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Preface

Miriam Castorina, Diego Cucinelli

For the fifth collection in the Florientalia East Asian Studies Series, we chose
the title Food issues T34, Interdisciplinary Studies on Food in Modern and Con-
temporary East Asia to celebrate how food represents a central topic in our soci-
ety and a focal theme in literature and art of all times. We asked the scholars to
think over about Food from multiple perspectives, from the representation of
food and drink consumption in literature and art to its implications with spiri-
tuality and politics. We believe that the essays of the scholars hosted in this vol-
ume might enrich the field of Chinese and Japanese studies through the paths
they trace with their research.

This volume gathers essays by eleven essays interested in different research
areas within the field of East Asian studies. The essays— organized in a Japa-
nese section and a Chinese section—cover a wide range of topics ranging from
literature, religion, Media production, linguistic and lexicon analyses, investi-
gations on the relation between food and cultural identity.

The Japanese section contains essays dealing with spirituality, modern and
contemporary literature, and politics. The opening article by Chiara Ghidini ex-
plores some aspects of the relation between Buddhism and washoku, the traditional
dietary cultures of the Japanese. More specifically, Ghidini’s research focuses on
shajin ryori, the Buddhist devotional cuisine or “temple food”. The second essay
is by Sasaki Yiiki and aims to examine the way Food is depicted in Kabe (1951),
the first collection of works by the modern Japanese writer Abe Kobo. In this es-
say, Sasaki looks at Food as one of the indicators to support the worldbuilding
and the actions of the characters in the entire work. The third contribution is by
Yamada Natsuki and explores the representation of Food in the world of manga.
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In particular, Yamada analyses Tezuka Osamu’s famous work Ashita no J6 (1968)
and uses Food as a filter for a psychological analysis of the characters. The fourth
essay is by Yamasaki Makiko and deals with the representation of Food in some
of Murakami Haruki’s works. More specifically, Yamasaki will examine juxtapo-
sitions of Food and Sex from Murakami’s earliest works to the recent ones, such
as Onna no inai otokotatchi (2014) and Kishidanchdgoroshi (2017). The fifth es-
say is by Francesco Eugenio Barbieri and aims at analyzing the representation of
Food and Eating in seminal works by Japanese author Tawada Yoko. In particular,
Barbieri will analyze the connection between Food and metamorphosis and the
representation and the metaphor of food in Tawada’s works. Finally, the essay by
Felice Farina and deals with contemporary history and politics. In particular, Fa-
rina will explore the political construction of washoku by analyzing Japan’s recent
strategy of gastronationalism and gastrodiplomacy.

The essaysincluded in the Chinese section investigate Food issues from mul-
tiple perspectives: literature, lexicography, media, and cultural identity. The first
essay by Mario De Grandis and Filippo Costantini takes into consideration two
fictional works by the “Tibetan” author Alai both entitled “Yii f4” (“The Fish”).
In these two stories, Alai addresses the food taboo related to fish present in some
areas of Tibet displaying two approaches that are not only different but in some
way diametrically opposite. Thanks to a careful close reading of the works, and
supported by a solid anthropological scholarship related to the fish taboo, De
Grandis and Costantini demonstrate how the “fish-taboo issue” is instrumental
to the author to undermine the stereotyped image of Tibet and, on the contrary,
“aims at subverting essentializing portrays of Tibet”.

In the second essay, Serena De Marchi explores Food issues in terms of hun-
ger and imprisonment as depicted in the works of three contemporary Chinese
writers. Hunger is one of the great protagonists of China’s recent history, espe-
cially in the period of the so-called Great Famine (1958-1952). Starting from
a brief historical reconstruction of the causes and ‘numbers’ of this “national
starvation”, the scholar examines the deprivation of food in labor camps expe-
rienced and/or narrated (as in the case of Yang Xianhui’s Chronicles of Jiabian-
gou) by the authors, its implications on the lives and bodies of the prisoners, and
its influence on the Chinese prison camp literature.

The third article reconstructs the difficult but also creative stages of the com-
pilation of the Dizionario dei vini e dei vitigni d Italia (Dictionary of Italian wines
and grape varieties. Italian-Chinese). The authors— Chiara Bertulessi, Emma Lu-
pano, Bettina Mottura, Natalia Riva, Zhou Yungi—illustrate here the strategies
adopted in the compilation of the work, with special regard to the necessary work
of cultural and linguistic mediation such work requires. Not only does this essay
help to better understand the translation processes and sociolinguistic negoti-
ation that the authors adopted in compiling the work, but it also enhances the
high value that such a lexicographical work can be as a tool for wider dissemi-
nation and a better understanding of the Italian culture in China, in particular
the Italian culture of wine.



In “The dining table revolution in China”, the fourth essay of the Chinese
section, Elena Morandifocuses on Chinese food practices and especially that of
sharing food, which is a fundamental element of the Food culture in China but
has been dramatically transformed by the advent of COVID-19. Through the
reading of some important Chinese magazines and newspapers, Morandi gives
an interesting account of the public concern that arose from the virus which in-
volved government authorities, celebrities, tycoons, and academicians around
this brand new “table revolution”.

In the essay which concludes this volume, Cristiana Turini approaches the
question of cultural identity in multiethnic China through Food as a means of
constructing identity and establishing meaningful relations not only within a
community but also with “spirits, gods, and demons”. The scholar takes as her
case study the value that customs and traditions relating to food and its prepa-
ration have in the religious beliefs and practices of Naxi people living in the Li-
jiang area.

We are grateful to all the contributors and the referees who participated in
the volume and helped us with ideas and suggestions, creating a fruitful climate
of academic collaboration and exchange.
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Japanese shdgjin ryori: the green competition from
Buddhist temples to TV shows

Chiara Ghidini

Abstract: Registered in 2013 by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) as Intangible Cultural Heritage, washoku, the “traditional dietary cul-
tures of the Japanese,” includes the so-called shgjin ryori, an expression dated to the early mod-
ern period and related to the Buddhist avoidance of meat eating. Since its early appearance,
shgjin ryéri has undergone a variety of changes, and its evolution up to contemporary times
is relevant to Japan’s cultural history. Traditionally, vegetables (sgjimono) were not thought of
as precious or tasty ingredients. However, during the Kamakura period (1185—1333), the intro-
duction of vegetarian dishes made to resemble fish and fowl, both in shape and flavor—the
so-called modoki rydri—attracted people’s attention, contributing to the spread within Kyoto
and the Japanese archipelago of a tastier and aesthetically pleasing Buddhist vegetarian cui-
sine. Throughout the 15" century local specialties and banquet cooking culture were extremely
important: mountain products were generally still deemed inferior compared to sea and river
ones, but in a text belonging to the irui gassen mono genre, the Shégjin gyorui monogatari, the
reader witnesses the triumph of vegetables over the army of fish and animals. During the Meiji
era (1868—1912), Buddhist vegetarianism faced the rise of a different culinary culture, whereby
eating (beef) meat turned into a symbol for physical strength, both the individual one of young
male citizens and the collective one of Japan as a new-born nation. Even part of the Buddhist
clergy chose to embrace the meat-eating culture. Today, shgjin ryori coexists with vegetar-
ian choices based on different theoretical tenets, and is promoted by NHK Television within
programs designed for a global audience and aimed to advocate the Cool Japan strategy as
well as in TV shows like Yamato amadera shdjin nikki, focused on the everyday (cooking) life
of Buddhist nuns in a secluded temple within Nara prefecture. While encouraging local (and
Buddhist) vegetarian food literacy, this program also fulfills the government agenda in terms
of rural rejuvenation policies and the promotion of washoku (which includes shgjin ryori) as a
brand to be popularized both within and outside Japan.

Keyword: Buddhist vegetarian cuisine, rural rejuvenation, Buddhist temples, NHK Television.
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I bite into a persimmon
and the temple bell tolls
at Horyaji

Masaoka Shiki

Registered in 2013 by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) as Intangible Cultural Heritage, washoku 11 £, the “tra-
ditional dietary cultures of the Japanese,” includes the so-called shajin ryori fi5 £}
P, an expression dated to the early modern period' and today variably translated as
Buddhist vegetarian/vegan cuisine, zen cuisine, devotional cuisine or “temple food.”

Shajin meals were introduced in Japan following the Buddhist practice of ab-
staining from eating meat. According to historian Ueda Jun'ichi, however, re-
ligious and devotional factors alone could hardly account for the popularity of
shojin ryori throughout Japanese history and outside the Buddhist clergy. Ueda
believes that the additional element playing a key role in the acceptance of shajin
ryoriamong ordinary people, other than the introduction of new cooking meth-
ods from China involving extensive use of wheat flour and vegetable oil, was the
modoki £ & (imitation, mock) culinary technique, often employed in this
type of vegetarian cuisine. Simulating or recreating a non-vegetarian dish was
bound to be appreciated and acknowledged as part of Japanese cultural expres-
sions centered on the notions of tsukurimono (artificial, temporary creations)
and mitate (visual transposition).?

Traditionally, vegetables (sdjimono ff #£47)) were not thought of as precious
or particularly tasty ingredients. Sei Shonagon Ji/V#HE (10"-11" century)
made this clear in her Makura no soshi L5~ (The Pillow Book):

That parents should bring up some beloved son of theirs to be a priest is really
distressing. No doubt it is an auspicious thing to do; but unfortunately most
people are convinced that a priest is as unimportant as a piece of wood, and they
treat him accordingly. A priest lives poorly on meagre food [sdjimono no ashiki wo
uchikuhi= 5 Ub D (FEEM) D H L 2 (FE L Z)% 5 H < U], and cannot
even sleep without being criticized. (Shirane 2007, 250)

To the extent that literary texts can be dealt with as historical evidence, it
appears that during the Heian period vegetarian food was related to Buddhism
and perceived as “bad” or tasteless.

During the Kamakura period (typically 1185-1333), the introduction of
vegetarian dishes made to resemble fish and fowl, both in shape and flavor, at-

Before the expression shajin ryori, within textual sources meals that made no use of animal
ingredients following the Buddhist practice of abstaining from eating meat were called sho-
jinmono, or sojimono. See: Mami 2019.

* Ueda2017,177-80.
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tracted people’s attention: in the Heikoki *}~/7 L., a diary compiled by Taira no
Tsunetaka *F#%5 (1180-1255), there is mention of mock fish, a vegetarian dish
having both the shape and the flavor of fish, offered by a nenbutsu monk named
Monshin and welcomed by those present with much astonishment due to its
probably unexpected rich taste (Ueda 2017, 181).

Later, in the Muromachi period (1336-1573), modoki cuisine appeared on the
shogun’s table and was offered to zen monks belonging to the powerful Gozan sys-
tem.? While still including fish and fowl, official meals also featured modoki dishes
such as the sanbozen Eﬂl%%, a broth decorated with the shape of the three picks
of the immortal islands of Penglai, Fangzhang and Yingzhou (Ueda 2017, 182).

Itis useful to point out that, even though vegetarian cuisine was indeed con-
nected with Buddhism, historically Buddhist monks and nuns did not neces-
sarily embrace vegetarianism. In particular, the True Pure Land school (jodo
shinsha {1 FH.5%), which gained much popularity around the Sengoku period
(1467-1615), was famous for allowing both marriage and meat consumption
(nikujiki saitai B FEHT).

Unlike a more frugal Buddhist vegetarian meal, the modoki technique en-
couraged the development of shojin ryori, meant both as a cooking method and
asfood presentation, into an attractive culinary genre, but wild plants and vege-
tables failed to gain an upgrade from “ashiki” (bad) to superior ingredient evenin
later periods. The Shijoryi hochosho VUSETT/E T 3 (late 15™ century), to quote
an example, contains a hierarchical categorization related to the taste of food
products in which mountain ingredients (including vegetables) are deemed in-
ferior compared to sea and river ones (Ueda 2017, 180).

However, in a text dated to the same period, the Shajin gyorui monogatari A 1t
FaJEY)EE (The Tale of Vegetables and Fishes), vegetables prevail over sea and riv-
er food. Usually defined as an early example of the irui gassen mono ¥&J 5 k4
(tales of battles between nonhuman beings) genre, this tale describes a battle be-
tween anthropomorphized vegetarian and non-vegetarian food. Partly a parody of
the famous Heike monogatari “V-ZZ ¥k, * it contains Buddhist overtones, as one
may infer from the final victory of the vegetarian army, comprised of vegetables,
seaweeds, beans, mushrooms and fruits, over the army of bibutsu 3£4) (tasty food),
which includes fishes, shellfishes, fowl and other animals. The battle is initiated by
the Roe (hararago fiili) brothers, when they notice with great disappointment that
in an official ceremony held on the first day of the eighth month of the first year of
a fictional Fish-Bird era (gyochd gannen £ 55704, Nattd Taro ##H 7 AH, Lord
Bean (Mame Go Ry6 ZH#})’s son, has gained a privileged seat near Go Ryo f#
£, Emperor Steamed Rice. Eventually, Go Ry6 ends up eating the losers, who had
previously built a fortress in a castle called Nabe no jo i / %, the Hot Pot Castle.

The politically influential Gozan (Five Mountains) system of ranking Zen temples was es-
tablished towards the end of the Kamakura period.

The history of the ur-text and of the surviving copies as well as the differences between dif-
ferent versions are discussed in Follador 2020.
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The final triumph of the vegetarian party may hint at the superior value of
Buddhist vegetarian cuisine, but, as Komine Kazuaki has argued, the real pro-
tagonist of the story appears to be Rice, a symbol for the emperor, who looks
at the battle from the vegetarian food’s side, while vegetables and fishes are the
personifications of warriors (Kazuaki 2010).

During the battle, some lives are taken and married couples undergo the pain
of separation. Tai no Akasuke Ajiyoshi ffi 7R B it &5 (Sea Bream the Red Good-
Taste), soon to be killed in action, returns his wife Iso no Wakame % / F14fi to
the house of her father Konbu E2Afi. The farewell poems that the bride and groom
exchange are to be read in culinary terms as the combination of vegetables and
fish through the employment of konbu dashi (kelp stock). Once dead, Tai no Aka-
suke becomes an ox-headed demon (gozu “*98) in the Buddhist hell: an ushi oni
ML (ox demon), or, in culinary words, ushioni #{f] 7., the boiled sea bream that
Emperor Steamed Rice eventually eats (Hokiichi 1959, 638).

According to Komine, since the Goryd’s consumption of fish dates to the
ninth lunar month, there may well be a relation with the so-called shajindoki or
shojin hodoki A# #Efi%, which marks the end of the ritual observance of a vege-
tarian diet. Komine rightly points out that, apart from its obvious Buddhist im-
plications and parodic effects, the whole story appears to revolve around issues
related to food rituals and taboos (Komine 2010, 17).

Judging from the attention paid to food provenance and seasonal ingredi-
ents, Shojin gyorui monogatari can be added to the variety of texts testifying to
the development of food culture in Muromachi Japan, a crucial topic addressed
by historian Haruta Naoki, who has emphasized the relevance throughout the
15™ century of seasonal products, local specialties and a cooking culture main-
ly centered on ceremonial banquets (Naoki 2008).

Research on shojin ryori is particularly connected with pre-Meiji historical
documents and with the Kyoto area. While pointing out the necessity for amore
thorough analysis of vegetarian food in rural regions, Ueda corroborates the
perspective of Jesuit Luis Fréis (1532-97), according to which the capital used
to set the standards for the provinces in terms of customs, and maintains that it
is likely that shajin ryori gradually spread to the rest of the archipelago exactly
because it had been accepted in Kydto (Ueda 2017, 190-1).

While Kyoto played a key role in the development of shajin ryori, during the
Edo period (1603-1867) Nagasaki, where Jesuits like Fréis had settled back in
the 16" century and Ming Chinese traders were active, was the birthplace of a
different type of Buddhist vegetarian cooking, fucha ryori A5 EHEE. A cuisine
bearing strong Chinese influences, with respect to ingredients and preparation
aswellas to philosophical theories and healing notions (Marra 2011), fucha ryori
is particularly linked with the Obaku 5% zen school and his Chinese founder
in Japan, Ingen zenji FA AT (1592-1673), who, after reaching Nagasaki, went
on to establish the Manpukuji #{&=F in Uji, near Kyoto, in 1661.

Famous for its rich taste, wheat dumplings, generous use of vegetable oil for
frying ingredients and sugar, fucha cuisine also included—and still does—mo-
doki dishes. The firstbook entirely devoted to this type of vegetarian cuisine, the
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Fucha ryorisho A5 BHHETD, dates back to 1772 and contains details on eating
utensils, instructions on how to brew tea, a variety of recipes and a list of vege-
tables organized according to the four seasons.

In its manifold varieties, Japanese premodern and early modern cuisine, in-
cluding the vegetarian one, aimed, as Eric Rath argues, to make food signify
something invisible (Rath 2010, 7), something that reached far beyond its ob-
vious materiality. However, it did not merely conjure the invisible, a fantasy, but
also marked visible ethical and social distinctions. As for vegetarian cuisine, it
did so both in terms of a taboo etiquette to observe in specific times and in terms
of a more permanent dietary choice based on ethical and religious grounds.

Japanese premodern and early modern foodways (encompassing ingredi-
ents, preparation, presentation, consumption, table manners, and the naming
of a given dish) evolved during the Meiji period (1868-1912), as a different cu-
linary vocabulary began to circulate. The introduction of terms like yoshoku
P18 (Euro-American cuisine) and, later, washoku responded to different his-
torical, socio-political and cultural circumstances. The focus on nation-building
and international ambitions contributed to the definition offood in anincreased
binary fashion, staging a modern gassen 5 (battle, competition) between the
gastronomic identities of Self and Other.

The changed attitude toward the consumption of (beef) meat, seen as food
to strengthen the young male generation for the sake of an equally young na-
tion, affected Buddhist vegetarian cuisine to the extent that, as Richard Jaffe has
maintained, “clerical meat eating came to be viewed as a necessity if the Bud-
dhist clergy were to contribute to the Japanese effort to create a modern impe-
rial nation-state on par with the Euro-American powers.” (Jaffe 2005, 255) The
Meiji government, especially in its initial years, implemented aggressive policies
against Buddhism. Following the 1872 edict, clergy’s legal privileges were abol-
ished, while monks were allowed to marry, eat meat, wear ordinary clothes and
give up tonsure (Jaffe 2021, 95-113). In 1873 the same rules and permissions
were extended to Buddhist nuns: “From now on nuns may freely grow their hair,
eat meat, marry, and return to lay life.” (Jaffe 2021, 82) Ordained members of
different Buddhist schools, especially Jodo, S6t6, Shingon and Tendai, engaged
in vibrant debates, criticizing the first edict as an illegitimate State interference
in vinaya matters and opposing Jodo shinshii supporters of nikujiki saitai (Jaffe
2005, 262-73). On the contrary, debates related to nuns, their place within mo-
nasticinstitutions and their destiny once returned to laylife appear to have been
rather limited (Cogan 2006).

Buddhist endorsement of meat eating for the sake of the nation persisted
throughout the 1930s. The words of S6t6 priest Furukawa Taigo 7)1 [#f#, an
advocate of the Imperial Way and of the New Mahayana Buddhism, are useful
to illustrate the mobilization occurring at the time and the way it affected or-
dained members of a variety of Buddhist groups, including the Zen schools:

If Buddhist clerics aim even a little bit for the flourishing of the national polity
(kokutai) and the development of humanity, they resolutely must shed the corpse
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of the passive thought of the Buddhism of India and must, when circumstances
require, openly nourish their body and mind through eating meat and press on
with their duty. (Jaffe 2005, 272)

During the 1920s and early 1930s, however, the practice of vegetarianism
following the Buddhist tenets on transmigration and the principle of causing no
harm to living beings found an interesting voice within the world of Japanese
literature through the lay practitioner, scientist and writer Miyazawa Kenji &= iU
BR (1896-1933). Born into a family affiliated to the True Pure Land school,
Kenji converted in his youth to the Nichiren school and became temporarily in-
volved with the prominent lay organization Kokuchakai [BIFE (Pillar of the
Nation Society), established by Tanaka Chigaku FHH%'£2 (1861-1939), which
connected the Lotus siitra with the government, saw the kokutai as the realization
of the wise Buddhist ruler, and revived Nichiren’s rigorous propagation prac-
tice of shakubuku #T{R.° Kenji’s turn to vegetarianism in 1918 is documented
in aletter to his friend Hosaka Kanai and was mostly due to his pondering over
the paradigm of autophagy, whereby life revolved around the act of preying on
each other (Kilpatrick 2013, 20), the persuasion that all living beings ought to
be protected, and the doctrine of transmigration:

Suppose I were the fish, and suppose that not only I were being eaten but my father
were being eaten, my mother were being eaten, and my sister were also being eaten.
And suppose I were behind the people eating us, watching. “Oh, look, that man
has torn apart my sibling with chopsticks. Talking to the person next to him, he
swallowed her, thinking nothing of it. Just a few minutes ago her body was lying
there, cold. Now she must be disintegrating in a pitch-dark place under the influence
of mysterious enzymes. Our entire family has given up our precious lives that we
value, we've sacrificed them, but we haven’t won a thimbleful of pity from these
people” I must have been once a fish that was eaten. (Sato 2007, 12-3)

Besides his short story, Furandon nogakké no buta 77> R 2P RDIK
(The Frandon Agricultural School Pig),’ written in the 1920s but published only
after his death, in which Kenji dwells on global animal welfare, of particular in-
terest is Bijiterian taisai £ 7 U7 L RZ% (The Great Vegetarian Festival, also
published after Kenji’s death), a fictional report on an international gathering
of vegetarians held in a mountain village within the island of Newfoundland.
In this story, Kenji divides the vegetarian frame of mind into two main groups:
the empathizers (djoha [FI{FJK), who treat other living beings as equals, and
the preventionists (yoboha T/IK), who avoid eating animals in order not to
contract diseases, such as rheumatism and gout. Among the attendees, a Shin-
ran school Buddhist believer born in a Christian country takes the floor, dwell-
ing on Buddha’s choice to stop carrying out ascetic practices:

5 On Kokuchtkai, see Stone 2019, 631-60.

¢ 'This short story is available also in English translation: Kenji 2012.
y g )
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Sakyamuni, in search of a path of renunciation, spent six years practicing abstinence
and austerities [shojin kugyo #4751 7] in a forest on Mount Dandaka, eating only
one grain of rice and a single sesame seed each day. In the end, he became aware
that this was of no use, so he descended the mountain and bathed in the river. He
accepted milk cream [kurimu] offered by a village girl and experienced ecstasy

(héetsu/ekusutashi {EL /= 7 A H# L —]7
Then, he addresses the still debated issue of Buddha’s last meal, and empha-

sizes the need for Buddhists to follow the entirety of his virtues, not mainly
food restrictions:

Today vegetarians are stricter in terms of food than the ancient Indian sages. This is
a distortion, for, while they are strict with food, they do not follow the other rules
established by Sakyamuni. In particular, I want all vegetarians to keep this in mind.
In his final years, Sakyamuni, having perfected his thought, was not a complete
vegetarian. Behold, he accepted the food offered by a blacksmith named Cunda,
which was essentially pork.® This pork meat caused gastrointestinal damage that
could not be cured. And that’s why, at the age of eighty-one, he experienced nirvana
in Kushinagar. Fellow Buddhists, look at Sakyamuni and learn from him. Use his
actions as a model! Become like him, learn and practice all his virtues on a scale
0f 1/20,000, 1/50,000, or 1/200,000! Only then will vegetarianism be good.’

Towards the end of the story, the protagonist, also a Buddhist believer, speaks

to the audience, aiming to unveil the mistakes he detected in the previous speech:

The previous speaker advocated the nikujiki theory, denying vegetarianism from
a Buddhist perspective. I can’t help but pointing out his mistakes as a disciple of
Sakyamuni. [ ... ] We, as Buddhists, must first and foremost be prepared to follow
the Buddhist scriptures. It is clear from the Lazkavatarasiitra that the five types
of purified meat were allowed only for those who were inexperienced in training
[...]. Iwill omit to mention the different dietary systems within Buddhism since
someone else plans to address this issue. However, the previous speaker made a
mistake when he said that Sakyamuni’s last meal was pork meat: it was one type
of mushroom.” [ ... ]

The spirit of Buddhism is compassion, it is love with perfect wisdom, which is the
compassion of the Tathagata. The point of departure in Buddhism is that all living
things, us included, want to be set free from this condition of suffering. [ ... ] All
living things have undergone transmigration after transmigration for immeasurable
kalpa. [ ...] One soul at one point perceives itself as a person. At one point as

The Japanese text of Bijiterian taisai is available on <https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000081/
files/2589 25727 html> (2021-01-09). Original text: Kenji 1989. The English translation of
all quoted passages is by C. Ghidini.

Whether it was pork or vegetarian food given to pigs is the core of the ongoing debate.
<https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000081/files/2589_25727.html> (2021-01-09).

The term in Pali is sukaramaddava, referring either to pork meat delight, or to food appreci-
ated by pigs.
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an animal. At one point, one is even born in heaven. In the meantime, it moves
closer and further away from other souls. As a result, the living things around us
are friends, lovers, siblings, parents and children, and so have been for a very long
time. When they separate from one another, they no longer know each other.
Limitless combinations are possible in a limitless span of time. [ ...] People of
different religions would find this idea too serious and frightening. But this world
is indeed terrifyingly serious."

In his “great vegetarian festival’s illusion” (genso %J4H),'> Miyazawa Kenjj,
whose approach to vegetarianism has been defined by Roger Pulvers as a pro-
phetic green vision (Pulvers 2013), seems aware of current international debates,
sheds light on the different positions about meat consumption or abstinence
within Buddhism and in other religions, and explains the vegetarian/vegan
choice in terms of empathy or of a more pragmatic quest for individual health.

Buddhist support of militarism, its changes after the promulgation of the
new Constitution, wartime malnutrition, food supplies from colonial territo-
ries and the attempts at configuring new types of dietary regimes have been
important themes in studies (respectively) on Buddhism and foodways during
interwar and occupied Japan, leaving little margin for an in-depth enquiry into
the development of shojin ryori.

Today, Buddhist vegetarian/vegan cuisine, including Japanese shojin ryori,
and animal ethics across and beyond Asia have gained some popularity within
the context of anincreasing academic and general interestin ethical eating, based
on the awareness about the moral consequences of food choices. Bypassing a
historical reconstruction ofits practice and textual occurrences, most informa-
tive material intended for the general public sponsors shéjin ryorias a traditional
alternative lifestyle in touch with nature’s seasonal cycle and actively endorsing
the necessity of securing a sustainable future, as well as part of the potentially
life-changing touristic experience of shukubs 55 (temple stay).

Although “enchanted” and exotic publications on Japanese cuisine are still
thriving, recent research has questioned the very definition of washoku as it was
presented in the UNESCO nomination, exposing the promotion of Japanese
cuisine as part of the nation-branding agenda, and shedding light on the poli-
tics of cultural heritage and gastrodiplomacy, aimed, amongst other things, to
increase trade and tourism." Included in the category of washoku, shéjin ryori
partakes of such dynamics, contributing to the colorful mosaic of what we have
come to know as Cool Japan.

Cool Japan is also a popular TV program on NHK World-Japan—the inter-
national service of Japan’s public media organization NHK designed for a global
audience—, aimed to show “what makes Japan cool” and rediscover the charms
ofJapanese culture that Japanese people tend to overlook. Cool Japan broadcast-

" <https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000081/files/2589_25727.html> (2021-01-09).
> Tam referring to the last sentence of his short story.
13 See, for example, Bestor 2018. See also Felice Farina in this volume.
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ed a special on Shdjin ryéri (rerun in 2021) addressing Japanese Buddhist cui-

sine from the viewpoint of “foreigners” (gaikokujin 7 E N ):
In recent years, the number of vegetarians has been growing around the world.
Healthy meals in which vegetables are central are popular in the West, where
lifestyle related diseases are becoming more serious. What's receiving attention
amidst such circumstances is Buddhist cuisine. Buddhist cuisine exists in Asian
countries such as China and Korea as well, but Japan’s Buddhist cuisine is attracting
attention coupled with the Japanese food boom and the popularity of tourism in
Japan. There are casual Buddhist cuisine restaurants, and new styles for foods such
as sweets and ramen are appearing one after another. We uncover the appeals of
Japan’s Buddhist cuisine from the perspective of foreigners.**

In this program, designed to entertain and quite explicitly endorsing the Cool
Japan strategy, global aspirations for ethical and healthy eating and living relate
to Japanese Buddhist cuisine, and “foreigners” (vegan, vegetarian or none of the
above) from different continents are given the floor to comment on and experi-
ence shdjin ryori, eventually reaching a verdict to be shared with the audience.

If the special on shojin ryori was intended for a global audience, Yamato
Amadera shojin nikki °F & JE<F #51H£ AT (A Buddhist Vegetarian Diaryina
Yamato Convent), a series broadcasted on NHK Educational TV (NHK kyai-
ku terebijon (A7 L £ 2 ) and now available on DVD and in mook form,
was tailored for a Japanese (or Japanese speaking) audience with stronger ped-
agogic purposes.

The “protagonist” of Yamato Amadera shojin nikki is the secluded Otowasan
Kannonji BPJILI#1E=F, a temple in the countryside of Sakurai (Nara prefec-
ture), the “heart of the Yamato area,” traditionally dated back to the 8% centu-
ry. Situated at the end of a steep unpaved slope up a mountain road, Kannonyji is
run by the chief priestess (jishoku {£H#), Goto Mitsuei, belonging to the Pure
Land Yaza nenbutsu [l /24 school,'s her assistant, Sasaki Jitd, and the help-
er, Macchan. The temple, considered part of a reijo 5% (pilgrimage grounds
charged with prodigious powers), where people devoted to Kannon in the Nara
period used to gather, has as its object of worship (gohonzon ZANE) the stat-
ue of Thousand-armed Thousand-eyed Eleven-faced Kannon (Senju sengen jiii-
chimen Kanzeon bosatsu T-FTHR+— @ &5 5E), associated with stories
of prodigious healing from eye afflictions (ganbya reigen BRI F2HR ). Kannon’s
healing water—as the new webpage of the temple,'® which explicitly cites the
NHK program, informs its readers—is still served together with each shojin meal.

The inspiring and unusual everyday life in a non-urban Buddhist temple is one
of the aspects that prompted Toda Yumiko /= [l #4 3% F- to devote a TV program

' https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/tv/cooljapan/20210424/4008234/ (2021-01-09).

1S Ryénin (1073-1132) is the Tendai monk who founded the Yiiza school. From a Buddhist
perspective, the notion of yizii refers to the interrelationship of all things and the ability for
any individual meritorious action to benefit many.

16 https://www.otowasankannonji.org/ (2021-01-09).
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to Kannonji and its seasonal shojin ryéri. Toda recalls her first visit to the temple,
where she had chosen to try shukubé after overhearing people praising the kindness
of its nuns and the special food they served, almost entirely made of ingredients
grown in loco."” Living in harmony with the surrounding nature as a small supportive
community, laughter, hard work, training, knowledge and transformation of natural
ingredients into delicious meals, ceremonial dishes, and Mitsuei’s wise yet simple
glance on food as life are the main features of Yamato Amadera shojin nikki. While
being entertained, the audience learns more about seasonal vegetables and flow-
ers, as well as about the hardships and joys of secluded yet “enlightened” rural life.

The popularity of Shojin nikki owes much to the choice of showing on televi-
sion arural temple usefullylocated in one of the most historically charged areas
of Japan and following the everyday life of three women (two nuns and Macchan)
running it with patience, attentiveness, and an expression of grateful astonish-
ment on their faces. On the one hand, this TV program has (temporarily?) ben-
efitted Kannonji and its surrounding area, encouraging spectators to turn into
occasional pilgrim-tourists and experience the temple life and food in person.
On the other hand, as a tribute to local food products and cuisine, it has also
contributed to the government agenda in terms of regional revitalization. A stay
for two in the Shojin nikki temple is one of the many gifts from Nara prefecture
offered in exchange for the donation of an amount of a person’s residence tax to
that regional area in the furusato nozei 5% S LfHFi (hometown tax) system,
a program introduced by the government in 2008 to rejuvenate rural areas of
Japan.'® In theory, taxpayers should donate to their hometown (furusato), but,
in practice, they are free to direct their tax payments to any Japanese prefecture
or municipality" and will receive a gift (usually local goods and accommoda-
tion packages) worth approximately thirty per cent of the donation value. One
is left to wonder about the actual regional benefits of a return gift such as the
shukubo in a temple made famous through a television program: the risk of the
furusato nozei system, as Anthony Rausch (2017) has compellingly argued, is
that the taxpayer may be more inclined to think in terms of individual reward
and select the gift on the basis of its subjective attractiveness than to make an
informed choice which takes into account the real needs of that specific region.

Besides the paradoxes within the furusato nézei system, national concerns
about the decline of regional communities and of the Japanese countryside are
a relevant element in Yamato Amadera shojin nikki. The program offers its au-
dience educational values and inspiration by portraying as daily rituals the ev-
eryday (cooking) activities of Buddhist nuns immersed in the rural landscape
and enhancing their knowledge about local seasonal vegetables and vegetarian
recipes. This way, shajin ryéri, historically associated with ceremonial banquets

7' Yamato amadera shojin nikki (Tokyd: NHK shuppan, 2020), 2-3.
18 See: <https://www.furusato-tax.jp/product/detail/29206/4653169> (2021-01-09).

!9 After the Tohoku triple disaster in 2011, for example, many taxpayers chose to donate part
of their residence tax to disaster relief.
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held in the capital or in early modern urban contexts, is promoted as a different
type of slow, yet hard-working, life, one that, however, people at large can only
experience occasionally. In the interplay between global, national and local pol-
icies related to sustainability, edible identities and food security, Kannonji cui-
sine is branded as a “spiritual” and rural declination of washoku, endowed with
the potential for attaining better health of both body and mind.
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Representation of food in the collection of works Kabe:
How Abe Kobo wrote about food in the literature’

Yaki Sasaki

»

Abstract: This paper aims to examine the way “food” is depicted in “Kabe (The Wall)
(1951) written by Abe Kobo. “Kabe” is Abe’s first collection of works, and it consists of
three parts: “S.Karuma-shi no Hanzai (The Crime of S. Karma)” (1951), “Akai Mayu (The
Red Cocoon)” (1950), and six other works. Based on discussions in previous studies, |
first aimed to clarify where Abe’s “consistent intention” in his “Postscript” can be found
from the perspective of quantitative text analysis using KH Coder. Then, | chose “food”
as one of the indicators to support the worldbuilding and the actions of the characters in
the work. | pointed out that the variety of both food and drink is limited, also there are no
significant descriptions of taste, and that it can be inferred that what people eat is divided
according to their positions in the story. In “Kabe”, the description of “food” is used as a
trigger for the characters to move on to the next action.

Keyword: Abe Kobo, “Kabe”, quantitative text analysis
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The one which connects a gourmet cartoon with
Osamu Tezuka: Cutting of Joe of tomorrow

Natsuki Yamada

Abstract: | talk on change in the nature of the character in the cartoon through description
of a food and the genre called a gourmet cartoon again. Specifically, the process until the
character will be the existence which ‘mediates between a story with areader’ is analyzed
so that it may be seen in the gourmet cartoon. First | pay attention to Tezuka Osamu
early-stage work, Takamori Asao original work and Chiba Tetsuya taking pictures “Joe
of tomorrow”. And it is considered about the thing description about life and death there
foreground propizes through a food. Further, it is confirmed that the effort and the growth
drawn closely in “Joe of tomorrow” are formalized since putting it in the after work. It is
inspected that the autonomy of the character becomes self-evident by this thing. And it is
also inspected that the genre as the gourmet cartoon is formed consequently.
Keyword: character, physicality, gourmet cartoon, Ashita no Jo.
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“Food” and “Sex” in Murakami Haruki’s literature
Makiko Yamasaki

Abstract: Murakami’s early writings are littered with names of various foods and dishes.
Often appearing in the context of descriptions of dates with girlfriends or lovers, they in
turn become associated with sexual interactions. However, they are not the sorts of dishes
one expects to see in a conventional Japanese household. They are almost invariably
foreign dishes or mere accompaniments for drinks. Whilst the famines of wartime and
postwar Japan did much to disrupt traditional household diets, Murakami’s predilection for
foreign cuisine distances his writings even further from Japanese territory. This tendency
is particularly evidentin his early works. As has been well documented, following his eight-
year sojourn abroad, the Great Hanshin Earthquake of January 1995, and the sarin gas
attacks by the Aum Shinrikyo on the 20" of March that same year, Murakami’s perspective
shifted from one of “detachment” to one of “commitment”. However, an examination of
food-related passages—and the sexual interactions that often follow—reveals a different
picture. Despite Murakami’s shift to “commitment”, these scenes consistently depict a
self-contained protagonist who makes no effort to allow women entry into his inner life.
The protagonist is either unwilling or unable to comprehend the woman-as-other, a stance
that | argue persists until the 2010’s. Accordingly, this paper will examine juxtapositions
of food and sex from Murakami’s earliest works to Onna no inai otokotatchi (Men Without
Women, 2014) and Kishidanchogoroshi (Killing Commendatore, 2017).

Keyword: food consumption, sex, evasion, Murakami Haruki.
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Digesting the foreign. Food and Eating in the works
of Tawada Yoko

Francesco Eugenio Barbieri

Abstract: This paper aims at analyzing the representation of food and eating in seminal
works by Japanese author Tawada Yoko. The first part of this contribution will analyze
the connection between food and metamorphosis, focusing especially on Das Bad and
Yogisha no yakoressha, works that belong to an earlier stage of the production of Tawada.
The second part of this contribution will specifically inspect the representation and the
metaphor of food in the works written in the aftermath of the 3.11 such as Kentéshi, Fushi
no shima and the poem Hamlet no see.

Keyword: food, eating, metamorphosis, foreignness, Tawada Yoko, 3.11.

EE: AmXOHAMNE. AARDERZIRE T ORI RERICBTILEME LD LD
FHEGITT DL THD, H—HTIE F7IC [Das Bad] 38X FEEH OKITHIHE] OHFT,
A LB DOBIMRZE T2, 8 T TBRITEE) . TRIEDR) | ALy R 7L
FLEHBNIARS A BN BARITE D NIARRIC BT D' ORBLL A 2 7 7 — 2 BARKEIZ
T 2L THD,

F—U—F: M A5 ZFHEET A5 3,11,

Japanese writer ZF1HHE T~ Tawada Yoko is today one of the most renowned
examples of transcultural writer in the international literary scenario. Born in
Tokyo in 1960, she obtained a degree in Russian literature from the prestigious
Waseda University. After her degree, she left Japan and traveled through Russia
on the Trans-Siberian Railway. In 1982 she arrived in Germany, where she still
lives nowadays. At first she settled in Hamburg, a city where she remained until
2006, and then she relocated to Berlin. In these years she continued her stud-
ies with a MA and a PhD. Alongside her academic research, she started writing
prose, poetry and theatrical pieces, first in Japanese and then, as she became
progressively confident with the language, in German.

Critics agree that Tawada’s migration experience is totally different from the
case of a relocation that is motivated by financial or political purposes: she did
not leave her home country in search for a better life or better economic con-
ditions. On the contrary, her migration is somehow related to an intellectual
dimension, the circulation of ideas, and a natural curiosity for different worlds
and cultures. For this reason, her writing production in German (the language
of her “host country”) is radically different from what falls under the definition
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of “Gastarbeiterliteratur”, or “Literature of the Migration”. Tawada’s work, writ-
ten in the two languages, is what we can define a literary case not only in her
native country or in her adoptive one, but also on a more global scale of literary
circulation. In one of his most recent publications, world literature scholar Da-
vid Damrosch defines Tawada as a “contemporary global writer” (Damrosch
2020, 9). This is evidenced not only by a rising commercial success, but also by
a steadily increasing number of studies, articles and books from Japanese, Eu-
ropean and American scholars worldwide, which established what I would de-
fine a proper “Tawada-phenomenon” spreading among contemporary literary
critics. Additionally, we could define her work as the result of a curiosity that is
first of all intellectual and ethnological. It is a personal research that is located
in a space that is not national anymore, but rather global, in order to meet and,
when possible, merge different cultures and forms of expression.

In my opinion, this is the main aspect that differentiates her from the Ger-
man “Migrant literature”, especially if we consider the peculiar characteristics
and themes of her writing. Tawada herself defines her literature as “exophonic”.
She heard the term “exophony” for the first time in 2002, during a symposium
in Senegal organized by the Goethe Institut in Dakar, to which she had been in-
vited as a writer who used German for her literary production (Tawada 2012a,
3). She perceived the term “exophony” as something with a more omni-compre-
hensive meaning in comparison to terms like “creole literature” (7 L-4—/L3C
) or “migrant literature” (£ 3L’F). In her opinion, exophony (-2 7 4
—=—) canbe defined as a “general state of being outside the mother tongue” (R}
FEDIMIHTIRAE— M A +5 7). Suga underlines how the exophonic dimen-
sion of Tawada consists in her use of the foreign language, in this case German,
for dailyinteractions and creative purposes: indeed, exophony is the basis of her
poetics (Suga 2007, 26-7).

A particular characteristic of her writing is a constant re-adaptation of tradi-
tional literary genres, also obtained through an intense reflection on the nature
of language itself and on the migration intended as a general, global phenome-
non; this encompasses not only the relocation of people for economic purposes,
but also the movement around the globe forintellectual and artistic research and
performance. The textual and rhetorical strategies used by Tawada in her writ-
ings are mainly two: the first and more frequent strategy is the use of irony to
deconstruct stereotypes and to criticize our superficial vision of other cultures
and forms of expression. The second one is what the author herself has defined
as a “mixed-writing”. This is a merge of cultural traditions, both Japanese and
European, but also the simultaneous use of two languages, Japanese and Ger-
man, often with an experimental purpose.

Sincerelocating to Germanyin 1982, in her whole literary production Tawa-
da has constantly reflected on issues such as the construction of identity of the

! Tawada 2012a, 3 (all translations from Japanese to English are my own for the purpose of

this article).
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migrant subject, as well as on the forms of cultural contamination in the glob-
al world. Therefore, recurrent and symbolically inescapable themes in Tawa-
da’s work are metamorphosis and transformations, intended both in a physical
and textual sense: the main characters of her novels are often undergoing rad-
ical changes in their body appearance, transforming themselves into animals,
changing sex or becoming hybrid mythological and legendary creatures. This
topic has been the object of several studies and it is very easy to connect the
theme of the metamorphosis to the changes that the migrant subject undergoes
during the process of relocation and adaptation into a new environment and a
new culture. Additionally, the metamorphosis is, for Tawada, often linked to
the foreign language acquisition process: by increasingly mastering the foreign
idiom, the individual evolves and changes from the person that he/she was be-
fore confronting with a different culture.

On the other hand, a theme that in my opinion is worth exploring further is
Tawada’s representation and use of food—simple food and most of the times tra-
ditional Japanese ingredients like fish or plain rice, but also fruit, vegetables and
bread. Food is used by the author as a narrative metaphor that varies according
to the different situations and the message that she wants to convey to the read-
er. According to Hui, in Tawada the mouth of the protagonist is a sort of trans-
formative space in which foreign languages and, more in general, foreignness
start to be digested and assimilated (Hui 2020, 200). In this sense Hui re-reads
the concept of exophony in Tawada as a sensibility for consuming new words of
a foreign language that is similar to eating food, a process that happens in a vo-
racious and naive way. For both Tingting Hui (2020, 201) and Chantal Wright
(2008, 27), exophony is a matter of literary style more than literary content.

According to what has been expressed so far, this contribution will ana-
lyze the representation of food in some of the most famous novels and stories
by Tawada, with the aim to understand the functions of the act of eating in the
text, as well as how food is used as a narrative device to catalyze the narration,
to develop the events and to symbolize meanings. To do so, I will draw exam-
ples from a selection of narrative and lyrical works, chosen among the vast lit-
erary corpus of the author on the basis of their wide circulation and relatively
big impact on critics and readers globally. Most of these works have had sever-
al translations in different languages that have made them accessible to a wider
transnational audience.

One of her earlier and most famous writings is called The bath (the German
title is Das Bad, and the Japanese one is urokomochi (9 5 Z %), which Iwould
translate with With scales). Although very short, this novel has a very compli-
cated plot, dense in symbolic meanings, which is open to many interpretations.
It was originally written in Japanese at the end of the Eighties, but, as stated by
Tawadain the % X 35X oboegaki (memorandum) of the Japanese/German edi-
tion, since she was not famous in Japan at the time, it was published first in its
German translation made by Japanese literature scholar Peter Portner (Tawa-
da 2010, 189). The text raised the interest of critics and publishing houses and
various additional translations were realized from the German one. Tawada ad-
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mitted that it was very interesting to see how many versions of an unpublished
book were coming out, so she deliberately decided not to release the original
Japanese one until 2010, when an edition with parallel Japanese and German
text was published (Tawada 2010, 188-9). The novel is one of the most cited
works in the large production of Tawada and it gained critical attention not on-
ly in Germany and Japan but also worldwide, thanks to the English translation
published in 2002. It is the story of a Japanese woman who lives in Germany,
whose occupation changes many times throughout the novel (is she a model?
an interpreter? maybe a typist?). One day, while she’s working on a translation
service, she loses her tongue after eating a fish at a business lunch.

In The bath we encounter different metamorphoses related and activated or
accelerated (or both) by a common factor: eating. The first one is narrated at
the very beginning of the book. It has the form of a traditional Japanese story,
told by the I-narrator herself while realizing that she is starting to transform in-
to some kind of fish-woman:

Once upon a time there was an impoverished village in a valley where no rice
would grow. A pregnant woman was so hungry that when she found a fish one
day she wolfed it down raw without sharing it with the other villagers. The woman
gave birth to a lovely baby boy. Afterwards, her body grew scales, and she turned
into an enormous fish. She could no longer survive on land, and went to live all
by herself beneath the river.>

The act of selfishly eating all by herself and not sharing the food with the oth-
ervillagers causes a punishment that transforms her into a fish. Eating is related
to something magic, but eating in Tawada can also be connected to something
nightmarish and unnatural, as narrated in the second story related to the act of
ingesting food, a few pages after:

Once, a long time ago, there was a village in which lived a gluttonous woman. She
worked hard and had a good disposition, and so she was well-liked in the village,
but she ate so many helpings of rice that her husband thought it strange. Moreover,
she forbade others to watch her eat, and would take her meals alone at night in
the barn. One night the man crept up to the barn to watch, and he saw that each
of the woman’s hairs had turned into a snake and was eating rice. Astonished, the
man got out his rifle and shot the woman dead.?

These two stories, as aforementioned, anticipate some kind of metamorpho-
sis that the narrator of the main story is undergoing. The first story is narrated
when, one day, she wakes up and finds her body all covered in little scales; the
second one is inserted when she sees her hair full of spores of poisonous mush-
rooms and carcasses of winged insects. These two stories about food-caused
metamorphosis seem to anticipate what is going to be the real change in the

2 Tawada2002a, 4.
3 Tawada2002a, 8.
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main character’s body: she will transform into a hybrid between a human and
a fish, a woman covered in scales.

Chapter 3 is the turning point of the narration. The protagonist works as an
interpreter; one day, she receives a call from a Japanese firm that has arranged
a lunch for its German clients, and asks her to do a consecutive translation on
that occasion. Here, we are said that:

When my work takes me to an exclusive restaurant, I always order sole. Sole,
unlike flounder, never tastes bland, and it’s also not fatty like salmon. I don’t know
anything more delicious in Western cuisine. But it’s not just because of the taste
I insist on sole. It’s the word itself. [ ...] When I eat sole, I'm never at a loss for
words with which to translate.

On this day, however, one large fish was ordered for the whole party, so I wasn't
able to order sole.*

Unfortunately, in the English translation, the real wordplay made by the au-
thor could not be rendered. But, if we go back to the original Japanese text and
its German translation, the meaning of this passage is more than clear: “sole”
in Japanese is 7D shitabirame, and in German is Seezunge. Both words
have something in common in their respective language: they contain the word
“tongue”. In German is Zunge and in Japanese is 7 shita. The first thing that we
are told is that, if the narrator doesn’t eat a sole, she would not be able to find
the words for her translation. This is one of the most studied and cited examples
of linguistic puns by Tawada and, as Rainer Guldin underlines (2020, 67), the
preference of the narrator for this specific type of fish is a deliberate metaphor
used by the author to signify that, by eating the sole, the protagonist is actually
gaining an help and a boost with her work as an interpreter. What gives her the
ability to translate is the act of eating a fish that contains the word “tongue” in
its name, as if the narrator needs to properly eat a tongue: the protagonist of the
narration confesses here that it’s through this specific type of food, with these
specific properties, that she acquires or at least improves her ability to speak
another language, because food helps her translating when words don’t come
to her mind. We can observe that eating and interpreting are two very similar
things: both actions involve “chewing” some foreign entities, words or edibles,
in one’s own mouth. This act of chewing results then in two different outputs:
on one hand it introduces nutrients for the body and on the other it produces
foreign words directed to the external.

But during the luncheon, another type of fish is served. The character loses
the ability to speak properly and she is not able to eat her usual sole in order to
have an additional support to her translating activity. Soon afterwards, she los-
es consciousness and she dreams of a fish eating her tongue. When she wakes
up, rescued by a mysterious woman, her tongue has disappeared. The loss of her
physical tongue coincides, of course, with the loss of her ability to speak. This is

*  Tawada2002a, 14.
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anticipated by another food image: at the restaurant, during the luncheon, the
big fish that is taken to the table it is described as follows:

At this point, the master chefand his assistant carried in alarge fish [ ... ]. The white,
swollen belly of the fish looked like a fat woman’s thigh, and perhaps because of
this, the arrival of the fish at the table was greeted with suppressed laughter. The
fish’s back was blue-green and thickly covered with translucent scales. One chef
skillfully slid a knife from tail to head, stripping away the scales. There was a burst
of applause. The eyes had already been removed. The open mouth had no tongue
in it. The chef rapidly cut up the body and divided it among eleven plates. Finally,
only the eyeless fish-head and backbone remained.®

In this sense, the main course of the lunch anticipates the destiny of the pro-
tagonist, who will remain mute for the rest of the novel, with the tongue ripped
away and stolen by a sole in a dream. Without her tongue, of course she loses
the ability to talk and, all in all, her identity as a mediator between two differ-
ent cultures.

Christine Ivanovic and Miho Matsunaga underline how in Tawada’s novels
the act of eating is very often responsible for a change, a metamorphosis. Eat-
ing and drinking, or in a broader sense introducing something into one’s body,
brings something strange, magic, demonic, prohibited in the body itself (Iva-
novic and Matsunaga 2011, 118). Corporeal transformations involve not only
the appearance, but also the innermost essence. This metamorphosis is rep-
resented mainly as a corporeal change, but I believe it can be interpreted as a
refined textual strategy that the author uses to mirror the transformations un-
dergone by the migrant subjects when they relocate in a place different from
their homeland. With the migration, they also metaphorically relocate in a new
language, a virtual space that they have to occupy, that they have to “ingest and
digest” we might say, in order to acquire the ability to speak the idiom. When
moving to a new country, the migrants bring with them their own subjectivity
and their cultural experience, a heritage that is enriched and transformed by the
contact with a new culture, by the everyday life in a distant place and its values,
customs and lifestyles. An invisible but important transformation that Tawada
chooses to represent through the topos of bodily metamorphosis, in this case
triggered by food.

There are many more examples of food related to metamorphosis in Tawa-
da’s works. Many of the themes and motifs that are present in The bath will
recur also in another publication: Yogisha no yakéressha (Night train with sus-
pects 75 DK THIHL, 2002b), a collection of thirteen short episodes all
related to the theme of the travel by train. An originally stylistical feature of
the text is the second person narrator (#7272 anata in the original Japanese)
instead of the more traditional third person narrator or first person narrator.
Also, the sex of the protagonist of the episodes remains deliberately unclear

S Tawada2002a, 16.
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until the end of the book (Kénigsberg 2011, 103). With these techniques,
Tawada achieves a higher degree of depersonalization of the protagonist of
her stories, and enacts a narrative perspective that points in the direction of
the reader who, therefore, is assigned with a higher potential of identification
with the sequence of events.

As Ivanovic and Matsunaga point out (2011, 118), the seventh chapter of
Yogisha no yakoressha, titled Habarofusuku e (To Khabarovsk 7~/ X127 A7 ~),
contains an example of representation of food whose ingestion is later linked to
a metamorphosis of the main character. The protagonist of the story wakes up
during a night-journey on a train through Siberia, with the urge to use the re-
stroom but, unexpectedly, somehow she falls off the train and finds herselfin a
desolate and frozen place in the middle of the steppe. There is nothing in sight so
she starts following the railroad and finally finds a small group of houses. The nar-
rator enters one of those houses to look for a shelter where she finds a mysterious
man who, to warm her up, offers her some sort of sweet and sour apple mousse:

[ARA =T BNRZ., O LEIZHEEINTTH D, F5HKRN
B, DATEETOD L) RS IXNITBWNLE ZH Tz,
ZFRUXTT 0, Ed;Rb L, BIIEA5Rb i, Koz
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A coal stove was burning, and steam was coming from the pot boiling at its top.
The smell was sweet and sour, as if apples were being simmered. When you asked
what it was, instead of answering, the man poured the contents of the pot inside
awooden bowl and placed it on the table. There was a yellowish sludge inside. It
was so hot that it burned your tongue, and when you took a wooden spoon and
swallowed it down, it was as if a hot pillar was growing into your body.®

After the ingestion of this local delicacy, the narrator is invited by her host
to take a bath into a big tub of apparently hot water. While undressing, the pro-
tagonist notices that she has transformed into an androgynous being:

BITHRE DT 72T W, ZOLEEAH L LV, HiRTii,
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The man nodded, satisfied, but refused to leave. While reluctantly taking off
your clothes, you looked at your body, that had somehow become hermaphro-
dite, without much surprise.”

¢ Tawada 2002b, 89-90. There is a complete English translation of the story, realized by Jessiqa
Greenblatt and published in the collection Digital Geishas and Talking Frogs: The Best 21st
Century Short Stories from Japan, edited by Helen Mitsions, Cheng & Tsui Company, Inc., 2011.
However, the translation of the Japanese passages quoted in this contribution are by the author.

7 Tawada 2002b, 92.
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The metamorphosis thatis triggered by the ingestion of food is here different
from the previous metamorphosis. It is true that, in the works of Tawada, the
identity of the foreign person who travels or relocates abroad has always been
presented as a fluid concept. In the case of The bath the protagonist changes her
appearance and gradually transforms into a fish-woman, while in Yogisha no
yakoressha, and in particular in this example from chapter 7, the character be-
comes androgynous. Specifically, this case is not a transformation of the pro-
tagonist into the opposite sex, but a stage in between in which the protagonist
hasboth male and female physical attributes. The development of the male part,
especially the growth of the male sexual organ and its consequent turgidity, is
triggered by the ingestion of the aforementioned apple mousse:

S XBREHBSIFTWVO AT A—ZANRBO T TRREE LIED.
TRHENRBRATEDELEN L o TE T,

The sweet and sour apple mousse you had eaten earlier began to ferment in your
bowels, and your lower body started to feel somehow unsettled.®

We should also note that the growing of a new and “foreign” sexual organ,
just near the one the narrator was born with, might also be seen as an anticipa-
tion of the final revelation of the sex of the protagonist. At this point of the nar-
ration, the male host pushes the protagonist underwater and this androgynous
being starts to drown. In this moment she feels that the boundary represented
by the body seems to dissolve as she is not able to understand whether the wa-
ter comes from outside or inside herself:

FHULH R ETDATWHDEON, Fhve b, SRT-Om LR
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Whether it surrounded you or flew out of you, the outside and the inside melted

together and it didn’t matter anymore [ ...].°

Instead of drowning and dying, she wakes up back in the train and she real-
izes, as we readers do at the same time, that it was all just a dream.

In this work Tawada s clearly problematizing and denying the idea of a fixed,
predetermined identity. Both the use of the second person anata and the meta-
morphosis of the protagonist into an androgynous being reflects the attention of
Tawada for the dissolution of clear boundaries, in this specific case the dichot-
omies character/reader and male/female. Instead, she loves in-between spaces,
ravines (or to use the Japanese word %[#] hazama) between languages, cul-
tures and identities: in those places her literature takes form and develops. For
Tawada, these are the best places to reside because they are spaces from which

8 Tawada 2002b, 93.
®  Tawada 2002b, 94.
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one can observe two different realities from a privileged external, nevertheless
still close position. The fact that the very narration of the events in chapter 7
of Yogisha no yakoressha is happening in a dreamlike space seems to reinforce
this interpretation, as dreams can be seen as space suspended between reality
and imagination. Also in this case, this transformation is caused by the inges-
tion of food, a sort of not specified dish made with apples. The same thing can
be assumed for the metamorphosis of the protagonist of The bath, anticipated
and thematized by metaphors related to food, whose body remains in an inter-
mediate state between a human being and a fish, without ever completing her
transformation into an aquatic animal.

In the examples above we have noticed how Tawada uses food as a sort of starter
for metamorphosis and how these changes are not radical transformations, rather
states in-between that might symbolize what Tawada considers a privileged posi-
tion from which observing reality, and maybe writing about it.

Food assumes a different role in some of the production written after the events
of March 2011, where, in works that deal in a more straightforward way with the
disaster, it starts to be associated with something dangerous or poisonous.

Tawadareflects on the possible dangers of the contamination of food ina po-
em called Hamuretto no umi (The sea of Hamlet /> L R D). The poem
is written in Japanese but it contains many English words: code-mixing and the
interplay of multiple idioms in a single poem is not new in the poetic production
of Tawada." Nevertheless this piece of literature is peculiar because it is one of
the few that does not involve the relationship between German and Japanese
butit presentslanguage puns between Japanese and English. The English words
and lines of the poem are taken from the Shakespearean soliloquy, the famous
“To be ornot to be” speech pronounced by Prince Hamlet in the third act of the
homonymous play. Generally considered as one of the masterpieces of world lit-
erature, it is a reflection on the polarity between life and death and uncertainty
and doubt. Itsimpact in time has been huge and even today it continues to have
a great echo in media and cultures around the world.

Tawada’s poem draws inspiration from Shakespeare in order to express peo-
ple’sanxiety and doubts after the Fukushima accident, in particular concerning
the contamination of land and food. After the disaster, many people believed
that products coming from the area of Fukushima might have been contami-
nated. One of the central points expressed in the poem is whether is it safe to
eat; this doubt is conveyed in the very first lines of the composition, in which
Tawada plays with the homophony between the Japanese kue (to eat %) and
the first syllable of the English word “question”, the central word and concept
of the Shakespearean soliloquy:

Sometimes it is also called Hamlet no sea or Hamlet no see. I was not able to trace the exact
writing date of the poem, but I suppose it was written shortly after the triple disaster, around
2011.

11 See forinstance Mazza 2016.
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The act of eating becomes an act of doubt, and the question here is whether
it is safe to eat the products from Fukushima. The poem seems to offer no de-
finitive answer but just continuous contradictions, an uncertainty that reflects
the great state of anxiety and of doubt that permeated Japanese people imme-
diately after the catastrophe.

Another important manifestation of this new idea of food in the work of
Tawada can be found in the story Fushi no shima (Theisland of eternal life /NFED
}5,2011), included in March was made of yarn (2012b), a collection of pieces on
the 3.11 disaster written by famous Japanese writers and translated in English.

Here there is only a brief mention to food, which is represented again as
something potentially damaging and poisonous. The story opens with the
first-person narrator that is coming back to Berlin from a trip to New York. At
the airport, passing through the passport control, when handing her Japanese
document she is immediately looked at as if both herself and the passport were
contaminated or dangerous. She then has to reassure the immigration officer
that, despite being of Japanese nationality, she is coming from New York and
she is, indeed, resident in Germany. In addition, the narrator is travelling with
a suitcase full of Japanese food bought in the United States, a suitcase that has
been lost in the trip:

The suitcase I'd checked in New York did not arrive in Berlin. I went to the Lost
and Found, and while I was writing down the color and the shape of the suitcase,
together with my address in Berlin, and other necessary information, something
awful occurred to me. In downtown Manhattan I loaded up with Japanese food
that wasn't available in Berlin, such as soba noodles made from mountain potato,
termented soybeans, seaweed in vinegar, and spicy fish roe, all of which I'd packed
in my suitcase. If it was opened, those packages, covered with words in Japanese,

12 The full text is available here: https://www.lyrikline.org/en/poems/hamlet-no-see-13807
(last access: September 23',2021).
I would translate the part quoted in the text as follows:
Eat, eat, question
can you eat it?
Tomatoes from Fukushima, cabbages from Fukushima, radishes from Fukushima
is written with the magic pen of the greengrocer
eat, can't eat, question
that is the question: whether safe or dangerous
dangerous but healthy—no—safe but you get sick
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would surely be confiscated as dangerous material and sent to a Radioactive Waste
Management Facility. The fermented soybeans might even be mistaken for peanuts
that had undergone some rapid mutation due to radiation."

In this passage we see how traditional food is considered dangerous, mainly
because it is supposed to have a connection with the nuclear accident that hap-
pened in Japan that same year. Especially natto (#}5.), fermented soybeans, a
peculiar Japanese food that most foreigners find disgusting because of its sting-
ing scent and unconventional taste, might be misunderstood and mistaken for
some sort of corrupted form of life because of its singular slimy consistency.
And it does not matter if it was bought in the United States and not in Japan: as
far as the food is recognizably Japanese it isimmediately associated with danger
in those days after the catastrophe. Here, Tawada is clearly ironizing and prob-
lematizing stereotypes against Japanese people, using food as a metaphor for the
fear of the foreign. The same fear is symbolized in the opening scene, where the
immigration officer is afraid to touch the Japanese passport because it might be
contaminated. As noted by Seungyeong Kim, passports are the symbol of pre-
determined identities (Kim 2020, 260) that bind the protagonist to a dimen-
sion of foreignness: even if she is able to demonstrate that she has a permanent
resident permit stamp, the officer is still nervous (Tawada 2012b, 3).

Later in the story we are informed that the protagonist went to New York in
order to buy a plane ticket to go back to Japan from an illegal travel company
operating from the back of a small vegetable shop in Manhattan. But once she
got there, the agency had disappeared, and the same destiny would occur to her
suitcase containing all the Japanese food she bought in New York. Apparently,
any relation with Japan, expressed in terms of food, strangely disappears with-
out a specific reason, as to underline the isolation in which the country finds it-
self after the nuclear catastrophe.

Tawada’s renown masterpiece of the post-Fukushima period is Kentdshi
(published in Japanese in 2014 and translated in English in 2018 with both the
titles The last children of Tokyo and The emissary, AXTfiE). This novel, the first
long piece of writing that deals with 3.11 events, is a re-elaborated version of
some themes of Tawada’s previous works. It was written shortly after the acci-
dent and after a visit that Tawada made to Fukushima (Kim 2020, 254). The En-
glish translation by Margaret Mitsutani was awarded the National Book Award
for Translated Literature in 2018 and, since then, the novel has been translated
in several foreign languages.

The novel tells the story of a Japan that is devastated by a terrible and unnamed
accident. This catastrophe moves and isolates the archipelago further into the Pa-
cific Ocean, more distant from the coastline of continental Asia. The accident and
its physical consequences result in an isolationist policy of the national government
that bans all international travels, and cuts off every communication and connection

13 Tawada2012b, 4.
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with the rest of the world, creating a situation similar to the one experienced by Ja-
pan during the Tokugawa period. But Kentdshi is, most of all, a story of inversion and
distortion of the normal course of events, a betrayal of the expectations of the reader.
Occurring sometime after the terrible accident, the normal logic here is completely
distorted: old men start to live a very long and apparently healthy life, while young
children, especially those born after the unnamed accident, become weaker and, as
time passes, more and more dependent on the elders’ care. This subverts the usual
course of events where children initially depend on the care of the adults who, in
turn, become old and rely on the assistance of the young that have now grown up.
Kentoshi tells the story of Yoshiroé and Mumei, respectively grandfather and
grandson. Yoshiro takes care of all the needs of his grandchild Mumei who, instead
of growing healthy and strong, as the reader would expect, is everyday weaker.
His health gets worse as he progressively loses his teeth and his bones are unable
to absorb calcium from food. This is not a characteristic of the young protagonist
alone, but is a common feature of all the Japanese children that are born after the
unnamed accident. The book is pretty much the story of the everyday life of these
two characters in the shadow of the aftermath and, as noted by Dan Fujiwara, can
be divided into two main parts. The first part occupies the majority of the narration
and it is the very accurate description of a Tuesday morning in the life of Mumei
and Yoshir6. In the second part, which corresponds to the end of the book, Mumei
is chosen asan emissary to India for a mission to an experimental laboratory where
scientists are trying to find a cure for the condition affecting these children. The
narrative is a sort of long description of the present conditions in which the pro-
tagonists live, interrupted by frequent flashbacks of Yoshird’s previous life in the
form of recollection, not organized in chronological order (Fujiwara 2020, 156).
Even if the story does not deal with food as its primary topic, there are sev-
eral passages in which food and the act of eating are described as problematic
for the protagonists. These passages are generally associated by an upturning of
the function and the purpose of the act of eating itself. The difference from the
previous generation is expressed not only in terms of assimilation of food, which
remains the main divergence, but also in terms of treatment of the food itself:

Yoshird’s generation were brought up believing that there was a proper way to eat
fruit: this was the way you peeled an orange; you use this sort of spoon to scoop
out grapefruit sections. They believed that by standardizing the eating process
into a ritual, they could soothe their cells into ignoring the sourness of the fruit,
which actually warned of danger. Mumei’s generation could never be deceived by
such a silly trick, originally meant to fool children. No matter how they ate fruit,
alarms went off throughout their bodies. When Mumei ate kiwi fruit he had trouble
breathing; lemon juice paralyzed his tongue. And it wasn’t just fruit. Spinach gave
him heartburn, while shiitake mushrooms made him dizzy. Mumei never forgot
for an instant that food was dangerous."

4 Tawada 2018, 45.
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If people born before the mysterious accident were educated to eat while
performing certain movements, a custom anthropologically interpreted by
Tawada as a ritual to help exorcise the dangers of food, this is not possible for
the new generations because their relationship with edibles has been radically
twisted. Normally, one would expect to absorb the beneficial properties of the
single food, like vitamin C in citrus fruit for example. In Tawada’s narration, for
the younger generations it becomes, instead, a source of danger and of poten-
tial poisoning; in the story every food is associated with a specific damage to a
determined organ or apparatus, and its nourishing properties are substituted
with the side effects that most surely will occur if a child born after the accident
ingests that specific edible.

Inanother very important momentin the story that presents an overturning
of the concept of food as beneficial, Tawada problematizes what can be identi-
fied as the most important and symbolic archetype of nourishing food in hu-
man history: breast milk. Mumei’s mother dies of birth and Yoshiro isleft alone
taking care of the newborn grandson. Of course, he cannot breastfeed the baby,
and the toddler needs to be fed with bottled milk. He then discovers that not
only Mumei, but every child is given artificial milk, as it appears that the milk
produced by women is not safe anymore. It still is highly nutritious, but it also
contains poisonous elements that make it undrinkable:

Though Yoshiro had assumed that only babies without mothers were given formula,
he now saw that all the mothers were bottle-feeding their babies. No breast milk
was guaranteed to be safe, one of the nurses explained. Breast milk contained,
along with its life-giving nutrients, a high concentration of poison. There was no
cow’s milk in the formula either."s

This is actually the only declared contaminated food that appears in the
novel, as the other groceries appear to be relatively safe for adults and old peo-
ple, they are just dangerous for the new generations whose bodies are not able
to process them anymore.

The transformation occurs again in the bodies of the people after the disaster
and it reflects again in the relationship between the body and the food:

Every bit of food he put in his mouth was a challenge to be met. If sour orange juice
bit into his stomach wall, he'd lose all his nourishment and burden his digestive
system as well. Taking a breather after yesterday’s grated carrot, his stomach would
then be desperately battling today’s bean fiber, not producing enough digestive
juices to win, which caused Mumei’s tummy to swell up with gas."¢

Food represents danger in Kentoshi, but only for those generations born
around and after the accident: apparently, elder people have notlost the ability
to eat and correctly digest groceries. It could be argued that, if ingesting food

5 Tawada 2018, 73.
16 Tawada 2018, 94.
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is akin to ingesting the foreign—introducing some external element into the
body and transforming it into something useful for one’s own self—then the
fact that newborns in Japan cannot process food can be due to the absence of
contact of the country with the outside world. As Hui maintained, we can par-
allel the process of ingestion and digestion of food with that of internalizing
a new language: “Foreignness is to be digested, consumed and incorporated”
(Hui 2020, 200). On the basis of this, I read the fact that the children born in
a country with no contact with the foreign have lost their ability to digest and
incorporate food as a metaphor for their inability to deal with foreignness at
large. Their impossibility of ingestion can therefore be interpreted as a symbol
of the political and cultural closeness of the country that has stopped connec-
tions with the outside world. The theme of food as metaphor for foreignness
was already introduced by Tawada in Fushi no shima, where groceries, espe-
cially the Japanese delicacies that the protagonist was carrying in her suitcase,
could be seen as a potential danger just because of their exotic, almost danger-
ous aspect. Finally, in Hamlet no umi one of the themes was the urgency of eat-
ing and the uncertainty related to the contamination of food in the immediate
aftermath of the 3.11 catastrophe.

Food and the act of eating recur often in Tawada’s works, and they performa
diverse number of thematic and literary functions. As it is common in her oeu-
vre, it is impossible to provide an omni-comprehensive and unambiguous defi-
nition, a fixed paradigm of interpretation. Indeed, Tawada constantly plays with
her literature, evolves and changes it continuously.

With the help of the examples shown above, it is therefore possible to notice
how metamorphosis, one of Tawada’s main elements, can be triggered by some
external factors such as the ingestion of food. In The bath, the loss of her physi-
cal tongue symbolizes the loss of her capacity of being a medium between two
different worlds and cultures. The protagonist of the story is in an intermediate
state, halfway in between her old country and a new one: a new identity starts to
emerge from the transformation, an identity that the migrant subject is going to
acquire as a result of a process of syncretism between his/her own culture and
the foreign one. Transformations of the body, changing the outer appearance
of the self, are directly linked to the transformations of the innermost essence
of the human being: the migrant positions himself between different languag-
es, spaces and cultures, in the spectrum defined from domestic to foreign. This
gradually results in a progressive but radical change. In Yogisha no yakoressha,
food once again triggers a transformation into an androgynous creature, anoth-
er entity positioned in an intermediate place, between male and female, another
theme dear to Tawada.

Food also acquires other functions in the author’s work and it’s closely relat-
ed to the representation of the aftermath of the nuclear disaster of March 2011,
especially as a metaphor of foreignness. In Hamlet no umi the question whether
to eat or not is closely linked with the possibility of continuing one’s own exis-
tence instead of surrendering to the hamletian sea of troubles. In The island of
eternal life, food is used to symbolize, together with the passport, the prejudice
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and the stereotype against foreign people, especially Japanese nationals in the
aftermath of the nuclear disaster. Finally, in the renowned The emissary, Iwould
read the impossibility for the new generations of ingesting food as the impossi-
bility to deal with foreignness and to enter in contact with a foreign culture or
at least foreign elements, due to the dystopian condition in which the country
hasbeen relegated. This might also be read as a warning sign that Tawada is try-
ing to convey, as an invitation to always be open to the foreigners and the other.

As we have seen, food has a wide range of functions in the work of Tawada
Yoko andisaliterary and narrative symbol that can be traced in a variety of writ-
ings that belong to different periods, with a diversified number of functions. I
believe that further investigations of this topic would shed light on some fasci-
nating and unexplored aspects of the production of the author.

References

Damrosch, David. 2020. Comparing the literatures. Literary studies in a global age. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Fujiwara, Dan. 2020. “Spherical narrative temporality in Tawada Yoko's fiction.” In Tawada
Yoko. On writing and rewriting, edited by Doug Slaymaker, 145-62. Lanham: Lexington
Books.

Guldin, Rainer. 2020. Metaphors of multilingualism. Changing attitudes towards language
diversity in literature, linguistics and philosophy. London and New York: Routledge.
Hui, Tingting. 2020. “Words that I swallowed whole. The linguistic edibility of Yoko
Tawada’s exophonic writing.” In Tawada Yoko. On writing and rewriting, edited by Doug

Slaymaker, 199-212. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Ivanovic, Christine and Matsunaga Miho. 2011. “Tawada von zwei Seiten — Eine Dialektiire
in Stichworten.” Text+Kritik 7/11 (191-2): 108-56.

Kim, Seungyeon. 2020. “The fictional-reality of actual-virtuality. Yoko Tawada’s Kentoshi
(The emissary).” In Tawada Yoko. On writing and rewriting, edited by Doug Slaymaker,
253-71. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Konigsberg, Matthew. 2011. “Nachtzug nach nirgendwohin. Die japanischsprachige
Prosawerk Yoko Tawadas.” Text+Kritik 7/11 (191-2): 99-107.

Mazza, Caterina. 2016. “(De)constructing Borders: Japanese Contemporary Literature
and Translation in the Global Context.” In Transcending Borders. Selected Papers in
East Asian Studies, edited by Valentina Pedone and Ikuko Sagiyama, 133-48. Firenze:
Firenze University Press.

Suga, Keijird. 2007. “Translation, Exophony, Omnyphony.” In Yoko Tawada. Voices from
Everywhere, edited by Doug Slaymaker, 21-34. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Tawada, Yoko. 2002a. “The bath.” In Where Europe begins, translated by Susan Bernofsky,
3-55. New York: New Direction.

Tawada, Yoko. 2002b. Yogisha no yakéressha KHHE DIRATH . Tokyo: Seidosha.

Tawada, Yoko. 2010. Das Bad / 5 AZ b b. Tiibingen: konkursbuch Verlag Claudia
Gehrke.

Tawada, Yoko. 2012a. Ekusofonii. Bogo no soto e deru tabi. =7 Y 7 # =—, R}F&D
Fh i % JiK. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten (first published 2003 ).

Tawada, Yoko. 2012b. “The island of eternal life” In March was made of yarn. Reflections
on the Japanese earthquake, tsunami and nuclear meltdown, edited by Elmer Luke and
David Karashima, 3-11. New York: Vintage Books.

o1



Tawada, Yoko. 2018. The emissary, translated by Margaret Mitsutani. New York: New
Direction.

Wright, Chantal. 2008. “Writing in the ‘Grey Zone’: exophonic literature in contemporary
Germany.” gfl-journal 3: 26-42.

92



The politics of washoku: Japan’s gastronationalism
and gastrodiplomacy

Felice Farina

Abstract: In this paper, we will explore the political construction of washoku by analyzing
Japan’s recent strategy of gastronationalism and gastrodiplomacy. We will argue that the
definition of washoku, as inscribed in the UNESCO'’s International Cultural Heritage List
in 2013, is the result of a process of invention of tradition whose aim is to homogenize
and preserve national identity and project this identity abroad. While emphasizing
the role of food as an essential element of national identity, we will also show that the
promotion of washoku is also motivated by the need to address several issues of broader
domestic politics. Starting from the assumption that Japan’s low food self-sufficiency rate
could be improved only by increasing the demand for Japanese food, the government
implemented a strategy of promotion of washoku at home (gastronationalism) and abroad
(gastrodiplomacy) in order to increase both the domestic consumption of traditional food
and the export of agrifood products.

Keyword: washoku, gastronationalism, gastrodiplomacy.
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1. Introduction

Food plays an important role in our daily lives, not only for its indispens-
able role as source of dietary energy but also for its profound implications for
national identities and politics. Numerous studies have shown that food and
food habits represent emblematic elements of culture and operate as markers
of individual and collective identities (Appadurai 1988; Bourdieu 1979; Mon-
tanari 2013; Lupton 1996; Ohnuki-Tierney 1993; Belasco and Scranton 2002;
Bell and Valentine 1997; Pilcher 1996). Indeed, in the same way as language
or religion, food plays a fundamental part in delineating distinctive boundar-
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ies between “us” and the “others” through a process of selection, remaking and
even invention of national traditions (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). For these
characteristics, states and state-backed organizations have often exploited food
for their national objectives, putting a particular significance to specific foods
and playing a fundamental role in the process of creation/invention of national
cuisines (Ichijo and Ranta 2016).

Foodsand nations are also linked through marketing and promotional cam-
paigns. Recently, the constant expansion of the food industry and agribusiness
has accelerated the process of commodification of food, and many governments
have implemented strategies aimed at promoting their national cuisine abroad to
increase food export or tourism. These strategies are not limited to highlighting
the economic or nutritional advantages of one country’s cuisine, but they also
have the aim of projecting a certain image and certain values of a nation world-
wide (Zhang 2015; Ichijo and Ranta 2016, 107).

In recent years, the Japanese government has become increasingly aware of
Japan’s contemporary cultural appeal and has been among the most active nations
in exploiting cultural resources to boost its international influence (Otmazgin
2018). Among these resources, food has acquired an increasingly central role
in the promotion of Japanese culture abroad and has become one of the most
distinctive elements of its national identity. UNESCO’s recognition of washoku
(Japan’s traditional cuisine) as Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) in 2013 rep-
resents one of the most evident results of this strategy and one of the most striking
examples of how national cuisines are “projected on a global screen of cultural
identities (cultural defined) and cultural politics for national recognition, as well
as to promote domestic goals of cultural identity formation” (Bestor 2014, 61).

If a critical evaluation of washoku from Japanese scholars is lacking,' a situ-
ation remarked by Cwiertka and Yasuhara (2020), English-language literature
has shown greater dynamism in the critical analysis of washoku, by putting em-
phasis on how the concept has been constructed by Japanese government and
on the process of inscription in the ICH list (Bestor 2018; Cwiertka and Yasu-
hara 2020; Cang 2018, 2019; Ichijo and Ranta 2016).

In this paper, we will try to explore the political construction of washoku fo-
cusing not only on the implications related to identity and nationalism but also
on the food security motivations behind it, an aspect often overlooked in liter-
ature. In doing this, we will concentrate on the dual nature of Japanese govern-
ment’s strategy, athome and abroad. On the one hand, we will analyze the process
through which Japan’s government has tried to create a homogeneous national
culinary consciousness (gastronationalism), epitomized in the official defini-
tion of washoku. We will show that the main goal of this process is the increase

Though acknowledging that washoku is a recent word, most of Japanese scholars tend to
reaffirm the long historical roots of washoku’s characteristics without critical evaluation
(Harada 20085, 2014, 2015; Kumakura and Ehara 2015; Ehara 2015). An exception is repre-
sented by Omori Isami (2017, 2019), who in her works investigates the critical role of media
in the redefinition of washoku.
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in consumption of local agricultural products in order to improve the low food
self-sufficiency rate of the country. On the other hand, we will analyze the strat-
egy of the promotion of washoku internationally, through which the government
attempts to increase the appeal and desirability of Japanese culture, values and
ideas, strengthening the association of some foods with a specific image of the
country (gastrodiplomacy). We will argue that Japan’s gastrodiplomacy is not
a mere act of popularization of traditional food worldwide, but, just as gastro-
nationalism, it is strictly related to the food security of the country, as the main
objective of the government is to raise food export, in order to foster agricultur-
al production and improve self-sufficiency.

2. Food and national identity: gastronationalism and gastrodiplomacy

Food and food habits can be considered as some of the most quintessential
expressions of national identity. Every human society develops its own food
preferences and ways of eating, giving birth to what we usually call “national
cuisines”. Warren Belasco has defined national cuisine as a “shared set of ‘pro-
tocols’”, characterized by five main elements: a limited set of basic food; a dis-
tinctive manner of preparing food; a distinctive way of seasoning dishes; codes
of etiquette; and a distinctive infrastructure or “food chain”, from which food
moves from farm to plate (Belasco 2008, 15-20). All these characteristics are
not fixed in space and time but are in fact highly variable and, in most cases,
only recently “constructed”. National cuisines are in a process of constant rein-
vention, absorbing new influences and letting some traditions die out. Here it is
possible to observe a fundamental contradiction in the food-nationalism nexus:
the cuisine which we consider to be specific to a particular place is not a tradi-
tion that has been going on continuously in the same way since ancient times
but is the result of an uninterrupted process made of movements, cultural con-
taminations, innovations and mixing. If a nation is an “imagined community”,
the nation’s dietis a “feast ofimagined commensality” (Bell and Valentine 1997,
169). As Cook and Crang (1996, 140) observe:

Food do not simply come from places, organically growing out of them, but also
make places as symbolic constructs, being deployed in the discursive construction
of various imaginative geographies. The differentiation of foods through their
geographies is an active intervention in their cultural geographies, rather than the
passive recording of absolute geographic difference.

As already mentioned above, there is a rich literature dealing with the rela-
tionship between national cuisine (more broadly, food) and nationalism. Among
them, sociologist Michaela DeSoucey’s work on foie gras and contemporary Eu-
ropean food politics (2010) offered an original analytical approach to the study
of food and nationalism and proposed the concept of “gastronationalism”. She
defines gastronationalism as “a form of claims-making and a project of collective
identity”, that “is responsive to and reflective of the political ramifications of con-
necting nationalist projects with food culture at local levels” (DeSoucey 2010,
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433). Moreover, gastronationalism “signals the use of food production, distribu-
tion, 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” (DeSoucey 2010, 433). According to her, gastronationalism is a defensive
strategy aimed at re-establishing those symbolic boundaries threatened by the ho-
mogenization of diets promoted by globalization, because, as she points out, the
“attacks (symbolic or otherwise) against a nation’s food practices are assaults on
heritage and culture, not just on the food item itself” (DeSoucey 2010, 433). In
the case of gastronationalism, the state plays a central role in the market, acting as
an ideological agent and a broker for food production and distribution as cultural
goods, not only to protect material interests but also to draw national boundar-
ies between national foodstuffs and foreign foodstuffs (DeSoucey 2010, 434-5).

If, through gastronationalism, states strengthen national identity and national
symbolic borders, it is through gastrodiplomacy that they promote this identity
abroad to enhance their international image. Gastrodiplomacy can be defined as
the use of food as a tool of a country’s public diplomacy.” Some authors use the
term “gastrodiplomacy” interchangeably with the expression “culinary diploma-
cy” (Wolf 2006; Chapple-Sokol 2013), however we here accept the distinction
made by Paul Rockower (2014), who argues that the two terms involve two dif-
terent levels of diplomacy. According to Rockower, culinary diplomacy can be de-
fined as the use of food and cuisine as “a medium to enhance formal diplomacy in
official diplomatic functions” (Paul Rockower 2014, 14). In this sense, culinary
diplomacy seeks to increase bilateral ties by strengthening relationships through
the use of food and dining experiences as a means to engage visiting dignitaries.
In comparison, gastrodiplomacy has a broader dimension and can be defined as
“a public diplomacy attempt to communicate culinary culture to foreign publics
in a fashion that is more diffuse” (Paul Rockower 2014, 13). Compared to culi-
nary diplomacy, then, gastrodiplomacy seeks to influence a wider public audience
rather than only high-level élites. In this sense, it is clear that gastrodiplomacy is
not a mere promotion of one country’s cuisine abroad, but it is a way to increase
the appeal and desirability of its culture, people, values, and ideals, strengthening
the association of some foods with that country, and obtain also economic out-
comes, such as food export or increasing tourism.

3. Washoku and Japan’s gastronationalism

On 5 December 2013, “Washoku, traditional dietary cultures of the Japanese,
notably for the celebration of New Year” was formally inscribed in the Represen-
tative List of the Intangible Heritage of Humanity by the United Nations Edu-

If traditional diplomacy involves government-to-government relations, public diplomacy in-
volves the way in which governments talk to global publics and try to inform, influence and
engage those publics in support of national objectives and foreign policies (Snow 2008, 6).
The same two concepts have been named by Sam Chopple-sokol, respectively, “private culi-
nary diplomacy” and “public culinary diplomacy” (Chopple-Sokol 2013, 162).
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cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). In the nomination
file submitted by the Japanese government to the UNESCO Intergovernmental
Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in March
2012, washoku is defined as a “social practice based on a comprehensive set of
skills, knowledge, practice and traditions related to the production, processing,
preparation and consumption of food. It is associated with an essential spirit
of respect for nature closely related to the sustainable use of natural resources”
(UNESCO 2013, 3). The file goes on affirming that washoku “is practiced all
over the territory of the State” and “has developed as part of daily life” in which
it “has important social functions for the Japanese to reaffirm identity, to fos-
ter familial and community cohesion, and to contribute to healthylife, through
sharing traditional and well-balanced meals” (UNESCO 2013, 4). It also states
that the basic knowledge and skills of washoku are transmitted from parents or
grandparents to their descendants at home in order to preserve the ofukuro-no-
aji, the “taste of mother’s cooking” (UNESCO 2013, 4). According to the Min-
istry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF), a washoku meal is
built around rice at its heart, with the addition of one soup and three side dish-
es (one main dish and two secondary dishes), according to the principle of ichi-
jit sansai (“one soup, three side dishes”) (Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and
Fisheries of Japan, MAFF 2013, 17). It is characterized by four main elements
that are based on the common principle of the respect of the nature (shizen no
sonchd): 1) the use of various fresh ingredients, whose natural tastes are wisely
preserved; 2) a well-balanced and healthy diet; 3) an emphasis on the beauty of
nature in the aesthetic of a plate; and 4) a connection with annual festivals and
events (MAFF. n.d. a).

We can clearly see that what has been recognized as washoku is not a particu-
lar food item or a specific cuisine itself. Contrary to what might seem, the lack of
reference to specific gastronomic practices or recipes is not an act of negligence
but, as Cwiertka and Yasuhara (2020) argue, it was a deliberate strategy guided by
“ignorance and error, omissions, inventions, and exaggerations” (Cwiertka and
Yasuhara 2020, 119), whose aim was to easily meet the UNESCO’s criteria that
are closelyrelated to the social and cultural aspects of food as alived experience
in a specific socio-cultural context. What the Japanese government indicates as
the main elements of washoku are nothing more than a forced interpretation (if
not a real manipulation) of a stereotypical idea of the culinary tradition of Ja-
pan. This manipulation is immediately clear from the very definition of washoku
itself. In the Japanese language, washoku literally means “Japanese food” (wa is
aword often used to refer to Japan and shoku means food or eating). It is a rela-
tively new word, first appearing in the Meiji period (1868-1912) in opposition
to the new foods and culinary trends introduced by Western countries, which
were generally referred to with the expression yashoku (lit. “western food”). Since
then, the word washoku has been used as a common noun who simply meant
“a Japanese meal/Japanese meals”, without any particular connotation. It has
also been proved that it came into use primarily in the context of department
store restaurants, in contrast to the idea of washoku as a traditional home-cook-
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ing practice, as it has been defined in the UNESCO nomination, which can be
thus considered “an imaginative interpretation of an ordinary noun” (Cwiertka
and Yasuhara 2020, 45).

The role of rice in the Japanese diet is another problematic aspect. The idea
ofrice as a central staple of the Japanese haslong been debated by scholars, who
are divided between those who claim that rice had been the staple food for all
Japanese throughout history and those who argue thatrice waslimited to a small
segment of the population, mainly the élite, whereas most of the population
consumed millet and other miscellaneous grains as basic food (Ohnuki-Tier-
ney 1993, 30-43). More recent studies have demonstrated that rice became
prominent only at the beginning of the 20" century and replaced all the other
grains only in the 1960s (Cwiertka and Yasuhara 2020; Francks 2007). Also,
the claim that ichijii sansai is a traditional feature of the Japanese daily dietis a
mystification. The ichiji issai pattern (one soup and one side dish) was the most
common among Japanese whereas the ichijii sansai structure (originated from
the ceremonial banquets in the medieval period) was not institutionalized as an
everyday food practice until the 1950s and the 1960s (Cwiertka and Yasuhara
2020, 27). Moreover, the ichijii sansai style might not necessarily promote good
health (Minari et al. 2015). It must be also pointed out that while the respect for
nature is considered the basic principle of washoku, many of the ingredients used
in traditional cuisine, such as fish or soybeans, are now imported or produced in
ways that cannot be considered nature-friendly (Kodama 2017).

But why did the Japanese government put so much effort into this reinven-
tion of national cuisine? The operation of reinvention of washoku and its in-
scription in the ICH list is not a mere act of nation-building through food but it
must be evaluated in the general context of Japan’s national food security strat-
egy. Food security is a crucial issue in Japanese politics, because since 1945 the
food self-sufficiency rate* of the country has constantly declined reaching 38%
in 2020, one of the lowest percentages among industrialized countries (MAFF.
n.d.b). Alow food self-sufficiency rate is considered a risk factor because it makes
Japan extremely dependent on importations and, consequently, more exposed
to the fluctuations of the international food market. The profound change in
lifestyle of Japanese consumers from a traditional diet to a westernized one,
with an increase in the consumption of meat, wheat, oils, dairy products, and a
consequential decrease in the consumption of “traditional” food, such as rice,
is considered one of the main causes behind the decline of the food self-suffi-
ciency rate (MAFF 2006a, 16). For this reason, in 2005, the government intro-
duced the Basic Law of Food Education (shokuiku kihonhd), whose objective is

The food self-sufficiency rate usually used by the MAFF is based on caloric intake and refers
to the ratio of calorie supply from domestically produced food to the total calorie consumed
by each person daily. This means that over 60% of the calories that each Japanese consumes
every day come from imported food. For an analysis of the reasons behind Japan’s food
self-sufficiency decline see: George Mulgan (2004), Suzuki (2013), Kako (2009), Farina
(2017).
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the increase in consumption of local agricultural products, by promoting a na-
tionalistic idealization of Japanese food, with rice as main staple food, and by
associatinglocal products with healthiness and imported foods with unsafeness
(Assman 2015; Kimura 2011). Following the enactment of this law, a nation-
wide food education campaign was launched to promote washoku into school
lunch programs and encouraged local exchanges between local producers and
local schools. One of the objectives of the campaign is to raise the awareness of
the food self-sufficiency issue, by encouraging school children to calculate the
food self-sufficiency rate of the food they were offered at home, in an attempt
to contain the globalization of food consumption among young Japanese (Ass-
man, 2017, 128-30). However, the Fukushima nuclear disaster in March 2011
raised serious concerns about the safety of Japanese food and many consumers
started to avoid agricultural products from T6hoku, a major producer of fresh
vegetables and fruits.

The incident sparked a new sense of urgency about the need to promote and
consume Japanese food. A successful inscription of traditional Japanese cui-
sine in the UNESCO ICH list was believed to be able to deal with the confu-
sion and loss of confidence generated by the incident (Akagawa 2018,209-10).
The incident at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant in March 2011 also
prompted the authorities to review the shokuiku. As Reiher (2012) has suggest-
ed, the risk of nuclear contamination made clear that the focus on public health
and the consumption oflocal products, present within shokuiku, was no longer
helpful for the promotion of a traditional diet. For this reason, the Shokuiku
council decided to shift the focus from the consumption oflocal food produced
in the same prefecture to the food produced all over Japan (Takeda et al. 2016,
281). The new Basic Plan for Shokuiku, settled in March 2011, also stressed the
importance of family meals and home-cooked meals, presenting them as an es-
tablished tradition that has been lost in contemporary Japanese society, despite
the fact that family or home meals are indeed relatively new to Japan (Takeda
et al. 2016, 280). The new approach, which accentuated the national character
and the home cooking nature of washoku, together with the urgency to rehabil-
itate the image of Japanese food as safe for health, paved the way for the defini-
tion of washoku proposed to UNESCO and eventually inscribed in the ICH list.

4. Washoku in the world: Japan’s gastrodiplomacy strategy

When in 2002, Douglas McGray coined the expression “Japan’s gross na-
tional cool” to indicate Japan’s cultural influence, he could not imagine that it
would gain so much popularity in the media and among academics that even
the government of Japan decided to use it to define the strategy of promotion
of Japan’s cultural and creative industries. In his article, McGray argued that,
despite the severe economic recession that the country had been facing since
the bursting of the speculative bubble in the 1990s (the so-called “lost decade”),
Japan still was a cultural superpower thanks to the success of its content indus-
try worldwide. Stimulated by the “Cool Japan” thesis, the government started
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anew industrial policy to stimulate the economy by supporting the content in-
dustry. One of the first acts was the establishment in 2003 of the Task Force on
Contents (kontentsu senmon chosa kai), one of the three task forces of the Intel-
lectual Property Strategy Headquarters (chiteki zaisan ryaku honbu, IPSH), a
governmental agency set up within the Cabinet Office that acts as an intermedi-
ary between the various government ministries. The members of the Task Force
on Contents were mainly intellectual property policy experts from the private
sector, whose main task focused on the management of media contents, such as
music, movies, game software and animation.’

In 2004, the Japan Brand Working Group (Nihon brando waking gurupu, ] B-
WG) was organized within the Task Force to conduct more in-depth discussions
about national branding. During its third meeting on January 21,2005, the group
discussed about the role of food in Japan’s branding strategy, and they recognized
that, despite the popularity of Japanese restaurants around the world, most of them
did not provide the “correct (tadashii)” Japanese food culture to their customers
and so efforts were needed to promote the “correct knowledge and techniques
(tadashii chishiki to gijutsu)” of Japanese food by putting emphasis on the health-
iness of the Japanese diet.® But to do this, it was first necessary that the Japanese
themselves had a balanced and healthy diet.” One month later, the JBWG com-
piled its first report entitled Promotion of Japan Brand Strategy — Conveying to the
world Japan’s attractiveness (Nihon brando senryaku no suishin — Miryoku aru Ni-
hon wo sekai ni hasshin). In the report, culinary culture was identified as one of
the three most important contents of cultural diplomacy along with fashion and
local brands, that would help Japan to become a “loved and respected” country
(aisare, sonkei sareru Nihon) (JBWG 2005a). The report also underlined the need
of establishing a strategy for improving food education at home and promoting
Japanese food abroad (JBWG 2005a). The shokuiku campaign would be imple-
mented the same year. For JWBG, Japan needed to implement a twofold strate-
gy—creation and promotion of a traditional diet at home and branding Japanese
food abroad—in order to increase food exports. It is interesting to note that the
report speaks of “Japanese food culture (Nihon no shoku bunka)” and “Japanese
food (Nihonshoku)” and never uses the word washoku.

Following the publication of the JWBG report, the secretariat of the IPSH
set up the Committee for the Promotion of Research on Food Culture (Shoku
bunka kenkyii suishin kondankai), who brought together representatives from
the private and public sector and whose president was Mogi Yazaburd, chair-
man of Kikkoman. The Committee’s main task was to conduct research on Jap-
anese food culture and suggest concrete actions to promote Japanese cuisine at
home and abroad. The Committee reiterated the strategic role of food as tool

Chiteki zaisan ryaku honbu, Kontentsu senmon chésa kai [Intellectual Property Strategy
Headquarters, Taskforce on Contens] 2003.

Nihon burando wakingu gurupu [ Japan Brand Working Group] 2005b.
Nihon burando wakingu gurupu [ Japan Brand Working Group] 2005b.
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to promote a positive image of Japan abroad and outlined the situation of Jap-
anese restaurants abroad in terms of number, preparation techniques and cus-
tomers (Committee for the Promotion of Research on Food Culture 2005). It
also recommended some practical actions to be undertaken by the government,
including the creation of relevant texts about the standards of Japanese cuisine,
the establishment of culinary training courses for foreigners, the strengthening
of the collaboration between the farmers and the restaurants, and the introduc-
tion of traditional Japanese cuisine to foreign tourists in Japan (Committee for
the Promotion of Research on Food Culture 2005).

In 2006, the first big international campaign for the presentation of Japanese
food and food culture abroad—named “Washoku-Try Japan’s Good Food”—was
launched. The campaign was established as a joint project between the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and
Fisheries (MAFF) and aimed to spread Japanese food culture and increase the
export of Japanese agricultural, forestry and fishery products through the pre-
sentation of Japanese dishes at special events held by Japanese diplomatic mis-
sion abroad.® On 27 November 2006, MAFF officials proposed the institution
of a certification system for Japanese restaurants outside Japan to ensure the au-
thenticity of Japanese food served abroad (MAFF 2006b and MAFF 2006c).
The monitoring of the “authenticity” of Japanese cuisine abroad was strongly
criticized and labeled as “sushi police”, an expression that inspired a series of
computer-graphic animated short films where the three protagonists, members
of a government special police unit, travelled all over the world to crack down
on restaurants serving “unauthentic” sushi (Cang 2019, 2-3). In 2007, in reac-
tion to this criticism, the MAFF later changed the name to “recommendation
(suisen)” instead of “certification (ninshd)” and transferred the project to a non-
profit organization called the Organization to Promote Japanese Restaurants
Abroad (JRO) (MAFF 2007).

The MAFF is not the only ministry involved in this strategy. Also, the Min-
istry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) and the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs (MOFA) have been playing an active role in promoting Japanese cuisine
abroad.Ina2010report, titled “Towards Nation Building through Cultural In-
dustries”, the METI emphasized the importance of cultural industry as nation’s
“soft power” resource. Among other things, the report highlighted the impor-
tance of exporting agricultural crops, processed foods, and tableware together
in the marketing of Japanese cuisine, in order to carry with it the elements of
Japanese “authentic” culture (Farrer 2015, 11). On the other side, the MOFA
created the Public Diplomacy Department in August 2004, composed by two
divisions, the Public Diplomacy Planning and the Cultural Affairs Division.
This department aims at combining “public relations and cultural exchange in
amore systematic way” (Diplomatic Bluebook 2005,207) and indicates “Japan
brand” as one of the main pillars of Japan’s economic diplomacy in 2011 (Ber-

8 Foralist of these events see: MAFF 2011.
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geijk et al. 2011, 61) and washoku as a vehicle to promote understanding of and
trust in Japan (MOFA 2014, 38).

The inscription of washoku in the UNESCO ICH list in 2013 was therefore
the result of the gastronationalism and gastrodiplomacy strategy implemented
by the Japanese government since the early 2000s. With the international rec-
ognition of washoku, the Japanese government’s strategy shifted to focus more
on increasing food exports. In August 2013, the MAFF outlined a new strategy
to increment the export of food products up to one trillion yen by 2020 (it was
over five hundred billion in 2013). This strategy has been nicknamed the “FBI
strategy” since it aims at undertaking three main activities, namely, the pro-
motion of the use of Japanese ingredients in the various cuisines of the world
(“made from Japan”), the development of food industries and the promotion of
Japan’s food culture (“made by Japan”), and the expansion of Japan’s food export
(“made in Japan”) (MAFF n.d. c).

The importance of foreign markets has been confirmed in the 2015 Basic Plan
for Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas, where, though re-emphasizing the impor-
tance of increasing consumption of traditional food to raise the food self-suffi-
ciency rate, for the first time the MAFF referred to both “domestic and foreign
demand (kokunaigai no juys)” of Japanese food, highlighting the strategic role of
food export in improving national food security (MAFF 2018, 15). In order to
better understand the productive capacity of Japan, the Plan established a new in-
dicator—the “food self-sufficiency potential (shokuryd jikyi ryoku)—that, com-
pared to the food self-sufficiency rate, shows the possible per capita caloric supply
per domestic food produced using all farmland in Japan, including abandoned,
but recoverable farmland (MAFF 2015, 24). The new indicator changes the per-
spective about the relation between self-sufficiency and food security. Through the
food self-sufficiency potential, it is easier to understand Japan’s capacity to cope
with any crisis of food import that might arise, but it is also possible to highlight
to which extent Japan is able to respond to a major increase in external demand
of agricultural products (MAFF 2015, 24). For this reason, in the 2016 White
Paper, the MAFF declared that “the government will continue to improve food
self-sufficiency potential and the food self- sufficiency ratio through efforts such
as the increase in the demands of domestic agricultural products at home and
abroad including exports” (MAFF 2016, 10). This requires, according to the re-
port, to enhance competitiveness of Japan’s agriculture through some important
reforms—such as reducing costs of farming inputs, development of manpower,
structural reform of distribution and processing, etc.—but also through the de-
velopment of strategic export system (MAFF 2016, 4).

In order to develop this export system, the MAFF established the Executive
Committee for the Export Strategy (yushutsu senryaku iinkai) and formulated
the Export Expansion Policy (yushutsu kakudai hoshin), where seven categories
of food and agricultural products to promote abroad were identified—seafood
products, rice and rice-made processed foods, forest products, flowering trees
(bonsai), vegetables, beef meat and tea (MAFF 2015b). In the same year, the
ministry implemented a new more detailed strategy. The new strategy is based
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on seven main actions—the collection of data concerning the export markets;
the promotion of Japanese food culture by highlighting the “good quality” of
Japanese food and agricultural products; holding regular events where to pro-
mote Japanese foods and improve logistic networks; supporting the creation of
overseas sales bases; reviewing the current regulation and help foreign buyers
to buy directly from Japanese wholesalers; relax export regulations; and reno-
vate the procedures for food export (MAFF 2016Db).

The Economic Partnership Agreement signed between Japan and the Euro-
pean Union in 2017 can be seen as an important result of this strategy and per-
fectly represents the change of attitude of the Japanese government towards the
liberalization of the agri-food market. In fact, if in the past the aspects relating to
greater concessions in the agri-food sector caused tensions in the negotiations
of economic partnership agreements because of the fear of any damage to Jap-
anese agriculture, the Japan-EU EPA is now presented as an important oppor-
tunity for Japan to increase agri-food export towards EU’s countries and thus
improve national production (MAFF 2019).

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we have tried to demonstrate how food occupies a prominent
place in one country’s discourses on nationalism and foreign policy. We have
shown how national cuisines constitute an effective tool in the hands of gov-
ernments to spread and preserve a specific and homogeneous idea of national
identity but also to project this identity abroad in order to enhance one’s coun-
try image among foreign audience and get some important economic results in
the field of food security, such as the increase of food exports. The analysis of
Japan’s gastronationalism and gastrodiplomacy that we have proposed here has
tried to highlight these aspects. The shokuiku campaign and the inscription of
washoku in the UNESCO ICH list are an example of a political process which,
through the use of stereotyped—if not invented—concepts relating to the Jap-
anese culinary tradition (such as the centrality of rice, the ichijii sansai struc-
ture, the health benefits, the respect of nature) tries to foster national identity
and reorient the Japanese towards a major consumption of domestic food. Also,
the strategy of promoting Japanese cuisine abroad demonstrates how cuisine
has become a strategic instrument of Japan’s nation branding and public diplo-
macy. This strategy has already brought some noticeable results. From 2005 to
2012, Japanese agri-food exports remained steadily at a level of around 400-
450 billion yen per year, however, after the approval of the strategy to increase
food export and the inclusion of washoku on the ICH list, Japan’s exports saw
a considerable increase, almost reaching the government target of one trillion
yen in 2020 (921 billion).?

® These data were calculated based on White Books of MAFF, from 2004 to 2021.
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Despite these relative successes, the Japanese government’s strategy does not
seem to have the desired effects on the country’s dependence on food imports.
The food self-sufficiency rate continues to decline, casting some doubt on the
actual capability of a strategy based primarily on directing food consumption
towards (what is perceived or presented as) a traditional diet and leaving room
for future research about the relation among food security, food self-sufficien-
cy and traditional diet.
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Negotiating with the tradition: representations of fish
in Alai’s fictional writing'

Mario De Grandis, Filippo Costantini

Abstract: Tibet has long been orientalized in fictional representations. Taking as a case
study two texts by Alai, this paper investigates how a traditional Tibetan cultural trait—
the fish taboo—is mobilized to complicate the representation of Tibetan culture. By
describing the fish taboo Alai points at Tibet’s cultural specificity, which in virtue of its
exoticism can catch the attention of non-Tibetan readers. At the same time, however, Alai
equips his characters with psychological depth, showing their contrasting inner emotions
of attraction and repulsion toward fish. In this sense, Alai subtly points at the fallacies of
flat representations of Tibet, thus dismantling them from within.

Keywords: Chinese ethnic minority literature, Alai, disgust studies.
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Fish is delicious,

T ate it when I was in prison
with lard, scallions,

salt and the fresh ginger.
(Alai2004,258)

When I got closer to the fish,
I feltlike I was approaching a carrion.
(Alai 2015, 4)

1. Introduction

The two quotes above highlight opposing views about fish within a Tibetan
context. The first one describes fish as delicious; conversely the second quote

' The authors are grateful to Kamila Hladikové and Diana Lange for their comments and sug-
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describes it as repellent. Both quotes are taken from two distinct works by Alai
Rk (1959-), arguably one of the most well know “Tibetan” authors.” Analyz-
ing these two fictional works written by Alai, this essay investigates divergent
representations of fish and how such representations counter stereotypes asso-
ciated with Tibet. To this end, we find it necessary to first provide some back-
ground information about representations of Greater Tibet.* For long, this area
has been idealized as a paradise out of the flow of history, yet also described as
a primitive and backward (Lopez 1998). Literary authors have emphasized the
beauty of Tibetan sceneries while simultaneously appealing to readers’ thirst for
the exotic. This dynamic can be traced, for instance, in the oeuvre of the Chi-
nese author Ma Jian 5% (1953-). Ma’s (1987, 112-16) short story Guan ding
#ETI “The Final Initiation” opens with a majestic sunset on a Tibetan moun-
tain ridge, it continues detailing the life of a young Buddhist female apprentice,
to eventually culminate in a ritual rape that leads to the apprentice’s death. The
juxtaposition between breathtaking landscapes with scenes of violence, bru-
tality, and sex is a common orientalizing device (Dickson and Romanets 2014;
Meltzer and Williams 2008). Although these types of fictional representation
are widespread, alternative and perhaps more veritable portrays of Tibet have
also emerged in the last two decades or so.* Alai’s works fall within this latter
type of representation. Literary scholars have praised Alai’s Red Poppies (Chen'ai
luoding P HRV&E) for breaking down the stereotypical representations of Ti-
bet by painting “a picture [...] that is neither a paradise nor a human hell” (Yue
2008).° Building on Gang Yue’s insight, this essay interrogates how Alai’s de-
ploys an element from traditional Tibetan culture—the fish taboo—to count-
er cliché about Tibet.

In Alai’s works, the display of Tibetan cultural elements aims at reaching a
Chinese (i.e., Han) audience. This is evident from two literary choices. First,
Alai writes in Chinese, not in Tibetan. Second, in his fictional writing Alai ex-

Alai’s ethnic identity is particularly complex. First, he is of Tibetan and Hui parents (Choy
2008, 230). Second, Alai is originally from Kergu (Matang LY in Chinese), which is part
of the Jiarong territory (Leung 2017, 12). The language, culture, and identity of Jiarong
people is distinct from that of the Tibetan plateau ecosystem, particularly in terms of land-
scape and diet. Despite a multifaceted ethnic identity, “Alai’s status as a “Tibetan writing in
Chinese” has been endorsed by “authorities in Beijing” (Wang 2013, 96). It is in this sense,
that we refer to Alai as a “Tibetan” writer.

3 The Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), often abbreviated, as Tibet is only a portion of the
larger geographic areainhabited by Tibetan speaking groups. This area is referred as Greater
Tibet and it includes, besides the TAR, parts of Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, and Yunnan (Yeh
2013, 18).

* For in depth study about literary representations of Tibet, see Kamila Hladikova (2013),
especially 236-45; and the essays collected in the volume co-edited by Lauran Hartley and
Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani (2008).

S For a translation of this work in English, see Alai (2002), translated by Li-chun Lin and

Howard Goldblatt.
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plains to the reader elements of the Tibetan culture.® Didactic passages are in
fact present—more or less overtly—in both the primary texts analyzed in this
essay. These two texts are both titled “fish.” Given the confusion that might arise
from the homonymous titles, we will refer to the shorter text as the short story
(Alai2015) and to the longer as the novella (Alai 2004). Both texts engage with
the popular narrative that Tibetans must avoid anything related to fish. Based
on the close reading of these texts corroborated by anthropological scholarship
about the fish taboo, this essay argues that Alai’s portray of the fish taboo aims
at subverting essentializing portrays of Tibet.

To support our argument, we organize this essay in three sections. Section
one illustrates how Alai deploys the fish taboo, a staple in the discourse about
Tibetaness. Common rationales mobilized in the scholarship explain such ta-
boo calling upon the Buddhist principle of not-killing (bu sha sheng £75) and
connecting it to the Tibetan practice of water burials (e.g., Wen 2012). Alai’s
texts explicitly engage with such Tibetan practices putting them at the forefront
of the narration to appeal primarily to a Han readership. Nonetheless, as eluci-
dated in the following two sections, this seemingly orientalizing representation
moves away from common narratives about Tibetaness by teasing out Tibetan
characters’ ambivalent relation toward fish. This point is developed in sections
two and three, which respectively explore how main characters display disgust
and attraction toward fish.

2. Fish Taboo

The idea that Tibetan communities must avoid any contact with fish is the
leitmotifin the aforementioned two texts by Alai. In the novella, when the pro-
tagonist Dukar dreams of fish, his uncle scolds him “How could you dream of
fish? This isn’t a good omen” (Alai 2004, 253). Similarly, in the short story, the
narrating “I” relates that within Tibetan society “People’s look at fish as they
would look at a beggar with leprosy” (Alai 2015, 227-28). These two examples
illustrate that fish is regarded in a negative way within a Tibetan “traditional”
worldview.

Alai, an author who writes uniquely in Chinese (Rojas 2013), appears to be
aware of this cultural trait. For this reason, he includes elements to contextual-
ize the fish taboo within the Tibetan cultural norms:

Water burials are popular out on the grasslands. [In this type of burial] water and
fish dispel the soul from its mortal body. This is why many Tibetans regard fish as
ataboo. (Alai 2015, 2)

The term “Tibetan cultures” might be more accurate in capturing differences that exist
within Tibetan communities. Nonetheless, for the purpose of this article we focus on the
representation of Tibet vis-a-vis other Chinese cultures, and thus opt for the singular form
“Tibetan culture.”
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traditional rituals for exorcising ghosts and other unclean entities, it is key to direct
the incantations at invisible malevolent objects, driving them off [ .... ] straight into
water. (Alai 20185, 2)

Fish deserve pity. Being without a zoologist, [the Tibetans] had no idea of what fish
ate. So they thought that fish are alive yet without food, and they must therefore be
tortured by hunger all the time. They must be animals that have been punished by
Heaven, for sins in the previous life such as having accumulated too much wealth,
having been too cruel, deceitful, and so forth. (Alai 2015, 227)

These three passages provide elements to explain the fish taboo to a Chinese
readership. This specific taboo is connected to Buddhist and Tibetan folk prac-
tices.” In what follows, we focus on two rationales provided by Alai. The first
one, perhaps the most well known in popular discourse, concerns the disposal
ofbodies through water burials. According to scholarship on the subject, during
awater burial “the corpse is dismembered and thrown into the river” (Goss and
Klass 1997, 384).% Fish then eat the corpse. The eating of a dead body makes
fish impure.’ Fish are thus seen as dangerous because they can act as a vessel to
transfer impurity to humans. The fish-taboo comes into play to shield from this
potential contamination. Consumption—the ingestion of food—is the main
vehicle of contamination because it is essentially the way in which humans in-
corporate the outside world into the self.'’

This same idea is also channeled in Alai’s novella, when one of the charac-
ters—Ngawang Chogyal—remembers having “seen fish eat dead people, and
because of hunger, he himself had eaten those fish” (Alai 2004, 258). It is im-
portant to notice that these grislyimages are only voiced through the omniscient
narrator and not verbalized in the novella. When Ngawang Chogyal is about to
relate of this eye-witness experience “He cuts himself off abruptly” (258). Alai’s
does not provide arationale to explain the character’s self-censorship. Nonethe-
less, from the context of the novella, it is clear that Ngawang Chogyal avoids re-
lating his memories to his Tibetan interlocutors who might find the description
of fish-eating corpses disturbing.

A second rationale voiced by Alai to explain the fish taboo relates to the no-
tion of reincarnation." In simple terms, reincarnation is the belief that follow-
ing biological death, the non-physical essence of aliving entity begins a new life

For an overview of the fish taboo in Tibetan culture, see Ci Dun (2019).

The practice of water burials has been documented in the Western scholarship along with
earth burials, cremation, and ‘sky burial’ (Kolmas 2003, 24; Goss and Klass 1997, 384). To
these practices, Tibetologist Turrell Wylie adds desiccation (1964, 232).

Description of water burials is also related in travelers accounts, as for instance MacDonald
(1932, 151 and 178).

1 Paul Rozin and April Fallon (1989) have pointed out that this idea derives from the tradi-
tional culture’s belief called “the magical law of contagion.” According to this law, the con-
tact between two entities inevitably leads to cross-contamination.

On the subject of reincarnation in Tibetan Buddhism, see Tanya Zivkovic (2014).

114



in a different body. When good karma has been acquired throughout one’s life-
time, a better reincarnation will be achieved in next life. On the contrary, poor
karma will result in being reincarnated in an inferior social position. Following
this logic, the condition of being a fish is explained according to the principle of
poor karma. In Alai’s novella fish are believed by the Tibetans to be tormented
by hunger, a suffering interpreted as “heaven’s punishment” for the sins fish have
accumulated in the previous life (Alai 2014, 227).

The two rationales here analyzed tap into othering strategies of Tibet, de-
scribed asa backward land in which bodies are disposed into rivers and to a mys-
ticalland where Buddhist principles pervade one’s being in the world. Elements
reminiscent of exoticizing representation of Tibet, such as “water burial” and
“ritual exorcisms” are coupled with the suggestion that Tibet is a remote land,
afar from the modern civilization.'> With these two examples, we aim to point
out that Alai’s works indeed include othering elements. Nonetheless, in contrast
with purely exoticizing works such as, for example, the aforementioned Ma’s
“The Final Initiation,” the othering element in Alai’s fiction serves to establish
a middle ground with his intended audience to then debunk stereotypical rep-
resentations of Tibet.

“Water burial” and “ritual exorcisms”—it needs to be pointed out—are
not merely a fictional fabrication. Anthropological and sociological scholarship
indeed provides detailed information about these two rationales for fish avoid-
ance (Altner 2009; Chen 2005). Alai himself makes use of this body of knowl-
edge in his fiction. In the short story, in fact, the narrating “I” refers to a specific
scholar: “During this trip, I took a manuscript sent me by Danzhu Angben, a
professor at Central Minorities Institute, which mainly discussed Tibetan folk
taboos and worship of nature. It also discusses the taboos about fishing and
eating fish” (Alai 2015, 2). Dangzhu Angben is indeed a scholar at the Central
Minorities Institute and he has published extensively on Tibetan culture and
traditions (e.g., Dangzhu Angben 2003, 326).

At the narrative level, the use of a factual scholarly work has two related yet
divergent implications. On the one hand, referring to a scholarly work by an es-
tablished academic (instead of creating a fictional character) advances a claim
of factuality for the fish taboo. On the other hand, the fact that a self-proclaimed
“Tibetan” narrator breaks the fish taboo—eating and catching fish—suggests
that the short story aims at complicating widespread popular and academic nar-
ratives about the fish taboo and, by extension, about Tibetan culture.

A brief digression in the scholarship about Tibetan folklore, which Alai
himselfis at least partially familiar with, points at the complexity of fish taboo.

In Alai’s short story, Tibet’s underdevelopment is particularly pronounced in the claim that
as a group, the Tibetan lacked a zoologist (Alai 2014, 227). The lack of specialists in a par-
ticular domain of knowledge—zoology—suggest that as a group Tibetan rely on folk (i.e.
without scientific basis) beliefs.

For the academic profile of Dangzhu Angben, see www.cuaes.org/scholardetail-47.htm.
Accessed 4/13/2021.

115



First, archeological records indicate that fish was part of the diet of proto-Ti-
betan communities. The fish taboo was indeed introduced during the Yarlung
dynasty, around the seventh century C.E. (Yong 2015). Second, although after
the seventh century fish taboo has become widespread across Tibetan commu-
nities (eg., Yeh 2013, 189), there are also exceptions. Robert Ekvall (1964), Lau-
rance Waddell (1929), and Fosco Maraini (1998) have reported of occasional
consumption of shark’s fin soup by Sinified Tibetan nobles in Lhasa. More re-
cently, Kongshao Zhuang (2002, 81) and Diana Lange (2010) have document-
ed that some restaurants branded as “Tibetan” serve fish. These scholarly works
point out that the fish taboo has not being consistent throughout history. More
broadly, the scholarship also documents important variations related to water
burials, a funerary practice intimately interconnected with the fish taboo. In
comparison to other types of traditional Tibetan burials, water burials appear
to have a negative stigma. Water burials had normally been reserved to lower
strata of the society and ill-fated deaths (Li and Jiang 2003, 119; Waddell and
Lamers 1963, 81-2). A notable exception is the case of Tibetan communities
situated along the shore of the Yar-’brog lake, communities where water burial
was considered more honorable than sky burial (Das and Rockhill 1902, 139-
40). The cited scholarly sources allow to conclude that the fish taboo and con-
nected practices are not homogenous across Tibetan groups, rather they vary
diachronically, across space, and across social classes.

The question we raise is, how does Alairepresent such complexity and to what
ends? Rather than providing counter examples to debunk widespread represen-
tations of the fish taboo, Alai’s characters display an ambivalent positionality in
respect to activities involving fish. These activities provide the barebones to un-
fold the main narrative of the novella and of the short story. Dukar, the novella’s
protagonist, is obsessed with fish: he spends most of his time staring at fish in
the river to the point that he knows their habits. Similarly, the protagonist of the
short story describes his first experience as a fisherman. Charactersin these two
texts are both disgusted and attracted by fish. The tension between the emotions
of disgust and attraction is mobilized in Alai’s fiction to complicate the repre-
sentation of the fish taboo, which is emblematic of Tibetan culture. Tibetans’
relation with fish, at least as portrayed in Alai’s texts, oscillates between these
two contrasting emotions. The following two sections highlight respectively
the repulsion and the attraction displayed by Tibetan characters vis-a-vis fish.
The ambivalence created by the wavering between these two opposite emotion-
alresponses, we argue, serves to counter stereotypical representations of Tibet.

3. Hooking the Reader

In Alai’s text, most of the Tibetan characters perceive anything related to
fish as dangerous. At the emotionallevel, their response to fish is feeling disgust-
ed. Anthropologists and sociologists have shown that the feeling of disgust has
emerged as a protective mechanism against pathogens, poisons, and other con-
taminating elements (e.g., Rozin and Fallon 1987; Miller 1997; Haidt 2006).
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More specifically, Paul Rozin and his colleagues (1999) have pointed out that the
teeling of disgust involves simultaneously the sensory and the cognitive spheres.
The physical proximity with contaminating elements elicits disgust. Similarly,
the thinking about contaminating elements also elicits a sense of disgust in the
individual. From an evolutionary perspective, disgust prevents contaminating
substances from entering the body. Although the feeling of disgust has a biolog-
ical origin, typical disgust elicitors are mainly culturally specific (Rozin 1997).
Fish constitutes a disgust elicitor within the Tibetan traditional culture for rea-
sons that, based on available archeological records, cannot be fully explained.
Plausible hypotheses, as already suggested in the previous section, hinge on the
Buddhist connected practices. What is interesting to notice, however, is that Alai
draws from explanations—such as water burials, exorcisms, and more loosely to
the notion of karma—that well resonate with the perceived mystical and arcane
aura common in representations of Tibet. It is equally important to notice that
Alai forgoes other explanations of the fish taboo that would lessen the reader’s
curiosity. In the scholarship about the fish taboo, this practice is almost ubig-
uitously related to the Buddhist principle of not killing (bu sha sheng; e.g., Wen
2012; Chen 2005). This explanation is not convincing, especially given that
Tibetan Buddhism does not require to practice vegetarianism."* In any case,
Alai avoids touching on this point: debunking the widespread idea of Tibetans
as primarily living off a vegetarian diet would make the avoidance of fish meat
less curious from the standpoint of a Chinese reader. Moreover, avoidance of
fish is a distinguishing cultural trait, especially when one considers that within
Chinese cultures fish is normally an auspicious symbol (Laing 2017). The word
for “fish”—yu ffi—has the same pronunciation of the word for “abundance/
surplus” (Sullivan and Sullivan 2021, 192).** In addition, it is not a coincidence
that fish is normally served at Spring Festival banquets.'® From a Chinese worl-
dview perspective, the fish taboo is thus a striking cultural difference. Because
of Alai’sintended Chinese audience, repulsion for anything related to fish serves
as a narrative device to “hook” the reader’s attention.

In the texts analyzed, fish elicits two types of negative responses: somatic dis-
gustand psychological disgust."” In the novellaand in the short story, interacting

On consumption of meat consumption by Tibetan Buddhists, see Johan Elverskog (2020),
especially chapter 3.

The Chinese character for “fish” is ffi; the character for “abundance/surplus” is 4%.

On the consumption of fish during Spring Festival banquets see, for example, Mary Fong
(2000, 227) and Huang Yusheng (2015).

Within the field of what could be termed “disgust studies,” scholars have mapped disgust
elicitors proposing different taxonomies (e.g, Rozin et al. 2010; Strohminger 2014, 481).
Even though there is not a general consensus, the most accepted taxonomy recognizes four
macro-categories: core disgust (food, body wastes, animals); animal reminder disgust (sex,
hygiene, mortality); interpersonal disgust; and moral disgust. A recent synthesis and mod-
ification of this taxonomy has been proposed by Tybur ef al. (2009) who recognizes three
categories of disgust, respectively related to pathogens, sexand moral.
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with and thinking about fish are both disgust elicitors. Regarding contaminated
object, William Miller has observed that: “What the idiom of disgust demands
is reference to the senses. It is about what it feels like to touch, see, taste, smell,
even on occasion hear, certain things. Disgust cannot dispense with direct ref-
erence to the sensory processing of its elicitors” (Kolnai 2003, 14). Somatic and
psychological disgust are thus inextricably interwoven and mutually reinforce
each other. While acknowledging the overlap between somatic and psycholog-
ical disgust, for analytical purposes we consider them as two distinct categories.

Somatic disgust manifests as a physical reaction through sensory engage-
ments. In the short story, the catching of a fish by the narrating “I” is described
in these terms: “This time the fish [...] flew through the air and landed in the
grass. By the time I reached it, the fish was lying there without moving. Look-
ing at the glare in its bulging eyes, I felt chills down my spine” (Alai 2015, 6).
In the same story, the narrating “I” recalls the rancid taste of the fish in his
mouth (Alai 2018, 2), and the lament of dying fish described as similar to the
sound made by “walking on a corpse” (Alai 2015, 8). These three examples il-
lustrate how proximity and contact with the fish elicits in the protagonist in-
tense body reactions. Similarly, in the novella, aversive body reactions emerge
when characters come in proximity to or in physical contact with fish. To pro-
vide two examples: touching a fish induces terror in the narrator (Alai 2004,
223), and fish are said to be nauseating creatures (Alai 2004, 227). All these
body reactions appear to be involuntary, as if repulsion for fish was coded in
Tibetan genes.

Beyond doubt, the most prominent disgust elicitor in Alai’s texts is the smell
of fish.'® For instance, in the novella, the narrator describes the stench of fish
in a detailed manner: “The stench of fish came from the stream. This stench is
like rotten green grass in the water” (Alai 2004, 221). Likewise, fish smell is as-
sociated with images of “corpses of fish” covered with buzzing flies (Alai 2004,
262). Moreover, the stench of fish is also a premonition of death: by the end of
the story, all the members of Dukar family die destitute.

Physiological disgust hinges instead on the cognitive/imaginary spheres.
This type of disgust is represented in the novella primarily through analogies. In
the novella, Alai compares fish with typical disgusting creatures such as mollusk
(snail, leeches, toads), snake (Alai 2004, 227), earthworms (Alai 2004, 256);"
with illnesses such as leprosy (Alai 2004, 228); and with unpleasant items such
as mucus (Alai 2004, 226) and mud (Alai 2004, 221). Alai also widely depicts
fish as defiled creatures who eat insects such as mosquitos (Alai 2004, 257),
earthworms, and even corpses. In addition, the author shows that just the men-
tion of fish (Alai 2004, 239), or even the word for fish, leads to feeling disgust-

'8 Olfactory experiences are one of the strongest disgust elicitors. On the primary role of smell
in disgust see Aurel Kolnai (2003).

' These are all elements that elicit core disgust. For a list of such disgust elicitors see McGinn
(2011, 27).
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ed. When Dukar asks one of the adults in the village where the fish went, he
notices that the adult “as all the other people he had asked to, looked disgusted
at him” (Alai 2004, 239). Similarly, also in the short story the word “fish” pro-
vokes a series of negative emotions in the narrator: “Fish! This word carries the
slimy dark gray of fish. Without any apparent reason, it gives people a sense of
decay” (Alai 2004, 4). Simply hearing the word for fish terrifies the narrator, to
the point that he feels a “sense of decay”.*’

The representation of repulsions toward fish—both at the somatic and at the
phycological levels—needs to be understood in relation to the specificity of Ti-
betan culture, a context in which fish is considered taboo. Breaking the taboo
elicits what Jonathan Haidt (2006) defined as moral disgust, the emotion that
arises when one witnesses moral transgression. In this sense, breaking the taboo
is perceived by Alai’s fictional characters as a moral violation that mines the in-
tegrity of the Tibetan-self and, by extension, of the entire Tibetan community.
The disgust that emerges from interaction—physical or imaginary—with fish
serves as a protective mechanism: it shields the individual from transgressing
the taboo. By protecting the individual, the taboo preserves the order and the
integrity within the community.*!

Atthe narrative level, the emotion of disgust aims at catching the envisioned
Chinese reader’s attention. In this sense, Alai deploys othering strategies in a way
that aligns the aforementioned widespread representations of Tibet. Nonethe-
less, we claim Alai’s works ultimately challenge such othering strategies through
descriptions of Tibetan main characters’attraction for fish. By focusing uniquely
on characters that deviate from the fish taboo, as illustrated in the next section,
Alai emphasizes the inherent diversity within Tibetan communities, thus un-
settling reader’s expectations.

4. Unsettling the Reader

In Alai’s texts, the attraction to fish is what sets main characters apart from
their travel companions (in the short story) and from their fellow villagers (in
the novella). In the short story, the narrating “I” is part of a religious survey team
composited of two Tibetans and two Han. During the expedition, the four men
decide to take a leisure break. The Han, who appear to take the lead, go hunt-
ing marmots, assigning the two Tibetans the task of fishing. One of the Tibet-
ans—with a pretext—refuses to go fishing and joins his Han companions; the

% Here Alai emphasizes the sense of decay elicited by fish with a reference to the practice of

the True Word Buddhist doctrine. This practice consists in visualizing a gleaming image or
word during meditation (Yasuda 2011, 248). In Alai’s short story, while fishing the narrator
has a sort of enlightenment experience that, however, degenerates into a feeling of decay.
2! In her seminal work—Purity and Danger—Mary Douglas (2002) interprets taboos as de-
vices for protecting the order of the universe and the local consensus on how the world
is organized. The transgression of this order provokes a sense of disgust within a certain

community.
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narrating “I”—although reluctantly—goes fishing. In this sense, the short story
protagonist stands out challenged the perceived normative “Tibetan culture”
(zangzu wenhua JE G SCAL).

A similar dynamic can be traced in the novella. In this case, the setting is a Ti-
betan village. Unlike their fellow villagers who all appear to be disgusted by fish,
three family members (all of whom occupy central roles in the development of the
narration) have direct contact to fish. These three characters can be mapped along
a spectrum in which their position depends on the level of attraction to fish. The
far more conservative character in the novella is Shaja, the uncle of Dukar. Shajia
often thinks about fish. Forinstance, Alai recounts that “That night, Shaja dreamed
ofhisuncle. In the dream, the uncle became a fish. He kept moving his mouth, but
couldn’t speak.” (Alai 2004, 227). What stands out is that Shaja is not fully aware
of his own desires. Evidence of this unconscious desire appears most prominent-
ly in the passage when “Shajia went to look at the dead fish that died in the wheat
field. For the remaining part of his life, he could not understand why he had made
the effort to overcome his fear and go look at that fish” (Alai 2004, 228). As other
villagers, Shajia considers fish disgusting creatures, yet—without understanding
his own actions—he also goes to look at a fish that had been dopped in the fields
by an eagle. Shaja’s character exemplifies a controversial relationship betweenlocal
traditions and outside influences brought in by a community of Han tree fellers.

Such tension between attraction and disgust reaches its climax in the story’s
protagonist, Dukar. Dukar is obsessed by fish: he spends his days at the riverbank
watching fish, he dreams about fish (Alai 2004, 245), and he talks about fish with
villagers and family members (Alai 2004, 239). However, Dukar is aware that his at-
traction for fish is cause of suffering in his own life. This s particularly pronounced
in the passage in which Dukar realizes that when he talks about fish, people are
“disgusted” with him (Alai 2004, 239). Dukar’s relation to fish is—to putitin Au-
rel Kolnai’s terms (2003, 21)—that of a “macabre attraction” in which a revolt-
ing element—fish in this case—exerts over the individual a magnetic seduction.

The third Tibetan character that explicitly engages with fish is Ngawang Ch-
ogyal. Ngawang Chogyal is, in some respects, an archetypal Tibetan character
who consumes tsampa (Alai 2004, 250), is a skilled hunter (Alai 2004, 259), and
successful with women (Alai 2004, 260). In other words, Ngawang Chogyal is
described with hypermasculine traits, a representation that echoes the those of
Tibetan characters in popular discourse (Hillman and Henfry 2006). In addi-
tion, he conforms to local Tibetan tradition, as for instance informally taking a
widow as his wife “in a way that everyone [in the village] could approve” (Alai
2004,263). Part of Ngawang Chogyal’s charisma derives from the unique expe-
riences he had gained while serving under the army. Through this set of experi-
ences, Ngawang Chogyal has embraced some traits of Han cultures, including
that of regarding fish as a delicacy (Alai 2004, 258). By considering fish meat as
any other type of meat, Ngawang Chogyal shatters the fish taboo.

These four characters—the narrating “I” in the short story, and the three men
in the novella—illustrate how Alai decides to filter his narration through the eyes
ofthose who do not conform with stereotypical representations of Tibet, thus pro-
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viding an alternative view of Tibet. In fact, within the two texts analyzed, actions
related to the fish taboo—such as talking about, eating, and catching fish—oc-
cupy a central point in the narration. In the short story, it is worth restating it, the
narrating “I” defines himself as a “one of those fish-eating Tibetans” (Alai 2015,
2). Despite admitting that he occasionally eats fish, the narrating “I” appears ini-
tially reluctant to catch fish. Having no viable alternative, however, he eventually
decides to take this opportunity to break his own taboos: “I was fishing to mas-
ter myself. In this world, we are often given incitements of many kinds, including
mastering oneself. Mastering one’s temperament, one’s shyness or a fear of the un-
known, mastering cultural or individual taboos” (Alai 2018, 2). The act of catch-
ing fish is presented as a necessary step in the process of transforming the self, by
completely abandoning what the narrator regards as “superstitions” beliefs. Af-
ter an initial hesitation characterized by emotions of physical and moral disgust,
the narrator begins enjoying fishing and wants to share his success with his Han
companions and with the other Tibetan in the group: “I wanted my companions
to know about this victory, so  began waving my arms and shouting” (Alai 2015,
6). The protagonist’s eagerness to share of his success can metaphorically be read
as an attempt to self-assert one’s emancipation from the taboo.

In the novella, all the three main characters eat, at some point, fish. The re-
lation with fish is completely normalized only in Ngawang Chogyal, who finds
laughable his fellow villagers disgust for fish. In a conversation with Dukar, in
fact, Ngawang Chogyal explains: “Child, in lots of place people catch and eat
fish. There are very few places where people don’t” (Alai 2004, 257). It is key
to notice that, in virtue of his de facto relationship with Chuchu, the mother of
Dukar—Ngawang Chogyal takes the role of a stepfather. His words are thus im-
bued with paternal authority and can be interpreted as directed, by extension,
to the entire village. In Ngawang Chogyal’s vision, one informed by life experi-
ence outside of Tibetan inhabited regions, eating fish is the norm.

For Dukar and Shajia, the ingestion of fish happens by accident as they are
offered fish soup by a group of Han people. The two men enjoy the soup, describ-
ingitas “delicious” (Alai2004, 261). When they find out what they ate, however,
they have opposite reactions. Shaja walks home by himself and on route falls,
most likely intentionally, in the river where he drowns (Alai 2004, 272). This
act of self-annihilation points at the tension underscoring traditional modes of
life with external influxes. On the contrary, Dukar appears to be indifferent to
the fact that he has eaten fish. In the days following the event, Dukar’s attrac-
tion for fish escalates to the point that he builds a worm farm, steals a fishing
rod, and goes to catch fishes at the river. In this sense, Dukar appears to incar-
nate the openness toward non-local modes of life. Shajia and Dukar’s opposing
reactions show two divergent attitudes toward fish ingestion, which lead either
to accepting the new-self or repudiating it in toto.

If by ingesting and catching fish the two texts’ protagonists—the narrating “I”
and Dukar—break away from the fish taboo, the resolution of the taboo itself is,
however, incomplete. In the short story, the narrating “I” reacts to the catching
of fish by crying:
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When the sleet turned into a rainfall, Ilay on the ground and happily, let it pour over
me. It felt to me that I was having a good cry, one that no one else would witness,
and that I did not fully understand myself. To this day, I wouldn’t be able to say
whether those tears meant that I had mastered myself or whether I had cried for
things I should ever cried over but hadn’t. (Alai 2015, 8)

In this passage, Alai describes the main character’s flow of emotions, emphasiz-
ing how he ultimately fails to understand what motivates his own reaction. Simi-
larly, in the conclusion of the novella, Dukar has a nervous breakdown while at the
riverbank. He “cries soundlessly,” then takes a wooden club and starts clubbing at
fish, which die instantly. The killing of fish thrills him to the point of feeling “cra-
zy” (Alai 20185, 270). On his way home, however, Dukar sobs saying repeatedly “I
don’twon’tfishanymore” (Alai2015,271). As these excerpts highlight, Alaileaves
to the reader uncertain deliberately not stating whether the protagonist was even-
tually able to master his own taboo. By juxtaposing disgust with attraction, Alai’s
texts highlight the complexity of the Tibetans relationship with their tradition,
beliefs, and taboos, thus shattering simple representations of Tibet.

5. Conclusion

The texts analyzed center around Tibetan’s relation vis-a-vis the fish taboo.
This taboo marks the Tibetans in contrast to those groups who do eat fish, Han
above all. Considering that Alai addresses primarily an envisioned Chinese au-
dience—the texts are in fact written in Chinese (notin Tibetan) and include di-
dactic passages that fill knowledge gaps for a non-Tibetan audience—this type
of representation resonates with popular narratives of Tibet as a mysterious
yet underdeveloped area. Some of the themes treated in the novella and in the
short story—as for instance references to water burials and ritual exorcism—
cast indeed a magic aura around Tibet. However, the use of such themes can-
not be simply dismissed as an opportunistic form of self-orientalism mobilized
to gain a readership. In fact, Alai’s representation of the fish taboo and of relat-
ed practices sets the stage to complicate stereotypical representations of Tibet.

Alai’s texts show a way in which an ethnic author can appeal to a national
readership without passively perpetuating dominant stereotypes. On the con-
trary, it is precisely by engaging with stereotypes about Tibet that Alai is able
to debunk them from within, shedding light on the heterogeneity of Tibetan
culture and thus providing readers with alternative representations of Tibet.
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Eat to remember. Gastronomical reconfigurations of
hunger and imprisonment in contemporary Chinese
literature

Serena De Marchi

Abstract: During the famine that befell China following the disaster of the Great Leap
Forward, hunger was a major affliction for the people undergoing reform in the labor
camps. Food—in terms of procurement, consumption, or just discursive recollection—was
a central issue in the prisoners’ lives and, as a consequence, descriptions of meals and
eating practices are arecurring presence in Chinese literary texts that revolve around those
carceral experiences. This contribution investigates three literary works that reconstruct
personal experiences of imprisonment by way of eating: Wang Ruowang’s Hunger Trilogy
(1980), Zhang Xianliang’s Mimosa (1984), and Yang Xianhui’s Chronicles of Jiabiangou
(2003). In these texts, food becomes a privileged perspective through which to look at
how personal and collective memories are re-appropriated and re-elaborated, as well as
to analyze how narratives of the past are consumed and produced.

Keywords: food, memory, prison, laogai, prison writing, hunger, contemporary Chinese
literature.
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1. A History of Hunger

From the late 1950s to the mid-1960s, Chinese history has been character-
ized by what can be framed as a national experience of hunger, brought about
by a widespread famine that affected the whole country. Historian Kenneth Li-
eberthal has defined it as “the most devastating famine of the twentieth century
in China (and probably in the world)” (Lieberthal [1987] 2008, 318). National
starvation was the consequence of disastrous economic policies implemented as
part of the Great Leap Forward plan by a political leadership essentially unable
to foresee or assess the effects of their choices. The plan was aimed at boosting
both the agricultural and the industrial sectors, by establishing a set of unre-
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alistic goals in relation to production quotas of grain and steel, to be reached
within the next five years. Workers throughout the country were mobilized and
pushed to produce. Farmers, for instance, were compelled to sell the surplus of
their grain production to the state, but the quotas set by the local cadres—who
in turn received pressure from the central government—were too high, leaving
the farmers in a very difficult position, since they were already barely producing
enough for their own sustenance. As reconstructed by Frank Dikétter, who con-
ducted extensive research on local and national archives in China, by the end
of April 1958 “hunger and want had spread across the country” (Dikétter 2010,
443), and people started to die from starvation. Many resorted to scavenging,
and when even wild edibles were gone, they turned to tree bark, tree leaves, mud,
and even toxic mushrooms (Dikétter 2010, 282). Cannibalism was a recorded
occurrence too. Even though officials were engaged in systematic cover-ups,
some documents have managed to survive. Yang Jisheng #7444, who in 2008
published a highly influential study on China’s famine based on archival sources
and interviews with survivors, reports 63 registered cases of cannibalism in Fei-
yang county (Anhui province) between 1959 and 1962 (J. Yang 2008,271), and
Dikotter mentions a 1961 report from Lanxia, a city south of Lanzhou (Gansu
province), that registered some SO cases (Dikotter 2010, 321-2). Usually, these
incidents involved the exhumation and consumption of cadavers, whereas mur-
ders for cannibalistic purposes were much rarer (Dikétter 2010, 323).
According to Yang’s reconstruction, the death toll was reportedly higher in
Sichuan, Gansu, Anhui, Shandong, Qinghai, Henan and Hunan (J. Yang 2008,
593). Allin all, the total number of population loss directly or indirectly related
to the famine is indeed difficult to assess, though according to estimates built
on the 1984 Statistical Yearbook and on the 1953, 1964, and 1982 censuses, the
toll could be a number between 23 and 38 million (Dikétter 2010, 324-33).
In the labor camps—laogai 574 and laojiao 57 %' —which were usu-
ally located in the country’s most remote areas, the famine hit particularly
hard, with varying degrees of intensity depending on the camp location but
also on food rationing policies. As noted by Harry Wu in his prison memoir,
“three criteria determined the allocation of portions: your political attitude,
your adherence to camp regulations, and your age, size and labor potential”
(H. Wu 1995, 90). In the camps, hunger was effectively used as a strategy for
control, as it kept the inmates weak and less prone to insubordination. Engag-
ing with Judith Herman’s study of trauma, Yenna Wu (2011, 56) poignant-
ly points out the systematized withholding of food as a crucial traumatizing
factor in the inmates’ experience of the labor camps. In Wu’s words: “The
camps’ policies were designed to assert the party-state’s supreme power and
to remold inmates into obedient masses by controlling their stomachs” (Y.
Wu 2011, 56). Wu here does not necessarily refer to the circumstances related to

! Short for, respectively, laodong gaizao 578)ji8i& (lit. “reform through labor”) and laodong

jiaoyang 5781337 (“re-education through labor”).
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the 1960s famine, but points at how, in the prison camps of the Mao era, food has
generally been used as a disciplining strategy. In other words, starvation is con-
figured as a traumatic experience, being an expression of what Herman frames as
“organized techniques of disempowerment and disconnection,” executed with
the purpose to “instill terror and helplessness and to destroy the victim’s sense
of selfin relation to others” (Herman 1992, 77. As quoted in Y. Wu 2011, S5).

With the death of Mao and the end of the Cultural Revolution, many political
prisoners were eventually rehabilitated and released from the camps, and some
of them started to write about their experiences of incarceration. Among them
was Wang Ruowang T # %, who in 1980 published Hunger Trilogy (Ji'e sanbuqu
YU — ), a novelized memoir of his incarceration experiences, which, as
the title suggests, are tightly connected to the experience of hunger. Writer and
poet Zhang Xianliang 7K 7% was released from the camp in 1979, and Mimosa
(Liihuashu 2840, lit. The green tree), published in 1984, was among his earlier
literary texts dealing with his more than twenty-year incarceration experience
in laogai and laojiao camps. Mimosa’s protagonist, Zhang Yonglin ZZ7K ¥, is an
intellectual who has just been released from a labor camp and is sent to work
as aretained laborer on a state farm. The novella follows Zhang’s everyday life
on the farm and probes the moral dilemma of a man struggling to reconcile his
material needs to his spiritual aspirations. Finally, Yang Xianhui 7 {. H —the
only writer included in this selection not to have experienced prison directly—
in 2003 published a collection of stories titled Chronicles of Jiabiangou (Jiabian-
gou jishi Ye1/1V5 10 4%) based on fieldwork and interviews with survivors of the
homonymous labor camp located in the middle of the Gobi Desert, in Gansu
province, which became sadly known for the high number of deaths related to
starvation that occurred between 1958 and 1961.

Though belonging to different literary genres, respectively memoir, novel,
and reportage, all the three texts are crucially set in the years of the great fam-
ine that befell China following the disaster of the Great Leap Forward—with
the partial exception of Wang’s novel, that is distributed on alonger timeframe,
and includes the author’s previous experiences of hunger. In these works, the
recurrence of food—in terms of descriptions of meals and eating practices (re-
al and imagined), the recounting of the everyday ordeals of food procurement
and rationing, the harrowing descriptions of hunger’s effects on the bodies of
starved prisoners—is absolutely pervasive.

The three texts included in this analysis are but three examples of a bigger
corpus of fictional and non-fictional works that emerged from the Chinese ex-
perience of the prison camp. As a matter of fact, some of these works that were
published after the end of the Cultural Revolution were assigned the label “Big
Wall Literature” (Da giang wenxue K3 3L *¥) with reference to the high walls
that delimited the camps (Li 1988).2 The period of relative political relaxation

? From 1988 to 1990, the Shanghai Reform-Through-Labor Bureau published a monthly
magazine dedicated to this literary category. See Kinkley 1991, 83.
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that followed the death of Mao made it possible for writers to publish on such
topics, though they still had to pay attention to political sensitivities and commit
to a certain degree of self-censorship, which, according to Perry Link, constitutes
a foundational part of “the socialist Chinese literary system” (Link 2000, 4).

Chinese prison camp literature has been the focus of Philip Williams and
Yenna Wu'’s study, where they take fiction and reportage—including Zhang’s
and Wang’s works mentioned here—as entry points to analyze a carceral sys-
tem based on the concepts of “remolding” and “re-education” through labor
(Williams and Wu 2004). Conceptually, they take issue with Michel Foucault’s
highly theoretical and rather totalizing vision of the prison (Foucault [1975]
1995), which in fact overlooks the actual complexities and ambiguities of lived
carceral experiences (Williams and Wu 2004, 10; 53). From a literary perspec-
tive, Williams and Wu acknowledge both the mimetic as well as the symbolic
function of literary texts, in that they do not merely offer a “mirror” or a “reflec-
tion” of the reality of the camps, but a narrative that “filters reality during the
process of thought and representation” (Williams and Wu 2004, 14. Emphasis
in the original). A similar approach is employed by Sebastian Veg in his analysis
of Yang’s Chronicles of Jiabiangou, a text that is generally ascribed to the tradition
of reportage literature (baogao wenxue R 7 3 *%), although the author himself
labels it as fiction (xiaoshuo /]Mit), in an effort to strategically blur the lines be-
tween reality and representation, so as to virtually be allowed more narrative
space to discuss politically and/or historically sensitive topics (Veg 2014, 517).

Taking these texts as case studies, this paper investigates the modes of re-
membering a traumatic past in which personal and collective are intertwined,
and in which the national experience of hunger is connected to that of incarcer-
ation. As Iam going to illustrate in the next section, food memories are the priv-
ileged loci of this investigation, because eating—and by contrast hunger—are
highly symbolic, foundational experiences in the context of modern Chinese
history, and therefore, looking at how they have been reconstructed in literary
texts might open up new perspectives through which approach an otherwise
virtually inaccessible mainstream narrative of the past.

2. Eating Words, Eating History

In the Chinese language, the concept of eating is rendered with the character
chi 'z, which is graphically represented by a mouth (kou ['1) on the left and the
verb “to beg” (qi “Z.) on the right. This curious etymology was noted by novel-
ist Mo Yan % 55 who, in a short story titled “Can’t forget about eating” (Wang
bu liao chi Js AN T HZ), writes: “The begging of the mouth, a mouth that begs;
together they make the word ‘eat.’ It includes the meaning of craving, starving,
and the humbleness [associated with those who beg for food]” (Mo Yan 1997,

3 A variant of this character exists, ", which shares with 17 the radical for “mouth” on the
left.
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92).* This passage was in turn quoted by scholar Gang Yue, who used this pow-
erful metaphor to introduce his own study of the politics of eating and its literary
representations in modern China, aptly titled The Mouth that Begs (Yue 1999).

From an etymological perspective, chi is, in a sense, illustrative of how so-
cial, cultural, and historical experiences can add meaning to the way words can
come to be in the Chinese language. As a matter of fact, chi appears in several
two- or multi-character words in which “eating” is used in a metaphorical sense,
such as: chicu "z, be jealous (lit. “eat vinegar”), or chiku Nz, bear hardships
(lit. “eat bitterness”), or chili Iz /], strenuous, difficult (lit. “eat strength”). The
semiotic richness associated to the word chi illuminates the multilayered cul-
tural and symbolic relation that China has with food, so much so that Yue, in
his above-mentioned book, defines China’s modern history as a “saga of eating”
(Yue 1999, 1), pointing out how all the major historical events that have shaped
the country’s modern history have been brought into discourse or can be ana-
lyzed through literal or symbolic gastronomic imaginations: from Lu Xun’s de-
pictions of China as a cannibalistic society to Mao Zedong’s communist rhetoric
built on “iron rice bowls” and “eating bitterness” (because “revolution is not a
dinner party”) and finally, to Deng Xiaoping’s opening-up policies that promot-
ed voracious consumerism.

In every culture, eating is never only about physical sustenance but also,
and most importantly, an expression of social and cultural values and identi-
ties, which are usually performed in highly codified manners. This, as suggest-
ed by John Allen, explains why we as humans have so many memories related to
eating experiences. In most cases, food memories are not only evocative of the
eating practice in itself, but they can also trigger deeper (sometimes unexpect-
ed) emotions (Allen 2012, 150). Perhaps the most famous literary example of
this proposition is Marcel Proust’s episode of the madeleines, recounted in the
first volume of In Search of Lost Time: the taste of the shell-shaped cake dipped
in tea is the involuntary trigger of fond memories of the narrator’s childhood.
That is to say, when food-related memories arise, most of the times it is not on-
ly our experience with food that we are remembering, but all other social, cul-
tural, and historical experiences that somehow we associate to that food item
or alimentary practice.

That remembering is an essentially social construct had already been fa-
mously observed by Maurice Halbwachs, whose concept of “collective memory”
has been very influential in figuring out that the way we make sense of things
pasthas aninfluence on how those things are remembered socially and publicly
(Halbwachs [1925] 1992). The concept was further elaborated by Jan and Aleida
Assmann who pointed out the difference between a collective memory they call
“communicative,” thatis, limited to the transmission of recent (autobiographical)
past mainly through informal media (living memory, communication in vernac-
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ular language), and a “cultural” memory, that is concerned with a longer time
frame and is mediated through institutionalized, highly symbolic forms, such
as monuments, texts, rituals, and so on (A. Assmann 2008; J. Assmann 2008).

Literature, in particular, is a privileged medium of memory making, be-
cause, as pointed out by Astrid Erll (2011, 159), it “simultaneously builds and
observes memory”. On the one hand, texts construct versions of the past—
that can be subversive, traditional, innovative—but on the other hand, they
make this process of construction observable (Erll 2011, 151). From a histor-
ical perspective, this resonates with Foucault’s attention to the “document” as
no longer “the fortunate tool of a history that is primarily and fundamentally
memory” (Foucault [1972] 1989, 7. Emphasis in the original) but as an object
that participates in the constitution of history by way of its manipulation—i.e.
by way of the meaning a certain culture attributes to that document. In oth-
er words, by looking at the ways in which personal memories have publicly
been re-elaborated in textual form, we can analyze how past events have been
re-appropriated, negotiated, and manipulated. This operation is particularly
interesting considering the context of modern and contemporary China, in
which history has officially been passed down as a one-sided, virtually incon-
testable narrative. In this sense, one can look at literature, as David Der-wei
Wang points out, as a “complementing and contesting discourse” to history
(D. Wang 2004, 2. Emphasis in the original).

This paper takes the alimentary discourse as the lens through which to ac-
cess and analyze literary texts as complementing and contesting narratives to
the official communist hagiography of hunger as a symbol of revolutionary en-
durance in the context of the labor camp. The aim is to examine and discuss how
the works of Wang Ruowang, Zhang Xianliang, and Yang Xianhui problema-
tize certain orthodox practices of remembering and forgetting, while in turn
offering alternative narrative memoryscapes for an affective reconfiguration of
traumatic histories.

3. Gustatory Nostalgias: Wang Ruowang’s Hunger Trilogy

Wang Ruowang’s Hunger Trilogy is a novelized memoir in which the author
retells his threefold experience with hunger that has accompanied him through-
out hislife. The first time was in the 1930s, when Wang, then a teenager, was de-
tained in Caohejing prison in Shanghai, sentenced by the Guomindang (GMD)
for his communist activism. His second experience of hunger was during the
Sino-Japanese war, when the protagonist and his team were trapped in a for-
est for a few days while chasing Japanese soldiers. Finally, the third encounter
with hunger happened once again in prison; in the 1960s Wang was labeled a
counterrevolutionary and detained in the same Caohejing prison, now under
control of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The first-person narration
is that of the protagonist Wang Shouhua 774, which is the author’s actu-
al birth name. The text was first published in 1980 in the Chinese magazine
Shouhuo W3k (Harvest), and reprinted in a somewhat docked version in 1983
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as part of the collection Yanbuzhu de guangmang ¥EAEFDETS (The Indis-
tinguishable Light).’

Food narratives are a central element in the story, which in fact begins with
anintroductory note in which the author recalls aritualized social practice cen-
tered on eating.

I don’t know who it was to invent a type of religious-like ceremony called “eat to
recall bitterness” [ chi yi ku fan Wz 2.7 1 ]. They say it’s to teach you not to forget
class bitterness. On a given day, members of institutional organizations or military
regiments gather at the same time to eat together. They eat a kind of steamed bun
that is made of carrot peelings and leaves; if there are no carrots, they use sweet
potato seedlings. Each person will eat one or two of these buns, even those who
have stomach ulcers are obliged to eat them. They say that eating a couple of these
buns will give you a proletarian consciousness, preventing you from becoming a
revisionist. (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 78)¢

The “eat to recall bitterness” ceremony that Wang mentions above is part
of an indoctrination movement the CCP implemented in the 1960s, aimed at
educating the younger generation to the suffering of the people before the lib-
eration (G. Wu 2014). As part of the “recall bitterness” (yiku 1/.%) campaign,
the party mobilized families and communities to share their memories of how
harsh life was before the communist takeover. These stories circulated through
a number of media, including film screenings, publications in literary maga-
zines, as well as in the form of staged performance (a person would be selected
to speakin front of an audience with the purpose of creating emotional engage-
ment). Generally speaking, as Guo Wu points out, the campaign was “aimed at
reenacting class struggle and reinforcing class awareness by invoking collec-
tive memory” (G. Wu 2014, 247). As Wang proceeds with the description, he
recounts that a meal made of low quality ingredients—including tree leaves,
potherb, bran, white mud—would be prepared and consumed together; the
coarseness of the meal was a reminder of the hard life people had before the
arrival of the communists. The way the meal was consumed also mattered, as
the narrator explains:

When eating, you are not allowed to frown, you have to look as if you have
completely accepted to be reformed. But if you do frown, then it’s not a big deal,
you can go with the flow and say: “I'm thinking about the suffering of the past and
cherishing the present; I'm thinking about how oppressed I was in the old society,
how sad.” (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 78)

Food is a very meaningful site for the exploration of memory, because, as
pointed out by David Sutton, unlike, for example, public monuments, it active-
ly intercepts the intimate and the public dimension of eating, bringing togeth-

* My analysis was based on this latter version of the text.

¢ Unless otherwise specified, the translations of the Chinese texts are mine.

133



er individual bodies and collective institutions (Sutton 2008, 160).” However,
Wang’s text adds an element of disturbance to thisideal convergence of intimate
and collective memories, because the author’s personal recollection of the cer-
emony is very different from the institutional version. This contradiction is en-
acted through the semantic double-entendre implicit in the expression chiku.
The “bitterness” that the participants in the eating ceremony are forced to eat is
prepared on purpose (the coarse bun made with food scraps) whereas the pro-
tagonist of the story had to swallow a “bitterness” of a different kind.

As for me, when I swallow these two chaff buns, I think about something else;
the hardships I have endured in the past were not about eating coarse food,
because even that coarse food was very difficult to scrounge. I have experienced
an extraordinary kind of hunger, the kind that leaves you wishing for death.

And now I want to tell you about the three times in my life in which I have
experienced this sort of hunger, though it is not for the purpose of reinforcing any
type of proletarian consciousness, but only to express a hope. Twice is bad, three
times is too much; I hope I will not have to experience this hunger for a fourth
time! (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 78)

The “eating bitterness” reenactment triggers the protagonist’s traumatic memo-
ry of the hunger he had to endure, and the performance of ingesting scraps appears
grotesque to a person who actually had to rely on food waste in order to survive.
This brief introductory note is very telling of the author’s intention, that is to re-
negotiate the way some memories have been institutionally sanctioned (and that
he himself has been forced to swallow), and to propose, instead, an alternative
version, one that is based on a lived experience.

As mentioned above, Wang’s memoir actually compares three different ex-
periences of hunger, and connects them to different parts of Chinese history.
The first part of Hunger Trilogy focuses on the protagonist’s imprisonment as a
16-year-old communist activist during GMD rule. While in prison, young Wang
Shouhua participates in a hunger strike organized by his fellow inmates, who
demanded better and more food from the prison administration. On the fifth
day of the strike, our protagonist is exhausted, and about to give in to the entic-
ing proposals of the guards, who had offered pieces of meat in exchange of their
surrender. He starts hallucinating, to the point that “a piece of sweet-smelling,
glistening, glowing pork” (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 99) appeared before his eyes.
He feels like he himselfis turning into that piece of pork, as he tells us: “when I
pressed my fingers together they felt greasy and slippery” (R. Wang [1980] 1989,
99). The body of the prisoner becomes food, and not a random item, but pork,
China’s favorite. This hallucinatory metamorphosis, as Yue puts it, is a “powerful
sign of the struggle between the political body and the physical body,” between
actual and symbolic hunger: for food and for justice (Yue 1999, 171).

7 Sutton’s study was focused on an ethnographic analysis of a community’s alimentary prac-

tices in the Greek Island of Kalymnos.
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Hunger strike is a rather powerful and direct practice of resistance to pris-
on logic. But it is not the only one. Another, more subtle, strategy that Wang
presents us is storytelling. When the protagonist is jailed for his counterrevo-
lutionary crimes in the 1960s, in the midst of an epidemic famine, he recounts
that “the prisoners had come up with a method to alleviate hunger, it was called
‘spiritual dining’ [jingshen jucan F§FIZE4]” (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 155). Tak-
ing turns, prisoners in the same cell would share descriptions of their favorite
dishes or snacks.

All the great food from Yangzhou, Sichuan, Guangdong, and Shanghai were divided
by type and described in detail. Even the sound of roasting in the cooking pot, the
color, the fragrance and the flavor of the dish just prepared were vividly described,
and in the end the narrator and the listeners were both copiously drooling. (R.
Wang [1980] 1989, 155)

When they were done with food descriptions, prisoners would start recol-
lecting all the food stalls in certain popular areas of Shanghai, and listed the
prices of all the items as well. This recollection game is soothing at first, a way to
“pass the time” (R. Wang [1980] 1989, 155). However, at one point, it becomes
unbearable; our protagonist is feeling hungrier and hungrier, and eventually he
begs his friends to stop.

Jingshen jucan figures as another kind of ritualized memory practice, although
not officially institutionalized as the eating bitterness ceremony analyzed above.
On the diegetic level, the narratively performed gustatory nostalgia fulfills
an almost therapeutic function—the oral recall of their favorite foods makes
the prisoners forget, even just for a moment, about their actual hunger. On the
other hand, this verbal recounting is an exercise of memory-making, an affec-
tive recalling of a traumatic history that through literature can be narratively
articulated and passed down to generations to come.

4. Devouring Words: Metaphorical Bibliophagy in Zhang Xianliang’s Mimosa

Set in the early 1960s, Zhang Xianliang’s Mimosa is the story of Zhang
Yonglin, a young intellectual—and sentenced rightist—who has just been re-
leased from laogai and sent to work to a state farm as a retained worker (liuchang
jiuye FHKMM). At the farm, Yonglin meets a peasant woman, Ma Yinghua
LyPE{E, who will soon become to him a motherly figure and an object of de-
sire at the same time. Looking at the simple yet honest life Ma Yinghua and
the other peasants lead at the farm, Yonglin is caught in an existential crisis
and starts to question his own identity as “intellectual.” The man is exhausted
from the hard labor and starved to the point that: “hunger had become a heavy
and bulky substance that rampaged in my stomach. It had even gained a voice
that shouted to every nerve in my body: Eat! Eat! Eat!” (Zhang [1984] 1989,
52). Yonglin’s physical debilitation leads him to seek for a solace of the spir-
it, which does not refer to metaphysical or religious experiences, but rather, it
exemplifies the protagonist’s commitment to his intellectual education, as he
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constantly finds himself turning to the only book he owns in the camp: Karl
Marx’s Das Kapital. Yonglin received it as a gift from a fellow prisoner while
still in laogai, a philosophy lecturer who suggested that in the book he might
find out “how we have become what we have become” (Zhang [1984] 1989, 29).
Our protagonist doesn’t understand what his friend means by “we,” whether
it is the two of them, or perhaps he means “our country”? To which the friend
answers: “Remember! [...] Our fate and the fate of our country are closely in-
tertwined!” (Zhang [1984] 1989, 29), suggesting that Yonglin’s quest to find
meaning to his re-education experience is in fact in a way representative of the
experience of a whole country.

As Sheldon Lu points out, in Mimosa, Zhang Xianliang reveals the mech-
anisms of deformation of the subject under socialism (Lu 2007, 45). Reading
Das Kapital is supposed to rekindle Yonglin’s political consciousness and help
him transcend his individualistic, bourgeois tendencies, and yet, he is constant-
ly confronted with the sense of estrangement he feels toward the uneducated
peasants in the farm, and especially Ma Yinghua. In the camp, as pointed out
by Han Shaoting, the man is scared of succumbing to the mundane necessity
of food at the cost of his spiritual fulfillment (Han 2011, 81), and therefore, in
order to state his hunger for intellectual nourishment, he turns to Das Kapital.

I secretly reached for Das Kapital, that I had put under my pillow. [ ...]. Now,
this book has become my only link to the rational world; only this book can let
me access again my once familiar cultural life, that can make me rise from buns,
carrots, pickled vegetable soup and gruel, and demarcate the difference between
myself and a starving beast. (Zhang [1984] 1989, 51)

The bookis the symbol of Zhang’s longlost intellectual life, a cultural mark-
er that makes him remember his existence is more than a constant battle for
survival, and serves him to recognize himself as something more than a mere
“starving beast.” Even though Das Kapital is the only book the protagonist
owns—and also one of the very few allowed texts in the camp—Zhang’s inner
world is made up of a rich intertextual fabric that abounds with unorthodox lit-
erary references (such as Dante, Byron, Chinese classic poetry, Pushkin, and
more), as if the author of the novel were ironically contesting the authority of
Marx’s text, implying that the protagonist’s obsession with it was in fact only
dictated by the material and cultural famine he finds himselfinto, as suggested
by Daniele Beltrame (2017, 193).

The parallel between Zhang’s need for actual and spiritual nourishment is
constantly played out in the novel, and eventually these two dimensions con-
verge, as images of food materialize in his mind when he reads key passages
from Das Kapital:

When I read [in Das Kapital] “Commodities come into the world in the shape of
use values, articles, or goods, such as iron, linen, wheat, etc.,” I savored the word
“wheat” instead of concentrating on the meaning. I had a mental picture of bread,
steamed buns, flapjacks, even cream cakes which made my mouth water. Then came
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» «

the equation [describing the exchange of commodities]. A “coat,” “tea,” “coffee,”
“wheat,” what a feast! Imagine wearing a spotless white coat (instead of huddling in
atorn quilt), with some Keemum tea or Brazilian coffee in front of you (rather than
an empty tin), cutting up a cream cake (not a carrot) —that would be a feast fit for
the gods! My imagination enabled me to blend all the banquets I'd ever attended,
seen or heard about. But all those delicacies distracted me from “The Fetishism
of Commodities and the Secret Thereof.” And on that cold silent winter day there
wafted over that appetizing smell of the food I'd been imagining. I started to have
stomach spasms. (Zhang [1984] 1989, 76-7. Translation by Yue 1999, 190-1)

Marx’s words transform into food in the imagination of the avid reader, but
they fail to bring him any kind of physical or spiritual fulfillment. On the con-
trary, the more Zhang gorges on Marx’s words, the more hungry he feels. Words
cannot compensate for his real hunger, and therefore, as Yue contends, the
boundary between food and words, between physical and spiritual, is distort-
ed in a wicked playfulness, and actually leaves nothing but pains in the body, in
the form of stomach spasms (Yue 1999, 191). The scene is infused with religious
undertones—the whole image of words literally turning into food is vaguely
reminiscent of a crooked transubstantiation, in the sense that the word has not
become flesh asit should have, and on the contrary, the flesh remains hungryand
weak. This religious posture, as once again underlined by Yue (1999, 186-7), is
not self-contradictory if read in the light of the religious-like devotion Chinese
intellectuals ascribed to Marx and his thought.

In other words, the imaginary feast Zhang Yonglin summons from the read-
ing of Marx’s words is crucial in the development of his subjectivity. In the nov-
el, hunger ironically does not function as the ideological catalyst to fulfill his
socialist re-education, but on the contrary, it constantly confronts him with the
conflict between his material and spiritual desires.

5. Binge Eating as Traumatic Haunting: Yang Xianhui’s Chronicles of Jiabiangou

Chronicles of Jiabiangou is a collection of stories detailing life and death in
the infamous Jiabiangou labor camp located in the middle of the Gobi Desert,
between the late 1950s and the early 1960s. The book is based on interviews
that the author, Yang Xianhui, a Gansu-based writer, conducted with the survi-
vors of the camp. Yang then re-arranged the stories in his own fashion, though
the narration is generally constructed from the point of view of the interviewee,
who recounts his/her own experience.® The text explores the tragedy of hunger
and reconstructs the incarceration experiences of sentenced rightists that un-
derwent reform in Jiabiangou labor farm. In the stories that make up the book,
the alimentary element is very strong. Indeed, the portrayal of food-related ep-

§ The stories of Jiabiangou were adapted into a documentary film called Jiabiangou J&il)

V4 (The Ditch in English) directed by Wang Bing % and presented at the Venice Film
Festival in 2010.
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isodes often appeals to a grotesque aesthetics that is aimed at evoking disgustin
the reader. For instance, the story “Eating one’s fill” (Baoshi yi dun T £ —1ii)
features a man eating the vomit of his fellow prisoner who the previous day had
gorged on potatoes. Another story, “Woman from Shanghai” (Shanghai niiren
2 N), contains scenes of cannibalism: a prisoner finds out that some of
his fellows have been secretly harvesting and eating organs from dead people’s
corpses. In other words, in his exploration of hunger and its effects on the hu-
man body and psyche, Yang really takes the concept of “food” to extreme ends,
using disgusting food memories to convey the trauma of the past.’

One characteristic of trauma, as observed by Cathy Caruth, is the experi-
ence of constant returning, an inevitable going back to the place and time of
the traumatic event. Caruth (1996, 4) calls it the “double wound”; the fact that
trauma lies not only in the violent original event, but in how its “unassimilated
nature,” i.e. the impossibility of integrating it within the frameworks of every-
day life, “returns to haunt the survivor later on”.

This attention to trauma, food, and memory is present throughout the book,
butit is particularly compelling in the story titled “The thief” (Zei gutou W F=3k).
The protagonist, Yu Zhaoyuan fijJK1Zt, has spent three years in Jiabiangou as a
sentenced rightist. He was eventually released and, in 1979, sent back to hishome
in Jinta county (Gansu). When one day a neighbor asks him how he managed
to survive the camp, Yu replies: “I was an irredeemable thief” (X. Yang [2003]
2008, 100). During his captivity in Jiabiangou, Yu had become very good at
stealing food, which is what eventually kept him alive. He had not always been
a thief though; as a kid, he received some Confucian education from his father,
and he had always considered the idea of stealing shameful. Only after witness-
ing the death from starvation of two of his fellow prisoners, Yu finally decided
he had to do something if he wanted to survive. That is how he began stealing:
grain from the farm’s warehouse, dough from the communal kitchen, corn ears,
peanutleaves, even pesticide-covered wheat seeds that he and the other inmates
were supposed to plant in the fields. When the camp was evacuated, in 1961,
the prisoners were finally allowed to leave and Yu returned home. But his hun-
ger never went away.

Three months after I returned home, my legs had already gained their strength back,
but my stomach was still unbearably hungry. I thought about food day and night,
and especially craved raw grain. It didn’t matter how much actual food Iwould eat,
my stomach always felt empty. (X. Yang [2003] 2008, 177)

The trauma of starvation has modified Yu's cognitive framework, so that even
when he has eaten his fill, he still feels hungry. Like a lurking presence, hunger
comes back to haunt the man, to the point that he develops an obsessive-com-
pulsive disorder, which eventually manages to disrupt his marital relationship.

® For a more detailed analysis of the disgust aesthetics in Chronicles of Jiabiangou, see: De

Marchi 2021.
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One day, while my wife was at work, I opened a wooden box where she had stored
the corn flour, filled a teacup and hid it in my bookshelf. Every night before going
to bed I would eat a spoonful or two. The raw flour was so fragrant and sweet! If I
didn’t have my spoonful I couldn’t sleep, my stomach growling in hunger. I didn’t
overcome this eating habit until the winter of 1962, when my wife filed for divorce.
In the courthouse, she admitted that the cause of the divorce was my habit of stealing
and eating the raw flour. She said she couldn’t bear the humiliation any longer; the
neighbors all knew it, they thought she was purposefully withholding food from me,
and this had forced me into the habit of stealing grain. (X. Yang [2003] 2008, 127)

Yu’s wife does not understand her husband’s obsession with food, and cannot
bear the thought of her neighbors believing she is withholding it from him. On
the other hand, Yu cannot get rid of the habit of stealing food he developed in
the camp; the story of his trauma cannot find a suitable language to be expressed
into, and therefore it keeps repeating itself in an endless loop.

Theidea of the past asalurking presence in the narrative entanglement of our
present has famously been addressed by Jacques Derrida, who elaborated on the
concept of “hauntology,” prompted by Francis Fukuyama’s reflections on “the end
ofhistory.” In registering the collapse of communism and the rise of capitalism,
Fukuyama (1989) recognized the existence of a clear boundary between the past
and the present, whereas Derrida, who rejected this idea, envisioned history as a
temporal disjoining, and the present as an ontological illusion; if we want to nav-
igate it, we need to “learn to live with ghosts” (Derrida 1994, xvii—xviii. Emphasis
in the original). In Chronicles of Jiabiangou, Yang Xianhui displays perverse gas-
tronomies and maniacal incorporations as a way to examine how the remnants
of Chinese modern history constantly come back to haunt the people who have
survived it. A specter lurking in the darker corners of collective consciousness,
the trauma of imprisonment and starvation is brought back to light thanks to lit-
erature, which, far from being able to provide consolation or retribution, none-
theless offers the possibility for reconfiguration and narrativization.

6. The Gut Remembers: Concluding Remarks

From the perspective of embodiment, eating is an utterly sensuous experi-
ence—it requires our engagement on a multisensorial level, which makes it a
very interesting medium for the study of memory, both as cognitive as well as
affective recollection (Sutton 2001; Holtzman 2006). Furthermore, because
of the context in which food is prepared and consumed, which involves mean-
ingful social contact, gastronomic memories are not only concerned with the
gustatory experience per se but they are always symbolic of something else. So-
cially structured alimentary practices can indeed be vehicles of collective mem-
ories, both in a communicative as well as cultural sense (J. Assmann 2008). In
other words, food is a “form of historical consciousness” (Sutton 2001, 26), and
looking at how, in the context of modern China, that consciousness has been
reconfigured through a medium like literature—which traditionally stands as
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a challenging discourse to official historiography—opens up new and perhaps
unexpected sensuous memoryscapes.

In the literary texts that reconfigure the experience of the Mao-period labor
camps, food is a key element around which the narration is developed. In Hunger
Trilogy, Wang Ruowang unveils the hypocrisy of institutionalized forms of mem-
ory by playing with the metaphorical and literal meaning of the “eat to recall bit-
terness” campaign. Through food and eating rituals, the memory of hunger and
incarceration is re-appropriated and reconfigured in an affective dimension. Zhang
Xianliang, instead, plays with the apparent contradiction between the literal and
metaphorical sense of eating that is so eloquently embodied in Mimosa’s protag-
onist, Zhang Yonglin, whose ordeal with physical and metaphysical nourishment
represents the inner struggle of the whole Chinese intellectual class caught between
personal desires and ideological righteousness. Finally, Yang Xianhui’s Chronicles of
Jiabiangou configures compulsive eating as the manifestation of the ways in which
repressed historical trauma can come back to haunt collective memory.

As pointed out by David Wang (2004, 123), in Communist rhetoric, hunger
is not only meant as bodily deprivation, but represents the actual driving force to-
ward class awareness, the realization of one’s own self-indulgent ways of thinking,
which at the same time brings about the possibility of redemption. The ability of
the individual to bear hunger testifies to his or her commitment to the revolution-
ary cause. To borrow Wang’s words: “From bodily destitution to political institu-
tion, hunger, as a spiritual state, has been reified, so to speak, in the discourse of
revolution” (D. Wang 2004, 123). The texts analyzed above take issue with hunger
as an expression of a collective traumatic experience; they expose the hypocrisy
behind the way it has been appropriated by mainstream ideology to suit a politi-
cal agenda and subvert its meaning by reconfiguring it in its corporal dimension.

Because, as Caruth suggests, trauma enters our consciousness only belatedly,
as ahaunting presence, then, asargued by Anne Whitehead, we need to rethink
our engagement with the past (Caruth 1996; Whitehead 2004, 13). If historical
narratives—no longer available as infallible knowledge—must be reconceived
as something that “perpetually escapes or eludes our understanding” (White-
head 2004, 13), then, literary narratives can figure as ideal vehicles to convey
the ways in which the non-referentiality of history expresses itself. To this end,
gastronomic imaginations and food discourses figure as particularly fruitful ex-
plorational perspectives through which to address personal and collective ex-
periences of history, in that they help us access these experiences as part of an
embodied, intimate, and sensory narrative configuration that can possibly fa-
cilitate our emotional—gustatory—participation and recollection.
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The languages of wine: negotiating intercultural
exchanges through translation

Chiara Bertulessi, Emma Lupano, Bettina Mottura,
Natalia Riva, Yunqi Zhou

Abstract: This paper discusses the cultural and linguistic mediation strategies involved
in the compilation of a terminological tool aimed at facilitating the intercultural exchanges
between ltaly and China in the field of oenology, by taking the Dictionary of Italian wines
and grape varieties (Italian-Chinese) (Bosc et al. 2019) as a case study. The main objectives
of the dictionary compilation were the popularization of specialized wine language, the
standardization of the names of Italian wines and grape varieties, and the translation
of the Italian lexicographical definitions in Chinese. For this process to be effective in
terms of intercultural communication and mediation, the negotiation of standardization
and translation strategies needed to take into account the differences between the two
cultures and languages involved as well as the constraints of the lexicographical genre.
After delineating the historical background and presenting the purpose of the dictionary
from the lexicographical perspective, the paper delves into the choices made in the
compilation of the Chinese text.

Keywords: Italian wine, wine dictionary, Italian-Chinese lexicography, translation,
intercultural mediation.
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1. Introduction

With the popularization of grape wine culture in China, in recent years, con-
sumers have shown growing interest in the European wine tradition, making wine a
promising ground for the economic and cultural encounter between Europe—with
Italy at the fore—and China. The developing exchanges in this sector fostered the
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need for discursive tools to facilitate the intercultural communication between Ital-
ian and Chinese speakers (Romagnoli 2019). The bilingual Dictionary of Italian wines
and grape varieties (Italian-Chinese), hereafter the Dictionary, is one such example.!

The publication of the Dictionaryin 2019 was the end result of an internation-
al lexicographical project which aimed to contribute to the promotion of Ital-
ian wine culture in China by systematizing the transmission in Chinese of the
Italian wine language. The interdisciplinary research project, that the authors
of this contribution participated in, focused on the popularization of scientific
language, the standardization of terms, and the translation of the Italian defi-
nitions in Chinese. The process required constant negotiation between the two
cultures and languages, as well as with the constraints of the lexicographic genre.

The work drew on the expertise of Italian oenologists and linguists, whose
knowledge and specialized language had to be translated in Chinese. Yet, this
translation could not be successfully carried out only at linguisticlevel. Instead,
it required an ongoing dialogue between Chinese oenologists and Chinese lin-
guists. Thus, in compiling the Dictionary, the mediation work was performed at
three intertwined levels: 1) the popularization of the specialized language of wine
in general, and of Italian wines in particular; 2) the inter-linguistic translation,
which cannot be separated from an intercultural mediation of culture-specific
concepts and expressions; 3) and the constant negotiation between the needs
to properly translate the original meaning and efficiently introduce that mean-
inginto a different cultural environment, where a specialized language of wine,
however young and unstable, has been in use for some time.

The contribution is organized in four parts.” The first part briefly discusses
the historical development of wine culture in China, from its origins to the most
recent years, highlighting the fundamental role of the specialized language of
wine in the popularization, marketization, and consumption of grape wine. The
second briefly presents the nature and purpose of the Dictionary from the lexi-
cographical perspective, based on the notions of user’s needs and intercultural
lexicographical communication in dictionary making. The third discusses the
criteria applied in the translation of the names of Italian wines and grape vari-
eties in order to translate the headwords of the Dictionary. The fourth analyzes
the translation process in the Dictionary, highlighting the negotiation strategies
applied. This section focuses on the overall structure of the definitions, syntax,
and punctuation, leading then to the concluding remarks.

The original title is Dizionario dei vini e dei vitigni d’Italia (italiano-cinese), published by
Gambero Rosso in 2019. It was an editorial project involving the Confucius Institute at
the University of Milan, as well as the Department of Studies in Language Mediation and
Intercultural Communication, the Department of Food, Environmental and Nutritional
Sciences, the Department of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences - Production,
Landscape, Agroenergy, the Contemporary Asia Research Centre at the University of
Milan, and Liaoning Normal University.

In this paper, Lupano is the author of paragraph 2, Bertulessi of paragraph 3, Mottura of
paragraph 4, Riva of paragraph S, except sub-paragraph 5.3 written by Zhou.
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The study aims to highlight how, in a bilingual lexicographical work, soci-
olinguistic negotiation was performed in order to contribute to the diffusion
of Italian culture in a context where the consumption of imported wine is per-
ceived as a symbolic resource to achieve distinction (Yang and Paladino 2015)
and as a sign of national modernity (Kjellgren 2004).

2. Mediating wine language and culture

The production of grape wine seems to have been a worldwide phenome-
non since prehistoric times, with experts generally agreeing that the cradle of
viniculture should be placed somewhere between Eastern Turkey, the Cauca-
sus, Central Asia, and Western and Central China. Such are the connectionsin
terms of timing, techniques, and even languages regarding wine and wine pro-
duction in this vast area, that scholars have drawn the hypothesis of the exis-
tence of a Wine Road in the Eurasian continent well before the establishment
of a Silk Road (Kupfer 2010, 7-12).

In particular, wine archaeologist Patrick McGovern’s discovery, between 2004
and 2005, of the earliest traces (7000 BC) of grape wine production in the central
areas of the later Chinese Empire (Henan province) questioned previous knowl-
edge that viniculture started around 5000 BC in Northern Iran (Kupfer 2010, 10).
Whichever conclusions will be reached in the future with further archaeological
findings, the history of winemaking appears in essence, and to date, the result of
ongoing blending, exchange, and mediation between different civilizations and cul-
tures. Nonetheless, grape wine was—and still is—perceived as the expression of a
territory in geographical, material, and anthropological terms; it embodies the tra-
ditions and culture of a place and a people, and their ability to create and innovate.

In China, while hints at vine cultivation can already be traced in Zhou dy-
nasty records (Shijing "% and Liji #Lic), the earliest written evidence of grape
wine production in the Western regions of today’s China and of contacts with
Eurasian vines can be found in the Han dynasty Shiji 2it, dating around 100
BC (Kjeller 2004, 15). From then to the Tang dynasty to Kublai Khan, grape
wine in China has been traditionally associated to luxury, elite consumption,
and foreign (Western) origins, even though in recent years an increasing num-
ber of Chinese scholars have argued that grape wine is actually an indigenous
product (Wu 2001, 264-307).

The motivations to place the “birth” of grape wine within the national bound-
aries are in a wide sense political, being in line with an official discourse that,
over the last decade, has strived to reaffirm China’s leading position on the world
stage at economic, geopolitical, and cultural levels, after the so-called “century

of humiliation” (bainian guochi F14F-[E[1jF). As Kjeller puts it:

Wine is a product that in China is strongly linked to the project of modernization.
This project [ ...] is carried out against the historical background of China’s
international humiliation in the late nineteenth century and the introspective debate
on the merits and perils of Chinese tradition that followed. (Kjeller 2004, 25)
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Therefore, wine is commercially presented as a desirable, leisure, and healthy
product that has become part of the refined and worldly lifestyle of the modern
Chinese; yet, local labels often refer to indigenous roots by recalling Xinjiang
or Shandong vineyards in their marketing tools.

The fact that most of China’s wine is made with imported grape varieties,
know-how, and machineryis not seen as a contradiction. Instead, it links well to
the century-old idea of “Chinese knowledge as substance, Western knowledge
as instrument” (Zhongxue wei ti Xixue wei yong 17 A AVG 7 H]) formulat-
ed by intellectual Zhang Zhidong at the end of the 19" century to call for a se-
lective adoption of Western concepts and technologies in the Chinese realm.
Even Changyu Wine Company, the pioneer of China’s modern wine industry
and one of the top producers, was initiated in Yantai, Shandong, by Zhang Bishi,
a Chinese businessman returned from Indonesia who planted vines imported
from Austria (Kupfer 2010, 17; Kjeller 2004, 18).

In 2020, China produced around 660 million liters of wine, but the Chi-
nese population consumed more than 1.2 billion liters, making China the sixth
leading wine consumer in the world. Red wine is the most popular, covering 80
per cent of the national consumption, a dominance that many explain with the
positive meaning of its color, traditionally a symbol of luck, happiness and cele-
brations (Tang et al. 2015). Chinese consumers have started to spend more for
better quality wine, among which imported wines hold an important position.
International bottles make up 40 per cent of the market, with China being the
fifth largest global wine importer in 2020, worth 1.6 billion euros (Ma 2021a,
2021b; Cellar Asia 2019).

After a decade of continuous growth, the Chinese market has started to
mature. Domestic consumption hit a record in 2017 and has since been fol-
lowed by yearly decreases. The trend could be explained with the decline of
purchase for special occasions and for gift giving, and with the emergence
of wine as a “norm” among a part of the younger population. Drinking and
knowing wines, especially foreign wines, is a trait of distinction for the in-
creasingly selective urban and cultured Chinese (Yang and Paladino 2015),
who now mostly buy wine (preferably online) for everyday consumption at
home (Cellar Asia 2019).

The Chinese cultural industry has prepared and accompanied this trend,
as the success of social media celebrities such as Lady Penguin (Zui’e niang [
FEUR) shows. With 3.8 million followers on Douyin #}#? and 1.5 million on
Weibo il [},* a program of offline wine courses throughout the country, and a
number of other initiatives and commercial activities,’ the influencer has estab-

See Zui'e niang xiao jiuguan PG AR /NP A (@zuieniang), Douyin Bl & profile,
<https://www.douyin.com/user/MS4wLjABAAAAsDER3ZorAvonLig3FM1PmuQ8vS-
ONGHpibj1d4Y8klo>.

4 See Zuie niang MFISHR (@MFRSAR), Weibo THI# profile, <https://weibo.com/zuie-
niang?page=2&is_all=1# loginLayer 1626103427577>.

Such as her commercial website, see <http://www.ladypenguin.com>.
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lished herself as the main authority on wine (and spirits) in China. Lady Pen-
guin, whose real name is Wang Shenghan - J£:3&, is a proper cultural mediator.
She not only leads novices into the secrets of wine tasting, wine pouring, and
good drinking manners but also introduces national and international wine re-
gions, wine producers, and bottles, and light-heartedly teaches her audience of
non-specialists that each wine is representative of a specific place, history, cul-
ture, and civilization. Her use of relatively simple terms, while covering a wide
range of wine-related topics, makes Lady Penguin also alanguage mediator, ca-
tering to the national wine industry as a whole.

More than with any other commercial product, the marketing and selling of
wine isin fact strictly dependent on the consumers’ knowledge of the jargon. As
Tiefenbacher and Townsend (2019) have noted, wine drinkers have to be ed-
ucated before they can be targeted as buyers: they have to know the universal
“wine speak”, meaning the lexicon and syntax used to transfer the “ideological,
sociological and technological components of wine culture”. This language for
specific purposes (Trace et al. 2015), that despite specific vernacular contexts
remainsrelatively intact while being transmitted beyond countries and cultures,
“conveys the important concepts, qualities, and explanations for the empirical
and subjective elements of wines, including how they were grown, how they
were crafted, and why they seem to satisfy or dissatisfy the consumer” (Tiefen-
bacher and Townsend 2019, 3).

Wine consumers have to master the jargon if they want to not only under-
stand what they drink and what they like to drink, but also verbalize their sen-
sations and translate them into meaningful descriptions:

To advance beyond the recognition of white, red, rosé, or bubbly wine, and to find
the wines that they enjoy, [the wine consumer] must develop an understanding
of what is communicated in advertising and retail settings, and learn the language
that effectively and accurately communicates their preferences, relates their
experiences, and enables their leisure, their pleasure, their satisfaction, or their
meal. (Tiefenbacher and Townsend 2019, 27)

In this perspective, wine language is the very foundation for the produc-
tion, trade, and consumption of wine. In the context of a growingly important
Chinese wine market, language and discursive tools to facilitate intercultural
communication between wine producers and Chinese speakers are therefore
increasingly needed. The bilingual Italian-Chinese Dictionary is one such tool,
aiming at the promotion of Italian wine culture.

3. A lexicographical tool for intercultural communication

The Dictionary is an Italian-Chinese specialized and bilingual lexicographi-
cal work that collects names of Italian wines and grape varieties, which represent
aninstance of specialized language, i.e. the language of Italian wine. Specialized
language is defined as a variety of language used within the framework of certain
sectors of the linguistic community and characterized by the use of somewhat
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specialized terminology in relation to the common lexicon and the presence of
specific morphosyntactic structures (Cortelazzo 1994). The Dictionary can be
considered the product of a terminographic activity as it collects terminolog-
ical units which allow for the transfer of specialized knowledge (Cabré 2000).

More specifically, the wordlist® of the Dictionary is composed of Italian wine
names (DOCG, DOC, IGT)” and grape varieties, which are organized in alpha-
betical order based on Italian, the source language (SL).® Each entry comprises
the headword (the wine name or the name of the grape variety) and its lexico-
graphical definition, both provided in Italian and translated into Chinese (the
targetlanguage, TL). Moreover, with the aim to facilitate the consultation of the
Dictionary by its prospective users, a short bilingual glossary (Italian-Chinese)
with definitions is included in the front matter. The short glossary collects the
basic terminology of wine employed in the Italian and Chinese definitions of
the entries (Bosc et al. 2019).

Bergenholtz and Tarp (2010)—who consider specialized lexicography and
terminography basically as synonyms—Dbelieve that the making and the nature
of any lexicographical work should be related to the user’s needs. These needs,
in turn,

[should be] related not only to a specific type of users, but also to the specific type of
social situation where this type of user may have a specific type oflexicographically
relevant needs that may lead to dictionary consultation. (Bergenholtz and Tarp
2010,29)

Similarly, drawing from the Communicative Theory of Terminology defined
by Cabré (1999), Edo Marzé (2009, 45-6) reminds us that terminographical (or
specialized lexicographical) activities should be oriented towards the satisfac-
tion of the communicative needs arising in specialized areas of knowledge and
language use. Therefore, in the making of a specialized lexicographical tool—as
is the Dictionary—the compilers should be well aware of the nature of its pro-
spective users, their specific needs and the specific communicative context in
which this tool may be used (Bergenholtz and Tarp 2010, 46).

From the perspective of the user’s needs, the Dictionary constitutes a bilin-
gual tool that was designed to facilitate and enhance communication between
Italian and Chinese experts operating in the wine industry, but it is also acces-
sible to Italian and Chinese non-specialized users who may have an interest in
wine. As a specialized lexicographical tool, it addresses experts and laypeople
alike and can also serve encoding and decoding needs on the part of the users
(Bergenholtz and Tarp 2010, 11). Moreover, one of the main objectives of the

A description of the research project and the editorial process of the Dictionary is included
in Bosc and Mottura (2022).

Controlled and Guaranteed Designation of Origin, Controlled Designation of Origin,
Typical Geographical Indication.

An alphabetical index based on Chinese pinyin of the headwords of the Dictionary is also
included as an appendix.
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Dictionary is to define a norm for the names of Italian wines and grape variet-
ies in Chinese providing a standardized translation, thus benefiting its users
and the marketization of Italian wine in China. Therefore, the Dictionary also
poses itself as a tool of communication and mediation between two languages
and two cultures. Specifically, it collects and presents in Chinese the language
of Italian wine and, consequently, also the culture that this language embeds.

According to the communicative model of lexicography put forward by Yong
and Peng, lexicography constitutes:

the theory and practice of encoding and transmitting, intra-culturally or
interculturally, information and knowledge concerning socialized linguistic forms
of a given speech community and/or extralinguistic reality from the compiler to
the user so as to affect the user’s knowledge structure and perception of the world.
(Yong and Peng 2007, 11)

From this perspective, the difference between monolingual and bilingual
lexicography not only lies in the number of languages represented, but also in
the fact that when two languages are involved, two cultures are also inevitably
involved. For this reason, the bilingual dictionary can also be described in terms
of intercultural communication (Yong and Peng 2007, 11).

Food is inextricably related to culture, and it also constitutes an interdisci-
plinary field that embraces, among others, history, and geography. Consequent-
ly, food terminology, a category to which wine terminology belongs, is “imbued
with cultural meanings” (Faber and Claramonte 2017, 156; Counihan and Van
Esterik 2013; Garzone 2016). This inevitably poses a number of issues also when
food terminology constitutes the object of definition of a bilingual lexicograph-
ical tool, which is intended to provide lexical equivalents in the TL (Chinese in
the case of the Dictionary). However, finding lexical equivalence is generally ac-
knowledged as being a very difficult task, and this is especially true when pairs
of languages with different cultures are involved in the process (Hartmann and
James 2001, 14). It is seen as the compilers’ duty to contribute to the develop-
ment of the user’s awareness “of the foreign culture and create lexical associa-
tions and images that are as close as possible to those existing in the mind of the
native speakers” (Yong and Peng 2007, 128).

Wine language is not only the language of a specific subject field but is al-
so deeply culture-bound: the names of Italian wines and grape varieties are an
expression of culture and territory, of social practices and cultural models. As
aresult, to ensure the effectiveness of the process of lexicographical and inter-
cultural communication, the making of the Dictionary and the process of stan-
dardization and translation of wine terminology required that not only linguistic
elements, but also existing cultural differences between the Italian and Chinese
cultures be taken into account (Bosc and Mottura 2022).

Based on these premises, the following paragraphs describe the translation
processes of the Dictionary in order to highlight the commitment to ensuring the
effectiveness of the process of intercultural communication and mediation be-
tween Italian and Chinese speakers, through the language of Italian wine.
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4. The standardization process: sources and method

Against the background of the sociolinguistic context discussed above, the
compilation process of the Dictionary developed in two phases: the elaboration
of the Italian text; and the translation into Chinese.

The process started with the identification in Italian of a list of dictionary
entries selected from oenology specialized discourse and the compilation of the
Italian definitions. Useful linguistic data and content information were collect-
ed from oenological academic catalogues and from local regulations and doc-
uments on wine production. This work required a strong interaction between
Italian linguists, oenologists, viticulture experts, and wine specialists. It led to
a final draft of the Dictionary which contained 793 wine entries and 666 grape
varieties entries in Italian.

Subsequently, two further processes began, namely the search for Chinese
equivalents of the Italian headwords (i.e., names of wines or grape varieties)
and the translation into Chinese of the lexicographical definition. Both aspects
involved deep synergies and constant interaction between Chinese and Italian
sinologists and wine specialists. This paragraph and next one highlight selected
aspects of the translation process, all greatly characterized by cultural media-
tion and linguistic negotiation efforts (Liddicoat 2016).

Aware of a pre-existing wine-related linguistic context in China, the trans-
lators first looked for specialized sources to build lists of wine and grape names,
terminology, and lexicon of wine language in Chinese, and draw from them when
translating the headwords and the dictionary entries. The literary review led to
a sample of books on Italian oenology and wines for the general public and a
selected number of official Chinese documents aimed at the standardization of
terminology in international trade.

Three documents emerged as authoritative primary sources to draw upon
for our translation work. Two standards published by the People’s Republic of
China (Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Shangwubu, 2015; Zhonghua Ren-
min Gongheguo Zhiliang Jiandu Jianyan Jianyi Zongju and Zhongguo Guojia
Biaozhunhua Guanli Weiyuanhui 2005)° and a specialized online dictionary
(Yi Xiang Guoji Putaojiu Yu Liejiu Jiaoyu 2004-2012), sponsored by several
international organizations involved in wine commerce and marketing, such
as the Italian Institute of Foreign Trade. Moreover, Chinese equivalents of top-
onyms and anthroponyms included in the names of wines or grape varieties,
were found—when possible—either on a geographical map of Italy published
by Sinomaps Press in 2016, or in a dictionary of proper names (Xinhua Tong-
xunshe Yiming Shi 2012).

A close reflection on these Chinese sources highlighted that the official lan-
guage representing the Italian wine sector in China mainly depends on transla-
tions. Besides, most wine and grape names translations were based on phonetic

®  On the importance of national standards in wine production and commercialization in

China see Yang et al. (2015).
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calques, often based on the English language as SL. Consequently, the terminol-
ogy and lexicon attested in the field of oenology in China did not draw from a
direct translation of the Italian linguistic and cultural heritage. In addition, the
length of linguistic data collected from the existing sources seemed relatively
poor compared to the number and complexity of the entries of the Dictionary.
Therefore, the existing linguistic background testified to the interest and origi-
nality of the lexicographic project and highlighted several cultural and linguis-
tic difficulties to be overcome throughout the compilation process.

4.1. Standardizing grape varieties and wine names in Chinese

The translators first collected all the existing forms of names of Italian wines
and of grape varieties in Chinese primary sources. Among the data extracted,
the selection of the forms to be concretely inserted as headwords in the Dictio-
nary was based on the principle of consistency between different sources, in-
terpreted as a demonstration of the acquisition of the name in the specialized
language of wine in China. All recurring names were therefore adopted, regard-
less of their form or their relationship to the original phonetics of the Italian
name. ‘Barbera’, for example, is a grape name whose transcription was consis-
tent in our sources, which proposed: babeila [".J1$i/. On the other hand, in the
case of partial coherence between different sources, for example because of the
choice of different sinograms to note the same sound, the translators favored
the phonetic transcription that best mirrored the Italian pronunciation of the
name. Accepting established translations in the Dictionary aimed at embedding
the book in the target linguistic context and, hopefully, enhance its future dis-
semination in China.

Despite this process, the data collected still left significant translation gaps:
most of the headwords in Italian were missing a Chinese equivalent. As the anal-
ysis highlighted phonetic transcription as the main source of lexical borrowings
in the Chinese wine specialized language (Alleton 2001), missing headwords
were created through the same technique. This led to the selection of the most
appropriate sinograms to reproduce the pronunciation of Italian names, while
respecting the graphic and symbolic significance of the characters in the Chi-
nese cultural context.

During this phonetic transcription process, the main difficulties were the
difference in phonetic structure between the two languages and the cultural
density of the wine and oenological Italian tradition. The synergy between the
Italian and Chinese language experts and their constant dialogue helped to
mediate between cultures and languages. Throughout the translation, several
strategies were systematically adopted, and general principles were applied to
ensure consistency between dictionary entries.

In the absence of existing translations, as was the case for ‘Valpantena’, the
phonetic transcription from the Italian name of the wine led to: wa'erpantena
FLIRIEFRFAN. As showed in this example, the process often produced names of
more than three sinograms, a length that does not characterize standard lan-
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guage words in China (Packard 2004). This shortcoming was even worse when
the wine name in Italian contained several words, resulting in a translated name
difficult to read for a native Chinese speaker. Hence, where the character strings
translating a wine name became too long compared to the standard in the TL,
the name in Chinese characters was segmented by adding a hyphen to make the
dictionary headword more readable. This is the case with ‘Delia Nivolelli’ wine:
dailiya — niwoleili FANV—JE A,

In some cases, hybrids were created. For example, when the names of wines
contained toponyms or adjectives derived from them, these elements were an-
ticipated to the left of the translated name. ‘Cerasuolo d’Abruzzo’ became: abu-
luzuo — gielasuoluo BATEi—Y)H1 &%, where abuluzuo is the toponym and
gielasuoluo a phonetic calque. Additionally, when the wine name contained a
color, it was translated by its Chinese equivalent, placed on the left-hand side,
in the position of determinant. However, each headword had to be examined
with care, as colors in the Dictionary may refer to different characteristics. In
the following examples, both the wines’ names contain ‘bianco’ (white), but
the word has different meanings. ‘Greco di Bianco’ is a wine from Calabria, and
here ‘Bianco’ is a toponym, hence the transcription had to be: bi'anke — gelaike
FbZeRl—H% 3K 7 in ‘Bianco Capena, ‘bianco’ means white wine, for this reason,
ithas been translated in Chinese as kapeina — baiputaojiu = il 4H—1 5 %5 7.
Likewise, geographically related words inserted in wine names have been trans-
lated by their Chinese equivalents, such as giulin [1.F% for ‘hills’ or hupan I
for ‘the coast of a lake’, etc.

This creative effort resulted in the standardization in Chinese of the names
of the grape varieties and of DOCG, DOC, and IGT wines of the Italian local
tradition. Most of the choices made aimed to reduce as much as possible the
roughness resulting from the distance between the SL and the TL, in search for
a mediation that would make the Dictionary easy to use for the reader. The text
would guarantee a sort of linguistic and cultural integration when possible or,
at least, a dialogue. In this perspective, having selected a method of producing
equivalents centered on phonetic calques, which above all favors the preserva-
tion of the sound of the original names, the use of the Dictionary headwords by
native Chinese speakers would probably be driven by the charm of the exoti-
cism of the product, of its cultural and linguistic ‘otherness’.

5. DOCG, DOC, and IGT definitions: translation as negotiation

The compilers of the Dictionary, a group of professionals constituted by both
“professors and disseminators” and “communication mediators” (Cabré 2000),
aimed at disseminating knowledge on Italian wine by tackling cognitive differ-
ences between the writer and the recipient of the message and overcoming lin-
guistic differences in this process. Because of the terminological nature of the
Dictionary, careful consideration of the Italian text was necessary in terms of
elements such as the form, structure, and length of the lexicographical defini-
tions. Given the diversity and complexity of the language varieties involved, as
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described in the previous paragraphs, the translators acted as “a bridge... in a
situation of disparity” (Cabré 2000) negotiating strategies to tackle difficulties
at various levels.

As Eco (2003, 16) suggests, translation is a negotiation process in itself: the
parties involved—the original text and the destination text, each with its own
cultural framework—renounce something for the sake of overall satisfaction.
The elaboration of the Dictionary’s Chinese text embraced this approach ap-
plying it to both the formal and content schemata (Pellat and Liu 2010, 11-5).
When reading the source text, the translator acts in a bicultural and bilingual
frame: the syntactic, semantic, lexical, and orthographic elements—the formal
schema—are interpreted as a basis upon which to form the content schema—an
understanding of the text in terms of information and implications (Pellat and
Liu 2010, 11-5). The translator uses the content schema “to re-create the text in-
to the framework of a new formal schema in the target language” (Pellat and Liu
2010, 11-5). In addition, in the field of terminology, terms are themselves “units
of form and content” (Cabré 2000). Thus, as the Dictionary shows, finding the
correct equivalent terms and adapting grammar were important aspects in the
translation process, but working on the formal schema, focusing on the syntac-
tic structure of the target text before applying the content schema, was equal-
ly fundamental. This approach ensured “functional equivalence”, while at the
same time, formal correspondence was also respected as much as possible. The
process, in brief, shows continuous negotiation between the two long-debated
concepts of form and content in translation (Ye and Shi 2009, 6-8).

Drawing on these notions, this paragraph focuses on the strategies adopted
by the translators of the Dictionary to reach the end goal of transmitting spe-
cialized knowledge (Cabré 2000) by successfully mediating between the two
cultural and linguistic systems involved. This required solving problems posed
both by the nature of the specialized language of Italian wine and the specifici-
ty of the editorial product. Specifically, the paragraph describes the adaptation
of the form of the DOCG, DOC, and IGT definitions from the SL to the TL by
identifying three areas as crucial: the overall structure of the definitions; syn-
tax; and punctuation.

5.1 Overall structure of DOCG, DOC, and IGT definitions

Layout and structure of the text are part of the formal schema (Pellat and
Liu 2010, 12). As such, they needed to be taken into as much consideration as
lexicon in the elaboration of the Dictionary. The length of the definitions, their
immediacy and compactness, and most importantly coherence both between
the target and source texts, as well as throughout the target text, were all aspects
considered by the translators. Matters related to layout and structure were al-
so negotiated with the editors based on the requirements of the physical print.
The definitions appear as blocks headed by the name of the wine or grape vari-
ety in Italian. The transcription in Chinese characters and their transliteration
in pinyin follow below. The indication of the region of production in Italian and
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Chinese (without pinyin) is also added. Each lexicographical definition in Ital-
ian consists of invariable parts as well as parts that vary according to the wine
or grape variety being defined. In the case of a wine, the characteristics used
are: typology, that is sensorial qualities such as color (white, pink, red), residual
sugar (semi-sweet, sweet, concentrated sweet, fortified), and presence of bub-
bles (lightly sparkling, sparkling); version, that is vinification and oenological
techniques (classic, selection, reserve, superior, late harvest, traditional method,
young, Vin Santo, Occhio di Pernice); and specification, denoting more limited
geographical indications.

The elaboration of a standard model for the Italian DOCG, DOC, and IGT
definitions was systematic, allowing for the identification of recurring substruc-
tures: wine typology and version, production area, wine composition, and other
specific characteristics. The same approach was maintained in the translation
process. As aresult, the definitions are specular in Italian and Chinese but vary
inlength and content in relation to the specific characteristics of the categories
they belong to. These efforts were made to ensure that the Dictionary is visually
well-organized, and its consultation easy in both the source and target languag-
es, thus enhancing the efficiency of the definitions in fulfilling their communi-
cative function.

5.2 Syntax

In the Dictionary, the syntax of the Italian text and that of its Chinese trans-
lation differ. From a syntactic point of view, Italian is a hypotactic language,
while Chinese is a paratactic language, with propositions which are all on the
same level and linked through punctuation or coordinating conjunctions. In the
definitions, based on the characteristics of the Chinese syntax, single complex
sentences in the source text are broken into simple or complex sentences in the
target text. This process was carried out by identifying “blocks of information”
in the Italian definitions—the aforementioned recurring substructures—and
taking these units as a basis for the Chinese translation. Thus, the first simple
sentence in the Chinese definitions translates only part of the complex sentence
inItalian—the segment which could be called the “typology block”—as shown
in Figures 1 and 2 depicting the entries Vermentino di Gallura (DOGC) and
Montecarlo (DOC). When needed, the indication of the version(s) pertaining
to every typology is also included in this block. While the SL uses a single com-
plex sentence including both the unit indicating wine typology and version and
that indicating the production area, these are kept separate in Chinese.

In all DOGC, DOC, and IGT definitions, the second sentence of the Chi-
nese translation contains the indication of the Italian province and region of
production. Because of the syntactic rules of the Chinese language, the order
of province and region is reversed in comparison to Italian, with region (daqu
“KIX) appearing before the province (sheng 49). Moreover, in the Chinese text,
the “production area block” can either end with a full stop or appear in a com-
plex sentence together with the “wine composition block”. The two blocks are
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included in the same sentence when the wine is produced in only one typology
or in various typologies sharing the same ampelographic base (see Figure 1).

Vermentino di Gallura
MR REEE
jialila—wéiméngdinud
SARDEGNA i T B XX

Vino prodotto nelle tipelogie bianco, anche
nelle versioni superiore e vendemmia tardi-
va / frizzante bianco / spumante bianco /
passito bianco, in provincia di Sassari (re-

gione Sardegna), ottenuto da uve prove-
nienti dal vitigno Vermentino (min. 95%).

HREFAWEE (BEA%. BRERK) - &
EAA#EE. BEAWEENRNTHAERE
EOAEE. ZECTFHTEARFEFEES,
m#EHFE (ED95%) WEIMBETA.

©00T
==

Figure 1 - InBoscetal. 2019,238.

Conversely, when the definition lists various wine typologies with their cor-
responding lists of grapes, as is the case for Montecarlo (see Figure 2), a third
sentence—the “wine composition block”—is added to include the indication of
the specific wine typology or typologies as the subject followed by the ampelo-
graphic base.

5.3 Punctuation

Part of the formal schema, punctuation is “perhaps the ‘minutest’ part of a text”
(Pellatand Liu 2010, 12). As every language uses it differently, punctuation “needs
to be mined for its meaning, so that the text and its component sentences can be
appropriately restructured” when needed (Pellat and Liu 2010, 13). It can be ar-
gued that punctuation marks play a more important role in Chinese than Italian.

First of all, it is significant that in the People’s Republic of China the use of
punctuation marks is regulated by an official document: the National Standard
of the People’s Republic of China: General rules for punctuation (Zhonghua Ren-
min Gongheguo Guojia Biaozhun: Biaodian fuhao yongfa "N RN [E [E 5K
Frife: A5 75 H1V%). Secondly, punctuation is much more visible in Chinese,
with every mark taking up a full typographical character space (Pellat and Liu
2010,29).Itsimportance, however, lies in the fact that in alanguage that does not
rely on morphological inflection, it expresses meaning (Pellat and Liu 2010, 29).

When translating the Dictionary, punctuation was perhaps the level that
required the most complex attempt at negotiating between marks looking ap-
proximately the same in Italian and Chinese but conveying different meanings.
For instance, in the “wine typology block”, in order to systematically deal with
wines presenting multiple typologies and versions, an ad hoc punctuation and
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conjunction scheme was developed. For five or more typologies, the scheme
combines inverted commas and the conjunctions he A and yiji LA : ci kuan
jiuyou WA type 1 (version), type 2 (version), type 3 (version) he type 4
(version), yijitype S (version) wu zhong leixing TLAZSY. Generally speaking,
the inverted comma, a “mid-sentence delimiter” that separates elements with-
in a list (AQSIQ and SAC 2011), is used in the TL as a basic punctuation mark
for elements in a list. Also called “sequence comma”, it is a punctuation mark
unique to Chinese; the parallel items in the list (including a sequence of two)
are noun phrases or verb phrases (Pellat and Liu 2010, 31).

Montecarlo i
EEh
méngtékdiuc

TOSCANA FEHTFH#IKE

Vino predotto nelle tipologie bianco / pas-
sito bianco, nella versione Vin Santo / passi-
to rosato, nella versione Occhie di Pernice /
rosso, anche nella versione riserva, in pro-
vincia di Lucca (regione Toscana). oftenu-
to da uve provenienti dai vitigni Trebbiano
Toscano (dal 30% al 60%), Pinot Bianco e/o
Pinot Grigio e/o Roussanne e/o Sauvignon
e/o Sémillon efo Vermentino (dal 40%
al 70%) per le tipologie bianco e passito
bianco; dai vitigni Sangiovese (dal 50% al
75%), Canaiolo Nero e/o Merlot e/o Syrah
(dal 15% al 40%), Cabernet Sauvignon e/o
Cabernet Franc e/o Ciliegiolo e/o Colorino
e/o Malvasia Nera di Lecce efo Malvasia
Nera di Brindisi (dal 10% al 30%) per le ti-
polegie passito rosate e rosse. Il disciplinare
prevede anche la produzione di vini mo-
novarietali a base di Cabernet Sauvignon,
Merlot, Sauvignon, Syrah, Vermentino,

EHEFAWEE. RTHAWEE (Z8
;) RFMHECHEE (B8R M
dARE (DFBEHR) OMER. ZE~
FREFHARAF4. OWEE. RTH
B#EE BT IELE RiE (30%E60%
), BEE. REE. W KEE. B2
. #RFR (TEEREERMSER, 40%
E70%) #ESMBRETR, KFHIEz
B IWHEaRFEE (50%£75%) , B
FHET. £R. B (TEFEERHE
BE, 15%%40%) , FRY%. BWK. &0
HEE. SR, Ry—BLREFE. &
WEE—RRRME (FERTERMEE
i, 10%E30%) MEGMEBETR. RiEH
BEEELEM, ZEOTHFAEN. £R. £
HE. Al #RFHREL-—TELMRET

o

000

Figure 2 — In Bosc et al. 2019, 144.
One case was perhaps the most critical in terms of finding a suitable strategy
to tackle the lack of an equivalent structure in the TL. In the SL, in the “wine

composition block”, a comma appears between single grape varieties but there
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are also grape groups within which the Italian structure “e/o” (and/or) is used
to combine grapes. Single grape varieties and grape groups combine and each
base component has its own percentage of use. The inverted comma is used to
separate single grapes and within the grape group to separate its components,
but the grape group is integrated with the use of the comma in its function as a
marker of a pause inside a proposition (AQSIQ and SAC 2011). Thus, there is a
visual and structural separation between the grape group and the list of juxta-
posed grapes. In the grape group, the phrase, in round brackets, “ke xuanze renyi
pinzhong huo dapei PIIEFAT S FIEFANL” substitutes the Italian structure
“e/0”, making it clear that those grape varieties can be used together or exclusive-
ly. Similarly to Italian, round brackets are a punctuation mark used in Chinese
to indicate the addition of a comment or a complementary explanation (AQSIQ
and SAC 2011). The percentages of use for each grape variety or group of grape
varieties also appear in round brackets in both languages.

Finally, in this block, the semicolon is used to create divisions in sub-units,
on the basis of the wine typologies to which lists of grape varieties correspond.
The semicolon is used because it is a “mid-sentence delimiter” marking two
parallel phrases, especially if these contain commas (AQSIQ and SAC 2011).

6. Concluding remarks

This contribution has discussed, in an interdisciplinary perspective, differ-
ent aspects of the negotiation of intercultural exchanges through translation,
based on the experience of the Dictionary.

Starting from a historical approach, the popularization of Italian wine in the
Chinese market has been linked to the consumption of grape wine.

In today’s China, locally-produced and imported grape wines are part of
dailylife, a trend that has changed social habits and cultural values. From a dis-
cursive perspective, the role of the specialized language of wine has become
fundamental in the popularization, marketization, and consumption of nation-
al and international labels.

The Dictionary responds to the need to make available to experts and oth-
er consumers a tool intended to facilitate intercultural communication and ex-
changesbetween Italian and Chinese speakers in the field of oenology. Therefore,
the compilation process paid particular attention to the needs of its prospective
users and the goals of intercultural communication to be reached through a bi-
lingual and specialized lexicographical product.

The standardization and translation choices discussed are representative of
the set of strategies that needed to be implemented in the various linguistic ar-
eas in which the translators had to negotiate between the SL and the TL in or-
der to successfully transmit specialized knowledge from one culture to another.
Working within the structural limits posed by the SL, the translators were of-
ten faced with the necessity of elaborating Chinese translations which would
result in being both in line with the Italian definitions and as clear and natural
as possible in the TL.
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Therefore, the Chinese text of the Dictionary constitutes the result of an
experimental process of mediation and negotiation on different levels, such as
language, culture, and compilation choices driven by the lexicographical genre.
At times, the process proved to be challenging. Although some of the solutions
adopted and models proposed may benefit from further refinement, the inter-
est the Dictionary arose proves the need to broaden the study of food and wine
terminology translation as a fundamental aspect of communication across cul-
tures and languages.
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The “dining table revolution” in China: the question
read through the lens of newspapers

Elena Morandi

Abstract: Food is not only the source of nutrition for humans but also plays various roles
in our daily lives, beliefs, and relationship. In China, one of the fundamental cultural
elements is the sharing of food. Typically, the courses are served in the center of the
table from which guests serve themselves on their plates or serve guests using their
chopsticks. With the COVID-19 outbreak, people were advised to separate dining or at
least use gongshao A~] ‘serving spoon’ or gongkuai/\ ‘serving chopsticks’ instead of
picking food directly from serving plates with their own chopsticks. The “table revolution”
is a crucial issue: if it succeeds, it will change China’s face. Public advertisements, as
giant billboards on Shanghai’s streets talking of serving chopsticks as a way to set the
heart at ease, showed slogans like: “The distance between you and civilized dining is just
one pair of serving chopsticks.” Nevertheless, serving chopsticks have not quite caught
on yet in China as they have done in Taiwan and Japan. According to the survey from Ma
Lihua et al. (2020) resistance is strong. In a declaration from China Hotel Association, we
find out: “Some restaurants in China have provided individual meals and public chopsticks
and spoons for decades, but not everyone chooses to use them due to traditional eating
habits.” According to the Global Times, “if they eat with close friends and relatives, they
would feel too embarrassed to use serving chopsticks as it seems like they dislike sharing
with others, which often makes people uncomfortable” (Li Lei, Zhang Hu 2020). The New
York Times adds: “Many see sharing food with one’s own chopsticks as among the most
authentic expressions of China’s communal culture and emphasis on family, no less
integral than hugging is to Americans or the cheek kiss is to the French.” The “dining table
revolution”, through the lens of newspapers, is going to be an uphill battle.

Keywords: Chopsticks, Table Revolution, Covid-19, Food culture.
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1. Introduction

On January 18th, 2020, forty thousand families in Wuhan’s Baibuting Dis-
trict gathered for a banquet before the Lunar New Year. Photographs from the
event, proudly published by local state media, showed residents wearing red
and yellow bibs, reaching out to hundreds of plates on banquet tables with their
chopsticks. Five days later, the city was placed in solitary confinement, and sev-
eral Coronavirus infections occurred in the neighbourhood within a few weeks.
That banquet would be cited as an example of how little local officials had done
to prevent the virus from spreading to their city for months to come.

In the aftermath of the Coronavirus epidemic, Chinese authorities are
pushing for the ‘dining table revolution’ to change the centuries-old traditions
of sharing eating, such as those of the Baibuting banquet, where diners serve
themselves from dishes shared with their own chopsticks.

The government has pointed the finger at the ubiquitous tool on the table and
in the kitchen: chopsticks. Authorities have launched an aggressive campaign to
persuade diners to use designated serving utensils such as gongkuai A “public
chopsticks” or gongshao /2/~]“public spoon”. Officials are also encouraging the
adoption of separate portions instead of the ‘family-friendly’ style with which the
group usually shares different dishes. Across the country, celebrities, tycoons,
public health experts and propaganda teams have been deployed to educate the
public. “Divide meals, notlove,” the state media slogan. Dr Zhong Nanshanand
DrZhang Wenhong, infectious disease specialists who have become celebrities
since the outbreak began, have explicitly expressed their support. In addition
to them, one hundred Chinese academics have joined the ‘table revolution’, en-
couraging the public to have meals with individual portions, use serving spoons
and chopsticks, or even better, bring their own cutlery from home.

In Ningxia, northwest China, a video tutorial was launched bylocal state me-
dia to educate residents about a ‘new trend in civilian catering’ in the local dialect.

Gigantographs have appeared on the streets of Shanghai describing service
chopsticks as a way to feel more comfortable, displaying slogans such as: “The
distance between you and the civil dinner s onlyin a pair of serving chopsticks”.
In Beijing, billboards ask citizens to join the campaign with the slogan: “Love
is another pair of chopsticks”.

Some restaurants answered the call. Since the outbreak of Covid-19, a cam-
paign on chopsticks and serving spoons has been promoted in many Chinese
restaurants. As of June 2020, restaurants have begun to provide serving utensils
and, when possible, separate portions. Several provinces and cities have joined
the initiative. For example, four Shanghai departments jointly issued the “pro-
posal for the use of chopsticks and serving spoons”, and a group of one hun-
dred Shanghai restaurateurs pledged to provide chopsticks and serving spoons
for each dish. Also, in Hangzhou, over one hundred leading restaurants have
formed a ‘Serving Chopsticks Alliance’; others offer discounts to diners who
use service chopsticks. “Dividing meals and chopsticks does not mean divid-
inglove”, they assure.
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However, what do chopsticks and food sharing really represent in China?
Is it likely that China will abandon traditional chopsticks in favour of serving
chopsticks, and the Chinese people will renounce the conviviality of food in fa-
vour of individual meals? Let us see how the “Chinese Table Revolution” has
been presented by international newspapers.

2. Methods and relevance

My research aims to understand what chopsticks really represent for the Chi-
nese to fully understand the true meaning behind the habits of sharing food in
China. Moreover, I tried to analyze how the “Table Revolution” has been tackled
by the international press, decoding the message it conveys.

For the first part, to understand the significance of Chinese food habits, I
used monographs, essays, research, and other material both printed and in dig-
ital format.

For the second part, to see how the table revolution was presented, I mainly
used articles in newspapers and magazines and blogs and forums to alesser extent.

I choose to focus in particular on the international press to have an “exter-
nal” point of view on the issue, hopefully, more objective, less ideologically and
politically marked, because my goal was not so much to understand how Chi-
na presented its citizens the table revolution, but to know how the rest of the
world interpreted this effort to overturn such an established tradition radically.
I have consulted exclusively online sources for many reasons: for the difficulty
of getting international newspapers and the impossibility of travelling in this
period of restrictions.

The method I used was press-clipping, that is, research and interpretation
of the main articles published online on the subject. Finally, I have deliberately
excluded from the press review all the articles somehow connected to the con-
sumption of wild meat in China, because despite this custom has often been
pointed out as the triggering cause of the pandemic, the exact origins and zoo-
notic transmission pathway of the virus remain uncertain. Scientists suggest
that SARS-CoV-2 probably jumped from horseshoe bats to an unknown inter-
mediate animal vector, from which it spread to humans, but exactly how, where,
and when this happened is still unknown. In any case, it falls outside my inves-
tigation objectives, whose focus is to understand the way of eating of Chinese
people, and not what the Chinese people eat.

The relevance of my research lies in the fact that if the table revolution really
takes hold in China, it will mark a turning point of epochal significance, not so
much as regards the food and culinary fields, and not even for the hygienic-sanitary
field, as for the enormous social and political implications that it will bring with it.

3. Chopsticks’ history

Over one and a half billion people eat food with chopsticks every day. The
peculiarity of the chopsticks lies in the fact that, although they are mainly a
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tool for food use, they also satisfy many other uses. A rich and profound cultur-
al history is embedded in the chopsticks. For many centuries, chopsticks have
distinguished their users in Asia from those in the rest of the world. For many,
it is not just about continuing a tradition; their use is believed to bring a myr-
iad of benefits that transcend the mere function of transporting food. Kimiko
Barber in “The Chopsticks Diet’ (2009) writes: “Eating with chopsticks slows
down the ingestion of food and therefore you eatless”. Furthermore, since chop-
sticks eat more slowly, “they also have the psychological advantage of making
you think about food and the pleasure you get from it”. Isshiki Hachiro (1991)
argues that since the use of chopsticks requires good hand-brain coordination,
itimproves not only one’s dexterity but also one’s brain development, especial-
ly among children.

The use of chopsticks goes back a long way. Archaeological finds have un-
earthed samples of bone sticks at various Neolithic cultural sites in China, sug-
gesting that a chopsticks prototype already existed 5,000 years ago. Thicker and
square in shape at the top and thinner and rounded at the bottom, these sticks
were very similar to those in current use (Liu 2006).

Historical texts and researches have shown that from the 4" century BC
teeding with utensils rather than with fingers gradually became the favourite
culinary custom among the Chinese (Ota 2001). Thus, those proto-chopsticks
probably served a dual function: as a kitchen utensil and as a dining utensil.
This, curiously, is what still happens today in many Asian families, where chop-
sticks represent a convenient kitchen tool for mixing, tasting, adding ingredi-
ents, etc. (Wang 2015).

Some of the Han tombs contain stone reliefs and frescoes depicting scenes
of cooking and convivial meals. For example, the stone relief found in Xindu,
Sichuan depicts a party scene: three men seated on the floor with the man in
the centre holding a pair of chopsticks pointed at the food presented by the per-
son on the left. Two additional pairs of chopsticks are placed on the large mat
in the centre of the floor. The famous Wuliang Shrine in Jiangxiang, Shandong
Province, also features a food scene painted on the wall. Named “Xingqu Bu Fu
T4, which means Xing Qu feeding his father, the mural depicts Xing Qu
holding the food with a pair of chopsticks in his left hand and a ladle in his right
as he presents the food to his father.

In the Shiji #2it,, Sima Qian 5T (c. 145-86 BC) recounts many fasci-
nating episodes during the Han dynasty (206-220 AD), some of which con-
cern the chopsticks themselves. For example, in the biographical account of
Liu Bang X1 (256-195 BC), Sima Qian reports that, while Liu was preparing
to be empowered, a councillor submitted a strategic plan to him over a dinner
party; Zhang Liang 5K R (256 BC-186 BC), his chief and most trusted advisor,
opposed that plan. To persuade Liu, Zhang took several chopsticks and used
them to build his strong counter-argument. He succeeded, and Liu feltill during
dinner, having heard what dire consequences his wrong decision would lead to.
The story went down in history to the present day. It confirms that Liu and his
entourage, among other things, used chopsticks to eat food.
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In Song China, the use of chopsticks also expanded because Chinese cui-
sine entered a new phase of development in addition to the increase in rice con-
sumption. In fact, as Michael Freeman (1978) argues, during the Song period,
cooking in China became an authentic cuisine characterized by the adoption
of new ingredients and new cooking techniques. Meng Yuanlao (1996) details
these new culinary developments in his account of Kaifeng’s city life. In fact, of
all the businesses in the city Meng recorded, more than half were public restau-
rants. The food was cooked in a wide variety of ways, from various types of stews,
traditionally prepared but with new ingredients, to new and innovative stir-fried
dishes. To eat all these foods, one can easily imagine that people naturally turned
to chopsticks as a practical and inexpensive kitchen utensil.

4. Different uses and different meanings of chopsticks

However, the chopsticks did not satisfy the dietary needs alone. Some for-
tune-tellers of traditional China used them as a tool of prediction. Starting in
the 10* century, this practise has continued to gain popularity, fueling the belief
in magic and the mystical power of chopsticks. By the end of the 19" century, it
had become a religious cult (Liu 2006).

It can be said that chopsticks symbolically and spiritually represent life itself,
of which they express the metaphor or perhaps even the metonymy. Although
this perception may vary from person to person, in general, throughout Asia, it
is considered a bad omen if an accident occurs with the tool, including some-
one not holding the chopsticks correctly or carefully causing them to fall to the
ground, which is generally considered unfortunate.

There is an interesting description of chopsticks in the book L'Empire des
signes by Roland Barthes (1970). Looking closely at how chopsticks were used to
transport food, Barthes provides his own cultural interpretation that contrasts
with the use of fork and knife, cutlery he was most accustomed to:

By chopsticks, food becomes no longer a pray to which one does violence, but
a substance harmoniously transferred; they transform the previously divided
substance into bird food and rice into a flow of milk; maternal, they tirelessly
perform the gesture which creates the mouthful, leaving to our alimentary
manners, armed with pikes and knives, that of predation. Another function of
the two chopsticks together is that of pinching the fragment of food; to pinch,
moreover, is too strong a word, too aggressive; for the foodstuff never undergoes
a pressure greater than is precisely necessary to raise and carry it; in the gesture
of chopsticks, further softened by their substance—wood or lacquer—there is
something maternal, the same precisely measured care taken in moving a child:
a force no longer a pulsion; here we have a whole demeanour concerning food:
the instrument never pierces, cuts, or slits, never wounds but only selects, turns,
shifts (Barthes 1970, 15).

Barthes is not the only one to have advanced this interpretation. After see-
ing chopsticks during their travels to Asia in the 16" century, many Westerners
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have developed a similar impression, praising the use of the tool by Asians as a
more civilized gastronomic custom, to the point that, among Chinese people,
this belief has become a boast. This belief is not only of the Chinese but shared
by other Asian peoples belonging to the cultural sphere of chopsticks; follow-
ing the words of Confucius, they prefer to leave the knife in the kitchen rather
than bring it to the table.

Furthermore, it is also thanks to these interpretations that chopsticks have
transcended their very essence to become a cultural symbol throughout Asia.

Whether used skillfully or not, chopsticks must be used in pairs. Because of
their inseparability, together with their design, colour and material, they have
become, over time, a popular gift, throughout Asia, on the occasion of weddings,
to indicate the exchange of affection between lovers, and to express good wish-
es for couples.

Even among Chinese minority groups, chopsticks are a popular and wide-
spread wedding gift and a symbolic item during wedding ceremonies. In fact, in
his book, Lan Xiang (2005) describes several wedding customs, many of which
involve chopsticks. In Shanxi province, for example, when the groom and his
entourage go to the bride’s house, the father often prepares a couple of bottles
containing grain which he then binds together using red thread and a pair of
chopsticks, thus expressing the wish for inseparability and lasting love for mar-
riage. Elsewhere, to ensure the inseparability of the couple, the two sticks must
be as identical as possible and have a smooth surface in the hope that the cou-
ple will lead a quiet life.

Finally, among some Chinese minorities, when the bride arrives in her new
home, she grabs a new pair of chopsticks, a symbolic gesture that represents
her willingness to embrace her new life. Chopsticks are also used as a symbolic
tool for proposing marriage and announcing new relationships; often, it is not
even necessary to utter a word because the chopsticks are already sufficient to
clarify the purpose.

In short, since they were born as a daily tool in ancient China, chopsticks
have been loved by everyone, even becoming a literary metaphor used by writ-
ers, poets and philosophers. While sages and scholars philosophize about their
characteristics to offer political wisdom about good governance, writers use them
as an effective metaphor to describe sadness, anxiety, and awe.

Love stories mentioning chopsticks abound in Asian folklore and legends.
From ancient times to today, Chinese poets have made endless references to
chopsticks, commenting on their usefulness and characteristics, exploring their
hidden cultural meanings, real and imaginary at the same time, explicitly coin-
ing specific expressions for the way they are used, and providing us with vivid
and imaginative illustrations.

Similarly, even today, we find frequent references to chopsticks in the liter-
ature. For example, a poem—translated in English and quoted in Wang (2015,
143)—was written by a contemporary Chinese poet, which appeared in an on-
line blog, recalls almost all the characteristics that can be thought associated
with the use of chopsticks to represent the love of a couple:
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Our lengths are the same,

Just as the sameness of our hearts;
Bitter or sweet,

We spend our life together.
Having tasted it all,

We always live side by side.

One knows the other;

Our intimacy is so seamless,

No space even for a single word

As an ancient tool with a long history, chopsticks have evolved over time to
become multifaceted and indispensable tools.

In real life, whether and how chopsticks should be handled over food is a
grave matter. When eating a mealin China, people are required to behave civilly
and pay attention to good table manners. For example, it is customary to wait for
the guest or an elder first to put their hand on the chopsticks. To demonstrate
hospitality, on the contrary, a guest will raise his chopsticks, effectively start-
ing the meal, making symbolic gestures and repeatedly inciting diners to eat.

Even in less formal settings, it is equally customary to let an elder grab his
chopsticks and start eating before anyone else.

According to a Ming text, wielding chopsticks without an invitation was con-
sidered disrespectful social behaviour even at that time (Wang 2015). Likewise,
inmodern times, focusing on your plate and accessories, watching TV, using the
phone, or doing something else while having your mealis considered a bad habit.

5. The sharing food’s habit

Food embodies many symbolic meanings: it establishes and expresses the
relationship between people, between them and their environment, as well as
between people and what they believe in. Therefore, food is an essential compo-
nent of a society. When consumed by a group of people together or during a reli-
gious ceremony, the sociability of food is identified. Sharing food is an effective
way to improve human relationships. Itis expected that when a person wishes to
pursue or prolong a friendship with another person, they often suggest they eat
together. When the friendship reaches a certain level, or when the two become
lovers, sharing food and drink becomes an integral part of the relationship, an
act of affection. In other words, intimacy often overrides other concerns, such
as health or otherwise.

The distribution and exchange of food reflect human beings’ social charac-
teristics and cultural presentation; food and the way to consume it are both cor-
nerstones of the Chinese lifestyle and a component of the Chinese ethos (Chang
2003). Feng Yen Hung Doreen wrote:

The joy of eating is given great importance in China; and cooking, through the
decades has been dreamed and fussed over, in terms of want as well as in terms of
plenty, until it has ceased to be plain cooking, but has grown and developed into
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an art. Food has been represented trough other mediums of art, especially poetry,
literature and folklore; and these tales and food beliefs have been handed down,
from generation to generation, with even increased glamor. (Feng 2006, 3)

The Chinese food culture has the characteristics of inheritability and devel-
opment, and throughout history, it has maintained its momentum of develop-
ment since its primitive society. Neither the change of dynasty nor the change
of social system has had a profound influence on it, and the philosophy of sup-
plying enough food to people and food being the top priority was very popu-
lar. Because of the attention to diet, Chinese people would work out a variety
of food when they had leisure time or abundant raw materials. In the event of a
disaster, they tried to develop all sorts of wild vegetables and weeds for surviv-
al. Therefore, the number of food breeds and designs continued to rise, which
caused many Westerners to have the illusion that the Chinese dare to eat all the
edible items. According to Zhou (2007) there are ways but not rules in Chinese
cooking, making Chinese dishes have infinite names, designs and colours.

What is most striking in China are the banquets, with their ostentation of
wealth, so much so that in food anthropology, the Chinese one is classified pre-
cisely as a banquet culture, as they do not represent only combinations of food,
staging the exchange and distribution of food, but also a demonstration of culi-
nary arts, table arrangement, and feeding models. Furthermore, they show the
status, rank, authority and interactions that take place in the banquet. In a sense,
the banquet is the most frequently performed human ritual.

Traditionally, the Chinese government was based on rites. Thus, banquets
became an integral part of the ritual and personalized system. The banquet
ritual and custom were incorporated into customs and festivals, revealing the
life, social interactions and other activities of royal families and government
officials on the one hand and citizens on the other. They embodied all kinds of
implications related to power, friendship, respect, exchange, symbol, etc. Over
the centuries, the banquet has formed a cluster of Chinese banquet culture,
which has not substantially changed since it was codified in the Zhou era, some
3,000 years ago. Especially today, in central or suburban cities, restaurants of
all kinds and orders are extremely popular, with lights on and people drink-
ing generously in extremely noisy circumstances. Offering a meal to others is
away of life for some people. Sometimes it is a burden and a luxury beyond ex-
pectations for others.

In this meal-ritual relationship, the protagonists want everything to go
smoothly to feel at ease. Business people usually earn respect. As a result, ban-
quet fashion has evolved as the hottest way to manage a business, although in
some cases, the banquet has been partially converted or replaced by new forms
such as the cash bribe or the sexual offer (Wilson 2010). Not restricted only to
the sphere of business, dinners and banquets have become, due to their emblem-
atic in rituals and relationships, also customary in important life events, such
as marriage, baptism or other religious ceremonies, redefining the relationship
between man and divinity, and between people (Ma 2015).
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Many social and political factors have had a significant impact on the devel-
opment and transformation of Chinese food culture. Influenced and transformed
by political ideology, eating gradually moved away from the physical and physi-
ological meaning of appeasing hunger and feeding, even overcoming the hedo-
nistic pleasure of eating, eventually becoming not only the bearer of ritual and
order in a series of relationships. Policies and ethics such as those between the
nobility and the popular classes, dignitaries and subordinates, elderly and young
people, and so on, represent privilege and honour but also become a tool in the
political arena to build trust and secure personal favours. Through rewards in
food resources or food offerings as a tribute to the emperor, food has become a
political means of obtaining the support of others or for officialdom; many acute
social contradictions have arisen from significant disparities in food consump-
tion and ownership of food resources among people (Lin 1997).

In Chinese culture, foods are used, on many occasions, with a particular
symbolic meaning: Chinese datesindicate that couples can soon have children;
peanuts are also known as the fruit of longevity; oranges and chestnuts mean
good luck; rice cakes, promotion; seaweed is synonymous with wealth; long
pasta indicates health and longevity; glutinous rice balls indicate that the fam-
ily will stick together. Thus, different foods convey different meanings and are
often indicators of the closeness of the relationship.

In Chinese culture, the offering of expensive and rare foods usually indicates
respect for guests; such foods often represent wealth and high social-econom-
ic status. Furthermore, food can indicate not only social status but can also be
used as a unique and identifying characteristic of a group (e.g. region, family,
ethnicity or religion).

Itis not clear when the practice of sharing food began. In the Classic of Rites,
we find: “When you eat with others from the same dishes, you should not try to
eat (in a hurry) to your fill” (Liji fLic, “Quli #1487, I). It is known that during
the post-Tang period, along with the rise of chopsticks as a tool for eating, this
new habit emerged in China: diners began to sit on chairs around a table, on
which plates were placed for all tastes (heshizhi FIEE i, “sharing of food”, as
opposed to fenshizhi 73 £ ] “individual eating style” of the previous period)
(Wang 2015, 187).

In the famous 10" century painting The Night Revels of Han Xizai (Han Xi-
zai yeyan tu FHEREAZE]), we see how Han Xizai #iEEZEK (902-970), a re-
spected scholar of the time who refused to serve the government, entertained
his guests, offering them different dishes, arranging them on the rectangular
table of in front of them, which was not much taller than the chair they were sit-
ting on. The seat was high enough for legs to be extended and equipped with a
backrest. Han and his friends shared the meal with chopsticks and wine cups
in plain sight on the table.

Scholars believe that communal consumption of food in China took root in
the Song era due to the marked culinary progress of the period. Zhao Ronggu-
ang states: “Community eating began to be widely adopted in Song society as
the dishes on the table multiplied and diversified. People wanted to taste and
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share these dishes throughout the meal, making joint dinner a logical choice.
The individual eating style thus became obsolete” (Zhao 2003, 219).

People sharing food during meals is also described in some novels, such as
the famous Shuihu Zhuan 7KVi{% (Water Margin). Song Jiang ARV1, the hero
of the novel who organized the revolt against the Song dynasty in the 12 cen-
tury, is often depicted eating and drinking with his friends sitting together at
alarge table.

The sharing of food, as well as the exclusive use of chopsticks as a tool for
eating, ideally associated with an informal context, took hold in China and in
the areas of Chinese cultural influence, probably starting from the lower social
classes and then extending to the higher social levels. For this reason, in China,
the sharing of meals is deeply rooted in informal situations or between family
members and extended to other more formal occasions.

Liu Yun et al. argue that the emergence of the common eating style had also
encouraged the Chinese to turn to more use of chopsticks rather than spooning,
citing evidence that Ming dynasty chopsticks tended to be somewhat longer—
on average over 25 cm—compared to their previous counterparts. The longer
length, Liu notes, was used by diners to pinch and collect the food contents in
the centre of the table. Therefore, there is a cause-effect relationship between
sharing food and chopsticks, a natural and essential bond (Liu Yun et al., 2006).

According to some theories, given the close relationship between food tools
and social culture, itis possible to identify the most macroscopic differences be-
tween Western and Chinese food culture: on the one hand, the use of a knife
and fork combined with the divided and individual eating system, the basis of
Western attention for independence and individuality; on the other hand, the
chopsticks linked to conviviality and sharing, to sit together at the table, high-
lighting the family unity and cohesion between individuals, allowing the Ori-
entals to express quite strong family values and the concept of harmony (Yin
and Han 2007).

Sharing food is a distinctive feature of the way Chinese people convey af-
fection. Parents collect selected treats and place them in their children’s bowls
as an expression of love; children serve grandparents to show their respect, and
the bosses do it as a gesture of magnanimity towards their employees.

6. Press-clipping: the table revolution on the newspapers

To support the government effort to abandon the traditional habits, state
media and Chinese historians have scoured history to find cases where serv-
ing chopsticks or the individual dish was the norm. Newspapers reported that
the Chinese have been eating individually for 3,000 years. During the Zhou
dynasty, the emperor had his own table, set with much more food, as opposed
to the ministers sitting across from him at a single table with fewer plates. In
1910, when the plague hit China’s northeastern regions, health and hygiene ex-
perts called for dinner separately to prevent the deadly virus from spreading.
In China’s modern history, Beijing’s Dongxinglou restaurant was the first to
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launch meals served in individual portions, course by course. This system has
since spread to other hotels and restaurants in Beijing, Shanghai and Tianjin.
On China Global Television Network (CGTN), we read: “in the Chinese tra-
dition, sharing dishes is a way to show hospitality to friends, guests or relatives;
and, although habits are really hard to die, changes are underway as more and
more people are developing a greater awareness of the importance of hygiene
and health due to Covid-19”.

The situation is presented in a more varied way in international magazines.
According to the article by Lily Kuo in The Guardian, the campaign promoted
by the Chinese government seems to be working. In the interview, a manager
of “Tianzhu Chopstick Factory” in Zhejiang province said: “the company has
seen an increase of up to 30% on orders for gongkuai’ serving chopsticks’, which
are longer, and decorated differently, than to the usual chopsticks”. Further on,
we can read: “at Huajia Yiyuan, a chain known for its special Peking roast duck,
there are two pairs of chopsticks and two spoons for each place setting. In a fa-
mous hotpot restaurant on Beijing’s Ghost Street, all tables are equipped with a
set of serving utensils”. Lan Luoshi, ayoung employee, says: “Customers are very
willing to use them, and I myself use gongkuai when I go out with friends to eat”.

Journalist Meng Dandan reports on the e-magazine ThinkChina:

Professor Wang Xiaohua of Shenzhen University School of Humanities strongly
encouraged people to dine with individual portions. Sharing dishes in common
is an obsolete lifestyle and has already been abandoned by most countries of the
world [ ...] serving dishes individually guarantees reasonable distances between
individuals, as well as representing a more modern way of dining.

On the online English version of People’s Daily, we read that the F&B industry
is working hard across the country to formulate standards for personalized cater-
ing; Beijing, Shanghai, Shandong and some other regions have released guidelines
for the industry, while some prefectural cities such as Taizhou in Jiangsu have even
provided concrete suggestions on the colour and type of serving spoons and chop-
sticks to use, as well as the length of the chopsticks from scope to use.

In the Legacy Times (Chuanchen shidai f&3§I51X), we find an interview re-
leased by Xing Ying, executive Vice President of the World Federation of the
Chinese Catering Industry, who rather optimistically states: “I believe that the
COVID-19 epidemic will change people’s eating habits; this is a good time to
promote separate meals”.

In the Global Times, the authors of the article advance some perplexities:
“the crucial point that leads us to think that it will be a difficult undertaking to
complete, is that gongkuai tend to be accepted and used in high-end restaurants
in China and rarely used at home”. In support of this thesis, in a statement from
the China Hotel Association, we find: “Some restaurants in China have been
providing public chopsticks and spoons for decades, but not all choose to use
them because of traditional eating habits”.

With family or friends, it seems that asking for service chopsticks can be
embarrassing or perceived as rude. Again in Global Times: “Eating with close
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friends and relatives, people would feel too embarrassed to use service chop-
sticks, because it can seem to dislike sharing with others, which makes every-
one uncomfortable”.

Also, on ThinkChina, we discover that already after the Sars epidemic in
2002-2003, a similar initiative had been undertaken, but it soon ran out:

Sharing food is a fundamental part of Chinese social life and a sign of intimacy.
Changing habits at home and among the older generations seems to be more
difficult. A common scene at family dinners sees relatives using their chopsticks
to put food on the plates of younger; younger family members serve food to older
relatives as a sign of respect while couples exchange food with each other as a sign
of affection.

Many do not consider the use of serving utensils necessary at home. In a re-
cent online survey by Sina Shanghai, over half of the 650 respondents said they
do not and would not use gongkuai or gongshao at home, agreeing with the tra-
ditional line of thinking: “I won’t. We are all family”.

The Guardian puts forward a hypothesis: “Chinese food culture could change
in other ways, away from crowded restaurants, for quieter areas. Many restau-
rants are already limiting the size of dinners to two and setting the tables atleast
one meter apart”.

However, the resistance is strong. A study conducted by Ma Lihua (2020),
based on a questionnaire submitted via WeChat to the rural population, aimed at
investigating the knowledge, attitudes and behaviours related to the prevention
and control of COVID-19 among rural residents, concludes: “the weak awareness
of the importance of prevention and control measures is the greatest difficulty
and challenge encountered among the rural population during the epidemic”.

The New York Times informs us:

Many see sharing food, with their chopsticks, as one of the most authentic
expressions of China’s community culture and emphasis on family, no less than
hugging for Americans or kissing on the cheek for the French. Serving chopsticks
are associated with formal settings, such as banquets and meals with strangers.
Sharing food with family and friends is so ingrained that chopsticks are seen as
a threat to that expression of closeness. Even just asking for extra utensils can be
embarrassing because it could imply the doubt that your diners might not be well.

In support of these statements, we find in The New York Times an interview
with Liu Peng, 32, an education consultant, who declares: “although I have be-
come accustomed to wearing a mask in recent months, my friends and I have
not changed our eating habits. Maybe using chopsticks to serve is more hygien-
ic, but eating for all of us is the time to relax and we don’t want to be bothered
by all these little rules”.

Even though, on the one hand, people inlarge cities have deeper public health
awareness, full implementation of individualized dining still has a long way to
go. ThinkChina reports the forecast of Zhang Shuanglin, Vice President of the
Society of History and Folklore in Beijing, about the situation after the end of
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the pandemic: “the meetings to dine together will return to normal and there
will not be a great change”.

In The Washington Post, we read some interviews of ordinary Chinese cit-
izens: “It’s a bit difficult for people to use serving chopsticks when you're eat-
ing with friends, you're so happy that you just forget”, and also: “I don’t think
it's necessary, using serving chopsticks would seem excessively polite [...], you
know the Chinese word ‘jianwai’? It means’ not willing to be close to each other”.

To confirm this, we find on Statista, edited by Ma Yihan, a survey among 747
Chinese consumers revealing that the impact of COVID-19 on eating habits is
not as significant as expected. More than eight out of ten respondents report-
ed no changes, whereas only around one in ten respondents practised healthi-
er eating habits.

A survey by the state-run Jiangsu News found that more people in the prov-
ince (64,000) answered that using serving chopsticks was annoying than said
they would try it (57,000).

Also, in The Washington Post: “It’s a Chinese tradition and a custom that has
been around for thousands of years, so it’s difficult to change it”, said Li Yibing,
a food blogger in Chengdu who is involved in the public chopsticks campaign.

7. Conclusions

Extremely relevant to fully understand the importance of conviviality and
food sharing in China is the study conducted by Wang, Huang, Liao and Wan
(2020) that examines the influence of food sharing on people’s social evalua-
tion. The study results suggest that Chinese young adults associate food sharing
with assessing people’s prosociality. Taken together, the study results suggest
that food sharing is closely linked to cooperation and trust (Kaplan and Gur-
ven, 2005; Woolley and Fishbach, 2019).

Focusing on newspaper articles, based on the sources examined, it seems
that the articles in Chinese newspapers, although published in English, are all
in favour of a change, confident and proactive in supporting the cause of the ta-
ble revolution. International sources, on the contrary, reveal a more cautious
and more dubious attitude towards the so-called “Civilized Dining”, suggest-
ing that we can legitimately expect that in China, in a post-pandemic scenario,
many of the new habits against the spread of the new Coronavirus will remain,
in the name of a healthier lifestyle, thanks to a deeper awareness of health and
safety. However, traditional eating habits are unlikely to disappear. Most Chi-
nese will still use personal chopsticks to choose food from shared plates, little
or not at all inclined to consider the individual meal. This, therefore, leads us to
hypothesize that the table revolution, despite Covid-19, will still be very long.

Perhaps what the Western observer lacks is the confidence in the capacity
for change of Chinese society and in the innate ability to adapt to the needs of
the times that the Chinese population possesses; for this reason, we have to pay
attention non to fall victim to far too easy stereotypes, which refer to the collec-
tive imagination of a millenary and immutable China.
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As farbackas 1984, Hu Yaobang ST} (1915-1989), then general secretary
of the Communist Party and passionate liberalizer, suggested that his compa-
triots abandon chopsticks and common eating in favour of individual West-
ern-style cooking practices to avoid contagious diseases. The idea was quickly
ignored and forgotten. It may be that this time Xi Jinping, with his way to “The
Chinese Dream” to “achieve the prosperity of the country, the revitalization of
the nation and the happiness of the people”, will succeed where his predecessors
failed. The table revolution could be a much more political issue than it seems,
worthy of further and more in-depth investigation.
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Looking at China’s cultural complexity. Food,
colours and ritual: sensuous epistemology and the
construction of identity in the “other” China

Cristiana Turini

Abstract: Studies on ethnic and cultural diversity within China have progressively eroded
the far too simplistic and widespread idea of the Chinese nation as a monolith. In the
resulting multicultural internal context, food is definitely more than a necessity for survival
and can signify the desire of a community to stabilize a fluid and multiple identity. At the
same time, it can be seen also as an indication of the multitude of relationships that the
individual forms not only with others as individuals, but even as spirits, gods, and demons.
The aim of this contribution is to explore some of the complexity of foodways involving
consumption and religion and to understand the extent to which religious uses of foods
contribute to the forging and transmission of cultural identity. | will do this by referring
to the Naxi people of the Lijiang area as my case-study. My analysis will also take into
account how, through the exploration of the Naxi religious foodways and cosmology, it is
possible to gain an insight into their culturally different balances of the senses and their
sensuous epistemology. This study will be based mainly on Naxi ritual manuscripts and
videos of ceremonies, respectively collected and made during my fieldwork in Yunnan.
Keywords: Hybridization, Tibetan-Yi corridor, Naxi, epistemology, food practices.
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1. Introduction

The Hengduan system connecting the southeast portions of the Tibetan Pla-
teau with the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau consists of large North-South moun-
tain ranges separated by deep valleys that channel the waters of six great rivers:
Min, Dadu, Yalong, Jinsha, Mekong, and Salween. One of the main component
subsections of the Hengduan is the range running between the Mekong and
the Jinsha rivers which includes at its southern end the Yulong mountains and
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the Jade dragon Snow Mountain. This is the area inhabited by the Naxi people,
whose population' is today mainly distributed in a well-defined region extend-
ing along the border between Tibet, north-eastern Yunnan and south-western
Sichuan provinces.?

The “sixriver basin” (liu jiang liupu 7NTLIt45) (Sun 1983) forms a geograph-
ically natural passage that was characterized throughout history by frequent mi-
grations and complex flows of ethnic activities which have earned it the name
of “ethnic corridor” (minzu zoulang [} JiY) by Fei Xiaotong (Fei 1982, 4;
Fei 1990, 207). Some migratory flows alternatively followed the East-West di-
rection along a section of the corridor that from Yunnan headed towards Tibet
through the ancient Tea Horse Road or chama gudao %3 {i& (Sun and Pre-
viato 2016, 301). Since this corridor was the bordering area of contact between
the Han and the Tibetans to the West and the Tibetans and the Yi to the East, it
is also known as the “Tibetan-Yi corridor”, Zang Yi zoulang Jll % Ji (Fei 1980,
157-8). Further North is the region of the upper reaches of the Yellow River,
corresponding to present-day Qinghai and Gansu provinces, from which the
Tibeto-Burman languages spread southwards and across the Himalayas (Sun
and Previato 2016, 296, 299). The Tibetan-Yi Corridor consequently became
the site where, throughout the migration process, the cultural features of the
Tibeto-Burman peoples gradually differentiated giving rise to the sixteen eth-
nic groups that are currently mainly distributed in Tibet, Yunnan and Sichuan,
namely the Tibetans, Yi, Qiang, Bai, Lisu, Pumi, Dulong, Nu, Achang, Jingpo,
Lahu, Hani, Jinuo, Menba, Luoba, and the Naxi.?

Traces of this common origin and of the history of the southward migration
are preserved in the legends and myths as well asin the ritual life of some of these
groups. For example, after somebody dies, the Naxi invite a dongba* to celebrate
the ceremony to escort the soul of the deceased to the realm of the ancestor. A
Gods’ Road Map is laid out in the courtyard of the deceased’s house and the
dongba lists in the reverse order the place names—and the relevant mountain
gods—the soul has to pass through to reach the ancestors. Although toponyms
and routes may be very different, the Yi, Hani, Jinuo, Lahu, Pumi and Jingpo all
have similar paths, directed northward (Shi 2018). The common origin char-

According to the China Population 2010 Census, they count a population of 326,925
(https://guides.lib.unc.edu/china_ethnic/statistics, accessed 26.06.2021). At the time of
writing, the 2020 census data about the Naxi total population had not been officially re-
leased yet.

Unless otherwise specified, my analysis will mainly take into account the Naxi people living
in the area of Lijiang county.

For a discussion of Naxi ethnonyms in ancient Chinese sources see, for example, Turini
(2020).

The dongba (#:[2) is the Naxi ritual specialist mainly involved in the celebration of cere-
monies whose actions include particular slow rhythmic chanting and dancing, the latter
signifying mock battles against the demons. He is the only one who is able to chant the sa-
cred books necessary to ritual performances. These manuscripts are compiled in what Rock
(1937, 5), as early as 1937, defined as the only pictographic script still existing in the world.
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acterizing these Tibeto-Burman ethnic groups also emerges from the reading
of the Naxi “Creation Myth”, according to which the ancestors of the Tibetans,
the Bai and the Naxi were brothers who spoke different languages. The Tibetan
was the elder brother, the Bai was the younger one and the Naxi was the middle
brother (He Limin 1985, 225).

The rise on the Tibetan Plateau of the Tubo 1:# dynasty between the 7%
and 9* century, and its subsequent expansion towards the Tibetan-Yi corridor
up to the upper reaches of the Min and Dadu rivers entailed that many original-
ly scattered local tribes became part of a political and military entity whose rule
would last over two hundred years.® This facilitated a strong process of political
integration and cultural contamination, causing the gradual trend of “Tibet-
anisation” to occur in the northern part of the Tibetan-Yi corridor, a trend that
was fostered by the dissemination of Tibetan Buddhism in the Qinghai-Tibet-
an plateau after the 10 century (Shi 2018).

The northward expansion of the Naxi Mu chieftains® during the Yuan and
Ming dynastiesled to an even closer mixing between the Tibetan and Naxi peo-
ples since Lijiang consolidated its role of a major station of the tea trade to Tibet.
The roads created by merchants connected communities in neighboring valleys
and villages and became the communication links for southwest China while
the Naxi gradually turned into an important bridge between the Tibetans and
the peoples living in western Yunnan. Given this long history of interactions,
the Naxi have a system of religious practices clearly showing the hybridization
of traits pertaining to different traditions: elements of Bonist, Buddhist, and
later even Daoist, ritual and symbolism were integrated into an indigenous sys-
tem involving shamanic practices, the worship of ancestral spirits and deities
mainly representing natural forces, legacy from their original nomadic culture.

The large-scale contacts and interactions occurring in the area transformed
the Hengduan system from a migration flow corridor into a channel for ethnic
exchanges and cultural blending, characterized by fluidity and continuity, where
borders were blurred, boundaries became places of multi-dimensional transi-
tion, and processes of mutually shaping identities took place.

Today, the region inhabited by the Naxi people is still a multicultural con-
text, maintaining a great internal variety. Our travelling across the borders in
history has set the stage for understanding some of the steps in the making of
Naxi identity and for investigating to what extent traces of cross-cultural eth-
nic identity dynamics and adaptations can be preserved in food practices. The
multidimensionality of food will be questioned to explore the extent to which
Naxi consumption and religious uses of foods can contribute to the forgingand
transmission of their cultural identity. I will also consider wherein foodways
can make clues available for detecting group-level traits that are maintained

*  Buddhism was officially introduced into Tibet in the VIII century; Bon had been the State
religion untill Songtsen Gampo’s death in 649 (Chdgyal Namkhai Norbu 1996, 22).

¢ For a historical analysis of the Mu tusi in Ming China see also Turini (2012).
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and transmitted within the group, thus making it possible to preserve individ-
ual ethnic cultures, alongside cross-group traits that make it possible for ethnic
minorities of the area the preservation of the aggregate of their cultures. Finally,
the exploration of the Naxi religious foodways and cosmology will be employed
to gain an insight into their culturally different balances of the senses and their
sensuous epistemology. This study will be based mainly on Naxi ritual manu-
scripts and videos of ceremonies, respectively collected and made during my
fieldwork in Yunnan.’

2. Food and Naxi identity

The human relationship to food is a complex one as food is central to the
sense of identity, which is itself marked by fluidness. This notwithstanding, any
culinary system can be considered as part of a world-view (Douglas 1966). This
means that man eats within a culture and this culture orders the world in a way
that is specific to itself. Thanks to the intimate links between food practices
and the embodiment of identity we may say that nutrition is transformed from
amere biological activity into a cultural phenomenon and food into “embodied
material culture” (Dietler 2007, 222). Therefore, eating and drinking are never
simply biological acts. Rather, “they arelearned, culturally patterned techniques
of bodily comportment [...] that are expressive in a fundamental way of identity
and difference” (Dietler 2007, 223). The food choices made by people, also as
groups, can thus reveal views, background knowledge, assumptions; they can
tell stories of resistance, integration, migrations, changes over times, and per-
sonal as well as group identity.

Kittler, Sucher, and Nelms (2012, 39) addressed the influence of food hab-
its by stating that “eating is a daily reaffirmation of [one’s] cultural identity”. As
identities are by nature negotiable and situational, the adoption of blurred cul-
tural boundaries between neighbouring peoples can sometimes be disclosed by
the sharing of cross-cultural food practices by different ethnic groups. We should
likewise also bear in mind that culture and ethnicity are intricately connected
and that food culture can otherwise be made up of concrete ways by which eth-
nic identities are preserved before becoming available for cultural contamina-
tion. When encounters between groups from different cultures take place, they
do not lead to a simple adaptation of a diet, but usually give rise to intercultural
acts of crossing identity boundaries. It is against this background that I would
like to consider the Naxi case-study. My point is that data from the analysis of
Naxifoodways reflect their position of Himalayan people standing between the
rice, soybean and alcohol consuming culture of the Han majority to the North-
East and the milk, butter, and barley eating Tibetan culture to the North-West,

7 Allunreferenced discussions of Naxi practices are derived from ethnographic fieldwork car-

ried out by me in Yunnan province at various time between 2002 and 2013 (e.g. see Turini
2015,2016).
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and show they meanwhile hold original declension patterns for the distinctive
expression of their own “peculiar Tibeto-Burman identity”.

Inthe area where the Naxi are resident, the Ancient Tea Horse Road islikely
to have been in use long before it turned into the well-known route for the tea
and horse trading during the Tang dynasty (618-907 CE) for it had served as a
very important corridor for migration stretching across present-day Tibet, Yun-
nan and Sichuan while concurrently fostering cultural communication among
local ancient cultures in Southwest China (Yang 2004, 29-30). As we saw, the
northwestern borders of present-day Yunnan province have always demarcat-
ed a very complex area, not only because this region was and is home to many
peripheral peoples, but also because it lies at the juncture of both Chinese and
Tibetan political (and cultural) expansion.

In the Tibetan cultural area of the eastern Himalayas, barley (damai A7)
has a wide geographical distribution due to its adaptability to rough climates
andlocal different habitats. Not only is barley the main crop of Tibetan agricul-
ture and is flour prepared from its roasted grains (tsampa) a typical local staple
food, but it has also an important role in many cultural and religious activities,
tsampabeing regarded as a specialfood for entertaining different kinds of guest.
Whereas I will consider the ritual use of barley later in more detail, I will now
focus on food practices unrelated to religious tradition.

The most common way Tibetans eat tsampa (zanba F$HC) is to mix it in a
bowl with yak butter tea (suyoucha FEHi77) and form into little balls that they
consume almost daily. Barley flour, together with water and baking powder, is
used also to prepare balep korkun, a type of round, flat bread typical of central
Tibet, where itis eaten nearly every morning and is the primary breakfast staple
in local monasteries. Other kinds of bread can be deep fried, steamed or pan-
cooked. Although tsampa is at the core of Tibetan identity, it is not unknown to
Naxi daily lives either: the cultivation, processing and ritual uses of the barley
among the Naxi in northwestern Yunnan reflect of the strong Tibetan influenc-
es in the area.® Besides processing barley into alcoholic beverages,” which are
used as gifts and for serving guests, the Naxi also produce their own tsampa,
occasionally from wheat (xiaomai /NZ7). They consume it with butter tea and,
in contrast to other Tibetan areas, they add crumbled walnuts to make it tastier
(Yang 2017, 29). They too make daily use of bread, which they call baba FAE.
It is a kind of soft, flufty flatbread, made of barley or wheat flour that can be ei-
ther fried or roasted and to which crumbled peanuts, walnuts and black sesame
seeds can sometimes be added for the sweet version. The cultural importance
attached by the Naxi to baba and butter tea for entertaining guests is reflected
in references to these foods contained in some of their ritual manuscripts. For

8  Similar influences can be found among the Shuhi in southwest Sichuan, see Weckerle et al.

(2005).
?  The most widespread is “barley yellow wine” (damai huangjiu KZZ3HIH).
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example, in the manuscript To Search for the Books of Divination,' when the god-
dess who distributed the books of divination to the Naxi welcomed the White
Bat who had reached her heavenly home, we read:

The goddess asked him: “White Bat, what do you drink? And what food do you eat?”
Hereplied: “I can eata baba the size of a mountain and butter tea the size of alake”
[Then] the goddess prepared a babd as big as a mountain and melted as much butter
as a lake could contain and offered them to the White Bat. He flew to the top of
the baba mountain but, while trying to sit on it, he slipped and fell into the lake of
butter tea. The goddess laughed and covered her mouth with the right sleeve of her
dress, she then held out her left arm towards the bat to help him get out of the lake.
She asked him what he was up to and the White Bat answered: “Oh, I just wanted
to see how high the mountain was, and how deep the lake”. (Turini 2016, 66)*!

The Naxi people are familiar with dairy products other than yak butter, such
as cheese. Interestingly, the cheese they make is less close to Tibetan crumbly,
hard-textured yak cheese than to the typical artisanal foods from milk process-
ing the Bai ancestors passed down to their descendants. Actually, rushan ¥L#
and rubing ¥ that can be easily found among Naxi snacks and dishes tradi-
tionally come from Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture, further South than Liji-
ang, and are produced by the Yi people as well. Moreover, unlike the Tibetans,
the Naxi neither like to put cheese in butter tea nor enjoy it with tsampa. They
often eat rubing—a firm white goat or cow cheese with a chewy texture that
does not melt—grilled or pan-fried instead and, before serving, they can sweet-
en or saltit. They usually deep-fry rushan, so that the puffed-up cheese becomes
light and fluffy, with a crispy texture. This dairy product can only be made out
of cow milk and, before being cooked, it is hung to dry for about a day until it
dehydrates to a thin sheet.

Although these “food customs” characterize Naxi lifestyle, they simultane-
ously seem to be clear markers of abroader “Himalayan/Tibetan identity”. This
means that they are not the expression of the Naxi people’s own specific iden-
tity. This latter could possibly be better conveyed through foodways which, be-
ing deeply rooted in their own traditions, history and environment, do not show
to have such a generalized external sharing with neighboring ethnic groups,
and therefore might represent the original core of ways of being Naxi. The fact
that it is only served in Naxi areas around Lijiang and that this area is widely
acknowledged as being the heart of Naxi culture, would suggest jidou liangfen
X 52 Ky be regarded as a typical Naxi dish. Jidou is usually translated as “chick-
peas”, the Naxi however prepare this bean jelly dish with a mix of chickpeas and
lentils powdery starch, which gives it the characteristic gray color, and consume

1 This manuscript is chanted by the dongba during the Great Ceremony for Purification. For
the analysis and translation of this manuscript, see Turini (2016).
"' Translation into English by the author.
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it sliced into long noodles or into cubes and topped with peanuts, cilantro, gar-
lic and ground chilly.

Naxi traditional food culture has developed from nomadic lifestyle into an
agricultural and pastoral context. Cultivated species play a crucial role in the
local diet,"* but they also have along history of wild edibles gathering and arich
knowledge on using them owing to the fact that northwestern Yunnan has al-
ways had a great biodiversity. Collection and use of wild edibles are not only
part of the cultural history of the region but also of the Naxilocal identity. Ma-
ny wild vegetables were traditionally collected either while grazing cattle and
horses during the spring and summer seasons or after farm work—if they grew
wild in cropland. Among these, there are bracken and the lichens known as Lo-
baria retigera Trevis. and Lobaria yunnanensis Yoshim., having an antioxidant
activity (Geng Yangfei et al. 2016, Diversity of Wild Edibles). Mushrooms, most-
ly gathered during spring and fall by women and children, are still significant
in the local diet. They are consumed as vegetables, after drying or while fresh."

Today we are witnessing a trend of decreasing knowledge of wild food plants
among the Naxiif compared to that of the last decades. This is mainly due to the
fact that migration of young people to cities in search for employment and educa-
tion has severely disrupted the transfer of local knowledge between generations
(Geng Yangfei et al. 2016, Age, Gender, and Traditional Knowledge). For simi-
lar reasons, traditional knowledge of wild plants related to Naxi ethnomedicine
andreligion is disappearing,'* though herbal medicinal plants and their uses are
partly recorded and described in a few dongba manuscripts (Li Guowen 2000).

The connotation of food as culture implies issues related to identity and
ethnicity that cannot fail to consider the notion of “border” and its processual
nature. As discussed earlier, the Naxi are an example of the way in which cul-
tural borders in the Tibetan-Yi corridor can be revisited, redefined, negotiated
or blurred. We showed that the analysis of some aspects of Naxi foodways can
help understanding meaningful patterns of boundary drawing/blurring within
and across ethnic groups, even in a diachronic perspective. The Naxi have their
own ways of being Tibeto-Burman, some of them are embedded in the knowl-
edge of wild edibles growing in the local environment, while others are expressed
through exclusive food practices. Alongside with their own peculiar identity, it
hasbeen suggested that they partake of a broader Himalayan/Tibetan identity,
the sense of belonging to which is expressed through foodways showing a more
generalized external sharing with neighboring peoples, especially the Tibetans.

Besides rice, crops of strong adaptability are planted, such as turnip, potatoes, maize (yumi
1K), buckwheat (giaomai #73Z) and Tartary buckwheat (ku giaomai 75 31:32).

Geng Yanfei et al. (2016) have elaborated a deep understanding of the Naxi people’s tradi-
tional knowledge regarding wild edibles, including wild fruit, beverage and honey source
plants, with a special focus on Baidi village. For an ethnobotanical investigation of the Naxi
shifting food habits during droughts caused by global climate change, see Zhang Lingling at
al. (2016),

4 On Naxi ethnomedicine see Yang Lixin et al. (2014).
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One identity feeds on the other and on overlaps, intersections, contiguity, and
both can be explored through Naxi food culture.

Shared food classifications and the associated practices “incorporate the in-
dividualinto the group, situate the whole group in relation to the universe and in
turn incorporate it into the universe. They thus have a fundamentally religious
dimension” (Fischler 1988, 279). Consequently, culinary systems play arole “in
giving a meaning to man and the universe, by situating them in relation to each
other in an overall continuity [...]” (Fischler 1988, 279).

3. Some ritual uses of food and dongba religion

For the sake of space, I will not conduct a ritual-by-ritual analysis here and
my discussion will mainly focus on the general use of meatless food in Naxi re-
ligious life, in full awareness that this only gives a partial picture of the com-
plexities of foodways in the dongba tradition.

Food is an inherently performative reality “that moves the scholar from the
mundane to the cosmological and back again” (Arnold 2000, 5), and that in-
volve the eater in an intertwining of relationships with a wider universe of be-
ings, including supernatural beings. The Naxi live in a reality that is inhabited
by infinite supernatural beings, which it would be impossible to describe in de-
tail as the Naxi themselves are unable to identify them all. Their already high-
ly structured cosmology is made still more complicated by the local nature of
many forces. Every mountain, hill, forest has its guardian spirit or local deity,
of the knowledge of which individual officiants are the custodians. The ritual
manuscripts certainly contain the most significant descriptions, though the lack
of standardization and the complexity of the situation cause the dongbas them-
selves usually to find it hard to explain them clearly, even with explicit use of the
texts. The main classes of deities include high gods, local deities, and apotheo-
sized dongba, like Dongbashiluo, the legendary founder of dongba religion. To
these must be added the Shu serpent kings, who are spirits mainly associated
with water sources, and myriads of demons.'® All this variety, often accompa-
nied byindeterminacy and alack of coherence in the descriptions collected from
one valley to the next, does not reflect visions of the world that are substantial-
ly different. On the contrary, seemingly divergent representations continually
point to conceptions that are essentially very similar of an individual person’s
position inside a web of relations where material forces, the supernatural and
the cosmological sweep into a person’s life.

Dongbas are generally able to confront any supernatural being and to offici-
ate most of the ritual activities. To confront offending demons, they seek the help
of the gods. While exorcising demons, dongbas are paired and fight sham battles
brandishing their weapons in magical movements, accompanied by the music of

15 Joseph Rock (1963, 39), who lived 25 years among the Naxi people at the beginning of the
XX century reported the presence of more than S00 demons.
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drums, cymbals, gongs and conch shell trumpets, at an increasing tempo. Depend-
ing on the function of the particular ritual, some combination of gods, ancestors,
spirits and demons is invited at the ritual site and these beings are entertained in
different ways according to their status. In the manuscript To Search for the Books of
Divination, these entities are likened to guests who must be correctly entertained:

The celestial Gebaruoji became ill and so did his wife, the terrestrial Kamemiji. This
was because of the presence of demons. But they did not know what demons they
were and what ceremony to perform to expel them. It was just like having some
guests and not knowing how to entertain them. (Turini 2016, 49)'¢

Many Naxi rituals are then shaped by a language of hospitality and feeding,
each class of beings having its own “food code”. When the study embraces reli-
gious uses of food, including food practices that pertain to the otherworld(s) in
addition to foodways dealing with transitioning between worlds, the descrip-
tion becomes “thicker” since food for the demons, for the deities, and food for
the spirits must all be taken into account. In general terms, the choice of the of-
ferings cannot elude considerations regarding their colors. The first great dis-
tinction to be made is between food to be offered to deities and the Shu spirits,
for whom the white color is prevailing, and that for demons, which is prefera-
bly black or dark colored. Consequently, oat, rice, and popped maize grains are
frequently employed to feed deities, while buckwheat and Tartary buckwheat
grains are meant for malicious beings. It is worth mentioning here that some
demons particularly feared by the Naxi are very well entertained by dongbas
during ceremonies. This is the case of the “wind demons”. They are the spirits
of persons who have committed suicide and who have turned to malicious be-
ings. To placate them, they are offered steamed bread made from wheat flour,
deep-fried baba, walnuts and are invited to drink as much strong liquor distilled
from red wheat as they wish.

In order to appease the Shu spirits, who can cause illness when offended, cow
milk and popped maize grains are offered near mountains springs where they love
to dwell. Each grain of cereal symbolically represents an animal illegitimately killed
by humans for food that has to be ritually given back to its owner. According to
Naxi mythology, there appear to be strong blood ties between the Shu spirits and
humankind, as while they were born of different mothers, they shared the same
father as the post-flood ancestor of the Naxi. A formal division of property was
therefore needed from the very beginning: man was made responsible for all do-
mestic animals, cultivated fields, rice paddies and houses, while these spirits were
entrusted with wild animals, forests, mountains, springs, lakes, and rivers. So the
former would be masters of “social space” and the latter of unpolluted “natural space”.

For this reason, they do not like animal sacrifices and the offerings intended
for them essentially have to come from the plant world. To this end, bread rolls,
small frogs and snakes are usually prepared with a mixture of flour and water

!¢ Translation into English by the author.
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and then fried. The Shu are especially close to these animals as it is shown by
the pictogram portraying them with a frog’s head and serpent’s tail.

Exceptfor the case of the “wind demons”, which is probably explained by the
factthat they are human souls having subsequently undergone a transformation,
we may say that different aliments operate in different realms of existence, for
deities and demons have distinctive ritualized food. In the Naxi sacred space,
food becomes a means to mark integration or separation between these realms
through guests’ entertainment. Communion can be sought with deities through
consumption, while separation between demons and humans/deities is much
needed for restoring/maintaining the balance in the cosmos. As pointed out
by Yang Fuquan (2017, 28), the Naxi regard those foods which they commonly
consume as pleasing also to deities, while all those aliments which customarily
are not part of their diet are considered foodstuft for the demons.

As discussed earlier, when encounters between groups from different cultures
take place, they usually give rise to intercultural acts of crossing identity bound-
aries. At a closer look, cross-cultural contamination processes occurring between
religious contexts can also be fertile grounds for sacred foodways cross-pollina-
tion. If we return to consider the Tibetan-Yi corridor in this light, ethnic territo-
rial borders come to be conceived as areas that produce liminality and dissolve to
produce hybridity. We can observe the permeability of boundaries between Naxi
and Tibetans highlighted by the ritual uses of butter they share, for example. Ac-
cording to Yang Fuquan (2017, 29), the presence of yak butter and dough figures
in many Naxi ceremonies actually comes from long-lasting contacts with Tibet-
ans. Dongbas consider butter a powerful protective agent having strong purifying
properties. It conveys good luck, fertility, and purity. For these reasons, infants’
bodies are entirely rubbed with it shortly after birth and the same happens to the
deceased’s corpse during funerary rituals. Wedding ceremonies are special occa-
sions on which blessings and fertility are ensured for the new couple by the dong-
ba rubbing the bride’s and the groom’s foreheads with butter. This aliment is also
applied to secure prosperity to Naxi boys and girls on the day when they receive
their first pair of trousers and their first skirt, respectively, as a “rite of passage”
from childhood to adulthood.

Not only do barley and tsampa play a very important role as food offerings among
the Naxi, but the use of dough figures prepared from tsampa as paraphernalia also
is widely distributed in the Tibetan-Yi corridor."” The dongbas form'* and use them
as effigies of demons, animals, deities, Shu spirits, and particular objects, such as
the sacred mountain Junaruolo (the axis mundi). The features that these figures
should have described in detail in the ritual manuscript containing indications on
the paraphernalia and the other manuscripts to be chanted while performing a giv-
en ceremony. In some cases, distinctive elements suggesting the identity of these

17" Besides being widespread among the Naxi, it is documented also for the Shuhi (Weckerle et
al. 2005) and the Mosuo peoples in southwestern Sichuan (Mathieu 1998).

'8 They can also be made from wheat and from buckwheat, depending on the ritual use.
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supernatural beings are clearly depicted by the dongba, in others he pays particular
attention to their facial expressions, instead. At funerary ceremonies, he often makes
use of small dough figures representing the deceased’s soul, demons and gods and
place them on the corresponding section of the Gods’ Road Map. He will then pro-
gressively move the deceased’s figure along the Road Map in order for him/her to
finally reach the ancestors’ realm. Depending on their ritual function, in the Naxi
context dough figures can be thrown away, offered to deities or spirits to repay the
debts incurred by humans or to offended demons as a substitute for a sick person.

The general argument I am making here is far from being sensational for my
intent is merely to suggest that also Naxi ritual use of food manifests forms of
cultural fusion which can be seen as aspects of their historical legacy and cul-
tural positioning in the Tibetan-Yi corridor. Many traits of dongba foodways,
like the use of the dough figures, can be easily linked both with a broader Tibet-
an tradition and with some other Tibeto-Burman peoples’ ritual food practices
in the area. One of the issues that beckon further investigation is the extent to
which Naxi religious uses of food are rooted either in the Tibetan “folk religion”
(Tucci 1995, 205), often glossed as “nameless religion” (Stein [1996] 1998, 173),
and old Bon (Namkhai Norbu 1996, 19), orin Tibetan Buddhism and how such
food uses found their way into Naxi religious life.

Forms of Naxi dongba rituals and the old Bon may derive from a common
origin which can be identified in a shamanic tradition developed among pasto-
ralists living in the area corresponding to present-day Qinghai province (Rock
1935, 66), whence the Naxi ancestors are thought to have emigrated southwards,
to their presentlocation. Accordingly, some Buddhist symbolism and elements
in dongba rituals (e.g. the use of butter lamps, conch shells, tangka, cymbals) are
supposed to be alater appropriation, introduced into an original core of beliefs.
In Lijiang basin the “Bon cult held undisputed sway for no Yellow lama church
was permitted in the territory, and it was only during the Ming Dynasty about
1627 that the Karma-pa church, more tolerant than the Yellow Sect, became set-
tled. They were however never strong and influential” (Rock 1952, 4).

Though Rock (1952, 15) himself was convinced that Naxi religious man-
uscripts were in the greater part Bon, we should not underestimate the great
diversity of localized characteristics of religious practices in Tibet and its sur-
rounding areas. To this end, it might be desirable a comparative study between
Naxi religion and early Tibetan sources, including the Dunhuang manuscripts.
The varieties of dongba food practices can in fact be given sense by understand-
ing Naxi religion and ethnicity within the Tibeto-Burman context, and thanks
to the porousness of its boundaries.

4. Food, taste and Naxi sensuous epistemology

In this last paragraph I would like to briefly outline a possible research per-
spective in which food and taste can be revisited in the light of the theoreti-
cal framework of an “anthropology of the senses” that implies a “fundamental
epistemological shift towards others” (Stoller 1989, 156), and to present some
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preliminary data addressing Naxi culture as a way of sensing the world (Howes
1991), to which taste can offer its contribution. Many ongoing disembodied and
disengaged approaches to the human sciences have depersonalised the body and
sanitised the senses. The aim of my investigation is to refine a sensibility for the
body as existential ground for culture and to propose a preliminary exploration of
what the ethnographic record has to offer when analysed from data on the sens-
es. I will try to give some insight into the Naxi sensory construction of reality
and to make sense of their sensibilities. This can be done by taking into account
their cosmology, cosmogony, and ritual life.  am persuaded that my exploration
is at this stage merely suggestive and preparatory to future in-depth-analysis.

The senses do not simply gather information about the world, but are also im-
bued with cultural values, they represent a tool for societies to define the world
and a model to interact with it. This means that different cultures develop different
ways of “making sense of the world” (Classen 1993, 1), each teaching the individ-
ual a kind of sensory specialisation which brings him to “organise his sensorium
by attending to some types of perception more than others” (Ong 1991, 28).

The method of creation expressed in the cosmogony of a particular culture
is often revealing both of the way in which that culture shapes perception and
the relative importance it attaches to the various senses. In the Naxi cosmogo-
ny, sight ranks supreme, but it is tinged with sound, which renders Naxi visual
bias altogether different from that of Western culture:

[...] Before Heaven and Earth appeared, there first appeared the three good kinds
of shadow of each. [ ...] The true and the real united, and a brilliant white orb
appeared. The white orb produced a change, and a beautiful voice that could sing
appeared. The beautiful sounding breath changed, and a brilliant turquoise coloured
orb appeared. The turquoise coloured orb changed, and the great god Iggvq-ogeq
appeared. [ ... ] The false and the unreal caused a change. First there appeared a black
orb. The black orb changed, and a black gemstone as black as a crow appeared. The
black gemstone changed, and a bad sounding voice appeared. The bad sounding
voice changed and [the evil demon] Lggvg-dinaq appeared. (McKhann 1992, 84-8)

It seems quite clear from the above that sound arises from light, and that dis-
order is introduced in an originally light and coloured world by the creation of
darkness, that, in turn, gives rise to unpleasant noises. The emphasis onlight and
colour manifested in Naxi cosmogony is further elaborated in their cosmology.
They believe that the human world is a square. Each side of the square is asso-
ciated with a cardinal point and a particular colour. The Seven Sisters God sup-
ported Mt. Junaruolo’s east side with a white conch prop, the south side with a
green turquoise prop, the west side with a black cornelian prop, the north side
with a yellow golden prop; in the middle between heaven and earth they erect-
ed a white iron prop (McKhann 1992, 89).

Avisual biasis also shown in the various ceremonial articles prepared by the
dongba, in which supernatural beings are made readily recognisable by their viv-
id physical characteristic, rather than, say, by their smells or food preferences:
pictorial representations of the godsin the form of painted scrolls, wooden slats,
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and dough figures made with parched barley when representing the gods, and
with parched buckwheat when they refer to demons (He and He 1998). The im-
portance of sight is manifested also in the fact that in order to reach the ances-
tors, the deceased’s soul needs to see the itinerary to be followed, and to this end
an everlasting lamp is put in front of the deathbed during funerals (Xu 1998).
The stress on sight is accompanied by the importance attached to sound, hear-
ing, and speaking as social functions. The Naxi are a highly verbal people. A very
high premium is placed on those with the ability to say the correct things at the
right time (Jackson 1979), for without proper talking, communication among men,
and between men and gods, falters, and the whole social system creaks as it lacks
effective intermediaries to mediate between the poles. In ritual life, this is high-
lighted by the fact that the possibility of getting in touch with the essence of things
resides in the recitation of their origin by the dongba (Jackson 1979). Touch can be
converselyunderstood as the most anticultural of the senses for the Naxi, because
pollution is mainly spread by contact. I could not find any reference to touch in the
Naxi cosmology and ritual life, except the application of butter, discussed earli-
er. Sight and touch would thus seem to be at opposite ends of the Naxi sensorium.
In the ethnographic corpus of the Naxi, there is frequent mention of various
woods and resins that are burnt as incense. But other substances, which do not
necessarily have pleasant odours, are also employed. For example, in the “Greet
the Gods with Burning Incense” rite, juniper boughs are burnt in a large in-
cense burner to attract the gods, while the ritual setting is being cleared of pol-
lution with smoke from a torch made of nine twigs from nine different kinds of
tree. In the same rite, the demons of pollution are invited by burning chicken
feathers and a few small pieces of sheep bone over a tile covered with hot coals.
Therefore, while the foul odour of the burning feathers and bone is thought to
attract the demons, the gods are thought to prefer the fragrant smell of juniper
incense. Odoriferous substances are not merely pleasing or displeasing to the
nose: they are first of all channels of communication, they carry messages. It is
also significant that whatis burnt to establish contact with the spirits’ world can
be categorised visually. The incense sticks prepared for the “Sacrifice to Heaven”,
for example, are meaningfully decorated with paper flowers (McKhann 1992).
Although we could not find frequent mention to the sense of taste, this is not
sufficient grounds for dismissing it from the Naxi hierarchy of the senses. We
run across a multitude of ritual visual perceptions that are mingled with food
and taste. During the “Ceremony for the Demons of Suicide” (He and He 1998),
for example, two bowls of sacrificial food are prepared. The one containing what
is called “white food”, is filled with meat and white rice; the bowl containing
“black food”, is filled with meat, buckwheat, and maize mixed with rice.”” In-

19 The bowl of “white food” is offered for those who died unnatural death, “but whose location
of death is known and who have received release into the afterlife”, while the bowl of “black
food” is offered for the “deceased persons whose location of death is not known and who
have not been released into the afterlife” (He and He 1998, 159).
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stances of this kind point at the multisensory dimension of Naxi culture and to
the interplay of the senses that can eventually occur. Sensory perceptions are
often so closely related that it is scarcely possible to completely separate one
from another, and to deny this sensory interdependence would be non-sense,
as Classen (1993) has shown.

The principal offering in the “Sacrifice to Heaven” has two stages (McKhann
1992): the first involves objects of sacrifice which are whole and raw, the second
those that are cut up and cooked, some of which are divided among the partici-
pants at the end of the rite, while feasting together on the sacrificial ground. The
raw/cooked?® distinction is emphasised by the Naxi themselves, but it is some-
thing which requires further investigation on the basis of fieldwork just so does
the rudimentary Naxi hierarchy of the senses we can establish at this stage and
consisting of the visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile modalities,
in order of importance.

5. Conclusions

In this paper attention has been paid to understanding some of the steps in
the making of Naxi identity and to investigating the extent to which traces of
cross-cultural ethnic identity dynamics and adaptations can be preserved in food
practices. The multidimensionality of food has been questioned to explore in what
ways Naxi consumption and religious uses of aliments can contribute to the forg-
ing and transmission of their cultural identity. My point has been that data from
the analysis of Naxi foodways reflect their position of Himalayan people stand-
ing between the rice, soybean and alcohol consuming culture of the Han majority
to the North-East and the milk, butter, and barley eating Tibetan culture to the
North-West. Clues have been detected that show they meanwhile hold distinctive
food patterns for the expression of their own “peculiar Tibeto-Burman identity”.

Culture and ethnicity are indeed intricately connected, and ithas been point-
ed out that Naxi food culture is also made up of concrete ways by which ethnic
identity is preserved before becoming available for cultural contamination. The
Naxi people are an example of the way in which cross-cultural food practices
disclose cultural borders in the Tibetan-Yi corridor that have been revisited, re-
defined, negotiated and, eventually, blurred. One of the issues that beckon fur-
ther investigation is the extent to which Naxi religious uses of food are rooted
either in Tibetan old Bén or in Tibetan Buddhism.

2 Interestingly enough, the Ming and Qing empires classified tribal groups either as “cooked”

(shu 2 ) or “raw” (sheng ") according to their degree of sinicization. The first, recognized
the native chief’s (fusi -1-F]) authority and submitted to the imperial labor tax, while the lat-
ter, more barbarous, refused to submit to any kind of political control and authority (Chao
2008, 106), the consumption of raw food being regarded as an unequivocal sign of savage-
ry since it had not gone through “the transforming power of fire [...], symbol of culture”
(Dikétter 1992, 9).
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Finally, some Naxi food practices and cosmology have been taken into ac-
count to gain an insight into their culturally difterent balances of the senses and
their sensuous epistemology, in full awareness that at this stage my exploration
has been merely suggestive and preparatory to future in-depth-analysis. I have
indeed endeavoured to begin clearing the ground by sketching some possible de-
velopments for a multidisciplinary study of ethnicity and identity in Southwest
China that is made up of various methodologies and extends across a number
of disciplines including the study of religions, the anthropology of the senses,
and food studies.
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