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Dedicated to the souls of whales

NOTES ON THE TEXT

All translations were made by the author in the form of paraphrases (not as
literal translations) in order for the translations to make sense in English. For
instance, the word “kuyo-to” literally means a “memorial tower,” but this
book gives it different translations depending on the nature of the monument. When the monument was erected in a temple and was made in the
style of a stupa (a memorial stone in Buddhism), the word is translated as
“memorial stupa.” In turn, when a monument was created in a park or at
the shore, it is translated as “cenotaph” or “memorial tower” (for a taller
one).
Regarding spelling in Japanese, the Hepburn style is primarily used, with
macrons, but macrons are not used for words known in English without
macrons, as in Kyoto and Tokyo. Another exception is that “n” is not
converted to “m” for words where it precedes “b, m, and n”; for example,
Tenp
o era, instead of Temp
o era (names for Japanese newspapers, such as
Asahi Shimbun, are given ‘as is’ because they are their ofﬁcial English
names). Also, names of Japanese persons are given with the surname ﬁrst,
except for those who use the reversed order in English. Honoriﬁc preﬁxes,
such as doctor and mister, are not used in the text.
As with reading archival documents, deciphering the inscriptions on
whale gravestones and monuments presented a challenge (many of the
engravings have weathered away and become illegible). In fact, the more
one reads documents on whale graves, the more contradictions and dis-
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crepancies one ﬁnds. The study is complicated by the fact that the date of
the inscriptions was recorded in the old calendar system, in which the
imperial era name, as well as the lunar calendar, was used. The imperial
era frequently changed during medieval times, and there are as many as
thirty-six imperial eras for the Edo period (1603–1868) alone. Many of the
names are similar and are easy to confuse with one another. Also, the lunar
calendar usually lags a month (sometimes two months) behind the Gregorian calendar. For this book, the date was translated into the Gregorian
calendar wherever possible.
In addition, the old age counting system (kazoe) used in Japan confuses
the dates of birth of Buddhist monks or the dates of memorial services
given for whales by Buddhist temples. For instance, the third-year anniversary memorial service is actually held on the second-year anniversary
day of the death. For this book, sources were cross-examined and the
kazoe date was adjusted to the Gregorian calendar wherever possible.
When the exact date could not be determined, this book provides two
dates, as in 1654/1655.
Further, the recent nationwide drastic changes in names of places add
much confusion to the research. Due to the “Great Mergers of the Heisei
[Era]” that began in 1999 and peaked in 2005, a number of existing cities,
towns, and villages were abolished and absorbed into newly created ones.
As of April 13, 2016, there are a total of 1718 cities, towns, and villages in
Japan—790 cities, 745 towns, and 183 villages. This total number is a
1514 decrease from March 31, 1999—a 120 increase for cities, a 1249
decrease for towns, and a 385 decrease for villages. The problem is that
most of the newly created municipalities were named without much regard
to the names of the previous ones with roots that reﬂected their local
history.1
Consequently, the names for the new municipalities have lost the “colors
of history” and traditional identities, and it is difﬁcult to ﬁgure out the
location of places by their new names. As documents on whale graves and
monuments record the locations throughout Japan with the pre-Heisei
merger names, matching the old names with the new unfamiliar ones
presented a challenge.2
Citation numbers for sources of information are normally given at the
end of each paragraph, instead of at the end of each sentence, in order to
enhance the smooth reading of the text and also to limit the number of

NOTES ON THE TEXT

ix

citations. Regarding online sources, the dates of actual access are given
unless the sources give the posting dates.

NOTES
1. “‘Heisei no dai-gappei’ tettei tsuiseki” (Full Investigation of “Great Mergers
of Heisei [Era]”), April 13, 2016, http://www.8toch.net.gappei/
2. Ibid.
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Note: The numbers correspond to those in Table A.1
Source: Constructed by author from blank map of East Asia, courtesy of
Daniel Dalet, http://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car¼77&lang¼en
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In nature one form of life must always prey upon another. However, human
consciousness holds an awareness of, and sympathy for, the will of other beings to live.
An ethical human strives to escape from this contradiction so far as possible.
—Reverence for Life, Albert Schweitzer (1923)

On March 31, 2014, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled that
Japanese whaling operations in the Antarctic Ocean were not for “scientiﬁc
research” but were de facto commercial whaling. Japan thus lost the case
that the Australian government had ﬁled in May 2010. The Japanese
government responded immediately by stating that it would abide by the
ruling. This is not news. Earlier in 1982, the International Whaling Commission (IWC), based in Cambridge, England, which was established under
the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (ICRW) in
1946, adopted a regulation to implement a moratorium on commercial
whaling beginning in the 1985–1986 season. However, along with other
whaling countries such as Norway and Russia, the Japanese government,
which had joined the IWC in 1951, objected to its decision.1
The IWC has no power to enforce its decisions on its members, and any
member nation can opt out of any speciﬁc IWC regulation by submitting a
formal objection to it. Canada even withdrew from the IWC entirely in 1982.
Japan in the end succumbed to international pressure (of the United States
speciﬁcally) and withdrew its objection and stopped commercial whaling
completely in the Antarctic in 1986. Nevertheless, Japan soon began whaling
© The Author(s) 2018
M. Itoh, The Japanese Culture of Mourning Whales,
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operations in the Antarctic in 1987 under the “scientiﬁc research” provision
of the ICRW (which also allows whaling under the “aboriginal-subsistence”
provision). The “scientiﬁc research” provision allows governments to issue
special permits to their citizens to engage in whaling for purposes of scientiﬁc
research. Japan also began small-type “scientiﬁc research” whaling in the
Japanese coast and off northwestern Paciﬁc Ocean in 1994.2
Thus, unlike other whaling countries, such as Norway, Iceland, and
Russia, that had opted out of the moratorium on commercial whaling and
have engaged in commercial whaling on their own, Japan has engaged in
“scientiﬁc research” whaling through the management of a governmentsupported non-proﬁt organization, the Institute of Cetacean Research
based in Tokyo. In turn, international environment protection groups,
such as Greenpeace and the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society,
condemned the Japanese government asserting that it was allowing commercial whaling in the name of the “scientiﬁc research.” Their anti-Japanese
whaling campaigns escalated to the extent that they attacked the Japanese
whaling factory-ship Nisshin-maru in the Antarctic Ocean in 2006 and
2007. Then came the ICJ’s ruling of 2014. These controversies are public
knowledge.3

JAPANESE CLASSICAL WHALING
Little known is the fact that the Japanese have had a tradition of whaling
since ancient times. The Man’yō-sh
u , the anthology of poems that was
compiled from the late seventh century to the late eighth century, uses
the word isana-tori (“isana” literally means “brave ﬁsh” and refers to whale,
while “tori” means “to catch”) in describing the ocean. This suggests that
the Japanese had already engaged in a rudimentary form of whaling by the
Nara period (710–794). However, the practice remained sporadic.4
Centuries later, with the invention of manual harpoons in the late
sixteenth century, Japanese classical whaling began in earnest at the beginning of the seventeenth century during the Edo period (1603–1868).
Unlike modern Western-style whaling, Japanese classical whaling only
involved coastal whaling, catching whales that migrated off the Paciﬁc
Ocean or the Sea of Japan and using only rudimentary tools. Moreover,
what is almost unknown to the non-Japanese speaking world is the fact that
the Japanese conducted ceremonies after the deaths of whales and took care
of their “afterlives.”5
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JAPANESE CULTURE OF MOURNING THE DEATHS OF WHALES
The memorial rites for whales began with creating whale graves by burying a
part of their bones and erecting gravestones. Then, the Japanese conducted
funeral services and mourned their deaths according to the Buddhist percept. Afterwards, they performed seasonal and annual memorial services for
whales and continued to pray that their souls would rest in peace in heaven.
They also erected memorial stupas (cenotaphs created at Buddhist temples
and elsewhere) for whales and continued to pray that their souls would
attain the enlightenment of Buddha. Surprisingly, these memorial rites have
been observed not only in whaling communities but also in non-whaling
communities where villagers caught whales that had been stranded ashore.
Even more surprisingly, after the classical whaling had ended more than
a hundred years ago, the Japanese have maintained this tradition to this
day.6

LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature in English
There is a diverse literature in English on whaling in general and on Japanese
whaling in particular. Some of the notable recent works on whaling include
The International Politics of Whaling (1997) written by Peter J. Stoett;
Trying Leviathan: The Nineteenth-Century New York Court Case That Put
the Whale on Trial and Challenged the Order of Nature (2007) and The
Sounding of the Whale: Science and Cetaceans in the Twentieth Century
(2012), both by D. Graham Burnett; and Unveiling the Whale: Discourse on
Whales and Whaling (2009) by Arne Kalland. Meanwhile, two books in
English have been published on Japanese whaling: Japanese Whaling: End
of an Era (1992) by Arne Kalland and Brian D. A. Moeran, and Whaling in
Japan: Power, Politics, and Diplomacy (2009) by Jun Morikawa.7
There are also two book chapters on Japanese whaling: “Japanese Perceptions of Whales and Dolphins” by Arne Kalland in John Knight, ed., Wildlife
in Asia: Cultural Perspectives (2004); and “The Ambivalence of Whaling:
Conﬂicting Cultures in Identity Formation” by Jessamyn R. Abel in George
M. Pﬂugfelder and Brett L. Water, eds., JAPANimals: History and Culture in
Japan’s Animal Life (2005).8
None of the entries above mention Japanese belief systems about whales
or memorial rites for whales, with the exception of works by Arne Kalland.
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In addition, there is a conference proceeding entitled Small-Type Coastal
Whaling in Japan: Report of an International Workshop published by the
Boreal Institute for Northern Studies, the University of Alberta (1988),
which has a short chapter, “Whaling Beliefs and Japanese Worldview.”
Although this publication does not provide the author’s name for each
chapter, the twelve participants in this workshop include such prominent
anthropologists and Japanologists as Tomoya Akimichi, Pamela J. Asquith,
Harumi Befu (deceased), Theodore C. Bestor, Milton M. R. Freeman,
Helen Hardacre, Arne Kalland, and Brian D. A. Moeran. The signiﬁcance
of this highly specialized study is unquestionable, but some of the content is
now outdated. More recently, Bones of Contention: Animals and Religion in
Contemporary Japan (2012) by Barbara R. Ambros touches on the subject.9
Accordingly, there is no book in English, to the knowledge of this
author, that has devoted its entirety to the study of Japanese whaling culture
in general, let alone the Japanese memorial rites for whales speciﬁcally.
Regarding academic journal articles, only one article in English has examined Japanese memorial rites for whales for one speciﬁc locale, “Prayers for
the Whales: Spirituality and Ethics of a Former Whaling Community—
Intangible Cultural Heritage for Sustainability” (2007) by Kumi Kato.10
Literature in Japanese
In comparison, literature on Japanese whaling in general as well as on the
Japanese whaling culture abounds. Regarding classical literature, Saikai
geigei-ki (Record of Whaling in West Sea), compiled by Tanimura Y
uzō in
1720, is considered the oldest solid study of whaling, chronicling classical
whaling also in the Kinki and Inland Sea regions. This was followed by the
publication of Geishi-kō (Manuscript on History of Whaling), compiled by
Ōtsuki Seijun in 1808. This six-volume work is the oldest encyclopedia of
whaling in Japan.11
In the latter twentieth century, notable publications came out, which
include Nihon hogeishi-wa (History of Japanese Whaling, 1960) by Fukumoto
Kazuo; Saikai geigei-ki (Record of Whaling in the West Sea, 1980) by HiradoCity Board of Education; Kujira to hito no minzoku-shi (Ethnography of
Whales and People, 1994) by Tomoya Akimichi; Kujira to hogei no bunkashi (Cultural History of Whales and Whaling, 1994) by Morita Katsuaki. This
was followed by Kujira-tori no keifu: Gaisetsu Nihon hogei-shi (Genealogy of
Whaling: Introduction to the History of Japanese Whaling, 2001) by
Nakazono Shigeo; Kujira to Nihonjin (Whales and the Japanese, 2003) by
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Ohsumi Seiji, then director general of the Institute of Cetacean Research; and
Kujira sono rekishi to bunka (History and Culture of Whales, 2005) by
Komatsu Masayuki, former ofﬁcial at Japan’s Fisheries Agency and acting
Japanese representative to the IWC; and Kujira-tori e-monogatari (Picture
Tales of Whaling, 2009) by Nakazono Shigeo and Yasunaga Hiroshi.12
Further, Watanabe Hiroyuki added a sociological perspective to the
subject in Hogei-mondai no rekishi shakaigaku: Kingendai Nihon ni okeru
kujira to ningen (Historical Sociology of Whaling Problems: Whales and
People in Modern Japan, 2006). In addition, there are a plethora of documents, such as the ofﬁcial history of local classical whaling, compiled by local
governments respectively, where classical whaling bases had existed.13
Regarding the Japanese culture of mourning the deaths of whales speciﬁcally, Shindō Naosaku made a pioneering study in Seto-naikai no kujira
no kenky
u (Study of Whales in the Inland Sea, 1968) and Seto-naikai sh
u hen
no kujira no kenky
u (Study of Whales Surrounding the Inland Sea, 1970).
Following in the footsteps of Shindō, a scholar at Tokyo University of
Fisheries (currently Tokyo University of Marine Science and Technology),
Yoshihara Tomokichi visited most of the ﬁshing communities in Japan that
are known to have preserved whale graves and monuments and updated the
data collected by Shindō. Yoshihara’s extensive ﬁeld research culminated in
“Kujira no haka” (Graves of Whales), which was compiled in Nihon
minzoku bunka shiryō sh
u sei (Collection of Documents on Folklore Culture
in Japan, 1997) edited by the renowned Japanese anthropologist Tanigawa
Ken’ichi.14
In his painstaking and tireless study, Yoshihara identiﬁed about sixty
whale graves and monuments in Japan. However, he omitted some of the
signiﬁcant ones because information was limited when he conducted his
research. Actually, the total number in earlier times would have been more
than 100, because many have decayed and disappeared.15

SCOPE OF THIS BOOK
The purpose of this book is not to study modern Japanese whaling. Instead,
this book examines the lesser-known aspects of Japanese whaling, speciﬁcally the cultural and religious aspects of Japanese classical whaling regarding how Japanese mourned the deaths of whales. Given the paucity of
studies in English of Japanese classical whaling and its culture, this book
also mentions other aspects of Japanese whaling culture, such as folklore
legends about whales, as well as the history of Japanese classical whaling,
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and thereby ﬁlls the vacuum in studies in English of Japanese whaling. For
this purpose, this book investigates various forms of memorial rites for
whales, as manifested in whale graves, cenotaphs, and other monuments.
Unfortunately, many of the whale graves and monuments do not exist
today because they have weathered away due to exposure to high waves and
inclement weather; however, this book tries to be as exhaustive as possible
(updating the existing data collected by Yoshihara Tomokichi and others)
and studies all of the known cases for which records and relics of memorial
rites for whales have been preserved. This author visited about a dozen
ﬁshing communities in Japan (most of which were located in remote regions
with difﬁcult access by public transportation) and interviewed ofﬁcials at
local whale museums and temple head priests. There are also monuments
for other marine mammals, including dolphins (marine mammals were
considered species of ﬁsh). This book includes these cases because information about them is rare.
It will be best to examine the subject matter in the eight regions of Japan
from northeast to southwest—in the order of the Hokkaidō Region, the
Tōhoku Region (northeastern Honsh
u, the largest island of Japan), the
Kantō Region (central-eastern Honsh
u), the Ch
ubu Region (central
Honsh
u), the Kansai-Kinki Region (central-western Honsh
u), the
Ch
ugoku Region (western Honsh
u), the Shikoku Region (Shikoku Island),
and the Ky
ush
u Region (Ky
ush
u Island). This study excludes Okinawa
prefecture, because the region was an independent state—the Ry
uky
u
Kingdom—and few documents are available about whaling there. It had a
suzerain-vassal relationship with Satsuma province and the Tokugawa shogunate government after Satsuma province invaded the kingdom in 1609,
but remained a tributary state of China. Then, in 1872, the Meiji government incorporated the islands into Japan as Ry
uky
u province at ﬁrst and
then as Okinawa prefecture in 1879.
Similar names for gravestones and for memorial rituals for whales are cited
throughout Chaps. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9, and this might give an impression of
repetitiousness. However, references to similar names are inevitable, because
this is the ﬁrst comprehensive study in English of memorial rites for whales in
Japan. The existence of similar monuments and services in different regions is
actually a testament to the fact that ﬁshing communities in various parts of
Japan shared the same sentiments toward whales and mourned in similar ways
the deaths of the whales they had caught.
Japanese whaling culture is remarkably rich, and many of its “relics” are
designated as tangible and intangible cultural assets of the nation or local
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governments. For instance, there are several picture scrolls vividly depicting
scenes of classical whaling. One of them, Nankai tokugei zue (Picture of
Whaling in the South Sea), is preserved at the New Bedford Whaling
Museum in Massachusetts, which was a major American whaling base,
along with Nantucket.16
Regarding intangible cultural assets, there are whale dances and whale
songs, as well as folklore legends about whales in many ﬁshing communities.
Among them, the culture of mourning the deaths of whales stands out
because it directly concerns such profound matters as reverence for life and
benevolence for life and death that many religious people, including Albert
Schweitzer, have contemplated. It is an epitome of how the Japanese dealt
with the contradiction of taking the lives of other animals for their own
survival and how they tried to coexist with nature.
* *

*

The sorrowful relation between the whalers and whales is poignantly
expressed in the poem written by Kaneko Misuzu (April 1903–March
1930), who grew up in a former whaling community in Senzaki, Yamaguchi
prefecture (see Chap. 7):
“Kujira-hōe” (Memorial Service for Whales)
A memorial service for whales, in the late spring,
when the ﬂying ﬁsh are caught in the sea.
When the sound of the bell at a temple by the beach
reverberates across the sea,
When ﬁshermen in the village hurry to the temple by the beach
wearing formal kimono jackets,
A lone whale calf hears the sound of the bell in the sea,
and cries out loud, missing its dead father and mother.
I wonder how far the sound of the bell reverberates across the sea.17

(In reality, a whale calf cannot survive without its mother.) What was it
about the belief system of Japanese ﬁshing villages that infused a sense of
benevolence into the deaths of the whales they had caught? What was the
culture that nurtured the pure mind of Kaneko Misuzu, who embraced
genuine empathy for whales? This book is a “pilgrimage” in search of that
spirit.
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hogei-shi hensan-iinkai, ed., Kumano no Taiji: Kujira ni idomu machi (Taiji,
Kumano: Town That Challenges Whales), Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1965, 4–16.
5. Ibid. (both).
6. Boreal Institute for Northern Studies, ed., Small-Type Coastal Whaling i00n
Japan: Report of an International Workshop, Edmonton, Alberta: Boreal
Institute for Northern Studies, the University of Alberta, 1988, 53–54.
7. Peter J. Stoett, The International Politics of Whaling, Vancouver: UBC
Press, 1997; Arne Kalland, Unveiling the Whale: Discourse on Whales and
Whaling, New York: Berghan Books, 2009; D. Graham Burnett, Trying
Leviathan: The Nineteenth-Century New York Court Case That Put the
Whale on Trial and Challenged the Order of Nature, Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2007 and The Sounding of the Whale: Science
and Cetaceans in the Twentieth Century, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2012; Arne Kalland and Brian Moeran, Japanese Whaling: End of an
Era, London: Curzon Press, 1992; Jun Morikawa, Whaling in Japan: Power,
Politics, and Diplomacy, New York: Columbia University Press, 2009.
8. Arne Kalland, “Japanese Perceptions of Whales and Dolphins,” in John
Knight, ed., Wildlife in Asia: Cultural Perspectives. London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2004, 73–87; Jessamyn R. Abel, “The Ambivalence of
Whaling: Conﬂicting Cultures in Identity Formation,” in George
M. Pﬂugfelder and Brett L. Water, eds., JAPANimals: History and Culture
in Japan’s Animal Life, Ann Arbor, MI: Center for Japanese Studies,
University of Michigan, 2005, 315–340.
9. Boreal Institute for Northern Studies, ed., “Whaling Beliefs and Japanese
Worldview,” 52–65; Barbara R. Ambros, Bones of Contention: Animals and
Religion in Contemporary Japan, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press,
2012, 57–62.

INTRODUCTION

9

10. Kumi Kato, “Prayers for the Whales: Spirituality and Ethics of a Former
Whaling Community—Intangible Cultural Heritage for Sustainability,”
International Journal of Cultural Property (2007), No. 14, 283–313.
11. “Kujira: Nihon no koshiki-hogei to zusetsu” (Whales: Japanese Classical
Whaling and Illustrations), 2011, http://www.lib.u-tokyo.ac.jp/tenjikai/
tenjikai2011/kujira.html
12. Fukumoto Kazuo, Nihon hogeishi-wa (History of Japanese Whaling), Tokyo:
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CHAPTER 2

Historical Background

The Japanese engaged in classical whaling (koshiki hogei) for more than
three hundred years, from the late 1500s to the early 1900s. Japanese
classical whaling differed in many ways from modern whaling. The former
was coastal whaling (kinkaki hogei) and thus was limited to operations in
coastal areas using rowboats and rudimentary tools such as manual harpoons and hand-knit ﬁshing nets. In contrast, the latter involves large-type,
pelagic whaling (open-sea, long-distance whaling, or enyō hogei) employing
a ﬂeet of factory ships and several catchers equipped with bomb lance
harpoons and guns, which were invented by Svend Foyn in 1870—the
“Norwegian method.”1
In addition, other than classical whalers, Japanese ﬁshermen in
non-whaling communities took part in so-called “passive whaling” as they
caught whales that had been separated from their pods and had drifted into
local bays, or those that were stranded ashore after being chased by orcas
(killer whales). Pods of whales passed through the Paciﬁc Ocean and the Sea
of Japan during their migration seasons. They migrated from the south to
the north in the spring after female whales gave birth in warm waters
(“nobori kujira,” the ascending whales) and then migrated back to the
south in the fall (“kudari kujira,” the descending whales).2
Accordingly, Japanese classical whalers engaged in coastal whaling only
during whales’ migration season. They were seasonal rather than fulltime
whalers, who worked as ordinary ﬁshermen for most of the year. They
normally lived at a subsistence level, because the terrain in ﬁshing communities was not suited to produce rice, the Japanese staple. This was also true
© The Author(s) 2018
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for most of the professional members of classical whaling guilds, with the
exception of a few families that had organized large whaling guilds.
Although there is a saying, “The catch of a whale made seven bay villages
prosper,” the prosperity brought by the catch was only temporarily.3
While a few amimoto (owner/managers of boats and ﬁshing equipment)
enjoyed a wealthy lifestyle during good seasons, they soon fell into debt
during bad seasons because the maintenance of whaleboats and equipment
cost dearly. In turn, local provinces imposed high taxes on catches of whales,
because they brought an enormous amount of revenue, so whale guild
heads often borrowed money from private lenders (an early form of
banks) and also sought for ﬁnancial assistance from the province.4

FOUR MAJOR CLASSICAL WHALING BASES
Toward the end of the sixteenth century, active large-type whaling using the
manual harpoon method (tsukitori-hō) emerged. Some of the earliest classical whaling guilds were organized in Owari (the western part of the
current Aichi prefecture) around 1570–1573, in Ogawa Island (Saga prefecture) in 1594, and then in Taiji (Wakayama prefecture) in 1606. In the
seventeenth century, the manual harpoon method spread through wider
regions of Japan, and four major classical whaling bases were established:
the Kish
u Classical Whaling Base in Taiji (in current Wakayama prefecture),
the Chōsh
u Kitaura Classical Whaling Base in Kayoi on Ōmi Island, Nagato
(Yamaguchi prefecture), the Tosa Classical Whaling Base in Muroto (Kōchi
prefecture) on Shikoku Island, and the Saikai Classical Whaling Base that
encompassed Yobuko (Saga prefecture) and Ikitsuki Island (Nagasaki prefecture) in Ky
ush
u.5
Then, in 1675, Wada Kakuemon in Taiji revolutionized Japanese classical whaling by inventing a net method (amitori-hō), in which a number of
chaser boats surrounded a whale on three sides and chased it toward large
nets. This was much more effective and less labor-intensive than the manual
harpoon method. As Wada did not monopolize his invention, the net
method spread rapidly throughout western Japan, so that the net method
combined with the harpoon method became the dominant form of whaling
in the Tosa and Saikai Classical Whaling Bases.6
Meanwhile, whalers in the Chōsh
u Kitaura Classical Whaling Base developed a simpler net-drive method, in which they drove a whale into a bay and
then closed the bay by casting nets. The ﬁshermen in Ine, Kyoto prefecture,
adopted this net-drive method. Elsewhere, in Katsuyama, in Awa (southern
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part of Chiba prefecture), whalers continued to use the manual harpoon
method and maintained its tradition of catching Baird’s beaked whales since
the early seventeenth century, because Baird’s beaked whales tend to dive
deep in the sea and the net method was unsuitable to catch them.7

WHALES CAUGHT BY JAPANESE CLASSICAL WHALERS
Japanese classical whalers identiﬁed six major species of whales to be
hunted: blue whales, ﬁn whales, North Paciﬁc right whales, humpback
whales, sei whales, and sperm whales. Because they were easier to catch,
the North Paciﬁc right and sperm whales were most frequently taken (also
by American whalers). Unlike larger whales, such as blue whales and ﬁn
whales, these medium-sized whales do not sink after being killed. The
English name for right whales derives from the fact that they were the
“right” whales to hunt, because they were easy to catch. In turn, the Japanese
name for right whales is “semi-kujira” (lit., “whale with a beautiful back”),
because they have a smooth back without a dorsal ﬁn. The Japanese also
caught gray whales and Baird’s beaked whales.8
The introduction of the net method enabled the Japanese to catch
humpback whales—which are fast swimmers and sink after death—and sei
whales. Nevertheless, blue whales and ﬁn whales were simply too big for
classical whalers, and they could only watch a pod of blue whales or ﬁn
whales migrating off the coast of Japan. Therefore, Japanese ﬁshermen only
caught blue whales and ﬁn whales that were stranded ashore.9
Thus, as the Inuit in North America did for centuries, the Japanese
ﬁshermen-whalers engaged in seasonal whaling equipped only with rudimentary tools. It was a daunting task for small Japanese men to confront a
huge creature in the sea. This was especially the case for the hazashi (lit.,
“blade thruster”), who risked his life each time by being the ﬁrst crewman to
jump onto the whale’s back, naked in the freezing water, to make a cut in
the whale’s blowhole through which a ﬁshing net was tied. Because of the
sheer size and might of whales, Japanese ﬁshermen-whalers held them in
awe and admired them.10
Today, the Inuit are still permitted to catch whales under the “aboriginal-subsistence” provision of the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (ICRW). Accordingly, the Japanese government has
requested that small-type coastal whaling (STCW) conducted in several
Japanese ﬁshing communities be recognized as “aboriginal-subsistence”
whaling under the ICRW. However, this was rejected. Nevertheless, there

