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THE HISTORY AND
CULTURE OF
JAPANESE FOOD: A
JOURNEY
THROUGH TIME
AND TASTE

Few culinary traditions
in  the  world  are  as
revered,  intricate,  and
culturally  significant  as
that of Japan. From the
delicate  artistry  of  a
multi-course  kaiseki
meal to the comforting
warmth  of  a  bowl  of
r a m e n ,  J a p a n e s e
cuis ine,  known  as
washoku,  is  a  living

tapestry  woven  from
centuries  of  history,
spir i tual i ty,  and  a
profound  respect  for
nature.  To  understand
the history and culture
of Japanese food is to
understand the soul of
Japan itself—a story of
a d a p t a t i o n ,
refinement,  and  an
unyielding  pursuit  of
harmony  on  a  plate.
This  article  explores
t h e  f a s c i n a t i n g
evolution  of  Japanese
food,  from its  ancient
roots  to  its  modern
global  influence.
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FOUNDATIONS:
BEFORE RICE AND

SOY

The story  of  Japanese
food begins long before
the introduction of rice.
The  Jomon  per iod
(14,000–300 BCE) saw
a  hunter-gatherer
society that relied on a
diverse  diet  of  wild
game,  fish,  nuts,
berries,  and  tubers.
A r c h a e o l o g i c a l
evidence  shows  they
were  among  the  first
cultures  to  create
pottery,  which  they
used  for  boiling  and
s t e a m i n g  f o o d ,
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
changing  how  they
prepared  meals.  This
era established a deep-
seated  tradition  of
foraging  and  eating
seasonally,  a  concept
that remains central to
the culture of Japanese
food today.
The  subsequent  Yayoi

period  (300  BCE–300
C E )  m a r k e d  a
revolutionary  turning
p o i n t .  W e t - r i c e
c u l t i v a t i o n  w a s
introduced  from  the
Korean  peninsula  and
China.  Rice  was  not
just  a  food  source;  it
became a currency,  a
measure of wealth, and
a central component of
religious  rituals.  This
agrarian  shift  laid  the
economic and spiritual
g r o u n d w o r k  f o r
Japanese  soc iety.
Along  with  rice,  the
Yayoi  period  also  saw
the introduction of key
f o o d  p r o c e s s i n g
techniques,  including
basic  fermentation,
which  would  later
e v o l v e  i n t o  t h e
production  of  miso,
soy sauce, and sake.

The



The History And Culture Of Japanese Food 3

3

Influence
of
Buddhism
and

Shintoism
T w o  m a j o r  b e l i e f
systems  profoundly
shaped the history and
culture  of  Japanese
f o o d .  S h i n t o i s m ,
Japan’s  indigenous
fai th,  emphasizes
purity  and  a  sacred
connection  to  nature.
This  is  reflected  in  the
practice  of  offering  the
first harvest of rice and
other seasonal foods to
the  gods  (kami)  at
shrines.  Shinto  rituals
h i g h l i g h t  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
cleanliness  in  food
preparation  and  the
respect  for  the  spirit

i n h e r e n t  i n  a l l
ingredients.
Buddhism,  arriving
from China and Korea
in the 6th century, had
an  even  more  direct
impact on the Japanese
diet.  The  Buddhist
p r i n c i p l e  o f  n o n -
violence  (ahimsa)  led
to  a  prohibit ion  on
eating meat from four-
legged  animals.  For
nearly  1,200  years,
from the Nara period to
the  Meiji  Restoration,
the  consumption  of
beef, pork, and chicken
was  largely  forbidden
f o r  r e l i g i o u s  a n d
secular  reasons.  This
restr ict ion  forced
Japanese  cooks  to
become  masters  of
vegetarian  cuisine,
l e a d i n g  t o  t h e
development of shojin
ryori (Buddhist temple
cuisine). Shojin ryori is
no t  mere ly  about
avoiding meat;  it  is  a
spiritual  practice  of
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using simple, seasonal
vegetables,  tofu,  and
seaweed  to  create  a
h a r m o n i o u s  a n d
mindful  meal.  This
tradition  is  the  direct
a n c e s t o r  o f  t h e
modern,  artful  kaiseki
meal.

THE IMPERIAL
COURT AND THE
REFINEMENT OF
TASTE

The  He ian  pe r i od
(794–1185) was an era
o f  g r e a t  c u l t u r a l
flourishing  at  the
imperial court in Kyoto.
The  aristocracy  refined
the  aes the t i c s  o f
dining,  emphasizing
presentation, etiquette,
and  subtle  flavors.
Elaborate  banquets
called  daikyo-ryori
featured  mult ip le
courses  of  simmered,
steamed,  and  grilled
d i shes  se rved  on
elegant  lacquerware.
This period established

the  fo rmal  d in ing
etiquette  that  sti l l
exists  today,  such  as
the proper way to hold
chopsticks  (hashi)  and
the  arrangement  of
dishes  on  a  table.
It was during this time
that  the  concept  of
umami—the fifth basic
taste, a savory, brothy
depth—began  to  be
intuitively  understood,
long  before  i t  was
scientifically  identified
in  the  20th  century.
The heavy use of dashi
(broth  made  f rom
k o m b u  k e l p  a n d
katsuobushi,  or  dried
bonito  flakes)  became
t h e  b a c k b o n e  o f
Japanese  cooking,
providing a subtle  yet
profound  flavor  profile
that  dist inguishes
washoku  from  other
cuisines.

THE SAMURAI ERA
AND THE RISE OF
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STREET FOOD

The  Kamakura  and
Muromachi  periods
(1185–1573)  saw  the
rise  of  the  samurai
class.  Their  lifestyle
was more practical and
robust than the court’s.
Samurai  meals,  or
kaisek i - ryor i  ( a
precursor  to  modern
kaiseki),  were  simpler
but  heartier,  often
consist ing  of  r ice,
grilled fish, and pickled
vegetables.  The  tea
ceremony  (chanoyu)
also  became  highly
ritualized  during  this
time,  and  the  simple,
austere sweets served
alongside  the  bitter
matcha  green  tea,
known  as  wagashi,
became an art form in
themselves.
T h e  E d o  p e r i o d
(1603–1868)  was  a
g o l d e n  a g e  f o r
Japanese food culture.
W i t h  t h e  c a p i t a l

m o v i n g  t o  E d o
(modern-day  Tokyo),
the  city  swelled  to
become  one  of  the
largest  in  the  world.
Th is  urbanizat ion
c r e a t e d  a  h u g e
demand  for  quick,
affordable,  and
delicious  food.  Street
vendors  began  to
t h r i v e ,  s e l l i n g
everything from sushi
and tempura to soba
(buckwheat  noodles)
and  yakitori  (grilled
chicken skewers).  It  is
crucial  to  understand
that  early  Edo-period
s u s h i  w a s  v e r y
different  from  modern
s u s h i .  C a l l e d
narezushi ,  i t  was
fermented  fish
preserved in rice. Only
the fish was eaten; the
rice  was  discarded.
Over the course of the
Edo  per iod,  a  chef
named  Hanaya  Yohei
revolutionized sushi by
s e r v i n g  f r e s h ,



6

6 The History And Culture Of
Japanese Food

2026-06-13

vinegared  rice  with  a
slice  of  raw  fish  on
t o p — c r e a t i n g
nigirizushi,  the  sushi
we know today, which
was considered a  fast
food for busy Edoites.
Tempura,  introduced
b y  P o r t u g u e s e
missionaries  in  the
16th  century,  was
quickly  adopted  and
perfected by Japanese
cooks,  who  turned  it
into a light,  crispy art
of  frying.  Soy  sauce
p r o d u c t i o n  a l s o
became  industrialized,
making it accessible to
t h e  m a s s e s .  T h e
shokudo  (dining  hall)
cu l ture  emerged,
serving a standard set
meal  of  ichiju-sansai
(one soup, three sides),
which  became  the
t e m p l a t e  f o r  t h e
modern  Japanese
home-cooked  meal.

The Meiji
Restorati
on: A
Culinary
Revolutio
n
The  Meiji  Restoration
(1868–1912)  broke
Japan’s  centuries-old
isolation and triggered
a massive cultural and
p o l i t i c a l
transformation. One of
the  most  dramatic
c h a n g e s  w a s  t h e
official  lifting  of  the
meat-eating  ban.  The
government,  wanting
to  modern i ze  the
nation and improve the
physical  stature  of  its
p e o p l e ,  a c t i v e l y
p r o m o t e d  t h e
consumption  of  beef
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and  pork.  This  was  a
major  shock  to  the
system.  Emperor  Meiji
himself  publicly  ate
b e e f  t o  s e t  a n
example.  Dishes  like
s u k i y a k i  ( b e e f
simmered  in  a  sweet
soy broth) and shabu-
s h a b u  ( h o t  p o t )
became  popular.
Western  influence  also
b r o u g h t  n e w
ingredients  like bread,
butter, milk, and curry
powder.  The  Japanese
adapted  these  foreign
elements,  creating
entirely  new  hybrid
dishes  such  as  kare
raisu  (curry  r ice),
tonkatsu  (breaded
and  deep-fried  pork
cutlet),  and  omurice
(an  omelette  wrapped
around fried rice). This
per iod  of  cu l inary
s y n t h e s i s  i s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
Japanese  abil ity  to
absorb  and  perfect
outside  influences

while maintaining their
c o r e  c u l i n a r y
philosophy of  balance,
seasona l i t y ,  and
presentation.

MODERN JAPANESE
FOOD CULTURE:
WASHOKU AND
GLOBAL IMPACT

The  20th  and  21st
centuries  have  seen
Japanese  cu i s ine
b e c o m e  a  g l o b a l
p h e n o m e n o n .
However, the post-war
era  saw  a  decline  in
t rad i t i ona l  home
cooking  as  Western
convenience  foods
became more popular.
This led to a concerted
effort  to  preserve  and
promote  traditional
washoku.  In  2013,
UNESCO  recognized
Washoku, traditional
dietary  cultures  of
t h e  J a p a n e s e ,
no tab ly  f o r  the
celebration  of  New
Year, as an Intangible
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Cultural  Heritage  of
Humanity.
Th i s  des i gna t i on
highlights  the  core
values  of  Japanese
food  cu l tu re  tha t
extend beyond just the
ingredients:

Seasonality
(Shun): Using
ingredients at
the peak of their
flavor and
nutritional value.
Respect for
Ingredients:
Minimizing waste
and using whole
animals and
vegetables.
Balance and
Variety: The
fundamental
principle of
ichiju-sansai
ensures a
balanced intake
of nutrients.
Aesthetic
Presentation:
The arrangement

of food on
tableware is
considered as
important as the
taste.
Social
Connection:
Meals are a time
for family and
community
bonding.

Key
Ingredien
ts That
Define
the
Culture
Several key ingredients
are fundamental to the
history  and  culture  of
Japanese food:

Rice (Gohan):
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The soul of
Japanese cuisine.
The word for
cooked rice,
gohan, also
means "meal."
Soy Sauce
(Shoyu): The
ubiquitous
seasoning, used
in everything
from sushi to
stews.
Miso: A
fermented
soybean paste
that forms the
base for the
breakfast soup
and many
marinades.
Dashi: The
foundational
broth that
provides umami.
Kombu dashi
(kelp) and
katsuobushi
dashi (bonito
flakes) are the
most common.
Seaweed

(Kombu, Nori,
Wakame):
Essential for
dashi, sushi rolls,
and soups.
Tofu and
Natto:
Fermented and
processed soy
products, rich in
protein and
flavor.
Pickled
Vegetables
(Tsukemono):
Served with
almost every
meal to cleanse
the palate and
aid digestion.

The Art of
Dining:
Etiquette
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and
Atmosph

ere
Japanese dining culture
is  deeply  ritualized.
Before eating, one says
"Itadakimasu",  which
expresses gratitude for
all  beings  involved  in
the  food’s  creation,
from the farmers to the
animals and the cooks.
After  finishing,  the
p h r a s e
" G o c h i s o u s a m a
deshita"  is  said  to
thank everyone for the
f e a s t .  M e a l s  a r e
typically  served  in
small, individual dishes
rather than on a single
l a r g e  p l a t e .  T h i s
encourages  diners  to
e a t  s l o w l y  a n d
appreciate the diverse
flavors  and  textures.
S lurp ing  noodles ,
particularly ramen and

soba, is not considered
rude;  it  is  a  sign  of
enjoyment and helps to
cool  the  noodles  and
enhance the flavor.
T h e  c u l t u r e  a l s o
e m p h a s i z e s
mottainai, a feeling of
regret over waste. This
philosophy encourages
using every part of an
ingredient,  from  the
r o o t  t o  t h e  l e a f ,
reinforcing  a  deep
respect for the natural
resources that provide
the meal.

CONCLUSION: A
LIVING TRADITION

The history and culture
of Japanese food is far
more than a collection
o f  r ec ipes .  I t  i s  a
profound  reflection  of
Japan’s  geography,  its
r e l i g i o u s  a n d
philosophical  beliefs,
and its social evolution.
From the simplicity of a
Jomon nut stew to the
global  phenomenon of
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sushi, Japanese cuisine
has  cont inuous ly
a d a p t e d  w h i l e
remaining anchored in
core  pr inc ip les  o f
s e a s o n a l i t y ,
craftsmanship,  and
harmony.  As  you  sit
down to a bowl of miso
soup or enjoy a piece
of  carefully  prepared
sashimi,  you  are  not
just  tasting  food;  you

are partaking in a rich,
vibrant,  and  ancient
cultural  tradition  that
continues  to  inspire
and nourish the world.
T h e  j o u r n e y  o f
w a s h o k u  i s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
enduring human ability
to  find  beauty,  peace,
and  meaning  in  the
most essential of acts:
sharing a meal.


