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This edition of the IGIS Newsletter looks 
at the globalization of food and taste 
preferences and how the rising popularity 
of Asian food in particular will lead to the 
need for 'food vocabulary' to develop in 
the West.   As we become aware of new 
tastes, so we need new language to 
define those tastes.   
The events section includes a report on 
the Symposium on Vietnamese Culinary 
Culture and Umami Taste, in Ho Chi Minh 
City, while our book review section looks 
at Ruth Reichl's interesting account of life 
as a food critic, with a chapter on her 
discovery of umami in the Asian 
restaurants of New York.   
On the theme of world-class cuisine, we 
review a recent article about Tokyo 
becoming the city with the most Michelin-
starred restaurants in the world and an 
excellent piece about the rising popularity 
of umami from The Wall Street Journal. 
 
The globalization of taste 
 
Our understanding of taste is becoming 
more sophisticated and our palates are 
too.  As we learn more about what and 
how we taste, we are asking more 
questions and are more open to new taste 
experiences.  The German language 
version of Epoch Times online, Die Neue 
Epoche online, recently featured an 
interesting article by Anke Wang entitled 
"Five fingers – five senses – five taste 
directions".  The article discusses the five 
tastes and the discovery of umami, and 
cites many examples of where umami can 
be found.  There is then a section entitled 
"You have to learn to be a gourmet" in 
which she writes that babies are gourmets 

when first born as they experience umami 
in mother's milk.  This is a good start, but 
as we grow up we are bombarded by 
different taste experiences and our sense 
of taste needs to be retrained.  As we get 
older we can start to appreciate again 
some foods that we found bitter as 
children, e.g. rocket salad and parmesan 
cheese.  Recent studies have found that 
some of our taste preferences are 
inherited; our genes therefore play an 
important part in food choice.  Yet, other 
research also suggests that environmental 
factors impact upon taste preference1.  
Similarly, as Wang points out, our taste is 
influenced by our psychological situation 
and our culture, meaning that different 
foods can be perceived as tasty in 
different parts of the world.  Europeans 
enjoy smoked ham and beef consommé 
while Asians prefer fish and seafood.  But, 
with increasing globalization, there are 
more opportunities to try new types of 
cuisine and Wang claims that when we 
have a desire to like a new taste, the 
psyche works for the tongue.  She 
believes that more and more Japanese 
people also enjoy smoked ham for 
example.   

 
There is certainly a growing appreciation 
of Eastern flavours in the West.  Sushi 
bars, for example, have opened across 
                                            
1 See Cooke et al: Genetic and environmental influences 
on children's food neophobia; AJCN, Vol. 86, No. 2, 428-
433, August 2007 


