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Appreciating a Land of Purple: The Role of Social Media in the Cultural Appropriation of Food

The sight of it catches your eyes before you can use your other senses. You don’t know

if it's sweet, spicy, aromatic, or pungent, but what you do know is its vibrant purple color. You

put into thought that purple isn’t a color you see much of in dishes. But maybe you have seen it

before in ice cream. You recall, could it be blueberry or grape-flavored? You decide to try out

the dish you’re presented with, and instead of the fruity tart flavor your tastebuds expected,

you’re hit with sweetness with a hint of nuttiness. You mentally scour through the types of nuts

that you can remember, but none you know creates a purple hue. Maybe it’s vanilla with purple

food coloring? When you ask your friend what you’re eating, you’re surprised to hear it's

something called ube. “Ube?” You ask, “What’s that?” You’re told it is a sweet yam, and you

further inquire about the color itself. “The purple comes from the yam. Ube is a prevalent flavor

in the Philippines. People prepare their toast, cupcakes, spring rolls, and drinks!” Your friend

enthusiastically shares. The image of this sweet, purple food prepared in myriad ways intrigues

you, as it’s not something you commonly see on restaurant dessert menus. But unbeknownst to

you until now, there is a whole culture where this sugary, nutty, purple vegetable is a staple in

their cuisine. Alternatively, maybe you see yourself as the friend in this scenario. Growing up,

you remember your Lola1 making ube pandesal for breakfast. And at parties, where your Tita2

baked an ube cake for your cousin’s birthday. Or, when you look in the fridge and see the

Magnolia Ube Ice Cream tub, hoping it is ice cream and not frozen leftovers.

Ube, meaning tuber in Tagalog, is a purple yam native to the Philippines. It has been c
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away my lunch). In associating an unfamiliar flavor with a flavor they know and love, I realized

that back then, to share a part of my culture, I needed to divorce it from its native identity and

give it a Western perspective. However, when I ask someone now if they know what ube is,

their eyes light up, and they recall eating ube ice cream at SomiSomi, an American-based ice

cream shop. Even though there is still a degree of separation between ube and its Filipino

identity, I can appreciate people’s efforts in familiarizing themselves with my culture

independently. In a way, it was inevitable that social media’s popularization of ube, following its

demand in real life, would make ube more mainstream
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dalgona coffee. Christina Morales's New York Times article, “Why Is Everyone Talking About

Dalgona Candy?” discusses the extensive history of dalgona, from its origins in

postwar-stricken Korea and its decline in the early 2000s due to the emergence of the candy

industry. Most people do not know about the bitter side of this sweet treat, as dalgona’s

reputation outside of its home is tied to a glamorized image and raving social media trends.

Medina quotes sociologist and expert on race and racism in Hollywood, Nancy Wang Yuen,

who says, “Dalgona candy is representative of fetishizing K-pop and K-dramas, and seeing one

thing and saying, ‘Wow, I’ve discovered Korean culture,’ … when in fact the candy, the cinema,

the television series, all of these things, have been in existence” (Yuen). The sentiment that

Yuen stresses, that despite its popularity, a historical and cultural association still comes with the

candy and should not be forgotten, can also be argued in the case of ube. Both dalgona and ube

found worldwide success ignited by social media during the pandemic. Yet, the simultaneous

and similar fashion in which the two foods gained popularity are not the only things they have

in common. Another thing that ube and dalgona share is its links to resilience during historical

tragedies. Medina notes in her article that dalgona originated in postwar Korea due to Korean

children who “had grown accustomed to the free chocolates given away by American soldiers”

(Park)4 looking for sweet alternatives. In the Philippines, ube was used as a source of nutrition

in times of famine during Spanish colonialism. In those trying times, both foods offered a sweet

solace to their people. The respective treats also profoundly resonate with Koreans and Filipinos

during their childhood. Just like dalgona was sold outside elementary schools during the 1990s,

in my childhood living in the Philippines, I remember the ice cream man selling ube ice cream

outside my school. While both countries associate their sweet treat as a two-sided coin, with one

4 Medina quotes this from Albert Park, a history professor with expertise in Korean history in Claremont McKenna
College.
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some might argue, what makes balut more polarizing is how it looks like a living baby chicken.

Although the embryo in the egg is not alive, an entire country still considers balut a delicacy.

The discussion here is how cultural foods are only deemed “acceptable”
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by colonization. Although it can be implemented in cross-cultural dishes such as pandesal, the

tuber is indigenous. Acknowledging its indigenous identity is critical in the aftermath of ube’s

globalization, as the flavor's popularity should be properly credited to the country it comes

from.

However, because ube’s most extraordinary feats, besides its flavor, are its resilience

against food trends, droughts, and colonization, this does not mean its newfound popularity

resulted in profound
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multitude of factors, one of which is climate change. Epi Fabonan III’s One News article, “Why

Purple Ube Is Affected By Climate Change,” cites that the main reason for Good Shepherd’s

business decision is because of how the heating climate has stunted ube harvesting. Because ube

relies on the shade the trees provide to grow in big harvests, the lack of shade has done

otherwise, resulting in insufficient ube production (Fabonan III). Additionally, farming land has

decreased over the years, affecting all agricultural production in the Philippines. In the research

“The Rice Crisis in the Philippines,” by Jomar H. Mendoza, farmers sell their land to earn

money from wealthy businessmen who intend to turn it into malls. They also sell it to support

their kids and look for better opportunities in the city. However, for the farmers that still grow

ube, like the Aeta7 ube farmer Aiza Lansang, harvesting ube is a
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