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Slash-and-Burn Tenant Farming and Village Society in Late Early Modern Japan:
A Case Study Focusing on the Upper Watershed of Awa Province’s Naka River

MACHIDA Tetsu

This article reexamines the empirical history of early modern slash-and-burn tenant farming, which, in the
field of economic forestry history, has long been viewed as one of the conditions that supported the rise of
commercial forestry. In the Naka River’s Upper Watershed, the main houses of local families owned fields known
as kirihata used for slash-and-burn agriculture. Customarily, branch houses engaged in slash-and-burn farming
under the direction of main houses. In addition, local archival records enable us to confirm the existence of slash-
and-burn tenant farming during the mid-eighteenth century. In the case of slash-and-burn tenant farming, the
owner and tenant, who was another villager outside the owner’s kinship network, would enter a contract, which
stipulated the lease period and rental rate. Once the lease period had ended, the tenant would return the property
to the owner. For the tenant, slash-and-burn tenant farming represented a chance to farm fields other than those
controlled by their clan’s main house. The emergence of slash-and-burn tenant farming transformed intra-village
social relations, which previously centered around kinship networks. Furthermore, because land rents had to be
paid in cash, slash-and-burn tenant farming thrust the region into a new economic era in which villagers had to

obtain cash by engaging in commercial agriculture.
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