of rice plus interest from the
storehouse receipt of their debtors. Now, all they have to do
to pay their own tax is to add up all these amounts. For this 
reason, those who lend enough rice can get away without paying 
even a single bag of rice themselves and gain plenty of surplus
rice at that. Since the peasants who have borrowed rice from the
officials have yet another deficit in their tax payment after 
this deduction, they have to borrow a greater amount than in the
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previous year. Those peasants who devote themselves zealously
to their work manage to pay the interest rates for five or
seven years, even if the borrowed amount of rice is large, but
in their later years they are no longer up to the task, and
when the only plot of newly reclaimed land they own is taken
away from them to pay for the interest rates0 , they end up in
a deep part of the river. Since the village officials can
generally be sure of repayment of a loan made under the terms
of a tax payment loan, it appears that they are eager to lend
rice or money under these terms even if the loan is to be
used for purposes other than tax payment. The peasants who
were crushed in the way I mentioned , of whom there are many
everywhere, are not all victims of the annual tax but in fact
of these tax payment loans." Gisuke agreed: "Indeed, that is
so. It is pitiful that one should be ruined in spite of the
great efforts one has put into farming day and night for years,
and all this not even in the service of the authorities but in
that of money-lenders. I have heard that harshness in connection
with the payment of the annual tax can be found everywhere.

cEven in the puppet play "The Treasury of Loyal Retainers" , 
there is a scene in which Yo'ichibei tells a mountain bandit 
that he was on his way to visit all members of his family to ask 
them for help as he was hard pressed to pay the previous year's 
annual taxd . So, we are hardly the only ones to be faced with

a Newly reclaimed land was tax-free for a period of between
three to five years. (See, TN: 388.)

b (See, TN: 338-9.)
0 Kanadehon Chushingura (1748) is the story of 47 samurai who 

pledged to avenge the injustice inflicted upon their lord and 
who, after having fulfilled their vow, committed ritual sui
cide. This play, which is based on an incident which occurred 
in 1701, glorifies the precedence taken by loyalty to one's 
lord over all other human ties. This play enjoyed tremendous 
popularity during the Tokugawa ^period and was widely per
formed throughout Japan. See, Keene, Treasury.

cj
The story about being in arrears with his tax payment is, in 
fact, only an excuse made by Yo'ichibei when he finds his life
threatened by Sadakuro, the highwayman. Chushingura, as store
house of samurai ethic, is indeed unlikely to be concerned with 
the worries of peasants in connection with the annual tax. The
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this problem; but still, if travellers on their way through 
our region had happened to witness this1scene without knowing 
what had gone on before and what was to follow, they would no 
doubt have thought that with the unjustifiable and brutal acts 
being committed, tax paying was indeed a harsh business. As X 
have.outlined before, people who have accumulated enormous tax 
debts are called offenders, but it is those who have arranged 
things in such a way as to allow debts to become enormous who 
are responsible for men turning into offenders. It is indeed 
unpardonable. If the prices of the various grains remain high 
for one or two years, those who lend money for taxes rise con
siderably in status; they even seem to be able to make small 
payments to the authorities towards receiving a family name 
and a sword. In fact, if we look at the origin of the capital 
for these contributions, we see that it comes from peasants 
with their heavy tax burden. On the whole, it is a custom every
where for peasants to lend and borrow among themselves in times 
of food shortage and general privation, a custom which is in
deed indispensable. But as far as the tax payment loans are 
concerned, it would be better if they were regulated by law.
But because of them, some peasants are ruined and the others 
treated harshly. Moreover, the annual tax, which is so important 
falls into disorder."

Nisuke said: "Indeed as we said before, there is no reason
whatsoever why one should have a deficit in one's annual tax
payment. However, since the many miscellaneous expenses have
to be defrayed from the peasant's own share of rice, there are
villages where a short respite is granted until the barley or
the rape seeds have been harvested. There are also villages
where respites are granted little by little until the 7th month.
The peasants in those villages know the year before how much
of the total crop yield may be paid later. Therefore, when
peasants in our region are forced to take up loans to make good
the deficit in their tax payment and are consequently ruined,

gold carried by Yo'ichibei was an advance payment from a 
brothel-keeper to whom he had sold his own daughter to enable 
his son-in-law to atone for his disloyalty to his former lord^ 
(See also, 244-5.)
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it is only because the district headman is not devoted to the 
tasks of his office. If he were devoted he would, as we said 
the other day, study the actual conditions when the tax rate is 
determined, making sure that we really receive a fifty percent 
share. Furthermore, he would instruct the villages not to force 
peasants to spend their rice on various matters before all their 
annual tax dues are paid, giving them to understand that the 
village headman and his officials would be held responsible if 
a peasant, having spent rice in that way, were unable to pay 
his tax. He should, furthermore, suggest to the authorities 
that they should not allow dealings in rice in any given village 
as long as the peasants have not honoured their tax commitments 
fully. The rice given by the authorities in support of those 
in need would be an exception to this rule. If, in spite of this, 
rice has been bought by someone, it should be returned without 
delay, either with or without compensation, should the peasant 
who sold his own rice incur a deficit in his tax payment. If 
someone puts off his tax payment, the district headman should 
carry out an investigation and thereupon visit both the man 
conderned and the members of the five-family group. Besides 
collecting the tax forthwith, he should call for an official 
notice finding fault with both parties. If he does all this, 
then there will be no shortage of rice for the tax payment. The 
shortage of tax rice would no longer be a topic for discussion 
in all the villages. If there should still be someone unable 
to pay, the officials ought to look into the matter to find out 
where that peasant's rice has ended up, keeping in mind the 
officially estimated yield of his fields. The rice could then 
be returned in the same way, thus enabling the peasant to pay 
his tax. I believe that non-payment of tax would cease if reason 
were applied, even without tying up peasants like criminals and 
inflicting suffering on them. Delay in the collection of the 
important annual tax causes distress on both* sides. If the tax 
were collected quickly each year, few peasants would be ruined.” 
Gisuke agreed: "You are right. If things were done that way we 
would hardly have to bring up tax shortages in our discussions.
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What is more, the sentries posted everywhere would no longer be 
needed. If a peasant wanted to sell rice, the village officials 
would not allow the grain to be moved. Even if a peasant managed 
to bring some rice into town, he would be unlikely to find a 
buyer, unless he were in possession of an authentic official 
document proving beyond doubt that he had paid all of his tax." 
Nisuke said: "Generally speaking, if the problem were tackled 
at its roots it would seem to be unnecessary to post guards on 
the roads, but as this is not done, guards have to be set up, 
resulting in high expenses. The whole system of sentries posted 
on the roads leading to the town is irksome if the sentries,' 
whose expenses and upkeep are, after all, paid for by the peasants 
in each district, waste a lot of our time by inspecting us every- 
time we pass their post with some rice which we have grown on 
a field in some neighbouring village (dezukurimai)." Gisuke 
asked: "If things were done as you propose, would peasants who 
cultivate unfavourably located dry land be allowed to buy and 
sell the different cereals !as they please?" Nisuke answered:
"I see what you mean, but since this would only mean that grain 
could be sold to pay the tax in silver or that rice could be 
bought from stipendiaries and the like to pay the full amount 
of one's tax in kind, I cannot see the good of this sort of 
buying and selling." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Some of what you 
have been speaking about may turn out as you have said, but in 
autumn, when the tax rate is determined, the officials cannot 
impose a tax rate which will guarantee us a full fifty percent 
share of the crop!" Dohei went on: "I think that even tax in
spectors are human beings, but why is it that they only do brutal 
things?" Nisuke said: "The method of the tax inspectors is based 
on the annual assessment, and so, whatever we may say, it is 
necessarily always the same. At present, it seems that they have 
made it their principle to collect as much tax as possible, re
gardless of how many villages will be ruined in coming years 
and how many difficult problems are created." Whereupon Dohei
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asked: "Could it not be their endeavour to get ahead in the 
world which makes them collect that much tax?" Nisuke denied 
this emphatically: "No, no, that is hardly their motive. It 
must be that they are eager to please the authorities in what
ever they do."

Sakusuke said: "During the past few years a strange practice 
has been started which troubles us. After we have at last 
managed to pay our tax, we are told that it is not sufficient.
But when we have paid the rest as well, yet another tax, known 
as 'the first ears of rice'a , is levied by the village headman 
on top of the total tax payment. Refusing to comply with this 
request is out of question, but if we take from the rice seeds, 
which have been laid aside for sowing, there will not be enough 
for that purpose. A vexing practice indeed!" Dohei said: "They 
take away so much that one might think the 'first ears of rice' 
to be the annual tax itself!" Sakusuke answered: "Exactly, It 
is grievous that for the past two or three years excessive 
amounts of the 'first ears of rice* have been levied. If the 
village headman cannot do away with this tax for some reason 
or other, he should at least levy it before the annual tax has 
been paid, otherwise the tax would more appropriately be called 
'the last ears of rice'." Nisuke said: "I agree with what you 
say. But whatever you call it, it is still the peasants who 
have to pay it and whichever way it is done, the authorities 
do not profit by it. Each year, this tax should be collected 
and stored at the district headman's office and when we peasants 
are about to starve, as we are this spring, it should be distri
buted to relieve distress. In such times as these, the authori
ties should feel compassion for the peasants rather than for 
anyone else," Sakusuke said: "That would be most welcome! How
ever, if relief is given only every twenty or thirty years, the 
rice accumulated would be rather more than is necessary!" Nisuke 
said: "Don't say things like that! To think frivolously of our 
authorities' kindness is criminal! Even in our wretched lives

a Ostensibly for presentation to a Shinto shrine, but in reality 
often pocketed by the local officials (See, 262.).
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there is not a thing which we do not owe to the authorities.
Down to the rice bran and straw there is nothing which is 
essentially ours. Even if we were ordered to cut off our hands 
and feet and offer them to the authorities we should not re
fuse ."

While Nisuke was speaking, someone had walked through the 
gate. After entering the house, the newcomer asked politely 
whether they could give him some information on a small matter. 
Asked what he wanted to know, he said: "I have heard that a 
doctor called Yamamura Chihaku0 , I think, lives in this village. 
Does he live somewhere near here?" Nisuke answered: “Yes, in
deed, he lives just a bit further along, but where do you come 
from?” The man said: “I come from the plain,” Nisuke asked:
"What is the purpose of your visit to Doctor Chihaku?" The man 
answered: "X have come to ask him to treat the bruise you can 
see here. I have heard that Doctor Chihaku, or whatever his name 
is, was extremely skilful in treating wounds. Is that really so?” 
Nisuke said: "Elder Chihaku is indeed an expert for any kind of 
ailment. But how did you get this bruise?" The man answered:
"Ever since I was thrown to the ground by a strong wind last 
year, something has gone wrong with my blood and, as a conse
quence, this bruise has appeared." Gisuke said: "But this does 
not look at all like a bruise caused by something as harmless 
as a fall during a storm! Your ailment looks rather as if it 
had been caused by frequent beating! Have you not committed some 
crime or other?" The man said: "As I find myself being sus
pected in this way, I can no longer hide the truth. I serve in 
the household of a local warrior in the plain. My master makes 
me work much harder than someone else would do, but as you 
know yourself, even in agriculture there is a limit to the amount 
of work a man can do. I work quite hard, like everybody else 
in the neighbourhood, but my master, realizing that it is very 
common for people to be taken ill, ordered me to go out every 
night to work for wages and to return with 3 bu, so that I would
a literally, "Mountain-village" Chihaku.
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have silver to pay for medical care in case X fell ill. As I 
was ordered to do so by my master, I was unable to refuse and 
so I worked myself to the bone every night and paid him my 
earnings of 3 bu. This continued throughout the year and so I 
got extremely tired. As I usually worked harder than others,
I thought I would take a little rest in between and have a 
smoke before taking up my work again. But as I was thus having 
a rest, my master hit me with a cane, shouting why was I lying 
around? Since then, I have been going out to work every night 
and bringing back the wages to my master. As I frequently in
curred my master's wrath, my wound got worse and my blood was 
upset. Last year, I was thrown to the ground by a strong gust 
and I fell onto the part of my body which was already slightly 
bruised. That this wound has come out into the open has caused 
me a lot of pain. A harmless fall in a storm would hardly have 
caused such a bruise, but being incessantly hit made it worse,
I think. Well, I was then given the sickness money and ordered 
to have my wound healeda . I should not be so outspoken about 
matters which concern my master to whom I am greatly devoted, 
but as you have suspected me of being a thief or even a criminal 
of some kind, I have no scruples about telling you everything 
as it happened," When he had ended,tibhe others clapped their 
hands in astonishment, remarking to one anbther that there were 
indeed people who resorted to peculiar methods. Then, Nisuke 
said: "Well, in that case X will show you where Elder Chihaku 
lives." He went out into the road with him to point out the 
way to the doctor's house.

After Nisuke^had returned to his seat and sat down, the
village headman's messenger, Matahachi, came through the gate
and, showing him a slip of paper, said: "Nisuke, this is how

bmuch you owe for last month's rice contribution . The village 
headman has ordered me to make you pay today." Nisuke said: "I 
see. The village headman paid my rice contribution which I was 
supposed to pay last month and has given me respite until today. 
Please tell him that I shall pay later on," Upon this, Matahachi

a The author is here alluding to the fact that peasants have to 
save up cereals themselves to have provisions in times of 
famine as relief rice is only rarely dispensed by the authorities.

b Forced contribution; tan additional tax levied sporadically.
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went away in the direction of the village headman’s house, Nisuke 
turned to the others and said: "There is nothing X can do, is 
there? I shall pay, even if I have to take from the rice seed.
How grievous this is!" Gisuke said: "The village headman's 
orders must always be obeyed, regardless of what they are,"
Sakusuke said: "Giving peasants like us orders to hand over 
all we have is like burdening a fully-packed horse with an 
additional load. The horse will not protest, even if one packs 
load upon load; it will carry the burden until it collapses. A 
heavily laden horse will get tired if just a little more weight 
is added. If on top of that, various things are added to the 
load without consideration of weight, the horse will fall down 
flat. For this reason, the man who packs a horse must know the 
exact weight of the load." While he was speaking, three out- 
castesa had come through the gate, asking for food. Nisuke got 
up to give them the leftovers of their arrowroot cakes and 
saw them out.

Dohei said: "They looked healthy; they did not strike me 
as men who were born as outcastes. How did they become outcastes 
being able-bodied?" Gisuke said: "'Invoke a iBuddha and one is 
sure to appear'; this saying of the priests is indeed true. If 
you will listen to me, I will tell you how this came about. Until 
autumn of last year, these outcastes served as horse drivers 
for Rokubei's firm in Umakatac ." The others interrupted him: . 
"Horse drivers? But how could horse drivers have become outcastes?" 
o The term hinin (lit. "non-person"), here translated as outcasts, 

is still today the commonly used word for "beggar" in Kumamoto 
dialect.

b The authorities could degrade commoners who had fallen foul 
of the law to the outcaste status of hinin, thus depriving 
them of all possibilities to scrape a living except by begging. 
Going from door to door, they begged for food, especially on 
festival days when plenty of leftovers were almost certain to 
await them. Although of even lower status than the eta out
caste, those hinin who had been degraded by way of punishment 
could, theoretically at least, revert to their former status 
of commoner within a period of ten years, given the help of 
their relatives^.
The fictitious place name Umakata-machi ("Horse-driver-quarter") 
may well stand for Bashaku-machi ("Horse-renting-quarter"), 
the name of a section of Kumamoto which was the home of firms 
dealing with horse transport during the Tokugawa period.
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Gisuke went on: "Well, Rokubei of Umakata employed four servants 
and kept four horses, making a living from pack-horse charges. 
Yokozo01, the fat one among the beggars who were here a moment 
ago, worked very hard and returned every day with more takings 
than any other of his comrades. Rokubei was pleased and made 
Yokozo the headman of the four. He praised him, served him sake 
every day, and moreover gave him more clothes and the like 
than the contract provided for. Yokozo, consequently, tried 
even harder and came home with still larger takings. Rokubei 
was even more pleased and gave him rather more than his usual 
wages. When the other servants discussed this together, they 
concluded that if they were to emulate Yokozo, they would all 
be praised by their master, and so Sanpachi and Sukesaku, too, 
worked very hard. Every day, they brought back no less than 
Yokozo and handed it over to Rokubei, Rokubei was again ex
tremely pleased and praised them as highly as YokozS. Only

b ,Chuzo , apprehending something, went on collecting charges as
he had always done. As he did not show any signs of change day 
after day, Rokubei considered him inefficient and did not offer 
him a single cup of sake more than he was forced to by the con
tract. ChDzS did not take this to heart and went on working as 
before. His three comrades vied with each other, trying to 
collect extra charges, but before one year had passed, three 
of the horses suddenly lost vigour, and within a short time 
they could no longer be used for carrying even the lightest of 
loads. As no money could be earned with them they were useless, 
Rokubei was greatly alarmed and, wondering how they could have 
become like that, he did all he could to cure them, but to no 
avail. Because of all this he lost a large amount of money and 
rice. The horse which had been entrusted to Chuzo, however, was 
still as vigorous as ever, earning money day after day. Rokubei 
mentioned to Chuzo how strange it was that the horses entrusted 
to the other three should have lost their vigour all at once 
and were no longer useful, whereas his horse was still in the 
best of health and covered long distances every day. Chuzo re-
a This name literally means "the arrogant", 

literally, "the loyal".
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especially mendicant priests, over the past few years.
Gisuke said: "X have recently thought of a scheme in this 

connection." His friends asked him what sort of a scheme he 
meant. He explained: "Hoping to be of some help to the authori
ties by acting myself as a tax collector, I have gradually per
fected my scheme. As of this year, X undertake to pay the autho
rities an annual sum of lO kanme which I shall collect from the 
headmen of the outcastes in the countryside0 ." The others asked 
him: "How will you do that?" Gisuke went on: "Well, I shall 
levy a transport tax of seven coins (mon) on each outcaste in 
the countryside, regardless of age or sex, and one of thirty 
coins on each mendicant priest." The others said: "That is a 
grave miscalculation! Although there are many outcastes and 
mendicant priests in the countryside at present, you would 
hardly get three kanme, not to speak of ten." Gisuke explained: 
"At this point, my calculation comes in. For one or two years 
I shall probably suffer a loss, but if times are then what they 
are now, the greater part of people living in the countryside 
will be outcastes and beggars. From then on, my profit will 
increase with every year that passes," Nisuke said: "You should 
not say things like that, not even as a joke! You invite punish
ment!" Gisuke replied: "I have not said anything bad at all. All 
I have talked about was how the authorities can profit by tax 
payment." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "In that case, Gisuke will 
some day be our headman!" They had spoken in the same friendly 
tone as ever, and when one of them added ceremoniously: "Please 
avail yourself of my humble services...", they all burst into 
laughter. Then, Gisuke said: "Today we have again spent half a 
day in this house. Should we not take our leave now?" Dohei and 
Sakusuke retorted ceremoniously: "As it pleases our headman...", 
and after thanking Nisuke they left together.

a Outcastes to whom employment by the authorities for such tasks 
as executioner was open (kakaehinin) were registered on a 
separate census register (hinin ninbetsueho) and placed under 
the nominal supervision of an outcaste headman (hininto). Be
sides these registered outcastes who lived in separate settle
ments, there were also the "wild" outcastes (nohinin), homeless 
beggars, supervised only by their boss (oyabun) to whom they 
had to deliver part of their takings,
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plied that the three horses had been ruined and brought to the 
verge of death by Rokubei*s ambition. When he heard this, Roku- 
bei turned pale and said angrily: "Why should X want my horses, 
the mainstay of my family business, made useless?" Chuzo answered 
"By serving sake to my comrades, giving them clothes and in
creasing their wages whenever they returned with more takings, 
you made them pack excessive weight onto the horses day after 
day. They packed an additional burden onto the horses* load 
and charged money for that as well, This is the reason why your 
horses have ended up like this. It was not for the good of your 
family that those three increased their takings, but merely to 
receive praise, more clothes, and higher wages." At this point, 
Rokubei began to understand and he saw that his servants had 
brought the horses to harm for selfish reasons. Bursting into 
anger, he dismissed the three on the spot. Then, he bought 
another three horses at great expense, took three other men into 
his service and made ChuzS his headman. I hear that he has taken 
great care of his horses ever since, The three dismissed men 
looked for employment everywhere, even if it were only as ordi
nary horse drivers, but being the sort of men they were, nobody 
would take them. Needless to say, they were unable to do anything 
else and thus they finally sank as low as outcastes. The three 
of them have always been going around together, perhaps because 
they are good comrades." When Gisuke had finished telling his 
story, the others agreed among themselves that in such circum
stances it was impossible for the three not to have become out
castes. They laughed at Rokubei who lost his valuable horse 
and made a great loss for having been misguided by his greed. 
Chuzo, they said, was an example to all servants0 . While they 
.were carrying on their discussion, outcastes and mendicant 
priests (komuso) kept coming and going without interruption.
This prompted them to discuss the marked increase in beggars,
° This allegory is of pivotal importance to the interpretation 

of the TN, (See, 329-30.)
b (See, 261.)
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On the fifteenth day of the first month, even the peasants 
cut bamboo tubes for the celebration of the first rice gruel.
They write the names of the five cereals on these tubes and 
then put them into a pot together with boiling rice gruel. The 
cereals represented by those tubes which are later found to be 
brimming with gruel are thought to do well that year. Conversely, 
the crops represented by tubes which do not contain any gruel 
at all are expected to do badly that year. By means of this 
oracle they foresee the future. It is called tohbsaku after the 
Chinese Tung Fang Shuoa who lived to the ripe age of ninety 
years. He devoted himself to all sorts of things, but best of 
all he could tell which crops would yield the greatest harvest 
in a given year. Even he, a wizard, could not tell this without 
divination. Legend says that as he performed this divination 
year after year it was named after him. This is the popular 
explanation in the countryside. Nisuke, too, performed this 
divination with great hope, and intended to break the tubes 
open to find out the result after the meal. But then he re
membered that this was the morning when the whips were cut to 
be used this year to drive the draught animals when tilling the 
fields, and so he was sure that his friends would visit him 
after the Ceremony of the Whip-Cutting. He put the tubes away, 
thinking that he would wait until the. others had arrived so 
that they could comfort each other about the results of their 
divinations. Presently, they turned up, one after the other, 
as expected. They talked about the outcome of the divination 
in the various families and congratulated Nisuke on the favourable 
outcome of his. Sakusuke said: "Regardless of how favourable the 
result of the tube oracle is, being subjected to the tax officials*

a Tung Fang Shuo was born in the state of Ch*i in the former Han
period. A minister in the service of Emperor Wu, he was well-
versed in the writings -of the philosophers and is also said 
to have excelled in speech and composition. According to the 
legend, he was a wizard who attained immortality by eating
a peach which he had stolen from the goddess Shi Wang Mu. His
biography may be found in the Shih Chi, 126, and in the Chien 
Han Shu, 65.

3.
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oracle is merciless!" Gisuke and Dohei agreed; "Indeed, you are 
right* The more we work, the more is taken from us. Is there no 
way at all for us to catch our breath?" Gisuke said: "A slight 
decrease in the annual tax would be a great relief to usl" Ni
suke retorted: "Nothing could be easier than putting the onus 
on the authorities. But by another method our tax would be 
slightly decreased, whereas the authorities would profit slightly 
mbre." The others exclaimed: "There's a good method! What would 
have to be done to achieve that?"

Nisuke said: "Well, recently I thought to myself that the 
peasants would not have the least difficulties in paying that 
part of their tax which is due to the authorities. Nowadays, 
taxes are such a crushing burden for the small peasants because 
there are so many miscellaneous dues which have to be paid together 
with the annual tax* to the officials, the district office, and 
the village headman. Naturally, there is nothing we can do about 
the essential miscellaneous dues. But if an end Were put to 
those among them which are only wasteful expenses, the peasants' 
burden would be somewhat lighter and the authorities would also 
profit a little by it." The other peasants said: "That is a 
good method. How could that be achieved?" Nisuke answered: "First 
of all, the re-assessment of tax in years of bad harvest, together 
with all the expenses which go with it, has to be abolished!"
The others protested: "Whatever else is done, the re-assessment 
of tax must on no account be abolished!" Nisuke insisted: "Abo
lishing this is the first step." The others,asked: "How could 
we get along without that?" Nisuke explained: "Well, the total 
of the annual tax payments of the last ten years up to last 
year should be added up and then divided by tena . The result 
would be the amount corresponding to the average annual tax. If 
the authorities gave orders for the tax rate to be fixed in this 
way and the tax to be paid annually regardless of the quality 
and quantity of the harvests, there would be no need for either 
tax inspectors or the various officials. Abolishing these mis-

a This method of tax assessment is known under the technical term 
of jomenho or narashimen. (see, 141 ff.)
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cellaneous dues would be like providing the peasants with an 
additional arm. The dues arising in connection with the re
assessment of tax are extraordinary. This is what all small 
peasants say. Every year, the examiners carry out an investi
gation, but these investigations are based on land registers 
which were compiled haphazardly. To give you an example, even 
though the village over there with an estimated yield of a 
thousand koku has been granted a reduction of 300 bags of rice, 
the dues for the re-assessment will be deducted from this re
duction, Furthermore, the village headman as well as the 
village officials, deduct a commission from the tax reduction 
which they share among themselves; five or ten bags per head 
as recompense for their trouble in autumn. Sometimes, on the 
pretext of the above precedent, this custom is extended even 
to the scribes who then take it each year on top of their 
official salaries." Gisuke said: "Indeed, that is correct. There 
is, however, a reason why the village officials take it. Their 
good offices in autumn must on no account be belittled." Nisuke 
answered: "That is so. They receive the same official salaries 
every year, regardless of whether they have to carry out a 
re-assessment or whether all peasants have accepted the rate 
of tax as imposed, and so I would do nothing to prevent them 
from receiving a modest remuneration, but there are just too 
many instances of grabbing on various pretexts. When, on top 
of this, the rice which is used to cover the expenses for which 
no explanation is ever given has been subtracted from the 300 
bags of rice, as few as 200 may be left, if that. There is no 
point in granting a reduction of the tax rate on application to 
those whose land will not yield sufficient crop, if afterwards 
most of what has been gained has to be spent in the way I have 
described. If, therefore, the past ten years1 average was used 
to fix a permanent tax rate, then there would be neither mis
cellaneous dues for the re-assessment to be paid at the -time of 
tax payment, nor would there be a need to offer a commission to 
the village headman and the village officials. Doing away with 
this expenditure would be to us like a gift of rice from the .
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authorities." The others agreed: "Indeed, if things were done 
as you say, the small peasants would be in far better circum
stances. It is pitiful to see that with things being done as 
they are at present, the small peasants are still suffering 
hardships although the authorities do not profit by it at all, 
as more rice is being lost on its way up through the channels 
of bureaucracy than is necessary." Nisuke said: "If the method 
I have outlined before were to be adopted, the village officials 
would be all for it, even though.they would no longer receive 
commission. With the re-assessment abolished, the amount of 
work of the village scribes everywhere is reduced by half! A 
scribe who can at present hardly manage to deal with one village 
would easily be able to deal with two. If that is the case he 
will receive a large salary in rice even if he has to go 
without commission." Gisuke said: "Village officials, too, have 
nothing to do when there is no re-assessment, so they should be 
greatly pleased." Sakusuke said: "This is an extremely good 
method. However, there would surely be villages unwilling to 
endorse this method, arguing that their peasants would suffer 
hardships in years of crop failure." Nisuke replied: "Except 
for those tilling only irrigated fields, or those who for some 
other reason have a strong case against it, they would hardly 
argue like this! It is indeed the wild annual fluctuations of 
the tax rate which cause many expenses and make various tricks 
possible. If the tax rate were fixed in the way I described - 
before, there would be no place for any tricks," Gisuke asked:
"Are you referring to what you said before about striking an 
average of the past ten years' tax percentages?" Nisuke answered: 
"Yes, I am. But there is yet another method. The method I have 
described so far brings with it slight irregularities as each 
field is assessed in its turn." Gisuke said; "But how could 
there be irregularities?" Nisuke said: "There seem to be 
villages where the officials do not take commission in the way 
I told you. In those places, when they draw up an estimate for 
the re-assessment, they decrease the total yield estimate on 
their own land and increase that on the land owned by the peasants.
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They then determine the average yield of all village fields 
k°ku and to per tan* When, after the new tax rate has been 

imposed, the amount of rice which was granted as reduction on 
each field has been shared out, you will find that the small 
peasant gets less than his due share of reduction, whereas the 
officials are allowed more reduction for their fields than they 
are entitled to* If this is true, one cannot deny that there 
are villages whose officials make previous arrangements among 
themselves to this effect. Therefore, by reducing the tax 
burden on their own land they achieve nothing apart from de
priving the small peasants of the rice which was granted to them 
by way of tax reduction, even though they may not take any 
commission . 11 Gisuke said: "I see. I am sure that they do this 
even in places where they collect commission openly!" Nisuke 
said: "Well, with the new method this would be difficult to do, 
even if the fields were assessed individually," Gisuke said:
"What could be done, then, to prevent irregularities?" Nisuke 
answered: "There would be no irregularities if, for example, a 
village with a single tax rate on all of its land were to add 
up the amounts of rice granted by the authorities as tax re
duction during the past ten years on all the fields which were 
re-assessed. This sum should then be divided by ten and the 
result divided first proportionately to the total estimated 
yield of the fields entered for re-assessment, and second, pro
portionately to the number of £e. If an average is struck with 
the help of these two measures, then there should be no inequali
ties. Again, there are those villages which have large batches 
of former stipend landa . As the total yield of each batch has 
been underestimated, all such land should be dealt with in the 
way I have outlined. Again, plots of extremely poor quality 
which have been owned by no one as far back as one can remember 
can be found in every batch of former stipend land. Such fields
should be taken together into one holding to be cultivated by

bsomeone from another village . Registered under somebody's name,

a (See, 93-4.) 
b This was known as dezukuri. (See also, 367.)
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these fields should be submitted for re-assessment each year 
to have the tax rate determined. The authorities should retain 
the old method of tax assessment for these fields only, and 
adopt the method I have outlined before for the remaining fields 
to rule out irregularities." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Indeed, 
if thingsvwere settled in this way and the miscellaneous dues 
were abolished, we peasants would be greatly relieved! But would 
we not suffer hardships to some degree in years when the crop 
fails as it did last year?" To this, Gisuke answered: "Years 
of harvest as bad as last year's are the exception!" Nisuke 
said: "That is so. Since I talked about taking the average of 
ten years, this would include, by and large, bad harvests as 
well as bumber crops. The peasants would not suffer .any hard
ship in years of a bad crop on a normal scale. In years when it 
is obvious that the harvest is even worse than that, the district 
headman should carefully select superintendents at his own dis
cretion and collect as much of the annual tax as can reasonably 
be expected that year." Sakusuke asked: "But if the office of 
tax inspector is going to be abolished, who is going to decide 
on the tax rate, who is going to investigate the damage done to 
fields by floods, and who is going to stick $he bamboo tags 
with the estimated yield written on them into each rice field?" 
Nisuke answered: "The yield of a field will always be known, 
even Without investigation. Anyway, I would have thought that 
these were the district headman's duties." Gisuke said: "You 
are right, the same holds true for fixing the amount of tax to 
be paid, What is unreasonable about it is the fact that the tax 
rate is not imposed by those who collect the annual tax after
wards, but instead by others who are not in the least concerned 
about the consequences of their decisions." Nisuke said: "If 
the taxation were done on the basis of an average in the way I 
proposed, there would be no expense whatsoever. First, as re
gards the authorities, they would no longer have to support all 
the officials year after year, and, most important, there would 
be none of the expenses for the re-ass^ssments. Second, if the 
tax were collected only after the rice was fully ripe, there
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would be no loss due to harvesting unripe rice. Third, collecting 
the tax for the autumn harvest should then take only three days 
whereas now it takes five days. Fourth, drying the rice under 
the strong autumn sun should be completed within three days, 
rather than the present seven days. Fifth, if this is done 
then the tax could be paid earlier. Sixth, if the tax rice is 
paid earlier and has been dried well, there ought to be less 
damage done by insects in the total of the hulled rice. It 
should therefore be easy to pay tax rice which is in perfect 
condition. Seventh, if things were done this way, the work for 
the second crop in rice fields where this is possible could 
begin earlier. The earlier one starts working on the second 
crop, the greater the yield* Eighth, those rice fields which 
are not cropped twice a year would suffer less damage by wild 
geese and ducks, too. Ninth, it would be possible to gather 
straw. Tenth, if the vari ous officials come to the countryside 
less often, the business of the district office will be re
duced correspondingly and they will be able to make do with 
fewer of the petty officials usually employed there." The others 
said: "We peasants would be greatly strengthened if things came 
to pass this way. We would really like to do away with all the 
additional expenses by some means or other!" Nisuke went on:
"With things being as they are now, there is no point fertilizing 
our rice fields. We have used fertilizers which we bought by 
borrowing money or by pawning seed, clothes, and tools, but as 
long as we have to pay tax proportionate to the yield, ferti
lizing means a loss to us. If the tax were fixed in the way I 
have proposed, there would be peasants who would not sleep at 
night when the seeds are striking roots and during the weeding, 
who would pawn their belongings to buy fertilizer and use it on 
their fields, who would cut the weeds and carry soil on their 
backs, thus producing bumper crops every year!" Sakusuke said: 
"Indeed, they would not need exhortation to devote their whole 
attention to the seedlings striking roots and to the weeding!
Rice fields which have so far yielded five bags of rice should 
then yield as much as six bags," Gisuke said: "I agree with you.
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In the past I have often noticed here and there some pieces of 
land which looked as if someone did all he could to make them 
barren." Sakusuke said: "Your observation may be true since there 
are indeed people who call for a re-assessment for a single 
piece of land. This, however, is a wicked thing to do to the 
authorities. Naturally, such people invite punishment by their 
action. But the worst thing is that it is the tax inspectors 
who seem to teach the peasants these wicked things!" The others 
in the room nodded. Then, Dohei and Sakusuke asked: "Nisuke, 
there are villages nowadays which have lain in a neglected 
state for several generations. A few of them have frequently 
received help from the authorities, but even when they were 
given sufficient aid to enable them to make a living for a 
time, it did not take even three or four years for ;them to re
vert to their former condition. Why is this so?" Nisuke answered: 
"Well, such villages will always be in a decayed state* even 
with generous aid being made available every four or five 
years as is the present custom* There are good reasons why 
this should be so, I would like to tell you a little about it, 
but it is already midday. I think that a long story would no 
doubt be tiresome to all of you. Come back on the 20th of this 
month. I shall then tell you about it in detail." The others 
said: "In that case we shall not fail to come on the 20th."
They took their leave and returned toi .their homes.
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On the 2 0 th day of the first month, the peasants like 
eating heartily, as there is a belief in the countryside that 
if one has to go hungry that one day, one will often suffer 
from hunger during the rest of the year as well. In normal 
years, Nisuke would have been eating millet dough to his heart's 
content like all the other peasants, but this year he could 
only eat about as much as would make the sensation of hunger 
bearable even on a diet of arrowroot cakes, and he felt resent
ful thinking that he would have to eat many more arrowroot 
cakes in the days to come. But as it was already past mealtime, 
all his friends arrived one after the other and began to dis
cuss various problems, Gisuke asked Nisuke: "Would you please 
go into the question which you left unanswered the other day 
and tell us now about the decaying villages. What is it all 
about?" Nisuke answered: "Well, all things are subject to rise 
and fall, and so there are those villages which are decaying 
somehow or other although they are favourably located; again, 
there are decaying villages which begin to flourish again.
This is the way of the world. There is, however, good reason 
why there are one or two villages in any given district which 
can be defined as "decayed for generations". As of late, de
caying villages have been given large amounts of rice and money 
on request, or else they have been granted such favours as the 
halving of their tax rate or a reduction in the size of their 
fields for the purpose of tax assessment in intervals of five 
or seven years at the most. For some time, the peasants appear 
to be making a living, but within one or two years after the 
aid has been given, they revert to their former state. The 
reason for this is that in former times there lived in this 
realm, just as in other realms, too, only very few lords here 
and there. Generally, the borders of their lands were demarcated 
by rivers and small streams and although they guarded these 
borders against encroachments by others, they did not build 
embankments on either side. If some ruler tried to build dikes

4.
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he was in some places prevented from doing so by mutual agree
ment or, in other cases, the task of building dikes along a 
big stream was.too great for insignificant rulers. Those times 
were full of strife and there was no time for putting one’s mind 
at ease. It is said that they had no wish to bring land under 
cultivation. They made rivers their border because the water 
current afforded protection. At times of a flood, the water left 
the river bed and flooded the river bank and the fields; but it 
appears that it also withdrew again very quickly. After a flood, 
there were places which had suffered damage, but on the other 
hand there were also places where adoa was washed up and deposited 
each year, making these places extremely fertile for growing 
rice."

Dohei asked: "What does ado mean?" Nisuke said: "Well, well,
how can you be ignorant about something as important as the
peasant’s adol Maybfe it's because you live here in these moun
tains and do not visit the villages in the plain that you do not
know about it. What is known as ado is the sap of decomposed
miscanthus and grass which has collected on the mountains during 
autumn and winter and is then washed away by the heavy summer 
rains. Together with top soil here and there and sewage from 
the villages it flows into the rivers, acting as fertilizer 
where rice fields are flooded completely. It is called ado be
cause the sewage, akashiru, has settled in a new place in the
form of a layer of earth, do. Now then, in mediaeval times, lords
everywhere perished and each realm came to be ruled by one lord

bonly . From that time onwards, the ruler toured his realm for 
inspection. He climbed high mountains, and looking down from a
lofty height on his fields he surveyed the land far and wide.
He changed the course of rivers by having new riverbeds dug, he 
had dikes built along rivers and streams, he even had the river
beach turned into rice fields in some places and into dry fields

a Decomposed organic matter.
The following paragraph refers to Kato Kiyomasa (1562-1611), 
the first ruler of Higo with sufficient power to initiate 
large-scale land reclamation and river correction projects in 
several districts of Higo, (See, 159.)
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in others. Even fields which had no water supply were irrigated 
by building dams across rivers and sluices on all sides. This 
is why this realm has been a major rice producing area for 
generations. Indeed, the man who achieved all this is justly 
called "the God of Rice Land Enlargement"0 . Dohei and Sakusuke 
said: "With nothing but incessant corvee as you described the 
peasants must have suffered a great deal." Nisuke answered:
"No, no, it appears that the peasants were not called up often 
enough to cause them hardship; they performed their duties 
whenever they could spare time in the course of spring and 
winter. I hear that in those times, unlike nowadays, people 
were not conscripted for gruelling corvee with utter disregard 
for the busy seasons in agriculture. Elder Chihaku once told 
us that in former times, corvee was always postponed until the 
peasants could spare the time," Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Those 
were indeed favourable conditions. But if the authorities only 
conscripted the peasants when they had time to spare, then pro
jects like the construction of buildings must surely have been 
extremely lengthy affairs." Nisuke answered: "No, not in the 
least. The reason for that lies in the fact that on all important 
occasions the lord himself went to give orders concerning all 
matters; therefore, everyone from the common soldier to the 
samurai worked as hard as he could and did not rest while 
building dikes along the rivers and digging new canals. In 
connection with the construction of a new building, the lord 
had a temporary residence erected where he wanted to stay, or 
else had the village headman’s house patched up, its surrounding 
walls strengthened, and its main gate widened in order to con
duct his daily business from there. On completion of the work, 
he would present the village headman with his house just as it 
was, or again he would give away his temporary residence as a 
gift to some local peasant who had distinguished himself. There

° After his death, Kato Kiyomasa was enshrined as Kiyomasa gongen, 
i.e. a Buddha who had assumed human shape and descended to 
earth to help suffering mankind. In a contemporary appreciation 
of the veneration of Kato, Furukawa states that Kato Kiyomasa 
was regarded as the most exalted among all the gods of Higo 
and was worshipped for his achievements in laying the foundation 
to the domain's prosperity. That the Kato cult was confined to 
the Higo domain is bo_rne out by Furukawa*s own outepoken comment 
on the person of Kato, who, he says, compared very unfavourably withMdkugawa leyasu8 .
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are people who have made the lord's residence their dwelling 
and are even today in possession of it. At that time, the number 
of rice fields gradually increased, the yield of both irrigated 
and dry fields was officially determined, and tax was imposed 
each year. At that point, there appeared increasingly men who 
took care of these matters. They crushed earth taken from the 
fields in every village and judged the samples. Based on this 
survey, they assigned each field a rank, according to the quality 
of its soil, and thereupon fixed a tax rate in accordance with 
the yield which could be expected from that field. This is what 
we still know as land tax (domen), As the tax rate was then more 
or less in accordance with the quality of the soil there were 
no hardships for the peasants. There were also floods every 
three to five years which destroyed all river dikes. They caused 
damage to some rice fields but at the same time enriched the 
soil by depositing ado. But later, all dikes were strengthened 
and so there have been no cases of flooding in recent times, 
with the consequence that the ado is no longer deposited on the 
fields where, previously, this used to be the case. It seems 
that for fifty or seventy years.the quality of the soil did not 
change very much. However, as the ado which had collected on 
the fields was gradually washed away by the rain, the notoriously 
barren fields of recent times came into existence. Consequently, 
the tax rate was no longer in accordance with the quality of the 
soil, and this is how these villages came to decay for generations. 
The peasants, being unable to eke out a living whatever they 
did, had their tax assessed each year by estimating the crop 
yield, but as I said the other day, the officials based their 
calculations anyhow on an estimate taken from a senobi fielda .
Even when this is not the case, when the amount of the tax due 
is not commensurate with the quality of the soil, the peasants 
suffer distress and the villages are doomed to decay for genera
tions." Gisuke said: "Officials everywhere base their calcu-

a (See, TN: 342.)
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lotions on an estimate taken from a senobi field." Nisuke re
plied: "This is true, but there is a vital difference in com
parison with other villages inasmuch as a high tax rate is im
posed on poor land; the fact that the tax is assessed annually 
does not make any difference. Generally?.speaking, a tax rate 
is imposed on the basis of the soil quality, and so I think 
that it is inconceivable that it would range below half the 
present tax rate, even if it were assessed annually. Moreover, 
since the yield has been overestimated in proportion to the 
quality of the soil, the additional dues as well as labour 
duties imposed are accordingly too high. If, in spite of the 
fact that the quality of the soil has deteriorated, the estimate 
of the yield remains unchanged and, consequently, a high tax 
rate is imposed, the peasants are ruined without fail. For 
these reasons, the villages situated along a river are those 
which are decaying for generations. There is also a reason why 
now and then such villages can be found among those situated 
along the mountain slopes as well. When the construction of 
dikes began, floods were drained off differently and with dams 
being built in the rivers, sand was washed through the sluice 
gates with every flood. Thus, the soil"got worse with every 
year that passed and the tax rate was less and less fair, What 
happened when the peasants applied for a reduction of their tax 
I have described before; for this and yet other reasons it is 
inevitable that villages should be decaying for generations.
For the same reasons, such decayed villages are practically non
existent in the depth of the countryside0 ." The other men all 
agreed with what he had said and asked him what could be done to 
help these villages to become just like any other village again. 
Even with the generous financial aid made available to them 
every five or seven years, they remained in their desolate state, 
perhaps forever.

Nisuke answered: "Indeed, that is so. The people in these

a The use of the terms inaka and nokata in this sentence is far 
from clear; judging from the context, however, we may assume 
that they are used here to indicate fields in the hills and 
mountains of Higo as opposed to those on the alluvial plain.
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decayed villages are peasants like us, but they suffer even 
more than we do!" Gisuke said: "It would be easy to turn these 
villages into perfectly normal ones. A petition should be made 
to the authorities saying that if the tax rate were assessed 
in proportion to the quality of the soil, these ruined villages 
would quickly recover again!" Nisuke said reprovingly: "That 
is indeed a common-place remark! Nevertheless, it seems that 
the tax rate is very difficult to adjust once it has been fixed.
For this reason the villages with a tax rate which is out of 
all proportion have their fields assessed annually. However, 
keeping in mind what I said before, our task would be an easy 
one if the authorities were to lower the tax rate proportionately." 
Gisuke asked: "Is there not a solution to this problem which 
does not involve a loss of revenue to the authorities, even if 
it took a little longer?" Nisuke answered: "The problem could 
be solved if there was a way of handing out almost at once the 
full amount of official aid in rice and money which is now 
given every five or seven years." Gisuke asked: "What would you 
do with it?" Nisuke explained: "Well, long tide barriers should 
be constructed in every bay. Some of the land which is thus 
reclaimed should be turned into rice land, some of it into dry 
fields. The initial five year period would be tax-free, as is 
usual with newly opened land. If afterwards one quarter of the 
annual tax of those decayed villages which are afflicted worst 
could be raised from these newly reclaimed fields, even those 
villages would come to prosper quite naturally. If things were 
arranged in such a way as to make it possible for the amount 
equivalent to one quarter of the annual tax of the decayed 
villages to be paid collectively from all the newly reclaimed 
fields everywhere, those villages would be back to normal within 
less than twenty years." The others said that they agreed with 
him about this, but, they objected, even if land were reclaimed 
everywhere on a massive scale, there would hardly be enough 
peasants to cultivate it, Nisuke explained: "Along the seashore, 
rice land is in short supply, and so there are peasants who go
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out fishing or even engage in trade since they do not have 
enough land to cultivate. If land were given to them for culti
vation, they would gladly accept. Where it is impossible for 
the peasants to work on the reclaimed land while living in the 
nearest village, a new settlement should be built. If the 
peasants could cultivate their fields from there, any number of 
peasants would come!” His companions had their doubts about 
this: "Finding people willing to become peasants will not be 
as easy as building a new village on reclaimed land!”

Nisuke said: "In recent years, the number of people has 
increased, and now some places here and there are overpopulated. 
Some people have become craftsmen, blacksmiths or something of 
the sort, and travel around the country. This, too, is due to 
overpopulation. In the castle town there are any number of men 
who are neither peasants nor craftsmen living a wretched life 
in a rented tenement or backroom. In normal times, they are the 
sort of people who do not find it difficult to make a living, 
but when they meet with a calamity like the one this spring, 
there must be many among them who would, in spite of everything, 
feel earnestly tempted to become peasants in the countryside.
If, in fulfilment of their wish, these people were trained as 
peasants for cultivating reclaimed land, any number of new 
settlements could be populated." The others said: "Some new 
villages were built here and there on official orders, but for 
some reason none of them seem to be particularly prosperous!" 
Nisuke answered: "This is true. The reason for this is the 
eccessively stringent fiscal terms on which those villages were 
handed over to the peasants. If they were handed over on con
ditions which would give these men time to become; peasants and 
somewhat ease their task of making a living, these settlements 
would certainly grow into villages. If the authorities were to
impose fair taxes, as in the story about the Ikoma rod which I

atold you a few days ago , then it would be impossible for the 
villages not to prosper." Gisuke said: "I agree with you entirely. 
But is it not a punishable offence to open up new land along the

a (See, TN; 347.)
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seashore and on the mountain heaths?" Nisuke answered: "Indeed,
I hear that those who open up land without permission are punished 
like criminals. But that must apply to people who do it for 
their own profit. Doing it in order to save the peasants in 
decayed villages would not fall into this category. Reclaiming 
land which is not used at present has a direct bearing upon the 
face of the decayed villages. As I explained to you just now, 
when embankments were built along all rivers and strengthened 
afterwards, the ado was no longer washed onto the rice fields 
where this used to happen before. The ado was now carried straight 
into the sea where it was turned back by the incoming tide and 
deposited along the shores of the bays. Where this was the case, 
tidal land has been growing in many places since mediaeval times," 
Dohei and Sakusuke said: "If such tide barriers were to be con
structed with conscripted labour, all peasants would suffer a 
cruel fate!" Nisuke replied: "This would not be done with con
scripted labour; the money which is now used as aid for the 
decayed villages would, as I said before, be used for this pur
pose. But I think that there would be many miscellaneous costs. 
Therefore, orders should be given throughout the domain to have 
all peasants, artisans, and merchants, excluding women-folk, 
between the age of fifteen and sixty-five pay an annual contri
bution for five years, amounting to half the sum usually re
quired for exemption from corvee, a sum which would not be un
reasonable." Gisuke said: "Indeed, if it is a matter of only 
paying that much, no suffering at all would be caused. But I 
have never heard that such a charge has been levied on artisans 
and merchants!" Nisuke replied: "I see your point, but whatever 
one might say against this, if it were levied wholly on the 
peasants' share of the crop, the peasants would suffer hardship. 
Whatever the other objections might be, it would not be un
reasonable to levy this exemption charge on artisans and merchants. 
It may be unbecoming of me to say something of the sort, but 
looking broadly at the thousands of people in the various occu
pations, one cannot find anyone who is not fed by the peasants, 
although none of these occupations have to feel ashamed on that
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account. If new villages were built, the deserted villages 
would prosper as a matter of course, business would pick up 
for all kinds of craftsmen, and the volume of trade by merchants 
would also increase. If things turned out this way, the com
passion of the authorities would be plain to the eye, and all 
men throughout the domain would quite naturally join forces to 
save the villages which have suffered for such a long time."
Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Well, well, we agree with you, but if 
the sea were made smaller by building tide barriers, would not 
the Dragon Goda be angered and cause long rainfalls?" Nisuke 
said: "That is an old wives* tale which one often hears. There 
are long rainfalls in spring even when no barriers are being 
built. These barriers are mostly built in the spring season, 
and since rain tends to bore people, there is good reason why 
some discontented fellows should be saying this. Of course, if 
it were our plan to build barriers for no other reason than simply 
to harvest rice from the reclaimed land, then extensive rain 
would be sure to fall; not because of the Dragon God, but be
cause we would have acted against Heaven. Some time ago, Elder 
Chihaku mentioned that the rain which causes the crop to rot 
is called "rain of licentiousness" (in * u), But if behind our 
plan to reclaim land by building a barrier there were a bene
volent heart wishing to help the people in the decayed villages, 
then any rain which happened to fall would stop since the under
taking would be in harmony with Heaven." Gisuke said: "If it 
were true that rain falls when a tide barrier is constructed, 
it would be a trifle expensive to have the whole of the peasantry 
pray for rain in times of drought as in these past three or 
four years. At such times, peasants should be made to construct 
tide barriers, reclaim land, and harvest rice from it. This 
would mean a double gain; we would have both rain and reclaimed 
landl"

He had hardly finished speaking when Chihaku greeted the 
assembly as he came through the gate. When he entered the room, 
they all reverentially vacated their seats and greeted him. Then, 
they resumed their discussion.

a (See, 263.)
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Chihaku said: "I think, I heard you talking about praying 
for rain just now. Please, do continue without hesitation!" Do
hei and Sakusuke said: "You are quite right. We were talking 
about how the Dragon God causes long rainfalls when he is angry. 
Doctor Chihaku, can this be true?" Chihaku answered: "No, no, 
such a thing does not exist. When the sun-rays scorch the earth 
in summer, you peasants spend money to have such fellows as
Shinto priests and Yamabushi0 pray for rain. There are various

tomethods, called "Begging for Rain" and "Rain Prayer" , but as 
rain is the result of a transformation in Nature, it cannot be 
made to fall at the pleasure of some Shinto priest or Yamabushi. 
None of the ceremonials of any of those men are in the least 
effective. In their craving for rice and money they deceive 
everyone by reciting various incantations. It is a great loss 
to offer them money and ask them for their services." Dohei and 
Sakusuke protested: "There you are absolutely wrong! There has 
been a case recently of rain ending a long period of sunshine 
which had caused the peasants much distress, immediately after 
prayers for long rain had been recited. If these rituals are 
as effective as that, then they are a relief for the whole 
domain." Chihaku replied: "In that case, those who prayed had 
a stroke of good luck; their prayers coincided with rainfall. 
Usually, such prayers are said towards the end of a dry period. 
The priests stay in their shrines for five or seven days to 
recite their formulae, but as the drought is well past it£ 
peak, rain would, of course, fall in any case within these few 
days, regardless of whether prayers are offered or not. It is 
naive tp think of rain falling on the day the prayers are said 
as miraculous, since during certain months rainfall can normally 
be expected. When they pray for rain they set their hopes on 
this. Rain is produced naturally by the cycle of the five ele
ments. It is unreasonable enough if you peasants pray for changes 
in the weather, but it is even a greater mistake for you to ask 
Shinto priests, Yamabushi, and Buddhist monks to offer the 
prayers in your stead. Since its very beginning, the Universe 
has always been merciful by virtue of the reason of Nature, It
° (See, 259-60.)
k (See, 263-5.)
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is said that there were cases of rain falling immediately after 
a ruler had offered such prayers with the utmost humility, 
motivated by the sincerity of his kind heart and a deep concern 
for the people of his realm. That indeed is rain sent by Heaven 
in response to the prayers. It is most welcome!” Nisuke and 
Gisuke said: "This agrees with what you have always been telling 
us." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Listen, regardless of what Doctor 
Chihaku says, it is most convenient to be able to summon rain 
instantly by having prayers said at the Kimyo temple0 in times 
of drought when the sun scorches all plants and withers them 
away." Chihaku answered: "This is exactly a case of coincidence 
as I explained before. To be sure, there seem to be methods 
for causing rainfalls other than those of Buddhist provenance, 
but such methods are extremely harmful to the state as a whole, 
since they only help those who perform the ritual to satisfy 
their greed for rice and money by deceiving everyone,Dohei 
and Sakusuke protested: "We cannot think of these rituals as 
other than completely harmless in every respect." Chihaku re
plied: "You say that because you yourselves have been deluded.
If there is an immediate sign of success, everybody reveres 
the master of incantation and believes in his powers. This is 
achieved with the help of non-Buddhist magic, with utter dis
regard for the disasters which will follow in their wake. I 
hear that rain may indeed fall immediately afterwards. Sometime 
later, however, disaster strikes, be it in the form of a 
raging storm, of extensive rainfalls, or of frost setting in 
early. When this occurs before the five grains have had time to 
ripen, a twofold gain turns into a tenfold loss. This causes 
the country untold harm. Since success is obvious on the day 
the incantations are recited, everybody thinks highly of him, 
but men are not aware of the consequences since disaster will 
strike later. Anyway, it does not matter so much if you peasants 
indulge in such practices, but when high officials are coaxed 
by some mercenary monk into having these various ceremonies per
formed, it is a matter of grave concern." Dohei and Sakusuke 
said: "As you were speaking, something crossed our minds. There

° literally, "Strange Temple".
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were cases of rain falling and moistening the soil after prayers 
had been said. But the rain was followed by raging storms and 
early frost. No crop bore fruit and we suffered great hardships. 
Well, Doctor Chihaku, what do you say to that? They say that 
non-Buddhist methods were used to bring down rain which Heaven 
did not want to release. Could it be that Heaven, in his in
dignation, caused the raging storms and early frosts?" Chihaku 
answered: "No, no, certainly not! Heaven is not a being which 
makes decisions one way or another. The disaster you mentioned 
happened because the rain was made to fall not by Buddhist 
practices which produce rain by activating the ether of the 
Universe, but instead by non-Buddhist methods which temporarily 
blind the ether of the Universe, As this obstructs the flow of 
ether generation (kika) in the Universe, there is non-generation 
which upsets the proper order of the seasons." The others said: 
"Indeed, we can see what you mean. Even short solar eclipses 
have been known to decrease at times the amount of crop harvested." 
Chihaku agreed: "That appears- to be so. Solar eclipses are a 
normal occurrence, but since they interrupt the circulation 
of the fire element for a short time, there is only a scanty 
harvest. It stands to reason that irregularities are even more 
likely to occur when magic is used to conceal the natural cir
cular motion of ether. Formerly, it seems, the art of making 
rain and wind was not known either in Shinto or Buddhism,
Generally speaking, rain is produced by the interaction of the 
ether of Heaven and the ether of earth. It is said that as the 
heavenly ether sinks down it turns into clouds, while the 
earthly ether rises and turns into rain. But although the 
earthly ether is said to be rising constantly, it is in reality 
quiescent; it is the heavenly ether which moves and then 
suddenly generates rain. For this reason, there are times of 
continuing sunshine, as well as periods of incessant rainfall.
How could people like Shinto priests and Yamabushi command 
this process as they please? If we want the weather to be re
gular, then all things should be done in the proper sequence.
If all things are done in the right order, then it is logical
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that the benefits of the weather will also be in the right 
order0 , Remember the saying fIf society is in good order, 
the seasons, too, will be in good order * ! 11 Gisuke said: "In 
my opinion that makes sense. But let me return to something 
you said before. You said that in times long past, the age of 
the sage kings or something of the sort, there were famines 
and droughts, too. How do you account for those?" Chihaku 
answered: "Those were either what we know as visitations (tensai) , 
or else they occurred before the realm became peaceful. I 
hear that when a sage king ruled a country all things were 
in good order. One speaks of a visitation when, at a given 
time, men are in good order but the sequence of the weather is 
upset. The weather is likely to be upset when people are out 
of order. From now on, you should consult together and do all 
things in their proper sequence, as I have said!"

Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Indeed, we agree with you on 
that point. However, the livelihood of samurai and men like you 
is hardly ever threatened, whereas all other people have an 
extremely hard time when they have to go without their usual 
food. They discard their normal ways of thinking and suddenly 
begin to entertain bad thoughts! We find it difficult to say 
this, but the people1living in the plain who were honest before 
are now beginning to do wrong in their misery. Even honest men, 
when subjected to the actions of self-seeking men like officials, 
village headmen, and village officials, who only think of ruth
lessly pursuing their own profit, devise their own selfish ways 
to contend' with their superiors for the profit. They resort 
to such evil tricks as plucking out rice-ears stealthily before 
the re-assessment, or again they slip heavy objects, stones 
for example, into the rice bags at the time of the annual tax 
payment. Man's mentality being prone to changes is a fearful 
thing. It seems that it can be either good or bad, depending 
on how those above go about their duties - and I am sure that 
this does not only apply to those who are below.”

The Confucian scholar Tung Chung Shu (179?-104? B.C.), one of 
the main exponents of the ideology of the Former Han dynasty, 
explained visitations as "reprimands of Heaven", with which

° (See, 32.)
I-
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As they were speaking, a peasant carrying an old man on 
his shoulder could be seen walking past on the mountain path 
below the house, Chihaku asked: "Who are those men?" Nisuke 
answered: "That old man is from the upper village, his name 
is Zen'uemon, The young peasant is his son, Zensuke." Chihaku 
said: "I thought that they were father and son when I saw them. 
Where are they going like that?" Nisuke replied: "They are going 
to visit the family grave. Every four or five days they go 
past my house in the same way, Zen'uemon has four or five 
children. All of them are kind-hearted and take turns carrying 
their father along this path." Chihaku said; "It is splendid 
that all his sons should be like that," Gisuke said: "They could 
not be any different. Their father, Zen'uemon, is an extremely 
fine man. He has never in the least been dishonest or unfaith
ful to his duties; therefore, his children did not know that 
there were such vices and grew up seeing good things only0 ." 
Chihaku said: "You are quite right. They say that it is the 
elders who teach the young to be sensitive .to what is good. 
Furthermore, we can say that unless a father is merciful, his 
children will not be imbued with filial piety. The parents are 
like a bowl and the children like water, if I may use a meta
phor. If the bowl is square, then the water, too, assumes a 
square shape. If the bowl has a round shape, the water, too is 
round. If the source is clear, the stream, too, is clear; in 
this way, the parents are the source of their children. Indeed,

Heaven, in its reluctance to bring ruin upon men, brought 
existing faults within the nation to the attention of men, 
thus allowing them to make amends before punishing them with 
misfortune and calamities^,

a Many similar pious stories, in which the virtues of filial
piety, humility, and self-effacement are extolled, may be found 
in,Nakamura, Higo Koshiden (The Lives of Filial Sons of Higo). 
Compiled in 1782 on special orders of Hosokawa Shigekata, the 
carrying of mother or father on visits to shrines or temples 
plays an important part in many of these stories. Here, it is 
used as an allegory to point out that the good example of 
government officials is of decisive importance to instil the 
wish to support the government in the peasantry. (See, 108-9.)
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we may get to know the mind of parents by looking at the filial 
affection of their children!" Dohei and Sakusuke said: "Doctor 
Chihaku, our children and grand-children must on no account 
ever be told what you have just said!" Chihaku allayed their 
fears: "Of course, I have told you this since all three of 
you are parents. For the children, there are other, more 
suitable, stories."

Nisuke said: "It will be midday shortly; if we go hungry 
today we shall suffer from hunger throughout the year, and so 
I would like to offer you- something to eat, even though it is 
only rice, arrowroot cakes, and tea." When he served the food, 
he said to Chihaku: "It is only a very plain meal, but please 
do stay and eat with us!” They all enjoyed their meal thoroughly, 
Nisuke said: "Doctor Chihaku, as you can see for yourself, we 
have had no food since last month and so we have been living 
since then on a diet consisting of various things like nuts 
and roots of plants. In particular, we are eating these cakes 
made of arrowroot starch, but will this not be harmful in the 
long run?" Chihaku answered: "The arrowroot is a plant with 
good qualities. We doctors even use it as medicine. It brings 
out a healthy complexcon, reduces fever, and is also used to 
put spleen and stomach in order. No matter how much of it you 
eat, I would never tell you to stop." Nisuke said: "If it is 
a medicinal plant, eating it during spring will not do us any 
harm, but among the various nuts and plant leaves there may 
be some which are harmful," Chihaku answered: "No, no, among 
the ordinary nuts and plant leaves there are not many harmful 
ones. But if someone who, in normal times, is used to eating 
the five cereals can no longer eat those, and is, moreover, 
unable to eat his fill even on a diet of nuts and plant leaves, 
it goes without saying that his whole constitution will be 
weakened. With an empty stomach he is an easy prey to disease. 
Therefore, in years of famine as this year, seasonal fever 
(shSkan) and epidemics (oneki)q are prevalent in the world."

a There are only minor differences between shokan and oneki; 
their exact definition varies in the different medical tra
ditions. Generally speaking, shSkan is used as a generic for 
all diseases accompanied by fever and includes all symptoms 
of influenza, together with ague, pneumonia, and diarrhea. Some
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Sakusuke said: "That is true. Our fathers have told us 
the same thing. Formerly, in years of unrelieved starvation, 
a great many people succumbed to fever which ravaged the land." 
Dohei asked: "Why would such diseases prevail in periods of 
starvation? Is it because this disease is associated with 
poverty that the God of Disease plagues us when he sees that 
we are starving?" Chihaku said: "Not at all. If disease strikes 
this spring and summer, several things will happen when the 
suffering is widespread. For one thing, the Shinto priests 
anc* Yamabushi» who prayed for rain, among other things, last 
year, will, in their greed for rice and money, delude the 
ignorant in many ways with their prayers for recovery from 
fever. You will be able to see that for yourself. Itfs de
plorable !" Dohei and Sakusuke protested: "Whatever you may 
say, against disease nothing but prayers will help!" Chihaku 
replied: "It stands to reason that you should say that. Since 
dignified and exalted persons have made you believe this I 
can understand your reaction, but this idea is nevertheless 
grossly mistaken." Dohei and Sakusuke said: "If that is true, 
what should then be done to appease the God of Disease?" Chi
haku explained: "Neither a God of Fever nor a God of Epidemic 
have ever existed. The reason why disease prevails during 
times of starvation is, as was the case last year, that the 
peasants and the poor in the towns cannot even take their warm
clothes out of pawn and so have to suffer from the cold during 

awinter . The^cold allows noxious vapours to enter the body; 
if these vapours are sufficiently potent, they cause illness 
before the end of the year or at the beginning of spring, but 
even the weak vapours affect the good health of people. Among 
those who meet with the yang ether of spring and summer while 
they are hungry and feel dizzy, there are many who are attacked 
by a high fever, because these noxious vapours take a sudden 
effect. If one person in a household develops this disease,

medical texts describe oneki as a contagious variety of shokan, 
hence my translation as "epidemic"^.

a The following explanation matches exactly that of traditional 
Chinese medicine as quoted in the Ishinho, the oldest Japa
nese medical text, dating back to 984-^.
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the rest of the family come down with it as well since every
one in a given house is infected with these vapours. This is 
what we call typhoid fever and I agree with what people say 
about this disease being contagious. Now, famine occurs when 
the heavenly and earthly ether are insufficiently produced, 
causing first irregularities and then upsetting the order of 
the seasons altogether, and, with storms raging and frost 
and snow descending on the fields, the five cereals cannot 
ripen. Noxious vapours arise as a consequence of the lack of 
heavenly and earthly ether and the irregularity of the seasons. 
Those exposed to these vapours fall ill on the spot as their 
stomachs and spleens have no energy. The sick person, if he 
is at home, passes the infection on to all the others with 
empty stomachs just as quickly as dry wood catches fire,. This 
is what we call an epidemic. There is nothing to suggest that 
spirits are responsible for this disease. This is why villages 
in the countryside which go through hardships are attacked 
by this disease. It is absolutely ridiculous that Shinto 
priests, Yamabushi, and Buddhist priests offer prayers to 
fight the disease. To us doctors it is clear from our medical 
books that only the ignorant can blame sprits for the dis
ease and try to cure the sick by exposing them to the wind 
or bedding them in a damp place, A book entitled "Explanation 
of the Names of Disease" (Byomeikai)a describes how the spirits 
of epidemic crossed the Yangtze river to the south, carrying 
countless coffins, but since in this case, too, the story goes 
that it was a priest who saved the situation, we must not take 
any notice of it. As always, we must not accept everything in

a The correct title of this medical text is BySmei ikai (A 
Collection of Names of Diseases and their Explanation). Com
piled by Katsura ShQshi, it was published in 8 volumes in 
1686, Besides exact descriptions of all known diseases, it 
contains numerous quotations from Chinese sources. The gist 
of the story alluded to here is that someone in a monk's garb, 
"presumably a supernatural being", warned a ferryman of five 
men who would follow a little later and handed him a piece 
of paper with magical characters written on it. In the event, 
the charm worked and the five men, all spirits of epidemic in 
disguise, fled, leaving their baskets filled with 300 tiny 
coffins behind^-2 .
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print. We ought to ignore that which is bad and make use of 
that alone which is good . ' 1 Dohei and Sakusuke said: "There 
we agree entirely with you. What is the best way to avert 
infection with this disease?" Chihaku answered: "If you al
ways see to it that your stomach is not completely empty, you 
will hardly catch the disease. For the ShintS priest and the 
Yamabushi, an epidemic or a similar disease is a windfall.
Deep down in my heart, I cannot but admire parents who pray 
for the recovery of their children, and children who pray to 
save their parents from death, although they are mistaken as 
to the real cause of the disease. The bad thing about all this 
is that Shinto priests and Yamabushi take advantage of the 
peasants' weakness and deceive them in their greed for rice 
and money. Nowadays, there are people who indulge in dubious 
practices under the name of Primal Shinto (yuitsu sogen no
shinto)q , but originally, such rituals were unknown to that

bsect. Unlike Dual Shinto (ryobu shinto) , it did not adopt

a The Primal Shinto school, founded in the 15th century by Yoshi- 
da Kanetomo (1435-1511), is based on a radical re-interpre
tation of the earlier honji suijaku doctrine (see, note b, 
below). Buddhist deities were now considered to be mani
festations (skt. avatar) of Japanese native gods, from which 
followed that all foreign teachings were offshoots of Shinto - 
an idea which was to be of great importance as stepping stone 
to the development of introverted ethnocentrism and nationalism 
in later centuries. Otherwise, the teachings of this school 
lack originality; they are little more than regurgitations of 
Buddhist philosophy, mainly Shingon esotericism, with Shinto 
terminology substituted for the original Buddhist terms.

b . ,Dual Shinto is a form of union between Shinto and Buddhism
which attempts to explain Shinto in terms of the Diamond 
and Womb mandala (paintings which explain the position of 
each Buddha in the cosmos) of Shingon Buddhism, equating them 
with the Inner and Outer shrines of Ise, Its doctrine of 
honji suijaku declared the native gods to be manifestations 
of Buddhist deities, mostly from the pantheon of the Shingon 
sect. This rapprochement between Shinto and Shingon intro
duced a variety of magic practices into Shinto, e.g. incan
tations, ritual fire ceremonies, charms, signs, and methods 
of instruction, all of which by the middle ages had come to 
be accepted as integral part of Shinto even by purist scholars . 
For our author, this is yet another example of the corrupting 
influence of Buddhist thought on native institutions.



401

any magic practices, but instead devoted itself exclusively 
to the straightforward and plain Way of the Gods. For this 
reason, it was called Primal Shint5. Such magic practices 
were first adopted by the Buddha in India when he practiced 
asceticism. At that time, many of the other religions were 
intent on destroying the Way of the Buddha by means of magic. 
Therefore, the Buddha, too, practiced magic in order to escape 
misfortune. Although this was incompatible with his teachings, 
he made use of magic in order to counter magic. Later, when 
Buddhism gradually began to flourish, magic was still used to
repel heresy and to spread Buddhism. This is called 'esoteric

• aBuddhism'. When Buddhism was brought to T'ang , esoteric
Buddhism, too, was transmitted along with it. And then, Buddhism 
was, at last, brought to our country. Later, Kukai and other 
monks went to T'ang to receive the teachings of both exoteric 
and esoteric Buddhism in order to transmit them, but when they 
spread these teachings upon their: return to these shores, no
body would believe them. Therefore, they practiced esoteric 
Buddhism to show the people miracles, making the mysterious 
an expedient for spreading the Way. As Buddhism came to flourish, 
many ignorant priests believed that the esoteric teachings 
represented the mysteries of Buddhism. But, in fact, such
miracles and wonders as the ones we were talking about are of

cminor importance in Buddhism. Although Kobo Daishi , who is 
held in high esteem as the founder of esoteric Buddhism, re
ceived the adulation of the masses for performing various
a Chinese dynasty, 618-907 A.D.

Kukai (774-835) was the founder of the Shingon sect with its 
headquarters on Mt. Koya. Kukai had joined a Japanese embassy 
to China in 804, where he became a disciple of Hui-Kuo at the 
capital of C h ?ang-an.Shortly before his death in 805, Hui-kuo 
divulged the mysteries of esoteric Buddhism to KDkai, who 
after his return to Japan in 806 formulated them into a 
doctrine and established the'.Shingon sect. Among the "other 
monks" mentioned here, the most famous was Saicho (767-822), 
who travelled to China on the same mission and who was to 
establish the Tendai sect on Mt. Hiei upon his return to 
Japan.

q Posthumous name of Kukai.
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magical feats, like causing water to pour forth where there 
was none before by making magical signs with his fingers, he 
made it clear to all men in his writings that in the final 
analysis there is no place for miracles in true Buddhism, This 
should be sufficient to convince you. Well, back in mediaeval 
times, the relatives of the founder of the Primal Shinto sect 
included a monk who had mastered the practices of esoteric 
Buddhism. He practiced the art of working miracles. The founder 
of the Primal Shinto sect studied these methods secretly.
After he had mastered them thoroughly, he replaced their names 
by those of various Shinto functions and, adding them to the 
main body of Primal Shintd rituals, kept them as secrets to 
be handed down in his family. Those who nowadays perform various 
magical ceremonies calling them Primal Shinto rituals belong 
to this school." The listeners said that with this detailed 
account they had, for the first time, a chance to hear how 
complicated this problem was, and that one could not under
stand it unless one heard how it had come about. Chihaku went 
on: "You have understood what X have been talking about just 
now, and it would be good for you to be sceptical about super
natural phenomena at all times. Since Buddhist temples have 
special places set aside for reciting esoteric prayers we may 
assume that there are effective prayers in true Buddhism, but 
let me say that at any rate no prayer is as effective as 
showing restraint in one's behaviour and observing the rules 
of conduct in one's station in life. If one believes in the 
supernatural, many supernatural things are bound to happen, 
and the need for prayers will arise, be it for one thing or 
another. That is plain to see. It is like scholars being visited 
by other scholars at all times, non-stop talkers calling at the 
homes of people who like to talk, and gamblers assembling at 
the home of someone fond of gambling." Nisuke said: "It is just 
as you say!"

Dohei asked: "It is a well-known fact that chatter-boxes 
and gamblers are like that, but why should scholars be that
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way?" Gisuke answered: "It appears that this is a kind of 
practice aimed at throwing light on the nature of all things 
by reading all sorts of writings. I have also heard that scholars 
concern themselves with the writing of poems and discourses.
Is that really so?" Dohei added: "And does that serve any use
ful purpose at all?" Chihaku answered: "There is not much point 
in talking to you about the pursuit of learning, but since you 
have asked me about it, I shall roughly outline for you what 
you want to know. Well, the writing of poems and discourses by 
scholars is of minor importance in scholarship; I think, they 
call it something like 'liberal arts'. The main branch of 
scholarship, in fact, seems to be concerned with rectifying 
the mind and leading a virtuous life, and with learning how to 
go about ruling the empire and the individual domain peacefully." 
Dohei said: "Well, well, studying that may be a good thing. But 
I wonder whether this has not become unnecessary now that we 
have both a Shogun and a local ruler in each domain. Even a 
scholar would be hard put to find somewhere to rule peacefully!" 
Chihaku replied: "It is quite natural that you peasants should 
entertain such doubts. The pursuit of learning is something 
which companions of ignorant practitioners like myself cannot 
know about. However, during my recent visit to the castle town,
I was called to the home of a samurai who requested treatment. 
While I was staying there for a while as his guest, many of 
his friends arrived to inquire after his health. During one such 
visit, the samurai's son addressed one of the visitors, a 
scholar, and said that he was approaching the marriageable age 
and that he, too, was thinking of devoting himself to learning. 
Upon this, he asked the scholar what the essence of learning 
was. The scholar began by congratulating the young man on his 
formidable decision, of which he highly approved. Then, he went
on and said that he, too, was ignorant about the path of learning
and that he therefore found it difficult to answer his question. 
However, he said, he still remembered what an older scholar had 
once told him, and so he would sum up what he had heard to 
answer his question. Learning, according to that scholar, was
a vast and boundless subject, but,in short, it meant discovering
the principle (ri.) in all things in the Universe and extending
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one's virtue to the whole empire to free the people from 
anxiety. Apparently, learning meant assiduously studying the 
path of righteousness as taught by the sages of 'ancient times 
in their writings which describe, with all due respect, how 
the Shogun should ; rule the empire and how the lord should rule 
his domain, besides defining the function of the lord's ministers 
and other things of the sort and laying down the regulations 
concerning each official. Regardless of how clever and talented 
one was born, one still had to learn, otherwise all one's efforts 
were like shooting birds in the dark when all one could go by 
were their voices. One would miss them, but even if one chanced 
to score a hit, it would be but a lucky shot, a happy coinci
dence in timing, and not the result of deliberate action. The 
actions of a man who had reached the stage where he could under
stand human nature in every place, at any time, and in every 
station in life, could be compared to someone who sets up a 
target in bright daylight and, sitting up straight,shoots an 
arrow at it with superb skill. It was like never failing to 
choose the quiver with the arrows which will hit the target 
unfailingly. Therefore, every man should devote himself to 
learning like the samurai. If a time came when learning was 
no longer popular, he said, the bad effects would be obvious 
in no time at all. Loyalty and filial piety among the four 
classes would be weakened; above all, luxuries would increasingly 
be indulged in, and public morals would degenerate. One could 
not name even one positive aspect. For this reason, the authori
ties were making various efforts to revive the people's interest 
in learning, erecting buildings for studying both the literary 
and military arts in every domain0 for this purpose. I over
heard the scholar's explanation through the wall as I was 
sitting in the adjoining room. It impressed me so deeply that I 
can remember it even today." While Chihaku was speaking, all

These were the domain schools (hangaku, hanko). Although the 
first domain school was founded as early as 1634, it was not 
until the Horeki period (1751-63) that these institutions 
became increasingly common throughout Japan. About half the 
total number of domain schools which existed at the end of the 
Tokugawa period were founded after the Kansei reform. (See,
109 ff.)
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the others were silent, only yawning quietly now and then.
Gisuke said: "It's midday again, Shouldn't we all go 

home?" Chihaku said: "Today, I, too, have been talking for a 
long time and have surely tired you, Nisuke. Well, with all 
these various topics, there is something I forgot to tell you. 
On the 25th of this month, I would like to invite you to a 
cup of new sake, as I did last year. It is nothing special, but 
please do join me on that day at my house after breakfast!"
And looking at the other three peasants, he extended his invi
tation to them as well, saying: "I should really have come 
to your homes to invite you personally, but please accept all 
the same!" The others accepted his invitation: "We shall come 
together as usual!" Chihaku said: "In that case, I expect to 
see all of you." They all bade Nisuke farewell and left to
gether with Chihaku.
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On the 25th day of the first month, Chihaku visited all 
the peasants in his neighbourhood to invite them to his house, 
waving a jug of new sake which he had brewed himself. He 
apologized to them; "I should have prepared a clear soup of 
sardines, but you all know how difficult it was at the end of 
last year to make preparations for the New Year celebrations, 
and so nothing has come of it. It is all very improvised. But 
let us enjoy our sake, even if that is all we have!” The 
peasants said: "We are much obliged to you for this. New sake 
is the most precious thing this New Year. We received orders 
from our village headman not to brew sake at all, nor to make 
any rice cakes, and so we do not feel at all as if we are cele
brating the New Year." Nisuke added: "In a year like this, how 
could we brew sake anyway, even if we got the usual orders to 
do so? This year, it is thanks to Doctor Chihaku that we can 
all get together iro celebrate the New Year." Upon this, they 
all empties theirIcups and, after having thanked Chihaku, they 
took their leave. Only Nisuke, Gisuke, Sakusuke, and Dohei re
mained behind and talked together. Sakusuke said: "Doctor Chi
haku, during the past few years, less and less water has been 
coming down the rivers everywhere. That is quite strange."
Chihaku agreed: "Indeed, people everywhere are saying this, but, 
like everybody else, I have no clue as to why the rivers should 
have become so shallow, I do not know about the early period 
of Japanese history, but I have never heard of festivals to 
worship the gods of mountains and rivers in recent times. Per
haps that explains it. Again, we are already past the peak of 
one 'Heaven's Cycle* (genki)° . Therefore, we cannot know whether

a A Heaven's Cycle, according to the Neo-Confucian philosopher 
Shao Yung (1011-77), lasted 129*600 years; it was the space of 
time needed by the physical Universe to complete one full re
volution of growth and decay. This idea of a finite Universe 
undergoing a cycle of growth and decay, ending in ultimate 
destruction and birth of a new Universe, was a Chinese inter
pretation of the Buddhist theory of world periods (kalpa) in 
terms of the growth and decay of the yin and yang as repre
sented by the sixty-four hexagrams. According to Shao, the 
apogee of the present cycle was marked by the rule of the 
legendary Emperor Yao in the middle of the third millenium B.C. 
For a full account of this theory, see, Fung, Chinese Philosophy, 
vol. 2, 469-74,
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the amount of water is decreasing together with the gradual de
cline of the whole creation, or whether it increases or decreases 
depending on how things go in this world." Nisuke said: "What 
you say makes sense, but if the ancient times were no different 
in that they had no such festivals either, there is no reason 
why the water should have begun to decrease only during the 
past few years. Anyway, what do you mean when you say 'Heaven's 
Cycle'? Chihaku answered: "One 'Heaven's Cycle' means one full 
world cycle." Nisuke said: "If we were approaching the end of 
the world, should not the whole of creation be affected by the 
decline? Why should it affect the water alone? If man, too, de
clined together with the world around him, he would not notice 
that the amount of water was decreasing. Furthermore, if water 
really increased and decreased with the ups and downs of the 
world, then the water in the wells would have to be^affected 
in the same way, but nowhere does one hear of great changes 
in the amounts of water in the wells. In my opinion, the reason 
for the decrease in water in recent years lies in the fact that 
the area of untouched remote mountains has been greatly re
duced owing to afforestation, in the course of which miscdnthus 
had to give way to pine trees on many plateaus and mountains 
during the past few years. It seems that the decrease of the 
amount of water paralleled the growth of these trees." Chihaku 
said: "You are quite right. As more and more mountains are put
to use, it goes without saying that the yin ether is weakened

aand the strength of the river water below is sapped . Whenever 
pine trees, which belong to yang, are planted on empty plateaus, 
it is no wonder that the soil dries out and the yin disappears. 
Both these points are quite reasonable. It appears thqt this 
is why in recent years, summers have seen insufficient rainfall 
as evening showers occur less often." Dohei and Sakusuke asked: 
"What exactly do you mean by that?" Chihaku went on to explain:
a In the Neo-Confucian cosmogony, the five elements (water, fire, 

wood, metal, and earth)are explained as the result of t h e ^  
transformation of the yang and the congealings of the yin
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"Roughly speaking, evening showers result from the moisture 
which rises on hot days from the deep parts of the rivers and 
mixes with the cool mountain air which has come from the mist- 
enshrouded recesses of the mountains. When this happens, rain 
and thunder follow immediately." Everybody in the room ex
pressed astonishment.

Gisuke went on: "Well, even though remote mountains were 
formerly untouched, recent afforestation of large areas with 
pine trees could hardly have hindered the cool mountain air 
from rising, or could it?" Chihaku replied: "One would not 
expect any changes to arise from afforestation, but if pine 
or another kind of tree is planted near a village on a mountain
side which has lain waste since ancient times, the mountain, 
being deprived of yin, can no longer produce the yin ether.
These trees belong to yang, as I said before, and so the soil 
dries up and the cool mountain air disappears. Mountains 
covered with miscanthus are by far superior because they pro
duce cool mountain air. There is the saying 'Pile up earth to
make a mountain, and wind and rain will rise up from it. Pile

aup water to make a river, and the flood dragon will appear.*
I think that, as a rule, both mountains and rivers must retain
their original form." The others agreed with him: "In these 
days, when more and more pine trees are planted on the mountains 
above here, the water has stopped flowing on the rice fields 
up there. What is more, it causes us sorrow to see how both 
dry fields and irrigated fields turn into extremely poor land 
in the vicinity of pine trees." Chihaku said: "The soil becomes 
infertile because the pine trees dry up the soil completely."
a > \. j v 15Read35$^instead of&OL . This phrase is an almost verbatim

quotation from Hsun Tzu where it is used as an allegory to
illustrate that brilliant achievements were founded on piling
up little steps and determined effort1^. Here, it is used in
different meaning as one of the allegories in the TN, In the
lore of Chinese tradition, the flood dragon, as the "one
among the water creatures that is divine"17, stands for the
ruler of men. Like the flood dragon, who can maintain its
divinity only as long as it rides on water, the ruler of men
can only maintain his position of authority as long as he is
supported by the people and Nature,
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The peasants confirmed what he had said: "That is true. Their 
sap is poison for the soil and extremely harmful to cultivation. 
The crop does not turn out well, regardless of how much ferti
lizer one applies to the soil. According to what old people are 
saying, there were no pine trees around here at all until 
about fifty years ago, only miscanthus fields and other trees.
But during these last few years, the authorities have rooted 
out the miscanthus on fields and mountains everywhere and have 
replaced it by pine trees. Now, there are only few places left 
where we peasants are allowed to cut grass. Places to cut fire
wood are, of course, disappearing as well. This, in particular, 
causes a lot of trouble and distress. Each year the wooded area 
is enlarged. We wonder what this will lead to in the future.
This year, they had pines and other trees planted on a plot of 
open land where, until last year, we would cut grass without 
hindrance. Now that it has become a domain forest, lined with 
stakes on all four sides displaying notices which strictly pro
hibit man or beast from entering the ground, we are on no account 
allowed in. Those who ignore these notices and cause damage to 
the woods are treated as criminals," Chihaku said: "I can see 
what you mean. But when a certain hill is turned into a domain 
forest, say in the case of that hill in our village, is it not 
so that the officials in charge of the woodland should carry out 
an investigation and thereupon have the authorities issue an 
official notice granting the peasants in this village free 
access to the forest, although it is now state-controlled?"
Nisuke answered: "That is how it should be, but neither the 
village headman nor the village forest keeper can bring them--- 
selves to tell the officials in charge of the woodland where 
they may bar peasants from entering and where not. This is be
cause they think that protesting is incompatible with their 
standing as officials. All peasants depend on the village 
officials; if the latter agree with everything without protesting 
then the peasants stand an even smaller chance of making them
selves heard. It is really a sad state of affairs. The way things 
are at present, peasants living in villages in the deep country
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side like ours do not fare too badly, but peasants living near 
the larger villages in the plain lose the places where they 
used to cut grass as well as miscanthus and brushwood to be 
used as fuel ;, and so, naturally enough, they turn to stealing 
their supplies of these materials from other domain forests 
which were established earlier on. For every newly afforested 
mountain, one mountain which has existed for some time already 
is devastated. After all, no peasant is likely to respect 
government property at times when one after another of the places 
where until recently he had been allowed to cut grass are 
turned into domain forests!" Gisuke agreed with him: "If there 
were enough places for the peasants to cut grass and miscanthus 
or brushwood for fuel,i and if, moreover, there were only a 
limited number of domain forests, then the peasants would, no 
doubt, regard these forests as highly precious and would be 
careful not to pick up even a single leaf of brushwood." The 
others all agreed. Then, Sakusuke said: "These pine forests 
spreading everywhere are a real nuisance. Neither ox nor horse 
will eat any grass cut in the vicinity of pine trees, and even 
if they do, their manure makes very poor fertilizer with the 
consequence that the fields become infertile. However, when we 
tell our servants or our children to go out and cut grass, 
adding that it won't matter where they cut it as long as they 
bring some home, they invariably cut some along the pine tree 
mountains. It is really pitiful!' Nisuke asked: "Is it not the 
case that the crops have fared poorly in recent years because 
all the mountain plateaus have become densely covered with pine 
trees?" Chihaku doubted this: "Can one really generalize and 
say that the growth of pine trees on some distant mountain plain 
has any influence on the rice fields near the villages?" Nisuke 
answered: "Indeed one can. The summer rain washes the drops of 
pine tree sap from the mountains into the rivers and then 
through the sluice gates on the rice fields. All fields which 
are irrigated with such water are bound gradually to become less 
and less fertile. As you know, Doctor Chihaku, we peasants
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cannot tell causes from results; we talk only about things which 
we can see with our own eyes. The officials in charge of the 
woodland keep on saying that these forests are for the good 
of the authorities, but when it comes to fields being ruined 
and river water decreasing to such an extent, then, leaving 
the authorities' good aside for once, it amounts to nothing 
else but the gradual reduction in size of productive land." 
Chihaku said: "Indeed, each realm with much land under culti
vation is likely to include, on the whole, mountain areas as 
well, much in the same way that limbs are attached to man's 
body. Generally speaking, it is the ruler of a realm who pro
vides for the nourishment of the people, with mountains and 
rivers providing for his needs. People should not therefore 
be indifferent to mountains and rivers. They provide the nourish
ment for all fields, and for this reason they are worshipped 
in China. If there are mountains there are rivers; if there 
are rivers there are rice fields; if there are rice fields 
there are people; if there are people there is a ruler. There
fore, it follows that it is the mountains and rivers which 
nourish the people." The others agreed: "That is indeed so. 
Miscanthus plateaus and miscanthus mountains may appear to 
be of no use except for the peasants to cut grass and miscanthus, 
but they do have one beneficial effect which is not generally 
known. Miscanthus sap is washed away and deposited on the rice 
fields where it enriches the soil." Chihaku said: "Indeed, 
that is likely. But on the other hand, trees like cedar and 
cypress would hardly cause any damage even when newly planted," 
Nisuke said: "Those trees do not decrease the amount of water, 
so they would not cause too much harm to the villages. But the 
best thing is still to have no trees at all. It is only bamboo 
that the land cannot do without. It may be for this reason 
that since ancient times, bamboo has always grown wild, untended 
by human hands, clustering on mountains where it could be 
felled to satisfy the needs of the land. These were the original 
domain forests." Chihaku said: "I agree with what you say. Just 
like hair and eyebrows growing on man by nature, mountains, too,
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are subject to the Heavenly Principle (tenrl) of Nature."
Nisuke said: "That is so. If, nowadays, various trees are 
newly planted here and there in places where they could not 
be found before, they cannot thrive, although for some time 
they might seem to grow well." Chihaku said: "That is the 
Heavenly Principle. Again, mountainous realms with little 
arable land are forced to raise revenue from sources other 
than land, and so they plant all sorts of trees on their 
territory which would not grow in realms with extensive rice 
land but which fit in with the local vegetation; they also 
cultivate plants whose seeds are used for oil production. 
Therefore, timber and oil have been the local products of such 
regions since ancient times. Other regions with large areas 
of fields produce cereals on a large scale; so, cereals are 
their local product. There is no use in planting various trees 
on mountain plateaus even if they return revenue, if, at the 
same time, large areas of rice land are ruined. That is just 
like planting all things under the sun on one's fields when 
one can earn plenty of money by concentrating on the production 
of cereals."

The others all said: "That is so. For this reason we think 
that the officials in charge of the woodland had, as a rule, 
better treat those mountains afforested up to the present day 
with the utmost care, and see to it that they are preserved in 
good condition so that new projects become unnecessary. Here, 
too, much depends on the location. All factors having been 
considered thoroughly, it would be best to plant trees where 
they do not become a hindrance to peasants or on a mountain 
which is already owned by the authorities. Above all, one cannot 
know the countryside by just looking at it unfeelingly. That 
is something which we peasants just cannot understand at all.
We think that the district headman and the officials in chdrge 
of the woodland should above all else know how to make the 
best use of land." Dohei asked: "What do you mean by that?" 
Chihaku answered: "By this I mean generally the knowledge of
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thei natural features of other regions, their mountains and 
rivers without having gone there oneself. It appears that this 
knowledge can also be put to use for military purposes, but 
that does not mean that someone in office should not know any
thing about it. If the officials in the countryside knew about 
it and had a thorough knowledge of the mountains, rivers, and 
rice fields in their district, they would know beforehand that 
in our case rice fields over a distance of three to five ri 
will turn barren if they go ahead and plant pine trees on the 
mountains above which supply the fields with water. An official 
can be said to have a knowledge of how to make the best use of 
land when he knows all this and more about mountains and rice 
fields," While he was speaking, a man had come in, making apolo
gies for disturbing them. Chihaku asked him which village he 
had come from. The man answered: "I live in the Kamiyama village. 
I am sorry to inconvenience you, but a friend of mine has injured 
himself and has asked me to come to you and beg you to visit 
him by all means." Chihaku said: "No trouble at all, I shall 
go at once to look after him. What sort of an injury is it?"
The man answered: "My friend deals in wooden planks which he 
carries around all day long. With these planks on his back he 
can only see just a little ahead of him but not sideways, and 
so he fell from a path which runs along the top of a dike, 
breaking his back. Until now, he had even saved up a little 
from his earnings, but that will be the end of it now; he will 
be crippled for the rest of his daysa .".Chihaku said: "That is 
a serious case. Let us go quickly then!" Saying this, he got 
up from his seat. The others said good-bye and thanked Chihaku 
for his hospitality. Then, the four peasants left together. 
Sakusuke came back once more and said: "Doctor Chihaku, on the 
28th day of this month, the first commemoration of Shinran's^ 
death this year, we ;come together at my house to hold a memorial

a (For the interpretation of this allegory, see, 301.)
k Shinran (1173-1262) was the founder of the Jodo shinshu (True 

Pure Land) sect, the most important of the Pure Land sects.



414

service. It is nothing special, but please do join us on that 
day!" Chihaku accepted the invitation: "I shall come by all 
means." Then he went to see his patient.

6 .

On the 28th day of the first month, it was Sakusuke*s duty
to organize the memorial service. All of his friends had assembled

. aat his house. The officiating priest was a monk called Domei 
who lived in a small temple in the village below. When he sat 
upright in the correct sitting posture on his seat in front of 
an image of the Buddha to perform the ritual, the peasants 
waited for Chihaku to take his seat and then sat down themselves. 
After the service was over and they had finished their midday 
meal, they all sat together and talked about various things.
Gisuke said: "What do all of you think about this? This month 
nobody has failed to turn up since it was the first memorial 
service of the year. But by next month, I think, most people 
will not come anymore." Nisuke said: "Indeed, even this month 
we could only just manage to come, to say nothing of the other 
peasants! Although it does not cost more than about six cjo of 
polished rice, we find ourselves unable to pay even that little 
in a spring like this. It would be better to put off the memorial 
services for a while until the barley and rape seeds are ready 
to be harvested," Domei cut in before anyone else could utter 
a word: "Well, well, what a sacrilegious thing to say! Someone 
who proposes suspending the important memorial services for

a literally, "Strayed-from-the-right-Path",
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even one month is a wicked sinner1. One must repay the blessing 
of the Buddha's immense compassion even if it means having to 
grind one's body to dust. It is impossible to repay the 
blessings of the founder of our religion0 and the exalted 
priests who followed him even if we were to break our bones.
With this in mind, X shall not allow you to suspend the me
morial services for even one day as long as you have one c[o 
or one shaku of food left and as long as there is some life 
in you'. Those who keep away from the temples and the priests
are the servants of Hell. They are doomed to countless world 

bperiods in Hell without hope for salvation!" As he was speaking, 
everybody in the room broke into a cold sweat, and, taking it 
all very seriously, they invoked the name of the Buddha over 
and over with trembling tongues. Domei continued: "All of you 
listen well to what I say. For many years now, it has been 
my greatest ambition to have a temple of my own, but nowadays, 
as you well know, it is not possible to build temples at onds 
pleasure. With the famine this spring, the authorities will 
surely hand out relief supplies of rice, so I thought X would 
take advantage of this happy circumstance to make a donation 
to the authorities to make my lifelong wish come true0 . As you 
can see, I have no savings at all; so will all of you please 
make a generous donation!" The peasants said: "This is an 
excellent plan of yours. As to the donations you mentioned, 
about how much would you need?" Domei answered: "Well, three 
kanme would be quite enough." The peasants said: "That is
rather a large amount, but we shall get it together somehow or

, , d . . . .other with the help of the ko ju m  the neighbouring villages.

° (See, TN: 413n.)
b ,skt. kalpa, jap. ££
0 (See, 269-70.) 
d ,Koju, or ko, were groups of followers of the Shinshu sect.

From their practice of mutual aid this term later came to 
be used in the more general sense of a "co-operative credit 
club", sometimes in the form of a lottery, with the purpose 
of collecting money for a pilgrimage to one of the major 
temples.
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We cannot hope, however, to collect all of it at once from the 
koj0 in the vicinity this spring. We shall raise one kan and 
500 monme from the koju in our two or three villages and borrow 
the other half for you at the brewer's in the town of Yamashita," 
Domei said; "Will you do that for me?" The peasants said; "Yes, 
that is what we are going to do. If we hand over a deed com
plete with the seals of each one of us, stating that we shall 
all be responsible for repaying the loan, we can get one or 
iwo kanme anywhere. Well, it would be most imprudent of us not 
to take care of the wishes of a priest who is so dear to us, 
even if we have to go without food and clothing. We might 
even be doomed to Hell, mightn't we?" Chihaku said; "Domei, 
in recent years Buddhism has been flourishing, the sect to 
which you belong in particular, and so the priests and monks 
everywhere are indeed comfortable," Domei answered; "That is 
true, it is just as you say. In these degenerate days, every
body embraces Buddhism and becomes a follower of my own or 
some other sect. This has been brought about wholly by what 
we call the manifestation of the boundless compassion of Midaa . 
There is good reason why my sect should do extremely well in 
this degenerate age. Unlike all others, my own sect is not 
primarily concerned with helping those who are virtuous, but 
those who have sinned to attain Buddhahood. He who brings 
donations to the temple and utters just once 'Praised be the 
name of Amida Buddha* can be sure to be reborn in the Pure 
Land, regardless of how many sins he has committed and without 
any vows or ascetic exercises. The moment he dies, a lotus 
flower will grow in Paradise which will be his to sit on, his 
skin will turn into the purest gold and he will attain the 
same enlightenment as Mida. This is the destiny of everyone 
who practices the invocation of the Buddha's name according 
to the teachings of the Shinshu sect." Chihaku said: "That is 
indeed a splendid doctrine! Wherever one goes in the country 
the people are followers of the Shinshu sect, and so the Shinshu

a Amida, skt. AmitQbhQ, is the Buddha of the Boundless Light.
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temple buildings have grown bigger in recent years in the 
countryside, too; with decorations more magnificent than 
ever and the priests living a life of comfort." Domei answered: 
"That is so. Since my sect is flourishing everywhere, all its 
temples have become impressive, but those temples which receive 
large amounts of stipends are particularly well-off," Chihaku 
asked: "Are stipends also granted to priests in the country
side?" Domei replied: "No, those are not stipends given to us 
by the authorities. What we call stipends are amounts given to 
us by the followers of our temples." Chihaku said: "I see what 
you mean. At present, priests are generally more influential 
than those who govern the realm. They live a life of luxury; 
whenever one looks at a temple in the countryside, the air is
full of song, recitals of ballad-dramas to the accompaniment 

aof shamisen , folk-songs, or shamisen music. It is a prosperous 
scene indeed!" Domei added: "You are quite right. Nowadays 
sake banquets are all the rage. Regardless of how deep one's 
knowledge of Buddhism is, if one does not excel in the art of 
drinking and dancing, one is abused by one's fellow priests 
and called a fool."

Chihaku said: "It is no doubt as you say. Since priests 
everywhere are kept busy at sake banquets, how could there 
be one among them who does not excel in these arts? I some
times visit patients who live near temples. In recent years, 
when walking past these temples, I often see priests of different 
sects assembled there without discrimination. They attach a 
small target to the main hall of the temple and then take turns 
shooting small arrows at it with light bows, right in front 
of the Buddha's image. Something whioh looks to me like money 
keeps changing hands. Other people who are also engaged in all 
these activities appear to have gone there to offer prayers; 
there are doctors, country samurai, as well as Shinto priests, 
horse-doctors and others, also some who look like village 
scribes. I suppose they are all worshippers but what sort of
a A three-stringed banjo-like instrument.
b . .The five precepts of Buddhism strictly prohibit believers,

priests as well as laymen, from drinking intoxicating beverages.
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a religious ceremony could that be. Is it one of the rituals 
described in the "Three Sutras"0 , like all the other cere
monies are?" Domei answered: "No, no, that is not a religious 
ceremony. That is an archery game which has become very popular 
during the past few years. One bets money against one's opponents 
and then takes turns to shoot arrows at a target. Since it is 
such an amusing pastime, there is no priest who does not in
dulge in it nowadays. X also belong to those who are active 
in this game and I attend meetings regularly," Chihaku said:
Well, then it was a misunderstanding on my part. I thought 
that, since it took place in front of the altar, it was a re
ligious ceremony, but now, after having heard your explanation,
I understand its real significance." Domei said: "Today, too, 
such a gathering is to take place at the temple in Yamashita.
I was also supposed to go there as soon as the meal was over.
Do come with me and amuse yourself ! I would\like to accompany 
you by all means." Chihaku declined the invitation: "As I 
told you before, I did not even know what the game was called, 
and so I fear that if I went I would not be good at it." Domei 
said: "Well, nobody is born into this world as a skilful archer. 
You won't need money to learn it." But Chihaku remained ada
mant: "I am really a non-drinker, so will you please accept 
my apologies for not joining you," Domei gave up: "If that is 
so, there is nothing more I can do, I shall invite you some 
other time. But I, for one, shall in any case stop at the 
temple in Yamashita today, Well then, I'm on my way. I beg 
you, do not forget to collect the donation we were talking 
about immediately," The peasants said: "There is no need for 
you to worry at all," Domei said: "Well, good-bye then. I 
am much obliged to you, Sakusuke, as always. But now I shall 
no longer disturb your^conversation." With these words he left, 
mumbling 'Praised be the name of Amida Buddha' four or five 
times in a carefully studied tone, and hurried away, towards 
Yamashita.

° Sanbukyo, the three basic scriptures of the Pure Land sects.
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Chihaku said: "Well, priests really are in an enviable 
position. Whereas peasants never know whether they are going 
to survive the day or not, priests, whatever the season, do 
nothing but indulge incessantly in sake banquets and games, 
and, to top it all, they coax peasants into giving them donations 
they are just grabbing on any pretext. If there really were 
a Hell, the priests would no doubt be the first to be doomed!"
The others all said: "Doctor Chihaku, that you should say some
thing like that! If one speaks or thinks ill of an esteemed 
priest, one is doomed to Hell. How irreverent!" Looking at the 
expression on their faces, Chihaku understood: "You are right, 
the priests are just like Buddhas. It was irreverent of me 
to have refused to go where the Saint Domei went. Shall I 
follow in his footsteps to Yamashita at once to offer him my 
apologies? But I am expecting some patients this afternoon, 
so I shall leave it at that. Thank you very much, Sakusuke, I 
have to leave now, but please do carry on with you conversation," 
With these word, Chihaku returned home.

The peasants who had remained behind, followed him with 
their eyes and said: "That rascal Chihaku has been living here 
for more than two years, but it does not look as if he ever 
went to a temple to worship." One of them said: "It is true, 
as you have just seen, he doesnft go even when he is invited 
by a priest, and he also says many things about priests which 
smack of slander. He is utterly wicked! If believers gather 
in the company of such an evil person, they, too, will be tainted 
and be doomed to Hell!" Another said: "Doctor Chihaku is widely 
popular, skilful in treating illness and unselfish as a person.
It is a shame that he never visits temples to worship and 
spreads various slanders about priests which makes him a wicked 
sinner." Yet another said: "It would be better.to have nobody 
like Chihaku in the village at all who speaks and thinks ill 
of the priests in whom we place all our confidence!" The peasants 
all agreed; "That is a good idea." But Nisuke said: "No, no, 
Doctor Chihaku came to this village only the year before last.
How could he know about life in the countryside? And although
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he does not make visits to temples, we must not call him a 
wicked person as long as he does not do wicked things. A person 
like that is a precious treasure to a village. Even if he wished 
to move somewhere else, we should stop him from going away!"
The other peasants said: "It is true that whatever you ask him, 
he always knows the answers, but as he does not attend sermons 
and says all these things about priests, he is hardly a respect
able person." One peasant said; "That is right. Domei told us 
some time ago that those who neither visit temples to worship 
nor attend sermons, who do not offer donations to the priests 
and slander everything to do with the Buddha are evil sinners 
who incur the wrath of Nyorala and are doomed to the Hell of
Incessant Torture, regardless of their fame or their good
character. It would be best for us if he left this village 
altogether!" Nisuke and Gisuke intervened; "Now wait a moment! 
Men like him are extremely hard to come by. Therefore, we have
to take good care of him and see to it that he settles down
for good, if it is at all possible." The peasants said: "Well, 
in that case all the talking leads nowhere. We had better ask
D5mei of Shimomura village and the superior of the temple in
Yamashita for advice. If they say that he is, by and large,
a good man and that we should keep him we shall take good care
of him, but if we are told that he is no good, we should not 
keep him for even another hour." Everyone in the room said 
that this agreement had been reached very quickly indeed, and, 
since it was quite late already, they all thanked the master 
of the house and scattered in all directions on the way back 
to their homes.

Nyorain skt. Tathdgata ("He who comes thus"), is one of the 
ten names of the Buddha.
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On their way home, Nisuke and Gisuke stopped at Chihaku's 
house to talk with him. Nisuke said; ”As you yourself heard a 
little while ago, here in the countryside one must on no account 
protest against something a priest says, otherwise nobody will 
think of one as a respectable person. Regardless of how good a 
character one may have, they call one a wicked sinner if one 
does not go to listen to the sermons. If one does attend the 
sermons, however, people will praise one's superbly good 
character and spread the word around, regardless of how wicked 
the things one does may be. They tell others how pious one is 
and that one belongs to those who are concerned about life 
after death. They will then always trust one, and, regardless 
of how many wrongs one commits, they will always justify one's 
actions. For this reason, the most important thing to remember 
is that you, too, should talk very respectfully about priests 
when you are together with other people." Chihaku answered;
"When I observed how the others reacted at Sakusukefs home be
fore, I, too, understood that this was the case. It seems that 
I shall have to adapt myself to their frame of mind. From now 
on, 1 shall always remember this." Gisuke said; "Well, let me 
tell you this story! Some years ago, there used to live in 
this village a r5nina who had come from the castle town. He 
stayed in our village for quite some time working as a doctor,
He was known to be comfortably off and was trusted by everybody. 
He, as well as all members of his family, were of blameless 
character. One day, thieves broke into the temple in Yamashita. 
They got away with all the altar fittings,disappearing without
leaving any traces behind. After that incident, the priest of

bthe Yamashita temple visited all the kojO of his followers 
around here to collect donations to replace the stolen altar 
fittings. He got large amounts of rice and money; in fact, the 
donations he received amounted to as much as three times the 
actual value of the stolen fittings. Some time later, the ronin

a masterless samurai. 
b (See, TN: 415n.)

7.
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who lived in our village went to stay with relatives of his 
in the castle town for a while. For several days he looked 
up various people, among them a pawnbroker from whom it had 
always been easy to get cash on the spot during his days in 
the castle town. While they were talking together about various 
topics, the rSnin happened to cast a glance at the back of the 
room. There he saw various altar fittings, and when he asked 
where they had come from, the pawnbroker said that they had 
been brought in by someone called Magosuke who lived in a 
neighbourhood backstreet. He had accepted these objects as 
pawn and had lent Magosuke money, but since the repayment of 
the money debt was now overdue, he was thinking of putting 
the objects up for sale, one at a time. The ronin said he 
knew these altar fittings and asked the pawnbroker whether 
he could call Magosuke to his office for a moment. Nothing 
would be easier than that, said the pawnbroker, and sent some
one to fetch Magosuke, When Magosuke arrived, the rdnin told 
him that he knew it was he who had pawned those altar fittings, 
and then went on to ask him how they had come into his possession. 
Magosuke answered that he had put them into pawn on someone 
else's request. The ronin pursued the matter further and asked 
him what that man's name was and where he had come from, but 
Magosuke replied that he knew neither the man's identity nor 
where he had come from. He had only done it because he had been 
hard pressed by that man. Upon this, the ronin said that in 
that case he did not need him any longer and allowed him to 
return home. Then, the rSnin went straight to the guards on 
duty and told them what had happened. After the two guards had 
agreed on what action had to be taken, they hurried to Magosuke's 
house, tied him up with a rope and tortured him in a way which 
defies description. But Magosuke made excuses and did not give 
away any information. But when the guards continued torturing 
him, his wife confessed, being unable to bear the sight of it 
any longer. Since his wife had confessed, Magosuke no longer 
kept back any secrets and told them everything just as it had 
happened without hiding anything. He said that he had taken
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the altar fittings to the pawnbroker's at the request of a man
called Zokumaru0 , who was the second son of the priest in the 

bDait5:temple in Yamashita in the county to the east. In the 
course of further investigations, the guards took Magosuke 
to the temple in Yamashita where a confrontation between him 
and Zokumaru resulted in the case being solved. The original 
scheme thought up by the superior and his second son, Zokumaru, 
was to put all the altar fittings into pawn and to make people 
believe that they had been stolen by thieves. Large amounts 
of money and rice should then have to be collected to buy new 
implements. The circumstances of this story are somewhat pe
culiar, but the point about it is that the people around here 
were saying afterwards that the ronin in the mountain village 
was not a respectable person because he had put a much esteemed 
Buddha-like priest to shame by making enquiries into the where
abouts of the altar fittings and had spread absurd rumours. In 
our village, too, there are many different people, and since 
some of them said that the ronin was an evil man, Nisuke and I 
protested that this was not the case. We tried to calm them 
by saying that the ronin could not be blamed in the least for 
having found out about the altar fittings, and that it was the 
priest's behaviour which was to be severely condemned, but like 
everyone else in the nearby villages, they insisted on blaming 
the ronin for having wilfully exposed the priest's secret. 
Thereafter, it was decided that nobody should go to see him 
anymore, and so people stopped going to him to receive treat
ment, and in the end he was forced to leave the village." Chi
haku was dumbfounded as he listened to Gisuke*s story. Then, 
Nisuke and Gisuke said; "Since things like this do happen, re
member by all means never to find fault with a priest! Even if 
he is guilty of having stolen someone's possessions and his 
guilt is all too obvious, it is you who will be the rascal in 
the eyes of the peasants. And if, in the end, he turns out to 
be innocent, you will find yourself in an even worse situation!"
a literally, "thief".

literally, "Temple-of-the-great-Theft".
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Chihaku was absolutely speechless.
He said: "Now I see just how strongly the people in the 

countryside feel attached to the ShinshO priests; I have no 
doubt whatsoever that what you have just told me is true,"
Nisuke said: "We have no way of checking the prosperity of the 
priests in Shinshu temples in the countryside. As you have 
seen yourself, at a time when the peasants suffer distress 
and endure the severest privation, that priest bewitches the 
peasants with words to get more and more rice and money. Priding 
himself on his glory ad splendour, he dresses beautifully and 
eats fancy food; he gives himself up to sake and women, and 
idles away all his time at recitations of songs and ballad- 
dramas, performances of shamisen music, at archery games and 
at gambling. As you have heard, his sermons induce the peasants 
to visit the temples for worship, regardless of how busy they 
may be at that very moment, and for the sake of the temple he 
makes them lay aside their work and donate money. Even though 
they might have no food left the following morning, they will 
still offer donations, simply because it benefits a temple. On 
the whole, the peasants harbour no ill-feelings when they raise 
money for donations at times when they have nothing to eat 
themselves; quite the contrary, they rejoice in doing so. The 
greater the suffering of the people in the countryside, the 
more donations they give. Saying that the afflictions of the 
present cannot last longer than the lifespan of fifty years, 
they believe that it is far more important to think about 
future hardships of eternity, and so they give even larger 
donations to the priests, Even if they grudge such large donations 
in their hearts, they must on no account ever give vent to their 
feelings. I have good reason why I should have told you this 
story. Speaking ill of a priest in the countryside has the 
immediate effect of changing the colour of the eyes of the 
person one is talking to,” Chihaku said: "These days when one 
looks at temples both in the towns and in the country, one 
sees the front rooms beautifully adorned with altar fittings 
and the like, even with statues of the Buddha, but the other



425

rooms are no different from those of a warrior's house. One 
would, however, look in vain for the warrior's integrity in 
such a temple, for the priests are insatiable and debauched; 
there is nothing commendable about them at all. They deceive 
the people and cause them distress. They take pride in en
joying themselves and excel in amusements, quite in keeping 
with what, in fact, they always preach in their sermons. There 
they not only assure sinners of salvation but tell them about 
Mida's 'Original Vow', as if he had pledged to save sinners 
only. By stressing the point that all who do not make it a 
habit to worship at temples or listen to sermons are wicked 
sinners, regardless of their integrity, the priests make every
body comply with their wishes. Indeed, people like us must be 
a nuisance. When I heard that sermon, I thought all he did
was to encourage people to do evil. He said that unless one

, . awas a sinner, rebirth was impossible . Is it not true that
he loathes people going to worship at temples of other sects 
or at Shint5 shrines?" Gisuke answered: "That is so. Shinshu 
priests feel the utmost repugnance at what they call 'Miscella
neous Observances and Disciplines'. They say that not one out 
of ten thousand among those who practise the latter will 
attain Buddhahood," Chihaku asked: "Does that mean that those 
who worship at a temple of some Buddha other than Mida or at 
a Shinto shrine have sinned more than those who are guilty of 
the Five Crimes and the Ten Vices? " Gisuke repeated: "They 
are strictly against 'Miscellaneous Observances and Disciplines'!"
a Shinran expressed his belief that wicked men stood a much 

better chance of salvation than good men in the paradox: "If 
even a good man can be reborn in the Pure Land, how much more 
so a wicked man!" This, he thought, was because good men were 
relying on themselves to achieve salvation by doing good deeds, 
and who, therefore, did not trust Amida's Original Vow. Sinners, 
on the other hand, threw themselves completely at the mercy 
of Amida18.
The Five Crimes which, according to the Kanmuryojukyo, en
tailed damnation to Hell, were patricide, matricide, killing 
a monk, destroying the harmony among monks, arid slandering 
the Buddha. The Ten Vices were destruction of life, stealing, 
licentiousness, lying, slander, deceitfulness, flowery 
language, avarice, heresy, and indignation.
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Chihaku said: "Yes, I heard you very well. In that case, I 
shall never again give even a single mon to other temples." 
Nisuke said: "That is undoubtedly the right thing to do. But 
is it at all possible for sinners to attain Buddhahood?"

Chihaku answered: "I have never studied the Buddhist re
ligion and so I do not know anything about matters related to 
it such as this one. However, I know that the Buddha always 
adapted his sermons to his audience. Basically, his doctrine 
consisted in encouraging people to do good and cautioning 
them against evil. Accordingly, he preached to ordinary men 
that a good deed contained the seeds of Buddhahood, and that 
an evil act contained the seeds of Hell. To men of learning 
he preached the doctrines of rebirth, that all is unreal, that 
man is able to attain Buddhahood in his present life, and 
the state of Nirvana, in which there is no birth and no death.
I hear that he preached to the sinners that Mida will fulfil 
his vow of helping even those who are guilty of the Five Crimes 
and the Ten Vices to attain rebirth, provided there was a change 
of heart, that they repented their sins, renounced their vices 
forever and came to believe wholeheartedly in Mida. But the 
priest who was here today, in his ignorance, is greatly mis
taken in preaching, among all the doctrines, only the one 
which promises rebirth to sinners, and# moreover, in preaching 
it to all without making any distinction between children, 
youths, or adults who have never sinned. I was quite pained to 
hear him refer to the donations of the supporters of his temple 
as 'stipends'; there are very few cases of temples receiving 
'clerical stipends' (soroku) from the authorities0 , be it in 
the form of temple land or, in special cases, of regular emolu
ments in rice. Among priests everywhere there are many who talk 
of their supporters' donations as 'stipends'. We may dismiss 
this with a smile, but to the authorities the use of this word 
is a matter of great concern. I got the impression that he 
considers his parishioners the property of his temple." Gisuke 
said: "That is true. These days, the Shinshu priests talk to

° (See, 262.)
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us in a manner which is in no way different from that of a 
samurai or a stipendiary." Chihaku said: "If that is so, 
the priests will, in the future, take advantage of this, per
haps even demanding that the annual tax and tax rice be paid 
to the temple to which the taxpayer belongs." Nisuke agreed 
with him: "If the priests' influence continues to be so all- 
pervasive, this will be the natural consequence." Chihaku 
said: "Where have the Buddhist teachings gone, I wonder. Nowa
days, a priest's life does not have anything at all in common 
with the Buddhist teachings. According to the Shaka'sa original 
teachings, practicing the way of the Buddha meant rectifying 
one's mind and leading a detached life, appeasing one's hunger 
by begging for leftovers and protecting oneself from heat and 
cold by wearing a garment patched together from torn clothes 
picked out of a ditch. Danna is a Sanskrit word and is of 
Indian origin. Danna Haramitsu means 'giving something to 
somebody'. Here, as in India, this is abbreviated to Danhara- 
mitsu, leaving out the character ' ria'. If we translate this 
term into our language it means 'almsgiving'; that is, giving 
things to people in charity. There is an informal usage of the 
word, indicating someone who gives alms to temples. For this 
reason, the families of laymen who undertake to give alms are 
called dan families (danka) . A layman is greatly mistaken if 
he refers to a temple as danna temple. Is it not stated that 
there must be danna for every temple? In fact, a layman is a 
danna of a temple. Therefore, priests are making a serious mis
take if they treat the peasants in the countryside as if they 
were their serfs or their retainers. That nowadays men who 
undertake to serve one year in a samurai's household call 
their master danna-sama is natural, since he bestows his charity 
upon them by helping them in every way,"

Nisuke said: "You are quite right. There are far too many 
temples nowadays, even in the countryside, and the numerous

° skt. Sakya, the historical Buddha, 
k (S e e ,  2 6 9 . )
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priests are a public nuisance. Moreover, those who have been 
accorded the status of priest solely for the duration of their 
own life (ichidai kyoju) settle down everywhere, and I fear 
that they will be the ruin of the peasants if they continue 
thriving in such a way. Even though they claim that they give
to the needy, they live, in fact, off the peasants. Once they
have settled down somewhere, all they do is to deprive peasants 
of their possessions, either for building houses as large as 
main halls of temples for their personal use, or else for 
buying a statue of some Buddha, As you could hear for yourself 
a moment ago, the peasants collect money blindly for donations 
if it is for the sake of a priest. It may be that in this case 
almsgiving to the priestiis of some benefit to the authorities, 
but, in fact, it is the peasants who pay for it. The banquets 
which will follow as well as the upkeep of the priest year 
after year serve only to weaken the peasants. So, the present 
charity is, in the long run, to the disadvantage of the authori
ties, although it might hold slight advantages just now." Gi
suke said: "How could the authorities suffer a loss? There 
is no possibility of refusing to pay the annual tax by claiming 
that one has made a donation to a temple." Nisuke said: "Indeed 
that is true. But if the peasants are weakened, it is the 
authorities who will, in the final analysis, suffer a loss. 
Well, even nowadays when there are rather too many temples 
around, it is fair forppriests who were accorded their status 
solely for the duration of their own life to be exempt from 
tax, but once a ShinshO priest has been exempt from tax his 
privilege is handed down to his descendants. Unlike the priests 
of other sects, the ShinshO priests have sons and grandsons; 
giving them donations and praying in their temples is no 
different from praying for eternal losses for the peasants." 
Chihaku said: "The prosperity of such men means the ruin of 
the people. The people are the treasure of the authorities.
The property off the people will always be the property of the 
authorities. But even if we give the priest donations, the 
authorities will not grant us a tax reduction on that ground.
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Even if all peasants were to petition for this, the officials 
would never lend an ear to their requests." Gisuke said: "That 
is so. Anyway, why should we be the only ones to make contri
butions towards the costs of building a new temple! Although 
a peasant should not concern himself with such matters, I am 
saying all this because wicked men who plot the ruin of the 
people are thriving. As you know, we have to follow the village 
headman"s orders in all matters. He sees to it that we do not 
do things which involve unnecessary expenses; we must, for 
example, not wear garments which have crests on them, neither 
must our clothes be of any colour other than light blue. Month 
after month we have to acknowledge orders telling us to use 
plain cotton cloth for every purpose." Nisuee said: "That 
order befits peasants these days. We do not mind plain cotton 
cloth as long as we have sufficient of it so as not to freeze 
to death in winter, but as you can see, we don't even have 
white thread to mend our clothes with. This headman's order 
is well-suited to peasants." Gisuke said: "We often have trouble 
with our eyes, maybe because we are working so hard, but when 
we wipe them with a piece of plain cotton cloth it is so pain
ful that we can hardly bear it," Chihaku said: "I agree with 
you. However, considering that peasants are second only to 
warriors among the four classes of warrior, peasant, artisan, 
and merchant, there is no reason why they should not be 
allowed to have the same way of life as the townspeople. Of 
course, lavishing money on all sorts of things is not for the 
benefit of the authorities, but what inspired these orders 
more than anything else was the concern of the authorities 
to avert misery from each of us," Nisuke and Gisuke said:
"These orders, which were given by the village headman, are 
appropriate to peasants," Chihaku quipped: "But it is peculiar 
that peasants should be allowed to waste money on priests, some
thing which causes many more 'unnecessary expenses'."

The two peasants said: "That is so. We think our headman 
can do nothing at all about that." As they were speaking, Gon- 
suke, the headman of their five-family group, came through the
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gate. He greeted Chihaku:,. and then said to Nisuke and Gisuke: 
"You two have to report to corvee with your horses!" The two 
peasants asked him: "How far do we have to go?" Gonsuke 
answered: "To the river." When asked what sort of luggage 
they had to transport, Gonsuke explained: "It is the Yamabushi 
from the Smoky Peak0 . He stayed in the plain during the winter*3, 
and his return was delayed until today because of deep snow.
He is waiting at the village headman's house. Hurry up and 
go there quickly!" The two peasants said they would leave at 
once, whereupon Gonsuke bowed to Chihaku and left. Chihaku 
asked: "Is there no way of stopping Yamabushi from summoning 
peasants for labour service?" The two men answered: "No, there 
isn't. They hold an official pass which entitles them to call 
out man and horse, and so we must follow his order without 
delay. As always, it is the peasants who have to suffer. That 
Yamabushi is collecting donations for his temple; he visits 
the homes of peasants to sell them charms. Even on a journey 
of that kind he summons man and horse as if he were travelling 
on official business. Of course, he says he will pay us a 
certain amount of money for every ri we cover, but, in fact, 
that amount is a mere pittance." Chihaku said: "Someone like 
me just cannot understand why even Yamabushi should be allowed 
to hold a pass which enables them to call out man and horse 
as if they were travelling on official business," Nisuke 
said: "The Yamabushi probably thinks that he is entitled to 
it since he goes around reciting prayers for a good harvest of 
the five cereals." Chihaku said: "Indeed, he most probably 
asked for the official pass because he thought that as he 
looked after the interests of the authorities he was, so to 
speak, travelling on official business," The two peasants said:

a The volcano Mt, Aso. (See, 260.)
b ■This may well have been intended by the author as an irony,

as the Yamabushi who prefers to spend a few winter months
in the comfort of the castle town acts against the precepts
of the ShCigendo sect which require two holy men (matsu hijiri)
to retire into the mountains in the height of winter for
meditation and ascetic exercise.
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"That must have been his idea. However, that is a great mis
understanding. If he were to travel around all the villages 
to recite prayers for a good result when the five cereals are 
harvested without asking for goods in return, we would not 
mind so much, regardless of how many men he called out with 
their horses because that would mean that he really cared for 
the authorities and took pity on the people. Someone who goes 
around the houses to ask for offerings is a beggar, however 
exalted he may be. One grade lower and such a person would 
belong to the outcastes. The farm work we do is a very humble 
occupation, but since the authorities have entrusted the fields 
to us and have ordered us to devote all our energy to agri
culture and paying the annual tax, even our private business 
is not private; it might, with all due respect, even be con
sidered as something akin to official business. It is regrettable 
if even a single day is spent on labour service for a beggar 
instead of working on the fields. This does not matter to 
horse drivers and the like in town; they are in business to 
make money and as long as they earn some they do not care 
about anything else, but even they would be annoyed if they 
had to cover long distances for little money." Chihaku said:
"You are right. The Yamabushi, too, should not travel like 
a government official, but should straightaway go to a horse 
driver to hire horses against payment of an adequate fee."
The two peasants said: "Indeed, we think that he realizes 
that if he had to do so, nobody would work for him unless 
he paid them an appropriate fee for the work to be done, and 
so he decided to ask for an official pass right away and use 
peasant labour. We do not mind working for men like him now 
and then in spring, except for the time when we have to sow 
the seeds, but it is wretched to be called out on corvee for 
a Y^niabushi, or someone of the sort, in summer, right in the 
middle of transplanting the young rice or harvesting the millet. 
Generally, one cannot exaggerate the difference it makes to
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the harvest if one is only a single day late with sowing." 
Chihaku said: "Indeed, you are quite right. If, for example, 
on a certain day everybody is sowing and then someone comes 
along to call them out for corvee, it takes only a rainfall 
or a storm the following day to make sowing impossible with 
the consequence that the harvest will not yield the estimated 
amount of crop. Even if the sowing is then done a few days 
later, the eventual yield will amount to as little as half 
of that of other peasants. When things have gone that far, 
the prayers have not only been to no avail, but have actually 
made a good harvest impossible. Generally speaking, a good 
harvest is produced by observing the Way of Heaven, by following 
the cycle of the seasons, and by making the best use of the 
land. In other words, in spring you apply manure to the fields, 
in summer you weed, in autumn you harvest, and in winter you 
store the crop in the granary." The two peasants said: "Indeed, 
that is exactly what we do. This order has not changed since 
ancient times. How wicked it is, then, of Shinto priests and 
Yamabushi to make unreasonable demands on all peasants in their 
greed for rice and money. They also claim that the five cereals 
ripen only because of their prayers; we should like to see 
what would happen if we built a sturdy wall around a piece of 
rice land and then, without sowing any seeds, told the Shinto 
priests and the Yamabushi to produce a harvest of the five 
cereals by means of prayers! If they produce a bumper crop 
of the five cereals so that all the grdim in the storehouses 
can be sold at very low prices, then we peasants should stop 
toiling every month of the year and give up tilling our fields 
to become disciples of Yamabushi to practise the art of praying. 
If a crop could really be produced on a rice field simply by 
praying, we would be the first to become disciples of a Yama
bushi ." Chihaku said: "There are also places where prayers for 
a successful harvest of the five cereals are being recited by 
order of the authorities0 , it is called shoku or something like

0 (See, 262.)
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itj it seems that the worship of the five cereals is very simi
lar." The two peasants said: "That may be so. We are very 
grateful for that..." They had not finished speaking when 
the village headman’s messenger, Matahachi, came rushing in.
He drew a long breath and then said to the two peasants: "You 
two are supposed to come out on corvee! Why are you late? Come 
along with your horses at once! This is by order of the head
man! If you take such a long time, the Yamabushi will perhaps 
even complain to the authorities, and then you will certainly 
be punished in some way or other! Hurry up now! With these 
words he left and returned to his home. Chihaku said: "You 
told me things today which are not popular, but it is better 
to follow the rule of the day in everything than run the risk 
of being called a fool by all other people." The two peasants 
said: "Exactly, that is what we tried to tell you. Don't 
mention a word of our conversation to anyone! Well then, we 
shall take our leave..." And with these words they returned 
to their homes.

*
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APPENDIX I.

Peasant Unrest in Higo, 1603-1867

Borton puts the number of incidents of peasant uprisings 
in Higo (540*000 koku) between 1603 and 1867 at 25°. This 
figure, which includes only occurrences involving open violence 
such as rioting (sodo, goso) or the storming of warehouses 
(uchikowashi), is considerably higher than either the 12 inci
dents listed for the Hizen domain (357*000 koku) or the single 
incident of the Satsuma domain (770*000 koku).

These figures would place Higo in an average position among 
the domains of Kyushu, with the geographical regions of Bungo 
and Hyuga, which were fragmented into numerous domains with low 
kokudaka, coming on top with as many as 34 and 32 incidents 
respectively. According to the list given by Borton, Higo
occupies an, average position also on the national scale.

bThe statistics used by Borton for Higo are, however, 
distorted by the inclusion of Amakusa, This peninsula, though 
part of the geographical region of Higo, did not fall under 
Hosokawa suzerainty, but was under the jurisdiction of the 
shogunate (tenryo)0. In order to obtain an unbiased impression 
of peasant unrest in Higo, we must therefore list Amakusa 
separately, As we do so, the picture changes dramatically; 
in fact, no less than 16 incidents out of the 25 listed above 
took place on Amakusa, with only 9 remaining for Higo under 
Hosokawa rule. Moreover, these 9 incidents were spread over 
more than a century, from 1735 to 1841, with intervals between 
the individual incidents ranging from 3 to 40 years . If we are

a Borton, "Peasant Uprisings," Appendix II, Chart I, 206,
b . . .His chart is based on Numazaki Hidenosuke, HyakushS Ikki

Chosa Hokokusho. Kyoto, 1935.
c since 1641,
d . . .  , .The years in which riots occurred in Higo were 1735, 1743,

1746, twice in the famine year of 1786, and then again once
in 1802, 1820, 1836, and 1841.
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the authorities and the odd corporate land flight by groups of
peasants, only 16 out of a total of 48 incidents between 1603

. aand 1867 fell on Higo under Hosokawa rule . This evidence
suggests that Higo, compared with the rest of Japan, had a
fairly low incidence of peasant unrest - certainly lower
than all of its neighbours, with the one exception of the
Satsuma domain.

a The corresponding figures for the neighbouring regions are 
as follows: (Figures in brackets are inclusive of incidents 
on tenryo): Hizen, 18 (24); Chikugo, 12; Bungo 25 (29); 
HyOga, 42 (47); Osumi 7; Satsuma, 3. According to N5J, 
Appendix, Hyakusho ikki-toshi sojo nenpyo, 1094 ff.
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APPENDIX II.

List of Weights and Measures

Dry Measures:

Linear Measures

Square Measures

Weight and Money:

1 kanme
1 kobqn-\. 
1 monme 
1 kin 
1 kan ̂

1 koku 
1 to 3|.
1 sho
i si ^
1 shaku Aj *1 sai

1 £i % -
1 cho \&j 
1 shaku 
1 sun

1 cho 
1 tan 
1 £e
1 bu -qr ss

180.5
18.05
1.805
0.180
0.018
0.002

3.924 kilometres 
1 0 9 metres 
0.303 metres 
3.03 centimetres

litres

99.15 ares 
9.915 "
99.15 m 2  

1 tsubo

(iO tan)
( 1 0  se)
(30 tsubo) 

3.305 m 2

=  1 ' OOO mon

~ 1 ryo ySq = 4 monme 3 
= 1° bu ^
as 0.601 kg
as 1 'OOO monme ^

bu
= 3.75 kg 
« 16.164 ga 
= 3.759 g

« 3.75 kg

a In Higo, as in all domains west of Osaka, the monetary system 
was based on the silver standard.
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And5 ShSeki . on
village headmen, 54; on 
priests, 252; on religion 
of common people, 256;
289-90.

annual tax (nengG), 233 ff.; 
general, 234-6; experienced 
by peasantry, 246-9. TN: 
338-40.

aragaki ̂  .jug. . 108.
Ariake bay ̂  » 81, 165.
Ariyoshi house , 160-1.
arrowroot, 70n; 228. TN: 397. .
Asama volcano, 37. v̂f\ lIa

3""Aso county , 168; commented
by Furukawa'', 223; 285.

Aso shrine , 262.
azukari seido see

deposit system.

Baba Bunk6 $  , 289.
bakikuf u

ligious ii
14-22; and re- 

nstitutions, 254.
15.bakuhan system jfp

banbyS ichidokuron 7 5 -7^) »
319. 7

banishment (mura harai), 52, 
52n. TN: 420, 423.

bank crash of 1802, 189.
Bashaku-machi , 371.
Bellah, R.N., 266.
Bizen , 109n, 122, 159.
BQchu ^  ̂  , 260.
Buddhism, see also, Shinshu 

sect, influence on bakufu, 
23-5; 26-8; TN: 392.
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bugyS^ . ^  (commissioner),
98.

B u n g o ^ . ^ ,  225.  

bunmeshi , 226.
bushidg (Way of the Warrior), 

29. &  X^sL  

buyaku » see, corvee.
Bygmei ikai ^  ̂  ,

TN: 399n.
Bygmeikai^ ^ , ^ ^ -  , TN: 399.

Chambliss, W.J., 52.
chigyg V 3 (exercise of 

proprietorship), 2 1 .
chigygtori 161.
Chihaku, Doctor, interpreted,

311; 317-324.
chikata chigyg fa•

183n.
Chikugo 25.

^  y'Chikuzen , 243n.
Chgninbukuro 36n,

257n.
chgnin bungaku \ . 282.
Chgnin Kgken Mokuroku Av
1 , ^ 3  (Observations on

Merchants), 92.
C h g s h Q 8,9.
Chu Hsi , 30.
Chuzg)t-/fe, TN: 372.
Confucianism, 18, 23, 26, 28-34, 

43; concerned about Buddhist 
influence, 249 ff.; and medi
cine, 318-9.

corvee (buyaku, kgyaku), 49, 125; 
and land reclamation, 164. TN: 
385.

Craig, A., 114.

Daigaku Wakumon £S<, \p\
287.

daimyg (lords), 16.
Daitg temple ™ :  423.
Daiunkyg , 263.
danka system , 269.

TN: 427.
Danna Haramitsu

TN: 427. 1

Dazai Shundai a  , 43.
debt transfer (karigae),

102-3, 243; TN: 362-4.
DenshQkan • 110*
deposit system (azukari seido), 

187-9.
dezukurima i tft Yf ^  , TN: 367.
district headman (sgshgya),

9 9 , 100-3; petition against 
j5men method, 190-2; 
attacked, TN̂ : 345, 348;
TN: 349, 350; duties defined, 
TN: 352.

diviners, 258-9; TN: 354.
Doheiji-^f , interpreted, 312; 

316-7.
doki X  (earth ether), 355.
Dokgkankenroku i ^  ̂  j 199
domain schools, 30, 404n.

(see also, JishOkan)
Dgmei^^jh^, 311.
domen ju , 386.
donations, 184-6, 236. TN: 370.
doyg TN: 355-6, 355n.
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Edo 37, 40n, 57, 73,
213; Kampfer on housing, 
214; food, 214-5; comment 
by Alcock, 216; Harris on 
life of common people, 
218; Thunberg on houiing, 
219n; 254.

eta 371n.

family limitation, 207-9.
'first ears of rice' tax 

(hatsuhogome), 229, 236.
TN: 368.

fertilizers, 58; horse manure,
59; night-soil, 59-60; 227; 
green fertilizer, 61, 63, 64, 
6 8 , 179; commercial f., 62,
67; 144, 179; replacement of 
green f. by commercial f.,
67, 69-70; fish fertilizers,
6 8 ; shortage of green f.,
134, 171, TN: 409; water,
172, 172n; ashes, 226-7.

five-family groups (gonin gumi), 
explained, 53, 53n; 206, 207n,
244.

forestry, 72-5; in Higo, 121 ff., 
(see also, afforestation)

fuchi Xfc. t see, stipends.
fudai . 1 6 .
fudasashi (rice brokers),

TT.

Fujiwara Seiko 23.
Fujizawa '/K » 217.
Fukui » 210.
Furukawa KoshOken

on Higo, 85-9; 158; on Aso 
region, 168; on peasant life 
in Higo, 222-4; on rainprayers, 
264-5; 286; on KatC cult, 385n.

gakk0-t5 ^  » see,
school faction.

gakuryg shinchi ^  »
161.

Gam5 Kunpei ^  . 112n.
geiyO biraki 3 ^  ftfj, 161.
gendaka SgjS, , 148.
GendSkan , 113.
Gengo (Discourse on

Metaphysics), 291.
genki K j , TN: 406.
ginjunbi nashi no ginsatsu 
hokkS tiLT,
^ i ? , 9 4 n .
ginsatsu , see, paper

money.
gi saku X z h » 183n.
Gisuke , interpreted,

311; 314-5.
ggdaka , 148n.

#  ' 2 5 9 • 
go-gindokoro , 187.
gogyO 227n.
gojS . 266n.
gokamachi regulation J£l *

85, 117.
gokg gomin 143.
Go-Kygyusho 207,

207n . 258, 266. 1

gonin gumi, see, five-family 
group •

go-shamen biraki ^  5 ^

go-shamen tateyama \
125.

gSshi -iT , see, rural 
samurai.

Ggshi county /\3 
270n.

149,A"  ̂

goshg gomen 272
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Got5 Konzan 1 1 % ^ .  319.
gowari no sakutoku (T\

explained, 157-8. TN:
34l’, 34In.

go-y.Sen jtĵ ,1 2 0 .
go-ySkin forced

contributionTT 2 1 .
go-zenmai
Griffis, W.E., 209, 210, 221.
gun£| (county), 98.
gunbugyg (Commissioner

of County «ffairs), 85.
gundai/^f (county official), 

85, 99.
gundai jikifure jfo jji,

307. I
Gunsho rui jG i&jft 1 1 2 •

hadakamugi , 338n.
Hakirishitan R  » 27.
hakobe li-K' , 227n.
Hakodate, described by Aleak,

2 1 2  •
Hamamachi ^  , 118, 226n, 307,
hamen kemi see,

reassessment.
Hanawa HSkiichi — » 112.
hangaku^  ^  (domain schools) 

404 n .
Han-no-ura , 2 2 1 .
hankS ^j^_(domain schools)

404 n .
hansatsu ̂  , see, paper

money.
hara , 65-7; plant life

on h., 66-7; afforestation of 
h., 74.

Haramachi , 213n.
haraigashira jl\ (Head of Pay* 

ment), 240, 247.

Harris, T., 209, 215; on 
peasant life, 217-8.

hatamoto , 44; 44n.
hatsuhogome rK . see,

'first ears of rice'tax.
Hayashi Oen, 4^- 112.
Hayashi Razan iIA • 28*
Hayashi school , 47.
Hayashi Shihei -J , 112.
hazekata onma ^ , 1 1 9 .
hazekata yakusho L& -r m  , 

see, Wax O f f i c e ™  J 7 r '
hazeyama $j^{\ ̂  . 119.
Hefele, K., on hara, 65;

130.
Higo domain role in

Meiji Restoration, 8-9; 
geography, 81-5; function 
today, 84; viewed by Furu
kawa, 85-9; population,
90n; finances prior to 
HSreki reform, 90-7; 
strategic tasks, 93; 
assessed yield, 148n; 
increase in assessed yield 
discussed, 151 ff.; 
stipends, 183; peasant 
life in H., 222 ff.; food, 
225; natural calamities,
229.

Higo KSshiden
(The Lives of Filial Sons 
of Higo), 109.

Hihon Tamakushige 1 »
293.

hinin ^  A  . TN: 371, 371n.
hinin ninbetsuchC ^  A .  A
~ ^ T 3 —

hinintS 374n.
hinoki (cypress), 1 2 2 .

(see also, afforestation)
Hirano-ya ^  , 163«
Hirata Atsutane ^  \£[

251. 1

Hiroshima jt\ £̂ ) , compared
with Kumamoto, 8 8 .
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Hisahara village ^ /?T» » 134, 
135.

Hitoyoshi /\~?a , 268.
hiyatoi lA ft (wage labour), 

39.
hirakata 55.
Hizen 225.
hSkSnin (indentured

labour), 38-9, 244.
honbyakushS vfj'fet , 49, 100.
honji suijaku ,

TN: 400n.
hSon . 266.
hontomononari^j^ffi?)/^ (prin

cipal land tax), 234.
Hgreki reform in

Higo, 90-185; appreciation 
by Shimada, 187.

Hori Heitazaemon P6)
8 8 , 107, 108. '

hoshika ^  ,̂§2) , 67.
Hosokawa Muneyoshi 

92; murdered, 97.
Hosokawa Shigekata A ©  •') % % %

45; comment by Furukawa, 8 8 ;
97; on purpose of domain school, 
110.

Hosokawa TadatoshiA*S M \
85. '

Hotoku-gun i k A i ,  • 1 4 9 •
Hotaru Nagaaki » 111.
Hotokehara 4k , 182.
hotoke no za <r> , 227n.
Hsu Kuang-Chi , 63.
Hsun tzu -J- , 33-4; TN: 408n.
hyakushS b8 zu » 270.
hyakushgdai see»

peasant deputy.
hyakushg uedateyama 'teilLlAl •

124.
hygtori 183n.

HyQga , 268.

ichidai kyoju — TN: 
428.

ichijg ikkaji _ - ^ ^ - a 4t ,
253. 1

Ide Hei'uemon 43- ̂  ̂  fj6) f
182

Ikeda Mitsumasa v£\i9^/5^,
24, 109n.

ikki ryGtairon _  g  ,
319. 3  1

ikkg ikki — , 272.
Ikoma rod % , TN: 347,

389.
imogo ^ * 1 2  (volcanic earth), 

82n.
inaka ^  , TN: 387n.
Inazu Y a ’uemon Yorimasu>ffej

351n.
in* u ^  vib , TN: 391.

27.
Inoue Kowashi j£ V ■ 9, 11.
iriai (right of usufruct),

70-5; curtailment of, 71,
130, 171, 180. TN: 409.

Ishida, R., 131.
Ishinhg . TN: 398n.

. 29.

i i  3 rj • ™ : 354-
j ibutsudg . 270.
jihikiawase land survey 
3 ) 4  t* . 87, 148, 154, 
157.

ji’in hatto jj , 254.
j inarashi land survey ^

148.
jingi isen { - % % & •  273-



453

JishQkan domain school
~ W W 30n,

aku influence? 11-3,

Ilf
109-114; koku- 

293.
jizamurai J#? -dr » 181.
Johnson, E.H., 64-5, 67.
j gmen method of tax assessment, 

in Kyghg reform, 44; 55;
141; introduced by shogu
nate, 144-5; effect on 
peasantry, 146; in Higo,
146; as incentive, 152; 
introduction in Higo,
190; petition against,
190; 239, 298; and dating 
of TN, 305, 330. Proposed 
in TN: 376 ff.

jgnggashi see,
tax payment loans.

j Gmensei see, j gmen
method.

j unkai lo6n•
j unmachi yft tflj, 85.

Kaga , 272.
Kagami 173, 240n.
Kagen fa)5?. (The Origin of 

Value), 291.
Kaibo Seiryg ftp 43*
kaidan ^ j i g  , 251n.
kaikaku , see, reform.
kakaehinin » 374n.
kakaku » 49n.
kakedokoro 270.
Kamigata » 87n, 87;

life in K. compared with 
mountains of Higo, 223.

Kamimashiki-gun 
123.

i  0} ij.Kamiyama village 
310.

Kampfer, E., on importance of 
timber, 72, 74; 209, 211, 
213-4; on forests as source 
of food, 227; on arrowroot, 
228; on Yamabushi, 259.

Kanadehon Chushingura
4£l^ ' IM-364
kanake ^  , 92.
kanmai , 235.
Kanmurygj ukyg TN:

Kanokogi Ryghei *
103, 152, 174-8. '

Kansei igaku no <Ts
* Ai »Kansei reform . 46-7.

iiin  |[  3 4 ^  A-Kansei sanki
1 1 2 n .

kanzen chgaku 27.

karigae ££ , see, debt trans
fer. “ ®

karg ^-fe (elders), 161.
Kat5 Chikage 112.
KatS Kiyomasa, 159, 168, 313. 

TN: 384n, 385n •
Kat5, S., 290.
Katsura Shushi ^ , 399n.
Kawakami Gensai M 113.
Kawasaki , 286.
Kawashiri h ) ^  , 81, 85, 93, 

240n.
Keian Ofuregaki fe Oy t  

19, 19n, 2 0 , 2OT, 206. r

Keiho 55sho 107.
keizai 284.

Keizai Mondg Hiroku
255•

kemi t see, tax assessment
kemi method of tax assessment 

» 44, 140; in Higo, 
147; contrasted with j5men 
method, 152; 158, 298, 330.
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kenchi land surveys),
22, 44.

ki ^  , 317.
ki ^  , 354, 355.
kika ^ Jj\r i TN: 394.
Kikuchi-gun 0. H» , 123,

149. J

Kikuchi Shigetomo i
H O .

KimyC t e m p l e TN:
393.

kinkayG 19.
kinnC ggshi/£ Af*) 180.
kiriboshi daikon

226. '
Kiso ^ , 1 2 2 .
Kitamura, T., 162.
kit5shi no kao ni kagaku no 

kaqe mo nashi
258n. m

k O < ^  • I!l: 354» 355*
koban "1 , 238.
K8b5 Daishi see,

KQkai.
kodg ^  (Ancient Way),

294.
O' / .koqaku (Ancient School),

29; in Higo, 111.
Kggawa ShOan 4tXx\ $ fltj • 3 1 9*
ko*i faction £  Eylfc. 318, 328.
kg j G , 257; TN: 415, 415n.
kokemi vl' frJL ("small assess

ment") , 236.
koku , TN̂ : 355.
kokugaku |i], (School of National 

Learning), 26; influence on 
JishGkan? 111-3; 292.

Kokura •J' yA  , described by Siebold, 
2 1 2 ; health of common people,
213; tax payment in K., 241n;
246n.

komebarai » 241n.

komigomejX . 235.
komononari , (mis

cellaneous taxes), 234.
komugi ' \ , 338n.
komusgy^Aj^r (mendicant 

priest), 252, 258, 261.
TN: 373.

konnyaku , 215, 228.
kgritsutsu/S.̂  181.
kosei faction 

318, 328.
Mt. Koshiro ^  J|, 137.
kgyaku ^  see, corvee
Kuan tzu , on link

between nature and so
ciety, 32n, 336n.

kuchimai Cl . , 235. TN: 360,
Kujikata Osadamegaki 

• io?-
KujG ^  240n.
KGkai , 401.
Kuma river /'J, 1 2 1 .
Kumamoto , function

today, 84n; 85; viewed 
by Furukawa, 88-9, 93.

Kumazawa Banzan lL\ »
26n, 29, 73, 130, 138,
251, 269n, 287.

kumi . 9 9 .
Kunitake Dansuke 

94, 97.
Kunitake no dokutake (fr

1 3  • 97-
kuromoi chigyS =T,

93, 183.
Ky6 hg reform 

43-5.
Kygku poem H-**) , 258. 
Kygnen konkyG no tekagami

230-2.
Kygto^.if, 37, 57, 213, 

214. I
kyQchi
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kyGmin biraki , 161.
KyGshG , population,

41n; economic zones, 84n, 
climate, 131; peasant life, 
219-20; climate described 
by Furukawa, 224.

land flight, 39-42; in Higo, 
179-80.

land reclamation, 43, 150; 
in Higo, 159-80; different 
types of, 159-62; contrasted 
with Bizen, 160; wide dis
tribution of reclaimed land, 
161; peasants reluctant to 
till new fields, 166-7; 
drainage problems, 169-78; 
proposed, TN: 389-91.

Legalism, 31-4, 108.
local administration, in Higo,

98-107; rural samurai,
183.

lords, see, daimyg.

mabiki (*Jf\ ) (thinning), 207.
(see also, family limita
tion. )

mansha flower , 117.
Masamune Hakuchg fe&j), 282.
masu (wooden measure), 247.
matsu (pine), 123. (see also, 

afforestation.)
matsu hi j iri 4 ^ ^  * TN: 430n.
Matsudaira Sadanobu ^

46, 47, 252, 287.
Matsui house . 160, 161,
Matsuyama 4^> * 141.
medical science, 318-20.
men j 5 & A L  238.
merchants, 21, 35 ff., 42, 45, 

46; and town culture, 282 ff.

merchant guilds, checking 
migration to cities, 40; 
recognized by authorities, 
45.

metsuke Q  A'T (censors), 2 2 ; 
in Higo, lOO.

miko , 259.
Mimibukuro » 49n.
Minamata 264.
Ming fa , 336n.
Minkan Seiyg (Essen

tials of Civic Life), 204.
Minoda, K . , 162.
Mito^-jp, stipends, 183.
Mitsui Takafusa

comment on Hosokawa, 92.
Miura Baien 290-1
Miyabe Teizg H 3 .
miyadera 4^ , 260.
Miyahara , 173.
miyaza j? fy,, see, shrine 

association.
Miyazaki Antei ^  57
Miyoshi Kiyoyuki - X  &

322n. —
mizunomi * A k .  , 49; and land 

reclamation, 165. .!"•* -
monopolies, 46; in Higo, 116

117.
monzeki temple 254.
Morioka^|3Q , 122.
Morishita, I., 148- 154.
Morita, S., 11, 12, 185, 296 

310.
, Motoori Norinaga

111, 287, 292-5.
motoyama , 73.
mura harai ^  see,

banishment.
mura iriyg 234.
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mura yoriai see ,
village assembly.

Murata Harumi 112.
mutaka -j£i (landless peasant), 

49; and land reclamation,
165.

Nagasaki-^£1^ , 93.
Nagase M a s a k i , 112. 
Nagoya , 73.
Nagoya Gen'i 

318.
Nagura village, 64, 64n, 6 8 .
Nakae T5jO 29.
Nakai Chikuzan ^ 4 1 ^  i3-̂»

30, 251, 252, 254n.
Nakajima Hirotari 

112.
Nakamura, J., 148n.
Nakayama Ichinoshin 

, 305.
nanakusa , 227.
Naoe Kanetsugu

245.
Naosuke • 311.
nawahane , 241.
nazuna 227.
Negishi Morinobu

49n.
1—“nen-3̂  , 356.

nengu » see, annual tax
knengu woppu jS ^

238.
nibumai 190.
Ni'ichi Banashi ^  —  &̂ j, 

307, 308, 310.
ninjuteikan ^ £ ^ £ ^ 2 7
NinnSkyS 263•

Ninomiya Sontoku —  ^7 ^  
25.

Nishimura, T., 168, 171.
Nisuke (?, interpreted,

311, 312-3.
nobiru t o . » 227.
N6gy0 Zensho . 57.
nohinin 374n.
Norman, E.H., 290.
nokata 7} , 387n.
Nozu district ^  , 168.
Nung chSng chlian shu 'M j 

» ^ 3 •
Nung sang t'ung chlieh 

N y o r a i ^  , 420.

Obi 1 2 1 .
188.oboe ^

ObugyC / ^ i ^ ^ H i g h  Commissioner) 
98.

Odawara ') • ̂  , 2 1 1 -2 .
Oguni ~) -\§. 230, 267. (see 

also, Aso county)
OgyO Sorai 29,

251, 287.
Sh5 ihon T  273.
o-jikiyama , 73.
okabo (long-grained

Indian rice), 82.
o-kakomai - & , ? cf.. TN: 360,

360n.
o-kami h , 18.
o-kariage 94.
Okayama /2-|, compared with 

Kumamoto, 8 8 .
o-komori *)( rainfarayer)

262. / 1

oku o-yama IS/^PlL) . 124.
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o-kurabaraikitte  ̂ifcn 
241. '

onden ff) (hidden fields),
82, i07, 148, 148n.

oneki » TN : 397.
onmygji see» divi

ners. '
Ono.T., 11, 304, 305.
Onwakan H O .
Osaka ^ ^  37, 57, 73, 213; 

Thunberg on housing, 214.
Oshima -i • Jjj , 81.
Osumi ^\f$g » 268.
o-tateyama , 73;

in Higo, 124.
o-tomeyama J-J, 73; in

Higo, 124.
Otsu 2 2 2 , 240n.
Ou Yang-HsLi 317.
outcasts, 89; village des

cribed, 220; TN: 371.
0 wariA J5 ^ »  122‘
oyabun t 374n.
o-yama , 73. ^
o-yamashihaiyaku

(official in charge of the 
woodland), 99, 125.

Oygmei school d^Vwang Yang
Ming), 29. "

quality of peasant life,
209 ff.; Alcock on p. life, 
216-7; life in KyOshu,
219; 221; life in Higo,
222 ff.; food 231-2; 
punishments, 245-6; 
experience of annual tax, 
246-9; and priesthood,
249 ff; life described by 
TN: 361; attachment to 
priests, TN: 414 ff.

population, 41, 41n; in 
Higo, 90n.

priesthood, attacked by
Confucian scholars, 249 ff., 
301-3.

rain prayers, 263-5; TN:
392-5.

reassessment, 144, 239;
TN: 358 ff.; abolishment 
proposed, 377.

reform (kaikaku), 42-7.
reform of county administra

tion , in Higo, 96.
rei TN: 357.
Rein, J.J., on hara, 65-6; 

70n.
reirakuson , see,

village decay.
Reishgken 304, 306.

paper money (qinsatsu), in Higo,
94, 95, 96.

paper mulberry, 118.
peasant deputy (hyakushgdai),

99-100.
peasantry, food, 19; Tenmei famine, 

37; and growing money economy, 37; 
pawn service, 38-9; land flight, 
39-42, 179-80; quality of life 
improved, 55; in Higo, 87,88; 158; 
life as seen by Tanaka Kyugu, 204; 
life mirrored in legislation, 205- 
206; regional differences of

rengesg
Rennyg^^ctt, 271. 
rensaku nogyg 59.

r i ^ J l a w  of heaven, principle)

Ri ' uemon^-'jjj^l^f^^ 311.
rgnin , TN: 421.
rural samurai, stipends, 182- 

183; duties, 182; involved 
in local administration,
183.

rygbu shintg 400.
ryu j , 263, 264.
ryQg 263, 265.
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Sagara t<̂  ,89.
Saigandenji ĵ , 260.
Saishunkan H I .  328.
SaiyO Zakki Ran

dom Notes from a Journey to 
the West), 85.

Sakanoshita , 212.
Sakuma ShSzan 113.
S a k u s u k e ^  *3/), interpreted,

312, 316-7.
sale of rank, 180-6; TN: 365.
salt production, 120.
sankin kStai duty

of alternate attendance), 16-7, 
35, relaxed, 44; 45; TN:
349.

Sansom, G.B., 22, 64, 287.
sashiko $L'\ %  , 241, 242, 247.
Sassa Narimasa 3=^

347.
Sat5 Nobuhiro ftL \f\t

208n.
sato o-yama jLjl&p ll) * 124.
Satsuma m .  , 8,9; compari

son with Higo, 87; control 
over travellers, 89; 240;
242n; 268.

Sawatari » 306.
school faction (gakkS-tS),

113.
Seidan J & j #  , 287.
Seiden engi IB foi 12,

12n, 306, 310.
Seishi K O k i j t ^ J ^ ^ ,  225.
Sej ikenbunroku Mj IjTi

252, 286.
Sendai ^  , 20.
senobi f i e l d s ^ f l 297; TN: 

342-3, 346. 347, 386, 387.
seri ̂  227.
sericulture, 118.
setsu , 354, 354n.

shakuhachi R  A. , 261. 
shamisen 417.
Shao Yung 8^ TN: 406n.
Sheldon, Ch., 36n.
Shibuya, T., 153. 
shichibeya ^ “af y?b 108•

Sh24| 2°5giSh0 ^  £ MM'
Shimada Katsuji % ,

150, 186, 305, 306.
shimo , 19.
Shimoda family 

84n.
51n,

Shimonoseki , 212.
shimpan fjjl4l6.
shin (mind), 357.
ShinshO sect ^-v 249,

265 ff., 303, 323-4; 
attacked, TN: 414 ff.

ShintC 24; in village,
25-6; in Higo, 261-5; 303, 
TN: 392 ff, 300 ff.

shindendaka , 150.
shingoji j, 260.

-V  ̂ NShingon sect 14.^ ^  , 269.
i \shinSkSshS ^  . 17, 20,

45.
Shinpuren ̂
Shinran 

425n.
shinsanko f ("new wor

shippers"), 51n.
shinsei jioL(personal rule)

33.
shinshin ihon 273.
shiofuki 177.
Shirakawa f=3.]}£j » 267n.
shirasu L 1") ̂  (volcanic 

earth), 82n\
shizensei 289.
shogunate, see, bakufu.

9.
268. TN: 413n
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shgkan , TU: 397.
shoku , TN: 432.
shSnin muySron If)

("Uselessness of the Mer
chant"), 42.

shosha neai kannushi hatto
• 262-

shrine association (miyaza), 
50, 50n, 55, 225.

Shukygkan H O .
shumon ninbetsuchg ^
%') (census register),
27.

S h u n ^  , 33.
Siebold, Ph. von, 20, 20n, 

209, 212, 214-5.
Smith, T.C., 18, 39, 51, 55, 

142, 211.
S8b5 Kigen f  ,

254n. '
251,

social stratification, see . 
shin0k5sh5.

sonng j5i , 113.
sgroku IN: 426.
sgshgya • see • district

headman.
sg yoriai > 106n.
stipends (fuchi), 2 0 ; in 

Higo, 93-4.
sugi #/ (cedar), 1 2 2 ,( see, 

afforestation)
suiro C  (water-dungeon),

246.
Suizenji , 87.
suji , 99.
sukegg "assistant

villages"J , 49.
sumptuary legislation, 44, 47; 

governing peasant life, 205- 
206; TN: 429.

sunshi cf , see, donation.

sunshi go-kenin ^
180. 1

sunshi sunk5 rj"^, see,
Sale of Rank.

Suzuki Shgsan 27.
suzuna , 227n.

x /suzushiro fa , 227n.

tachiyokome Q  . 247.
Taeuber, I., 91 n.
Taiseiden ^ ^ ^ ( P a r a g o n  Hall),

29.
T a k a h a s h i ^  4^. 85, 119.
takamochi yLj , 49.
T a k a s e ^  85, 91, 240n.
Takamoto Shimei 112.
takawari , 235.
Takayama Hikokuro ̂  A,

Takef u j&, jtL. , 2 2 1 .
Takuma county S^» 87» 14^»

184.
Tale of Nisuke, MSS, 11-2; 

domain reform as background, 
47; discussed, 282 ff.; 
content summarized, 296-303; 
interpreted, 304-332; 
limitations to objectivity, 
330.

Tamaboko HyakushD 3 L  iiif-e? t,
295.

Tamakushige \j\ 287, 293.
294.

Tamamuro, T.,
307, 308.

Tamana county
134, 149.

Tanaka KyOgG
286.
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tanata 4^31( "shelf-f ields" ) f Tokugawa Tsunayoshi I' | 4 U&ltj
82.

Tanuma Mototomo Ifl fel,;Nj‘ /257n.
Tanuma Okitsugu "Cyjc 46

[  n  t ''J  '

tatami w  » 205, 314.
tawarahane , 241.
tax assessment, 43; in Higo, 

139 ff., 236-9. TN: 341 ff.
tax payment loans, 242-3.
tax rate, in Higo, 153-4.
tenaga 4 (district), 98-9.
tenaga sanyaku 4 ^^_( three

district officials), 99.
Tendai sect 7 ^ 269, 271.
ten ' i , 357.
tenri TN: 412.
tenryg (shogunal land),

37 •
tensai ^  , TN: 395.
tezukeyokome 4  43 & (super

intendent) , 99, lOO.
Thunberg, C.P., 26n, 59-61, 

209, 212, 214, 216, 219n.
tobo V Î L » 242.
tokaki -4^4^ , 242.
Titsingh, M., 165.

w
toboko 247.
T6d5 , 141.
tghgsaku, see, Tung Fang Shuo.
tokoro £̂7. , 231.
Tokugawa Harusada 1/^L-|

293.
Tokugawa Iemitsu \ ^  u[

28.
Tokugawa leyasu ll\

14, 25, 33.
Tokugawa literature, 282 ff.; 

various genres, 284, limi
tations of criticism, 291-
296.

29.
Tokugawa Yoshimune 

21, 43, 45, 47.
Tokugawa Yoshinao I

28.
Tominaga Nakamoto & jA < -  4 ^ ^  , 

251, 290.
tomura \  4 4  » 99.
■Toyofcemi ■ Hadeyebe

Tosa domain-i—4̂ 4; 122, 184n.
toshi ^  , 357.
tSshi \||| , 99.
TBshBgD %  , see, Toku

gawa leyasu.
Toyotomi Hidevoshi, 21, 268, 

347n -%■ g. %  % ,  .
tozama 16.
tsubogari . 238.
tsuke todoke ^4 / ^  » 269.
Tsuruzaki J4̂  81, 85,

240n. J
Tung Chung S h u 3 9 5 n .
Tung Fang Shuo &  m X u  |3 ,

TN: 375. *  ̂  ™

Uesugi Harunori Jt. 4^ VkLĵ 4 5  .
ujigami ^ 4 4  (clan god), 25.
Umakata-machi A  ft-J. 371n.
unjS :■& _ t . 236.
urbanization, 40, 40n, in 

Higo, 84-5.
uruchi (long-grained

Indian rice), 82
Uto f  jL, 85.

'Tokugawa Plateau", 41.
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village, 48; leading families, 
48-50; stratification, 49; 
assembly, 51-2; and market 
economy, 54 ff.; in Higo, 
82-4.

village assembly, (mura yori- 
ai), 51-2; in Higo, 106.

village decay (reirakuson), 
167, 173 ff., 299-300. TN: 
383 ff.

village headman, 50, 54; in 
Higo, 98, 103-5, 206; 
attacked, TN: 345, 352.

village leadership, 48; 
privileges, 49-50; foun
dation of authority, 50- 
51; supremacy of trad, 
leadership challenged,55.

Wang Cheni?J=| , 63.
waritobo *) \. i\ 247.
Watanabe Tadasu y/SiT)

306, 307, 308. ^
Wax office, 119, 161, 187.
wax production, 118-9.
wealthy peasants (g5nS), 

18, 38, 36n, 155. TN: 
312.

Yabe 182, 186, 271,
305.

Yamabushi ilj 'ffc, 259-60, 263, 
303, TN: 392 ff., 398, 430 
ff.

Yamaga Sok5 lX) 29.
Yamakoshi . 247.
Yamanaka village J-|vf "ft, 310. 

Yamashita , 310.

Yamawaki T5y5 ^^>^;^319. 
yqng , 32.

yatsu-fcg , 125.
Yatsushi ro 85, 168,

240n.
, 32.

Yokoi Sh5nan J '# f) ,113 .

Yokome (police), 22.
Y o k o z C ^ ^  , TN: 372.
yomogi , 227.
Yoneda house rf: IS , 160-1.
Yonezawa tf. >X. » 45, 246n.
Yoshida shrine ^  262.
Yoshimasu TOdO 319.
Mt. Yoshimuta
Yoshino , 122.
yuitsu sSgen no shintS ‘

400•

zaimachi (rural town),
84-5, 93, 116.

zainaka go-kenin
(rural samurai), 181.

zakata , 55.
Z a s h i k i 85, 264.
Zen secty^.^. , 269, 271.
Zensuke , 311.
Zen'uemon^- u-lj^pll. f **)
Zokumaru Z^.: 423.

Y a o#, . 33.


