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Chapter 1: "An Urgent Necessity ... to Write Ourselves into 
Existence" 

The experience of being Korean-American can be studied as a continuing practice of 

4 

identification: how often do I eat Korean food (and when I do, do I use chopsticks?), do I smoke 

cigarettes (and when I do, do I step out for cigarettes with other Korean-Americans ?), or what 

fashion styles do I follow? Within a liminal space like a college campus, these decisions can 

have significant effects on the individual's process of identification. This thesis aims to ask how 

first, l.5, and second-generation Korean-American college students-constantly conditioned into 

the "model minority" trope on US soil as well as the derogatory gyopo trope back in Korea-

negotiate within a limbo of existence where achieving a sense of belonging is a long and difficult 

process (Park 2010). I aim to analyze this question primarily through the lens of practice and 

how the performative nature of these practices continually construct an individual's 

identification as Korean-American. Moreover, this challenge of being a first-generation Korean-

American is complicated by the fact that Asian-Americans face systematic oppression unique to 

their experience and result in the highest reported levels of racially and ethnically motivated peer 

harassment and bullying in grade school (ibid). 

Rather than painting a generalized image, this research brings awareness to the lived 

experiences of Korean-American college students by illuminating and analyzing the lived 

experiences of a few individuals. The focus on the narrative of each informant not only creates 

more room for interpretation by each reader (recognition that a narrative presented here is not the 

case for everyone), but more agency is practiced by the informants. By forming an in-depth 

human image of my informants, I aim to reveal to the readers a more holistic image of the 



individual participants that paints them as fully human characters, rather than simple caricatures 

for academic studies. 
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This research was conducted at Swarthmore College, a small liberal arts college located 

in a mostly white progressive upper-middle class suburban town of Swarthmore eleven miles 

southwest of Philadelphia. Founded in 1864 as a coed college by Quakers, the college aims to 

"help its students realize their full intellectual and personal potential combined with a deep sense 

of ethical and social concern" (Facts & Figures, Swarthmore College 2017). With a student body 

of around 1600, the campus environment is much more tightly-knit than that of a larger, 

academically similar institutions in the area such as University of Pennsylvania. As of2018, the 

college enrolled twenty-one Korean international students and, in each class, around six KA 

students. Overall, Asian-American students make up seventeen percent of the student body (the 

second largest ethnic group on-campus), whereas forty-two percent are white, thirteen are 

Latinx, eight are multiracial, six are black, and less than one percent are Native American (Facts 

& Figures, Swarthmore College 2017). 

The political perspective of the student body generally leans left and quite active. Due to 

the politically active position of many students, there have been many instances of conflict with 

the college administration's less progressive actions on issues such as fossil fuel divestment and 

Title IX support for survivors of sexual violence. These institutional conflicts come in four-year 

cycles as new students fill the ranks and institutional memory of previous student actions are 

lost. Spring of2018, the period during which the fieldwork of this thesis was conducted, saw a 

rise in student action in the form of Sunrise Movement (environmental action group) and 

Organizing for Survivors (Title IX and sexual violence prevention action group). The 

administration's responses were consistently met with disapproval by members of the 
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organizations and led to further campus discourse and frustration with the institutional body. The 

campus atmosphere was highly affected by these conflicts over my research period. My 

informants and I had close or mutual connections to those organizing these actions, so some of 

our informal discussions touched on the subject. 

I am excited to see this research take its place amongst the growing library of 

sociological and anthropological research by Asian-Americans on the Asian-American diaspora. 

At the time of the writing, members of Swarthmore College and the Tri-College Consortium are 

actively working to implement an Asian-American diaspora studies curriculum-which has been 

sadly excluded from the curriculum so far. If anything, the implementation of the curriculum 

would be beneficial to the process of identification I study in this thesis research. 

In the end, this question of identity and sense of belonging is an extremely personal 

one-when I ask my informants how they negotiate the hyphen between being Korean and being 

American, I am also trying to figure out how and why I am negotiating the hyphen and the limbo 

of being a multicultural individual-both Korean and American, but never fully either. 

Literature Review 

My approach to the study of identity formation among Korean-American (henceforth 

abbreviated to KA) college students is based upon theories of practice, cultural citizenship, and 

construction of immigrant ethnic identity. W.E.B. Du Bois's seminal analysis of the "double 

consciousness"-the contracting identity of being both American and Black which leads "neither 

to assimilation nor separatism but to proud, enduring hyphenation" (Du Bois 1903)-began my 

exploration into the hyphenated reality of the KA experience. In particular, my own identity as a 

l.5 generation KA resonates with Kyeyoung Park's study of the "l.5" generation (or ilchom ose 

in Korean) as a cultural group with "double consciousness" conflicts (Park 1999). Park defines 
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l.5 generation KAs as "people of Korean descent who came to the u.s. as minors (infants, 

children, or adolescents), or are u.s. born, and who practice aspects of 

biculturalism/multiculturalism involving Korean and American cultures, often with conflict" 

(ibid 158). The idea that those who undergo the internal conflict of the double consciousness can 

neither assimilate nor fully separate from the two identities is echoed in contemporary theories of 

ethnic identity formation. 

Notably, Jean Phinney's conceptualization of ethnic identity among adolescents is a 

continuous three-stage process: "lack of exploration of ethnicity", a stage where one lacks the 

interest in exploring their identity or lacks the knowledge; "in moratorium", a stage where 

increased awareness past the first stage is muddled by confusions about one's own identity; and 

"achievement of ethnic identity", a stage where one realizes one's own ethnic identity and place 

in the ethnic group (Phinney 1989). However, Phinney's psychological theory assumes that 

informants go through well-defined and knowledgeable phases of identification and ultimately 

end up appreciating their ethnic identity. Recent research on effects of diasporic travel among l.5 

generation KA youth revealed that the process of ethnic identity formation is much more "fluid, 

hybrid, and complex" (Kim and Stodolska 2013:204). Kim and Stodolska found that "improved 

knowledge may not necessarily lead to increased identification with and acceptance of ethnic 

group but may foster, instead, embracing either American or the hyphenated identity" (ibid 204). 

Furthermore, they found that outside influences from the environment were significant factors in 

the development of ethnic identity, particularly in cases where "they were seen as foreigners both 

in America and in Korea, resulting in a sense of 'in-betweenness', lack of belonging, and a 

feeling that you are 'neither here nor there' typical to many modern migrants" (ibid 203). 
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The construction of identity is also complicated by factors such as gender, class, and 

locality. Here, I return to Park's analysis of the construction of self and community among l.5 

generation KAs to examine how class and cultural geography impact identity formation. Park 

recognizes the differences affecting identity through "segmented assimilation"; as in, the cultural 

geography (the workings ofrace/genderlclass variables) determining where in the spectrum of 

assimilationist-nationalist attitudes the individual KA falls (Park 1999). She further examines 

segmented assimilation through two identifications-"yuppie cosmopolitanism"(those "content 

with consuming Korean as well as American commodities and engaging in aspects of social 

relationships as part of their yuppie mainstream background") and "marginalized 

cosmopolitanism" (a category that includes "artists and intellectuals as well as gangsters, [who 1 

are on the edge and still feel alienated, perhaps suspicious of both cultures" (ibid 159). While the 

binary of "yuppie cosmopolitanism" and "marginalized cosmopolitanism" should be adjusted to 

better fit the cultural codes of today, Oh's theory of transnational Korean media consumption as 

marker of social boundaries mirrors certain aspects of Park's theory while examining the 

gendered aspects of media consumption (Oh 2012). Unlike l.5 generation KAs, 2nd generation 

KAs face "a process of ethnic identity formation that is motivated by the realization that their 

visible racialized distinction precludes them from being able to choose whether to identify 

ethnically or not" (ibid 259). Keeping that in mind, Oh found that KA boys "gender Korean 

media as feminine. KA girls, on the other hand, do not see Korean media as gendered and often 

express surprise that boys do" (ibid 269). This-when examined next to the emasculating 

stereotypes about Asian men and how KA men find themselves influenced by other minorities 

when it comes to the conception of manhood (Park 1999)-provides a deeper understanding of 

the practice of pushing away supposedly "feminine" Korean media by 2nd generation KA boys. 



Keeping in mind the intense misogyny present in Korean culture, I believe following this thread 

of gender practices among KA college students may provide an important insight. 
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With my focus on examining ethnic identity formation through the lens of practice, I 

believe it is important to understand previous theoretical frameworks surrounding practice. 

Practice theory as a "new symbol of theoretical orientation" came about in the 1980s (Ortner 

1984). In its most general form, practice can be defined as "anything that people do with 

intentional or unintentional political implications, which almost everything does" (ibid 149). 

While taking cues from Ortner's analysis of strain theory-which places emphasis on the system 

as a way of "revealing the sorts of binds it creates for actors" as well as to understand where the 

actors motivations are coming from (ibid 152)-my theoretical framework around daily practices 

and rituals will be centered around Judith Butler's theory ofperformativity and Pierre Bourdieu's 

theories of habitus. 

In her 1988 piece "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution", Butler describes how 

"gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, 

it is an identity tenuously constituted in time-an identity instituted through a stylized repetition 

of acts. Further, gender is instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be 

understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various 

kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This formulation moves the conception 

of gender off the ground of a substantial model of identity to one that requires conception of a 

constituted social temporality" (Butler 1988:519). Although ethnic identification isn't all about 

gender, the theoretical framework works for it. Gender is a constructed identity: a performative 

practice that allows one "to have become a woman" and "become a cultural sign, to materialize 

oneself in obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained and 



repeated corporeal project" (Butler 1988:522). Likewise, to be a KA means to have become a 

KA through the everyday stylization of the body: the choices in clothing, media consumption, 

food, speech, etc. 

10 

Bourdieu's theory of habitus and life-styles ties in nicely with Butler's theory of 

performativity. He describes that "habitus is both the generative principle of objectively 

classifiable judgements and the system of classification of these practices. It is in the relationship 

between the two capacities which define the habitus, the capacity to produce classifiable 

practices and works, and the capacity to differentiate and appreciate these practices and products 

(taste), that the represented social world, i.e., the space of life-styles, is constituted" (Bourdieu 

1979: 170). According to Bourdieu, habitus is a systemic structuring structure and a structured 

structure that is internalized by individuals into dispositions that create distinct-mostly 

unconscious-life-style choices, which define and assert the differences and furthermore 

structures the system of conditions. Bourdieu refers to Jacques Riviere when he describes habitus 

as "the hearth of mental activity" (Bourdieu 1979: 177)-a description that concisely sums up the 

deeply internalized dispositions that play into our everyday practices. Thus, if habitus is seen as 

the conditions that lead to life-style choices, then the practices that define these life-styles can be 

understood under the umbrella of performativity. 

Reflexively, a good understanding of the dynamics between the marginalized 

communities and the researcher is key to a proper study. Cultural citizenship-the "rights to be 

different (in terms of race, ethnicity, or native language) with respect to the norms of the 

dominant national community, without compromising one's right to belong, in the sense of 

participating in the nation-state's democratic processes" (Rosaldo 1997:57)-leads to the 

conclusion that social analysts "should anchor their studies in the aspirations and perceptions of 
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people who occupy subordinate social positions" (ibid 38). As a 1.5 generation KA college 

student, I am part of the trend of anthropologists going "home" and studying their own 

communities. While it does not eliminate the power dynamics between the researchers and the 

communities, I echo Dorinne Kondo's sentiments of the "urgent necessity for Asian Americans 

to write ourselves into existence" and how "writing that identity in the context of writing one's 

scholarly work creates a narrative space in the dominant discourse, a space that could refigure 

the disciplines as "home" for us" (ibid 110, 114). 

Previous Scholarship 

Previous studies of marginalized communities in the United States have typically 

employed qualitative methods such as interviews and participant observation and I employ 

similar techniques. Particularly, past researchers' in-depth approach to interviews significantly 

influences my own approach. In his study of second generation KA transnational media 

consumption, Oh examined "media diaries, in-depth interviews, and ethnographic observation to 

'triangulate' patterns in the data" and held 75-minute long interviews in the informants' homes 

(Oh 2012:262). Similarly, Kim and Stodolska focused on in-depth interviews and asked 

questions such as 'When was your last trip to Korea?', 'Could you tell me about your recent 

travel to Korea?', 'How would you describe yourself in terms of your ethnic identity before you 

went to Korea?', 'How would you describe yourself now?', 'Tell me about how your travel to 

Korea affected how you see yourself and your feelings about the U.S. and Korea', and 'Have you 

changed anything important in your daily life as a result of your travel?'" (Kim and Stodolska 

2013:191). My research on identity formation among first, 1.5, and second generation KA 

college students will engage with the similar kind of questioning. However, my research takes 
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place in an elite small liberal arts college on the East Coast, which neither of the studies engage 

in-Oh focuses on high school students while Kim and Stodolska studied students at a medium

sized university in the Midwest. Much of my research will find itself in dialogue with Kim and 

Stodolska, as we are both interested in college students. Despite the similarities, my approach is 

through the lens of practice: it is a study of the activities in which KA college students engage, 

how and why they do so, and the sociocultural impact of such short term "moves" and long-term 

"projects" on their hybrid identification (my differentiation between "moves" and "practices" is 

influenced by Ortner's differentiation). 

Transnational media consumption and self-photography play unique and significant parts 

in KA communities, as studied by Oh and Bae-Dimitriadis, respectively (Oh 2012; Bae

Dimitriadis 2015). Bae-Dimitriadis concluded that among teenage KA girls, self-photography as 

"performance of fetishistic stereotypes is therefore 'not the setting up of a false image which 

becomes the scapegoat of discriminatory practices' (Bhahba, 1994: 117) but an ambivalent 

strategic effect of ethnic girl power" (Bae-Dimitriadis 2015:337). While the finding are 

beneficial, Bae-Dimitriadis's study is based in education studies with the goal of "offering art 

educators ways of thinking about pedagogical approaches to community-based art, informal 

learning, and public pedagogy-particularly for diasporic, ethnic communities" (ibid 327). Since 

2015, we have seen the rise of mobile application such as Snapchat and Instagram and changes 

to the technology of self-photography, and with it the practice of self-photography has also 

changed significantly (e.g. the introduction of "face filters" that add digital masks to one's 

photo). I believe this change, as well as my perspective as a member of the KA community, 

warrants a new exploration into the technologies that mediate practices of cultural alignment 

among first and second-generation college students. 
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Perhaps most importantly, almost all previous studies on KA have addressed the issue of 

"in-betweenness" and the sense of "lack of belonging". In America, the sense of being 

"culturally othered" is a daily occurrence, as well described by Kondo: "No matter how many 

generations Asian Americans are resident here, no matter how "articulate" we seem, inevitably 

we will attract the comment "Oh, you speak English so well," or its equivalent, "Where are you 

from?"-which somehow never seems to be adequately answered by Oregon or Illinois or New 

Jersey, for the question "Where are you really from?" is sure to follow" (Kondo 1996:99). 

Among many KA, there is fear of the future generations "becoming whitewashed." When asked 

about the spectrum of assimilation and nationalism, an informant of Park's study responded "it's 

important for us to tell the next generations who are born here not to lose their Koreanness. They 

shouldn't get white-washed. They should also be damn proud that they're Korean and not wish 

that they were white or anything else. It's that Koreanness that gives a sense of identity and 

security" (Park 1999). I am interested in exploring the balance that KA are expected to play, and 

further examining the fears of becoming whitewashed that Park explored in 1999. With the 

advent of Korean media in American popular culture (e.g. the sudden rise of Korean hip-hop in 

the US), how is the concept of Koreanness changing? How about interracial dating and 

marriage? As "bridge-builders" for the larger KA community, how are l.5 generation KA 

performing Koreanness for both the KA community and the larger American communities? 

Ultimately, my goal is to analyze the construction of Koreanness as explored by past 

researchers and study it through the lens of practice: how is Koreanness practiced daily and what 

forms does it take at a small, elite liberal arts college on the East Coast? 
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Methodology 

I employed a multiple methods design combining in-depth interviews and participant 

observation to explore the ways in which the participants utilize practice as means of ethnic 

identity formation. Research took place between November 2017 and March 2018 both on the 

Swarthmore College campus and off-campus in Philadelphia. Participants were gathered through 

my existing networks within the college community and further through snowball sampling. 

After the initial round of informal interviews with five potential research participants, I 

condensed the sample size to three: given the breadth of the research, an in-depth analysis of a 

few participants created better results for my research. 

The three participants cover a wide range of social circles on-campus, giving me a wider 

perspective on the various positions Korean-Americans occupy at Swarthmore. For example, the 

participant I refer to whom as Morgan is a senior theater major involved in plays, musicals, 

ballet, and tap dance. They! are a second-generation Korean-American who feels distanced from 

their Korean identity, referring to themselves as a "bad Korean." (The idea of being a "bad 

Korean" will be explored in a later chapter.) One of the other participants is Taylor, a sophomore 

currently studying neuroscience. Taylor and I have been friends prior to research, which 

presented itself with many benefits. Having come to the US for boarding school at age eleven, he 

is a 1.5-generation Korean-American. Many of our conversations regarding practice and 

exploration of our Korean-American identity were simply continuous conversations that had 

begun earlier last year. Finally, Ruby is a senior international student in the political science 

department and Asian studies program. Although she spent much of her childhood in the US, she 

attended a prestigious international high school in South Korea before returning to the US for 

1 Morgan's pronouns are "they/them" 
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undergraduate studies. Ruby is involved in Kizuna (Japanese culture group), i20 (international 

students' organization), and Han (Korean culture group). The three participants were all quite 

social, but they exhibited and participated in different forms of social activities. While Taylor is 

a regular cigarette and marijuana smoker, neither Morgan nor Ruby smoke regularly. Although 

Swarthmore is a small college with only 1,600 students, the three participants' social circles 

exhibited minimal overlap. Morgan and Ruby knew of each other, but they had separate friend 

groups. Taylor's social circle shared a mutual friend with Ruby's social circle, but they had not 

interacted with each other. 

Interviews were conducted on campus in places of the participants' choosing. Each 

interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes, covering various questions developed from 

previous studies on Korean-American ethnic identity. I asked questions such as these: "Tell me 

about your most memorable experiences in Korea/America. Which one is more important to 

you?" "Do you smoke cigarettes? If so, do you see it as a very Korean thing to do?" "When you 

drink, would you say you drink 'like a Korean'?" "Do you feel that you belong solidly within the 

cultural circle of either the US or Korea? If not, why not?" and "Where do you think you are in 

your exploration of your own ethnic identity?" In addition to questions of practice and ethnic 

identity formation, I started the first round of interviews with basic life history and 

socioeconomic questions. The recorded audio was transcribed verbatim and cross-referenced 

with my notes from the interviews for accuracy. For portions of the interview I have chosen to 

reference directly were shown to the respective research participant for accuracy of statement. 

Any revisions or comments from the participants were included in the footnotes and taken into 

consideration for the final analysis. 
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I approached informal interviews with the notion that any time I spend with my 

informants will inevitably lead to me asking questions for my research participants. Because of 

this, a significant amount of my research data came from informal interviews. These interviews 

took place in various locations around campus, often in locations frequented by the participants. 

With an audio recorder, camera, and notepad as my primary means of data-collection, I found it 

necessary to carry these tools with me wherever I went. Many informal interviews naturally 

came about during participant observation sessions, when there was a lull in conversation or 

activity. Overall, the number of informal interviews came up to around twenty. 

Participant observation quickly revealed itself to be an effective method for gathering 

observable data outside of interviews. Most importantly, it allowed me to observe the specific 

practices in question. For example, one of my first observations with Taylor took place at a 

Korean fried chicken restaurant in Philadelphia. The practice of eating Korean fried chicken is 

loaded in Korean dining etiquette, which I am familiar with and thus navigated easily. For 

instance, the restaurant's atmosphere is designed around the practice of chi-mek!, a phenomenon 

that started in South Korea in early 20 lOs. Customers order beer and chicken, the former arriving 

first. The youngest member (this being Taylor) of the table pours out drinks for everyone else

he holds the pitcher with both hands to show respect for the older members of the group. Being 

the oldest member of the table, I pour Taylor his drink, which he receives in his glass held with 

both hands to show respect. However, not all the traditions of Korean dining were followed 

because not all members of the table were Korean, which revealed the adaptive ways in which 

practices of Korean-American identity were followed. 

2 Korean abbreviation for Chicken and Beer, mekju being beer 



Chapter 2: To Become an Immigrant - History of the Korean 
Diaspora to the US 

Prior to the Korean War, the Korean Peninsula was a relatively unknown part of the 

world to many Americans. Having suffered long and draconian colonialism at the hands of the 
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Japanese Empire during the first half of the 20th century, the newly formed nation of South Korea 

was part of an American nation-building project that suffered multiple setbacks (Lew 2000). 

Only within the past decade have the massive economic and cultural leaps (via massive chaebol 

like Samsung, and cultural soft power in the form of popular media) made Korea an 

internationally recognized nation. 3 Colloquially known by Koreans as hallyu, or the Korean 

Wave, the increasing popularity of Korean cultural icons beyond the Korean-American youth in 

the US signaled its acceptance among a larger demographic of Americans (Brown 2012). Despite 

the rising recognition of Korea, first and second-generation KA college students in the United 

States face oppressive stereotypes, underrepresentation in academic research, and violence that 

are unique to the KA experience. To understand the current experiences of these communities, it 

is essential to understand the historical context of South Korea as a nation, history of Asian 

immigration into the US, and more specifically the history of Korean immigration into the U. S. 

In order to explore the history of the Korea, we first need to step back to a point where 

the Korean peninsula existed without the 38th parallel demarcation-a demilitarized zone 

separating the Democratic People's Republic of Korea and Republic of Korea. The two nations 

are currently engaged in a war delicately put on hold by a temporary armistice, but they were 

3 Chaebol- Korean for multi-industry business conglomerates that are often run within a single family. Sam sung 
produces a large swath of products including, but not limited to, consumer electronics, phannaceuticals, military 
technology, and shipbuilding. Other chaebol include Hyundai and LG. 



18 

once a single entity until their separation in 1948. Since the 7th century, it existed as a unified 

monarchy under the Silla and later the Joseon kingdom, the latter which stabilized into a 

centralized regime in the late 1 ~ century (Hwang 2016). The Joseon dynasty established a 

highly centralized state with "hierarchically arranged organs responsible for deliberative, 

juridical, and managerial functions" that had the abilities of a modern centralized government: 

call forth material and human resources from the population, enforce laws through police, and 

maintain a military for national security (Hwang 2016). For the next two hundred years, the 

Korean peninsula experienced a period of peace and sovereignty, and the neo-Confucian customs 

of the time became pillars of the current Korean ethos (Finch and Kim 2012). Toward the end of 

the 19th century, the dynasty experienced increasing internal power struggles and external 

pressures from the Chinese Qing dynasty and the Japanese. In 1895, the control of the Korean 

peninsula was surrender to the Japanese Empire at the end of the Sino-Japanese War. Until the 

end of World War II, the Korean peninsula remained a colonial state to the Japanese Empire. 

After the end of World War II, the US military occupied Korea with the promise that ", in 

due course', the peninsula would become 'free and independent'" as part of a multinational plan 

agreed upon between the US, England, and China during the first Cairo Conference in the 

November of 1943 (Stueck and Yi 2010). However, such vague statement from the US caused 

significant miscommunication between the occupying military personnel and the newly 

independent Koreans (Stueck and Yi 2010). When the American military arrived in the peninsula 

on September 8, 1945-almost three weeks after the Japanese surrender-Japanese officials 

were still in their colonial offices, and the majority of the Korean population were outraged at the 

laggardly removal of Japanese officials in their governmental offices (the last Japanese official 

left Korea in 1947). Furthermore, their resentment was exacerbated by the dismissal of the 
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popular leftist Korean People's Republic (KPR) in favor of the conservative and less popular 

Korean Democrat Party (KDP) (Stueck and Yi 2010). Although the Left organized itself to 

prepare for an uprising against the Japanese government, its membership of intellectuals, 

students, workers, and communists found itself sidelined by the powerful conservative faction. 

Having achieved economic comfort and political connection through collaborating with the 

Japanese during the war, conservative Koreans refused to cooperate with the Left, fearing "far

reaching change, such as comprehensive land reform or other instruments for redistributing 

wealth" (Stueck and Yi 2010). Syngman Rhee, who would later go on to become the militant 

dictator president of the newly formed Republic of Korea, became part ofa solidifying 

conservative movement to maintain their power. They were able to promote exclusive 

communication with the US through Japanese channels, which the KDP to be deemed reliable by 

General John R. Hodge, the military governor of Korea. 

Once the American occupation was underway, racial violence against the Koreans

specifically sexual violence against women-by US military personnel created an environment 

of pervasive mistrust and disrespect. By the end of 1945, offenses such as "open expressions of 

disrespect toward Koreans, lack of care in avoiding Korean pedestrians while driving American 

military vehicles, offensive advances toward Korean women, looting and larceny" were 

commonplace that rarely led to any disciplinary action (Stueck and Yi 2010). Surrounded by 

extensive poverty and struggling with shoddy supply lines, American troops suffered from low 

morale and expelled their pent up anger against the Korean civilians, who they viewed as hostile, 

ungrateful, and prone to theft (Stueck and Yi 2010). Mark Gayn, an American journalist 

covering the US occupation in 1946, interviewed a young lieutenant who '''spoke of the Koreans 

with contempt' as 'dirty and treacherous'. 'We were watching a flight of [US] fighter planes 
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cavorting over villages to the west', Gayn recorded in his diary. 'The planes dived in a mock 

attack, re-formed in the sky, and then dived on a new target'. 'Psychological warfare', the 

lieutenant said. 'That's the only way to show these gooks we won't stand for any monkey 

business'''(Stueck and Yi 2010). In one instance, a group of Koreans appealing to a US major 

with a mayoral nomination was met with this response: "Mayor? You must be kidding. We came 

here to kill you people" (Stueck and Yi 2010). 

Such racist sentiments were not created from the occupation, but instead stemmed from 

much older Orientalist notions. Ever since the late 18th century immigration of Chinese laborers 

into the Americas, Western governments have been quick to demonize Asian migration as the 

"Yellow Peril" and "Asiatic issue" that threatened the "white men's countries" (Lee 2007). The 

negative reports of Chinese laborers from white workers in the California goldfields as well as 

the 1876 Cuba Commission report-which laid out the extensive abuse and "slave-like 

conditions" of Chinese workers-fed into the racialized notions of Asian identity in the US. The 

problematizing of unskilled Asian laborers was a point of interest for both abolitionists and pro

slavery advocates, who saw the "coolie" (racial term for unskilled Asian laborers) as "either as 

an industrious labor force that would make slavery unnecessary or as an( other) inferior race that 

was vulnerable to cruel exploitation" (Lee 2007). In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act was 

signed, pushing the Chinese migrant population to seek routes into the US through Canada and 

Mexico. With a shortage in Chinese labor, Korean, Japanese, and South Asian laborers arrived to 

fill in the ranks. In 1907, the Pacific coast of North America exploded in anti-Asian violence. In 

May, San Francisco school board's decision to segregate Japanese students prompted riots that 

targeted Japanese restaurants and bathhouses in the city. Simultaneously, the Asiatic Exclusion 

League (AEL) was formed in San Francisco. In September, a lumber yard in Bellingham, 
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Washington replaced some of their white male workers with South Asian workers. Encouraged 

by news of the San Francisco riots, 150 white men converged on the local South Asian 

community shouting "drive out the Hindus!" (Lee 2007). The next day, 125 South Asian 

residents of Bellingham were driven out to British Columbia. The riot was precipitated by the 

AEL leadership, who traveled to Bellingham in search for the next spark of anti-Asian violence. 

The next target in AEL's sights was Vancouver, British Columbia, home to a substantial Asian 

immigrant population. Fueled by a sudden increase in Asian immigration that summer, the AEL 

planned a parade designed to "bring the white people to a state of enthusiasm" (Lee 2007). Over 

10,000 people gathered for the anti-Asian parade that September. The crowd quickly turned 

violent, ransacking almost every single Chinese residence and many Japanese residences in the 

Chinatown area (Lee 2007). 

That same year, the US barred Japanese and Koreans from entering the mainland from 

Hawaii. In 1908, Japan and the US jointly enforced a "voluntary ban" to curb Japanese migration 

(Lee 2007). President Theodore Roosevelt pushed the US, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia 

for united action for a "White Pacific, where white supremacy would be maintained in the face 

of an ascendant Japan," claiming that "there should be no immigration in mass of Orientals to the 

countries where the English-speaking peoples now form and will form the population of the 

future" (Lee 2007). In 1924, the Coolidge Administration passed the US immigration Act of 

1 924-better known as the Asian Exclusion Act-to ban immigration from virtually all Asian 

nations; Canada, Brazil, and Peru soon followed suit with their own immigration bans in the 

1920s an 1930s (Lee 2007). 

Due to such overwhelming anti-Asian sentiment and legislation during the early 20th 

century, the Korean diaspora did not see a large emigration pattern. However, there were few 
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male political leaders and intellectuals who made up the first wave of immigration into the US 

(NAKA 2003). A notable immigrant prior to the early 20th century was Philip Jaisohn, a 

political figure who fled Korea after a failed revolt of the pro-Japanese Kaehwadang against the 

Korean government, who arrived in Philadelphia in 1885 and became the first Korean to be 

naturalized as a US citizen. The details of how he gained citizenship despite the legal blockade 

are murky; it is speculated that his political connections and the marriage to a white woman were 

significant factors (NAKA 2003; Lee 1998). Syngman Rhee, the previously mentioned leader of 

the KDP and future first president of South Korea, immigrated to the US in 1904 and received 

his Ph.D. in international affairs from Princeton University in 1910 (NAKA 2003). After 1924, 

the only Korean immigration into the US occurred through student visas issued to a few hundred 

Korean students between 1925 and 1940 (NAKA 2003). 

By 1948, the Soviet Union and the US agreed to split the peninsula in two along the 38th 

Parallel: Soviet and China backed North, and US backed South. With aid of the US military, 

Syngman Rhee came into office as a military dictator in a capitalist nation, and his northern 

counterpart, Kim II-Sung, formed a communist nation under his dictatorship. After two years of 

intermittent border conflicts, North Korean troops crossed the 38th Parallel and invaded South 

Korea on June 25,1950. For the next three years, Korean War waged on as the Soviet Union, 

China, and US poured material and human resources into the cold war proxy conflict. When the 

cease-fire armistice was signed on July of 1953, both sides were left with significant military 

casualties and even more horrifying civilian casualties; South Korea and its allies ended up with 

178,405 military personnel dead and 32,925 missing, and North Korea and its allies ended up 

with between 398,000 and 750,000 dead and 145,000 missing (Ministry of National Defense of 

Republic of Korea 2013). In total, the South Korean army suffered three times the casualties of 
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their American counterparts (Stueck and Yi 2010). Civilian casualties on both sides amounted to 

over 2.5 million: 990,000 Koreans in the south and l.55 million Koreans in the north-and these 

numbers do not take into account the tens of thousands who did not survive the extreme famine 

that followed the war (Ministry of National Defense of Republic of Korea 2013). After the war, 

South Korea remained under US auspices. 300,000 US troops remained stationed on the 

peninsula for three more years, declining to 40,000 in the late 1970s, and then stabilizing at the 

current number of27,000 (Stueck and Yi 2010). 

The war launched a new wave of the Korean diaspora. With the American involvement in 

the Korean Peninsula came the phenomenon of Korean military brides. The military bride 

emigration peaked between the 1970s and 1980s, during which an average of 4000 Korean 

women per year emigrated to the United States (NAKA 2003). Most of them ended up in rural 

areas of the US such as Texas and Washington, where most military bases are located. There, 

they had to form their own communities in areas with very few Asian Pacific American residents 

(henceforth referred to as APA). Another significant part of the second diasporic wave was made 

up of Korean adoptees into the US between the 1950s and 1970s. They were mostly taken in by 

white families in cities and suburbs (NAKA 2003). The children were rarely orphans; they were 

typically given up for adoption by their parents during the severe famine and economic collapse 

at the time. As the adoptees became adults in the 1990s and early 2000s, their experiences 

became a significant, albeit painful part of the Korean diaspora (NAKA 2003). 

With the Immigration Reform Act of 1965-which allowed for both immigration and 

citizenship statuses for Asian immigrants-the Korean diaspora saw its third and largest 

emigration to the United States. In fact, more than three-fourths of the KA are post-1964 (Park 
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1999). The vast majority of Korean immigrants flocked to coastal hubs such as Los Angeles and 

New York city, creating Korean cultural hubs known as Koreatowns. 

The 1997 Asian financial crisis delivered a devastating hit to South Korea. In the late 80s 

and early 90s, South Korea was on a path to become a first world country and hailed as the 

"Miracle on the Han River" (coined after West Germany's "Miracle on the Rhine"). Just two 

decades prior in the 60s, the Korean economy was in shambles and similar to other resource

poor, low-income developing nations: the gross national product per capita in current prices was 

only $87, the population was growing at an incredibly high rate of 2.9%, there was widespread 

unemployment, and the South Korean government was in constant payment deficit since 1948 

(Lee and Kim 2010). At the time, the Korean economy was export-oriented and profited from the 

ability to produce products cheaper than other nations. However, trade protectionism from the 

US and EU, competition from Southeast Asian nations, and rising labor costs and land prices in 

the 80s led to Korea losing its competitive edge in the international market (Lee and Kim 2010). 

In 1994, President Kim Young-sam launched the segyehwa initiative, which translate to 

"globalization". Essentially, the new economic model emphasized strong educational and 

administrative reform that focused on science and technology, which would help expand the 

South Korean market toward "knowledge-intensive industries such as computers, 

pharmaceuticals and atomic-power related activities" and "reduce its reliance on pollution-prone 

and labour-intensive industries such as chemicals and textile" (Lee and Kim 2010). The Kim 

Young-sam administration relaxed regulations on foreign exchange controls and deregulated 

overseas direct investments (ODI), which would ultimately become a double-edged sword. 

Globalization in Korea focused on increasing exports and increasing overseas investment mainly 

in southeast Asian countries through tight collaboration between the Korean government and the 



chaebol. Between 1993 and 1995, various chaebol investments skyrocketed from $5.4 billion 

invested across 2,726 projects to $10.22 billion invested across 5,327 projects (Lee and Kim 

2010). By 1996, thirty chaebol controlled 668 subsidiary companies, controlling almost every 

faucet of the market: "consumer goods, automobiles, finance, machinery, electronics, 
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engineering, construction and cosmetics, to insurance and securities" (Lee and Kim 2010). At the 

same time, the national deficit reached 4% of the GDP (Lee and Kim 2010). With the Korean 

government sponsoring their domestic business ventures and overseas investments, the chaebol 

made increasingly risky overseas investments that led to severe debt (their debt-to-equity ratio 

reaching almost 450% in 1997), which was exacerbated by the Korean government's xenophobic 

refusal of foreign investments (Lee and Kim 2010). 

On November 21, 1997, South Korea applied to the IMF for emergency assistance to 

restore overseas confidence in the country's economy. The following December, the IMF took 

control of the Korean economy with a $8 billion relief package. The IMF also mandated that 

Korea open up its market to neoliberal and laissez- faire policies that opened up the market to an 

inflow of foreign investment and capital, which meant the end of nationalist economic practices 

that prioritized Korean products in the domestic market (Lee and Kim 2010). On February 28, 

1998, President Kim Dae-jung came into office of a nation just barely recovering from an 

economic meltdown and under the authority of the IMF. The vast majority of KA youth today 

are the result of the smaller immigration waves initiated by the 1997 Asian financial crisis and 

the resulting economic hardships throughout the early 2000s (my diaspora experience is included 

here, as my family immigrated to the US in 2004). Since then, the Korean population in the US 

has grown to 1,423,784 by 2010 (US Census Bureau 20l0a). 
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South Korea is at once an incredibly young nation and an elderly nation. The peninsula's 

history dates back almost five thousand years, but the formation of its national sovereignty was 

constantly hindered and manipulated by colonialism of more powerful nations, namely Japan and 

the U.S. Technically, South Korea is only seventy years old today in 2018, but it has experienced 

tumultuous wars and financial collapses that influenced the diaspora of Koreans across the globe. 

For those who settled in the U.S., they took on the identity of a Korean-American and 

categorized by racial stereotypes and anti-Asian sentiments older than they. For immigrants who 

carne to the U.S. after learning about or experiencing the abuse of Koreans by U.S. soldiers, how 

did they negotiate their livelihood in the land of the people who exploited and abused their own? 

How were the narratives of such negotiations passed down to the generations that carne after? 

How have racial stereotypes and notions survived and manifest themselves today in the lives of 

first and second-generation Korean-Americans? To that end, I believe an understanding of 

contemporary Korean history is critical to a deeper analysis of the Korean-American experience. 

I believe an important side-note here is a brief history of Philadelphia Koreatowns, which 

are frequented by Korean-American students at Swarthmore College. The foundation of the 

Philadelphia Koreatowns were built by KA "middlemen"-the early upper-middle class 

immigrant graduates of Temple, Drexel, and University of Pennsylvania who had some cultural 

capital compared to other new immigrants, who were entrepreneurs and leaders of Korean 

organizations (Pattillo 2007j4 It is worth keeping in mind that majority of these first-generation 

immigrants were male, and thus the power structure maintained the hegemonic patriarchal 

structure of the Korean homeland. Logan was the earliest Korean neighborhoods in the Greater 

Philadelphia region to be coined the term "Koreatown". Formerly a Jewish neighborhood, 

4 the concept of "middlemen" comes from Mary Pattillo's work on the dynamics of race, the urban space, and power 
in Chicago. 
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"thousands of recently arrived Korean immigrants had poured into the area, setting up dozens of 

businesses, restaurants and organizations throughout the 1970s" (Kaufman 1986). However, 

Logan was abandoned in favor of Olney, Upper Darby, and Cheltenham by the 1980s. According 

to those interviewed in 1986, crime, vandalism, and public education were the main issues that 

led to the creation of what is now known as Koreatown in Olney (Kaufman 1986). Now, Logan 

is a mainly Black and Puerto Rican neighborhood: out of 29,573 residents, 59.7% are Black, 

29.1 % Latinx, and 5.4% Asian (US Census Bureau 2010b). Despite the established presence of a 

KA community in Upper Darby, the current Korean population there is almost half the number in 

2000 (US Census Bureau 2010a). The township has been described as "increasingly boxed in" 

while Cherry Hill, New Jersey has garnered an increasingly larger Korean population (Nichols 

2008; Gosford n.d.). However, Upper Darby remains a popular off-campus destination for many 

Korean-American students. This is where they reconnect with Korean food, grocery items, and 

people. To that end, I believe their interaction in the space of the Upper Darby Koreatown is 

critical to understanding their cultural alignment, particularly through their practices. 



Chapter 3: To Have Become Korean-American - Three 
examples 

Morgan 

It is nighttime on the Swarthmore College campus in late winter of2018. In a large 

theater and dance building called LPAC (Lang Performing Arts Center), a dance studio is 

occupied by Morgan, who is a part of the three-person tap dancing tutorial consisting of 

themselves, Evelyn, and Nicole. Within the next ten minutes, Evelyn-the leader of the trio-
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enters the studio, followed by Nicole-a first-year dancer. The trio, consisting of two seniors and 

a first-year, are preparing for the dance recital taking place later this semester. While I am 

documenting the layout of the studio, Morgan explains to me that "the other two are much better 

than me." According to Morgan, Nicole and Evelyn are both experienced dancers who came into 

college with plenty of skill. I've known Evelyn since freshmen year when we lived on the same 

hall. Even back then, she was a dedicated dancer, and I wasn't too surprised to see her lead a 

group for a recital. Nicole was a dancer in high school, and now continues to dance as a first-year 

student. 

Today, Morgan is dressed in a black tank top, black athletic shorts with two white stripes 

running down the sides, white no-show socks, and a pair of white tap shoes, decorated with black 

toes and heels. They recently got a haircut; the sides are cut short, so the blonde tips on top are 

accentuated by the volume. They are also wearing a pair of black studs on their earlobes. 

The dance studio has gray marley flooring, a widely used performance surface which 

Morgan explains is "good for tap". It's a vast cubic room with echo-y acoustics. Walking in 

through the double doors, I first see the front wall of the studio, a collection of dozen or so 
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vertical mirrors glued together to expand the perceived size of the room by reflecting everything. 

Above the mirrors are two large windows with their curtains drawn-otherwise I could see the 

ground-level path outside of LP AC. There are identical mirrors on the other side. Only the left 

window has its curtains drawn while the right-side window reveals the ground-level of LPAC. If 

I were to peer through the windows from the ground floor, I would first see the dozens of 

acoustic paneling bolted onto the ceilings via twenty-feet long metal poles. Then I would also see 

the nine fluorescent lights hanging slightly below the acoustic paneling, but the middle light 

appears to be out. The left wall of the studio has a barre (handrail for ballet) running its length. 

The wall with the double-doors has a small closet in which the audio systems and a laptop play 

the songs for practice. The right wall is identical to the left wall except for a black grand piano 

under the covers. 

Evelyn leads the tap group, guiding Morgan and Nicole through movements and 

explaining how to perform them in sequence. Against the marley floor, the rhythmic tapping of 

the tap shoes amplified and echoed against the hard walls of the studio. The acoustic panels did 

not dampen the echoes that much. With Morgan on the left, Nicole in the middle, and Evelyn on 

the right, they begin their routine. The structure of the routine revolves around a grandmother 

(Morgan) teaching her grandchildren (Evelyn and Nicole) how to dance in preparation for their 

Broadway auditions. They begin without the music. 

"Step, step, slide," Evelyn explained to Morgan. They ask if the step starts with a flat 

heel, and Evelyn says that it starts with the heel. Morgan then says "I'll survive. I'll probably 

fuck it up." The dancers tap, rotate, tap while rotating, and shuffle around the studio in a mostly 

uniform beat. Morgan and Nicole pause throughout the first few attempts, asking Evelyn about 



the pattern for the beginning or how the pattern while rotating is done, to which she responds 

"it'll happen. It took me hours." 

30 

By 8:30pm the trio appears to be in sync: Morgan begins the routine, moving forward as 

Nicole and Evelyn follow through in succession, and they complete the routine without stopping. 

At this point, there is more humor in the air: Morgan proposes the idea that this tap routine 

should include dialogue, and thus adding more acting into the performance. Nicole complains 

that the dance department's reasoning for sticking to a strictly dance performance is completely 

arbitrary. She imitates a professor when she says that "our bodies are a narrative." Morgan 

scrunches up their back like a grandma and exclaims "I'll kick you in the ass!" and wriggling 

their index finger in the air. The three burst into laughter for a few moments. Morgan and Nicole 

ask Evelyn if they could wear costumes, with Morgan wishing for some "1940s style" and a pair 

of "librarian glasses to go with their wig." 

An interesting generational divide reveals itself as Nicole joking "dabs" while tapping, to 

which Morgan responds, "you know you're a freshman when life is memes." As the hour and a 

half long tutorial winds down, more jokes are shared between Morgan and Nicole. Evelyn 

engages, but still maintains the structure of the practice. 

Around 9: lOpm, Evelyn switches up the music for a different dance. It's a faster-paced 

and energetic swing piece. Evelyn begins the tap pattern, which Nicole follows quickly. Morgan 

follows suit, but stops after a little bit. During a lull when Evelyn and Nicole are discussing the 

details of a piece, Morgan takes a break. They stretch and check their phone while bobbing their 

head to the beat. After a final run-through of the routine, everyone agrees that it has been enough 

practice for one night. At 9:30pm, the group disbands. 
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My observations and interviews with Morgan led me to believe that Morgan, as a second

generation KA, is in the process of increasing awareness and exploration of their ethnic identity. 

I believe that seeing Morgan through the practice of tap, particularly as a practice that "never had 

anything to do with Koreanness", is interesting because it was the first dance form they studied 

in college because they "always enjoyed watching old Broadway musical shows." Ultimately; 

however, their dance education was one of the largest factors in influencing them to explore their 

KA identity. In this portion of the thesis, I would like to state my findings thus far, and their 

significance. Specifically, the practices of dance, drinking, ideas of Korean masculinity, and their 

experiences of fetishism in queer relationships strongly informed my research. 

Morgan is a second-generation KA from Lexington, Massachusetts, where they lived 

with their mother, a piano instructor, and maternal grandmother. Their grandparents immigrated 

into the United States, whereupon the maternal grandmother attended a university in Boston and 

the paternal grandfather worked multiple jobs in the States while rest of the family stayed in 

Korea (a structure many Korean families go through called a girogi family because one spouse 

works overseas and sends money back to Korea). However, both of Morgan's parents arrived in 

the United States in their teens: their mother came here as a freshman in high school, and their 

father moved to Hartford, Connecticut when he was ten. Morgan described their maternal 

grandmother as "one of those really old school type of immigrants who thought you had to 

perfectly assimilate" who did not want Morgan to learn Korean. 

Growing up in Lexington-one of the most highly educated towns in America-Morgan 

was surrounded by a large Asian-American population. However, they did not engage with the 

KA student body or their own KA identity much: "I never really thought much about being 
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Korean for a long time. It just didn't play much of a role for me growing up. I was Asian

American. That was kind of it. I knew that I hung out with other Asian-Americans sometimes." 

Sex & Sexuality - Hallyu & Fetish for Asians 

Exploration of sex and sexuality as it relates to KA identity revealed itself to be one of 

the most significant and earliest practices for Morgan. Their experience dating in queer 

communities not only exposed Morgan to the fetishism of Korean men, but also pushed them to 

critically consider their identity as a KA. 

During junior year of high school, Morgan dated Stanley, a senior Chinese-American 

student. "He was really really into K-pop. Like, I don't even know how to tell you this. He took 

a quiz where it showed you 300 Korean celebrities, and he got 257 of them correct. I don't even 

know 257 people!" Although they are still good friends, Morgan expressed severe feelings of 

weirdness and surprise at the time. "Actually, one of the first things he did was he asked me if! 

wanted to see him dance." Stanley ran through some hip-hop dance routines of popular girl 

bands Girl's Generation and Brown Eyed Girls. The experience of seeing a Chinese person 

imitate a Korean dance routine, as well as seeing a guy imitate the dance moves offemale 

dancers, was a memorable moment for Morgan. To them, it was both an early exposure to gender 

non-binary expressions and fetish of Korea. However, they "ended up learning some of the K

pop songs, and I watched some of the music videos. It made me more aware. I realized that most 

of the K-pop boys were attractive." 

However, many of the later encounters were negative for Morgan. "Then, freshmen year 

here [Swarthmore], for Halloween I dressed up similarly to what Shinee (a Korean boy band) 

wore in one of the music videos as ajoke. I honestly don't know if this was the moment, but I 
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remember I was trying to figure out the makeup. I was dating a senior at that point-white, and 

notoriously terrible person-he said "you're getting the make up all wrong. That's not how they 

wore it." I just remember getting really angry. I was like 'who the fuck are you? You random 

ass, potentially racist, highly problematic white cracker doing?' It was the first time I felt 

defensive of my Koreaness, I felt kind of attacked." After that, Morgan found themselves in 

relationships with white men only to later find out that they are questionably immersed in K-pop 

fandom. In an interview, Morgan expressed their frustration, asking the rhetorical question "why 

were all these white people so into Korean culture?" Additionally, Morgan often ran into a 

situation where white men "who have claimed they were 100% bottoms until they met me. I first 

thought it was very funny that I turned all these people into tops until I applied some "critical 

theory" that I thought 'hold on, there's something deeply problematic about what is happening 

here.' I first didn't think about it as a race thing. I thought 'oh everyone wants to coddle me.' I 

didn't even like that, but yeah." 

However, the fetish for Koreans was not limited to white men, but was pervasive among 

Chinese international students. After beginning to use a dating app geared toward gay men called 

Grindr, Morgan felt "reduced and commodified as Asian" and were swarmed with obsessive 

inquiries about Morgan's Korean identity. Many of the people they encountered were Chinese 

international students, who displayed their intrigue of Morgan's ethnicity with overly confident 

judgement of Morgan's Korean appearance. Seeing the pattern of obsession of their Korean 

identity, Morgan began to question "what does it mean to look Korean, what does it mean to be 

Korean, and why is my Koreaness so important to these random ass people?" 
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Korean masculinity of tobacco and alcohol consumption (from the outside) 

Navigation of the construct of Korean masculinity, particularly as it pertains to alcohol 

consumption and cigarette smoking, played a large role in how Morgan approaches and 

perceives the practice of consuming alcohol and tobacco. Both practices were markers of the 

Korean male identity, with etiquettes and traditions surrounding it. However, Morgan is neither a 

smoker nor a heavy drinker. 

"I don't smoke. That's one Korean thing 1 don't do. I've smoked three times: 1 did enjoy 

it, but 1 don't think 1 enjoyed because of the sensation, but because "ha, I'm smoking." 

Whenever they see other Koreans smoking, they don't give them a second glance, but when they 

see a group of white people smoking "I'd be like 'what the fuck are you doing?''' For Morgan, 

smoking cigarettes is a very Korean thing to do. It's something they see other Koreans doing 

together on-campus, but do not participate in. 

When it comes to alcohol, Morgan explained that they saw drinking as a deeply Korean 

practice, but something they feel ashamed of practicing due to their low alcohol tolerance: "I 

frequently feel a sort of shame because 1 can't hold my liquor at all, which is very un-Korean of 

me. It's for the best because I'm much less likely to become an alcoholic. To me, drinking is 

very Korean. There's a lot that's problematic about Korean drinking culture, but in terms of how 

1 drink, I'll have a little bit of wine with dinner if! made dinner and think it's an appropriate 

pairing. Or 1 drink when 1 go out. 1 don't really enjoy just being drink. 1 like being drunk and 

going out to dance and letting your consciousness melt, haha. But that's about it." Morgan saw 

their father, who is an alcoholic, as the quintessential "'Korean man's man' meaning that "he 

smokes, he drinks (well, he used to drink) ... He had all these Korean immigrant friends and this 

idea that when you hang out you have to get drunk." They believed that everything associated 
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with Korean drinking culture-drinking heavily, often, and under pressure to keep up with their 

peers-seemed conducive to creating alcoholics, an addiction often swept under the rug in 

Korea's anti-mental illness society. 

Identification through researching lalchum 

For Morgan, the practice of theater and dance was never about exploring their KA 

identity. However, that changed when they enrolled in a class called "Performance Theory and 

Practice". The class explored practice traditions from various artists and cultures, including non

Western practices. For the final, the students were supposed to research a practice, and the 

professor recommended a South Korean movie called King and the Clown-which featured a 

form of Korean masked dance called talchum. Research was difficult for Morgan because most 

of the academic text on the subject were in Korean, which Morgan could not translate. "It was 

the first time really engaging with things that were Korean. I managed to scrape together enough 

English sources, and it was bad because a lot of sources were just citing each other. .. After that, 

I got a lot more interested and thought a lot more about being Korean. My shame about not being 

able to speak Korean became a lot more acute. I started learning more about my family: my 

grandfather's escape from the Japanese, and my maternal side's royal history. There was so 

much of my identity that I never cared about that is actually quite rich, interesting, and worth 

exploring." Although they were originally applying for the Fulbright to study in France, this 

exposure to the rich tradition of talchum led them to consider studying the twelve regional forms 

of talchum in South Korea. 

After Morgan's exposure to talchum, they found other ways to explore their identity. One 

of them was through a reading for their first theater directing course, which said that it is 
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important for one to have roots. "That made me really sad because I don't have roots. I'm Asian

American, and in a weird way I'm rootless: I don't know what my roots are, I'm not familiar 

with them. I guess theater played a large role. Queerness and theater played large roles. I want to 

learn Korean now, I want to go to Korea. I have a ten-step Korean skincare routine, haha. I'm as 

vain as any Korean. I even have, well, fake fur. I haven't really done much work with Korean 

culture, and I'm still looking for ways I can integrate it." 

Ruby 

On February 9th of2018, NBC aired its broadcast of the 2018 Winter Olympics in 

Pyeongchang, South Korea. That night, Ruby invited me to HAN's Olympic watch party. As I 

walk into the classroom, I pass a KA student speaking on the phone in Korean. The room is 

rectangular, shorter on the wall I am entering through than the walls running down the sides. A 

projector screen is illuminated by a projector fixed below the curved ceiling, which ends with a 

large window facing the science center quad. A blackboard runs along the wall to the left, and 

some of the students have decorated it with the words "Pyeongchang Olympics" in Korean. Two 

strings of miniature paper flags cut across the room a foot above most people's heads. Inside, 

there are five students-some are sitting and watching the coverage of the 2018 Winter 

Olympics in Pyeongchang, South Korea while some are adding finishing touches to the 

decorations. The ones finishing up the decorations are board members of HAN, the Korean 

cultural affinity group on campus and the organizers of the Olympic watch party. Ruby, the 

research participant, is finishing up the blackboard decorations while Jinsoo is spreading out the 

Korean snacks (no alcohol is present at the watch party). Taylor, the only board member who is 

not Korean (he is black), is securing the stringed flags on the wall with tape. The two other 



students present at the moment are Sekyung and another student who declined to be identified. 

Around 8:25pm, Hunter, another board member, joins the group. 
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As the opening ceremonies begin, a few students are using their phones to record the 

stream on Snapchat. When the Bell of King Seongdeok, Korean National Treasure number 

twenty-nine, makes appearance on screen, Ruby and Jinsoo question whether it is the actual bell 

or a replica. Once it is rung, they raise their voices in surprise and awe-Jinsoo shouts "oh my 

god! jin]jaya? (is it real?)" Taylor turns toward Ruby while she explains to him the cultural 

significance of the Bell of King Seongdeok and its status as a national treasure. With the start of 

the athletes' entrance, Hunter points out the young Korean dancers-who couldn't be more than 

14--circling the inner stadium and speculates that "they just got out of hagwon (cram school) ... 

they just escaped!" Hunter's humorous comment-poking fun at South Korea's intense cram 

school system-garners hearty laughter from the group. 

As the opening ceremony continues, students begin to raise their annoyance at the sheer 

number of advertising breaks. The annoyance is amplified as Ruby and Jinsoo ridicule the overt 

western gaze of the commentators-particularly of Joshua Cooper Ramo. Ramo comments that 

"the Korean people were known as 'people who wore white' by others," to which Ruby shouts 

"because we were poor!" During the entrance of the Japanese athletes, Ramo states that "Japan 

was a country which occupied Korea from 1910 to 1945, but every Korean will tell you that 

Japan as a cultural and technological and economic example has been so important to their own 

transformation." This statement causes an uproar among the students in the classroom. Ruby 

shouts in frustration as Hunter nervously laughs in disbelief of the situation. 

Rest of the night slowed down as the 30-minute streaming limit imposed by NBC and its 

flood of advertisements discourage many students enough to leave. 
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Born in the United States where her father was working at a university, Ruby moved back 

to South Korea with her family in third grade. In Seoul, she attended an international school, 

which she described as "a little bit separated from Korea in terms of how I was interacting with 

Korean society." Although she is technically an international student, her experience as a KA 

born in the US, moving to South Korea during early childhood, and returning to the US for 

college presents an interesting case. From the interviews and observations, I believe Ruby has 

delved deep into the exploration of her KA identity. For her, some of the practices I will soon 

talk about are the ways in which she maintains and strengthens her connection to Korea. 

Specifically, socialization with other Koreans through HAN, seeking out good Korean food, 

consuming Korean news media, and her experience in the Los Angeles Koreatown (often 

shortened to "K-town") are practices she believes are crucial to her identity as a Korean

American. 

Socializing with other KAs - LA K-town and HAN 

Over the summer of2017, Ruby was interning at a KA community organization in LA's 

K-town, home to the largest population of Koreans outside South Korea. According to Ruby, it 

was a profoundly validating experience. "In a way, being in K-town-a Korean community that 

is outside Korea-has helped me solidify my identity or my ties to Korea and being Korean 

more. Which is weird I guess because you're a in a foreign land-foreign like America, a 

western place. Having Korea be there is really validating because you're in America. It's 

different from when I'm in Korea because everyone around me were Korean. But when you're 

here and you're in K-town and you see Koreans, you're like 'damn.' It feels much stronger." 
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It was also a powerful learning experience that sparked her interest in exploring the roots 

of KA identity and its consumption and re-interpretation in the United States. "It kind of just 

sparked my interest of "how do Korean-Americans, what is the history of Korean-Americans in 

the states". For one, I did know that the LA riots were a thing, but I didn't know how big of the 

role KA played in there. So that was a learning point for me in the summer. It sparked my 

interest in "how did we get here", "what were some of the obstacles", "how do we sustain 

ourselves", "how has our culture been interpreted, especially with the rise of halyu wave, K-pop 

in the states, and Korean beauty", and the fact that people pick and choose only the best parts of 

Korean culture to really engage with." 

During our interviews, Ruby expressed how maintaining relationships with other KAs 

was a significant practice. Her close relationship with her mentor at the KA organization was one 

of the reasons why her summer was so memorable: "She was a really big part of why my 

summer was so great. She was Korean as well, so we could speak Korean and we also spoke 

English. If there was something I found funny in Korean, she would understand. Things I was 

worried about in Korea, she would understand as well." 

To that end, Ruby's relationship with HAN also provided her with a vital link that 

allowed her to speak Korean, talk about news in Korea, and feel a sense of solidarity with other 

KA on campus. The current state of HAN is a surprisingly different one from just a few years 

past: rather than karaoke nights filled with heavy drinking and an entirely KA group, the current 

HAN is much less drinking-focused and much more inclusive. "When I joined HAN, you could 

come in and sit down, but if you didn't speak Korean you felt really awkward because people 

were mostly speaking amongst themselves in Korean and not really interacting with other 

people ... Hunter became president his sophomore year, and he's a year below us. He really tried 
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to change HAN's image because he has friends who are not Korean who joined HAN." After the 

change, Ruby began attending HAN more often. She is currently the default senior member who 

serves as the keeper of institutional memory (or as we joked "the Maurice Eldridge of HAN", 

Maurice Eldridge being one of the most senior members of the Swarthmore community). 

"They'd be like 'Ruby, how did you do it last year?' and I'd be 'uhhh, this and that'. I help out 

with getting groceries and things." 

Consuming culture - Searching for good Korean food 

In all my interviews, the participants unanimously agreed that Koreans on whole place 

the utmost importance of food as a central item in Korean culture. To that end, they also 

expressed that they regularly seek out Korean food as a practice that maintains and strengthens 

their bond to their Korean identity. Ruby said during an interview that she believes "food is one 

of the biggest links I have to my culture. Ijust like wauna eat Korean food all the fucking time." 

However, it's a difficult task as a student in suburban Delaware County because the only 

Korean restaurants are located at least twenty-five minutes away. For KA students seeking a 

Korean meal, they are rather limited to the H-Mart and Mujinjang in Upper Darby. Going to her 

aunt's house in Maryland over Thanksgiving every year has been a way for her to eat 

home cooked Korean meals. During our interviews, we often spent ten minutes simply 

fantasizing about the Korean dishes we love back home or in Korea that we simply cannot find 

in Philadelphia because the dishes are so niche to restaurants in large K-towns in LA or in Korea. 

Additionally, the mountainous and diverse landscape of the Korean peninsula fostered variations 

in the cuisine, even between families in the same town. For example, cooking in the southern 

coastal regions are often heavier on seasoning and seafood. Kimchi, a side dish of salted and 



fennented vegetables often made to fit a family's taste, is an excellent indicator of the family's 

origins because a family from the southern regions would be heavy on the seafood whereas a 

family from Seoul would only include somejeotgal (salted mini-shrimps). 

41 

Ruby described her desire to find good Korean food as a necessity, which echoes 

Bourdieu's discussion of food as a function of habitus. Through that perspective, it becomes 

easier to understand how Korean food can be classified as "tastes of necessity" -Bourdieu also 

describes taste as "amor fati, the choice of destiny, but a forced choice"-and that "necessity can 

only be fulfilled, most of the time, because the agents are inclined to fulfil it, because they have a 

taste for what they are anyway condemned to" (Bourdieu 1979: 178). Having grown up eating 

Korean food, it becomes necessary despite the plethora of international cuisines available to 

Swarthmore students if they travel to Philadelphia. 

Transnational media consumption - Ambivalent feelings of popular Korean media 

Ruby expressed ambivalent sentiments about K-pop and K-drama. "I also enjoy K-pop to 

a certain extent, but ... It's Korean culture, but in tenns of identity of how I feel Korean, I don't 

necessary think that just because you like K-pop ... you feel like you're Korean." Her exposure to 

K-pop stretches back to her childhood: "for me, my memory of K-pop stems from elementary 

school, middle school because I would watch Inkkigayo (Popular Songs) every single weekend. 

That action kind of becomes a part of who I am and how I remember myself as someone who 

really likes music or just really liked watching K-pop, and that was a big part of my childhood." 

However, she recognized the peculiar irony ofK-pop: at once it is a national export that most 

non-Koreans see of Korea, but it is a western itself "The weird thing is, K-pop doesn't take a lot 

of traditional Korean: they take a lot of western pop music as opposed to their basis (Korean 
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traditional music) for it. It's not like pansori (traditional Korean musical storytelling practice that 

involves a singer and a drummer) or anything." However, she does subscribe to Korean media 

outlets such as JTBC, Korea Times, and dotface. 

Taylor 

Around 7pm, I arrive near Philadelphia Chinatown's Bonchon Chicken with a group of 

students that includes me, Tara, Adrian, Marcus, and Taylor. After Adrian proposes that we 

smoke a joint before going to eat, I put my name down on the wait list and we walk through 

some of the emptier streets around Chinatown. Around 7:30pm, the five of us enter the crowded 

restaurant. Inside, the sound system is blasting K-pop tracks while six large television sets and a 

projector play basketball games and K-pop music videos. The restaurant is separated into two 

floors: the first floor houses the kitchen and the bar, and the second floor is mostly a dining area. 

After waiting for a few minutes, the server, who is Korean but speaks to me in English, guides us 

upstairs for our table in a corner. 

Upstairs, I order a pitcher of Blue Moon beer, which comes in a heavy glass pitcher with 

five slices of orange on the rim. Taylor distributes the beer to everyone, starting with me and 

ending with his own glass. I tell him that "it's funny you poured out the beer like a Korean: 

serving the oldest first, and the youngest (yourself) last." He laughs and explains that it's rather 

ingrained in him. As we toast, I say "gunbae" (a Korean toast) and explain what it is to the 

others in the table, who are not Korean. When the server returns to our table, Taylor orders a 

bottle of soju (Korean rice wine) and Adrian orders a medium combo platter of garlic soy and 

spicy seasoned fried chicken for the table. Taylor and I order a bowl of ttukbokkki, rice cakes 

with spicy pepper sauce and fish cakes. When Tara asks if we should order more soju, I tell her 
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that the bottles are overpriced. Taylor interjects and explains that "soju in Korea is like less than 

$2 a bottle, while they're charging us $7." 

As we eat, Tara asks me and Taylor about why we enjoy Korean fried chicken so much. 1 

explain to her that chimek (Korean abbreviation of chicken and melqu (beer)) is a phenomenon 

that found itself out of Korea and into American culture during the last few years. 1 tell her that 

"it's a nice thing to take your non-Korean friends to because it's approachable and absolutely 

delicious." Taylor chimes in and says that he really loves Korean fried chicken because it is good 

and eating Korean food is good for him. 

As we continue to drink, Terence points out to Tara and Taylor that "damn, y'all are 

getting that Asian glow." They both agree, and their cheeks are indeed flushed red. Tara brings 

up how she easily gets the "Asian glow"-term for facial and bodily flush that many East Asians 

exhibit when drinking alcohol. Taylor agrees, saying "yeah, 1 get mad red when 1 drink." 

As the last few wings are eaten and the drinks are finished, we ask the server for our 

check and leave the restaurant after the bills are paid. 

Taylor is a sophomore at Swarthmore studying a STEM field, and someone who feels 

distanced from the larger Korean community. As a 1.5 generation KA, we share a few common 

experiences of coming to the United States right before our teenage years. Due to our similar 

immigration background, we quickly became close friends. Taylor came to the United States as 

an II-year-old when his parents sent him to a junior boarding school in Deerfield, 

Massachusetts. Even though his boarding school had a significant "Korean clique"- "the 

Korean clique was the biggest one. He describes himself as an "abnormal Asian" and "not that 

Korean", citing the fact that "1 don't really have any Korean friends, who 1 speak in Korean. 



Like, I don't even talk to you in Korean. I don't think I have actual Korean friends. I feel like 

most Koreans tend to mingle with other Koreans, don't you think?" 
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During our dinner together, we did not follow much Korean drinking etiquette nor speak 

in Korean much. Apart from Taylor pouring out my drink before his own, the traditional 

drinking etiquettes were not followed. However, I do not believe that this is because Taylor is 

distanced from Korean drinking etiquette. Rather, I believe both Taylor and I decided to forego 

the rules because our friends were not Korean. In the presence of non-Koreans in the group, it 

felt to Taylor that it is not necessary to follow rules meant for Koreans. 

During my interviews with Taylor, I decided to focus on one practice of his that is 

decidedly a "Korean man" practice-smoking cigarettes-and another that is decidedly "un

Korean" thing to do-smoking marijuana. 

Korean masculinity of tobacco and alcohol consumption (from the inside) 

Much like Morgan, Taylor believes that smoking tobacco is a very "Korean man" thing 

to do: "I think I smoke a lot of cigs, and that's a very "Korean man" thing to do. In one of our 

interview he went on to extrapolate: "I feel like cigs in the states are frowned. In Korea, every 

man basically smokes cigs. Because I was raised in that culture, I got a lot of that. All my friends 

smoked, so I wanted to smoke to fit in, I guess." He first started smoking right before college, 

and naturally sought out other smokers, who also happened to be KAs. "I first started smoking 

with Korean friends. It was right before college ... Smokers know each other. Since a large 

portion of smokers were Korean, I sought them out." While many of his smoker friends are male, 

he says that "there are quite a few Korean women who smoke, and I'm friends with them." 
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Drinking too, was perceived to be a very Korean practice by Taylor. "Koreans are very 

heavy drinkers. I've been told by my friends that I'm very pushy when it comes to alcohol. Like 

I dunno if it's me as a personality or me being Korean. But Koreans like to make other people 

drink a lot, as much as you drink. I feel like at every social gathering, there's liquor." The 

process of drinking too, is different for Koreans in Korea: "We only have like 3 types of drinks 

in Korea-soju, beer, and makgeolli (slightly sweet fermented Korean rice alcohol). Koreans 

would just go from one restaurant to restaurant-we call it iI-cha, ee-cha, sam-cha- first dining, 

second dining, third dining. We would basically drink all night. We'd go to different places with 

food that serve liquor." 

Marijuana - the taboo "un-Korean" substance 

On the other hand, Taylor recognized that marijuana consumption is a highly stigmatized 

practice in Korea and his practice of smoking marijuana would be found repulsive by Koreans on 

the peninsula and older KAs. "That kinda goes back to how conservative Koreans are, and how 

conservative they are about drugs. Even the younger generation find it repulsive when famous 

rappers are caught with drugs. Even weed, if they find you with a jay they're not gonna fuck with 

you." During our interview covering the topic of marijuana, he emphasized his concern that his 

parents might find out about his smoking habits: "I think no Korean would be very happy with 

their son smoking. When I say "not be very happy" I mean they're gonna freak the fuck out." 

Consequentially, many KAs on campus are not smokers. Even Morgan, who revealed 

that they have experimented before, does not smoke. Ruby is not a smoker either, thus placing 

Taylor in the small group of KAs on Swarthmore's campus who smoke marijuana. Whenever he 

smokes, Taylor finds himself with his group of friends, who are mostly black and white. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis has been twenty-two years in the making. Although the field work and writing 

of the thesis only took two semesters, it took twenty-two years ofliving at first as a Korean, then 

a Korean-American permanent resident, and now as a Korean-American with American 

citizenship to better understand and empathize with the identity struggles my research 

participants faced. Of course, by no means do I actually understand what it is like to be a 

Korean-American woman or a non-binary Korean-American individual. Saying that I do would 

be in complete disregard of my positionality. However, it is with the limitations and insights that 

my positionality brings, that I present my research into the experiences of three Korean

American students at Swarthmore College. As they relay to me the stories of how they use 

practice to navigate the in-betweenness of their existence and construct their identification as 

Korean-Americans, I found some distinct practices and themes they all experienced. 

Between the Morgan, Ruby, and Taylor, they unanimously agreed that certain practices 

are conducive further constructing their identification as Korean-Americans. For example, eating 

Korean food is an important practice that my participants explained as a one of the most direct 

ways they further sediment their identification as Korean-Americans. While the frequency of 

practice varied amongst the three, it was described by all three as critically important. For 

Morgan and Taylor, both of whom described themselves in interviews as "bad Koreans," these 

practices seemed to be personally significant practices that helped them further construct their 

identification as Korean-Americans. 

On the other hand, the participants revealed their past conflicts with popular Korean 

culture, especially the parts that have been exported into the US. For Morgan, the immense 

popularity ofK-pop and Korean hip hop dance led to numerous sexual encounters in which the 
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other party fetishized Morgan's identity. These encounters prompted Morgan identify more with 

their Korean heritage and question why all these people were obsessed with that. Taylor seemed 

to avoid a great deal of Korean pop culture-instead, he explained his preference Korean folk 

rock, ballads, and protest anthems of the 1970s and 1980s (an era referred to as "7080" amongst 

Koreans) in addition to contemporary hip hop and rap. Ruby approached Korean pop culture 

with a grain of salt as well: she revealed how much of her attachment to K-pop originated from 

nostalgia for her childhood memories watching weekly live music broadcasts. Of the three, Ruby 

was most well-informed about Korean politics and culture-which can be credited to the fact 

that she lived in South Korea the longest and keep herself up-to-date with the current events 

through various online news sources. 

Substance consumption and the culture surrounding it was also a major topic of 

conversation. Contrary to the American stereotype that Asians cannot drink alcohol well, all 

three participants spoke at length about their experience witnessing and sometimes participating 

in Korean drinking culture-a practice that promotes intense alcohol consumption, particularly 

among men in the office space. Morgan had a valuable insight about Korean perceptions of 

alcoholism, in relation to Koreans' general phobia of talking about mental health issues. Taylor 

talked about his awareness of his drinking practices, and how he has been conditioned to perform 

some of the practices of Korean drinking culture. 

For all participants, college was described as a factor in their changing perspectives on 

their own identity as a Korean-American. I believe that Swarthmore College's politically active 

and leftist atmosphere was a factor in fostering Morgan, Ruby, and Taylor's exploration of their 

place in the hyphen. Morgan, Ruby, and Taylor had vastly different backgrounds when it came to 

prior exposure and residency in South Korea. In this small sample, I found a positive correlation 
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between the number of years spent living in Korea and how in-touch they felt with their Korean 

identity. All three participants explained that their experiences while in college contributed to 

constructing their identification as Korean-Americans-all three of whom expressed increased 

identification as Korean-Americans. 

In closing, I would echo the sentiments of my research participants in saying that the past 

four years in college encouraged me to construct my own identification as a l. 5 generation KA 

and engage more with the intersections that impact me and the communities around me. Prior to 

engaging in this research, I was quite murky as to where I belong in the spectrum between being 

Korean and American. My immigration experience is most similar to that of Taylor: my parents 

wished to support me with an education they believed was more holistic while pursuing better 

opportunities for my father's work in cancer research, so we moved to the US (to Astoria, New 

York) when I was nine years old. I never lived in Korean neighborhoods and most of my friends 

at first were Latinx and Asian immigrants like myself. Consequently, my Korean language skill 

did not improve to advanced adult speech despite exclusively speaking Korean at home. After 

moving to the suburban Georgian town of Marietta, I had my first real encounter with racism and 

attempts by the school system to forcibly assimilate me-there was a case where one of middle 

school English teachers coerced my mother to hire a pronunciation tutor in order to remove my 

supposed Korean dialect. 

At the time, I wanted to believe that I was eschewing my unwanted Koreanness to 

become a "real American". I was adamantly against all K-pop and even stopped watching many 

of the Korean variety shows I watched every week with my family. I even asked my mom to 

replace my Korean breakfasts-a relatively lavish affair with rice, soup, kimchi, and another side 

dish-with more American ones-a single plate meal of a bagel, orange juice, or cereal. My 



immigrant friends from Astoria were replaced with white suburban kids, who influenced my 

music taste to include Green Day, Eminem, and Linkin Park. At the time, I was so convinced 

that if! performed more white, southern, and suburban practices, I would be fully accepted as 

one of them. This effort to expunge myself of all practices that made me Korean continued 

through most of high school in Memphis, Tennessee. It was only around junior year when I 

realized that my efforts to delete the Korean in me was completely futile. I was in a limbo, not 

sure as to who I am and where I belong. 

49 

Like my informants, I began to construct much healthier identifications with my Korean

American identity once I got to Swarthmore. I re-discovered the beauty of Korean cinema, 7080 

music, Korean history and culture, and put in work to improve my Korean. I believe that this 

thesis marks a point in my life where I finally feel satisfied by my hyphenated identity as a 

Korean-American rather than feeling ashamed of it. 

The Korean-American community is not a monolith, and this research further improved 

my understanding that we are free to define being a Korean-Amercian however we wish, because 

all forms of being Korean-American are valid. No one is born Korean-American, but rather 

construct their identification with being Korean-American by embodying and performing what 

we believe as Korean-American. Practices such as going to H-Mart for Korean groceries and 

food, watching Korean movies, or socializing with other Korean-Americans on campus have 

become regular for me as well. It is the feeling of comfort Ruby explained to me during an 

interview-the feeling that it is comforting and validating to be around Koreans outside of Korea 

and to see that they are thriving as a community-that I ultimately seek out. It is an effort to 

construct home, a place where we do not need to explain ourselves. 
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