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Development of Shifting Cultivation in the Shonai Domain of Dewa Province during

Early Modern Japan: Prehistory of Major Shifting Cultivation Area in Japan

WATANABE Rie

This study examines the treatment of shifting cultivation by feudal lords and the characteristics of
farming methods, mainly in the Shonai domain of Dewa Province (currently the Shonai region of
Yamagata prefecture).

Previous research on shifting cultivation in the early modern period was mainly carried out using
land ledgers (Kenchicho). However, there appear to be no Kenchicho records of shifting cultivation in
the Shonai domain.

A search for Kenchicho in well-known areas of shifting cultivation in the modern period revealed
14 records. This means that the Shonai domain recognized areas of shifting cultivation as taxable.

Generally, the taxable areas of upland fields are classified into four categories: upper, middle, low,
and lower. Shifting cultivation lots were categorized as lower and the name was also “lower,” so it
was rarely recorded as shifting cultivation.

The main areas of shifting cultivation in Shonai were around Mt. Takaosan north of the Mogami
River and the Nishi Tagawa area south of the Mogami River. All of the identified Kenchicho were
from the latter area. An analysis of these 14 Kenchicho showed that shifting cultivation was practiced
by a wide range of farmers with their strategies for agricultural management. The shifting cultivation
lots of individual farmers were less than 10 a, which was generally a small lot.

Shifting cultivation was actively practiced not only on the farmland of individual farmers but also
on common land.

Regarding the crops grown by shifting cultivation, millet, including Japanese millet (soba), was cul-
tivated in the Atsumi area (current Yamagata Prefecture) and the Sanpoku area (Niigata prefecture),
however, millet was not cultivated around Mt. Takao. Rather, around Mt. Takao, continuous planting
was performed for two to three years, followed by a fallow period of several years.

From the above, there are three major findings of this paper.

First, shifting cultivation was subject to taxation by the Shonai domain; second, shifting cultivation
was related to the hierarchy of farmers; and third, the agricultural methods of shifting cultivation
were clarified, such as two to three years of continuous cropping and selection of suitable sites.

Key words: shifting cultivation, land ledger, early modern era, Shonai domain of Dewa Province





