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Abstract 

Geographical indication (GI) is one of the most debated themes in contemporary 

global agri-food. A group of countries headed by the EU supports GI and legitimizes it 

under the claim that it could revitalize local rural economies and small and medium 

producers. Another group of countries, headed by the U.S., opposes this posture. Following 

the EU system, in 2015, Japan enforced the Geographical Indication Law and introduced 

two GI systems. Given this background and employing the case of miso, this paper 

addresses three items. First, it illustrates the background that led to the establishment of the 

Japanese GI system. Second, it analyzes this system as a form of resistance. Finally, it 

explores the difficulties of establishing effective resistance under neoliberal agri-food. It is 

concluded that while the implementation of an effective GI legislation could be beneficial 

to the revitalization of family farming and agricultural regions, structural problems make 

this alternative to free market oriented policies problematic. 
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Introduction 

Geographical indication (GI) is one of the most debated themes in contemporary 

global agri-food (Echols 2008; Ilbert 2012; Sekine 2015). Facing global deregulation, open 

market competition, and the elimination/reduction of agri-food subsidies promoted under 

Neoliberalism, a number of countries, particularly those in the EU, introduced new 

legislation to promote their products through the use of the GI denomination. According to 

this posture, GI is a promising alternative measure to protect and revitalize local agri-food 

(Allaire and Boyer 1995; Torrès 2005).  

However, differences over GI legislations have engendered a continuing 

international dispute (Echols 2008; Ilbert 2012; Sekine 2015). Headed by EU countries, a 

number of nations support the application of the European Union GI system and legitimize 

it under the claim that it is a tool for the revitalization of local rural economies and small 

and medium farms and an instrument for the safeguard of environmentally friendly farming, 

authentic taste, traditional food and culinary cultures. Moreover, it is argued that, with 

proper institutional support, GI could promote the establishment of alternative forms of 

agri-food production and consumption (Allaire and Boyer 1995). Another group of 

countries, headed by the U.S., opposes these claims contending that GI distorts the 

functioning of free trade competition and, in fact, it is nothing more than a form of 

protectionism and ineffective state planning. This controversy is at the core of the debate 

on intellectual property rights under GATT/WTO and Free Trade Agreements (Augustin-

Jean and Sekine 2012). In the case of Japan, in 2006, this country introduced the Regionally 

Based Collective Trademark System to protect its GI products through a trademark system 

similar to that of the US. Additionally, in 2015, it enforced the Geographical Indication 

Law that, following the EU sui generis system, established a second geographical 

indication system. 

Employing the case of the production of the traditional Japanese food miso, this 

background is employed to discuss the relevance of the GI system in the context of 

resistance to global neoliberal agri-food.  The paper opens with a discussion of the basic 

tenets of Neoliberalism that are pertinent to the cases discussion below. It continues with 

the presentation of the evolution of the GI legislation in Japan and the narration of two case 

studies. These cases were constructed employing original interviews conducted between 

2010 and 2015 along with the consultation of existing documents. The paper concludes 

with some observations that underscore the relevance of GI as a form of resistance to the 

status quo but also as a program that presents relevant contradictions. 

  

Neoliberalism and the Neoliberalization of Japanese Agri-Food 
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 For most of the post-World War II decades, Japanese agri-food was a highly 

regulated sector that was also well integrated into the socio-economic model that has 

allowed this country to become one of the most advanced nations in the world. However, 

since the middle 1980s, Japan has abandoned its regulated economy and implemented pro 

free-market policies. The objective was to promote the development of its agri-food sector 

and address the crisis of family farming and rural communities (Sekine and Bonanno 2016). 

These measures were inspired by the neoliberal economic theory that, originally 

formulated in the intra-war period, has been complemented by subsequent elaborations 

such as those proposed in the 1960s and 1970s by Milton Friedman and Gary Becker of 

the Chicago School of Economics (Stedman Jones 2012; Davies 2014). While 

Neoliberalism is recognized for lacking a coherent and organic articulation, a number of 

relevant concepts distinguish it from older versions of the free market theory such as the 

classical Laissez-Faire theory of Adam Smith and David Ricardo and the marginal utility 

theory of Alfred Marshall (Mirowski 2014).  

 First, a difference between these classical theories and Neoliberalism is the 

replacement of the centrality of the concept of marginal utility with that of competition. 

For classical Liberalism, the advantage of the free functioning of the market is based on 

the notion that through fair exchange all parties gain. As marginal utility decreases with 

the augmentation of the number of goods owned, the exchange of one unit of these goods 

for an equivalent quantity of units of another good equally benefits all exchanging parts. 

According to Neoliberalism, the central component of the functioning of the market is, 

instead, competition for there are always winners and losers in market relations. Market 

exchange rather than benefiting everyone, discriminates between those who have better 

skills and resources (human capital) and those who possess less human capital (Becker 

1993 [1964]). Additionally, the notions of equality and fairness of the market proposed by 

classical versions of Liberalism are replaced by the concepts of inequality and open 

competition for individuals are different and competition unveils these differences.  

 Second, Neoliberals dismiss the idea of state intervention to address the undesirable 

consequences of capitalism. Agreeing with classical Functionalist views of social 

stratification (Davis and Moore 1945), neoliberals contend that differences in economic 

and social rewards do justice to those who are talented, competed well and invested in the 

amelioration of their skills. Accordingly, state planning to combat inequality is not only 

unnecessary but represents a limitation to individual freedom and to the good functioning 

of the market. Yet, and departing from classical Laissez-Faire, state intervention is 

advocated to create and maintain markets for they contend that social and economic 

problems are solved through the functioning of the free market. Ultimately, neoliberals 
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reject all views that see state intervention as an instrument that can be employed to improve 

the well-being of people and society. This position is legitimized by the claim of 

impartiality of the market. Because the functioning of the market cannot be affected by 

powerful interest groups or inaccurate decisions made by planners, it generates the best 

allocation of resources and the most appropriate solutions to existing problems.  

 To be sure, the neoliberal theories of the impersonality of the market and of the 

distorting dimension of state intervention are criticized by the classical contributions of 

Karl Polanyi (2001 [1944]) and John Maynard Keynes (Stedman Jones 2012). For Polanyi, 

there is very little of impersonal or natural about the market for it is embedded in social 

relations and culture. Additionally, the market cannot function without the intervention of 

the state as all markets must be regulated by the state to actually work. For Keynes a 

fundamental contradiction of Neoliberalism is the call for the intervention of the state to 

create and maintain the existence of the market. His critique rests on the contention that 

Neoliberalism does not have a theory to establish the limits of state intervention for it 

simultaneously argues for and against its intervention in the economy. 

 Third, neoliberals contend that the fundamental factor that explains human 

behavior is personal utility (Becker 1993 [1964]). Known as the economic approach to 

human behavior, it contends that utilitarian rationality can explain the manner in which 

humans conduct themselves in all spheres of human action including those that are outside 

the economy. Accordingly, behaviors concerning family, marriage, education and gender 

are explained through the concept of utility. This understanding of utility transcends 

economic gains, for it does not simply equate utility with profit but it refers to actions that 

maximize all forms of gains (Brown 2015).  

 

The Establishment of the Japanese GI System 

The International Controversy  

In the context of international relations, GI has a long-standing history that began 

in the 19th Century (i.e., the Paris Convention of 1883 and the Madrid Agreement of 1891) 

and continued in the 20th century (i.e., the 1958 Lisbon Agreement) (Echols 2008). 

Beginning in the 1980s, GI became one of the most disputed themes in the debate on 

intellectual property rights under GATT/WTO and various Free Trade Agreements. This 

process culminated with the 1994 signing of the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 

Property Rights or TRIPS. Considered the most comprehensive agreement on GI to date, 

TRIPS permits signatory countries to employ their own domestic legislation to define their 

GI system. In this context, in 2003, the US and Australia challenged the EU GI legislation 

to the WTO citing that the EU was in violation of TRIPS. Eventually, the WTO ruled that 
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the EU system did not interfere with TRIPS but the controversy did not end for these groups 

of countries continued to employ Free Trade Agreements and diplomatic means to solicit 

the adoption of their GI system by other countries (Augustin-Jean and Sekine 2012). As 

other existing agreements are partial in scope and content, the controversy over GI 

continues unabated in the second decade of 21st century. 

 

The Two Systems of Japan 

This international controversy is well embodied in the evolution of GI legislation 

in Japan. The long post-war history of political and diplomatic subjugation to the US led 

to the 2005 enactment and 2006 enforcement of a reform of the Trademark Law. Supervised 

by the Japan Patent Office (JPO) under the aegis of the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 

Industry (METI) (formerly MITI; Ministry of International Trade and Industry), this reform 

created a Japanese GI system – the Regionally Based Collective Trademark System – that 

followed the US model (Augustin-Jean and Sekine 2012).The US model limits GI 

regulation to trademark legislation and excludes the creation of any other type of specific 

legislation. However, as this reform was taking place, the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) was drafting a different GI bill modeled after the EU system. 

The leadership of MAFF became convinced of the superiority of the EU system as a 

solution to the issues faced by the many Japanese small and medium sized farms (interview 

MAFF 2010). Differing from the US case, the EU enacted legislation specifically designed 

to regulate GI. This is Regulation EEC No 2081/92. 

As METI sponsored legislation passed, MAFF formally halted its initiative. 

However, it encouraged the Japan Food Industry Association (JFIA), a major small and 

medium sized producer dominated industrial association, to establish an EU style private 

certification system that would not only identify the origins of traditional food items but 

also guarantee their quality. Also adopted in 2005, this voluntary system of Honba no 

Honmono or “original authentic food” has grown through the years to the point that, in 

2015, food items certified as Honba no Honmono were prominently exhibited and sold at 

the Milan World Expo as instances of Japanese traditional quality foods (interview JFIA 

2014). As of 2016 and divided into two categories, there were 45 products included in this 

private scheme of certification. Following the EU Protected Domination of Origin (PDO) 

protocol, the first of these two categories includes products made in specific geographic 

areas with locally grown ingredients that are processed with traditional techniques. The 

second includes products made in specific geographic areas with domestically grown 

ingredients that are processed with traditional techniques (JFIA 2016). This latter category 

is consistent with the EU Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) classification. 
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The continuous crisis of Japanese agri-food and the success of the EU’s GI system 

in various parts of the world (e.g., Brazil) and particularly in Asia (e.g., Korea) prompted 

the Japanese Government to consider the introduction of new legislation (MAFF 2012). 

The opportunity presented itself when the Liberal Democratic Party of Japan (LDP) 

returned to power in 2012 for its program included a combination of pro-export, free-

market oriented policies and measures to stimulate the growth of the rural economy and 

family farming (Sekine and Bonanno 2016). In this context, as Japan initiated to negotiate 

the EU-Japan Free Trade Agreement, the Government charged MAFF with the drafting of 

a new bill based on the EU GI system. This legislation was eventually enacted on June 1, 

2015. Despite these original plans, however, pressure from the US and Australia resulted 

in actual legislation that fell short of expectations and did not parallel the private system of 

Honba no Honmono (interview JFIA 2014). Under the new law, only the PGI system was 

recognized, while the more pro-agricultural community and stringent PDO system was 

excluded. As a result, Japan remains with two legal frameworks concerning GI.  

 

The GI System and Resistance: The Case of Miso  

The Japanese Tradition of Miso 

Miso is a traditional food item made of fermented soybeans that is frequently 

employed to make “Miso Soup:” a classical Japanese breakfast dish. There are uncountable 

types of miso that, however, are customarily categorized into three groups. The first or 

miso of rice is prepared with soybeans, rice, salt, water and Koji (Aspergillus Oryzae). The 

second or miso of barley contains the same ingredients with the exception of rice that is 

used instead of barley. The third, miso of soybeans, includes only soybeans, salt, water and 

Koji. The miso of rice is the most popular type while the miso of barley is commonly eaten 

in Western Japan and the miso of soybeans is typical of a limited area of central Japan: the 

Tokai Region. Under each of these three categories, there are a number of different sub-

categories that find their origins in regional cultures, differ by ingredients, taste, color, 

flavor and aroma, and make this rich local food tradition commensurable with the concept 

of “terroir” employed in wine. Finally, miso medicinal effects are appreciated by 

consumers and scientists alike for it is believed that miso consumption reduces the risk of 

cancer and it is effective against aging, blood pressure, diabetes, food poisoning and 

osteoporosis (Japan Miso Promotion Board 2016). 

Since the end of World War Two, the production, distribution and consumption of 

miso has significantly changed. Four points can be employed to summarize this change. 

First, until the first portion of the 1950s, miso was a staple food item that was handmade 

and eaten daily in most Japanese households. In the 1960s and 1970s, as Japan experienced 
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the Rapid Economic Growth Period, the average Japanese family abandoned the tradition 

of making miso at home and began to purchase it from small and medium sized breweries. 

In the following decades as mass consumption took off, miso was sold in department stores 

and large supermarket chains. Simultaneously, miso breweries expanded and concentrated 

through processes of mechanization and mergers and acquisitions and some eventually 

emerged as large sized corporations. As a result, the traditional production was replaced by 

miso made in modern factories with machines, food additives and pasteurization. Today, 

however, there are still few breweries that produce it employing traditional methods. 

Second, since the 1960s, Japan has promoted the import of soybeans, the major 

ingredient of miso. As a result, currently, only 6 percent of all soybeans consumed in Japan 

are domestically produced with the rest imported from North America and other major 

producers countries such as Brazil and China (Sekine and Bonanno 2016; MAFF 2016). 

Accordingly, the traditional connection between local soybean cultivation and miso 

production has virtually been lost. 

Third, due to the Westernization of the Japanese diet, the consumption of miso has 

declined along with the consumption of other traditional food items such as rice (interview 

Noda Brewery 2015; Sekine and Bonanno 2016). Yet and despite this decline, the export 

of miso has increased for it went from 1,012 metric tons per year in 1977 to 13,044 mt/year 

in 2015 (Japan Federation of Miso Manufactures Cooperatives 2016; Japan Miso 

Promotion Board 2016). A number of factors are responsible for this trend including the 

international acceptance of Japanese cuisine, the growth of Japanese restaurants abroad, 

the ability of foreign consumers to cook Japanese food at home and the popularity of 

“Macrobiotic food” healthy diets that are often based on Japanese traditional cuisine.  

Finally, as farmers, miso makers and consumers began to resist the Westernization 

of the Japanese diet and the corporate agri-food system, traditional miso became to be 

viewed as a symbol of the local Food Sovereignty movement and civic agriculture. 

Currently, there are a number of local groups that produce handmade miso with locally and 

often organically grown soybeans (Norito 2015). Because of the growth of anti-GMOs 

sentiments, numerous Japanese consumers eat exclusively miso made with domestic 

soybeans. This local miso, however, is now also carried in supermarkets. 

 

The Cases of Two Miso Breweries in the Prefecture of Aichi 

Background 

As in the case of the entire Japanese miso industry, local breweries in the Prefecture 

of Aichi have suffered from capital concentration and the industrialization of production 

through the loss of numerous small and medium sized operations, lack of new entries and 
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difficulties in keeping up with the adoption of capital intensive technology. Simultaneously, 

and following the anti-corporate sentiments mentioned above, some of these breweries 

have made efforts to bring together local soybean producers, traditional manufacturers of 

miso and progressive consumers. For those sharing this view, GI has emerged as an 

important tool for the revitalization of local agri-food production, the creation of an 

alternative to the rampant industrialization of the sector, and the generation of quality 

products and adequate economic returns. Given this new perception and practices, the 

adoption of the GI label is seen by many as a moment of opposition to neoliberal global 

food.  

The statement of the alternative dimension of GI is explored through the cases of 

two breweries in the Prefecture of Aichi. The Prefecture of Aichi is the center of production 

of miso of soybeans. Known as “Hatcho Miso” and considered the most distinctive and 

famous miso in Japan, the miso of soybeans manufactured in the region is endowed with 

unique features that include its black color, less salt, more protein and an overall better 

taste than other types of miso (Kakukyu Brewery 2016). In the local diet, it is quite often 

served in dishes such as Miso-Oden (Pot-au-fue with miso source) and Miso-Katsu (a pork 

cutlet with miso source) and, while in high demand for domestic consumption, its use in 

fine restaurants and export to foreign countries are also growing.  

 

Aichi Soy Souse and Miso Cooperative1  

The first case involves the Aichi Soy Souse and Miso Cooperative. Founded in 1940, 

this cooperative has experienced the growth and, later, restructuring of the sector for it 

downsized from more than 300 member breweries in the 1960s to 44 in 2015. Additionally 

and as the industry concentration evolved, no new entries have been recorded since 1966 

(Interview Na2  Brewery 2015). In this context, the search for ways to revitalize the 

business through the implementation of alternatives is considered paramount by the 

cooperative leadership. Among these leaders, the cooperative associate chair and CEO of 

the Na Brewery of Toyota City, Aichi is a fervent supporter of the use of GI to oppose 

existing trends (interview Na Brewery 2015). Mr. Nemo3 is a third generation member of 

a family that has been in the miso business since 1928. It owns brewery Na: a limited 

partnership company that employs 30 full-time and 11 part-time workers and that 

exemplifies the type of work done by the breweries members of the Aichi Soy Sauce and 

Miso Cooperative. The production of miso of Na increased from 6 mt per year in 1930 to 

                                                   
1 This is a fictitious name. The actual names of the actors mentioned in the narration of this case and the 

other case are kept confidential. 
2 This is a fictitious name. 
3 This is a fictitious name. 
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3,000 mt in the 1980. But it later decreased to its 2015 level of 2,000 mt. Its current annual 

sales stand at 500 million yen (more than 4.6 million 2016 US dollars).  

Along with the use of GI, the preservation of traditional techniques of production 

is the instrument through which Mr. Nemo envisions his company’s struggle against the 

industrialization and concentration of the sector. Accordingly and while a great number of 

other breweries use synthetic vats and computerized temperature control systems to 

accelerate and regulate the fermentation process, Mr. Nemo’s company deliberately 

continues to use old cedar vats held together by bamboo hoops and a natural fermentation 

process. On the lid of each of these cedar vats, river stones are evenly and accurately placed 

by skilled workers to develop the appropriate fermentation process and avoid costly errors. 

After 18 months of fermentation, the miso of soybeans is ready. 

The lower level of productivity that this traditional technique engenders is a 

significant disadvantage. Yet, it is also accompanied by the difficulty of finding or training 

skilled workers with the necessary traditional knowledge to execute the work. 

Simultaneously, however, the quality of the work pays off as this miso is shipped locally 

and nationally. Their main trade partners are mostly cooperatives (80%) such as local 

consumer cooperatives (50%) and university cooperatives located in Eastern Japan (30%). 

The rest of the production goes to local school lunch programs (20%). An additional 

activity associated with the use of this traditional technique is that each year the brewery 

is visited by approximately 3,000 students from all grades. Short courses on miso 

preparation often accompany these visits.  

Although almost two thirds of the soybeans used in the brewery are imported from 

the North America, Mr. Nemo hopes to increase the quantity of domestic soybeans that the 

brewery normally purchases from producers in Hokkaido and in the prefecture of Aichi 

through contract farming with agricultural cooperatives and spot trading (interview Na 

Brewery 2015). Recently and in partnership with local farmers, the brewery has begun the 

production of smoked quail eggs seasoned with its miso.  

 

Hatcho Miso Cooperative4 

By the early 2000s, the Aichi Soy Sauce and Miso Cooperative organized virtually 

all miso breweries in the prefecture of Aichi. In its effort to resist industrial agri-food and 

promote traditional production, it initiated procedures to register the name Hatcho Miso as 

GI under the revised Japanese Trademark Law. The proposed objectives of this move 

included the identification of the brand Hatcho Miso as the miso of soybeans exclusively 

produced in the prefecture of Aichi, the acquisition of the appropriate intellectual property 

                                                   
4 This is a fictitious name. 
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right and the possibility for all cooperative members to brand their miso as GI. Unspecified, 

and therefore excluded from the requested GI brand, were the origins of the ingredients 

and techniques of production (interview Na Brewery 2015). 

As preparations developed, two of the member breweries – Kaku and Maru5 both 

located in Okazaki City – opposed the plan (Interview Kaku Brewery 2015; Interview Na 

Brewery 2015). They claimed that the domination of Hatcho Miso derives from the name 

of a limited local area. Therefore, they argued, it is inaccurate to equate the miso produced 

in the entire prefecture of Aichi with Hatcho Miso. According to representatives of Kaku, 

the name Hatcho Miso was historically employed to identify the miso of soybeans produce 

in the area named Hatcho. This is an area located about 870 meters (951.5 yards) west of 

the Okazaki Castle where the feudal lord of the region, Tokugawa, lived. This is the case, 

they continued, because this word refers to the ancient Japanese unit of measurement of 

length Hatcho that is equal to about 870 meters. Following this argument, this party 

contended that presently there are only two breweries of miso in this historical area which 

are the breweries Kaku and Maru.  

 This controversy could not be resolved in amicable terms and, as a result, Kaku 

and Maru left the Aichi Soy Souse and Miso Cooperative to form a new one: the Hatcho 

Miso Cooperative. This cooperative was formalized in 2005. Following the split, both 

cooperatives submitted independent requests for the GI denomination of Hatcho Miso (or 

a Regionally Based Collective Trademark of Hatcho Miso) to the Japan Patent Office that, 

however, rejected them. In the opinion released by the JPO, the existence of significant 

disagreement on the identification of the production area and the lack of an undisputable 

association between the product and region motivated the negative verdict. Undeterred by 

this outcome, the cooperatives submitted separate requests to the Japan Food Industry 

Association that eventually granted them the use of the Honba no Honmono denomination. 

When the new GI system was introduced in 2015, both cooperatives submitted applications 

to resister their products under the GI denomination: “Hatcho Miso of Aichi” for the Aichi 

Soy Souse and Miso Cooperative and “Hatcho Miso” for the Hatcho Miso Cooperative. At 

the time of writing of this paper (Summer 2016), these applications are still under review.  

According to the manager of the Kaku Brewery, Mr. Ot 6 , this brewery was 

established in 1645 in the Edo period and Mr. Kyu7is its 19th generation owner. It produces 

1,500 mt of miso with annual sales of about 1 billion yen a year (9.5 million 2016 US 

dollars). It is believed that it began to sell Hatcho Miso to the Japanese Imperial house in 

                                                   
5 These are fictitious names. 
6 This is a fictitious name. 
7 This is a fictitious name. 
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the Meiji period and since then has maintained an excellent reputation. In 2006, its 

historical buildings and warehouses received national attention for they were selected as 

parts of the shooting location of a trendy drama series of the state-run TV network NHK. 

As in the case of the Aichi Soy Sauce and Miso Cooperative, its facilities are open to 

tourists and this activity generates a traffic in excess of 300,000 visitors annually (interview 

Kaku Brewery 2015). 

Also employing cedar vats with bamboo hoops, the traditional technique employed 

in the Kaku Brewery differs from that the Na Brewery for workers at Kaku accommodate 

stones on the lid of the vat in the form of a pyramid. Like in the case of the Na Brewery, 

this is a process that requires the expertise of seasoned artisans with years of training. This 

placing of stones in the form of a pyramid is due to the fact that the miso employed contains 

less water and, therefore, more weight is needed to allow water to fill the vat and gas to 

exit it. As this miso contains less water, it needs between 24 and 30 months to achieve 

complete fermentation, almost doubling the fermentation time necessary for other types of 

miso. This time consuming and costly technique ultimately provides the excellent quality 

and taste attributed to this miso (interview Kaku Brewery 2015).  

 Ideal for the application of this traditional technique is the use of the local variety 

of soybean “Yahagi.” It is a project of the Hatcho Miso Cooperative to revive its local 

production in collaboration with local family farms. Along with this goal, this project is 

expected to augment biodiversity in this region. Currently, almost half of the soybeans 

employed are produced in Japan with the rest imported from North America and China. 

According to their variety and origins, soybeans require different quantity of salt whose 

careful application affects taste and price.  

 

Discussion: Resistance and Contradictions in Contemporary Agri-Food in Japan 

 The cases presented above and the overall evolution of the use of GI in Japan 

allow us to make at least three points. First, there is an overall rejection of the neoliberal 

idea of free competition. This is the case both in Japan in general and in the particular 

instances presented above. This point is made explicit by the very introduction of GI as a 

way to revitalize agricultural enterprises and communities. GI, both in its public and private 

versions, is a form of regulated capitalist competition. Firms are not allowed to freely 

produce and commercialize their products, but need to follow specific rules that are 

determined by branches of the state. Additionally, markets are not “free” but closed and 

fragmented by pre-established barriers to entry. This posture stand in sharp contrast with 

the neoliberal theory as expressed by its classical proponents (i.e., Hayek and Friedman) 

and criticized by Polanyi and Keynes. Similarly, the rejection of basic neoliberal tenets can 
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be interpreted as an indication of the lack of legitimation that Neoliberalism receives in 

agri-food despite the pro-neoliberal posture of the current administration of Prime Minister 

Abe. 

 Second, tradition and the state emerged as central elements of the process of 

resistance. Traditional techniques and knowledge are employed to define the form of 

desired production by local miso brewers and the Japanese state. This costly and time 

consuming approach contrasts the neoliberal idea of utility for it sharply differs from 

processes of mechanization and cost minimization employed by other breweries. The role 

of the state as a regulator of market but also organizer of opposition strategies indicates the 

emancipatory dimension that state intervention can have in advanced capitalism. 

Simultaneously, however, the contradictory and complex nature of the state creates limits 

to the adoption of alternative measures. In this case, the power that neoliberal forces 

exercise within the Japanese state prevented the implementation of more radical forms of 

GI legislation. 

 Finally, GI effectiveness as viable alternative to the status quo remains anchored on 

the availability of markets and insertion of GI products into global circuits of consumption. 

Accordingly, GI does not overcome the centrality of global competition that its creation 

proposes to reject. Simultaneously, it proposes a contradictory process of adjudication of 

the GI denomination that, while requiring legitimation (i.e., to be justified to the public), 

creates division among producers. These problems are likely to continue as long as the 

resolution of economic issues is displaced at the political level (state action). 

 

Conclusions: Resistance and Market Domination 

In the view of many miso producers and members of the officialdom of the Japanese 

state, the introduction of the GI system offers an alternative to the current conditions of 

local agri-food. The rejection of basic tenets of the neoliberal agri-food authorizes some 

optimism that the further development of GI legislation and its implementation could create 

conditions that oppose the concentration of capital, industrialization of agriculture, and the 

crisis of family farming and agricultural regions that affect Japan. Simultaneously, however, 

the narrative presented above shows the power of current neoliberal arrangements and of 

those groups that support them. Additionally, it points out the contradictions associated 

with the use of GI as a form of resistance. 

 As it has evolved in Japan, GI legislation has been affected by the prominence of 

free market postures that have limited the extent to which processes of historically-based 

and locally-connected production could be protected. More advanced forms of GI 

legislation appear greatly desirable. But, the development of conditions that would allow 
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the creation of this type of measures are not favorable. Not only the global context but, 

above all, the current Administration political program and the overall political climate in 

Japan support this conclusion. However, structural conditions arguably remain the most 

significant obstacles to the effective use of GI. At least two situations are problematic in 

this regard.  

 First, GI programs remain anchored on the existence of expanding markets that 

must be regulated through state planning. The success of GI programs, in other words, is 

based on state intervention in a context in which the government opposes it and the 

simultaneously use of political means to exclude some producers from, and include others 

in, circuits of production. Because of this protection, it is assumed, these circuits would 

adequately support production but, in reality, there are no guarantees that they would 

generate an adequate demand. This is particularly the case if competing claims for the GI 

denomination continue to exist. Ultimately, the viability of this system rests on the 

reintroduction of forms of state regulated capitalism. While seen by some as a plausible 

strategy to combat Neoliberalism, others have pointed out that the problems that affected 

early forms of state planning of the economy (Fordism) remain unsolved. 

Second, regulated capitalism demands the legitimation of decisions made by 

political actors. As competing groups demonstrate equally valid claims for state support 

and the impersonal working of the market cannot be employed as a source of legitimation, 

the state is required to produce decisions that appear acceptable to all parts. While 

theoretically problematic, this option is made historically more difficult by the conflict that 

the adjudication of GI status entails. In this context, while the introduction of the GI system 

could generate some benefits to producers and consumers by providing quality products, it 

does very little to oppose the capital concentration and corporatization of agri-food. As 

local miso is already sold in supermarkets, it is safe to assume that this GI system could be 

eventually controlled by corporate agri-food.  
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