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Before being invited to give this talk today, my exposure to Japanese food culture was limited to cuisine that diffused to the U.S. and portrayals in popular media.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon, Konnichi wa, Irrashaimase!  This simple linguistic phrase used in konbini convenience store greetings is simply translated as “Good Day! Welcome!” For many, however, this simple shift in greeting from the traditional mercantile greeting of “Irrashaimase!” or “Welcome!” can be grating because “Konnichi wa,” is a cue to interaction; sociolinguistically, it requires a response. “How are you doing?” “Fine thanks.” It is a linguistic stealth tactic to get customers to interact with employees, and according to people in the business, the commercial logic is twofold. First, even minimal interaction is more likely to lead to purchases, but second and more important, interaction dampens the likelihood of shoplifting; pilferage is a major problem in the anonymous world of konbini.My name is Brandon Lundy, a professor of anthropology here at Kennesaw State. As you can probably tell by my flawless pronunciation, I am not Japanese. Nor am I an expert on Japanese cuisine or foodways! I was invited here as an anthropologist who is interested in food in general (but let’s face it, who isn’t); I am currently teaching a course on food and culture. All of what I have to share with you today comes from several sources including a fellow anthropologist and foodie who is well versed in Japanese cuisine and food culture, Michael Ashkenazi. I will provide you with a list of some of the sources used in today’s talk at the end. To begin, my presentation is titled “Austere Aesthetics: Japanese Foodways,” the reason for which should be apparent by the conclusion of my remarks. I will spend the next half hour or so sharing with you some of the information that I have learned about Japanese food culture although the amount of information is vast. I would ultimately encourage you to do a bit of research and reading yourself if this is a topic area that interests you; there are a lot of cookbooks, academic articles and books, blogs, and websites solely dedicated to the history, development, and transmission of Japanese cuisine such as the website listed above, which houses a long list of bloggers writing about Japanese food and drink. 
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-Ryokan, Great Fool: Zen Master 
Ryokan
Everyone eats rice
Yet no one knows why
When I say this now
People laugh at me
But instead of laughing along with them
You ought to step back 

and give it some thought
Think it over, and don’t let up
I guarantee the time will come
When you’ll really have something worth 
laughing at

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The eighteenth-century Zen poet Ryokan probes us on many levels. He is most concerned with the ultimate questions: What is life? Why live? Is there such a thing as life or existence? Indeed, if you ponder those, you will find much to laugh about. But there are more immediate, if no less laughable, questions posed by this innocent-seeming verse. Why do we eat what we eat? How did “rice” become synonymous with “food” throughout much of eastern Asia? How many of our foodways are determined by biology, how many by culture? Ryokan also stimulates us to ask, Who made these decisions? Who developed the staple foods that support us? Who created the wondrous variety and complexity of cuisines that so greatly enrich our lives. No one knows the names of these great inventors. Millions and millions of humble, gentle, caring human beings – farmers and homemakers, innkeepers and famine relief workers, lovers and helpers – gave us the benefit of their insight, brilliance, creativity, and labor. We do not know who they were. We know nothing about them. They live on, but only in the silence of bread, the calm of a bowl of rice, the joy of wine, the light of a cup of coffee.Human foodways are a complex result of the interaction of human nutritional needs, ecology, human logic or lack of it, and historical accident. Humans make food, but, as Karl Marx said of history, “they do not make it just as they please” (Marx 1986:276). They construct their foodways within limits set by biology, economics, and psychology.Our basic nutritional needs, and some very broad preferences, are set by biology. Environment can modify the needs somewhat, but cannot change the basic biology. Preferences, however, are notoriously subject to cultural and social forces.Foodways provide us with an almost perfect case study in social theory in being universal (everybody eats), well recorded, and usually highly structured. Even quite hardscrabble communities and societies can have very complex, elaborate foodways, often structured by religion and other abstract symbolic systems.



Food and Religion
• Ukemochi (Goddess 

Who Possesses Food) 
is the Shinto Goddess 
of food who blesses 
the Earth with 
abundance.  She was 
a  kind and loving 
Goddess who made 
sure that her people 
never went hungry.  
Ukemochi thus 
stands for abundance 
in food, nourishment, 
kindness and also the 
maternal cord.
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The attitude toward food in Japan has been affected by two great religions that the Japanese follow. The majority of Japanese participate in two religions: Shinto and Buddhism. Shinto was the sole religion of the Japanese until the sixth century. It is a religion that relies heavily on ideas of purity, as well as on the presentation of food offerings to the deities. Buddhism, which complements Shinto deals largely with the afterlife, has two ideas that affect food choice: simplicity and a reluctance to take life. These two religious orientations, which all Japanese share to a certain degree, reinforce one another in the realm of food. Shinto presents the origins of food in the following myth:The moon god went to visit the food goddess. She entertained him graciously. Then she vomited up all kinds of good foods, extracting other foods from her genitals and anus. When she offered them to him, he was insulted that she had offered him polluted food, and drawing his sword, he killed her. He went back to heaven and told his sister, the sun goddess, who is chief of the gods, what he had done. His sister was furious at his behavior and banished him to the night sky. Then sending another messenger, she had the food goddess’s body collected. From the corpse’s eyes, ears, eyebrows, genitals, and rectum grew rice, silkworms, cattle, beans, and other crops useful to humans and necessary for survival.Food is part of a natural cycle of death and decay, says this myth, and one would do well to remember and follow this. Food grows on land. To be able to produce food for humans, the land needs its own sustenance from what humans excrete or no longer need.



Food and History
• President Franklin Pierce 

named Townsend Harris 
the first Consul General to 
the Empire of Japan in July, 
1856, where he opened the 
first US Consulate at the 
Gyokusen-ji Temple in the 
city of Shimoda, Shizuoka 
Prefecture, some time after 
Commodore Perry had first 
opened trade between the 
US and Japan in 1853.

Lithograph of "Shimoda as seen from the 
American Grave Yard" looking towards the 
harbor -- artist, Wilhelm Heine (1856).
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The staples of the traditional Japanese diet are rice, fish and seafood, vegetables and tea. Although some meats were taken occasionally as medicine, and records show that people often hunted and ate wild animals, it was not until the American diplomat Townsend Harris’s visit to Japan in 1856 that beef was considered a food. After Emperor Meiji’s enjoyment of beef became widely known, its popularity, together with that of pork and chicken, rose steadily. Today most main dishes are combinations of vegetables with meat or seafood. Fruits in season are the usual desserts.While the Japanese have borrowed from the foods and cookery techniques of Korea and China, there is no other cuisine in the world that can match the delicate artistry of the Japanese table. The Japanese cook is the artist, food the medium, and the table itself the frame. The subtle influence of both Buddhism and Shintoism are felt and expressed in the simplicity and oneness with nature so evident not only with food and its arrangement, but also in the garnishes, eye-appealing combinations, and unmasked natural flavors all served in small appealing portions.



Food in Japan

http://www.sg.emb-japan.go.jp/JCC/map_food.html

Presenter
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Food is used in every society on earth to communicate messages. Preeminent among these are messages of group solidarity; food sharing is literally sacred in almost all religions and takes on a near-sacred quality in most families around the world. It carries messages about status, gender, role, ethnicity, religion, identity, and other socially constructed regimes. It is also used in even more fine-tuned ways, to mark or indicate particular occasions, particular personal qualities, particular hang-ups and concerns.In Japan, only 15 percent of the land is arable, but it is from this that diligent Japanese farmers coax rice and other grains, vegetables, and a wide variety of fruits. From the seas come Japan’s great harvest of fish, seafood, and edible seaweed. As already mentioned, Shintoism, Japan’s indigenous cult of imperial and ancestor worship, existed side by side with Buddhism since the latter was introduced from India (through Korea and China) in 538 Common Era. Gradually the cult of ancestor worship blended with Buddhism and deeply affected many aspects of Japanese life. Appreciation of nature and cultivation of simplicity and grace in everyday life influenced food, dress, literature, and the arts. The traditional aspects so deeply part of the people of Japan have not deterred her from becoming a bustling industrialized nation.

http://www.sg.emb-japan.go.jp/JCC/map_food.html


Food as a Public Matter
Selecting Oden at a 
street market. Oden is a 
Japanese winter dish 
consisting of several 
ingredients such as 
boiled eggs, daikon 
radish, konnyaku, and 
processed fish cakes 
stewed in a light, soy-
flavored dashi broth.
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Food is normally a public matter. In the vast majority of societies, eating is done in an open, sociable fashion. One eats with family, friends, workmates, or the general public. Feasts are wide-open, general invitation affairs. Food markets and restaurants are open to the world, and are often the centers of activity and life for the communities that support them. Japanese societies highly prizes the sharing of food throughout the day.Breakfast in Japan is often either a hot rice bowl garnished with a raw beaten egg which cooks as it touches the hot rice, or nori (dried laver, an edible, littoral alga or seaweed), but most often a steaming bowl of misoshiru, a thick nourishing soup made with fermented bean paste. Tea may be included.Lunch is usually taken in restaurants, snack bars, or eaten from little lacquer boxes in the form of a picnic. You will have a presentation of Bento box lunches coming up later in the program.Dinner may frequently be enjoyed in a general or specialty restaurant in the company of relatives or special guests. If it is a family dinner at home, most likely the meal will be a boiled or steamed dish, accompanied by sake or beer, preceded by hot clear soup. After the main course, rice and pickles will be eaten. A dessert of fresh fruits will complete the meal. Street vendors, snack bars, and the temptation of delicious aromas from many types of restaurants make snacking a way of life in urban Japan. Almost anything cooked in any form can be purchased in small amounts for hasty nibbling. 



Symbolic Food
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Presentation Notes
Food is a symbol of comfort, home, and love.In Japan, refrigeration and storage space are minimal for several reasons: the prevalence of small-sized homes, the preference for foods purchased fresh daily, and the custom of entertaining guests outside of the home. Most home cooking is of much simpler nature than that found in restaurants. Yet the great care taken in appearance and arrangement of both the table décor and the food itself is never neglected. Harmony and identity with nature is a constant theme. Metal is used in cooking and cutting utensils out of necessity. But when it comes to wrapping foods – meats are often wrapped in large bamboo leaves – serving or eating foods, the elements of nature are preferred. Dishes and chopsticks are made of bamboo, ivory, or lacquered woods. Soup spoons are not used: larger pieces are picked out with chopsticks and then the broth is sipped from the bowl. Most Japanese kitchens have colorful collections of teacups, soup and rice bowls, handled teacups and saucers (for coffee and tea), china plates, platters and tiny dishes of different shapes to be used for special dipping sauces. Chopstick rests made in a variety of materials and shapes complete the table collection. For decoration, many styles and colors of mats, cloths, and vases for arrangements of blossoms, twigs, and leaves add that special Japanese touch. Kitchen utensils include a variety of sharp, strong knives and cleavers. Many have specific uses such as vegetable-cutting knives or fish knives. The mortar and pestle is probably one of the oldest utensils and is used for grinding herbal medicines, tea leaves, and pounding rice for New Year’s cakes (Mochi). Other basics include a wooden spatula (rice paddle) to ladle rice, bamboo lattice mats for molding sushi, sieves made of wood and horsehair, bamboo baskets for steaming, draining, and straining, a tub for cooking rice, graters, ladles, pots and pans.



Food Preference
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Presentation Notes
For all food culture, history and custom, and preferences, it will probably never be possible to separate “nature” from “nurture,” or what we instinctually crave versus what we learn to appreciate and crave. Learning, of course, greatly influences scent and taste preferences, for example, disgust must be learned. Smelly cheeses, stinking beancurd, and fermented fish sauces can be culturally approved or rejected. Yams and taro were introduced to Japan in ancient times and often form the staple food in mountainous areas, as well as in times of famine when rice and grain crops have failed. Burdock, lotus roots, leeks, onions, and white radish (daikon) are great favorites, but it would be difficult to find a vegetable not enjoyed. Several types of seaweed and many varieties of local mushrooms such as shitake (tree mushrooms) are also used. Tsukemono is the name given to pickled vegetables, while sunemono refers to vinegared vegetable dishes, favorites in Japanese cuisine. Japanese Kobe beef has also gained a great reputation; it is beef fattened on beer shipped from the port of Kobe. Although the precepts of Buddhism have been gently bent to permit meat eating, the Japanese still eat only small quantities; their fish intake is reputedly five times that of North Americans. Sashimi is a dish of sliced varieties of raw fish, arranged in a pattern on a plate and eaten by dipping into a sauce. Most dramatic of all is the daring Japanese custom of eating raw blowfish called fugu. Fugu-eating is dramatic because each year many people die from consuming raw portions of this fish (the liver and ovaries are poisonous, so the fugu chef must be especially skilled).

http://www.thejapanguy.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/DancingSquid.png


Environment and Economy
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The most basic determinants of foodways are environment and economy. Over time, people find and develop plants that provide the maximum nutrients for minimal input.  Historically, shifts in foodways often come from ecological or economic changes. Widely used in Japan are the products made from soybeans, which include shoyu, a sweetish soy sauce made from wheat and barley, soybeans, salt and water; and miso, mostly used for flavoring thick soups and made from fermented bean paste. Tofu or soybean curd is so widely used in Japanese cuisine that it can safely be considered a staple. Japanese noodle dishes are very popular and may be served hot or cold. Noodles are served in one of two ways: kake, which means the cooked noodles are placed in a bowl and hot soup poured over; and mori, which means the cold or hot cooked noodles are served on a bamboo plate and mouthfuls picked up with chopsticks and dipped into sauce before eating. Soba means fat noodles, while udon refers to thin noodles. Shoyu, miso, dashi, and aji-no-moto are the most popular seasonings. Sansho, a native pepper, and yuzu, cirtus flavoring from peel, as well as sesame seeds (black and white), red peppers, hot mustard, horse radish, shiso leaves and berries, fresh ginger root, and occasionally peanuts, ground walnuts, and ginko nuts round out the seasoning “shelf” of the Japanese kitchen.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/7502071.stm


Food Rules and Communication
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Presentation Notes
One can read food as a text and decode what people are saying, or trying to say, when they manage food. Cultural foodways have to be predictable and comprehensible if they are to have any communicative value; there are functional constraints on them. Eating has its own rules; politeness and etiquette are concepts everywhere, though what is considered “polite” varies cross-culturally. Food can convey subtle and complex messages. Many of these are emotional – matters of mood, feeling, and tone – rather than precise and specific. Good manners have a special place in Japanese life and there are probably more words in Japanese to indicate etiquette, humility, and honor than in any other language. While men could enjoy themselves in a more uninhibited way, women were traditionally taught to be gracious, obedient, and humble. Whether in Japan or abroad, many Japanese cherish the time-honored etiquette that surrounds hospitality and meals. Guests remove shoes and slip into tiny slippers before entering the home. Hot towels to refresh the hands and a cup of hot green tea are presented almost immediately. A traditional meal begins with the guest saying, “Itadakamasu” (“Now I will eat”) and the host replies, with a small bow, “Dozo,” (“Please go ahead”). Meals conclude with the gracious, “Gochiso-sama-deshita” (“This has been a delicious dinner”). To which the host again ceremoniously replies, “Arigato-Gozaimashita” (“Manay thanks”).Rice accompanies every traditional meal and it has specific rituals based on the deep reverence for it as a food together with the awareness of the hard work that went into producing it. The rice bowl is always received or removed with both hands, and children are taught this very early. Since the rice bowl is placed at the left of the table setting, its cover should be removed also with the left hand and placed to the left of the bowl. Rice is never eaten all at once, but in separate mouthfuls between other foods and usually after the main course or dishes. Since after-dinner tea is often served in the same bowl as the rice, one must never leave even one grain. However, if you wish more rice, a spoonful left in the bottom indicates this desire.There are traditions surrounding the use of chopsticks too. They must be picked up with the right hand, using the left to arrange them comfortably. To take food from a platter, the chopsticks are reversed, and when not in use they are to be laid one inch apart in parallel position on your own tray or place mat. Since great skill is needed in making soups and broths, it is considered polite to praise the soup. To eat the tidbits from the soup bowl, the dish is lifted near the mouth and the pieces eaten with chopsticks. Finally the broth is sipped. Hot foods are eaten first, then room-temperature foods, and finally chilled foods. As in most societies, it is considered thoughtful to wait for older persons to begin their meal before partaking.



Classifying Food

Tempura Sukiyaki Yakitori

Nimono Mushimono

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Humans classify their world in order to simplify it. We thus rely on the simple rules noted by Immanuel Kant long ago (Kant 1978 [orig. pub. 1796]): the principle of aggregation and the principle of differentiation. We lump together things we find it convenient to think similar. We separate, very sharply, things we find it convenient. We have complex and detailed classifications of how the things that are fit to eat manage to fit together. Food habits usually make sense, but many are simply the fossilized record of past fads or historical accidents. For example, terms for food change as uses of foodstuffs change. The negotiation of meanings can involve negotiation about class, about locality, about specialization. In short, food classification and nomenclature are not obscure and irrelevant issues. Word usage grows like a vine. It starts from a root, but then takes its own way, according to the lay of the land and the opportunities for climbing and extending. The principles of aggregation and differentiation are applied ad hoc, often according to historical accident. Things must seem truly basically similar in some important way to be lumped under one name. Classification is, at base, an attempt to simplify and make sense of the world. We classify to understand, but we humans can never let anything rest. Once we understand something, we feel compulsion to make it mysterious. A world of clearly labeled foods becomes a world of mysterious poetic symbols.To illustrate, there are abundant opportunities for creativity in Japanese cooking. It is considered commonplace to repeat what was a successful dish – one must always strive to improve. It is for this reason that Japanese cookbooks stress cooking methods such as Tempura (batter-dipped and fried), Sukiyaki (roasted at the table), Yakitori (split-roasted meats or foods grilled on tiny wooden skewers), Nimono (boiled foods), or Mushimono (steamed foods) rather than recipes; techniques rather than ingredients.



Food as Social Relations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Food communicates class, ethnic group, lifestyle affiliation, and other social positions. Food is available for management as a way of showing the world many things about the eater. More generally, food has its own meanings. At a deeper level, food may become a real part of one’s identity. Rice is so important in Japanese culture that Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney wrote a brilliant study of Japanese character and food with the significant title Rice as Self (1993). This book explains in detail the cultural reasons behind our poetic guide Ryokan’s use of a phrase like “everyone eats rice.” Ryokan was indeed speaking not only of food but also of self – that interpersonal construction that is regarded by Buddhists as an illusion. One main message of food, everywhere, is solidarity. Eating together means sharing and participating. The other main message is separation. Food marks social class, ethnicity, and so on. Food transactions define families, networks, friendship groups, religions, and virtually every other socially institutionalized group. Naturally, one group can try to use food to separate itself, while another is trying to use food to eliminate that separation. Clearly, humans are social feeders. There are some obvious benefits, such as the creation of social alliances, or the possibility of combining to defend the food. However, the immediate reason for most social feeding is that people simply like to eat with others. Rice is a staple grain in Japan. But rice is more than food, it is also an indispensable symbol in Shinto religious ceremonies. It has always had a place of reverence and has sometimes been considered medicinal. Rice may be eaten as a base for other foods or it may be eaten from its own separate bowl. Red rice is rice that has been cooked with the juice of red beans, then served cold garnished with salt and black sesame seeds. Perhaps most popular is sushi, the rice sandwich. Basically, sushi is vinegared or sweet and sour cooked rice wrapped around colorful and flavorful food tidbits. Sushi is eaten with the fingers, often as a snack, picnic food, or appetizer with Wasabi (grated horseradish) as a garnish and swallows of a tea in between. Further, the continued importance of rice in modern Japan has recently inspired two articles in an edited volume titled Fast Food, Slow Food. One of these articles by Ted Bestor focuses on Kaiten-zushi (“conveyor-belt such” or “rotary sushi”), which gained wide popularity among consumers during the late 1990s as an inexpensive but increasingly trendy (and increasingly sophisticated) form of consumption. Restaurants that specialize in kaiten-zushi are not ubiquitously part of the urban landscape; some are stand-alone restaurants, others are parts of chains (currently about a dozen national chains exist; their décor ranges from nonexistent to high tech; their common characteristic is an emphasis on low-priced sushi.The second article by Gavin Whitelaw shows how the traditional onigiri or rice ball has combined with public and consumer interest, both positive and negative, and has led to the emergence of the konbini onigiri as a category of its own. The term konbini onigiri is used to identify commercially manufactured rice balls. The onigiri is emblematic of the changes of comfort in “comfort food.” Blurring the distinction between commodity and comfort, the rice ball assists in transition of family from home to workplace, helps corporations to post profits, and provides a means for convenience stores to ease into local communities.



Constructing Identity through Food

The Japanese tea ceremony developed as 
a "transformative practice", and began to 
evolve its own aesthetic related to a spiritual 
awakening by embracing imperfection – a 
reminder to cherish our unpolished selves 
as a first step to enlightenment.
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Identity is often constructed and communicated with regard to foods. Regional specialties mark identity; people from the place in question often make a point of eating their specialty. Even if they do not, their “sense of place” is very much involved with the sense of taste. We are “consuming geographies,” as food geographers David Bell and Gill Valentine put it (1997). As we all know, nothing brings back a place, time, or occasion more powerfully than a scent or taste. To eat the familiar home food is to be at home, at least in the heart – as well as the stomach. In Japan a traveler visiting a place has to bring back samples of its specialty foods for his family and friends. This social rule explains the Japanese-labeled, extremely overpriced packages of smoked salmon one sees in Northwest Coast airports; and so on around the world. Japanese travelers who have put off buying the “local products” till the last minute are held hostage; they have to buy something, at any price, for the folks they are returning to.



Food and Status
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Lastly, status, class, and prestige comprise probably the most important area signaled by food. Jack Goody (1982) has shown systematically and in detail what many of us had more or less suspected: fancy cuisine is a product of social differentiation. Societies divided up into elites and commoners have a corresponding division of food. Elite groups always try to mark themselves off by consumption of special-status or prestige foods and upwardly mobile people try to rise in respect by being seen eating those foods.A good example of this type of diffusion is karaoke. Karaoke is a typical form of entertainment for Japanese business people; they drop into a bar with colleagues after work, have a drink, and enjoy singing popular songs to the accompaniment of karaoke. Karaoke has become firmly established in Japanese society, going far beyond just a temporary boom. It is now widely recognized that the use of karaoke started at a snack bar in Kobe City. Since Kobe Port was opened to international trade in 1868, on the eve of the Meiji Restoration, Kobe has been leading the way towards international exchange, and many foreigners have come to live in Kobe. The Japanese like parties. From ancient times, a party become enlivened when someone started singing and the others kept time with hand-clapping, making the atmosphere more cheerful. It has never mattered whether the person sings well or not. Even if he sings out of tune, it can spark laughter and make the party more lively. Karaoke was born in a night amusement quarter at the end of the high economic growth period. For corporate soldiers living in a stressful society, there is no other entertainment that can make them feel so refreshed. Consequently, karaoke immediately spread from Kansai all over Japan.



Conclusion
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American exposure to Japanese food was largely limited to Japanese steakhouse chain offerings and deep-fried tempura. One primary ingredient epitomized for the non-Japanese person Japanese food at its pinnacle – raw fish. However, authentically prepared Japanese cuisine using raw fish as its centerpiece was for many years unavailable outside Japan. To the uninitiated diner decades ago, sushi (raw fish and vinegared rice balls) or sashimi (raw fish slices) were breathtakingly aesthetic in concept and very visually tempting, but all interest stopped there. It does seem an injustice that for a very long time Japanese food did not receive the widespread recognition that it deserves. Many first-time eaters, though bowled over by its aesthetic presentation, describe Japanese food as insipid, because the subtlety of Japanese haute cuisine, as demonstrated in the kaiseki, or tea-ceremony, style of cooking, is lost on palates expecting elaborate blends of seasoning. Palates have to be educated to fully appreciate Japanese food beyond the familiar stews, tempura, and the lavishly seasoned grilled dishes. Tongues have to learn to become sensitive to the slight nuances of taste, to discern the intrinsic and undisguised natural flavors in each ingredient. The aesthetic presentation of Japanese food naturally encourages this focused attention. In classical Japanese cuisine, before each diner is an array of small individual servings, each a work of art framed in its own exquisite receptacle. “Feed the eye first,” is the first injunction to the Japanese cook. The ultimate objective in serving Japanese food is to use local and fresh ingredients in season as much as possible. Japanese cuisine and food culture truly is an austere aesthetic!



Thank You - Arigatou Gozaimasu
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