Topic: Japanese taste culture ---sushi in Hong Kong

INTRODUCTION

It is well known that sushi is very popular Japanese food in the world. In the past,
sushi is an exotic and expensive food served at luxurious hotels and high class
restaurants in Hong Kong. It seems a kind of class reflection. However, sushi starts to
localize the taste to fit local customers. It becomes more popular than the past. Many
sushi bars and restaurants offer affordable prices as localization nowadays. So, it is
interesting to take a deep look into the taste and localization aspects towards Japanese

taste culture.

This paper examines the growth of a sushi culture in Hong Kong from historical
aspect. It discusses the history of sushi and the reasons for its popularity in Hong
Kong. Also, it examines the making of the sushi culture and industry and looks into
different aspects of taste and localization. By identifying the characteristics of the
sushi culture in Hong Kong and locating sushi in the context of globalization of
Japanese popular culture. It aims to deepen our understanding of the mechanism of

taste and Japanese popular culture.



In Hong Kong, many people start to run sushi restaurants with inexpensive price.

They also localized the taste and prices. Hong Kong is advanced in terms of

localization of Japanese sushi such as the kaiten sushi (revolving sushi on a conveyor

belt) restaurants and take-away sushi outlets. Hong Kong is leading this “sushi boom”

and sushi is making its way in people’s daily diet. It is a kind of Japanese popular

culture and consumer culture.

LITERATURE REVIEW
METHODOLOGY
HISTORY OF SUSHI source

Sushi is a typical Japanese food with over a thousand years of history and tradition. It

has become the most visible example of Japanese cuisine in other countries. Sushi is

the combination of raw fish and seasoned rice. It seems so exotic to foreigners, is a

supremely logical food in Japan. Sushi is the combination of raw fish and seasoned

rice that seems so exotic to foreigners. It is a supremely logical food in Japan.



Sushi began one century ago in Japan as a method of preserving source fish. It is told

that the origins of sushi came form countries of Southeastern Asia. Cleaned, raw fish

were pressed between layers of salt and weighted with a stone. After a few weeks, the

stone was removed and replaced with a light cover, and a few months after that, the

fermented fish and rice were considered ready to eat. Some restaurants in Tokyo still

serve this original style of sushi, called narezushi made with freshwater carp. Its

flavor is so strong that it obscures the fish's identity altogether, and narezushi is

something of an acquired taste.

Sushi is perhaps Japan's best-known contribution to world cuisine. Although sushi

seems like a simple food, sushi preparation is actually a highly developed discipline.

The choicest, tender morsels of fresh raw fish are artfully arranged on individual

"fingers" of vinegary rice by a skilled chef, and then placed on a gleaming cypress

counter in front of the eagerly waiting customer a few seconds later. Absolute

freshness of the fish is the all-important factor for good sushi. How about the original

prestige of sushi in Japan?

Nowadays, the number of Japanese restaurants grew dramatically. The number of

Japanese restaurants is more than a hundred source in Hong Kong. Most of them are

located in business and shopping districts such as Mongkok, TsimShaShui. Sushi



seems a must in the menu of all Japanese restaurants. Hong Kong people become the

main consumers of sushi.

The sushi business is booming and has continued to expand in the market. The

expansion of the Japanese community and the impressive economic growth in Hong

Kong has helped increase the popularity of Japanese cuisine. Also, many Japanese

expatriates are culturally exclusive and want to maintain the Japanese way of life in

Hong Kong. So, Japanese cultural such as restaurants, supermarkets and shops have

increased. transition

Hong Kong is one of the fastest growing and most vibrant economies in Asia. People

have more money to spend on good foods and dining out has become very common. It

also calls “food paradise” where residents and tourists can taste different types of

foreign foods. Hong Kong is a multi- racial place so that we can enjoy various

cuisines such as Malay, Indian, Thai, Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Indonesian and

Peranakan. As a result, Hong Kong becomes an attractive place for investment in the

food business for the above reasons. Hence, Hong Kong people have interested in

running Japanese restaurants. Nowadays, sushi has become quite popular among

young people who have strong consuming power and high adaptability.



WHY SUSHI IS SO POPULAR IN HONG KONG?

Localization is an important reason in the sushi culture. Sushi has been transformed

from an exclusive and exotic Japanese food into an affordable and localized Japanese

food. In addition, the flavor and content of sushi have been altered to accommodate

the local taste in Hong Kong.

Exotic appeal is another factor of success. Sushi has been localized enough to suit the

local taste, but not too much to undermine its exotic appeal. But sushi is still Japanese.

Young people think it is fashionable to eat sushi. Eating sushi seems more fashionable

and not traditional for them. Sushi is more than a food or a commercial product, it

also has cultural and national meanings. Eating sushi itself can be a cultural encounter.

People are impressed by many things they experience in a sushi restaurant, including

the display of plastic sushi in the window, the use of beautiful Japanese utensils, the

Japanese greetings and hospitality, the conveyer belt and the colors and the taste of

sushi. As a result, eating sushi is not only can make Hong Kong people feel Japanese,

but also international. The status of Hong Kong is an international city with a

multi-racial and multi-cultural society. Sushi can be seen as a form of Japanese

popular culture. The boom of Japanese popular culture in Hong Kong boosted the

consumption of sushi. Nowadays, sushi is a must in high tea, buffet and reception



parties in hotels and luxurious restaurants. Sushi is not only a food and a business, but

also a tradition.

Some people see globalization as generating increasing homogeneity, while others see

it producing diversity and heterogeneity through increased hybridization.

Globalization and define its causes and effects especially in relation to environmental

and cultural development.

Globalization as a highly complex, contradictory, and thus ambiguous set of institutions

and social relations, as well as involving flows of goods, services, ideas, technologies,

cultural forms, and people (Appadurai 1996).

Globalization means different things to different people. Some say it is the movement

of people, language, ideas, and products around the world. Others see it as the

dominance of multinational corporations and the destruction of cultural identities.

LOCALIZATION OF SUSHI

Sushi in Hong Kong has been localized in various aspects. Localization makes sushi

affordable to Hong Kong people. Because there is kaiten sushi, sushi counters in

supermarkets and sushi stalls in food courts in Hong Kong while Japan does not. The



forms of eating sushi, the content and the taste of sushi and the management of a sushi

restaurant are the forms of localization.

Sushi is a meal in Japan but Hong Kong is a snack or light meal. In Hong Kong, sushi

restaurants have many other Japanese foods such as ramen, fried tofu, udon and

tempura, sometimes they have green tea ice-cream, mango pudding and cheese cake

as desserts but Japan only has sushi. Hong Kong people usually try different kinds of

dishes with sushi. People buy a few piece of sushi and a few want to fill their stomach

only with sushi. Moreover, customers usually drink green tea after they finish their

meal in order not to damage the taste of sushi. Sake also can be drunk before eating.

But there is no regulation at drinking in Hong Kong sushi restaurants. They can drink

coke, juice or beer if they want.

In addition, the taste of sushi is very local. We make sushi as “Hong Kong sushi”. In

Hong Kong, the rice is different from those used in Japan. In Japan, they must use the

best quality of rice while Hong Kong is not. Japanese rice is more experience than

Hong Kong’s. So the texture and flavor is not as good as Japanese rice. Also, flatfish,

sea bass and abalone sushi are very popular in Japan but are unpopular in Hong Kong.

This kind of sushi does not have market in Hong Kong.



The taste of sushi in Hong Kong is not likely Japanese. It is more salty, spicy and oily

to localize the taste. Chili, curry and black pepper and other hot local flavors are

added to make new kinds of sushi such as spicy tuna maki and soft shell crab sushi. It

is more creative in Hong Kong. Also, the use of wasabi and ginger reflects

localization. Every sushi with raw meat has wasabi in Japan but there is little or no

wasabi in Hong Kong. Because Hong Kong people do not like its strange flavor, staffs

give a small plate of wasabi for customers’ personal consumption. Also, business

companies offer very affordable prices. Localization is added in order to cut cost and

to attract local customers.

On the other hand, the management of sushi restaurants in Hong Kong is not likely

Japanese. Most of them are owned by Hong Kong people. In Japan, many sushi chef

have received many years of training such as preparing poisonous blowfish sushi.

They have to pass a special license from the Japanese Sushi Association. But in Hong

Kong, the chiefs are only employed locally with no professional training. The local

employees know little about the Japanese language. They can say a few greetings in

Japanese only such as “welcome”(irashaimase) and “thank you”(arigato gozaimasu).

But the pronunciation is not totally correct. Waiters and waitresses wear Japanese

clothes, speak Japanese in order to offer a very warm service to make their customers



feel like they are in Japan. Hong Kong people like sushi because it is affordable,

interesting and care-free.

CONSUMPTION: TASTE REFLECTION

On the other hand, sushi culture is a kind of commercial product or taste reflection?

Does it reinforce social inequalities through the construction of “taste”? In fact, sushi

is not food only but also reflecting high class. It also reflects the taste of upper class.

P. Bourdieu’s theory (1984) of socio-cultural distinction through "taste" and

consumption. There are three sorts of capitals, habitus as a mediator between the class

structure and the "culture of taste" and as a framework for lifestyles, those differ

through the indicator of "taste". The concept of taste is discussed in the relation of

culture. How good taste be constructed in our society?

Consumption of food is a kind of taste reflection. On the other hand, it is a medium of

social representation, identity building and distinction in the modern capitalist

societies. Sushi is very popular Japanese food in the world and it is an exotic and

expensive food served at luxurious hotels and high class restaurants in Hong Kong. So,

eating sushi is a kind of representation of higher status in the society. It is a kind of



consumer cultures which represent social value and status in Hong Kong. Although
the price of sushi is localized and no longer as expensive as before, people still like to
have dinner in sushi restaurants. Such as Japanese Causal Restaurant which is very
popular in Hong Kong. People need to wait for the seat almost an hour in order to

have dinner.

Taste seems so personal a matter and so subjective. It tied up with our image of
ourselves as mature people. Bourdieu (1984) sets out to demonstrate that there are
social patterns in matters of taste. Tastes are connected to major social divisions like
class reflection and gender, divisions between provincials and cosmopolitans, and
between the highly and poorly educated. Also, tastes are used in whole structures of
judgment and whole processes of social distinction. It produces substantial barriers
between such social groups. Bourdieu's (1984) work should be read as a description
of tastes and not an evaluation of them. He is not condemning the popular taste. And
his sympathies lie in exposing the falsely universal nature of elite tastes. So, taste is
always used to maintain boundaries and reinforce social distinctions. So how is this

explicitly manifested then in terms of consumption of sushi?

In order to explore further the relationship between culture and consumption, this

study focused on the consumption of sushi in the Hong Kong. Sushi is a typical



Japanese food with over a thousand years of history and tradition and has become the

most visible example of Japanese cuisine in other countries. The sushi product has

been described as being important to the process of self-definition among Japanese.

Now sushi in Hong Kong is a consumer good that has been described as having a vital

role in communicating and reflecting the social categories of gender, age, and social

class. It is a kind of taste reflection. The perception that sushi is culturally

representative exists despite Japanese being a multicultural nation. It explores the

relationship between culture and consumption of food. Sushi was selected for analysis

that is characterized by high levels of cultural significance.

Consumption has become a recreational activity. The consumption process is

enjoyable and reflects the taste and class of people. Consumers are viewed as thinking,

feeling subjects who have more choices and latitude in consumption than ever before.

People choose in their efforts to mould their self-determined self-images in

consumption.

But in contrast, there is a very different interpretation of the relationship between

culture and individual consumers. The cultural environment is viewed as a major

determinant of consumption behaviour (Kilbourne, 1996), with consumers acting out

the roles dictated to them by those wielding cultural power. Cultural ideals are



manufactured by marketers and powerful leaders. In this interpretation, the world of

consumption exists to perpetuate the dominant culture. It is accomplished by the

reinforcement of existing cultural practices through the presence of consumer goods

(Firat, 1991).

Although simple observation of individuals' consumption behaviours suggests that

people choose freely between product alternatives, their choices are more likely to be

a reflection of their social, ethnic, religious, and regional backgrounds (Bourdieu,

1984).

CONCLUSION

Although sushi culture is very popular in Hong Kong, the sushi culture in there is still

in its early stage of development. It has not yet become a national culture. Also,

young people and females like eating sushi more than males because they think sushi

is a cute and healthy food. People consider its cute size and colors. In addition, female

are more concern healthy diet. They think that sushi is a healthy food because it is

digestible, fresh and hygienic. It contains very low fat, sugar and calorie with high in

protein and vitamins. Also, consuming sushi is a kind of taste reflection. It reinforces

social inequalities through the construction of taste and reflects class structure. The



choices of people are more likely to be a reflection of their social, ethnic, religious,

and regional backgrounds

In the globalization of Japanese popular culture, Japanization and localization are the

two sides of views. We are consuming Hong Kong sushi but not Japanese sushi. Sushi

is remade and consumed in Hong Kong. So, the acceptance of sushi in Hong Kong

and overseas should be viewed as the result of hybridization and localization. As a

commercial and cultural product, sushi has been localized to different nation. In Hong

Kong, localization is the main element to the birth of a sushi culture. Without the

localization of sushi, it would not become so popular.

Because the popularity of Japanese popular culture continues to grow, sushi will be

more popular in Hong Kong. As localization progresses, its Japaneseness will further

dilute. In the future, sushi will become a universal food or global mass culture without

a clear national boundary. Eating sushi will no longer consume its national and

cultural label. Sushi may become a kind of global product one day. Globalization of

culture is not a one way direction but that a cultural product in the process of

globalization is bound to be hybridized. We may have fishball sushi or satay sushi

that we can imagine. Globalization of commercial and cultural products will fuse



different cultural traditions and tear down national and cultural barriers. It will be an

inevitable trend which mass consumption in the post modern world.

THE END

REFERENCE

Albrow, Martin (1996), The Global Age, Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press.

Amine, Lyn S. (1993), “Linking Consumer Behaviour Constructs to International
Marketing Strategy: A Comment on Wills, Samli, and Jacobs and an Extension,"

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 21, 71-77.

Applbaum, Kalman (1998), "The Sweetness of Salvation: Consumer Marketing and
the Liberal-Bourgeois Theory of Needs," Current Anthropology, 39 (3), 323-349.

Belk, Russell W. (1987), "ACR Presidential Address: Happy Thought,” Advances in
Consumer Research, 14, 1-4.

Bourdieu, Pierre (1984), Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste,
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Celsi, Richard, Randall L. Rose, and Thomas W. Leigh (1993), "An Exploration of
High-Risk Leisure Consumption Through Skydiving," Journal of Consumer Research,
20, 1-23.

Domgzal, Teresa J. and Jerome B. Kernan (1992), "Reading Advertising: The What



and How of Product Meaning, " The Journal of Consumer Marketing, 9 (3), 48-64.

Fenster, Mark (1991), "The Problem of Taste Within the Problematic of Culture,"
Communications Theory, 1 (2), 87-105.

Firat, A.Fuat (1991), "The Consumer in Postmodernity," in R.H. Holman and
M.R.Solomon eds. Advances in Consumer Research, Provo, UT: Association for
Consumer Research, 18, 70-75.

Frans de Waal(2001), The ape and the sushi master : cultural reflections ,
New York, N.Y. : Basic Books.

Gaogiao Yuzi zhu ; [Pu Shuya yi](1994), Riben shou si = Sushi,
Xianggang : Yin shi tian di chu ban she.

Hebdige, Dick (1970), Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London and New
York: Metheun.

Held,David(1995),Democracy and the Global Order ,Cambridge and Palo Alto:
Polity Press and Stanford University Press.

Held, David & Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt & Jonathan Perraton (1999),
Global Transformations, Cambridge and Palo Alto: Polity Press and Stanford

University Press.

Hirst, Paul and Grahame Thompson (1996), Globalization in Question,
Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

John C. Maher and Gaynor Macdonald(1995), Diversity in Japanese culture and

language, London : Kegan Paul International.

John Clammer(2001), Japan and its others : globa lization, difference and the critique

of modernity, Melbourne : Trans Pacific Press.

Kilbourne, William E. (1996), "Self-Actualization and the Consumption Process: Can
You Get There from Here?" in Stephen Brown, Jim Bell, and David Carson eds.

Marketing Apocalypse, London: Routledge.



Leith Morton(2003), Modern Japanese culture : the insider view, South Melbourne,
Vic. : Oxford University Press.

Paul Varley(2000), Japanese culture, Honolulu : University of Hawai'i Press.

Ray T. Donahue(1998), Japanese culture and communication : critical cultural

analysis, Lanham : University Press of America.

Wallendorf, Melanie (1993), "Cultural Inclusion and Exclusion Through Food

n

Consumption," Keynote address at Fourth Australasian Marketing Educators'

Conference, Bali.

Waters, Malcolm (1995), Globalization, London: Routledge.

INTERNET

http://fpeng.peopledaily.com.cn/200103/25/eng20010325_65921.html

http://www.garden-gifts.com/sushiart.htm

http://www.hakuhodo.co.jp/english/asia/wind/hongkong.html

http://journalism.berkeley.edu/projects/mm/pendhar kar/sushi/

http://www.karma-net.com/links/japaneseculture.html

http://sitelevel.whatuseek.com/query.go

http://www.sush1101.com/

http://www.teenink.com/Past/2000/June/Travel/Sushi.html




