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THE NORTH-SOUTH DICHOTOMY INITALY : FOR A DISCUSSION ON
AN INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON OF REGIONAL DICHOTOMIES

Keiichi TAKEUCHI

This paper is based on the author’s report presented at the symposium on
Northeastern Japan and Southwestern Japan, on the occasion of the national convention
of the Historical Geography Society of Japan held in Chiba in May, 1992.

To begin with, the author presents a typology of regional dichotomies according
to historical origin as follows : 1. The dichotomies which have existed since before the
formation of the modern nation-state ; 2. The dichotomies which already existed in the
period of kingdoms or feudal states preceding the formation of the nation-states, but which
became explicit only after the formation of the nation-states; 3. The dichotomies formed
after the establishment of the nation-state. The author then goes on to emphasize the
importance of analysing not only the origins of the primal dichotomies, but also the
mechanism responsible for reproducing sometimes to a greater degree at other times,
the dichotomies that have occurred up until the present time.

The Japanese dichotomy of northeast and southwest belonge to the first type.
Since the Ancient period in Japan, the eastern provinces have always been considered
economically and culturally backward, but the demarcation of an exact boundary between
northeast and southwest is hardly possible, since the boundary changes shape according to
the historical period under consideration. In modern Japan, what used to be called Edo
became the capital and is now Tokyo; and the Tokyo area, which historically once
belonged and culturally still belongs to the eastern provinces, is no longer economically
backward.

The question of the Mezzogiorno as a regional problem in Italy began to take
shape only after the unification of Italy in the 1860s, and in the sense that, prior to



unification, the north, centre and south of Italy had belonged to politically differerent
unities. Although the social, administrative and economic situations of the north and
the south had always been extremely different, the root of the Mezzoiorno problem was
to be found, not in the differences but rather in the process of unification carried out
under the political hegemony of the north. Due to the governmental fiscal and tariff
policies, the economic disparity between Northern and Southern Italy showed a definite
increase in the process of industrialization. Moreover, the social backwardness of the
South, evidenced in the existence of parasitic, large land ownership (latifondo), the
- climatic conditions which made the development of modern intensive agriculture difficult,
and the remoteness of Southern Italy from the northwest European financial and industrial
core contributed to the formation of economic backwardness.

In comparison with the Italian Mezzogiorno, the problem of northeastern Japan is
very different. In this region, in modern Japan, what problems there are have never
been clear-cut except in the periodic arguments involving the rural poverty of Tohoku

(the northeastern part of Honshu) in the 1930s. There has been no discussion on the
exploitation of the northeast in favour of the southwest, as was had in the case of the
Mezzogiorno in Italy.

After World War II, the socio-economic development of the Mezzogiorno having
become the national task of Italy, over the past forty or more years, a huge public
investment has been made towards this end. There is no doubt that from the social and
cultural point of view the regional dichotomy in Italy has lessened; nonetheless, the
economic disparity between north and south very clarly still exists, while within the South
itself, a sharp contrast between the prosperousand the declined areas also exists. The
persistence of the economic regional dichotomy is mainly due to a built-in mechanism in
the Italian national economy, which shifts the larger part of the benefits, or the so-called
spread effects, of public investment in the South to the North, in favour of the private
industries of Northern Italy. In Japan, the backwardness of the east or the northeast
regions disappeared after World War II, even in the agricultural sectors. If anything rese-
mbling a regional dichotomy of some kind were still to be found, it would be in the cultural
sphere; but even in this particular area, there is far less discrimination on the part of
the southeastern people towards the northeastern people; in former times, for example,
it was enough for a person to speak with a northeastern dialect to invite the contempt
of the people of the southwest. But this situation has seen a rapid mitigation over the
past years.





