
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


COMMENTARY -----

Reflections In A Japanese Bam 
by James P. Houck 

Dl 
UT among the far suburbs of Tokyo sits a large, 
wh~te, wo~den barn. It is a museum of sorts. 
InsIde, resting on dusty shelves, hiding in dark 
cabinets, and crouching on old wooden floors 
are hand tools and mechanical implements 

used in Japanese farming for several centuries. These exhibits 
range from exquisite old scythes and rakes crafted by ancient 
hands, to ingenious, but miniature, modern grain harvesters and 
hay balers, self-propelled and operated by walk-behind drivers . 

Nothing in this out-of-the-way museum is big; nothing is mas
sive. Nothing reminds a visiting Midwesterner of the awkward 
mechanical giants that lUIlge across Corn Belt farmland, plowing, 
spraying, harvesting, and hauling. The visitor sees everything as 
wondrously compact and precise. The dusty sunlight filtering in 
at the windows illuminates devices whose basic form and func
tion are familiar. There is no real mystery about them, yet these 
Japanese farming tools of yesterday and today radiate curming 
design and, to foreign eyes, an engaging cleverness seldom seen 
at home. 

Of course, these implements were created for use at home, in 
Japan, not for the international marketplace. In fact, the earliest 
items come from days when Japan lived in austere, self-imposed 
isolation from the rest of the world. These rustic artifacts, with 
their UIlique flair, speak eloquently, if indirectly, about how and 
why modern Japanese products, especially those designed for 
one 's personal use at home and on the job, have beguiled the 
world's consumers for 30 years and more. 

The majority of the items dozing in this museum were made 
expressly for the cultivation and handling of rice. In the Japan of 
both long ago and today, rice is metaphysical. For centuries, rice 
has somehow defined the core of that society's collective aware
ness of itself. Both the production and consumption of rice has 
deep symbolic value that most outsiders only faintly grasp. 

Go back one thousand years in history. Rice was the linchpin 
of all Japanese society. One historian writes, "The control of rice 
land or its revenues has been a prime factor in determining polit
ical and social conditions throughout Japanese history until 
modern times. The Heian period (A.D. 950-1050) was no excep
tionoo.the medium of exchange on which the entire economy 
rested was rice." 

Readers of James Clavell's celebrated novel of feudal Japan, 
Shogun , might recall that the basic UIlit of value in that era, 400 
years ago, was the "koku." A koku was an amoUIlt of rice suffi
cient to feed a family for one year-about 350 pounds. All 
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income, gifts, taxes, fines, and prices of other goods in the realm 
were expressed in koku. Even the land awarded by feudal nobles 
to devoted vassals was measured by koku. Faint echoes from all 
those distant days still quiver across Japan's political landscape. 

To sustain and safeguard self-sufficiency in rice production 
today, Japan's national government supports farm prices of rice 
several times higher than comparable world levels, and it firmly 
prohibits imports. Much of this higher farm price is passed along 
to consumers who seem quite willing to pay, despite the fact that 
many spend an average of 30 percent of their incomes for food . 
The Japanese are, however, eating less and less rice per person 
each year. 

Only part of the motive for this generous, even lavish, treat
ment of rice growers can be attributed to the considerable politi
cal muscle of farm interests. A goodly share must come from the 
mystical status ofrice within the Japanese psyche. For many citi
zens, Japan, without self-reliance in rice, simply would not be 
Japan. 

High, guaranteed rice prices over many years in space-short, 
crowded Japan have pressed rural land values to breathtaking 
heights and created extraordinary production costs for all other 
crops and livestock that would compete with rice for a farmer's 
land or time. Hence, political pressure for tight limits on virtual
ly all low-cost food imports from abroad is intense all across that 
high-priced nation. Agricultural exporters and their political 
allies in the United States, Canada, and Australia chaff at these 
rigidities but make little headway with either wheedling or blus
ter. No Japanese leader has ever been willing enough and power
ful enough to confront the interlocked coalition of domestic pro
ducers and consumers without receiving a one-way ticket to 
political oblivion. 

So here in the dim interior of this old-fashioned white barn 
outside Tokyo, these metal and wooden devices tell us at least 
part of the story behind Japan's peculiar stance in today's world 
market. International buyers are eager, voracious really, to book 
orders for those superbly designed and crafted automobiles, elec
tronics, and myriad other products. Yet, because of Japan 's 
arcane devotion to self-reliance in rice, immobile political barri
ers against trade-balancing Western food products squat sullenly 
at her borders. For us , it is an annoying puzzle. 

Our trade negotiators and business leaders will not formally 
accept this dilemma as insoluble. However, we all will UIlder
stand it better as we grasp the symbolism of those tools in that 
wooden barn near Tokyo. They remind us that rice has been 
important to Japan for not just years, but centuries. And they 
symbolize the skills which create Japanese products demanded 
in every corner of today's world. ['!I 
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