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Ancient and Medieval Japan
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Class Consciousness and Practices of Eating Together in Ancient and Medieval Japan

Harapa, Nobuo

The author argues that practices of eating together significantly contributed to the class con-
sciousness among people of ancient and medieval Japan and to the maintenance of the social
solidarity as a whole. Distinction in the position of a seat, menus and food vessels at a banquet
and ceremony made participants aware of the social status to which they belonged. The author
examined how participants were distinguished from one another in the following six cases: 1)
the Great Thanksgiving Service after the enthronement where the god and new emperor ate
together; 2) on the following two days, the emperor and high-class bureaucrats as well as repre-
sentatives of local provinces ate together; 3) daikys banquets of the Heian Period (794-1192)
where different classes of the bureaucrats ate together; 4) onari of the Muromachi Shogunate
(1338-1573) where a shogun and high-class samurai ate together; 5) local banquets where local-
ly influential samurai leaders invited land owners; and 6) banquets within a village where in-
fluential farmers invited peasants. In addition to the seat assignment and differences in the
menus and food vessels, gifts of food given from those of a higher status to a lower status at a
banquet strengthened the class consciousness. At the same time, the participants in a banquet
gained a sense of solidarity because part of their menu was the same regardless of the social
status to which each participant belonged. Moreover, people were invited for banquets for both
a higher and lower social classes, and therefore, they felt close to those in both higher and lower
social classes. Owing to the banquets for all the classes of people, the Japanese society as a

whole could maintatin the solidarity among the people.
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