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  Abstract 
China and Japan are separated by a narrow strip of water and have deep historical 
ties. People from both countries have been communicating since the Han dynasty 
in China, and both China and Japan are part of the cultural sphere of Chinese char-
acters, so the two countries share many cultural similarities. Chopstick etiquette is 
an integral aspect of Chinese traditional culture and is closely intertwined with the 
religious beliefs and national identity of the Chinese people. By comparing the dif-
ferences in chopstick culture between China and Japan, we can gain insight into the 
variations in national spirit and values, providing valuable references for cross-cul-
tural communication between the two countries. Based on an analysis of the cultural 
differences in the use of chopsticks between China and Japan, this paper discusses 
the variations in values, cultural connotations, and ways of thinking between the 
two countries. The purpose is to contribute positively to cultural exchange between 
China and Japan. 
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1. The Difference Between Chinese and Japanese Chopsticks 

1.1 The Origin of Chopsticks 

Chopsticks, the earliest known as “chopsticks”, originated in China. The earliest chopsticks unearthed in China are 
the cylindrical copper chopsticks unearthed in Yin Dynasty ruins. It is also recorded in Shih Chi that “King Zhou of 
the Shang asked the craftsmen to make a pair of ivory chopsticks for him, and his minister Ji Zi felt very worried”. It 
shows the long history of chopsticks culture. However, chopsticks were really popularized in the Wei, Jin Southern, 
and Northern Dynasties. In the Ming Dynasty, people regarded “Zhu” as a taboo because it sounded to be “Zhu”, 
meaning “stop”. Therefore, they changed it to “kuai”. People in Japan have no such taboo and they still call it “Zhu”. 
The popularity of Chinese chopsticks is also closely related to Confucian culture. It is proposed in the Book of Rites 
that those who have dishes in soup should use Jia. It means that chopsticks should be used when people eat food with 
juice made from meat or vegetables. In addition, the Book of Rites also records etiquette for using chopsticks in detail. 

The chopsticks were introduced in Japan during the Ping’an Period. It is said that Prince Seongtok was the first 
person to use chopsticks. In addition, in the early days, chopsticks were only used in sacrificial ceremonies and were 
not meal tools. It was not until the Nara Period that chopsticks became popular among the Japanese people. At this 
time, chopsticks culture was endowed with Buddhist colors by Master Konghai. In ancient China, chopsticks and 
spoons were used together so that people could eat things quickly. However, if you look closely at the process of 
eating Washoku, you will find that there is no spoon. Many Southeast Asian countries use chopsticks. Japan is the 
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only country that uses chopsticks only. Hiromi Akahori believes that this is because Japanese people like eating fresh 
food and it is not convenient to use spoons. Hiromi Akahor (2015) proposed that Japanese rice is very sticky and 
people can only use chopsticks to eat them. Later after that, the spoons gradually disappeared and only chopsticks 
existed.  

1.2 Morphological Differences 

China has a vast territory and is rich in bamboo and wood resources. Although chopsticks were made of ivory, 
gold, and silverware in ancient times, most of the chopsticks were still made of wood. China is a country that advo-
cates collectivism, Chinese people pay attention to interpersonal relationships, so it has the habit of eating collectively 
around a round table and picking dishes for each other to narrow the distance between people. In order to reach out 
and pick up food from the plate on the round table, Chinese chopsticks are made long, and the thickness from the 
head of the chopsticks to the tip of the chopsticks is almost the same. Although Japanese chopsticks originated in 
China, if you look at Japanese chopsticks, you can find that Japanese chopsticks are very different from Chinese 
chopsticks. They have long been attached to Japan's unique national flavour through continuous improvement. Japan 
is an island country, rich in marine and fishery resources, and fish and shellfish are common ingredients in Japan. 
Therefore, in order to facilitate the accurate pick-up of fresh food, Japan's chopsticks are sharper and thinner. And 
the Japanese are used to splitting meals. Even if they sit at a table, they just eat their own food, and they don't have 
the habit of picking up dishes with each other, so Japanese chopsticks are shorter than those in China. 

1.3 Chopsticks Etiquette 

Both China and Japan belong to East Asia, but there are certain differences in chopstick etiquette between the two 
countries. In China, chopsticks are placed vertically on the right side of the dish. There will be chopsticks holders on 
formal occasions, and they will be placed directly on the table without a chopsticks holder. In Japan, chopsticks are 
placed horizontally in front of them, so as to facilitate the convenience of both hands to pick up chopsticks, and the 
Japanese have respect and gratitude for everything in the world. They think that chopsticks were originally used by 
gods, so they must put chopsticks on the chopstick holder. Even when chopstick holders are not provided, chopsticks 
cannot be placed directly on the table, but respectfully put chopsticks on the plate with both hands. Naoya Hirose, 
(2019) proposed that in Japanese dietary etiquette, chopstick users who bring a sense of unhappiness or impureness 
to others are called "hateful chopsticks", which is rude behaviour. The Japanese attach great importance to the eti-
quette of using chopsticks, so there are dozens of taboos in the use of chopsticks. Naoya Hirose, (2018) divided the 
types of chopsticks he disliked into four types: when holding chopsticks, when putting chopsticks on food, when 
putting food in his mouth, and when resting chopsticks and replacing chopsticks, based on Naoya Hirose's discussion, 
this article briefly introduces the similarities and differences between chopstick taboos in China and Japan. Similar-
ities: We can't hold chopsticks as a spoon or a fork. In Japan, such behaviour has the meaning of "attack", which will 
make people who eat together feel uncomfortable; We can't prick chopsticks into the food; We can't move chopsticks 
everywhere on top of the dish if you hesitate about which dish to eat; we can't use chopsticks to turn over food in a 
bowl; We can't use chopsticks to knock on the bowl; We can't insert chopsticks into rice; We can't use chopsticks to 
pass food. Differences: First of all, it is a taboo unique to the Japanese. When eating, the Japanese can't hold a bowl 
with one hand and chopsticks in the other hand, but in China, on the contrary, Chinese parents often teach their 
children to hold the bowl with their hands when eating. In Japan, we can't put chopsticks in the bowl on the way to 
dinner. This kind of action means "I'm full". We should eat a mouthful of dish and a mouthful of rice alternately, but 
there is no such taboo in China. The second is the taboo unique to Chinese people. In China, what is being bitten 
cannot be torn out with chopsticks; Before or during meals, chopsticks should be neatly placed on the table, otherwise 
it will represent “death”. 

1.4 The Culture Contained in Chopsticks 

As the origin of chopsticks, China has produced a lot of thought and culture about chopsticks. The chopsticks are 
round at one end and square at the other end, which corresponds to the “round sky and square earth” in ancient China. 
Chinese people believe that only a smooth person can successfully do things. At the same time, the entrance at the 
round end also symbolizes "food is the first of the people". China is a country that advocates collectivism. Only when 
two chopsticks work together can they pick up food, Therefore, chopsticks have naturally become a symbol of the 
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spirit of "unity and cooperation", This is also what the Chinese mean by "a single tree does not become a forest". In 
addition, Characteristics of chopsticks in pairs also imply the meaning of "a harmonious union lasting a hundred 
years", and chopsticks are indispensable to wedding customs in many places, which are used to bless the bride and 
groom to love for a long time and never be separated. For example, in some places, when the daughter gets married, 
the father will tie a pair of red chopsticks with a red hair rope and hand them to his daughter, which means "to pair 
like chopsticks, never separate, and live happily." 

Japan's culture of chopsticks is very different from that of China. In Japan, chopsticks do not have the meaning of 
"unity" and "a harmonious union lasting a hundred years", but Japan has a saying that "starts with chopsticks and ends 
with chopsticks". In Japan, people hold a "first meal banquet" 100 days after the child's birth, which is equivalent to a 
100-day banquet for Chinese children. Chopsticks played a very important role at this banquet. On this day, the Japanese 
will use chopsticks to let children eat "celebration meals", hoping that children will not be bothered by eating for the 
rest of their lives. This is the beginning of children eating independently, and it also symbolizes the beginning of chil-
dren's independent growth. The chopsticks used in this ceremony are generally willow chopsticks. The Japanese believe 
that willow has a good meaning and can ward off evil spirits, this is the meaning of "starts with chopsticks"; "Ends with 
chopsticks" are related to the funeral ceremonies in Japan. At the funeral, the children will dip their chopsticks in water 
to moisten the deceased's lips, so that the deceased can enjoy the last drop of water in the world. In addition, Japan also 
has the custom of using chopsticks to pass on cremation bones, which is why Japan cannot use chopsticks to pass food; 
In addition to the "first use of chopsticks" ceremonies and funerals, the Japanese also have the habit of going to the 
temple to ask for chopsticks to seek the blessing of the gods. The chopsticks taken from the temple have many meanings, 
such as "blessing people's longevity", "avoiding bad luck" and "bringing the safety of the family". People place their 
dreams of peace, happiness, health, and longevity on the chopsticks, hoping to get the blessing of the gods. 

2. Reasons for the Formation of Differences 

2.1 Values 

Mentioned that "China and Japan belong to the East. Both Chinese and Japanese cultures pay attention to the value 
of human beings, emphasize the meaning of life, and have a strong secularity (Yu X. H, 2000). However, the Chinese 
emphasize morality more, while the Japanese pay more attention to merit” The moral and ethical spirit of Chinese 
culture is well reflected in the culture of chopsticks. Whether it is picking up dishes or table etiquette, it embodies 
the traditional morality of "respecting the old and loving the young" and "humble". In addition, Chinese people like 
to get together with relatives and friends and share delicious food at the round table, so as to enhance the relationship 
between each other, and use chopsticks to symbolize the spirit of “unity and cooperation”. All of these reflect the 
collectivist values of the Chinese people; Japan is the best at learning and absorbing foreign cultures, which has a lot 
to do with Japanese values. However, Japan's learning and reference to culture is not a casual copy, but with a strong 
utilitarian nature. It innovates the foreign culture that is beneficial to Japan into a culture with Japanese characteristics. 
For example, Japan is rich in seafood resources, so seafood is a common ingredient in the Japanese diet. According 
to their own eating habits, the Japanese make chopsticks shorter and thinner, so that they can better pick up seafood. 
Not only that but Japan's innovative spirit is also reflected in the "use of spoons". Originally, spoons were introduced 
to Japan from China with chopsticks, but because Japanese rice is very sticky and not suitable for the use of spoons, 
after continuous changes, spoons are rarely seen on today's Japanese dining table, only chopsticks are left. 

2.2 Cultural Connotation 

China's traditional culture has been inherited for thousands of years, which is reflected in all aspects of people's 
lives. China has advocated Confucianism and Taoism since ancient times. Taoist culture is reflected in the chopsticks 
culture, which means that the form of chopsticks symbolizes the concept of "the round place of the sky". In addition, 
Taoists also emphasize the theory of the “yin-yang and five elements”, believing that the harmony of yin and yang 
can achieve balance, Lao Zi proposed “The Dao is the underlying principle behind the creation of the myriad things. 
The order of the process giving rise to the myriad things began with the Dao producing a kind of generative force.” 
A pair of chopsticks just represents yin and yang, and the two chopsticks coordinate with each other to achieve 
balance, which is why Chinese people always say "a pair of chopsticks" instead of "two chopsticks". Confucianism 
emphasizes etiquette, filial piety, and pursues the spirit of benevolence and righteousness, which is also integrated 
into the culture of chopsticks. Chinese people pay attention to many rules when eating with chopsticks. For example, 
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before dinner, the elders must sit down first, and then the younger generation can sit down; on formal occasions, the 
elders should sit down facing the south, which is the most important position. When eating, the younger generation 
can't use chopsticks before the elders move their chopsticks; and when using chopsticks to pick up dishes, everyone 
can only pick up the dishes in front of themselves. and can't stretch out their chopsticks to pick up the dishes in front 
of others, which is impolite behavior. so as to show respect for the elders, which reflects the spirit of filial piety 
advocated by Confucian culture. 

Japan is different from China. There is a saying of "eight million gods" in Japan. Li G. Z. (2006) proposed that this 
is because the Japanese nation believes in Shintoism, conforms to nature, conforming to nature, and regards every-
thing as the existence of gods. and cannot be damaged at will. Take Japanese residential culture as an example, due 
to geographical conditions, most of the houses in Japan are mainly wooden structures. However, for environmental 
reasons, the Japanese started large-scale artificial afforestation very early, so Japan has strong forest resources. But 
even so, Japanese timber is still mainly purchased from other countries and will not destroy the natural environment 
at will. In addition, we can also see the Japanese's respect for gods and gratitude to nature from all aspects of Japanese 
table manners. Reflecting on the culture of chopsticks, the Japanese believe that chopsticks were originally used by 
gods, so whether they take the chopsticks or put down the chopsticks, they have to do it with both hands respectfully. 
In Japan, there is another saying: "A grain of rice and a drop of water are all the lives of gods", so we can't deal with 
it casually. Because of the reverence of the gods, eating must be in good terms of etiquette. For the taste of the food, 
we can't be picky at will, and the food in the bowl must also be eaten clean, only in this way can show the awe of the 
gods.  

2.3 Way of Thinking 

Different values create different ways of thinking. A way of thinking is a bridge of cultural communication and 
different ways of thinking are one of the important reasons for cultural differences. China has a vast territory and rich 
resources. Chinese culture has been inherited for thousands of years, and it has strong vitality and stability, it has 
always been a cultural center in history. As a result, it has formed a way of thinking that Chinese people pay attention 
to relations and social responsibility, and also emphasize collective interests, when there is a conflict between indi-
vidual interests and collective interests, Chinese people tend to be more inclined to sacrifice their personal interests 
and focus on collective interests. In the Chinese concept, this is an obligation. This is also the meaning of the idiom 
"For the rise and fall of the country, every common man has his obligation". The way of thinking is reflected in the 
culture of chopsticks, which is that Chinese people are used to eating dishes around the round table and have the habit 
of picking up dishes with each other. 

Unlike China, Japan is an island country, surrounded by the sea, and Japan has beautiful scenery, but because of 
this, Japan has frequent natural disasters. Moreover, Japan's small territory and lack of resources have led to a strong 
sense of crisis among the Japanese people, and this sense of crisis has penetrated into the behavior of the Japanese 
people. For example, taxi drivers always trot fast when carrying luggage. Almost all houses in Japan have earthquake-
proof designs, and almost all beautiful buildings have underground water storage devices, which can recycle rainwa-
ter. More importantly, rainwater can be used for fires, earthquakes and other emergencies. It can be seen that Japan's 
sense of crisis has been implemented in every detail of work and life. Therefore, compared with the Chinese people 
who pay attention to collectivism, the Japanese people pay more attention to the realization of personal value and 
self-worth. which is reflected in the culture of chopsticks that the Japanese are used to split meals, and the amount 
and type of each dish are Control less and more precision to avoid unnecessary waste. Therefore, Japanese chopsticks 
are also designed to be shorter and thinner. 

3. Conclusion 

Both China and Japan belong to the cultural cycle of Chinese characters. The cultures of the two countries have a 
lot in common but have their own characteristics. Whether similarity or difference will have an influence on cross-
cultural communication. Chopsticks culture has a long history and is an important part of Chinese traditional culture. 
This paper starts from chopsticks culture and deeply discusses the similarities and differences of cultural connotation, 
way of thinking and value between China and Japan on basis of comparing chopsticks culture of the two countries 
with purpose of promoting cultural exchange between China and Japan. 
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