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THE ROLE OF RICE CULTURE IN JAPANESE EAST-WEST DIFFERENCES

Yasushi MOTOKI

Diversified Functions have already been cited regarding' the role of paddyrice
cultivation in Japan. These include ‘‘the formation of a national foundation, a source of
staple food, and land conservation.”” In addition to these, rice cultivation has contributed
to the elimination of domestic regional differences, especially natural and cultural diffe-
rences between northeastern and southwestern Japan, and to the establishment of a-unified
society. In this paper I insisted that these facts should be emphasized. Mr. O. Berque,
a Frenchman, characterized the paddy field, the basis of rice cultivation, as ‘‘a symbol
of Japanese tradition that characterizes Japan’s environment.”” This concept can be

explained more specifically by assesing the diffusion of rice cultivation (paddy field) in
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Japan within the framework of domestic east-west differences, or by examining the exis-
tence of two discrete Japans.

In developing the above statement, I have summarized the diffusion of rice cuitiva-
tion througout Japan, including my viewpoint regarding east-west differences. What Mr.
Berque calls a ““symbol of Japanese tradition’’ and the formation of Mr. Tamaki’s “‘climate’
are in actuality indications of a process of conquering regional differences that has been
implemented during two thousand years. More specifically views concerning the initial
period of rice cultivation in Japan (the diffusion of rice growing in the Yayoi period),
and the issues concerning the easternmost limit of rice cultivation, require adjustment.
Furthermore, I investigated the developmental {process in terms of the regional distribution
of rice cultivation up to the present day. Based on the above, I considered the period
during which rice cultivation was established throughout the country, and also conditions
that limited its establishment.

In conclusion, the specific role of rice growing, in terms of means to eliminate
domestic east-west differences, became distinctive after the Edo period when rice cultiva-
tion was widely diffused and prevalent in northeastern Japan. The Edo period flourished
after Japan entered its modernization period. As for the direct conditions that limited the
diffusion and fixation of rice cultivation on a national scale, northeastern Japan’s cold climate
was mentioned. A condition that was indicated, however, as more significant than the above
factor, was the region’s remarkable geographical environment. The low and humid environ-
ment that had existed in the area’s lower reaches of huge rivers was transformed. This
was a major factor that helped to spur the diffusion and consolidation of rice growing.
Territorial unification obtained through rice cultivation was realized by means of the devel-
opment and maintenance of alluvial lowlands, which are the key environmental necessitie
for paddy fields.

Finally, the number of farms is now decreasing and the survivability of paddy fieldss
is in question. This is largely attributable to the economic internationalization that is
advancing in the aftermath of the high-economic-growth period. For assesing future land-
development prospects, it is important to confirm the role and raison d’etre of rice culti-

vation, which is the only integral element in this diversified territorial environment.





