IERICANS

Kyeyoung Park

In New York City in the late 1980s, a progressive group in the Korean American
community organized a Korean cultural program in the Asian village at the fa-
mous Queens Festival.' This marnmoth festival attracts as many as 300,000 visi-
tors on a weekend. After the festival was over, controversy arose over the Korean
cultural exhibit. Did it fairly represent Korean culture? Some people were in-
dignant about the exhibit. They chided the organizers and said that the strong
political messages—evident in posters, paintings, woodblock printings, and wall
hangings—had little to do with the clegance of Korean culture. For them, the
artwork depicting Korean workers dernanding higher wages and democracy was
a disgrace for Koreans in the United States, They questioned why exhibit or-
ganizers ignored the other aspects of Korean culture. They also declared that per-
formance of farmers’ dances and other folk dances misrepresented Koreans.

The lingering questions of this controversy have to do with the presentation
and representation of Korean homeland culture in the context of a festival in the
United States. In other words, what is really “Korean” in the Korean transnational
community, and why does this matter provoke such heated arguments among
Korean Americans?

As Koreans leave Korea and setile in other nations, the name Korea becomes
enigmatic, much different than in the homeland. In Korea, when people marry,
they tend to verify their identity through references to region, birthplace, family
background, educational level, and other factors.? In contrast, in the United
~ States, the reference point for Koreans becomes ethnicity. It is not uncommon
o hear conversations between immigrants about whether their daughter is mar-
1ying another Korean or not.

In addition to the problems of retaining the particularities of Korean culture
and ethnicity, there is a problem of measurement. A Korean immigrant is often
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asked, How Korean are you? People raise this question as if one could measure
the degree of Koreanization or Americanization.* But more important are the im-
plications of this question: what do people mean when they identify a person as
not being Korean enough or being too Korean?

This article examines the construction of culture in diaspora communities; in
particular, what happens to Korean culture and identity among Korean imumi-
grants living in the United States, and how Koreanness is recreated and reinter-
preted in the Korean American community* It analyzes Korean immigrant
discourse on culture and argues that the making of Korean American culture is a
creative and critical process drawing from Korean, American, and other cultures.
Specifically, it argues that Korean American culture is rooted in Korea, but that
its parameters are set by the political economy of the United States (i.e., by the
impact the U.S. economy has on the restructuring of the immigrant community).

The data comes from ethnographic fieldwork done in the late 1980s on the
Korean immigrant community in New York City, where some 200,000 ethnic
Koreans reside.’ In Queens, New York City, the county population in 1987 was
49 percent white, 21 percent black, 16 percent Hispanic, and 14 percent Asian.
In New York City, which has the second-largest Korean comrmunity in America,
over two-thirds of the Koreans work in small businesses as either employers or
employees. As a Korean-born woman and an anthropologist, 1 will also add my
own perspective as a new-immigrant researcher to this discussion.?

TRANSNATIONAL DIASPORA AND THE QUESTION OF AGENCY

An increasing number of new approaches to studying immigrants and their
communities are shifting their focus from international rigration to an exami-
nation of transnational diaspora. In their book on Chinese diaspora, Nonini and
Ong viewed diaspora: as a pattern of communities, persons, and groups, sepa-
rated by space but sharing a common condition; a community that is continu-
ally reconstituted by the travel of Chinese persons across and throughout the
regions of dispersion; and a community characterized by multiple and varied con-
nections via family ties, kinship, commerce, sentiments, and values related to the .
“homeland,” shared memberships in transnational organizations, and so forth”

In addition, as presented in new journals such as Diaspora, Public Culture,
and Identities, writers and researchers no longer interpret the conternporary
global movement and flow of people, information, and commodities within the
outmoded framework of unidirectional assimilation® Instead, they write about
migration that is transnational rather than international, that is circular rather
than just one-way, and that follows multifarious trajectories and diverse networks.

This approach also reflects a new understanding of nation-states as borderlands
of shifting and contested boundaries and presents migrant networks and com-
munities in this context. These developments occur within the context of late
capitalism, or what David Harvey called the condition of postmodernity. A con-
stellation of technical, financial, and institutional innovations that have occurred
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since the early 1970s has led to a shift in capitalism from mass industrial pro-
duction to globalized regimes of “Aexible accumulation.” According to Harvey,
“Flexible accumulation rests on Hexibility with respect to labor processes, labor
markets, products, and patterns of consumption. It is characterized by the emer-
gence of entirely new sectors of production, new ways of providing financial ser-
vices, new markets, and, above all, greatly intensified rates of commercial,
technological, and organizational innovation.”i

Fundamentally, these changes are associated with the enhanced and increased
mobility of people, commodities, ideas, and capital on a global scale, and one of
the major consequences is the migration of people. For example, Asian countries
are producing more highly trained members than they can absorb, while the
United States produces fewer than it needs. These imbalances are a product of
the contradictions of capitalism, the resulting class struggles, and efforts to re-
structure the global economy. Since the late 1970s, farge numbers of, mainly
middle-class professional Koreans have come to the United States. Their depar-
ture from Korea and their entrance into the United States reflect the late-
capitalist relationship between the United States and Korea.

Korean immigrant culture has been shaped by the diaspora experience. I is
transnational and deterritorialized. Following Nina Glick-Schiller and George
Fournon’s {1989) model in their study of Haitians, the Korean diaspora experi-
ence can be analyzed in terms of multiple and overlapping identities. For Ko-
rean immigrants, these separate identities allow them to both accommodate and
resist the realities of race, class, and gender both in Korea and the United States, 12
Korean American culture, thus, is very fluid, and similar to what some scholars
have described as creole cultures, According to Ulf Hannerz, creole cultures “are
intrinsically of mixed origin, the confluence of two or more widely separate his-
torical currents which interact in what is basically a center/periphery relation-
ships.”®* Perhaps the best American example of a creole culture is found in New
Orleans, where Europeans, Amerjcans, Indians, and Africans have intermingled.
Can Korean Americans be one of the many new creoles in New York?

Hannerz's creolization concept helps in an apalysis of the creation of Korean
immigrant culture. However, the concept lacks important historical and potiti-
cal dimensions such as time, place, and context. Also, although the government
plays a major role in resocializing or acculturating ethnic immigrants, people are
not passive but rather dynamically engaged in the process of developing their
own particular identity and culture, and the definition does not adequately ac-
knowledge this.
~ In her much-celebrated study of Asian American diasporas, Anthropologist
Lisa Lowe argues that interpreting Asian American culture exclusively in terms
of conflict between generations and filial relationships oversimplifies that cul-
lure, obscuring the particularities and differences created by class, gender, and
‘Tnationality among Asians. Instead, basing on her study of Asian American cus-
toms and practices, she suggests, “The making of Asian American culture may
be a much ‘messier’ process than unmediated vertical transmission from one gen-
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eration to another, including practices that are
ified, as well as partly invented "

Similarly, Andrew Apter expl
as evidenced by his study of rel

ian Candomble and Cuban Santeria. In his deconstruction of Linguist Melville
- Herskovits’s much-celebrated essentialized syncretic paradigm on the reposses-
sion of Africa’s heritage in the New World, Apter states, “The reiation between
implicit social knowledge and political economy .. . defines the horizon of
Alfricanity in the New World: not as core values or cultural templates but as dy-
namic and critical practices.”'s '

Nonetheless, Fric Gable, Richard Handler, and Anna Law
that ongoing construction of culture can be politicall
sented (or misrepresented) peoples who are in the process of claiming their col-
lective rights. More significantly, lost in the deconstructive o1gy is the more
crucial point that majority or mainstream traditions are equally invented.s

This article examines the construction of culture in diasporic communities,
emphasizing the creative and critical practices relating to the idea of agency. How
do transnational people maintain their identities, and what strategies do they
adopt? In the creation of a hybrid culture, what efforts are made to retain origi-
nal characteristics and custorns?

Part of the transnational experience is “the
to pay by all of this, the blood on the floor an
and ambiguity”” Amid this ¢
American culture in multiethn

partly inherited and partly mod-

ains cultural construction as a dynamic process,
igious practices such as Hajtian voodoo, Brazjl-

son insightfully note
y damaging to underrepre-

prices people pay and are forced
d immense suffering and anguish

ontext of “anguish and ambiguity” les Korean
ic America.

KOREAN AMERICAN CULTURE

A researcher who studied cultural differences and communication styles be-

tween Korean merchants and employees and black patrons in south Los Ange-
les listed the following values and characteristics of Korean immigrants, based on
her observations. “Respect of hierarchy; racial pride; reverence for lineage-loyalty,
honor and duty; mtrospection and self-control; age orientation; emphasis on col-
lective responsibility; formalism in behavior and logic of the heart; circular (in=
direct) ways of thinking; avoidance of confrontation; and high regard for
education.’s :
In addition, she stated that Asian tradition assumes that all humans are cre
ated unequal.’? Although some of these characteristics ma

of culture is broader than a list of values and traits,
Other scholars h

y be true, the conceP

English proficiency, ex
tion of Korean names (
turation, most of the
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“mod- length of residence in the United States. . . . [Rjegardless of the length of resi-
dence, a high proportion of our respondents subscribe to Korean newspapers,
0Cess, prefer to associate with Koreans, and prefer to attend the Korean ethnic church.”?
3razil- One problem with these acculturation studies is that “they often involved a
elville rather weak sense of the political economy of culture, of the overwhelming power
108SES- of the Western expansion and of the material bases of change.” In addition, in
tween the studies already discussed, we do not know what each Korean thought of the
on of survey. Here, the measure of Korean culture is limited to the variables of lan-
as dy- guage, names, and media. One of the most important keys to understanding Ko-
rean immigrants is the notion of anjong (establishment, stability, or security)
/ note related to small business ventures. As used by immigrants, anjong refers to a
repre- definition of success that is different from becoming rich or attaining status as a
r col- member of high society. Anjong was developed by Korean immigrants to make -
more sense of the American ideology of opportunity. Included in the concept are the
‘ immigrant community’s analysis of causes and consequences of social relations
ities, and prescriptions to take advantage of opportunities. Korean immigrants see es-
How tablishment of their own small business as a shortcut to the American Drearn.
they In striving for this ideal, they remind themselves of the proverb “One will be re-
origi- warded as hard as one works.”

In their pursuit of anjong, they alter traditional gender and kinship relations,
eed as seen in the rise of a women-centered and sister-initiated kinship structure in
2uish Korean American small business. Also as a result of their focus on anjong, Ko-
rean rean immigrants have developed a new understanding of class, ethnicity, and

race, as well as new religious ideas and practices. Anjong, therefore, plays a cen-
tral role in the lives and foundational thinking of firstgeneration Korean Amer-
icans,

This description reveals certain aspects of Korean culture that have been re-
s be- configured in the formation of a Korean American community. However, unless

nge- these concepts are related to how members of that cornmunity perceive their cul-
don ture, how cultural reproduction occurs, and what aspects of the culture remain
ralty, intact will not be clear. Is Korean immigrant culture, broadly speaking, Korean,
col- or is it American culture? For the most part, immigrants tend to identify Ameri-

’ (in'.'

can culture with lifestyles of the white American middle class. However, they are
for.

also familiar with other ethnic cultures in America. For instance, given the im-
portance of small-business activities, many Korean immigrant men in New York
are familiar with Latino and other cultures, through bars and restaurants.
Nonetheless, for Korean immigrants, there seems to be a gap between their per-
ception of America and their multiethnic experience. As a result, in their testi-
“Imonies, they do not yet seem to recognize American multiethnic culture.

- Professors Kim and Hurh suggest that an adhesive mode of adaptation—mean-
ing that the immigrant group remains tightly knit—allows Korean Americans to
incorporate elements of American culture and social relations into their indige-
“nous culture, without replacing or modifying any significant part of that culture
However, even if one imagines that culture is a static unit or entity that is ab-

cre
cep
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sorbed whole, it is not easy to add elements of American culture, while keeping
Korean culture intact.

At the same time, one should avoid oversimplifying Korean or American cul-
ture. The process of acculturation/assimilation doesn’t necessarily mean a linear
evolutionary process from the immigrant culture to host culture. Moreover, Ko-*
rean and U.S. culture have been interlocked since the Korean War, Koreans are
exposed to the hegemonic U.S. culture long before they immigrate., Another re-
lated problem is defining what immigrants mean by “America” “American” cul-
ture is composed of so many cultural elements that there is no one, true
American culture. ,

According to the interviewees, the making of Korean American culture is a
gradual process, but more importantly, it is a moral and political process. Ko-
reans often comment on the gradual process of Americanization when they
refer to their eating habits.* For instance, an immigrant who enjoys a sour
grapefruit is said to be more Americanized than an immigrant who prefers the
Korean taste of a sweet mandarin orange. Similarly, an immigrant who drinks
coffee black is more Americanized than an immigrant who drinks coffee with
milk and sugar. In these cases, the process of Americanization is thought to be
accompanied by rejection and denial as well as lack of familiarity. On the other
hand, an immigrant who is said to be “smelling butter” is thought to be Amer-
icanized with the added connotation of having forgotten his Korean culture.

Thus, the making of Korean American culture in the United States turns out
to be a complex, selective, contradictory, and ambiguous process, encompassing
a broad spectrum of change. There is great deal of heterogencity in the way each
Korean American performs, practices, or interprets Korean and American cul-
ture. Often it is said that men do not change greatly from the way they behaved
in Korea, whereas women change a lot in America, Also, it is often said that
Americanization in the Korean immigrant family occurs most quickly in chil- =
dren. So, the younger generation and women tend to Americanize much faster -
than the older generation and men, which may create tension in the family. Per-
haps educational level—particularly U.S. education—occupational category, and .
length of residence in the United States make a further difference. However, the
way Koreans are Americanized is not limited to these factors.

There are three important angles from which to study the cultural production
and reproduction of Korean American culture. The first angle is generation
change: from immigrant parents to children, from an immigrant community o
ethnic Americans. The second angle, which is the major focus of this article, is
the way immigrants in their daily lives tear apart Korean culture and reconstruct
it. In other words, they constantly use Korean culture as their cultural reference
for digesting American culture. The third angle is identifying contradiction, co
fusion, and struggle. As immigrants understand implications of American cu
ture, they develop a fear for their culture’s future. As a consequence, they
constantly draw from both American and Korean culture as a way of producing
the third alternative, Korean immigrant culture. The only way to overcome th:
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contradiction is to create this new alternative: redefining Korean as well as Amer-

:eping

ican culture.
n cul- With these approaches in mind and based on the interviewees’ responses dur-
linear ing fieldwork that was conducted, there are four main types of value judgments
1, Ko- made by immigrants about Korean American culture. These value judgments
ns are occur over a wide spectrum of daily life, in matters of aesthetics; problems of
1€1 Te- virtue/morals/ethics/righteousness; concepts of time and space; language and
" cul- speech patterns; behaviors and mannerisms; work relations; social and human re-
, true Jations; gender relations and sexualily; experiences with government agencies

such as schools, police, and courts; patterns of consumption, leisure, and cus-
eisa toms; and so forth. As they redefine their culture, or it is redefined, Korean im-
5. Ko- migrants employ their moral framework as a strategy for making sense of aspects
i they of both cultures.” For Korean immigrants, what does not fit into existing rules
L sour or stereotypes is described as wrong, bad, dirty, or dangerous. For some Korean-
1s the jmmmigrant men, the phrase “Americanized Korean women” implies loose sexual
irinks morality.
> with Korean immigrants often refer to “drinking different water,” when they change
to be their residence. Accordingly, they view their new life in the United States as
other “drinking American water” (mikukmulul masida). However, they also distinguish
\mer- between good or foul water. If one develops the reputation of “drinking foul
ure. water,” it implies that one is not properly Americanized. Immigrants focus on the
15 out negative aspects of U.S. culture when they speak of those who are “thinly Amer-
1ssing icanized,” compared with “truly deeply Americanized.” Similarly, when they call
reach someone a “true Korean,” compared with someone who is “thinly Koreanized,”
1 cul- they refer to the negative aspects of Korean culture.
1aved Furthermore, many Korean immigrants talk about the “grafting” (chobmok) of
I that Korean American culture. A Korean immigrant woman, an art therapist, wrote:
chil-

In my hometown, there were many fruit trees, particularly persimmon trees,
“kam namu.” Early morning on summer days, I used to gather all the fallen per-
simmon flowers and wear it as a necklace. Later I used to eat one after another.
. A persimmon tree is not originally a persimmon tree. First, one should find a
young koyom namu (a kind of persimmon tree, but considered inferior in qual-
ity to a true persimmon tree). Three years later, often in early spring, one cuts
the stem of the young tree and grafts it to the real persimmon tree. I found the
whole process to be poetic and mysterious, and it used to appear often in my
drawings. Our immigrant life is exactly this process of grafting, chobmok.**

faster
. Per-
;, and
r, the

Korean immigrants see a persimmon tree and koyom tree as equivalent to Ko-
rean and American cultures, respectively, which through grafting can ultimately
‘produce delicious persimmons. The underlying message is that one has to be care-
ful to select good trees in order to complete the grafting process. In the grafting
_process, some immigrants add negative aspects of American culfure to negative
aspects of Korean culture. Others adopt negative aspects of American culture but
*keep positive aspects of Korean culture. Still others adopt positive aspects of Amesr-
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Figure 1
Four Types of Responses to the Formation of Korean American Culture

Maturity

Types
High 4 (ideal cosmopolitan)
Medium High 3 (confused or contradictory)
Medium Low Z (confused or contradictory) -
Low

1 {marginalized)

ican culture but lose positive attributes of Korean culture,
tive aspects of American cul

Here, this moralistic and ae
dimensions of either affirmi
As seen in Figure 1, th
while the first catego
opolitanism mean

and some adopt posi-
ture and also keep positive aspects of Korean culture,
sthetic way of understanding change can also include
ng or negating or adding to or forgetting each culture.
e last type, type 4, can be called the cosmopolitan outlook,
17, type 1, refers to the estrangers, marginal people. Cosm-
s a willingness to put the future of every culture at risk through
the critical, sympathetic scrutiny of other cultures and the willingness to con-
template the creation of new affiliations.” These typologies describe the efforts of
Korean immigrants to create a third culture that is neither Korean nor American.
This emphasis is similar to the analysis of Ling-chi Wang, who looked at the two
dominant concepts in the study of the Chinese diaspora: in the Western world, -
that of assimilation, or Anglo-conformity, and in China, the notion of loyalty.®
Similatly, some Korean immigrants hope to liberate themselves from pressures of
either conforming to U.S. society or remaining faithful to Korea. Others might
come o the realization that being American does not disqualify one from being
Korean. In selecting and reinterpreting certain aspects of Korean and/or Ameri-
can culture, immigrants do not define their lives according to clear lines of de
marcation. Instead, these aspects combine to form an integrated whole.

By measuring the frequency of positive and negative attributes of Korean and
American culture and continuing to consider cultural change in terms of graft

ing, we come up with a four-way classification (see Figure Z). These categorie
stern from Korean immigrants’ efforts to make ses

nse of their host American cul
ture through references to their prior Korean experience. Like the Hegelian sys
tern of dialectics, they identify a tl

hesis (Korean culture); an antithesis {Americ

cuiture); and the synthesis (Korean American culture). However, this proce
does not occur smoothly. Immigrants are often torn apart by conflicting cultur
repertoires. In addition, they often find these cultures contradictory. :
It is important to note that most unmigrants remain at the intermediate le
els, halfway, yolch’igi: Americanized positive and Koreanized negative; or Am :
icanized negative and Koreanized positive.?? Although there are different leve
of maturity, the developmental process is a continuum, evolving over time. Mo
importantly, it is fluid, moving in different directions at differemt times.*® It mi
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Figure 2
Four-Way Classification of the Formation of Korean American
Culture and “Grafting”

Bearing Delicious Fruit
Americanized positive ®
Koreanized positive

(+, +)

T—— Weak Branches Infirm Roots
Americanized negative Americanized positive
lopt posi- Koreanized positive Koreanized negative
1 culture, (- +) I (+, ~)
> include Bearing Inedible Fruit —
1 culture, Americanized negative
outlook, . .
Koreanized negative

e. Cosm-
through -
3 to con-
efforts of be expected that all immigrants move toward Americanization, but that is con-
merican. tingent on political and economic factors relating to the status of Koreans in
t the two American society.
n world, For Koreans, becoming American has a special meaning that goes beyond
loyaity. holding U.S. citizenship. Many speak about their dream of material success in

ssures of the idiom of Americanization. They see this as a process of joining the best parts

of Korean culture with the best parts of American culture. The person who is
“truly deeply Americanized” belongs to the highest stage of development. These
idealized individuals have moved beyond the individualistic and selfish attitudes
that many see in thinly Americanized immigrants. Immigrants’ criticisms of fel-
low Koreans’ behavior, and their contradictory views about positive and negative

aspects of American behavior lead to an interesting social commentary about life
in America.

BEARING INEDIBLE FRUIT

.+ Atworst, an immigrant loses, denies, or forgets the good aspects of Korean cul-
ure and adopts the bad aspects of American culture. For example, there are Ko-
eans who are not able to speak either English or Korean Huently. Mrs, Kwon,
ho runs a Korean dress shop, sees this trend, particularly in young people.
Young ladies smoke and young guys have long hair and assume loose attitudes,
dopting the American way, I wish that these were not identified as traits in Ko-
cans by other ethnic groups. | want Koreans to keep their own culture” It re-
1ins a major concern of many Koreans to retain their cultural tradition,

Ifl_c;_luding language and proper behavior between generations. Some immigrants
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fear that if they adopt some aspects of American culture, they will lose Korean
culture in the process.

WEAK BRANCHES, "YAKHAN KAl

At the intermediate level of Americanization, Mr. Chun, a fish-market owner,
explains how some Koreans tend to adopt only bad, egotistical, individualistic,
and materialistic aspects of American culture.

Some Koreans tend to be Americanized too soon. They pretend to be Ameri-
can as soon as they arrive in America adopting an arrogant attitude. Without
considering any obligations to other Koreans, once they make some money, they
fry to isolate themselves by living in the suburbs. They do not think of the well-
being of the second- or third-generation Koreans. That's why, despite my ten-
year residence in America, I am reluctant to be Americanized.

Here, Mr. Chun suggests that even Americanized Koreans should be con-
cerned about the future of the Korean American community. Similarly, Mr. Kim
recognizes other Koreans’ thin Americanization as he struggles to select only
good aspects of the American culture for himself:

As Koreans live longer in America, they also become individualistic. If someone
is robbed, now Korean onlookers, like Americans, neither call the police nor help
the person. While I was shopping yesterday, I thought about the serious compe-
titton among Koreans. This is sad; there were too many green groceries ail on
the same block. In my analysis, Koreans seem to become inhumane, As they live
in a difficult situation, they learn to satisfy only their own accumulated wants.?

It should be noted that individualism, materialism, and competition have been
deemed American traits. But the more that immigrants pursue their dream of
owning small businesses, the more likely it is that they become materialistic, com-

petitive, and individualistic—traits that conflict with their ideal of true Ameri--
canization.

Meanwhile, other immigrants strive to retain some positive elements from Ko
rean culture. In the following statement, Mr. Pai, a Yellow Cab driver, critiques.
American society: “What is negative about American society is the dependenc
on government. Whereas Americans seem to be content with their lives, Kore
ans always try to have a better life, focusing on savings. In that sense, I want to
keep working hard. I plan to run a grocery in two or three years.”* .

His statement reflects Koreans' unfamiliarity with the welfare state. South

Korea has no such concept. Similarly, Ms. Hong, a twenty-three-year-old, college
student wrote: '

L am proud of my three siblings. I am not saying that I have no conflict at all
with them. Since I left Korea for Brazil at the age of eight, my younger sisters
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remember litle about Korea. In addition, they made many friends with Ameri-

- cans, mikuk saramdul,* so they became more Americanized. Therefore, I often
try to talk to them after seeing movies together. “We are forever Koreans. Tra-
dition or customs might change but never disappear. To remember and respect
our hard work and the suffering of our parents, we need to be careful. Don’t
ever forget Korean etiquetle and manners. Do you understand?” Then, my 16
and 19 year old sisters say, “Older sister, we are aware. Don't worry,”?

To Ms. Choi, who works at a coffee shop, Americanization is just a term, not
a reality. She points to racial and ethnic discrimination against Korean Ameri-

cans and to the Ainerican concepts of ne privacy and private property as major
stumbling blocks to Koreans” Americanization,

No matter how long one has been in America, there seems to be a barrier in
terms of race and culture. It is difficult for a Korean to go beyond this barrier.
For instance, if one ignores our customs—if one kisses a lover in public, or if
one eats in public without sharing food with others—one usually gets criticism,
When Americans eat in public—and they often offer you some of their food--I

am sure that they have a clear notion of “my food” and “your food,” which we
do not have.’*

To her, Koreans neither can nor should be fully Americanized. They retain their
Korean cultural baggage. Even if they try, they will not be accepted easily by
Americans. She adds, “If Americans treat them (Koreans) as a new sort of Amer-
ican, it is only when it is in their interest, and no more. Many second-generation
Korean Americans have problems when they enter college. They are not regarded
as American, but they are not accepted by Koreans either,

INFIRM ROOTS, HUNDULINUN PPURI

The interviewees constantly compare different social systems and cultures, as-
sessing pros and cons. In this typology, they are able to find some positive ele-
ments from the American culture while discarding some bad elements in Korean
culture. Mr. Kwon, who arrived in America ten years ago, says, “The quality of
education itself, I think, is better here. In Korea, emphasis is given
in America, although students don’t listen to their teachers, ther
phasis on creativity and using a different method of teaching”

Others agree that American culture has positive values, often associated with
Korean culture needs some reform, Aiming at
becoming “truly deeply Americanized,” Mr. Park states that he will lead a more
discarding bad aspects of Korean culture:

to cramming;
e i more eme-

1 want to adopt the way of life Americans live, but more so internally than ex-
ternally.”” I came here with an understanding of Korean culture, having been
educated in Korea. This would be a chance for me to correct the bad aspects
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of Korean culture, such as excessive formalism and Korean time [failure to be
punctual]. For instance, in the past, if my nephew here ate food alone, T felt un-
settled, because in Korea food should be shared, never eaten alone. But now I
understand it well. Also, I now object if someone is not punctual %

As far as the American family is concerned, many immigrants are struck by the
differences in gender and generation relationships. To Mr. Nam, American fam-
ily life is epitomized by its high divorce rate yet, he feels that, depending on their
level of income, many American husbands and wives seem to enjoy life together
a great deal. He also sees less discrimination between the sexes. “American

women seem to make many important decisions—at least 60 percent of family
decisions.””

BEARING DELICIOUS FRUIT

To many Korean immigrants “true Americanization” is multifaceted. They
mean a state where one holds on to the positive aspects of Korean culture and,
at the same time, incorporates the best aspects of American culture. As a goal,
true Americanization comes after the realization of the dream of establishiment
of a small business. However, the quest for this dream brings out both negative
aspects of Korean and American culture, especially individualism, materialism,
and other traits. Only if one adopts American values selectively and critically can
one be said to be truly Americanized.

It should also be emphasized that this creative process will not be complete
until Korean immigrants are able to be critical of both Korean and American
cultures. It is not easy to add American culture to Korean culture. Only when
they review Korean culture critically and decide which aspects to keep and which
to radically remove is there room for American culture and, subsequently, a new,
Korean immigrant culture. Here, the Buddhist concept of emptiness can be help-
ful® In other words, in order to gain something, one first has to empty oneself.

Therefore, the interviewees consider the political dimension crucial in their
making of Korean American culture. For them, Americanization means becom-
ing familiar with the American social structure, particularly the legal systemn—in
other words, becoming integrated into the American system.* James, a Certified -
Public Accountant, observes, “(Initially) Koreans seem to be obsessed with the |
idea that they should not pay taxes in America. They thought of America as a.
free country, and, if at all possible, they want to avoid paying taxes. However, as
children grow up and get educated, they realize their mistake, and are ready to
pay taxes fully Mr. Hwang, a bakery owner, holds what is perhaps the most
widespread view among established Korean immigrants. What Americanization

means to himn is a blend of the best values of each culture, striving for the idesl
of “true Americanization”:

In addition to understanding the laws here, we have to try to leamn the language
and the culture. For instance, if we do not do so, our children will not listen to
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to be what their parents say, and will become too individualistic. But we must not for-

It un- get our own cultural tradition. We should not do any shameful things, and not

now I forget Asian pride and virtues, However, as long as we live in America, we must
also try to adapt ourselves to this new environment.**

*k by the A second-generation Korean American wrote about his own process of accultur-

can fam- ation:

ron their :

together My renewed love for Korean culture has simplified my life because I can focus

Jmerican my efforls on carving out a new bicultural identity. My new awareness of Ko-

of farnily rean American issues causes many internal conflicts. | have become overtly sen-
sitive to the second-class treatment all minorities seemn to tolerate. . . . I assert
myself against misconceptions others have about Asian American males, and I
begrudgingly let others know I am Asian and American. . . . T am always home-
sick. Despite my American citizenship, my disappearing Korean accent, and all

d. They my late-night humor derived from David Letterman, I did not feel like 1 was

1re and American. I wanted to go home, but I felt like I had no homeland. Korea was

2 goaI: no ’longer homle. I knew I was a foreign.er the momerﬁ I 'was charged more for

ishment taxi fare. I realized I had to make America my home,

l;fﬁzlr;e ' ' .Som.e definitely fee.l _t.hat_ Korean immigr.anis should be more interest.ed in po-

ally can litical life beyond their individual economic concerns, M. Pyo, a medical tech-

nician, worries about the lack of unity in the Korean community, especially

mplete compared to C_hina’coxyn, or to the Jewish and Ita.lign communities, But he notes

serican some progress in Han}mhoe, The Ko;'e.an Association of' Greater N?V‘V York. We

+ when knew at ﬁ.rst only for its name. After going ti:lrougi? a period of transition, now it

' which Is getting in better shape, working on juvenile delinquency, senior citizen prob-

a new, lems, and for contact with other ethnic groups.”*

e help-

neself.

THE SUTURING OF CULTURES

However, the process of grafting does not tell much about immigrants’ con-
ceptions of morality and historicity. Here, perhaps, we need to shift our meta-
phor by referring to two different kinds of surgery: imbricating and suturing *
Imbricating implies having the edges overlapping in a regular arrangement like
the scales of a fish, or sewing pieces of cloth, emphasizing plausible appearance
only, regardless of function. In contrast, suturing (or articulating) is the process
f joining by means of a seam of stitches. Theoreticians who argue for the suture
model agree that it provides the agency whereby the subject emerges within dis-
course, and, at least ideally, takes up a position congruent with the existing cul-

ral order.” The process of grafting seems to be more similar to imbricating than
‘suturing, Although Korean immigrants see culture making in terms of graft-
g, this scheme lacks a sense of historicity. However, their construction of cul-

re also involves struggle, confusion, and contradiction in a creative,
eterogeneous, and dynamic process.




294 ] Multiculturalism in the United States

CONCLUSION

Korean immigrants’ world is an interco
day they figuratively travel back and forth

Korean/U.S. borderless social space emerged as a result of transnational capital-
ism, especially modern transportation and communication technologies rather
than geographical contiguity, in this era of Pacific Rim affluence,

Within this setting, Korean immigrants see establishment of their own srmall

businesses as a shorteut to realizing the American dream
in their economic lives j

tary associations, and organize home life. Korean cul
figured selectively,

in relation to historical, political
the United States,

Thus, the making of Korean immigrant culture s historical
cally charged, and creative. Immigrants visualize 1}
ing. As anthropologist Michael Taussig notes, many of our cultura] explanations
are based on body and biology.* For immigrants, Korean culture is selectively,
and contradictorily, remembered and forgotten, transformed and reconfigured.
‘Therefore, Korean immigrant cultural formation involves contradiction, hybrid-
ity, and heterogeneity—all aimed at creating a creole culture. As their main strat-
egy, Korean immigrants rely on cultural and ideological criticism of both Korean
and American cultures, Their strategy results in four different outcomes: bearing
inedible fruit; grafting good Korean tree on to a bad American tree; grafting a bad .
Korean tree on to a good American tree; and bearing tasty fruit,

Why do we talk about Korean or American culture at all? Why is culture im
portant? As Renato Rosaldo® notes, North American notions of the melting pot
make immigration a rife of cultural stripping.*® Moreover, for racial minorities,
including Korean immigrants, culture represents their economic and political
power in the United States, and hence culture becomes a weapon in helping
them struggle to attain self.esteern and empowerment.

Unlike in Korea, in the multic
consistently questioned and chall
adapt, and a new Korean America
ican culture is also greatly influe
influence other cul

nnected social space in which every
between Korea and the United States.

» participate in volun-
ture is retained and recop-
» and economic conditions in

ly situated, politi-
1is process in terms of tree grafl-

need by other cultures 3
tures in America. Who knows? Per
American culture may integrate elements from Latino an
ture, and vice versa. By that time, we may envision Kor.

only having its origins in the Korean peninsul
will be in America.

nd will also eventua
haps one day Korea
d African-American ¢t
ean American cultur ;
a. Its development and elaborati

NOTES

I. The progressive group was YKASEC

(Young Korean American Service and E
cation Center)
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2. Regionalism plays a strong role in Korean culture—in marriage, employment, and
housing, For instance, in deciding on marriage partners, people from the southeastern

ch every part of Korea tend to avoid those from the southwestern part.
'd States. 3. Similarly, Korean immigrants develop cultural constructions of generation
| capital- identity. For instance, one-third of the Koreans in America are said to be 1.5 generation
es rather (those who came to the United States as children or teenagers). In addition, Koreans fur-
ther distinguish 1.3, 1.7, and 2.5 generation Korean Americans. These distinctions have
much to do with characteristics of Korean immigration history, each individual’s immi-
~n small S . ) - olitical particiation in U.S. soci
£ anion -+ grant experience, and their politica _pfrnclpatlpn in US. ,s’omet)i; .
jong 4. In this article, I use the terms “Korean immigrants” and “Korean Americans” in-
n volun- terchangeably. Although Korean American generally refers to people born in the United
.C.l recon- States, | expand its usage to Korean immigrants. My usage reflects the way Korean im-
litions in migrants use the term, which might be due to the small number of Koreans born in the
United States (less than 13 percent).
d, politi- 5. 1 collected narratives through the cultural model method on the topic “being and
ree graft- becoming American.” Naomi Quinn and Dorothy Holland, “Culture and Cognition” in
anations Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn eds, Cultural Models in Language and Thought,”
lectively, Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press,' 3-4Z. o
igured. 6. Or} the one hand_,. I felt tension due to the ways that Koreans are A_mem?an‘lzecl
. hybrid- in the United States. For instance, i remembs:r feehpg awkward when my friend insisted
3 strat that I dress more formally—i.e., that I wear suits—as if that were the proper dress of Amer-
icanized Koreans in the States. However, in order to conduct research on the Korean
Korﬁ':an immigrant community, I tried to fit into their definition of ideal behavior.
bearing 7. Donald Nonini and Ong Aibwa, “Introduction: Chinese Transnationalism as an
1g a bad Alternative Modernity,” in Fdges of Empire: Culture and Identity in Modern Chinese
Transnationalism (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, forthcoming), 1-54.
ture im- 8. See Khachig Tololyan, “The Nation-State and Its Others: In Lieu of a Preface,”
ting pot Diaspora 1 {1991): 3-7.

9. David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of

norities,
solitical Cultural Change (Oxford, England, and Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1989).

11. Paul Ong, Edna Bonocich, and Lucie Cheng, “The Political Economy of Capi-
talist Restructuring and the New Asian Immigration” The New Asian Immigration in Los

inésafz : Angeles and Global Restructuring, ed. Paul Ong, Edna Bonacich, and Lucie Cheng, 270
1gAmer (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 1994): 1-31.

12. In this sense, Korean immigrants will have to deal with gender discrimination, na-

?ntually tional chauvinism, and ethnocentrism in Korea as well as racism and sexism in the United
Korean- States.

:an cul: 13. Ulf Hannerz, Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social Organization of Mean-
lture as .ing (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1992), 264.

1. Lisa Lowe, “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian American
-Differences,” Diaspora 1 (1991): 27.
15. Andrew Apter. “Herskovits's Heritage: Rethinking Syncretism in the African Di-
aspora,” Diagpora 1 (1991): 251.

16. Fric Gable, Richard Handler, and Anna Lawson, “On the Uses of Relativism:
Fact, Conjecture, and Black and White Histories at Colonial Williamsburg,” American
Ethnologist 19 (1992): 802.
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17. Lauria-Perricellj Antonio, “Towards a Transnati
Closing Remarks” in Towards a Transnational
nicity, and Nationalism Reconsidered, ed. Nina
Blanc-Szanton, 251-258 {New York: Th

18. Stewart, Ella, “Ethnic Cultural

onal Perspective on Migration:
Perspective on Migration: Race, Class, Eth-
Glick-Schiller, ed, Linda Basch, Christina
¢ New York Academy of Sciences, 1992).

Diversity: An Interpretive Study of Cultural Differ-
ences and Cominunication Styles Between Korean Merchants/Employees and Black Pa-
trons in South Los Angeles,” (master’s thesis, California State Univ., Los Angeles, 1589),
17-19,

19. T do not deny that there is inequality in Asian societies; however, | find this state-
ment problematic, because it stereotypes and oversimplifies Asian cultires,

20. Won Moo Hurh and Kwang Chung Kim, Korean Immigrants in America: A Struc-

tural Analysis of Ethnic Confinement and Adhesive Adaptation (London: Associated Uniy,
Press, 1984),

Z1. Hannerz, Cultural Complexity, 262.
22. For further discussion on this ideology of anjong, see Kyeyoung Park, The Korean

American Dream (Ithaca, NY: Cornel) University Press, 1997}
3. Hurh and Kim, Korean Immigrants in America.

24. Besides eating habits, there are many other ways to measure Americanization; for

example, mannerisms and expressions. If an immigrant shrugs his shoulder and says, “I
can’t help it,” or, “God bless you” wl

1en someone coughs, he is described as being Amer-
icanized.
25, Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of
Taboo (London: ARK Paperbacks, 1966).
26. Kyeyoung Park, “The Cultivation of Korean Immigrants on American Soil: The -

Discourse on Cultural Construction” Yosong Ch'ongu, Korean American Women for Ac-
tion 3 (Spring 1986). :

27. David A. Hollin
Basic Books, 1995), 83,

28. Wang, Ling-chi, “The Structure of Dual Bomination: Toward a Paradigm for the
Study of the Chinese Diaspora in the U.S.” Amerasia Journal 2} {1995): 149-170.
29. Generally, immigrants strive to reach the ideal
and “Koreanized positive.” If they cannot, th

losing good aspects of Korean culture and
culture,

30. Although it is not clear how an immigrant moves in one direction, to what de
gree he or she has become established in the United States certainly males a big diff

ence. However, anjong is not the only factor affecting change.
31 Interview with Mrs. Kwon.

32. Interview with Mr. Kim.

33. Interview with Mr. Pai. g

34. Many Korean immigrants refer to Americans as white Americans, When they tal
about African Americans, they invoke the racial category of black. '

35. Park, “Cultivation of Korean Immigrants,” Yosong Chiongu 11, (Spring 1986).

the Concepts of Pollution and

ger, Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism (New York: "

state of “Americanized positive”,
ey try to avoid the worst situation—that of
adopting only the bad aspects of America

36. Interview with Ms. Choi.
37. Here, external adoption refers to superficial

change is more fundamental change, for instance,
38. Interview with Mr. Park.

or cosmetic change, whereas in
moral innovation.
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39. Interview with Mr. Nam

40. 1 owe this insight to Dr. Cho Manchul, Korean psychiatrist.

41. In this sense, acculturation is regarded as assimilation—that is, integration into
the American legal system in terms of knowledge of and participation in the tax and wel-
fare systerns as well familiarity with police, court, and government.

42. Interview with James, a Certified Public Accountant.

43. Interview with Mr. Hwang, a baker.

44. Bobby Kim, Korean Journal (September 1993): 20.

45, Interview with Mr. Pyo. '

46. 1 owe this insight to Mr. Lee Manwoo, Korean sociologist. -

47. Kaja Silverman, The Subject of Semiotics (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1983), 236.

48. Michael Taussig, The Nervous System (New York: Routledge, 1992).

49. Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1989). ‘

50. The immigrants, or at any rate their children or grandchildren, supposedly be-
come absorbed into the dominant culture that erases their tradition—autobiography, his-
tory, heritage, language, and other pasts of their so-called cultural baggage (Rosaldo,
Culiure and Truth, 210).
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