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Diversity in Wet Rice Cultivation Seen from Irrigation Systems:
The Example of Stepped Rice Fields of the Tai, Alu and Yao
Tribes in the Border Region of Yunnan Province
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Diversity in Wet Rice Cultivation Seen from Irrigation Systems :
The Example of Stepped Rice Fields of the Tai, A’lu and Yao Tribes in the
Border Region of Yunnan Province

NiIsSHITANI Masaru

The stepped rice fields and irrigation systems of the Tai, Alu and Yao tribes in Jinping County in
the Red River Hani and Yi Minorities Autonomous Region in China’s Yunnan Province differ from one
another.

While all three tribes carry out wet rice cultivation in stepped fields, the Tai tribe specializes in wet
rice cultivation and grows hardly any other crops. As a result, other occupations are subsumed under
work in the rice fields and the maintenance and the control of the fields is shared by the village as a
unit. Although the A'lu tribe previously maintained strict control of rice fields, today their livelihood
centers on the use of crop cultivation rather than rice fields. As a result, no other occupations are a
part of rice field work. In the case of the Yao tribe, the wet rice fields are controlled at an individual
level, not the village level, and farmers move from one field to another. The tribe is more skilled at
utilizing the forest than rice fields.

One reason for the differences that have emerged in the occupations of each tribe is the differences
in the ecological environment, which has had a huge impact on the diversity of wet rice cultivation.
However, there are three additional elements at play, resulting in a complex interweaving of four
elements. These three elements are relationships with other occupations, occupational strategies
associated with markets, and the specific historical features of each tribe. The distinctive features of
the occupational systems that have emerged through the irrigation systems of the three tribes become
clear through the reproduction and increased complementarity of the relationships between the four

elements, and may be attributed with having brought about diverse use of wet rice cultivation.
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