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Research Trends in Kitamaebune Research:
From Maritime History to Critiques of Colonialism

NAKAHARA Satoe®

Abstract

This paper examines the development of kitamaebune scholarship, tracing its
trajectory from early studies to the most recent research. Initial work, conducted
largely by local historians and specialists, focused on regional history and the role
of the kitamaebune in local communities. Subsequent research shifted toward
maritime history and the business practices of shipowners, highlighting the
distinctive features of the kitamaebune trade system. In recent years, the analytical
framework has expanded to encompass global and relational perspectives,
emphasizing the transregional networks formed through kitamaebune trade. This
has extended the scope of inquiry beyond conventional discussions of domestic
maritime transport within the Japanese archipelago to include connections with
the Ryukyu Islands, Qing China, and Russia. Such perspectives also create space
to reconsider the historical relationship between the Ainu and the Japanese (Wajin),
leading to renewed empirical scrutiny of the colonialist dimensions embedded
in the kitamaebune trade. By systematically reviewing these shifts in focus and
methodology, this paper clarifies the evolution of perspectives in kitamaebune

research and evaluates the associated scholarly contributions.
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