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The Early-Modern Village and

the Evolution of “Patchwork” Farmland Distribution

FUKUTA Azio

It has long been recognized that farmland in Japan is characterized by the small size of the
basic plot and by the fact that a given tract of such plots is generally owned and cultivated
by a number of different farmers. Particularly in the 1950s, scholars of Japanese socio-
economic history understood this variegated or “patchwork” composition of small plots
(sakuho-sei kochi) as a manifestation of feudalism, or more specifically as the existentil
basis of the agrarian community unit upon which feudalism was jounded, and they sought to
elucidate the historical process by which that system of farmland distribution came about.
Since such arguments were advanced, “patchword system of very small plots” became,
without being conclusively substantiated, an accepted deseription of the configuration of
farmland operated by peasants in early modern Japan. Hoewever, because research on
agricultural land distribution was very closely associated with the study of the rural commu-
nity, interest in land distribution waned before much progress had been made when scholarly
interest in the community slipped into decline. In this way, an important topic of hisyorical
research was left largely unattended.

Taking up this issur anew, the present study is an empirical inquiry into the process by
which farmland in one village in southern Kant& region came to be organized in patchwork
distribution, and considers the broader significance of that systembased on the findings. The
study proceeds by mapping the arrangement and ownership of actual rice paddies in the
village at various times from the seventeen into nineteenth centuries, and examining the
changes over that period. In 1603, the earliest year for which records show rice paddy
arrangement in the village, the village comprised three households, each possessing living
premises and farmland en bloc. By the mid-seventeenth century, the village had grown to
nine households. In the process, the house-and-farm unity broke up; in most cases each
horsehold now had plots both adjoining the residence and located some distance from it. This
testifies to the presence of the sakuho-sei system of farmland distribution as a basis for the
early-modern rural order. It must also be acknowledged that this system emerged as new
hamlets as people left older farm houses and built new ones in other places. The late-
seventeenth century then saw a considerable increase in the number of households in rural
areas as each one subdivided its land roughly equally among children as they grew to
adulthood. This practice of equalapportionment resulted in the further scattering of each
household’s plots throughout the total area of arable land, thus giving rise to the “patchwork”
arrangement. This marked the advent of a hamlet landscape where in the residences of the
constituent households were positioned closely together. The effort to equalize the conditions
of production among children led to the practice of subdividing plots, taking differences in
harvestability into consideration so that the share would be equal, and thus to the establish-
ment of the small-plot, patchwork configuration of farmland.
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