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On the Sou-han and Sou-in in the Medieval Villages of Japan
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On the Sou-han and Sou-in in the Medieval Villages of Japan

SONOBE, Toshiki

This paper discusses the “Sou-han” and the “Sou-in”, which are the seals imprinted under the
names of a village group at the signature position in documents.

Village names or village group names given at the signature position in documents, when
they are issued outside the community, are often written simply to specify the sender’s name.
Therefore the author limits the discussion to an internal document whose functions (documenta-
tion, transmission and preservation) are complete within a village group. In case of internal
village-documents, village name descriptions are scarcely observed. Instead, in many cases are
found the names of the village group together with the “Sadame-mongon”, or the “Shugi-mongon”.
The “Souchi-mongon” include signatures of the village group name, Sadame-mongon and Shugi-
mongon. They were intended to stress the enactment of village documents by locating them at
the position of the seal.

The Sou-han, being found since the 16th century, is a seal which Tosiyori in the ranks of
Tosiyori-shu and Za-shu imprinted personally in the Souch@t-mongon. This procedure was one of
the policies by which the group of Tosiyori-shu and Za-shu intended to maintain the village man-
agement, coping with the shake-up in the transitional periods from the medieval to the modern.

The Sou-in appears in the beginning of the 17th century. It originates from the Tosi-Souhan
established in cities at the end of the 15th century. The Sou-in becomes established under the di-
rect influence of the Shuinjou and with the spread of seal use from cities to counties. The Sou-
han and Sow-in are used to secure the justification of the Souchit-mongon, and there are no prac-
tical difference between the two.

During the middle of the 17th century, the Souchit-mongon, Souhan and Sou-in disappear, fol-
lowed by the establishment of the “Sonrakumei-shohan”, which features a seal or a private seal
printed with the village’s name. Then in the middle of the 18th century, the “Village’s official
seal” appears. It includes the names of villages or the official positions. Many villages, however,
arrived at the modern age without having village’s official seals.

Several issues remain to be discussed in the future : an examination of the Sou-han and Sou-in
on village documents in general, the relation between seals on farmer’s allegation documents and
the Souchii-mongon and Souhan, and the background that gave rise to the change to the

Sonrakumei-shohan.
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