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1. The origins

The evolution of an animal species subject to domestication cannot be completely appreciated without
taking into account the geographical, social, historical and cultural factors that affect the environment in
which the species is located. This is the reason why a study of Japanese dogs should necessarily consider
the fact that Japan has historically been a rather “secluded” country, both politically and culturally." The
complex orographic structure, characterised by predominantly mountainous islands, has contributed to its
isolation not only toward outside the archipelago but also internally.

Among Japan’s indigenous dogs are seven primitive breeds also proclaimed natural monuments. The Akita
Inu is one of them along with the Shiba, Kai, Kishu, Hokkaido, Shikoku Inu, and the less known Ryukyu Inu,
that received such a recognition in the Okinawa prefecture only (Photo 1).

Photo 1. Main Japanese native breeds

The Akita Inu takes its name from its area of origin, the Akita Prefecture in the Téhoku region, located in
the north of the island of Honshu, a predominantly mountainous area with very cold winters and fairly wet
summers. However, the name Akita Inu came about only fairly recently. Until 1931, when it was proclaimed
a Japanese national monument, the breed was known by different names depending on the city or district
even within the Akita prefecture. Odate Inu, Nambu Inu, and Kazuno Inu are just some of the breed’s
previous names.

We have evidence from archaeological findings that small- and medium-sized dogs with erect and pointed
ears and curled tails lived in Japan thousands of years ago. In the Thoku region, fossils of dogs about 60
cm tall were found, dating back 6,000 years ago, but it is scientifically impossible to establish a direct link
with today's Akita, especially because nothing is known about the actual morphology of those dogs. It

! During the Sakoku period (1641-1853) Japan was subject to a strict policy of autarky that imprisoned the Japanese
‘economy within its geographical borders. Travels abroad were also prohibited and foreigners expelled.
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About the author

Simona Cupelloni works as an economist for an international utility provider, but above all else, she has
always been a dog lover. She has participated in several courses on dog training and as owned Akita Inus
since the early 90s. Since then, she has followed the evolution and spread of the breed in Italy and the
world. Her passion for Akita has inspired the short essay "Akita Inu: the genesis" which describes the history
of the breed from its origins in the Japanese region of Akita into the modern day.

Simona has also assembled and published the video "The Akita Over Time" freely available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1SIzPutnRU
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Partial quotations for information, review or scientific publications, are allowed provided that they
acknowledge the authors and the source.

Systematic reproduction for profit is forbidden.

For contacts: simona.cupelloni@gmail.com

Cover image: Matagi Inu (1930s) - (Source: www.nihonken.org)
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