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While my research concerns the history of medieval Japan, I have not studied Obe estate, nor am
I a specialist in the history of the shoen system. Thus this presentation may not be suitable for
the conference; however, I want to introduce fundamental results in my own research specialty,
the history of the distribution economy. While this field has made great progress in recent years,
it is still not well known outside Japan. Moreover, the distribution economy developed while
sustaining a close relationship with the system of collecting rents within the shoen system—in
other words, it has an intimate connection with shéen history. Thus I think my presentation fits
the conference theme.

In recent years, breakthroughs in research on the history of the distribution economy have taken
place within the field of currency history.

In pre-modern Japan, that history followed a convoluted course. Coins were minted in Japan
from the late seventh through the late tenth century; from the eleventh through the early twelfth
century, goods such as rice, silk, and hemp were used as media of exchange; in the late twelfth
through the sixteenth century, coins imported from China were used; and from the seventeenth
century on, coins were once more minted in Japan. The period when Chinese coins were used
corresponds to Japan’s medieval age.

As we know, Chinese coins spread through Japanese society in several stages. They were first
used regularly in the mid-twelfth century, assuming most of the functions of media of exchange
that had once belonged to rice, silk, and hemp. However, they were not used as a means of
payment until the thirteenth century. According to Matsunobu Yasutaka (1989), coins first
replaced silk and hemp as means of payment in the mid-1220s, then ended up replacing rice in
the 1270s.



A major change in the 1270s related to the shden system was the conversion of rents assessed in
rice to cash payments. This phenomenon was once explained as the result of a flourishing
domestic commercial economy, but Ota Yukio (1994) has pointed out that it was driven by
dynastic change in China from the Song to the Yuan. In 1276 the Southern Song capital Lin’an
fell, and the victorious Yuan (Mongol) regime instituted a paper-money-only policy the
following year. The use of copper coins was forbidden. As a result, copper coins—no longer
useful in China—circulated widely overseas. The use of Chinese coins spread to Japan, Java,
Vietnam —across East Asia. In Japan, the growing use of money to pay estate rents was clearly
the result of this development.

Now I would like to present several insights worth noting on the development of cash payments
for rents.

As Amino Yoshihiko (1980, 1998) has pointed out, rents in medieval times were paid not only in
rice, but also in sea products such as salt, salmon, and abalone; in forest products such as lumber
and cypress bark; in ores such as iron and gold; in textiles such as silk and hemp; and in craft
products such as straw matting. In other words, many products that did not come from paddy
fields were included in rent payments. Moreover, it is important to note that many products
which were not produced in rice paddies were subject to levies. Oyama Ky6hei (1978) has made
it clear that the conversion to cash rent payments began not with estates and villages that paid
their rents in rice, but rather with those that paid them in other products.

Scholars have debated whether or not those who produced such items were at the same time
holders of paddy, and—if they were —whether the items were produced by cultivators in their
free time or by specialists. While we can naturally suppose that all these situations existed, the
smooth transition to a cash economy points to a separation of agricultural work and the
production of these items. In other words, it was probably the case that estate officials and
cultivators would buy these items from their producers and then submit them as rent payments,
since the transition to a cash economy had already begun with the sale of paddy rice. Thus the
estate system had to include a regular exchange of goods, both at local and central levels.

The conversion to cash rent payments is considered a transformation in the structure of the
medieval Japanese economy. In the first place, it generated the production of a huge number of
goods, since most of the products heretofore sent to central proprietors as rents came to be sold
locally. Then, products that had been sent from the provinces to the center were no longer used
as rent payments but entered the mainstream of circulating goods. Fixed-term markets, where
goods were exchanged for cash, flourished everywhere. From the late thirteenth century when
the monetization of rent payments spread throughout the archipelago, the amount of goods
circulating commercially certainly exceeded that paid to the center as taxes or rents. Medieval
Japan had taken a step towards becoming a society based on a market economy (Sakurai and
Nakanishi 2002).

The spread of cash payments was a major influence on the development of a credit economy. As
the circulation of goods expanded, people tried to cut costs by using a means of payment lighter
in weight than metal coins. Thus the use of drafts known as saifu was developed in that period.



One important point to note is that each single saifu was usually worth a fixed sum of 10 kanmon
in cash. The notes passed from person to person keeping the same value, indicating that they
were expected to function as paper money. Ten kanmon is roughly equivalent to one million yen
today —in other words, the late medieval economy required the development of a special draft
that functioned as high-denomination currency.

It is highly likely that the spread of the cash-payment system promoted the production of
commercial goods. Under this system, there was a demand for coins to pay taxes and rents, but
no one questioned where the coins came from. Thus, estates that had once produced primarily
rice no longer had to do so after the adoption of the cash payment system. Instead, it was very
efficient to produce goods suitable for the regional climate or those with high monetary value,
which we might call commercial goods.

Many previously unknown products appeared in medieval texts such as Teikin Orai (Letters on
Education at Home, fourteenth century); Kyoto shogesai baibai daimotsu no koto (Market Prices
of Various Crafts Products in Kyo6to), a price list from the end of the fourteenth through the
beginning of the fifteenth century; and Hydgo Kitaseki irifune ndcho, a record of tolls collected
at the northern barrier of Hydgo port, a T6daiji holding, in the mid-fifteenth century. This would
have been unthinkable without the spread of the cash payment system at the end of the thirteenth
century (Sakurai 2004, 2007).

The cash payment system lasted for some 300 years, until the end of the sixteenth century, when
tax payments in rice were revived under the kokudaka system. There are strong arguments to the
effect that the reason the cash payment system died out can be found in currency trends.
According to Kuroda Akinobu (1994, 2003), around 1570, for various complex reasons arising
from world historical patterns, China ceased to supply Japan with copper coins. That clearly
brought an end to the Japanese cash economy. In addition, it was difficult to maintain the cash
payment system for taxes and rents, and next it appears that payments were once more made in
kind, chiefly rice. The rate of distribution of goods for tax purposes again exceeded the
circulation of commercial goods. While Osaka emerged as the central market where tax goods
from all over Japan were exchanged for cash, the permanent markets that had flourished
everywhere inevitably disappeared. Thus, it is thought, the society of the medieval market
economy, which had developed under the system of cash tax and rent payments, met its end.

Research on the history of the distribution economy, which has progressed for a long time within
the framework of the single country of Japan, is rapidly being revised in recent years from the
viewpoint of the history of all of Asia, and of the entire world. Research on the history of
estates, which is closely bound to the history of the distribution economy, is naturally not free
from that trend.



