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1. Why is rice so important in Japanese food culture?

For the Japanese, rice is not just their staple food but the center of their cultural life. The
Japanese people’s lives have always revolved around the annual cycle of rice cultivation, with
numerous rites and festivals held year round to pray for good harvests. Naturally, rice came to take
on religious significance and became an important offering to Shinto deities. Fven today, rice is
regarded as a symbol of wealth and prosperity.

2. Why is fish often served raw in Japanese cuisine?

The Japanese think it is best to appreciate the food in season as naturally as possible with the
least amount of processing. However, natural foods may not be tasty, or may even be unsafe to cat
raw, so Japanese chefs sterilize them and remove unpleasant flavors while emphasizing the natural
taste. Interestingly, this method is very similar to the Shinto rite of purification. Sashimi, a dish of
sliced raw fish, most clearly reflects the idea of Japanese food preparation.

3. Why is Japanese food cut into small pieces?

The Japanese never use a knife when eating Japanese food, so food items need to be cut into
pieces that are easy to pick up with chopsticks. In Japanese cuisine, the cutting of food items is a
significant part of food preparation, whereas in most foreign cuisines, cooking is the predominant
aspect. In fact, a Japanese word “itamae,” which is equivalent to “head chef,” literally means “in
front of the cutting board.” Therefore, the cutting of food items is the chef’s job, not the diners.

4. Why don’t the Japanese use spoons when eating
Japanese food?

At Japanese meals, plain, freshly cooked rice is often served, which casily sticks to eating utensils
with a large contact area like spoons. Therefore, chopsticks are the best choice when eating plain
rice. Moreover, it’s the custom for the Japanese to pick up plates and bowls and bring them to the
mouth. They also sip soup directly from the bowl, so they don’t need spoons to eat Japanese food.
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