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ABSTRACT 

Branding Washoku as an Instrument of Japanese Soft Power 

 

Japanese food has become a global trend over the past two decades, and boosted the 

international standing of Japan. This study delineates the role of Japanese cuisine, or 

washoku, as an instrument of Japanese soft power. It traces how washoku was 

transformed into a strong national brand and how this brand was framed differently 

in domestic and global contexts. This thesis argues that while the promotion of 

washoku abroad depicts it as a flourishing cuisine based on characteristics such as 

respect to nature, seasonality, and a well-balanced diet, in the domestic context it is 

designed to address issues like a decreasing domestic interest in Japanese foods and 

the need for greater self-sufficiency in food production. This thesis also argues that 

through the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List nomination process, Japan 

was able to combine these two concerns and create a comprehensive strategy to 

strengthen the washoku brand on both national and global levels. 
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ÖZET 

Washoku’nun Bir Japon Yumuşak Güç Aracı Olarak Markalaştırılması 

 

Son yirmi yıl içerisinde Japon mutfağının dünya çapındaki popülerliğinde hızlı bir 

artış görülmektedir. Bu gelişmeye paralel olarak Japonya’nın uluslararası statüsünde 

de benzer bir yükselişten söz edilebilir. Bu çalışma, bir “Yumuşak Güç” (Soft 

Power) aracı olarak Japon yemeğinin, bir diğer adıyla washoku’nun rolünü inceliyor. 

Çalışma, washoku’nun bir ‘ulus markası’na (nation brand) dönüşme sürecini 

gözlemleyerek yerel ve uluslararası bağlamlarda ne tür farklılıklarla ele alındığını 

irdeliyor. Bu tez; washoku’nun uluslararası alanda doğaya saygılı, mevsimsel ve 

besin değeri açısından dengeli oluşundan hareketle yükselen bir yemek kültürü 

olarak sergilenmesine karşılık, ülke dahilinde ise konunun Japon yemeklerine azalan 

ilgi ve gıdada kendi kendine yeterlilik problemlerine odaklandığı ve Japon yemek 

kültürünün risk altında olduğu düşüncesi etrafında toplandığını savunmaktadır. Bu 

tez ayrıca, UNESCO Somut Olmayan Kültürel Miras Listesi adaylığı sürecinde 

Japonya’nın bu iki kaygıyı birleştirerek, washoku markasını güçlendirmek için 

kapsamlı bir strateji oluşturabildiği görüşünü ileri sürmektedir.   

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



vi 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

The completion of this thesis would have been achieved without the 

assistance of a number of individuals and organizations. 

First and foremost, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my thesis 

advisor Dr. Erdal Küçükyalçın, for his invaluable constructive feedback and 

unwavering support during the planning and development of this thesis. I would also 

like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to Assoc. Prof. Oğuz Baykara, whose interest 

and enthusiasm has given me motivation and courage in the process of writing.  

I must also thank the Scientific and Technological Research Council of 

Turkey (TÜBİTAK), for supporting my studies through the National Scholarship 

Programme for MSc students (TÜBİTAK BİDEB 2210).  

Last but not least, I wish to express my deep and sincere gratitude to my 

family and friends for their endless love and support. I love you beyond words! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Theoretical framework .................................................................................. 5 

1.2 Sources and methodology ............................................................................. 8 

CHAPTER 2: WASHOKU BRAND ............................................................................ 9 

2.1 What is washoku? ......................................................................................... 9 

2.2 Branding washoku ...................................................................................... 20 

2.3 Dual perspectives on washoku: national- global  ....................................... 30 

CHAPTER 3: WASHOKU BRAND AS AN ASSET OF JAPAN’S SOFT POWER 31 

3.1 Soft power theory ....................................................................................... 31 

3.2 Japan’s food related cultural diplomacy ..................................................... 35 

3.3 Washoku tourism ........................................................................................ 50 

3.4 Washoku contests ........................................................................................ 52 

3.5 Overview ..................................................................................................... 53 

CHAPTER 4: WASHOKU BRAND AS JAPAN’S GASTRONATIONAL SYMBOL

 .................................................................................................................................... 55 

4.1 Gastronationalism theory ............................................................................ 55 

4.2 Gurume taikoku nihon (Gourmet superpower Japan, グルメ大国―日本)  

 .......................................................................................................................... 56 

4.3 “Washoku endangered!”   ........................................................................... 58 

4.4 Overview ..................................................................................................... 72 

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION ................................................................................... 74 

APPENDIX A MAFF WASHOKU GUIDEBOOK ................................................... 78 

APPENDIX B SAMPLE WASHOKU MENU ......................................................... 113 

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................... 114 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



viii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure 1. The number of overseas Japanese restaurants between 2006-2017……….2               

Figure 2. Five principles of washoku ……………………………………………….16 

Figure 3. Restaurant style kaiseki………………………………………………..….18 

Figure 4. Spring themed tea kaiseki served at Sokkon restaurant…………………..19 

Figure 5. The hexagon of competitive identity……………………………………...33 

Figure 6. Cool Japan’s potential…………………………………………………….40 

Figure 7. Ramen ranking …………………………………………………………...42 

Figure 8. Emperor Naruhito’s enthronement banquet menu ……………………….46 

Figure 9. Annual rice consumption decrease in Japan ……………………………..62 

Figure 10. An example of green lantern ……………………………………………68 

Figure 11. Weekly school lunch menu sample ……………………………………..70 

Figure 12. Leading opinion on washoku in Japan as of 2020 ………………………73 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

ABBREVIATIONS 

 

ANA All Nippon Airways 

GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

JAXA Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency 

JCA Japanese Culinary Academy 

JETRO Japan External Trade Organization 

JNTO Japan National Tourism Organization 

LDP Liberal Democratic Party of Japan 

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan 

METI Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 

NHK Japan Broadcasting Corporation (Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai) 

UNESCO The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization  

UNTWO World Tourism Organization  

VJC Visit Japan Campaign 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the course of these past few decades, Japanese cuisine, also known as washoku, 

has become a global trend. Washoku is appraised as a healthy, nutritious, and 

aesthetic cuisine in the global media and cookbooks. In 2013, it was inscribed on the 

UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage list under the title, “Washoku, traditional 

dietary cultures of the Japanese, notably for the celebration of New Year.”  

The UNESCO inscription was part of a series of initiatives to promote 

Japanese culinary culture within and outside Japan. Washoku became an influential 

national brand through these initiatives, which date back to the early 2000s. The 

washoku brand brought worldwide recognition to Japan as a ‘culinary superpower’ 

and created a worldwide Japanese food boom.   

Figure 1 illustrates the number of overseas Japanese restaurants between 2006 

and 2017. According to the data published by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), from the mid-2000s there has been an overall 

continuous increase in Japanese restaurants abroad. As the numbers indicate, 

Japanese food is especially popular in Asia, North America, and Europe. 
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  Figure 1. The number of overseas Japanese restaurants between 2006-2017 
  Source: Funanalysis, “Increasing Japanese Restaurants” 
 

The increasing trend continued until the end of 2019, when a global pandemic 

overtook the world.1 According to the latest report released by MAFF, the number of 

Japanese restaurants in 2019 was approximately 101,000 in Asia (50% increase in 

two years from about 69,300 stores); 29,400 in North America (20% increase in two 

years from about 25,300 stores); 12,200 in Europe (no change since 2017); 6,100 in 

South and Central America (30% increase in two years from about 4,600 stores); 

2,600 in Russia (slight increase in two years from about 2,400 stores); 3,400 in 

Oceania (40% increase in two years from about 2,400 stores); 1000 in Middle East 

(nearly no change since 2017); 500 in Africa (50% increase in two years from about 

350 stores).2  These results indicate that, in the past two years -between 2017 and 

2019-, Japanese food has become more popular in Asia, South and Central America, 

Oceania, and Africa. The data between 2006 and 2019 indicated that the number of 

 
1 The global coronavirus pandemic resulted in world-wide travel bans and nationwide curfews. Many 
restaurants could not provide services for months.  
2 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF) Food Industry Affairs Bureau, 
Kaigai ni okeru nihonshoku resutoran no kazu, 海外における日本食レストランの数 [The number 
of overseas Japanese restaurants]. 
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overseas Japanese restaurants increased by 2.3 times in 7 years (2006-2013), 1.6 

times in 7 years (2013-2015), 1.3 times in 2 years (2015-2017), and 1.3 times in 2 

years (2017-2019).3 

 The rising popularity of Japanese food also brought about a scholarly interest 

in washoku.  Scholarly discussions on washoku often focus on the economic motives 

for the promotion of Japanese cuisine. Katarzyna Cwiertka argues that washoku, as it 

has been promoted since the 2010s, is a myth constructed to meet the criteria for 

UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage. According to Cwiertka, the propagation of 

washoku “ultimately aims to solve the problems faced by the Japanese authorities 

since the beginning of the post-bubble era: Japan’s declining competitiveness in the 

global marketplace, the Japanese population’s poor opinion of their country’s 

achievements and the country’s low food self-sufficiency ratio.”4 In a similar 

fashion, Felice Farina also argues that “the strategy of promotion of washoku 

worldwide is not a mere act of popularization of Japanese food but it is strictly 

related to the issue of the low self-sufficiency rate of the country, as the main 

objective of the government is the raise of food export[s], in order to foster 

agricultural production and improve self-sufficiency.”5 

However, there is also an ideological incentive behind the washoku brand. It 

stems from the fear that Japan’s national identity is disintegrating through 

globalization and the loss of cultural practices.6 The aim of this thesis is to delineate 

the incentives behind, the branding process for, and the effects of the washoku brand 

 
3 Ibid.  
4 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 89.  
5 Farina, “Japan’s Gastrodiplomacy as Soft Power: Global Washoku and National Food Security,” 
131. 
6 “The basic style of washoku was preserved in each household until about the 1980s.” Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional Dietary Cultures of 
Japan”, 25. https://www.maff.go.jp/e/data/publish/attach/pdf/index-20.pdf   
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itself. This thesis supports the idea that there exists a number of domestic and 

international motives to promote Japanese cuisine. This thesis also argues that Japan 

had already been trying to promote its food as an instrument of soft power, following 

the global trends of soft power exercise and nation branding, but that the UNESCO 

inscription enabled Japan to combine domestic and global concerns and resulted in a 

comprehensive narrative around washoku.  

Chapter 1 provides an introduction into the topic. The remaining sections of 

this chapter discuss the theoretical framework, consisting of soft power, nation 

branding as well as gastronationalism, and provide an overview of the sources and 

methodology. 

Chapter 2, “Washoku Brand,” delineates the brand-making process of 

Japanese cuisine. The first part of Chapter 2 provides a history of washoku and lists 

its characteristics. The second part focuses on the UNESCO nomination and state 

involvement in the washoku brand. The final part briefly touches upon how washoku 

is framed in the national and global contexts. 

Chapter 3, “Washoku Brand as Japan’s Soft Power,” discusses the overseas 

promotion of washoku. Beginning with an in-depth discussion of soft power theory, 

this chapter studies washoku in relation to diplomatic missions such as “Washoku-

Try Japan’s Good Food” (2006-2010), tourism campaigns such as “Yokoso! Japan” 

(Visit Japan), the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, and international cooking contests.  

Chapter 4, “Washoku Brand as Japan’s Gastronational Symbol”, delineates 

how washoku is framed in the national context. Discussing gastronationalism theory 

in detail, this chapter focuses on washoku in relation to domestic concerns such as 

decrease in rice consumption and food self-sufficiency. Additionally, nationwide 



5 
 

efforts to promote washoku through such initiatives as the Green Lantern (Midori 

Chōchin) and Shokuiku (School Lunch) movements will also be discussed. 

The concluding Chapter 5 provides a summary and discussion of this work, 

considers some of the questions raised, and contemplates possible future research in 

relation to washoku. 

 

1.1 Theoretical framework 

Food began to appear frequently as a motif in national consciousness around the 

globe in late 1990s, and early 2000s.  The promotion of national food cultures as 

elements of soft power through nation brands also became popular in this period. 

Thus, this thesis is based on three major concepts: soft power, nation branding, and 

gastronationalism.  

Soft power theory was first developed by Joseph Nye. Nye describes soft 

power as the successful use of attraction to achieve intended actions and results.7 In 

other words, it is the ability to influence populations and countries through appeal 

rather than economic or military might. In Nye’s words, “[Soft power] arises from 

the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and policies. When our 

policies are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others, our soft power is enhanced.”8 

Sources of soft power include a country’s culture, values, and intranational and 

international government policies.   

Nation branding is another major concept related to soft power. In fact, it can 

be considered as a practice of soft power. Nation brand makes use of marketing 

techniques to enhance the appeal of a country’s charms. The characteristics of nation 

branding are “the rendering of national culture as an auditable form, its reorientation 

 
7 Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, x. 
8 Ibid. 
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as source of either market opportunity or risk, and the defanging of diversity in the 

process.”9   

 Simon Anholt explains the difference between brands and branding in the 

following: “a brand is a product or service or organization,” while “branding is the 

process of designing, planning and communicating the name and the identity, in 

order to build or manage reputation.”10 This thesis discusses the process through 

which washoku was branded as an instrument of Japanese soft power, over the 

course of three decades. Branding allows countries to incorporate diverse ideas and 

agendas into easily accessible conceptions. Thus, washoku brand not only 

communicates a health-conscious, rich, and delicious diet but also attracts people to 

Japanese culture through its national cuisine. 

The promotion of national cuisines brings us to another theory named 

gastronationalism. Since mid to late 2000s but especially after 2010s there is a 

worldwide trend towards using food as national identity axis and international soft 

power asset. The way nationalism is reconceptualized through food is now referred 

to as ‘gastronationalism,’11 or ‘culinary nationalism.’12   

Gastronationalism deals with how food became a primary instrument for 

national identity politics as a response to globalization and the disappearance of 

boundaries. Cultural integration came to be considered a threat to traditional food 

cultures, led countries to adopt at times conservative and protectionist initiatives to 

keep the socio-cultural textures of countries ‘intact.’ In the case of Japan, this 

concern is reflected in the idea that Japanese culinary culture is endangered. Concern 

 
9 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 32. 
10 Anholt, Competitive Identity: The New Brand Management for Nations, Cities, and Regions, 4. 
11 DeSaucey, “Gastronationalism: Food Traditions and Authenticity Politics in the European Union,” 
433. 
12 Ferguson, “Culinary Nationalism,” 102-109. 
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for the promotion or preservation of Japanese traditional dietary cultures gained 

importance in the Heisei Period (1989-2019),13 with the recognition of sustainability 

and decrease in home cooking, and increase in eating meals individually emerging as 

problems for the future of washoku.  

Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney explains the relationship between gastronationalism 

and washoku in the following: 

In contemporary Japan traditional washoku has made a tremendous comeback 
precisely because Japan is undergoing an unprecedented transformation under 
the impact of global geopolitics. Similarly, “Scottish Highland culture” was 
created during the Union with England. In both cases, these “inventions” 
relate to the urgent need of peoples to redefine their own identities. The 
worldwide phenomenon of “ethnic” or “cultural” revivals, then, must be seen 
as a presentation and representation of the self, using foods as “metaphors of 
self.”14   

 
Culinary nationalism has multifarious functions. As DeSaucey points out, 

“Gastronationalism … signals the use of food production, distribution, and 

consumption to demarcate and sustain the emotive power of national attachment, as 

well as the use of nationalist sentiments to produce and market food.”15 In other 

words, countries can simultaneously address diverse issues through culinary 

nationalism. The washoku brand, as an example and medium of gastronationalism, 

likewise enables Japan to address economic, social, political, and ideological 

concerns at the same time. 

Thus, the promotion of washoku brand is shaped in line with the theories of 

soft power, nation branding, and gastronationalism. Each theory will be discussed in 

depth in the relevant chapters. 

 

 
13 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan,” 15. https://www.maff.go.jp/e/data/publisth/attach/pdf/index-20.pdf   
14 Ohnuki-Tierney, Rice as Self: Japanese Identities Through Time, 9. 
15 DeSaucey, “Gastronationalism: Food Traditions and Authenticity Politics in the European Union,” 
433. 
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1.2 Sources and methodology 

This thesis makes use of primary and secondary sources to delineate the global and 

domestic trajectory of the washoku brand. The primary sources include official 

documents by Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF); 

official reports and White Papers by Japanese governmental authorities such as Japan 

External Trade Organization (JETRO), Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 

(METI), Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO); international reports by 

bodies such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) and World Tourism Organization (UNTWO). Secondary sources consist 

of newspaper articles, scholarly books and research papers on this topic, cookbooks, 

food blogs and webpages of international campaigns.  

 This study will analyze how policy makers, government bodies and private 

industries conceptualize the washoku brand through concrete actions such as 

UNESCO nomination, diplomatic missions, and national promotion campaigns. By 

studying media content about washoku, it will also discuss how this 

conceptualization is reflected in the minds of washoku consumers. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WASHOKU BRAND 

 

2.1 What is washoku? 

Washoku (和食), literally meaning ‘Japanese food’ or ‘harmony of food,’ refers to 

(traditional)16 Japanese cuisine. Composed of the characters 和17 (wa)- signifying 

harmony, Japanese style, Japan, peace; and 食18 (shoku) -signifying food, foodstuff, 

eating, appetite, and meal, washoku is currently described as a “collective term for 

the traditional dietary cultures of Japan.”19 Over the past two hundred years, washoku 

has been used in different contexts in a number of meanings. However, the latest 

description of washoku renders it a broad category that can accommodate layered 

significations and agendas.  

This chapter will delineate the process through which Japanese cuisine 

became a globally recognized nation brand under the name washoku. The following 

pages will provide the history and different definitions of washoku; list its 

characteristics, address the connection between washoku and Buddhism (tea 

ceremonies in particular), discuss the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List 

nomination and the Japanese states’ involvement in the brand making. The last part 

of this chapter will evaluate the national and international implications of washoku 

branding. 

 

 
16 Depending on the context, washoku has been used either for traditional home-made Japanese 
meals/cooking or Japanese cuisine as a whole. The ambiguity in its usage will be addressed in the 
following parts of this thesis. 
17 Jisho, “和 #kanji”, https://jisho.org/search/%E5%92%8C%20%23kanji 
18Jisho, “食 #kanji”,  https://jisho.org/search/%E9%A3%9F%20%23kanji 
19 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan,” https://www.maff.go.jp/e/data/publisth/attach/pdf/index-20.pdf. 
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2.1.1 Short history of the term 

The term ‘washoku’ came into use during the Meiji Period (1868-1912) in order to 

distinguish Japanese cuisine from the influx of Western dishes grouped under the 

name yōshoku (洋食).20 To understand this term in depth it is best to approach it 

from a wider historical context. 

Before the Meiji Restoration, Japan had remained quite isolated from foreign 

influence for much of the Tokugawa Period (1603-1868). Known as the Sakoku (鎖

国) or "closed country" years, in the interval between 1635 (with the passing of the 

Sakoku Edict) and 1853 (with the ‘forced re-opening’ of the country initiated by the 

Perry Mission),21 Japan had limited interaction with the outside world. In Naomichi 

Ishige’s words, “This period saw the formulation of what the Japanese today regard 

as their 'traditional' culinary values, cooking and eating habits… The majority of the 

traditional dishes eaten today date from the 220-year period of seclusion…”22 These 

include, but are not limited to, sushi, soba noodles, change from miso (soybean 

paste) to soy sauce as the main seasoning, and the difference in taste between East 

and West of Japan.23 

 
20 Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, 21; Cwiertka, “Serving 
the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 92-93.  
On yōshoku see also Aoki, “‘Yōshoku’: A Japanese Take on Western-style Cuisine.”  
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-topics/g00749/yoshoku-a-japanese-take-on-western-style-
cuisine.html  
21 Commodore Matthew Perry was sent on a mission to ‘open’ Japan on behalf of the United States of 
America in 1953. The aim of this mission was to make Japan sign a trade agreement with the U.S. and 
allow American merchant ships access to Japanese ports. Perry arrived with a huge fleet loaded with 
guns and demanded that Japan agree to their terms for treaty and ports. Failure to do so would result 
in war. Other Western countries such as Russia, Britain, Holland and France followed the U.S. 
example and all demanded trade rights from the Japanese. Eventually Japan had to agree to Perry’s 
terms in 1854 and thus, the country was ‘opened.’ Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan, 275-86. 
22 Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food, 105. 
23 Ibid. Before eighteenth century, Kansai area located in western Japan, where the imperial family 
resided for centuries, was considered as the culinary center of the country. However, after the 
shogunate took over government and moved the capital to today’s Tokyo Edo, a new culinary taste 
emerged in Kanto area located in the eastern part of Japan. To list a few differences, Kanto (East) food 
has a stronger compared to Kansai (West) food, and while pork is more common in Kanto dishes, in 
Kansai beef is generally preferred. For more, see: 
Nguyen et al “A Regional Food’s Features Extraction Algorithm and Its Application,” 15-20. 
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From the Late Tokugawa (1853-1867) period onwards, especially in the Meiji 

Period, Japan underwent great political, economic, social and cultural 

transformations, the most famous of which being the restoration of the imperial 

system of government in 1868. Commodore Perry’s arrival in 1853 triggered 

increased contact with the West and initiated the spread of Western aesthetics in 

Japan. Westernization also took place in the culinary realm. For example, 

consumption of meat and dairy products, which had little place in Japanese cuisine 

before Meiji Restoration,24 were popularized through the figure of the Emperor Meiji 

(1852-1912). Meat eating was seen as a symbol of civilization and became 

widespread via soldiers’ meals and Western style restaurants.25  

Japan’s encounter with the Other led to a concern to specify ‘traditionally’ 

Japanese things. In historian Marius Jansen’s words:  

Until 1853 Japan was a world unto itself. … The arrival of Perry made 
Japanese aware that Japan was their ‘kuni’ [country]. It also made them aware 
as never before of foreigners, gunboats and distant alien lands…. If national 
politics depends on a national consciousness of the self, then both were 
enormously heightened at this time.26  
 

Thus, the prefix ‘wa’(和), meaning ‘Japan’ or ‘Japanese style’ was used in certain 

places to counter Westernization.27 Some examples are ‘wagashi’ for Japanese 

 
Gurunavi, “Kanto Food vs Kansai Food: Japan’s Internal Battler for Culinary Supremacy.” 
https://gurunavi.com/en/japanfoodie/2016/09/kanto-food-vs-kansai-
food.html?__ngt__=TT11c9bc5f5005ac1e4ae213wDYgmns-
foshD8it1c22KS#:~:text=Kansai%20food%20is%20based%20around,broth)%20and%20usukuchi%2
0soy%20sauce.&text=Kanto%20food%20on%20the%20other,flakes%20and%20koikuchi%20soy%2
0sauce.    
24 There have been several meat eating bans in the history of Japan. These were possibly due to 
Buddhist precepts against taking lives and the scarcity in livestock. For a detailed discussion see: 
Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food. 
25 “The learned men of the time who had acquired information from the West believed that one reason 
why the Japanese had poor physiques compared to Westerners was that they did not eat meat or dairy 
products. The populace was exhorted to consume meat and milk, especially after the news spread in 
1872 that the emperor had eaten meat, and for the next few years such a diet was regarded as the mark 
of a civilized person.” Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food, 142. 
26 Jansen, Japan in Transition: From Tokugawa to Meiji, 138-139. 
27 Yanagita 1957; Jansen and Rozman 1986; Yumoto 1996, cited in Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: 
The Myth of Washoku,” 92. 
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confectionary, ‘wafuku’ for Japanese clothing (especially kimono), ‘wagyū’ for 

Japanese beef and ‘wafū’ for Japanese style in general. Washoku, Japanese cuisine’ 

or ‘Japanese style meal,’ “appeared in opposition or resistance to the Other (Western 

cuisine)” as Isami Omori points out.28 On the other hand, the prefix ‘yō’ (洋), 

meaning ‘foreign’, ‘Western’ or ‘European’ was used to specify Western influence.29 

It was against this background that the term washoku emerged. According to 

Cwiertka’s research, ‘washoku’ entered into common use in the nineteenth century. 

Initially it represented “food enjoyed in a restaurant setting.”30 As Cwiertka observes 

“… Western food (yōshoku) was primarily served in restaurants, and since washoku 

functioned as its counterpart, the two words were frequently used in reference to the 

restaurant scene.”31 Her in-depth analysis of two Japanese daily newspapers 

databases, the Yomiuri and Asahi, indicates that, unlike the previous century, 

washoku was used in a broad sense to “refer to any type of food of Japanese origin 

from the innovative products of the food-processing industry to banqueting dishes 

served to royalty” in the twentieth century.32 At some point during the application to 

UNESCO Intangible World Heritage List, the term seemed to signify traditional 

home-cooking.33 However, since the UNESCO inscription, it has become a brand 

name used to refer to Japanese culinary traditions, cooking methods, ingredients, and 

aesthetics as a whole.  

 

 
28 Omori, “The Redefinition of Washoku as National Cuisine: Food Politics and National Identity in 
Japan,” 729. 
29 Some examples being, ‘yōfuku’ for Western style clothes, ‘yōkan’ for Western style houses, 
‘yōnashi’ for European pear, and ‘yōgaku’ for Western music.  
30 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 92. 
31 Ibid., 92-93. 
32 Ibid., 93. 
33 “The basic knowledge and skills related to [w]ashoku, such as the proper seasoning of home 
cooking, are passed down in the home at shared mealtimes.” UNESCCO Committee decision 
regarding inscription of washoku into the list of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
https://ich.unesco.org/en/decisions/8.COM/8.17  
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2.1.2 Characteristics  

Washoku started gaining global significance only in the past decade, through its 

inscription on the UNESCO list of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2013. During this 

process, a narrative about Japanese cuisine centered around qualities such as 

seasonality, wide array of ingredients, harmony with nature, and reciprocal 

hospitality became prominent. These characteristics were central in branding 

washoku as an instrument of Japanese soft power.  

The Washoku Guidebook (Appendix A), published by the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), can be considered as the 

‘brand book’ of Japanese cuisine. A ‘brand book’ is the main vehicle for 

communicating a brand identity to a broad audience. Nation branding expert Melissa 

Aronczyk explains this concept in the following: 

The communications and marketing strategies that underpin the brand are 
often referred to as “hymn sheets” or “song sheets,” which, as the terms 
imply, are intended to harmonize and unify the communications for the nation 
brand among the diverse members of the population. Typically hymn sheets 
are collected in a “brand book” to convey the principles of the brand essence, 
its core ideas, and its vision or strategy. The brand book is reproduced on a 
mass scale and distributed among citizens through a variety of channels.34  
 

The Washoku Guidebook provides concise but comprehensive information about 

Japanese cuisine branded under the name washoku. Composed of eighteen parts, the 

official washoku pamphlet touches upon the history, characteristics, future of both 

Japanese cuisine and the mindset that lies behind it. According to this guidebook, 

washoku – “the traditional dietary culture of Japan” – consists of four elements: 1) 

foodstuff, 2) dishes and cooking techniques, 3) a well-balanced nutritive value, 4) the 

mindset of hospitality expressed by the guest and the host. The basic meal structure 

 
34 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 77. 
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is described as “one soup and three dishes,” with soup and secondary dishes 

complementary to cooked rice.35  

Harmony with nature is also emphasized throughout the MAFF pamphlet. 

The concept nature here is also used to express four different meanings: the spiritual 

nature of washoku of “respecting nature that brings blessings in the form of food”; 

the social nature of washoku as “the cornerstone of society, [reflected] through 

family get-togethers, community gatherings and other parties”; the functional nature 

of washoku in the form of nutritional balance; and the regional nature of washoku 

representing local culinary diversity across Japan. As emphasized in the UNESCO 

application form, “[washoku] is associated with an essential spirit of respect for 

nature closely related to the sustainable use of natural resources.”36 

Descriptions of washoku in books and websites about Japanese cuisine are in 

line with the MAFF guidebook. Referencing the UNESCO inscription, washoku is 

celebrated for its diversity, healthiness, visual appeal and harmony with nature in 

scholarly writings and mass media.37 As it gained worldwide recognition and became 

Japan’s national brand, a philosophy centered around five principles, shown in 

Figure 2, also became widespread in discussions about Japanese cuisine. 

 
35 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan.” https://www.maff.go.jp/e/data/publish/attach/pdf/index-20.pdf   
36 United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), “Washoku, 
Traditional Dietary Cultures of the Japanese, Notably for the Celebration of New Year.” 
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/washoku-traditional-dietary-cultures-of-the-japanese-notably-for-the-
celebration-of-new-year-00869 
37Kamakura, “Washoku (No. 1),” https://www.kikkoman.com/en/foodforum/the-japanese-table/28-
1.html  
Kikkoman Corporation, “Washoku: 2013 Dünya Kültür Mirası,”  
https://www.kikkoman.com.tr/yemek-blogu/washoku/  
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Washoku expert Elizabeth Andoh (2005) is credited for disseminating the five 

principles of Japanese cuisine to a global audience.38  Andoh explains these 

principles as: 

Five colors, or go shiki, suggests that every meal include foods that are red, 
yellow, green, black, and white. (Often very dark colors, particularly deep 
purple – eggplant, grapes – and sometimes brown – shiitake mushrooms – are 
counted as black.) Vitamins and minerals naturally come into balance with a 
colorful range of foods. 
Five tastes, or go mi, describes what the Japanese call anbai, a harmonious 
balance of flavors- salty, sour, sweet, bitter, and spicy [umami]- that ensures 
our palates are pleasantly stimulated, but not overwhelmed. 
Five ways, or go hō, urges cooks to prepare food by a variety of methods, 
simmering, broiling, and steaming being some of the most basic. By 
combining various methods at every meal, it is easy to limit the total amount 
of sugar, salt, and oil consumed, thereby avoiding excess calories. 
Five senses, or go kan mon, are rules concerned with the partaking of food 
and have a strong basis in Buddhism. Indeed, many Buddhist temples in 
Japan that serve vegetarian fare (shōjin ryōri) will have these rules written on 
their menus. They instruct us, first, to respect the efforts of all those who 
contributed their toil to cultivating and preparing our food; second, to do 
good deeds worthy of receiving such nourishment; third, to come to the table 
without ire; fourth, to eat for spiritual as well as temporal well-being; and 
fifth, to be serious in our struggle to attain enlightenment.39  
 

In fact, the five principles, originating in and spread from China via Zen Buddhism, 

can be observed in numerous Asian cultures. However, “in Japan, the five principles 

intertwined with indigenous Shinto beliefs, such as humanity’s oneness with nature, 

and evolved into a broadly encompassing, deeply integrated culinary philosophy.”40  

 

 
38 “However, it was the publication of ‘Washoku: Recipes from the Japanese Home Kitchen’ in 2005 
that truly brought Andoh into the global spotlight. Winning her a second IACP Award (and a 
nomination for the James Beard Award), it was the first cookbook to make the underlying principles 
of Japanese cuisine available and understandable for anyone, anywhere in the world.” Bailey, 
Elizabeth Andoh Writer, Chef, World-renowed Washoku Expert. 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2020/03/07/food/elizabeth-andoh-writer-chef-world-renowned-
washoku-expert/ )   
39 Andoh, Washoku: Recipes from the Japanese Home Kitchen, 26-28. 
40 Andoh, Washoku: Recipes from the Japanese Home Kitchen, 28. 
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  Figure 2. Five principles of washoku 
  Source: Kristen Mcquillin, Kilter Blog, “Sunday share: the fives of food” 
 

Buddhist influence in Japan was prominent until the nineteenth century and 

resulted in two distinct forms of cooking: a multicourse feast served during tea 

ceremonies called kaiseki, and a vegetarian cuisine called shōjin.41 The concept of 

washoku also seems to have been greatly influenced by Zen Buddhism and the tea 

ceremony in a number of ways. This is especially evident in the ‘one soup three side 

dishes’ structure, characteristics of seasonality and respect to nature.  

As Michael Ashkenazi and Jeanne Jacob explain: 

Both Shintô and Buddhism share an ideal of simplicity. For Shintô, it is 
important that human activities be in harmony with nature, and that 
cleanliness and purity are at the heart of every action. In Buddhism, 
renunciation of wealth and the embrace of poverty and restraint were 
important basic principles. Thus, the ideas of restraint and elegance, and of 
simplicity and frugality of both these religions dovetailed neatly in Japanese 
food attitudes.42  
 

The following part will focus on the relationship between washoku and kaiseki. 

 
41 Ashkenazi and Jacob, Food Culture in Japan, 19-20. 
42 Ibid. 
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2.1.3 Connection to kaiseki  

Kaiseki is a ritualized banquet style meal served in Japan. It has been consumed since 

the sixteenth century and is considered pivotal in the development of Japanese 

cuisine. Depending on the kanji used, kaiseki can signify a type of simple meal 

accompanying Japanese tea ceremonies (懐石)43 or an elaborate meal served at fine 

dining restaurants (会席). The two are different in terms of origin and content. The 

latter emerged as a response to the extreme formalization of Japanese banquet fare 

for the samurai and nobility and is now served mainly at restaurants while the former 

is thought to have been a part of the Japanese tea ceremony founded by the tea 

master Sen no Rikyū.44  It is also known as cha-kaiseki (茶懐石, tea kaiseki). 

Currently, the kanji “懐石” is used to express both types of kaiseki meals. Figure 3 

and 4 illustrate the differences between two kaiseki styles.  

 

 
43 There is an interesting story behind this kanji. Kaichi Tsuji (1981) recounts, “Centuries ago, it was a 
rule that Zen priests ate only two regular meals a day – morning and noon. But since the priests 
engaged in rather strenuous work, by evening they were often hungry, and to assuage this hunger they 
would eat a light meal, which was called yakuseki (‘hot stones’). This term came from the practice of 
putting heated stones inside their clothing, by which the priests staved off hunger and cold during long 
sessions of meditation. When the tea masters developed the custom of serving a meal during the tea 
ceremony, they called it kaiseki (‘breast stones’). By evoking the mage use in the Zen term, they 
seasoned their specialty with religious connotations.” Tsuji, Kaiseki: Zen Tastes in Japanese Cooking, 
12-23. 
44 Ashkenazi and Jacob, Food Culture in Japan, 8; Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food, 
88-89. 
Whether it was Rikyū who formalized the kaiseki meal form served at tea ceremonies remains a 
contested topic. In addition to many Japanese scholars, a number of English-speaking scholars such as 
Naomichi Ishige, Michael Ashkenazi and Katarzyna Cwiertka consider Rikyū as the central figure in 
establishing and perfecting the kaiseki meal. Cwiertka even calls Rikyū the “founding father of 
kaiseki”. Eric Rath delineates this topic in his paper titled “Reevaluating Rikyū: Kaiseki and the 
Origins of Japanese Cuisine”. According to Rath, there is not enough historical evidence to claim that 
Rikyū established the tea cuisine. He argues that it is highly improbable that tea cuisine could be the 
conception of one person alone, and that more research needs to be done in order to determine the 
multiple actors who contributed to the development of kaiseki over the centuries. Rath, “Reevaluating 
Rikyū: Kaiseki and the Origins of Japanese Cuisine,” 67-96. 



18 
 

 
  Figure 3. Restaurant style kaiseki (会席) 
  Source: Kawara Soba Restaurant, “Kaiseki Ryori and Set Menu” 
 

Kaiseki is characterized by lightness of meals, seasonality, natural arrangement, 

variety, harmony and rhythm.45 Considered as the basis of washoku, it is regularly 

featured in writings about Japanese cuisine. A pamphlet published by MAFF titled 

‘Washoku form and style’ lists cha-kaiseki as the source of seasonality46 and “spirit 

of hospitality” in Japanese cuisine.47 This sense of the season is reflected through 

ingredients, tableware and presentation.  

 

 
45 Tsuji, Kaiseki: Zen Tastes in Japanese Cooking, 2. 
46 Eric Rath challenges the view that seasonality in Japanese culinary tradition came from kaiseki. 
According to Rath “it is … a modern concern born in a period when it became possible to eat 
nonseasonal foods, like watermelon in winter, thanks to improvements in transportation, refrigeration, 
and other technologies…[I]t was not until the late nineteenth century that tea masters in published 
writings paid attention to rules of seasonality in creating idealized tea menus.” Rath also argues that 
the change in ingredients was not to reflect the season with appropriate food like the modern chefs but 
more to protect the health of the guests. Rath, “Reevaluating Rikyū: Kaiseki and the Origins of 
Japanese Cuisine,” 86; 90. 
Still, whether intentional or not, it seems that seasonality has a relatively long place in the history of 
Japanese cuisine.  
47 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “Washoku: Form and Style,” 14-
25. https://www.maff.go.jp/j/shokusan/gaisyoku/pamphlet/pdf/14-25_english.pdf  
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  Figure 4. Spring themed tea kaiseki served at Sokkon restaurant. 
  Source: Hitosara Magazine, Ocha no tenmae to cha-kaiseki, wa konseputo no 
kakuteru wo tanoshimu Sokkon,お茶の点前と茶懐⽯、和コンセプトのカクテルを楽
しむ【即今】[Tea ceremony procedures and tea kaiseki: enjoying Japan themed 
cocktails at Sokkon] 

 

Tea kaiseki is held on a number of occasions: to celebrate a new teahouse or 

the hosts’ special birthdays -sixtieth, seventieth, seventy-seventh or eighty-eighth-; to 

view cherry blossoms in spring, maple leaves in autumn, snow or in winter; and even 

to celebrate newly acquired valuable tea utensils. Kaichi Tsuji observes, “As a rule, 

then, there is a specific purpose for calling people together, and that purpose 

determines the nature of the gathering.”48 Depending on the occasion, the formality 

level and meal courses are also subject to change. However, at the heart of it all lies 

the Buddhist teachings of simplicity. Thus, through care simple ingredients are 

transformed into unique feasts.49  

 Originally, kaiseki consisted of a soup and three side dishes accompanied by 

rice. This meal structure called ‘ichijū-sansai’ is considered to be the basis of 

 
48 Tsuji, Kaiseki: Zen Tastes in Japanese Cooking, 11. 
49 Ibid., 163. 
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washoku. Over time additional courses were added in the meal that resulted in a more 

elaborate meal pattern.50 Currently, a kaiseki meal can be between six and fifteen 

courses. The most common of which are: sakizuke (appetizer); gohan (rice); suimono 

(soup); mukozuke (sashimi), wanmori (central meal of the feast); yakimono (flame 

grilled fish); hassun (food reflecting the season); and finally, ocha (green tea).51  

There are also different kaiseki themes that correspond to the twelve months 

of a year: Opening Kaiseki in November, Evening Tea in December, New Year 

Kaiseki in January, Spring Kaiseki in February, Doll’s Festival Kaiseki in March, 

Flower Viewing Kaiseki in April, Boys’ Festival Kaiseki in May, Off Season Kaiseki 

in June, Morning Kaiseki in July, All Souls’ Day Kaiseki in August, Moon Viewing 

Kaiseki in September, and Closing Kaiseki in October. 52 Ingredients and tableware 

change depending on the theme of kaiseki.53 

 Kaiseki characteristics such as the initial one soup three dishes meal pattern 

and harmony with nature through seasonal ingredients remain at the heart of 

Japanese cuisine. It is also regularly mentioned in writings about washoku.54 

 

2.2 Branding washoku 

Concern with branding Japanese cuisine started at the beginning of 2000s and 

intensified in the following decade.  Washoku become a nation brand of Japan 

 
50 Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Cuisine, 88-89. 
51 For detailed information see Kaichi Tsuji KaizekiL Zen Tastes in Japanese Cooking, and “Kaiseki 
Guide: The Art of Japanese Multi-Course Meals,” Master Class, 
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/kaiseki-guide#want-to-learn-more-about-cooking. 
52 Tsuji, Kaiseki: Zen Tastes in Japanese Cooking, 19-163. 
53 To list a few, in Spring Kaiseki warm and frugal dishes are served, while the Off Season is 
characterized by chilled dishes, raw fish is never served in Morning Kaiseki, on the other hand no 
meat is served on All Souls’ Day Kaiseki. For an in-depth list see Tsuji, Kaiseki: Zen Tastes in 
Japanese Cooking. 
54Hutchins, “Kaiseki- The Ultimate Japanese food”, https://www.nhk.or.jp/dwc/food/articles/177.html 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “Washoku: Form and style,” 14-25. 
https://www.maff.go.jp/j/shokusan/gaisyoku/pamphlet/pdf/14-25_english.pdf  
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particularly after its inscription in the UNESCO Intangible World Heritage list in 

2013. In fact, efforts to create the washoku brand gained momentum for and through 

the UNESCO application. Japan was not alone in its endeavor, though. Numerous 

countries also applied to register their culinary cultures into the intangible heritage 

list.55 Japan was following the global trends of nation branding and 

gastronationalism.56  

Nation branding is defined as “the creation and communication of national 

identity using tools, techniques, and expertise from the world of corporate brand 

management.”57 Branding expert and policy advisor Simon Anholt is considered to 

be the person who coined the term ‘nation brand’ in 1998. In Anholt’s view brands 

are representatives of “sustainable wealth.”58 Accordingly, branding can affect “a 

country’s long-term prospects” if “[it] is supported and encouraged government, and 

written as key component into a consistent, imaginative and well-managed national 

brand strategy.”59 Japan, for this reason established the Brand Working Group in 

2004.  

Typically, a few well known experts in either the Unites States or the United 

Kingdom assist countries in nation branding. While Japan might be getting guidance 

from famous companies abroad, nation-branding initiatives are managed mostly by 

domestic authorities. For the promotion of Japanese culture, including food culture, 

JETRO (Japan External Trade Organization) and MAFF (Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries have collaborated with the U.K. based Cross Media Ltd. 

 
55 France, Turkey, Mexico, Korea, Georgia to name a few. 
56 The Thai government, for example, initiated the culinary diplomacy programme called ‘Global 
Thai’ in 2002, in order to raise awareness and make popular Thai cuisine. Ichijo and Ranta, Food, 
National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to Global Politics, 110-111. 
57 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 15. 
58 Anholt, Brand New Justice: The Upside of Global Branding, 7. 
59 Ibid. 11. 
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marketing and advertising company. The company defines itself as a “Japanese 

company based in London” that “broadcasts Japanese culture to the world through 

English language events, publishing, and digital promotion.”60 They have two brands 

called ‘EAT-JAPAN’61 which solely focuses on promoting Japanese food culture 

through exhibits, articles, recipes, magazines and other events; and a brand named 

‘HYPER JAPAN’62 modeled after the Cool Japan initiative that deals with promoting 

Japanese culture in general. Their numerous Japanese government agency partners 

and corporate clients include, the Agency of Cultural Affairs, the Tokyo Municipal 

Government, Shizuoka Prefecture, Fukuoka Prefecture, the Japan National Tourism 

Organization, NHK, Kikkoman, All Nippon Airways, Tobu Railway, and British 

Airways. While Cross Media Ltd. offers services to and works in collaboration with 

Japanese authorities and private sector, ultimately it is the Japanese Brand Working 

Group established by the Japanese government that directs the whole process. 

Although they cooperate with people from all kinds of private and national sectors, 

the Brand Working Group is mainly an apparatus of the state. 

How does national branding help a country? According to Anholt, “because 

we believe in the country images, we also believe that products possess similar 

qualities to the countries they come from.”63 This certainly seems to be the case for 

washoku. As stated by Anholt, countries and brands are similar in that “[t]hey are 

perceived -rightly or wrongly- in certain ways by large groups of people at home and 

abroad; they are associated with certain qualities and characteristics”64 Washoku is 

 
60Cross Media Ltd., “Company Profile,” https://crossmedia.co.uk/en/company/  
61 Cross Media Ltd., EAT-JAPAN Brand Website https://www.eat-japan.com/  
62Cross Media Ltd., HYPER-JAPAN Brand Website https://hyperjapan.co.uk/  
63 Anholt, Brand New Justice: The Upside of Global Branding, 11. 
64 Ibid., 110.  
For Anholt, “[t]he true art of branding is distillation: the art of extracting the concentrated essence of 
something complex, so that its complexity can always be extracted back out of the distillate, but it 
remains portable and easily memorable. The distillate, rather than actually attempting to contain all 
the detail of the country in question, is simply the common thread, the genetic constant, which 



23 
 

branded as a healthy, balanced type of cuisine, in harmony with nature, respecting 

seasons. Thus, when people consume Japanese food, they in fact also consume the 

images and ideas that come with such brand. 

  

2.2.1 Homogenizing washoku 

Nation-branding is only one step towards homogenizing washoku. Branding expert 

Melissa Aronczyk points out that “nation branding takes its cues from but is not the 

same as product branding” because nation branding is not only about essentializing 

and homogenizing the nation but also “maintains and perpetuates the nation as a 

container of distinct identities and loyalties, and as a project for sovereignty and self-

determination.”65 In that sense nation branding is the latest and most current step in 

homogenizing washoku. Before delineating Japan’s culinary politics and the 

UNESCO application process for washoku, it is best to take a look at how the 

Japanese state homogenized the national diet. 

We have already discussed how encounter with the Other (West) had led to a 

surge in nationalist sentiments in Japan during the Late Tokugawa and Meiji Periods. 

For the first time the need to conceptualize Japanese culinary traditions became an 

important concern. That was why washoku emerged. This part will provide a short 

outline of the Japanese diet evolved towards washoku. 

In their book titled “Japan’s Dietary Transition and Its Impacts,” Vaclav Smil 

and Kazuhiko Kobayashi trace the transformation of Japanese diet from the Meiji 

Period onwards. For instance, while rice is listed as the main staple of Japan and is 

considered an indispensable part of the ichijū-sansai (one-soup-three-side-dishes) 

 
underlies the basic commonality between the different parts of the brand” Anholt, Brand New Justice: 
The Upside of Global Branding, 132. 
65 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 8-9. 
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meal pattern, rice was consumed by the majority of the Japanese population only 

after the Meiji Period.66 

Smil and Kobayashi observe that although the Japanese diet began to change 

at the end of nineteenth century -through increased meat eating, consumption of milk 

and other dairy products etc.- it was the interwar years and post-war 1950s that these 

changes became noticeably fast with long-lasting impacts.67   

Katarzyna Cwiertka’s study in “Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and 

National Identity” also reveals a similar picture. In Cwiertka’s words: 

Multiculturalism is merely one aspect in the culinary transformation of 
modern Japan that can very generally be described as a persistent 
homogenization of local food practices and attitudes into the Japanese cuisine 
as we know it today. Homogenization was not a goal in itself, but rather an 
unintentional outcome of a variety of actions undertaken for the sake of 
different objectives…  For present-day Japanese, rice, soy sauce and fresh 
seafood are the ultimate symbols of ‘Japaneseness’, symbols more powerful 
than the cherry blossom or the national flag in that they satisfy visceral 
cravings. Yet it is only relatively recently that these three ingredients have 
turned into standard components of the daily meal of all Japanese.68  
 

The Japanese Armed Forces played an important historical role in homogenizing the 

culinary consumption habits of the Japanese people from the early to mid-20th 

century.69 Military catering contributed to the creation of a national taste. For 

example, yōshoku dishes such as stew and pork cutlet (tonkatsu) started 

accompanying rice. The use of standardized soy sauce also spread through army 

 
66 There is some disagreement when rice became the main staple of Japan. Smil and Kazuhiko’s study 
reveals that “According to Tsukuba (1986) and Ōmameuda (2007), it became a truly dominant staple 
for the majority of population only during the Meiji ra. Dore (1958) thought that white rice became 
part of the Japanese birthright only during the 1930s, and Watanabe (1989) went even further, stating 
that rice became the staple only in 1939 with the advent of food rationing. In any case, rice had a 
prominent place in the nation’s cosmology, identity, self-perception, and culture for centuries before it 
became an indispensable staple.” Smil and Kazuhiko, Japan’s Dietary Transition and Its Impacts, 13 
67 Smil and Kobayashi, Japan’s Dietary Transition and Its Impacts, 10. 
68 Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, 10. 
69 Ibid., 61. 
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food.70  The army made use of foreign inspired meals (Western and Chinese)71 which 

could not only be acquired at a reasonable price but also “helped to bridge regional 

differences in taste.”72 When the army chefs returned home, they took occupations at 

schools and transmitted the palate they acquired in the army to the general 

population.73   

Cwiertka lists the political context in which the Japanese dietary 

transformation took place: 

 …the political circumstances that provided a persistent stimulation for dietary 
change. First, the policies of ‘civilization and enlightenment’ set the stage for 
the entire transformation; they inspired adoptions from the West that became 
building blocks in the creation of modern Japan. Second, the rhetoric of ‘rich 
country, strong army’ and ‘good wife, wise mother’ generated the 
development of an advanced military catering and prompted the 
modernization of home cooking. Third, the militarization and economic 
mobilization of the war- time period facilitated the nationwide proliferation of 
a standardized cuisine that had developed under the influence of military 
dieticians and home economics experts. Fourth, imperialist ambitions were 
critical in outlining Chinese and Korean food as the integral components of 
modern Japanese cuisine. Finally, post-war economic affluence brought about 
the gentrification of taste and democratization of diet, which sealed off the 
construction of a Japanese national cuisine.74  
 

This is how the Japanese palate has been homogenized. In light of these changes the 

national cuisine metamorphosed and was later branded under the concept washoku.  

 

 

 

 

 
70 Ibid. 
Previously there were great regional differences between soy sauce in Japan. While there are still 
more than a few types of soy sauce, the general taste has become standardized.  
71 Korean food came into fashion after WW2. Until then, there was a prejudice that Korean cooking 
did not suit the palate of Japanese due to strong flavors of garlic and spices like red pepper. For a 
detailed discussion see: Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, and 
Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food. 
72 Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, 82. 
73 Ibid., 137. 
74 Ibid., 176. 
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2.2.2 State involvement – Culinary politics 

Branding washoku so as to promote Japanese cuisine as Japan’s soft power was 

initiated by Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi in 2002.75 Established within the 

framework of the Intellectual Strategic Program, the Brand Working Group was 

created to build food culture, fashion and local brands into Japan’s attractive points. 

The task force was entrusted with developing a strategy for improving Japan’s 

national image overseas through the propagation of Japan brand.76 On the domestic 

level, the Brand Working Group worked together with MAFF on the national food 

education campaign called “Shokuiku.”77 

A member of the Japan Brand Working Group, Professor Satoshi Akutsu 

explains the reasoning behind Japan branding initiatives. Accordingly, “Key 

achievements critical to Japan branding initiatives aspire to two major goals (with 

respective sub-goals) set by [the] Policy Headquarters… The two major goals are (1) 

making Japan a world-class content superpower and (2) implementing the Japan 

brand strategy based on the Japanese lifestyle.”78 

 In 2005 food culture was officially chosen as one of the national assets to 

represent gross national cultural power of Japan.79 However, as soon as it started the 

initiative was disrupted when Koizumi’s term ended in 2006. It was only around 

2011 that efforts to brand washoku resumed.80 According to Melissa Aronczyk, the 

nation brand can be used to “repair reputations damaged by political and economic 

legacies, to dodge unfavorable international attention in the aftermath of unpopular 

 
75 Kohsaka, “The Myth of Washoku: A Twisted Discourse on the ‘Uniqueness’ of National Food 
Heritages,” 66-71. 
76 Akutsu, “Elements of Nation-Branding Strategy: Country Case Insight - Japan,” 209–220. 
77 The ‘Shokuiku Campaign’ will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 
78 Akutsu, “Elements of Nation-Branding Strategy: Country Case Insight-Japan,” 216. 
79 Ibid.; Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 99 
80 The word “Japan Brand” appears in the 2013 White Paper on Land, Infrastructure, Transport and 
Tourism in Japan as the main strategy of tourism activities. Retrieved from 
https://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001063075.pdf  
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domestic decisions, or to control and manage impressions in the context of 

unforeseen or uncontrollable events.”81 This is the reason washoku branding 

initiatives were picked up in 2011 after the great Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami.82  

For the past twenty years, washoku brand has been promoted nationally and 

globally through projects such as “Cool Japan,”83 cooking contests, and culinary 

tours.84 These topics will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 

2.2.3 UNESCO nomination 

The UNESCO cultural heritage designation plays a central role in branding washoku. 

Japan’s application seems to be motivated by a trend towards culinary inscriptions 

around 2010s. Specifically in 2013, of the 25 newly inscribed heritages 5 focused on 

culinary elements: ‘Ancient Georgian traditional Qvevri wine-making method,’ 

‘Mediterranean diet,’ ‘Kimjang, making and sharing kimchi in the Republic of 

Korea,’ ‘Turkish coffee culture and tradition,’ and lastly ‘Washoku, traditional 

dietary cultures of the Japanese, notably for the celebration of New Year.’85  

 Japan’s application process both mirrored and was influenced by Korea’s 

application.86 In 2011 Korea had applied to UNESCO for the preservation of  the 

 
81 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 16. 
82 Cang, “Japan’s Washoku as Intangible Heritage: The Role of National Food Traditions in 
UNESCO’s Cultural Heritage Scheme,” 491-513; Cwiertka, “Washoku, Heritage and National 
Identity,” 376-388; Ichijo, “Banal Nationalism and UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage List: 
Cases of Washoku and the Gastronomic Meal of the French,” 259-284. 
83 The Ana-Airlines “Is Japan Cool?”, launched in 2012 and aimed at promoting Japan’s popular 
culture, is a website that claims to offer the viewers a chance to decide whether Japan is really cool, 
by upvoting and liking sections under cool Japan. https://www.ana-cooljapan.com/contents/  
84Arigato Travel K.K., “Flavors of Japan Daytime Tour.”  https://arigatojapan.co.jp/packages/flavors-
of-japan-tour/  
Cookly, Washoku Club Food Tours. https://www.cookly.me/by/washoku-club-food-tours/  
Oku Jaapan, “Culinary Tours in Japan.” https://www.okujapan.com/ways-to-go/activity/food 
85 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 94-95. 
86 On Nov. 15, 2011 Japan Times published an article titled “Recognizing Japanese Food Culture”, 
about the UNESCO application of Japanese food. The article claims that “Japanese food culture is not 
in any danger of becoming extinct. Indeed, it is thriving. In large cities and the countryside, 
restaurants showcase fantastic local products and specialty items. In Japan, delicious food is not just 
big business and a national pastime; it is an inalienable right”. The article then goes on to site Korean 
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‘Royal cuisine of Joseon Dynasty,’ but their application was rejected on the grounds 

that it did not correspond to a community, providing them with a sense of identity 

and continuity at present.  

 Initially Japan too had applied for the preservation of kaiseki (traditional 

multi-course dinner served at restaurants). Cwiertka’s analysis of the support 

statements for the application dating between September and November 2011 reveals 

that instead of washoku, “[d]istinctive Japanese cuisine with traditional features 

centered on kaiseki” was supported and that it was only after late November that the 

support statements referred to washoku.87  

 Furthermore, the UNESCO application was not a state-led initiative at first. It 

was organized by washoku chefs who reached out to the MAFF (Ministry of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan).88 In early 2000s, around the same time 

that Japanese government started thinking about ways to promote food culture, there 

was also a concern about the future of traditional Japanese cuisine in the private 

sector. Lack of interest in learning traditional cooking, a limited number of young 

washoku chefs and the social status of chefs were seen as problematic.89 In 2004, two 

years after the Brand Working Group was established, Yoshioka Murata, “the owner 

and the chief chef of Kikunoi, a traditional Japanese restaurant (ryotei) in Kyoto with 

three Michelin stars” founded the Japanese Culinary Academy (JCA).90 According to 

the official website, the academy was established with the aim of “promoting to 

global understanding of Japanese cuisine” and “Contributing to the Next Generation 

 
royal cuisine application to UNESCO and the registration of French, Mexican and Mediterranean food 
as a motivation for the Japanese application. See: 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2011/11/15/editorials/recognizing-japanese-food-culture/   
87 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 96. 
88 Ichijo and Ranta, Food, National Identitity and Nationalism: From Everyday to Global Politics, 
152. 
89 Ibid. Reported by Mutsuru Suda from the Washoku Association of Japan. 
90 Ibid. 
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of Japanese food Chefs.”91 The incentive to apply for the UNESCO Intangible 

Cultural Heritage List also came from the Japanese Culinary Academy.92 Later on 

governmental bodies, led by the MAFF took over the UNESCO application 

process.93 

As Ichijo and Ranta report: 

In Murata’s own words, when he learned that the South Korean government 
was planning to make an application for Korean court cuisine at the time of 
the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, he mobilized the Academy to 
petition the Kyoto Prefectural government about applying to UNESCO as a 
way of ensuring the future of traditional Japanese cuisine.94  
 

The change in content, from kaiseki to washoku, likewise coincided with the decision 

regarding South Korean government’s nomination of imperial cuisine. The UNESCO 

Committee found Korea’s application insufficient from a number of perspectives. 

They asked Korea to clarify the social function of royal cuisine for the community 

concerned, how its inscription would give visibility and awareness of its importance 

as a form of identity for a specific community, and to what extent it is relevant to a 

larger community beyond the academic milieu.95 Seeing that Korea’s application for 

the royal cuisine was rejected, Japanese authorities in charge of the process made a 

change in the title and content of the application.96 Thus, the nomination for 

“Distinctive Japanese cuisine with traditional features centered on kaiseki” was 

transformed into “Washoku, traditional dietary cultures of the Japanese, notably for 

the celebration of New Year.”  

 
91 The Japanese Culinary Academy website: https://culinary-academy.jp/english  
92 Ichijo and Ranta, Food, National Identity and Nationalism: from Everyday to Global Politics. 
93 “In July 2011, the Working Group to Prepare for the Inscription of Japanese Food Culture in the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage List was set up by MAFF, drawing participants from other ministries 
(Agency for Cultural Affairs, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry for Economy, Trade and 
Industry), universities, cooking profession and catering industry.” Ibid, 152. 
94 Ibid. 
95United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. (UNESCO), “Decision of the 
Intergovernmental Committee: 6.COM 13.42,” https://ich.unesco.org/en/Decisions/6.COM/13.42  
96 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 97-98; Ichijo and Ranta, Food, National 
Identity and Nationalism: from Everyday to Global Politics, 153-154. 
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It was this change that led to the creation of a comprehensive narrative 

around the washoku brand. This necessary change broadened the definition of 

washoku from home cooked meals to traditional dietary cultures including foodstuff 

and cooking methods. It also allowed Japan to address two major national concerns 

at the same time through the washoku brand. The first was a concern about how to 

increase Japan’s self-sufficiency in terms of agriculture and foodstuff, the second 

was a concern about how to promote Japanese cuisine as an instrument of soft power.  

 

2.3 Dual perspectives on washoku: national – global 

The MAFF guidebook on washoku reflects the dual concern about Japanese dietary 

cultures in a quite explicit manner: “Even though WASHOKU is becoming a focus 

of attention in the world, its future is at risk in Japan, its place of origin.”97 Thus, 

washoku discourse is addressed to two different audiences with two major concerns 

at mind; the first, to the Japanese citizens for safeguarding Japanese culinary 

traditions and family life, national food self-sufficiency and national image 

domestically; the second, to the international audience promoting washoku as an 

instrument of Japanese soft power. In a way, though, both nationally and 

internationally the branding of washoku was aimed through and towards performing 

soft power.  

The following chapter will discuss how the washoku brand is globally 

promoted as an instrument of Japanese soft power. 

  

 
97 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan.” https://www.maff.go.jp/e/policies/market/attach/pdf/index-12.pdf 
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CHAPTER 3 

WASHOKU BRAND AS AN ASSET OF JAPAN’S SOFT POWER  

 

This chapter will delineate how the washoku brand has been used as an instrument of 

Japanese soft power. The following pages will discuss soft power theory and trace 

Japan’s gastropolitics since 2004 through campaigns such as ‘Visit Japan’ (2003-

2010), ‘Washoku- Try Japan’s Good Food’ (2006-2010) and ‘Cool Japan’ (2011-). It 

will also touch upon diplomatic meals, the relationship between washoku and the 

Olympics and finally outline how food tours and washoku contests are used to 

promote the washoku brand to a global audience.  

 

3.1 Soft power theory 

Joseph Nye’s theory of soft power rests on the argument that a country has three 

sources of power, which are hard (military) power, economic power, and soft power. 

Nye defines soft power as “the ability to get what you want through attraction rather 

than coercion and payments.”98 A country’s soft power is based on three resources: 

culture, political values, and (foreign and domestic) policies.99 According to Nye, soft 

power behaviors, “[resting on] values, culture, policies, and institutions, [aim at] 

attraction and agenda setting [through] public diplomacy, bilateral and multilateral 

diplomacy.”100 One important characteristics of soft power is that it is contextual, 

meaning that it is a dynamic force whose effectiveness is intricately tied to the sender 

and receiver of messages and images conveyed, and the circumstances upon which it 

takes place.101  

 
98 Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, x. 
99 Ibid., 11. 
100 Ibid., 31. 
101 Ibid., 12; 44-44.  
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 In a way, soft power is related to image making where a country’s national 

soft power assets reflect an idea about, or aspect of that particular nation.102 Nye cites 

polls that show how American popular culture has made the USA seem “exciting, 

exotic, rich, powerful, trend-setting – the cutting edge of modernity and 

innovation.”103 The image reflecting nature of soft power renders it closely related to 

nation branding, since nation-brand creation is centered around a conscious effort to 

identify and highlight some attractive features of a nation. Thus, nation branding can 

be considered as a strategy towards realizing a country’s soft power. 

 Simon Anholt’s Competitive Identity theory, where governments try to 

promote their nations through soft power assets such as culture, policy, tourism, 

brands, investment etc., is one explanation of nation branding.104 Melissa Aronczyk 

also considers nation branding as an important source and vehicle of national identity 

building in our global world. Accordingly, Aronczyk explains the function of nation 

brands in the following: 

 Using tools, techniques, and expertise of commercial branding is seen as a way 
to help a nation articulate a more coherent and cohesive national identity, to 
animate the spirit of its citizens in the service of national priorities, and to 
maintain loyalty to the territory within its borders. In short, the goal of nation 
branding is to make the nation matter in a world where borders and boundaries 
appear increasingly obsolete. 105  
 

While one function of nation branding is to contribute to national identity making, 

another function is to facilitate communication between that nation and the rest of the 

world. According to Anholt, the nation brand strategy is “reinforced and enriched by 

every act of communication between the country and the rest of the world.”106 This 

 
102 Nye is of the opinion that polls could provide information about how a country’s soft power is 
received, whether it is successful and if so, to what degree. While acknowledging that polls might not 
be the perfect medium to assess soft power resources, Nye maintains that polls can at least indicate 
how attractive a country seems Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics,18.   
103 Ibid., 12. 
104 Anholt, Competitive Identity: The New Brand Management for Nations, 26. 
105 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 3. 
106 Anholt, Brand New Justice: The Upside of Global Branding, 12. 
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includes trade, tourism, investments, how policies are made and presented, how 

culture is promoted, how citizens represent their country at home and abroad, 

through media, relations with other countries, sports, cultural events, exchanges and 

much more.107 Illustrated in Figure 5, Anholt conceptualizes these interactions as the 

“Nation Brand Hexagon”108 or “The Hexagon of Competitive Identity.”109 

 

 

  Figure 5. The hexagon of competitive identity 
  Source: Simon Anholt, The New Brand Management for Nations, Cities and 
Regions, 26 
 

The hexagon of nation branding orients the international and intranational 

communications of a country. 

As Anholt points out, branding, and nation branding in extension, has much 

to do with emotions. Referencing Joseph Nye, Anholt claims that “National branding 

is about making people want to pay attention to a country’s achievements and believe 

in its qualities. It is the quintessential modern exemplar of soft power.”110 The brand 

 
107 Ibid., 12-13. 
108 Ibid., 122. 
109 Anholt, Competitive Identity: The New Brand Management for Nations, Cities and Regions, 26. 
110 Ibid., 13. 



34 
 

of washoku also reaches out to people’s emotions through its image as a nature 

respecting, healthy, and multifarious diet.111  

 Anholt’s national brand strategy rests on five elements; promoting tourism, 

representing culture, attaching investment, foreign policy, and exporting brands.”112 

All of which are in fact considered as soft power ‘currencies.’ The washoku brand is 

also promoted through these ‘currencies.’   

  In addition to being a kind of “national collective identity-making,” a nation 

brand is a significant channel to boost a country’s international standing.  

In Melissa Aronczyk’s words:  

As a communications strategy, nation branding promises to generate 
international awareness of a national client, using proven marketing 
techniques to break through the clutter of a saturated and fragmented global 
media environment. To carry influence or curry favor, national 
representatives must find a way to make their jurisdiction visible in the 
competitive attention economy of media consumption. Nation branding 
conveys to the world that the nation is not only visible but also well regarded 
in international circles. Moreover, as an intensely visual practice, the nation’s 
brand image itself -its logos, slogans, typefaces, and symbols- is well suited 
to the global vernacular of modern media.113  

 
Washoku brand makes use of this dual function of nation branding. The following 

chapter will delineate how the brand of washoku is conceptualized as Japan’s 

national identity making. This chapter will focus on washoku’s role in Japan’s global 

communications strategy. 

 

 

 

 
111 In 2020 MAFF conducted an online survey to determine the leading opinion in Japan about 
washoku. The results revealed that a majority of the participants consider Japanese cuisine as a 
healthy, nutritionally balanced diet, which conveys a sense of the seasons through the use of 
ingredients. See Figure 13 in Chapter 4.   
112 Anholt refers to these ‘currencies’ as the “national brand pentagon.” Anholt, Brand New Justice: 
The Upside of Global Branding, 122. 
113 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 17. 
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3.2 Japan’s food related cultural diplomacy 

Though diplomacy through cultural exchanges and interactions has a centuries long 

history, it is only quite recently that it gained prominence in international relations. 

Food’s role in cultural diplomacy is even more recent. As mentioned in the previous 

pages, food and food cultures’ role as national assets became a global trend after the 

2000s. In the case of Japan, initiatives to promote food as a soft power ‘currency’ 

began in 2002 and gained momentum after the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake, 

especially through the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage designation.   

Over the years, the Japanese government has promoted the washoku brand 

through a number of campaigns and diplomatic missions since 2003. These include 

“Visit Japan” (Yokoso! Japan) between 2003-2010, “Washoku- Try Japan’s Good 

Food” between 2006-2010, “Cool Japan” since 2011, and “Enjoy My Japan” since 

2018. Each strategy has contributed to the global visibility of the washoku brand in 

different ways. The following pages will delineate the major campaigns related to 

Japan’s food culture. 

 

3.2.1 Visit Japan campaign (Yokoso! Japan) 

Supervised by Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO), “Visit Japan 

Campaign” (VJC), also known as “Yokoso! Japan,” was the main strategy to 

promote tourism activities in Japan between 2003 and 2010.114 The idea took shape 

after Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi announced the government’s aim to “double 

the annual number of visitors to Japan from other countries up to 10 million by 

 
114 Since then, Visit Japan has become a general strategy of Japanese inbound tourism activities 
instead of the chief campaign. Currently, its website and related pages are out of access. Only 
available in web archive engines. However, it is still frequently used in Japan’s White Papers on Land 
Infrastructure and Transport and Tourism. 
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2010” in his general policy speech on the 156th meeting of the Diet.115 At the time, 

there was quite a big difference between the number of outbound Japanese travelers 

and overseas visitors, the latter being nearly three times the former. Thus, efforts to 

highlight Japan’s attractive points through tourism, culture, and food gained 

momentum. Together with Japan Brand undertakings, the Visit Japan Campaign was 

globally promoted under the slogan of “Making Japan a Tourism-based Country; A 

beautiful Country.”116 

 Although food culture was chosen as one of the representative national 

cultural power assets of Japan in 2005,117 its place in the Visit Japan Campaign 

remained limited. Efforts to brand Japanese cuisine under the name washoku were 

still at an initial stage and the idea to promote touristic landscapes and regional 

festivals seems to be foregrounded. The website of this campaign is designed to aid 

visitors organize their trips to Japan.118 The section on food culture, titled “What to 

Eat” redirects the viewer to National Tourist Organization’s articles on “Japanese 

Delicacies.” This page foregrounds the seasonally and regionally diverse 

characteristics of Japanese cuisine which the basis of washoku brand. Listed on this 

page as traditional Japanese dishes are sukiyaki (simmered meat and vegetables), 

tempura (deep-fry), sushi, sashimi, kaiseki ryori (banquet style meal), yakitori 

(grilled chicken), tonkatsu (deep-fried pork cutlet), shabu-shabu (thin slices of beef 

dipped in boiling water), soba and udon noodles.119  

 
115Ministry of Land Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT), “2003 White Paper on Land, 
Infrastructure and Transport in Japan,” 35. https://www.mlit.go.jp/english/white-paper/mlit03.html  
116 Ibid. 
117 Akutsu, “Elements of Nation-Branding Strategy: Country Case Insight – Japan,” 209–220. 
118 The website is unfortunately inaccessible at the moment. However, it is possible to view an 
archived version of the website through the link below: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090228094407/http://www.japantravelinfo.com/top/index.php  
119 This is a currently unavailable page of Japanese National Tourist Organization (JNTO) Accessed 
through web archive from the following link: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090222180208/http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/indepth/history/food/jfood_0
1.html  
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 What is interesting to note here is that there is no mention of the one-soup- 

three-side-dishes meal structure that is frequently articulated in discussions about 

washoku brand. On the other hand, the seasonal nature of washoku is frequently 

highlighted in sources on Visit Japan Campaign. One other important note here is 

that there is a difference between what is promoted as washoku domestically and 

internationally. While discourse on washoku rests more on introducing and 

promoting individual dishes to the foreign audience in the global context, when the 

target is Japanese audiences the emotive aspect of washoku brand, resting on 

traditional forms of culinary cultures, meal structure and dining etiquette, becomes 

noticeable.120   

 

3.2.2 Washoku-Try Japan’s good food 

“Washoku- Try Japan’s Good Food” was a diplomatic mission overseen by MAFF 

between 2006 and 2010. The aim was to promote Japan’s food culture, dishes and 

individual food ingredients in particular, abroad through events organized by 

Japanese embassies and consulates in various countries.121 The target countries were 

Russia, the U.S., Germany, Peru, Oman, France, Canada, Korea, Hong Kong, China, 

Dubai, Singapore, Brunei, Egypt, the U.K., Malesia, Ireland, Croatia, Mexico, the 

United Arab Emirates, Switzerland, Kuwait, India, Finland, Indonesia, and Bulgaria. 

Around twenty events were organized annually as part of this mission. 

Foodstuff endorsed during this campaign include, on the one hand, delicacies unique 

to Japan such as wagyu (Japanese beef), sake, miso (soybean paste), wasabi 

(Japanese horseradish), katsuo (bonito flakes), and common agricultural products 

 
120 This difference will be discussed in depth in the following chapter. 
121 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU- Try Japan’s Good Food Enterprise.” 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/annai/zaigai/washoku/index.html  
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such as eggplants, tomatoes, and melons. As Cwiertka observes, “Thus, the 

definition of the word washoku as utilized for the purpose of this scheme could be 

summed up as ‘all agricultural produce grown on Japanese soil,’ which is much 

broader than the one used for the UNESCO nomination.”122 While a number of 

scholars consider the difference of washoku in national and global contexts, this 

thesis argues that this is not a discrepancy. The contextual nuance can be seen as the 

broadening of washoku brand’s scope in the course of its development.  

 

3.2.3 Washoku and Cool Japan 

Integrated into the Japan Brand Program, “Cool Japan” is a strategy to publicize 

Japanese popular culture and traditional arts. The idea took shape after Douglas 

McGray published an article titled “Japan’s Gross National Cool” in 2002. 123 

According to McGray, Japan was “reinventing superpower” for the second time after 

the 1980s. Previously Japan had become a superpower through the economic boom, 

this time through culture.124 Soft power assets such as anime, manga, music, 

entertainment, fashion, high technology products and cuisine form the basis of Cool 

Japan strategy. The overall aim was to “ensure employment by promoting overseas 

development by small and medium businesses and young designers, attracting 

tourists to Japan, and revitalizing local communities.”125 

In the early stages of the Cool Japan program, items promoted under food 

culture category were limited to a number of globally famous dishes and ingredients 

 
122 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Myth of Washoku,” 99. 
123 McGray, “Japan’s Gross National Cool.”, Foreign Policy, 44-54. 
124 Mcgray, “Japan’s Gross National Cool.” https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/11/11/japans-gross-
national-cool/ 
125 Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) Creative Industries Division, “Cool Japan 
Strategy,” 10. 
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associated with Japan like ramen, sushi and soy sauce.126 As initiatives to brand 

washoku progressed, food items endorsed through Cool Japan also diversified.  

The aspects of Japanese culture promoted via this strategy vary depending on 

the target country. In Simon Anholt’s view, countries should “identify key countries 

and key opinion-makers within those countries, and concentrate on them” to 

communicate the nation-brand more successfully.127 A report published in 2012 by 

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) Creative Industries Division lists 

eighteen target countries128 for five Japanese culture industries (fashion, food, media 

content, tourism, skilled manufacturing/regional specialties) as part of Cool Japan 

activities.129 Promotional activities were expected to bring revenue back to Japan. 

Figure 6 depicts how Cool Japan promotions differ in volume and content for 

each target country. Out of three categories, food and beverage receives most 

publicity. Nonetheless, food related campaigns are nearly absent in South Africa, 

Singapore and Hong Kong, while they occupy the main place in plans for the United 

States, China, Brazil, and Japan. Events to promote washoku abroad included 

workshops, Japanese food pilot stores, food showcases and tasting events. Through 

these events, local food industries in Japan would collaborate with a target country to 

develop washoku menus, operate restaurants and organize activities to introduce or 

popularize Japanese cuisine in that country. Thus, on the one hand the washoku 

brand would gain visibility abroad, on the other hand, contribute to Japan’s economy 

through local businesses.   

 
126 Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO) Economic Research Department, “Cool” Japan’s 
Economy Warms Up [Report], https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/market/pdf/2005_27_r.pdf 
127 Anholt, Brand New Justice: The Upside of Global Branding, 134. 
128 United States, France, United Kingdom, Spain, Brazil, Germany, Italy, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, 
India, Russia, China, South Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, South Africa, Singapore, and Hong Kong.  
129 Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) Creative Industries Division, “Cool Japan 
Strategy,” 6. 
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  Figure 6. Cool Japan’s potential 
  Source: Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) Creative Industries 
Division, “Cool Japan Strategy” Report 
 

In addition to government backed operations, the Cool Japan Strategy is also 

aided by the private sector. All Nippon Airways (ANA) launched an interactive 

website called “Is Japan Cool?” in 2012. It is composed of 15 categories titled: 

Washoku, Ramen, Discover, Tokyo, Okinawa, Cosplay, Kawaii, Kyoto, Dreams, 

Shopping, Museum, Matsuri, Dou, Craftsmanship, and Game/Chronicle. 130  The 

visitors get to decide whether Japan is really cool by selecting the ‘cool’ button or 

‘not so cool’ button for each entry.131 The entries are then ranked according to their 

 
130 All Nippon Airways (ANA), “Is Japan Cool?: Contents,” https://www.ana-cooljapan.com/contents/  
131 There is slight variation in the upvoting buttons. Some categories, such as Washoku and Cosplay, 
only contain the ‘cool’ button; other categories, such as Dou (introducing Japanese martial arts and 
performing arts) and Matsuri (Japanese festivals) do not have the like button but are ranked according 
to the number of shares they get in digital platforms (the number of shares are not shown), and finally, 
the Kawaii section uses a ‘kawaii’ button instead of ‘cool’. 
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popularity. Other features of the website include gamification and 3D experiences of 

certain categories such as Japanese festivals. 

The washoku part, launched on 24 March 2015, opens with an explanation 

about UNESCO inscription and highlights seasonality in cooking and ingredients, 

“rich variety of natural blessings” and “diverse array of food cultures” being made 

with renowned techniques mastered over a long period. Sushi, tempura, and sukiyaki 

are listed as representative delicacies of washoku. According to the short informative 

explanation, the focus of this page is “on truly cool facets of washoku, which 

minimizes excess and takes full advantage of the essential taste of each ingredient, 

always seeking to learn from the excellence of international food cultures.”132 

Listed by rank in descending order under the washoku category are kaiseki, 

urushi (lacquerware), rice vinegar, tempura, oden (one pot dishes), rice cakes, ramen, 

katsuobushi, wasabi, soba, sushi, whisky, and sukiyaki. Each has its own page, 

describing a short history, utensils used to make the item and a place where you can 

try the dish. The entries also contain interviews with specialists.  

Though it is also listed in the washoku category, ramen has a page of its own 

in this project. Ramen occupies a special place in global washoku promotions 

because its recognition as Japan’s soft power asset outdates washoku branding 

initiatives. In fact, it is possible to argue that ramen, was one of the main pillars of 

Japan brand alongside sushi.     

Below is a picture taken from the Ramen category of the ANA Cool Japan 

website, where 36 types of ramen from various prefectures are ranked through the 

‘cool’ and ‘not so cool’ buttons. When the mouse goes over a type of ramen, its 

location on the Japanese map is also displayed. Entries provide information about a 

 
132All Nippon Airways (ANA), “Is Japan Cool?: About Washoku,” https://www.ana-
cooljapan.com/contents/washoku/about/  
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certain ramen type’s flavor (soy sauce, miso, pork broth), noodle and broth thickness 

(rated from one to five) and place of origin.  

 

     
  Figure 7. Ramen ranking 
  Source: All Nippon Airways (ANA), “Is Japan Cool?” Website133 
 

ANA Airlines’ “Is Japan Cool” project reflects the broad nature of washoku brand. 

While there is no mention of rice as main staple narrative, washoku introduced 

through this website encompasses individual dishes, food ingredients, tableware and 

much more. Washoku qualities such as seasonality, respect for/harmony with nature 

are frequently highlighted. In other words, while there is a difference between 

 
133 All Nippon Airways (ANA), “Is Japan Cool?: Ramen,” https://www.ana-
cooljapan.com/contents/ramen/?ramenID=hakata&cid=INT13030938  
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washoku promoted abroad, and the washoku narrative directed towards the Japanese 

people, there are still substantial common points.   

 

3.2.4 Enjoy my Japan 

On February 2018, Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO) launched the 

“Enjoy My Japan” Campaign, with the aim to increase the number of foreign tourists 

from Western countries. Available in English, German, French, Russian, Spanish and 

Italian, the official website “www.enjoymyjapan.jp” enables visitors to experience 

Japan virtually through their areas of interest. Users can make a personalized travel 

movie about their ‘passions’ via a questionary.134 The six ‘passions’ listed are 

tradition, cuisine, cities, nature, art, relaxation and outdoors.   

 The Cuisine category is also divided into three parts: Gastronomy, Eat like 

the Locals, and Food Culture. Gastronomy introduces Michelin Star restaurants, Eat 

Like the locals presents cozy establishments and the Food culture section illustrates 

“everything from simple ramen to opulent kaiseki.”135 “Enjoy My Japan” campaign 

is integrated with JNTO’s ‘Japan Travel’ website. Thus, while viewers visualize their 

passions in the “Enjoy My Japan” website, they can organize trips and share their 

experiences through ‘Japan Travel’.   

 

 

 

 
134 The survey consists of three “either or” questions; 1) “What kind of nature do you like?” 
(Maintained trails, organized routes/ Pristine, untouched wilderness), 2) “How do you relax?” 
(Modern Resort Hostel/ Traditional hot spring resort), 3) “What do your taste buds prefer? (Gourmet 
Michelin star rated/ Relaxed, local fare). Japan National Tourism Organization, “Enjoy My Japan,”  
https://www.enjoymyjapan.jp/en/qa/)  
135 Japan National Tourism Organization, “Enjoy My Japan-Food Culture.” 
https://www.enjoymyjapan.jp/en/passion/cuisine/subpassion/food_culture/  
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3.2.5 Diplomatic meals 

For a long period after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Western meals were preferred 

in diplomatic meetings. Cwiertka mentions that “diplomatic dining in Meiji Japan 

was entirely dominated by French food. This was determined by the supremacy of 

French cuisine in nineteenth-century Europe and the United States.”136 At the time, 

Western food and dietary habits were seen as signs of civilization and modernity. 

According to Cwiertka’s study:  

The custom of inviting foreign diplomats to celebrate the emperor’s birthday 
with food and drink began in 1869. Before the new Imperial Palace in Tokyo 
with Western-style banquet halls was completed in 1888, these receptions 
were usually held at Enryōkan, a Western-style house in the grounds of the 
Hama Detached Palace on the edge of Tokyo Bay constructed especially to 
house the Duke of Edinburgh during his visit in 1869…  
The dinner party on 4 November 1871 commemorating the emperor’s 
birthday was by no means the first European-style banquet organized by 
Japanese authorities to entertain Western diplomats, but it clearly signified 
the two important functions that Western food would play in the political 
scene of late nineteenth-century Japan. First, the adoption of Western-style 
dining for formal diplomatic occasions and state ceremonies became an 
integral component of the power politics of the new regime.  
Officially designated for state ceremonies in 1873, Western-style banquets 
were designed to impress foreign dignitaries with Japan’s ability to succeed 
in imitating Western conventions and to strengthen the authority of the 
government in the domestic arena through its association with the ‘West’. 
Second, the year 1871 marked the beginning of a carefully orchestrated series 
of measures that aimed at turning the young emperor into a modern monarch 
and the Japanese into a modern nation. Designating the Emperor’s Birthday 
(Tenchōsetsu) as an official national holiday and celebrating it with a 
Western-style banquet were the first signs of the important roles that both the 
emperor and Western food would play in Japan during the following 
decades.137  
 

Emperor Akihito’s enthronement banquet, on November 12, 1990, consisted of a 

kaiseki style menu. There were eight courses:   

zensai (前菜, appetizer),  

 
136 Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, 44. 
137 Ibid., 14-15. 
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sunomono (酢の物, pickled vegetables),  

yakimono (焼き物, grilled dishes),  

atsumono (温物, soup made with chopped vegetables, fish or meat),  

agemono (揚げ物, deep fried dishes),  

kayakumeshi (加薬飯, boiled mixed rice with meat, fish, or vegetables),  

suimono (吸い物, clear soup),  

kudamono (果物, fruit) and  

wagashi (和菓子, Japanese style confectionary). Emperor Naruhito’s enthronement 

banquet, which took place on 22 October 2019, mirrored the previous enthronement 

banquet menu.138 As shown in Figure 8, the banquet consisted of washoku style 

dishes. Western style dishes such as beef and asparagus rolls were prepared.139 

 
138 Nishikawa, “Ten'nō sokui o iwau `kyōen'nogi' bansan-kai no menyū ga, 29-nen mae no `sokui no 
rei' to mattaku onajidatta riyū,” 天皇即位を祝う「饗宴の儀」晩餐会のメニューが、29 年前の

「即位の礼」と全く同じだった理由 [The Reason Why the Menu of the Official Banquet to 
Celebrate the Emperor's Coronation was exactly the same as 29 years ago.] 
https://www.dailyshincho.jp/article/2019/10280558/?all=1  
139 Additionally, in consideration of Muslim guests, halal dishes were prepared. There were also slight 
variations for vegetarian guests. Kyodo News, “Washoku Delicacies Served at Banquet after 
Emperor’s Ceremony”. https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2019/10/bebd59cf73c3-washoku-
delicacies-served-at-banquet-after-emperors-ceremony.html  
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  Figure 8. Emperor Naruhito’s enthronement banquet menu 
  Source: Kyodo News, “‘Washoku’ delicacies served at the banquet after emperor’s 
ceremony”, Oct. 2, 2019 
 

After efforts to brand Japanese cuisine accelerated, washoku became the central 

menu in state dinners. Former U.S. President Donald Trump was served Teriyaki 

Chicken and chawanmushi (steamed egg) on his visit to Japan in 2017.140 The U.S. 

President Donald Trump and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe also had a private 

family dinner at a Japanese restaurant in 2019. The menu consisted of Japanese 

potato with butter, salad, grilled chicken, Wagyu beef steak with broccoli and carrots 

and vanilla ice cream for dessert.141 Similarly, on Chinese President Xi Jinping’s 

visit to Japan in June 2019, Prime Minister Abe and President Xi Jinping had Kobe 

Beef and Niigata rice for dinner.142  That Japanese food is increasingly served 

 
140 Wong, “Trump’s Asian Menu: What He Ate and What It Meant,” 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41910960  
141 Martin, “Trump will eat potatoes, ice cream, and rare, super expensive beef as he sits down for 
dinner with the Japanese prime minister,” https://www.businessinsider.com/trump-japan-visit-menu-
for-dinner-prime-minister-abe-shinzo-2019-5  
142 Sim, “Abe, Xi talk movies and football over a dinner of Kobe beef and Niigata rice”, 
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/abe-xi-talk-movies-and-soccer-over-a-dinner-of-kobe-
beef-and-niigata-rice  
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diplomatic occasions indicates that washoku has become a national source of pride 

and international soft power asset.  

 

3.2.6 Washoku and olympics  

In 2013 Japan won the bid to hold the 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo. Olympics 

would not only boost Japan’s economy through an influx of foreign visitors but also 

create the perfect opportunity to introduce and appeal the washoku brand to a wide 

audience. As stated in the Basic Strategy for Food & Beverage Services Report, the 

culinary goal of Tokyo 2020 Olympics was to “leverage the Games to introduce 

Japanese food culture to the world, encourage Japanese people to re-acknowledge 

their traditional food culture, and hand down this culture to future generations.”143 

By emphasizing global and national concerns, the 2020 Tokyo Olympics food 

strategy clearly reflects the dual nature of the washoku brand.  

Numerous campaigns and events were scheduled to take place as part of the 

Olympics marketing strategy. The coronavirus pandemic, regrettably, stood in the 

way of actualizing many of these events. Although the events could not take place, 

they still shed light on how the washoku brand was intended to be broadcast globally.     

One example is the campaign “Food that Supported Me” (私を支えた「食」) 

campaign organized by MAFF.144 Interviews with top Japanese athletes reveal their 

favorite dishes and foodstuff since childhood and the special place these local 

cuisines hold in their lives.  

 
143 Tokyo Organizing Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games, “Basic Strategy for Food 
and Beverage Services (Food Strategy),” 3 
https://gtimg.tokyo2020.org/image/upload/production/mxaeusze70ogap4imtln.pdf  
144Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), Tōkyō 2020 × washoku watashi o 
sasaeta `shoku’ bakkunanbā: Nōrinsuisanshō, 東京 2020×和食 私を支えた「食」バックナンバ

〡：農林水産省 [Tokyo 2020xWashoku “Food” that Supported Me]  
 https://www.maff.go.jp/j/pr/aff/washoku_bcnm.html  
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“Your Japan 2020” was another campaign related to the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. 

Launched by JNTO with the slogan “Your Japan. Your 2020. Your Way.”, the 

campaign would offer cultural expo programs, tour packages and discounts and free 

domestic flights for international visitors. Cooking classes for “foodies and washoku-

lovers” would be organized in various districts. JNTO also announced the 

concomitant “SAVOR JAPAN” campaign, co-organized with MAFF, in the press 

release for “Your Japan 2020”.145 

SAVOR JAPAN introduces specialties produced in local areas certified by 

MAFF as distinctive culinary centers of Japan.146 Each area has a page of its own, 

introducing the region, sceneries, sightseeing routes, possible activities and regional 

foods.  The contact information of authorities in charge of food related activities in 

the specified areas is provided to aid possible visitors’ on planning their trips. The 

notable aspect of this campaign is that it reflects the diversity of washoku. In other 

words, the ingredients and dishes listed in this program strive to portray the appeal of 

relatively unfamiliar Japanese cuisines compared to sushi, ramen or curry rice. 

National Museum of Nature and Science planned to hold a special exhibition 

titled “WASHOKU: Nature and Culture in Japanese Cuisine” as part of Olympic 

promotions in 2020. Supported by Asahi Shimbun, NHK, NHK Promotions Inc., 

Cookpad Inc., Agency of Cultural Affairs and Japan Arts Council, Japan Tourism 

Agency, MAFF, Intellectual Property Headquarters and a number of other important 

state mechanisms, the exhibition was scheduled to take place between May and 

June.147 It was designed to showcase the evolution of Japanese cuisine since 

 
145 Seino, JNTO to launch “Your Japan 2020” Campaign (Press Release),  
https://asset.japan.travel/image/upload/v1577250219/pdf/JNTO_Press_Release_2020_campaign_site.
pdf  
146 Savor Japan Website: https://savorjp.info/  
147The Asahi Shimbun, NHK, NHK Promotions Inc., “Washoku 2020.” 
 https://washoku2020.jp/english.html  
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prehistoric times through historical documents, interactive images, food samples and 

other items such as food replicas from previous centuries.148  The exhibition would 

also peer into washoku’s future as space food source.149  

  Although the exhibition was cancelled due to COVID-19 pandemic, a survey 

was conducted on the expo webpage. The questionnaire set out to determine whether 

twelve popular Japanese home dishes were considered as washoku or not.150 Table 1 

shows the ranking of washoku dishes according to the percentage of positive and 

negative answers. 

While the English page only shows to what degree a dish is considered as 

washoku, the Japanese version of the site displays a detailed analysis of the results by 

categorizing the participant’s age (below ten to over seventy years old), gender, 

country (Japan or foreign country), and prefecture.151 For instance, 52% of the voters 

aged above seventy consider omuraisu as washoku while only 28% aged below 

selected yes for this question. Votes from Hokkaido have the highest number of 

positive answers with a rating of 43 to 57.152  

 

 

 
148 Japan Times Ltd., “Washoku: Nature and Culture in Japanese Cuisine.” 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/2020/03/13/special-supplements/late-march-june-14-2020-washoku-
nature-culture-japanese-cuisine/  
149 Japanese food has become one of the limited space foods abroad. With space discovery activities 
on the rise, nations are again in a competition. This competition is not only reflected in visits to space 
but also through food consumed in space. It will be interesting to see nationalism reconsidered 
through space food. Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA) has already launched the “Japanese 
Space Food” (宇宙日本食) since 2018. Currently 47 food items in six categories made by 26 
manufacturers have been certified by JAXA. Some examples are beef curry, mayonnaise, mackerel 
with teriyaki sauce, rice crackers, yakisoba noodles, soup with wakame seaweed and black sugar 
candy. For detailed information see: the related official JAXA page 
https://iss.jaxa.jp/en/spacefood/about/ ; and online exhibition by MAFF on “Space Japanese Cuisine” 
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/how-japanese-culture-is-changing-the-future-of-space-
food/EgKCXZ74lI9yLA  
150 The Asahi Shimbun, NHK, NHK Promotions Inc., “Washoku 2020.” 
https://washoku2020.jp/index.html  
151 If the voter is residing in Japan. 
152 The Asahi Shimbun, NHK, NHK Promotions Inc., “Is this washoku? Yes or No? 
Questionnaire Results,” https://washoku2020.jp/result.html  
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  Table 1. “Is This Washoku? Yes or No!” Questionnaire Results 
 

 
Name of the dish 

Washoku 
Yes No 

Sukiyaki (hotpot dish) 98% 2% 
Okonomiyaki (savory pancakes) 95% 5% 
Anpan (bean paste bun) 90% 10% 
Yakisoba (stir fried noodles) 84% 16% 
Karē rice (curry and rice) 62% 38% 
Ramen 60% 40% 
Korokke (croquette) 58% 42% 
“Neapolitan” spaghetti (spaghetti Napolitana) 52% 48% 
Teriyaki burger (hamburger pattry grilled with soy 
sauce and sugar) 

39% 61% 

Omuraisu (omelette with rice) 37% 63% 
Yaki-gyoza (fried gyoza dumplings) 30% 70% 
Kasutera (sponge cake) 27% 73% 

  Source: Washoku: Nature and Culture in Japanese Cuisine Exhibition Webpage153 
 

 A full analysis of what counts as washoku is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

However, as the questionary above demonstrates, it is a contested topic that needs 

further research.   

 

3.3 Washoku tourism  

Gastronomy tourism, also known as culinary tourism, allows visitors to experience a 

country’s local cuisines through cooking workshops, food and drink tours, trips to 

farms, festivals, markets, wineries etc., and tasting sessions. France, Italy, California, 

Mexico and Thailand are some of the top destinations for culinary tourism. Japan is 

also one of the most popular gastronomic travel countries. 

A report published by World Tourism Organization (UNTWO) titled 

“Gastronomy Tourism- The Case of Japan” delineates Japan as a successful 

practitioner of culinary tourism. Japan is praised for “turning gastronomy tourism 

 
153 The Asahi Shimbun, NHK, NHK Promotions Inc., “Washoku 2020 Questionnaire.” 
https://washoku2020.jp/questionnaire.html?lang=en  
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into a tool for the development, inclusion and regional integration”.154 The 93-page 

long report contains information about the place of food in Japan’s tourism, explains 

tourism markets, outlines eighteen specific case studies from different prefectures 

and private establishments, and finally discusses the success factors and challenges 

in Japan’s culinary tourism. Surveys conducted by Japan Tourism Agency, and 

interviews with municipalities show that there is not only a high awareness of 

gastronomy tourism in local authorities but also a great motivation to visit Japan for 

culinary reasons.155  Accordingly, there are many washoku tours throughout Japan.  

One example is the “Arigato Japan Food Tours.” Visitors can choose one 

among six tour categories in five destinations.156 Prices range from 1650 yen 

(roughly 15 US dollars) up to 58100 yen (around 529 dollars).157 Virtual tours and 

meetings are also held to enjoy washoku. Some washoku tours are designed to 

emphasize the one soup three dishes meal structure and nature respecting 

characteristics of washoku,158 while others highlight the five principles (five colors, 

tastes, cooking methods and senses).159   

 Traditional accommodation facilities, ryokans feature regularly in washoku 

tourism. A ryokan is a Japanese style inn where rooms are fitted with tatami flooring 

and sliding paper doors. It is possible to experience Japanese culture closely in 

ryokans, where guests wear yukata (a type of casual kimono) and dip in communal 

baths and hot springs. Ryokans serve kaiseki style washoku. After washoku was 

inscribed on the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List in 2013, more and more 

 
154 World Tourism Organization (UNTWO), Gastronomy Tourism – The Case of Japan, 5. 
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284420919 
155 Ibid. 
156 Family Friendly, Green Tea, Market, Nightlife, Cherry Blossom (hanami), and Spanish tours in 
Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, Hiroshima, and Shizuoka (Mt. Fuji). 
157 Arigato Travel K.K., “All Tours.” https://arigatojapan.co.jp/all-tours/  
158 Tsukiji Cooking, What is Washoku?, http://tsukiji-cooking.com/whatswashoku/  
159 My Japan Guide, Tokyo Food Tour – The Spirit of Washoku https://myjapanguide.com/local-tour-
guides/tokyo-food-tour  



52 
 

ryokans began to offer 2 nights stay packages centering on washoku. For instance, 

the Kyoto Nanzenji Ryokan Yachiyo, an inn located in Kyoto, offers four different 

washoku menus: washoku kyo-kaiseki course, washoku sushi kaiseki course, kobe 

beef course, and washoku vegetarian course.160 They also have an additional 

washoku restaurant for visitors not staying at the inn.   

While washoku tourism is a great way to spread Japanese food culture, it 

depends on visitors who can actually travel to Japan. Nationwide lockdowns and 

travel bans had a negative impact throughout the world. Tourism activities have 

nearly been halted due to the COVID-19 pandemic.161 Thus, the future of washoku 

tourism remains to be seen. Cooking contests, on the other hand, continue to 

familiarize the washoku brand globally. 

 

3.4 Washoku contests 

International culinary competitions not only introduce national cuisines to a wide 

audience but also make contributions to the aesthetics of a particular culinary culture.  

There are two major international washoku contests at present.  

The “Washoku World Challenge” is a Japanese cooking contest organized by 

MAFF. Non-Japanese chefs are invited to demonstrate their interest, knowledge and 

expertise in Japanese cuisine through two recipes that show the participants’ take on 

washoku. The recipes are judged on whether they reflect the “essence of Japanese 

cuisine” by incorporating the 5 philosophies,162 making a balanced combination of 

 
160 Kyoto Garden Ryokan Yachiyo, Dining & Washoku https://kyoto-ryokan.co.jp/cuisine.html  
161 According to JNTO, Japan’s tourism growth rate since 2019 is minus 99 percent. (Source: Japan 
National Tourism Organization, “Japan Tourism Statistics,” 
https://statistics.jnto.go.jp/en/graph/#graph--latest--figures  
162 Five tastes, cooking methods, colors, senses. 
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ingredients associated with washoku and using appropriate tableware.163 There have 

been seven challenges between 2013 and 2020. Each contest highlights an aspect of 

Japanese cuisine. The 7th challenge titled “My Japanese Cuisine,” was held online 

due to the coronavirus pandemic, thus contestants from any country could apply 

without having to travel to Japan.164  

 The “Washoku World Challenge” is a state sponsored culinary contest. The 

“Japanese Culinary Art Competition,” by contrast, is organized by the non-profit 

organization Japanese Culinary Academy (JCA) 165  located in Kyoto. The 

tournament has been taking place annually since 2007 to disseminate a “global 

understanding of Japanese cuisine” globally and to increase the number of future 

washoku chefs.166 

 

3.5 Overview 

This chapter tried to illustrate how the washoku brand is presented to the global 

audience as a source of Japanese soft power through diplomatic missions, tourism 

campaigns, cooking competitions and other strategic events. Washoku is promoted as 

a healthy culinary style that pays respect to nature through seasonally diverse 

ingredients and plate arrangement methods. Since the aim of the global washoku 

 
163Washoku World Challenge Executive Committee, “Process,” https://washoku-
worldchallenge.jp/2020/en/process.html  
164 199 chefs from 41 different countries countries applied for the 2020 challenge. (Source: Food and 
Beverage Magazine, “The World Leading Japanese Cuisine Contest Announces Six Outstanding 
Finalists.” https://www.fb101.com/2021/01/the-world-leading-japanese-cuisine-contest-announces-
six-outstanding-finalists/)  
165 The Academy was also influential in the UNESCO nomination process. See Chapter 2, Section 
2.2.3 of this thesis.  
JCA’s operations include Food Education Projects (in partnership with Kyoto City Board of 
Education and Kyoto University), Overseas Culinary Fellowship Programs, and Earthquake Disaster 
Support Program. See https://culinary-academy.jp/english/project_en  
166 The Japanese Culinary Academy, “Japanese Culinary Academy Invites Professional Chefs from 
Around Globe for Cooking Competition,” https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/japanese-
culinary-academy-invites-professional-chefs-from-around-globe-for-cooking-competition-
300058250.html  
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campaigns is to introduce Japanese cuisine to foreigners who may have little to no 

knowledge about it, individual dishes and overall aesthetics shape the discourse. 

Some aspects of washoku, such as the one soup three dishes meal structure, are not 

highlighted.  

 Washoku brand is conveyed in a slightly differnet way to the national 

audience. Instead of focusing on a particular foodstuff, there is not only a concern to 

communicate the philosophy behind Japanese cuisine so as to protect the Japanese 

food culture, but also considerations about food self-sufficiency and economic 

strength. The following chapter will discuss how washoku is framed as a 

gastronational asset. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WASHOKU BRAND AS JAPAN’S GASTRONATIONAL SYMBOL 

 

4.1 Gastronationalism theory  

Globalization brought about increased contact and integration among nations. 

Diffusion of ideas through news forms of media platforms such as the internet had an 

overall homogenizing effect in terms of culture. There were a number of responses to 

this phenomenon.   

Nation branding can be considered as one of those self-protective responses. 

According to Aronczyk, “the power of globalization as a set of ideas and discourses 

used to justify national change” served as the basis for conditions that led to nation 

branding.167 In other words, nation branding set out to express how the nation still 

matters in an era of dissolving borders. Many countries utilize nation branding to 

manage their international reputation and enhance national pride.  

Just as nation branding brings novel ways to think about and perform national 

expression,168 the practice of gastronationalism also enables countries to re-

conceptualize how food can function as a form of collective identity making. Ichijo 

and Ranta maintain, “… food is a medium through which, on the one hand, national 

identity is practiced and experienced, while, on the other hand, it is imagined, 

constructed, and reproduced.”169  

 

 

 

 
167 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 17. 
168 Ibid., 23. 
169 Ichijo and Ranta, Food, National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to Global Politics, 4. 
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In Michaela DeSaucey’s words: 

The sociological relationship between food and globalization is an especially 
rich juxtaposition because it highlights the dialectic produced by globalism’s 
homogenizing tendencies and the appearance of new forms of identity politics 
invigorated by an increasingly homogenous environment… I conceptualize 
this juxtaposition as gastronationalism.170  

 
Gastronationalism became one of the primary forms of national expression after 

2000s. There are two major functions of culinary nationalism: 

In cases of gastronationalism, the state intervenes in the market, acting as an 
ideological agent and a broker for food production and distribution as cultural 
goods. Gastronationalism thus connects macro- and micro-level concerns 
around globalism, from the state to food producers’ and consumers’ lived 
experiences.171  

 
In the case of Japan, the washoku brand, as a vehicle of Japanese identity making, 

clearly reflects these dual concerns. On the one hand, washoku is promoted 

worldwide as a Japanese soft power asset; on the other, it is used to address national 

food security issues and protect Japan’s traditional dietary cultures. The washoku 

brand, thus, is a medium for Japan to practice gastronationalism. This chapter will 

discuss how washoku is used to address food related domestic issues.  

 

4.2 Gurume taikoku nihon (Gourmet superpower Japan,グルメ大国―日本) 

Japan has been leading the French based culinary ranking list, La Liste, since 2016. 

In the ranking process, over 25.000 restaurants in 200 countries are evaluated by 

taking into consideration 700 plus publications consisting of press reviews, 

guidebooks, and customer comments on popular websites such as TripAdvisor. Of 

the top 1000 restaurants in the list, there were 127 Japanese restaurants in 2016, 116 

in 2017, 148 in 2019 and 130 in 2020. News outlets celebrated the success of Japan 

 
170 DeSaucey, “Gastronationalism: Food Traditions and Authenticity Politics in the European Union,” 
432. 
171 Ibid., 434-435. 
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through such titles as, “Japanese Restaurants Rocket to Top of the Best in World 

List” and “Japan Sorm La Liste 2020.”172 

 The popularity of Japanese food abroad gave rise to the notion of Japan as a 

Gurume Taikoku (グルメ大国), in other words a gourmet superpower.173 According 

to the Japanese media, there are a number of reasons for their culinary strength: the 

incorporation of seasonality in ingredients and cooking methods, the discovery of 

umami174 (savoriness), triangle-eating and seasoning in the mouth,175and high-tech 

 
172 France 24, “Japanese Restaurants Rocket to Top of Best in World List.” 
https://www.france24.com/en/20191129-japanese-restaurants-rocket-to-top-of-best-in-world-list  
McCafferty, “Japan Storms La Liste 2020.” https://www.finedininglovers.com/article/best-
restaurants-in-the-world-2020 ; NDTV Food Desk, “Japan and China Dominate the List of World’s 
Top Restaurants, as per the La Liste Ranking!”https://www.ndtv.com/food/japan-and-china-dominate-
the-list-of-worlds-top-restaurants-as-per-the-la-liste-ranking-1781420 ; Rodriguez, “Best Restaurants 
in the World: One France, One American, Two Japanese at the Top of ‘La Liste’ 2020.” 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ceciliarodriguez/2019/12/01/best-restaurants-in-the-world-one-french-
one-american-two-japanese-at-the-top-of-la-liste-2020/?sh=4b9bc71e53f6 
173 On Japan as a gourmet nation see the following news articles in Japanese: 
Adventure Inc., “Gurume taikoku nihon! Gotōchi gurume グルメ大国日本！ご当地グルメ” 
[Gourmet Superpower Japan! Local Gourmet Dishes]. https://skyticket.jp/guide/394325; Excite Japan 
Co. Ltd., “Sekai ni nadataru gurume taikoku no Nihon wa, sekaiichi no `zasshoku bunka’ o motsu 
kunida = Chūgoku media,” 世界に名だたるグルメ大国の日本は、世界一の「雑食文化」を持
つ国だ＝中国メディア [Globally Recognized Culinary Superpower Japan has World’s Best 
“Omnivore Culture” according to Chinese Media]. 
https://www.excite.co.jp/news/article/Searchina_20190727021/ ; Imazeki, “Gurume taikoku Nihon, 
kon’nani takusan no `gurume manga’ ga atta!” グルメ大国日本、こんなにたくさんの「グルメ
マンガ」があった！[Gourmet Superpower Japan, So Many “Gourmet Manga” Available.] 
https://news.goo.ne.jp/article/searchina/world/searchina-1698472.html  
174 Umami is one of the core tastes alongside sweet, sour, bitter, and salty. It was discovered by 
Japanese chemist Prof. Kikunae Ikeda in 1908. Its taste comes from monosodium glumate and 5’-
ribonucleotides. Fish, meat, and soy sauce are known to be rich in umami. Kikkoman Corporation, 
“Umami the 5th Taste.” https://www.kikkoman.eu/food-blog/umami-the-5th-taste/   
175 Triangular eating (sankaku tabe 三角食べ) is alternating between dishes with different textures. 
Based on the one soup three side dishes meal pattern, “[It] has been taught in elementary schools 
around Japan since ‘70s as a way to ensure that children get the most nutrients out of their school 
lunches. As school lunches typically consist of rice, miso and a side dish, with milk on the side, it’s 
not difficult to follow the triangle method of eating at school.”” Seasoning in the mouth (kōchū chōmi 
口中調味) means that instead of eating dishes separately, small bites of different food are put into the 
mouth one after another and chewed together to create a seasoned taste. (Oona McGee “Japanese Wife 
Berates Husband for Eating Rice and Side Dishes Together. 
https://soranews24.com/2020/08/21/japanese-wife-berates-husband-for-eating-rice-and-side-dishes-
together/  
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food delivery systems176.177 Japanese people’s longevity, with an average of 87 years 

for women and 81 for men,178 is also considered to be an indicator of Japan’s 

culinary strength.179    

 Although Japan is portrayed as a ‘Global Gourmet Superpower,’ at home 

there are concerns about the future of washoku.  

 

4.3 “Washoku endangered!”  

While washoku continues to receive international recognition as a Japanese soft 

power asset, the general sentiment in Japan is that Japanese food culture’s survival 

into future generations is at stake.180  Newspaper articles181 and documents by the 

Japanese government, especially since 2010s, frequently highlight concerns about 

 
176 Grain, “Digital Control: How Big Tech Moves into Food and Farming (and What It Means).” 
https://grain.org/en/article/6595-digital-control-how-big-tech-moves-into-food-and-farming-and-what-
it-means ; Hirano, “Japan’s Send, Data-Driven Food Distribution Platform for Restaurants.” 
https://thebridge.jp/en/2016/09/planet-table-4-million-funding  
177Demoshi, “Iwai: Nihon ga sekaiichi no gurume taikoku ni!!,”【祝】日本が世界一のグルメ大国
に!! [Congratulations: Japan Becomes the World’s No. 1 Gourmet Superpower] 
http://unizon.co.jp/wordpress00/2019/12/06/%E3%80%90%E7%A5%9D%E3%80%91%E6%97%A5
%E6%9C%AC%E3%81%8C%E4%B8%96%E7%95%8C%E4%B8%80%E3%81%AE%E3%82%B0
%E3%83%AB%E3%83%A1%E5%A4%A7%E5%9B%BD%E3%81%AB/  
https://gourmet-kingdom.jp/about/  
178 Japan ranks second at the Life Expectancy of the World Population list according to Worldometer. 
https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/life-expectancy/  
179 Watanabe, “The Transition of Japanese-Style Diet: Will Japan’s Food Culture Become the World’s 
New Macrobiotic Diet and General Health Food?”, Lecture in the 2006 Kikkoman Food Culture 
Seminar https://www.kikkoman.co.jp/kiifc/foodculture/pdf_13/e_002_006.pdf  
180 “The construction of a national food culture often takes place in opposition to the spread of, what 
are perceived to be, foreign, or in some cases opposing national, influences.” (Source: Ichijo and 
Ranta, Food, National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to Global Politics, 11) 
181 Kageyama & The Associated Press, “Cultural Heritage Honor Sought for Japanese Food but May 
Be Endangered as Young Eat Westernhttps://www.canadianbusiness.com/business-news/cultural-
heritage-honour-sought-for-japanese-food-but-may-be-endangered-as-young-eat-western/ ; Ko, 
“`Hontō no washoku’ ga zetsumetsu no kiki ni hin shite iru no wa `ryōri janai mono’ o dasu mise ga 
fuete irukaradearu,” 「本当の和食」が絶滅の危機に瀕しているのは「料理じゃないもの」を
出す店が増えているからである [The reason why “real Japanese food” is on the verge of extinction 
is that the number of stores offering “non-cooking food” is increasing.] 
https://www.gnavi.co.jp/dressing/article/20664/; Iwamura, “Traditional Japanese Cooking in the 
Home: An Endangered Art.” https://www.nippon.com/en/currents/d00110/; The Indian Express Ltd, 
“UN Recognizes the Unpalatable Truth: Japanese Cuisine is Dying.” 
https://indianexpress.com/article/news-archive/print/un-recognises-unpalatable-truth-japan-cuisine-
dying/; Quigley, “UNESCO-Certified Japanese Cuisine Losing Its Popularity at Home.” 
https://thediplomat.com/2013/12/unesco-certified-japanese-cuisine-losing-its-popularity-at-home/ 
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washoku.182  In addition to the drastic decrease in rice consumption and home 

cooking, the increase in fast food chains and convenience store dishes are listed as 

threats against washoku.183  

 According to Melissa Aronczyk, “By modeling national distinctions 

internationally, national leaders hope to generate positive foreign public opinion that 

will ‘boomerang’ back home, fostering both domestic consensus or approbation of 

their actions as well as pride and patriotism within the nation’s borders.”184 The 

creation of nation brands such as washoku, international strategies such as Cool 

Japan and the inscription of washoku on the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage 

list are seen as examples of this.185 

 The Washoku Guidebook published by MAFF is written with this concern in 

mind. While on the one hand it promotes washoku as a healthy, balanced, diverse 

cuisine to foreigners, its second important aim is to make Japanese people more 

conscious about issues related to Japan’s traditional culinary culture. According to 

this guidebook, after 1989 (Heisei Period) “changes in home cooking and having 

 
182 While some newspapers portray washoku as endangered, others think differently. On Nov. 15, 
2011 Japan Times published an article titled “Recognizing Japanese Food Culture”, about the 
UNESCO nomination. The article claims that “Japanese food culture is not in any danger of becoming 
extinct. Indeed, it is thriving. In large cities and the countryside, restaurants showcase fantastic local 
products and specialty items. In Japan, delicious food is not just big business and a national pastime; it 
is an inalienable right”. The article then goes on to site Korean royal cuisine application to UNESCO 
and the registration of French, Mexican and Mediterranean food as a motivation for the Japanese 
application. They say that Japanese food also deserves the distinction. Highlighting a wide variety in 
products, with rice at center, fermented foods, and the “most unique basic flavor, umami” they claim 
that Japan’s eating rituals and habits, special tableware, manners, communication and hospitality 
make it eligible for the UNESCO heritage list. “Having Japan’s unique food culture added to the 
UNESCO list is an excellent way to express a justified pride in the country’s cultural asset.” 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2011/11/15/editorials/recognizing-japanese-food-culture/   
183 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan.” 
184 Aronczyk, Branding the Nation: The Global Business of National Identity, 16. 
185 Daliot-Bul “Japan Brand Strategy: The Taming of ‘Cool Japan’ and the Challenges of Cultural 
Planning, 247-266; Ichijo and Ranta, Food National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to 
Global Politics. 
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meals individually at home were recognized as problems” regarding Japanese food 

culture (p. 15).186 

Perhaps the aim of washoku brand, as evident in the MAFF Washoku 

Guidebook, is to make Japanese people realize the importance of Japan’s dietary 

culture from a roundabout course. It was mentioned in Chapter 2 that big dietary 

transitions in Japan were accomplished through nationally authoritative figures or 

organizations associated with the West. For instance, the Meiji Emperor was 

influential in the spread of meat consumption, which had little place in Japanese 

cuisine for centuries due to religious reasons (see Footnote 16). Watanabe reports, 

“In 1872, the fifth year of his reign, the Meiji Emperor broke the 1,200-year ban on 

meat eating by celebrating the new year by eating meat. The fact that the emperor ate 

meat of his own accord encouraged Japanese citizens of every social class to also 

begin eating meat.”187 At the time, meat eating, seen as part of western culture was 

associated with progress and modernity.188 Thus, a western culinary tradition was 

used to shape domestic consumption and production habits.  

The same pattern could also apply to the washoku brand. As Ferguson points 

out, "… the gastronomic adventures upon which we embark at home and abroad 

bring us back to place. Whether or not we actually talk about terroir, we seek 

connections between taste and place.”189 By pointing out to the increasing global 

standing and popularity of washoku (e.g. the UNESCO inscription) the Japanese 

 
186 Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney’s research poses as a challenge to this argument. According to Ohnuki-
Tierney’s observation, washoku started gaining prominence in the 1990s (or possibly a bit before that) 
due to big changes that Japan had been undergoing as a nation due to the impact of global geopolitics. 
Tierney mentions the comeback of traditional Japanese dishes (washoku) for special occasions in this 
period. She mentions how “inns and restaurants trying to attract customers with beautiful photographs 
of elaborate Japanese dinners, which have many courses served simultaneously.” Ohnuki-Tierney, 
Rice as Self: Japanese Identities through Time, 42. 
187 Watanabe, “The Meat-Eating Culture of Japan at the Beginning of Westernization,” 8. 
188 Ishige, The History and Culture of Japanese Food, 142. 
189 Ferguson, “Culinary Nationalism,” 105. 
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government wants its citizens to realize the cultural importance of washoku and 

make people enthusiastic about preserving their tradition. 

 The Guidebook is written with a concern about self-sufficiency in foodstuffs, 

in an attempt to prevent excessive Westernization and industrialization (fight against 

consumption of ready-made convenience store food), and to implement nationalistic 

and ideological visions through school meals. However, this booklet is also written 

for the purpose of introducing washoku to the non-Japanese audience. In that sense, it 

is aimed at promoting Japanese culture as an instrument of soft power within and 

outside Japan. 

The following sections will discuss how the washoku brand is framed in the 

national context. 

 

4.3.1 Decrease in rice consumption  

Considered as the main staple of Japanese cuisine, rice has had an essential place in 

Japan’s history, culture, economy, religion and mythology.190 Japan is known for 

being particularly protective about rice production.191 Between the 1960s to 1994 

 
190 This will be discussed in Section 4.3.1.1. 
191 Japanese rice production was under strict state control between WW2 and 1994. Protective policies 
such as the rice import ban reflect the conservative attitude towards domestically produced rice. The 
import ban was lifted in 1994, amidst strong opposition from Japanese farmers. Since then, Japan’s 
self-sufficiency in rice production has fallen to 37% (2018). On this topic see the following: 
Brasor, “The Sticky Subject of Japan’s Rice Protection.” 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2011/02/20/national/media-national/the-sticky-subject-of-japans-
rice-protection/; Davis and Oh. "Repeal of the Rice Laws in Japan: The Role of International Pressure to 
Overcome Vested Interests.", 21-40. https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/cldavis/files/davisoh2007_cp.pdf; 
Lewis, “Japan: End of the Rice Age.” https://www.ft.com/content/f4db3b26-6045-11e5-a28b-
50226830d644; Obe and Hayashi, “Rice is Sticky Issue for Japan in Trans-Pacific Trade Talks.”  
https://www.wsj.com/articles/rice-is-sticky-issue-for-japan-in-trans-pacific-trade-talks-1432025782; 
Pollack, “Japanese Farmers Rally to Keep Rice Import Ban.” 
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/12/17/world/japanese-farmers-rally-to-keep-rice-import-ban.html; 
The Japan Times Ltd., “Japan’s Agriculture Ministry to Keep Food Self-Sufficiency Target at 45%.” 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/03/11/national/japan-keep-food-self-sufficiency-target-45/  
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there was a ban on rice imports into the country.192 As shown in Figure 9, despite its 

great significance, rice consumption has been on the decline for the past few decades. 

According to MAFF, the daily consumption of rice per person fell from 315g in 1960 

to 163 in 2010.193 The downward trend has continued until 2020.194 This decline is 

portrayed as an alarming indicator of how the traditional fabric of Japanese culture is 

disintegrating.195 A number of measures, such as school education programs, have 

been taken to address this issue.196 

 

 
  Figure 9. Annual rice consumption decrease in Japan 
  Source: Nippon.com, “Japanese Lose Their Taste for Rice” 
 

 

 
192 Reid, “Japan Ends Ban on Rice Imports.” 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/12/14/japan-ends-ban-on-rice-
imports/b249859c-fa49-445a-9069-b0b971064fd7/  
193 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan,” 31. 
194 Kitagawa, “Japan’s Appetite for Rice Takes Biggest Plunge in 7 Years.” 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Markets/Commodities/Japan-s-appetite-for-rice-takes-biggest-
plunge-in-7-years  
195 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), “WASHOKU: Traditional 
Dietary Cultures of Japan,” 31. 
196 This topic will be discussed in the following sections of this chapter. 
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In Cwiertka’s opinion, the decline in rice consumption is inversely correlated with 

the rise in living standards. She explains this trend in the following: 

[T]he position of side dishes was shifting from that of complementing the 
rice-based meal to that of the centre of the meal, accompanies by rice. … The 
Japanese [started to eat] less rice [since 1960s], because they could now 
afford to include the former ‘luxury’ foods such as meat, fish and fruit, in 
their daily diet. Rapid urbanization and the transition of the patterns of 
income distribution (as a result of the movement of people from rural areas to 
improve their income positions) are now considered chiefly responsible for 
the changing consumption patterns in post-war Japan.197  

 
Interestingly, while its consumption decreased drastically, rice became even more 

important in the national consciousness of the Japanese. This could be due to how 

Japan was pressured by U.S. during late 1980s and early 1990s to end the three 

decade long ban on rice imports. In order to access Japanese agricultural markets, the 

United States filed a formal complaint based on General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT) in 1987.198 In a similar vein, protests were organized by the U.S. Rice 

Millers Association to force Japan to revoke the rice import bans.199 For a while, 

Japan remained adamant about keeping import restrictions in place. However, after 

facing heavy international pressure for nearly a decade, Japan at last had to concede 

to a minimal foreign access to its rice market at the GATT Uruguay Round in 

December, 1993.200 This whole process created tension between Japan and the 

United States. Accordingly, the international pressure led by the U.S. was considered 

in Japan as “an attempt to undermine Japan’s self-sufficiency in its staple foods,”201 

and resulted in nationwide protests.202 For instance, on December 16, 1992, about 

 
197 Cwiertka, Modern Japanese Cuisine: Food, Power and National Identity, 158-159. 
198 Moore, “Unlocking the Japanese Rice Market: How Far Will the Door be Opened?,” 274. 
199 https://www.upi.com/Archives/1992/02/26/Refusal-to-lift-ban-sparks-protest-from-American-rice-
group/5163699080400/ 
200 Moore, “Unlocking the Japanese Rice Market: How Far Will the Door be Opened?,” 274. 
201 Ibid.; Yates, “Rice Import Stirs Japan’s Wrath.” https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-xpm-
1988-10-26-8802100608-story.html  
202 Pollack, “Japanese Farmers Rally to Keep Rice Import Ban.” https://www.joc.com/japanese-
farmers-rally-protest-move-end-ban-rice-imports_19900628.html 
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10,000 farmers and 200 lawmakers gathered in Tokyo to protest the government’s 

stance towards easing rice import restrictions. As the protests took place, Hiroshi 

Mitsuzuka, a leading member of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), supported the rice 

ban by stating, “Rice is a symbol of Japanese culture, and we should protect our 

culture with our lives.”203 

 The process to lift rice import ban and the resulting protests show that in 

addition to economic factors, there are also cultural and ideological connotations 

surrounding rice in Japan. 

 

4.3.1.1 Symbolic value of rice in Japan 

While rice only became the main staple of Japanese cuisine from the Meiji Period 

onwards, its symbolic value has a much longer history.204 Rice is deeply integrated in 

Japanese mythology205 (mentioned frequently in classical texts Kojiki in AD 712 and 

Nihon Shoki in AD 720,206 rice is seen as the basis of Japanese society), religion 

 
203 United Press International (UPI), “Farmers Protest Plan to Lift Rice Import Ban.” 
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1992/12/16/Farmers-protest-plan-to-lift-rice-import-
ban/4611724482000/ 
204 Scholars in agreement about rice on four topics, most important of which being “rice became 
central to the political economy, ideology, and daily life of most Japanese during the Early Modern 
Period”. (Ohnuki-Tierney, 1993, p. 42) According to Ohnuki-Tierney, there were two events that 
made rice available to the majority of the population: 1) the military draft adopted by the Meiji 
Government providing daily rice for soldiers from different provinces who previously relied on 
miscellaneous grains (zakkoku), and 2) the 1942 Food Control Act (Shokuryou Kanrihou: 食糧管理

法), which brought rice to remote parts of Japan where miscellaneous grains were being consumed. 
Ibid, pp. 39-40. 
205 Inari, the god of rice cultivation and Ta no Kami (田の神) are only two deities associated with rice 
in Japanese belief.  
206 Japan is referred to as “Toyoashihara no Mizuho no Kuni”  (豐葦原の瑞穗の國) in Nihon Shoku, 
which means “the land where abundant rice shoots ripen beautifully.” Just One Cookbook, “The 
Cultural Significance of Japanese Rice.” https://www.justonecookbook.com/the-cultural-significance-
of-japanese-rice) 
Additionally, the sun goddess Amaterasu is said to have introduced the cultivation of rice to the 
Japanese through Emperor Jimmu, who founded the Japanese imperial dynasty. Japanese emperors, 
on their enthronement, offer newly harvested rice to Shinto deities. This tradition continues at present, 
with the latest being Emperor Naruhito’s overnight ceremony which took place in 2019: Kyodo News, 
“Japanese Emperor Performs Overnight Shinto Ceremony to Mark Succession.” 
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2019/11/f1decd0aa0e3-japans-emperor-to-perform-thanksgiving-
ceremony-as-key-succession-rite.html  
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(rice and rice products are considered as highly sacred offerings), and culture (many 

festivals and celebrations such as special birthdays feature rice dishes207).208  

Rice is also conceived of as a collective identity marker for the Japanese. 

Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney points out that: 

As a people, the Japanese have repeatedly reconceptualized themselves as 
they encountered different others—Chinese and Westerners—by using rice as 
a metaphor for themselves. In addition to rice grains as food, rice paddies 
have played an enormously important role in the self-identity or identities of 
the Japanese. Thus, the symbolism of rice is bifurcated: on the one hand, “rice 
as our food” and, on the other hand, “rice paddies as our land,” each 
reinforcing the other.209  

 
Thus, similar to the lifting of rice import bans in 1993, the decrease in rice 

consumption not only affects Japan’s economy but also has great impact on the 

national self-consciousness.210 Nationwide initiatives to promote rice intake include 

state-led school lunch campaigns and government support to rice product industries 

such as sake.211 

The washoku brand is another medium to disseminate the idea that rice eating 

is both healthy, and an integral part of Japan’s sociocultural tradition. The Japanese 

 
Japanese emperors also plant the first rice harvest of the year, to be used in rituals: Wada, “Japan’s 
Emperor Plants Rice Seeds at Imperial Palace, Rice to be Harvested in Fall.” 
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20210407/p2a/00m/0na/002000c  
207 The 88th birthday in Japan is referred to as “rice longevity” (米寿, beiju) age. This is because, “the 
kanji for rice 米(bei or kome) … is composed of two 八 (hachi, 8), with the one on top written upside 
down, and 十 (jū, 10), making 八十八 (hachijū-hachi, 88).” Shreiber, “Japanese Packed with Phrases 
for the Ages.” 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2017/09/04/language/japanese-packed-phrases-
ages/#.Wa86S5MjGqQ  
208 Just One Cookbook, “The Cultural Significance of Japanese Rice.” 
https://www.justonecookbook.com/the-cultural-significance-of-japanese-rice/  
209 Ohnuki-Tierney, Rice as Self: Japanese Identities through Time, 4. 
210 See Francks, “Consuming Rice: Food, ‘Traditional’ Products and the History of Consumption in 
Japan” on how rice came to signify national identity after 1920s.  
211 Japanese government support of Sake not only includes national monetary aid, but also 
international marketing campaigns such as “Your Sake Journey” by National Tax Agency, and other 
initiatives to export Japanese rice wine abroad. See the “Executive Committee for Export Promotion 
Strategy ‘Sake Exporting Efforts’” report published by MAFF on February 2016 for more 
information. https://www.maff.go.jp/e/policies/market/attach/pdf/index-7.pdf   
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meal pattern consisting of one soup and three side dishes constitutes a perfect 

representation of this approach.  

 

4.3.2 Food self-sufficiency issues 

Japan had a soaring food self-sufficiency rate of 79 percent in 1960s, which has since 

then been on a steep decline. The lowest ratio, equivalent to 37 percent was observed 

in 2018.212 Reasons for this downward trend are substantial decrease in rice eating 

and rise in bread, meat, fat, milk, dairy product consumption.213 Public opinion polls 

conducted by the government since 1990s called for measures to increase Japan’s 

food self-sufficiency ratio.214 Accordingly, the Basic Law on Food, Agriculture, and 

Rural areas was enacted in 1999, the Basic Plan on Food Agriculture and Rural 

Areas was enacted in 2000,215 and the Food Action Japan campaigned was launched 

by MAFF in 2008.216  

 Washoku is also seen as part of the measures to protect Japan’s food self-

sufficiency. Defining gastrodiplomacy as “the strategy pursued by [the] Japanese 

government to promote washoku worldwide”, Felice Farina argues that “[the 

branding of washoku] is strictly related to the issue of low self-sufficiency of the 

country, as the main objective of the government is the raise of food export, in order 

to foster agricultural production and improve self-sufficiency.”217 Cwiertka, likewise, 

 
212 The Japan Argricultural News, “Japan’s Food Self-Sufficiency Rate Marks 38 Percent in Fiscal 
2019, Far from Its Target of 45 Percent.” 
http://english.agrinews.co.jp/?p=9725#:~:text=in%20Hiroshima%20%E2%86%92-,Japan's%20food%
20self%2Dsufficiency%20rate%20marks%2038%20percent%20in%20fiscal,its%20target%20of%204
5%20percent&text=TOKYO%2C%20Aug.,5.  
213 Kako, “Sharp Decline in the Food Self-Sufficiency Ratio in Japan and Its Future Prospects,” 3. 
214 Food related issues become noticeable in the White Papers on Land, Infrastructure, Transport and 
Tourism in Japan, since 2015.  
215 Kako, “Sharp Decline in the Food Self-Sufficiency Ratio in Japan and Its Future Prospects,” p.11 
216 Godo, “Japan’s Food Self-Sufficiency ratio” in FFTC Agricultural Policy Platform,  
217 Farina, “Japan’s Gastrodiplomacy as Soft Power: Global Washoku and National Food Security,” 
134. 
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sees the washoku brand as an initiative of the Japanese government to increase 

Japan’s presence in the global markets, strengthen national pride through traditional 

Japanese food culture and to deal with the low food self-sufficiency rate.218 In 

Stephanie Assmann’s view, “the Japanese government couples an approach of 

governmentality with a protectionist agricultural food policy [to promote the 

consumption of washoku], which encourages Japanese citizens to maintain a healthy 

diet based on local food products.”219 

 An in-depth analysis of the relationship between washoku and Japan’s food 

self-sufficiency is beyond the scope of this work. However, we can say that it has a 

major place in the creation and communication of the washoku brand. Efforts to 

promote washoku include the National School Lunch (shokuiku) and Green Lantern 

movements. The next two sections will discuss these two campaigns. 

 

4.3.3 Green lantern (midori chōchin) movement  

Traditional Japanese bars (izakaya) usually hang red lanterns, bearing the name of 

the bar, outside their establishments. In 2008, pubs and restaurants, and later on, 

shops, started hanging green lanterns to signify that they use domestically produced 

ingredients. The idea was proposed in 2005 by Kiyoaki Maruyama, from the 

National Agricultural Food Research Organization, whose aim was to aid initiatives 

to increase Japan’s food self-sufficiency rate. After it was reported in national media, 

The Green Lantern Movement (Midori Chōchin) became a nationwide voluntary 

campaign.220  

 
218 Cwiertka, “Serving the Nation: The Mtyh of Washoku,” 89. 
219 Assmann, “Global Recognition and Domestic Containment: Culinary Soft Power in Japan,” 132. 
220 “The initial stage GL shops were located at the major urbanized areas in Japan, Tokyo, Osaka, 
Nagoya and Sapporo, and the initial GL supporters inhabiting area, Iwate, Ibaraki, Kanagawa, 
Saitama, Ishikawa, Tottori, Okayama and Nagasaki.” Shibata et al., “The Green Lantern movement, 
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 Figure 10 shows an example of a Green Lantern sign. The lantern is inscribed 

with a phrase that declares it as “a shop that aids domestic products,” and five stars to 

indicate the use of domestic ingredients.221 As Shibata et al. explain, “Shops using 

50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, and 90% of domestic products in the total calories base of its 

commodities … display the one, two, three, four, five [star] GL, respectively …” to 

signify the extent to which domestic ingredients are used.222  Since there are two 

stars in this case, it means that the establishment in Figure 10 chooses sixty percent 

of the ingredients they use from national produce.  

 

 
  Figure 10. An example of Green Lantern  
  Source: Japan for Sustainability (JFS)223 
 

The official website of Green Lantern, “midori-chouchin.jp” provides information 

about shops in each prefecture that take part in this campaign.  

Yet another strategy to promote local products and preserve Japanese dietary 

culture is school lunch programs.   

 
its strategy, and road-map as a bottoms-up movement for improving the food self-sufficiency ratio of 
Japan,” 1167. https://www.cabi.org/gara/FullTextPDF/2008/20083298172.pdf)  
221 From fifty to ninety percent. 
222 Ibid. 
223 https://www.japanfs.org/en/news/archives/news_id027032.html  
Picture copyright holder is the Green Lantern Secretariat. 
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4.3.4 School lunch (shokuiku, 食育) campaign 

School meals have played an important part in shaping Japanese people’s dietary 

habits. For instance, during the mid-1940s and 1950s, milk and wheat flour 

consumption, which had little place in Japan’s culinary culture until then, spread 

across the country through school lunches.224 Currently, milk is an indispensable part 

of meals served at schools. 

As it was mentioned in the previous sections, from 1990s onwards national 

concern about Japanese people’s eating patterns intensified. The general opinion was 

that the decrease in rice consumption and increase in ready-made meals and 

processed food not led to health problems but also endangered Japanese food culture. 

Thus, Shokuiku, “food and nutrition education” gained strategic importance for the 

state.   

To promote food education, the “Basic Act on Shokuiku” was passed in 

2005.225 The Shokuiku program is implemented nationwide from kindergartens to 

junior high schools. Dieticians and nutrition teachers assigned to schools are in 

charge of overseeing the lunch menus.226  Government offices, food-related 

businesses, health organizations, medical institutes and volunteers work together to 

promote a healthy diet centered around local cuisines. In addition to school lunches, 

the food education campaign is disseminated through events such as the annual 

 
224 These products were sent by Western countries, mainly United States to “modernize Japan”. At the 
time, Japanese government was also concerned about promoting a healthy diet. Western cuisine 
appealed to the Japanese because it provided new sources of energy for the body (Source: Ishige, The 
History and Culture of Japanese Food; Ishida, “The History, current status, and future directions of 
the school lunch program in Japan.”) Inclusion of milk into children’s diet had a positive effect on 
Japanese people’s bodies. The average height of Japanese men born after WW2 increased by eight 
inches (20 cm) compared to males born in the previous years (Source:Ashkenazi and Jacob, Food 
Culture in Japan, 13.) 
225 There have been a number of revisions since then, mainly in 2008 and 2016. 
226 Ishida, “The History, Current status, and Future Directions of the School Lunch Program in Japan,” 
8. 
The “Washoku School Lunch Program Support Group” consisting of young chefs also aids the 
promotion of traditional Japanese cuisine at schools.   
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Nation Convention on Shokuiku Promotion, shokuiku seminars for children, 

Shokuiku Month (organized by the MAFF every June), Shokuiku Activity Awards 

(given by the MAFF to business holders, educators, or volunteers who promote 

shokuiku) and White Papers on Shokuiku.227 

Washoku forms the basis of shokuiku campaigns.228 As shown in Figure 11, 

school lunches follow the one-soup-three-side-dishes meal pattern. While rice is 

served every day, soup can be omitted once a week.  

 

   
  Figure 11. Weekly school lunch menu sample 
  Source: MAFF, “Washoku Guidebook,” 25 
 

 
227 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF), “Current Dietary Situation in Japan and 
Promotion of Shokuiku (Food and Nutrition Education).” 
https://www.maff.go.jp/e/policies/tech_res/attach/pdf/shokuiku-9.pdf  
228 The “Dietary Guidelines for Japanese”, created by MAFF, advises citizens to “Take advantage of 
Japanese dietary culture and local food products. Preserve local dishes”. Emphasis in the original 
document. Ibid., 31. 
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In Stephanie Assmann’s view, the shokuiku campaign should be seen as a broad food 

governance issue. According to Assmann: 

The shokuiku campaign pursues two entwined but differently nuanced 
agendas. First, the actors involved in the shokuiku campaign seek to improve 
dietary health and alert citizens in Japan of their responsibility for their 
health. A healthy diet includes seasonal awareness and eating domestically 
and locally available food products. Second, the shokuiku campaign supports 
rural economies. The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries 
(MAFF) relegates the responsibility to cherish local food products to 
individual citizens as part of a culinary politics.229  

 
On the other hand, the shokuiku campaign is also instrumental in creating a national 

cuisine. As Ashkenazi and Jacob point out, “Since food policies for schools are set at 

a national level, most children for the past half-century have been exposed to the 

same diet, in effect creating a sort of ‘national’ cuisine: a lowest common 

denominator of familiar and preferred foods.”230  

 The influence of Shokuiku is not limited to Japan. In 2017, Table For Two, an 

American non-profit organization, launched the “Wa-Shokuiku: Learn. Cook. Eat 

Japanese!” campaign in the U.S. The aim of this project is to introduce washoku to 

elementary and middle school students in Boston, New York, and Washington 

through a seven-week program consisting of lectures and hands-on activities.231  

The campaign has three objectives: 

1. Expand students’ palates by teaching how to prepare tasty and healthy 
dishes using washoku preparation techniques.  
2. Include discussion about manners, respect towards food and its producers 
and simple relevant Japanese vocabulary. 
3. Introduce food related concerns, such as obesity and waste while 
discussing do-able Japanese inspired daily actions. 232  
 

 
229 Assmann, “Global Recognition and Domestic Containment: Culinary Soft Power in Japan,” 15. 
230 Ashkenazi and Jacob, Food Culture in Japan, 14. 
231 Table for Two USA, “TABLE FOR TWO Launches the Wa-Shokuiku Pilot Program: Learn. 
Cook. Eat Japanese!” https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/table-for-two-launches-the-wa-
shokuiku-pilot-program-learn-cook-eat-japanese-300473620.html  
232 Table for Two USA, “Wa-Shokuiku Overview”, https://www.wa-shokuiku.org/overview  
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Japanese food is depicted as a nutritionally balanced healthy diet surrounded in a 

culture of respect and appreciation not only for nature but also for those who prepare 

the meal. Thus, the washoku brand is a source of global and domestic soft power.  

 

4.4 Overview 

Gastronationalism is the practice of re-conceptualizing the nation’s meaning and 

significance through food. It has become a major form of national expression in 21st 

century. The washoku brand is an example of Japanese gastronationalism. On the one 

hand, washoku is an international soft power asset, while on the other, it is a strategy 

to address concerns about the effects of economic and cultural integration due to 

globalization. As Stephanie Assmann points out, “The objective of this two-fold 

approach is the containment of globalization through firm state-led culinary politics, 

which emphasizes a controlled form of authenticity, governmentality, and 

agricultural protectionism.”233  

Food self-sufficiency, decline in rice intake, and increase in pre-prepared and 

processed food consumption are depicted as factors endangering the future of the 

Japanese dietary culture. Thus, washoku is promoted through state, private sector and 

volunteer-led initiatives. These include international campaigns such as Savor Japan, 

and national projects such as the Green Lantern Movement and Shokuiku Campaign.  

Figure 12 depicts the national image of washoku in 2020. According to an 

online survey conducted by the MAFF in 2020, the leading opinion on Japanese 

cuisine is as follows: healthy (48.9%), conveys a sense of seasonality (44.9%), uses 

delicious seasonal ingredients (43.7%), nutritionally balanced (41.8%), full of flavor 

(41.8%) and has a beautiful color and arrangement (29.7%). Although there are 

 
233 Assmann, “Global Recognition and Domestic Containment: Culinary Soft Power in Japan,” 132. 
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negative answers of washoku being difficult to cook (21.4%) and high-priced 

(14.3%) the overall image is quite positive. The washoku brand highlights qualities 

such as seasonality, color range (five colors, five tastes, five preparation methods, 

five senses), and respect for nature. The answers in this survey reveal that these 

qualities have successfully reached the Japanese audience. 

 

   
  Figure 12. Leading opinion on washoku, Survey Conducted by MAFF 
  Source: Diep, “Perception of Traditional Cuisine in Japan 2020,” Statista 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

Gastronationalism became a significant mode of national consciousness from the late 

1990s onwards. This period is also characterized by a global trend towards carrying 

out national agendas through the use of soft power and nation brands. Japan, 

following this global trend, branded Japanese cuisine under the name washoku with 

two concerns in mind. The first concern was to promote its culture as a strong soft 

power asset, whose success can be reflected in the washoku boom that overtook the 

world after the 2010s. The second is a domestic concern to communicate how the 

idea of a nation is still relevant in a period of disappearing boundaries and fast 

cultural integration.    

Using theories of soft power, nation branding, and gastronationalism as 

conceptual guides, this work tried to analyze the washoku brand from a broad 

perspective. Towards this end, miscellaneous primary and secondary sources 

consisting of official documents and White Papers by Japanese government bodies 

such as the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), 

international reports, academic publications, cookbooks, webpages, newspaper 

articles were employed throughout this study. Accordingly, the branding process of 

washoku, promotional activities and policies regarding Japanese food culture and 

production illustrated how washoku is conceptualized differently in domestic and 

international contexts. While washoku is portrayed as a strong soft power currency of 

Japan abroad through diplomatic missions and strategies, tourism campaigns, and 

cooking contests; at home it is depicted as an endangered culinary tradition.   
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This work also examined how the UNESCO inscription was central in 

branding washoku. All programs, activities, politics about washoku almost certainly 

refer to the UNESCO inscription as an international recognition of Japanese food 

culture’s worldwide influence. The UNESCO application enabled Japan to combine 

two of its agendas/motives concerning its gastropolitics; the first being a national 

concern about how to protect Japan’s dietary culture and its society base; the second 

being international concerns about promoting washoku as an element of soft power. 

We can see this duality reflected in the discourses and activities about washoku. 

Japan could thus perform gastronationalism domestically and internationally. 

While scholarly writings often focus on the economic factors behind the 

promotion of washoku, this thesis has tried to approach the topic from a 

comprehensive perspective encompassing economic, cultural, and ideological 

concerns expressed over the course of a two-decade period. However, there is still 

much to discuss. 

 As mentioned frequently throughout this thesis, the UNESCO inscription was 

crucial in making washoku globally renowned. Some scholars even argue that the 

washoku narrative was created so that Japan address domestic concerns by 

registering its food culture into a globally high-esteemed authority. Perhaps this was 

the case. Remembering that big dietary transitions were accomplished through 

important figures associated with the West, for example when consumption of meat 

and dairy meat eating were popularized through the figure of Emperor Meiji, could 

Japan could again be trying to appeal to the domestic environment through the 

appreciation/approval of the West via UNESCO? Even if that is the case however, 

Japan is not the only country to behave this way. Other countries such as France and 

Mexico also aim to boost the domestic reputations of their respective food cultures 
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through UNESCO registrations. This can be seen as one reflection of 

gastronationalism. Although this topic was briefly mentioned in this work, it is a 

topic beyond the scope of this thesis and needs in depth research. 

What are the benefits of studying the Japanese nation brand washoku? In a 

period when the concepts of nation and nationalism are being re-considered, food 

provides an intriguing way to enhance the national imaginary.  While many countries 

are prioritizing culinary traditions as a form of soft power practice and nation 

branding, Japan is perhaps one of the few countries to create a comprehensive 

narrative around its food culture.  

 Therefore, the case of washoku can serve as a model for other countries to 

promote their national culinary cultures, since some of the international and domestic 

concerns expressed by Japanese people are shared by other nations. For example, 

while gastronationalist activities are becoming more and more prominent in Turkey 

as evidenced by UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage inscriptions of “Turkish 

Coffee Culture and Tradition” in 2013 and “Flatbread Making and Sharing Culture: 

Lavash, Katyrm, Jupka, Yufka,” there is still yet to be an all-inclusive campaign 

around Turkish cuisine. Studying Japan’s nation branding process could help Turkey 

combine the complicated and diverse opinions about the trajectory of Turkish 

culinary culture into a structured narrative. 

 Nearly twenty years have passed since initiatives to brand washoku began. If 

we consider the UNESCO designation as a milestone for the washoku brand, then it 

is possible to say that washoku is only a ten-year-old brand. While this might not 

seem a short period, it is not long either. This thesis tries to delineate the motives 

contributing to, the branding process behind, and the effects of washoku as an 

instrument of Japanese soft power. Whether Japan succeeded in making washoku a 
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global brand or an effective national brand addressed to the nation, or to what extent 

intended goals were achieved, remain topics that need further research. However, it 

has certainly proven to be fruitful, as the numbers of overseas Japanese restaurants 

indicate.  

One last topic of interest is the sudden pandemic that took over the world at 

the end of 2019. The coronavirus pandemic led to renewed interest in immune 

boosting food, and as mentioned frequently throughout this thesis, washoku is known 

as a nutritionally balanced, healthy, aesthetic and diverse food. Thus, future research 

could be conducted about the effects of the coronavirus on the washoku brand. The 

future of washoku brand remains to be seen. 
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APPENDIX A 

MAFF WASHOKU GUIDEBOOK  
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE WASHOKU MENU 

 
Source: Kobayashi Foods, Ichiju Sansai no Kondate Rei, 一汁三菜の献立例 [One 
soup and three (side) dishes menu sample.] 
 
Main staple: Mixed grain rice 

Soup: Miso soup with tofu and daikon (Japanese white radish) 

Main dish: Salmon broiled with salt 

Side dish 1: Kinpira gobo (burdock root braised in sugar and soy sauce) 

Side dish 2: Spinach ohitashi (spinach soaked in dashi)  

Pickles: Japanese-style pickled cucumber  
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