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tjow Sushi Went Global

Theodore C. Bestor
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'Il)‘wenty tuna buyers clamber out, half of them Japanese. The three bluefin, ranging

from 270 to 610 pounds, are winched out of the tub, and buyers crowd around them,
extracting tiny core samples to examine their color, fingering the flesh to assess the fat

content, sizing up the curve of the body. -
After about 20 minutes of eyeing the goods, many of the buyers return to their

trucks to call Japan by cellphone and get the morning prices from Tokyo’s Tsukiji
market — the fishing industry’s answer to Wall Street — where the daily tuna auctions
have just concluded. The buyers look over the tuna one last time and give written bids
to the dock manager, who passes the top bid for each fish to the crew that landed it.
The auction bids are secret. Each bid is examined anxiously by a cluster of young
men, some with a father or uncle looking on to give advice, others with a young
woman and a couple of toddlers trying to see Daddy’s fish. Fragments of concerned
conversation float above the parking lot: “That’s all?” “Couldn’t we do better if we
shipped it ourselves?” “Yeah, but my pickup needs a new transmission now!” After a
fcw minutes, deals are closed and the fish are quickly loaded onto the backs of trucks
In crates of crushed ice, known in the trade as “tuna coffins.” As rapidly as they
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Japan’s emergence on the global economic scene ; . .
pation du jour, c.oupl.ed with a rejection of hear:; :ﬁ;h:a:ﬁ‘eﬁ thefbusx'ne;.s desu;.
healthy cuisine like " fish, and vegetables, and the appeal of th;:a}?ig;re e
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sort, sushi has become notjust cool, but popular. The painted wind f a Cambri
Massachusetts, coffee shop advertises “espresso, cappuccino caor:Z:. " 3“'{ o
and sushi.” Mashed potatoes with wasabi (horseradish) s{lshi- in. J::C:;hsa}iag:naé
seared sashimi-grade tuna steaks show Japan’s growing cm’mral i.n%luegncc on u{:scale
nouvelle cuisine throughout North America, Europe, and Latin America. Sushi has
even become the stuff of fashion, from “sushj” lip gloss, colored the deep -red of raw
tuna, to “wasabi” nail polish, a soft avocado green. [...]

Japan remains the world’s primary market for fresh tuna for sushi and sashimi;

demand in other countries is a product of Japanese influence and the creation of new
markets by domestic producers looking to expand their reach. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, sushi’s global popularity as an emblem of a sophisticated, cosmopolitan
consumer class more or less coincided with a profound transformation in the interna-
tional role of the Japanese fishing industry. From the 1970s onward, the expansion of
200-mile fishing limits around the world excluded foreign fleets from the prime
fishing grounds of many coastal nations. And international environmental campaigns
forced many countries, Japan among them, to scale back their distant water fleets.
With their fishing operations curtailed and their yen for sushi still growing, Japanese
had to turn to foreign suppliers.

Jumbo jets brought New England’s bluefin tuna into easy reach of Tokyo, just as
Japan’s consumer economy — a byproduct of the now disparaged “bubble” years -
went into hyperdrive. The sushi business boomed. During the 1980s, total Japanese
imports of fresh bluefin tuna worldwide increased from 957 metric tons (531 from
the United States) in 1984 to 5,235 metric tons (857 from the United States) in 1993.

The average wholesale price peaked in 1990 at 4,900 yen (US$34) per kilogram, bones

and all, which trimmed out to approximately US$33 wholesale per edible pound.

Not surprisingly, Japanese demand for prime bluefin tuna - which yields a firm red

CI’Cated a

meat, lightly marbled with veins of fat, highly prized (and priced) in Japanese cuisine —
gold-rush mentality on fishing grounds across the globe wherever }.)hleﬁn
be found. But in the early 1990s, as the US bluefin industry was taking off,
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th?]“zzrﬁ.ﬂes off the beach in Barbate, Spain, a hl?ge maze of. nets snakes Severa|
miles out into Spanish waters near the Strait of Gibraltar. A lfllgh-Speed, Japanese.
made workboat heads out to the nets. On board are five Spanish hands, a Japanese
supervisor, 2,500 kilograms of frozen herring and mackerel imported from NOrWay
and Holland, and two American researchers. The boat is making one of its twice.
daily trips to Spanish nets, which contain captured Mediterranean tuna being raiseq
under Japanese supervision for harvest and export to Tsukiji.
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Vay Globﬂ?a uItI:zr lisztlneces§anly homogenize cultural differences nor erase the
o salience o 15 al labels. Quite the contrary, it grows the franchise. In the global
. economy of consumption, the brand equity of sushi as Japanese cultural property
adds to the cachet of both the country and the cuisine. A Texan Chinese-American
s restaurateur told me, for ex:flr-nple, that he had converted his chain of restaurants
from Chinese to Japanese cuisine because the prestige factor of the latter meant he

i could charge a premium; his clients couldn’t distinguish between Chinese and

€ Japanese employees (and often failed to notice that some of the chefs behind his sushi

e bars were Latinos).

1 The brand equity is sustained by complicated flows of labor and ethnic biases.
Outside of Japan, having Japanese hands (or a reasonable facsimile) is sufficient
warrant for sushi competence. Guidebooks for the current generation of Japanese
global wandervogel sometimes advise young Japanese looking for a job in a distant city
to work as a sushi chef: US consular offices in Japan grant more than 1,000 visas a year

to sushi chefs, tuna buyers, and other workers in the global sushi business. A trade

school in Tokyo, operating under the name Sushi Daigaku (Sushi University), offers
short courses in sushi preparation so “students” can impress prospective employers
with an imposing certificate. Even without papers, however, sushi remain§ ﬁm-ﬂy
linked in the minds of Japanese and foreigners alike with Japanese cultural identity.

of the counter).

Throughout the world, sushi restaurants operated by Koreans, ChineSf':, or \ﬁetnames:a
maintain Japanese identities. In sushi bars from Boston to Yalenaa, a CESt?merZ
simple greeting in Japanese can throw chefs into a panic (or drive them to the far en

On the docks, too, Japanese cultural control of sushi remains unquestiznei
Japanese buyers and “tuna techs” sent from Tsukiji to work seasonally on the doc
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foreign fishers on the proper techniques .
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that Japanese workers are much more skﬂled‘m cutting an ming tuna thap
Americans, and no one would want to risk sending botched cuts to Japan.

Not to impugn the quality of the fish sold in the United States, but on the Ney,
England docks, the first determination of tuna buyers is whether they are looking a
a “domestic” fish or an “export” fish. On that judgment hangs several dollars a pounq
for the fisher, and the supply of sashimi-grade tuna for fishmongers, sushi bars, ang
seafood restaurants up and down the Eastern seaboard. Some of the best tuna from
New England may make it to New York or Los Angeles, but by way of Tokyo — vali.
dated as top quality (and top price) by the decision to ship it to Japan by air for sale at
Tsukiji, where it may be purchased by one of the handful of Tsukiji sushi exporters

who supply premier expatriate sushi chefs in the world’s leading cities. [...]
Such mystification of a distant market’s motivations for desiring a local com-

inOdity is not unique. For decades, anthropologists have written of “cargo cults” and
commodity fetishism” from New Guinea to Bolivia. B
to visualize Japanese culture and the i
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