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Abstract

Food is something every human consumes in order to survive. However, cuisine and culinary
practices hold more power than the basic biological need. Food can be used as a tool to express
cultural identity and cultural belonging. Culinary practices and traditions make crossing cultural
borders entirely possible on an everyday basis. A fictional novel which explores the symbolic
meaning of food in connection to cultural identity and cultural belonging is Hiromi Goto’s
Chorus of Mushrooms (1994). In order to analyse the way that Goto portrays the characters
Naoe, Keiko, and Muriel in relation to food and how they use food as a tool to construct their
cultural identities, and define their cultural belonging, a close-reading analysis of the three
female characters was conducted. The results of the study show the difficulties of completely
excluding oneself from certain cultures which the individual comes in contact with on a regular
basis. Naoe, trying to maintain a Japanese lifestyle in Canada, is determined to only consume
Japanese food with the intention on sustaining her cultural identity and cultural belonging.
Keiko, Naoe’s daughter, completely casts her Japanese heritage away and tries to adapt to the
new influences of culture in Canada, only cooking Canadian food. Caught between Naoe’s and
Keiko’s radical principles, Muriel, the granddaughter of Naoe and daughter of Keiko, is left to
search for her own cultural identity and cultural belonging. Using food, Muriel combines both
Japanese and Canadian culinary traditions in order to embrace her cultural in-betweenness and

replace the uncertainty she feels by embracing a cultural hybridity.
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1. Introduction

Ever since the attention of scholars was drawn to cultural studies in the 1960’s, the academic
interest in the relation between identity and food within the field of sociology has significantly
increased. Deborah Lupton argues that scholars no longer disregard the role which food has in
defining the individual self and cultural belonging (1-5). Focus has been put upon cultural
practices and the practice of food. Some authors of fiction see potential in using food in a
representational way in connection to identity while constructing their characters. The theme of
food is a central one in Japanese Canadian author Hiromi Goto’s Chorus of Mushrooms (1994), a

novel about three generations of women living on the Canadian prairie.

Several studies have been conducted on Chorus of Mushrooms, analysing the storytelling, the
characters, and the setting in which it is told. However, previous studies tend to focus on aspects
such as language (see Eva Pich Ponte, 2012), regionalism (see Evangeline Holtz, 2017), and
diversity (see Aaron Cavon, 1998), to mention some. Although culture and the connection to
identity and belonging are considered in Cavon’s dissertation, and the aspect of food is discussed
by Lisa Harris (2008), an in-depth analysis of the combination of the viewpoints is somewhat
absent within the field of scholarly texts. Therefore, the aim of the present study is to analyse the
three women which Goto structures the story of the novel around, and how she constructs them
in connection to food and culinary practices to express cultural identity and cultural belonging.
The study will highlight how characters are depicted to act when faced with cultural differences

and the meeting of people identifying with different cultures.

Travelling, migration, and transnational relations act as catalysts for continuous meetings which
may result in “culture crashes” (Landers, 1-2). Landers opts to use the term ‘crash’ instead of the
dominant expression ‘clash’. The word ‘crash’ can be interpreted, in the context of cultures, as
signifying a forced confrontation and mixture which results in a form of hybridity. However, the
word ‘clash’ may signify a forced confrontation without the mixture, leaving a single victor in
the aftermath of the clash between cultures. Therefore, this paper shall use the term crash, as the

interpretation of ‘crash’ seems more relevant to the study. A culture crash is an occurrence where
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people of different cultural traditions meet. Although these conflicts often materialize on
travelling occasions, nowadays they are as likely to happen in the travellers” own countries
(Landers, 2). Immigrants are often subject of culture crashes, as they must balance their own
culture in combination with the cultures of the new country in which the live. This is clearly

visible in Chorus of Mushrooms.

2. Background

Although Chorus of Mushrooms is a fictional novel, parallels to historical events exist within it,
such as Japanese Canadian occupation in food production. When the Japanese Sakoku period, a
250-year-old ban on Japanese people travelling abroad, ended in 1853 (Kobayashi, 14), an
extensive trade with the United States of America and Great Britain created job opportunities
within agriculture and industry which prompted for waves of immigrants arriving in the
Americas (Library of Congress, 1). At the time when World War I started, approximately 10,000
Japanese citizens lived in Canada (Sunahara, 1). Many families lived in Alberta and Manitoba,
prairie provinces of Canada, where they worked on farms and in food production. As a result, a
significant group of Japanese Canadian people have their history tied with food production and

farming (Harris, par. 7-8).

Goto herself grew up on a mushroom farm in Alberta after moving to Canada from Japan with
her family (Pivato, 1), and in an interview with Smaro Kamboureli, Goto tied the mushroom
farm she grew up in with family, labour, and exhaustion. However, she saw the potential of the
mushroom farm as a metaphor for the individual growth in a foreign country with a foreign
culture (Kamboureli, 266). Cultural differences, and the in-betweenness that might be a result of
it, are aspects which are dealt with in Chorus of Mushrooms. The questions of identity and
belonging regarding culture are vital parts to the story of the novel and are central to how readers
are able to understand the growth of the characters in it. To understand what it means to be in-
between different cultures, definitions of what in-betweenness and culture are must first be

considered.
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The concept of “culture” and its application and definition vary largely depending on context.
Terry Eagleton suggests that the word “culture” is one of the most complex words in the English
language, and in some definitions works as a counterpart, or an opposite, to “nature” (1).
Eagleton argues that culture must be defined within the context of usage and at the same time be
related to the way people interpret it. However, Eagleton’s own interpretation of the concept of
culture is that culture is something that exists within the individual, a force which defines what
the individual has a desire and a passion for (1-5). According to Eagleton, the word ‘culture’ is
associated with both what surrounds us and is inside us (5) and the concept of culture is a matter
of self and milieu that requires self-processing in order to become cultivated (6). Eagleton arrives
at the conclusion that “the word ‘culture’ is both too broad and too narrow to be greatly useful.
Its anthropological meaning covers everything from hairstyles and drinking habits to how to
address your husband’s second cousin” (32). Although substantially more could be stated about
the complexity of the concept of culture and its definitions, the most relevant definition for the
present study must be selected. To find a definition applicable to the novel Chorus of
Mushrooms, Eagleton’s own definition is suitable for this essay. Accordingly, ‘culture’ refers to:
“the complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitute the way of life of a
specific group” (34). This definition works as a way to define yourself in a context of belonging,
although there might occur confusion in defining oneself when an individual exists between

several cultures.

The concept of being in-between cultures is often connected to instances where multiple cultures
come in contact with each other, such as in politics, regarding economics or for religious reasons
(Burke, 30). Individuals who are subject to cultural transitions or cultural in-betweenness are
going through what Young Yun Kim defines as a long and difficult process. Kim argues that
individuals “need ongoing validation of their “place” in a given environment, and the inability to
meet this basic human need can lead to symptoms of mental, emotional, and physical
disturbance” (51). However, individuals who are in-between cultures need that validation from
two different groupings of culture. A result of this is people with intercultural identities who
associate with several cultures. Kim claims that the singular identity of an individual who based

their identity on the cultural belonging of the previous home is morphed together with the new
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influences of cultures of the new place of residence. Therefore, a new identity is acquired which
shares characteristics of multiple cultures (191). The individual might receive validation from
both sides, or they might receive none from either, creating outsideness and confusion.
According to Homi Bhabha, there is a constant complex negotiation in places where cultural
differences articulate themselves that seek authorization of ‘cultural hybridities’ (3). In other

words, cultural hybridisation is a concept sought by individuals living in-between cultures.

William Rowe and Vivian Schelling define hybridity as “the ways in which forms become
separated from existing practices and recombine with new forms in new practices” (qtd. in
Nederveen Pieterse, 72) According to Jan Nederveen Pieterse, cultural hybridization is a
reference to the mixing of cultures, and the perspective of it belongs to the relation between them
(87-88). The emphasis is not put on the separate characteristics of the cultures, instead the
mixture of them is highlighted. Cultural hybridity is, then, interpretable as a unifying outcome
from cultural differences where a combination of the differences is intertwined in the identity of
the individual. However, according to Burke, the concept of hybridity has been criticised for
“offering a ‘harmonious image of what is obviously disjointed and confrontational” and for
ignoring cultural and social discrimination (Burke, 7). Identity is a crucial part of how cultures
are interpreted, how cultures are separated, and how they affect the individual.

Thus, the term and concept of identity must be defined in order to fully grasp the complexity of
culture. Identity is a term defined as “who a person is, or the qualities of a person or group that
make them different from others” (Cambridge English Dictionary). However, a more specific
interpretation of the term is presented by Zygmunt Bauman:
One thinks of identity whenever one is not sure of where [one] belongs; that is, one is not sure how to
place oneself among the evident variety of behavioural styles and patterns, and how to make sure that
people around would accept this placement as right and proper, so that both sides would know how to
go on in each other’s presence. ‘Identity’ is a name given to the escape sought from that uncertainty.
(19)
If Bauman’s definition of identity and Eagleton’s definition of the word culture are considered

together, they have much in common. The concepts, as defined by Bauman and Eagleton, are
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intertwined, and, in a way, dependent on each other. Perhaps it is possible to assume that identity
could not exist without culture and vice versa? If culture is formed and cultivated from both
within oneself and in the surrounding milieu of the individual, identity is central to the definition
of what culture is. Doubting yourself could discourage and create confusion within the self-
proclaimed identity, and the ensuing chaos that is inside the mind combined with the chaos from
the several culture crashes in a new environment, raise the question of identity and, as per

Bauman’s definition, uncertainty.

Stuart Hall argues that there are two different understandings of the concept of cultural identity,
one of which is relevant and applicable to the present study. Hall claims that cultural identity is
subject of constant transformation which has no connection to people with shared history and
ancestry, implying that cultural identity is shifting and not necessarily the same within certain
national or ethnic groups. Furthermore, Hall argues that cultural identity does not result in a
guaranteed cultural belonging, a central question in the discourse on identity (3-4). Cultural
identity is constantly changing in accordance with the development of human societies in the
multicultural world, which is a world where interaction between human beings of different
cultural belonging occurs. In addition to Hall’s interpretation of the concept of cultural identity,

Kim defines the process of incorporating and forming one’s own cultural identity:

Individuals develop selfhood that is connected to their culture as they incorporate its worldviews,
beliefs, values, norms, and concerted communication practices. Cultural identity, as such, refersto a
self-definition and definition by others and serves as a frame of reference or a system of knowledge
and meaning ... Cultural identity, in turn, helps one group differentiate one group from other groups.
(49)
A cultural identity is, then, an identity which is considered in relation to oneself and the
surrounding people within a context of groups. However, as stated by Hall, cultural identity does
not necessarily result in a cultural belonging (4). Thus, cultural identity may be used by the
individual or the group to create a sense of togetherness or establish a community within cultures
to create a cultural belongingness. By identifying with certain communities within cultures, the
uncertainty which Bauman argues defines the question of identity is coped with. For individuals
living in cultural segregation, cultural identity might be substantially more important.
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Some emigrants who live in cultural segregation, either by choice or forced, may use the practice
of cuisine as a way to preserve and protect traditions and form communities (Burke, 92). Lupton
argues that food and the consumption of it are fundamental to our sense of self and how we live
in and through our bodies. Furthermore, the habits of consumption are not exclusively tied to
biological needs of the human body, they also serve as a border between cultures, genders, and
social classes (1). Thus, health and survival are not the only aspects which are dependent on
food, as it also affects the individual’s definition of their cultural belonging. Culinary practices
and food therefore hold significant importance in the personal space between ‘us’ and ‘them’, a
common and, for some, important distinction which should be made. According to Pasi Falk,
primitive society is fundamentally an eating-community, where oral consumption is significant
for the participant to establish its role in the community while concurrently defining the
individual’s place within it (20-24). Although Falk’s claim might mostly apply to pre-modern
society, Lupton argues that since food is culturally reproduced from generation to generation, the
role of cuisine is still applicable in modern society in regards of establishing roles in

communities (28).

Establishing roles in a community may be a double-edged sword for people entangled in the state
of cultural in-betweenness. For some migrants, it is important to use food as a gateway to
preserve traditions and to establish cultural communities, aspects which Goto uses in the
portrayal of the characters Naoe and Keiko in Chorus of Mushrooms. However, food can also be
a tool in shifting between or merging cultures, which is noticeable with Keiko and the character
Muriel. In Chorus of Mushrooms, Hiromi Goto uses the theme of food in order to showcase

different approaches to cultural identity and cultural belonging.
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3. Analysis
3.1. Naoe

In Chorus of Mushrooms, food acts as a definer of what culture the characters identify with and
belong to, causing disagreement and conflict between characters who share cultural heritage, yet
do not share culinary practices. Throughout the novel, Naoe consistently shows disappointment
towards her daughter Keiko for casting aside her culinary heritage and therefore also a part of her
identity in order to adapt to the cultural norms of food in the Canada depicted by Goto. The
theme of food and what it stands for is introduced early in the novel as the reader is provided

with Naoe’s words of condemnation of the cuisine Keiko consumes:

My daughter who has forsaken identity. Forsaken! So biblical, but it suits her, my little convert.
Converted from rice and daikon to weiners and beans... My daughter, you were raised on fish cakes
and pickled plums. This Western food has changed you and you’ve grown more opagque even as your
heart has brittled. (24)

Naoe argues that one of the most important parts of defining yourself is to hold dearly to the past
and remember your origins in relation to food. Evidently by the text, Naoe is deeply frustrated
with the choices of Keiko concerning the food cooked in the Tonkatsu household, and she is also
portrayed as one who has taken offence by it. The usage of the word ‘opaque’ is a metaphor for
how Naoe no longer recognises her daughter, as Keiko had become someone else completely.
The conversion of cultural identity which Keiko underwent, and Naoe’s refusal of other cultural
influences created a culture crash within the same household, although they share cultural

heritage.

Goto constructs Naoe and Keiko to value cuisine as a form of cultural practice closely connected
to their cultural identities and cultural belonging. Both characters are portrayed as individuals
who identify with the food that is consumed. However, Naoe does not realize that it is only in her
own perception that Keiko’s identity is forsaken. According to Keiko, Naoe is an old fool (24),
incapable of realising they are equally stubborn and equally as resolute to their opinions. Naoe is
therefore someone who is steadfast in her opinion that an individual should not disregard cultural

heritage and food in order to shape a new cultural identity or to adopt a new cultural belonging.
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On the other hand, Keiko is instead constructed as someone of the opinion that previous cultural
belonging should not hinder adaptation and adopting a new cultural identity. Goto depicts Keiko
and Naoe as advocators of the notion that identity is exclusive, that these characters believe that
an individual cannot adopt or cross several cultures without abandoning the other. The beliefs of
Naoe and Keiko hence contradict Hall’s claim that cultural identity is subject of constant
transformation and change depending on interaction between people of different cultural
belonging (Hall, 3-4). Food and consumption of it is, then, seemingly in the way the characters
express dissatisfaction in the choice of the other, a main feature of humanity which define who

you are and to what culture you belong.

Food may be used as a tool in order to showcase resistance from influences from different
cultural culinary practices and consumption. Although Naoe had been living in a secluded
Japanese sphere in Canada for twenty years, it was only possible due to the fact that she had
received packages of food from her brother in order to sustain it. Naoe exists only in the privacy
of the Tonkatsu family household and, although living in the country of Canada, she only
interacts with the Canadian society through her family. The minimal involvement is apparent in
the usage of language and the consumption of food. Through the words of Muriel, the reader is
given the impression that Naoe is completely fluent in English, yet she only speaks Japanese to
her peers in the secluded environment of the Tonkatsu home. Likewise, the cuisine which she
allows to be eaten is limited to the Japanese food her brother sends which she sometimes eats in
bed together with her granddaughter (Goto, 28). The usage of food as a tool to bond with her
granddaughter when language acts as an obstacle, can be seen as an enforced way to have control
over the identity of Muriel. At the same time, Japanese food is also a way for Naoe to keep a
strong bond with her own identity and cultural belonging, as well as maintaining it. The practice
of cuisine is, according to Burke, one of the aspects of cultural tradition of immigrants to

‘survive’ the longest before assimilation (93).

Although food is perceived as an important component in defining individual cultural identity
and cultural belonging, it is not always possible to maintain a resistance to outer influences in

order to perpetuate the existing definition of it. The food which Naoe consumes and the refusal
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of Canadian food are symbols of who she identifies as and a definition of to which culture she
belongs. However, her pride wavers once she realises and acknowledges the privileges she has
lived with for twenty years. Rummaging through the fridge before departing from her family,
Naoe expresses disappointment and shame for herself: “a wedge of cheese, a pomegranate, pita
bread, nasty tasteless thing but it was light and it would keep, an apple, a package of Burns
weiners, did she have no pride?” (87). Reflecting on her actions, Naoe acknowledges how ‘low’
she had fallen for abandoning her belief that non-Japanese food would contaminate her. The
pride and stubbornness which had been with her for twenty years had turned to shame once she
realised she would remove herself from the comfort of Keiko’s house and the packages of food

sent by her brother.

Food is used by Naoe as an incitement to reminisce and recall her childhood, which heightens
the importance that the food which Naoe consumes is Japanese. Goto uses the opportunity to
declare a different aspect of the conversion of her daughter regarding cuisine when Naoe arrived
in Calgary: “[T]here’s nothing there that I haven’t been eating for the last twenty years! No
offense to you, Keiko, but my tongue quivers for food of substance. The substance of memory”
(144). The comment made by Naoe is a clear indicator that she is as a character driven by the
memories of her own, which Naoe links to her childhood and personal experience. Therefore, it
might seem like Naoe is not bound by the basic premise that Japanese people should consume
Japanese food to enforce their individuality, pride, identity, and culture. Rather, Naoe is
determined that Keiko should follow her tastes and needs based on her own memories which
they do not share. Culinary practices are, therefore, intertwined with memories and nostalgia.

The memories that Naoe recalls, the connection to, and the frequency of, food are clear
indications that cuisine plays a large role in the context of memory and is an important
component in Naoe’s definition of her cultural identity and cultural belonging. The childhood of
Naoe is relived and accessed for the readers through her storytelling. Reminiscing about one’s
past is something that people might do to find comfort while in a country where most people do
not share the same culture as themselves. In Chorus of Mushrooms, Naoe finds salvation in the

thought of food and uses it to remember both good and bad memories, often in a romanticising
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way. While commenting on Shinji, Keiko’s husband, Naoe uses soup as a metaphor to define
whether a life is simple or not (56). She defines Shinji as a simple man whose soup is not
cluttered, yet she describes her own life in China, a time where she expresses unhappiness, as a
different soup, implying it to be cluttered (56). The negative association to Naoe’s time in China
is thus surfaced through the metaphor of soup and its characteristics. However, good memories,
and especially the memories containing her own mother, are often connected to food as well:
“[1]t’s the gingko nut I crave. Always one, in the bottom of my bowl, Okasan never forgets”
(57). Memories like these are found throughout the entire novel, and usually in relation to Naoe
when she is recalling her own life. Lupton argues that there is a strong relation between the
emotional element of food and memories. Previous experiences which are tied to an emotional
level might consciously or subconsciously be recognised by smell or taste, but also through
words (Lupton, 56-57). As a result of the fond memories regarding food which Naoe has, she
shares a deeper emotional bond with Japanese cuisine, creating a stronger association with
Japanese culture. Therefore, the connection between food and memory is significant in the way

Naoe constructs her cultural identity and cultural belonging.

3.2. Keiko

Goto uses the power of the human behaviour of dividing people into groups by constructing
Keiko as a character who was determined to be as integrated in the local cultural community as
possible for the sake of her child: “[M]y little convert” is what Naoe calls Keiko (Goto, 24). The
conversion that Keiko made to change her own cultural identity and her own cultural belonging,
was completely opposed by her mother, yet Keiko remained faithful to her decision to leave
Japan behind her (211). She had, together with her husband, reached the conclusion that “it
would be best for our children if we let them slip in with everybody else” (211). True to their
words, the Tonkatsu family would hence speak only English and ‘become Canadian’. This would
also involve food, as no Japanese food would be cooked anymore. The father, speaking for both
him and Keiko, reasoned that the goal was for the children to not stand out. According to Lupton,

food and culinary practice can be used as a powerful method by individuals or communities in
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order to define boundaries between people and create a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’
(Lupton, 26). Therefore, Keiko had to convert if she wanted to leave Japan behind, even if it
strained the relationship between her and Naoe. The food had to be changed from traditional
Japanese culinary components, which meant that “[Keiko] didn’t buy hakusai or shoga or
shiitake or daikon or saitomo or moyashi or nira. There was a vegetable blind spot in [Keiko’s]

chosen menu and Obachan must have felt it sorely” (Goto, 98).

“Eating is a part of being” (142) Sushi told Muriel while discussing Muriel’s inexperience within
the Japanese culinary field. Sushi expresses disapproval of Keiko’s choice in food, although the
claim that eating is a part of being can also be used to defend the belief and actions of Keiko.
There is a part in the story which the reader can assume is the words of Keiko, or the opinion of
Keiko, written like a letter to an editor. Keiko argues that “[y]ou can’t be everything at once. It is
too confusing for a child to juggle two cultures. Two sets of ideals” (Goto, 193). Goto uses this
almost out of place confession to explain Keiko’s mindset and opinion of the subject of cultural
belonging and cultural identity. Keiko believes that it is almost impossible for someone to be part
of two cultures. However, Keiko would later in the novel be proven wrong by Muriel and change
her mindset to embrace a cultural hybridity by allowing herself to eat the Japanese food Muriel
would cook, while at the same time only cook Canadian food herself. The claim that ‘eating is a
part of being’ can therefore be connected to the reason for Keiko’s abandonment of Japanese
cuisine, however it can also be connected to how consumption of food is a signifier of the
individual’s choice in cultural identity and cultural belonging, which is visible in how Goto uses

food to construct the three characters differently.

Both Keiko and Shinji knew that all the characteristics of a family of Japanese heritage could not
be erased or hidden, yet there were some aspects which the family was incognisant of. Despite
all of Keiko’s efforts to disguise both her own, and Muriel’s Japanese heritage, Keiko was
subject of unwilling association with the stereotype that Japanese families worked on farms, as
the odour of mushrooms had become “tattooed into the walls of our home, the upholstery of our
car, the very pores of our skin” (Goto, 68). At this point in the novel, it is noticeable that Muriel

is aware of the intentions of her mother to limit the exposure of Japanese culture, and by using

11
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the word ‘we’ while describing the consequence of the smell, Muriel seemingly sympathises
with her mother: “We had been betrayed by what we smelled like” (68). The usage of the word
‘betrayed’ emphasises the strong mental commitment that Keiko has made in order to sustain her
adopted cultural identity, and the comment by Muriel is a reminder of the struggle which Keiko

faces in order to stay true to her own beliefs.

Naoe challenges her daughter. She did not convert to a Canadian like her daughter’s family had
done. A constant challenger to the belief of what Keiko had decided was correct lived in her own
house, one who, like an antagonist, hindered said belief. Yet Keiko did not yield, and instead let
the exterior animosity between a daughter and her mother grow stronger. However, a relapse
happened once Naoe was no longer within the reach of Keiko. The absence of her mother forced
Keiko into a period of silence, a silence that only food could break: “Of course she won’t be
getting better on food such as that! Have a little sense!”, Naoe scolded Muriel (135). Once again,
Naoe was presented as a stubborn believer of identifying yourself and finding comfort according
to the culture you were born into. Confident in her understanding of her daughter, Naoe forced
the Japanese culinary culture on Keiko once again, and at the same time gave Muriel an
opportunity to explore her own heritage through the food which was aimed to serve as comfort
for Keiko.

The ensuing change in Keiko symbolises the relation claimed by Lupton to exist symbiotically
between food, emotion, and memory (Lupton, 32-33). Lupton argues that appetite for certain
foods is intertwined within the connection to memory and its embodiment on the body (32).
According to Lupton, appetite is often triggered by the sensations of smell or taste, which can be
seen in the way that Keiko, after having her sensations triggered by the food which Muriel
cooked, occasionally allowed herself to eat Japanese food. The change resulted in an acceptance
of Japanese cuisine, although Keiko did not cook Japanese food herself. While defining Naoe’s
approach to cultural belonging and cultural identity through food, the importance of memory is
crucial. Blinded by her own memories and associations to lovely family dinners, Naoe fails to
realise that Keiko’s choice in food might be a result of the unstable childhood that Keiko had.

Keiko’s father, Makoto, was a bridge constructor during a war resembling the Second Sino-

12
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Japanese War, which meant a time of uncertainty for the family, and a time in Naoe’s life which
she compared to a clustered soup (56). Naoe recalls Keiko being distant from her as a child:
“Keiko always with the boy [...] Keiko never coming to me because I did not answer” (Goto,
56). The boy from Shina, the lack of peaceful family dinners, and the dejection which Naoe
describes are some of the reasons for Keiko’s disordered identity and the connection to her
cultural heritage. Because of her own chaotic childhood where she has no special memories
intertwined with food, Keiko is able to adapt to customs and culture wherever she finds herself,
and say: “If you live in Canada, you should live like a Canadian and that’s how I raised my own
daughter. It’s very simple, really” (193). Keiko is not constructed as having fond memories
where she ran around with her brother eating gingko nuts which her mother prepared, like Naoe
had (57). It was only after Naoe disappeared that Keiko would allow herself Japanese food in
order to recall memories of her mother, which signifies a transition in the importance of food in

connection to memory and emotion in Keiko.

At the same time as food can be used as a tool to show resistance towards new influences,
noticeable in Goto’s construction of Naoe, it may also be used to accept either new influences or
old culinary habits once they have been removed. After the ordeal, Keiko would return to her
usual self, but the relapse caused a change in her: “She still cooked her lasagne and roast
chicken, her blocks of beef, but sometimes, on a holiday weekend, she would ask me to whip up
something from “my little cook book,” as she called it” (195). The change in Keiko hints towards
a transformation in how she defines her own cultural identity. By accepting Japanese culture to
be a part of her life in combination with Canadian culture, Keiko uses food in order to embrace
cultural hybridity. Through Muriel’s newly adopted culinary practices, Keiko is able to
acknowledge and alter her beliefs that an individual cannot identify with, or belong to, several
cultures simultaneously. Goto thus utilizes food as a tool to showcase the complexity of Keiko
and her transition from monoculturally assimilated to embracing cultural hybridity.

13
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3.3. Muriel

Sushi is a character constructed by Goto to guide Muriel towards finding herself in accordance
with the food which she consumes, and to find answers in cuisine. By using Sushi as a side-
character, Goto showcases the difficulties regarding embracing in-betweenness without other
people to help along the way. During her interaction with Sushi, Muriel realised something about
the list which she had written after a mental conversation with Naoe. It contained an item called
tonkatsu sauce (140), giving Muriel a clue towards creating and shaping her own identity, as her
surname is Tonkatsu. Upon hearing the definition of her surname, Muriel reveals that she has
never tasted tonkatsu before. Sushi reacts strongly, astonished at the fact: “”Well!” [Sushi] said,
outraged, ‘well, it just won’t do!’”” (141). Sushi’s reaction may be interpreted as a disagreement
towards the concept of an individual of Japanese heritage having yet to taste a signature dish of
Japanese cuisine. However, simultaneously, the comment from Sushi signifies a disbelief in the
exclusion of Japanese culture in Muriel’s life. Sushi urged Muriel to try the dish, and “[m]ake
your Obachan proud of you” (141). It was not the dish that would make Naoe proud, it was the
exploration of a culture which, implied by the disappointment Naoe had felt, was hidden from
Muriel. Kim argues that every individual constantly needs validation of their place in a context
or a given environment, which then means if individuals who are in-between several cultures do
not get validation, often develop symptoms of mental or emotional disturbance (Kim, 51). Sushi
provided Muriel with the tools and ingredients needed for Muriel to taste her cultural heritage,
while at the same time steered Muriel towards a path which would, through food, lead to
Muriel’s future cultural identity and cultural belonging, and as a result embrace her cultural in-
betweenness. Sushi is therefore an important character which Muriel needed in order to prevent
mental or emotional disturbance, emphasising the importance of support from surrounding peers

and milieu when individuals question their own cultural identity and cultural belonging.

The surname Tonkatsu illustrates how Muriel had subconsciously been living with the Japanese
culture throughout her life. However, that culture never existed within Muriel, and she needed to
taste the dish in order to make it a part of her. According to Eagleton, culture is what surrounds

us and what exists within us (Eagleton, 5). Muriel had been living secluded from her own
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cultural heritage and cultural identity, creating an uncertainty in the definition and decision of to
which culture she belonged. It was not until her grandmother disappeared that Muriel understood
that something was missing within her. The meeting with Sushi gave Muriel hints toward finding
a different understanding of herself: “I was so close to a different understanding, I could almost
taste it” (Goto, 141). The different understanding that Muriel sought can be seen as a
representation of an uncertainty, or doubt, in herself and her identity. As Lupton claims, the
consumption of food is fundamental to our sense of self (Lupton, 1). For Shinji and Keiko, the
tonkatsu acted as a reminder of their previous relation to Japanese cuisine: “while I was furiously
cooking, bread crumbs flying in my wake, Dad was dreaming of something so close to his home
he could almost taste it” (Goto, 153). Muriel needs the tonkatsu as a base to form her identity and
sense of self, and the tonkatsu is the metaphor created by Goto to show the start of Muriel’s

journey towards cultural belonging and eventually cultural hybridity.

The perception of food changes in accordance with the perception of cultural identity and
cultural belonging. After Muriel’s interaction with Sushi, she shows signs which suggests that
Muriel’s identity and cultural belonging would transform into something she would be
comfortable with. This change is noticeable in the way she, with a disgust in her look, views the
food which was served to Keiko by Shinji: “It’s obvious you’ll never get better on food like this
and it looks pretty damn gross right now, doesn’t it. Don’t worry, Mom. Obachan gave me some
pointers and | met a woman named Sushi and Dad is a closet seaweed eater. Life is getting
better.” (152). With the new information given to Muriel, and the conclusions she had drawn
from it, the perceived idea of a better life grew in her. The food which before had been natural in
her eyes was now an abnormality, a fault, and a subject in need of change: “I thumped
downstairs and unloaded all my groceries. Dumped wieners and Cheese Whiz and left-over
potato salad in the garbage. Carefully put away my store of treasure” (152). The food which
Muriel threw away had lost its value, and the new food had gained a status of invaluableness.
Muriel exchanged scrambled eggs and toast with tofu and daikon. No longer would her mother
be served with macaroni and cheese or hot dogs, the food would be Japanese, as Naoe advised.
Muriel believed that the incorporation of Japanese culinary tradition would cause a change in
both Keiko and herself which would allow them to achieve a cultural combination, or a

hybridization, of the two cultures. The change in Muriel’s choice in food caused a culture crash
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between Keiko and Muriel, however the mixture of cultures in the aftermath created a symbiosis

of culture in both of them.

In relation to food, Naoe and Keiko are constructed as two parallel lines which never unify,
while Muriel is a character who is portrayed as going through a transformation in her own
perception of her cultural identity and cultural belonging connected to food. Muriel considered
herself as a Canadian with different roots, much to her mother’s approval, who preferred what
the other people in the local communities did. The food which was cooked at their house was not
different from any Canadian family: “We didn’t eat foreign food at all. Only meat and carrots
and potatoes like everyone else” (67). Keiko had successfully concealed whatever Japanese trace
she could, and it was noticeable in Muriel who, at that point, saw nothing questionable in it.
When the curiousness in Muriel bloomed and Naoe disappeared, she could suddenly understand
her grandmother. Muriel’s introduction of Japanese cuisine was the shift which let Muriel
completely explore her own cultural identity and cultural belonging. Naoe refused to adapt to the
new culture in Canada and Keiko completely cast aside her previous cultural identity and cultural
belonging to assimilate, however, Muriel became the integrated Japanese Canadian identifying
with her cultural belonging, affiliating with both the Canadian and Japanese cultures. Although
Keiko also adopted a form of cultural hybridity through her daughter, Muriel became an
individual of cultural hybridity in practice. Kim’s interpretation of cultural identity is that it
“helps one group differentiate one group from other groups” (Kim, 49), however Muriel also
uses her cultural identity to unite the two cultures, and associate with both. In a way, Muriel goes
against the notion of using culinary traditions to separate ‘us’ and ‘them’, and instead follows the
steps of cultural hybridization using food, and thus combines the differences between the

cultures in order to adopt a lifestyle considered to be of cultural hybridity.

Goto presents the notion, or preconceived idea, of food belonging to certain cultures, and how
individuals occasionally define their cultural belonging based on food which is ‘theirs’ with the
example of the nameless character interacting with Muriel while she is holding a Japanese
eggplant: “’What is that, exactly? I’ve always wondered.’ [...] ‘It’s an eggplant.’ [...] ‘How

299

wonderful! This is what our eggplants look like’” (97) The nameless character seemingly implies
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with the emphasized ‘our’ that the eggplant which Muriel is holding belongs to her and other
individuals with Oriental heritage. Muriel critically states that “[i]f your name is Hank and you
have three blond kids, no one will come up to you in the Safeway produce section and point at a
vegetable and ask, “What is that?”” (96). While raising the question of racism, food, or the
eggplant, is a symbol for cultural belonging in connection with where food originates from and
to whom it belongs. While Muriel criticizes the nameless character, no comments are made when
Sushi questions the ethnicity of Keiko based on Muriel’s inexperience with Japanese food. “’Is
your mom white?” ‘No, she just doesn’t make Japanese food.” ‘Oh, that’s too bad’” (142).
Sushi’s words may be interpreted here as an enforcement of the stereotypical view of cultural
belonging and food in connection to national identity, meaning that people with a certain
heritage should eat certain food. According to Sushi, it is a shame that Keiko does not cook
Japanese food if she is of Japanese heritage, enforcing the notion that food belongs to ethnicities.
By using the nameless character and Sushi as advocators of food belonging to certain cultures,
Goto showcases the common perception and unawareness of concepts such as cultural in-
betweenness and cultural hybridity where individuals try to overlook the boundaries between

cultures.

According to Goto, for an individual’s culture to grow and an identity to form, several aspects
must align, similar to the needs of a crop. A mushroom farm is a place where humidity,
temperature, and light must be specific for the crop to grow. Goto, herself, connects the
mushroom to the immigrant, and argues that something might flourish with the correct
measurements, regardless of foreign surroundings (Kamboureli, 266-267). Goto claims that she
wanted the reader to imagine a prairie with mushrooms, instead of the default association
between the prairie and wheat (267). This may be interpreted as a way in which Goto
acknowledges how each setting, or area, has a mixture of several influences of culture. With the
correct measurements, the mushroom, or the immigrant, might flourish even while living in the

arid prairie.
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4. Conclusion

The aim of this essay is to analyse how Goto uses food as a theme to construct the characters
Naoe, Keiko, and Muriel in the novel Chorus of Mushrooms in order to depict three different

approaches to cultural belonging and cultural identity.

Goto constructs Naoe as an individual who acts conservatively towards the integration of
Canadian food in her culinary consumption. Naoe is portrayed as believing that food is an
important part of defining yourself, and the food you cook signifies which culture you belong to.
However, Naoe is also an advocator of the importance of keeping to your roots. Naoe is depicted
as an individual who believes that the cuisine of the culture which the person first identified with
should have a superior role no matter what new culinary culture you find yourself in. Goto
portrays the characteristics of Naoe as conservative, both in mind and consumption of food.
Naoe believes that a person cannot belong to two different cultures, an opinion she shared with
Keiko. The study showed that several aspects of Naoe’s conservative attitude towards cultural
identity and cultural belonging in relation to food are connected to memory. Because of the
positive memories that Naoe has, her connection to Japanese culture and its culinary traditions
are enhanced by the emotions. One finding showed that Naoe considers Canadian food to be
bland and tasteless, however the reason could be interpreted as a lack of nostalgia or memories
connected to it.

Keiko was seemingly constructed by Goto as the opposite of Naoe, as Keiko was anything else
than conservative in relation to keeping the culinary traditions of her previous culture. Instead,
Keiko chose to completely remove herself from her past, eating only Canadian food and no
Japanese food. However, as the study showed, Keiko is actually portrayed as having the same
opinion as Naoe regarding the importance of using food in order to define which culture you
belong to, and culturally identify with. Nevertheless, in order to become as Canadian as she
could, she acted differently compared to Naoe. Keiko might have had a different approach to

cultural association, but they both shared the same belief that the food you consume defines who
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you are. Keiko claimed at first, like her mother, that an individual living within two cultures
would be impossible. An interesting difference between Naoe and Keiko, which is shown in the
study, is that Keiko adopted a cultural hybridity within cuisine, and therefore also reconsidered
the beliefs which caused the culture crashes between Naoe and her. Consuming both Canadian
and Japanese food, with the help of Muriel, Keiko showed several adjustments to cultural

identity.

Muriel was born to parents who tried to erase as much of their cultural heritage as they possibly
could. However, Muriel’s grandmother did everything she could to maintain her cultural
heritage, thus creating a contradiction which made Muriel a subject of cultural in-betweenness.
The study showed that Muriel underwent a transformation in her relation to food, which at the
same time acted as a transformation in who Muriel defined herself as. Towards the end of the
novel, showcased by Goto through food, the transformation was complete, and Muriel had
become an individual of cultural hybridity. She ate both Canadian and Japanese food, and she
had embraced the thought of associating with two different cultures. Muriel created a hybrid of
culinary practice combining the two cultures, a symbol used by Goto to prove the ability to live

within two different cultures.

The results of the study show that Goto uses a different approach while constructing the three
characters Naoe, Keiko, and Muriel and how the characters identifies with the food they
consume. Food acts as a theme for the characters to define themselves individually and
culturally. Since the characters in Chorus of Mushrooms show similarities to the claims which
Lupton makes in regard to food, a similar study would perhaps work on non-fictional texts as
well. Furthermore, a comparison between several novels could also be conducted in order to
achieve a different understanding of the topic. Cultural identity and cultural belonging in
accordance with food is certainly a theme which may be found in other literary works. There are
several other aspects of Chorus of Mushrooms which were not dealt with in this study, such as
language, immigration, and sexuality, all which would be intriguing to study in accordance with

identity construction.
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