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A Re-examination of ¢ Cultivation with
Fire and Weeding with Water”

by
Fukur Hayao & Kono Yasuyuki

In China north of the Huai River rainfall is sufficient for the unirrigated
cultivation of summer crops other than rice. In low-lying areas however
poor drainage and soil salinity are chronic hazards for those crops. Ther-
efore, two alternative strategies are conceivable: one giving a priority to
drainage and encouraging the cultivation of non-rice crops, the other
giving priority to irrigation for the cultivation of rice. In either case
there are hazards: in the former, there is greater vulnerability to drought,
and in the latter, there is the problem of excessive moisture and soil sali-
nity for non-rice crops. Which direction of the two was emphasized in
different historical periods depended on the prevailing economic, political,
social, and cultural conditions.

In the Yangtze basin, it is known that an extensive mode of cultivation
of rice called huo geng shui now K#KiE (literally, “ cultivation with fire
and weeding with water”) was common in the Han period. It is charact-
erized by burning grass and straw in the spring, seeding directly without
transplanting, and suppressing weed growth by natural inundation. This
method is considered to have been universal in the large alluvial plains su-
bject to seasonal inundation elsewhere in the Asian rice zone. Rice prod-
ucted by this method, however, was not suitable in quality for the market.

In northern China, rice was a commercial crop as early as the Han
period and its production was promoted by the demand for rice among the
upper strata of society. This sometimes exposed the contradiction between
the two strategies mentioned above. By the construction of the Grand
Canal, however, the incentive for the production of rice in northern
China largely disappeared, since rice could then be transported cheaply
from the Yangtze basin. In turn, the market demand for high-quality
rice spurred on improvements in lowland water control and intensive culti-
vation replaced “cultivation with fire and weeding with water” in the
Yangtze basin.
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