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Yayoi Society as seen from Changes in Settlement Distribution Patterns

WAKABAYASHI Kunihiko

It is generally acknowledged that large-scale settlements consisted of a number of inhabited zones
and that these settlements did not constitute a single group that had been reconfigured by a chief,
although there is no clear picture of Yayoi society on which this assumption is based. Focusing on this
aspect, this paper attempts to advance an explanation by applying a model to regions throughout the
Japanese archipelago based on an analysis of the establishment of, and changes to, inhabited zone
distribution patterns in the Kinki region.

An analysis of distribution patterns revealed the following types: Type Al - formed by a number of
compound-type settlements within an area of approximately 10 square kilometers; Type A2 - a single
settlement; and Type B - a distribution of only small and medium-sized settlements. Type B was the
main type in central Kinki during Early Yayoi, and while by Middle Yayoi many Al-type settlements
were found in the lowlands, Type B predominated in regions with developed hilly and terraced terrain.
Type A2 settlements also existed in the lowlands. In other words, by Middle Yayoi there were large
differences in settlement distribution patterns caused by topographical conditions and other factors.
The formation of many hierarchical square moated burial precincts of the kind typically found near
Lake Kawachi developed in regions with a pattern of polynuclear settlements similar to the Al pattern.
The formation of many compound-type settlements is not connected to a simple hierarchical pattern
centered on large-scale settlements. Subregional differences in settlement distribution had been
eliminated by Late Yayoi, as on the whole the distribution of communities had become standardized.
This settlement pattern with minimal regionality had become common by the Kofun period, and
it is likely that during the Yayoi period gradual changes were underway to a Kofun period type of
settlement pattern.

This sort of diversity in settlement distribution patterns in the Kinki region naturally explains the
differences in the conditions and periods of the formation of compound-type settlements in lowlands
across the Japanese archipelago. Clearly identified settlement patterns noticeable for polynuclear
combinations of medium-sized and small groups in Middle Yayoi are found only in northern Kyushu
and in central Kinki. Basically, there were also huge differences in circumstances between regions
that made the transition from the simple A2 distribution pattern to Kofun society and those that

changed from a polynuclear society to Kofun society.

Key words : Yayoi settlements, compound-type settlement, distribution pattern, hierarchy, Osaka plain
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