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A Grasp of Geographical Information in Maps of the West Coast of
Hokkaido in Mid-Nineteenth Century Japan
Shinobu YAMADA

This paper examines the discourse of maps in the context of political power. Its concep-
tual framework is derived from J. B. Harley’s theory that maps are never value-free images,
but rather are a way of structuring the human world. The author clarifies the role of political
power in determining the way geographical information was portrayed in maps of the west
coast of Hokkaido (the northernmost island of Japan) in the mid-nineteenth century.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the northern frontiers of Tokugawa Japan
reached the Kurils and Sakhalin. Therefore, it was important for Japan and Russia to settle a
boundary line. The Tokugawa shogunate compiled important topographical studies and
maps, such as the remarkable survey of the coastlines of Hokkaido and Sakhalin by Ino
Tadataka. Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, Hokkaido was divided politically
into two areas—an area for Wajin (non-Ainu Japanese) settlement known as the Wajinchi,
and the rest of the island, reserved for Ainu settlement, called the Ezochi. The Matsumae do-
main controlled both areas until 1869, except for two periods of direct administration by the
Tokugawa shogunate during the nineteenth century.

In the Ezochi and most of the Wajinchi during the early modern period there was no agri-
culture, particularly rice cultivation, on an economically significant scale. So the Matsumae
domain implemented two policies to supplement its income. The first was the contract-fish-
ery system, in which merchants contracted to operate fisheries (basho) along the coast of the
Ezochi by paying an annual fee. The second was a trading system, in which all ships entering
from Honshu (the main island of Japan) had to go through customs houses in the three ports
of Matsumae, Hakodate, and Esashi in the Wajinchi. The Tokugawa shogunate continued
these two policies. However, during its second period of direct administration, the shogunate
implemented an important policy permitting Wajin fishermen from the Wajinchi to build per-
manent houses in the Ezochi. Previously, the Matsumae domain had prohibited fishermen
from taking their families to the Ezochi.

The shogunate provided maps of the western Ezochi to the Esashi customs house (oki-
nokuchi yakusho) from 1855 to 1860, during its second period of direct control over Hokkaido.
These maps offer relatively little information on the Ainu people, but instead include detailed



geographical information on the stores and offices (unjoya) of contract-fishery operators in
the Ezochi and on fishers from the Wajinchi. As drawn, the maps suggest that the western
Ezochi was land inhabited by Wajin but not by Ainu. The maps portrayed the western Ezochi
as territory reclaimed by Wajin for fishing and permanent habitation.

In sum, Wajin political power determined the way geographical information on the Ezo-
chi was perceived and affected mapping practice on the western coastline of Hokkaido be-
tween 1855 and 1869,





