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ABSTRACT 

 

Frontier to Empire: 

Labor and Agriculture in Ezo/Hokkaido, 1788-1945 

 

by 

Richard John Barnes 

The dominating narratives of Japan’s annexation of the island of Ezo/Hokkaido in 1869 

place Russian encroachment as its principal cause, the island existing as a semi-colonial 

agricultural periphery under farmer-militia until the 1900s, at which point it had been 

reconstituted fully as part of the Japanese state. I argue that not only did the island’s colonial era 

extend decades both prior to and following this narrowly circumscribed period, but that elite 

anxieties regarding “modernity” and “state sovereignty” informed colonization far more than 

notions of security. The dissenting narratives of the “frontier” found in non-agricultural 

production, forced labor, and border formation, along with the subaltern perspectives of the 

workers, women, Korean miners, and native Ainu subsumed within this project, were ultimately 

made invisible through the ideological propagation of certain labor and agricultural activities as 

conceptual markers for identity formation, these ultimately driving the construction of “empire” 

and the “modern” Japanese state. 
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NOTE TO THE READER 

 

All quotations within this thesis have been kept in their original forms, with errors from the 

original documents denoted when necessary. Specific terms relating to the locality of the study 

(Ezo, Ainu, etc.) are often referred to within period materials by a variety of alternative spellings 

(Yezo, Yesso, Yeso/Aino, Ainos, etc.), and these have been retained within this thesis. British 

spellings of common words (harbour, labour, etc.) have also been retained in quotations. 

 

Japanese words commonly seen in English (such as Hokkaido, samurai, etc.) and organizational 

and proper names (such as “Kaitakushi”) have been written without any accent mark or 

italicization, as has been the case in recent scholarship. For other Japanese terms and quotations 

which have been defined or translated into English, transliterations are present throughout the 

text for the sake of clarity, with these being italicized and appropriately formatted with accent 

marks.  

 

Historical Japanese names have been rendered with the surname preceding the first name (for 

example, “Kuroda Kiyotaka,” with the family name being Kuroda). For figures who lived 

entirely in the premodern period, given names are used to refer to them following their 

introduction. For those who lived following the Meiji Restoration (or whose lifetimes included 

the event itself), they are subsequently referred to in the text using their family names, as is 

convention. Conversely, modern historians and authors of secondary sources originating from 

Japan are cited in the Western style, with the given name preceding the family name. 

 

Figure α.1 and Figure α.2 on the following page offer the reader some basic information 

regarding the geographic features and regional names with the island of Ezo/Hokkaido used by 

the Japanese during the colonial period. Knowledge of these terms will be utilized extensively 

within this thesis, though additional maps have been inserted throughout the text where 

necessary to increase comprehension. 
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Figure α.1. Ezo/Hokkaido Geographical Features, 
Author’s work. Inset shows the position of Ezo/Hokkaido within East Asia. 

All maps are oriented to the north. 

 

 

Figure α.2. Ezo/Hokkaido Major Cities and Regions (1914), 
Author’s work, recreating a map from Jones (1921). These sub-prefectures  

formed the basis of governing structures in the region.
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INTRODUCTION: Methodology, Sources, and Definitions 

In 1869, the naval forces of the collapsing Tokugawa regime fled to the island of Ezo on 

the northern Japanese periphery, establishing a short-lived state based out of the fortified port-

city of Hakodate. The Ezo Republic lasted a mere six months until its subsequent defeat by pro-

Imperial troops that same year, after which the island would be officially annexed into the 

Japanese polity. The new Meiji government would go on to pursue a campaign of aggressive 

settlement in the region, renaming the island Hokkaido and utilizing some of those same 

dissident forces from the republic to populate its lands. This moment in time, almost exactly one 

hundred and fifty years ago today, is typically regarded within Japan as the beginnings of a 

period of frontier settlement which expanded the borders of the nation-state to a supposedly 

logical and natural northern boundary, transpiring fully before the emergence of empire. 

However, although this narrative fits well into the pre-established notions of “early-modernity” 

vs. “modernity” embedded within the general historiography by the Meiji Restoration divide, as 

well as the orthodox interpretation of the development of Japanese imperialism, it should be 

understood that the incorporation of the island of Ezo/Hokkaido into Japan took place over many 

decades both before and after the circumstances described above. Spanning from its existence as 

Ezo before and during the Tokugawa era (1603-1867) to the construction of the prefecture of 

Hokkaido throughout the twentieth century, the island consistently existed as a liminal space 

where its placement as either Japanese or foreign could shift rapidly, dependent entirely upon the 

ideological needs of the time. 

The research encapsulated within “Frontier to Empire: Labor and Agriculture in 

Ezo/Hokkaido, 1788-1945” is an examination of the events which predicated the shifts in the 

conceptual categorization of the island which made colonization a desirable goal amongst policy-
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makers. It is also an analysis of Ezo/Hokkaido’s most enduring and hegemonic myths regarding 

its colonial period, the dominating narratives which, upon their propagation within the body 

politic, allowed this incorporation to occur on a conceptual level. With many of these discourses 

being concerned with defining the spatial landscape and everyday life within Ezo/Hokkaido, I 

argue that the ideological goals and anxieties of the elite regarding this space can be best 

understood through the analysis of the island’s diverse labor activities and their placement within 

the dominating narratives of this locality.  

The investigation conducted in this thesis is organized around four claims, each 

corresponding roughly to one of its chapters. The first is that the incorporation of Ezo/Hokkaido 

into the Japanese polity was not a process engendered by the political changes brought about by 

the Meiji Restoration, but instead preceded it in both ideology and action. The second is that the 

physical incorporation of the island took place over the course of the late-Tokugawa and Meiji 

periods in response to elite and public anxieties regarding “identity” and “modernity,” rather than 

(necessarily) direct Russian encroachment in the region. This expansion of state boundaries was 

matched by projects in colonization begun by elite entities, with Japanese sovereignty over the 

island being justified in ideology through the highly visible labor activities of agriculture and 

manufacturing within a previously “empty” landscape, rather than the far-more economically 

dominant activities of the region such as resource extraction and fishing. Thirdly, far from solely 

being an experience of the nineteenth century, the colonial period extended far into the Taishō 

and Shōwa periods, with ethnic-othering and coerced and forced subaltern labor being present as 

visible forms of colonial violence. However, the island’s recognition as a colonial site became 

deliberately obscured due to its conceptual placement in the Japanese Empire in relation to other 

colonial entities such as Taiwan and Korea. Finally, the last claim made is that the indigenous 
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peoples of Ezo/Hokkaido, the Ainu, were repeatedly subjected to rapidly shifting claims about 

their identity and status within their own landscape in the course of their relationship with both 

the government and settler populations. The various ideological projects of the period alternately 

highlighted or made invisible Ainu labor dependent entirely upon their conceptual placement as 

either “uncivilized tribes” or merely “Japanese-to-be” at the time. Within all of these claims lies 

an argument central to this thesis: Ezo/Hokkaido served a central role for determining notions of 

Japanese identity, empire, and “modernity” throughout the period, with these dominating 

narratives of its physical and social spaces in turn enabling its integration into the emerging 

nation-state. 

With the management of labor and agricultural production occupying a place of 

tremendous importance in the colonial project of Ezo/Hokkaido, this collective imaginary being 

the product of the policies and conduct of a wide range of actors over a more than three-hundred-

year period, this thesis will offer a critical reading into those political discourses, settlement 

patterns, imperialist theories, and other representations of space which reconceptualized 

“modern” Hokkaido as an integral part of the Japanese polity. By destabilizing the narratives 

contained within these works, the ways in which the longstanding colonial origins of the island 

have been either obscured or naturalized to the larger Japanese population can be made clear. 

Moreover, these investigative processes allow for the dissenting experiences of subaltern groups 

such as the indigenous Ainu, women, prisoners, industrial activists, Korean laborers, and others 

impacted by or subjugated within the colonial project to be revealed and acknowledged. Of 

course, lived experience within the locality of Ezo/Hokkaido was neither uniform nor 

uncomplicated; the concepts of state, ethnicity, frontier, etc. should be understood as in truth 

being elusive, imposed, malleable, and fragmentary when applied to notions of identity. As such, 
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this thesis should not be considered a history of this space and its documented inhabitants in their 

totality, but instead a history of Ezo/Hokkaido’s representations within the politics of power. 

I. Understanding Labor and Agricultural Space as a Place of Ideology 

Throughout the text, I have used the framework of dominating and dissenting narratives 

to support the fundamental claims laid out above. This work is informed by Marxist cultural 

theory, inspired by the strains of thought articulated by Henri Lefebvre in his examination of 

everyday life and use of spatialization as a primary mode of analysis. Lefebvrian spatial theory 

makes use of trilectics when speaking of the conceptual: that of societally-formed perceived 

space, elite-produced conceived space, and the semi-encoded and artistically-derived lived 

space, all positioned against the practico-sensory activity of physical space.1 However, 

interpreting conceptual space in such a manner is difficult, if not impossible, within the study of 

history. Within the Lefebvrian model of the production of space, as the subject of study can be 

viewed in its immediacy, clear delineations are capable of being made between the varying types 

of conceptual space, as well as between the conceptual and the physical. For the historian, 

however, the distance between the spaces of the historical subject and the present ensures that 

this relationship will always be mediated - through the biases of the textual record, through the 

deterioration of material culture, and through the simple passage of time. As such, modifications 

to this formulation need to be undertaken to facilitate its use. 

As the anthropologist Michel-Rolf Trouillot states in Silencing the Past: Power and the 

Production of History, "human beings participate in history both as actors and as narrators," with 

any historical knowledge necessarily silencing those narratives outside of its deliberate 

                                                           
1 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-

Blackwell, 1972), 26-38. 
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construction.2 Thus the first problem appears: conceived space and lived space, as defined above, 

often occupy the same role within historical materials. Moreover, perceived space cannot be 

directly understood through the study of textual records as the production of these materials was 

often limited to a select group, being unable to represent the totality of experienced space. This is 

important to recognize, especially when considering the history of the state or nation, as the lives 

and activities of subaltern peoples within its assumed boundaries are often made invisible within 

its various economic, political, and social discourses. When Lefebvre writes that: “(Social) space 

is a (social) product…. the space thus produced also serves as a tool of thoughts and of action; 

that in addition to being a means of production it is also a means of control, and hence of 

domination, of power; yet that, as such, it escapes in part from those who would make use of it,” 

he states that all forms of conceptual space are necessarily embodied within relationships of 

power, even if some of these abstracted representations do not always match the goals of their 

producers and patrons.3 With the capacities of spatial production being so overwhelmingly 

accumulated in the hands of elites during the period of study examined by this thesis, how can 

spatial analysis be conducted without a grounded physical space to check these abstracted 

realities against? 

In order to develop a workable theory for the examination of conceptual and physical 

space within history, I have turned to Raymond Williams and his seminal inquiry into the nature 

of the English countryside, The Country and the City. In this work, Williams investigates the 

relationship between elite ideology and representations of urban and rural spaces in England 

from 1517 onward through the examination of period literature and historical records. He reveals 

                                                           
2 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, (Boston, Massachusetts: Beacon 

Press, 1995), 2. 
3 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 26-27. 
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through his analysis an ever-present nostalgia for a past that “never was” amongst the rural 

nobility; the constant lamentation of the end of the rural landscape at the hands of “modernity” 

playing out in countless periods. To complicate this, however, these representations did not 

always derive from the aristocratic classes themselves, but instead they were manifested through 

their patronage of various artists and authors, further mediating these perspectives through the 

social roles of those individuals.4  When considering the vast social transformations within Japan 

that occurred during the Tokugawa period through to the Shōwa era, the underpinnings of 

William’s study seem applicable to the analysis of the production of conceptual space in Japan. 

Thus, rather than seeking to define the lived physical reality of the common person during these 

periods, this thesis attempts “to trace, historically and critically, the various forms of the ideas,” 

of everyday life, much as Williams accomplished in his own work.5 

To use Raymond Williams’s terminology of “myth functioning as a memory,” the 

interplay between elite ideology and popular thought can be said to occur through the 

naturalization of ideology amongst the body politic in the use of repeated narratives. In this 

sense, reified nostalgia serves as the center of discourse. Within the context of this study, 

conceptual space is derived from individual elite narratives and similar representations of social 

life, whereas physical space emerges at the points of discontinuity between these spaces and 

more empirical data such as census records and the material remains created as a result of the 

state’s economic and societal structures. It is important to note that all of these spaces are 

artificially produced through the interpretation of the textual and material record; it is useful for 

analysis but should not be taken as sovereign truth. However, when viewed critically, these 

approximations of conceptual and physical space allow for an examination of observed socio-

                                                           
4 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 1973), 34. 
5 Williams, The Country and the City, 290.  



7 

 

spatial conceptualizations - those dominating narratives, which can be found throughout 

ideology to either perpetuate elite goals or alleviate societal anxieties, as well as the dissenting 

narratives, which resist the socio-spatial conceptualizations established and disseminated by 

both elite entities and the wider body politic.  

As a final point of clarification regarding the development of the vocabulary of 

dominating and dissenting narratives when applied to conceptual space, it is important to note 

that both of these phenomenological categories must be understood as animate in their 

interpretation of reality. For example, rather than simply existing as frameworks of thought held 

by the preeminent actors within a space (i.e. dominant narratives), dominating narratives 

perpetuate their existence amongst a population through repetition and actively work to remove 

the historicity of alternative interpretations. Moreover, it should be understood that dominating 

narratives are capable of existing in multiplicity, so long as these competing conceptualizations 

do not threaten the underlying structures which they seek to uphold. These narratives exist in 

tension with one another when analyzed closely, yet if the group targeted by these 

conceptualizations lies outside of the majority demographic of the body politic, the importance 

of repressing conflicting interpretations is lessened. Similarly, dissenting narratives, once 

argued, must actively resist the dominating narratives in order to be perceived. In this manner, 

both dominating and dissenting narratives continually reify themselves within the realm of 

ideological thought, the dominating seeking to expunge the dissenting, even as the latter 

destabilize the former through their very existence. 

II. Writing Settler Colonialism into Ezo/Hokkaido and Sources for Inquiry 

 English-language literature on Ezo/Hokkaido remains relatively meager as a sub-field, 

especially with regards to works which consider the island as a site of Japanese colonialism. The 
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orthodox position, at least prior to the last three decades, was that the Japanese Empire (and thus 

Japanese colonial expansion) began with the annexation of Taiwan in 1895. This interpretation is 

perhaps best represented by Ramon Myers and Mark Peattie’s The Japanese Colonial Empire, 

1895–1945, a collection of essays from a wide array of experts in the field of Japanese colonial 

studies published in 1984. Though localities such as Ezo/Hokkaido and Ryukyu/Okinawa are 

briefly acknowledged within this text, they are relegated to the status of being either an “internal 

colony” or their acquisition being the rationalization of pre-modern borders.6 In contrast to this, 

recent years have seen the arrival of texts which actively examine Ezo/Hokkaido as a colonial 

site, most prominent being David Howell’s works, one of which persuasively argues for the 

centrality of the island for the development of proto-capitalist economies within Japan, with the 

other arguing that Japanese/Ainu relations determined mechanisms for defining “self” and 

“other” throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.7 Brett Walker’s The Conquest of 

Ainu Lands: Ecology and Culture in Japanese Expansion, 1590-1800 in turn ably positions the 

first economic and social intrusions of Japanese polities into Ezo/Hokkaido as occurring 

throughout the Tokugawa period, rather than being a development of the modern period.8 More 

recently, Michele M. Mason’s Dominant Narratives of Colonial Hokkaido and Imperial Japan: 

Envisioning the Periphery and the Modern Nation-State utilized both historical and literary 

analysis to address some of the ways in which the island became naturalized as an integral part 

of Japan, though this study more narrowly circumscribes the colonial project to the Meiji period.9 

                                                           
6 Ramon Myers and Mark Peattie, eds., The Japanese Colonial Empire, 1895–1945, (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1987). 
7 David L. Howell, Capitalism from Within: Economy, Society, and the State in a Japanese Fishery (Berkeley, 

California: University of California Press, 1995) and Geographies of Identity in Nineteenth Century Japan, 

(Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2005). 
8 Brett Walker, The Conquest of Ainu Lands: Ecology and Culture in Japanese Expansion, 1590-1800, (Berkeley, 

California: University of California Press, 2001). 
9 Michele M. Mason, Dominant Narratives of Colonial Hokkaido and Imperial Japan: Envisioning the Periphery 

and the Modern Nation-State, (Basingstoke, United Kingdom: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
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Finally, Ann B. Irish’s Hokkaido, A History of Ethnic Transition and Development on Japan’s 

Northern Island offers a straightforward and textbook-level account of the island’s political 

development, though it relies solely on other English-language sources.10 

Beyond these figures, Richard Siddle, Tessa Morris-Suzuki, Katsuya Hirano, Paul 

Hansen, and others have all written journal articles and other academic works which have 

examined the conceptual placement of either the island of Ezo/Hokkaido or the Ainu people as 

colonialized entities in relation to mainland Japan. Within the Japanese-language literature on 

colonialism, until the 1970s post-war studies on Ezo/Hokkaido largely discussed the island as 

being a frontier (henkyō) rather than a colony, with the main debates being whether this frontier 

most closely resembled the frontiers of the American West, Russian Siberia, or some other type. 

However, more recent scholars such as Kaiho Mineo, Hideo Nagai, and Hiroshi Oda have 

challenged this perspective, emphasizing the presence of subaltern communities, colonial 

violence, and war-time experiences within the history of the island.11 Beyond the locality of 

Ezo/Hokkaido itself, the orthodoxy regarding Japanese colonialism has been challenged in recent 

years by an increasing focus on settler colonialism, with authors such as Jun Uchida and Emer 

O’Dwyer examining the historical forces behind the colonial projects in Korea and Manchuria 

respectively through the actions of settler communities which predated the official expansion of 

the empire. Leo Ching, Michael Weiner, and others have all also been instrumental for studies 

which have examined ethnicity, identify formation, assimilation, and the spread of subaltern 

communities within the wider structures of the Japanese Empire.  

                                                           
10 Ann B. Irish, Hokkaido, A History of Ethnic Transition and Development on Japan's Northern Island, (Jefferson, 

North Carolina: McFarland, 2009). 
11 See Mineo Kaiho, Ezo No Rekishi: Kita No Hitobito to “Nihon”, (Tokyo, Japan: Kōdansha, 1996); Hideo Nagai, 

Nihon No Kindaika to Hokkaidō, (Sapporo, Japan: Hokkaido Daigaku Shuppankai, 2007); and Hiroshi Oda, 

“Unearthing the History of Minshū in Hokkaido: The Case Study of the Okhotsk People’s History Workshop”, 

Local History and War Memories in Hokkaido, ed. Philip A. Seaton. (London, United Kingdom: Routledge, 2016). 
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This thesis draws upon a substantial amount of the preexistent research relating to 

Ezo/Hokkaido, including those outlined above, in order to synthesize an understanding of the 

island’s historical developments. This text also utilizes a number of English and Japanese 

primary source documents as part of its inquiry; some of these works in translation, while others 

being derived from the English-speaking observers present in the region during the period. The 

archives of the Northern Materials Collection from Hokkaido University proved instrumental as 

a resource for both textual and illustrative materials, as did the Hokkaido Prefectural Museum 

and the Sapporo Beer Museum, each of which helped define the goals and trajectory of this 

project in both obvious and subtle ways. Utilizing a wide array of materials from these sites, 

including newspapers, magazines, colonial pamphlets, and government census records, along 

with a clear and careful reading of my secondary sources, I have attempted to demonstrate how 

Ezo/Hokkaido was incorporated into the Japanese polity within the realm of ideology. 

III. Basic Information on Ezo/Hokkaido: Definitions and Periodization  

Ezo/Hokkaido lies to the north of the main Japanese island group in East Asia, the mass 

of the island being located between 41°21'N and 45°33'N latitude, and 139°20'E and 148°53'E 

longitude. Occupying roughly 32,000 square miles, the average temperature in contemporary 

times in August is 72°F and in January it ranges from 10°F to 25°F.12 In part due to this large 

environmental difference from the mainland, Wajin peoples (the ethnic Japanese) largely 

remained to the south of the Tsugaru Strait separating Ezo/Hokkaido and Honshu during the 

period when the islands were first settled.13 The primary ethnic group of the island has instead 

                                                           
12 Masashi Ohara, “Characteristics of Ecological System”, in K. Iwama, H. Uchino, and J. Gopal, eds., Agriculture 

in Hokkaido (Sapporo, Hokkaido: Research Faculty of Agriculture, Hokkaido University, 2009), 1-3. 
13 I use the term Wajin based off the previous historiography and research on Ezo/Hokkaido. Wajin here refers to 

ethnic Japanese in part to complicate the development of citizenship and nationhood, which is often written 

backward into history and presumes some sort of natural unity of peoples, but also to acknowledge the multitude of 

ethnicities who were theoretically “Japanese” during the period of colonization and empire. 
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historically been identified as the Ainu, referred to by the Japanese as the Ezo (“barbarians”) and 

their land as Ezochi (“land of the barbarians”).14 During the 1300s interactions between these 

groups began to increase, and by the sixteenth century Wajin populations had begun to settle in 

the southern portion of Ezo/Hokkaido in the Ōshima Peninsula, with local polities alternatively 

warring and trading with the Ainu. The Ainu were slowly forced into economic dependency 

upon the Wajin, with fishing and the fur trade providing enormous revenues for the preeminent 

Wajin actors. This continued through to the eighteenth century and the advent of renewed 

Western contact, after which national polities began to establish direct control over the island. 

It must be said that the notion of Ezo/Hokkaido existing as a “frontier” to the Tokugawa 

shogunate (hereafter referred to as the bakufu) and the later Meiji state, as might be implied by 

the title of this work, is one that by its own definitions decentralizes the colonial conflict from 

the space and history of its action and instead moves it towards the government directives of 

Edo/Tokyo and its colonial administration in Sapporo.15 Even the terminology used within this 

thesis is consistently bounded within Japanese conceptions of space. However, there are 

significant reasons for why I refer to the island using the terms Ezo, Hokkaido, or Ezo/Hokkaido 

dependent upon the period, rather than, for example, the Ainu descriptor of “Ainu Moshir.” 

Firstly, this text examines “the frontier” not as a self-evident concept, but instead as the lens 

                                                           
14 From roughly the fourth to the tenth century, northern Honshu and Ezo/Hokkaido were controlled by the so-called 

Emishi peoples (蝦夷), with the characters literally translating from Japanese as “shrimp other.” After the conquest 

of this group’s political power centers in Honshu during the late Heian period (794-1185), the term Emishi became 

largely replaced with the term Ezo, though still written with the same characters, with their land largely being 

limited to Ezo/Hokkaido. However, scholars like Walker have argued that neither the Emishi nor the Ezo (or even 

the Japanese) can be said to have been an existent “unified ethnic block[s]” before the present day, with notions of 

identity necessarily arising in relation to outside forces. Walker, The Conquest of Ainu Lands, 74. Within this thesis 

I use the term Ainu to refer to the native peoples of the island, though it should be understood that this word is 

“modern” in both its construction and political connotations. 
15 See Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West, (New York 

City, New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1987) for a critique of the frontier as a tool to study history. The 

limitations of such approach largely lies in defining a region by a finite process of expansion rather than through a 

locality or people, bounding it ahistorically within a set time period. 
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through which elite narratives envisioned Ezo/Hokkaido and disseminated such information to 

the body politic and the world at large. Using terms such as Ainu Moshir for Ezo/Hokkaido 

presupposes both a set notion of ethnic nationalism amongst Ainu peoples and a bounded 

physical space for their land, developments brought about by Japanese colonialism. This in turn 

denies the original meanings of the term, wherein Ainu living in places such as Sakhalin, the 

Kurils, and northern Honshu were all still considered part of Ainu Moshir. This wider 

understanding of Ainu land can be seen at times within this text, occasionally overlapping with 

the terms of Ezo/Hokkaido such as in the case of the “Ezo Region.” Similarly, the term used 

previously above, “Ezochi,” was often used in conjunction with the term “Wajinchi” (“Japanese 

land”), which referred to the Ōshima peninsula in the context of Ezo/Hokkaido. Though 

theoretically applicable to the entirety of the island, if I were to privilege the former, the latter’s 

presence would be made obscure in turn. With this all being said, it should be made clear that the 

primary geographic unit of study is the colonial locality of “Ezo/Hokkaido,” confined by the 

boundaries of the current Japanese prefecture. 

 This leads directly into another question: How can Ezo/Hokkaido be positioned in 

relation to Japan? Throughout the text I refer to the island at times as being a “periphery,” with 

the Japanese mainland thus existing as its theoretical “core.” Much like with “frontier,” this 

vocabulary must be understood as having complex meanings, a historical context, and 

controversial applications within wider theory. The terms of “core” and “periphery” in 

conjunction with one another are perhaps best recognized as originating from Immanuel 

Wallerstein’s world-systems analysis, wherein the advent of capitalism in the sixteenth century is 

thought to have developed a world-spanning system consisting of the economically powerful and 

militarily dominant core nations and an exploited periphery lacking in both sophisticated 
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infrastructure and productive capacity.16 However, this approach has received criticism for its 

state-centric approach and lack of consideration for the impact of local diversity, culture, and 

class structure on the development of social systems. Though a number of anthropologists, 

sociologists, and historians have reworked this theory, placing the “core” and “periphery” into 

national or sub-national localities, the presupposition of the totalizing power of state forces has 

been challenged in recent years by the works of Benedict Anderson and Thongchai Winichakul.17 

Similarly, Cheehyung Harrison Kim has shown in his work the importance of labor forces to the 

development of the global political economy, writing that “the commodity system depends on 

the state and nation to overcome its limitations and to transform itself into something seemingly 

natural,” with the artificial and imposed nature of capitalist structures being obscured by the 

propagation of ideology within work and everyday life.18 Within this thesis, the relationship of 

the “core” and “periphery” to the physical world is removed altogether, as I argue that the labor 

activities of this so-called “peripheral area” were in fact central to the very creation of the “core” 

and its economic and ideological systems. Instead, it should be understood that as the power of 

the state became centralized over the period, the presence of “undeveloped” and “marginal” 

areas became sources of anxiety to political actors. As such, similar to my use of “frontier,” the 

“periphery” is a lens through which the forces of state and capital understood the island of 

Ezo/Hokkaido. 

 This shift towards centralized authority in the power structures of the global political 

economy is typically understood as being a result of “modernity.” Yet what is it that is 

                                                           
16 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System I: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European 

World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century, (New York City, New York: Academic Press, 1974). 
17 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins of Nationalism, (New York City, New 

York: Verso, 1991) and Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-body of a Nation, (Honolulu, 

Hawai'i: University of Hawai'i Press, 1994). 
18 Cheehyung Harrison Kim, Heroes and Toilers. Work as Life in Postwar North Korea, 1953–1961, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2019), 9. 



14 

 

understood by the term “modern?” As described previously in the very beginning of this 

introduction, the historiography of Japan assumes the presence of a historical discontinuity 

between “early-modern” and “modern” Japan, with this rupture taking hold with the advent of 

centralized political control in the Meiji state. Though a multitude of historians have capably 

unsettled and bridged this gap, one must understand “modernity” as more than a descriptor for 

temporal space. Matthew Lauzon, a writer of both world and European intellectual history, 

speaks of modernity as having been consecutively conceived of as an Enlightenment belief in the 

construction of a universal rationality, a nineteenth and twentieth century understanding of the 

adoption of national statehood, industrialization, urbanization, and bureaucratization, and 

scientific knowledge, a Marxist notion of the rise economic practices and institutions identified 

with capitalism, and as a set of totalizing hallmarks for the current epoch in turn.19 In the face of 

such a wide array of “modernities,” it is important for this term to be defined and its application 

problematized. Within the period of study, while what was at times labeled in Japan as 

“modernity” could indeed be understood as the application of new scientific or philosophical 

advances within physical space, it was concurrently the adoption of Western and imperial 

systems of social organization and bodily control. Though “Western modernity” was by no 

means homogenous, and the “modernity” produced in Japan having its own internalized 

meanings, these expansive notions came to take hold within the dominating narratives of 

everyday life. This thesis uses the locality of Ezo/Hokkaido to examine the ways in which 

concepts of “modernization” took root in Japan, as well as the effects these political and 

ideological projects had on the populace in their transition into the “modern” world, for better or 

worse. For all these reasons, the words “modern” and “modernity” will be represented in this 

                                                           
19 Matthew J. Lauzon, "Modernity," The Oxford Handbook of World History, ed. Jerry H. Bentley, (Oxford, United 

Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2011), 72-88. 
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thesis within quotation marks, encouraging a reflexive consideration of their application within 

social space.  

Finally, before I begin my analysis in earnest, I feel I should provide a brief note with 

regards to the nature of the periodization used within this essay. As I indicated above, 

constructing a history of Ezo/Hokkaido using the traditional split between the Tokugawa era 

(1603-1868) and post-Meiji Restoration periods (1868-Present) obscures the continuum that 

exists in elite/state interactions with the island throughout the time frame. For this reason, I have 

adopted a system of periodization that privileges moments of intense change in social structure 

and demographic patterns at the local level as the primary source for points of discontinuity. 

Though broad, and not unproblematic, there are three basic periods. The first, the “Early Ezo” 

period relates to the general advancement of settlements in the Ōshima Peninsula and later the 

subjugation of the island by the Matsumae domain and its network of tightly controlled 

allies/vassals amongst the Ainu. The “Middle Ezo/Hokkaido” period in turn begins with the 

expansion of Russian traders into the region, as after this point the Tokugawa bakufu routinely 

interfered with and circumvented Matsumae control, implementing direct rule over the island 

several times. During this period, fear of a perceived loss of sovereignty in the region saw a 

number of economic investments and settlement projects undertaken in Ezo/Hokkaido, continued 

by the Meiji state through its various colonization efforts. This only transitioned to the “Late 

Hokkaido” period in the rough span between 1900 and 1920, when patterns of state-driven 

settlement become largely supplanted by more organic population movements. To reiterate: 

Early Ezo (1500s-1780s), Middle Ezo/Hokkaido (1780s-1910), and Late Hokkaido (1910s-

1945).  
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CHAPTER 1: The Frontier and Transposing (and Transforming) the “Japanese Self” 

In the closing months of the Boshin War, the military phase of the Meiji Restoration, 

Iwakura Tomomi (1825-1883), a leading member of the new regime, articulated what he saw as 

the most important issues facing the government in what is commonly called the Iwakura 

Proposal (Iwakura Teigi). Within this document he contended that not only should the 

government focus on the pressing concerns of developing a nationwide tax system and 

normalizing relations with European powers, but also that all efforts should be made to “spread 

civilization” and remake the northern island of Ezo into a little Japan (“mata ikko no shō-

Nihonkoku”). For Iwakura, this would not only be a project of prestige to represent Japan’s 

strength under the new Meiji administration and to fill the coffers of the regime once the island’s 

resources had been properly tapped, but it also presented an opportunity to visibly display 

government action against Russian influences.20 This moment is typically represented as being 

the genesis of the Meiji colonial project in the soon-to-be-renamed island of Ezo, with the 

formation of the Hokkaido Development Agency (Kaitakushi) following soon after. 

In fact, the integration of the island into the Japanese polity should not be considered a 

particularly new idea, and its inclusion in the top matters of governmental interest represents not 

a sudden break with previous interpretations of Ezo/Hokkaido’s place within the Japanese 

cultural sphere, but instead the culmination of changing attitudes towards Ezo dating back to at 

least the mid-Tokugawa period. For example, Honda Toshiaki (1744-1822), a scholar from the 

domain of Kaga in western Japan who relocated to Edo, wrote in his 1798 treatise “Keisei 

hisaku” (“A Secret Plan of Government”) that in order to match the wealth and power of the now 

                                                           
20 Tada Kōmon, ed., Iwakura kojikki: chukan, (Tokyo, Japan: Hara Shobō, 1968), 703-704. Quoted in Mason, 

Dominant Narratives of Colonial Hokkaido, 23-24. The date given for the proposal is February 28th, 1869. 
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encroaching European nations, it was necessary for Japan to begin colonizing the islands close to 

its own territories. His words were:  

At this crucial time when the Ezo islands are being seized by Russia, we are faced 

with an emergency within an emergency. When, as now, Japan does not have any 

system for colonizing her island possessions, there is no way of telling whether 

they will be seized by foreign countries or remain safe…. that the Ainu are living 

in a state of barbarity has been regarded by Russia as a fine opportunity for her to 

devote her energies to the colonization of the islands.21 

 

Even the abortive Ezo Republic, mentioned previously, was constituted under similar 

goals after the defeat of bakufu forces throughout the Japanese mainland and their naval 

withdrawal to Hakodate. In his message to the new Meiji government on behalf of the remaining 

Tokugawa forces, Enomoto Takeaki (1836-1908) wrote the following: "But, considering the 

uncultivated condition of the island of Yeso, we thought it better to remove thither, that, even 

under the endurance of every hardship, we might level steep mountains, cultivate the desert, and 

employ hitherto useless people in useful work, and thus require one millionth part of your 

benevolence."22 Though these words represent the desperate efforts of a man attempting to find a 

place for Tokugawa loyalists within the new political order, they reveal that not only had 

Ezo/Hokkaido already been naturalized as a proper vector for Japanese territorial expansion, but 

that Japanese claims to the region deliberately linked the cultivation of the island’s soil to 

various conceptual markers that represented the spread of Japanese civilization. How exactly did 

this situation develop? 

In attempting to address the conceptual expansion of Japan that occurred alongside the 

physical, one must first consider how this state originally constituted itself. Rather than existing 

                                                           
21 Donald Keene, The Japanese Discovery of Europe, 1720-1830, (Palo Alto, California: Stanford University Press, 

1969), 189. This is entitled a “secret plan” as it was illegal for the public to openly comment on state policy. 

Toshiaki never rose to significant power, but these articulations represent some of the basic shifts in intellectual 

thought regarding the island brought about by Russian contact, as will be developed further below. 
22 Translation by period newspaper publisher John R. Black in his account of the Boshin War, Young Japan: 

Yokohama and Yedo, Vol. II., (London, United Kingdom: Trubner & Co., 1881), 240-241. 
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as a fixed spatial territory with a stable and unchanging identity, like all nations, the Japanese 

polity was conceptualized as a part of longstanding historical processes, with the definitions and 

meanings ascribed to it evolving within conditions of substantial fluidity. Having established a 

brief chronology of Japan’s expansion into Ezo/Hokkaido in the introduction of this thesis, this 

chapter will examine a range of sources detailing the changing role of state, the “frontier,” and 

the transposability of Japanese identity within the broader historical period between 1788 and 

1945. This listing should by no means be considered exhaustive; instead it attempts to be 

representative of general developments within the social discourse that should be understood 

when examining the case of Ezo/Hokkaido. After these developments have been outlined, the 

particularities of the borders established around the liminal space of the island itself will be 

considered, with the constructed nature of the region as it emerged during the transition from 

Early Ezo to the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido period to be examined in more detail.  

I. Notions of Nationhood within the Emerging Polity 

The event most commonly identified with establishment of the nation-state in Japan, the 

Meiji Restoration and its subsequent reforms, occurred within the midst of vast socio-economic 

transformations which enabled the “Japanese” individual to consider areas far beyond their 

regional polity as constituting part of the same greater community. From as early as the mid- 

1700s, the spread of literacy, the development of a wealthy rural elite amongst the peasantry, and 

increasing geographic mobility allowed for the cultivation of multiple shared popular ideologies 

across the archipelago. The political orders of the time, largely situated within the power 

structures of the Tokugawa bakufu, interfaced with these ideologies in both direct and indirect 

ways. However, powerful though these were, the bakufu and domains themselves should be 

considered neither foundational to these discourses’ development nor directly opposed to their 
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propagation. Instead they share this responsibility with the growing literate elite both within and 

outside of their ranks. 

The Tokugawa period marked the emergence of a myriad of intellectual traditions 

centered around such various grounds as the teachings of Neo-Confucianism, lessons drawn 

from ancient literary and spiritual texts, notions of exceptionalism, imported Western knowledge, 

and many other foundations, whose spread allowed for the formation of (a) broader 

consciousness(es) within Japan. These schools of thought, developing alongside class-based 

organizations which operated underneath the nobility such as the various merchant academies of 

the large cities and peasant-based collectives in the countryside, all began to see significant 

activity in the mid-to-late 1700s.23 During the late Tokugawa period, as the political structures of 

the bakufu and its various (sub-)polities struggled to handle both the internal pressures of a failed 

monetary policy and the outside encroachment of the Western powers, these intellectual 

movements all sought to address the rapidly changing social situation within Japan while also 

advancing and contesting numerous definitions of the “Japanese” nation itself.24  Even while the 

governing members of the bakufu sought to strengthen their legitimacy as the political leaders of 

the region, notions of Japan as an ethnic state organized around the figure of the emperor began 

to grow in popularity amongst the leaders of the southern domains which were isolated from the 

center of political power, the administrative classes, the upper peasantry, and the urban elite.  

Yet while these notions of “Japan” were being debated, it can be said that the borderlands 

of this ethnic state helped to define the center. Patterns of comparison between the self and the 

other within intellectual thought regarding the nation can be seen from the Tokugawa period 

                                                           
23 Tetsuo Najita’s Visions of Virtue in Tokugawa Japan: the Kaitokudo Merchant Academy of Osaka, (Honolulu, 

Hawai'i: University of Hawai'i Press, 1995), focused on one such group, includes a good overview of complexities 

of identifying the formation of consciousness within the period. 
24 The “late” Tokugawa period can be considered here to be roughly from 1800 onward. 
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through the Shōwa era (1926-1989), building a lexicon of terms which would be used to describe 

nationhood, citizenry, and even “Japaneseness,” though as Susan Burns writes, one must be 

careful to denote that lack of strict linearity between earlier and later developments within the 

emergence of the nation from its prehistory.25 Ideological developments occurring within the 

three-hundred-year span from the Tokugawa period to World War II are marked by substantial 

anxiety over the security of Japan’s borders, with the possibility that the nation would be 

subsumed as a “frontier” for another global empire being an influential motivating force within 

its politics. As these concerns grew, the presence of areas which had long maintained historical 

relationships with Japanese polities but had remained nebulous in their exact relationship with 

the political centers, such as Ezo/Hokkaido and Ryukyu/Okinawa, became problems that needed 

to be “solved” as notions of status shifted towards concerns of nationhood. In this manner, the 

liminal borderlands began to be rearticulated so as to serve the ends of the political center.  

The later colonial possessions of Japan such as Taiwan, Korea, Manchuria, and the 

islands of Micronesia, however, remained distinct in their development when compared to 

Ezo/Hokkaido and Ryukyu/Okinawa, as even after they were incorporated into the empire, there 

always remained the question of how “Japanese” these places could ever become. Though 

notions of “civilization” and “modernity” were utilized by state and elite groups in their attempts 

to access the ideologies of everyday life amongst the colonized, as the elite began to no longer 

face the same concerns of security, anxieties over ethnicity and foreignness began to interfere 

with this transferal of identity and instead the colonies largely began to reify notions of the 

Japanese self through their difference. With the presence of non-ethnic Japanese existing as 

highly visible minorities within Ezo/Hokkaido throughout this time frame, how exactly did the 

                                                           
25 Susan Burns, Before the Nation: Kokugaku and the Imagining of Community in Early Modern Japan, (Durham, 

North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2003), 9. 
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manner in which Japanese identity was transposed and naturalized differ in this locality as 

compared to other “colonial” regions? 

Throughout the time frame examined by this study, understanding the mechanisms of 

how ethnic communities and national boundaries developed became a concern of paramount 

importance for Japanese intellectuals, with processes aimed towards constituting land and space 

as “Japanese” operating alongside sustained debates over whether Japanese identity was 

something that arose out of set ethnic/racial attributes or learned spiritual/national values. The 

shifts in elite political and philosophical thought regarding the nature of the polity and its 

citizenry from the Tokugawa period onward are tremendously complex, however, I argue, 

broadly speaking, that the reifying effect of “the other” on identity within Japanese intellectual 

tradition went through several distinct phases. Three major historical developments, these being 

the fall of China to the Manchus and its effects on the Japanese social cosmology, the arrival of 

the Western Other, and the rise of the Japanese polity as a colonizing power all drove massive 

internal reevaluations over what was considered to be “Japanese” land and people. These in turn 

allowed for areas that were previously considered to be utterly foreign, such as Ezo/Hokkaido, to 

become naturalized as Japanese through the use of a sustained narrative while others, such as 

Korea, would retain a sense of foreignness. 

One must recognize that for all the importance assumed about the political thought and 

ideologies described within this chapter, these ideologies did not always impart equivalent 

political action as a result of their development. Political actors within Japan, either amongst the 

few deciding policy within government or the many enacting (or ignoring) the commands of the 

metropole in the frontier, did not necessarily share the concerns and responses of the intellectual 

elite. Even when elements of these philosophies were utilized within the processes of 
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governance, their implementation could range from being a retroactive recognition of the 

realities of frontier administration to idealized interpretations of nationhood used to mask the 

processes of Japanese ultra-nationalism and imperialism. At times ideology was created 

wholesale to explain government or elite action after the fact, rather than being an organic 

development proceeding it. Yet, with these limitations being understood, the ideological 

narratives of these philosophies reveal much about how the “Japanese Self” was understood in 

the dominating patterns of social thought, both regarding its existence and its possible 

transmission to areas such as Ezo/Hokkaido. 

Finally, the conceptual role of “land” and “space” as markers for determining identity is 

one that has substantial ideological power. In the development of American exceptionalism, the 

concept of the frontier as both a place and process has been widely used to explain American 

social progress and its differences from the European experience. In the late nineteenth century, 

Frederick Jackson Turner, often considered the father of American Western studies, wrote that it 

was the very process of colonizing the frontier that defined the American people: “The forest 

clearing have been seed plots of the American character… this forest philosophy is the 

philosophy of American democracy.”26 In many ways, “frontier” and colonial regions would 

define the Japanese self, despite a much narrower constraint of population directly experiencing 

it. Of course, as previously stated, the usage of “frontier” within terminology essentializes the 

foreign character of a region and decentralizes the area of study from the experiences of its own 

inhabitants. The “frontier” never truly existed in physical space in any concrete manner. Yet it is 

this conception of the frontier, which existed in the mind of intellectuals and their potent 

ideologies with which we are concerned.  

                                                           
26 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History, (Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 2006 

[reprint]), 206-207. 
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II. Lines of Status - China as the Old Center, Japan as the New 

 During the early Tokugawa period, questions of control over geographic locations could 

largely be settled through lines of status, vassalage, and/or economic relationships. So long as the 

preeminent political actors within a space proclaimed loyalty to the bakufu, the ethnic and social 

differences that arose were regarded as largely unimportant for the purpose of understanding 

spheres of influence. This can certainly be seen with the invasion and vassalage of the Ryukyu 

Kingdom in 1609 or in the various tributary relationships of Ainu village-groups to the 

Matsumae domain. Thus in order to examine the foundational structures developed within these 

systems in relation to concepts of “modernity,” we must briefly touch upon the formative notions 

of Japanese identity throughout history. For the vast majority of its existence, it was not the 

frontier that demarcated “Japaneseness,” but rather its placement as a diplomatic borderland to 

the central power of Asia: China, in all of its various forms. With China’s cultural institutions 

being considered older and more respected than Japan’s own by most of the elite, the intellectual 

orthodoxy prior to the Tokugawa period considered them to be models for the nation’s own 

development.27 As such, China routinely served as an important source of philosophy and art for 

Japan, transmitting cultural values through the vectors of diplomacy, trade, and 

religious/intellectual moments.  

After the beginnings of Manchu incursions into China in 1618, and the Ming polity’s 

subsequent collapse in the middle of the seventeenth century, however, there was a decided 

transition within recorded philosophical thought which helps mark the establishment of a new 

intellectual movement in Japan. Ronald Toby, in his study of the Tokugawa-era state and its 

diplomacy, describes that “the fall of China to a foreign, ‘barbarian’ dynasty certainly 

                                                           
27 Mark McNally, Like No Other: Exceptionalism and Nativism in Early Modern Japan, (Honolulu, Hawai'i: 

University of Hawai'i Press, 2016), 142. 
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contributed to the demotion of China in the estimation of the Japanese, and tarnished the once 

burnished ideal,” allowing for intellectuals within Japan to claim that their nation held the place 

as the center of all conceptual political orders.28 Due to the historical trajectory of Japan, there 

has been a tendency for scholars to highlight the discourses that emerged following this moment 

which identified with a disruptive ethnocentrism, largely stressing the ideologues who demanded 

a complete rejection of Confucianism and Buddhism as foreign sets of teachings and attempted 

to instead cultivate cultural allegiance to the values they ascribed to native eighth-century works 

of literature such as the Record of Ancient Matters (Kojiki) and the Chronicles of Japan (Nihon 

Shoki). Far more important to Japanese identity, in my opinion, are the ways in which these 

intellectual movements entered into even the dominant discourses to mark difference and 

exceptionality. Though the Tokugawa period is typically regarded as being synonymous with 

Neo-Confucian thought within the general historiography, the various intellectual traditions 

active at the time (including leading that of the Neo-Confucianists) all began to question the 

existence and position of the “nation” as a direct consequence of the regime change in China. 

Take for example the early Tokugawa philosopher Yamazaki Ansai (1619-1682). Ansai 

was a Zen Buddhist monk who, upon studying the works of Song Confucian Zhu Xi (1130-

1200), left his temple to become a Neo-Confucian scholar. He would go on to attempt to 

construct a history of Japan following Neo-Confucian ideals, utilizing the aforementioned 

ancient texts for an exegetical analysis.29 His thesis was that the native belief system of 

“Shintoism” articulated the same basic truths as Neo-Confucianism, with the ancient Japanese 

                                                           
28 Ronald Toby, State and Diplomacy in Early Modern Japan: Asia in the Development of the Tokugawa Bakufu, 

(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 225. 
29 McNally, Like No Other, 154. 
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independently gaining knowledge of “the Way."30 In this manner, within Ansai’s construction of 

history, Japan could claim the same power of antiquity that China previously held within the 

public mind. The emperor and his lineage became placed at the center of human existence, with 

this model articulating that the divine regalia of the emperor proved his exceptionality amongst 

world rulers. These treasures being “without compare among foreign realms” and proof of the 

favor of the gods, the emperor could thus claim exclusive right to the world dominion.31 Though 

this may seem an extreme example, the placement of the emperor at the center of a national 

cosmology was by no means unique to Ansai and would come to mark later conceptions of 

Japanese nationhood. 

Contemporaneous to Ansai’s writing, another scholar began to use land and space to help 

define Japanese identity. Yamaga Sokō (1622-1685) argued that the failure of China to 

adequately respond to the possibility of outside conquest, revealed their failure to properly 

display an application of their own political thought. Japan, having maintained both a civilian 

(imperial) and martial (bakufu) government through their long history, thus more adequately 

represented the ideals of maintaining the cultural arts (bun) and also practicing the military arts 

(bu) expressed in the Chinese classics. Moreover, in Sokō’s analysis, Japan existed within a state 

of geographic perfection. He writes: “Only our realm’s position in the expanse of the oceans and 

enjoys the sublime offerings of Heaven and earth.”32 Lacking the extremes of hot and cold 

                                                           
30 The term Shintoism refers the vast collection of religious beliefs and mythologies surrounding native gods and 

spirits in Japan, though at the time of Ansai’s writing many of these beliefs were deeply intertwined with Buddhism 

in Japan and lacked a central organizing authority. Shintoism as a unified and fully articulated religious practice is a 

creation of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. “The Way” is originally a Chinese concept denoting right 

action in life and spirituality and is commonly found in Confucian thought. 
31 Ansai Yamazaki, “Suika-ō shinsetsu”, Nihon no shisō, Vol. 17, ed. by Ta’ichirō Nishida (Tokyo, Japan: Chikuma 

Shobō, 1970), 249. Quoted in McNally, Like No Other, 154. 
32 Sokō Yamaga, “Chūchō jijitsu” in Dai Nihon shisō zenshū, Vol. 3. (Tokyo, Japan: Dai Nihon Shisō Kankōkai, 

1933), 60. Quoted in McNally, Like No Other, 160.  
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enabled by China’s expansive geography, Sokō identified Japan as being uniquely suited for 

agriculture, especially in the production of rice, which proved its placement as the cosmic center. 

This placement of agriculture as a primary characteristic of Japanese identity during this 

period is not unique to Sokō. In the midst of the economic instability brought about by the failure 

of various monetization schemes in the mid-to-late Tokugawa period, the Neo-Confucian scholar 

Kumazawa Banzan (1619-1691) wrote that the cause for these failures was that the elite had 

forgotten that “[t]he treasure of the people is grain. Gold, silver, copper and so forth are the 

servants of grain."33 For both Neo-Confucianism and emerging discourses around Japanese 

exceptionalism, the rice economy operated as a clear marker for their imagined communities of 

ancient Japan. Even including non-rice grains such as millet or beans, the visible and intensive 

production of these crops became essential to the popular understanding of a land in both its 

value and inherent “Japaneseness.” As such, areas like Ezo/Hokkaido, which was unable to 

maintain this sort of rice economy, operated as distinctly non-Japanese within this mindset. Just 

as the previous imaginings were based on the contrast of civilization vs. barbarism, Japanese 

intellectuals began to contrast the civilized center vs. the barbarian frontier. 

III. Intervention of the West - Anxieties over the Borderlands 

 However, all these formulations about “native” and “foreign” land began to break down 

with the entrance of the European powers into the Japanese sphere of influence. For example, 

immediately after official Japanese contact began with the Russian Empire in 1778, bakufu 

officials immediately attempted to claim Ezo as Japanese and the Ainu as their subjects.34 Rather 

than being foreign peoples who were only subject to Japanese authority under certain 

circumstances, the Ainu were instead transformed into merely being uncivilized Japanese in need 

                                                           
33 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, History of Japanese Economic Thought, (London, United Kingdom: Routledge, 2005), 14. 
34 Walker, The Conquest of Ainu Lands, 130. 
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of the paternal care of the proper governing authorities. Security and boundary-making took 

precedence over the previous uses of the frontier in demonstrating the superiority of the center. 

Instead, European powers became the focus of “othering” in many of these discourses. An 

example of this can be found in Aizawa Seishisai’s (1782-1863) 1825 work Shinron. He writes: 

“All things exist as nature dictates. Thus, our Divine Realm is at the top of the world… The 

Western barbarians represent the things, legs, and feet of the universe. That is why they sail 

hither and yon, indifferent to the distance involved.”35 In arguing for the stability offered by the 

presence of the imperial house within Japan, Seishisai takes the opportunity to further argue for a 

“unity of land and people,” including an extension of bakufu sovereignty into Ezo.36 

However, it would be Western interference and the repeated weakness of the bakufu in 

responding to such incursions into the borderlands that would redefine many of the emerging 

conceptions of “Japan” as a nation-state. During this period, the placement of the emperor as the 

proper leader of Japan within the above intellectual traditions would begin to coalesce in the 

political ideology of the Sonnō jō’i movement, typically translated as “revere the emperor, expel 

the barbarians.” This movement became especially active in the last decades of the Tokugawa 

bakufu as, if the foreign powers were what Japan defined itself against, the failure of the bakufu 

to defend against repeated humiliations and the loss of its sovereignty meant that they 

categorically could not be the true representatives of the country, mirroring the collapse of China 

against the Manchu. As such, revolting against bakufu authority was rearticulated as an act in 

service to the greater nation of “Japan,” rather than constituting treason against its political 

leaders. For example, upon hearing of the assassination of the high-ranking Tokugawa official Ii 
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Naosuke (1815-1860), Sakamoto Ryōma (1836-1867), a prominent figure within the Sonnō jō’i 

movement, is written to have said: “My lords, why do you uselessly grieve? They [the assassins] 

merely did their duty as [loyal, imperial] subjects.”37 This progressive divorcing of the state from 

its temporal rulers, transferring it instead to a sense of moral character found within the imperial 

house, was intrinsic for the development of Japanese nationalism within ideology. 

The Sonnō jō’i movement would ultimately fail to influence much of the new 

government after the Meiji Restoration, with pro-Westernization factions gaining control over 

the direction of government policy during the Boshin War. However, after the fall of the 

Tokugawa bakufu in 1868, the success of the Meiji government, and its utilization (and its 

internal embrace) of a “folklore of the regime” centered around the emperor, led to the continued 

viability of such bodily representations of Japanese nationhood, even as Western enlightenment 

theories entered into the intellectual discourse.38 The imagery of Japan as body, now borrowing 

for the Hobbesian Leviathan, can be found in the works of Itagaki Taisuke (1837-1919), leader 

of the Freedom and People's Rights Movement and a Meiji statesman who actually dissented 

from the new government. In his 1874 petition, Itagaki and his associates called for a 

representative assembly in the following message: “The establishment of a council chamber 

chosen by the people will create [a] community of feeling between the government and the 

people, and they will unite into one body. Then and only then will the government become 

strong.”39  
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These arguments cast in the framework of Enlightenment-style natural law would soon 

come to be surpassed in use by the arguments of a Darwinian and scientific natural law, 

however, in the reflection of changing European notions of “modernity.”40 This pattern would 

emerge during the late-Meiji period and come to be one of the most favored schools of thought 

throughout the Taishō (1912-1926) and Shōwa eras in Japan, in much the same manner as it took 

hold in the rest of the world. Shiga Shigetaka (1863-1927), an editor of the Meiji period 

magazine Nihonjin (“Japanese people/the Japanese”) which argued against excessive 

Westernization, wrote the following 1888:  

The influence of all environmental factors of Japan - her climate and her weather 

conditions, her temperature and humidity, the nature of her soil, the configuration 

of her land and water, her animal and plant life and her landscape, as well as the 

intersection of all these factors, the habits and customs, the experiences, the 

history and the development of thousands of year - the totality of all these factors 

has gradually, imperceptibly, developed in the Japanese race inhabiting this 

environment a unique national essence (kokusui).41  

 

The entrance of explicit connections between the environment and unique racial components as 

being markers/identifiers of Japanese nationality was already commonplace at this point within 

the wider discourse. However, this component would only become more essential within 

ideologies surrounding Japanese identity upon the advent of large-scale colonialism outside of 

the Japanese archipelago. Colony, within this time frame, was translated as takuchishokumin or 

“to open up lands and increase people on them.” 42 It was a settler-colonialism, supposedly being 

a natural phenomenon of migration in accordance with its social and economic benefits. With the 

military expansion of the state into areas such as Taiwan and Korea, however, a new ideological 

framework for colonization needed to be developed. 
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IV. The East as Japan’s Orient, The West as its Equals  

 As the late Meiji period began to transition into the Taishō era, the Japanese Empire as it 

is commonly regarded sprang into existence with the annexations of Taiwan in 1895 and Korea 

in 1910, marking the expansion of the Japanese state into highly populated and historied “non-

Japanese” areas. 43  No longer could colonization and the expansion of the frontier be articulated 

as being a “peaceful” or merely economic endeavor, as had been the case with Ryukyu and Ezo. 

As such, the philosopher, colonial theorist, and politician Nitobe Inazō (1863-1933), one of the 

founders of the Colonial Policy Studies at Tokyo Imperial University, would write in 1918: 

“Colonization is the expansion of national strength beyond its national borders… Colonization 

and the concept of state (kokka to iu kannen) or the concept of nation (minzoku to iu kannen) 

cannot be separated.”44 Though Nitobe was previously both a product and member of the 

Hokkaido group of theorists focused on the “internal colony,” he began to argue that Japan 

needed to expand its industrial capacity and territory in order to increase its national strength. 

Within this reworking of the colonial condition, however, Nitobe put forward that Japan needed 

to teach its colonial charges, developing civilization (bunmei) and economic prosperity where it 

ruled. Utilizing a similar ideological backing, Pan-Asianism as political philosophy emerged, 

though one that placed Japan distinctly at the head of its imagined hierarchy of Asia due to its 

rapid industrialization and rise within the (self-regulated) ranks of the great powers of the world. 

Okakura Kakuzō (1862-1913), a “modernizer” and art historian, argued that the unique history of 

Japan as a repository for both Indian and Chinese traditions thus allowed it to claim this position: 
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“It has been, however, the great privilege of Japan to realize this unity-in- complexity with a 

special clearness. The Indo-Tartaric blood of this race was in itself a heritage which qualified it 

to imbibe from the two sources, and so mirror the whole of Asiatic consciousness.”45 The 

colonized peoples of Asia, though deserving of Japanese sympathy, were nonetheless their 

inferiors until educated and raised up within this system. 

With regards to the consideration of the nature of citizenship within the empire, one can 

turn to one of the major liberal statesmen and scholar of constitutional law during the Taishō 

period, Minobe Tatsukichi (1873-1948). Minobe entered into the discourse of the state as body, 

arguing against the idea that the emperor held sacred power but was instead one “organ of the 

state” amongst others. Yet with regards to the advancement of universal suffrage, of which he 

was generally in favor of in its eventuality, in 1921 he warned its proponents against its 

immediate adoption: “But in reality the people are by no means equal. In their lineage, property, 

education experience, and moral repute, people are infinite in their variety and actually are very 

unequal.”46 In this he is speaking to the “Japanese” man, removing of course the woman, the 

ethnic minority, and the dissident. Within the wider colonial structures, such as in Korea and 

Taiwan, even ethnically Japanese men lacked the ability to vote on their government, a source of 

substantial anxiety for these settler populations.47 With this being understood, it becomes 

apparent that Japanese citizenship, rather than necessarily denoting participation within the body 

politic, can be better identified as holding some sort of ideological power in relation to identity. 
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Two of the more prominent writers in Japanese philosophy during the late Taishō and 

early Shōwa periods, Nishida Kitarō (1870-1945) and Watsuji Testsurō (1889-1960), each 

derived understandings of the Japanese nation which touched upon racial concerns. Nishida, who 

was the founder and leader of the Kyoto School of Philosophy, argued in his 1944 essay, 

“Kokutairon” (“On National Polity”) that: “A national polity involves a racial subject which, as a 

formative force of the historical world, expresses a form of the self-determination of the absolute 

present. This is always the form of the self-forming historical world. There is no such thing as a 

merely universal race of people. A people is a people that has achieved its own individuality.”48 

This notion of the nation itself having individuality through its formation is notable, as though 

Nishida clearly understood how the development of social consciousness is part of the nation-

building process, this formulation serves itself well for denying nationhood to those who are 

colonized. He clarified within the work that he did not believe that nationhood was founded on 

“mere racial difference” but rather through the development of a mediated “moral character,” as, 

for Nishida, “What emerges from a merely exclusionary racialism is nothing other than 

aggression and imperialism.”49 This would seem to be a criticism of both the Western form of 

imperialism as well as Japanese ultra-nationalism. However, there is also no denying of the 

racialistic characteristics of this construction, with the very real processes of human action in the 

development of nation states being reduced down to “world-historical developments.”50 

Watsuji Testsurō, by comparison, was far more concerned with the identity and origins of 

the Japanese nation. His 1934 essay, “Nihon Seishin” (“The Japanese Spirit”) directly examined 

the usage of political slogans based around this concept through their historical context, arguing 
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that their assumed nature of conservatism and reaction is due to an anachronistic evaluation. He 

asserted that Japan must recognize itself historically, utilizing the phenomenological principle of 

“climate” to ascribe difference to the nation. The placement of the emperor as a figure that 

transcended the state is at the core of Watsuji’s ideology: “[The Emperor] is the one who 

expresses the living totality of the Japanese people. The Emperor as sovereign of the state is only 

one aspect of his being Emperor.”51 Again, the presence of the state as body is repeated, with the 

emperor as its head. There is also no doubt that for Watsuji, the emperor represented the totality 

of the geographic state of Japan as well, spanning from Korea to Micronesia. However, the 

placement of ethnic minorities within this structure of state is left rather ambiguous. For Watsuji, 

the Japanese spirit is “nothing other than the Japanese people or Japanese race as active subject.” 

He continues: “What is called the physical body as active subject from the standpoint of an 

individual person corresponds to climate and nature as active subject for the race as active 

subject… it is hardly inappropriate to call a race of people an active subject in the sense of a 

living whole.”52 The thrust of this argument is idealistic, a call to action for resistance to the 

displacement of Japanese tradition by “Western modernity” due to its supposed unique qualities 

being lost in this transition. The emperor emerges as a living god in the sense of being a symbol 

of indeterminate absolute, and his place within this structure is representative of Japan’s 

tolerance of other religions, rather than being a strict hierarchical relationship of worship. 

When compared to the reality of the Japanese state’s attempt to naturalize both foreign 

land and foreign peoples as Japanese, this conviction in both the superiority of the Japanese spirit 

and of this spirit’s long natural history ultimately allows for the weaknesses of these imperial 
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constructions of the nation to become apparent. As can be seen in the fragmentation of policies 

and practices within the Japanese “frontiers” of Hokkaido, Okinawa, Korea, Taiwan, Manchuria, 

and Micronesia throughout the entire colonial period, both assimilationist and discriminatory 

discourses held power within the dominating narratives of place and ideology. In attempting to 

assimilate the empire’s subject peoples through language, performative rituals, and repeated re-

imaginings of the historical past, one must expect that the Japanese spirit must therefore be 

something which can be granted or taught as part of a transformative process. Certainly the land 

itself could gain the character of being “Japanese” within society, as many colonial entities still 

exist today as naturalized parts of the Japanese polity. However, popular Japanese 

conceptualizations of the relationship between the nation and its people identify these 

developments as natural processes rather than being artificial or an imposed ideology. In linking 

the Japanese self to the distant past, myth served as national memory. 

V.  The Establishment of Borders from Early Ezo to Middle Ezo/Hokkaido 

To return to the question of Ezo/Hokkaido that is at the core of this thesis, when 

considering the Early Ezo period (1500s-1780s) it becomes apparent that the boundaries between 

Japan and the Other was demarcated in a way that considerations of ethnic difference and 

military control alone do not fully explain. Whereas the Emishi, roughly analogous to the Ainu 

within the Japanese imagination, gradually disappeared from the cultural record in Honshu, the 

Ainu of Ezo remained in stark contrast to mainland Japan.53 Wajin population movement into the 

region began as early as the 13th century, when fishing outposts and fortified mercantile hubs 
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began to develop along the southern tip of Ezo directly across the Tsugaru Strait from the main 

Japanese island of Honshu. Individual merchants and larger-scale social entities alike were 

drawn by the presence of valuable trading goods such as fish, animal skins and pelts, and 

imported Siberian materials, which all could be used for a variety of commercial and ritual 

purposes in the Japanese mainland. For their part in this relationship, the various native peoples 

of the island sought to gain access to textiles, lacquerware, and ironworks from the south, the 

latter in the form of both weaponry and everyday material goods.54 By the 1500s a Wajin 

fiefdom in the form of the Kakizaki clan emerged in the Ōshima Peninsula, with this polity 

gradually gaining control over economic activities occurring in the areas closest to the Japanese 

mainland. This control was made official within the confines of the newly established Tokugawa 

bakufu’s political framework during the early 1600s, with the Kakizaki clan being renamed the 

Matsumae and being granted legal authority over all commerce in the region. 

 
Figure 1.1. Map of Ezo/Hokkaido with Matsumae and Ainu Lands in 1669, 

Author’s work using maps and information adapted from Howell (1995) and Walker (2006). 
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Public conceptions of the Matsumae domain during this period placed it at both the 

political and agricultural periphery of Japan, as can be seen in the words of Sokō and Banzan 

discussed earlier. The importance of rice within ideology, as opposed to its productive value in 

physical space, is key to this notion of “Japaneseness.” Though it was possible to cultivate rice in 

some limited quantities in the Ōshima peninsula, the domainal lords and their subjects largely 

directed their efforts to the more lucrative opportunities offered by fishery work and trade with 

the Ainu.55 It should be considered no coincidence, then, that maps and other articulations of 

space which attempted to display Japan as a distinct political unit during the time frame only 

sometimes included the Matsumae domain as participating within this wider cultural sphere. 

Despite the Japanese politically dominating the island and the dividing line between Wajin and 

Ezo lands being one that continually slipped northward, what representations of Ezo that existed 

often lacked detail and specificity in depicting what was “Japanese” and what was not. Even the 

domain’s placement within the social system of the Tokugawa bakufu was in question.  

The Matsumae domain was specifically excluded from the requirement to maintain a 

household in Edo as political hostages to the bakufu, as well as the domainal rice tax, and despite 

“[becoming] a 10-thousand-koku-household under [Tokugawa] Ieyasu,” its wealth and power 

were seen as coming purely from its ability to regulate the Ainu trade and act as a guard against 

possible northern attack.56 While the scholar Matsumae Hironaga (1708-1801) would later 

champion his family’s seat in Fukuyama Castle as long being “the gateway between Japan and 

the trading networks of Ezo and beyond,” the shogunal advisor Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725) in his 

1702 work Hanpaku, which examined the organization of the bakufu, makes no mention of the 
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Matsumae as even a landowning family within the framework of the domain system.57 The 

Matsumae were at times treated more as if they were the equivalent to minor foreign vassals, 

such as the rulers of Ryukyu, rather than being seen as part of the wider Japanese community. By 

existing within the same “foreign” geographic unit as the Ainu and lacking the ability to produce 

agricultural materials in the same style of the Japanese mainland, the Matsumae domain 

maintained that same sense of foreignness within the public discourse. 

 

Figure 1.2 (Left). Map of the Ezo Region/Country (Ezo No Kuni Zenzu) 
Shihei Hayashi, (1738-1793) 1785, map, woodcut, col., 48.2 x 90.2 cm. Oriented to the north. 

 

Figure 1.3 (Right). Complete Map of the Ezo Area (Ezo Kōkyō Yochi Zenzu) 
Ryō Fujita, 1854, map, woodcut, col., 91.7 x 113.2 cm. Oriented to the north. 

 

By the late-1800s, however, the Ezo region had been reimagined as an area that had 

continually belonged within the Japanese cultural sphere since time immemorial. An 1877 public 

message to Emperor Meiji written by Itagaki Taisuke decried what he saw as the weakness of the 
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Meiji government in properly defending the north against foreign incursions. “For a long time 

past, Japan has neglected to give proper protection to the northern portion of her dominion. In the 

time of the bakufu, even the children knew that Saghalien [sic] and the Kuriles [sic] belonged to 

Japan. But the Russians have come down below the fiftieth degree to hunt and have commenced 

to devour our country.”58 To give an example of how these shifting borders began to be seen 

within the social discourse, compare the two maps on the previous page, each delineating “the 

Ezo region” as their focus. Through this example we can clearly see how significantly Japanese 

spatial understandings of the region expanded. The 1785 “Map of the Ezo Region/Country” (Ezo 

No Kuni Zenzu) seen in Figure 1.2 offers only a rough approximation of the area. In comparison 

to this, the latter map shown in Figure 1.3, the 1854 “Complete Map of Ezo Area” (Ezo Kōkyō 

Yochi Zenzu), outlines the islands of Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and the Kurils in shapes that 

profoundly resemble those found in contemporary maps, representing a vast expansion of effort 

in marking set geographic boundaries.  

If one were to judge these maps solely by their differing color schemes, one might 

assume that all of the islands in the Ezo region had simply been annexed by Japan in the time 

frame between their productions. The 1854 map certainly includes the Kurils and Sakhalin with 

this understanding of Ezo as a locality. Moreover, examining the titles of these works, it is 

important to notice that the term kuni (“country/region”) in the first has been instead replaced 

with a much more neutral word in yochi (“area”) by the time of the second. In truth, the 

Tokugawa bakufu would give up its claims to the northern Kurils in exchange for Russian 

recognition of its sovereignty over the southern portion of the archipelago as part of the 1855 

Russo-Japanese Treaty of Shimoda. The island of Sakhalin, on the other hand, would remain in 

                                                           
58 Kenkichi Kataoka and the Risshisha, "Memorial Advocating the Establishment of a Representative Assembly," in 

Japanese Government Documents, ed. W.W. McLaren (Tokyo, Japan: Asiatic Society of Japan, 1914), 477. 



39 

 

flux until the 1875 Treaty of St. Petersburg, which would see Japan releasing all claims to that 

island and abandoning its outposts there in exchange for the expansion of Japanese rule to the 

entirety of the Kurils.59 Sakhalin, previously known as Kita Ezo, would be subsequently excised 

from the Japanese landscape of the “Ezo region” until its southern portion was eventually 

reincorporated as Karafuto following the 1905 Russo-Japanese War.  

VI. Conclusions 

 The question thus remains: Amidst the backdrop of the ideological concerns of 

nationhood and citizenship enumerated above, how was the island of Ezo/Hokkaido so fully 

incorporated and naturalized into the Japanese polity? Moreover, what effects did the 

incorporation of the island have on notions of the Japanese self and the emerging processes of 

reformulating land and space as Japanese? The development of the state, the formation of hard 

national boundaries, and the ability to expand these boundaries through the transposing of 

Japanese identity remains a complex topic to address within Japanese history. There are certainly 

plenty of works from the periods which I have covered that might offer dissenting narratives 

from the pathway of ideological development I have constructed. It is important to note again 

that there is no strict linearity between earlier and later intellectual developments. However, I 

feel that identifying these broad trends in the elite philosophical and political thought regarding 

“the nation” and “the frontier” grounds this thesis’ study of the incorporation of Ezo/Hokkaido 

into the Japanese polity within its historical moment(s) and the associated ruptures that 

developed within these intellectual discourses. As the region was transformed from being 

perceived (and utilized) as a “barbarous foreign entity,” to re-emerging as a colonial landscape, 

to finally being considered a core region of the Japanese mainland, these wider concerns of 
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Japanese self and empire can be seen all throughout the ideologies embedded within the 

processes of integration. With these understandings of boundary-making in place, the 

examination of how ideology was utilized within Japan to integrate this “northern frontier” as 

natural part of the national polity can begin in earnest. 
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CHAPTER 2: Ezo/Hokkaido as “The Northern Frontier” (1778-1910s) 

For the vast majority of Ezo/Hokkaido’s history there existed no distinct “frontier line” 

within the region, at least as Frederick Jackson Turner used the term. Lacking a neat definition of 

“two persons per square mile” to delineate the zone where Japanese land ended and Ezo began, 

instead loose and indirect Japanese control waxed and waned over the region for centuries even 

as Wajin settlements remained largely confined to the island’s southern tip. However, for the 

purposes of identity formation that the Turnerian model has long ascribed to the frontier, the 

island can be considered to have emerged as such a site by the late 1700s. Increasingly the region 

became a space where the Japanese self was defined and enacted in response to elite anxieties of 

security and “modernity” brought about by Western contact. Narratives of Ezo/Hokkaido were 

deployed by countless actors which aimed not only to satisfy the internal gaze of the body politic 

regarding the island and its new place within the Japanese political sphere, but to correspond 

with Western ideas about the organization and structure of “modern” civilization. As interest in 

developing hard national boundaries began to dominate the international discourse surrounding 

the region during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, images of labor and agriculture 

increasingly began to be marshaled by the Japanese elite as the primary means for which 

Ezo/Hokkaido was integrated conceptually into the emerging nation-state. 

Of course, the various labor and agricultural systems present in both Wajin and Ainu 

communities in Ezo/Hokkaido continually evolved over the centuries in response to changes in 

local socio-political structures, economic pressures, and the introduction of both specialized 

production techniques and non-indigenous crop and animal species. However, it should be 

understood that the explosion of labor activities evident from the late eighteenth century onward 

(such as the widespread intensification of agriculture, the emergence of industrial activity, and 
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the adoption of large-scale mining operations) can be directly mapped on to projects of boundary 

making and nation-building imposed during the late Tokugawa and post-Restoration periods, 

even as some of these labors were highlighted and others made invisible, ideologically speaking. 

I argue that these process emerged as a direct result of how Japanese elites sought to address 

their concerns of “identity” and “modernity.” This chapter will examine some of the dominating 

and dissenting narratives of the island as a geographic space during the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido 

period (1780s-1910s), investigating the manner in which this locality began to be conceived of as 

“Japanese” in character. 

I. Historical Background 

If one were to identify the moment that the strategic value of holding Ezo/Hokkaido as a 

core territory was “discovered” within the elite narratives of Tokugawa-era polities, it would 

seem to begin with the advent of Russian activity in the North Pacific. Though Westerners had 

engaged with the Ainu in Ezo/Hokkaido and Japanese polities in northern Honshu long before 

this point, these diplomatic contacts had largely occurred during the 1500s before the rise of the 

Tokugawa bakufu and its policy of strictly regulating foreign relations. Moreover, almost all of 

this contact had been extremely limited in scope and only fleeting in length. In comparison to 

this, the mid-1700s marked the emergence of the Russian Empire as a strong seafaring European 

power in East Asia, with traders and soldiers alike following the seal and otter fur trade from 

Siberia into the insular North Pacific region in areas such as the Kurils and the Aleutian Islands. 

When these actors began to spread the influence of the Russian polity into the area surrounding 

Ezo/Hokkaido, the Tokugawa bakufu immediately attempted to close the conceptual separation 

of the island from the Japanese mainland in response.  
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Numerous points of contact have been recognized as occurring between actors from these 

polities throughout the eighteenth century, however, official communication only began in 1778 

when Pavel Lebedev-Lastochkin (?-1800), an independent merchant with the backing of the 

Russian Empire, attempted to establish trade relations with the Matsumae domain.60 Lebedev-

Lastochkin was publicly rebuffed in his efforts by the domain, however it is certain that over the 

following two decades there existed a good deal of economic activity taking place between the 

Russians and Ainu groups (at the very least) in the Matsumae-controlled region. In fact, it was 

reports of this “illicit” trading that led the bakufu to take direct control of portions of 

Ezo/Hokkaido in 1799 amidst a series of other charges of neglect leveled against the Matsumae 

domain, with the bakufu later extending their rule throughout the entirety of the island.61 Rather 

than outright conflict developing between the Russians and the Japanese however, this period 

largely saw a fierce competition emerge over access to Ainu trade networks and the 

establishment of military control over the outlying islands of the region. Occasionally small-

scale battles took place, such as the raids of the Russian explorer Nikolai Rezanov, who would 

order his men to attack Japanese trade settlements in both Sakhalin and the Kurils in 1807, but 

these events remained the exception rather than the rule.62 

While this first period of direct bakufu control over the region (1799-1821) is examined 

in greater detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis, in large part because many of the bakufu’s activities 

were focused on controlling and reconfiguring (the outward appearance of) Ainu identity in 

response to Russian encroachment, it is important to note that the first deliberate colonization 
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programs targeting the island are thought to have occurred during this period. Ann B. Irish writes 

that in 1800, a group of “about 130 families headed by farmer-samurai headed north from 

Hachioji, near Edo, each with a small amount of rice and silver provided by the government,” 

being sent out to develop a settlement on the island.63 Though I find this reference to “farmer-

samurai” as a descriptor to likely be an anachronism, efforts to recast “Ezo” as Japanese land 

through immigration represent a notable shift in elite policies. 64 John A. Harrison in his work 

postulated that perhaps as many as sixty thousand people moved to Ezo under the various 

programs established by the bakufu, though what limited period documents remain suggest that 

these settlers often found themselves unprepared for the unfamiliar climate of the island and that 

most of this group would either return to Honshu or perish within a few years.65 From the elite 

perspective however, David Howell writes that, on a whole, the early period of bakufu rule was a 

success, “as concerned and able officials, particularly Habuto Masayasu, overcame fiscal 

problems and a lack of enthusiasm in Edo to forge an aggressive and even profitable program of 

development throughout the eastern Ezochi.”66  

From the attempted incorporation of the Ainu as wards of the state, to mapping and 

surveying the natural resources of the island, it is apparent that the bakufu became increasingly 

concerned with addressing the Western gaze upon Ezo/Hokkaido and solidifying their control 

over this territory throughout the nineteenth century. Beyond the advance of the Russians, 

American whaling ships began to be encountered in the Ezo/Hokkaido region throughout the 

early 1800s, with British ships soon being sighted as well.67 Having previously moved the center 
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of administration for the island from the Matsumae’s stronghold in Fukuyama to the port of 

Hakodate, it increasingly became the expense of both the bakufu (and the Matsumae domain 

after they were restored control of Ezo/Hokkaido in 1821) to both supply foreign ships and 

transport stranded sailors to safety, despite the standing laws against interacting with foreign 

persons outside of the set channels. As such, when Admiral Perry pressured Japan to open its 

borders and extend commercial access to the Americans, Hakodate would be seen by his 

negotiators as being a natural choice to “open” as a treaty port, corresponding to pre-existent 

American economic interests in the region.68 After these concessions were made official in the 

1854 US-Japan Convention of Kanagawa, followed by the 1858 Treaty of Peace and Amity, the 

bakufu would once take took control of the island in order to more directly monitor the situation. 

As the Western powers began to push for more and more treaty rights granting them both 

economic concessions and extraterritorial authority over the course of the mid-1800s, this led 

bakufu officials to grow progressively more concerned about the possibility of territorial loss in 

the region to external political forces. It is certain that even non-Russian actors were aware of the 

suitability of Ezo/Hokkaido as a base for naval operations. Rutherford Alcock (1809-1897), the 

British ambassador to Japan from 1858 to 1864, for example, glowingly compared Hakodate to 

the strategic location of Gibraltar. He is recorded as saying of the port-city: “[it is] spacious 

enough for the largest navy to ride in, with deep water and good holding-ground, it is the 

realization of all a sailor’s dreams as a harbour.”69 Bakufu concerns regarding British interest in 

Ezo/Hokkaido were also encouraged by American representatives, who sought to drive a wedge 

between Japanese and British interests. Townsend Harris (1804-1878), the American resident 
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minister, (falsely) claimed to the bakufu in 1857 that Great Britain sought to seize both Sakhalin 

and Ezo to deny the possibility of Russian expansion.70 While none of the Great Powers would 

make any direct attempts to extend colonial rule over the island of Ezo/Hokkaido itself during 

the period, the desire for international recognition of their sovereignty over the region became 

increasingly prevalent in the decision making of Japanese officials.71 This need to satisfy foreign 

perspectives, in conjunction with managing internal discourses regarding land use, meant that 

Ezo/Hokkaido suddenly needed to emerge within Japan as a defined and bounded space that was 

open to sustained cultivation.  

 

Figure 2.1. Ezo/Hokkaido Wajin Population 1804-1873, 
Data from Shirayama (1971) and Yoshida (1989). 

In the years between 1799 and 1868, the Tokugawa bakufu and the Matsumae domain 

maintained their control over Ezo/Hokkaido through a combination of 1) economic activity, with 

substantial amounts of labor being utilized in both the herring fisheries along the southern coast 

and the early coal mines used to supply the Western ships docking at Hakodate, 2) paternalistic 
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Neo-Confucian-influenced policies, aimed at controlling the Ainu population, and 3) direct troop 

movements, with the Goryōkaku, the famous star fort in Hakodate, beginning construction in 

1855 to help secure the port and the bakufu’s efforts to deploy soldiers as far north as Sōya and 

southern Sakhalin.72 As can be seen in Figure 2.1 on the previous page, the Wajin population of 

Ezo/Hokkaido significantly during this period, with many became drawn into the activities 

detailed above.  By the time of the bakufu census of the island in 1854, these groups had nearly 

doubled in size, despite previous trends in settlement. When direct control of Ezo/Hokkaido was 

reestablished in that year, however, two bakufu officials, Muragaki Norimasa (1813-1880) and 

Hori Toshihiro (1818-1860), put forward the idea that a more deliberate policy of 

“agriculturalization” was needed to defend the north against Russia.73 Within the new European 

conceptions of the state being applied to the area, land used primarily for hunting or resource 

extraction, the primary industries of the island, could not be seen as truly settled. No longer 

would mere economic and military control be enough to properly demarcate the borderlands of 

the Japanese realm. The direct settlement of the island began to be argued by many both within 

and outside of the bakufu government. 

As established in Chapter 1, a number of treaties would be concluded with Russia during 

this period to help demarcate the exact boundaries between the two polities. Yet even with these 

hard borders being established, it was readily acknowledged that “unsettled land” could easily be 

stripped from the nation by the Western powers. It is into this space that the previously outlined 

dialogues of Iwakura Tomomi and Enomoto Takeaki enter into, being part of a growing body of 

thought developed during the 1850s and 1860s which viewed the development of Ezo/Hokkaido 
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as an agricultural colony as being a pressing concern for the state. However, during these final 

years of the Tokugawa bakufu, the increasing social instability and financial hardship faced by 

the government made enacting these plans only a distant possibility. It was only after the Meiji 

Restoration that a program of intensive settlement in Ezo/Hokkaido became seen by the new 

regime as practical - not only for its conceivable economic benefits and as a means of defending 

the nation against Russia, but for the stage it offered the government to practice the ideology of 

modernization for the benefit of both the restless audience of the body politic as well as the 

Western nations focused on the region. 

From 1869 to 1882, the Hokkaido Development Agency operated as the primary enactors 

of Meiji policy in the region, with the state placing tremendous importance on their success. In 

1872, for example, the budget of the entire government was 10,688,076 ryō, while the Hokkaido 

Development agency would receive 500,000 of this total, and throughout their existence the 

agency would receive financial resources of between one to five percent of the entire national 

budget per year.74 Under Kuroda Kiyotaka (1840-1900), the colonial administrators would 

heavily utilize a large number of foreign advisors specifically for the aims of developing the 

island along Western lines of “modernity.”75 This workforce of largely American specialists, 

managed by Horace Capron (1804-1885), a former U.S. Commissioner of Agriculture, labored in 

tandem with their Japanese colleagues to attempt to model Hokkaido’s development after that 

experienced within the analogous “colonial” regions of the United States. A number of long-term 

agricultural projects oriented around expanding cultivation and animal husbandry in 
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49 

 

Ezo/Hokkaido were put into place during this time frame, including the establishment of the 

Sapporo Agricultural College in 1872, which would train future colonial leadership and 

citizenry.76 Laden with ideological constructs, these projects sought to demonstrate to all that 

Japan had achieved “modernity” in the colonial north. 

 

Figure 2.2. Advancement of Wajin Settlement in Ezo/Hokkaido from 1877 to 1929, 
Author’s work using maps and information adapted from Hirano (2015). 

 

Even after the disestablishment of the Hokkaido Development Agency in 1882 due to 

financial scandal and national budgetary constraints, the administrators of the island were largely 

drawn from the same individuals who had worked underneath Director Kuroda. The island was 

briefly split into three prefectures from 1882 to 1886 before being reestablished as a single 

political unit, its colonial development continuing to operate under 10-year plans developed by 
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the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce. Governmental control of the region was briefly 

placed under the Ministry of the Colonies in 1895, before being reshuffled under the Ministry of 

Home Affairs. As displayed in Figure 2.2, Wajin settlements gradually advanced throughout the 

entirety of Ezo/Hokkaido as the island became physically integrated into the Japanese polity. 

During this timeframe, the region gradually transitioned ideologically from being seen as a 

“foreign and barbarous wilderness,” as it was conceived of by many during the 1860s, to being 

recognized as a settled frontier by the 1910s, with an imagined history of the island’s “natural 

existence” as a part of the Japanese political sphere now stretching back into antiquity. It is 

against this backdrop of history that the dominating and dissenting narratives of Ezo/Hokkaido’s 

colonization must be discussed. 

II. The Myth of the Soldier-Settler and Frontier Individualism  

The importation of Western styles of “scientific” and “modern” agriculture were 

foundational to the early Meiji economic experiment, and the processes of ideology surrounding 

their use often couched themselves in the terminology of Japanese essentialism, reifying the 

imagined countryside. This type of rhetoric can be seen in the 1878 opening of the Komaba 

Agricultural School in Tokyo, where Emperor Meiji himself stated: “We think that agriculture is 

the foundation of the country. Let production continue to increase, and let the people continue to 

prosper. We must practice the study [of agriculture].”77 A large number of the pro-

“modernization” nationalists amongst intellectuals and governmental officials alike positioned 

agriculture as both a symbol of Japanese “identity” as well as a signifier of its new “modernity,” 

especially when placed within the context of “the frontier” or previously underdeveloped internal 

areas of Japan. In accordance with this, we must recognize that early administrators of 
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Ezo/Hokkaido viewed the region as one to be transformed into a “modern” colonial frontier, in 

this case through the attempt to selectively and consciously import the American frontier 

experience. As part of these processes, symbols of agricultural development and frontier 

individualism were heavily utilized in representations of the island during the period. 

During the first few years of its existence, the Hokkaido Development Agency 

emphasized a Western-inspired homesteading approach to settlement in the region. Teams were 

sent out to survey the Ishikari plain near the newly founded city of Sapporo, identifying areas of 

land suitable for agricultural use. Settlers who bought land were transported to the island, given 

access to a few years of supplies, then left to clear and plant their allotment on their own in the 

hopes of developing numerous small-scale agricultural units across Ezo/Hokkaido. The 

dominating narratives of the early period tend to nostalgically place the tondenhei, or the farmer-

militia, at the forefront of these colonizing forces. Established in 1874 as a flagship program of 

the Hokkaido Development Agency, the tondenhei were largely drawn from former samurai who 

had lost the traditional rights and incomes associated with their class as part of Meiji reform 

efforts. In the attempt to “return the soldiers to the field,” the term of tondenhei itself drawing 

upon the cultural imagination in referencing a Heian period (794-1185) practice of temporarily 

mustering farmers to serve as warriors along the northern borderlands against the Emishi, 

colonial administrators sought to settle Ezo/Hokkaido by connecting frontier farming with 

imperial duty and martial worth. Between 1874 and 1904, roughly 7,500 former samurai (and 

later enlisted troops) were recruited to colonize Hokkaido with their families as part of this 

program, with these men being organized into a basic militia and being called into battle during 

the Seinan War (1877), the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-
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1905).78 Within this combined narrative for Ezo/Hokkaido’s settlement, notions of defending the 

nation became heavily intertwined with physically intensive and masculine labor. 

 

Figure 2.3. Hokkaido Development Journal (Kaitakushi zasshi), Iss. 1, 1880-1881 

23.7 × 17 cm, Hokkaido School of Agriculture, 1881.  

 

This can be seen prominently in how the Development Agency and later governing 

entities depicted colonial life in Ezo/Hokkaido. In Figure 2.3 above, one can see the 1880 

inaugural issue of the Hokkaido Development Agency’s official journal, which briefly served as 

a mouthpiece for the views of the island’s administration and which was disseminated across 

Japan. In examining its intricate cover, one can see that the border of the image clearly imitates 

Ainu design, being highly reminiscent of the bark-skin clothing associated with this culture. 

However, within this “foreign container” are the treasures that had been rapidly brought about by 

colonial development: these being grain, fish, minerals, timber, and canned goods. Labor 
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activities defined the acceptance of Ezo/Hokkaido as Japanese land, with the transformation of 

“unsettled land” to “frontier land” being marked by the adoption of new industries.  As can be 

seen in Figure 2.4 below, pastoral imagery was also used to construct the narrative of colonial 

Ezo/Hokkaido represented in later colonization pamphlets - these being distributed in mainland 

Japan to offer potential settlers instructions for immigration and information about land prices. In 

the left image, cows, pigs, and horses are seen in tandem with crops such as maize, tubers, 

tomatoes, and other non-indigenous plants. On the right, a sole pioneer goes forward against the 

backdrop of Ezo/Hokkaido to claim his plot of land and chance for a future. The rugged 

individualism of the frontiersman is thus matched with an acceptance and mastery of “modern,” 

or rather Western, styles of agriculture. Yet does this imagined narrative match up with the 

reality of the colonization processes? 

 

Figure 2.4. Hokkaido Colonization Pamphlets, 
From Hansen (2014), originally sourced from Seki et al. (2006). 
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In truth, even as Kuroda Kiyotaka proclaimed in the Hokkaido Development Journal that 

“Today’s Hokkaido is not Yesterday’s Ezo,” the new conceptualizations of farming advocated 

by the Western advisors continued to clash with the established visions of Japanese agriculture 

articulated by most settlers.79 In many ways, the practices of the early colonization programs 

within the island’s rural spaces more strongly resembled the bakufu programs of a half-century 

prior than those found in the American frontier. The construction of Japanese-style houses and 

rice-mills, the free three-year supply of rice for settlers, and the repeated hiring of unskilled 

laborers from the main islands were all sources of tension between the Japanese members of the 

Development Agency and Capron and other foreign advisors. These American figures argued 

that the Japanese-style buildings would be unsuitable to the northern climate, that offering a free 

rice supply would discourage agricultural production, and that unskilled laborers were costly to 

transport as most would simply return to the mainland after their term was up.80 However, their 

own arguments for a strict mimicking of American-style homesteading faced backlash when the 

envisioned flood of new immigrants failed to materialize. Simply put, the call for individualistic 

frontiersman held little pull at a time when many Japanese people maintained robust ties to the 

lands of their birth. 

During the entire time frame that the island was managed under the Hokkaido 

Development Agency, from 1869 to 1881, the number of recognized households in the region 

increased only from 12,017 to 43,672.81 Even after the establishment of the prefectural system, 

the levels of immigration to Ezo/Hokkaido remained relatively low until the 1890s, as can be 

seen in Figure 2.5 on the next page, with the various government entities responsible for 
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colonial settlement largely failing to entice voluntary immigration to the region (exact population 

numbers for 1873 are 105,058 compared to 227,900 in 1884 and 466,100 by 1893). Populations 

deliberately moved to the region by the government (outside of the tondenhei) included the urban 

poor, political dissidents, and marginalized groups such as the burakumin.82 These individuals 

often faced a severe lack of financial and technical support, leading many to attempt to leave the 

island after only a few years of settlement. The effects of land-based tax reforms and the various 

monetary policies put in place during the Meiji period would certainly provide an immigration 

base for Ezo/Hokkaido, with a large number of rural farmers in the mainland being driven out of 

landholding and forced into tenuous tenancy agreements during the economic retrenchments of 

the 1880s and 90s. However, these same processes would ensure that, rather than the envisioned 

Western-style homesteading approach taking hold, Ezo/Hokkaido’s land would instead begin to 

come under the control of large conglomerates and wealthy families, as smallholders struggled to 

raise the capital needed to maintain their farms along the new styles of agricultural development. 

 
Figure 2.5. Ezo/Hokkaido Wajin Population 1873-1913, 

Data from Shirayama (1971), Yoshida (1989), and Japan Statistics Bureau, Ministry of 

Internal Affairs and Communication (hereafter referred to as JSB),  

2.5 “Population by Prefecture and Sex (1884-2009)” 
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One prominent issue encountered was that rice, having retained its tremendous 

ideological power and popularity among Ezo/Hokkaido settlers, found itself with a high price in 

the region precisely due to its unsuitability as a crop. This thus ensured that many of the 

colonizing farmers would attempt (and fail) to produce it in their allotments, leading to continual 

issues in sustaining agricultural production amongst the settler population. Though individual 

actors at times attempted to promote forms of agriculture that were more appropriate to the 

climate, such as Yuchi Sadamoto (1843-1928) who would become known as the “potato 

governor” during his administration of Nemuro, even state/elite visions of Hokkaido as an 

agricultural area largely were left unmatched by the practices of the general settler population.83 

It was only in the year 1900 that the agricultural production of the island surpassed the value of 

its fisheries, despite the latter being significantly underplayed within contemporary depictions of 

the region, and the value of other resource extraction industries would continue to far surpass 

agriculture in economic worth. 84 

Another area where these new forms of agricultural development would find only limited 

success was in the promotion of animal husbandry and ranching. As described by Brett Walker: 

“In the eyes of Meiji officials and their Western counterparts, ranching was progressive and 

scientific, and it produced the primary cuisine of modern nations - beef. Most officials on 

Hokkaido, moreover, believed that ranching represented the agricultural future of northernmost 

Japan.”85 The use of animals for both agricultural work and consumption did spread amongst 

Ezo/Hokkaido farmers, certainly to a greater extent than that found in much of mainland Japan. 

Despite the pastoral imagery used to entice immigration, however, as most settlers were focused 
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on clearing their allotment, mixed farms with at most one or two animals prevailed as the 

dominant style of homestead rather than ranching.86 Combined with the socio-cultural inhibitions 

surrounding meat consumption common in Japan during the time frame, animal husbandry had a 

relatively limited impact during the nineteenth century. The numbers of cattle and sheep/goats in 

Ezo/Hokkaido during 1890 were 3,298 and 66 respectively, with these figures being taken from 

the government produced Statistics of Hokkaido series (quoted in Jones 1958). By 1900, these 

would only increase to 6,624 and 227, with the rapid development of this industry only occurring 

after the 1910s. Horses had a larger population on the island numbering in the tens of thousands 

during the 1890s due to their widespread involvement in the activities in farm labor, but these 

figures are dwarfed by the post-1910 numbers which would see this population rise to well over 

one hundred thousand. 87 Like crop agriculture, ranching should be understood as an industry of 

the Late Hokkaido period rather than of the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido, despite its continual presence 

within the dominating narratives. 

Finally, the conceptions of agricultural development and national defense emphasized by 

the tondenhei experience and their “heroic clearing of the frontier” are largely removed from the 

decisions that placed this group in the region in the first place, both on behalf of the government 

and within the mindset of the tondenhei communities themselves. Although officials were 

certainly concerned with the possibility of Russian military action in the region, with the Russo-

Japanese diplomatic relationship remaining tense and boiling over into outright conflict several 

times between 1905 and 1945, I would argue that the principle purpose for developing the 

soldier-settler concept had more to do with removing and placating a restive population, and 
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presenting such efforts a plan of action to the nation, rather than the actuality of forming a 

defensive force against Russia. As governmental positions were largely reserved for only the 

uppermost echelons of the southern domains which most heavily backed the Meiji Restoration, 

those former samurai who were allied with the Tokugawa and other domains which had fought 

alongside them in the Boshin War, such as Sendai, lacked suitable opportunities for advancement 

and were targeted as possible settlers. Responses to this program were tepid at best, however, as 

many former samurai viewed the tondenhei settlements more as places of exile rather than of 

colonial progress precisely because of their association with the defeated domains and the bakufu 

and Ezo/Hokkaido’s long history as a peripheral area, a view that was at times shared by the 

island’s administrators.88 When viewing the actual numbers of the tondenhei present on the 

island, while during 1878 they formed as high as 31.7% of the family groups operating in 

Ezo/Hokkaido, this number quickly fell well below 10% of the population as whole.89 Though 

this population of former samurai was far in excess of what was found in other places within the 

Japanese polity when considering its proportion, the emphasis placed on their activities as the 

dominant force within the lived space of the island far downplays other types of settlement 

experience. The ideas of widespread agricultural development and rugged frontier individualism, 

despite their widespread presence within the dominating narratives of colonial activity, 

ultimately played limited roles in the actuality of the early colonization of the island. 

III. Practiced “Modernity” in Sapporo and a Case Study in Beer (I) 

Beyond the articulations of an agricultural “modernity” as seen in the section above, elite 

concerns in Ezo/Hokkaido also sought to represent the island as a site of practiced “modernity” 
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in everyday life. The city of Sapporo, formally established in 1868 and officially made the center 

of Japanese administration in 1871, would form the core of industrial production on the island 

and would be consistently seen and displayed as a site of progress throughout the period. The 

Japanese elite were certainly aware of the widespread distaste in native Japanese construction 

patterns held amongst foreign observers, with many European writers decrying the construction 

patterns as barbaric. This dismissive attitude can be seen in the words of the British explorer 

Isabella Bird, for example, who would describe the previous administrative center for the island 

of Hakodate in 1878 as follows:  

A single look at Hakodate itself makes one feel that it is Japan all over. The 

streets are very wide and clean, but the houses are mean and low. The city looks 

as if it had just recovered from a conflagration. The houses are nothing but 

tinder. The grand tile roofs of some other cities are not to be seen. There is not 

an element of permanence in the wide, and windy streets.90 

 

By comparison, her depictions of travel in southern Ezo/Hokkaido outside this city note the 

presence of an extensive, if rough, road system, with a highly visible telegraph network leading 

directly to Sapporo. In her 1881 preface to her collected writings from her various travels in 

Japan, she describes the new capital as being organized along “the plan of an American city, with 

wide, rectangular streets, lined by low Japanese houses and shops” and having extensive 

sawmills, a silk factory, a tannery, a brewery, and large flour mills.91 Neill James, an American 

embassy worker active in Japan during the early twentieth century, would similarly write: 

“Sapporo was not a primitive village. It was a modern city, not Oriental but an American city 

with characteristic broad avenues, tree-shaded boulevards, parks, tram cars, and buses. The 
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architecture had a New England flavor. In its larger aspects Sapporo could have been 

transplanted from the United States of America.”92 

It is precisely this image of Sapporo as a “modern” city, and thus Ezo/Hokkaido as a 

“modern” locality, that Japanese elites sought to advance in the minds of both Westerners and 

their own body politic. As is evident from Figure 2.6 on the next page, one can see that Sapporo 

was constructed to match “modern” conceptions of proper city design, utilizing straight angles, 

wide streets, and differentiated wards for industrial, commercial, and residential spaces. 

Moreover, rather than existing along the lines expected of a peripheral agricultural site, the 

infrastructure of Ezo/Hokkaido was heavily invested in far beyond even its potential population 

for the period. In the early 1870s, the roughly 100 miles of space between Hakodate and Sapporo 

were linked with the roads noticed by Bird, costing the Development Agency close to one 

million yen in total. In 1874, after initial experiments in telegraph technology in the mainland 

linked Tokyo with Nagasaki and Aomori, the latter line was extended across the Tsugaru 

Straight to Hakodate and soon after to Sapporo itself. By the 1880s, the government would begin 

constructing a telegraph line around the entirety of the island’s coastline.93 Newly imported 

technologies were consistently used within the colonial programs of Ezo/Hokkaido, forming an 

almost laboratory-like setting in the pursuit of a highly visible Japanese “modernity” in the 

colonial north. 
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Figure 2.6. Sapporo Topographic Map, 
Nagisa Funakoshi, woodcut color print, 32 × 48 cm, 1873. 

 

Beyond the enterprises in agriculture, fishing, and mineral extraction which were 

developed throughout the colonial period, the Hokkaido Development Agency and other 

Japanese elites sought to promote new Western forms of commercial activity on the island. The 

industrial production of goods, especially in the form of Western-styled products, held 

tremendous value for elite narratives in articulating Japanese “modernity.” To provide an 

example of this, the Sapporo Brewery was founded in 1876 as part of the Hokkaido 

Development Agency’s programs, originating from communications between the diplomat Aoki 

Shūzō (1844-1914) and Director Kuroda. Following the discovery of native hops on the island, 

the former inquired with the director about the possibility of uniting both native cultivation and 

native industry to create a Western-style product in beer in Ezo/Hokkaido.94 As such, within a 
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few years a full industrial-scale brewery would be established in Sapporo, and although the 

original materials were largely imported at great expense, it was planned for the hops and wheat 

for the production to be grown in the area. 

From the very start of this project, the elites involved in the process envisioned a product 

which completely copied a German-style lager beer rather than seeking to change its taste to fit 

the common Japanese palate. An 1877 letter from the Development Agency to MM. Baer, a 

German consultant residing in Tokyo, sought “information regarding the quality” of the beer 

after he had been sent a case for sampling by the brewery.95 Another case of beer made its way to 

Berlin in 1880, where it subsequently sat in storage at a custom house until April of the next 

year. After it was finally discovered and sampled by the curious members of the Berlin Brewing 

Association (Berliner Brauerei-Gesellschaft), they reported back to the Development Agency as 

follows: the brew had “a delicate ale-like quality, only for our taste made up of too much hops, 

but is nevertheless it is that what we call ‘a fine beer.’”96 In both advertising and style, Sapporo 

Beer deliberately mimicked Western products, while also directly linking their product to the 

programs of colonization.  The Hokkaido Development Agency’s symbol of the North Star, for 

example, was heavily utilized within the brewery’s marketing and remained in near constant use 

even after the formal end of the Development Agency, as can be seen in the post-

disestablishment labels shown in Figure 2.7 on the following page and in the product of Sapporo 

Beer today. Additionally, one can see from these labels that the English and German languages 

were used alongside Japanese, despite the relatively limited reach of this product. This is because 

the drink was marketed for the Japanese elite and Westerners rather than the common populace, 
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with the beer being sold in great quantities to foreign sailors in Hakodate, as well as being given 

as gifts to various government ministries and key agencies, including the Imperial Household 

itself.97 Rather than emerging as a commercial titan, Sapporo Beer’s importance laid in what it 

could demonstrate about Japan’s technological progress since the Meiji Restoration. 

 

Figure 2.7. Three Early Sapporo Beer Labels, 
Information panel, Sapporo, Japan, Sapporo Beer Museum. Photograph author’s, August 13, 2018. 

 

After the disestablishment of the Hokkaido Development Agency, the brewery 

temporarily ceased production. It was sold to the Ōkura Trading Company in 1886 which 

restarted the brewing process, the company having also purchased shares in the Japan Brewery 

founded in Yokohama. Soon after this, however, Shibusawa Eiichi (1840-1931) and Asano 

Sōichirō (1848-1930), two individuals who would become extremely prominent capitalist figures 

in Japanese economic history, led a group of investors to purchase the Sapporo Brewery, 

reorganizing it as an independent entity under the name of the Sapporo Breweries Company, 

Limited. The brewery became both popular and profitable, and in 1906 would merge with the 

Japan Brewing Company and Osaka Brewing Company, to form the Dai-Nippon Beer Company, 

Limited in the attempt to control the Japanese beer market.98 Sapporo Beer was consumed 

throughout the nation, a symbol of the widespread of Ezo/Hokkaido’s assumed “modernity.” 
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In this manner, the Sapporo Brewery serves as a good case study in the development of 

much of Hokkaido’s industries: began by direct government intervention, industries outside of 

transportation and communications were sold off cheaply in the 1880s to growing conglomerates 

who would dominate the commercial space of the colonial region. These industries began to 

reach economies of scale as they intertwined with mainland companies and their capital, but 

remained rather limited in their ability to ramp up large-scale production in Ezo/Hokkaido itself 

due to constant population constraints. Instead, the strength of these industries came from their 

ability to visibly mimic Western style production and to serve as a source of ideological power. 

Sapporo labeled beer, for example, began to be produced outside of the island itself by the 

1890s. In this manner, elite visions of Sapporo as the center of industrial activity in 

Ezo/Hokkaido demonstrate the importance of the appearance of practiced “modernity” with 

ideology, rather than the actuality of the island’s limited industrial capacity.  

IV. Unrecognized Labor: Miners, Prisoners, and Woman Workers 

 If the previous sections addressed some of the dominating narratives of labor and its 

relation to “modernity” found in considerations of Ezo/Hokkaido’s colonial development, where 

then should one look for establishing dissenting experiences? While the island’s history contains 

a multitude of such examples, especially relating to Ainu labor, in this section I focus on three 

specific groups of unrecognized laborers and their relation to one another within the colonial 

context. Firstly, despite the tremendous importance of Ezo/Hokkaido’s coalfields to the 

processes of Japan’s industrialization, both the commercial enterprises relating to mineral 

extraction and its related labor activity rarely appear within representations of the island. While 

occasionally mining towns surface within frontier narratives and local histories, the processes by 

which these communities were formed are rarely analyzed in any great detail. In conjunction 
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with this, while the island’s prisons have been widely recognized as part of colonial history 

within Japanese popular culture, the place of penal labor within Ezo/Hokkaido’s development 

has remained under-examined. Finally, female labor has largely been ignored in favor of the 

“masculine” labors of farming and frontier settlement, as addressed in the previous sections. 

Despite the widespread presence of women within these colonization processes, the history of 

the frontier remains an overwhelmingly male one. Writing all of these groups back into the 

stories of Ezo/Hokkaido’s labor activities allows for a much more realized representation of the 

period as a whole. The fundamental concerns I hope to address in examining these groups is 

determining why these types of labor activity in particular became removed from the dominating 

narratives of the colonial experience and how these processes relate to the conceptual integration 

of the island into the Japanese polity as whole. 

 Throughout the Early Ezo and Middle Ezo/Hokkaido periods, coal extraction and wider 

mining activities were practiced in Matsumae lands, with gold in particular being noted as a 

resource found in Ezo/Hokkaido mines. However, these mining operations were relatively 

meager in scale and formed only a small part of the wider commercial activities in the region for 

much of its history. This began to change after the advent of Russian (and wider Western) 

contact. In 1856, during the period in which Hakodate had been declared a treaty port, the 

Tokugawa bakufu deliberately recruited skilled miners from Kyushu to begin coal extraction in 

the area, so as provide a source of fuel for the foreign merchant ships.99 This outlines two 

important points: Firstly, that Ezo/Hokkaido’s native mining operations lacked the capacity to 

meet Western demands and secondly, that even at this early point, the importance that the state 

placed on this industry was enough to invest directly in its establishment. These operations 
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continued throughout the period of bakufu control, yet it was under the administration of the 

Hokkaido Development Agency that the island’s mining operations began to expand to become 

one of the primary exports of the region.  

In 1876, the American geologist Benjamin Smith Lyman (1835-1920) identified a large 

number of coal seams in the Ishikari plain in southern central Ezo/Hokkaido, with close to 65 

million tons of easily exploitable coal being found in the survey.100 These seams would form the 

core area of mining activity in the region, further spurring the development of both road and rail 

as these inland locations were far from the export centers along the southern coast.101 The port 

city of Otaru in particular was developed on the northern coast of the island near Sapporo in part 

to provide an easy avenue for coal transportation to the mainland. Both government-owned and 

private mines were established during the period, with one of the first being the government 

constructed Horonai coal mine in 1879.102 Mining settlements such as Yubari, Mikasa, and 

Utashinai were all established throughout the island during this period, with the first mentioned 

eventually becoming one of the largest cities in Ezo/Hokkaido by 1920. During the late 1880s, 

most of the government-owned mines were privatized after the disestablishment of the Hokkaido 

Development Agency. The Horonai mine would be sold to the newly formed Hokkaido Coal 

Mine Railway Company (Hokkaidō Tankō Tetsudō) in 1889, later renamed the Hokkaido Coal 

Mine Steamship Company, Limited (Hokkaidō Tankō Kisen, both forms hereafter referred to as 

Hokutan), which along with the Mitsubishi conglomerate would emerge as the dominant 

controllers of mining activity within Hokkaido. 
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The significance of Ezo/Hokkaido coal as a product should not be underestimated. John 

Milne (1850-1913), a British geologist employed by the Meiji government, wrote as early as 

1893 that “Yezo coal is already largely used on the railways, at manufactories, and on 

steamships.” Moreover, he notes that the product was produced in such amounts that it was being 

sold abroad in Hong Kong and Shanghai.103 Aside from the island of Kyushu, Ezo/Hokkaido 

served as one of the few internal sources for coal within the Japanese economy and certainly one 

of the most easily accessed. The mineral was essential for both the practiced “modernity” seen in 

this peripheral area, as well as for the developing transportation systems and manufacturing 

enterprises found in the industrializing population centers in the south. As such, both 

governmental officials and private companies sought to quickly fill the ranks of mine employees. 

However, not only did the low population of Ezo/Hokkaido inhibit the rapid expansion of mining 

operations, but the island’s coal mines quickly gained a reputation for their hazardous character, 

with the geological conditions and mining technologies of the time necessitating deep excavation 

processes which placed miners at the severe risk of gas build up and cave-ins.104 Originally 

laborers were largely drawn from the northern mainland prefectures of Aomori, Iwate, and Akita, 

but due to the severe shortages faced within the workforce, in 1881 a government program was 

established that shifted worker recruitment to a new readily available source: penal labor.  

Ezo/Hokkaido has long held the image of a place of exile within Japan. In 1232, the 

Kamakura-period Formulary of Adjudications (“Goseibai Shikimoku”) declared banishment to 

the island of Ezo (Ezo shima rukei) as a severe punishment.105 It should be no surprise then that 

when the Meiji government, inspired by similar reform efforts made amongst the French and 
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British, laid out a new penal code which designated penal servitude as a possible punishment in 

1880s, shūjikan (long-term correctional institutions built to facilitate these sentences) in 

Ezo/Hokkaido alone accounted for more than half of such penitentiaries in Japan.106 Five 

facilities were established across the island: Kabato, Sorachi, Kushiro, Abashiri, and Tokachi.107 

This effort was deliberately linked by governmental administrators to the ongoing processes of 

colonization. The future prime minister Itō Hirobumi (1841-1909), at the time the Home 

Minister, argued that it was necessary for prisoners to be transported northward to Hokkaido to 

aid in its development. He wrote: “The climate and soil of Hokkaido are different from other 

regions, but there are hundreds of ri of fertile land that the prisoners could reclaim, or they could 

work in mining. On days when it is extremely cold and [the earth] hard, they can be tasked with 

suitable activities.”108 These prisoner populations consisted not only of criminals, but also former 

rebels and political opponents of the government, such as those supportive of the Freedom and 

People’s Rights Movement.109  

From 1883, for a fifteen-year period onward, prisoners served as the primary labor force 

both within government-owned mines and, following the process of privatization, a significant 

portion of all private coal mines within the region.110 In Horonai mine specifically, penal laborers 

transported from Sorachi prison formed upwards of eighty percent of the mine workforce, with 

an average of 720 prisoners being contracted per year.111 These laborers lived and worked in 
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extremely poor conditions, with an inspection of the mine in 1893, for example, revealing that 

many of the miners suffered from disease and loss of limb. Escape attempts from the mine were 

frequent, as were the participation of prisoners in illicit activities such as gambling, sake 

brewing, and prostitution.112 Beyond mining activities, other physically intensive projects, such 

as road construction and the expansion of waterways, routinely relied upon penal labor in order 

to be accomplished in a cheap and timely fashion. Figure 2.8, on the next page, presents an 

image of road construction, for example, with laborers from Kabato Prison, itself located in the 

mining town of Mikasa, preparing the road to Minenobu in central Ezo/Hokkaido. In this way, 

forced labor proved to be just as foundational to the island’s colonial history, if not more so, than 

the tondenhei. 

 

Figure 2.8. Illustration of Kabato Prisoners Constructing the Road to Minenobu, 
Color print, 55 × 72 cm, Located in Kabato Prison History by Teramoto Hajime, 1950. 

 

In the period between 1880 and 1894, their numbers in any given year nearly matched the 

entirety of the tondenhei individuals who moved to Ezo/Hokkaido. Despite this, it should be no 
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surprise that the settler population in the region viewed these prisoners with tremendous 

suspicion and even properly released convicts were not seen as legitimate members of frontier 

society. By the mid-1890s, persistent problems with escapees and a general discomfort amongst 

local communities for the close proximity of the shūjikan to population centers led to a growing 

demand to end prisoner transportation to the island. In concert with changing Western attitudes 

towards forced labor and the intellectual response within Japan to this trend, this political 

pressure saw the gradual phasing out of this program after 1895 and the formal end of penal 

labor as a sentence in 1908.  However, even as they lost access to this workforce, labor pressures 

eased for Hokutan, Mitsubishi, and other mining enterprises as the population of Ezo/Hokkaido 

began to substantially increase during this time frame (see Figure 2.5), with men and women 

being recruited to work in their mines. 

The gendered history of Ezo/Hokkaido’s colonization is one that has been tremendously 

oriented toward male activity. Not only has female labor been made invisible, but even the 

female presence has been largely erased within the dominating narratives of the colonial period. 

Within the occupation of mining, it might be easy to assume that almost all of those individuals 

who participated were male. Though Japan had a substantial history of female mine workers in 

Kyushu, gendered expectations regarding mine-work originating from Europe and the Americas 

spread within Japan during the period and several injunctions against female participation within 

industry were issued by the government authorities.113 However, according to a 1912 British 

report on the coal mining industry in Hokkaido, the number of mineworkers and related 

occupations in 1910 was 9,968. Of this number, 1,474 (or roughly fifteen percent) were recorded 
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as being women, largely being engaged as dressers, mechanics, and artisans.114 In 1916, when 

the Japanese government itself began to record female workers in mining for the first time, this 

number was given as 2,382.115 Oral histories of these mining communities present female 

laborers not only as sorters (those sorting and transporting the coal to the surface), but also as 

door-keepers in charge of ventilation, lunch and tool carrier, telephone operators, maintenance 

workers, and even some as miners themselves.116 Despite largely being invisible within the 

dominating narratives of Ezo/Hokkaido, it is clear that scores of female laborer engaged in mine 

work throughout this period, dating back at least to the transition from penal labor to local 

sources. The participation of women within the Ezo/Hokkaido workforce was not limited to this 

industry, however, as a countless number of women can be said to have been influential within 

other commercial and agricultural enterprises throughout the colonial period, even discounting 

their dominance within the realm of domestic labor. 

Some might argue that a reason for this imbalance in the narrative was the proportion of 

women within the island’s population. As in many colonial contexts based around settler 

populations, there was a notable imbalance between the numbers of men and women within 

Ezo/Hokkaido, especially during the earliest periods of settlement. In 1898, when the Japanese 

government began to first record gender within their census, the male population for the island 

was given at 412,000 compared to the women’s 354,900, as can be seen in Figure 2.9 on the 

next page. Single young men were the most likely group to immigrate, either through 
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government action or by voluntary means. However, the widespread erasure of women from the 

colonial context becomes clear when examining the nature of agricultural settlement and farm 

labor preferred by the colonial administration. One of the government stipulations for those 

seeking to apply to become tondenhei settlers was that the applicant was required to be already 

married. As such, their immigration to the island would have brought with them their wives and 

daughters.117 These women, alongside those found in other non-tondenhei settler families, would 

have been intimately immersed into farm labor and other work.  

 

Figure 2.9. Ezo/Hokkaido Population by Gender 1898-1913, 
Data from JSB, 2.5 “Population by Prefecture and Sex (1884-2009)” 

 

As Michele M. Mason references in her study of Ezo/Hokkaido, Hirozawa Tokujiro’s 

(1865-1949) Pictorial Narrative of the Tondenhei (Tondenhei emonogatari) offers a collection 

of pencil sketches and watercolor images representing colonial life as he witnessed near the 

settlement of Asahikawa, after he relocated there in 1892. Compared to the written record, these 

materials break within the dominating narratives through their presentation of women as active 

members of their community, dominating those images related to the sowing and harvesting of 
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crops. In Figure 2.10, for example, women are depicted together with men, with several carrying 

their children on their back as they work. For another, Mason’s analysis of the section of images 

entitled “Opening the Vast Forest” offers an image of female labor that could be cheekily applied 

to the colonial processes as whole: “Women work side-by-side with the men. They wield picks 

and rakes [and] haul large loads, in one case while one man sits on a stump and smokes a 

pipe.”118 Female labor remained an essential component of everyday life, yet male labor in its 

bodily and martial vigor was what was celebrated. 

 

Figure 2.10. Image of Asahikawa Village Tondenhei Settlement 
Hirozawa Tokujiro, watercolor, c. prior to 1934. 

 

V. Conclusions 

All of these narratives of labor activity within the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido period existed 

within the ideological frameworks of the developing Japanese state. From the attempts of the 

Tokugawa bakufu to solidify hard national boundaries through military and economic control to 

the Meiji government’s deliberate policy of agriculturalization and “modernization,” numerous 

actions were taken to physically remake Ezo/Hokkaido as part of the Japanese polity. However, 
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the processes of reconceptualizing the island as Japanese space was not (and could not be) a 

purely state-driven affair. As evidenced from the previous sections of this chapter, there existed 

both dominating and dissenting narratives of Ezo/Hokkaido’s colonization. Within this 

conceptual landscape, I argue that the highlighting of the “male,” martial, and agricultural labor 

activities within Ezo/Hokkaido was an essential component of its conceptual integration into 

Japan. To this day, many of these dominating narratives regarding the “everyday life of the 

frontier” retain power far more strongly than the lived reality experienced by the masses during 

the colonial period. 

When considering the valorization of agriculture over resource extraction, one must take 

into account the importation of Western conceptions of state power and control over land. As I 

stated previously, by the late eighteenth century, land used primarily for hunting or resource 

extraction was not seen as truly settled throughout the world, with Western powers advancing 

into regions without the established rule of the state by claiming a “higher level” of civilization. 

Beyond the possible economic benefits of the colonial endeavor, Japanese officials and 

intellectuals believed that Ezo/Hokkaido, as a liminal space, needed to be presented as a 

“modern,” agricultural, and industrialized area in order for their sovereignty over the region to be 

fully accepted by the West. Within this understanding, agriculture held vastly more potential as a 

conceptual marker for both the internal and external audiences focused on Ezo/Hokkaido when 

compared to mining or fishing, despite the tremendous economic value of both of these 

activities. Moreover, the colonization of Ezo/Hokkaido offered the Meiji government the ability 

to present to their citizens the image of the promised benefits tied to the vast and discomfiting 

social and economic changes being rapidly pursued during the period. 
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I argue that the presentation of colonial labor as a male and martial activity has its roots 

within this imagining. In her examination of ideology within the late Meiji period, Carol Gluck 

identifies that those with the strongest views of ideology largely came from members of the 

public outside of the government, whom she identifies as journalists, intellectuals, and public 

figures.119 The Meiji government's actions within Ezo/Hokkaido could be presented not 

necessarily as the calculated and methodical pursuit of integrating a peripheral area into the 

mainland, but instead, amidst the backdrop of continued failure to renegotiate treaty rights and 

European dominance in foreign affairs, as a presentation of government vigilance against the 

both real and perceived threat of Russian encroachment as well as a frantic attempt to 

manufacture a new image of Japanese-lived reality for internal consumption. Figures such as 

Itagaki Taisuke and their questioning of the Meiji state would thus be answered with such 

activities. As with many nations during this period of history, the expansion of notions of 

citizenship and nationhood that Japan experienced led to deliberate attempts to construct a 

morality centered around filiality and patriotism. Within this system, female labor or penal labor 

could not act as a motivating force for ideology amongst the wide breadth of the citizenry. In 

comparison to this, the imagined reality of Ezo/Hokkaido highlighted by agriculture, martial 

vigor, and practiced “modernity” readily answered the anxieties over questions of security and 

“civilization” experienced by the elite throughout the period. 
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CHAPTER 3: Hokkaido as the Supplier of Empire (1910s-1940s) 

The promulgation of the Meiji Constitution in 1889 saw the establishment of a limited 

parliamentary government in Japan based on the Prussian model.120 The Imperial Diet was 

comprised of a House of Peers, consisting of members of the imperial family and nobility 

appointed by the emperor, and a directly elected House of Representatives, with suffrage being 

narrowly restricted to male property holders in the mainland islands who paid more than fifteen 

yen in annual taxes, thus limiting participation in electoral democracy to roughly 450,000 men or 

1.1 percent of the population.121 The franchise was gradually extended to residents of Hokkaido 

between 1902 and 1904; as such, a number of scholars position these dates as representing an 

end to the so-called “colonial period” of the island.122 I would argue that identifying the 

conceptual transition of Ezo/Hokkaido from a frontier space, operating as a region both half-in 

and half-outside of the polity within the Japanese mindset, to Hokkaido, an established 

prefecture existing as a core island within the Japanese mainland, is far more difficult to 

ascertain. The gradual transformation of the island within ideology occurred against the 

backdrop of changing demographics and labor activities, the incorporation of new “colonial” 

areas into the Japanese Empire, and the use of these new colonized peoples as a cheap and easily 

controlled source of labor amidst economic instability and industrial activism. The influence of 

these processes on the emerging perception of Hokkaido as an internal region of Japan thus 

offers a window into the broader transformation of the island occurring within Japanese 

imperialism and colonial thought. 
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Some historians of Japanese settler-colonialism, such as Louise Young in her study of 

wartime imperialism in Manchuria, place Hokkaido’s “mixed colonization” model - in that the 

state established control of the region through the means of both government administration and 

active settlement - as being the ideal within the “canon of Japanese colonial philosophy.”123 

Certainly, similar strategies were repeated within the Japanese Empire (to lesser effect) in areas 

as far apart and dissimilar from one another as Manchuria and Micronesia. However, it should be 

understood that this articulation was one that was often contested within Japan itself. By the 

early 1900s, the island’s colonial history was consistently being sublimated against its imaginary 

past as a long-held and integral part of the Japanese cultural sphere. Even as early as 1904, 

Takekoshi Yosaburō (1865-1950), a historian and Diet member, spoke of Japan’s colony of 

Taiwan as if it were the nation's first colonial venture. As Leo Ching quotes him, Takekoshi 

wrote in a public editorial: “Japan can point to her success thus far in Formosa as proof in her 

worthiness to be admitted into the community of the world’s greatest colonial powers... I cannot 

but rejoice that we, the Japanese, have passed our first examination as a colonizing nation so 

creditably.”124 This placement of Hokkaido as an unspoken part of the mainland (naichi) through 

its absence, as opposed to being an overseas or outer territory (gaichi), is a narrative that would 

distinctly mark the processes of ideology surrounding the island in the Late Hokkaido period 

(1910s-1945).  

In orienting Hokkaido’s conceptual incorporation into the mainland as being a forerunner 

to the imperialist doctrines which backed later Japanese territorial expansion and the 

reconceptualization of foreign spaces as Japanese, it is vital to also recognize that the positioning 
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of Hokkaido’s (assumed) differences as an “internal colony” or “frontier” (compared to the outer 

colonies such as Taiwan or Korea) was inherent to the ideological projects at play during the 

period. Japanese colonial theory, such as that articulated in “extending the doctrine of the 

homeland” (naichi enchō shugi) or “the internationalization of land” (sekai tochi kyōyū ron), 

ultimately required the conceptual dissolution of settler colonialism as a distinct category within 

the discourse. This chapter will examine the dominating and dissenting narratives of the island 

within the Late Hokkaido period, with particular attention paid to the intersection of labor 

activities and the concerns of ethnicity and imperialism within this colonial site. Whereas many 

studies of the period examine these subjects in relative isolation, I argue that the various 

highlighting and manufactured invisibility of labor within Hokkaido after the Russo-Japanese 

War and World War I is distinctly marked by the island’s developing position within the 

Japanese Empire, with the island’s resources, products, experiences, and populations being 

actively utilized within the wider imperial project. 

I. Historical Background 

In its most basic form, the general upswell in immigration to Hokkaido at the beginning 

of the twentieth century was largely made possible through the economic instability and financial 

retrenchments of the late-Meiji and early Taishō periods.125 Early immigrant groups to 

Hokkaido, arriving roughly from 1871 to 1890, were primarily from central Japan and originated 

from such prefectures as Niigata and Toyama.126 As addressed in the previous chapter, this 

population contained a number of groups which were forcibly moved to the Ezo/Hokkaido 

region by the Meiji government, having minimal support and being largely unprepared for the 

environmental conditions of the island. A relatively limited population transfer took place in the 
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early period due to both a number of missteps by the Hokkaido Development Agency and its 

successors, as well as longstanding cultural prejudices against the island found amidst the 

Japanese population as a whole. In contrast to this, later population movements from about 1890 

to 1922 saw a substantial increase in the number of immigrants from the closer Tohoku region of 

northern Japan.127 The economic failures mentioned above saw these rural families forced into 

unstable tenancy agreements and those groups affected thus increasingly sought permanent 

employment outside of their rural geographic localities, driving immigration schemes to places 

such as Hawai'i, California, Brazil, and Hokkaido.128 Having greater experience in a similar 

environment, these new settlers were much better prepared for homesteading in northern 

climates. Yet, distinct from these processes, the events which can be said to have truly changed 

the patterns of colonial settlement in Hokkaido were the intervention of World War I within the 

island’s industrial and economic systems alongside the development and largescale adoption of 

new agricultural systems in response to scientific advances and military concerns. 

 

Figure 3.1. Ezo/Hokkaido Population, 1908-1945, 
Data from JSB, 2.5 “Population by Prefecture and Sex (1884-2009)” 
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While the Sino-Japanese War, fought from 1894 to 1895, and the Russo-Japanese War, 

1904-1905, would both significantly affect geopolitical concerns regarding Hokkaido as a border 

region, with the government establishing the army’s new Seventh Division and its headquarters 

in the mining town of Asahikawa early in the twentieth century to better garrison the island 

against possible Russian advancement, it was during World War I that the greatest rate of 

population transfer to the island occurred.129 As can be seen in Figure 3.1 on the previous page, 

the population of Hokkaido sharply increased during the wartime period and its immediate 

aftermath, especially in the time frame from 1915 to 1920. World War I allowed Japanese 

manufacturing, banking, and shipping companies to not only be granted a reprieve from their 

previous state of indebtedness to European creditors, but it also created a situation in which the 

disruption of Europe to Asia-Pacific trade routes during the conflict found these enterprises 

without serious commercial competition in the region.130 Previously considered unprofitable 

compared to their Western counterparts, these changing circumstances prompted a vastly 

increased production in goods within these industries, with urban regions such as Tokyo and 

Osaka seeing the majority of this growth at the expense of more rural localities. In comparison to 

most regions identified as being organized around agricultural labor, however, the processes of 

colonization in Hokkaido saw the island emerge as a space within Japan geared towards resource 

extraction and which (to a lesser-extent) had developed the infrastructure and capacity to produce 

Western-style goods. With Hokkaido coal and lumber being vital resources for the industries of 

the urban centers of the mainland as well as the island, Hokkaido would see substantial economic 

expansion, and the subsequent attraction of migrant laborers, as well, during this period.  
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It should be understood that the wartime economy’s transformation of Japanese labor on 

the individual level occurred not only from opportunity, but also from necessity. As Michael 

Weiner notes, although nominally wages rose throughout the war, real wages declined 

throughout Japan as a result of a steady increase in prices.131 The infamous and nationwide Rice 

Riots of 1918 occurred in response to the near doubling of the cost of rice, despite government 

regulations forcing prices on the agricultural producers which were far below market value, 

leading to anger in both urban and rural areas.132 As a result of this widespread inflation, many 

Japanese citizens were forced to leave agricultural work and enter into the resource extraction 

and the industrialized sectors of the economy as migrant laborers, with capital accumulation 

largely being restricted to a small number of powerful industrial conglomerates (the zaibatsu).133 

Literally translating as “financial clique,” these zaibatsu can be understood as large vertical 

monopolies which operated throughout the entirety of the Japanese economic sphere after the 

Meiji Restoration, directed under family groups and through holding companies.134 In contrast to 

American or European conglomerates however, the zaibatsu became heavily institutionalized 

within both the governmental and military spheres of influence, gaining a strong hand in 

directing policy and even toppling governments. Within this period of increasingly powerful 

capital, although Hokkaido served as a possible place for the destitute laborer to “remake 

oneself,” not only would this migration slow but increasingly both industrial and agricultural 

labor became concentrated under the control of the conglomerates and wealthy landholders. 
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Figure 3.2. Ezo/Hokkaido Distribution of Cultivated Land in 1914, 
Author’s work, recreating a map from Jones (1921).  

The area most densely settled is the Ishikari plain surrounding Sapporo. 

 

Beyond the war itself, increased immigration to Hokkaido emerged as a result of changes 

within the very nature of agricultural production in the region. As early as the 1880s, researchers 

at the Sapporo Agricultural College had attempted to create rice cultivars which could survive 

the hostile northern climate of the island. Between 1913 and 1925, numerous breakthroughs in 

this science were made which allowed for the development of cold-resistant and early maturing 

strains of rice. These would permit a sustained expansion in rice production in Hokkaido, with 

the crop soon being grown throughout seventy percent of the island.135 As can be seen in Figure 

3.2 above, cultivation in Hokkaido began to extend outside of the Ōshima peninsula and the 

Ishikari plain and move into the more peripheral regions like Nemuro in the east and Kitami in 

the north. As expressed previously, the placement of rice as the conceptual marker for 
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civilization had been deeply embedded in the bio-politics of Japanese socio-cultural life and this 

would be continually re-emphasized by the emerging government-sponsored ideologies 

surrounding agriculture.136 These developments allowed for Japanese people to settle Hokkaido 

in much the same manner as they did elsewhere in “the mainland,” consuming the same types of 

foods and operating under similar agricultural styles, making immigration a much more 

attractive proposition. 

Due to the high cost of agriculture, the increased population of Hokkaido still remained 

largely concentrated in the semi-urban areas of the south (around Hakodate, Matsumae, and 

Muroran) and center (Sapporo, Otaru, Yubari, and Horonai) of the island, being involved in 

fishing, mining, or forestry.137 Hakodate, Sapporo, and Otaru would all emerge as cities with 

significant populations during this period, with various mining sites such as Yubari also 

developing into urban centers. Though the population density of the prefecture retained a 

distinctly rural character, the 1925 census places Otaru’s population at 127,186, Sapporo at 

138,239, and Hakodate at 155,486, with the latter being counted amongst the top ten largest 

cities in mainland Japan by population between 1920 and 1930.138 The dominant commercial 

activities of the island would remain resource extraction and fishing (later industrialized under 

factory-ships) throughout the Late Hokkaido period, though as will be discussed below, in the 

twentieth century, agriculture, ranching, and light and heavy industry all became profitable 

enterprises under the auspices of capital-intensive development.139  
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In part, this movement of population into the region aids significantly in explaining the 

naturalization of Hokkaido as Japanese, especially when considering the lessening proportion of 

the island’s native Ainu minority (as will be discussed in Chapter 4) and the subsequent ease in 

controlling the dissenting narratives of subaltern groups in the region. Additionally, due to the 

successes of the previous half century of highly-visible direct settlement, the external gaze of the 

Western Powers regarding the island had largely been satisfied. However, while the physical 

integration of the island into the mainland had been largely made complete, Hokkaido’s position 

within ideological space remained unstable within the Japanese mental landscape. In the midst of 

the subordination of new “frontier” regions and the emergence of Japanese ultra-nationalism and 

militarism during this period, narratives of labor and production on the island were routinely 

used to demonstrate difference from the outer territories so as to prove Hokkaido’s mainland 

character. Through examining how images of Hokkaido were displayed and utilized for internal 

consumption and then contrasting them against the lived reality of everyday life, the wider role 

of Japanese imperialism in determining conceptions of “the mainland” within these narratives 

becomes clear. 

II. Zaibatsu Capital, a Case Study in Beer (II), and Large-Scale Farming and Ranching  

Figure 3.3, on the next page, is a museum reproduction of a government poster from 

1918. This image depicts the production of goods in Hokkaido in the style of a banzuke-hyō, a 

document used to list the ranking of sumo wrestlers before a tournament. Divided into east 

(right) and west (left) brackets, with the east having slightly more prestige, the list would 

typically be read from right to left and top to bottom, with the rank, origin, and name of each 

participant listed. For this image, each domestic good produced in Hokkaido is listed by its rank 

(and thus its importance), yen value in exports, and name - the east bracket being headed by rice, 
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followed by machine products, and herring, whereas the west bracket is headed by coal and 

beans. This poster has a great deal of ideological value embedded within it which helps explain 

the dominating narratives of production in the Late Hokkaido period: Rice occupies the highest 

possible ranking, with machine products being the second listing most viewers would read. 

Despite the only limited production of both products in the region, these goods would 

understandably have a high trade value at the time due to the 1918 rice shortages and the 

collapse of foreign industrial trade during World War I. However, isolated from their context, it 

would be impossible for the average viewer (the city dweller and literate rural peasant alike) to 

identify those employed in these goods’ production or comprehend the economic systems 

surrounding their use. Similarly, while coal is highly ranked and celebrated as a product, the 

human cost in its production is obfuscated within this piece. This image ensures that its intended 

viewer interacts with this celebration of the production of goods as an observer of the economic 

competition of industry within the empire, not an active participant deserving of compensation. 

 

Figure 3.3. Products of Hokkaido “banzuke” ranking, 
Prefectural government, 1918.  

Sapporo, Japan, Hokkaido Prefectural Museum. Photograph by the author, August 15, 2018. 
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As with much of Japan, the economic history of Hokkaido during the early to mid-

twentieth century would see empowered landlords and zaibatsu capital solidify their 

subordination of their respective realms of production over the needs of the urban proletariat and 

rural tenant class, though in Hokkaido’s case the importance of the island’s colonial context can 

be clearly seen. Zaibatsu institutions leveraged economic growth during the Russo-Japanese War 

and World War I to expand significantly in Hokkaido. In the previous chapter, Hokutan and 

Mitsubishi were identified as merely some of the many coal mine operators active within the 

region, with Hokutan maintaining the largest market share, with this state of affairs emerging as 

a direct consequence of the discounted sale of government industries in the 1880s. This would 

change significantly during the early twentieth century. Hokutan was taken over by the far more 

powerful Honshu-based Mitsui group in 1913, while Mitsubishi would extend its reach in the 

island by purchasing a number of smaller companies, such as Dai Yubari in 1916. By the 1930s, 

96 percent of all mine operations in Hokkaido would be overseen by zaibatsu capital.140 

To briefly return to the case of the Sapporo Brewery examined in Chapter 2, it is 

important to note that the merger of Sapporo, Japan, and Osaka Brewing Companies as the Dai 

Nippon Beer Company in 1906 occurred under the auspices of the Mitsui zaibatsu, which would 

continue to heavily influence the company throughout the early to mid-twentieth century.141 As 

with many industries previously confined to Hokkaido, it thus becomes difficult to disentangle 

the developments in the metropole from those in the semi-periphery. Though at first suffering 

significant production shortages during World War I due to their reliance upon foreign grain and 

hops, the Dai Nippon Company would profit immensely in the absence of European beer 
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companies, capturing a far larger share of the East-Asian export market than they had previously 

held.142 Though they lost much of this share after the war and return of Western competition, the 

beer industry (unlike the market as a whole) remained strong throughout the 1920s. The time and 

wealth gained during the wartime period led to an increased focused on Japanese autarky and the 

development of cheaper ingredients, with Dai Nippon more heavily utilizing Hokkaido grain for 

malts at its plants in Osaka and Tokyo.143 Both Dai Nippon and its Mitsubishi-backed rival Kirin 

would expand their operations to new colonial regions such as Taiwan, Korea, and Manchuria 

throughout the interwar period. Their activities in these areas included establishing breweries and 

attempting to cultivate new sources of grain and hops for their various enterprises, relying upon 

the knowledge of the processes developed in part in Hokkaido with the Sapporo Brewery.144 

Beyond seeing this brand expand and become popular amongst the Japanese population as 

whole, the North Star logo and Sapporo name still being heavily utilized within the advertising 

of the Dai Nippon Company, the economic factors essential to justifying colonial expansion can 

be found within the very advance of Hokkaido industries like brewing. 

Whereas the dominating narratives of the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido period established in the 

previous chapter regarding agricultural development would generally continue to be utilized 

throughout the Late Hokkaido period (even becoming more accurate to some degree with the 

advent of the widespread adoption of wheat, potatoes, and bean crops for cultivation), the last 

major effects of the homesteading approach of the American-influenced Hokkaido Development 

Agency would be largely eliminated during the early 1920s.145 As can be seen in the government 

data gathered in Figure 3.4 on the next page, the post-war financial cycle would see the collapse 
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of small to mid-sized farms along with the emergence of significant landholdings consisting of 

ten to fifteen chō (24.51-36.76 acres). While small compared to American farm sizes, with the 

average American farm during the period being well over fifty acres, the average farm in the 

Japanese mainland was roughly one chō (2.45 acres) or less.146 Though Hokkaido farms had 

previously been far larger than this size, following the economic changes during the period, farm 

households managing one to three chō of land would decline significantly as a portion of the 

whole, while farms of less than one chō would increase after a brief dip. While a fraction of these 

estates would have been developed as a result of the expanding agricultural production area 

offered by new crop varieties, the vast majority represent a rise in tenancy arrangements under 

absentee landlords, with the agricultural income of these groups being supplemented by other 

labor activities such as forestry.147 

 

Figure 3.4. Ezo/Hokkaido Farm Households by Cultivated Land in Cho, 1908-1941, 
Data from JSB 7.1b “Farm Households by Size of Operating Cultivated Land - Hokkaido (1908-2004)” 
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Simultaneously, this period represents the establishment of ranching as a principal 

industry within Hokkaido. Under the strong influence of the government and the Japanese army, 

horse, cattle, and sheep livestock farming became extensive operations, occupying regions such 

as Tokachi and Kushiro which had poorer growing capacities due to a rocky volcanic soil and 

harsher winter climates.148 Between 1910 and 1940, the horse population of Hokkaido would rise 

from 165,792 to 288,877, while the number of cows would expand from 22,156 to 79,893.149 

The Imperial Japanese cavalry frequently purchased horses from the region for its units and the 

Dosanko horse breed was developed in Hokkaido to aid extensively in farm work, with many 

farming households having at least one horse.150 The gradual elimination of taboos regarding 

meat-eating and milk-drinking was encouraged throughout Japan during the period, not only to 

match Western expectations of “modern” dietary needs, but also to promote the growth of a 

strong and healthy population from which the military forces could draw their soldiers.151 By the 

1930s, experts in both dairy and beef production from the Netherlands were consulted 

specifically to help train Hokkaido farmers in their methods.152 In this manner, Hokkaido came 

to be one of the primary exporters of foodstuffs in support of the imperial project, with the troops 

in Korea and Manchuria, for example, being fed with Hokkaido beef and grain. 

III. Hokkaido’s Export of Ideas and Bodies in Japanese Imperialism 

Not only would Hokkaido’s export of products form an essential component of its 

conceptual placement within the empire, but the island’s historical experience with colonization 

and settlement during the Middle Ezo/Hokkaido period would significantly impact later patterns 
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of development in new Japanese colonies such as Taiwan in 1895, southern Sakhalin (Karafuto) 

in 1905, and Korea in 1910.  Even after the conquest of Manchuria (Manchukuo) in 1931, 

Japanese administrators would look to Hokkaido for both its experiences in agricultural and 

industrial production within a northern climate, as well as for utilizing similar ideological 

strategies to encourage large-scale population movement, with Hokkaido having previously 

experienced the largest government-sponsored demographic shift in post-Restoration Japanese 

history.153 Despite the emergence of popular narratives which sought to reconceptualize 

Hokkaido as having been merely an uninhabited internal region settled by Japanese late in time, 

the island’s influence within the fields of Japanese imperialism and colonial theory, both in its 

development as a concept and as a practical example for its application, is not to be 

underestimated. 

Within colonial administration this can be most easily seen during the early stages of 

Japanese imperial development, with the ideological reasoning backing the acquisitions of both 

Taiwan and Karafuto in part relying upon the Hokkaido experience and its popular imagining as 

an agricultural colony. Gotō Shimpei (1857–1929), the first civilian governor-general of Taiwan 

following its annexation after the Sino-Japanese war, observed his goals as being to “appoint 

men specially qualified to instruct and direct the people” in agriculture, thus encouraging later 

private development. For Gotō, as Hokkaido was the only previous case  of Japan’s 

administering “new territory” (shinryōdo), it needed to serve as a point of example, though it 

should be noted that he disparaged the pioneering agencies and policy makers of the 1870s for 
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not having realized the significance of Hokkaido’s development at the time.154 In the case of 

Karafuto, this connection is much more explicit in large part due to the geographic proximity of 

the two entities. Not only would patterns of “pioneering” and agricultural development within a 

northern climate be copied wholesale in the types of crop grown (wheat, potatoes, beans, barley), 

but the economies of the two regions would be closely intertwined, with the extremely lucrative 

salmon, herring, and crab fishing industries heavily utilizing ports on both sides of the La 

Pérouse Strait.155 With regards to Korea, both Peter Duus and Jun Uchida, in their respective 

histories of Japanese colonialism in the region, identify a shared ideology based around 

agriculture and settlement as a motivating factor for imperialism. Uchida writes: “the 

government and promoters envisioned [peopling the peninsula] as the work of hardy agrarian 

pioneers much like those who had settled on Hokkaido, Meiji Japan's first site of mass 

colonization,” though of course in Korea’s case, native laborers would remain the principal 

producers of Korean rice.156  

Beyond this, concerns relating to the management of colonized ethnic groups were also 

shared between these colonial entities, in rhetoric if not always in substance. Mark Caprio relates 

the instance of Kita Sadakichi (1871–1939), a Ministry of Education official, who “justified 

Korean assimilation by claiming Japan’s success in assimilating the Ainu, a people he argued to 

be now ‘almost indistinguishable’ from Yamato Japanese.”157 Similar notions were applied to the 

aboriginal peoples of Taiwan, even in the midst of their military pacification by colonial forces, 
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through the ideological “emptying out” of their lands and the heavy-handed enforcement of the 

use of Japanese names, culture, and values in daily life.158 Due to these linkages, Hokkaido 

would be continually associated with other colonial regions, to at least some degree, throughout 

the Late Hokkaido period. During the 1912 Colonial Exhibition in Tokyo, for example, 

Hokkaido’s pavilion was placed alongside those of Korea, Taiwan, Karafuto, and the Kwantung 

Leased Territory (Dairen) as examples of Japan’s capacity to exist alongside its European rivals 

as an imperial power.159 With these continuities seeming so apparent to the present-day observer, 

how then did Hokkaido begin to be remade within the discourse as a part of the naichi rather 

than remaining a colony? 

It should be understood that although Gotō utilized elements of Hokkaido's experience as 

a model for Taiwan’s development, the governor viewed “the Hokkaido enterprise” as being the 

outcome of peaceful and economic internal colonization (naichi shokuminsei) rather than an 

example of true colonialism.160 Even as Takaoka Kumao (1871-1961), an eminent agricultural 

economist and educator at Hokkaido Imperial University during the Taishō and early Shōwa eras 

proclaimed Hokkaido to be “a teacher and leader for our empire’s colonial project,” figures like 

Nitobe Inazō (whose theories were examined briefly in Chapter 1) began to form a rival school 

of thought whose theories would prevail as the dominating narrative within Japanese colonialism 

during the period.161 From 1901 to 1903, Nitobe had served as a technical advisor for Gotō as the 

administrator of the bureau for sugar production in Taiwan, becoming known as “father of the 
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sugar industry” on the island.162 Indeed, it would be through Gotō’s patronage and his affiliation 

with zaibatsu capital, that the professor would begin teaching colonial theory at Kyoto Imperial 

University in 1903 and subsequently Tokyo Imperial University in 1906, acting in the belief that, 

due to Japan’s imperial developments in Asia, “it [had] become an urgent priority to create a 

foundation for disseminating colonial knowledge to the Japanese people.”163 In this manner, 

Nitobe can be understood as both a product of Hokkaido’s colonial experience, as well as one of 

the figure who would ultimately work to obscure its presence within the dominating narratives of 

Japanese colonialism. 

Settler colonialism as an ideological category is premised around the processes which 

replace the authority of aboriginal population groups with that of the settler society, relying upon 

overwhelming imperial power to suppress native peoples through either their depopulation or 

assimilation. However, though to a great extent both the military and popular support for 

Japanese imperialist activity was predicated on an understanding that Japan required an assertive 

and aggressive nationalism to protect its sovereignty from foreign powers, the language of 

empire was often not communicated in this fashion.164 In late nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century Japanese colonial acquisitions such as Taiwan and Korea, “extending the doctrine of the 

homeland” emerged as a concept to demarcate that supposed eventuality that such entities would 

be eventually integrated into the Japanese state as regular prefectures.165 Alongside dōka 

(“assimilation”), this formulation argued that the relationship between Japan and its colonies was 
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not that seen within Western imperialism, of the ruler and the ruled, but instead the expansion of 

civilization among all peoples within the empire. Similarly, Nitobe Inazō’s concept of “the 

internationalization of land” was developed around the mindset that any person or any nation had 

the right to develop land anywhere in the world, with those that were successful merely emerging 

as a result of natural processes. As such, it became the duty of both the colonizer and the 

colonized to cooperate and develop civilization together in a mutually beneficial fashion.166 

Within both of these formulations, settler colonialism could not exist as a conceptual category 

within colonial ideology, as the possibility of all peoples existing as equals needed to be 

theoretically achievable within the superstructure of the Japanese Empire. 

However, both of these constructions are weakened significantly when considered 

alongside the realities of imperial rule and its associated forces of repression. In both Taiwan and 

Korea, the native ethnic groups remained an overwhelming majority in their designated 

geographic locality, existing as a consistently anxiety-inducing and highly-visible subaltern 

community which both surrounded and penetrated into the transplanted Japanese settler 

society.167 To contrast with this, Hokkaido had been conceptually “emptied out” of its foreign 

character as a result of mass population movement and the isolation of the remaining native Ainu 

into small and isolated communities, as will examined in further detail in Chapter 4. Though this 

was theoretically the natural end-state of all Japanese colonial regions, when compared with the 

outer territories, Hokkaido seemed to exist as a region closer in character to the mainland and the 

state’s expansion into the island appeared peaceful and economic in nature. With this taken into 

consideration, it is not surprising then that, out of all of Japan’s colonial acquisitions taken after 
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1895, only Karafuto (whose Japanese settler population far outnumbered its natives) would be 

similarly redefined as naichi during the 1940s.168 

In tandem with these conceptual developments, the lived experience of Hokkaido 

residents appeared to back this reimagining of the island as part of the mainland. After the 

economic collapse following World War I, Hokkaido began to emerge as a population source for 

migrants, rather than merely existing as a destination for settlement. In 1926, a small group of 

migrants from Asahikawa emigrated to the Japanese controlled Nan’yō (Micronesia), attempting 

to form a community on the Garumishukan River on the island of Babeldaob (part of Pelau). As 

Mark Peattie notes, Hokkaido, above all other prefectures, would “furnish the greatest number of 

immigrants in this government colonization program during the course of its existence in 

Micronesia.”169 Manchuria would also serve as a destination for emigrants from Hokkaido 

during the 1930s. In 1936, roughly one percent (1,513) of the Japanese population of the city of 

Dairen (present-day Dalian) originated from Hokkaido and Ann B. Irish writes that a total of 

“three thousand Hokkaido people, including even a few Ainu” moved to Manchuria during the 

Great Depression.170 In Karafuto, a great number of its settler population were similarly drawn 

from destitute regions within Hokkaido in hopes of escaping poverty.171 Though Hokkaido had 

long been regarded within Japan as a place where “those who had nothing left to lose” could 

migrate to, the economic chaos of 1920s and 1930s ensured that emigration to more distant parts 

of the empire (and even outside of it) became how many of its poorer citizens survived. The 
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island’s role within the empire no longer being that of a frontier to be settled, as it instead served 

as a homeland and place of origin for a new generation of migrants. 

IV. Industrial Activism, Colonial Subjects, and Subaltern Coerced and Forced Labor 

If the lack of a highly visible ethnic minority within Hokkaido as a whole served to ease 

its conceptual integration into the mainland, then one could similarly say that the concentration 

of non-ethnic Japanese within certain industries would enable governmental figures, zaibatsu, 

the various middlemen they employed, and the public to more easily reinterpret these types of 

labor as either foreign or lesser in value. The historical developments of the mining industry and 

migrant labor more generally in Hokkaido show how colonial populations were utilized within 

these enterprises as a way to manage the industrial activism of the Japanese proletariat on behalf 

of the government and capital. Not only that, but also the movement of populations from the 

“outer territories” to the island ultimately helped to reaffirm Hokkaido’s new conceptual 

placement as part of “the mainland.” Despite the influence of these dominating narratives, 

however, the effects of the island’s colonial history can be seen clearly in these labor activities 

through the patterns of coerced and forced labor present within them, especially when 

considering the World War II-era mass conscription of Koreans, Chinese, and other subaltern 

groups. Through presenting these developments as part of a continuity of colonial domination 

and violence, rather than merely being a disruption brought about by the so-called dark valley of 

Japanese militarism, the ideological ties between Japanese imperialism and labor relations in 

Hokkaido can be analyzed within its proper context. 

As was established in the previous chapter, during the 1890s, the increasing population of 

Hokkaido forced the coal industry to transition from penal labor to wage labor at its mining sites. 

Despite these companies now theoretically drawing upon a population of free laborers, it must be 
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kept in mind that the conditions of coal mining in Hokkaido which induced the use of penal labor 

in the first place, such as the difficulty of the work and the poor safety standards of the industry, 

still remained firmly in place. Moreover, mining retained the poor reputation it had gained 

throughout the Tokugawa period, when many in the occupation were drawn from landless 

peasants and outcast groups, and the early Meiji period with its association with prisoners.172 As 

such, the vast majority of workers at Hokkaido coal mines originated from poor or marginalized 

groups residing in northern and central Japan, hired by recruiters far away from the pits of the 

mines themselves.173 Once employed, these miners often lacked freedom of movement and were 

kept under what has been aptly described “semi-feudal” forms of contract.174 Throughout the 

early twentieth century, mine labor bosses, known as hanbagashira (“bunkhouse head”) in 

northern Japan, were used as middle men between the mine owners and employees, often 

providing housing, food, work clothes, and medical care for mine workers at the cost of large 

and semi-permanent debts.175 Living conditions were poor; company housing often consisted of 

metal sheds merely pushed together, with a living space roughly equivalent to a single tatami 

mat. Violence was common, being routinely employed against workers by management for 

missing production quotas.176 In response to these deeply exploitative conditions, miners in 

Hokkaido (and more broadly workers in Japan) began to take increasingly radical approaches to 

labor relations. 
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The years between 1905 and 1918 are typically remembered in Japan as the “era of 

popular violence” (minshū sōjō ki), bounded on one end with the Hibiya incendiary incident over 

the Treaty of Portsmouth, ending the Russo-Japanese War, and the 1918 Rice Riots on the 

other.177 Despite this association in the public discourse with violent outbursts, this period was 

also marked by frequent political rallies and peaceful protests, as well as the emergence of strike 

activity in Japan as a form of industrial activism.178 Although anti-government rebellions and the 

numerous activities of the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement during the 1880s and 1890s 

represent formative consciousness(es) amongst the wider populace as they began to become 

active participants in national discourses, it is in this later period that mass politics and 

unionization became imaginable goals in everyday work life, especially amongst skilled craft 

workers such as carpenters, steel workers, and engineers.179  

The Public Order and Police Law of 1900 (Chian Keisatsu Hō) nominally proclaimed the 

prohibition of labor organizing and striking, yet a number of labor actions would contest this 

official peace in Hokkaido.180 In April of 1907, the so-called “Horonai mine riot” began when 

more than a thousand workers at the Hokutan-owned mine went on strike, petitioning 

management for an increase in wages and better working conditions. The local management 

originally accepted the laborers’ demands before reversing its decision, leading the miners to set 

company buildings alight and clash with police before the strike was suppressed.181 Similarly, 

mine workers in Yubari would strike during the same year, to little lasting effect.182 Minami 
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Matsusuke, one of the labor organizers, found brief success in establishing a union among the 

mine workers. However, in the aftermath of the Ashio Copper Mine Riot in Tochigi prefecture of 

northern Honshu in February of 1907, and the aforementioned strikes in Hokkaido in the early 

spring, Minami would be charged with disrupting the peace and be imprisoned.183 However, 

industrial activism in Hokkaido would disappear with these early failures. 

Trade unionism first began to find real success in Japan during the 1910s, with a radical 

upsurge in both unionization and militancy occurring in the latter years of World War I and its 

immediate aftermath.184 As explained previously, zaibatsu capital profited immensely from the 

war-time trade and both light and heavy industry increased by an order of magnitude throughout 

the nation as a consequence. According to Sheldon Garon, industrial expansion across Japan saw 

the near doubling of workers in private factories, from about 950,000 in 1914 to 1,600,000 in 

1919.185 Perhaps unsurprisingly, strike action rose accordingly when the increased wealth of the 

zaibatsu failed to trickle down to the average worker. For example, while in 1916 only 8,413 

strikes occurred nationwide (already a significant increase over the pre-war numbers), 1917 

would see 57,309 strike actions in comparison.186 Strike heavy years with over a million worker-

days of labor lost would occur in 1920, 1927, and 1930 in the face of stagnating wages and 

increased inflation.187 Labor militancy grew in Hokkaido especially, where coal miners became 
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keenly aware of the heavy use of their product within the activities of the new industrial titans of 

the Japanese economy. 

Despite Japan emerging as one of the world’s leading coal producers in the world during 

this period, the zaibatsu had little interest in self-investing in the region outside of some limited 

mechanization.188 As such, zaibatsu capital and their local bosses in Hokkaido attempted to 

respond to these demands for higher wages, and the increasing militancy and unionization of the 

workforce as a whole, in a variety of ways. Management-friendly cooperative unions and mutual 

aid funds were established at a number of mines, and a number of more moderate union groups 

such as the Yūaikai (“Fraternal Society”) became tacitly accepted by the zaibatsu, seeking to 

frustrate labor organizers by blurring the position of the more militant unions.189 As examined in 

Chapter 2, women appeared in increasing numbers in Hokkaido mines, in large part because 

were cheaper to hire and less likely to unionize. In 1920, over 5,000 women could be found 

working throughout the coal industry in the island, this population being around fifteen percent 

of the total labor force in mining.190 However, a decision which would have a distinct and lasting 

impact on the character of Hokkaido mine labor would be the move by the zaibatsu to, as Ken 

Kawashima writes, “[turn] their eyes to colonial Korea” during the 1910s and 1920s.191 

Hokutan first began to express interest in recruiting mine labor from Korea in 1912 and 

by 1916 (three years after it had been purchased by Mitsui), the first trial laborers were brought 

in to work the Yubari mines.192 The company would not be alone in this - zaibatsu controlled 

coal mines in Kyushu and factories in Osaka, Tokyo, and other mainland cities all sought to 
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utilize Korean labor as part of their strategy to fill labor shortages during the war-time boom, to 

manage labor activism, and to maintain high profits. Hokutan utilized what had been termed as 

the “direct contractor” style of recruitment (gyōsha chokusetsu boshū), dispatching company 

officials to the port cities of Wonsan and Pusan in Korea for the purposes of establishing 

recruitment areas rather than relying upon voluntary migration or middlemen.193 The 

consequences of this coming mass migration to Japan would be immense. Prior to 1915, the 

largest foreign community in the nation was of Chinese origin, consisting of perhaps fifty 

percent all foreign residents in Japan, this being less than 10,000 individuals.194 By the 1920s 

more than 40,000 Koreans would be living in Japan, and this would increase further in number to 

nearly 420,000 by 1930.195 Yet where exactly did this new population originate and how was it 

positioned to “solve” the issue of labor activism? 

Following a very similar trajectory in capital development as Hokkaido, colonial 

landlords in Korea (both Japanese and Korean) bought up large landholdings for the purpose of 

extensive agricultural production, forcing the majority of the peasant population to become 

tenants or semi-tenants during the 1910s and 1920s.196 As a consequence of this, a new 

predominantly young and male labor force of Koreans was made available to the Japanese 

economy as they began to move from the countryside into the cities, being forced out of 

agriculture due to increasing rents and diminishing financial returns. For the concerns of industry 

and mining, this population could thus serve as an “employment safety valve” for the Japanese 

labor force. In times of economic expansion, it resolved labor shortages and facilitated broader 
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economic growth, while during periods of sustained economic retraction, Korean laborers could 

be more easily fired or their wages lowered before this affected ethnic Japanese workers.197 In 

this manner, the problem of militant unionization seemed as if it could be thoroughly defanged. 

However, the March First Movement of 1919 would threaten this plan of development. In the 

first major show of resistance to Japanese colonial rule in Korea, demonstrators and activists 

proclaimed the independence of Korea and demanded that the Japanese remove themselves from 

the Korean peninsula. While ultimately suppressed thorough Japanese military and police action, 

the event alarmed the Japanese public and, in April 1919, officials placed travel restrictions on 

Korean immigration to the mainland to halt what they saw as the spread of Korean nationalism 

and its increasing dalliance with socialism arising from the victory of the communists in ongoing 

Russian Revolution.198 Ultimately the lure of cheap labor would overcome these concerns and 

mass-scale migration would continue, yet Koreans would retain their new association with 

socialism and anti-Japanese activity within their new localities.  

Hokkaido would emerge as a notable population center for Korean migration during this 

early period. The prefecture would be noted as having the third highest concentration of Koreans 

in all of “mainland” Japan in 1917 and would remain as one of the top ten such localities until 

the mid-1920s.199 At the beginning of that decade, nearly 10 percent of the entire Korean 

population in Japan could be found residing in Hokkaido, with these individuals being 

overwhelmingly employed within the mine industry and or working as day laborers in the port-

cities such as Otaru or Sapporo.200 Assuming seven out of eight members of this population in 
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Hokkaido were single men and that two thirds of this population would be involved in the 

mining industry, roughly comparable to observed trends, perhaps as high as five percent of the 

mine workers in Hokkaido were Korean in 1920. 201 In contrast to this, Koreans as an ethnic 

group were less than two tenths of a percent of the population of the prefecture of Hokkaido as a 

whole. This high concentration of Korean laborers within mine activity can be found throughout 

the entire Late Hokkaido period, ranging from five to fifteen percent of the working population 

in the industry between 1920 and 1938.202 With both labor leaders and Koreans being highly 

cognizant of the possibility of their differences being utilized as part of a divide-and-rule strategy 

which would lower living conditions for each, even the more moderate labor groups began to 

move to incorporate this new population. The Yūaikai was reconstituted as the Dai Nippon Rōdō 

Sōdōmei Yūaikai (“Greater Japan Federation of Labor-Fraternal Society”), the organization 

having shed some of its more conservative figures. This more radical union would go on to 

indicate its support for the equal treatment of Japanese and Korean workers in 1921. These 

national developments must be seen in relation to activities on the ground in places such as 

Hokkaido - as Michael Weiner writes, nearly a year prior “in August of 1920 a Korean section 

was created with the Yubari Federation of the National Union of Miners.203 Korean workers 

became increasingly drawn into the labor movement in the hopes of ending their colonial 

exploitation. However, for the Japanese public, the presence of Koreans as highly visible ethnic 

minorities would simply be highlighted in times of economic strife while as a whole being made 

invisible in their concentration in specific industries such as mining and dock work. 
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Figure 3.5. Otaru Harbour, Japan, 

44.9 x 28.4 cm. c1930s. View toward the harbor at Otaru, Japan. 

 

Figures like the Otaru-based writer Kobayashi Takiji, author of The Factory Ship and The 

Absentee Landlord, highlight the presence of a deeply anti-zaibatsu mentality within everyday 

work life which was shared by many in Hokkaido during the 1920s.204 Although the ban on 

strike activity would be reiterated in the 1925 Peace Preservation Law, the 1927 Otaru General 

Strike would find supporters across all of Japan, of which a poster in support of the strike can be 

found in Figure 3.6 on the previous page.205 However, the increasing influx of Korean laborers 

would soon become a point of contention amongst the already weakening labor movement in 

Japan as the unemployment rate increased during the economic recessions of the early 1920s.206 

This was quickly seized upon by zaibatsu capital as a chance to divide workers, as had been 

previously feared. For example, Korean workers began to replace female mine laborers after 

1928, as the presence of women within this industry had served as both a point of contention for 

the imposed moral values being increasingly assigned to female work by elite ideology and 
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injuries to them had served as a valorizing point of mobilization for labor activism.207 The labor 

movement additionally found itself split between conservative-minded labor leaders working in 

tandem with management and leftists groups that opposed cooperation with capital. Lacking 

strong bargaining power and legal protections, ultimately attempts to organize labor ultimately 

stalled. By 1930, only about six to seven percent of Japan’s population could be considered 

union affiliated.208 Facing the widespread failure of labor organizing, the continual resistance of 

Koreans and other marginal groups began to serve a new role within the dominating narratives of 

Hokkaido; one which would heavily associate them with the “alien” ideology of socialism. 

 

Figure 3.6. Otaru General Strike Poster, 1927 
Poster in support of the Otaru general strike, asking the reader to send food to the strikers.  

Sapporo, Japan, Hokkaido Prefectural Museum. Photograph by the author, August 15, 2018. 
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Both period documents and the social history of the 1920s and 1930s speak to widespread 

governmental (and public) concern that the rise of socialist and anarchist ideology in Japan came 

from Koreans and their embrace of Russians Bolshevism. Despite the presence of a wide number 

of native Japanese leftist intellectuals who had translated and embraced the works of Marx and 

Engels on their own, the government blamed the rise of labor activism in both industry and 

agriculture during the war-time and immediate post-war economy on world events such as the 

October Revolution of 1917 in Russia and subsequent action as being that of foreign agents 

working to spread world revolution.209 More than simply existing as a tool to weaken labor 

activism, however, these fears directly targeted at the Korean population for reprisal, exploding 

into a bloody pogrom following the 1923 Great Kanto Earthquake. In the aftermath of the 

earthquake, thousands of Koreans faced violence and death from public riots and the government 

arrested and assassinated several left-wing figures in the fear that they would cause an uprising. 

These concerns spread as far north as Hokkaido, with reports of Koreans “poisoning wells” and 

plotting violence being reported to police and newspapers alike.210 This perception continued 

long after the immediacy of the event. For example, two years after the earthquake, an army 

officer asked military students at the Otaru Higher Commercial School to “imagine a situation in 

which a major earthquake had struck the Otaru-Sapporo region [and] taking advantage of this 

disruption of public services… an anarchist group had provoked an uprising of Korean 

extremists.”211 Though this provoked immediately outcry from a number of left-wing student 

goups, this represents the conceptual placement of Koreans within Hokkaido for much of the 
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population. Although the Korean presence in Otaru was counted at perhaps 3,000 residents at 

most, barely more than two percent of the population of the city in 1925, they were considered a 

threat precisely because of how they were utilized within the dominating narratives of labor 

during the period.212 Mass action, such as the 1927 Otaru General Strike, which offered a view of 

dissenting experiences against the presiding social structure, could be safely ignored because of 

their association with a highly visible minority. 

 
Figure 3.7. Korean workers engaging in forced mining labor, 

52.5 x 36.2 cm, Hokkaido, Japan, Private Collection (1940) 

 

With this all being understood, the continuity from the pre-war use of Koreans in mine 

labor, where they often worked the most difficult and dangerous jobs for lower pay, and World 

War II-era conscriptive practices seems clear. Far more than even the coerced “free” labor of the 

1890s through 1910s practiced in Hokkaido mines, Korean laborers not only fell prey to the 

same malignant debting practices of company towns, but also entered into such contracts with 
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even less knowledge about the working conditions than their Japanese cohorts.213 Linkages with 

longstanding “colonial” mining practices allowed for such labor conditions to be normalized. In 

1933, for example, convict labor was reintroduced in Hokkaido under the governing eye of the 

Army Seventh Division headquarters in Asahikawa, four years prior to its implementation in the 

rest of the “mainland.”214 After the beginning of total war between Japan and China in 1937, the 

1938 Kokka Sōdōin Hō (“National Mobilization Law”) systematically forced the recruitment of 

Korean and other subaltern laborers into Japan’s resource extraction economy, where they 

produced desperately needed materials such as Hokkaido coal.215  

Between 1925 and 1938, Koreans in Hokkaido had a coal production figure of between 

five and fifteen percent of the total workforce. In 1941, this had risen to twenty-five percent 

(numbering 17,067 workers), by 1942 in increased against to thirty-five percent (28,886 

workers), and between 1943 and 1945 Koreans in Hokkaido were maintained at roughly forty-

two percent of all mine laborers (35,884; 35,309; 37,171 laborers in each year, respectively).216 

Of course, it is also revealed in these numbers that Koreans were not the sole participants in this 

forced mobilization. Ethnic Japanese, Chinese, prisoners of war, and even Ainu were conscripted 

into horrible conditions to service the needs of empire.217 Couched in propaganda that 

highlighted the indispensability of production to the war effort, the producers of such material 

found themselves laboring as slaves of the state as a direct-end result of the dominating 

narratives of labor.218 
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V. Conclusions 

Colonial violence in Hokkaido became obscured during the Late Hokkaido period, with 

the island’s conceptual placement within the empire masking the ways in which it directly 

mirrored, aided, and was acted upon by other regions under Japanese colonial domination. From 

the advancement of zaibatsu capital and failure of labor activism to be able to fully resist it, to 

the spread of Japanese imperialist thought and its interactions with Hokkaido’s lived reality, and 

finally the use of coerced and forced labor within the island’s industries, the dominating 

narratives of Hokkaido became increasingly inescapable to those residing within it. This 

ideological integration of the island had matured through the stage of its physical annexation and 

the subsequent mental reorganization of the Japanese polity, allowing for Hokkaido to become 

naturalized as a full and integral part of “the mainland” by the 1940s. 

Dissenting experiences to this new reality existed in myriad forms throughout the late 

Hokkaido period. Radical reinterpretations of Hokkaido’s labor experiences were argued by the 

nascent labor unions and literary figures such as Kobayashi Takiji, who viewed the 

“development” of the island as one geared solely around the ruthless extraction of the island’s 

wealth rather than as one which was capable of producing a future for its people. The island, 

perhaps once positioned as a place of escape from the rigidity of the mainland, became a place 

that itself was escaped from, with migrations leading Hokkaido residents to Manchuria, 

Micronesia, and beyond. The colonial enterprise in Hokkaido can be viewed as a defining 

experience within the formulation of Japanese imperialism, not only for the violent state and 

non-state actions integral to the island’s settler colonialism, but through the ways in which 

ideology was mediated through the concerns of ethnicity and labor power.  
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CHAPTER 4: Ainu Experiences - Foreigners in Their (Own) Land 

 The dominating narratives of everyday life in Ezo/Hokkaido largely presented the region 

through the prism of its nature, with the island being consistently described in period documents 

as a primeval land of high mountains and deep forests before its transformation into an 

agricultural colony. In determining the colonial project to be a simple process of settlement and 

pioneering (kaitaku), Ezo/Hokkaido emerged within the broader Japanese consciousness as 

either a no-man’s-land (mujinchi/mujin no sakai) devoid of human habitation or consisting 

purely of virgin land (shōjochi) ready to be used. In a contribution to the 1893 World’s 

Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, Nitobe Inazō wrote the following when speaking of the 

contributions Sapporo Agricultural College and the wider colonial project in Ezo/Hokkaido to 

Japan: “To Yezo, then, the northern frontier of the Empire and a land endowed with magnificent 

natural resources, as yet untouched by human hand [emphasis added], the new Imperial 

Government wisely began to extend its fostering care.”219 The ideological focus during even the 

late Meiji, Taishō, Shōwa periods remained squarely on the image of Japanese labor being used 

for farming and industry within a space of absolute wilderness. As part of this framework, it was 

only through labor (and thus “modernity”) that the land was transformed into Japanese soil, with 

the struggle of the frontier project being constructed as against nature rather than against man.  

Of course, being the primary inhabitants of the region for much of its history, the 

presence of the Ainu deeply complicates this narrative. Within the colonial apparatus, Ainu land 

ownership and, more importantly, conceptions of Ainu collective sovereignty in Ezo/Hokkaido 

represented an ontological threat to Japanese rule. Throughout the periods examined by this 

thesis, direct actions by the Hokkaido Development Agency, the Japanese state, and other non-
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state actors largely eliminated signifiers of Ainu agency and deprived this community of both 

their economic independence and sense of history. Yet it should be acknowledged that this 

relationship of power between the Ainu and Wajin populations extends long before the period of 

direct colonization during the Meiji period. From the seventeenth century onwards, notions of 

status and hierarchy between the two groups began to evolve into the emerging frameworks of 

nationality and ethnicity. 

In order to fully understand how the incorporation of Ezo/Hokkaido into the Japanese 

state was naturalized within conceptual thought through the use of labor and agriculture as 

symbols, one must also understand how Ainu labor and identity was subordinated to Japanese 

ideological aims within the broader social discourse surrounding these concepts. Throughout 

much of the Early Ezo period described in the Introduction and Chapter 1, Ainu identity 

originally operated on a much wider scale than the geographic bounds of Ezo/Hokkaido as a 

conceptual entity. Ainu Moshir, literally translating as “the peaceful land of the humans,” was 

the term for the Ainu universe: both a designation for the spatial region occupied by Ainu 

settlement (including Hokkaido, the Kuril Islands, northernmost Honshu, and southern Sakhalin) 

as well as the non-temporal/historical realm within which all things and peoples both living and 

dead continually interacted. This only became narrowed when Wajin actors began to interfere 

directly in Ainu everyday life and thus limit Ainu mobility within both physical and mental 

space to the boundaries approved of by the newly imposed narratives. Examining how the Ainu 

world began to be limited and controlled, and their status as an independent people eventually 

made non-existent, are essential to understanding the processes of the colonial project in 

Ezo/Hokkaido.  
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Unfortunately, finding direct representations of Ainu identity is difficult before the 

twentieth century. With there being no indigenous written script for the Ainu language, most 

materials relating to the earliest periods of this history can only be derived from Japanese 

sources, alongside a few documents and recorded experiences produced by the occasional 

European or American observer. For example, the Wajin explorer Mogami Tokunai (c. 1755-

1836), who mapped much of present-day Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands between 

1785 and 1786 for the Tokugawa bakufu, also wrote extensively of his observations of the Ainu 

and compiled an early Japanese-Ainu dictionary during his time in the region. Westerners such 

as Isabella Bird, who visited the island in 1878, and John Batchelor (1855-1944), who served as 

a longstanding Anglican missionary to the Ainu from 1877 to 1941, provide early 

anthropological accounts of Ainu village structures and lifestyles under Japanese rule. The 

writings of Ainu poets and storytellers can be found from the early twentieth century onwards, 

but much of this material is more focused on preserving past legends than present conditions. 

Similarly, a number of Ainu social activists and leaders, such as Takekuma Tokusaburō (1896-

1951) and Kawamura Kaneto (1893-1977), began to become more visible during this period as 

well, though many of these figures couched their arguments in the assimilationist stances of the 

state in their effort to improve local living conditions rather than (openly) focus on concerns of 

Ainu identity itself. Writings on Ainu society derived from their own perspectives largely came 

into their own during the 1960s and 70s, alongside the emergence of the Ainu indigenous rights 

movement as a political force. However, these later texts share the difficulties that most 

community-building projects of marginalized peoples have in developing a written history, in 

that many seek to construct a broadly acceptable, timeless, and “traditional” Ainu past that 
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emphasizes their separation from the Japanese community.220 Shigeru Kayano (1926-2006), 

mentioned briefly at the end of the last chapter and perhaps the most prominent of these later 

Ainu writers and political figures, is useful for this study, less for his articulation of this distant 

Ainu “past,” but instead of his “present” in coming of age within the Japanese colonial structure 

as it operated in Ezo/Hokkaido during the 1930s and 1940s.221 

One fact that quickly becomes apparent when considering all of these narratives is that 

Wajin conceptualizations of Ainu identity often do not appear to be consistent with one another, 

with various characteristics ascribed to the Ainu waxing and waning in prominence depending 

upon the ideological goals of state and predominant non-state actors alike. Within this chapter, I 

have identified three sets of dominating narratives regarding the Ainu argued by Wajin actors, 

paired by their contemporaneity within the social discourse alongside their seemingly 

incongruous relationship to one another. The three pairings can be roughly associated with three 

sequential periods of 1) the Ainu as majority demographic or in rough parity to the Wajin 

population (pre-1778 to 1840s), 2) the Ainu as a significant minority (1840s-1900s), and 3) the 

Ainu as a very small minority (1900s-1945), though there is significant overlap and these 

narratives build upon one another in their broader application. In this manner, one can see that 

even as these dominating narratives became contested, with many eventually being replaced, 

their targeting of Ainu labor allowed them to exist in a multiplicity. These pairings are all 

examined in tandem with dissenting narratives of Ainu identity, either developed from a close 

reading of foreign observations and studies of material culture or articulated by the Ainu 

themselves.  
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I. The Ainu as both Foreign Barbarians and Japanese 

During the early 1600s, the Matsumae domain was granted legal authority over all 

economic activity occurring in Ezo/Hokkaido. For the native peoples of the region, where the 

vast majority of political authority was located in the village headman and there existed only 

loose associations under particularly wealthy or famous individuals within the Ainu cultural 

sphere, this ruling originally had little direct impact. As David Howell writes, since both 

leadership and bargaining power was spread out amongst a wide multitude of actors amongst the 

Ainu, questions of status became the most important marker of difference within this 

relationship. During the earliest time frame of Matsumae rule, “the head of the Kakizaki house 

[renamed the Matsumae in 1599] had behaved in many respects like an Ainu chieftain, albeit a 

particularly powerful and influential one.”222 Ainu leaders would come to the Matsumae to pay 

respect, in return being received as guests. For a time, trade was conducted on a relatively even 

footing, though this situation was one that gradually began to tip in favor of Wajin actors. 

However, following their defeat in the Shakushain War in 1669, which had been sparked by 

Ainu concerns regarding Wajin intrusion into the region after a short gold rush, growing 

competition over resources, and access to goods, the last actors who could actively resist the 

demands of the Matsumae domain were subjugated by bakufu forces.223 From this point forward, 

the power balance between the two groups began to rapidly shift towards one of Wajin 

dominance and Ainu economic dependence with the meetings for trade becoming ritualized as 
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declarations of obedience and submission, though the Ainu remained capable actors in 

attempting to accrue wealth and maintain self-governance.224 

This commercial imbalance would heavily mark the social structures developing between 

the Wajin and Ainu during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. The Wajin 

population largely remained settled in and around the Ōshima Peninsula, with only limited 

settlements outside of this region.225 However, economically Matsumae influence spread 

throughout the entire coastline region of Ezo/Hokkaido itself, as well as some of the outlying 

islands in the Kurils and into Sakhalin. The historian Brett Walker describes this evolution as 

follows: “Matsumae vassals, under the trade-fief system, built trading posts in the most 

potentially lucrative parts of Ezochi, strategically choosing watersheds, coastal streams, bays, 

and other places near Ainu communities. At the sites they gradually commodified local fauna [so 

that it could] serve the growing market economy in Japan.”226 In this manner the Ainu cultural 

sphere became trapped in a cycle of dependence on the macro-scale, being unable to resist 

militarily Matsumae economic control yet being continually weakened for their place within it. 

The Matsumae domain’s political and economic power rested upon their position as 

arbitrators of trade between the mainland and the foreign Ainu. Thus, the Ainu needed to exist 

consistently as “foreign barbarians” within the dominating narratives of their identity among the 

Japanese for this clan to maintain its power. This is similar to the case of the Ryukyu Kingdom 

which, despite its complete military subservience to the Satsuma domain in Kyushu after 1609, 

and its essentially becoming vassals within the Tokugawa political system, during diplomatic 

missions in Japan, had to emphasize their ‘foreign nature’ through the wearing of Chinese-style 
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garb.227 As argued in Chapter 1, demarcating the center and the periphery through the locus of 

civilization became a key element within emerging notions of national identity in this early 

period. Even though Ryukyu was seen as civilized, it came to be view more as a repository of 

cultural knowledge rather than as a vibrant and realized “modern” polity. Throughout the 

eighteenth century, the Matsumae utilized their power to reify the differences between Wajin and 

Ainu at every point of (highly-visible) interactions. Writing in the 1780s, Mogami Tokunai 

observes: "If [the Ainu] should happen to speak Japanese, the interpreters rebuke them, saying 

that they have committed an unforgivable offence, and demand an indemnity in recompense; 

likewise, if they should wear straw raincoats, straw sandals, or leggings. In all matters the policy 

of not allowing the Ezo [Ainu] to adopt Japanese customs is the law of the Matsumae house."228 

There is a wealth of historical and archaeological evidence that Ainu village units engaged in 

sorghum and millet farming, alongside limited animal husbandry. However, the Matsumae clan 

routinely attempted to prohibit the sale of seed in order to privilege the trade of their imported 

rice and sought to force the Ainu into solely participating in economies of resource extraction 

such as hunting and fishing, being largely successful in doing so in the areas closest to their 

sphere of influence. It is this exploitative commercial relationship that created the highly-visible 

and enduring image of the Ainu as a strictly hunter-gatherer society.229 

Following Russian contact with the Matsumae domain and the Tokugawa bakufu in the 

late eighteenth century, however, the presentation of the Ainu as foreign entities existing outside 

of the Japanese polity and reliant solely upon hunting and gathering suddenly represented a 

threat to the commercial, military, and political interests held by the centers of power within pre-
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Restoration Japan. For their part, the Russians sought to trade with both the Japanese and the 

Ainu, though at the same time local Russian leadership saw the potential in gaining military and 

economic control over the region, much as they had accomplished in coastal Siberia and the 

Aleutian Islands earlier in the century. As such, limited military and missionary outposts were 

established by the Russians in both Sakhalin and the upper Kurils by the late 1700s, including a 

number of regions settled by Ainu. In this manner, Russian actors gradually moved southward 

towards the area controlled by Japanese polities.230 

 A number of responses to the growing Russian influence in the region of Ezo/Hokkaido 

were considered. Matsudaira Sadanobu (1759-1829), a senior counselor and regent to the young 

shogun Tokugawa Ienari (1773-1837) from 1787 to 1793, advocated for policing the areas 

around the island and regulating trade through the relevant authorities without investing 

significantly in direct development. The extent of the early bakufu response would be to break 

off the longstanding Ainu-continental commercial networks into which the Russians had tapped. 

As Herman Ooms writes, the thought was that “a barren and undeveloped island would tempt the 

Russians less than an economically developed one."231 This policy led not only to sustained 

tensions between the Japanese and Russians in the midst of this economic competition, but also 

to the continual decline of Ainu numbers as their traditional commercial relationships outside of 

those with the Wajin were forcibly dismantled. Such policies would once again undergo a radical 

transformation during the early nineteenth century, however. Though at no point previously had 

the Ainu people been considered part of the Japanese polity through their economic vassalage, 

with Ezo being officially separated from Wajin lands by shogunal command, this very state of 
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affairs led Tokugawa officials to fear that the Ainu would turn to the Russians to gain some 

semblance of bargaining power in their relationship with Japan.232 This in turn would give the 

Russian Empire a much stronger foothold in the region. After the bakufu established control of 

eastern Ezo in 1799, a broadly assimilationist agenda began to be (rather unevenly) applied 

amongst the Ainu. New policies were implemented that sought to recast the Ainu as merely 

“uncivilized” Japanese that needed to be protected by the state, from the sponsorship of smallpox 

vaccinations to the encouragement of Japanese culture and styles of agriculture.233 A 1799 

bakufu proclamation to local officials reads as follows: “Teach the [Ainu], in due time, how to 

raise crops and live on cereals and to become used to our ways of life. Even before you teach 

them to cultivate the land, try to change their diet from meat to grain by telling them that grains 

are better than meat.”234 In this way the upending of previously established Wajin 

conceptualizations of the Ainu led to the personal autonomy and lifestyles of the largely 

independent village groups to become the concern of distant administrators. The Ainu suddenly 

needed to assume Wajin identities for the sake of security. 

Before accepting this articulation from the bakufu officials at face value however, one 

must again recognize that the Ainu had already developed agricultural systems, though ones 

different from those being imposed from above. The Ainu would clear a field for use for three to 

five years, before shifting to another plot, allowing them to remain mobile and subsist over a 

large area of land. The region being a northern climate, rice and similar grains could only grow 

in the southernmost areas of the island and other crops that were both less labor intensive and 

more productive were utilized in its stead, with root vegetables, barley, and millet forming large 
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parts of the Ainu agricultural diet.235 As Tessa Morris-Suzuki notes, these agricultural practices 

are consistent not only with those found in the nearby Matsumae-held region of the island at the 

time, but also in other rural Japanese areas such as those found in the island of Sado off of 

western Honshu.236 In conjunction with this, subsistence hunting of deer and rabbit and fishing of 

salmon ensured a relatively stable diet. As might be expected, the agricultural production 

patterns and taboos against meat consumption imported by a new administration with little local 

knowledge met only limited success. In the same manner, other “civilizing” programs developed 

by the bakufu were at best only partly successful in either changing Ainu behavior or promoting 

acceptance of Tokugawa rule. 

 

Figure 4.1. Ainu in “Japanese” dress with traditional native beards, 
Author unknown, c. early 1800s. From Shin'ichirō (1972). 
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A typical reading of Foucauldian biopower might lead us to assume then that, now that 

the Tokugawa bakufu had fully subjugated the Ainu body to their political control and begun to 

reform them into “proper Japanese,” they would maintain this power - for why would the state 

ever give up the potential for management encompassed within this change? Instead one finds 

that by the 1820s court interest, and subsequently bakufu funding, for directly controlling the 

Ainu population waned as Russian attention was drawn elsewhere. In this manner one can see 

that during this period the portrayal of the Ainu as “Japanese” was primarily an articulation for 

external consumption for Russia and more broadly the West, whereas the portrayal of the Ainu 

as the “barbaric other” was one geared towards internal concerns. The Matsumae domain was 

briefly returned to political and economic control over Ezo/Hokkaido in 1821, reinstituting most 

of their previous policies, before the island was once again placed under bakufu control in 1854 

when Western interest in the region returned. These competing interpretations of Ainu identity 

continued to be argued throughout the period. As Japanese control over the region tightened, 

however, shifts in both Ainu and Wajin populations led to the development of several new 

dominating narratives regarding the Ainu. 

II. The Ainu as both Dying and Dispensable 

 From the 1830s onward, Ezo/Hokkaido increasingly became a site of Wajin economic 

activity and labor. David Howell’s study of herring fisheries in the region as a site of early 

capitalism within the late Tokugawa period presents the areas outside of the Ōshima Peninsula as 

seeing increased immigration from mainland Japan.237 Even as the Wajin population increased, 

however, larger and larger proportions of the Ainu were drawn into wage labor in this and 

similar industries. Under both the late Matsumae and bakufu regimes, Ainu livelihoods 
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continued to breakdown through both direct state intervention and the pressures of economic 

necessity. Within his autobiography, Shigeru Kayano devoted an entire chapter of his work to 

relate the story of his grandfather, who was forcibly conscripted by Wajin to work at the 

fisheries, with numerous examples of the physical mistreatment and sexual attacks on Ainu 

women also being noted within this portion of the text. He writes: “Commissioners drafted the 

Ainu as their labor force. Remuneration was minimal and is said to have been one-seventh to 

one-fifth of what was paid to shamo [Wajin]. In this work the Ainu were nothing but slaves.”238 

By the time of the Meiji Restoration in 1868, even the inland mountain Ainu found themselves 

increasingly enveloped within this system, as it was not rare for the development of large-scale 

commercial ventures to displace the Ainu or disrupt their lives - the traditional inland fishing of 

salmon in the streams after they spawned became impossible when Wajin fisheries began to 

catch the salmon directly at the river mouth, for example.239 After leaving behind their 

established communities, Ainu workers along the coasts found that they could easily be replaced 

and cheated of wages. Within the dominating narratives held by the Wajin, the Ainu were 

ultimately represented as a dispensable people. 

English language accounts from Isabella Bird and John Batchelor present these two basic 

types of Ainu settlement during this period, though both of these authors were observing the tail-

end of the effects of these social transformations by the 1870s and 1880s. Largely concentrated 

on the southern coast of Ezo/Hokkaido, the Ainu who operated as part of the wider fishing 

economy often lived in mixed Wajin/Ainu communities. Within these villages, a notable 

separation between the Wajin and Ainu houses was often exhibited, signifying that the Ainu 
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were still very much seen as a separate people.240 These Ainu were placed as generally 

participating in the social world of late Tokugawa and Meiji Japan, in contrast to the diminishing 

mountain Ainu of the interior. These latter Ainu, though still partaking in some elements of the 

material culture of the colonizing regime, were written as living relatively in isolation from the 

Japanese and subsisting through trade, hunting, and limited farming. Of particular note in these 

observations was that these Ainu faced increasing difficulty in their hunting and otherwise 

engaging with their “traditional” lifestyle due to the ongoing settlement and new colonial 

regulations.241 

 

Figure 4.2. Ezo/Hokkaido Ainu vs Wajin Population, 1804-1903, 
Data from Shirayama (1971), Yoshida (1989), The Ainu Museum, “Ainu People - Population”, 

and JSB 2.5 “Population by Prefecture and Sex (1884-2009)” 

 

Exact population numbers for the Ainu in the middle of the nineteenth century vary 

considerably depending upon sources, with estimates of roughly as many as 60,000 to as few as 

20,000. Figure 4.2 above utilizes a lower count due to the available data set, but is clear 

regardless that that the economic disruption brought about by the colonial project, as well as 
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exposure to new diseases through increased contact with foreign peoples, had severe 

consequences for the Ainu community.242 By the early twentieth century, many estimates place 

the population of the Ainu who were gathered as distinct communities as consisting of as few as 

15,000 individuals. This was in the face of increasing Wajin migration following the formal 

annexation of Ezo/Hokkaido and the colonizing projects of the Meiji government. To restate the 

shifts in demographics addressed previously within this thesis and the graph above, the ethnic 

Japanese population in the island by the 1870s numbered about 100,000 individuals. By 1910, 

this immigrant population had expanded to roughly 1.5 million. It is in this decline of the Ainu 

population (and its proportion to the now majority Wajin) that the origins of a second dominating 

narrative for the Ainu during this period began to be articulated: that the Ainu as a race were 

inevitably a people who were “dying out” (horobiyuku). 

Meiji period arguments for denying legitimacy to Ainu claims to the land, along with the 

consistent portrayal of the land as being either barren or unclaimed, were deeply rooted in this 

concept. Through presenting Ezo/Hokkaido as a land that the Ainu had failed to “improve” 

(within the emerging discourses of capital), and with the Ainu themselves declining in 

population, the physical state of Ezo/Hokkaido became representative of the Ainu’s foolishness 

or innate childlike nature, thus necessitating Japanese intervention and stewardship. This is quite 

similar to Western arguments for colonial intervention. For a point of comparison, William 

Cronon writes that in the early American colonial experience in New England, after sustained 

contact with native peoples operating under non-bounded land use systems, colonial leaders 

began to argue that a “people who moved so much and worked so little did not deserve to lay 

                                                           
242 Katsuya Hirano, “Thanatopolitics in the Making of Japan’s Hokkaido: Settler Colonialism and Primitive 

Accumulation,” Critical Historical Studies, Vol. 2, No. 2, (2015), 204. This tension is trusting official numbers is 

very similar to the difficulties found in Native American studies within the histories of the American West, with 

state actors having a vested interested in downplaying the numbers of a native population. 



124 

 

claim to the land they inhabited.”243 As the ideology of a Darwinian “survival of the fittest” 

transitioned out from its biological origins and spread into the sociological discourse throughout 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the ability of a culture or a people to adapt to 

“modern” capital production became representative of their status as “civilized” or not. The 

ideological leaders of the emerging Meiji polity argued the nation’s claims to Ezo/Hokkaido 

along distinctly Western traditions of thought precisely because of the pressing ideological 

necessity to mediate the placement of Japan within the emerging “hierarchy of civilizations” 

being asserted by the Western powers.  

In combining the two previously dominating narratives of the Ainu common among 

Wajin discourses in the earlier period, in representing the Ainu as both “foreign barbarians” and 

as “Japanese-in-training,” the new colonial state was able to both lay claim to the land as well as 

position assimilation (dōka) as a pathway for Ainu survival in the face of their decline - as a 

population if not as a culture. The ethnic group was recast by Japanese anthropologists as a 

holdover of the ancient “Yamato people” who were thought to have originally settled the 

Japanese archipelago, the Ainu now a representation of not only the failure to “modernize” but 

their very ways of life now becoming the “lifestyles of stone-age” peoples.244 This rewriting of 

the direct outcomes of the longstanding Japanese-Ainu power imbalance as simply being a 

natural consequence of world-historical developments, along with cultural differences being 

made evidence of savagery, gave legitimacy to the colonial project and actions of the state. What 

is most evident within this context, however, is how many of the explicitly Ainu-oriented 

projects that the colonial-state engaged in made clear the disposability of the Ainu as people. 
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Though during this period, the Ainu were simultaneous considered to be both a race that was 

“dying out” (and thus being in need of saving) and a people that were dispensable (with Ainu 

poverty and mortality being of only limited concern to Wajin actors), these two 

conceptualizations must ultimately be considered two sides of the same coin. 

Take for example the treatment of the Sakhalin Ainu after the 1875 Treaty of St. 

Petersburg. The terms of the treaty stipulated that Japan would give up its territorial claims and 

settlements in Sakhalin in return for full recognition of Japanese sovereignty over the Kuril 

Islands. The Ainu native to Sakhalin were given the choice to either stay within their homeland 

under the newly imposed Russian regime, where they did not know the culture nor language of 

their new rulers, or to be forcibly deported to Hokkaido if they continued to claim a relationship 

with Japan (and much of the wider Ainu cultural sphere). Contrary to prior government 

promises, rather than being allowed to settle in northern coastal Ezo/Hokkaido, which had a 

similar climate and environment to the land they left behind, the 841 Ainu who were moved to 

the island found that Director Kuroda Kiyotaka of the Hokkaido Development Agency ordered 

their relocation to an inland settlement in the Ishikari plain.245 As Philip Seaton notes, “of those 

who relocated to [the site of] Tsushikari (in Ebetsu city near Sapporo), many died of disease 

before the survivors had the chance to return to Karafuto [Sakhalin] following its reverse to 

Japanese control in 1905.”246 Though officially “protected” by the state through their removal 

from Sakhalin, the attempted reformation of their culture along agricultural lines and the naiveté 

of government approaches left this community with tremendous vulnerabilities. Nearly 350 

people would be killed by cholera and smallpox epidemics in the 1880s and by 1890 Tsushikari 
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was all but abandoned.247 The treatment of the Ainu within Hokkaido proved their ultimate 

dispensability within the colonial framework. 

The Meiji-era programs aimed at the Ainu repeatedly disrupted their lifestyles in order to 

present culturally accepted modes of civilized life and agricultural production. Beyond policies 

which targeted names, language, and appearance, Katsuya Hirano in his analysis of the politics 

of colonial exploitation in Ezo/Hokkaido writes of how even as “Japanese hunters systematically 

slaughtered more than half a million Ezo deer between 1873 and 1878 alone,” the colonial 

government outlawed the use of poison arrows among the Ainu as being “barbaric.”248 

Operations of mass scale capital accumulation were routinely raised above long-established 

community practices. Though Ainu “independence and self-sufficiency” was described (and very 

likely believed at some level) as the end goal of many of these colonial projects which sought to 

promote agriculture and “modern” everyday life, forced relocations of entire Ainu villages were 

undertaken at least twenty times between 1872 and 1902 by a variety of government agencies, 

forcing these communities into dependency on state aid.249 With Hokkaido’s land suddenly being 

commercialized and split into saleable plots by the 1872 Regulations for the Sale and Lease of 

Hokkaido Land (Hokkaidō Tochi Baitai Kisoku) and Land Regulation Ordinance (Jisho Kisoku), 

Ainu land was appropriated from its people and they were divorced from their own knowledge of 

production and sources of labor. Ainu communities were increasingly pushed into marginal 

landscapes where they faced economic and agricultural failure, which only reinforced the 

narratives of their lack of self-sufficiency.250 
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One could argue that these policies established by the Hokkaido Development Agency 

towards the Ainu were in many ways based on the American frontier experiences with their own 

indigenous populations earlier in the century, in large part due to the use of American advisors as 

described Chapter 2. For example, in his 1872 report to the Meiji Government on the proper 

methodology for land regulation and distribution in Hokkaido, Horace Capron directly 

referenced those policies utilized in the American Homestead Act of 1862 regarding the Indian 

Territory, viewing the Ainu as admirable yet child-like in their assumed simplicity.251 These 

provisions were broadly similar to the laws passed above, placing the homesteading allotment 

above the concerns of Ainu land ownership. It is also in these advisors that we can find at least 

some of the backing for the introduction of an “agricultural modernity” among the Ainu. In 

1871, Capron wrote the following to Director Kuroda: “Near Saru is one of the head-quarters of 

the Ainos, consisting of seven villages with a population of about five hundred inhabitants. Their 

occupation is principally fishing and hunting; but I found some traces of agriculture, or rather 

garden culture… Foreign hops imported there would certainly succeed well if the Ainos could be 

induced after proper instruction to devote themselves to this profitable article of commerce.”252 

Ainu agriculture is presented here as a place for their possible reinvention as “modern” citizens, 

rather than as a site of exploitation for these colonized peoples for the ultimate profit of the state. 

 The 1899 Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act (Hokkaidō Kyūdojin Hogohō) 

officially sought to protect the Ainu people through aiding their assimilation along these 

agricultural lines, tying into both the previous “civilizing” projects attempted by the bakufu and 

the Hokkaido Development Agency alongside the emerging ideologies which placed agrarianism 
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as a central point of Japanese civilization.253 The act’s provisions were as follows: Ainu 

households which sought to engage in agriculture could receive grants of up to 5 chō of land, 

with this land being free from all taxes.254 This land additionally could not be mortgaged and any 

land granted that was not cultivated consistently within several years would be returned to the 

state.255 Though this might appear at first to be a generous offer, much of the land made available 

to the Ainu was infertile, with the most desirable agricultural regions having been long since 

seized by the Japanese. Moreover, many of the Ainu continued to sustain themselves in non-

agricultural professions, with men leaving their villages to work in the herring and salmon 

fisheries along the coast, leading to much of this land once again being confiscated by the state 

during the following decade. 

The Ainu experience was but one part of a global ideological discourse regarding the 

ownership of the land and the position of the state. Among colonized peoples, their poverty and 

their own diminishing populations emerged as a principle marker of their “lack of civilization,” 

and thus demanding further colonial governance within this framework. As numbers among the 

Ainu began to bottom out in the early twentieth century, both from mistreatment and 

assimilation, arguments in favor of remaking the Ainu as Japanese for their own “benefit” 

continued to carry strength.256 As the Wajin population within Hokkaido continued to grow, 

however, the concerns of the elite with an ethnic group that was diminishing vastly in 

proportionality began to fall away in the face of the expanding Japanese colonial empire. Instead, 

as the Ainu began to be regarded as Japanese citizens, though of a significantly lower social 
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ranking, their surviving cultural practices began to be seen more as a curiosity rather than a 

threat. 

III. The Ainu as both Citizens and Former Natives 

 To reiterate the expansion of the Japanese state, in 1895, following the First Sino-

Japanese war, Japan annexed the island of Taiwan. In 1905, after Japan defeated Russia in the 

Russo-Japanese War, the state was able to establish control over Southern Sakhalin (Karafuto) 

and force Korea into accepting the status as its protectorate. By 1910 the Korean Empire had 

been officially annexed into the Japanese polity and in 1919 the former German colonies within 

Micronesia had been reorganized as the Japanese mandate for the South Sea Islands (Nan’yō) 

following the First World War. Throughout the 1930s, the Japanese military invaded mainland 

China, including Manchuria, bringing vast areas underneath its rule and proclaiming the 

expansion of the empire with each military action. Each of these populations would face the 

intense pressures of settler-colonialism, state-directed assimilation, and later wartime 

imperialization (kōminka) under the Japanese Empire. How then did the Ainu, as “former 

Aborigines,” and one of the first subject populations within this colonial framework, place 

themselves within this increasingly powerful state? And conversely, how did the Wajin majority 

place this population within their own imagination of the empire? 

Throughout the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, one of the most commonly 

sustained images of the post-Meiji Japanese polity was of the nation as a body, with all of its 

constituent members existing as limbs and organs under the direction of the emperor. This 

framework thus theoretically allowed for a multiethnic component to be developed within the 

Japanese identity, with the Japanese nation (kokumin) no longer directly equating to the ethnic 

“Yamato” people (minzoku). Within the propaganda of this civic nationalism, despite cultural 
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differences, all the subject peoples within the Japanese polity could exist as one family of 

varying ethnicities, so long as they payed proper respect to the imperial system. In reality, a 

racial hierarchy was firmly established with the ethnic Japanese at the very top and with the 

many colonized ethnicities facing severe proscriptions on their cultural practices. Yet as the 

Japanese Empire expanded, directly suppressing the Ainu identity became a much more minor 

concern for the state and other elites. In large part this was simply because the Ainu could no 

longer present a threat to colonial power structures due to the sheer demographics of the 

situation: by 1920, the office of the home ministry registered that the population of Hokkaido 

was counted at roughly 2,400,000. By the very end of the period examined, in 1945, this would 

increase by another million to a little over 3,500,000.257 For comparison, official population 

statistics for the Ainu continued to place the group as numbering only around 15,000 throughout 

the entire period, though again this does not count those Ainu who had removed themselves from 

the few scattered Ainu majority communities and city districts within the prefecture.258  

Within the Japanese polity, Ainu ethnicity instead largely became a descriptor for those 

who lived in Ainu majority areas and appeared as an Ainu to any outsider.  As the boundaries of 

the Japanese nation-state now expanded far beyond Hokkaido, the region was no longer at risk 

from Western powers as many had felt during the late-Tokugawa and early-Meiji periods. As 

such, distinguishing the Ainu as “others” for the external gaze now had little negative 

consequence and could afford the region a substantial tourist industry based on the 

museumification and commodification of the Ainu cultural experience. For example, Benjamin 

Brodsky’s film Beautiful Japan (1918), which was sponsored by the Imperial Japanese 

                                                           
257 Numbers from government sources, JSB, 2-5 Population by Prefecture and Sex (1884-2009), 

https://www.stat.go.jp/english/data/chouki/02.html. 
258 Howell, “Making "Useful Citizens,"” 11.  



131 

 

Government Railways (Teikoku Tetsudō Chō), depicts the Ainu of Shiraoi village holding a 

“bear sending ceremony” (Ainu: iyomante).259 Though the bear was traditionally worshiped 

among the Ainu, and this was indeed a traditional ceremony, it is important to note that this 

specific event was almost certainly a staged performance for the purpose of increasing tourism, 

rather than being done for the benefit of the Ainu within the village itself. Moreover, the 

assumed incentive for incoming tourists would be for the possibility of viewing this ceremony 

in-person themselves. The Ainu as a population had a tremendous the capacity to hold the 

Western imagination, in large part because, due to their prominent beards and lighter 

complexation, they were just as often considered to be a lower race of “Caucasians” rather than 

being Asian. In this manner, the “exotic” nature of the Ainu became a point of sustained interest 

amongst both the Westerners, in the various expositions and world fairs that were common 

during the period, as well as in the Japanese body politic. 

As part of the political landscape now concerned with the sustained pressures of 

maintaining a multi-ethnic empire, articulating the Japanese “self” and “other” in relation to the 

citizenry was of paramount importance to many of the philosophers, administrators, and theorists 

of the day. Despite this continual presentation of the Ainu as “former Aborigines” for external 

consumption, in daily life the Ainu became largely articulated as (lesser) citizens of the Japanese 

state. The 1901 Regulation for the Education of Former Aborigine’s Children established a 

separate Ainu school system, focused on increasing literacy and teaching Japanese customs.260 

By the 1910s and 1920s, there was increasingly a recognition that focusing solely on agricultural 
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development had failed to improve Ainu standards of life and rates of assimilation. During the 

Great Depression, Shigeru Kayano recalls relief programs that were developed and implemented 

for Niputani, a predominantly Ainu town in southern Hokkaido, with villagers being employed 

in such basic activities as spreading pebbles over a newly opened road.261 However, this 

recognition of the Ainu as loyal citizens was also matched through the increasing mobilization of 

Ainu bodies for Japanese imperial goals, with Shigeru himself being put to work as a charcoal 

burner to help feed the industrial war machine during World War II.262 A proportionally large 

number of the Ainu joined the armed forces - among the Japanese soldiers killed in the Battle of 

Okinawa, for example, were thirty-nine Ainu.263 This dichotomy between the two extremes, the 

Ainu both as a highly visible minority utilized for tourism and as assimilated citizens serving the 

Japanese Empire, marked this community’s experience throughout the twentieth century. 

Through the avenues of assimilation, the Ainu became generally accepted as loyal subjects yet 

consistently remained as an “other.” They were not granted equal rights, and even after the 

expansion of the franchise to Ezo/Hokkaido, most Ainu lacked the ability to vote and participate 

in government. The Ainu were denied their places as citizens, being consistently recorded as 

“former natives” on their family registers, even as they were sent to fight and die for the 

Japanese Empire. 

For their own part, the residents of Ainu majority areas found that the anxiety of 

everyday life largely (but not always) trumped concerns of identity. Takekuma Tokusaburō, an 

Ainu school teacher, activist, and associate of John Batchelor, sought to reform Ainu culture 
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through assimilation and over a twenty-year period worked with other Ainu to popularize the 

policy proposals that would lead to a revision of the Ainu Protection Law in 1935.264 The 

Hokkaido Ainu Association (Hokkaidō Ainu Kyōkai) came into being in the 1930s as part of this 

movement, with its main concerns being focused on reorienting state-based economic assistance 

to community self-help, placing Ainu children within the larger Japan-school system as a locus 

for assimilation, allowing local peoples to develop non-agricultural industries, and promoting 

“modern” practices in the place of “traditional” customs which were constantly used to “other” 

the Ainu within the broader Hokkaido community. In many ways, the goals described by this 

group were not much different from the mediated interference of the Japanese state in other rural 

communities at the time.265 However, not all Ainu simply accepted the discourses of assimilation 

as foundational to their search for self-improvement and involvement within the empire.  

In the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, where a group of Ainu were being displayed as a 

lower form of Caucasian peoples, the Ainu participants took the opportunity to meet with 

American Indian groups outside of the fair grounds to both examine their American equivalents 

and be examined themselves.266 Even as larger empires decided their fate, there existed not only 

transnational communication between colonized peoples, but also deliberate attempts to seize 

control of the presentation of their identity. A sense of pride in Ainu heritage allowed for a re-

articulation of both the discourses of the Ainu as a “dying race” and the propaganda of civic 

nationalism: if the Yamato people were the equivalent of the Japanese nation, activist Kawamura 

Kaneto writes, “then it stands to reason that their ancestors, the Ainu, are full-fledged Yamato 
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themselves.”267 Similarly, speaking in response to the views of the governor of Karafuto 

(Sakhalin) at the time, Nukishio Kizō (1908-1985) wrote: “[R]egardless of whether he believes 

that the Ainu are an inferior people and therefore a lower race, thus defining them as unfitted for 

the world of humanity while Wajin are a superior people and well adapted members of humanity, 

to publish such notions publicly causes confusion in the spirits of our sound citizens.”268 The 

racial hierarchy of Japan was acknowledged and fought against, despite its overwhelming power. 

While ultimately few of these local activists placed the Ainu outside of the Japanese state, self-

conceptualizations of the group included the possibility of a new “culturally Ainu yet fully 

Japanese” identity. 

IV. Conclusions 

 Even when considering only the examples provided within this chapter, the sheer range 

of conceptualizations available regarding Ainu labor and identity, as well as the changes in their 

utilization dependent upon majority Wajin anxieties, is notable. Within the span of a century-

and-a-half of direct occupation and colonization, the types of Ainu labor within the dominating 

narratives that were highlighted shifted from “fishing and hunting” under the Matsumae, to 

“farming as good Japanese citizens” under the late bakufu and Hokkaido Development Agency, 

to engaging in cultural tourism and serving as soldiers as part of the Japanese Empire. In contrast 

to this, the labor undertaken in early Ainu agriculture, forced labor in Wajin fisheries, “non-

civilized activities” during the early colonial period, and participation as citizens during the late 

Meiji, Taishō, and Shōwa, each became invisible activities in turn. The boundaries established 

by the successive regimes controlling the region increasingly limited what was acceptable 
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behavior for the Ainu, allowing for the placement of Wajin labor at the forefront of the processes 

by which the island was integrated both physically and conceptually into the wider Japanese 

polity. In this manner, the control of the state over the land became legitimized through its own 

alienation of its indigenous inhabitants. 
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CONCLUSION 

As the labor historian James Kraft writes, “In poststructural terms, the [locality], like 

everything else, is a text to be read, and the reading an exercise in reader subjectivity. The 

[locality] in this formulation becomes a set of signifiers to which individuals assign the signifieds 

to validate their needs or purposes.”269 In such a manner, Ezo/Hokkaido serves as the locus for 

conceptual markers, or signifiers, within the dominating narratives wherein it can ably serve as a 

symbol of the entrenchment of Japanese “modernity” and “state sovereignty.” At the broadest 

level, the he overwhelming success of this project cannot be argued against. Even in the midst of 

World War II, the declarations from Japan’s enemy combatants at the Cairo (1943) and Potsdam 

(1945) conferences both articulate an understanding of the archipelago which placed this island 

as integral to Japan. While the first decried Japanese colonial action as a fundamental cause for 

the war, stating that “Japan shall be stripped of all the islands in the Pacific which she has seized 

or occupied since the beginning of the First World War in 1914," it went on to list out a number 

of colonized territories, including Taiwan, that had been annexed prior to this date.270 

Ezo/Hokkaido, however, receives no such recognition as a colonial site. Article Eight of the 

Potsdam Declaration would go on to further define the anticipated post-war Japan state as being 

narrowly confined to “the islands of Honshu, Hokkaidō, Kyushu, Shikoku and such minor 

islands as we determine [emphasis added].”271  

Even when considering the lack of a vocal advocate for its removal (as in the case of 

Taiwan, with the Republic of China), territories such as Sakhalin and the US-occupied Okinawa 
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(including the Amami Islands at the time) had overwhelmingly ethnic Japanese populations of 

roughly 400,000 and 1,000,000 respectively. In this manner, they can easily be compared to 

Hokkaido, with only had a population of around 3,500,000, far lesser in population than those 

demanded from Germany after the war. Yet while Sakhalin and Okinawa would be removed 

from the mainland, Hokkaido would remain. 

Though this study concludes with end of World War II, the social and economic 

conditions of the island changed irrevocably by the war and are deserving of its own study, but it 

is my belief that the island continues to exist as a colonial site; similar in fashion to such sites in 

the American West, Eastern Russia, and other sites of settler-colonialism. In the last few 

decades, the very concept of the “frontier” as an actuality has been confronted, with an 

increasing recognition of the reality that these areas were invaded and annexed by foreign 

powers rather than merely settled by able frontiersman. Moreover, the lasting effects of these 

histories continue to make themselves known in the everyday life of these colonial regions today. 

The Ainu remain systemically disempowered and routinely face discrimination in economics, 

housing, language, and culture, this being the lived reality of the dominating narratives which 

refuse to acknowledge both their existence and relation to their native landscape. Similarly, the 

Hokkaido of the present continually struggles against the Ezo/Hokkaido of the past, with lasting 

economic and societal disparities making themselves known in everyday life in the imbalance 

between Hokkaido and the rest of the “mainland.” Yet even as the Japanese colonial empire was 

dismantled, post-war developments would see Hokkaido elevated as a main island of the 

Japanese nation-state. As Leo Ching ably describes, stripped of its “colonial” appendages and 

lacking the history of prolonged anti-colonial struggle experienced by other former imperial 

powers, the body of the Japanese nation became “enclosed and delimited” by its new borders, 
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with even the deeply flawed multiethnicity recognized by empire made invisible by its 

dissolution.272 The populations of Koreans and Chinese that remained were to be repatriated and 

Japanese individuals from the colonies were to return to the main islands; the lived reality that 

many of these populations have lived their entire lives in Japan and the colonies respectively 

going unacknowledged. Zainichi Koreans, the Ainu, and other groups were made invisible in the 

post-war period. All that remained of Japan by necessity took on the characteristics of naichi 

within the dominating narratives, regardless of dissenting experiences. Thus, it is only in recent 

years that this interpretation has been challenged, with the Ainu receiving nominal recognition as 

indigenous peoples of Japan from the government in April 2019. 

Though the very first underpinnings of colonial exploitation can be recognized as existing 

since the beginnings of the power imbalance between the Wajin and Ainu in the Ōshima 

Peninsula during the seventeenth century, within “Frontier to Empire: Labor and Agriculture in 

Ezo/Hokkaido, 1788-1945,” I have attempted to articulate how the island faced continual efforts 

to be remade as Japanese in the face of “modernity.” Within this text, the historicity of changing 

ideological claims to the Ezo/Hokkaido have been traced into the Tokugawa period, the very 

images of colonial labor destabilized through a critical analysis of its labor patterns, the locality 

being revealed as a site of continuing colonial violence up until World War II, and the explicit 

state of the Ainu as a colonized people recognized. The dominating narratives of Ezo/Hokkaido 

remain deeply popular in the body politic, much like those of the American West remain today, 

being constantly perpetuated and reiterated by both media and intellectual discourses. Yet, with 

the source of these ideological developments as being ultimately derived from elite anxieties and 

the centrality of such places in the process of determining identity acknowledged, it is also 
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possible for a reinterpretation of Ezo/Hokkaido in the opposite direction to begin within its 

representations in the politics of power. 

On a broader level, Ezo/Hokkaido serves as a clear case-study for the ways in which 

“modernity” in Japan, and indeed in all countries, is a construction of capital development, 

colonialism, and naturalized regimes of bodily control. Unlike what might be assumed from a 

Foucauldian approach, however, these ideals are not always propagated by direct state influence, 

but instead through acceptance and continual reification of dominating narratives amongst the 

body politic and their subsequent effects upon society. To return to Henri Lefebvre, a change in 

the state and its personnel should be seen as ineffective in altering the patterns of social 

production. Instead, real change “must change everyday life.”.273 In the same manner, the 

acceptance of these naturalized understandings of global capital production have become so 

deeply embedded that their strangeness can only be articulated where exploitation is at its most 

grievous. The patterns and effects of “modernization” are as apparent in the slums of 

“Edo/Tokyo” as they are in the locality of “Ezo/Hokkaido,” yet only the colonial construction of 

the latter allows for such a clear window into the development of the state apparatus and 

domination of capital.  

Within Marx, commodity circulation operates as a precondition for the development of 

capital and thus necessarily production, without which circulation would merely exhaust itself.274 

Security (or state sovereignty) thus emerges as part of the liberal structures of capital in 

“modernity” in order to govern such circulation, both bodily and in commodity. From the violent 

practices of securing the borderland to the normalizing dialogues of Ezo/Hokkaido’s “empty 
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land,” the demographic shifts in the region allowed for the visible protection of circulation even 

as the political stakes of such activities were shifted from the real commercial benefits. Japan’s 

historical development in particular offers a fruitful avenue to explore the relationship between 

circulation and governmentality precisely because of the multiplicity of the regimes of control at 

play, these being: state, capital, and military; each asserting itself within the practices of 

everyday life. In extending out the problems encountered within such analyses to be universal to 

the processes of state formation and “modernity,” notions of coloniality, circulation, and security 

call all be examined on the same field. 
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