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number of critics ... . When resemblances can be assembled which are recurrent in many
languages, which extend over vast and widely separated geographical areas and which
encompass clements with morphological functions, pronouns, and the most stable part of the
vocabulary ... then common origin is the only adequate explanatory hypothesis. “The
importance of resemblances recurrent in a large number of languages as plausible outcomes of
some single ancestral form as elicited by mass comparison is of very great evidential power in
excluding either chance or borrowing as explanations. Considerations derives from the
clementary theory of probability helps to make this explicit.” Greenberg, Languages, 2-3.

47 Vansina, Paths, 251-7.

48 “At heart anthropology is the comparative study of culture”; Vansina, Patbs, 260, 263.

4 “Much of what the Comaroffs discover is like reinventing a partial wheel.” Vansina, review of
John and Jean Comaroff, Ethnograpby and the Historical Imagination, in International
Journal of African Historical Studies, xov1 (1993), 417-20.

3 Vansina, Paths, 106, 109. In the analysis of kinship terminology, Vansina's assumptions and
his model differ from those of Murdock. Vansina assumes an originally bilateral descent system
(based on linguistic evidence), while Murdock assumed originally matrilineal descent;
Murdock’s model gave a standard succession of kinship terminologies, while Vansina assumes
terms and descent systems may change in any direction.

St Ibid. 111-13, 123-5.

52 Marxian philosophy sought for over a century to provide such an interdisciplinary
framework, but the post-modernist critique has shown that it failed to be comprehensive.
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n historical work, either in anthropology or history, one can take a long-term

view, a middle range view (for example, a century), or a very short period of

time, even if one does not strictly follow the tripartite scheme of Braudel? and
the Annales school. Each has its own advantages and disadvantages. Dominant in
both disciplines are studies of either a middle range or a short time period, which
meets the requirement for “empirical evidence” from archives or fieldwork.?

A long-term history, however, has a distinct advantage over a short term study .
Ricoeur* has stated that “[H]istory characterized by short, rapid, nervous oscillations”
is “richest in humanity” although “the most dangerous”.® Although 1 would not
categorically regard short-term oscillations as dangerous unless they are prejudged as
permanent changes, it is well to note Ricoeur’s distinction between long-term
enduring changes vs. short-term oscillations whose impact on culture may be
superficial and temporary. A long-term study enables us to examine a life-course, as
it were, of a particular society, rather than a snapshot taken at a particular time of
development, thereby enabling us to confront the problem of changes and stability .

Although the extension of the Braudelian longue durée to a study of mentalités
has not been altogether successful,® a history of changes and stability of conceptual
forms and meanings over along period of time remains an important field, since such
studies hold keys to theoretical questions, including the question of the relative
importance, as a causal agent for change, of various aspects of culture — symbolic,
ecological, economic, political, etc.

If Jan Vansina has successfully originated’ and created anthropological history,
his contribution is equally significant in anthropology, which goes through a periodic
fervor of historicization, still with a limited degree of success. He has consistently
prodded anthropologists to abandon “the zero-time fiction”:® that is, the notorious
“ethnographic present” that plagued and crippled sociocultural anthropology for a
long time. If Vansina sees the shortcomings of anthropology from the perspective of
a historian, his criticaleye also looked at the discipline of history from the perspective
of anthropology. While historians’ major presupposition is change, anthropologists
are concerned with change and stability, as Vansina, as an anthropologist, notes:

Traditions are historical phenomena which occur everywhere. Historians,
however, have tended to shy away from them for several reasons. The
popular use of the term in the sense of “lack of change” irritates historians
whose avocation is to discover change.®

Most importantly, he avoids a simple minded opposition between change and
stability: “a tradition is a process: it lives only while it changes”.'® In order to
understand this complex process of changes that also entail stability, he is again
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exceptional among contemporary historians in taking the path of the longue durée.
In addition to his 1976 collaborative work,!! his 1990 work, Patbs in the Rainforests,
is a most dazzling demonstration of how a single ancestral western Bantu tradition
provides us with “a sense of long-term continuities which lasted here for millennia,
a very long time perspective indeed” .2

Vansina’sinsistence on empirical evidence — a well known characteristic of his
work — derives both from his emphasis on histotical and cultural specificity and from
his rejection of reductionism of any kind. These derive from his enormously complex
theoretical understanding of the longue durée of any tradition, explicated most
succinctly in the last section of his 1990 ceuvre. That is, he avoids the reductionism
which a priori assumes, for example, that economic development “automatically
triggers the appearance of larger-scale political societies”.'* He resists the pitfall of the
rationalist projection of the mind, as he vociferously argued in his criticism of de
Heusch,' just as he also refuses environmental determinism.

If Vansina's insistence on careful scrutiny of a given historical process, rather
than “automatic” permutations between different aspects of a tradition, is one
distinctive theoretical stance, another important emphasis in his work is the role of
the “cognitive” capacity of social agents as expressed in their “tradition”, which he
defines as “a changing inherited, collective body of cognitive and physical represen-
tations shared by [the] members [of a society]”.'s Itis for this reason that I call Vansina
a symbolic anthropologist. He insists on “the cognitive reality of the habitats in the
people’s minds”, which mediates the relationship between physical environments
and a community.' Therefore, the environment is not the sole determinant, for
example, of the size of the state, but people’s “distaste for centralized government”
may play a role in curtailing the development of a large state. When Vansina argues
that tradition changes as the notion of optimum returns encourages changes in
knowledge, in cognition, he nevertheless emphasizes that the returns may be social
rather than material. At the base of his book on African art!” are his interest in symbols
and their complex meanings and the significance he places on their role in the
tradition. This symbolic side of Vansina and his interests and contributions to the
historical understanding of the cognitive capacity of social agents is not as well
recognized as are others of his contributions.

Another important premise of Vansina’s work is his comparative perspective.
While he is often regarded an “Africanist” through and through, his knowledge of
Japanese culture and history, for example, is indeed remarkable. His model for
historical-anthropological work scems to be the longue durée of “the bistoire totale
of the annales” in comparative perspective — the conceptual model articulated
succinctly in a 1982 article on historical anthropology ' and exemplified in his
numerous works.

This paper follows these interests and emphases of his in several ways. [ am
interested in changes and stability in a culture over a long period of time, with an
emphasis on the role of the cognitive capacity ofa people. [ have chosen the concepts
of “self” and the “Other” of the Japanese'® and their symbolic expressions through a
twin metaphors of fice and rice paddies. [ try to show how the construction and
reconstruction of the self of the Japanese have always taken place through their
discourse with other, different peoples, using the metaphors of rice and rice paddies
as the vehicles of thought in these processes. 1 also argue that the collective self of the
agrarian Japanese, as expressed in “rice as self”, has involved a historical process
whereby the internal Others, that is, minorities, have also been formed. While the
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dominant agrarian Japanese were rooted, as it were, in rice paddies, the social groups
that were marginalized were non-settled population who, after the Medieval Pcnod
(1185-1603), were forced to settle in stigmatized “setdements” and “reservations”.
Indeed, the collective self as expressed in the agrarian cosmology-turned-ideology of
“rice as self” is a product of the dialectic between the self and external Others, on the
one hand, and the internal Other, on the other.

It is highly significant to note that only after World War II did scholars begin
questioning the “unquestionable historical fact” that rice had been t.hc' staple fogd,
that is, quantitatively the most important food, of the Japanese, since its mt.rodgctmn
to Japan more than two millennia ago. “Agrarian Japan” constructed a false PlCtUI’C,
as if all Japanese were farmers, thereby ignoring the presence througho.ut history of
the non-agrarian population among them. Though these scholars consider that the
rice diet was limited to the upper class throughout most of Japanese history, they
nonetheless recognize its crucial symbolic significance for most Japanese — its
expressive place in cosmology and its central role in rituals and daily life.

Although wet-rice agriculture wasintroduced to Japan around B.C. 350, the ﬁ.rst
written account of the role of rice in Japanese culture is found in two myth-histories
of the eighth century, discussed below. The time period covered in this paper then
is primarily between the eighth century and the present. The article is not arranged
chronologically; following the anthropological tradition, it isarranged conceptually.

Self and Other in Japanese Cosmology

Although the concept of the collective self and its representations in the
tradition of Durkheim and Mauss has been under much attack lately, especially by
post-modernists, at the core of ethnicity and nationalism, which have become central
concemns in anthropology and related fields, lies the notion of the collective self vis-
a-vis the Other.?° In this section, I outine the reflexive structure — the concept of the
self(s) defined in relation to the Other(s) — of the Japanese as expressed in their
cosmology, in which the deities — embodied in rice — are the transcendental Other
to humans, that is, the Japanese, who in historical discourse use this basic structure
of reflexivity to interpret historical Others, as outlined in the following section.

Deities as the Otber

The predominant interpretation of Japanese deities among contemporary
scholars is that from the earliest times they have been characterized by a dual nature
and power: the peaceful soul (nigimitama), which is good and crcati.v.c, and the
violent soul (aramitama), which is evil and destructive. These deities, called
marebito,?* were gods in ancient Japan who periodically visited the villages from a
world located on the other side of the sea where aging and death were unknown,
bringing good luck if treated well by villagers and calamities if mistrc-ated.

I propose that from the perspective of reflexivity, the marebtlto, or stranger
deities who come from outside a settlement or outside of Japan, constitute the Other
for the Japanese. Objectificd as a semiotic sign, it is the reflexive self. 1t is for this
reason, | think, that Japanese deities are symbolized as mirrors.? The dual nature of
marebito deities is therefore a projection of the dual qualities that the Japanese see
in themselves.
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Rice as Deities

Japanese deities are embodied in beings of the universe, among which rice
occupies a central place. Fundamental to the meanings assigned to rice in Japanese
culture, and in most other cultures that use rice as a staple food, is a belief in the soul
(inadama or inadamashiz), therefore life in each grain. Called Ukano Kami, the
soul of rice grain is clearly identified as a female deity (kami)?> who is closely related
to major deities involved in the creation of Japanese universe.

The cighthcentury myth-histories of the Kojiki and the Nibongi are replete
with references to rice as deities. In one version of the Kojiki, Amaterasu (the Sun
Goddess) is the mother of a grain soul whose name bears reference to rice stalks. Thus
the legendary Jinmu Emperor, the so-called “first” emperor, is the son of the grain soul
and, therefore, the grandson of Amaterasu, who sent him to rule the earth — an
episode referred to in the Kojiki and the Nibonshoki as the descent of the heavenly
grandson (fenson kérin).?* At the time of his descent Amaterasu gives her grandson
the original rice grains that she has grown in the two fields in Heaven (Takamagahara)
from the seeds of the five types of grains (gokoku) given to her by Ukemochi no Kami,
the deity in charge of food.?* The grandson of Amaterasu then transforms a wilderness
into a land of rice stalks with succulent ears of rice (mizubo) and abundant grains of
the five types (gokokts), thanks to the original seeds given to him by Amaterasu, whose
rays nurture rice and other plants.

Unlike the creation myths of other peoples, in which it is the universe that is
created, this version of Japanese creation myth is not about the creation of a universe
but about the transformation of wilderness (ashibara no nakatsu no kuni) into a
land of abundant rice at the command of — according to the Kojikil — Amaterasu, whose
descendants, the emperors, rule the country by officiating at the rice harvest rituals.?

I'suggest that the soul of rice grain is not simply the equivalent of the deities but
be identified more specifically as the nigimitama, the positive power of divine purity.
It is relevant to note here that while most deities have dual qualities and powers, the
Deity of the Rice Paddy has only the nigimitama or peaceful soul. In fact, drought or
flood, which destroys rice paddies, is an act of the Mizu no Kami (Water Deity) rather
than an expression of the aramitama (violent spirit) of the Deity of the Rice Paddy.

I therefore see the following symbolic equivalents crucial to an understanding
of the cosmological significance of rice:

rice = soul = deity = the nigitama (peaceful/positive power of the deity)

Since human life wanes unless the positive principle replenishes its energy,
humans and their communities must rejuvenate themselves by hamessing the
positive (nigitama) power of the deities. This rejuvenation can be accomplished in
two ways: by performing a ritual, or by eating rice. Through the consumption of rice,
the Japanese intemnalize the divine power which then becomes part of the human
body and its growth. Alternatively, they must remove their own impurity by creating
scapegoats, as we shall see later.

Rice as the Food for Commensality in Daily Lives

The cooperative effort required for rice cultivation on the “ancestral land” by
family membersand the intense cooperation needed to produce enough rice for taxes
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were certainly means whereby the members of a family or a community came to
identity themselves with a social group. Rice paddies were a spatial symbol of such
a group’s identity. But even more important for this role were rice and rice products.
As sources for sacred energy and power, rice, rice cakes and rice wine have been the
most important foods for commensality between humans and deities, on the one
hand, and among humans, on the other.?” For farmers, agricultural rituals have always
been the times when relatives residing elsewhere gather to dine and drink together.
Today this is often the only occasion when young family members working in cities
come back home to rural areas to participate in the ritual and to partake of the
accompanying commensalism. The New Year's celebration in contemporary Japan
is a nationwide ritual during which mirror-rice cakes (kagamimocht) are offered to
the deities and then shared among humans. Because the mirror represents the deities,
these rice cakes embody the souls of rice and thus are thought to give power to those
who consume them.?® Not only during these special ritual occasions, but also in the
day-to-day lives of the Japanese, rice and rice products serve a crucial role in
commensal activities.?? As a mark of commensalism between supematurals and
humans, the daily offering to the family ancestral alcove continues to be cooked white
tice. Also, rice is the only food shared at meals, served by the female head of the
household, while other dishes are placed in individual containers. Thisimportant role
is symbolically expressed by the wooden spatula used to scoop rice, which in some areas
of Japan was transmitted with ritual formality from the older head of the house to the next.®

Rice stands for “we”, i.e. whatever social group one belongs to. To give but one
example among many expressions, “To eatfrom the same rice-cooking pan(onajikama
no meshi o kuu)” is a common expression for close human relationships and
empbhasizesa strong sense of fellowship arising from the notion that they share meals.
If you eat together, you are members of the same social group; you become “we” as
opposed to “they”.

Commonly used expressions today, such as “to eat cold rice (biyameshi o
kuw)” and “to eat someone else’s rice (fanin no meshi o kuw)”, refer to the opposite
situation. Unless used as sushi or onigiri (tice balls), rice must be served hot. Thus,
these expressions refer to the ill fortune of having to go through hardships among
strangers. This experience is said to strengthen character, especially among males.

While rice and the rice spatula symbolize commensalism within the household,
wine (sake) is the most important item of commensalism in social settings, especially
amongmen. A basic rule of social sake drinking is that one never pours sake foroneself
— one pours it for someone else who, in tumn, pours sake into one’s own sake cup
in a never-ending seties of taking turns. The phrase “drinking alone (bitorizake)” is
an expression for loneliness — there is nothing lonelier than having to pour one’sown
sake. Unlike in some western cultures, in which the independent and autonomous
self is regarded as the ideal model of personhood, in Japanese culture the social self
does not exist without the social Other, and the self is always dialogically defined in
relation to the other in a given social context. A lone individual who must pour his or
her own sake is on the verge of becoming non-self.

Rice as Nature, Rice as Past, Rice as Primordial Self
There is another important dimension of rice as the source of evocative power

— rice and rice paddies representing “Japanese time and space”, that s, “nature,” and
ultimately, the primordial Japanese self.
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Although the valorization of countryside, epitomized in rice paddies, began
carlier, we see its systematic development during the Edo period in the middle of the
nineteenth century, when Edo (Tokyo) became a urban center. Nowhere is the
construction of countryside more vividly depicted than in woodblock prints (ukiyoe)
of the time, although the masters of these paintings were more likely agents of
consumption and dissemination than of the construction of agrarianism.

For example, in the famous illustrations by Hokusai (1760-1849) for the “One
Hundred Poems by One Hundred Poets,”?! the most common motif by far relates to
rice and rice agriculture, such as rice farmers at work, sheaves of harvested rice and
flooded rice paddies, comprising 26 prints out of 89.32 Similar motifs of harvested rice
fields, flooded rice paddies, bundles of rice (komedawara) and rice sheaves appear
in the woodblock prints by And6 (Utakawa) Hiroshige (1797-1858) in his “Fifty Three
Stations along the T6kaid6 (T6kaid6 Gojii-San-Tsigi)” 3

The recurrent motifs of rice and rice agriculture in these woodblock prints
represent not rice and rice agriculture per se, but something more. At the most
obvious level, they signal scasons of the year. Flooded rice ficlds, like rice-planting
songs, are the most familiar sign of spring or early summer; it is the time of birth and
growth. Rice harvesting scenes, including sheaves of rice stalks — the most frequently
used motif — represent fall and its joyful bounty, the end of growing season. Whatis
striking from the perspective of representation is that these cycles of rice growth
become markers of the seasons for all Japanese. The lives of urbanites, fishermen and
all other non-agrarian people were marked by rice and its growth.

Ata more abstract level, travellers depicted in these woodblocks symbolize the
transient and changing Japan epitomized by Edo (Tokyo), where both roads (T6kaidé
and Kisokaidd)lead. In contrast, rice and rice agriculture in the prints stand for Japan
in its pristine unchanging form. Far from the reality of mud, sweat and fertilizer, rice
agriculture was valorized into aesthetics, in much the same way that rural France and
peasants were idealized by Monet, Millet and other French impressionists.?4

Inherent in the representations of landscape and subsistence activities are
temporal representations. In addition to the representation of the seasonal cycle,

agriculture symbolizes the past. As in many cultures, the pristine past embodying a
distinct and sacred Japanese identity, untainted by the foreign influences and
modemnity represented by the city, is symbolized in reconstituted agriculture and the

" rural. The valorization of the primordial self of the Japanese symbolized in agriculture
saw heightened expressions by intellectuals during the late Edo period® through the

' Meiji period (c. 1868-1912)* and continues today when the Japanese search for

' naturein the countryside, now nostalgically referred to as  furusato (old homestead:
literally, one’s home region), just as the English urbanites construct their “English
countryside” ¥’

In sum, involved in these internal historical processes are symbolic expressions

" of Japanese land — rice paddies, ancestral land for rice cultivation, family farm land
and, ultimately, pristine nature, which from temporal perspective, stands for pristine
' past, the Japanese time before its purity became contaminated by modernity and
Western influences. Rice paddies are the ultimate symbol of Japan in its purest form.

The Selves and Others in Historical Conjunctures

This structure of reflexivity offered the model by which the Japanese have
interpreted other peoples as they have encountered throughout history. Contrary to
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the anthropological myth, few peoples have lived in isolated pockets insulated from
historical flows of other peoples and Others’ goods. Intensive interactions among
peoples through trade, warfare, religion, etc.,isa familiar historical picture inany part
of the world. An encounter with another people, directly or indirectly through
exchanges of cultural artifacts and institutions, often prompts people to think about
who they are in relation to other peoples.

For this process of the dialectic differentiation and representations of self and
other, important foods, such as a dietary staple, often play a powerful role — the
wheat eating Indians of northern India vs. the rice eating Indians of the south; the dark
bread of the peasants vs. the white bread of the upper class people in the past
centuries in Europe; French vs. German vs. Italian bread; sorghum of the Pende
contrasted with maize of the Mbuun in nineteenth-century central Africa’®; or oil vs.
butter opposition running east and west across France, with Belgians belonging to the
butter side.?® For the Japanese, rice has played this major role in their deliberations
upon their own identity in relation to other peoples.

Contrary to the stereotype of Japan as an isolated country tucked away in the
north-east comer of the wotld, Japan’s history is in fact a series of conjunctures during
which internal developments were to a large degree in response to flows in world
history. These conjunctures have been interpreted through the lens of the Japanese
structure of self and Other, and they in turn forced the Japanese repeatedly to
reconceptualize their notion of self. More specifically, stranger-deities provided the
model to interpret peoples and forces from outside. The model propelled the
Japanese to reach for the transcendent other — (o imitate and then surpass the
superior qualities of the Chinese and Westerners, whether a writing system, the arts
or technology and science.

Of all the conjunctures, the two that sent the most profound and lasting
shock waves throughout the country were Japan's encounters with the high
civilization of Tang China between the fifth and seventh centuries and the
encounter with Western civilization at the end of the nineteenth century. In both
cases, the Japanese were overwhelmed by civilizations “out there” and hurriedly
and earnestly attempted to learn about and imitate them. The heretofore illiterate
Japanese adopted en masse the Chinese writing system, even though the two
spoken languages were totally unrelated and thus not transferable without consid-
erable difficulty. Likewise, metallurgy, city planning and a whole range of other
features of Chinese civilization were eagerly adopted by the Japanese, who
nonetheless strenuously resisted Chinese civilization in their chauvinistic effort to

protect their own Japanese culture and their self. When the country reopened at
the end of the nineteenth century after three centuries of relative isolation, itagain
went through the painful experience of encountering another civilization that it
regarded as “superior”, this time, the West, with its scientific and technological
advances. Once more, the Japanese avidly adopted aspects of this civilization,
while again guarding their own Japanese identity and self. By this time, China had
suffered internal and external conflicts and had declined in intemnational standing.
The West thus replaced China as the transcendental other in whom Japan sought
its own image.*°

Importantly, in the discourses of self and Other associated with these encoun-
ters, rice has served as a powerful vehicle for the Japanese to think about themselves

in relation to other peoples.






