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A Consideration on the Traditional Names of
Sorghum in China and Japan

Kuniaki MoGaMi

Summary

Collecting the old manuscripts on sorghum in China and Japan, the author tried to get a reasonable
understanding on the origin, transmission, domestication and distribution of names of sorghum in Japan.
Old names in China were also discussed because sorghum considered to have been brought from China
to Japan and written in the same Chinese ideographs, socalled Kanjis, as in China.

1. About thirty names of sorghum in old China were collected from the classic literatures described
in China and Japan and were characterized by the combinations of two kanjis, one of which meant the
kinds of cereals and another meant the original place of cultivation and introduction or morphological
characteristics. v

Sorghum was revealed to be called Kaoliang, hongliang or huéngliang in northern China which meant
tall millet, red seeded millet or yellow seeded one, respectively. In the middle China, shushu was adopted
principally which meant millet from western areas. However, shushu was written in various combinations
of different kanjis with the same pronounciation. In the southern parts, Jushu, luji, luke, lusu and fanshu
were used which meant millet like a reed for the former four and millet from southern areas for the last.
Lushu luji and fanshu were written in various combinations of different kanjis with the same sound.
Excepting described above, diji, ji, muji, liangshu, diliang and jiaézi also were used in some regions in China.

It was concluded that old names of sorghum in China was very much multiformed depending on both

diversity in kanjis used and in different descriptions along the same pronounciation of a name.
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2. No proof was obtained to acertain when sorghum reached to Japan through the examination of
classic manuscripts in old Japan. However, at the beginning of 14th century, fokibi which meant millet
from China in Japanese was recorded as sorghum. Therefore, sorghum was proved to be domesticated in
Japan in 13th century.

In the literatures published till 1850, the following Japanese names of sorghum obtained ; morokoshikibi,
morokoshi, kagikibi, takakibi, sanjyakukibi, kimi, hokibi, seitakakibi, tachikibi, kokibi, hahakikibi,
hossukibi, sansaramorokoshi, and kurokibi. Among those names, takakibi, tachikibi, tokibi, morokoshi
and morokoshikibi seemed to have been used widely. Takakibi, which meant tall millet in Japanese,
appeared to be ordinary used in south-western parts in Japan. Tachikibi, which meant tall and straight
millet, used in the north. Tokibi found in Kyoto and its suburbs. Morokoshi and morokoshikibi both
of which meant millet from China used in north-eastern Japan, especially in Kanto.

3. Ten years after the Meiji Revolution, sorghum cultivation for sugar production was planned and
promoted by Governments introducing the seeds from Chongming Island and from US.A.. Sorghum for
sugar production was called rozoku which meant millet like a reed. Rozoku was revealed to be originated
from the different reading of kanjis which had been pronounced lusu in Chongming Island in China.

Sorghum cultivation of different kinds from sugar production was proceeded in Meiji era. Many new
knowledges on sorghum, which were flooded into opened Japan from abroad, made it to be explained by
numerous methods and terms in publications. However, the nomenclature of sorghum was unified into
morokoshi and other traditional named used only in the explanations of morokoshi.

4, In the earlier half of 20th century, names in Manchuria were introduced to Japan with its original
pronounciations by the tragic aggression of Japan Imperialistic Government to Asian countries. Sorghum
in Japan and Korea were usually called morokoshi and that in China kaoliang. After the defeat in
World War 1l in 1945, American and European names of sorghum, such as sorgo, sorghum and milo,
flooded in to Japan and used in publications. However, the traditional names since 17th century had been
kept firmly by farmers accompanying with variations in details. The distribution of names in 1950; s
age was revealed to be nearly the same as those in old time.
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