The History and Organization of Japan's Forty-Seven Prefectures


Most visitors to Tokyo are likely to possess some familiarity with the Japanese national government, especially the prime minister and Diet （国会）.  They probably also possess some notion of Japan's major cities (e.g. Tokyo, Osaka) and realize that the land is partitioned into prefectures.  However, those educated outside of Japan may not have had time to consider all 47 prefectures (都道府県)　and the regions (chihou 地方) they are grouped into.  Such an examination provides useful insight into Japanese geography, history, and politics.  


The 47 prefectures of Japan can be classified in three distinct ways.  One is based on the to, dou, fu, and ken suffix; another is dependent on the region of the country where the prefectures lie; and the last method is based on an identification number.  There is one to (Tokyo), one dou (Hokkaido), two fu (Osaka and Kyoto), and 43 ken.  In addition, there are eight regions (counting Hokkaido as a separate region):  Hokkaido （北海道）, Touhoku　（東北）, Chuubu　（中部）, Kanto　（関東）,  Kinki　（近畿）, Shikoku　（四国）, Chuugoku　（中国）, and Kyuushu　（九州）.  The regions are aggregations of prefectures based on geographic proximity, beginning with Hokkaido in the northeast and ending with Okinawa in the southwest.  Regions apparently are not political entities, although in some cases Diet constituency blocks and regional names coincide. 　A third possible way of organizing the prefectures is via the JIS X 401 code, namely the first two digits of the five-or-six digit (depending on whether a check digit is used) municipality code (全国地方公共団体コード), according to which Hokkaido is labelled "01" and Okinawa is labelled "47".  An example of a full five-digit code is 27141, which indicates Sakai-ku of Sakai-shi (堺市, a city in Osaka prefecture, which is the source of the "27").  In each chihou, each individual prefecture has its own prefectural government.  A large fraction of the names of the cities in which the prefectural offices are (27 out of 47, not counting Tokyo) is simply the name of the prefecture with the suffix shi replacing ken　or fu (for example Saitama-shi for Saitama-ken and Kumamoto-shi for Kumamoto-ken). 


The organization of Japanese lands dates back to the Nara period (奈良時代　７１０－７９４）, when the ritsuryo system, and in particular the Taiho code (律令制度、大宝律令）, enacted the nationalization of all agricultural lands.  There were sixty-seven koku (国、provinces), five hundred and fifty-five gun (郡、districts)　four thousand and twelve gou (郷、villages), and twelve thousand and thirty-six ri (里、hamlets).  In addition, the Konden Einen Shizai Hou (墾田永年私財法、７４３)　enabled previously uncultivated lands to be organized into private estates, called shoen (荘園）,  By the end of the Heian period (平安時代、７９４－１１８５), more than half of all cultivated rice fields were within shoen.  During the Kamakura period (鎌倉時代　１１８５－１３３３）, military officials were appointed to administer all of the above territories, including the shoen.  In the Edo period (江戸時代　１６００－１８６８), the bakuhan system (幕藩体制) was instituted under Tokugawa Ieyasu (徳川家康).  This organization divided the lands between those controlled by central government and those administered by feudal lords.  The system in place today seems to have its origins in the Meiji era (明治時代　１８６８－１９１２）　when there were three major cities, Edo (now Tokyo), Osaka, and Kyou (京、now Kyoto) , designated as fu, five port areas and special administrative areas also designated as fu , and several ken dividing the remainder of the country.  There were also territories referred to as han (藩) left over from the Edo period, which were the domains of the daimyo (大名).  Two of the prominent hans were Satsuma (薩摩、present-day Kagoshima and Miyazaki prefectures) and Choshuu (長州、present-day Yamaguchi prefecture).  However, these became ken after the haihanchiken (廃藩置県) regulation of 1871.  In 1871, there was 1shi （kaitaku-shi 開拓使 now Hokkaido), 3 fu (Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto), and 302 ken.  By 1890, this distribution had changed to 1 chou (Hokkaido), 3 fu (Tokyo, Osaka, and Kyoto), and 43 ken.  In 1943, the prefectural government and civic governments of Tokyo were combined, and the allotment was: 1 to (Tokyo), 2 chou (Hokkaido and Karafuto, which is to the north of Hokkaido), 2 fu (Kyoto and Osaka), and 43 ken.  From 1971 onward, the numbers have been 1 to, 1 dou, 2 fu, and 43 ken. 

   The prefectural governments consist of executive and legislative branches.  The primary officials in the executive branch are the governor (chiji or 知事) and lieutenant governor (fukuchiji or 副知事).　　Within the executive branch, there is also:  a treasurer, public enterprises such as the water department, and several committees known as iinkai (委員会).  Some examples of the iinkai are those which oversee education, public safety, and labor.  The legislative branch consists of the prefectural assembly (gikai or 議会).  For the assembly, there is a designated moderator called the gichou (議長) and an oversight committee again known as the iinkai .  Both the governor and the members of the assembly are selected to serve four-year terms via popular election.  Duties of the prefectural officials include drafting of the budget, financial reporting, and the administration of public facilities.  One of the more well-known elected administrators is the current governor of Tokyo, Shintaro Ishihara (石原新太郎), who was a widely-read author prior to assuming the governorship.  


The political and geographic divisions of Japan constitute an area of study which subsumes both the past and present.  Thus, familiarity with the forty-seven todoufuken provides another perspective on the development of the polity.  Such research also provides a useful lesson about the mechanisms of modern civic government.  The Tokyo prefectural government is based in western Shinjuku, so residents of Tokyo from overseas can visit and view at least the externals of the local bureaucracy.  Spread across four major islands and home to over one hundred and twenty-seven million people, Japan's prefectures offer a myriad of facets to be explored. 
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