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Amino (1987) identifies three principles or elements characterizing “urban
place” kugai (IX5%) , muen (E#%) |, and raku (%) . 1 will explain below what
these terms mean, but first let me note that they are indigenous historical concepts
that emerged in Japan during the medieval period. Together they form a set of
mutually reinforcing and interdependent social concepts. In the present day, however,
their use is rare (at least in the senses described below).

The concept of Kugai (23 5) perhaps resembles most closely the public
sphere known in Europe. Derivationally, the word is a compound of two
elements: ku (also more commonly pronounced kou (/%) ) meaning “public,”
and gai (5%) (more usually pronounced kai (%) ) meaning “realm” or “world.”
As in English, the word kou ( 7% ) can refer either to the notion of public
authority (i.e. the state), or to the “public” of the “public sphere” (which is
independent of the state). Kugai (ZA5) refers to the latter sense of the “public.”
At the end of the medieval period and beginning of the early modern period in
Japan (around the year 1600}, these two different forms of the “public” came
into headlong collision. The public authority of the warlords (daimyou (K% ) )
effectively crushed the previously existing Kugai “public” centred in the towns.
This strengthening of state power led to the eclipse of the Kugai. As a result, the
word has now dropped out of use in the Japanese language.

Muen (4 # ) is a key defining principle of the Kugai. If refers to the
property of something being unconnected or unbound. Such freedom implies
the absence of ownership, and indeed the absence of any restrictive social
ties involving legal or communal obligation. This lack of connection was
itself informally institutionalized providing a space for the existence of the
Kugai. It was manifest concretely in the areas of land, such as mountains,
uncultivated land, riverbanks, beaches, cemeteries, sacred land and roadways,
which were not seen as being owned or linked to anyone in particular. These
areas provided a physical space where various activities, including trading,
solicitation of charitable contributions or religious offerings, open-air
entertainments and certain types of ritual, could be carried out independently
of public authority. It was also in such places, especially around marketplaces,
that independent towns first developed.
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