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The Gateway to Connect the Wild with the Cultivated: A Study of
Cultivation from the Standpoint of Plant Use on the Periphery of
Slash-and-Burn Areas

NISHITANI Masaru

The issues surrounding the domestication of plants and animals are intimately connected to
agriculture, civilization, and states, so they have attracted attention in many fields and have
sparked considerable debate. In order to elucidate the mechanisms involved in the domestica-
tion of plants énd animals in East Asia, I believe it is first necessary to clarify, as a system,
exactly how permanent settlements began and how the wilderness surrounding the settle-
ments was used. This paper attempts to shed light on important aspects of the mechanisms
of domestication, based on the relationship between humans and plants and animals that
continues through the present in the areas surrounding slash-and-burn fields by the Li tribe
on Hainan Island.

The first aspect I would like to focus upon is the importance of the space involved, i.e., the
area surrounding slash-and-burn fields. Up to now, interest in slash-and-burn agriculture it-
self has been centered around the domestication of plants. However, I believe that as we look
at the domestication of plants, we should pay attention to the relationship between the hu-
mans and the plants and animals in the border zone, what we had better consider the gray
zone surrounding slash-and-burn fields, which lies between wild and cultivated areas.

The second aspect I consider is the possibility of three levels of wild plant use in the bor-
der zone surrounding the slash-and-burn fields: 1) plants that are not only permitted to grow
within the slash-and-burn area but which are also actively replanted from the surrounding
areas and used for food; 2) plants that are permitted to grow within the slash-and-burn fields
to some extent but which are basically removed and used for food; and 3) plants that are
strictly prohibited from growing within the slash-and-burn fields and which are permitted to
grow only on the periphery and used for food. I believe that these differences in the way hu-
man beings use wild plants may point to one of processes involved in the cultivation of wild
plants.

The third aspect I examine is the idea that useful plants planted by human beings return
to a semi-wild state in the area surrounding the slash-and-burn fields, which may also serve

to preserve the species. Because it is the nature of slash-and-burn agriculture to be done in
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continually changing locations, wilderness areas are always being created, which inevitably
generates a border zone between the slash-and-burn fields and the wilderness. As a result,
the area surrounding the slash-and-burn fields serves as a gateway that connects the culti-
vated to the wild areas, and this gateway opens both ways. Moreover, I conjecture that from
a cultural perspective as well, there has been a mechanism in the border zone for generating
the interaction between humans and nature, the diversity of life, and the diversity of choice.
It is very likely that the essentially illiterate the Li tribe depended upon some vague grasp of
this mechanism.

Human beings have cultivated a great variety of wild plants. The space surrounding slash-
and-burn fields is important for a historical understanding of the mechanism of domestica-
tion. It also probably became a place for various plants to be cultivated even after agriculture
began. I therefore suggest that cultivation became possible only when a cultural device that
could foster the interaction between human beings and plants, the diversity of life, and the

diversity of selection was present.
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