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The Roles of the Rural Merchants in the Market System in the
Latter Half of the Edo Period : A Case Study in Tonami Region

Seiji HASHIMOTO

In the latter half of the Edo Period, cash economy spread itself throughout the
rural area of the Tonami region in Kaga-hanryo, the territory ruled by the Maeda clam
a feudal lord. Some rural products and consumer goods were in circulalion in the rural
area through merchants in machi(town). Machi was defined as such if the number of
merchants was more than 30, and contrasted with mura (village), in which less than 30
merchants lived.

As a Common trend in geographic studies of the commercial structure in the Edo
Period, analyses have been directed toward the machi-market system, the commercial
structure of hanryo or the central-place system. Roles of the rural merchnts, however,
have been paid little attention, though they were engaged themselves in various kinds of
commercial activities in local markets. The author mainly discusses the distribution of the
rural merchants, the types of the commodities dealt with both urban and rural merchants, and

the roles of the rural merchants in the total market system of the Tonami region in this
article.

His conclusions include the following points :

(1) The Tonami region was divided into two sub-regions : the northern part where
many types of commercial transactions were making remarkable progress in the rural area
and where many rural merchants, 44% of all merchants in the area, contributed for enco-
uraging commercial development, and the southern part where the greater part of the com-
mercial activities was conducted by the machi merchants, while the rural merchants took
22% out of all marchants in the area, half as much as the former.

The notable difference of merchant’s activity between the two sub-regions was caused
by the gaps between them in population density and the proportions of farmers with small
or no property, whose livelihood largely depended on commercial activities. It should also
be noted the northern part was more conveniently located than the southern part in terms
of traffic conditions.

(2) An analysis of the distribution of commodities sold by urban and or rural mer-
chants reveals three types of commodity flows : the mura type properly sold by the rural
merchants, the #achi type mainly sold the urban merchnts and the mura-machi type sold
by both. The last type had two variations : evenly distributed and unevenly distributed. And
it is concluded that the degree of commercializataion of a village could be judged by the
type of the commodities mainly sold in that place.

(3) Finally, it is clarified that the rural merchants had played active roles and occu-
pied a rather important position in the market system of the of the Tonami region in the
latter half of the Edo period.

Geographic studies of the rural merchants play a important role for analysing the

local market systems, especially in rural areas.





