Chopsticks

Chopsticks have become a quintessential part of the Chinese, Japanese,
Korean and Vietnamese culinary experience across the globe, with more
than one ﬁfth of the world’s population using them daily to eat. In this
vibrant, highly original account of the history of chopsticks, Q. Edward
Wang charts their evolution from a simple eating implement in ancient
times to their status as a much more complex, cultural symbol today.
Opening in the Neolithic Age, at the ﬁrst recorded use of chopsticks,
the book surveys their use through Chinese history, before exploring
their transmission in the ﬁfth century to other parts of Asia, including
Japan, Korea, Vietnam and Mongolia. Calling upon a striking selection
of artwork, the author illustrates how chopstick use has inﬂuenced Asian
cuisine, and how, in turn, the cuisine continues to inﬂuence chopstick
use, both in Asia and across the globe.
Q. Edward Wang is Professor of History and Co-ordinator of Asian
Studies at Rowan University and Changjiang Professor of History at
Peking University, China.

Chopsticks
A CULTURAL AND
CULINARY HISTORY

Q. EDWARD WANG

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom
Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.
It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107023963
© Q. Edward Wang 2015
This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 2015
Printed in the United States of America by Sheridan Books, Inc.
A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
Wang, Q. Edward, 1958–
Chopsticks : a cultural and culinary history / Q. Edward Wang.
pages cm
isbn 978-1-107-02396-3 (hardback)
1. Chopsticks. I. Title.
gt2949.w36 2014
394.10 2–dc23
2014021293
isbn 978-1-107-02396-3 Hardback
Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
urls for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication,
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

To my mother who taught me to use chopsticks
in China and for my son who is using them in the
US, as the tradition lives on from past to present,
China and beyond.
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1
Introduction

Over one and a half billion people eat food with chopsticks daily. This is
the ﬁrst book in English that traces the history of the utensil from ancient
times to the present day. The aim of this book is threefold. The ﬁrst is to
offer a comprehensive and reliable account of how and why chopsticks
became adopted by their users and continued, as a dining habit, through
the centuries in Asia and beyond. The second is to discuss the culinary
impact of chopsticks use on Asian cookeries and cuisines and vice versa:
how the change of foodways in the region inﬂuenced people’s choice of
eating tools to aid their food consumption. And the third is to analyze the
cultural meanings of chopsticks and chopsticks use in the respective cultures of their users. Chopsticks are distinctive in that though mainly an
eating implement, they also have many other uses. A rich and deep cultural
text is embedded in the history of chopsticks, awaiting our exploration.
Over many centuries, chopsticks have helped distinguish their users in
Asia from those in the rest of the world. So much so that some Japanese
scholars have identiﬁed a distinct “chopsticks cultural sphere” vis-à-vis the
other two spheres on the globe: those who feed with ﬁngers, which was a
dining tradition for the people in the Middle East, South Asia and some parts
of Southeast Asia, and those who eat with forks and knives, or the people
who live in today’s Europe, North and South America, Australia, etc.1 Other
scholars, such as Lynn White, have also noticed this tripartite division among
1

Isshiki Hachirō, Hashi no Bunkashi: Sekai no Hashi Nihon no Hashi (A cultural history of
chopsticks: world chopsticks and Japanese chopsticks) (Tokyo: Ochanomizu Shobō, 1990),
36–40; and Mukai Yukiko & Hashimoto Keiko, Hashi (Chopsticks) (Tokyo: Hōsei daigaku
shuppankyoku, 2001), 135–142.

1

2
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the ﬁnger-feeders, the fork-feeders and the chopsticks-feeders in the world.2
Centering on China, where the utensil originated, the chopsticks cultural
sphere encompasses the Korean Peninsula, the Japanese archipelago, certain
regions of Southeast Asia, the Mongolian Steppe and the Tibetan Plateau.
Thanks to the increasing global popularity of Asian foods in recent decades,
this sphere is expanding – people outside the zone have increasingly adopted
chopsticks while eating Asian foods. Indeed, in Chinese and other Asian
restaurants throughout the world, many non-Asian customers attempt the
use of chopsticks, with some showing admirable dexterity. In Thailand and
Nepal, where the traditional dining method is to use one’s right hand, it is
now increasingly common to see people use chopsticks to convey foods.
For many chopsticks users, employing this Asian eating utensil does not
just continue a time-honored dietary practice. They also believe its use
brings myriad beneﬁts besides conveying food. Kimiko Barber, a JapaneseEnglish author living in London, wrote The Chopsticks Diet (2009), in
which she argues that while Japanese food is by and large healthier than
Westerners’, the key to a healthy diet is not what you eat, but how you eat.
Chopsticks, she claims, bring such a beneﬁt. “Eating with chopsticks slows
people down and therefore they eat less,” she writes. And eating less is not
the only beneﬁt. Since one eats more slowly with chopsticks – by as much
as twenty more minutes per meal – by her calculation, “it also has,” Barber
proclaims, “the psychological beneﬁt of making you think about the food
and the enjoyment you get from it.”3 In other words, eating with chopsticks helps you to appreciate food and turns you into a gourmet!
Others argue that there are even more beneﬁts. Isshiki Hachirō, one of
the Japanese writers who coined the term “chopsticks cultural sphere,”
maintains that since chopsticks use requires brain–hand coordination
(perhaps more so than using other implements), it improves not only
one’s dexterity but ultimately also the development of one’s brain, especially among children. And Isshiki is not the only one who holds this
belief.4 Scientists in recent years have conducted experiments exploring,

2
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4

Lynn White, a professor of history at UCLA, gave a speech, entitled “Fingers, Chopsticks
and Forks: Reﬂections on the Technology of Eating,” at the American Philosophical Society
meeting in Philadelphia on July 17, 1983, in which he discussed these different dining
habits. New York Times (Late Edition – East Coast), July 17, 1983, A-22.
Kimiko Barber, The Chopsticks Diet: Japanese-Inspired Recipes for Easy Weight-Loss
(Lanham: Kyle Books, 2009), 7.
Isshiki, Hashi no Bunkashi, 201–220. In their study of chopsticks, Mukai and Hashimoto
also describe how learning to use chopsticks helps children’s development of ﬁne motor
skills. Hashi, 181–186.
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