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Description: Sushi had humble beginnings in the sushi shops of the Edo period. From boisterous chefs to barehanded preparation, sushi was the symbol of manliness in Japan. Once in North America, these notions were replaced with concepts of fame and fortune. The following entry discusses this change in perspective between cultures.


Japan versus North America: The shifting perspective on sushi
[bookmark: _Int_7fjG0qfF][bookmark: _Int_E5YWEaWo][bookmark: _Int_GT776Uan][bookmark: _Int_MnAWXIOu][bookmark: _Int_OwnpWvF5][bookmark: _Int_tabqmsl2]We all make associations with our food that go beyond the simple description as a necessity to live. From the scent of apple pie reminding you of grandma’s house to wine symbolizing religious rites, the meanings we give to food expand into a multitude of domains in our life. These meanings can also change. For instance, a common meal cooked in your childhood that now in your adulthood evokes nostalgic feelings that it never had before. The dynamic relationship between us and our food is prominent showcased in the story of sushi’s introduction into North America from Japan. Though today sushi is praised around the world, sushi had humble beginnings in Japan. The modern form of sushi people are well acquainted with today began as bunazushi, which, unlike modern sushi, took around a year to make and used rice only to ferment the fish (it was then disposed of). Modern sushi was the result of various technical and ingredient changes so that bunazushi could be enjoyed as a quick snack. Particularly popular was nigiri sushi, and it was soon served commonly in the sushi shops of Edo (present-day Tokyo). These shops presented a unique dining experience to its customers that encompassed the idea of manliness. Unlike the more subdued, quiet city streets, sushi shops would be loud, with vocally enthusiastic chefs greeting and serving customers. Also, these chefs would take pride in the fact that they crafted sushi in the same manner that other “men” work is done: barehanded. Thus, the concept of manliness became entangled with how people viewed sushi. However, the ideas of manliness that became attached to sushi in Japan did not transfer to North America when sushi migrated there. The popularity of sushi started to gain traction in North America when celebrities and the rich started favoring it. Consequently, sushi, rather than being seen as manly, became a symbol of wealth, fame, and power. As for those in the lower classes, sushi became a trendy food to eat so that you could make yourself appear to have the above-mentioned qualities. Even restaurants selling sushi starkly contrasted the boisterous sushi shops of Japan. These were refined, luxurious establishments designed to fit the tastes of their higher-class clientele. By comparing the Japanese and North American views on what sushi is, we can see that, though the food remained the same, the relationships each culture had with it differed. In other words, the meaning of sushi changed when it was introduced to North America as North Americans attached new meanings to sushi. However, change does not just happen between culture it also happens within, as was seen in Japan after sushi’s international success. Sushi, once a coinvent street snack, became a representation of “Japanese food,” food that originated and belonged innately to Japan. As a result, became a mark of pride and a show of Japanese culinary excellence for the Japanese because “others” (non-Japanese people) ate and highly enjoyed their food. Therefore, the notions of national pride and culinary excellence became tied to sushi for the Japanese. These notions were held to such an extent that the Japanese government attempted to police foreign sushi makers, as to not allow them to tarnish Japan’s image. Thus, the meaning of sushi changed within and between cultures, which demonstrates how dynamic our relationships with our food can be.
