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Abstract 

Italy turned 150 in 2011, but what are the aspects of Italian 150 years after its unity? Can we 

speak of a united Italy? What has been studied previously is that the Italian identity is extremely 

weak and characterized by elements such as individualism, disunity, and distrust. But does it also 

apply to Italians in Korea? Italians in Korea amount to a very small percentage the Italians 

registered with AIRE in January 2017 was only 498. This study thus seeks to understand the 

perception Italians living in South Korea have of Italian Identity and what elements can have a 

major role in performing Italian identity for them. The findings suggest that Italians in South 

Korea do share some commonalities in the perception of the Italian Identity, such as the fact 

Italians are an individualistic, disunited, and disillusioned population. Furthermore, the distrust 

for the government is a major sentiment. However, when Italians in Korea talk about their 

experience with Italian food in Korea, the findings revealed Italian food plays an extremely 

important role in the perception of Italian identity, as it is seen as the only positive symbol that 

reminds Italians in Korea of their roots with positivity. 

Keyword: Italian Identity, National Identity, Individualism, Collectivism, Italians in South Korea, 

Food Culture                                         

Student Number: 2018-22340      
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I. INTRODUCTION 

1. RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

Italy turned 150 in 2011. what many people ask, however, is: were these 150 years enough 

to 'make us Italians'? Have they developed a strong common identity, capable of making them 

feel proud of being Italian? 

According to many scholars, this sense of Italian identity is really weak among Italians 

living in Korea. Italy is the country where visceral attachment to the native city prevails, which 

is often accompanied by hatred for other cities1. For this reason, more than a sense of belonging 

to their own country as a whole, what prevails much more among Italians is a sense of belonging 

to their provincial reality, their city of origin. 

In parallel to what is the strong attachment to the city where one was born and raised, 

according to Edward C. Banfield, what prevails among Italians is what is called amoral familism, 

which is the social action persistently oriented to the economic interests of the nuclear family. 

Edward C. Banfield coined this term after studying the dynamics in a very poor village in southern 

Italy, in 1958, where he realized that the community was not in the least able to act towards a 

common good, but only to satisfy the needs of your family unit. 

Beyond this symptomatic element of identification, there was no birth, nor the growth of 

a sense of the community that made Italians able to understand and correctly interpret their 

 
1 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
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relationship with public affairs2. Therefore, an ever-stronger separation between particularism, 

identified with the family, and a sense of the state, and therefore of the community, has been 

created and magnified over time. 

Before moving into the concrete analysis of this thesis, I will move on to a path of analysis 

of the Italian identity and how it has been studied until now. To analyze the Italian identity, I will 

move through several steps that can be summarized in this way: the creation of the Italian national 

identity, individualism in Italy, Italians and the State, and the disunity of Italy. Therefore, to 

understand deeply how Italian identity is constructed I will analyze Italian identity, in the first 

place, historically, to understand the process the led Italian Identity to get formed. To understand 

deeply how Italian Identity is formed I will analyze the elements that so far have been attributed 

relevant in its formation, from the relationship Italians have with the government, with politics, 

and by analyzing whether Italians are a united population or not.  

 

2. THE CREATION OF ITALIAN NATIONAL IDENTITY 

Analysis of Italians’ sense of identity often highlights its complex and contradictory 

character, which reflects Italy’s unique role in history and the tradition of self-criticism which 

arises in a national debate. Debates about national identity point to the lack of a sense of national 

belonging as the main image of Italian identity3. 

 
2 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
3 For example, see the report of an Aspen Institute Italia forum on Italian identity in 2011 
https://www.aspeninstitute.it/en/programs/italys-past-and-national-identity-reflection  
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The idea of an Italian nation, as we understand the term nation today, was formed relatively 

late, based on a mostly literary myth, which saw in Dante and Petrarch its most famous and 

celebrated epigones. It can be argued that immigration is, in a certain sense, aggravating an 

already problematic situation and denouncing the precariousness and fragility of the sentiment of 

socio-territorial belonging of the resident population4.  

The history of Italy is very different from the birth of states-nations like France, wherewith 

the prize de pouvoir of Louis XIV and with the revolution of 1789, it becomes a center of the 

political imagination of the whole planet, or like England, long marginal in the Mediterranean 

history of Europe, slowly with modernity started domination over the sea, the industrial revolution 

and built a planetary empire. Italy, on the other hand, comes from a history that had its highest 

peaks long before modernity, with the Roman Empire and the Christian Church, or precisely in 

its beginnings with Humanism and the Renaissance, a phase destined to become fundamental for 

all European culture. Subsequently, Italy came late to the appointment with modernity because 

the country didn't have a political form like the nation-state. Starting from this delay, Italy 

perpetually experienced this frantic race to bridge the delay with other European countries, far 

ahead in modernity. Even the fascist rhetoric arises paradoxically from a desire for modernity, 

from the desire to refer to the strongest and most advanced countries.  

The Italians inevitably seem condemned to the nostalgia for the lost greatness. This feeling 

of marginalization and defeat is reflected in a characteristic and widespread attitude: the perennial 

self-denigration. In other words, the preventive and systematic criticism of the Italians by the 

Italians themselves, and this result is present in the average Italian and also among intellectuals. 

 
4 Natale, E. (2012). L'immigrazione Per Capire L'identità Italiana. Padova. 
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It so happens that the Italians, when they come across foreigners who love Italy and enhance the 

qualities and qualities of its inhabitants, almost do not believe what they listen to and prefer to 

think that those who express themselves benevolently can do it only because they have not yet 

got to understand the country and its inhabitants5. 

An aspect that gives the faculty to reverse the historical situation in Italy is highlighted by 

globalization, which re-launches the local strategic dimension, capable of reacting promptly and 

in a different way to the demands and dynamism of the global market. Italy is probably the most 

strongly polycentric tradition among European countries. Rome is only one of the many capitals 

of the country, to be added in various capacities with Milan and Turin, but also Venice, Bologna 

and Florence, and in the south Naples and Palermo. After all, Italy is a country where provincial 

vitality has always been a crucial resource, one that has allowed it to reach unexpected positions 

in the world market. Globalization could allow it to highlight this "Italian difference"6, converting 

even more particularism into a resource. After all, one of the long-run characteristics of Italian 

history has been the coexistence of cosmopolitanism and particularism, of universalistic 

references, and sometimes extremely vital municipal autonomies. However, if you keep looking 

at Italy only as a secondary and minor appendage of Europe, you remain imprisoned by a 

representation that belongs to the past and you cannot even understand with what voice this 

country will be able to speak in the new continental context.  

 
5 Natale, E. (2012). L'immigrazione Per Capire L'identità Italiana. Padova. 

6 With “Italian difference” the author Edoardo Natale refers to the concept of weakness and delays Italy 
experienced compared to other European countries, which led Italians to feel as they are still running 
behind other countries. 
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Other sources make it very easy to assume that Italian history evokes stronger feelings of 

pride than contemporary Italian identity7. These shreds of evidence led to assume Italians feel 

more connected to their history and traditions rather than with contemporary national symbols. 

In conclusion, Italians national identity can be referred to as quite weak compared to other 

European countries. Italians recognize the value of their cultural heritage, but they find it difficult 

to feel proud of defining themselves as Italians.   

 

3. ITALIANS AND ITALY 

So, how Italians feel Italians? how much do they privilege national sentiment over local 

or European ones? According to a survey conducted by ISPO (Institute for Public Opinion Studies) 

in 2011, when asked which identity is perceived to be prevalent, 50 percent of respondents 

answered Italy (table 1.1). Many or few? It depends on your point of view. 

 

Table 2.1 Do you feel more of a citizen of the municipality, of the region (or province) in 

which you live, an Italian or European citizen? (source: ISPO) 

 Of your municipality 20% 

 Of your region (province) 14% 

 Italian 51% 

 European 15% 

 
7 “I’m proud of my country’s history” survey, Basis: Sample Size: 2,000. Source: Ipsos poll. Commissioned 
by More in Common. 



6 
 

            Observing the table, it can be observed that yes, one half of the Italian population identifies 

itself primarily as Italian, but it is also true that the remaining half does not perceive the Italian 

identity as the prevalent identity. The majority of this remaining half will feel their identity shaped 

more by local realities - municipalities, province, region - than by the nation in which they live. 

This makes us think a lot if compare to the historical-political weight of the national identity of 

other European countries: this identity is a fundamental element in the democratic life of many of 

them, such as France and Germany. No French people would ever say "I'm ashamed of being 

French", while in Italy the analogous sentence passes as a stupid joke8. 

The survey presented above was from the beginning of 2008. in recent years, the feeling 

of Italianness appears to be growing slightly. According to scholars, the strong migratory pressure 

is opening up new challenges not only on the level of integration but also on that of national 

identity. Italians nowadays coexist with an ever-wider multiplicity of ethnic groups and many of 

them feel encircled in some way, unable to convince with different uses and customs 9 . 

Rediscovering one's own national belonging could therefore be a way to further mark the 

difference with others, the 'invaders'. 

In conclusion, 50 percent of Italians define themselves as such, while the remaining 50 

percent prefer to identify themselves mainly with smaller realities such as the regional or even 

provincial one, a symbol of how in Italy, even after 150 years of unity, there is still no strong 

feeling of identity that unites all Italians. 

 
8 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
9 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
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4. INDIVIDUALISM IN ITALY 

Individualism is the tendency to support and make individual needs prevail over 

collective ones. In philosophy, a doctrine that supports the inalienable value of the individual and 

his choices in the face of society and the state. In individualist societies, people tend to prefer to 

do something by themselves, while in collectivist societies, people tend to be more in “in-group”. 

These in-groups are laced with undoubted loyalty and, when a conflict arises with another in-

group, they tend to support each other10. 

According to Hofstede's cultural dimension, Italy gets a score of 76 out of 100 in 

Individualism, which is considered a very high score. Therefore, Italians prefer to look after 

themselves and their family only. According to Hofstede, one thing that distinct Italian people 

from other individualistic countries is the fact they consider family very important, and they 

cannot miss activities that involve family members. For example, Sunday lunches with their 

family are something that Italians cannot miss11. 

However, even if according to Hofstede the fact that Italians have a strong sense of family 

makes Italy different from other individualistic countries, it can be argued that Italians look at the 

family in a very narrow sense, privileging the familiar sense to any collective sense. Therefore, 

the fact that Italians see the family as one of the most important elements of their life only adds 

to the fact that Italians are extremely individualistic and tend to look only at their own “garden". 

 
10 Hostfede, G. (2011). Dimensionalizing Cultures: The Hofstede Model in Context. Online Readings in 
Psychology and Culture. 
11 Hostfede, G. (2011). Dimensionalizing Cultures: The Hofstede Model in Context. Online Readings in 
Psychology and Culture. 
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With ever-increasing intensity, the family remains in the perception of Italians as the 

cornerstone of daily life. According to an ISPO survey (Figure 3.1), which asked which were the 

most important values in life, the result is the same: the family constantly comes first. 

In addition to the family, the other top positions in the ranking also remain constantly the 

prerogative of the private areas, and it is necessary to reach the very end of the top ten to find a 

dimension (solidarity) that takes into account the links with the community. Today, 85% of 

Italians consider the family as an essential component of their life12.  

 

 

Figure 3.1 The most important aspects of life (source: ISPO) 

 

 

The family, as emerges from numerous studies and surveys, is certainly demarcated by 

the prevailing perception that its good cannot justify harmful actions towards the community, but 

 
12 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
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the idea persists that the main responsibility of the individual is towards the family and not 

towards the community13. We went from less than 10% agreement in 2001, to 20% in 2006, up 

to the result of 34% in 2009 (Figure 3.2).  

According to the data, more than one in 3 Italians believe that today the main 

responsibility of a person is towards his family and his children, even to the detriment of the 

community. 

Furthermore, the perception of the family appears extraordinarily similar in all areas of 

the country, from the deep north of the Bergamo valleys to the extreme south of Sicily14. 

 

Figure 3.2 A person's main responsibility is towards their family and children and not 
towards the community (% of "strongly agree") (source: ISPO) 

 

 
13 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
14 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009



10 
 

 

What we have therefore been able to observe in this paragraph is how Italians are 

fundamentally individualistic people, which therefore puts the individual sphere before the 

collective one, and this aspect can also be observed by the fact that they privilege the family 

before any collective sense. 

 

5. ITALIANS, THE STATE, AND POLITICS  

In the previous chapters we analyzed the feeling of Italianness, that is the sense of 

belonging to the nation and the perception of a common historical, cultural, and linguistic Italian 

identity. 

There is, as it is reasonable to think, a close link between national identity and a sense of 

the state, however, the state does not coincide with the nation, so much so that plurinational states 

have existed and do exist. The most commonly used definition of State is Max Weber's one, which 

describes the state as a compulsory political organization with a centralized government that 

maintains a monopoly of the legitimate use of force within a certain territory15. General categories 

of state institutions include administrative bureaucracies, legal systems, and military or religious 

organizations. The word State can therefore indicate both the juridical order and the collectivity 

of citizens organized politically and juridically. In this sense, each of us can claim to be an 

essential part and a full member of the state of which he is a citizen. 

In general, the different reactions to the idea of the State are found in different people: 

some highlight its essential function in terms of managing public affairs, collecting and 

 
15 Dubreuil, B. (2010). Human Evolution and the Origins of Hierarchies. Cambridge University Press. 
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distributing resources, maintaining order, promoting culture and education; and there are those 

who, on the other hand, see the state organization as a whole as an expensive, often useless, 

sometimes even harmful superstructure16. 

So here we are at the starting point: what relationship do Italians have with the State? 

How many express a solid sense of belonging to the state structure and how many consider the 

State as a foreign, distant, parasitic, or even enemy entity? 

The survey data were obtained by asking a sample of respondents to rate their agreement 

or disagreement with certain statements. With the statement "When I think of the Italian State, I 

feel a feeling of pride, of belonging" (table 3.1), 70% of the interviewees generally agree. There 

are people, on the other hand, who do not feel represented by this attitude at all, who do not feel 

any sense of belonging or pride and who, consequently, declare themselves to be in little or no 

agreement: altogether they constitute 30% of the population. 

 

Table 3.1 When I think of the Italian state, I feel a feeling of pride, of belonging (source: 

ISPO) 

 Strongly Agree 29% 

 Agree 41% 

 Partially Agree 20% 

 Disagree 10% 

 

 
16 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
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The second statement has a negative value: "When I think of the Italian State, I perceive 

it as a distant thing, something that does not concern me" (table 3.2). This second attitude 

represents the specular opposite of the first, and therefore it is not surprising to find the same 

percentages, overturned as in a photographic negative: 31% do not feel at all that they belong to 

the Italian State. 

The last statement instead evokes, much more than the previous one, a feeling of strong 

negative impact: "When I think of the Italian State, I am ashamed to be part of it" (table 3.3). In 

fact, it is one thing to perceive a sort of remoteness or extraneousness towards the state structure 

of which one does not feel part, another is to feel ashamed of the State in which one lives and of 

which one is a citizen. Accentuating the negativity gives us an additional verification tool. 

 

Table 3.2 When I think of the Italian State, I perceive it as something far from me, which 

does not concern me (source: ISPO) 

 Strongly Agree 7% 

 Agree 24% 

 Partially Agree 31% 

 Disagree 38% 

 

 

Table 3.3 When I think of the Italian State, I am ashamed to be part of it (source: ISPO) 

 Strongly Agree 9% 
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 Agree 15% 

 Partially Agree 22% 

 Disagree 54% 

 

24% of the interviewees said they were well represented by the statement that suggests a 

strong negative sentiment, as is the shame towards the state, while the remaining 76% said they 

did not agree or disagree. 

The responses to the three sentences offer a coherent picture of attitudes and opinions that 

clearly define the proportions of the different attitudes. By combining all the answers from the 

survey sample, one can have a general picture of the situation: 75% of the sample feels closeness 

and belonging to the State structure. 

On the other hand, 25% of the sample feels the state as distant or alien, and, as we have 

seen, within this general feeling of extraneousness, there are many denied feelings, such as shame. 

The perception of the State should represent an essential reference for the individual 

conscience, a vehicle for the formation of a lasting collective conscience. If the sense of the State 

is hidden, as is the case in the 25% of the population who dare to publicly affirm it, it is easy for 

alternative relations to develop, where the state as a whole is seen as an enemy, not as a guarantor 

of individuals, but as an oppressor of individual freedoms. 

If the attitude that Italians have towards the State is now clear to us, what is the situation 

concerning politics? The question asked to investigate this relationship is: "When you think about 

politics, which of the following expressions comes to mind first?". The results are shown in Table 

3.4. 
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The front of negative judgments is wide and varied. The relative majority, equal to just 

under 25% of the population, respond to feeling disgusted with politics. It is a reaction with a very 

strong negative impact: disgust is repulsion, nausea, repugnance, annoyance, aversion, and often 

implies a behavior of distancing from what causes it. 

Almost 23% of the sample declared instead of feeling anger or reacting with anger: a 

reaction, which although negative, is more complex than the previous one. Anger can involve 

disdain, disappointment, and disappointment concerning expectations. 

 

Table 3.4 When do you think about politics, which of the following expressions comes to 

mind first? (source: ISPO) 

 Disgust 24,6% 

 Anger 22,5% 

 Distrust 13,4% 

 Interest 10,7% 

 Indifference 8,4% 

 Boredom 7,9% 

 Commitment  6,9% 

 Passion 3,2% 

 Enthusiasm  0,2% 

 

The "suspicious" amount to about 13% and, although they constitute a minority, they are 

not few in absolute terms: more than one Italian of 10 does not believe in politics or Italian 
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politicians. Some then react to boredom, fatigue, intolerance - almost 8% of the sample testifies - 

or who feel indifference, a neutral reaction which however can manifest electoral inaction and is 

declared by an equal 8%. 

Positive reactions to politics are strongly minority. Less than 11% express interest, just 

over 3% even feel a certain passion while enthusiasm is felt by an irrelevant 0.2% of the 

population. 

From the following summary table 3.5, you can observe these feelings even more 

concretely. Here, the previous results are summarized in three items: negative, neutral, and 

positive reactions. Overall, almost 70% of Italians express negative attitudes towards politics in 

various forms. Another 10% express indifference and disinterest: a neutral attitude, but which 

turns into a refusal to participate in political life even in certain basic ways, such as the exercise 

of the vote.  

On closer inspection, only 21% of Italians express only positive attitudes, which means 

that those who look carefully at Italian politics are in the majority far from satisfied with what 

they see. 

 

Table 3.5 When you think about politics, it comes to your mind ... (source: ISPO) 

 Negative attitudes (disgust, distrust, anger, 
boredom) 

69% 

 Indifference 10% 

 Positive attitudes (commitment, interest, passion, 
enthusiasm) 

21% 
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To try to understand more in-depth the reasons and motivations that fuel these negative 

attitudes towards national political life, we will use this latest survey which asks how much 

respondents felt in agreement or disagreement with some statements (table 3.6). 

80% of the sample share an idea that we can therefore define as clear majority: 

"Politicians are interested in people's votes, not their opinions". Politicians, in other words, are 

perceived as much more passionate about their re-election and their career stability than the 

moods, opinions, or concrete and actual problems of those who vote for them. 

 

Table 3.6 Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? (source: ISPO) 

 Politicians are interested in people's votes, not their 
opinions 

80,2% 

 Government men are not really interested in what 
happens to people like me 

77,4% 

 People like me do not influence what the 
government does 

74,0% 

 Sometimes the politics seem so complicated that 
you cannot understand what is going on 

71,9% 

 

This conclusion is also reinvigorated by the other percentage of those who think: "Men 

of government are not interested in what happens to people like me." Almost 78% of the Italian 

readership subscribes to it. Thus, the disinterest in people's opinions and real problems are 

perceived as a characteristic trait of politicians in government. 

Consequently, 74% of respondents share the idea that "people like me do not influence 

what the government does". The prevailing perception among Italians, therefore, seems to be that 
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of impotence, perceiving that they do not weigh the political choices of the government, choices 

that nevertheless affect or involve them. 

Up to now, we have dealt with the subject of the perception of the state and politics, but 

what about the institutions? Why is the level of trust in institutions by the citizens of a country of 

fundamental importance? Since a feeling of lack of trust in public institutions is a piece that 

immediately leads to trying to create an alternative world of reference to the public one. If, for 

example, the perception that public health does not work is widespread, other ways will be sought 

to have guarantees of being well treated and/or quickly, through private resources or alternative 

channels. 

Today, in Italy, a climate of intense distrust prevails and this situation is both the result 

of the history of Italy and the deterioration in the quality of relations between Italians and 

institutions, and a more recent and far-reaching phenomenon17.  

The survey presented in table 3.7 particularly photographs the Italian situation, taking 

into consideration the most important national public institutions, such as the Parliament, the 

Armed Forces, the Judiciary, and the School. 

As can be seen from the ranking, politicians occupy the last position because only 7% of 

the population trusts them, which in other words means that as many as 93% of Italians do not 

feel any trust in politicians. 

 

 
17 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 



18 
 

Table 3.4 Please express your degree of trust in the following institutions or categories 

(replies "a lot / a lot of trusts”) (source: ISPO) 

 Police 87% 

 Republic Presidency 79% 

 School 61% 

 Judiciary 51% 

 Television 35% 

 Parliament 32% 

 Labor Union 28% 

 Bank 24% 

 Politicians  7% 

 

As has already been pointed out, Italians have, in general, a rather deficient sense of the 

State, and this is reflected in the confidence that Italians have in Parliament, which, as can be seen, 

occupies only 32%. Fortunately, this is not the case for all institutions, and Italians, for example, 

show strong confidence in the Police, with coverage of 87%. The Police are therefore perceived 

as an institution capable of protecting and constituting a sort of bulwark against crime. 

In the ranking of trust, the immediately following place is occupied by the Presidency of 

the Republic; the Quirinale 18  has always been and remains one of the few highly popular 

institutions. 

 
18 The Quirinal Palace is a historic building in Rome, located on the homonymous hill and overlooking 
the homonymous square; being the official residence of the King of Italy since 1870 and of the President 
of the Italian Republic since 1946, it is one of the symbols of the Italian state. 
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On the other hand, a very interesting fact is the low level of confidence that Italians 

declare they have in Parliament, the constitutional body that holds the legislative function, which 

receives consensus and promotes reliability only in about 30-35% of Italians. The fact that almost 

seven out of ten Italians consider parliamentarians to be unreliable and lacking in credibility is 

undoubtedly related to the spread of anti-political sentiments 19 , which we have already 

extensively explored. 

Finally, at the bottom of the ranking of trust, there are banks, stock exchanges, and 

financial institutions. These are not institutions in the strict sense, nevertheless, they have been 

included because they represent an efficient barometer of trust, or rather, of the level of distrust 

in Italy. It is based on a relationship of trust that a private citizen invests his savings in financial 

products or simply deposits cash in the bank instead of slipping it under the mattress. Well, today 

more than three out of four Italians, an overwhelming majority, declare that they do not rely on 

banking institutions, seen as the least worthy of reliability and credibility.  

This current of cynical and apathetic distrust joins the prevailing individualism among 

many Italians and helps to unravel the already weak connective tissue of Italian society. Many 

Italians react to the decline in the reliability of numerous state and public institutions by building 

an alternative and individualistic world of reference, based on the network of personal knowledge 

and support20.  

In conclusion, what we have been able to observe up to now, analyzing the perception 

that Italians have of the state, of Italian politics, and Italian institutions, is that the prevailing 

 
19 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
20 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
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climate is a climate of distrust and estrangement. Italians, in general, do not feel represented by 

the state itself, they don’t trust the institutions and neither the political class, for the latter they 

even come to feel a sense of disgust, elements that further underline the weak sense of belonging 

to the Italian identity. 

 

6. DISUNITY OF ITALY 

As mentioned above, in 2011 Italy turned 150 years old. How did the Italians manage to 

face this appointment? Can we speak of a united Italy?  

When the unification of Italy was proclaimed, dozens of dialects, of particularly different 

customs and traditions coexisted. Each geographical area had its history, made up of partial 

autonomies and frequent foreign dominations that have produced an overall physiognomy that 

approaches a sort of mélange between what that region was, before the intrusion, and the changes 

caused by other cultures, who had settled there21. The Bourbons in the South have as an example 

left legacies, reforms, habits, and customs considerably distant from those transmitted by the 

Austrians in the Lombardy-Veneto region: different ways of administering that have determined 

different attitudes also in the configuration of the relationship between citizens and public affairs.  

Faced with this situation, political parties such as the Lega22 have a good game to argue 

that in reality, from the perspective of this movement, the birth of the Italian unitary State was a 

sort of unnatural act. Beyond these exaggerations of a political nature, it cannot be denied that 

there is some truth in this argument: the Italian State was certainly not born through a natural and 

 
21 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
22 The Lega Nord (LN), whose full name is Lega Nord for the Independence of Padania, and since the 
political elections of 2018 also known informally as Lega, is an Italian right-wing political party. 
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progressive aggregation of territories, but through a political choice that has decided to create 

unity. where there were mainly radical differences. 

But it is true that wanting to represent a map of disunity, it is difficult not to make the 

many Italians who live in the country and the many differentiations that make up the Italian 

peninsula intertwine23. 

The traditional words of the social sciences are sometimes not enough to describe Italy 

and its very deep cultural and social fractures 24 . In the academic world, the most famous 

differentiation was that of Arnaldo Bagnasco, who wrote the essay 'Tre Italie'25, in which he found 

important common elements, from an economic-social point of view, in the three areas: the 

industrial triangle of the North-West (Lombardy, Piedmont, and Liguria), the cooperative area of 

the Center-North and the North-East (which had the regions of Veneto and Emilia Romagna as 

its fulcrum) and finally the area of the Center-South, characterized by strong economic 

backwardness. 

Luciano Gallino, back in 196826, had identified three social formations (the traditional, 

the modern, and the contemporary) that he used to describe the sedimentation on the one hand 

and the interpenetration on the other of various economic and social Italies present on the Italian 

territory. 

 
23 Mannheimer, R., & Natale, P. (2009). L' Italia dei furbi. Politica, istituzioni, tasse e lavoro: un Paese di 
individualisti in cerca di protezione. Milano: Gruppo 24 ore. 
24 Ricolfi, L. (2007). Le tre società. È ancora possibile salvare l'unità dell'Italia? Italia 2006: terzo rapporto 
sul cambiamento sociale. Guerini e Associati. 
25 Arnaldo Bagnasco, Tre Italie, La problematica territoriale e lo sviluppo italiano, il Mulino, Bologna, 
1977 
26 Luciano Gallino, Personalità e industrializzazione, Loescher, Torino, 1968. 
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Alberto Asor Rosa, a decade later 27 , used the metaphor of the two societies (the 

guaranteed and the not-guaranteed) to represent a situation that even then showed an unequal 

growth of the Italian economy. 

Luca Ricolfi, taking up two of the aspects highlighted by Asor Rosa, recently proposed 

the idea of a tripartite division of the Italian social and economic reality: alongside the society of 

the guaranteed and that of the not-guaranteed, he introduced the - even more dramatic - force, 

generally identified with the southern area of the country, where the key resource seems to be the 

monopoly of the illegitimate use of force, through organized crime organizations. We would 

therefore be today in the presence of three Italies, partly but not entirely linked to specific 

territorial areas, where neighboring areas coexist in which fierce contrasts of lifestyles, 

consumption, and economic and social development exist. 

In first Italy, that of guarantees, there is a strong presence of fixed income, although not 

particularly high; jobs are relatively safe, tax evasion is limited and citizen interaction seems to 

be based on a good sense of civic duty. However, it is a society made up of elderly people, public 

employees, and employees of major companies, but where young people and women are generally 

excluded from the labor market. From a geographical point of view, this area includes the so-

called industrial triangle (in the North-West of the country), in the southern areas where the 

economy and public intervention are particularly present and, in some areas of Emilia and 

Tuscany. 

Second Italy, that of risk and not-guaranteed, is characterized by the presence of a scarce 

sense of the state, at least about the main economic-financial activities: tax evasion on the one 

hand and tax evasion on the other. It is a society characterized, therefore, by an anti-statist imprint, 

 
27 Alberto Asor Rosa, Le due società. Ipotesi sulla crisi italiana, Einaudi, Torino, 1977. 
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where there is the idea that the State is an enemy. From a quantitative point of view, a constantly 

growing number of Italians belong to this second Italy, today estimated at 40% of the population. 

Finally, the third society, that of force, as Ricolfi defines it, is Italy governed by mafia 

power and organized crime: here the State is partly absent and partly conniving, and citizens are 

inevitably victims of economic and social regulation dictated by the structures of illegal and 

illegitimate power. The behavior of the inhabitants of those areas, located mainly in the 

quadrilateral where the mafia power is most present (Sicily, Calabria, Campania, and Puglia), are 

only a more or less conflictual response to the rules implicit in common coexistence. 

The influence of criminal organizations on the provision of services or public resources 

remains one of the possible evolutions, clearly fatal for the future of the Italian peninsula. 

The final picture that emerges is that of an Italy still disunited, with a still long and 

complex path on the horizon to allow us to talk about it as if it were a single country. After all 

that we have said about the prevalence of particularism, of familism, of the restricted logic of 

one's garden, to be cultivated and preserved against internal or foreign invaders, doubts about 

Italy remain. 

7. FOOD AND NATIONAL IDENTITY 

What we have seen so far are the elements that scholars have studied so far regarding 

Italian identity. We have seen how the Italian identity is characterized by elements such as 

individualism, disunity, distrust of the state, and the government. What I assume, however, in this 

thesis is whether food can play a role in creating this sense of Italian identity. For this reason, 

before moving into the center of the analysis, I wanted to investigate whether food can have a 

significant value in terms of national identity. None of the previous research has highlighted 

whether food can be a distinctive element of Italian identity. speaking of Italian identity, in fact, 
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we mainly focused on issues related mainly to politics and the sense of the state. however, I 

hypothesize that for Italians Italian food can be a characteristic element of their identity and in 

this chapter, in fact, I'll try to explain why. 

For A.D. Smith, the main features of national identity can be summarized as a named 

human population sharing a historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass, 

public culture, a common economy, and common legal rights and duties for all members (Smith, 

1991). For this reason, food and eating can be considered an important feature of national identity, 

since every human being needs to eat every day and every human society has its food preferences 

and way of eating. Furthermore, food can be related to the features of national identity mentioned 

by A.D. Smith, since it is often produced on the soil of homeland and culinary traditions are full 

of myths and memories.  

Furthermore, according to C. Palmer, it’s of undeniable importance to study “how 

individuals became consciously aware of the cultural community” and “how a sense of nationality 

is constructed that links individuals to a particular tradition”28. In her studies, she also considers 

food, with body and landscape, as the three flags of identity.  

Therefore, previous research has shown how food can play a fundamental role in the 

creation of national identity, and by investigating specifically the case of pizza, it is possible to 

see that Italian food can be one of the cornerstones of Italian identity. The Neapolitan pizza Doc 

 
28 C. Palmer, “From Theory to Practice: Experiencing the Nation in Everyday Life” in Journal of Material 
Culture, 1998. 3, 2. p.180 
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was the symbol of Expo in 2015 and the art of Neapolitan “Pizzaiuolo” entered the world heritage 

in 201729.  

The legend says that in June 1889 the chef Raffaele Esposito was summoned to the 

Palazzo di Capodimonte, the summer residence of the royal family, to prepare his famous pizzas 

for her majesty Queen Margherita of Savoy. To honor the sovereign, Esposito thus created the 

Margherita pizza, where the condiments, tomato, mozzarella, and basil, represented the Italian 

flag30. 

Now in the time of globalization, it becomes important to defend its identity, as the 

Italianness of pizza is an important factor since 39% of Italians believe that pizza is the culinary 

symbol of Italy31. Furthermore, according to an online survey by the Dante Alighieri Society, 

pizza is the best-known Italian word abroad with 8%, followed by cappuccino and spaghetti (7%) 

and espresso (6%). 

        The UNESCO recognition represents a great success of national identity. The United Nations 

Organization has thus rewarded the long work of the Ministry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry 

Policies which in 2009 had started to draw up the application dossier with the support of the 

Pizzaioli Associations and the Campania Region, overcoming the prejudices of those who saw in 

this ancient art only a commercial phenomenon and not one of the highest identity expressions of 

the Italian culture. 

 
29 Art of Neapolitan ‘Pizzaiuolo’ inscribed in 2017 (12.COM) on the Representative List of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/art-of-neapolitan-pizzaiuolo-00722 
30 Furfaro, L., & Iervolino, R. (2016). L'arte della pizza. Rogiosi. 
31 Source: www.coldiretti.it survey “The most representative dish of the Unity of Italy” 
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In conclusion, what has been possible to observe in this chapter is how food plays a 

predominant role in the creation of national identity and, considering the case of pizza, recognized 

by UNESCO as a cultural heritage and symbol of Italian identity, it is possible to assume that 

even for Italians, food can play a fundamental role in the creation of national identity. 
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III. RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODOLOGY 

1. ITALIANS IN KOREA 

The Registry of Italians residing abroad, better known by the acronym AIRE, is the 

register of Italian citizens residing abroad. It was established with law 470 of 27 October 198832. 

With the municipal registry of the resident population, the AIRE is merging into the national 

registry of the resident population, managed centrally by the interior ministry. 

Taking into account that Italian citizens residing in Italy are just under 56 million out of 

a population of over 60 million33, the percentage of Italians residing abroad is about 8% of the 

total. According to the estimates of January 2018, Italians residing abroad are 5,134,000. 

According to the 2017 AIRE census, there were 498 Italians registered in South Korea, 

and it can be considered a very low number considering, for example, countries like Japan, where 

the number of Italian registered in 2017 was 4298. 

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTION 

The purpose of this paper is to found how Italians living in South Korea perceive their 

identity and whether some elements are fundamental in shaping the perception of their identity. 

Do Italians feel proud of being Italians? If yes, is there a situation when they perceive this sense 

of pride more intensively? Do Italians living in Korea believe Italy is a united country? And, how 

they perceive collectivism in Korea? Every time they had Italian food in Korea, how they feel 

about it?  

 
32 Establishment of the Registry - Law n.470 of 27 October 1988, "Registry and census of Italians 
abroad", on http://www.interno.gov.it  
33 Istat, Italian citizens in decline but more long-lived, on https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it  
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To study the perception of Italians’ identity concerning Italians living in South Korea, I 

established 5 main research questions, as an attempt to explore the aforementioned questions.  

(1) What is your political inclination? 

(2) What is the motivation behind your moving to Korea? 

With the last question, I intend to see whether there is a reason behind the fact Italians decide to 

move to Korea and if the reason is that they don’t have a strong sense of pride in being Italian.  

(3) Generally speaking, do you feel proud of being Italian? 

(4) What do you think about Italian cuisine and how do you feel about Italian food in 

Korea? 

These questions have the intention to explore in detail how Italians in Korea perceive their identity 

and if food is a characteristic element of their identity. Since justified by previous research, I 

hypothesize that food may play a fundamental role in the perception of Italian national identity, 

as it could be a key element that makes Italians proud of their identity, I have included questions 

regarding Italian food to verify whether my hypothesis is valid or not. 

(5) How do you perceive your country after having moved to Korea? 

All these questions are designed to investigate in which way Italians living in Korea perceive their 

national identity and will help me verify my hypothesis whether food can play a fundamental role 

in how Italians perceive their identity. 

Note that all questions mentioned above were used as a guideline and have the scope of 

helping me to guide the interview to verify my initial hypothesis. All interviews were conducted 

with an open ending, so all interviewees felt free to answer in the way they preferred. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

As it was mentioned in the paragraph above, Italians officially registered in South Korea 

until 2017 were less than 500. Compared to Japan, whose population is only twice the South 

Koreans’ one, where the number of Italians officially registered in 2017 was almost 5000, it can 

be easily perceived, from the fact that Italians in Japan are 10 times more than in South Korea, 

how the low is the number of Italians who are living in South Korea. 

In order to explore the relation between National identity and food for Italians living in 

Korea, this paper will incorporate the method of in-depth interviews along with purposive and 

snowball sampling. While the purposive sampling technique, also called judgment sampling, is 

the deliberate choice of a participant due to the qualities the participant possesses34, snowball 

sampling is defined as follow: a random sample of individuals is drawn from a given finite 

population and each individual in the sample is asked to name k different individuals in the 

population, where k is a specified integer35. The qualitative research method was also recognized 

as the most appropriate to conduct this study as the topic doesn’t have many prior researches and 

hasn’t been explored sufficiently. The strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide 

complex textual descriptions of how people experience a given research issue, therefore it will be 

the best way of indagating this relationship. Also, the low number of Italians living in Korea 

makes other research methods difficult to be used, therefore in-depth interviews were considered 

the most accurate method to study this relationship.  

 
34 Ilker, E. (2016). Comparison of Convenience Sampling and Purposive Sampling. American Journal of 
Theoretical and Applied Statistics 5(1):1. 
35 Goodman, L. (1961). Snowball Sampling. The Annals of Mathematical Statistics 32(1), 148-170. 
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While selecting the interviewees, I took into consideration some criteria to ensure every 

individual is as unique as possible. The criteria I took into consideration are age, gender, 

educational level, hometown, and period of staying in Korea. 

For the interview, I started by reaching Italians I personally know, who have a similar 

background as mine. Then, through some Facebook groups, where Italians living in Korea share 

useful information, I used purposive and snowball sampling to reach more Italians living in Korea 

with different backgrounds.  

Considering the Covid-19 pandemic situation, it was difficult to meet the interviewees in 

person, therefore I conducted half of the interviews offline. Furthermore, the current situation 

didn’t allow me to meet the interviewees regularly, but it was possible to organize only schedule 

meeting, therefore I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews with open endings, in order to 

make the interview more flexible so that the responses are not necessarily confined to the 

questions. I conducted all the interviews in Italian, and each interview usually lasted around one 

hour. Half of the interviews were conducted in a place where the participants felt comfortable, 

while the rest was conducted offline using a video conferencing software program. Lastly, the 

user names in this study are participants’ fictitious names, to ensure their anonymity. 

Interviews covered topics such as political inclination, sense of pride towards their 

nationality, and opinion regarding Italian food. The details of the questions under each topic can 

be found in the appendix section. Making questions for the interview was done very cautiously. 

This is because I didn’t’ want to influence the interviews in any way and I wanted to let them feel 

free to answer in the way they wanted. The goal of this research is nothing more than a mere 

inquiry into the identity perception of Italians living in South Korea. 

Note that the questions made for the interviews were used mostly as a guideline; the 

interviews were conducted without any particular restrictions but with an open ending. A lot of 
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times the interviews turned out as a sort of conversation, especially when an interviewee was 

mentioning a topic that I thought was particularly interesting and needed further discussion. Also, 

all interviewees were informed of the fact that any information shared during the interview will 

remain confidential. 

To raise the quality of this study, with the consent of all interviewees, the interviews were 

all recorded and then transcribed. Since the interviews were conducted in Italian, I transcribed 

them first in Italian and then translated them into English.  

Despite the small sample size of the research, considering this topic hasn’t been explored 

enough yet, and considering the small size of Italians living in Korea, I hope this study will be 

helpful in any way in future exploitation of Italian identity researches.  

 

4. BACKGROUND OF INTERVIEWEES 

This study has used the method of purposive sampling and snowball sampling to explore 

the perception of the Italian identity of Italians living in South Korea. Some details of the 

respondents are listed below and there was a total of 6 females and 6 males. 

 

Table 1. List of Participants of the Interview 

NAME GENDER AGE EDUCATION KOREAN 
LEVEL 
(TOPIK) 

TIME 
SPENT 

IN 
KOREA 

INTERVIEW 
DATE 

A Male 24 Master’s 

Degree 

4 2 years September 

21, 2020 

B Female 25 Master’s 

Degree 

4 2 years September 

21, 2020 
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C Male 30 Master’s 

Degree 

3 5 years October 14, 

2020 

D Female 27 Master’s 

Degree 

4 3 years October 24, 

2020 

E Female 37 University 

Degree (BA) 

2 4 years October 19, 

2020 

F Female 30 Master’s 

Degree 

6 7 years September 

24, 2020 

H Male 62 Doctoral 

Degree 

2 20 years October 08, 

2020 

I Male 27 Master’s 

Degree 

3 1 year September 

28, 2020 

J Male 27 Doctoral 

Degree 

5 2 Years September 

23, 2020 

K Male 24 Master’s 

Degree 

3 1.5 

Years 

October 6, 

2020 

L Female 26 University 

Degree (BA) 

5 7 years September 

26, 2020 

M Female 31 University 

Degree (BA) 

5 4 years September 

23, 2020 
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IV. ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS 

1. INDIVIDUALISM IN ITALY 

In individualist societies, people tend to prefer to do something by themselves, while in 

collectivist societies, people tend to be more in “in-group” (Hofstede, n.d.). These in-groups are 

laced with undoubted loyalty and, when a conflict arises with another in-group, they tend to 

support each other36. 

As we could observe before, according to Hofstede's cultural dimension, Italy gets a score 

of 76 out of 100 in Individualism, which is considered a very high score. Therefore, Italians prefer 

to look after themselves and their family only.  

Compared to Italy, Korea can instead be considered an extremely nationalist and 

collectivist country. Nationalism emerged in Korea during the late 19th century with the 

penetration of foreign powers into the country and it has played a pivotal role in shaping the 

Korean nation. In fact, in Korea, the ideology of Korean ethnic nationalism prevails, whose 

ideology is based on the fact that Koreans form a nation, a race, and a single ethnic group that 

coexists with a unified bloodline and a distinct culture (Shin, 2006). 

According to Hofstede’s cultural dimension, South Korea, with a score of 18 out of 100 

in Individualism, is considered a collectivist country. Therefore, Koreans manifest a long term-

term commitment to the collectivity. Loyalty in a collectivist culture is an extremely important 

element and over-rides most other societal rules and regulations. Following the rules of 

 
36 Hofstede, Geert. "Dimensionalizing Cultures: The Hofstede Model in Context". ScholarWorks@GVSU. 
Online Readings in Psychology and Culture. Retrieved 6 September 2015. 
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collectivism, Korean society fosters strong relationships where everyone takes responsibility for 

fellow members of their group.  

Among all the interviewees, this individualist concept is well-known, therefore I tried to 

discuss it with them by mentioning the “gold-collecting campaign”, which was a national 

sacrificial movement that happened in early 1998 in South Korea. The "gold-collecting campaign" 

is a clear example of Korean strong collectivism and is provided to the Italians interviewed as an 

example to discuss their perception of Italian identity. By mentioning this campaign most Italians 

think a similar movement could never happen in Italy nowadays because the feeling of 

individualism is too strong. For example, C explains how under fascism a similar movement 

happened in Italy as well, but only under a dictatorial regime, this could happen.  

 

“A similar movement happened during fascism. Mussolini had asked the families to donate their 

wedding rings. Right now, I don't think it would happen. I don't remember a period since I was 

born in which Italians have felt so united, apart from when there are national football matches. 

There is always this rivalry between regions, so I doubt there could be a similar sentiment in Italy. 

As an Italian I see this campaign in South Korea in a very admired way, it's a beautiful thing. You 

sacrifice your material thing for the good of society. It is something that Italy has not lost because 

we say that we give more priority to the individual.” 

 

F, on the other hand, underlined, as mentioned previously, how many historical factors 

explain why such a movement could never happen in Italy. Italy was home to movements such as 

the Enlightenment and Humanism. In Humanism, individualism was a central concept, so F 
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stresses that it is not a solely recent thought, but something that has much deeper roots. In 

Humanism man is no longer part of a group, but is valid for his abilities and virtues. 

 

“We have a completely different history and completely different traditions from Korea. The basic 

philosophy in Korea is Confucianism, which entered Korea during the Choseon dynasty. The rule 

of Confucianism focuses on the importance of the public. The fact that this campaign has been 

very successful and South Korea, with a great effort of all Koreans, has been able to pay off this 

debt, is because Koreans have this mindset. So, it is normal that it was possible. This is another 

explanation for which during Covid-19 everyone accepted without any problems the fact that the 

data were available to the state. It is all a consequence of what their cultural heritage is. Italy 

was the homeland of the Enlightenment, of Humanism. The importance of one's person and one's 

fulfillment are important concepts” 

 

Like C, J, L, and E also see this campaign in an extremely admired way, underlining how 

this proves the love that Koreans have for their nation and they would like this feeling to exist in 

Italy as well. E also underlines how she feels the concept of democracy and freedom are overused. 

 

“I admiringly see this campaign, but as there are Covid-19 deniers, I'm sure there would be a 

large slice of Italians who would go against its success. Our problem is one: we use the word 

freedom and democracy too much. Italians do not understand that even if you deprive yourself of 

something, everyone's freedom can still exist. There is a lot of individualism and if they do not see 
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their gain, they would probably never agree to do such a campaign. Italians do not look to the 

general advantage of the whole community. So sadly, I don't think it could ever happen.” 

 

Lastly, H underlined how he thinks in Italy there is not a strong concept of Nation-State, 

as it may happen in other European countries, therefore the government is always perceived as 

something external to Italians. 

 

“I don't think such a thing can happen in Italy. The Asian Financial Crisis has torn Korea in half, 

so they wanted to get out of this debt crisis as soon as possible and not comply with the imposed 

laws. I remember, when I arrived in 1999, how Korea was growing and recovering. In Italy, I 

think, for the mentality and the culture, it is difficult. In Italy there is no concept of a nation-state, 

so the government is always seen as something external.” 

 

Most interviewees emphasized the fact individualism in Italy is strong and Italians tend 

to think to themselves first, rather than to the community as a whole.  Therefore, the majority 

envies the sense of collectivism they found in Korea, perceiving it as something that should be 

admired and all Italians should learn from. On the other hand, some Italians believe this movement 

is a waste of time and if a country applies good policies, it’s not necessary to ask its population 

to donate their gold. Therefore, even if they completely agree on the fact something similar will 

never happen in Italy under the circumstances of a democracy, they don’t believe, from an 

economic point of view, a country needs it.  
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Another important key point has brought out the perception that Italians in Korea have a 

sense of individualism present among Italians in Italy, and this point is Covid-19. Discussing this 

topic with the interviewees, many things in common emerged. First of all, all respondents agree 

with the fact that the Covid-19 situation has been handled better in Korea, but beyond that, some 

feelings have emerged about the situation in Italy. Some interviewees, made notice how South 

Korea since it already faced SARS, was more ready than Italy to handle the situation, therefore 

their reaction in facing the spreading of COVID-19 could be faster. However, a point that 

frequently arises is how the situation has been better managed not thanks to the Korean 

government, but thanks to the behavior of people in Korea. D, for example, underlines that for 

the Korean government it is not the Italian one, but that it is the intriguing attitude of the Koreans 

that made the difference. She says: 

 

“Certainly, the situation was handled better in Korea, but in my opinion, the problem was not 

with the government. I don't think the Korean government is better than the Italian one. I think 

the difference lies in the citizens. Last night there was a violent protest in Naples against the 

curfew imposed by the government to limit the spread of infections. The problem lies more with 

the citizens and our culture, rather than with the government. Here in Korea everyone wears the 

mask without problems and started wearing it right away. In Italy, they took it as if it were a 

normal flu. In my opinion, Korea has done better, the government has been smarter, but in my 

opinion, the basic principle is that Italians are different.” 
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C also delves into how the Korean population is more dedicated to respecting the rules 

for the common good. He says: 

 

“Surely the situation has been handled much better in Korea, even the data prove it. Broadly 

speaking, I see that Korea, also in terms of how the population reacts, is much more dedicated to 

following the rules, while in Italy it is not.” 

 

Another fundamental point is related to the issue of privacy. To face the pandemic, South 

Korea has used new technologies to trace the movements of infected people and identify their 

contacts.  

This was possible thanks to a law that allowed the government to access the footage of 

surveillance cameras, GPS tracks of cars and mobile phones, and card and ATM payment 

transactions. For example, the access archives to clinics and pharmacies were consulted, where 

people in possession of health insurance leave traces of their passage. The patient's path was also 

verified with the GPS data of the mobile phone, available to the police authorities. Credit card 

archives, held by financial institutions, and surveillance camera recordings were also used. The 

use of technologies and big data has allowed contact tracing or the process of identifying people 

who may have had contact with the infected. 

Seeing how the situation was controlled well, a lot of people in Italy asked to apply the 

“Korean method” to face the pandemic. However, given the current legislation on data protection, 

the Italian state can't track and geolocate the data subjects without their specific consent and 



39 
 

consequently, it is not possible to apply the Korean method for containing the coronavirus in our 

country.  

When this topic emerged among most of the interviewees, the common thought is that 

Italians, even if possible, would never accept such a situation and would consider it a violation of 

privacy. F believes the excessive violation of privacy in Korea is, as an Italian, unacceptable, and 

she talks about how she felt controlled by the Korean government and if she had been Korean, 

she would have refused. She says: 

 

“I disagree with many of the actions taken in Korea. The excessive dissemination of personal 

data. We are truly controlled in Korea. We have to scan our data every time we enter a coffee 

shop or store. I do it because the state made us accept it, without actually asking the people, and 

this is something that as an Italian is unacceptable to me, and living here I have to accept what 

the system imposes. But if I were Korean, I would have refused. Not being Korean, not being able 

to vote in Korea, I can't complain about this effect. However, I must say that this method has 

somehow helped to contain the virus quite effectively. In my opinion, it could have been done less 

urgently.” 

 

However, although it emerged that the Korean system is, for Italians, a violation of 

privacy, most of the interviewees are in favor of it, especially in emergencies. For example, D, 

who lived the experience of quarantine in Korea, points out that she does not feel her freedom in 

the least violated and indeed believes it is important to make sacrifices for the common good. She 

says: 
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“As for privacy, I have sincerely quarantined here in Korea, since I returned from Italy. Being 

registered and knowing that they are checking your GPS is not the best, but from the point of view 

of scanning the QR code or leaving the data in the cafes, it doesn't matter to me personally. I 

don't find it one thing they are taking away my freedom for. I think it is an effort that must be 

made for common approval. In pandemic situations, I understand that a joint effort is needed.” 

 

Therefore, even the point regarding privacy was seen by the interviewees as a sign of the 

fact Koreans are much more willing to cooperate and feel united in a situation of difficulties. In 

fact, according to C, the population in Italy is not willing to face a united front even in emergencies, 

and for him, it is also the reason why the situation was handled in the worst way. 

 

“Regarding privacy, in cases of terrorism or pandemic, I am willing to deprive myself of privacy 

to receive more health or social security. I realize that it is not easy to make it clear to the 

population, especially in the West where we are much freer. This is also why the response in Italy 

was less effective. In Korea, if there is a law, people tend to respect it.” 

 

An extremely interesting point that emerged from the interviews is that the perception of 

Italians in Korea is that although they are sure of the fact the feeling of individualism among 

Italians is very strong, almost all of them recognize themselves more with the Korean collectivist 
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mentality and are in favor of giving up their privacy for the health and well-being of the 

community. 

Finally, concerning the perception of individualism in Italy, another point seems to make 

all Italians in Korea agree, and this argument is distrust of the government from Italians. J talks 

about how for him the government in Italy is always and constantly seen as an enemy and how 

the Italian mentality is selfish in this sense, not being able to think at all about the community. 

 

“In my opinion, we are among the countries in the world that absolutely do not trust their 

government. We always see our government as an enemy. The Italian mentality is very selfish and 

is not open to the community. The government in Italy is always seen as something that wants to 

steal something from you.” 

 

E also continues with the same point, pointing out that in her experience the average 

Italian is never satisfied with the work of the government and almost always prefers to depart 

from those who are the central powers, for which the average Italian feels a sense of mistrust. 

About this point she says: 

 

“In general, I would say no. The Italians are very controversial people. I have never seen a 

situation where they were happy with their government's work. The government represents the 

country and you should be proud of who represents you, but this never happens in Italy. I always 

see a lot of complaints.” 
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In conclusion, the perception that Italians have in Korea is that Italians are an extremely 

individualistic people, which is why the gold-collecting campaign would not be possible in Italy 

in modern times, and instead envy Korean collectivism, to which they would like Italy to be 

inspired by. 

 

2. ITALY AS A DISUNITED COUNTRY 

On 17 March 2011, the 150th anniversary of the unification of Italy was celebrated. An 

event that was remembered by the institutions, in schools, and beyond. The question that arises 

spontaneously is this: Is Italy a united nation? Certainly, from the point of view of the Constitution 

it is, but what do Italians think on this issue? The first thing that emerges is that all the interviewees 

started by answering this question with a categorical no. As mentioned before, the idea of an 

Italian nation, as we understand the term nation today, was formed relatively late, based on a 

mostly literary myth, which saw in Dante and Petrarch its most famous and celebrated epigones. 

F for example underlines the fact that Italy joined very late making a comparison with her 

experience in Korea by saying: 

 

“Korea has always been Korea. Korea since Silla, which unified Korea, has always been united. 

In Italy shortly before the unification of Italy, it was divided into municipalities, which were 

individual cities.” 
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In general, the feeling that most emerged among the interviewees is how the differences between 

Italians are so evident that they can't define themselves as a united population. I underlined how 

there are subcultures, strong culinary differences and so many different dialects within the nation 

saying:  

 

“Italians are absolutely not united and let's say that this is an Italian sentiment. Inside we are not 

united, there are strong regionalisms, but when we go abroad, we all feel Italian. Furthermore, 

parochialism37 in Italy is cultural, it is historical. We are also different from a culinary point of 

view.” 

 

B, first of all, underlined the historic North-South divide in Italy, and then went on to 

mention that strong parochialism still exists today as intrinsic to the Italian regions. Regarding 

the parochialism factor, B, for example, reported her personal experience underlining the hatred 

between her hometown, Udine, and Trieste, a nearby city.  

C, for example, talks about how in Rome people feel Roman, and this feeling, often in 

the lower social classes, is much stronger than being Italian. In fact, C says: 

 

 
37 The best way I found to translate the Italian expression “campanilismo” was parochialism, however it 
doesn’t represent fully the concept. In Italian, with the term “campanilismo” we mean the attachment 
to one's city or country, to its customs and traditions. The defense of these values can sometimes lead 
to a spirit of rivalry, even very heated, with neighboring centers. Among the contemporary 
parochialisms, also often not without historical roots, are the rivalries between cities - close and not - 
especially linked to sports competitions such as football derbies. 
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“It is true that in Italy there are many regionalisms and this is mainly caused by the way Italy has 

united. This thing is still alive today. In Rome, we feel Roman, which is different from being 

Neapolitans or Tuscan for example. This super-regional mentality exists and it is something I 

have noticed mainly belonging to the lower social classes.” 

 

He goes on to say how at times it was extremely difficult for him to make non-Italians 

understand how many dialects are present in the Italian language, and how different they are from 

each other to the point that if an Italian decides to use his dialect, this it's incomprehensible to a 

person not from that city. 

 

“Living abroad, the fact that we in Italy have dialects and therefore speak different languages, 

many people do not understand. In so many of the places I've visited, there are different accents, 

but not different dialects. It is undeniable that this regional sentiment exists and that very often it 

prevails over national sentiment.” 

 

Most of the interviewees, however, stressed that there are some key elements that all 

Italians feel proud of. There are some traits by which all Italians feel in common, especially when 

they are abroad. The main features that have emerged are food, football, and historical and artistic 

heritage. many interviewees talked about the feeling of a union that is unleashed every time the 

Italians watch a football match of the Italian nation, suddenly forgetting all the regionalisms that 

until recently had caused hatred. Even though many have mentioned the fact that there are strong 

parochialisms linked to football teams, which belong to various cities, which consequently create 
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strong rivalries when it comes to the world cup, and therefore to the national football team, at that 

moment the Italians are all united. M underlines how difficult it is for her to think that an Italian 

could not be proud of our history and our artistic heritage. This brings us back to the evidence 

previously analyzed by the various previous researches, where according to Natale Italians feel 

more connected to their history and traditions rather than with contemporary national symbols. 

Although all the interviewees agree with the fact that they perceive the Italian people as 

disunited, it is also true that none of them identify first with their region rather than as Italian. C 

comments by saying that although he is aware that many people in Rome prefer to identify 

themselves as Romans, he identifies himself first of all as Italian. A and D talk about how they 

believe this feeling of Italianisms and unity grows and has grown in them after moving to Korea. 

A for example says that Italians, once they are in a foreign context, tend to stand together and 

support each other. D even says she feels much more nationalist after spending 3 years in Korea 

and how this feeling has gradually grown in her. She says: 

 

“I think I've become more nationalist. When you are in Italy you are so good at judging your 

country, but when you move abroad you realize many things were better in Italy.” 

 

Although all the Italians interviewed are fully aware of the fact that in Italy there is a 

strong regionalism and it is difficult to speak of real unity unless we talk about some specific 

areas, one of the interesting themes that it was possible to observe is that most of the interviewees 

are proud to be Italian. All the Italians interviewed living in Korea feel fundamentally proud of 

being Italian, despite their different political inclinations. I, for example, specifies how politics is 
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the only point that makes him less proud, but he cannot deny the fact that he is extremely proud 

of the Italian culinary and artistic tradition. 

 

3. AUTHENTIC ITALIAN FOOD TO PERFORM ITALIAN IDENTITY 

In the previous sections, we explored how the perception of the Italian population, 

according to Italians living in Korea, is quite individualistic. However, this sentiment fades among 

the Italians living in Korea who instead admire Korean collectivism. Although all Italians are 

aware of the various regionalisms and the various cultural differences that coexist within Italy, 

this sentiment is much weaker among Italians living in Korea, who instea3.d all identify as Italians. 

A, for example, believes his feeling of Italianness is much stronger in Korea, where there is no 

room for regionalisms. He says:  

 

“I think that when you are in Italy, Italians do not feel like a united people, but when you are 

abroad everyone is united. When you are abroad you tend to say that you are Italian with a little 

more pride, especially in situations with other Europeans.” 

 

H, who lived in Korea for twenty years, continues underlining this aspect and pointing 

out how Italians are united in Korea, and that this is also due to the fact that Italians in Korea are 

very few. 
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“The Italians in Italy are all disunited, while abroad they are very united. There are very few 

Italians in Korea, the community is very small. The band that cannot be seen is the students, as 

they are not registered with AIRE, so they never attend embassies or chambers of commerce. The 

Italians are about 600 - 700, so they are few, so it's easy to have a clear idea of what the 

motivation is for they are here.” 

 

However, a point that has emerged very frequently, as mentioned above, is that although 

Italians are not a united population, there are some points that unquestionably all Italians share 

and one of these is Italian food. J, L, and M, all three of them underline how food is one of the 

points that unite the whole Italian population, and of which no Italian is ashamed of. But what is 

the role of Italian food for Italians living in South Korea? We all recognize the fact that Italian 

cuisine is particularly famous abroad, but what is the general opinion of Italians in Korea? Is it a 

source of pride or are they simply indifferent to it? Most interviewees think the fact Italian food 

is so proud overseas is something that makes them extremely proud. C specifies how the fact that 

Italian cuisine is so famous abroad for him is a source of extreme pride, one of the main reasons 

that make him proud to be in Italian. 

 

“I love Italian cuisine, there are a few things I don't like and, in my opinion, it's the best in the 

world. It is one of the main reasons why I feel proud of being Italian here in Korea. So, in general, 

the fact that Italian cuisine is renowned abroad can only make me proud.” 
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E goes on to say that although Italian food in Korea is adapted, for her only the fact that 

it is known so widely is a source of national pride because, as since she was in Korea, she has 

been able to experience this fact firsthand. 

 

“I am very pleased with it; it is one of the reasons why I am proud to be Italian. I'm a very curious 

type, so I taste all kinds of food from other countries as well. But if they don't explain the food to 

me, I struggle to appreciate it. While if in Korea you say pizza or carbonara, even though they do 

it differently, they know what we are talking about. The whole world knows Italian cuisine and 

has an idea of its dishes, so for me, it is a factor of national pride.” 

 

When all Italians confirmed the fact that they are very proud of being Italians, a point that 

emerged however is their disappointment in the face of adapted Italian dishes. Most Italians would 

prefer to try to maintain a certain authenticity. For example, I points out how sad it is that many 

dishes are upset in order to be adapted to the Korean market because this creates a totally distorted 

idea of Italian cuisine. He says: 

 

“Yes, I am extremely pleased that it is very recognized, but at the same time, I am a bit sad, 

because many dishes are adapted according to the country. When a tourist arrives in Italy he is 

surprised because they are used to a completely different idea. At least Koreans know that Korean 

pizza is not pizza.” 
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H goes on to say that it is a problem for him when Italian cuisine is manipulated, as for 

him it is not real Italian cuisine, so he prefers to avoid going to places he does not know well. 

 

“Certainly, I am very pleased that Italian cuisine is very well recognized. The problem is that it 

is sometimes manipulated. So, if I don't go to a restaurant I know not, maybe a Korean restaurant 

that serves Italian products, probably what I find is not real Italian food, so I prefer to eat a 

Korean dish. If you choose pizza, the tomato is always sweet, I really don't like it. So I just avoid 

it. I only go where I'm sure the food is real Italian food.” 

 

But when I asked the interviewees if it was possible to find authentic Italian food in Korea, the 

main thing that emerged was that yes, it is possible, but only in certain circumstances. the first is 

that these restaurants must be run by Italian chefs, or at most by Korean chefs who have studied 

in Italy in a very dedicated way. C, for example, points out how his experience of authentic Italian 

food only happens when he goes to Italian restaurants run by Italian chefs.  

 

“Yes, but only in Italian restaurants run by Italians. They are a bit expensive for students because 

they try to maintain a certain level while maintaining Italian products. Perhaps there are also 

restaurants, not run by Italians, but by Koreans, who however have experience in Italy, which 

comes close to Italian cuisine. If you go to an average Italian restaurant in Korea, I just don't like 

it. They combine pickles next to pasta for example. Therefore, As for Korean restaurants that do 

Italian food, I don't consider that Italian food.” 
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D also explains that for her true Italian cuisine is found only in Italian restaurants run by 

Italian chefs, otherwise, for her, it is something completely different, which she does not associate 

in any way with Italian cuisine. She says: 

 

“You can only find authentic Italian food if you go to Italian-run restaurants. Otherwise, it is not 

true Italian cuisine. they modify it to suit the tastes of Koreans, rightly so. Here the pasta has a 

lot of creams and a lot of garlic. If it's not real Italian pasta, I'm not going to eat it. I don't judge 

them, I joke about them, but I don't eat pasta if I don't consider it authentic.” 

 

Likewise, E thinks it is possible to find some authentic Italian cuisine in Korea. However, 

she pointed out that she disagrees when a fusion cuisine is presented to her, as it is right for her 

to try to maintain the tradition as much as possible. E, even if she understands the business reason 

behind the creation of fusion cuisine, strongly believes that is the only way to represent the 

identity of a country correctly. 

 

“In Seoul, it is much easier than in other cities to find authentic Italian cuisine. There are many 

Italian restaurants with Italian cooks or restaurants with Korean cooks who have studied in Italy, 

and you can really find a lot of Italian taste. It is also true that many have created a bit of fusion 

because to be able to sell you have to mold yourself to the tastes of the country. Although you 

don't find it right, I understand it. In my opinion, if you want to bring Italian food, you have to 
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bring it in the most authentic way possible. I can understand some flavors they don't like, but the 

more original the recipes are, the more authentic Italian dishes are.” 

 

But what happens when Italians in Korea are instead presented with non-authentic Italian 

food? All the interviewees pointed out that this situation happened to them very frequently. 

Moreover, the tendency of thinking is always the same, and all the interviewees, if confronted 

with food presented to them as Italian but which they do not recognize as Italian food, accept the 

food offered to them but separate it from what for them is food authentic Italian. M, for example, 

says that it has happened very often to receive an Italian pizza offer that is not authentic for her 

and points out how she simply decided to separate the two in her head.  

 

“I was offered sweet potato pizza or something that I have never seen on pizza in Italy. By now I 

put the Korean pizza in a separate drawer in my brain. They are both called pizza, I eat it if it 

happens, but I don't connect them. It does not satisfy me and for me, it is simply another thing. “ 

 

A goes on to say that for him it is even offensive when non-Italian pizzas are offered to 

him as for him pizza has an emotional and representative value, as the colors represent the Italian 

flag. A points out that the contexts in which he found himself eating pizza, which he defines as 

basic American pizza, is because it was offered to him and therefore could not refuse it. 
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“At university events, they tend to order pizza, and here in Korea the pizza in principle is inspired 

by the American one and not the Italian one. The fact that it was free did affect me, but personally, 

I don't look for pizza with a lot of ingredients on it, which is a very American style. Not my thing, 

even when it comes to American pizza, I look for simple ingredients, with only mozzarella, for 

example, so for me, it is more like Italian pizza. When I was offered something different, I didn't 

particularly appreciate it. When something has an emotional value, I sometimes find it offensive. 

The pizza with its colors represents the Italian flag, the fact that it is denatured is offensive to me.” 

 

Compared to the strong opinion of A, who feels offended by the changes made in Italian 

food in Korea, F has a slightly more moderate vision. She also goes on to say that she does not 

recognize Italian food in Korea as authentic, but at the same time she understands the reasons 

behind this business choice. In fact, she says: 

 

“Obviously, it happened that I was offered with non-authentic Italian food. At first, I was very 

disappointed. I didn't understand why it was so difficult to make a well-done pasta dish, as the 

one I got offered had nothing to do with the flavor I was used to. Now, even if they give me 

carbonara pasta, made in a completely different way, I eat it, but it's not Italian pasta for me. It 

is still good but for me, it will never be Italian pasta and if I have the chance, I will explain how 

carbonara is made in Italy. In Korea, it’s very common to find tomato pasta with a lot of garlic. 

It's not bad, but it's not what you will find in Italy. I understand the reason behind this choice 

because Koreans really like it and also because garlic is a widely used food in Korea. I accept it 
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but it is not Italian cuisine to me and I would appreciate it if it wasn’t defined as Italian cuisine. 

If you ask me to suggest an Italian restaurant, I will only suggest an authentic one.” 

 

E, in the same way, recounts her experience saying that she would prefer to simply call it 

American pizza because for her it is something completely different from her conception of pizza. 

E points out that the problem is not the fact that she doesn't like it, but simply the fact that it's 

something completely different that she cannot identify with. 

 

“The very first time I ate Korean pizza, the one I ate was called combo pizza, it was awful. It's 

not that I don't like it, but it's not pizza. I've eaten all kinds of pizza as possible, but it's not Italian 

pizza. I'd rather say it's American pizza because it's just another thing. Some American pizzas are 

good, but for me, it's just another thing, I separate them. The moment you say Italian pizza, I 

expect Italian pizza, and I wish people could just distinguish them” 

 

C mentioned that very often Korean friends tend to take him to Italian restaurants because 

they think he will appreciate it. C focuses on the different feeling that the fact of eating non-Italian 

pizza gives him. in fact, he talks about how for him pizza in Korea has a totally different 

association, which he reconnects with junk food, a totally different sensation compared to what 

he felt when he ate pizza in Rome. He says: 
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“Very often Korean people take you to an Italian restaurant to please you. It happened to me with 

business lunches, where they took me to places that were Italian for them, which was Korean. I 

usually take the simplest thing. I took a portion of pasta with sauce and they presented me with a 

pasta that for me was not in the least Italian. For example, instead of sprinkling it with Parmesan, 

there was an absurd amount of melted cheese, nothing that reminded me of Italian pasta. Or even 

with pizza, it happened very often. I don't even consider pizza in Korea as pizza, when I eat it I 

really have the feeling of eating something else. In my opinion, it is really a junk food type of dish. 

Pizza, like the one I ate in Rome, is just another taste, another sensation. When I eat Italian pizza, 

I don't have that junk food feeling.” 

 

For this reason, the only time in which Italians feel happy represented by Italian food is 

when it is authentic to them. The interviewees talked about a sense of joy and a sense of belonging, 

which manifests itself only in the case of food that they recognize as Italian food. Many 

interviewees also mentioned that they feel at home whenever they eat authentic Italian food in 

Korea. D talked about how her eating Italian food in Korea is the only thing that makes her go 

home with her mind, but it has to be authentic Italian food. 

 

“Eating Italian food is the only thing that makes me go home with my mind. Although I'm good 

at cooking, it's never the taste of a chef. When I eat at an Italian restaurant, I feel very happy. But 

it must be a real Italian restaurant.” 
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I continued with the same idea, underlining just how he has realized in Korea that for him 

Italian food is a form of identity for Italians, as the moment he ate it in an authentic way he felt 

like he was at home. 

 

“I felt very happy when I ate Italian food, and at the same time, I realized how the food made me 

feel at home. Food is an identity for us. It made me feel very good.” 

 

According to what was said by the interviewees, most of them eat Italian food in Korea 

at least 2-3 times a week, and it is mainly because they cook it themselves. In some cases, this 

thing has turned into a sort of celebratory occasion, which allows the Italians to gather together. 

F talks to us about how the moment she invites her friends over to eat will be a happy moment as 

she and her friends know they will eat Italian food together.  

 

“When I invite my Italian friends, who live in Korea, to my house, they are very happy because 

they know that we will eat Italian food. They know that when they come here, they can eat Italian. 

The act of eating itself is something that unites, if you then eat your food, all the better.” 

 

What it was possible to observe in this section is the fact that in general Italians are proud 

of being Italians and are particularly proud of Italian food, however, they feel represented by it 

only and exclusively when it is authentic for them. Instead, they feel annoyed by not authentic 

Italian food, sometimes even offended, and fail to recognize it as real Italian food. 
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4. ITALIAN DISILLUSION AND THE ROLE OF ITALIAN FOOD 

Young Italians are increasingly disillusioned with the possibility of finding work in Italy 

and increasingly willing to look beyond the border. Over 85% of respondents (19-32 years) are 

convinced that in Italy there are few or limited job opportunities related to their professional skills. 

This is what emerges from the second report on the condition of youth in Italy promoted by the 

K Toniolo Institute in collaboration with the Catholic University of Milan. The persistence of the 

economic crisis and the lack of effectiveness of past policies has generated strong mistrust in the 

future among young Italian. 

When the interviewees were asked how they perceive Italy after moving to Korea, this 

feeling of disillusionment is the feeling that emerged most. The feeling of melancholy and concern 

for a country they see in difficulty and without a future. H after spending twenty years in Korea 

sees Italy as a country in extreme difficulty and he is very sorry about this situation. He says: 

 

“Especially after Covid-19, I see Italy as a country in difficulty. And I'm very sorry about it. I see 

that people do not have the keys to understand and therefore they start worrying about some 

unnecessary things. It is not possible to worry so much about the danger of using masks for 

example. I see a country in extreme difficulty because this is a transition period.” 

 

J and I also continue on the same wavelength talking about how they have a feeling of 

love and hate towards Italy. They both refer to how they see Italy as a country that has a lot to 

learn from Korea and they feel extremely sorry about that. J for example talks about how despite 

the strong sense of nostalgia, he still perceives Italy as a retrograde country. He says: 
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“Now and then I feel a little nostalgic thinking about Italy. Being a lover of films, so when the 

other day in class they showed a piece of a neorealist film I felt a little bit sad. These films are 

very touching. When I see these things, I feel a little nostalgic and it saddens me to see my country 

in this situation. I can't help noticing that Italy is a retrograde country and a country that has a 

lot to learn from Korea.” 

 

It is also true that it is important to emphasize the background of the respondents while 

discussing their sense of disillusionment. Most of the interviewees arrived in Korea for study 

reasons and because they did not see the possibility of creating a future in Italy. Therefore, making 

the identikit of the Italians in Korea easily leads to the conclusion that all of them share a feeling 

of dissatisfaction with their country. A for example emphasizes how he did not see any future for 

himself in Italy, in fact, if he had not felt a little forced, he is not completely sure he would have 

chosen to come to study in Korea. Even J, a film lover who discovered Korea through films, talks 

about how his life in Busan is giving him much more satisfaction, being Busan a very active 

cinematographic city, something that he had not been able to experience at all. in Italy. 

On the other hand, for some Italians looking at Italy from outside eyes makes them feel a 

much stronger sense of nationalism and pride than before. Both A and C speak of this aspect. A 

talks about how his appreciation for certain aspects of Italian identity has increased. When you 

are abroad, you are partially identified based on your country and must deal with what is the 

image that has arrived and try to dispel stereotypes or confirm certain ideas that may exist. C, on 

the other hand, feels a sense of frustration when he sees Italians criticizing Italy. In fact, he 
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explains to us that the experience abroad has greatly strengthened his sense of Italian identity. He 

says: 

 

“I love Italy, so living abroad I have a sense of melancholy. It is not a strong melancholy but very 

often I have gaps that are because I live in a country where I was not born. There is pride, I feel 

extremely proud of being Italian. I did not overrule others, because beauty lies in diversity. There 

is also a bit of anger, when I see anti-Italians, I feel frustrated. If I see Italians who criticize the 

country a lot, which very often comes from Italians living in Italy, it is a bit frustrating. I would 

like them to have the same experience I had. There are problems in all countries. I appreciate 

Italy much more now.” 

 

Even F, who works in the tourism sector as a tour guide in Korea, talks about how sorry 

she feels for Italy, especially when talking about the sector in which she works. F sees Italy as a 

disillusioned country that doesn’t want to take of what it has and, especially considering all its 

artistic and cultural heritage, she is enormously sorry about this. F also feels tired about the 

enormous quantity of bureaucracy you face while living in Italy, giving the example for her was 

even complicated to get a passport, the reason why she doesn’t feel like going back to live in Italy.  

 

“Now that I live here, looking at Italy, I'm sorry. I am very sad about Italy because it is a 

wonderful country, full of culture and history. People visit Italy from all over the world and we 

don't exploit it well. It is a country that has many possibilities to grow to become more important 

and more profitable but it seems that the government and the Italians are disillusioned. Once you 
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leave Italy you understand its importance. From inside you don't realize. Korea is zero compared 

to Italy. In comparison, there is nothing to visit. There are very few things to see. In Italy, there 

is so much that we don't take care of it. Rome is full of works of art but we don't take care of them. 

For example, you can find a Roman wall and underneath you will find garbage. In Korea, they 

clean all the time. In Korea, they try to protect the little they have, while in Italy it's as if we don't 

care. In Italy, there is too much bureaucracy, which makes things very complicated.” 

 

However, if the feeling of disillusionment towards Italy prevails among the Italians living 

in Korea, it is totally different when it comes to Italian food. For most of the interviewees, Italian 

food is much more appreciated after moving to Korea and it seems to be the only link with their 

native country. C and D for example talk about how the more time you spend in Korea, the more 

they feel connected to food and represented by Italian food. C says that for him eating Italian has 

become something he appreciates very much, considering that Italian food is not an easy thing to 

find in Korea. 

 

“Italian food, when I was in Italy until I was about 19, I took it for granted. You don't realize it. 

Living abroad, I appreciate it more. The older I get, the more I appreciate food and the Italian 

spirit itself. Today I would eat Italian every day if I could.” 

 

D continues by saying that for her there is only Italian food, and it is the thing that reminds 

her every day and makes her feel Italian. In fact, she says: 
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“I certainly appreciate it more. Before coming to Korea, I always ate Italian food. When I came 

to Korea for the first time, the need for Italian food was certainly less, but since I moved, I feel 

the need much more. For me, Italian food exists. I prefer to eat that than anything else. Eating 

Italian food makes me feel Italian.” 

 

For people like I, Italian food is even connected to recreating habits that were important and 

customary for him in Italy. In fact, I talks about how for him eating pizza on Sundays with friends 

or family was such an important thing that he tries to recreate that habit in Korea. For this reason, 

I also researches the ritual of food in Korea, recreating situations that were usual for him. 

 

“I appreciate Italian food differently. Perhaps now I link it much more to the fact of "home". For 

sure now I link it more to this fact. When I eat pizza, it means home to me. It's a different feeling. 

This is definitely a big change. Even the fact of the ritual behind eating pizza. Pizza with beer on 

Sundays with friends while watching the football match, for example. That also comes to my mind. 

As I used to eat pizza with my family on Sundays, even here in Korea I tend to eat pizza on Sundays, 

because I miss it.” 

 

As for Italian food, F emphasizes how much you appreciate it much more now, as it is 

much more difficult to find some typical ingredients. moreover, he also appreciates the quality 
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much more. in fact, for F, the fact that Italian food is expensive is synonymous with quality and 

refinement, and she was able to appreciate this aspect only after moving to Korea. She says: 

 

“Surely now I value Italian food much more, in the sense that I miss so many things that I find 

easily in Italy, while in Korea they are either not available or have a high price. Certainly, for 

this reason, I value Italian food more. If it's that expensive in Korea, it means it's not that simple 

to do. So, I value the work behind it much more. I also realized how fresh Italian cuisine is. We 

use many first-hand products and this makes it difficult to replicate outside Italy if you do not 

have financial resources.” 

 

This section helped us to understand how a feeling of dissatisfaction and disillusionment 

hovers among the Italians in Korea, given the fact that they do not see Italy as a country in 

difficulty and without a future. however, this negative perception changes when they think of 

Italian food, which they remember instead with positivity and a sense of belonging. 
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V. RESEARCH SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

1. SUMMARY OF THE INTERVIEWS 

When the Italian respondents were asked what their perception of Italian politics was, the 

current COVID-19 situation, and the relationship of Italians with their government, a fundamental 

concept emerged: the Italian Individualism.  

When in fact the Italians were asked to comment on the "gold-collecting campaign" which 

took place in Korea in 1998, most Italians expressed a sense of sadness in commenting on the fact 

that in Italy such a movement could never happen, as the individualistic feeling is too prevalent. 

Therefore, most interviewees emphasized the fact they perceive individualism in Italy as strong 

and Italians tend to think to themselves first, rather than to the community as a whole.  Therefore, 

the majority envies the sense of collectivism they found in Korea, perceiving it as something that 

should be admired and all Italians should learn from. 

Even with the recent pandemic situation caused by Covid-19, Italians in Korea have felt 

disappointed that Italians in Italy have failed to develop a strong sense of collectivity, which they 

envy of Korea. The point that mainly emerged is how, for the good of the community, Italians in 

Italy are not willing to give up their privacy, which has instead happened in Korea. Therefore, 

even the point regarding privacy was seen by the interviewees as a sign of the fact Koreans are 

much more willing to cooperate and feel united in a situation of difficulties. 

Lastly, the thing that seems to have agreed with all the Italians interviewed is how the 

sense of distrust towards the government is present. For Italians in Korea, the government is 

always perceived by Italians as an enemy and not as something that represents them. The 

perception among the interviewees is that of dissatisfaction and detachment, what emerges is that 

there is no pride, but rather, the Italians prefer to detach themselves from the central powers. 
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Regarding the second point, the main idea that emerged from the interviews is that Italians 

living in Korea perceive Italy as a disunited country. In general, the feeling that most emerged 

among the interviewees is how the differences between Italians are so evident that they can't 

define themselves as a united population. 

Most of the interviewees, however, stressed that there are some key elements that all 

Italians feel proud of. There are some traits by which all Italians feel in common, especially when 

they are abroad and the main features that have emerged are food, football, and historical and 

artistic heritage. 

The fact that emerged mainly is that all the interviewees perceive an enormous cultural 

difference between the various regions, which leads many Italians to identify themselves first 

with their regional rather than national identity. Some interviewees even mentioned having 

experienced strong parochialism, which led them to perceive the fact that some Italians prefer to 

define themselves as part of their city, rather than their nation. 

Although all the Italians interviewed are fully aware of the fact that in Italy there is a 

strong regionalism and it is difficult to speak of real unity unless we talk about some specific 

areas, one of the interesting themes that it was possible to observe is that most of the interviewees 

are proud to be Italian. Therefore, Italians living in Korea perceive the fact that Italians in Italy 

are an extremely disunited population, however, this is their perception of Italians in Italy and 

Korea as they, being abroad, feel much more united and their feeling of pride is greatly increased. 

The third theme that was possible to observe from the interviews is that of Italian 

authentic food to perform Italian identity. Although Italians are not a united population, what 

emerged is that there are some points that unquestionably all Italians share and one of these is 

Italian food. It was underlined by all interviewees how food is one of the points that unite the 

whole Italian population, and of which no Italian is ashamed of.  
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The point that was mainly discussed is how all Italians in Korea are extremely 

disappointed with Italian dishes that are modified in Korea. For some respondents it is even 

offensive, as Italian food is representative of Italian identity, to modify Italian dishes to adapt 

them to Korean tastes. The tendency of thinking that emerged among all the interviewees is 

always the same; if confronted with food presented to them as Italian but which they do not 

recognize as Italian food, Italians accept the food offered to them but separate it from what for 

them is food authentic Italian. For this reason, it was possible to observe that the only time Italians 

feel happy while having Italian food is represented by the moment Italian food is authentic to 

them. The interviewees talked about a sense of joy and a sense of belonging, which manifests 

itself only in the case of food that they recognize as Italian food. For this reason, it can be said 

that Italian food, when authentic, has become an important way to perform Italian identity for 

Italians living in Korea. Between the climate of uncertainty, detachment, and disunity, Italian 

food presents itself as the only element of representation for Italians in Korea, who feel at home 

when they eat an authentic Italian dish. 

The last point that it was possible to observe is the sense of disillusionment among Italians 

in Korea, who perceive Italy as a disillusioned country. The feeling of melancholy and concern 

for a country they see in difficulty and without a future is the feelings that had been expressed the 

most.  

Most of the interviewed Italians, after moving to Korea, began to feel a sense of love and 

hate for Italy, commenting on how Italy has much to learn from Korea. Although the feeling of 

disillusionment is the prevailing feeling, it is also true that some Italians perceive a sense of 

greater nationalism and pride after having lived for some time in Korea. 

However, if the feeling of disillusionment towards Italy prevails among the Italians living 

in Korea, it is totally different when it comes to Italian food. For most of the interviewees, Italian 
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food is much more appreciated after moving to Korea and it seems to be the only link with their 

native country and for many Italians, Italian food was also a means of feeling much closer to their 

compatriots while living in Korea. 

Speaking with Italians in Korea it was possible to observe how at the moment they talk 

about food there is always a more relaxed and positive atmosphere. It has emerged that Italian 

food is now much more appreciated by them and reminds them of their origins and where they 

come from. 

Amid an extremely negative climate, where the Italian identity is perceived as weak, 

disunited, and individualistic, food has proved to be the only element that has given Italians in 

Korea the opportunity not to forget their origins and remember their Italy in a positive sense. 

2. IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this thesis was to find out how Italians in Korea perceive Italian identity, 

what they think about some aspects of the Italian identity, and to see what role Italian food can 

have in this process of perception. The findings suggest that Italians in Korea have all a similar 

perception of the Italian identity, since what mainly emerged ii that Italians in Korea believe 

Italians are generally disunited, individualist, and disillusioned. Nonetheless, Italians in Korea 

strongly admire the collectivism in Korea and Italian food for them has an extremely important 

role in terms of performing their identity in Korea.  

Italians who participate in this study have a different background in terms of the region 

they are from, the time they spent in Korea, their age, and their educational background. However, 

their identikit tends to be extremely similar. All of them share the same political views and tend 

to identify with the leftist political orientation. Italians in Korea support an integration policy and 
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in general a policy that is more focused on the welfare and the rights of citizens, rather than on 

the economy in general. 

Italians in Korea are generally dissatisfied with their country. Whether they have come to 

Korea for work, study, or family reasons, it does not change the fact that Italy is perceived as a 

country in extreme difficulty where they cannot see their future. Although living outside their 

country has fueled the sense of pride and nationalism in most of them, the sense of disillusionment 

is strong to the point that thinking of Italy causes them to feel sorry. 

Therefore, as mentioned above, this study aims to investigate how Italians in Korea 

perceive Italian identity and how it develops in these subjects. What has emerged and can be 

argued is that Italian food plays an extremely fundamental role for Italians in Korea. Italian food, 

when manipulated, changed, and reinterpreted to be adapted to the Korean market, is not 

recognized by Italians as authentic and is sometimes even considered offensive. The main theme 

that emerged is that Italian food, if not authentic, is completely separated and considered as 

something completely different and that it is not Italian food. 

However, Italian food, when authentic, arouses positive emotions in the interviewees. It 

is when they consume Italian food that Italians remember being Italians and feel represented by 

the Italian identity. The sense of disillusionment is reduced at the moment in which one talks with 

the Italians in Korea about Italian food. Authentic Italian food means roots and means positive 

memories. 

The interviewees talked about a sense of joy and a sense of belonging, which manifests 

itself only in the case of food that they recognize as Italian food. Italian food in Korea is a way to 

recreate habits, to meet connections, and to feel part of something common. Most of the 
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interviewees stressed that they took Italian food for granted when they lived in Italy, while now 

they recognize its value, quality, and the bond they have with it. 

To conclude, when Italians in Korea are asked how they perceive Italian identity, the 

prevailing feelings are negative: dissatisfaction, disillusionment, distrust, and individualism 

bordering on selfishness. However, Italian food plays an extremely important role in the 

perception of Italian identity, as it is seen as the only positive symbol that reminds Italians in 

Korea of their roots with positivity. 

3. LIMITATIONS 

While this study attempted to draw the perception of the Italian identity of Italians living 

in Korea, there are some limitations to this study. This is mainly because this study solely relied 

on qualitative research. Even if there was an attempt in getting a sample with a varied background 

as possible, it is also true that the Italians interviewed are all individuals with at least a Master’s 

Degree diploma, therefore they all own a high level of education. This means the study could 

have turned differently if the participants had a different level of education. Therefore, it will be 

inappropriate to generalize to apply the result of this study to all Italians in South Korea. 

However, this study is a first attempt to understand the view of Italian Identity for Italian 

living in South Korea, and, as it was explained before, considering the small number of Italians 

living in South Korea, this study offered an opportunity to explore the reality of Italians who 

decide to move in a completely different country and I hope this would be the stepping stone for 

further investigation of a similar topic to understand even better Italian identity.  
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V. APPENDIX 

 

INTERVIEW RECORD 

 

NAME: 

 

AGE: 

GENDER: 

 

HOMETOWN: 

EDUCATION LEVEL: TOPIK/KOREAN LEVEL 
(APPROXIMATELY)  

 

 

TIME SPENT IN KOREA: 

 

 

 

 

 

What are my rights if I take part in this study? 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. At any point during the interview, you may refuse to answer any questions 
that you do not wish to answer and still remain in the study or discontinue the participation. 

 

 

Name of Participant: 

 

Signature of Participant: 

 

 

Date: 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - ENG 

1. Political inclination 
 

a. If you are asked to identify yourself with a political party or political 
orientation in general, what would it be? 

b. What do you think of how the Covid-19 situation was handled? Do you think 
it was handled better in Korea or Italy? 

c. In Italy there have been various protests by deniers who deny the existence of 
the virus, in your opinion why is this type of thinking so common in Italy? 
Do you think there are many deniers in Korea too? 

d. Do you think Italians generally trust their government? 
 

2. What motivated you to move to Korea? 
 

a. Did you move for studying or working reasons? 
b. Were you moved by a strong desire to move to Korea, or was it a choice that 

happened by chance? 
 

1. Generally, do you feel proud to be Italian? 
 

a. Some countries, like South Korea, have strong nationalism and a strong 
identity. For example, in 1998 in South Korea a movement called the "gold-
collecting campaign" was born. The gold-collecting campaign was a national 
sacrificial movement to repay the debt Korea had with the International 
Monetary Fund. At the time, South Korea had about $ 304 billion in foreign 
currency debt. The campaign, which involved around 3.51 million people 
nationwide, raised around 227 tons of gold worth around $ 2.13 billion. Do 
you think a similar campaign could take place in Italy? 

b. In general, do you think Italians are a united population? 
c. Do you think there are more moments when you feel proud of being Italian 

or when you are ashamed of being Italian? 
 

1. What do you think of Italian cuisine? 
 

a. Do you think there is an Italian dish that represents all Italians equally? 
b. We all recognize the fact that Italian cuisine is particularly famous abroad, 

what is your general opinion on Italian cuisine? Are you pleased to be so 
recognized? 
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c. What do you think of Italian cuisine abroad and specifically in Korea? Do 
you think it is possible to find something authentic? 

d. Some interviewees pointed out that Italian cuisine, although many dishes 
were born in contexts of poverty, is mainly represented abroad as a luxury 
cuisine. Do you agree? What do you think of how Italian cuisine is generally 
promoted abroad? Would you rather other dishes were recognized? 

e. Have you ever found Italian dishes abroad, made authentically, for example, 
pizza? If so, how did you feel about it? 

f. Have any situations occurred where you were offered non-authentic Italian 
food (e.g., American pizza) during your time in Korea? How did you feel 
about it? 

g. Do you eat or cook Italian food often? What was it like the last time you ate 
it in Korea? 

h. Do you think food in some situations has helped you feel closer to your 
compatriots? 
 

5. How do you see your relationship with your country after moving to Korea? 
 

a. And what about food? Do you think your relationship with Italian food has 
changed after moving to Korea? Do you appreciate it differently? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - ITA 

1. Inclinazione politica 
 

a. Se dovessi identificarti con un partito politico o un orientamento in generale, 
quale sarebbe? 

b. Cosa ne pensi di come è stata gestita la situazione Covid-19? Pensi sia stata 
gestita meglio in Corea o in Italia? 

c. In Italia ci sono state varie proteste da parte di negazionisti che negano 
l’esistenza del virus, secondo te perché in Italia questo tipo di pensiero è così 
frequente? Pensi esistano molti negazionisti anche in Corea? 

d. Pensi in generale gli italiani si fidino del loro governo? 
 

2. Quale motivazione ti ha spinto a trasferiti in Corea? 
 

a. Ti sei trasferito per motivi di studio o lavoro? 
b. Eri mosso da un forte desiderio di trasferirti in Corea, oppure è stata una 

scelta che è avvenuta un po’ per caso? 

 

3. Generalmente, ti senti fiero di essere italiano/a? 
 

a. Alcuni paesi, come la Corea del Sud, hanno un forte Nazionalismo e una 
forte identità. Per esempio, nel 1998 in Corea del Sud è nato un movimento 
chiamato “campagna di raccolta dell’oro”. La campagna di raccolta dell'oro è 
stata un movimento sacrificale nazionale per ripagare il proprio debito al 
Fondo monetario internazionale. A quel tempo, la Corea del Sud aveva circa 
304 miliardi di dollari di debito in valuta estera. La campagna, che ha 
coinvolto circa 3,51 milioni di persone a livello nazionale, ha raccolto circa 
227 tonnellate d'oro per un valore di circa 2,13 miliardi di dollari. Pensi in 
Italia potrebbe avvenire una campagna simile? 

b. In generale, credi gli italiani siano una popolazione unita? 
c. Pensi siano più i momenti in cui ti senti fiero di essere italiano o in cui ti 

vergogni di esserlo? 

 

4. Cosa pensi della cucina italiana? 
 

a. Pensi esista un piatto italiano che rappresenta tutti gli italiani in egual modo? 
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b. Tutti riconosciamo il fatto che la cucina italiana sia particolarmente famosa 
all’estero, qual è la tua opinione generale sulla cucina italiana? Ti fa piacere 
sia così riconosciuta? 

c. Cosa ne pensi della cucina italiana all’estero e precisamente in Corea? Pensi 
sia possibile trovare qualcosa di autentico? 

d. Alcuni intervistati hanno fatto notare come la cucina italiana, nonostante 
molti piatti siano nati in contesti di povertà, all’estero sia principalmente 
rappresentata come cucina di lusso. Sei d’accordo? Cosa ne pensi di come 
viene generalmente promossa la cucina italiana all’estero? Preferiresti altri 
piatti fossero riconosciuti? 

e. Ti è mai capitato di trovare piatti italiani all’estero, realizzati in maniera 
autentica, per esempio la pizza? Se sì, come ti sei sentito al riguardo?  

f. Ti sono capitate situazioni dove ti è stato offerto cibo italiano non autentico 
(ad esempio pizza americana) durante il tuo periodo in Corea? Come ti sei 
sentito a riguardo? 

g. Mangi o cucini spesso cibo italiano? Com’è stata l’ultima volta che lo hai 
mangiato in Corea? 

h.  Credi il cibo in alcune situazioni abbia aiutato a sentirti più vicino ai tuoi 
connazionali? 

 

5. Come vedi il tuo rapporto con il tuo paese dopo esserti trasferito in Corea? 
 

a. E per quanto riguarda il cibo? Pensi il tuo rapporto con il cibo italiano sia 
cambiato dopo esserti trasferito in Corea? Lo apprezzi in modo diverso? 
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VII. 국문 초록 

한국에 거주하는 이탈리아인의 정체성 인식에 관한 연구 
 

이탈리아는 2011 년에 150 살이 되었는데, 이탈리아가 통일된 지 150 년이 지난 지금 어떤 

양상을 가지고 있을까? 통일된 이탈리아에 대해 이야기할 수 있을까? 이전에 연구된 것은 

이탈리아의 정체성이 극도로 약하고 개인주의, 단합, 불신과 같은 요소들에 의해 

특징지어진다는 것이다. 하지만 그것은 한국에 있는 이탈리아인들에게도 적용되는가? 2017 년 

1 월 AIRE 에 등록한 이탈리아인은 498 명에 불과했다. 따라서 본 연구는 한국에 살고 있는 

이탈리아인들이 이탈리아 정체성에 대한 인식을 이해하고 그들을 위해 이탈리아 정체성을 

수행하는데 어떤 요소들이 중요한 역할을 할 수 있는지 이해하고자 한다. 조사 결과는 한국에 

있는 이탈리아인들이 이탈리아 정체성에 대한 인식에서 일부 공통점을 제시한다. 예를 들어, 

이탈리아인들은 개인주의고, 정체성이 혼란스럽고, 환멸을 느끼는 사실이다. 게다가, 정부에 

대한 불신은 주요 감정이다. 반면으로 연구결과에 따르면 한국에 있는 이탈리아인들이 

한국에서 이탈리아 음식에 대한 경험을 이야기할 때, 이탈리아 음식은 한국에 있는 

이탈리아인들에게 그들의 뿌리를 긍정적으로 상기시키는 유일한 긍정적인 상징으로써 

이탈리아 정체성에 대한 인식에 매우 중요한 역할을 한다는 것이다. 

 

주요어: 이탈리아의 정체성, 국가 정체성, 개인주의, 집단주의, 한국의 이탈리아인, 음식문화 

학번: 2018-22340 
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