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The Village Union and Land Survey in
the Seventeenth Century: A Case Study of the Nego Union
of Five Villages in the Lower Tone River Basin

Yuji SAKAI

This article aims at an analysis of the changes in the village union setup as seen
in a particular village union originally formed in the Genna era (1615-1624). The cause
of the changes was the land survey of 1678 which was carried out at the time of the
estabishment of the village system in the early modern period (seventeenth century). The
subject of the analysis, the Nego Union of Five Villages, consisted of five villages standing
in a row along the southern bank of the Tone River, namely, Sawara-mura, Shinowara-
mura, Tsunomiya-mura, Iwagasaki-mura and Okura-mura.

This union of five villages was formed in the Genna era by the affiliation of two
villages to an already established association comprised of three villages which, prior to the
affiliation, had held common rights to the land utilization of an islet in the Tone River.
The three associated villages needed the two other villages to share with them the right
to open new paddies (shinden) on the islet and the consequent payment of fixed annual
land taxes, in order to obtain official recognition from the feudal lord of their holding
rights to the wasteland on the islet. Consequent upon their affiliation, the then feudal
lord thus considered these five villages a single unit having holding rights to the newly
reclaimed paddies on the islet, and imposed a blanket tax upon them. The basis of the
union of the five villages thus lay in their securing of common holding rights in the new
paddies.

Up till the time of the Kanbun era (1661-1673), the Nego village union repeatedly
got into disputes with surrounding villages over the boundaries of paddy fields and waste-
land. Through these disputes, the unitedness of the five villages was strengthened. But
after the boundary disputes were settled around the end of the Kanbun era, contradictions
within the village union itself surfaced ; the member villages of the union and the village
heads now disputed amongst themslves as to how the land holdings ought to be divided
and what proportions each village should be allotted, respectively. This breakup of the
unity of the member villages provoked the intervention of the magistrate (daikam), who
forthwith proceeded to execute the land survey of 1678. As a consequence of this land
survey, the respective land holding rights of each village were determined by the feudal
lord, so that the common land holding rights of the five villages disappeared. In other
words, after this time, the union of five villages lost its economic basis and, consequently,

the autonomy of the village union as a whole decreased.
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