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Abstract:

In this article, I explore the ways that authenticity and diasporic “Koreanness” were
performed at a “kimjang” festival in New Malden, Surrey, a suburb of London, held in
November 2021. The event provided an opportunity to display authentic kimchi and by
association, determine an authentic Koreanness in the UK. I focus on how kimchi and
kimjang at this event were constructed as authentic by the cultural organizers, analyzing
events on the day and some of the promotional materials used. The findings of this paper
show that claims to an authentic Koreanness at this cultural event do the work of performing
ethnic difference that is valorized as a form of multicultural celebration. It is also used to
construct a diasporic Koreanness that primarily reflects the interests of the majority South

Korean ethnic group in New Malden.
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Introduction:

The 2021 kimjang fell on an overcast, grey wintry day in the middle of November, in New
Malden, a suburb of London, home to the Korean community in the UK. It was the third year
in a row where they held a festival to celebrate kimchi-making, which they called a kimjang
festival. Despite the weather, it drew a crowd of approximately 500 visitors, which was the
largest in the three years it was held. Held in St. George’s Square, a small public square
across the street from Korean cafes and restaurants, visitors were welcomed to the festival
with an eye-catching red and white banner that said “Kim-jang festival 2021.” The Member
of Parliament for Kingston, Sushila Abramson MP inaugurated the event with a short speech
where she welcomed everyone, highlighting New Malden as a place of immense cultural
diversity. Her speech was followed by the Ambassador to the UK from South Korea, Gunn
Kim (at the time), who extolled the virtues of kimchi and kimjang as a shared and communal
event. The MP and Ambassador were then handed heaping paper plates of “Pyongyang’ style
white kimchi as well as the typically more spiced “winter” kimchi, which they tried with
gusto and delight as onlookers watched, snapped pictures, and took videos. Later on, both
gamely tried to make kimchi, prompting good-natured laughter and delight from the
audience, donning gloves and rubbing the kimchi spices into the cabbage leaves with
flourish.

Stalls that lined the perimeter of the square displayed specialty food items from
Chonju [Jeonju], a UNESCO recognized “food city.” Small samples were available to try at
every stall, something that still seems quite unusual in the UK. This brought a steady hum of
curious people, many of whom just happened to be in the square that day and were attracted
to the signs, the laughter, the smells of Korean food and its seasonings and of course, the free
food. Kimchi tastings as well as the free samples of sweet “Korean” crepes in the next stall
brought crowds of people, who all were asked which type of kimchi they liked best.

The New Malden kimjang festival was first introduced in 2019. The more traditional

kimjang practiced in Korea was a communal event revolving around the collective act of



making kimchi, where village residents and their families would come together to salt, chop,
season, and ferment the cabbage that will turn into kimchi. In contrast, the kimjang event,
held on 20 November 2021, was a celebratory festival designed to display Korean food and
culture to a Korean and non-Korean audience. It attracted at least 500 visitors to New
Malden. They had over 20 different stalls, with an area for members of the public to try and
make kimchi themselves, different food brands showcasing food from Chonju, South Korea,
as well as information about kimchi and kimjang provided by the World Institute of Kimchi
(WiKim). A kimchi master from the University of Chonju even taught a two- hour
masterclass on kimchi-making. Many of these activities revolved around demonstrating and
performing Koreanness to the event participants. This departure from a more traditional set of
activities at a kimjang 1s thus the focus of this article.

Hosting a kimjang festival in New Malden symbolizes how the suburb is still the
cultural “home” and center for the Korean diasporic community in the UK. While New
Malden becomes ever more diverse, the Korean community can claim a sense of belonging
on the New Malden High Street, and visibly take up space there, with thriving businesses and
cultural events hosted in the public square. The kimjang festival also reveals how kimchi is a
potent diasporic resource, one that signals a Koreanness in the UK. By building a cultural
event around the making of kimchi, holding classes and demonstrations, offering tastings of
kimchi made by local entrepreneurs and cooks, and by exhibiting regional Korean food items,
the organizers set out to define and determine what constitutes authentic kimchi and by
association, an authentic Koreanness. The organization’s need to perform authenticity reveals
a distinctly diasporic outlook and set of concerns.

Performing authenticity at this event is a way of utilizing a strategic resource to
construct a sense of belonging. Koreans in the UK are racialized and seen as an ethnic
minority, and thus their diasporicity becomes a collective source of belonging in response to
being minoritized and excluded. At the same time, it is often the case that diasporic identities
are constructed along absolutist and essentialist lines, where a diasporic identity is formed in
relation to who is included and excluded. Relatedly, it has been argued that the diaspora and
diasporic identity are often constructed as being inferior or secondary to the (origin) nation.?
This can lead to a sense of anxiety of one’s diasporic identity vis a vis the nation. Thus,
performing authenticity in relation to the nation becomes an important way of constructing
one’s Koreanness. The South Korean nation then plays a more prominent role within the
event. References to the authenticity of kimchi and kimjang are made using discourse that

emphasizes land and particular regions. Moreover, the South Korean ambassador as well as a



kimchi master from Chonju provided the basis for claims to authenticity. Promoting an
authentic Koreanness was tied to the South Korean nation. Thus, not all Korean ethnic groups
were equally represented at this event.

Equally important, exploring the New Malden kimjang event as a diasporic event
enables a deeper understanding of broader issues of performing difference and multicultural
belonging in the UK. The New Malden kimjang event differed from more traditional kimjang
held in Korea. Kimchi was prepped beforehand to be seasoned at the event rather than
actually made from start to finish at the event. Food stalls, guest speakers and a masterclass
made the New Malden event a space to perform this cultural practice, to a particular
audience. Food has long been treated as a potent symbol of difference, where eating “other”
foods have been seen as a celebration of cultural diversity and multiculturalism. This also
means that people have to perform their cultural differences in particular ways in order for it
to be recognized and acceptable. Celebrating kimchi and kimjang via a public event is a
recognizable and acceptable way to claim difference and identity in the UK.

Thus, I focus on how this kimjang event was a space to perform an authentic
Koreanness that revealed who was included and excluded. Authenticity was important to
determining a diasporic sense of belonging, at once about defining a proper diasporic
Koreanness. At the same time, cultural events highlight food because it is so often the symbol
of ethnic (essentialized) difference within multicultural societies. It is often how difference is

understood and made intelligible.

Background:
Since the 1970s, South Korea has experienced a shift in international migration, from
primarily labor migration to skilled migration.* While the main destination was the United
States and Canada in earlier decades, increasingly, Koreans have also started to migrate
elsewhere, including Australia and Western Europe. Skilled migration, and particularly
middle-class migrants, who are professionals with university degrees have also made their
way to the UK. The main reasons for migrating to the UK were to do with education and
pursuing career opportunities.’

South Koreans make up the majority of ethnic Koreans residing in the UK. However,
it is notable that the UK also has the largest number of North Korean refugees in the world.

Moreover, there is a significant minority of Chosonjok [Joseonjok] Koreans in the UK, who



emigrated from China. Nearly all of the Koreans who reside in the UK live in New Malden or
the London borough of Kingston.

New Malden has one of the largest concentrations of South Koreans living within the
United Kingdom’ with an estimated 8-20,000 Koreans residing there currently,® although
other sources suggest that it is somewhere between 15-20,000°. Located in the borough of
Kingston, Surrey, it is a commuter town a short train ride from Central London. New
Malden’s Korean co.mmunity is diverse and consists of South Koreans, North Koreans, and
Chosonjok members!® This makes New Malden a remarkable diasporic community of
Koreans because it has the largest concentration of North Koreans living alongside South
Koreans.!" Migration from South Korea began in the 1980s and 1990s when the South
Korean Embassy relocated from Wimbledon'? to New Malden. It has also been argued that
Korean expatriates settled there once Samsung established their London office in New
Malden.

Moreover, according to the latest census data, New Malden’s ethnic diversity stands
out, particularly in relation to Kingston, and in relation to England as a whole, excluding
major cities.'® “White” residents still make up a majority overall in New Malden (65.4%), but
it is notable that New Malden has a very high minority ethnic population of 45.5%. “Other
Asians” make up at least 14.1% of the population and 4.8% are Asian Indian. Kingston, in
comparison, still has a 76.7% white majority, and 37.3% are “minority ethnicities”. “Other
Asians” make up 5.5% of the population. In England, the “white” group make up 85.4% of
the population, “minority ethnicities” only 20.2%, and “Other Asians” only 1.5%.'4

Not surprisingly New Malden is considered unique in Europe in the sense that there is
a designated “Koreatown,” with more than 300 Korean companies, including restaurants, a
school, travel agencies, beauty parlors and grocery stores.!®> The emergence of a multi-ethnic
community in New Malden within the last twenty years, with a plurality of Koreans in the
neighborhood has meant that the number of goods and services catering to the diverse Korean
community has also grown. For many Londoners, New Malden High Street has become
known as the destination for Korean food, and people, including many non-Koreans, often

make a trip out to the High Street to sample Korean cuisine.

Methodology:
New Malden has a few Korean cultural organizations that cater to the different needs of this

diverse community, including North and South Korean ethnic associations, an elderly South



Korean association and even separate North and South Korean Saturday schools for Korean
language instruction.'® One such organization, called the New Malden Korean British
Association, or NMKBA, formed in 2016, has organized various festivals and cultural events
in New Malden to celebrate Korean holidays and traditional cultural activities. In 2018, the
association received funding to complete a series of videos and a standalone book of kimchi
recipes, which they called The Kimjang Book. This book received funding from the (UK)
National Lottery Fund, as well as from local associations such as the Rotary Club. The idea
behind the book and the videos was to highlight the local, diasporic practices of making
kimchi, and to be inclusive in involving North Korean, South Korean, Chinese Korean, and
diasporic British Korean kimchi makers, and their recipes. This led to hosting a kimjang
festival in November 2019 to celebrate the coming together of a community to make kimchi.
With each successive kimjang festival, it has grown in popularity.

The organization has also grown in terms of volunteers and trustees who help with the
day-to-day management and running of the organization. The director of the organization
oversees about 15 main volunteers and trustees. They have a marketing and social media
team of volunteers, and in addition, they have recruited a large team of (about 30-50)
volunteers who travel from across areas of Greater London to help at these cultural events.

The article draws from ethnographic methods of participant observation and
interviews, between August 2021 and December 2021. The fieldwork consisted of participant
observation during two cultural festivals, one held in October 2021 and the kimjang festival
held in November 2021, hosted by NMKBA. As part of the participant observation process, I
was a volunteer at the festival and worked at the main kimchi-tasting tent, offering kimchi to
festivalgoers, and explaining kimchi to them.

The article also draws on written material based on the NMKBA website, the World
Institute of Kimchi (WiKim) website and educational material, and field notes from the
master class with Professor Kim. Equally importantly, I include data from three qualitative
interviews with members of the New Malden British Korean Exchange team. These include
the current head of the organization, one trustee, and one volunteer. All the interviewees
volunteered at the kimjang festival, and two participated in the kimchi-making masterclass.
The interviews lasted from between one to four hours. Each interview explored the
participants’ reasons for putting the event together, as well as their experiences of the event.
The participants were asked how they interpreted the audience engagement with the event
and particularly with the aspects of kimchi-making and kimchi presentation. Further, it was

important to discuss who the interviewees envisioned as the main target audience(s).



Data analysis involved a thematic analysis of the interview material and discourse
analysis of the websites and other written material. The analysis focused on the discursive
and performative construction of cultural authenticity, informed by previous work that views
authenticity as a construction rather than a set or given quality.!”. In particular, Coupland and
Coupland’s'® four interpretive frames used to evaluate claims of authenticity made by
heritage institutions were helpful in unpacking constructions of authenticity at this kimjang
event. These frames, which included the material, the cultural, the performative, and the
recreational forms of authenticity brought into sharp relief similar claims made at this event.
They revealed different priorities of the different organizations involved, and of their

“different forms of symbolic capital and subject positions.”!

Literature review
There has been growing interest in sociology, anthropology and related disciplines, on the
cultural and social importance impact of food on broader issues of identity and cultural
politics. Anthropologists have examined particular food items, such as rice,?’ and its
importance to Korean identity. Other notable studies include Han’s work on ramyon instant
noodles and how it marks the cultural transformations that rapid social change have caused in
contemporary Korean society. >! Yang’s work on chajangmyon in Korea reflects the shifting
meanings and status of Chinese food in Korea.?? While Chinese food was once dominant in
Korea, globalization and growing affluence have changed the status of Chinese cuisine.
Oum?® looked at how “the Korean cuisine” was constructed and represented as a significant
identity marker amongst the Korean-American diaspora. Notably, Oum argues that a search
for authenticity amongst the diaspora fuels a demand for what is perceived to be authentic
Korean food.

Korean food studies have also focused on kimchi and the significance placed on it as
a national food item that is often considered to be representative of Koreanness and the
Korean nation. One of the most significant and relevant works is Cho’s article on kimchi
wars and what he refers to as kimchi nationalism.?* Cho analyses how kimchi became the
national symbol of Korean identity. Cho detailed how state intervention in the promotion of
kimchi led to international conflicts between Japan and China over its authenticity. Equally
significant is Han’s research on the consumption of kimchi.?> Han argued that the “kimchi
wars” revealed the national anxiety over the globalization of kimchi. While directly about the
state’s interventions in trying to protect kimchi as Korea’s national food product, indirectly,

the kimchi wars were about the ways that Korean society’s rapid changes (the growing role of



women in the workplace, increased affluence, and urbanization) sparked a moral panic over
the economy, over women’s roles in the workplace and ultimately, about Korean identity
itself.?® Han’s work highlighted the arbitrary relationship between authenticity and food and
cultural tradition.

Han’s work on the kimchi wars as a lens through which to view Korean’s national
anxieties over industrialization and globalization, is also indicative of the increased overall
interest by cultural geographers of food and stories. Freidburg stated that “most food is sold

with a story,”?’

and that the moral discourses and legal controversies in recent years have
indicated social anxieties over food and consumption and globalization. 2® Similarly,
Jackson’s work in Britain and consumer anxieties over food reveals the moral economies of
food.?® Further, the work of Cook, Crang, and Thorpe tell the story of authenticity in relation
to UK supermarkets and the internationalization of ethnic foods.*

Jackson claims that anxieties over food reflect a particular time and place. In a similar
vein, Han’s work on the kimchi wars reflect national concerns over food, globalization, and
the role of the nation. While the link between anxieties and authenticity can be explored in
various contexts, one important link is in thinking through food and nation. More broadly, the
work done on food and the nation illuminate how national identities and boundaries fuels a
demand for authenticity, shaping national as well as international interests. For example,
DeSoucey’s work on gastronationalism?®! has been used widely to refer to this relationship
and the role of the nation-state in reinforcing boundaries around “us” and “them” via food
and food politics (production, regulation, circulation, consumption). Scholars such as
Milanesio®? as well as Raenton also argued that the state utilizes food to (renegotiate
symbolic boundaries of the nation, in Argentina and Finland, respectively. ** These works
examine the relationship of the state to food through the prism of banal nationalism and
everyday nationhood.** Ferguson’s work on culinary nationalism shows how “cuisine IS
country.”> Ferguson argues that food becomes so representative of a nation-state’s identity,
where it is represented as being centrally tied to land. Further work by Welz*® and Ichijo®’
looked at specific designations for food such as PDO (protected designation of origin) to
understand the links between food, the nation, and international interests. Ichijo examines the
state’s interest and stake in establishing UNESCO designations of the intangible heritage list
and argues that this intra-national organization seeks to further reinforce nationalist
boundaries via the intangible heritage designation. The work that has emerged above all draw
attention to the ways that food is used strategically by state actors to be able to further

nationalist identities and ideologies, often as a means to combat the forces of globalization. In



doing so, it shows how often the processes or phenomenon of globalization can indeed,
reinvigorate nationalism.

Equally significant to the paper is the work done on food, race, and multiculture. Food
scholarship has looked at how food is racialized, gendered, and classed, especially in
multicultural, multiracial societies like the US. Padoongpatt have looked at the rise of Thai
food in LA and how its rise shaped a US-Thai ethnic identity and community.*® Similarly,
Mannur’s work on Asian American foodways, and culinary practices shows how food
underscores how Asian Americans have been imagined in the US.* Xu argued similarly that
food and eating have a special place for Asian Americans because it so impacted the
formation of an Asian American subjectivity, both in terms of symbolizing overcoming
adversity, as well as in the associations that eating strange and foreign foods marked Asians
as different and indeed, abject.*

The relationship between race and food has been explored in helpful ways in terms of
looking at how certain foods ‘become’ ethnic, where the demand for authenticity becomes
linked to the desire to consume these foods. Heldke coined the term “cultural food
colonialism™*! to describe the ways that white tastes exoticize and fetishize ethnic cuisines
and food practices, while Long refers to the desire to experience the “Other,” through the
consumption of ethnic foodways. She defines this as a form of “culinary tourism.”** Long
offers ways of closely examining the strategies and the process by which foods and
ultimately, ethnic cultures become “palatable.”

On the other hand, ethnic food entrepreneurs must also perform ethnicity through
food as it becomes one of the principal ways that difference is understood and valued in
multicultural societies. Rhys-Taylor discusses the ”somatic” work done by food market
vendors in multicultural East London.** The work of Lu and Fine discuss the strategies
Chinese restauranteurs use to balance between authenticity and familiarity in presenting
Chinese food to American consumers. ** Further, the work of Gaytan shows how the search
for and performance of authenticity in ethnic foods is a social construction.* Crucially,
Gaytan argues that these performances or expectations of authenticity upholds commonly
held assumptions about ethnic cultures and communities. Abarca also finds that the strongly
held desire to find authenticity in ethnic foods enables people to “too easily essentialize
certain ethnic groups.”*® Ray’s work on immigrant food producers and their practices in
shaping white/dominant palates explores how these producers can strategically use
authenticity to change these dominant perceptions of taste that can work to de-essentialize

ethnic groups.*’



Constructing authenticity at the ‘kimjang’ festival in L.ondon
In 2019, the organizers of NMKBA held a kimjang festival in New Malden. That year, the
(UK) National Lottery Fund helped to fund the event, along with the local New Malden

Rotary Club. According to the NMKBA ‘kimjang project’ website:

Regrettably, what was often sold as ‘kimchi’ was more of an imitation rather than the
authentic, traditional kimchi. Consequently, some kimchi tasted different and lacked the
nutritional benefits found in authentic kimchi. Therefore, in late 2016 NMKBA set up an
action plan to promote authentic and original kimchi recipes in the UK... In November 2019,

the first Kimjang Festival was organised with various cultural activities.

Kimchi’s increasing popularity has been both a source of celebration and anxiety. On the one
hand, it’s considered positive because there’s a recognition that this food item that is so
central to Korean identity is delicious and healthful. It has meant that kimchi is more
accessible, easier to find, and it has opened the doors for kimchi makers to make and sell
kimchi. On the other hand, its popularity has encouraged newer (non-Korean) producers of
kimchi who are making (and selling) more non-traditional forms of kimchi.

The NMKBA referred to the increased availability of “imitation” kimchi. By this, they
were referring to those who make (and sell) kimchi who are not Korean and not employing
traditional methods of making kimchi or using traditional ingredients. Organic supermarkets
such as Whole Foods, Planet Organic, as well as smaller chains, had started to stock larger
brands of fermented or pickled cabbage claiming that it was kimchi. But the implicit
reference here is that this imitation kimchi was being made by non-Koreans. Invoking the
concept of in/authenticity in relation to kimchi suggested that NMKBA wanted to stake a
claim here over the cultural ownership of kimchi as something distinctly Korean. Thus, right
from the start, the staging of the kimjang festival, as it was first conceived, was designed to
feature local, and chiefly Korean kimchi makers and restaurants.

For Angela, the Director of NMKBA, it was important to bring authentically Korean

organizations, chefs, and food to the 2021 event. She said:

They just were the perfect fit for a festival on Korean food and kimchi. Those from Chonju
are renowned for food, so it was perfect, partly for them to have an experience of British

Korean cultural events like this in London, but for us, it was the perfect way for us to educate



people on the authentic and have authentic educators, chefs and researchers who are at the
heart of Korean cuisine from Korea so that people who are coming could get an authentic
experience rather than someone or an organization from here. They were like the experts and

so it was really important that they came over...

Angela, a second-generation British Korean, stressed that authentic educators and chefs were
“from Korea”. Angela makes the distinction between someone who was from “here,”
meaning someone who now lives in the diaspora, versus someone who hailed from Korea.
The distinction here is significant because she tied authenticity at the kimjang event to place
and nation. The assumed criterion for authenticity here tends to rest upon a (commonly held)
hierarchical notion of what is more or less authentic when it comes to knowledge of food and
culinary practices and traditions. Knowledge transmitted directly from Korea is considered to
be more authentic than that which is diasporic and local. This view of authenticity reflects a
commonly held view of the hierarchical relationship between diaspora and nation, where the
nation is positioned as the source of origin, in contrast to the diaspora as an “impoverished
imitation of an origin national culture.”*

Throughout the festival, a great deal of value was ascribed to place when it came to
performing authenticity that reflected these hierarchical notions of diaspora and nation. In
particular, the concept of “terroir2*’ was used throughout the festival. Terroir links food to

geographical origin, otherwise referred to as “taste of place”

and in its contemporary
meaning, it is most associated with “authenticity and quality...and to the production of
artisanal products.”! Thus, products of a terroir are objects and practices that display a
unique cultural heritage and are associated with a particular ethnic or cultural group or nation
with a rural and historical past.’? These ideas of place and authenticity become a strategic
way of performing ethnic and cultural difference at the festival. For the organizers, in as
much as terroir was about tradition, locality, and quality, it was about imbuing an ethnic and
cultural authenticity to non-Korean audiences.

One explicit example where terroir was emphasized to non-Korean audiences was
through the reference to Chonju. At least half of the food stalls were devoted to showcasing
Korean food products from Chonju, a Korean city that claims to be the capital of traditional
Korean cuisine. It is known for both its cuisine and traditional hanok architecture. In line with
its claim to be the cultural capital of traditional cuisine. On an international scale, the city

became part of the Cittaslow International (Slow Foods) network in 2010. It has also been

recognized by UNESCO and has been given a “Creative City of Gastronomy” designation.



These forms of recognition highlight how claims to heritage via terroir and authenticity are
increasingly negotiated and recognized at a global level, as they have become matters of
world political importance. UNESCO’s “heritagization” of food confer a great deal of status
and privilege through recognition.>

However, while known for its traditional Korean cuisine in Korea, Chonju is not
associated with a signature or distinctive style of kimchi. Of course, there are many different
styles and variations of kimchi in Korea, with regional, local, familial variations based on
seasons, climate, and other factors. Yet, the indexing of terroir linking Chonju to kimchi was
primarily about getting non-Koreans to associate Korean traditional culture overall with
kimchi. Further to this, a separate, stand-alone kimchi “masterclass” was held in the
afternoon portion of the kimjang event. Here also, terroir and authenticity were prominent
and indexed throughout to underpin the performance of Koreanness to non-Korean audiences.
Professor Suin Kim, from the Department of Korean Cuisine at Chonju University led the
class. She and two sous chefs taught a room of about 40 people, with 10 actual participants
(all of whom were non-Korean) and about 30 onlookers, who filled the small room to watch
and listen to Professor Kim teach. She started her lesson by discussing how kimchi and
kimchi-making are steeped in Korean history, to a hushed and almost reverent group of
participants. Professor Kim’s status as a professor at a university based in Chonju, had framed
her as the inveterate expert on all things related to kimchi. Moreover, Professor Kim, and her
professional role as chef and professor at Chonju University were key aspects highlighted in
her brief introduction at the start of kimjang before she gave a brief speech to inaugurate the
event.

Using the frames set out by Coupland and Coupland>* the masterclass indexed the
material and the historical dimensions of authenticity. The material frame was indexed
primarily through the kimchi-making kit. Participants within the masterclass were presented
with the necessary ingredients and supplies encased in branded kimchi-making kits. These
held the ingredients to season kimchi, along with the (already) brined cabbage and sealed
within a recyclable paper box emblazoned with the University of Chonju logo on the kit. The
content within the kits offered the participants an unmistakable and tangible sense of terroir
of the region; the local koch’ugaru (red pepper flakes), salt, and paech 'u (cabbage) that
people could touch, smell, and eat. The kit boxes came with descriptions that invited people
to “make kimchi, Korea’s most traditional food.” In making kimchi, the person will get to
“experience Korea’s kimchi making culture,” courtesy of the University of Chonju. Written in

Korean and English, a brief introduction was given to the health benefits of eating kimchi and



to the fact that “94% of Koreans eat kimchi in a home-style table setting.” Referring to the
“home-style table setting” further confers kimchi-making and consumption with a rustic,
natural, and homespun quality that is practiced by most Koreans. The discourse on these kits
provided what Coupland® refers to as a “systemic authenticity” because it pointed to an
existing cultural matrix that has formed a consensus on the value of kimchi (in this case, on it
being significant to Koreans and widely eaten and practiced). While there is some dispute and
contestation over what constitutes authentic kimchi, and to whether kimchi can even be
claimed as a purely Korean food, it can be argued that there is a general cultural system of
recognition and consensus on kimchi as authentically Korean, eaten and made by Koreans.
This consensus thus becomes further reinforced through the material and historical frames,
indexed through an engagement and participation in the masterclass.

The historical frame of authenticity was apparent when Professor Kim introduced the
workshop with an explanation of the social history behind kimchi-making. This included an
explanation of the cultural collective practices of kimjang as a significant aspect of Korean
culture. For Harry, a trustee of NMKBA and volunteer at the kimjang festival who often
makes Korean food at home, the masterclass was one of the definite highlights of the festival.

Harry said:

So, for me, it was about the sharing of knowledge about how people can do it themselves and
different types, I think that’s kind of a lost knowledge because I literally have no idea how to
make kimchi and I’ve asked six or seven people and I'm a trustee in a Korean organization!
It’s not like a stir fry; you can’t just bang it in a wok. There’s a lot of love, care and you can
screw it up pretty easily. Even though it looks like something where you can just slap it on,
that’s not what goes behind it. That’s what the best bit and again, you don’t see enough of.
For me, I was there when they were preparing the cabbage, more of the beginning sections,
the knowledge, there was a lot beyond it because while it looks like a simple process that
seems so haphazard, there’s a lot of thought beyond it and that was the kind of thing that I
was fascinated by, the knowledge sharing that you would never get unless you went to
Korea... You know how, a lot of Korean makers themselves, you don’t see many people

breaking out of that barrier here [in the UK] of sharing recipes with others.

Harry referred to the kimchi-making process as a “lost” art, one that doesn’t automatically get
reproduced and transmitted in the diaspora. This tends to be a commonly held criticism and
anxiety of diasporic culture, closely linked to authenticity, where the claim is that they

haven’t retained or passed on how to do things properly. The message here is that the process



of making kimchi can only be uncovered and made clear if it comes from the original source
in Korea. Thus, it was the authentic kimchi expert from Korea who retained the knowledge
and brought it back to the diaspora.

Further, Harry’s characterization of the process of kimchi-making as an act of “love
and care” suggests the success of terroir’s associations with the homespun, rustic, and more
broadly, with the “natural” that was emphasized in the workshop. The performance of
Koreanness, linked to terroir, thus became infused with this love and care towards kimchi and
gives it a further aura of authenticity.

The masterclass was but one example of the performance of Koreanness at the event.
Distinguished guests of honor included the South Korean Ambassador to Britain and the
Mayor of Kingston. Asked to give a few words to inaugurate the celebration, the mayor was
then ushered to the front and given a microphone. Standing in front of the small kimchi-
tasting booth at the center of the square, in front of a friendly and attentive audience, the
Mayor started out by greeting everyone in Korean. She then pointed out New Malden’s
incredible diversity and the positive contributions that the Korean community has made to the
town and borough, namely, in hosting community cultural events for all residents to enjoy.

After the speeches, the Mayor and Ambassador waited in front of the kimchi-tasting
booth while the volunteers busied themselves laying out the various types of kimchi. Both
waited patiently and were then rewarded with heaping cups of different kinds of kimchi to try
in front of an expectant audience.

The Mayor highlighted the importance of celebrating Korean culture in New Malden,
which reflected the kind of everyday cultural diversity that is considered to be valuable and
worthy of celebration. Accordingly, the organizers drew upon these recognizable forms of
cultural diversity to appeal to audiences and guests. Both the kimchi-tasting and the kimchi-
making events with the guests of honor spectacularized kimchi-making as a unique,
traditional, and historic cultural practice. More broadly, these events staged performances of
Koreanness to non-Korean members of the audience with the intention to underscore cultural
differences. Celebrations of cultural difference are most commonly understood through the
display and consumption of different ‘ethnic’ foods. This is often still the way that culture is
understood as discrete ethnic formations to be performed and consumed. Thus, the Mayor’s
opening speech where she highlighted such appreciation of this cultural diversity, reflected
how the organizers understood that there is a politics to multiculturalism and that there are
ways of being visible as an ethnic community that are considered to be more or less

acceptable. The organizers understood that celebrating food and culture through the



performative elements were acceptable and even desirable ways of making ‘ethnic’ and
cultural differences visible.
Martin, a volunteer, further noted how the kimjang festival allowed for a performative

element that drew people in:

Kimjang is about a community getting together and there were a few classes like
the masterclass and the open-air demonstration and a wider celebration of Korean
food and culture. I thought it really did that and I saw a lot of people who were
part of the festival who really wouldn’t have engaged, and they joined in because

it was an open-air festival.

A significant element to celebrating difference is to manage the extent to which that
difference deviates from the cultural norm. Notably, staging an open-air event where kimchi
would be presented, eaten, and made outdoors in public meant that the strong aromas of
seafood paste, garlic and spices would offend those who were not used to the smell. The main
organizers were very concerned about this possibility and attempted to minimize the strong
smell of kimchi by instructing the volunteers to lay out the kimchi samples the very last
minute before the guests of honor tasted them. Throughout the day, the kimchi samples were
kept in odor-containing plastic tubs underneath the stall table and small portions of kimchi
were doled out at regular intervals, in an attempt to minimize the smells. The anticipation
that the smell of kimchi might possibly offend some people, suggests that there are limits to
this celebration of cultural diversity. While discourses of diversity in the UK has often
centered on embracing different and diverse cuisines, particularly by ethnic minority groups,
these are often still limits to what is seen as palatable. Relatedly, foods that are coded as
ethnic tend to also be associated with being smelly and odorous. The organizers were very
aware of the potential for possible complaints of the smell and repeatedly told the volunteers
to make sure to contain the smell as much as possible by limiting the amount of kimchi on
display at any one time. In sum, the New Malden Korean British Association (NMKBA)
strategically utilized discourses that drew on essentialist ideas of tradition, heritage, history,
and culture unique to Koreans. These essentialist discourses highlighted makers, knowledge
and tradition hailing directly from Korea. Through ideas of terroir or taste of place, these
claims to authenticity become about promoting “foodie” regions in Korea that are known for
producing certain food products or dishes. The appeal of terroir comes from a sense of history

that is often attached to taste and place, which acts in service to make these claims more



legitimate and to have them be venerated. I drew upon the work done by Coupland and
Coupland,® who break down authenticity claims by identifying how discourse deploy certain
frames (material, cultural, performative, and recreational) in order to signal a symbolic
capital and contextualize authenticity.

Throughout the event, authenticity was marked and measured by the extent to which
something or someone was Korean enough. The national (chefs, experts, governmental
organizations) had enormous influence in how authenticity of kimchi is valued and measured.
Ultimately, authentic Koreanness was based on a hierarchical relationship between diaspora
and nation, where the nation was always more authentic than the diaspora. Moreover,
authenticity was performed strategically, in an effort to appeal to the intended audience of
mostly British and non-Korean guests and audience. Organizers understood how these forms
of authenticity could be performed to showcase an acceptable and desirable form of
multicultural ethnic difference through the spectacular performance of food and culture.
Official discourses of and practices of multiculturalism in the UK have long centered on
celebrations of food, dress, dance and other visible cultural practices. The intended audience
would have been drawn to the cultural event by the appeal and advertisements or just by
walking past it by the desire to to see, taste, and experience cultural differenc’ through a
celebration of an ethnic (Korean) tradition, in an area that has become known as London’s

Koreatown.

History, heritage, and Koreanness

Kimchi and kimjang, have become powerful and, increasingly, global symbols of Korean
culture.’” The Korean state, research institutes, and the Korean food industry have identified
and positioned kimchi as being important one of the most important and recognizable cultural
objects to protect, preserve, regulate, and promote globally. Indeed, in more recent years,
claims to the cultural ownership of kimchi have become increasingly contested and
conflictual particularly with China and Japan, countries who have made various claims to its
ownership.

A prominent example of state support for research and promotion of kimchi is through
the establishment of the World Institute of Kimchi (WiKim) in 2010. Part of the Korea Food
Research Institute, it is based in Kwangju, South Korea, with 25 research scientists and 46
research technicians, dedicated to all kimchi-related research activities.® WiKim has
developed extensive research programs to look at food production, distribution, as well as

marketing and food policies in order to communicate how kimchi is a unique item to Korea.



Alongside spearheading research on kimchi, they also explicitly state that their research will
increase “the enhancement of Korea’s status as a country where kimchi was first developed
with support for the globalization of kimchi.”®® WiKim thus presents itself then as an
institution that plays an important role in negotiating changing cultural meanings of kimchi,
and I would argue, more generally, a sense of Koreanness, on a global level. WiKim skillfully
deploys discourses and images of history, localness, and tradition to highlight how kimchi
and kimjang are special and unique to Korea and Korean culture and thus something that
belongs to Korea and Koreans. WiKim’s promotional materials thus display a culinary
nationalism, where “cuisine and nation are seen to coincide.”®® More than just a form of
diplomacy, culinary nationalism asserts a nation’s exceptionalism via food and cuisine, thus
asserting a sense of ownership of kimchi.®!

Equally, the natural images and discourses that WiKim utilize work to promote
kimchi as a slow and unprocessed food, bringing in universal values of health and well-
being.%? Claims to kimchi’s naturalness and health benefits become palatable to middle class
consumers who place great value on foods that claim to be made in this way. This means that
kimchi, and by association, Korean culture, become characterized as being organic and clean
in being authentic.

The following section will thus explore how the use of WiKim’s promotional material
at the kimjang event promoted kimchi and kimjang as local, traditional, as well as healthy,
slow, and unprocessed. Using discourses that historicize and authenticate the making and
consumption of kimchi (and kimjang), WiKim, in conjunction with the local NMKBA,
asserts that kimchi is more than just about a shared food tradition. By using WiKim’s
materials, the NMKBA was performing and identifying with a particular version of middle-
class, South Koreanness.

WiKim’s marketing and education materials were distributed at the event stalls. Eye-
catching posters with illustrations were displayed at different points throughout the event
space. The posters pointed out various types of kimchi most commonly made, and showed a
possible kimchi recipe, detailing ingredients needed to make the kimchi seasoning.
Accompanying statements explained how kimchi is a “food that represents Korea” and that
kimjang provides an opportunity for Koreans to “hand down family recipes to the next
generation.” These posters pointed to the fact that kimjang has been recognized as an
intangible cultural heritage practice by UNESCO.

Through design, symbols, and images, WiKim’s educational and promotional material

on kimchi discursively construct kimchi and kimchi-making as authentic practices of national



identity and belonging. Entitled the “aesthetics of fermentation, kimchi,” these pamphlets
were printed on heavy paper that evinced a sense of Korean tradition and culture, made to
conjure up an image of Korean traditional mulberry paper used for calligraphy. The embossed
designs on the pamphlet were of traditional geometric Korean patterns that is often found in
architecture, clothing, as well as food items that symbolize good fortune and wisdom, thus
reproducing (in design) images of a banal and everyday form of nationalism that remind the
reader of Korea as a unique nation with particular characteristics.®

Harry, who oversaw running the stall and for handing out the educational materials,

said:

These materials were just really nice and [they] were perfect. They were fantastic and
you could not have asked for better material to educate people on kimchi. I never
even grabbed a copy, to be fair, because they went so fast, people really loved them.
So, there were no issues with the material from what I could tell, it even went through

the varieties of kimchi which people don’t think about, you just think it’s cabbage.

Correspondingly, the information inside the pamphlet explained in written and photographic
detail, in Korean and English, how making and consuming kimchi are long-held and long-
practiced aspects of Korean culture. The leaflet defined kimchi as an item of “living history”
that contained and carried with it a “millennium of tradition.”®* Some commonly made
kimchi recipes were provided, with pictures, and a detailed description underneath that
explained how these recipes were preserved and handed down to others from noble families.
These discursive constructions continually reinforce the message that kimchi and the cultural
practice of kimchi-making are significant symbols of national belonging.

Moreover, these constructions, are also forms of international branding and markets
kimchi internationally as a marker that “demarcates national boundaries and identities”® by
promoting it as a unique food item of Korea that exclusively belongs to Korea. These claims
of Korea’s cultural ownership of kimchi come in this form alongside disputes over the
cultural ownership and accusations of kimchi’s appropriation by China and Japan, dubbed the
“kimchi wars.”%® Japan’s claim to have their own version of kimchi or kimuchi meant that the
very meaning of kimchi as an authentic and Korean food item was under threat. This led to
the filing recognition of its national status with the Codex Alimentarius Commission (CAC)
to register kimchi as a standardized, recognized product of Korea in 2001. In China’s case,

the mass production of kimchi in Chinese factories for the Korean market became an issue



when there were accusations of inadequate standards of hygiene. These kimchi wars were the
product of a national anxiety over the impact of globalization and homogenization.®’ In 2020,
after receiving ISO status for pao cai (a fermented dish), Chinese media mistakenly reported
that the ISO status was the “international standard for the kimchi industry led by China.”®
This led to online disputes between Chinese and Korean netizens over the rightful ownership
of kimchi, over which the South Korean agriculture ministry had to issue a statement to state
that the two were not alike. Thus, the anxiety over these reoccurring claims has led the South
Korean government to invest in organizations such as WiKim that promote kimchi as
representative of Korea and legitimate these claims through different forms of research and
marketing.

The language, photos, and images used within the WiKim educational material draw
on two elements that are used to symbolize middle-class Koreanness. The first element is the
use of heritage and successfully historicizing heritage, in that WiKim historicizes the making
and eating of kimchi. They explain how kimchi is preserved through the passing down of
recipes and through the communal act of making kimchi, usually headed by the female
members/matriarch of the family who get together to make large batches of kimchi for the
winter months, or what Han calls the “kimchi network,”%® within the process of kimjang. This
historization of kimjang was then performed in the kimchi-making session at the event. The
kimchi making session was positioned in the center of the square, with long tables that held
big tubs of cabbage and kimchi paste. Chopping boards and gloves were available to all who
participated. A team of local Korean women volunteers led the kimchi making session, and
demonstrated the different stages of seasoning, folding, and chopping cabbage to make into
kimchi.

Barbara, volunteer, had observed this at the kimchi-making portion of the kimjang,

recalled:

With it being outside, that really resonates with what kimjang is. In traditional Korean
villages, there are lots of Korean ajummas making it, in the open areas, with big baskets
outside, and it’s a community, a union thing so I think it’s very good that it was outside in the

open air like that.

Interestingly, the way it was set up at the event also revealed how these traditions are adapted
and changed to suit new spaces and places, rather than attempting to wholly recreate the

traditional practice of kimjang in a new place. Long tables, chopping boards, as well as



salting and seasoning beforehand were all elements that would not be practiced at a
traditional kimjang in a Korean village. Yet, as Barbara noted, staging it outside, in the town
square, along with the use of certain elements such as the big baskets, the gloves, and the
“kimchi network” of Korean matriarchs, which resonated with nostalgic and romanticized
narratives of this practice as a form of cultural heritage, despite it not being completely
authentic.

The second element was to naturalize kimchi, through references to kimchi as an
exemplar of slow food of the soil and land of Korea, as opposed to a mass-produced and
industrialized product made outside of Korea, and indeed, often produced in China.
Discourses evident in the WiKim material highlighted the numerous health benefits of this
slow fermentation, particularly in creating good gut bacteria. The claim was that the
fermentation and the health benefits come from a natural process via the land, thus kimchi is
marketed as being reflective of the taste of place. For example, the pamphlet calls kimchi a
“miracle of nature,” and that it is “undoubtedly a slow food...made of earth, water, wind and
sunlight.”’® The slow food aspects of it come from the time it takes to ferment to reach its
peak in taste and texture. Referring to kimchi-making and the resulting kimchi as a slow
food, WiKim thus ascribes good taste, health, and privilege to kimchi production and
consumption, and WiKim are aware that certain food items become an elite commodity once
understood or labelled as organic, slow food, or healthy.

Indeed, kimchi’s organic production and the health benefits were a recurring theme at
the kimjang event. Notably, the South Korean Ambassador to the UK, Kim Gunn, in his
inaugural speech at the start of the festival extolled the virtues of kimchi and fermentation.

He stated:

Kimjang is a process that is special and unique where we are not making kimchi by ourselves,
but it’s that we make it together. It strengthens the bonds between us. The second part that’s
important is that it is organic and healthy. It is a fermented food, so it strengthens your
immune system. So, it is very good for you. I know it’s not scientifically proven yet, but I'm
sure it helps us fight COVID-19. Because kimchi is one of the best things to share with the
UK, I ‘m campaigning these days to make kimchi a part of UK life.

Referring to the process of kimchi-making as organic here is meant to suggest that kimchi is a
natural or unprocessed tradition, rather than referring to the use of organic produce. This use

of organic imbues kimchi with associations of health and “well-being.” Moreover, the term



organic is often linked to a range of different food movements including slow and healthy
food production and consumption. What ties these movements together tends to be the
association with reflexive and privileged eating and the discerning consumer with distinction
who can reflect upon and then make conscious choices over the food they consume”!
Characterizing the process of making kimchi as a slow food that is relatively unprocessed
indicates that kimchi is being folded into a nation-branding strategy, and particularly one that
emphasizes a middle class sensibility, of discernment, distinction, and good taste. It suggests
that kimchi, and the nation itself, are producers of good and healthy food. Thus, the kimjang
event highlighted and showcased a particular sense of middle-class Koreanness that stems
from being part of a wealthy nation that is globally recognized as having a longstanding,
culinary culture.

Further, this middle-class distinction and good taste that the Ambassador and WiKim
imply in various ways are useful in distinguishing Koreanness and Korea from other East
Asian nations and cultures in the UK and in Europe. Japanese cuisine had long been
considered haute cuisine, whereas Chinese cuisine tends to have relatively low (er) status in
the UK. In contrast, Korean foods had only more recently become popular in the UK, and
generally through Korean films and television dramas. Streaming channels such as Netflix
have produced popular shows by Korean-American celebrity chefs who have focused on
everyday, homespun, ordinary and indeed, authentic Korean food made in homes as well as
on popular street foods commonly eaten by ordinary Koreans. Similarly, the Ambassador’s
and Wikim’s emphasis on slow, organic, long-standing culinary traditions have highlighted
the everyday authenticity of Korean food to appeal to middle class tastes.

In contrast, the New Malden Korean diasporic community is socio-economically and
ethnically diverse. Ethnic Koreans include South Koreans, North Koreans and Chinese
Koreans. Indeed, the first kimjang event emerged from a cookbook project that brought
together recipes from North Korean, Chinese, and South Korean New Malden residents. Yet,
for the 2021 event, those who were represented were the South Korean majority community
in New Malden. Ultimately, utilizing WiKim’s promotional materials, showcasing food
brands from Chonju, and having the South Korean ambassador as the guest speaker meant
that the event reflected a particular version of (South) Koreanness within the New Malden
Korean diaspora. This reveals the local tensions and contestation over who gets to speak for
and represent the Korean diaspora in New Malden. In doing so, it complicates the assumption
of a cohesive and internally homogenous, ethnic community politics. The construction of this

Koreanness suggests that the majority ethnic group tends to dominate and “speak for” the



Korean diaspora, particularly when it comes to these kinds of public cultural events, and that
this may lead to the erasure of other, more marginalized voices and representations of the

Korean diaspora in New Malden.

Conclusion:

Analyzing the New Malden kimjang event revealed how authenticity in various ways can be
strategically used to construct a diasporic Koreanness. The event, organized by the NMKBA,
placed an emphasis on exhibiting and performing authenticity in relation to kimjang and
kimchi to a mostly non-Korean audience. Notions of terroir or taste of place were referenced
throughout the event, and particularly in the masterclass, as a way of marking authenticity.
Staging these events also had an equally important purpose in performing ethnic difference
which is often valorized and celebrated within the context of urban multiculturalism.

The New Malden kimjang event also indicated how culinary nationalism plays a
significant role in the diaspora, and how authenticity is tied to a particular version of (South)
Koreanness. From entering “kimchi wars” with neighboring Japan and China and registering
kimchi as a unique practice, to receiving UNESCO designation for kimjang as intangible
cultural heritage, Korea has Korea has fought on many fronts to protect and promote kimchi
as a unique, national food product. As discussed in the article, Korea has set up research
institutes such as WiKim to promote and “heritagize” kimchi globally. WiKim’s educational
materials were prominent and distributed at various stalls at this New Malden kimjang event
to highlight the unique, traditional, and deeply historical characteristics of kimjang. In
connection with the commodification of heritage, I also discussed how discourses of health
and specifically, how organic and slow food were strategically used in WiKim materials and
in Ambassador Gunn’s inaugural speech to imbue kimchi with a sense of the natural,
artisanal, simple, and pure. The organic process of kimchi becomes wrapped into the larger
nation-branding strategy that promote narratives that valorize Korea as a gastronomic nation
with its own long-standing practices of unique culinary heritage to be bestowed unto others
and readily experienced through middle class consumption.

The heritagization of kimchi is continually reinforced and embodied by the presence
and performance of distinguished guests who represent the Korean nation, such as Professor
Kim from Jeonju University who led the kimchi masterclass, as well as the (then) South
Korean Ambassador to the UK, Kim Gunn. These suggested that the diasporic Koreanness

constructed and performed at the event reflected the interests of the South Korean diaspora in



New Malden. As the largest ethnic group of Koreans in New Malden, they tend to dominate
and “speak for” the Korean diaspora, particularly at cultural events. This may lead to the
erasure of other, more marginalized voices and representations of the Korean diaspora in New

Malden.
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