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Paddy Field Fishing Today
: The Interplay between Environmental Thought and Folklorism

YASUMURO Satoru

The industrialization of agriculture saw the disappearance of rice paddy fishing in the late
1950 s and early 1960 s. But a revival of this practice has been occurring in all parts of the
country since the early 1990 s. In this paper I focus on this revival of rice paddy fishing, and
discuss the cultural recycling of folk techniques related to nature and its problems. The fol-
lowing points have become clear in the course of this study.

The major trend of environmentally oriented thinking is bringing about growing interest
concerning folk techniques related to nature. In particular, in association with the spread of
environmental thought advocating “wise use” since the 1990 s, folk techniques have gained
attention as techniques that are symbiotic with nature. This shift in environmental thought
has been accompanied by a shift in agricultural policy which has seen the inclusion of per-
spectives affecting the consumer and the environment as seen in the Basic Law on Food, Ag-
riculture and Rural Areas that was enacted in 1999. This signified a change from agricultural
policy focusing on increasing agricultural productivity and the rationélization of agriculture
as represented in the Agriculture Basic Law enacted in 1961. This shift in agricultural policy
has contributed to increased attention on folk techniques related to nature.

Folk techniques related to earning a living from nature are considered harmonious with na-
ture and as such are the subject of attention as techniques that can be used in the revitaliza-
tion of rural villages and agriculture. (Environmental rice production, environmental con-
servation-type agriculture and environment creation-type agriculture.) However, there is a
tendency to place an over-emphasis on these techniques as tools for producing safe food.

There are two main purposes for revitalizing folk techniques such as rice paddy fishing.
One is for environmental education. The other is for staging events aimed at regional promo-
tion.

Government has been contributing to a greater or lesser extent in the revitalization of
these folk techniques associated with occupations that has been promoted since the 1990 s.
This began with initiatives undertaken by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries

as part of a policy aimed at revitalizing rural villages and agriculture. Two examples are gre-
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en tourism projects and countryside museum projects. These were later followed by an in-
crease in associated projects undertaken by other ministries as well, including the Ministry of
the Environment, the Ministry of Land Infrastructure and Transport and the Ministry of
Education, Science and Technology. Examples include surveys of fauna living in rice paddies,
a project for the rediscovery of the waterside aimed at children, and a project promoting the
construction of rice paddy paths and brooks.

When folk techniques related to nature such as rice paddy fishing are revitalized there is a
tendency to separate them from their original folkloric and social links and fragment them
and concentrate on the use of tools. While folk techniques that have been revitalized in this
manner are similar enough to their original forms to invoke nostalgia, they are by no means
the same. Elements are deliberately selected in accordance with the objective of the revitali-
zation.

There are two problem areas worthy of attention when revitalizing folk techniques. One is
the propensity to attach political agendas when revitalizing these folk techniques. These are
embodied in catchphrases such as “beautiful rural villages” and “native traditions”. The
other is the complete removal of revitalized folk techniques from their original contexts (such
as work). As a result, they are quickly discarded when something else appears that is more
effective for environmental education and regional promotion as well as when people grow

tired of them.

83



