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INTRODUCTION


Japanese cuisine or washoku  is generally considered one of the bigger parts of their cultural identity. The staple foods revolve around rice, miso soup, and other side dishes that pertain to the changing seasons. Japanese cuisine is considered an integral part of Japanese culture and heritage, and it gained UNESCO world status in 2013. Japanese food is meticulously prepared and there are key factors to each meal that may go unnoticed to the blind eye. The history behind rice, the changing influences in Japanese food culture today, and the switch from ceremonial dining to casual dining are all important in deciphering why Japanese food culture is so important. 


Chado (the Way of Tea) is also an important practice that embraces the beauty of nature and natural materials (similarly to how washoku also brings out the natural beauty of the food). Chado takes influences not only from Buddhism but Shintoism as well, and the practice can be studied to learn more about the Japanese do concepts. Chado gatherings embrace the concepts of mono no aware, wabi, and ichigo, ichi-e. The books that will be used throughout this paper are The Japanese Arts and Self-Cultivation by Robert E. Carter, Food Culture in Japan by Michael Ashkenazi and Jeanne Jacob, and The Cambridge Companion to Modern Japanese Culture which was edited by Yoshio Sugimoto. 

Through the analysis of one of the Japanese staple foods, gohan, and its cultural significance in Japan as a whole, as well as the dynamics and specific religious customs that pertain to chado; connections can be made to how these key factors shaped Japanese culture as it is today.

ESSENCES OF WASHOKU

Gohan (rice) is one of the major foods in the staple Japanese diet, however, the word has a greater underlying meaning that most people are not aware of. Rice can also be interpreted as "meal" in the Japanese language, and can be found in the words: asagohan (breakfast), hirugohan (lunch), and bangohan (dinner). Rice is included with most Japanese dishes and is of the four types of conventional Japanese foods. To fully understand rice and it's importance in Japanese culture today, we must fully explore the impact that the food has had as a whole. 
Historical Cultural Influences Of Rice

The earliest cultivation of rice in Japan can be dated back to the Yayoi period, when the people of the time finally began to implement it in their farming routines. Although it did not immediately gain popularity during the Yayoi period, it would  eventually become used as a tax collected by the feudal lords as well. However, rice has also been " regarded as a sacred grain in which the divine spirits dwell" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 301), and that dates back to the earliest days of Shintoism. People believed that if they consumed rice or drank it in the form of sake (rice wine), that they could also feed off of some of that divine spiritual power. That belief has also influenced cultural practices that occur today, and "this is why the Japanese celebrate New Year's Day, the most important holiday on the nation's calendar, by eating zoni soup that contains mochi" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 301). Practices like these go to show that even though many Japanese people wouldn't consider themselves completely religious, their culture has been influenced in ways that affect their daily lives, whether they are aware of them or not. 


In the past, Japanese people would also pray for the safe harvest of their rice crop, and for invaders to stay away from their crops. If a good harvest were to occur, they would give back by donating sake to local Shinto shrines as a way of showing appreciation. Priests would invite the townspeople to drink with them, and it was also believed that the Kami (spirits in Japanese Shinto) would partake in these celebrations as well. The use of sake in this manner  has contributed to what we consider Japanese communal drinking today. Early ceremonies like these not only brought people together in celebration of their accomplishments but the Japanese people also "[drank] together in an act that cements community solidarity" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 301). Nowadays, Japanese communal drinking can be effectively studied in the workplace. It's incredibly common for a boss or coworkers to ask each other out to celebrate after a tough day at work. Sake is still consumed massively by the Japanese people today and evidence of its popularity still exists in popular culture today. The tokkuri (bottle sake is housed in) and choku (ceramic cup that sake is poured into) are still used as they were in the past, and many Japanese anime and manga have characters that traditionally use these items.  

Rice And The Eating Etiquette

Today, rice is considered one of the four types of staple foods, the others are "okazu, secondary components like fish or vegetables: soup called shiru: and tsukemono, vegetables pickled in salt or rice bran" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 300). A unique essence of washoku is that the meal itself is divided into parts that should be sampled as a whole. If we compare washoku to American cuisine for instance, most of the time the American food dish has one main staple to it. If we're served a steak, we mainly focus on the steak regardless of what the side dishes may be, they are less important in the overall structure of the meal. However, the rice is meant to be eaten along with everything else in the meal and "in Japan it has been common for all dishes to be placed together on a serving tray at the beginning of the meal" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 300). Each food item in a Japanese meal is as important as the other and should not be left out. As such, it is proper etiquette to eat all parts of the meal without leaving a certain part untouched. Why is this important in terms of rice as a staple Japanese food? In most cases, rice has no seasoning or flavor added to it, but it can be universally eaten with anything. So it's usually seen as impolite if you add soy sauce or other toppings to rice when dining out. Rice brings it's own distinctive flavor to the meal and should be eaten in unison with the other foods.  
Washoku And Its Practices

Washoku has a tendency to favor simple foods that are also very natural and healthy. "The philosophy behind Japanese food culture appears to be a paradoxical belief that no cooking is the best kind of cooking" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 302). While this isn't one hundred percent true for all Japanese food, it tends to describe the popular Japanese food dishes very well. Sashimi is a very popular food item in washoku today, and there aren't many other places in the world that uses raw food (especially fish) nearly as much as Japan does today. Sushi and raw fish have become engrained in Japanese culture so deeply, that most people associate these foods strictly with the country and it's people. However, the idea and acceptance of raw food comes from the Japanese view of natural flavors being favored over artificial ones. Most sushi is comprised only of the fish, wasabi, and rice that has been treated with vinegar. Japanese chefs allow the food to "breathe" in the sense that they let the inherent natural flavors of the food exist in harmony with the rest of the dish. The only time heavy seasoning is used is when the dish isn't particularly fresh anymore, and fish is usually treated with this method. The idea of natural and simple ingredients can be tied back to the ideals of Buddhism. The rustic and natural elements of an item outweigh the fake and superficial additions that come through other processes of cooking. Kaiseki-ryori (traditional set cuisine) and shojin-ryori (Buddhist vegetarian set cuisine) are two types of Japanese set meals that embrace these ideals. Kaiseki-ryori dishes vary depending on the chef but are tailored towards the simple essences of washoku. The concept of shun (season) is also factored into the way these dishes are made. Eating something in season is very common in traditional Japanese cuisine, the shun of the food is tailored to the nature of the dish but also to the components that exist along side the dish. Every part of the Japanese meal is important and because of this, the food items must also be in balance with one another. Japanese food culture has its own balance and harmony that must be attributed to the dishes that it creates. Japanese cooking in its own right is a way of art, and the Japanese attention to detail that exists in food culture has also carried over to routines that exist in their daily lives today. 

Changing Dynamics In Japanese Food Culture 

 Japanese food culture significantly began to change from the 1930's onward. Most Japanese people still preferred farming during this time period, and rice and meat were still not as popular as they are today. However, with the introduction of the yoshokuya (Western-styled restaurant), many Japanese-styled dishes that still exist today were slowly being created. Korokke (croquettes) and tonkatsu (pork cutlet) were among some of the foods that took on their own Japanese styles. Japan has it's own unique cultural food aspects, but they also tend to embrace other cultures and add their own personal touches. Families around during the times when western-styled restaurants were becoming more popular (due to the American influences that existed in the country), acted as the first pioneers of a new cultural food era. They purchased things like beef, pork, and chicken, and they began to prepare "'Japanised' Western meals or Chinese meals in the home" (Ishige, 2009, pg. 308).  With the increase in the importance of home cooked meals on the rise, it also gave way to the introduction of what we traditionally considered a family meal setting today. This is not to say that families did not eat in a communal setting before, but the changes needed to make eating culture more modern were tailored more towards changes within the family eating setting. In that regard, families were now eating around tables with chairs and discussing topics that were previously not spoken about in a family eating setting. The media, news, television, and radio all played a big part in Japan embracing a new style of family dining. The wife and the children played the biggest role in determining what conversations happened at the table, but it did show that they dynamic was changing. 
From Ceremonial To Casual


As Naomichi Ishige explains, "Modern Japanese are now enjoying, on a daily basis, festive food in the absence of the gods" (pg. 311). The truth behind this statement more or less lies within the changes to modern society and how Japanese people function on a day to day basis. Japanese food dynamics today rely less on the spirituality of the meal and its contents, and more on the convenience and availability of the food. As stated before, people would pray for the safe harvest of their crops and leave offerings at Shinto shrines to express their thankfulness. Farming isn't as popular of a profession as it was in the past, and many Japanese people today would not feel forced to have to oblige to a custom such as this one. People can buy things like rice and fish from grocery stores without having to go out and farm or fish it themselves. Steady changes like these contributed to what can now be considered "modern day Japanese food culture," and these changes have not only affected Japan, but the world. So what contributed to this dramatic change in how the world views food? What changed the traditional food dynamics of yesteryear? The slow decline of communal family food time can be blamed on the creation of instant ramen in 1958. It's not solely instant ramens fault mind you, but the idea of "instant" food in general. Instant food allowed people to skip the dinner table and make food at their own leisure. While families still enjoy eating around the dinner table (and some still require it today), Japanese and global families alike have slowly broken away from the mindset that it's completely needed. The increasing availability of things like 24hour convenience stores and restaurants make getting food easier than it has ever been before. The term konbini (or convenience store in Japanese) has become so popular that it cannot be denied as an integral part of Japan's cultural heritage. People think that convenience stores are popular in places like the United States, but what happens when you go to Japan and see three conveniences stores right next to each other? Convenience is more favorable an option most of the time because of its flexibility. Eating out at restaurants and drinking at bars is also more common nowadays then meeting up with friends at the home, and this isn't necessarily a bad thing. The idea of communal eating with people that you care about is still there, but the loss of traditions in the home have changed the mindsets of the people. However, there is an inherent danger that needs to be addressed, and like many things in Japanese culture a balance needs to be found. "One of the major issues facing food culture in the future is how to best achieve a favorable balance between meals in the home on one hand and meals in 'society" (Ishige, 2009, pg.. 316), because the idea of communal eating within the home may disappear entirely. 
ESSENCES OF CHADO

Chado is known as "the Way of Tea" and is a unique cultural function that exists within Japanese society. It not only takes from the teachings of Shinto and Buddhism, but it also attributes great meaning to the idea of the Japanese "group." To analyze it's importance in Japanese society, it has to be broken down into the philosophies and group aspects that surround the practice.

Philosophies Of Chado

Robert E. Carter said, "To make tea is an act of increasing spiritual awareness" (pg. 75). The act of making tea itself is something that should be enjoyed, and it should be done with the spirit of others in mind. What makes the Way of Tea so special is the fact that it's done in a way that creates an air of courtesy and compassion for the host and their guests. The Way of Tea like Japanese cuisine also takes into account the Japanese ideals of natural simple ingredients and materials. The tea that is drunk at these gatherings is made from matcha (green tea powder), and "[tastes] like freshly-mown grass smells, it is slightly astringent and refreshing" (Ashkenazi & Jacob, 2003, pg. 77).  The tea also takes into account the concepts of shun, and the resulting liquid can either be thick or light depending on the seasons. The utensils used during the Way of Tea are influenced by the natural tendencies that the Japanese prefer; "humble items such as the tea scoop, cut and shaped from a sliver of giant bamboo, may be named and treasured for generations" (Ashkenazi & Jacob, 2003, pg. 77). The use of these materials adhere to the Shinto belief of purity within nature and the "simpler, more tranquil, natural, and rustic meditative enjoyment of tea" (Carter, 2008, pg. 77) that exists in the culture today. 
Drinking Dynamics

There are two different distinct styles of tea gatherings. The first being one in which everyone gets their own cup of tea, and the other being a style that allows everyone to drink from one bowl. The destruction of the ego is something that is prominent in all tea gatherings, and as such, should be followed at all times. Everyone in the group is of equal status once you are apart of the gathering. The concept of wabi means "to cut through the reputation, ego, economic, status, and power as human pretense" (Carter, 2008, pg 81). The concepts of mono no aware (the passage of time and the melancholy that comes with it) and ichigo, ichi-e (one time, one place) are also part of the group dynamic. Once you are part of the gathering, you should enjoy the opportunity presented in front of you. The transience of daily life is celebrated in Japanese culture, so when people meet for these gatherings, they act as if this may be the last time. This ideal has bled into the other forms of do, but it tends to mean that one should be completely happy with the present. When you're spending time with people you enjoy being around, you should be happy, it really is as simple as that. Chado harks back to the times when people would communally drink for religious gatherings and celebrations. Carter brings up an interesting point as well, calling Chado a "tea ceremony" takes away from its original intentions. While it is a gathering that has religious connotations deep down, it brings unneeded attention to the host. The guests and the hosts are both on the same level during a gathering, and there is a mutual respect between the both of them. Referring to the practice as "the Way of Tea" allows it to keep its original meaning. 
CONCLUSION

Washoku and chado have factored into a lot of Japanese culture today. Rice is an incredibly important asset in the Japanese cultural repertoire. By analyzing the history of rice and it's unique cultural properties, a lot of modern Japanese culture that exists today can be found. Whether it be communal drinking due to the spiritual powers of sake or the creation of the Japanese staple foods. The changes in Japanese eating dynamics today have also molded the culture in different ways. For instance, the popularity of instant foods has now changed what family communal dining was less than 40 years ago. It's becoming more popular for people to dine out then dine in, and because of this the family aspects and home cooking traditions are slowly starting to lose importance. 


Chado is also extremely important for Japanese culture because it has a spiritual connotation while also following the basic Japanese do concepts. Buddhism and Shintoism influence the practice heavily, and it relies on the respect that one has towards another. Mono no aware and ichigo, ichi-e allow one to respect the fleeting moment, and to enjoy the time spent with others. It not only embraces the essences of community within the Japanese society, but it also embraces the spirit of wabi. Wabi is an appreciation for the rustic or natural qualities of something, while also getting rid of the ego that exists within modern society. It turns everyone into equals while also allowing the impertinence of  society to slowly fade away. 

By studying these two unique aspects of Japanese culture, it helps you learn more about the Japanese aesthetic senses of beauty, but also allows you to have a more respectful view of the culture. The idea of washoku and chado are two major contributing factors that have shaped Japanese culture as it is today, and they will continue to shape it in the foreseeable future. 
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