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WHETHER OR NOT COMPARISONS IN TERMS OF HISTORICAL
GEOGRAPHY CAN BE MADE BETWEEN THE NORTHEAST
(TOHOKU) AND SOUTHWEST (SEINAN) REGIONS OF JAPAN

Takeo TANIOKA

It is very useful in modern Japan to contrast the Tokyo-Nagoya-Osaka-Setouchi-
Kitakyushu Belt with other regions ignoring regional disparities which can be seen
between the two, in order to make policy to measure the well-balanced development of
the nation. However, if, after its rapid economic progress and with mutual agreement
of its people, we assume that modern Japan should continue along the path leading to
the development of a national culture, then we can conclude that the advancement of
regional culture will become a matter of importance. Consequently, two large areas, the
northeast (Tohoku) and southwest (Seinan) regions of Japan have been demarcated, and
it has become important today to grasp their special regional characteristics.

In order to clarify, in terms of historical geography, the special characteristics of
the northeast and southwest regions of Japan, I will employ field surveys and adopt
some landmarks of the spatial organization primarily in the pre-medieval age: in other
words “the remains of the ancient “Jo-ri” system in the paddy fields, “Myo” and “Zaike”
as the component unit of the medieval manor, “Kango” village and “Kamae” village and
“Gozoku Yashiki” village, which are fortified by a moat, a bank and bushes.

1) The boundaries between the northeast and the southwest regions of Japan
are not clearly marked by a line, but are approximate zones. The boundary between these
two regions differ depending on the historical period in question and the accepted
landmarks of the time.

2) If we consider the system of land distribution dating back to the Nara and
Heian periods, and the clearly defined fields found in the “Kinai” and “Kita Kyushu”



regions, regarded as advanced areas at this time in ancient history, we find they lie
along directional lines running north south, and are of the accepted standard shape.
The peripheral zone around the “Kinai” and “Seto” regions have many examples of
topographical adaptive fields. However, in the ancient province of “Hyuga” in southern
kyushu the “Jo-ri” system cannot be found.

Remains of the “Jori” system in the northeast region of Japan are rare. However,
there are many examples of the accepted standard shaped fields due to the strong influ-
ence of the “Kinai” region.

3) Manors, after about the twelvth century, were composed of a basic unit of
“Myo” and “Zaike”. “Myo” in “Kinai” manors had strong uniformity and were succeeded
by the “so-son” or “go-son”, later to become a self-supporting village. In contrast,
manors in the northeast regions, “I-Cho-Zaike” and “Zaike” became the basic unit, and
in the beginning uniformity was also strong, but later changed to where powerful families
of these manors forced subordinates to live in the immediate area surrounding the
manor.

4) The farmers of the “Kinai” region at the end of the Warring Period in
Japan’s “middle ages”, in order to protect themselves from outside attack created a
defensive “Kango”, and developed a self-sufficient “so-son” or “go-son”. There are
examples of these “so-son” remaining in Harima province as well as in “Kamae” village
which shares the same characteristics as the “Kango” village in Yamato province. In
contrast, in northeast Japan the standard village was in the “Gozoku-yashiki” style where
a mansion of a small powerful family had a surrounding moat and embankments. The
peasants were forced to live outside in the immediate area surrounding the mansion.

5) Limited to the spatial organization of landmarks as seen above, there is an
indicated difference between the capital “Miyako” and its periphery, and the province
“Hina”. This difference is not one of regional characteristics in the northeast and
southwest region of Japan, but an underdeveloped region and a region that is developed
culturally, economically and politically. Therefore, we must examine other areas in
addition to landmarks which I have adopted here in order to make comparisons between
these two regions and their respective special characteristics.

Since the political center was moved from Kyoto to the culturally developed Edo
in Japan’s modern period, Edo can be compared with the culturally and economically
advanced region of “Kamigata” (the Kyoto-Osaka area).





