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‘ Korean Food & Food Culture

m Why learn about Korean food?

Hello everyone. Welcome to this exciting course of Korean food and food culture.

My name is Changzoo Song and I'm a Senior Lecturer in Asian Studies | am teaching Korean
Studies at the University of Auckland in New Zealand. And through this series, what | will cover is
a very interesting topic of food and food culture of Korea and Korean diaspora. So today | have
six topics to cover and | will convey this lecture pointing all of the six topics one by one.

The topics of six today are like the following one. The first one is why should we learn about
Korean food? Which is very important topic by the way. Secondly, many countries have and they
are proud of and promoted national cuisine and culinary identity, which is a second topic.

And the third, in the context of Korean food and foreign Korean food culture, | will cover how
the national environment of the Korean peninsula has impacted on today's and historical Korean
food and food culture. And fourthly, we will talk about traditional food ingredients in Korea. Of
course, today Koreans eat all kinds of food imported from other countries, but understanding the
original and traditional Korean food ingredients is very important. So we will cover that topic.
Fifthly, we will talk about religious, political and ideological factors in Korean food culture.
Korean food culture, as | explained earlier, was impacted by Korea's natural environment, of
course. But however, also social, political, ideological factors also have impacted in shaping
today's Korean food culture. Therefore, we will cover that too. Finally, we will also talk about the
utensils that Koreans traditionally have been using, which includes of course, spoons and
chopsticks. In addition, we will also discuss about the predominant meal system today in today's
Korean food culture, which is comprised of Bap, Banchan and Guk. Bap, as you know, is steamed
white rice and then Banchan is side dishes, which is quite unique to Korean food. And Guk is
soup. As one, Korean food is basically composed of these three components Bap, Banchan, Guk.
That's what we will cover in the end.
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And the goal of today's lecture, There are basically three goals. The first thing that | want you to
understand is why studying food is important in our life. What can we learn from studying food?
We want you to understand how food is connected to any country's history, culture, and national
identity. This is a rather complicated and complex concept, but you will understand how studying
food is important, and how food is fundamentally related to countries history, culture, and
national identity. And secondly, we also want you to have understood after this lecture is how
the geophysical and cultural environment of Korea have shaped the unique food culture of
Koreans today.

The unique Korean food culture of today is very different from those of other countries, including
Korea's big neighbors such as China and Japan. And finally, we also want you to have nderstood
some of the basic characteristics of food and food culture of Korean people today. So that’s the
three goals we pursue in this lecture series today. Okay, so first question, is a big question. Why
should we learn about Korean food? Because food is simply important. How important is food?
By the way, Mintz and Du Bois in 2002, said, “next to breathing, eating is perhaps the most
essential of all human activities. And that is the one with which much of social life is entwined.
This is the fundamental truth. We can't live without eating food. Actually, food is the most
important ingredient in human life. It is because, without eating, we can't survive.
Anthropologist Sidney Mintz, he's an elderly professor, and one day he asked his young students,
raising this question:

“between food and sex, which one is more important for you?

Of course, the students laughed, and sheepishly, some said sex is maybe more important than
food. And the professor Mintz said, “oh, you young people, you are overfed."

Okay, anyway, food is definitely the most important thing for humans.
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But, we have not really studied about eating that much compared to many other topics that we
have been dealing with in academia. That is why he emphasized how just food is important in
human life and society. Now, food is not just something we eat to sustain our life. Food is
fundamentally a product of our culture. Indeed, food itself is a culture. First of all, food is a
universal human necessity. Everyone needs to eat. And it’s an essential medium through which
individual and cultural identity are expressed. We are what we eat. We are represented often by
our own food. For example, Koreans are culturally represented by a unique Korean food, Kimchi.
Whenever people are asked, foreigners talk about Kimchi. They associte Kimchi with Korean
people. So it has become an essential part of Korean cultural identity today. In addition, the way
how society produce food, consume food, and assign some meanings to this food is
fundamentally social, political and cultural consequence. For example, a society, of which food is
predominantly produced by global transnational companies, will be very different from the
remote communities in jungles of Amazon, or Borneo, or Kalimantan in Indonesia.

The people's life and meaning that they assign to their food will be very different. Okay, so we
have understood why food is important generally. But why should we care about Korean food?
Well, because if anyone wants to understand Korean society and culture today, food, among
others are very important. There are many different ways to approach and pursue that
knowledge. But food is one of the very interesting, but very fundamental, aspects through which
we can understand Korean society and culture. Because today’s Korean food, the contemporary
Korean food, and food culture itself is a result or consequences of Korea's physical and cultural
environment which gave Korean food a very essential character.
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And any foreigners who visit Korea, they would recognize the uniqueness of Korean food. Maybe
you can imagine that you would know how Korean food is distinguished from other food such as
Japanese food or Chinese food. Now, this unique character, which is difficult to describe in one
word, but gives a fundamental character and identity to Korean culture and Korean people.

So, by studying Korean food, we can understand the historical, social and cultural changes that
Koreans have experienced throughout history. If you look at particular time or particular food of
the historical time, you would understand the cultural, philosophical, religious and social
environment of the time. And that's why by studying Korean food, we can understand Korean
history and culture very well. Now, before we start this lecture, we have to distinguish two
different concepts. One is Korean food and the other, Korean food culture. What is food? Food
is the object that is cooked and consumed by Korean people. That's Korean food. And this
Korean food is a part of bigger Korean food culture.

Then what is Korean food culture? Or food culture?

The food culture is a much broader concept in which Korean food is included, but also the kind
of habits that Koreans have in terms of their dining, cooking and cooking practices, their attitude
towards certain foods, such as dog meat, for example. And their beliefs. Like Koreans tend to
believe that certain food has medicinal effect. That's the belief and the networks and institutions
around the production and consumption of a food, which means how farming is organized in
Korean society, and how food is harvested, and how it is marketed in Korean Society, and
eventually through which channel it is consumed by Korean people. Okay, so far we have learned
why studying food is important, and particularly why studying Korean food is important in
understanding Korean culture and society. And, in our second session, we will talk about
national cuisine and culinary identity.
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m National Cuisines and Culinary Identity

Okay, this is the second session in which we will cover the national cuisine and culinary identity.
Many nations today tend to promote their own national culinary cuisines and culinary culture. For
example, what do you think about when you think of Korean food? There are many
representative Korean foods, and now these Korean food makes Korean culinary identity. But, of
course, in many cases, they were not created naturally. Rather, they were created socially, and
sometimes by the government.

So, in today's world, many nation states, the nation-state governments, they try to promote their
own national cuisines, and also globalization of their national food. Because, by globalizing your
national foods, they can make money. And often not just money, but also one can exert certain
cultural power to the peoples of the world, which is called soft power, which include identity
politics and economic and diplomatic benefit. Imagine that if people like certain food so much, it
becomes like any popular cultural or cultural icons. They would develop very positive feelings and
affection for the country simply because of the food.

So, today’s governments, they are very well aware of this amazing fact. And that's why almost
every government today, they try to globalize their national foods. And, one of the most
successful cases today, | believe, would be Japanese food. Everyone knows sushi, and sushi is
available everywhere, all the way from Portugal to Russia in Eurasia and from Norway to all the
way down to New Zealand. Everyone eats sushi everyday. Now, sushi having been globalized so
well and so much, you don't need to go to a restaurant to eat sushi. If you go to a restaurant to
eat sushi, they are very expensive. Fortunately, even on supermarket shelves, one can find packed
sushi. You can buy sushi from any convenience store in almost every country in Asia today,
including North America and Oceania. So, Japan's food has been globalized very successfully.
And everyone knows, when they hear about sushi, they imagine Japan. So, sushi is Japan and

Japan is sushi.
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Now, from this, what benefit does Japan have? It's amazing. Not only people strengthen their
positive imagination of the country of Japan and people of Japan, but also Japanese companies
like Kikkoman, which is one of the oldest and biggest producers of soy sauce, would make
enormous amounts of profit. As a matter of fact, ever since sushi has become globalized in North
America, the biggest soy sauce company, Kikkoman started to increase its product a lot. Now,
this is partly the result of Japanese government’s Cool Japan initiative, which they started already
in the early 1980s. Now, Cool Japan includes not just food, but also manga and other popular
cultural products. But, food is one of the most successful Japanese culture, which is the result of
Cool Japan initiative.

And now in North America or in Oceania, in Europe, what is the most popular Asian food? Do
you have, in your country, Chinese restaurants? Of course, Chinese food is everywhere, thanks to
the huge number of overseas Chinese people who went to North America, Europe, and
everywhere. The second most popular Asian food now might be sushi.

Another food, which is very popular is Thai food. Thai food has become a global food by today.
And that is the result of Thai government's systematic effort of making Thailand as a Kitchen of
the World project. Thailand government has tried to standardize Thai food, and they even have
funded overseas Thai people to open Thai restaurants. And, of course, there are many historical
factors as well.

But in general, Thai food is very well known in any European or North American countries, and
also in Australia. And, today Thai food is probably second most popular Asian food in these
countries. Now, less successful countries such as Malaysia also have pursued similar policies. In
the case of Malaysia, Malaysian government has been pursuing Malaysia as the “Kitchen for the
World Program”, which they call MKP. As such, more people today know about Laksa, for
example, and Belacan, which we will cover sometime later.
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Okay, so what is a national cuisine, and culinary identity, and how are they developed?

As | have implied, the Korean national culinary culture, which Koreans call Hansik, is a modern
construction, just like most of the national cuisines today such as Japanese sushi. It's not
traditional that much because the sushi that we know today was invented in the Tokyo area only
about, maybe at best, 150 years ago. But it is a representative food of Japan.

Korean food Hansik itself was also a modern invention by Korean society, and more than that, by
Korean government. which has been pursuing Hansik globalization already from the late 1980s
and particularly in the 1990s. Now, by promoting national culinary culture or national cuisines, as
| said, countries benefit diplomatically, and also economically. For example, more people visit
your country simply to taste your food. It also promotes trade. When Korean food has become
global recently, now many Korean food production companies are selling their food overseas.
That means economic profit. That's why most governments today don't ignore the fact that food
can be converted into not only cultural power but also economic and financial power as well.
Korea has been less successful compared to Japan and Thailand in the past.

But recently, as | said, Korean government has been pursuing the globalization of Hansik, and
they established the Hansik Jaedann, which is Hansik Foundation more than 15 years ago. And
for example, the year 2008, South Korean government declared that year as the Year of Korean
Food Globalization. And, what did they do? For example, the Korean Tourism Organization,
which promotes and advertises tourism to South Korea, has been relying on Korean food as well
as K-pop, of course. But recently, more and more they advertise Korea, as a food country. In this
image, you see the Korean Food Guide, which was published by the Korean Tourism
Organization.

And, it was only about a decade ago, when Korean Buddhist organizations started to marketize
Korean temple food. Of course, temple food has been in Korea for nearly a thousand years, ever
since Buddhism was introduced to Korea. However, temple food has become a commercial
product in South Korea only recently. So these days, Korean Tourism Organization advertised,
and an increasing number of foreigners visit South Korea, and they stay a few nights or longer in
Korean Buddhist temples, enjoying temple food, and learning basic meditation methods.
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In general, just like any other countries, South Korea has been very active in promoting Korean
food. And, the Korean government also paid attention to the more than 7 million Korean people
scattered around the world, the Korean diaspora. And because Korean diasporas are in China,
Russia and the former Soviet Union, and Japan, and the United States, the four main countries
traditionally. So, these Korean diasporic people are actually in the front-line people who
globalized Korean food. For example, the former Soviet Koreans who were living in the former
Soviet Union, and today in Central Asian republics and also in the Russian Federation, were the
people who spread Korean food, such as kimchi. Everyone knows kimchi in these countries.

But in Russia, there is something called the Korean carrot salad, which Russians call Koreiskyi
Markov. However, such food doesn't exist in Korea. But, somehow those Koreans spread out
that food in the Soviet Union. Today, any Russians, who live in the former Soviet Union, know the
Korean carrot salad. And also Morskaya Kapusta, which literally means ‘marine cabbage’ in
Russian. Now, that is Korean ‘miyeok’ salad. And, this food, everyone knows it in the former
Soviet Union.

And also Korean people in Japan who are called Zainichi, they were the ones who spread
Yakiniku culture in Japan. And also Koreans in America, they created many fusion foods,
including the kimchi taco and so on. And they were the ones who globalized Japanese sushi as
we will cover this content sometime in the future. It was not Japanese, but it was Korean
migrants in America who spread out and globalized Japanese sushi, which has fascinating history.

And Korean people in China who are called Joseonjok, they also spread kimchi throughout entire
China. And, cold noodle, the Chinese people love cold noodles (Naengmyeon) so much.
Everyone in China knows this is Korean food. And they were the ones who innovated Xinjiang-
style barbecued lamb skewers, which is gaining popularity in South Korea as well as in Japan and
even California. Joseonjok people globalized this Xinjiang-style barbecued lamb skewers. Okay?
So that has been the second session where we covered national cuisine and cultural culinary
identity.
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And in our third session, we will talk about how the natural environment of the Korean peninsula,
where Koreans have impacted on Korean food culture.

Professor: So that was the end of the first session. And, now if we have any other topics we can
discuss, or especially if you have any questions?

Student: Oh yes, let's talk about the Korean diaspora and food. It's very interesting: how the
Korean diaspora has contributed to the globalization of Korean food.

Student: | do have a question regarding the food spread by the Korean diaspora in the United
States. You mentioned that they actually created various fusion foods. So, could you please
introduce particular K-fusion food created by Korean immigrants in the United States?
Professor: Good question. As a matter of fact, Korean diaspora also globalized Japanese sushi,
not just Korean food. And, in terms of Korean food, they invented kimchi burger, kimchi taco,
and Bulgogi burger, and so on. In particular, Latinos in California, they love spicy food. So, they
love foods like Korean Jjamppong, and it is very popular among them.

Student: Oh, that's very interesting. And | do also have memories regarding the foods prepared
by Zainichi. | remember when | was, maybe, ten years old, my family and | traveled to Osaka,
Japan, and there was a ramen restaurant which is famous for kimchi ramen.

Professor: | see-

Student: And it was located just in the middle of Osaka Central, perhaps Dotonbori, | guess.
Professor: | see.

Student: And the interesting point here, perhaps, is that my dad actually told me, the owner of
the restaurant is the one who invented this kimchi raman.

Professor: Oh, kimchi ramen?

Student: Yeah. And, he was actually Zainichi, the Korean diaspora in Japan. So, of course, the
taste was indeed amazing. It was quite similar to kimchi Jjigae, the kimchi stew.

Professor: That sounds interesting.

Student: Yeah. So | reckon this experience is related to the spread of K food by Korean diaspora.
Professor: | see. That's quite common. | mean, when you leave your country, you bring your own
food, and then localize it. So many new food items tend to be invented when people migrate.
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Student: It is. So, further to my own experience, I've searched several articles related to Zainichi
Korean food.

Professor: Oh, you did?

Student: Yes, which claims Zainichi Korean entrepreneurs and home cooks turned their dishes
into something uniguely Korean Japanese by adapting their food to Japanese palate.

Student: So Zainichi Koreans actually transformed Japanese society and culture. So, some dishes
that are introduced by Zainichi Koreans became widely accepted in Japan. Actually so there
might be some examples of UK. Of course, it also exists in Italy, | guess. But today, nowadays, UK
became one of the famous or like popular foods in Japanese restaurant. And | heard that it's
actually very popular among the Japanese youth. So that might be one of the examples of
Zainichi food, | guess.

Professor: Sure. Well, even more interestingly, the Horumon Yakiniku, which is the intestines of
animals that Japanese don't eat, and Koreans in Japan used to grill them because they didn't
have much money to buy ordinary meat. However, even such food has become very popular
recently.

Student: Yeah. So | think, for example, Yakiniku also probably could be considered as the food of
Zainichi.

Professor: Yes, you're right.

Student: But there are some like several controversies regarding the origin of Yakiniku. It
originated in Japan or Korea. But despite this debate, however, | personally believe that whatever
the historical fact is,

Student: it is very fascinating to see how diaspora has contributed to diversifying the food
industry worldwide, | guess.

Professor: Yes, indeed. | mean, grilling meat (Yakiniku) itself is a difficult work. It is not for upper-
class people’s work because you inhale the smoke of grilled beef or pork all the time. So generally
that's the trade of lower class and poor people. That's what poor Koreans did in Japan in old days.
Professor: So in a sense, Zainichi Koreans in Japan, they spread out Yakiniku culture in Japan.
Student: Yeah. And he was a Zainichi, a member of the Korean diaspora in Japan.

Professor: Okay, so far we have been talking about the Korean diaspora and food, and | hope it
has been interesting and helpful to the audience. Thank you.
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m Natural Environment and Korean Food and Culture

Okay, in this third session of today's lecture, we will cover how Korean food culture itself has
been the product of the natural environment of the Korean peninsula. It is pretty natural in the
sense that any food culture of any country would be the result of the climate and other natural
environments of their country. Korea is not an exception, of course. And to understand Korean
food in general, we need to look at the map of Korea.

As you see here on this map, the Korean Peninsula is long between north and south, and narrow
between east and west. However, from north to south, there is a big mountain range, and it is
called the ‘Baekdudaegan’ in Korean. And this mountain range begins from the Baekdu Mountain,
which is considered a sacred mountain for Korean people. In the past, the Manchu people in
Manchuria, also considered the mountain sacred and called it the White Head Mountain, and the
Chinese called it Changbaishan. For all, this mountain is considered sacred. And, the northern
region is colder and the southern region is warmer.

So because this peninsula is stretched from north to south, due to climatic differences the
northern people's food and food culture would be very different from the southern people's food
and culture. And this is probably similar to Italy. Italian culture is different between the northern
region and the southern region. In Korea, the northern culture, food, language (or dialect) are
rather different from those of southerners. Now, that means there is climatic diversity in the
Korean peninsula. And also because of this mountain range between east and west, there are
also climatic variances between east and west. This creates quite exciting diversity within the
food culture of Korea. There are also other characteristics of the Korean natural environment.

Summers of the Korean peninsula are very humid and hot while winter is very cold, particularly in
the north, and dry. So, very hot and humid summer and very cold and dry winter. Now, that
means in each season Koreans would eat different kinds of food. Therefore, So now in general,
today's Korean food as and culinary culture are the result of the country’s natural environment.
Let's look at it more specifically how the natural environment has been working on contemporary
or historical Korean food culture.
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Now, each region of the Korean Peninsula has its own food and culture.

If you ask Koreans, they would know how the northern food such as the Hamgyeongdo Province
food is different from the food in Seoul on the central Korean Peninsula, and how Jeolla Province
food on the southwest of the peninsula is different from that of the southeastern provinces of
Gyeongsang provinces. These foods are very much distinguished from each other and that is a
result of both topographical and climatic differences on the Korean Peninsula.

Also, for example, the north and south will be very different. The Korean food that you know of
today, for example, cold noodle-Cold noodle is a product of northern food because cold noodle
is traditionally made out of buckwheat, which grows well in hilly regions and colder climates. So,
northerners, and also those living in central Korea’s mountainous areas, grow buckwheat, and
they tend to have many cuisines that are from buckwheat. While people who are living in the
lowland, especially in the south-central, rely on rice very much. This creates quite impressive
regional diversity in Korean food culture.

In addition, Koreans rely on seafood very much. That is understandable because the Korean
peninsula is surrounded with three seas: The East Sea (or Japanese call it the Sea of Japan) or
Koreans call it East Sea or Donghae; then the Southern sea, Namhae, and Western Sea which is
often called the Yellow Sea. So Korean peninsula is surrounded by these three seas, which means
there is abundant seafood in Korean culinary culture. As a matter of fact, statistically, Koreans are
one of the highest consuming, the fish consuming countries in today's world. So if you look at
any Korean fishes, you can easily find the grilled fish in Baekban or fixed rice meal or fish is
stewed like Dongtae jjigae at the center in this image. And also Gim, the seafood, the seaweed,
dried and roasted seaweed. These foods are represent Korean culinary culture and they are all
sourced from the three seas that surround Korean peninsula.
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And this kind of environment tends to create fermentation culture because your winter is so cold
and dry, and you can't grow any green vegetables, which means you have to invent ways to
preserve the vegetables that you harvested in summer and in autumn.

Now, kimchi came from that. Kimchi is a way to preserve these vegetables so that people can

have some vegetables in winter. And, now the method was fermentation. We will talk about

fermentation more in detail later. Fermentation is an amazing and intelligent method, not just
confined to Koreans, but also throughout the whole world.

We human beings have been using fermentation to preserve our food and like European pickles
and yogurt, and also making alcohol and they are also fermented food for new preservation and
flavoring. So fermentation was for preservation of vegetables, particularly like in Korea kimchi

and seafood, which is essential in making kimchi, the fermented fish which Koreans call Jeotgal.

And also it becomes the most essential sauce for Korean foods such as Doenjang or soybean
paste, Gochujang, Ganjang, soy sauce. Gochujang is chili paste and Jeotgal is salty fermented
fish. So fermentation was an essential method in Korean culinary culture. And it is used in many

other countries as well.

OK, so we have covered how Korean food has been influenced or impacted by Korean natural
environment. And in our next session, we will talk about then what were the traditional
ingredients of food in Korean food and food culture.
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m Traditional Food Ingredients in Korea

Well, now, this is our fourth session in which we will talk about what were the traditional food
ingredients for Koreans. First, Koreans have been mostly living on grains, vegetables, and
legumes, and which were the main ingredients for their culinary life. Meat was not the main part
of Korea as we will talk about it later.

Now, what grains have Koreans been eating? Well, today, the staple food in Korea is very much
rice, as we all know. However, this was not true in ancient time. Rice came relatively early to
Korea, but growing rice was difficult. And Koreans did not rely on rice until later days.

Instead, traditionally, Koreans have depended on grains such as millet, the small yellow grains,
and sorghum, in northeastern parts of China and Manchuria people also rely on sorghum, of
which plants look like corn, but it's a small red grain. And buckwheat, as we already talked about
it earlier, which becomes the source for cold noodle. And, also, barley, which has been probably
one of the most important non-rice grains after rice in the Korean diet. These were traditional
Korean grains.

Now, what vegetables do Koreans eat? Traditionally, Koreans were relying on vegetables like
lettuce, eggplants, garlic, green onion, turnip, gourd, and water parsley. After late 19th century,
Chinese cabbage became popular among Koreans. Koreans had their own cabbage, but this was
replaced by Chinese cabbage when it reached Korea in the late 19th century. It was because
Chinese cabbage was more suitable for making kimchi than traditional Korean cabbage.

And now, one of the most important legumes in the Korean diet, which is the same for Chinese
and Japanese, was soybean. As a matter of fact, in the whole world, East Asians were relying on
soybean than anyone else. And as a matter of fact, soybean originated in East Asia, most
precisely, Manchuria and the Korean peninsula. So soybean has been the most important sources
for a lot of fermented foods such as Doenjang and so on. And in Japan, of course, Miso, in China
as well, the black soybean sauce and so on.
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And also Koreans have been relying on red bean, black bean, and black eyed bean. And as | said,
soybean was originated from Manchuria and the Korean peninsula and it spread out everywhere
in the world. But that's why traditionally only Chinese, Koreans, and Japanese ate food such as
tofu, which is solely from soybean. This miracle bean, soybean, has been the most important
source of protein for all East Asian people since ancient times. This soybean, as | said, is an
essential ingredient for Korean Doenjang, the soybean paste, Ganjang, soy sauce, and
Gochujang, the chili paste.

And in terms of the traditional food ingredients in Korea, | already emphasized that seafood and
seaweed have been important Korean food ingredients from old days. What kind of fish?
Herrings, cutlassfish, which is long silvery fish, Koreans call it Galchi and sea bream and mackerel
and squid. They were an important seafood for Koreans.

And also seaweed. Not many people actually in the world knew about eating seaweed. But this
was a particularly popular in East Asia, Japan and Korea and China. So today and old days
traditionally Koreans consume the meal which is kelp and Dasima which Japanese call Kombu
and also Gim which Japanese call Nori. So these, including some other seaweed such as Parae or
green seaweed have been on very important food ingredients in Korean culinary culture.

Meanwhile, of course, Koreans have eaten meat since ancient days. They consumed game meat
such as wild boar, wild deer, and wild pheasant were very popular. Meat in Korean culinary
culture also came from domestic species such as beef and dog meat. Dog meat has been
prevalent in certain parts of the world. But in this case, northern China and the Korean peninsula,
and countries such as Thailand and so on. Dog meat was popular, and it was consumed with
other meats such as chicken and also pork.

Pork was relatively less consumed than other meat such as beef, dog, chicken in Korea. And,
there is a reason why: raising pork requires a lot of feed for the animal, and that is not
economical. That was less economical than feeding a chicken or dog. Anyway, so the Koreans
enjoyed meat such as beef, dog, chicken and pork. Not lamb, by the way.

And | will return to this topic again in the later part of this session.
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Nevertheless, meat - compared to vegetables, grains, fish, and seaweed - was generally rare in
the Korean diet. It was because Korean climate and other conditions did not really allow Koreans
to consume meat frequently. And of course, cows were also essential animals for agriculture. So
often in the Korean history, the state would discourage or prohibit people from consuming beef.
Now, instead of meat, Koreans eat lots of vegetables. They ate only small amounts of meat.

And Koreans traditionally used minimal amount of cooking oil. As a matter of fact, deep-fried
food was unknown in Korean culinary culture until the modern day. Instead, Koreans used a very
small amount of cooking oil. It was only to cook certain foods such as Jeon, for example. It's not
deep- fried, it is only little amount of oil, which is spread on the surface of the Jeon, and you

would fry each side.

In this session, we have covered the traditional food ingredients in Korea such as grains and
vegetables and seafood, and meat. So, our conclusion is that Koreans traditionally ate a generous
amount of vegetables, but very little meat, and used very little cooking oil.

And in our next session, we will talk about how the social, cultural, and political environment has

been influencing Korean food culture.
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‘ Korean Food & Food Culture

Religious, Political, and Ideological Factors in

Korean Food Culture

Okay, so this is our fifth session after dealing with natural environment impacts on Korean food
culture and traditional Korean food ingredients.

Now it's time for us to talk about how religious, political, and ideological factors have impacted
Korean food culture. Korean food and Korean diet are not just the result of Korea’s natural
environment. But, it is also the result of the religious and ideological traditions of Korean society.
For example, the religions that have dominated Koreans, such as Shamanism, Buddhism,
Confucianism, and Christianity, all have impacted Korean culinary culture. And, particularly the
ideas of Confucianism and Taoism, such as the idea of Yin and Yang, are deeply ingrained in the
Korean culinary culture.

First of all, Korean culinary culture has been impacted by Korean culture. When Joseon Dynasty
imported Neo-Confucianism from China, it left a tremendous influence on Korean food culture,
as we will see. And, also after the 19th century when Westerners brought Christianity to Korea,
they changed Korean food culture in the early modern era.

Therefore, we will talk about that in this session. First, probably one of the most influential
religions that impacted on Korean food culture was Buddhism. And like in Japan, Buddhism
discouraged people from consuming meat. And if you knew, in Japan when Buddhism was
imported from China and Korea, the emperor prohibited people from eating meat.

That was a significant influence on Japanese culinary history. And the same happened in Korea as
well. The only difference in Korea was that by the mid-13th century, Korea was conquered by
Mongols, the Mongols, who are meat-eaters, influenced on Korean culinary life by reviving meat-
eating in Korea. Now, after it had been discouraged by Buddhism, meat-eating revived. You see
the result in contemporary Korean food culture. As you know, one of the most well-known
Korean cuisines for many Westerners is Bulgogi, which is grilled beef. Now, this is very much the
result of this tradition.
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And during Joseon Dynasty, well, let me go back to Goryeo Dynasty, where Buddhism was still
the dominant religion. As we learned, Goryeo Dynasty was conguered by the Mongols, and
meat-eating, which had been discouraged by Buddhism, revived. Then, in Joseon Dynasty, as
Buddhism was abandoned, meat-eating was not considered negative. Now, Buddhism was
oppressed and instead the elite of Joseon Dynasty imported Neo-Confucianism as its dominant
political and social ideology. And this changed Korean culinary culture again.

By the way, why did the new elite who established the new Dynasty import the Neo-
Confucianism from China? It is also a very interesting fact because in Chinese history, one of the
most prosperous Chinese Dynasty was actually Song Dynasty, which existed in the 10th, 11th,
and 12th centuries until it was conquered by Mongols.

And even under the Mongol rule of the Yuan Dynasty, Chinese economy prospered very much.
But this prosperity began in the Song Dynasty. And, in the Song Dynasty, the Chinese people
migrated to the south to Yangzi River valley, which today includes Shanghai, and further south,
Hangzhou. This southern land had not been a part of the traditional Han Chinese cultural sphere.
But now, because the Han Chinese were pushed by the nomadic people in the north, they
migrated to the south and settled there.

In the southern region the climate was better, and there was abundant water resources thanks to
the many tributes to the Yangzi river. So, it was an ideal place to grow rice, as a matter of fact.
And that's why the Song Dynasty became wealthy and powerful. It was not militarily powerful,
but it was a culturally powerful dynasty. So it was during the Song Dynasty, of which the capital
city was Kaifeng, where there were so many merchants, and trade was developed through the
ancient canals that connected the Yellow River to Yangzi River. So this prosperity translated into
tremendous development of culinary culture.
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Now Koreans from Goryeo Dynasty visited Song Dynasty. And, during the Mongol Empire, they
also visited China, and learned about the prosperity of southern China. At that time, in southern
China, Neo-Confucianism was born, and it developed continuously. That's why many Korean
elites who saw the prosperity of the Southern Song Dynasty, were determined to import this idea
and this economic prosperity. And that's why Joseon Dynasty from the beginning, the elite tried
to build the society upon Neo-Confucian ideology or religion.

In Confucianism, there is no single god. The religions which worship one single god, also imagine
heaven and hell. Therefore, if you did many good things, and obey God's words, then you would
go to heaven. If you did commit sins, you would go to hell. Confucianism doesn't have any of
these concepts.

Confucianism doesn’t believe in a single god. Confucianism doesn't talk about heaven and hell.
They even don't talk about life after death. But anyway, it became the dominant religion of
Joseon Dynasty. And, now, this new religion demanded the people to worship their deceased
ancestors, which is a central part of ancient Confucianism. So, which means now, following this
ancient Chinese ceremonial protocol, Koreans started to have ancestor worship rituals at home.
Now, of course, these kinds of changes do not happen overnight.

The early stage of Joseon Dynasty, especially people like King Sejong, tried very hard to teach
people about the principles of Neo-Confucianism. And some even say that the reason why
Hangul was invented during Sejong’s time, that's because King Sejong wanted to teach people
about this new idea. However, ordinary people could not read Chinese characters. So, the King
needed an easier writing system. All these were to imitate the economic prosperity of the two
dynasties of Song and Yuan. And, for that purpose they adopted Neo-Confucianism.

Now, this new religion didn't care about eating meat at all, unlike Buddhism. Buddhism
discouraged meat eating. But Confucianism didn’t do so. And that's why beef-eating, though not
being promoted, it became a normal part of the dietary life of the people.
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And ever since, the Korean meal system in Korean culinary culture included beef, fish, and namul.
Namul is blanched, quickly boiled, vegetables seasoned with Doenjang or Gochujang and
Ganjiang and other sauces. And that’s one of the most ordinary food in Korean culinary life. Even
today, namuls such as Kongnamul and Sukjunamul and so on are essential parts of Koreans’ daily
culinary habits.

Particularly beef, fish, and Namul, they were used in the ancestral worship ceremony, which
Koreans call ‘Jesa.” In fact, Korean culinary culture developed along these lines of ancestral ritual
food. As mentioned earlier, in Joseon Dynasty Buddhism was oppressed. This meant that now
people were freed from Buddhist vegetarianism. And beef-eating became more popular, of

course.

But ordinary people couldn’t afford beef because cows were very important tools for agriculture.
So even though it was confined only to the landed Yangban class, beef-eating was a popular
tradition, which continued during the Joseon Dynasty.

And as mentioned earlier, this tradition became the Bulgogi culture of Koreans today. And
Korean way of preparing beef was very much grilling, outdoor grilling. This is what Bulgogi is.
And it was this time also when Koreans used spoons more. And that's because, the Korean Neo-
Confucian scholars believed that using spoons was in accordance with the Confucianist ways.

In fact, the ancient script of Confucianism mentioned about spoons. That's why Koreans thought
that spoons are very important utensils for eating. And also Koreans had traditionally very strong
soup culture, or Jjigae culture, as we know. This hot soup and Jjigae, one cannot eat without
spoon. So, for Koreans, as we will learn soon, spoon became an essential utensil, unlike Japan or
China.
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And, also one of the characteristics of this political and religious influence is Korean table manner.
And Korean table manner shows a very strong communal character. This is the same for Chinese,
who always share side dishes. Koreans do the same, and people, instead of eating from individual
small plates, they share food from big bowl. They even share soup Jjigae from the same bowls.

So at the center of the dining table, you will have a big Jjigae bowl, which all family members
share, using their own spoons. And a lot of people would use their spoons directly to eat Jjigae,
which is somewhat unique in Korea, and doesn't exist in Japanese eating habits.

In addition, Koreans also show hierarchical nature in their table manner. Young people would
start eating only after their elders first started to eat. This is an influence of Confucianism.

And again, in the late 19th century, when Western Christian missionaries arrived, they
discouraged drinking alcohol, and also smoking. And this tradition is still strong among Christians
in Korea. Christians in other countries, for example, in European countries, they don't have such
a tradition much. But, particularly in Korea, the Western Christian missionaries discouraged
drinking and smoking. This was due to the fact that so many Koreans were with the habit of
drinking and smoking in the late Joeson period.

Okay, so we have covered how religious, political, and ideological factors have impacted Korean
culture. We covered why spoon became very important in Korean culinary culture.

In the next (6th) session, we will talk about spoon and chopstick, and the way how Koreans eat.
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Spoons, Chopsticks, and Bap (rice)-Banchan (side

dishes)-Guk (soup) Meal Format

So when we think about Korean utensils, you know that Koreans use metallic utensils, differently
from Chinese and Japanese. Koreans also use both spoon and chopsticks while Chinese and
Japanese use mostly chopsticks. Unlike China and Japan, where people use wood or bamboo,
Koreans use metallic utensils, which is very unique.

Korea was a major producer of the metal in ancient times. Chinese record reveals that the
southern part of Korea was famous for metal production. And you can see this in Korean popular
Korean family name like a Kim, which means basically metal. Now, Kim originated from Shilla,
the southernmost dynasty in the Korean peninsula during the Three Kingdoms era. So that part
of Korean peninsula, they were famous for the metal production, which from where they
exported the metal to China as well as to Japan. And that's why the metallic utensils are more
popular in Korea than in China or Japan.

Now, Koreans, also unlike Japanese and Chinese, Koreans tend to use spoons way more than
their neighbors. Koreans are the only, probably only people in East Asia who use spoon even to
eat rice. The Japanese never use spoon to eat rice. And Chinese use spoon only for hot soup. And
also Korean spoons and chopsticks developed for rice, Banchan or side dishes, Banchan and soup
format, as we will see.

And here on this image, you see the ancient Korean spoons.

At the top and bottom, you see chopsticks of Japan, Korea and China, how they are different,
how they are made out of different materials. The Japanese ones are shortest and sharpest
pointed, while Koreans are thinnest because they are made out of metal. And Chinese are the
longest and made out of wood or particularly bamboo.

So anyway, in old days, spoons were commonly used in all Asian countries. Why? Because
originally used everywhere, because they lived on small grains such as millet, as | mentioned. And
this millet is not sticky at all. So when you cook millet, you can't use chopstick, you need spoon.
And also to eat soup, you definitely need a spoon as well. So ancient Chinese, Japanese, Koreans,
they all use the spoon, there is no doubt about it.
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And usable spoons, however, declined in China, with the prevalence of noodle. Now, if you try to
eat noodle with a spoon, that's a very difficult task. And that's why around the Yuan Dynasty,
when noodle became more prevalent in Chinese diet, chinese started to use less spoon, but more
chopstick.

And in Japan, with the prevalence of sticky Japanese rice, when Japanese started to eat rice, now,
sticky rice, which Koreans eat as well, and they are rather sticky. And that's the rice you use for
Kimbap and sushi and so on. So now, this kind of rice is difficult to eat the rice with spoon,
because rice will stick to your spoon, but chopstick is much easier. And that's why in Japan, since
that time, spoon declined, that declined.

Nevertheless, in Korea, spoon never declined again. As | said, that's because their interpretation
of old Confucian tradition. And also Koreans having strong soup and steel culture in Korean diet,
they needed spoon continuously. And chopsticks, as | said, Koreans used metallic chopstick, while
the wooden chopsticks for China and Japan.

And ancient Korea was, as | said, known for metal production and also the lengths and thickness
and everything is different among the chopsticks of Korea, Japan and China. Now, continuing
this story, as Bap, cooked rice, Banchan, side dishes and Guk, soup meal system was established,
koreans needed bowls, spoon and rice. And Banchan included kimchi and Namul.

The typical Korean Banchan was kimchi and Namul. And kimchi follows to virtually any meal. And
kimchi, as you know, is a fermented cabbage, radish and many other vegetables and always
follows nearly nearly all Korean meals. And Namul, as | explained earlier, it is blanched or dried
vegetables seasoned with sauces such as Doenjang, Ganjang, Gochujang and other herbs such
as garlic, onion, chili pepper and ginger and sesame oil.
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Now, this meal, this meal system allows the palate, the mouse to taste a multitude of different
flavor combinations. Which means when you have a Bap, the steamed rice with various side
dishes, each spoonful of rice after you have now, depending on which Banchan you choose next
in your palate mixed with rice and Banchan will create a different taste every single spoon. So
that is a very interesting part of the Korean diet.

By the way, unlike Western diet where you eat meat and you only have meat in your mouth and
you taste the meat. While in Korea, because each spoonful of rice is followed by Namul, kimchi
and other soup or stew so that combination makes unique taste each time. Now, so some people
say that the characteristics of Korean traditional food culture is mixing and also the synthesis of
different flavors. That's what some food scholars say. Okay, so this is the end of six session.

And let me summarize what we have learned today. And we have covered the history, culture
and food of a nation are intertwined. Food is not separate from history or culture and nation.
They are all intertwined. And also, food is a result of natural and social and cultural philosophical
traditions of a nation. And by exploring the food and food culture of Korean people, we can
understand the cultural, social, economic life of these people or these particular historical times

very, very well.

So, in conclusion, Korean food today is the result of or influenced by the cultural, not only
geophysical, but also cultural environment. And in this environment, Koreans have developed a
very unigue food culture which is different from those of their neighboring countries such as
China and Japan. And thank you very much for your attention until now and | will see you next

time. Thank you.
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1. What particular food preservation method do Koreans develop to cope with their natural

environment?
2. How did Buddhism impact on Korean food culture?

3. Why have spoons been more frequently and widely used in Korea than in China and Japan?

o Sl=o| YW= AIF0| 25t LOHE2}(46:09)
» https://youtu.be/cDnUINNA7Og?si=k6bg8CiyRtWzxUAU
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