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Abstract: The Hallyu phenomenon has increased global interest in Korean cuisine, including
kimbap. However, the history of kimbap raises debates over its origins, whether it is a Joseon
tradition (Bokssam) or an adaptation of Japanese sushi during the colonial period. This article
analyzes how kimbap became a symbol of resistance to the repositioning of postcolonial
Korean cultural identity. Using a qualitative method with a literature review, this study shows
that South Korea's attempt to separate kimbap from sushi is a cultural strategy to assert
autonomy and uniqueness. Kimbap functions as a "symbolic resistance" to Japanese culinary
heritage, with Korea creating a narrative of authenticity. This analysis is supported by Stuart
Hall's theory of identity that views identity as a fluid entity shaped by historical and cultural
relations, as well as Homi Bhabha's concepts of hybridity and "Third Space" that explain the
negotiation of new identities amid colonial influence. Kimbap becomes a dynamic
manifestation of Korean cultural identity, continuously negotiated through daily culinary
practices.
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INTRODUCTION

The era of globalization has given rise to dynamic transnational cultural flows that have
led to the rise of South Korean culture. The phenomenon is known as the Korean wave or
Hallyu. In (Kim et al., 2015) hallyu or Korean Wave is a phenomenon of Korean popular
culture that became popular in Southeast Asia and China in the late 1990s. The term hallyu is
known as "hanliu" which was first coined by Chinese media in the late 1990s to describe the
popularity of South Korean pop culture in China. The Korean wave or hallyu in this case is
not just an imitation of Western modern style, but has become a major agent in east Asian
popular culture on par with Western popular culture. The problem formulation contains
article questions that must be explained in the discussion and answered in the conclusion.

In recent years, the popular culture can then increase interest in cultural products (Kim,
2023). The Korean wave phenomenon has become a significant global force in influencing
several aspects of life, including music, movies, and food. Hallyu (Korean Wave) plays an
important role as a driver of cultural globalization by spreading various entertainment
products such as dramas, movies, K-pop music, and variety shows.
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The increasing popularity of Korean food is a new phenomenon, so the popularity
seems to be utilized by Korea in its culinary promotion to improve its image. The utilization
of the popularity of Korean food then becomes a tool for the practice of diplomacy. In this
case, diplomacy using food is known as gastrodiplomacy. Hansik then attracted the interest of
the international community because of its influence in the Korean wave or Hallyu. By using
kimbap as its spearhead, South Korea has promoted its cultural identity in the global arena.

Although kimbap is now globally recognized as a South Korean dish, its history raises
an interesting debate. The similarities in processing and use of ingredients to Japanese
cuisine, particularly sushi or onigiri, have sparked questions about its origins. This debate
revolves around the claim that kimbap has existed since the Joseon Dynasty era through a
dish called Bokssam, or as a modification of a Japanese creation during the colonial period.
This paper will explain that the historical debate surrounding kimbap and South Korea's
attempts to actively differentiate it from sushi is not simply a culinary dispute. Rather, it is a
profound cultural strategy, in which kimbap became a symbol of resistance and the
repositioning of post-colonial Korean cultural identity. Through kimbap, South Korea asserts
its cultural autonomy and uniqueness amidst the legacy of Japanese influence and
globalization.

METHOD

Using a qualitative method, the author digs deeper into kimbap as a symbol of
resistance and repositioning of post-colonial South Korean cultural identity against Japanese
colonization. As for data collection related to this article, the author uses the literature review
method. As series of literature studies according to (Zed, 2004) includes data collection,
reading and recording, and processing research materials. There are at least four main
characteristics that need to be considered. First, the author deals directly with the text, not
with direct knowledge from the field. Second, the writer does not go directly to the field but
deals with secondary sources. Third, the data obtained is generally secondary. Fourth, library
data is not limited by space and time. Data collection in this research is carried out by
examining several journals, books, and documents as well as data sources that are considered
relevant to this research.

In addition, the author also digs deeper into kimbap as a symbol of resistance and
repositioning of postcolonial South Korean cultural identity by focusing on scientific
publications that discuss the history of kimbap, South Korean gastrodiplomacy, Korean
cultural identity, and postcolonial theories, especially the works of Stuart Hall and Homi
Bhabha. In this case, the focus of the analysis in this article is on how the narratives
surrounding kimbap are constructed and reconstructed to assert the authenticity of South
Korean culture and distinguish it from Japanese influence. Stuart Hall's concept is used to
analyze the fluid nature of identity and how identity is shaped by historical, cultural, and
globalization factors. Meanwhile, Homi Bhabha's concepts of hybridity and third space are
used to understand the ambivalence in the identity of kimbap that intersects with sushi, and
how this ambivalence becomes an opening for symbolic resistance and the formation of a
new identity.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
How kimbap becomes a "symbolic resistance' to Japanese culinary heritage

The kimbap, as an iconic Korean dish, has generated international interest. In Korean,
Kim means seaweed, and bap means rice. Technically, Kimbap is a South Korean food
consisting of rice with various fillings such as vegetables, eggs, fish cakes, and meat, which
are rolled in sheet-shaped dried seaweed (Vita, 2022). Generally, Koreans make Kimbap as a
meal when traveling or a snack for a picnic. This food is similar to the Japanese specialty,
onigiri sushi because of the similarities in processing and use of raw materials (Mandl, 2018).
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In its development, food processing in East Asia adapted from the ingredients available
in the region. The influence of factors such as cultural exchange, adaptation to the
environment, and different processing techniques have created a rich diversity in the region.
For example, the use of rice as a staple food in East Asia dates back thousands of years. Rice
has come to symbolize agriculture and life in many East Asian cultures, with different
varieties developed according to local climate and soil conditions. Another example is the
discovery of seaweed, which has been used by East Asians for a long time, especially to bring
out the umami flavor, and the two ingredients created a dish called kimbap (Mandl, 2018).

There is debate about where kimbap originated. These differing narratives are not
simply historical details, but rather reflections of larger efforts at shaping South Korea's
cultural identity. One strong historical narrative states that kimbap is an evolution of a dish
called Bokssam, which dates back to the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1897). In (Cam, 2020)
referring to a book written during the Joseon era, Dongguk sesigi, there is a food similar to
kimbap, but it is

explained to be bokssam. Bokssam itself refers to rice cooked with dried seaweed
which is usually consumed during punrama month celebrations or can be referred to as
Jeongwol Daeboreum. The philosophy contained in wrapping bokssam using dried seaweed
is the Korea belief that eating these foods can bring blessings such as luck to health.

In the past, seaweed in Korea was used as a luxury commodity that was usually used
during celebrations or on special days only. Seaweed became popular around the 1980s when
innovative processing through better technology was introduced, with seaweed production
reaching around 19,500 tons annually (Vita, 2022). The statement argues that kimbap is an
evolution of a dish called bokssam, with Koreans believing that eating seaweed-wrapped
food like bokssam can bring blessings. Kimbap has since evolved across the world, and in its
modern version, has become a simple, belly-filling meal that can easily be found at your local
supermarket.

In another version, kimbap is also believed to have originated in the early 20th century
during the Japanese colonization of Korea. In this case, Koreans liked the Japanese onigiri
sushi creation and modified the way it was made. Thus, they created the recipe using Korean
ingredients and created their own cooking technique to make kimbap (Lee & Leonard, 2020).
Kimbap is characterized by neat and uniform nori rolls with colorful fillings densely
arranged, reflecting aesthetics and practicality. The rice used in kimbap is seasoned with a
mixture of sesame oil and salt for flavor, often using different types of rice (white, red,
black). This contrasts with sushi rice which is seasoned with vinegar and sugar.

According to (Hae-won, 2022), kimbap itself is a word that only entered the Korean
language in 1958, this statement is based on a daily newspaper company founded in 1920
under the name Dong-a Ilbo. Since 1950, kimbap has gradually been adjusted to the taste of
Korean society. At first, Koreans made kimbap by mixing vegetables and other ingredients
without mixing raw fish, because Koreans themselves do not really like raw fish. Then there
is the addition of sesame oil to the rice combined with salt to add to the flavor of kimbap
(Houston, 2007). Furthermore, quoted from (Kwon, 2021), according to the Federation of
Korean Cultural Centers, kimbap was made in the Japanese style, with rice seasoned with
vinegar and sugar, until the 1970s when it transitioned to a more savory one.

Arguably, this view of kimbap's origins through Japanese colonization is Korea's move
to break away from its colonizing past. The Korean culture attached to kimbap allows
Koreans to define what is theirs, which further shows how kimbap can be considered a
symbol of South Korea's renaissance in the past. Food has helped Korea build a new identity
after the second world war. It is a form of Korean acceptance and development throughout
the 20th century as a symbol of South Korea's rise and independence (Lee & Leonard, 2020).

This is also discussed in (Kim, 2013) regarding how Korean food during the colonial
period was perceived as an inferior dish, such as in the narrative of kimbap being termed as
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"Korean sushi", indicating that there was an attempt to simplify the culture thus creating false
stereotypes in the global sphere. In another example, "chili seasoning" in Korean cuisine is
considered a practice of "barbarism" by the Japanese, while sugar in Japanese cuisine is
considered a civilization. This indicates that this practice is a form of colonialization that
degrades elements of Korean cuisine. In addition, according to (Oum, 2005) validations from
the West such as "healthy food" or "alternative food" are also very influential on Korean food
in releasing the inferior status of Korean cuisine. Thus, kimbap and Korean cuisine in general
transformed from an object of degradation to a symbol of national awakening and
independence, although this journey towards recognition involved dynamics as well as
validation from abroad.

Discourse review: how Korea erased the image of '"Korean sushi'" and created a
narrative of authenticity

It has been explained how Koreans use their own ingredients and kimbap-making
methods to create this food. This shows how Koreans have defined what is their own. In this
sense, kimbap can be considered as a symbol of Korea's post-colonial renaissance and helps
to build a new identity after the second world war. The attempt to assert kimbap's difference
from sushi is an integral part of asserting cultural identity. It is a claim to cultural belonging
after a period of foreign domination, a marker that distinguishes and solidifies Korean
identity.

Today, kimbap has become part of a diplomatic practice known as gastrodiplomacy. In
(Rockower, 2012), Gastrodiplomacy utilizes soft power that combines cultural diplomacy,
culinary diplomacy, and branding. As a soft power tool, South Korea promotes kimbap not
only to introduce its cuisine, but also to convey cultural values and national identity.
Gastronomy is described in (Sormaz et al., 2016) as a combination of art and science that
covers all aspects of food, from production to consumption and its role in human life.
According to (Jong et al., 2018) gastronomy has a wide range of meanings, including eating
procedures, food chemistry, digestion, physiological effects of food, food choices, and
customs and traditions associated with food. The goal is to maintain human health with the
best nutrition possible, as well as ensuring the enjoyment of life and eating. Explained in
(Yarapirom & Riadil, 2023) gastronomic identity reflects the commitment of a region or
country that aims to introduce its cultural diversity and culinary narratives based on a
gastronomic understanding of how the environment and culture affect the aroma, texture, and
taste of food or drink.

In relation to how South Korea erased the image of "Korean sushi". South Korea
launched the "Global Hansik" program that promotes gastronomic values in the form of
health benefits and the uniqueness of the food (Lai et al., 2019). In (Kim, 2017), the Korean
government strategically chose Joseon Dynasty court cuisine as a representation of Hansik to
project Korea's culinary heritage and enhance the country's image. Hansik or "Korean Food
for the World" is a form of implementation in an effort to globalize Korean food.
Furthermore, the program is under the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs
(MAFRA) of Korea, but in practice it requires public involvement in order to become a
medium for cultural exchange. The campaign then invites international interest to share the
rich gastronomic culture with some iconic Korean dishes, including kimchi, bulgogi, kimbap,
and other foods that are iconic to Korea.

In (Juniarti et al., 2021), it is explained that the establishment of institutions such as the
Korean Food Promotion Institute (KFPI) aims to improve the quality of life of the community
in national economic development by strengthening competitiveness in the southern Korean
food industry, both locally and abroad. KFPI itself is trying to attract the attention of the
international community about Korean food by cooperating with several countries. The
method used by KFPI is to fight and cooperate with local Korean communities and related
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restaurants to be able to open branches in certain countries. With some of KFPI's goals, it is
expected to increase the awareness of the international community about Korean food.

Another strategic step in Korea's efforts to erase the image of "Korean sushi" and create
a narrative of authenticity is through the popular K-drama Extraordinary Attorney Woo. This
drama, as described by (Park, 2022), significantly increased the popularity and sales of
kimbap worldwide. In the story, the drama features a lawyer with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) who exclusively consumes kimbap as a daily meal, and whose father owns a kimbap
restaurant. Many scenes implicitly feature kimbap, not only as a functional food, but also as a
symbol of childhood memories that evoke emotional recollections. This narrative emphasizes
kimbap as a dish rooted in South Korean culture and daily life.

On the other hand, as communities around the world evolve, kimbap continues to
transform to stay relevant through innovations. Over the past decade, kimbap has naturally
evolved along with the growth of the South Korean diaspora (Kwon, 2021). Several diverse
variations of kimbap have emerged in the United States, particularly at Ssam Bar restaurant
in New York, which reimagined kimbap by exploring the boundaries of tradition. The
restaurant modified the kimbap filling with foie grass and raw bluefin tuna, and in another
menu, combined kimbap vegetables with toppings such as spicy raw scallops with pickles
such as shiso, onion, and cucumber. Another innovation was created by Sarah and chef Won-
il lee who combined kimbap with sauces such as ssamjang sauce with a blend of mayonnaise
and vegan seaweed sauce. This shows the adaptability of kimbap as a South Korean dish that
has gone global and can be used to embrace and express identity between countries.

The promotion of South Korean cuisine through the development of culinary events
such as festivals can serve as an attraction for tourists, especially can have a significant
impact, especially in shaping the narrative that kimbap is a South Korean identity. In this
case, food promotion through events can serve as a platform in introducing Korean cuisine
and culture in particular to the global community. So that it can create a positive economic
impact, especially for the region that organizes it. The use of food festivals involves various
stakeholders, especially in the food industry. This then creates a network that supports the
development of the culinary industry. It can also strengthen the Korean community abroad,
which is an important aspect in the development of culture and tourism. That way, Korea
focuses not only on gastronomy, but also on strengthening intercultural relations, which is
certainly in line with global trends (Choi et al., 2021).

Kimbap as a Symbol of Post-Colonial Identity Repositioning

In this case, Homi Bhabha in (Bhabha, 2012) explains that globalization gave birth to
hybrid cultures, namely cultures that emerged from the meeting of different cultures, where
colonial history and culture continue to intervene in the present, demanding a transformation
in the understanding of cross-cultural relations. Such encounters create a "Third Space", a
liminal space where new identities are formed through the fusion of local and global
elements, resulting in new cultures that are innovative and accepted across countries.

In the context of kimbap, its historical intersection with sushi creates an "ambivalence"
in its identity, but this ambivalence also opens up a space of negotiation where a colonized
identity can become a hybrid of one's own and the colonizer's culture, as well as an opening
for resistance. Kimbap, by acknowledging past intersections yet actively asserting its
difference and uniqueness through the appropriation of Korean spices and fillings, operates as
a form of symbolic resistance and creative negotiation of identity, showing that culture can
hybridize and adapt without losing its essence (Lok, 2020).

While there are similarities in the shape of rice rolls and seaweed, the visible
differences between kimbap and sushi lie in the seasoning of the rice (sesame oil and salt in
kimbap vs. vinegar in sushi) and the types of fillings (cooked vegetables, eggs, meat in
kimbap vs. raw fish in sushi). These historical intersections create an "ambivalence" in

4927|Page


https://dinastipub.org/DIJEMSS

https://dinastipub.org/DIJEMSS, Vol. 6, No. 6, August 2025

kimbap identity, a concept relevant to Homi Bhabha's theory, where colonized identities can
be hybrids of one's own culture and the colonizer's culture, but also open spaces for
negotiation.

Kimbap not only "exists" as food, but is actively "spoken" as Korean identity through a
series of historical and contemporary processes. Debates over origins, customization of
ingredients, and global promotion are forms of assertion. This shows that the identity of
kimbap is not just a food, but an active construction of meaning. Kimbap becomes a
representation of South Korean culture, where tradition (Bokssam) and modernity
(adaptation, globalization) meet to create new politically and socially relevant cultural
meanings. The implication is that cultural identity, especially in a post-colonial context, is not
a static inheritance, but rather a project that is constantly constructed and negotiated. Kimbap
in the context of "resistance" does not always have to be a direct confrontation, but can also
be realized through the redefinition and repositioning of everyday cultural symbols.

In line with (Hall, 2015), identity does not develop linearly and is fixed, but is fluid and
can be formed through ever-changing historical and cultural relationships, and is influenced
by economic, political, social and cultural factors. In this context, food can be used as a tool
in building national identity while promoting culture, and even creating new identities that
are the result of interactions between countries in the midst of the globalization process.
Kimbap, as an iconic South Korean dish, is actively used in gastrodiplomacy strategies to not
only introduce its cuisine but also convey cultural values and national identity.

The view that attributes kimbap's origins to Japanese colonization, and Korea's attempt
to break away from that narrative, shows how Korean culture attached to kimbap allows them
to define what is "their own". It is a strategic act of reclaiming the historical narrative,
asserting that kimbap has deep roots in Korean tradition, despite its similarities to Japanese
sushi.

This endeavor is a symbolic manifestation of South Korea's post-Second World War
renaissance. Kimbap reflects the process of acceptance and development of Korean identity
throughout the 20th century, making it a symbol of national awakening and independence. By
asserting the authenticity of kimbap, Korea not only promotes the dish, but also implicitly
rejects the cultural dominance of former colonizers and reasserts its cultural autonomy on the
global stage.

CONCLUSION

Kimbap has proven to be a complex symbol of South Korea's dynamic and evolving
cultural identity in the postcolonial arena. Debates over its history, involving claims of
origins from the Joseon Dynasty and Japanese colonial influence, highlight how historical
narratives are actively constructed to assert cultural autonomy and escape the shadow of
domination. Through the lens of Stuart Hall's identity theory, kimbap reflects a fluid identity,
shaped by changing historical relationships and globalization, serving as an important tool in
the formation of post-war Korean national identity. The application of Homi Bhabha's
concepts of hybridity and "Third Space" explains how kimbap, by acknowledging past
intersections yet actively asserting its difference and uniqueness. Kimbap becomes a tool that
allows South Korea to define what is their own amidst the complexities of history and
globalization.

In postcolonial studies, this article highlights the context in which national food is a
product of interests. The example is South Korea's attempt to erase the image of "Korean
sushi" and assert the narrative of kimbap's authenticity. Whereas in the East Asian context,
the culinary contestation between Korea and Japan specifically defines how state identities in
East Asia become territories for asserting national identities and resisting colonial legacies
even among Asian countries. Furthermore, this study can be extended to see how other
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countries also use food as a medium for postcolonial cultural repositioning in a global
context.
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