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The Structure Supporting Power in Kofun-Period Society
without Cities:

The Integration of Spatially Divided Politics, Rituals, and Funerary Practices
through Prestige-goods Circulation

Naoto TERAMAE*

The formation of cities in the Japanese archipelago, based on Gordon Childe’s criteria, can be
identified as having developed as trading hubs from the mid-Yayoi period onward. However,
despite the emergence of greater political power, the presence of cities became rather scarce in the
subsequent Kofun period.

This paper analyzes the factors behind this phenomenon using archaeological data and historical
texts such as the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki. The findings suggest that maintaining essential supplies
of water, fuel, and food was difficult given the technological and social conditions of the time.
Furthermore, inadequate infrastructure likely led to outbreaks of epidemics and other issues,
prompting the search for a new system of governance that did not rely on urban centers. As a result,
unlike in the Eurasian continent, where power functions were concentrated in cities, the Kofun
period developed a unique system in which these functions were divided into three distinct
locations: (1) kofun construction sites, which served as short-term settlements and market spaces;
(2) small-scale, temporary palaces (yake), which functioned as political centers; and (3) religious
sites (yashiro), which also served as ritual centers with attached workshops for crafting ceremonial
objects(prestige-goods).

What connected these spatially dispersed locations was the frequent exchange of rare prestige-
goods, particularly non-utilitarian burial items found in kofun, along with ritual feasting. This cycle
of prestige-goods exchange played a crucial role in linking individuals and groups living apart in a
society without urban centers, providing a platform for mutual recognition of social status and

authority.

Keywords

Urbanization, Japanese Archipelago, Yayoi Period, Kofun Period, Prestige-goods

* Komazawa University
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